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Voces Personae: 

 

[AA]  Anna Akhmatova (1889-1966) was a Russian poet who lived 

during the Soviet era and was victim to Stalinist persecution 

including censorship, and punishment of her husband and son.  She 

is also a character in Marc Satterwhiteôs opera, Akhmatova, whose 

libretto is by [DM].  Her great poem, ʇʦʵʤʘ ʙʝʟ ʛʝʨʦʷ (Poem 

Without a Hero), first struck in 1942, but her work on its variants 

and additions carried forward lurchingly almost to her death. 

[DM]  Don Mager (b.1942)  is an American Cold War and post-Cold War 

era poet and translator, who wrote the libretto to the opera 

Akhmatova, and translated all five variants of Poem Without a 

Hero by [AA]ða book length manuscript he is still in the process 

of annotating and supplementing. Between 1991-1992, Mager 

translated everything associated with the title Anfänge und 

Fragmente aus dem Umkreis der Elegien (Beginnings and 

Fragments From the Thematic Material of The Duino Elegies) by 

[RMR].  Although some pieces have been published in journals, 

the entire book length manuscript has not.  However lurchingly, 

has [DM]ôs great poem yet struck?   

[His Editor] [DM] imagines he has an editor, who late in the cycle starts to 

voice opinions and despite that heôs ephemeral seems to own the 

last word. 

[RMR] Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926) was a German poet whose major 

work appeared during the first two decades of the 20
th
 century.  His 

great poem, Duino Elegies, first struck in 1912 but with two 

finished elegies, waited over a decade, during which WWI 

intervened, before the poet was able lurchingly to complete the 

other eight.   
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. . . ʧʦʵʟʠʷ ʤʦʝʛʦ ʧʦʥʠʤʘʥʴʷ ʚʩʝ ʞʝ ʧʨʦʪʝʢʘʝʪ ʚ ʠʩʪʦʨʠʠ ʠ ʚ 

ʩʦʪʨʫʜʥʠʯʝʩʪʚʝ ʩ ʜʝʡʩʪʚʠʪʝʣʴʥʦʡ ʞʠʟʥʴʶ.   

 

ʆʍʈɸʅʅɸʗ ɻʈɸʄʆʊ 
1
 

ɹʦʨʠʩ ʇʘʩʪʝʨʥʘʢ  

  

. . . poetry in my understanding passes through history and in collaboration 

with actual life. 

From Safe Conduct by Boris Pasternak 

 

ɹʣʘʛʠʤʠ ʥʘʤʝʨʝʥʴʷʤʠ ʚʳʤʦʱʝʥ ʘʜ. 

ʋʩʪʘʥʦʚʠʣʩʷ ʚʟʛʣʷʜ, 

ʏʪʦ, ʝʩʣʠ ʚʳʤʦʩʪʠʪʴ ʠʤʠ ʩʪʠʭʠ,ð 

ʇʨʦʩʪʷʴʩʷ ʚʩʝ ʛʨʝʭʠ. 

ɺʩʝ ʵʪʦ ʨʝʞʝʪ ʩʣʫʭ ʪʠʰʠʥʳ, 

ɺʝʨʥʫʚʰʝʡʩʷ ʩ ʚʦʡʥʳ. 

ɸ ʢʘʢ ʥʘʪʷʥʫʪ ʵʪʦʪ ʩʣʫʭ,ð 

ʋʟʥʘʣʠ ʚ ʜʥʠ ʨʘʟʨʫʭ. 

 

çɺʳʩʦʢʘʷ ʙʦʣʝʟʥʴ»
2
 

ɹʦʨʠʩ ʇʘʩʪʝʨʥʘʢ  

Hell is paved with good intentions. 

Common sense holds this opinion 

That in paving poems with them,ð 

A poetôs sins will be forgiven. 

This belief rips through the quiet, 

As quiet from the war retreats. 

How tautly this belief is stretched,ð 

Is seen the day on which itôs breached. 

 

From ñThe Sublime Maladyò
3
 by Boris Pasternak 

                                                 
1  Safe Conduct  has become the standard English title for Pasternakôs 1931 autobiographical workðone of the most 

indelibly constructed authorôs autobiographies of the 20th century.  The title actually means ñofficial protective paper or documentò 

and therefore might better be translated Protective Passport or Passport to Safety.  The relation of title to text is oblique and invites 
metaphoric interpretations.  In part three section 8, in describing gatherings dominated by the presence of Vladimir Mayakovsky, 

Pasternak also honors Velimir Khlebnikov, one of the originators of zaum Poetry (sound poetry) but then adds this phrase. ʇʘʩʪʝʨʥʘʢ, 

ɹʦʨʠʩ ʃʝʦʥʠʜʦʚʠʯ.  ʉʦʙʨʘʥʠʝ ʉʦʯʠʥʝʥʠʡ  ɹʇʷʪʠ ʊʦʤʘʭ. (Complete Writings In Five Volumes).  Ed. Ch. Zalilova.  Moscow: 
ʍʫʜʦʞʝʩʪʚʝʥʥʘʷ ʣʠʪʝʨʘʪʫʨʘ (Arti stic Literature), 1989. V. 2, 223.   
2  Dated 1923, 1928, this poem was included in a group called ñEpic Motifs.ò  Actually the poem written in 1923 scathingly 

registered Pasternakôs response to the Civil War; in 1928 he added an extensive description of Leninôs effect as an orator.  Barnes 

translates the title ñMalady Sublime.ò Under the title ñThe Highest Sickness,ò Rudman and Boychuk include it as an epilogue of sorts 

to their stunning, full translation of My SisterðLife.  They do not acknowledge that it is not from that volume, even though it is 

contemporary with it.  The poem is several pages in length; these lines are 25-32.  (Pasternak.  My SisterðLife.  Trans. Mark Rudman 
and Bohdan Boychuk.  Evanston: Northwestern Univ. Press, 1992.   ʇʘʩʪʝʨʥʘʢ, ɹʦʨʠʩ ʃʝʦʥʠʜʦʚʠʯ.  ʉʦʙʨʘʥʠʝ ʉʦʯʠʥʝʥʠʡ  ɹʇʷʪʠ 

ʊʦʤʘʭ. (Complete Writings In Five Volumes).  Ed. Ch. Zalilova.  Moscow: ʍʫʜʦʞʝʩʪʚʝʥʥʘʷ ʣʠʪʝʨʘʪʫʨʘ (Artistic Literature), 1989. 

V. 1, 273.  Barnes, Christopher.  Boris Pasternak: A Literary Biography: Volume 1: 1890-1928.  Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989.) 
3
  In a letter from Pasternak (living near Moscow) to Tsvetaeva (living in St.-Gilles-sur-Vie in France) dated 13 June 1926, 

he says: ñI will make reference to poem of my ownða recent one, not good (ñLofty Maladyò)ð(I dislike it)ð(Iôm sending it) . . . . 

(Letters Summer 1926: Pasternak Tsvetayeva Rilke, Ed. Yevgeny Pasternak, Yelena Pasternak and Konstantin M. Azadovsky.  Trans. 

by Margaret Wetlin and Walter Arndt.  San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983).  This book includes all the letters 

that passed between the three poets in the months immediately preceding Rilkeôs deathðone of the most astonishing records of an 
epistolary encounter between major poets that [DM] knows. 
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Akhmatova Odes  

Number One:  Ode to Mothers 

 

 Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Letôs have out this quarrel here and now. 

Two poets I have lived with  

greater than all othersðechoes down  

a corridor that stride beside my  

stride.  One was Pragueôs lost boyðgigolo  

of Europeð  

AND  

the other is you,  

who like a Swedish oak in a courtyard  

is rooted to her placeð 

starvation, blizzards, war,  

loss on loss on loss.  And both report that the  

great poem struck on  

ONE 

single night.  All  

thatôs beyond me so I just steer it  

clear like a plague as best I can.  But  

you took rootðneither masker nor shade  

nor angelðme not young.  And 

lady, I canôt seem to let you go. 

(July 2002) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

And what if, at your beck, I do con- 

sentðcoming from nowhere to    

 your new century?  Has   

it even  begun yetðwould you know? 

Summoned by incantation,  

I could sayðand then 

leave.  But knowing you, youôd deny it, 

  your preference being for 

  direction, not mere 

replies. Besides your half-century starts 

 somewhere else, swaddled beneath  

  high skies, but like my  

poema, which was born in almost  

 your year and whose voice was my 

  future,  dread hovers  

over all your days with black destiny, that  

sleek winged crow of war in Japanð 

Tsuchima for meðHiro-  

shima, you. All right, 

I consent. 

(July 2002) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Thanks not possibleðincriminated 

by your consent!  Rain came at  

last, last night after this grudge of drought  

whose small showers along the way gave  

trees a green veneer.  Youôre right, trust not  

the maskers!   

RAIN, 

grand and slow.  But a  

turn, lady, toðyesðpoetry out of  

dry silence is to call  

health into oneôs presence.   

But the pratfalls and slights of memory 

are otherwise.  You  

WISH 

me those too?   

At sixty, rain or not, one forfeits  

choice in the matter and grasps the bone  

hard hand of the future as a work  

to be doneðhand adrift like  

a motherôs, on a forgetful bed. 

(July 2002) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

Mothers begin as 

beginnings.  They bring terror. 

As one commences 

 

one commences in 

terror.  You, in your versions 

and voices, commence 

 

with the terror of 

mothers until at last your 

ñorphansò ring your bier, 

 

their terror larger 

than grief.  But when you spoke a 

motherôs voice, it was 

 

voice of all Mothers, 

not one sonôs motherðnot yours. 

And he grew up lost 

 

to your poetry, 

ever errant and ever 

unsung.  Of your own 

 

mother you wrote not at all. 

 

(July 2002) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Two:  Ode to Being in Language 

 

 Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Tragedy.   

Conscience.    

Inferno or light?   

Leaving aside abuse of news 

ðnever your plate,  

the phone conversations in codeðorðunattainable, the voice  

inside the deep mirrorôs blurð 

always these were more true.  Tragedy is choiceôs  

PATH,  

down whose 

inferno we canôt see till it engulfs. 

Scraps of fact, chunks of longing, dawnôs anguish, 

the blood  

SUNð 

and to feed, we have but these.  Conscience, grand lady,  

is not desire sporting  

its other mask; no one in good conscience chooses to suffer, and 

a bad conscience  

is, donôt you see, only the other 

mask that regret wears     

    for how  

things turn out? 

(August 2002) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

Do not pester with definitions.   

They are partial and fickle  

like newsðas you sayð 

not to mention the pontiffs of hate. 

Of them I know more than most.   

And more than you in 

your safe houseðyour safe time and land.  But 

let me wear my rag shawl  

of penance and rage  

as if it were lace from Baghdad.  I  

am without a claim on saint- 

hood.  When one makes a 

tragedy of conscience,  Occum and 

 Kant follow Sophocles and 

Shakespeareôs dirgeðnot vice 

versa. Being in language, we hold time 

in its flight. I thought you had learned  

this much at leastðyou with your 

Rilkeðat sixty 

ðas you say. 

 

(August 2002) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

 

Being in  

language 

holds time in flight and 

like you, I have learned that to write, 

rewrite, again 

write, makes of poema not the genre of length, but endurance.   

Just how strong are you to stick 

it out, when the end is in the beginning  

         AND 

        neitherôs 

aim is revealedðever?  And this is the best 

any poet can teach, the worthiest  

ethic.  

ALL  

else that our hubris proclaims is sound bites and   

pontiffs and pronouncements of  

central committees.  Not truth, but how unflinching and loyal can  

you wait out the 

work of work.  Time in its ruthless flight  

halts in the rupture  

      of words  

awakened. 

 

(August 2002) 
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Epode 

[DM and AA]  

 

Snatch up your satchel 

of words for the task, lay them  

out in sentences.  

 

Splice them and slice them,  

phrases jettisoned, phrases 

bound like scaled pearlsð 

 

lines that wrap and lines  

that warp.  Go back to open  

each wordôs drastic fruit.   

 

Swill up its nectar,  

puke it out, allow sweetness  

to spill. Cast it off.   

 

Pluck another.  Let  

juices bleed together, let  

them ooze down the page. 

 

Erase, smudge out, scour,  

blot, and in the dizziness  

of their aromas,  

 

lop away and start over. 

 

(August 2002) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Three:  Ode to Osip Mandelstam 

 

 Strophe 

 [DM]  

 

Atop this  

young century looking back 

ðthe worst our species sufferedð 

worst it madeð 

unlike yours that  

ONLY  

glutted its bleak savagery on its ownð 

we now, Grande dame, undo the planet too.  Not vipers,  

not sharks,  

not vast herbivores stripping  

verdant  

swamps,  

not scorpions have done thisðcutting  

foreseeable sustenance from oneôs  

own!   

And, yes,  

should you ask, it again rained,  

AND, YES, 

this morning after palling gray light, sunôs deep shafts plunged  

through branches, puddling them with parrot green,  

and, yes,  

clouds billow like  

stanzas of  

dashed off verse to punctuate  
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the swift wash of blue jay sky 

ðshould you ask. 

 

(August 2002) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

I wish upon no one shrieking win- 

dow glass under the wail of  

bombsðshould you askðnor  

despair at midnight, nor the icy  

hand of terror in a  

telephoneôs buzz, nor  

hunger, nor loss of son, nor the dread  

that your own words will bear  

witness against you,  

nor voices in mirrors that decry 

your forbidden past.  Vengeance  

is not my Hebrew  

name.  Nor have I settled accountsð 

a spiteful charge.  Iðhowever  

bereftðhowever  

spurnedðshould you askðstood witness.  The truth  

of those who have suffered greatly  

needs no garb; 

  its pulse, weight, breath, body risked 

enoughðOh! Osip  

Emilevich, 
4
 

Oh! 

 

(September 2002) 

 

 

                                                 
4
  Osip Emilevich Mandelstam was a major Soviet era poet who suffered the brunt of Stalinist 

persecution and exile, dying in far Siberia.  He and his wife were among Akhmatovaôs closest friends 

during the 1930s. 
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 Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Were someone  

to ask, I would say that is  

a near rebuke.  Just or not.   

Gratitude  

for beholden  

ones like  

me is paltry.  So for that someoneôs sake,  

even I wonôt say thanks.  Four years now you stride my words.   

YOU FIND  

a chair ample to your late  

frame. Fame.   

More 

ample as they age my words hold you,  

and seeing you ensconced, behold how  

you  

claim them.   

I only agreed at the  

time to  

a libretto for opera students two states awayðand  

composer friend who wonôt keep me posted.   

I WROTE  

what I agreed. 

But no one  

asks . . . the garb of solitude  

has pulse, breath, body, risk.  You  

too show this. 

(September 2002) 
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Epode 

[AA]  

 

I drink to the ruined 

house where shattered windows are 

cold eyes looking out. 

 

I drink to the lone 

maple whose bare branches asked 

nothing as I watched. 

 

I drink to the lie 

of lips that betrayed me with 

coldness in the eyes. 

 

I drink to the scraps 

of paper on which I scratched 

and scratched and scratched and . . . 

 

I drink to the fact 

that God did not protect me 

even when I prayed. 

 

I drink to the faith 

of the poem that lived with 

me all those years and  

 

with whom, always, I conversed. 

 

(September 2002) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Four :  The Gigolo Ode 

 

 Strophe 

[DM]  

 

If  

I were face to face, what  

would I  

ask?  Why ask?  You are no hoard of absconded  

confidingsðno news bank of factsðno chest  

with false bottoms. Nor ARE YOU  

Freudôs cunning crypt whose leaky  

repressions might retrieve a reckless  

truth.  You wrote what (as you say) you wrote.   

WHAT YOU KNEW, 

or at the least, what 

you recalled having  

KNOWN, IS WHAT  

you wrote.  What needed explaining was  

already explained.  Having sojourned  

well (I believe) with your words,  

DID NOT our long conversing  

already become habit?  Have I not  

hazarded my questions long enough and left  

behind  

whatever of them bore  

risk? 

 

(October 2002) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

My, my!  How many  

questions do you need to say  

that you have none?  Your years spent in read- 

ing Rilkeðhow much  

they show!  How his twitches and  

slides have filled your crevices!  That is  

what poetry is;  

crevices seeping voices.   

No poet better led.  His veerings  

halted over the  

very questions that opened  

out to span vista, so that fullness  

of questionôs body  

made answer, became womb.  His  

trick: one believes (your word, I believe)   

that somehow one has 

already known everything  

he leads us to seeðthat knowing is  

contained within the being  

that already one is.  

Neat. 

 

(October 2002) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

You  

explain Rilke to me,  

how droll!   

But amid unstaunchable belatednessð 

this century birthing itself out of  

unfinished complete TERROR  

of the lastðoh lady of 

the many voices, you, forty years 

dead, do speak again in mine.  It is 

POSSIBLE.   

Incommensurate.   

Absurd.  Consummate.   

POSSIBLE.   

So let it rest at that, but you are  

explaining a Rilke who is mine.  

So my voice too it seems has  

PASSED IN to your voice, which passed  

back to mine.  And they will accuse me of 

ñappropriating the otheròðwhatôs worse, theyôll  

find me  

guilty of ñsilencing  

it.ò 

 

(October 2002) 
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Epode 

[RMR]  

 

Like a tanager 

in winter uninvited 

I, nevertheless, 

 

arrive.  But have I 

not been hovering like a 

window or blessing 

 

or fierce angel for 

a long time?  And am I not  

that groundswell of 

 

questions from which you 

first learned to speak your terror? 

Although she knows more 

 

of it than I dare,  

or you with your gigolo  

quip, willðwe sojourn  

 

in our turnings and  

never return.  Whatever 

is bestowed as gift 

 

cannot be renounced as rape. 

 

(October 2002) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

 Number Five :  Ode to Jokes 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Of betrayal you know more  

than I, with its pungent cup.  

How often has its whiff of  

over-brewed tea passed you by?   

All of my betrayals are  

my own. To war, bornðand its  

heirsð, our ethic honored three  

sites: Auschwitz, Hiroshima,  

Nuremberg.  We saw hate run  

amuck; defense wipe cities  

out; and ruled that each must own  

his choices.  Like you who called  

the past backðand blamedðwe too,  

for an incandescent short 

while, as if freedom were a  

palpitating wren, tamed and  

warm in the cupped palm, lived our  

loves out of order and out  

of timeðas if desires  

were actions as light as breath. 

 

(October 2002) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

I speak not of you and warn you off  

from speaking of meðyour world  

and mine span a great  

distance.  Not blameðbut self-blame! Out of 

incandescence I learned to  

burn solo candles  

in silence and darkness, to craft words  

for the eyes of my drawers.  In  

their dark betrayal,  

my silenced people brought forth the joke.   

No people knows better the  

wealth whispers bear, nor  

how to watch trains, to speak the moment  

one rushes pastðhow to laugh 

in the belly with  

face stale and torso unmovedðhow to  

grin on the inside of lipsð 

how to wink with eyes  

wide openð 

a  people  

nursed on jokesð 

I suckled with them. 

 

(October 2002) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

ñWhat is the difference between  

sex and a blow job?ò   

           ñEasy. 

The U.S. presidents go  

for one or the other, but  

Stalin had neither.ò  

         ñAre you  

quite sure?ò  

                    ñQuite sure.  Did any 

one ever go public and  

tell?ò ééééééééééééé 

éé   ñWhatôs the difference between  

an invasion and preventive  

first strike?ò   

                     ñWith Hitler itôs 

 invasion, but with U.S.  

Presidents, itôs preventive  

first strike.ò  

                     ñWhat of Stalin?ò 

                                                  ñHim?ò  

 ñYes, him.ò   

                     ñThatôs an easy one.ò   

ñWell?ò   

             ñWell, every time Stalin  

did  it, it was called the  

Communist Revolutionôs  
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Avant-Garde of Peace.  Thatôs C. 

R.A.P. for short.ò     ðShould we  

whisper?  But then why should we not?         

 

(October 2002) 
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 Epode
5
 

[RMR]  

 

Irony: you have 

tasted the salt-sweet nectar. 

Donôt let it rule youð 

 

especially not 

dry moments.  Cleanly 

used, it too is clean, 

 

but if you become 

over fond and fear takes hold, 

then turn to great and 

 

serious issues. 

Search deeply into matters 

that matter deeply. 

 

Irony never 

descends to such brinks, for it  

is incapable 

 

of plumbing the core 

of your greatness of being. 

Irony is but  

 

a tool.  You must build your art. 

(November 2002) 

                                                 
5
  This epode is paraphrased from a paragraph Rilkeôs second letter in the group commonly called 

Letters to a Young Poet. 
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Akhmatova Odes  

Number Six:  Ode to Crypts 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

When the past slinks past oneôs sleeplessness, as if it were  

A SHOW, and harlequins in,  

what does one DO?  If  

one welcomes it,  

one gives veracity, to this past, far more  

emphatic than the presence that  

any NOW might summon  

or HOLD (peace,  

gentle sireðwhose bewildering lost Prague rarely called out.) 

Once invited, it takes up homeðstays put.  But if one  

says ñnoò and  

slams closed the DOORðah, but,   

thatôs an ñifò that piffles away 

in its utter subjunctivity, for when  

a past exclaims  

IôM HERE, I too in  

bewilderment say SHOW ME,  

and staying, watch like a chorus out of Sophocles. 

 

(November 2002) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

ñWatch?ò  ñWatch?ò  ðChoruses wail.  Choruses  

cringe.  And if they watch, they watch  

as witnesses.  Did  

I not witness the past that called out  

to me?  Was mine not a scribeôs  

faithful hand?  Who but  

I confronted the rumors that flew  

in New York and the lies that  

snarled in Paris?  Was  

not I, she who braved the bare truth when  

it led even to her own  

door?  Did I not blame 

myself even more than my lovely  

double?  Do not speak about  

ñwatchingò till the curse  

of your tragic land has told lies so 

well that to speak about the 

past is crime.  Am I 

not she who  

was denounced,  

silenced, sent 

to oblivion? 

 

(November 2002) 
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 Strophe 

[DM]  

  

My comments about your RIFT of questions that gape with  

indignity, I forego  

out of deference.   While  

bombs fell, your past  

birthed FROM THE CRYPT of your youth, twenty-one months  

before my birth, a threesome that  

EXCLUDES YOU.  Columbineð 

dancerðcruel  

flirtðwhom you embraced and denounced.  Pierrotðloverðwhose  

death shadowed you.  Harlequin in shadowsðenigmað 

maskðfor whom  

your scorn had NO PITY.   

Identification includes  

a degree of symbolic VIOLENCE.  When  

the otherðthe  

doubleðcall it what  

you willðgains voice, we also  

exclude.  Through mine, your voice GAPESðrift of indignation! 

 

(November 2002) 

 



Akhmatova Odes --  31 

 

Epode 

[RMR]  

 

Why sire you me? 

The lost past is only one 

face that longing wears. 

 

I too have riven 

out of the bereft moment 

object as otherð 

 

other as object. 

I too know the violence 

of my exclusions. 

 

Even so, as no 

other thing known to us in 

this life, is desire 

 

in its rapacious  

unattainable scorn and  

allure, for alone  

 

it carries us out  

of ourselves to border and  

shelter some other,  

 

as other, for without desire, time dies. 

 

(November 2002) 
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Akhmatova Odes  

Number Seven:  Ode to Nadezda Mandelstam 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Your fate chose you, you say, not  

you it.  With  

manias, my Columbian friend  

says 

(she visited Thanksgiving from New York), 

ITôS THE SAME 

ðas well I know! 

I lay mine at your heavy-traveled feet.   

At two hours, or so, per  

ottava rima stanza, I spent two  

weeks of Christmas breakðSOME SAY  

WASTEDðrhyming in English  

Pushkinôs sly and daunting forty-stanza  

burleska that would scarce  

have twinged my eye before your poema  

swept in.  Job not  

HALF BAD DONE. 

For writers, fate and mania have  

struck  

their dour pact, nor do we know which is  

spent and which  

wasted.  Writing wagers both. 

(January 2003) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

Do not be flippant with Pushkin.   You  

can never know how much an  

older poet can  

smite the soul.   Anxiety, indeed!ð 

but not of influence, as  

some claimðno.  We step  

into books because words are the stuff 

through which we seize, hold, enfold,  

and create the world 

ðand they enter usðlight as breath.  Not  

to be anxious is one kind of death, 

not to write, a sec- 

ond.  Inadequate to the task is  

always at the root of all  

anxietyðplus  

the rapacious slow scythe of timeðas  

Rilke, your beloved, knew  

more than most.  Of this,  

any of it,  

what, as you say, have  

you wagered? 

ðwhat won? 

 

(January 2003) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Of winning, few poets speak.   

Not fear though,  

it is ignorance.  Only Rilke  

could 

with his precious Princess goading him on 

be so bold.   

PERHAPS HE WAS  

performing as much for himselfðas it  

was for her.  She loved the  

whole show, traipsing across Europe, in her  

motorcar, to WITNESS HIS  

FIRST READINGS.  ðBut, lady of  

the endless revisions, when safe enough  

to seat your guests to hear 

you, you were forced to hear their verdicts of  

ñguiltyò ðas at  

THANKSGIVING,  

did Iðwagering muchðonly to learn  

Iôm  

guiltier of mania than Iôd  

hoped.  Oh!  

Nadezhda Yakolevna, Oh!
6
 

 

(January 2003) 

 

                                                 
6
  Osip Emilevich Mandelstam was a major Soviet era poet who suffered the brunt of Stalinist 

persecution and exile, dying in far Siberia.  He and his wife, Nadezhda Yakolevna Mandelstam, were 

among Akhmatovaôs closest friends during the 1930s.  Her memoir of the period Hope Against Hope is one 

of the very best memoirs of the 20
th
 century.  See the Antistrophe to Ode Number Three. 
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Epode 

[DM and AA]  

 

The branchôs fingers, 

slender, naked, dry, tick on 

the window glass and 

 

the dry wind whistles. 

Ice hangs, like a glass mitten 

on the swaying twigs, 

 

while tea steeped too long, 

bitter past the good taste of  

bitter, steams the cup. 

 

Time is capricious, 

stingy with the good hours, 

rapacious with the 

 

sourðnever enough 

for the work I must finish. 

Winter on winter 

 

comes; when I die no  

one will know how to do it, 

nor why it matters. 

 

But then it no longer will. 

 

(January 2003) 
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Akhmatova Odes  

Number Eight:  Ode to Stalinôs Daughter 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

  

ñNot to be anxious is ONE KIND OF DEATH.ò   

How much my anxiousness has been weighing. 

I thank you for that.  Today  

I pulled them up, adding the  

date when each ode was shaped.  What is  

written, and when, seems now to  

BEAR 

WEIGHT LIKE AN ethical act. ñStick  

out a poem to  

its end, when aim of beginning 

and endôs unknownðworthy ethic.ò   

Who said that?  Are  

mineðethicsðand wordsðSENT TO A 

RIM  

of the great pit?  Forty years,  

gathered in one book, theyôve been so  

often re-shaped, even in  

ten-year groups, no date locks them 

to the event or time of their writing.
7
   

WHAT BASTARDS OF witness am I left with! 

(February 16-17, 2003) 

                                                 
7
  At the time this was written [DM] had given his publisher a manuscript Elegance of the 

Ungraspable: Selected Poems from Four Decades.  Its publication was still not certain.  The poems are 

grouped by decade and locale but over the years many had undergone rewrites, sometimes extensively. 
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Antistrophe 

[DM]  

  

ñBe accountable. No SELF-DECEPTION.ò   

To learn that, one takes up his memory,  

retells it, sings it, lines it  

in verse, then forgetsðlater  

to draw it once again from the  

crypt to grace the surface of  

WORDS.    

THE ARROGANCE of power is  

the fact recalledð 

from which you recoiled.   Even small  

lives can arrogate power and  

be cruel.  Were much  

of humankind to REENACT  

A  

primary choice of mine, would  

the world be meaner or kinder?  

Your harlequin years were the  

small acts of arrogation  

that you later denounced.   Sister of my  

WEIGHTED SPIRIT, help me to denounce mine. 

 

(February 16-17, 2003) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

ñBut arrogance of POWER OF THE GREAT, 

unleashed and unchecked leads to Requiem.ò
 8
 

Were nations to reenact  

the choices of leaders swept  

along the surge of their wills like  

bullying landslidesðbecause  

IT 

IS THERE, AND theirs, and faces no  

constraintsðwould the  

world be safer or more unhinged?   

Mothers, both lands, already wait  

and cringe news of  

vanished sons, as in KRESTY BOOTS,  

YOU  

did. Staring each other down,  

placed at chess, two rulers now, two  

lands, we wait for the slaughter  

of pawns in avalanches  

of horror.  But, hey, sheltered and at home,  

ON HIS DAUGHTER did not Stalin, too, dote? 

 

(February 16-17, 2003) 

 

                                                 
8
  Requiem is [AA]ôs poem written in 1940 with additions in 1957 and 1961 that registered the 

experience of women in line at the Kresty Prison in Leningrad attempting to supply their missing sons and 

husbands with parcels of food and clothes. 
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Epode 

[AA]  

 

I thought you might hold  

to one voice to the end and 

arrogate no one. 

 

I thought you might land 

on your feet like a cat tossed 

from a high window. 

 

I thought you might cease 

with the lurching and half-starts 

to sail out the bay 

 

and breast the wide sea. 

I thought you had found your wayð 

that we might now turn 

 

tables and I learn 

from you how a poem might 

slide off the tongue 

 

with no cracks, seeming 

to show no privacies 

of innuendo, 

 

no ruptures of voice.  No such luck. 

 

(February 16-17, 2003) 
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Akhmatova Odes   

Number Nine:  Ode Against Irony 

 

Strophe  

[DM]  

 

So I ask you sir, if  

not irony, what?ðthese loops of  

insignificance snaring shards of the past 

ðan anglerôs cruel hook?  YOU SUCKED SIGNIFCANCE  

from any mere chance.  ðOr rather, not  

ñwhat?ò but ñof what use?ò  At the Jurys  

Normandy
9
ðITS GRACIOUS parlor 

ðin Washington, I found an old 

Niels Lynne; and then set it back,  

startled.  YOUR LUCENT letters, sir,  

so adored this Danish novel, you  

wrote your own.
10

 Such is the wordôs lure.  I,  

READER, POEM-DRINKER, boyðbecause of you 

ðhungered for this book, as one might hunger for  

llama meat, or yak milk.  That was  

forty years ago.  See. 

 

(April 2003; July 26. 2003) 

 

                                                 
9
  [DM] attended a conference in Washington, DC and stayed at this hotel. 

10
  [RMR], who was from a German speaking Prague family, wrote only one novel, which was set in 

the manor of an old Danish family, much as Jacobsenôs novel Niels Lynne was. 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

 

And see, with ironyôs  

belatedness, I found it.   

No bookstoreðno libraryðunattainable 

ðthen.  Nowðin EnglishðIN HANDðFORTY YEARS LATEð 

next to tomes of Dickens, Scott, an old  

Karhan.
11

  I again looked to where Iôd  

put it back, I ASSUMED,  and could  

not find it.  One version asserts  

I had imagined its gracious  

print, ITS PLIANT pages turn in  

my hand.  Or some other guest took it.   

But what version can make a use of  

THAT BOOKôS SNARE AND SHARD of insignificance,  

except, amid mesh of voices, now, ever  

dutifully, I must tell it  

to youðshrift and penance. 

 

(April 2003; July 26, 2003) 

 

 

                                                 
11

  This is an old spelling of the Koran. 
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Antistrophe 

[RMR]  

 

Belatedness is  

ironicðALWAYS; perhaps thatôs  

what irony is.   And now you give me  

voice again, belatedly.  Is my  

only defense, then, to let you?  So be it.   

And yes, you need not remind me that  

MY LURCHING  

elegies  

arrived LATE.  ARRIVE THEY DID!
12

   

Your  

Colombian  

friend rightly asked  

why  

PUT ME IN SOMEONE elseôs  

odes.  You had  

NO ANSWER  

to give, did you?  I donôt belong here.   

Where did Iðrestless, vagrant
13
ðever belong?   

I skew decorum hereðjar textureð 

convulse the perspectiveðnauseate the  

rationaleðAND LEAVE everything  

in uttered chaos. 

 

(July 17-28, 2003) 

                                                 
12

  [RMR]ôs cycle of elegies begun in 1912 was not completed for another ten years. 
13

  For many years of his adult life, [RMR] drifted from friendôs house to friendôs house and from 

hotel to hotel without a residence of his own. 
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Epode 

[RMR and DM]  

 

Of elation we 

have not yet spokenðits odd 

precipitousness. 

 

A tempest rises 

above the breakers to lash 

the window casement. 

 

A lark plummets up 

spilling its song till, unseen, 

it is all we hear. 

 

Words erupt and make 

clock hands freeze till consummate 

pages lie complete. 

 

An infant is laid 

in oneôs arms and wakes with an  

effortless smile. 

  

After the dayôs wrack of  

pain abates you rise from your 

heavy lids, look out 

 

across the room, and die. 

(July 28, 2003) 
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Akhmatova Odes  

Number Ten:  Ode On The Iraq War 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Well lady, rains cameðcame some  

moreðtimeôs 

good to wend your way again.   Never easy.   

My southern odes  

LANGUISH AND LEAP like your  

Northern Elegies
14
ðchords  

broken on an unused piano.  Start with  

NEWS . . . . . DASHED hope, yes, and, yes, just  

as my dread  

had foreseen, our president  

launched his war plummeting 

us forward.  Already  

deceitôs falling out before  

our eyes, but  

arrogation of POWER  

leads power to powerôs gripðmy land with these  

guys ðyours with your Stalin.   

And yes DECLARATIONS  

of success are  

falling apartðlurchinglyðand sleazy.   No  

one yet  

seems frightened.   Everyone should 

                                                 
14

  From the 1940s until her death in 1965, [AA] from time to time worked on a sequence of poems, 

sometimes called ñThe Leningrad Elegies,ò sometimes ñThe Northern Elegies.ò  The cycle is in fragments 

and the order is uncertain. Although she said there would be seven, all or parts of nine poems in various 

versions survive.  Except for a rough pencil draft of part of the first strophe to ode 9, at the time of this 

poem, [DM] had not spoken to either [AA] or [RMR] in over five months. 
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Antistro phe 

[AA]  

 

At that moment when youth was in full  

flush and everything seemed so  

possibleðyou , hair  

billowing down your back in the breeze,  

trod in protests to end the  

sad muddle of an  

unutterably awful war.  One  

whose napalm even I lived   

to see.  [The voice that you  

pitch me is clairvoyant.  See!]  And  

thousands on thousands triumph- 

ant trod with you.  So,  

how has it come to be that thirty-  

odd years later again your 

land trumpets hubris?   

Thinking the riddle is solved, do you  

slouch toward Tiresiusðthe  

one who unbares the  

most dire of truths?   Does your sad land  

again  

await  

blindness? 
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Strophe 

 [DM]   

 

 Oh, you are a cunning one,  

arenôt youð 

you, who in 1940 took on the guilt  

of your epoch  

like THE WHITE MANTEL OF  

a bride, and recanted  

complicity in a suicide thirty  

YEARS OLD, which was no part of  

your doing,  

and in that recanting, owned  

complicity as well 

(as if you could redeem  

the communal guilt by not  

just being  

made the scapegoat but BEING  

it) in a revolution youôd not embraced,  

claiming necessity 

ðEVEN DESTINYðfor  

the burdens of 

omission, inaction and blindnessðbut not  

silence!ð 

that to your grave went with you? 
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Epode 

[DM and AA, seemingly] 

 

Have balladeers yet 

begun to weep with their sad 

guitars and slow drums? 

 

Has the assassinôs gun 

been lifted, the curtain rent, 

the thunderclap silenced? 

 

Do lilacs still in 

the dooryard bloom?  Does a 

draped train draw sorrow? 

 

Questions that rise up 

from lamentations long since 

laid in the dust come 

 

with neither guitar 

nor gun nor lilac sprig nor 

dirge.  They burst on us 

 

at midnightôs lone hour, 

a ghostly band of maskers,  

bearing our youthôs bright 

 

triumph, broken and maimed on a bier. 

 

(July 13-20, 2003) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Eleven:  Ode to Boris Pasternak 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Letôs, my sister-life, fold  

the covers back, raise up  

the sashes, acknowledge 

stalwart 

companionate  

trees by the window.  Letôs 

COMMENCE WITH ñgood morning.ò  As I wake  

each day into, as  

you say, the sadness of my  

land, it is masked, not  

unlike your New  

Years mummers, by two desperations.  At  

my age, when I wake to take up my task  

ðthe being of  

my beingðI tell  

you, without dogmas to prove,  

or to disprove, it  

spreads before me with SCULPTED and ETCHED 

words, crypts, trepidations and  

nuances,  

but I  

cannot find sadness there.   

Oh that, at my age, you  

too could have so awaked. 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

Two desperations?  By right, my land  

claims many, my mummers more.   

And some of these I  

shared, and others I keptðin sadnessð 

PRIVATE. When the past comes to 

knock at willðmidnight  

of the change of the yearðthat knock, no  

matter how buffoonish and  

lithesome, to come at  

all, shades are desperate.  The flight of  

time is the past reborn.  But  

the tree remembers  

nothing.  How did you come to Boris  

Leonidovichôs book 

ðits full-breath poems 

ðits INDELIBLE name?
15

 What desper- 

ations do you mask as you  

lay your greetings at  

my galoshes-hardened feet?   

Is sadness a mark of shame? 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
15

  The title of Boris Leonidovich Pasternakôs widely acclaimed volume of poems written in 1917 and 

published in 1922 is usually translated My SisterðLife or My Sister Life.  Throughout the 1950s until her 

death [AA] projected, but never published, a large collection of old and new poems called The Flight of 

Time. 



Akhmatova Odes --  50 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

The first is our untold  

unsightedness, worn so  

long that it has become  

a sea, 

unsoundable,  

through which, like gyrations 

OF SMELT, WE swim.  We have forgotten,  

yes, that we are but  

one species tottering in  

a balanced scheme.   And  

but a small part  

of that one.  Oblivionôs far journey 

comes back bright with zeal, expectantðempty. 

Meanwhile we canôt  

assure ourselves of  

trust, and distrusting, long to  

be approved and loved 

ðgalaxies of loathing, PENUMBRAS 

of numbed pain.  Our second  

desperation  

also  

swims in mindless schools.   ð Wake  

with me, sister-life, to  

mornings of no sadness! 
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Epode 

[DM and AA]  

 

The tree outside my 

window, grown quite old, neither 

wakes nor weeps nor sleeps. 

 

Its flight of time is 

different from my flight of timeð 

earth tilt, orbit, sun. 

 

Its memory is 

cells and sap.  Its filaments 

of roots drink neither 

 

vengeance nor regret. 

Leaves draw from sun only what 

they need.  Waste nothing. 

 

The ice wind strips the 

branches clean.  They brace the hush 

of white on black snow. 

 

Grown quite old, the tree  

outside my window neither 

wakes nor weeps nor sleepsð 

 

neither wakes nor weeps nor sleeps. 

 

(September 6-7, 2003) 

 



Akhmatova Odes --  52 

 

Akhmatova Odes  

Number Twelve:  Ode to Trees 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

As objects, listeners are  

curious.  They graspðand grasp ontoð 

edges somehow, 

which cling to the nimbuses of our wordsð 

ODDLY.  For  

instance, at my  

reading last  

weekðon a stage in a gym, portable  

no lessðspeakers shot  

my voice AND words at hoops  

no less, and  

blank walls,  

as I shot through joyôs crest, students  

shocked at  

MY ñdark side.ò   

You  too knew shots of dark  

accusations that  

fired away at the ungraspable  

elegance
16

  

of YOUR poems  

                                                 

16  The Johnson C. Smith University website during fall 2003 posted this notice: ñThe Elegance of 

The Ungraspable: Book Launching and Poetry Reading October 8, 2003 7:30 PM Jack S. Brayboy 

Gymnasium.  [DM] has written and published poems for over 40 years.  His newest book The Elegance of 

The Ungraspable is a selection that spans his work since the early 60s, and reflects his journey from Iowa 

to upstate New York to England to Detroit to Charlotte. . . .ò    
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with SMALL BLASTS.   

You too knew, we make do with listeners,  

because thatôs where  

words live, and despite how odd, they are  

all we getðno moreðno less. 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

Between Carpathian haunts and the  

slime of the Mazur marches,
17

  

somewhere, good sir, we  

finally have found a common ground.   

FROM CRYPTS of the past, DREADS of  

the future, of grounds  

in common I make solemn rites; I  

am generous with dedi- 

cations.    When they do  

ARRIVE, listeners and friends alike  

crest oneôs joy, FOR friendshipôs in-  

deed rareðdearðcostly.   

Itôs what metaphor isðthe exchange  

of ground across oddities 

of temperament and  

tone.  MY tenor.  YOUR vehicle.  But  

sometimes friends wash aground.  So  

we get only our 

listeners.  Sir, thank you.   Can  

I number you among mine? 

  

                                                 
17

     Look: 

Not in the damned Mazur Marshes,
§
 

 Not in the blue Carpathian
§
 heights . . . 

  He is hereðat your threshold! 

   Crossing it. 

  God forgive you! 

    (Akhmatova, Poem Without a Hero) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

How, after six years of your  

abrupt claim on meðlibrettoðplayð 

a projected  

translation that offers no endðthese odesð 

COULD I be  

anything BUT?   

The questionôs 

not, do I listen, do ears take good aim? 

But rather what do  

I hear?  Could I hear well,  

and which, my  

DEAF tones?   

The ethic of listening drives  

one FROM  

elation  

of grace to precipice  

of abrupt despair.   

Betrayal, betrayal, betrayalðfrom  

all sudden  

and UNSOUGHT sides.   

CONSCIOUSNESS  

is inferno.   Communication is 

a choking blaze.   

Angels, have you noticed, likewise are  

portrayed as objects of flame? 
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Epode 

[AA]  

 

The season of flame 

arrives and rides on the treesð 

flamboyantðfleeting. 

 

I have sat on walls 

beside fields and listened 

to the crash of reds. 

 

Maples go scarlet 

and waves of wind sweep across 

like banners of silk. 

 

I have walked the road 

just before the first snow fleece 

and heard dryness sing. 

 

The orchard of pears 

and apples scatters fiery 

and whispering lips. 

 

And when Pushkin lies 

in my hands, I listen to 

his season of flameð 

 

and of promiseðand of rains.  

 

(October 14-18, 2003) 
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Akhmatova Odes  

Number Thirteen:  Ode to Youth 

 

Strophe 

[RMR]  

 

In your defense, even this late, I  

will not speak.  Accusation  

has slunk about me,  

where under the TREES of OCTOBER 

that drift down their dry leaves, I  

never jogged as you  

did, but walked at night beneath a moon  

whose bright skittish face dappled  

the path.  Irony  

ASIDE, the one who chides you is you.   

Have I not been CALLING out  

to you a long while  

nowðand is her hot youth not your old  

call, calling again in a  

new voice?  My hot youth  

in the streets of Prague WITH ITS Czech SPEECH,  

I left behind.  And your hot  

youth was also no  

Don Juan
18

  

but war in  

your landôs streets  

and distant  

jungle.  

 

                                                 
18

  Pronounced ñdon ju-ahnò as in Byron, not ñdon wahn.ò 
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Antistrophe 

[DM]  

 

My Colombian friendðnow  

a full year?ð 

sat in  

the lamp dappled chair, where  

she chose to chide my  

mania.  

BUT  

my MAENAD still pursues.  Her  

maple  

spreads its bare hands  

to her window.  Moon faces her blankly.   

As my friend spoke with  

her listenerôs care, you, sir, IRKED HERð 

an intruder of the  

wandering and displaced  

VOICE.  NOW in the October moonlight  

on my yard-bench where  

dogs wail at a train and frogs sluggishly  

keep their grating  

song, I  

am of two minds.  EITHER you  

HAVE  

intruded  

and you stayed; or, we  

all intrudeðeverywhereð 

alwaysð 

and just stay,  

lacking a place that is ours.  
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

About hot youth you are right.   

The wisecrack  

about  

sins of omission has  

its sting still.  Without  

choosing IT,  

the  

PARADE of the past accosts  

us.  In  

its midnight moon-  

drenched glare, our failures of action stare back.  

Despite displacements,  

it all seems so cozy and SAFEðAS  

IF we might live there to 

take our rightful places.   

But failure to comprehend confounds,  

and confounding grows.    

Did incomprehension make us not actð 

not cowardice?   

Or is  

that the salving ALIBI  

WE  

offer like  

a plate of sliced fruit  

out of expiationð 

longingð 

politenessð 

propitiationðor lack? 
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 Epode 

[AA]  

 

About youth, no one 

is right.  We rush through it like 

dogs loosed into fields 

 

after long wintersð 

impulse and arrogance and 

conceitðand the crude 

 

power that comes from 

the triggering of desires, 

watching like spiders 

 

for the prey in the web, 

and like tragic actors we 

bemoan our follies. 

 

The whirl of the world 

sweeps about us; and even 

foreboding we say 

 

is ordained.  But I 

was not displaced, not lacking  

of place.  All my years, 

 

my maple stood fast. 

My window.  My moon. 

 

(October 18, 2003) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Fourteen:  Ode to Angels 

 

Strophe 

[RMR]  

 

About ANGELS  

I have seen  

their graceðpass by.  About WARðlike two  

boys  

constricting  

and gathering into a thing that is hate,  

       performers,  

towering exaggerators, ferocious  

   horses  

crashing down rolling back their eyes, baring teeth  

 as if the skull peeled itself FROM  

 

the mouthðI   

  have been swept  

 INTO its elationðI have plunged  

back to debilitating grief.  Angels are  

   flameless,  

consume nothing, and are consumed by nothing,  

       fully they  

are the containment of themselves.  Like roses,  

       they unfoldð 

standð 

 pass.  Like US their beings are placeless;  

unlike us,  

NEVER displaced. 
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 Antistrophe 

[DM]  

 

About ANGELS I see only sym-  

bols and the cloying CLAW of  

sentiment.  Wars, staged  

at great distances, are filled with claims  

of rhetorics of power  

and the tropes of the 

powerless.  They are second-hand and  

hand-me-down stories of lost  

brother, dead childhood  

friends, old cousinsðALL distanced and too  

pale.  The CENTER is every- 

where and the now of  

now is now.  But I reside on the  

pale border, the liminal  

bounds, the half-life of  

decaying isotopes, the half-light  

of borrowed words, the endgame  

of INACTION and  

aging and small fears. 

Fear is the ground swell  

of MY WORDS.   

It calls. 
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Strophe 

[AA]  

 

About ANGELS  

Iôve written  

not a word.  Bearing RETRIBUTION  

in  

their hands, from  

the past, shades came at midnight. They arrived. I  

saw them.  Their  

laughter accosted.  But angels are the stuff  

of faith.  

War will wake oneôs full attention, when it rains  

downðhold one in its sleepless EMBRACE,  

days on end,  

with sirens  

and FLARES and the exploding glass next  

to oneôs head.  It conscripts the soul.  It indicts  

 

the will.   

And bombsô erratic stuttering is awful  

beyond words  

but only through words is the awfulness told.   

Death is the  

price   

WAR requires; shades from the past are  

the gift it  

BESTOWS.  Unasked. 
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Epode 

[RMR, DM , AA]  

 

Late October nights, 

moonlight dapples drifts of leaves 

fallen to the ground. 

 

I cross the bridge and 

the meandering stream glints 

with a small trickle 

 

scarcely whispering 

between the grass-dry banks.  I 

draw the cool air in. 

 

I lift my face to 

the slight wind and the tease of  

its sharpness and nip. 

 

October air is 

nascent with regret, the lure 

of resignation. 

 

Breathe deeply.   Exhale. 

October air gathers up 

expectancies and 

 

new portents.   Exhale. 

Exhale. 

Exhale. 

(October 19. 2003) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Fifteen:  Ode to Prophets 

 

Strophe 

 [DM]   

 

      Verily, it  

  is still our old habitðwe whose  

fate is  

to send WORDS ON THE windðto call  

out with ñHark!ò  ñHearken!ò  ñListen!òðwhose  

destiny still mimics  

     those who alone in  

the wilderness called, only to see their  

 words fall among scorpions and toads. 

        To be  

     calling out AT ALL  

    PRETENDS a CONFIDENCE  

     of message but knows,  

        too, a  

 smallness of certainty, a twinge of  

dread.  Between words we yearn to speak, and those  

     we do, we are our  

    own listeners.  But can  

  the black hole be heard?
19

  I freely  

  confess, I HAVE SELDOM been heard,  

 

                                                 
19

   Between the words we yearn to 

speak, and those we do, can we ever 

be listeners, can the black hole be 

heard?     (ñAfter Endingsò The Elegance of the Ungraspable) 
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        been read  

  less.  And no one has appointed me  

      as prophet. 
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Antistrophe 

[DM]  

 

O Lady of  

the faithful fateful lines, at times  

you felt  

yourself CASSANDRA.  And why not?   

Even though she saw and even  

though she told it, of Troyôs  

fateful errors, she  

had no part in making, though for Troyôs crash,  

she was called mad.  She abducted no  

one, took  

no foreign LOVER.   

NOR, WITH your SELF-BLAMINGS,  

did youðbesotted  

begger 

mongrels both. And like her, you refused  

to slit your tongueðspeaking, when to do so,  

was madness.  Who does  

not love a listener?   

Hardest thing on this planet to  

find.
20

  On the FACE OF THIS dark earth,  

in you  

I find listening
21
ðmadly split  

voicesðall mine. 

                                                 
20

  Who doesn't love a listener? 

Hardest thing on this planet to find.   

(ñIntercoastal Waterway . . .ò The Elegance of the Ungraspable) 

 
21

     On the face 

of this dark earth, in you alone I 

could find my own listenings.     (ñThe Gatheringò The Elegance of the Ungraspable) 
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Strophe 

 [DM]   

 

In Tashkent, in  

Muzot, after the great poem  

struck, or  

was COMPLETED, YOUR voice could rise  

only to loud whisper, reading  

each word.  You were hoarse from  

wandering and wind,  

from saying so much. It was shrift of friends  

who chose to listen beyond the noise.  

The shrift  

you chose to let THEM  

HEAR
22

  I too HAVE BEEN SHRIVED  

by listeners.  Why  

else do 

we, after all, do it, committing  

sparce words to an unforgiving page, void  

of reply, except  

to release their pure sound  

in which for a while, like the mothsô  

fleeting FLUTTERING, they stand in  

the air,  

peerlessðand unutterably  

livingðand bright?   

 

                                                 
22

   My voice can rise 

only to a loud whisper.  It is hoarse from 

traffic and wind, from saying so much. 

The shrift you chose to listen beyond noises. 

The shrift I chose to let you hear. 

(ñRunning With Steve Schreiner In Detroit . . .ò The Elegance of the Ungraspable) 
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Epode 

[DM, AA, RMR]  

 

Some nights I rise from  

my sleep nakedly awkward  

and with the moon and  

 

the tree bordering  

my window I take out my  

poems.  Am I mad?   

 

Am I psychotic?    

Words I had shaped into lines  

are detached from með 

 

shallow black smudges.    

My eyes move across oddness.    

The optic nerve bears 

 

impulses, which the  

cortex gathers to send down  

into the larynx.   

 

Words take the substance  

of sound, vibrations of air.    

My inner ear takes  

 

up the pulses to 

ride along nerves to the brain.   

Words resound.  I hear  
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them.  And love them.   And  

wonder from whence they have come. 

so vibrant and hale. 

 

(November 1-2, 2003) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Sixteen:  Ode to Fame 

 

Strophe 

 [DM]   

 

Isaiah
23

  

said you said  

your POEM was surely to  

be  

buried with you and your 

CENTURYðthe shrift of  

li steners  

stilled.  Why annotate a dead past?  He  

who comes as guest to yourðourðdanger-fraught  

futures said you said that.  At  

the threshold, to standðvoice sunderedðtalking  

to oneselfðis to be fully plural.   

It is neither to leave nor to arrive.   

Unlike science, and the rules  

of the ideologuesðit is to be  

the possible as it becomes the  

actual.   

What you wrought SURVIVES ALL  

annotations, and my  

four- 

year LABOR leads me into,  

not out of,  

this morass.   

(November 29, 2003) 

                                                 
23

  Isaiah Berlin.  See note 39. 



Akhmatova Odes --  72 

 

Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

I cannot thank you for that.  If  I 

stride DOWN THE path of 

hearing people explain my  

words to me, brambles will start pulling 

me down in thickets   

of interpretation, and  

snare me in stultification of  

fame.   Please, sir, be less  

reverntial.   All that I  

did, I did for sanity.   Moving  

forward one day to  

the next, I did, however,  

wonder if the Nobel committee  

asked after me.  I  

did glance across the Gulf of  

Finland holding a wisp of hope, like  

smoke from a SLOW 

fading ship-stack moving out  

to the HORIZON.  In truth Boris  

did it too 

ðwe both did. 

 

(November 29, 2003) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Narrative,  

character,  

mood, strophic forms, EMOTION,  

word  

play, allusion, meters 

ARE the virtuoso  

effects, which  

brushed lightly, form the strokes that open  

out from each of your poems.  Symbolists 

believed poems transcend mere  

contingency.  Mere contingency is  

your coreðthe despair and tenderness of  

each moment.  Thus, your revolt against them.   

Even more than your sternly  

annotated and belovéd Pushkin,  

Blok was the father against whom you,  

anxious and  

loving, wrote; and still MADE  

poems, at the end of  

your  

FAMOUS life, forty five  

years after  

the end of his.      

(November 29, 2003) 
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In place of the Epode 

Untitled poem by Boris Pasternak 

 

Fame is unsightly, when one is alive. 

It does nothing to raise one up. 

One must not establish archives 

Nor tremble over oneôs manuscripts. 

The aim of creationðself-reflection, 

Not hoopla, not grand success. 

To be a parable on any old tongue 

Is infamy and nothingness. 

But one must live without pretense 

So that at the end of ends 

You bring to yourself love of expanse 

And hear the future beckoning. 

   

And one must renounce the spaces 

Of fate.  Not on the center of pages 

Are a whole lifeôs chapters and places 

Spelled outðbut the marges. 

 

Become immersed in uncertainty,
24

 

Conceal your footsteps in its bog, 

Just as one is unable to see 

Whole districts in a pitch dark fog. 

Others, with living tracks, will trace, 

Pound for pound, your itinerary. 

                                                 
24

  Zalilovaôs notes give a variant to this stanza. 

 

 ʂʘʢ ʧʣʘʚʘʝʪ ʚ ʪʫʤʘʥʝ ʤʝʩʪʥʦʩʪʴ 

  ʀ ʚ ʥʝʡ ʥʝ ʨʘʟʣʠʯʠʪʴ ʥʠ ʟʛʠ, 

  ʊʘʠʥʩʪʚʝʥʥʘʷ ʥʝʠʟʚʝʩʪʥʦʩʪʴ 

  ʇʫʩʢʘʡ ʭʨʘʥʠʪ ʪʚʦʠ ʰʘʛʠ. (Zalilova 2, 633) 

 

Like districts that float darkly 

In pitch black without contrasts, 

In the enigma of uncertainty 

Let you preserve your footsteps. 
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But you yourself must not divorce 

Astonishment from victory. 

And you must not, from any angle, 

Betray your self-containment, 

But be alive, alive and simple, 

Alive and simple to the end. 

 

1956
25

 

 

(November 26-9, 2003) 

                                                 
25

  This poem predates the Nobel Prize controversy by almost two years. 
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ɹʦʨʠʩ ʇʘʩʪʝʨʥʘʢ 

 

ɹʳʪʴ ʟʥʘʤʝʥʠʪʳʤ ʥʝʢʨʘʩʠʚʦ. 

ʅʝ ʵʪʦ ʧʦʜʳʤʘʝʪ ʚʚʳʩʴ. 

ʅʝ ʥʘʜʦ ʟʘʚʦʜʠʪʴ ʘʨʭʠʚʘ,  

ʅʘʜ ʨʫʢʦʧʠʩʷʤʠ ʪʨʷʩʪʠʩʴ. 

ʎʝʣʴ ʪʚʦʨʯʝʩʪʚʦ ï ʩʘʤʦʦʪʜʘʯʘ,  

ɸ ʥʝ ʰʫʤʠʭʘ, ʥʝ ʫʩʧʝʭ. 

ʇʦʟʦʨʥʦ, ʥʠʯʝʛʦ ʥʝ ʟʥʘʯʘ,  

ɹʳʪʴ ʧʨʠʪʯʝʡ ʥʘ ʫʩʪʘʭ ʫ ʚʩʝʭ.  

ʅʦ ʥʘʜʦ ʞʠʪʴ ʙʝʟ ʩʘʤʦʟʚʘʥʩʪʚʦ,  

ʊʘʢ ʞʠʪʴ, ʯʪʦʙʳ ʚ ʢʦʥʮʝ ʢʦʥʮʦʚ  

ʇʨʠʚʣʝʯʴ ʢ ʩʝʙʝ ʣʶʙʦʚʴ ʧʨʦʩʪʨʘʥʩʪʚʘ,  

ʋʩʣʳʰʘʪʴ ʙʫʜʫʱʝʛʦ ʟʦʚ. 

ʀ ʥʘʜʦ ʦʩʪʘʚʣʷʪʴ ʧʨʦʙʝʣʳ 

ɺ ʩʫʜʴʙʝ, ʘ ʥʝ ʩʨʝʜʠ ʙʫʤʘʛ,  

ʄʝʩʪʘ ʠ ʛʣʘʚʳ ʞʠʟʥʠ ʮʝʣʦʡ  

ʆʪʯʝʨʢʠʚʘʷ ʥʘ ʧʦʣʷʭ. 

ʀ ʦʢʫʥʘʪʴʩʷ ʚ ʥʝʠʟʚʝʩʪʥʦʩʪʴ,  

ʀ ʧʨʷʪʘʪʴ ʚ ʥʝʡ ʩʚʦʠ ʰʘʛʠ, 

ʂʘʢ ʧʨʷʯʝʪʩʷ ʚ ʪʫʤʘʥʝ ʤʝʩʪʥʦʩʪʴ, 

ʂʦʛʜʘ ʚ ʥʝʡ ʥʝ ʚʠʜʘʪʴ ʥʠ ʟʛʠ. 
 26

     

ɼʨʫʛʠʝ ʧʦ ʞʠʚʦʤʫ ʩʣʝʜʫ  

ʇʨʦʡʜʫʪ ʪʚʦʡ ʧʫʪʴ ʟʘ ʧʷʜʴʶ ʧʷʜʴ, 

ʅʦ ʧʦʨʘʞʝʥʴʷ ʦʪ ʧʦʙʝʜʳ 

ʊʳ ʩʘʤ ʥʝ ʜʦʣʞʝʥ ʦʪʣʠʯʘʪʴ. 

ʀ ʜʦʣʞʝʥ ʥʠ ʝʜʠʥʦʡ ʜʦʣʴʢʦʡ  

ʅʝ ʦʪʩʪʫʧʘʪʴʩʷ ʦʪ ʣʠʮʘ, 

ʅʦ ʙʳʪʴ ʞʠʚʳʤ, ʞʠʚʳʤ ʠ ʪʦʣʴʢʦ, 

ɾʠʚʳʤ ʠ ʪʦʣʴʢʦ ʜʦ ʢʦʥʮʘ.  

1956 

 

(Zalilova
27

 2, 74) 

                                                 
26

  See previous footnote about variant stanza. 

27
  ʇʘʩʪʝʨʥʘʢ, ɹʦʨʠʩ ʃʝʦʥʠʜʦʚʠʯ.  ʉʦʙʨʘʥʠʝ ʉʦʯʠʥʝʥʠʡ ʴ ʇʷʪʠ ʊʦʤʘʭ. (Complete Writings In 

Five Volumes).  Ed. Ch. Zalilova.  Moscow: ʍʫʜʦʞʝʩʪʚʝʥʥʘʷ ʣʠʪʝʨʘʪʫʨʘ (Artistic Literature), 1989. 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Seventeen:  Ode to Choice 

 

Strophe 

[AA]  

 

ñRatherò is, as word, rather  

curious now, would you not  

say, if one has lived out much  

of her life in a pax de deux  

with STALIN?  Tears are a nice effect.  But  

tearsðand coldðshould be saved up  

for sentences that  

need them.  I have  

known sanityôs howl and Iôd rather DO  

anything but let tears flow.  Some days, than  

TEARS, Iôd rather cold.  ñRatherò means you have  

steamed beets in a  

bowl, or dried kasha  

in a bag, and can choose both,  

or either, for this supper.  ñRATHERò means  

that the dance is a dance to the  

death.  One would choose, if she could,  

not to face it, but canôtðand  

so does.  Which ñratherò is yours?  

 

(November 30, 2003; January 3-4, 2004) 
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Antistrophe  

[DM]  

 

Iôd rather a dacha be huddled  

together in my back woods  

with old hoary logs,  

and netting for the mosquito hoard.  

IôD RATHER that a kero- 

sene lamp swelled smoke through  

the congregant trees as a chill strides  

through them, as it strode, fifty- 

five years ago, from  

DESERT to my grandfatherôs mountain  

camp VACATED to snakes and  

deer and lizards.  Iôd  

rather the turgid streams of neglect.    

Iôd rather cold sink its fell  

claws in my joints to 

make muscles RIGID as they fend back  

spasms of trembling.   

Iôd rather that, than this  

premonitory 

taboo dread.  Did your Baghdad  

shawl  

warm  

you? 

 

(November 30, 2003; January 2-3, 2004) 
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Strophe 

[AA]  

 

The cold war began before  

any tell it.  Of cold we  

knew more than any told.  Yours  

is not my coldðideologueôs  

stale METAPHOR.  After the Tsarôs war, right  

then, our cold stopped being the  

lovely symbols of  

      winter nights in 

Petersburg of old, demon-faced BONFIRES  

on the Neva ice.  Right then, ours was the  

COLD of relentless cold.  The cold of in- 

terminable  

cold.  It stayed through my 

waking years.  A shawl is a  

shawl is a shawl and not one OF MINE was  

from Baghdad.  Sanity is a  

shawl in a century of  

respiteless cold.  Thank you for  

remembering my old shawl. 

 

(January 2-3, 2004)  
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

 Iôd rather not spar 

with you any more.  You win; 

my words fall apart. 

 

I sit barren to 

my own conscience and its glass. 

The mirror is cracked. 

 

It sits squirrely and 

triteðsquirreling up causes 

for comfortable rage. 

 

But why am I not 

comforted?  A new year dawns 

bleakly beneath a 

 

silvery light and 

a mist-curtained sunðsplendid 

like many before. 

 

Iôve rode passenger  

sixty years and not yet seen  

my own scabby nose. 

 

Trees in their bark wear their ages well. 

Letôs not spar. 

 

(January 3-4, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Eighteen:  Ode to Power  

 

Strophe 

 [DM]   

 

  I keep looking  

at power.   

Its canny pride. Its  

keenness to  

sate ITSELF.  AND  

how power alwaysðthis is  

not as new as you presumedð 

promises that its horror  

is a ñgreater goodòðneither  

inviting us to ask why this good is good,  

nor whose goal it is WE TAKE to ourselves  

and hallow 

as though it  

were our own.  IT IS also true, even  

though power obeys its role and time, those  

who perform it, do so in  

part willingly.  It is not  

the horror, which is now being  

offered, that curdles my  

CONSCIENCE, it is  

the long road  

this ñnowò opens, and  

we may have  

no other way. 

(November 30, 2003; January 17-18, 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

You asked about  

conscience in  

a time when my words,  

parading  

BEFORE ME, WERE  

shadesðbut why me? now?  this  

interrogating?ðwho returned  

amid bombs, and the windowôs  

shatter of cold, to chatter 

ðto madden.  Conscience is the road each, by  

sensation of DESTINY seems to plod.   

Doggedly 

and unmarked,  

it LASHES ONWARD.  Only two or three  

times does one choose, a clear turn, or accept  

with arms raised and eyes open,  

an unexpected veering.   

All else is consequence.  With your  

touted listening eye,  

LOOK AGAIN to  

my books.  Which  

poem does not trace the  

signs on some  

face of ñand then . . .ò?   

 

(January 17-18, 2004) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

So then, crone of  

consequence,  

let me guess;  there is  

no now of  

now.  MARKERLESS,  

we bring to this anxious  

century, now in its fourth year,  

not dread of a war that, may 

ðnow in its ninth monthðbe more  

awful than we say, but admission of  

our morass.  And LIKE BERRIES ripening,  

these odes have 

become my  

ñand then . . .ò?ðmy SENSATION of destinyð 

its lashðits whim.  But to place questions in  

the voice of a dead Russian 

poet or to ask her to  

speak through my odes is chatter and  

madness, and this then is  

THE NOW THAT my  

ñand then . . .ò has  

brought me.  To veer toward  

silence is  

to acquiesce. 

 

(January 17-18, 2004) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

In the holly treesô 

seventh summer, after three  

yearsô drought, rains came, and 

 

they grew four feet. Now  

this winter for the first time  

they wear clusters 

 

of scarlet berries. 

Clusters of scarlet toxins. 

And now this morning 

 

as half the country 

embraces a cold beyond  

record, a score of  

 

robins takes charge. 

With their rusty winter chests 

they flit among spiked 

 

evergreen leaves and 

pluck off the berries without 

a pause for preening. 

 

In respite and hush, 

something like gladness watches 

from the kitchen door. 

(January 17-18, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Nineteen:  The Gray Ode 

 

Strophe 

 [DM]   

 

I wake today to cold  

rain, low slate clouds, gusty spells . . .  And  

the word itself gusts, like a cold slap.  Calm 

ðand small gusts of  

sorrow.  YOUðphantom-friend 

ðecho-otherðsurely would  

say,  

ñwild dream!ò   

ñNot meritorious  

of vodka-gusted laughter.ò  WANDERING, 

still, along a path where  

the gusts of my words, shaped to lines,  

spasmed on pages, I  

KNOW, AS YOU did, listenersô succoring  

retorts.  But for the life  

of me,  

why  

does speaking oneôs gathering  

words, succor ME with calm  

and sorrow?  Splashed  

with dazzle? How often you declaimed your  

poema, like a shawl across  

the shoulder of your years. 

 

(February 7-8, 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

Despite its place on  

the page, its body of inkð 

which so dreadfully matterðit is  

the most fleeting of  

things.   A declamation OF  

BREATH.   A wedding of poet to list- 

enerðan eros  

of divorce.  It has neither  

the DRAMA OF MUSIC nor actorôs  

pitch. ðð  Wedding when it  

rings, rings mind to mindðas if  

all else were fleeting SHADES.  ECHO AND  

SELF, each of usð 

stoic divide.  So why then should  

reciting your words to an empty  

room, ALONE, at night,  

not bestow gusts of comfort?   

Hold onto your pages, stow  

them inside a secret drawer.    

Send them out to friends.   

Let 

censors  

be. 

 

(February 7-8, 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[RMR]  

 

How many times after  

the great poem struckðthat awful  

Duino nightðthose gusts of the slapping  

Adriatic  

up white CLIFFSðthe pitched howl  

of winds . . . how many times have  

I  

taken  

out the two elegies,  

set them forlorn on my LECTERN AND LIT 

candles?  It is said that  

I read, as if in a trance, with  

a pitched whispery lift 

TO MY VOICE.  It is said silence spreads out 

to buoy it, so the  

words float  

from  

me, out to listeners who  

themselves BECOME entranced.    

It is said . . . oh  

well, so be it with legends!   When one waits  

alone, he waits alone.  Gustless  

years dredge the mire of time. 

 

(February 7-8, 2004) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

February winds 

stalk through the woods robed 

as translucent wraiths. 

 

They pass through the trees 

as if they were slender slits 

of doors.  Pass through bones. 

 

They grab at my sleeve 

like drifters who beg to tell 

a harrowing tale 

 

but the stammered breathð 

the distractednessðgets in 

their way.  They just moan. 

 

February winds 

moan across the night robed as 

lost owls haunted with 

 

hunger in a land  

of no prey, in a season 

of no dawn, a time 

 

of gray and gray and gray. 

 

(February 8, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number 20:  Ode to Despair 

 

Strophe 

[AA]  

 

You ask about despair, have I known  

it?  If itôs walked WITH ME, it  

was but for a short  

while, for I moved on ahead with those 

companions more redolent  

in our pain.  But I  

have watched as it takes those who had no  

will to live, or courage to  

END their days.  They turned  

themselves inside out like gloves wearing  

the soft fur against their flesh  

as if IT could be  

a gentle balm.  They are those whose self  

deception no longer could   

tell mincing from fear,  

for their lids were sewn up from the in- 

side, so that the eyeballs sketched 

darkly ACROSS THEM  

WOULD be at a loss  

for surprise,  

or even  

showing it. 

 

(February 17-21, 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[DM]  

 

For you,  

one  

side, Stalin, despair, eyelids sewn, gloves  

split down their bellies to be slowly  

sucked inside outðand  

the other side?  ðthe other side, Russiaôs  

troika amuck, and  

her people, with whom  

you  

stayed and stood.   How such  

comfortable divides assure 

us!  How clean!  ððMy sad  

landôs despairôs, meanwhile, unclean and kind, as  

if Levitical  

ABOMINATIONS spread out through  

the air, seeping through  

our  

inoculated  

food, lavish potions  

of antibiotics like false prophets.   

With unmincingly  

broad smiles we scarcely see our fearôs long  

shadows.  What supreme commander knows  

his  

own land?  

 

(February 17, 19-21 , 2004) 
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Strophe 

[AA]  

 

Those who went before  

saw better.  Saw more.  About  

DESPAIR, AND MY people ñamuck,ò as  

you say, donôt rush!  Donôt  

plunge into blizzards with flags  

unfurled as if Christ, fearless, strode  ahead!   

Whom one stands up  

against, or stands with, even  

to the dark LINE OF ground faces and  

the midnight knock . . . whom  

one stands up for, or rebukes,  

or betrays . . . who stands with YOU, or with  

a clandestine warm  

handclasp and surreptitious  

smile, sells you . . . your shocks will be endless.   

And Blok, the peopleôs  

great poet, saw more despair  

than all us who followed.  IN DYING,  

HE was no plucked  

peacock.  He was  

a swan  

without  

water. 

 

(February 17, 19-21, 2004) 
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In Place of the Epode 

Untitled Poem by Alexander Blok 

 

Worlds fly.  Years fly.  The empty  

Universe peers at us with a dark eye  

And you, soul, one more time, weary, 

Deafened, grasp at happinessðwhy? 

 

What happiness? The coolness of evening 

Among muffled woods in a darkening garden?  

Or the bleak, perverse pleasures of wine, 

And seduction, and the soulôs ruin? 

 

What happiness?  One brief cramped spell 

Of oblivion, sleep, and rest from thought . . .  

Onlyðto wakeðagain to the unknowable 

Frenzied flight that seizes the heart . . . 

 

Sighing, one peers outðthe threat has passed . . . 

But right thenðthe spell is snapped! 

Desolation everywhere, hit or miss, 

Humming in flight, like a spinning top. 

 

And catching hold to the sharp-edged brink, 

And listening to the persistent humming noise,ð 

Donôt we just drop further into imaginings we think 

Explain the shifts of space, and time, and cause 

 

That fail in the end?  The piercing sound 

Stops not, and lacking strength we find no peace . . . 
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How dreadful it all is!  How barbaric!  ð Give me a hand, 

Comrade, pal!  Letôs sink into senselessness. 

 

2 July 1912 

 

(Translated early February 2004) 
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ɸʣʝʢʩʘʥʜʨ ɹʣʦʢ
28

 

 

ʄʠʨʳ ʣʝʪʷʪ.  ɻʦʜʘ ʣʝʪʷʪ.  ʇʫʩʪʘʷ 

ɺʩʝʣʝʥʥʘʷ ʛʣʷʜʠʪ ʚ ʥʘʩ ʤʨʘʢʦʤ ʛʣʘʟ 

ɸ ʪʳ, ʜʫʰʘ, ʫʩʪʘʣʘʷ, ʛʣʫʭʘʷ, 

ʆ ʩʯʘʩʪʠʠ ʪʚʝʨʜʠʰʴ,ðʢʦʪʦʨʳʡ ʨʘʟ? 

 

?  ɺʝʯʝʨʥʠʝ ʧʨʦʭʣʘʜʳ 

ɺ ʪʝʤʥʝʶʱʝʤ ʩʘʜʫ, ʚ ʣʝʩʥʦʡ ʛʣʫʰʠ? 

ʀʣʴ ʤʨʘʯʥʳʝ, ʧʦʨʦʯʥʳʝ ʫʩʣʘʜʳ 

ɺʠʥʘ, ʩʪʨʘʩʪʝʡ,  ʧʦʛʠʙʝʣʠ ʜʫʰʠ? 

 

?  ʂʦʨʦʪʢʠʡ ʤʠʛ ʠ ʪʝʩʥʳʡ, 

ɿʘʙʚʝʥʴʝ, ʩʦʥ ʠ ʦʪʜʳʭ ʦʪ ʟʘʙʦʪ . . . 

ʆʯʥʝʰʴʩʷðʚʥʦʚʴ ʙʝʟʫʤʥʳʡ, ʥʝʠʟʚʝʩʪʥʳʡ 

. . . 

 

ɺʟʜʦʭʥʫʣ, ʛʣʷʜʠʰʴðʦʧʘʩʥʦʩʪʴ ʤʠʥʦʚʘʣʘ . . . 

ʅʦ ʚ ʵʪʦʪ ʩʘʤʳʡ ʤʠʛðʦʧʷʪʴ ʪʦʣʯʦʢ! 

ɿʘʧʫʱʝʥʥʳʡ ʢʫʜʘ-ʪʦ, ʢʘʢ ʧʦʧʘʣʦ, 

ʃʝʪʠʪ, ʞʫʞʞʠʪ, ʪʦʨʦʧʠʪʩʷ ʚʦʣʯʦʢ! 

 

ʀ, ʫʮʝʧʷʩʴ ʟʘ ʢʨʘʡ ʩʢʦʣʴʟʷʱʠʡ, ʦʩʪʨʳʡ. 

ʀ ʩʣʫʰʘʷ ʚʩʝʛʜʘ ʞʫʞʞʘʱʠʡ ʟʚʦʥ,ð 

ʅʝ ʩʭʦʜʠʤ ʣʠ ʩ ʫʤʘ ʤʳ ʚ ʩʤʝʥʝ ʧʝʩʪʨʦʡ 

ʇʨʠʜʫʤʘʥʥʳʭ ʧʨʠʯʠʥ, ʧʨʦʩʪʨʘʥʩʪʚ, ʚʨʝʤʝʥ 

 

ʂʦʛʜʘ ʞ ʢʦʥʝʮ?  ʅʘʟʦʡʣʠʚʦʤʫ ʟʚʫʢʫ 

 

                                                 
28

  ɹʣʦʢ, ɸʣʝʢʩʘʥʜʨ.  ʉʪʠʭʦʪʦʚʦʨʝʥʠʷ ʠ ʇʦʵʤʳ 1907-1921.  6 vol.  [Blok, Alexander. Poems and 

Poemy 1907-1921.]  Ed. ʊ. Myelnekova. Leningrad: Literary Arts (Leningrad Branch), 1980. 
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ʅʝ ʩʪʘʥʝʪ ʩʠʣ ʙʝʟ ʦʪʜʳʭʘ ʚʥʠʤʘʪʴ . . . 

ʂʘʢ ʩʪʨʘʰʥʦ ʚʩʸ!  ʂʘʢ ʜʠʢʦ! ð ɼʘʡ ʤʥʝ ʨʫʢʫ 

ʊʦʚʘʨʠʱ, ʜʨʫʛ!  ɿʘʙʫʜʝʤʩʷ ʦʧʷʪʴ. 

2 ʠʶʣʷ 1912                   

 

(Myelnekova 1, 181-2) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-One:  Ode to Alexander Blok 

 

An Ode in Three Strophes 

[DM]  

ñBlok was the father against whom you,  

anxious and   

loving, wrote; and still MADE   

poems, at the end of    

your   

FAMOUS life, forty-five   

years after   

the end of his.ò  

 

 ðOde Number Sixteen      
 

1 

 

An old EDITION (Eyre &  

Spottiswoode, 1970), FOUR YEARS  

after you diedðused but  

newly bought through Amazon  

dot com.  Blokôs poems 

ðjust a smatteringðplus The Twelveðthat voice- 

driven and  

ear-drenched  

blooded ecstasy of revolution. 

As  

I thumb  

through the yellowed and  

dog-eared pages,  

some are blotched with stains  

and the  

old 

book smell rises. I see pencil markings.   

Some lines  
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have penciled- 

in brackets and scrawled words.  Some are penciled  

ñcut.ò Exclamation  

marks.  Marks erased.  Did your great  

poem come back to your  

HANDS LIKE this, those final few years, when  

Lydia
29

 BROUGHT IT TYPED and marked? 

 

(February 22and 27, 2004) 

 

 

 

  

 

                                                 
29

  At various times, Lydia Chukovskaya served as [AA]ôs literary secretary.   She typed her 

manuscripts, including various versions of Poem Without A Hero, and offered punctuation and editorial 

suggestions. 
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2 

 

Not a readerôs GLOSSES.  Not a  

poetôs odd notes.  No edge OR ETCH of  

word, able to stretch me  

back to some unkenned ownerôs  

mind.   I turn to the  

first stanzas, above which are scrawled in the  

left corner:  

ñDvorak  

cello concerto.ò  Oddest of choices!   

Three  

penciled  

words tug me in and  

suck up my breath.   

So, a performance. 

ð Was it   

group,  

with doled out sections?  Was it solo?  Whose  

acted  

rebellion?   

Hysteria?  Ecstasy?  When?  ð It is  

some lost staging of 

a translatorôs staging of  

a poetôs staging of  

AN . . . (AS HE said) . . . epochal vision . . .  

that, now, MY MINDðagainðstages. 

 

(February 27, 2004) 
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3 

 

Actors on STOOLS BEFORE music  

stands wait, and I hear Dvorak AS THE 

overture.  Then, section  

by section, raised bayonets, 

Red Guard voices stride  

out.  The audienceðdelightedðis small.   

But then the  

celloôs  

climactic leaps stride right alongside Blokôs 

wild- 

eyed boys  

as the audience  

applauds.  Not done,  

I hear the middle  

movementôs  

sobbed  

lament, its undulant song, its wide arc 

of grief.   

But leaping  

again, the cello right alongside the  

soldiers drives their fierce 

march through the snow. Lurid red.   

Blinding white.  Blood blood. Snow  

SNOW. AND while in their straight chairs watchers  

gasp, in my LAP THE BOOK has shut. 

(February 27, 2004) 
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Epode 

[AA]  

 

The words come back, crossed 

and marked.  And my scrutiny 

asks again of them, 

 

are you lucid, do 

you ring, do you fall into 

place, exactly with 

 

surprise?  But the years 

thrash around inside of them, 

like mice nesting in 

 

a hidden drawer  

of papers, leaving the lines  

plundered and the words 

 

cast adrift.  And things  

I never thought to say fall 

audibly upon  

 

my ear and are  

my words.  Which betrayal do 

I fear more: years as 

 

they shred or words as 

they change to new clothes? 

 

(February 27, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-Two:  Ode to Spring 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

I, as I GATHER  

up the years of  

pale regrets, the  

whips and wraiths of my  

spent years, see more 

and more my  

COMPLICITY with errors whose seedlings  

now bare egregious bloom.  Memory tells  

again  

its tales of failures of action that I  

too lately understand.  I  

wonder if 

ðwith this saidðyou in your  

Stalinist  

afterglow and contralto  

grand reserve, and  I in my diurnal  

quandry  

across one-third of a century, might  

yet perhaps talk this out.  Across a LAMP- 

LIT table,  

say with tea or  
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vodka, could we not,  

even this late  

in the day, have  

A GOOD WORD to say? 

 

(February 28, March 27-28 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

Isaiahôs TALK WAS NOT at all like  

yours, but in my contralto  

glow, to turn down good  

conversation I AM LOATH.   About  

complicity I am still  

unsure.  But, if a 

memoryôs tales are actions that fail 

forever, then one must own  

thatðwell, put simply,  

born into sin, set adrift in gray 

fear, we wash up onto shoals  

of retribution.   

Blok, believing little, believed we  

get RETRIBUTIONðthatôs it!   

So exhaustive was  

his hopelessness that the cosmos came 

 to be the stare of burnt stars.   

I never lived there.   

Upon Stalin even I could NOT  

WISH FOR 

such   

despair. 

 

(February 28, March 27-28 2004) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Have a SECOND GLASS . . . .   

Rulers think that  

when they exert  

power, itôs something  

afloat on the  

cosmos DRAWN  

DOWN TO them, and their suppositionôs that  

because they have it by some grace, they hold  

it by  

some right.   We watch as they grow their power,  

like algae spreading, to suck  

up a lake.    

But for them, constraints on  

it, in timeôs  

ravishment, seem no longer  

reined by legitimacy, but affronts  

to their  

presumed right.  With the checkmates of pretense,  

they seek to make it multiply.  HERE OUR 

IRAQ war,  

there your purges  

and camps.  Until to  

challenge itðor  

question itðOR  

DOUBT itðis treason.  

 

(February 28, March 27-28 2004) 
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Epode 

[DM and AB
30

] 

 

Each day with more green 

the trees climb out of winter 

to face the full sky. 

 

Against despondency 

we pledge to undo our past 

neglects; at least, we 

 

say, a garden can 

be well tended, hedge well trimmed. 

Walk with us today 

 

for we can show you 

beds of failed eglantine, 

spreads of new crabgrass. 

 

The air whispers through 

our hair with its kitten tongue. 

We let breezes tease, 

 

for facing such green 

and sky and air and sun, 

we can offer up, 

 

                                                 
30

  [AB] is the Russian symbolist poet, Alexander Blok (1880-1921), a generation older than [AA].  

Throughout her life she regarded him highly, designating him second only to Pushkin as Russiaôs greatest 

poet.  He is not a ñvoces personaò in The Akhmatova Odes, nor does [DM] intend to let him become one; 

but, perhaps because of his inclusion in the previous ode and other references, he decided to join voices 

with [DM] for this epode, or perhaps [DM] could not speak this epode without [AB]ôs voice to support 

him.  Either way his presence is fleeting. 
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against cold despondency, 

only reborn despairðand 

a smileôs crabbed blight. 

 

(March, 28 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-Three:  Ode to Translations        

 

Strophe 

[DM]  
 

ñMy sole ambition concerns the process.   It consists exclusively of the course                                       

of the process itself.  The life of the product, so to speak, does not concern me                                                 

at all.  I absolutely donôt care what happens to my poems after theyôre written.ò                                                

ðJoseph Brodsky 

 

Ask not fidelity to  

rave and  

burn.  Its  

solitude is not quite yet so  

bleak; but  

when translations are  

full -void and slack, which language of  

her lavish locks is  

shorn, the served one or the serving one?  We  

know how our fidelity  

is faithless  

glue, unless its  

ruses, numb and brave, adhere 

to succulent seductions  

of the ear. And 

 this too: all  

that once we thought we knew must  

fall abject before the solo glow of  

words lengthwise, line-wise,  

linked and up-borne like waves of doom  

to our eternal  

wrack, where  
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hue, aroma, aura and sure  

sleek rhymes,  

just as  

silence slams, furl and return. 

 

(March 2001, 12 April 2004, 5 June 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[DM]  

 

Months have passed and you missed some  

pretty  

sick stuff.    

My failure.   Even in this my  

trust is  

daunted.  Now, today,  

unabashed as ever, ñheò
31

 flew  

to Rome to be in  

view for its ñliberation.ò
32

  How can he  

say that word?  Doesnôt it get  

stuck inside  

of his throat like  

half-chewed steak?  Grisly torture,  

each dayôs newsðyou learned to trust  

rumor more than  

radio.   

Did your Tashkent noise of a  

radio bind your ears to that new news  

sixty years ago  

today?  Did you weep?  If so, not  

yet for joy, for joy  

was long  

ago lost to your repertoireð  

 

                                                 
31

  This ñheò is not the same person as the next one. 
32

  The 60
th
 anniversary of the Liberation of Rome by Allied Forces during WWII. 
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lost to  

the ruse   

of  your triple-bottomed tricks. 

 

(3-4 June, 2004) 
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Strophe 

[AA]  

 

What is this vatic voice you spew at  

the slammed door?  With horrors such  

as your land wearsðwere  

you not following all the scattered 

rumors?ðsilence, evasions,  

denialðof course.   

You have grown complicit I see; how  

dare you wonder at me!   How  

do they do it these  

days?  Do they still deprive men of sleep? 

too dark?  too much light?  ððI am  

glad translating feeds 

you so well.   When I made my translations,  

they were poetry only  

in the most mechan- 

ical of ways.  All who were poets  

did what they (ðñheò!ð)
33

 permitted  

(ðassigned!ð), then bought some  

kasha, dried cod.  

 ððYes,  

radio reception was  

good that day.  

 

(5 June 2004) 

 

 

                                                 
33

  This ñheò is not the same person as the previous one. 
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Epode  

[DM]  

 

 I set a trap for  

squirrels to save the small hard  

peaches on the tree. 

 

 Two days ago  

I found a raccoon in the  

trap.  His ribcage heaved. 

 

Just wait for him to  

die, I said, not sure what else  

to do.  His fierce teeth. 

  

Today he slightly  

blinked, flies in his eye, raised his  

head, and weakly hissed.   

 

Hoisting the cage with  

a hoe down into the stream,  

I watched him drown.  If  

 

the fruit does ripen,  

yes, I will eat it.  If not 

it will fall to earth 

 

with dark spots on the skin. 

 

(5 June 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-Four:  Ode to Rhymes     

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Rhymes, just as silence  

slams, return  

and furl their throbbing  

VIBRANT RIPPLES on the ink like untrod  

oceans where meteors sink 

to crash tsunami waves against the beach 

slap, SLAP AND slap.  And  

like a  

famished crow, the echoes  

inside wordsðexultantðcaw, 

to tear at syntax in voracious fit 

devouring and fragmenting all of it. 

A mad cruel chaos hurls its  

mad cruel claw with bleak and  

darkling  

and ecstatic glow 

while syntax syntax breaks, speech AGAINST speech 

toils.  And because we know all  

this, we thank the INCOMMENSURATE GRACE,  

as it sinksðwhich is 

desire in  

languageðin its swirl. 

 

(March 2001, 13 June 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[RMR]  

 

One does not write in  

a tongue in  

which he cannot think,  

FOR THE BEINGNESS of words is the work  

they do.  I wrote early in  

one, mostly another, and late came to 

a THIRD.  MY tongue tastes 

eachðthe  

bitter rind of each, each 

oneôs lapping sweetness.   Rhyming 

is a violation that frequently 

delights.  But every thing delights.   Every 

thing appalls.   What is this but  

our seeing?  I know no  

else.  Your  

defense I GREETðand   

shelter.   You too have seen much.   Your eyes too  

transmute the beingness of  

the world and the ATTRIBUTES OF ITS FEAR,  

into wordsðyou too  

can find no  

rest.  How well I see!  

 

(March 2004, 13 June 2004) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

My government has  

explained the  

legality of  

TORTURE.  THIS WEEK, HE who must prosecute,  

must protect, explicitly 

told us, from a legal standpoint, torture 

must BE SO harsh as  

to leave  

internal organ harm 

or may cause (potentially)  

death.   Mental suffering may also count,  

if scars last several months.  The President,  

who must protect us, has, the  

Attorney General  

explains,  

in his ARSENAL  

of war, the power to order torture.   

ñWe cannot constrain his ne- 

cessity to fight WITH ALL WEAPONS.  HE  

knows whatôs best.ò  Is this  

matter cleared  

up once and for all? 

 

(8 June and 13 June 2004) 
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Epode 

[AA]  

 

This week did your trap 

snare a squirrelðthe one up- 

hill by the pear tree? 

 

Was he small, feisty, 

with aggressive teeth that tear 

at the wire for hours? 

 

Indefatigable. 

One might peer at him, wonder 

why in the face of 

 

such sure defeat his 

ferocity does not flag? 

Those teeth that tear and  

 

tear.  One wondersðhis   

ferocious lust to be freeð 

after all those hours. 

 

Not ñoneò!  No, it is 

you, who watch and wonderðyou,  

who await his death. 

 

(8 June and 14 June 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-Five:  Ode to the Movie     

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Desire that  

LANGUAGE  

is  

swirls and  

sinks beneath banality, nor can we  

break 

its moribund dry heart from its bright skin. 

And so ENAMORED  

are we to resign our lust to speak,  

before its LUSTROUS  

lure, to be  

accomplices before its raw 

engulfing sweep,  

its brash mire, and  

its snare, that our  

banality,  

like fads we wear, 

conforms us to it.   Even so  

we draw to  

it UNSPOKEN hope,  

so insecure we are, to beðnot  

ABSOLVEDðnot resignedð 

but simply comprehendedðfull akin! 

So  

precipitous are we to forsake the  
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rage we are,  

truth  

AVERTS,  

honor blinks.  

 

(March 2001, July 4, 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

You can NEVER KNOWðnor can any- 

one who did not live through the  

weight that truth makes, nor  

the curse that honor lays before oneôs  

doorðthat DEMONIC crossðthe  

sinister hand of  

spades that I was dealt.  YES, BUT, I too,  

who craved absolution, like  

you, craved comprehension  

more.  Doomed we live in our words.  ð What  

limping queen of spades dealt you  

your three black cards?    But  

for those who averted themselves FROM  

the one, and those who slyly  

blinked at the other,  

I OFFER bitter contempt.  Zhdanov
34

  

was wrong, I am no nun.  This  

I cannot avoid.   

Does it then make me Cassandra?   Do  

I BRAY at the moon?    

 

(July 4, 2004) 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
34

  On September 4, 1946, Andrey Zhdanov, Secretary of the Central Committee denounced [AA] 

and Zoschenko at the Leningrad branch of the Union of Soviet Writers and among other things described 

her as ñHalf nun, half harlot, or rather a harlot-nun whose sin is mixed with prayerò (Reeder 291-2). 
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Strophe 

[DM] 

 

A caustic  

MOVIE
35

  

sweeps  

up eager  

crowds as if to interrogate and purge  

our  

consciences.  (Believe me, lady of sweet  

and SEARING words, as  

you clasp my fingers, I am surprised.)   

Let us blame HIM!  A  

plague on him!   

Let our complicity grow dim 

in the haze of  

a humid and  

cloud-shrouded full  

moon.  For is this  

not betterðour  

congregating to be absolvedð 

than them, whose  

SLY DECEIT tells us  

ñjust a few rogue individualsò  

ñno POLICY oursò?   

Which deceit is worse?  theirs?  or the selfôs?  But  

if  

you withdraw your hand and halt our talk,  

 

                                                 
35

  Michael Mooreôs Fahrenheit 9/11 
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silence will  

still  

ECHO  

in my words. 

 

(July 4, 2004) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

  

Two weeks it has rained 

daily, and the sunflower 

seeds placed in the traps 

 

grow soggy with mold. 

Not even a sparrow or 

starling has happened 

 

to spring the cage shut, 

to be later in the day  

discovered, drumming 

 

its wings on the wires, 

to be released so that it 

can dart out into 

 

the sweetgum branches 

squealing and scolding like a 

fif e.   Slowly pears are 

 

increasing in girth 

and their leathery dull skins 

imperceptibly 

 

are starting to blush. 

As hard as potatoes still.     

 

(July 4, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-Six: The Leukemia Ode    

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Our rage  

draws back our gaze and blinks at awe.  We  

stand  

inside another dayôs slow dawn and  

DRINK HABITôS COFFEE AS 

if to 

own pleasure, last  

nightôs clothes put back on.    

As if a choice had blossomed and been plucked,  

we droop forward into the humdrum hour.   

The still unfurling sky  

and breeze on ear  

sink stoneplunge deep,  

forgotten, as  

a telephone insistsð 

abrupt and irrefutable.  And as  

if haste were time, our duties loop around  

the dayôs long knotted  

gut, a whiff of  

evening  

AND THE MOONôS RISING VOID,  

lone as always, sledged with drifted clouds,  
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are  

seen, towards an insistent rhymeless star,  

to draw. 

 

(March 2001, July 24, 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

But true  

or not, my intermittent friend, I  

found,  

when my thoughts reached back, that often ñthe  

RAREST RHYMES [WERE] SIMPLY  

hanging  

on the end of  

the pencil, the most  

complicated turns of expression  

[were] putting themselves on the paper.ò
36

  Laid on  

the hard table, paper  

is mapless.  Its  

borders hold no  

steppes.  It flows with  

no streams, surges no seas.   

To be witness is to make words stand up  

solidly and speak.  Unbending.  Firm.  They  

need our help.  Left to  

themselves they would  

wash this  

BATTERED CITY AWAY  

in lies, put out the stars and sink the  

moon  

 

 

                                                 
36

  This sentence is quoted from [DM]'s translation of Anna Akhmatovaôs Prose About The Poema: 

Pro Doma Mea, piece number 15.  This is a lose collection (written at various times during the 1950s and 

1960s) of jottings, notes and fragmentary reflections on the composition of Poem Without A Hero. 
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in the speechless horizon of the  

ocean. 

  

(March 2001, July 24, 2004) 
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Strophe 

[RMR]  

 

I hear  

you talking and I want to cry. Itôs  

true  

thatðyou whose work for decades was hushed  

UP AND CAME TO BE READð 

and you  

who are sure to  

be forgot unreadð 

wrote on, with desireôs will.  At times our  

fated, at times, our sullenly faithless  

old friendðdesireôs will  

feeds the hunger  

to be.  Like you  

I too, sometimes  

alone find ñthe rarest  

rhymes simply hanging on the end of the  

pencil, the most complicated turns of  

expression putting  

themselves on the  

paper.ò   

NOT ALWAYS SO.  RHYMELESS,  

we suffer our leukemiaôs slow  

spread  

as it gnaws in the joints and rhymeless  

we die. 

 

(July 24, 2004) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

The squirrel is back  

and finds the first ripe pear, its 

grayish fuchsia blush. 

 

Diving from pillared  

trunk of the sycamore, it 

lands on a slim high 

 

young limb of the pear. 

It leaps from branch to branch to  

find the fruit.  Grabbing  

 

with its teeth, it works to  

tear it loose, causing the  

branch to lunge, snap back 

 

like a swinger of  

birches in someone elseôs  

boyhood story, and  

 

then, pear firmly held, 

one jump to the grass and the  

squirrel dashes off. 

 

In the woods 

she feasts.  

 

(July 24, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-Seven: Ode to Beginnings 

 

Strophe 

[RMR]  

 

I am, yes,   

an eternal beginner.  HELPLESS, I  

love, with a love thatðflushing over  

one as  

roses open, complete within  

themselves or  

seeing a daughterôs birthðto launch  

new  

projects, to  

set upon journeys, to lay   

plans across my yawning mind, where it too,  

complete  

IN ITSELF, is an OPEN ROSE 

ðit too,  

a birthða rising sun over the surge  

of the ocean after a  

fierce nightôs stormð 

like  

the sudden palm-span scarlet flare  

of the star  

hibiscus bloom that greets the  

light and  
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is greeted by the flurry of a sleek  

GREEN HUMMING  bird.   I am an eternal  

beginner. 

 

(August 3 and 8, 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[DM]  

 

Drawn again  

to insistent nameless stars, WHAT ARE THESE  

cunning dreamscapes that we ride?  They have  

told us 

ðsynapse dissectorsðthat we dream  

in language,  

not dream of it, desire in it  

and  

not for it.   

They have told us that without  

it, dreams are unscathed slates.  But sirs! we have  

well watched  

THE SLEEPING hound whose SLUMBERôS THRALLED  

and thrilled  

and deep and sound.  Her tautened tendons are  

the tongue that waits for wordless  

memories  

to  

glide, take hold and run.  And we have  

seen her yelp  

with glee, the tug of dream pulling  

at her  

with it, on undertows of muscle,  

CRESTS OF BLOOD.  She wakes elated.  We wake  

into scars. 

 

(March 2001, August 8, 2004) 
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Strophe 

[AA]  

 

I too know  

incompletion, the trailing OFF OF WORDS.   

Beginnings, hard; ends, even harder.   

I live  

inside revision where I see  

it through and  

again see it through.  When a dream  

strides  

in on your  

infernal life and orders  

you to take it into your hands like a  

wounded  

FEARFUL kitten, and YOU DO, YOU 

spend your  

years revising, for no one, least, yourself,  

believes how true it truly  

is. ðð  Be, sir,  

the eternal beginner if thatôs  

what you are;  

and you, sir, be the dreamer in  

language  

with your scars.  I am the toiler in  

REVISION.  My work scarcely starts and is  

never done. 

 

(August 8, 2004) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

Because the sun of 

years of running and beaches 

has undone my skin 

 

I mow before dawn. 

As the dew soaks my sodden 

shoes through socks to my 

 

skin, I trudge through the 

dark damp that spills grass smell up 

the skin of my legs. 

 

Each long swatheðand turnð 

and each long push to returnð 

like fresh-turned furrowsð 

 

I look up, beyond 

the trees too dark yet to be  

green and see the skin 

 

of the sky sifts through 

degrees of gray beyond all 

our namesðthen pinkðthen 

 

red.  And the skin of my face 

is moistened with a fresh sweat.   

 

(August 8, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-Eight:  The Presidential Campaign Ode 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

The dog wakes  

elated, we to  

scars wake and grieve,  

our songs belated  

AND  

our days adrift and  

circular  

with beckonôs  

weight.  The heaviness of sun  

brings remedy 

to nightôs long clock and clockless indolence, 

but  

what of brightness falls, it  

falls with ash each  

lung in LETHARGY  

inhales and pants.  Elation breaks  

AGAINST the desperate  

dance like breakers, at  

a crumbling sea wall,  

crash. 

And like the toilings up of cold expense  

we spend ourselves  

in backtalk memory whose  

nurturings  

our hungers  
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never sate. Behold  

THE  

hound, extravagant  

in play.  Her dawn  

rose up for her and  

its sole sake. 

 

(March 2001, August 21, 2004) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

Please, sir, allow me one courtesy.  

When you speak from surmise (ñBut 

 is not the MIND a 

 journeying 

 thing?ò doubtless you will plead), speak so that  

I know you are no witness.   

ðð No witness yet!  The  

future is  

less than surmise, despite its slapping  

branches on the window. DE- 

SPITE Elaguba!  

ðwhere I saw  

the nightôs CLOCKLESS indolence, there, and  

the circle of days, falling,  

falling, to ash.  I  

saw the nail,  

there, where she hung.  The door.   The mudded floor.    

Marina,
37

 sister of the  

startled moments, who  

journeyed far  

to COMEðthere!ðto her end of time.
38

  And  

                                                 
37

   Marina Tsvetaeva (1892-1941) generally regarded as one of the quartet of great 20
th
 century 

Russian poets struggled to hold her family together in Berlin, Prague and Paris following the Revolution 

until 1939 when she followed her husband back to the Soviet Union.  He died in a labor camp.  Destitute 

with her teenage son, she hanged herself in Elaguba near Chistopol in the Tartar Republic.  [AA] had spent 

a few remarkable days with her in Moscow a year earlier in 1940 when the exchanged poems.  By some 

remarkable twist of circumstance, during her evacuation from Leningrad during the siege, on her journey to 

Tashkent, [AA] stayed briefly in Chistopol where her friend Lydia Chukovskya (who had found the 

Elaguba cottage for Tsvetaeva to stay in) led [AA] to it to see where Marina had diedðthis just 3 months 

after the suicide.  
38

  One of Tsvetaevaôs most anthologized poems is ñPoem of the Endò (1923) about the end of a brief 

affair. 
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I could but cross marsh planks  

grasping at  

mine.   

 

      (August 21, 2004) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

If you charge  

me with false-witness,  

no law will clear  

me.  But this is not  

MY  

weight, my indolence,  

my ash. It  

is my sad  

landôs as it shreds deeply a  

people who have 

borne tyrants since civilizationôs dawn. 

Our  

leaders vie their surly  

rivalry in  

our defense and call  

upon my youthôs war as if it  

had some virtue still  

worth fighting for.   

One BILLON dollars, like  

the  

uncounted Babylonian BLOOD, ôsôbeen  

spilled to entice  

our faith that we yet have choice  

and vote our  

own fate.  You  

warm your hands with a  

CUP  

of tea.  At our plight,  
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lady, allow  

me one courtesyð 

donôt guffaw.   

 

(August 21, 2004) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

I walk in the dew 

of dawn across the thick lawn 

needing to be mown 

 

to feed the dog and 

her greeting is a rough and 

tumble frolic that 

 

nearly knocks me down. 

Her tail thrashes the cool  

air while she crunches  

 

food.  I cross back the  

yard, and where tomatoes hang  

green on drying vines, 

 

a writing spider 

etches her signature zig- 

zag across the web 

 

dappled with small dewð 

a good dayôs work for her, just 

as this ode was mine. 

 

(August 21-22, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Twenty-Nine: Ode to Hiatuses      

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

     Some conversations  

      between friends donôt  

 ail.  Like shoes dropped haphazardly and  

 slipped back on, they stride out the journeyôs  

       next legðtime 

resumed.  Camouflaged and cordial, broken, 

    others wait unrepaired.    

 But what is, we ask, ñtimeò between friends?  

  I ask, how does one measure it  

   when speaking across it, not  

   in it?  A break fell.  Season  

  changed.  And yet the news, this day of  

 thanks, is that among sparse khaki leaves  

    of the small pecan tree  

out the kitchen window, a pair of green  

       finches sparked  

 like brightly fluttering limes.  I thought  

 about your stalwart courtyard oak, its  

      solaceðand felt  

     tenuous and frail. 

 

(November 25, 2004 Thanksgiving Day) 

 

  

 



Akhmatova Odes --  142 

 

Antistrophe 

[DM]  

  

This dawn rose up for  

its sole sake, and  

usðrepetitive.  We scarcely note  

its pass across the window blinds and  

see its sap 

of lifting light as rude display, amiss, 

ðand aimedðto lacerate  

our eyes with slips of blood shard, dart pricks  

of vermillion ice.  And now the  

prostrate prostituted core 

of self that I was taught to  

trust, to soar and bear me into  

authenticities, is parasite.   

And maggot-like, it sips 

and feeds on shredded road kill carcasses 

ðthe self as  

moribund as they.   Oh, clapðplease clapð 

for solitude is not a crass and  

selfish thing.  It  

feeds on what it does. 

 

(March 2001, November 25, 2004) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

And more than others  

I have leeched on  

you.  I split my voice and parcel you  

some bits, then I reply with questions.   

People speak  

in fictions as if they can comprehend  

intention and retort,  

structure and form, reciprocated  

fugues.  I am transposed into my  

fictions.  I donôt dramatize  

my life, but jerry-rig its  

pieces as backdrop sets to the  

dialogues I poseðthese madrigals  

that solo I perform:  

contralto, tenor, baritone.  And then  

I read it  

back, as if I were tape-tracks rewound  

and played again.   Even for this, I  

am gratefulðand 

give my thanks to you. 

 

(November 25, 2004 Thanksgiving Day) 
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Epode 

[AA]  

 

Sing to me of your 

garden sir for I would know 

that you are still there 

 

across the transom 

of timeôs inviting hands.  Stretch 

out your limpid song. 

 

Tell me of peaches, 

squirrels, squalls and midnight stars. 

Let us plot your dates 

 

on the calendar 

of the inexpressible, 

or mark the clockface 

 

as if its hands had 

disappeared in breathôs measure, 

which is song.  Oh sir, 

 

sing to me once more 

of your gardenôs seasons, for 

I must be assured 

 

you are still 

 

there.  

(November 25-26, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty: The Reply Ode      

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

You, with your dash-spliced voicesð 

Iôm still here, be assured.   

In saying so, where ñhereò  

IS, I CANôT hope to  

guessðarchitecture  

THROUGH DISPLACEMENTðlocation from locution.   

You,  

whose poemaôs act was  

decisiveðnot anecdote! You, who at  

its EVENTSôS OCCURANCE, your  

place in poetry  

leaves one  

definition for 

all time, enters a new one!    

At all thresholds, the past is presence in  

the present and because  

of  

its presence, undergoes TRANSFORMATION.  THE  

futureðpresence too.   

But could you KNOW YOUR  

future, that decisive  

eve, requiresðnot even  

bornðme?  Letôs face the new year. 

  

(December 12, 2004)   
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Antistrophe 

[RMR]  

 

I met solitude, my lifeôs  

most loyal companion,  

many an eve of a  

PENDING yearðloyal  

most those last daysðlast  

DIMLY lidded hours.  And what, after all,  

are  

all those letters of mine  

that have spanned your years?  Last month, did you, sir,  

not reread those to Boris 

ðMarina
39
ðless than  

namesðmore  

than youthôs nostalgia?   

They are the CLAIM, SOLITUDE  

makes the world: diarist AND ANSWERER,  

canniest seducer  

and 

deft preyðgigolo of Europe, some WILL HAVE  

saidðand, yes, a means  

to be in TIME, WHEN  

time is striderless and  

gangly and crabbed.  Mock them,  

ode-strider, at your peril!  

 

(December 12, 2004) 

                                                 
39

  Pasternak, Yevgeny, Yelena Pasternak and Konstantin M. Azadovsky (eds.).  Letters Summer 

1926: Pasternak, Tsventayeva, Rilke. Trans. Margaret Wettlin and Walter Arndt.  San Diago: Harcourt 

Brace Jovanovich, 1983. 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Feeding on what it does, our  

solitude is wrapped, like  

sausage meat, within a  

SKIN: AN entrails  

of nervous nerves, a  

TIDE OF virulent and viral blood, tower 

of  

bone-locked marrow, lymph, and  

cells, and genes.  Like pulsing plasma in a  

CHRYSALIS, OUR solitudes  

are self-contained and  

safe.  Holed  

up and latched in, we  

acknowledge LAUGHTER is a  

bitter wall, as longing is. In body,  

and embodied, laughter  

preens 

his smug embrace and terminating HOUR AS  

if the universe  

of time OUTSIDE ITS  

skin did not inviteðhad  

never been. The body  

gnaws at dying, its best food. 

 

(4/12/04, 11/26/04) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

December is here 

and the woods stretch out behind 

like lean gray pillars 

 

deep into the chill  

white light.  Only the hornbeams 

intermittently 

 

interpose the bronze 

parchment clusters of their leaves. 

Here in the yard, one 

 

pear tree, like the two 

pecans, is twiggy and bare. 

The smaller pear tree 

 

is pure solitudeð 

leaves still hanging and flicking 

the light like small schists 

 

of cranberry-hued 

micaðlike embering coals. 

No squirrel prowls.  

 

(December 12, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -One:  Ode to the Myriad Dead       

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Sixty years, my  

time-lost friend, the  

Battle of the Bulge came to  

an end.  Yesterday Belgiumôs king honored  

the myriad dead.  Your Tashkent  

radio announced,  

surely, ITS SLOW PROGRESS,  

as my fatherôs in New Mexico
40

 did  

Stalingrad.  How youðheð 

must have hung on each crackling  

distant word!  Fallujah,  

Mosul, Baghdad, RamǕdǭ: 

internet posts each dayôs  

fatalities for me, no crackle, no  

STRAINED EAR.  OUR NEWS is quick,  

terse and clear.   Our deaths,  

precisely numbered, welcomed home  

in state, are honored.  Insurgent deaths  

we do not estimate and the  

civilian counts  

donôt count at all.  

 

(December 19, 2004) 

                                                 
40

  [DM] was born August 24, 1942 in the now vanished town of Santa Rita, New Mexico, and lived 

in nearby Hurley until he was two and a half years old. 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

We are a slaughtering kind,  

who unlike Arctic  

bears and Caucasian kites, slaughters its  

own.  Through language we set bounds,  

the marks of  ñweò and  

ñthem.ò Like predators, the ñWEò KILLS ITS  

ñTHEM.ò  Bounds are raised each few years  

anew.  How quickly did  

Isaiah
41

 and I learn!  He came to  

me a ñwe.ò  Within the year  

his ñweò was proclaimed  

ñourò ñthem.ò  But did ñourò ñourò take in me?   

How could I not have been?  And  

are you not not ñthemò  

NO MATTER HOW much you wish it wereð 

Fallujah, Mosul, Baghdad,  

RamǕdǭðnot so?   

                                                 
41

  Isaiah Berlin, the Oxford philosopher and diplomat, appears in Odes 16 and 22.  In 1945 England 

and the Soviet Union were still ostensibly allies.  Berlin was part of a delegation to Moscow.   When he 

visited Leningrad, the city of his boyhood, he went to used bookstores and learned much to his amazement 

that [AA] was still alive.  Because her last book had appeared in 1923, people in the west assumed that she 

was dead.  He went to visit her, and spent an incredible night in her room in conversation.   Both have left 

accounts of that nightða cathartic meeting of minds that profoundly changed the intellectual directions of 

each.  György Dalos has written an entire book about their friendship and agrees in part, as does her 

protégé Joseph Brodsky, that [AA] was not being merely paranoid when in later years she claimed that 

Berlinôs visit in the fall of 1945 provoked the Anglo-Soviet Cold War.  Zhadanovôs public denunciation of 

her at the Writers Congress the next year, the re-arrest of her son who was sent to a gulag in Siberia, and 

her eviction from the Union of Soviet Writers and thereby of all livelihood were certainly direct results of 

his visit. 
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We who live inðfor!ðwords suffer the  

prison chambers of language  

and know well how firmôs  

the  

lock. 

 

(December 19, 2004) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

The body gnaws  

at its best food  

and dies plumb straight to stench and  

compost.  That is that.  The wall unravels  

itself, cell by cell, molecules  

into molecules  

degrade, ATOMS AGAINST  

atoms resist and pull, a mǭnȊte and  

galactic balanced act. 

Avoid Ovid if you dare,  

changes change everywhere,  

sleep deranged or rearranged, 

awake, pulsing, not to  

chaos, just fact.  We are born to language,  

THOUGH FROM ITS RULE we die,  

and we to it in 

debt are paid in consciousness: the  

flight of bliss and knell of listlessness.  And  

its excess is great enough  

for memory  

to sink and rise. 

 

(March 12, November 26 and December 19, 2004) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

A cold wind stalked through  

the night like a wraith stripping  

the last leaves from all  

 

but the hornbeam trees.    

Winter is his other name. 

The year approaches 

 

its bottom hour.  It  

leans a numb hand upon the  

brain.  Weðhuman allð 

 

festive everywhereð 

our feasts abound.  In this are  

any really fooled?   

 

Whatever might feed 

a hopeðwhatever hope might 

find to feed uponð 

 

is months away.  This 

hardness is more sure.  Against  

every wind, hornbeams  

wear their dry leaves 

brazenly  

until  

spring. 

(December 19, 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -Two:  Symphony Ode    

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

As we wrestle to  

grasp Earthôs surge
42

 and heave of pristine fury,  

and our yearôs collapse 

in unmitigated sorrow drowns  

the cries and crisis of  

Iraq, how can we earn CONSOLATION?   

Because this is our earth and the victims,  

our PLANETARY kin, we who,  

beyond destructionôs rim,  

are the  

ones who must go forward  

within our FLIGHT OF TIME,
43

 bearing  

the enormity of knowledge that no  

ERAðNONEðbefore us has borne.  In quite  

this way.  TsunamiðNew  

YearðTsunamiðgrim yearðTsunami. 

ðñConsolation?ò you  

ask, appalled.  ðPerhaps, a symphony may  

border, shield, relieve. 

 

  (January 2, 2005) 

  

                                                 
42

  Following an underwater earthquake near Java, the worst tsunami in modern history struck a vast 

region surrounding the Indian Ocean in December 2004. 
43

  [AA] planned but never published a book to be entitled The Flight of Time.  Her title echoes a 

volume of autobiographical essay s by Osip Mandelstam entitled The Noise of Time. 
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Antistrophe in the form of a Symphony in Four Movements
44

 

[DM]  

 

ðFirst is kineticôs rash  

ongoingness.  Not velocity,  

which bedazzles, it  

immerses the ear, rides it.  ðSecond  

is tideôs undertows and  

folds masked as stillness and CALM.   FOLLY! IT  

tugs earôs undertows, froths up spumes of light.   

ðUndulant, GENTLE, the third is  

potentiality.   

It hides  

terror. Why it canôt lapse  

exhausted, OR BURST in climax,  

is the rich riddle that the ear tolls.   ðFourth  

is MEMORYôS mass.  Not the immersive  

recall of lost pasts, but  

timeôs unendurable weight. This is  

music, so ear learns  

to bear the onslaught of climax. ðOur  

new yearôs onslaught begins! 

 

(January 2, 2005) 

  

                                                 
44

  Lying behind this imagined symphony is George Tsontakisôs Four Quartets for Orchestra (1992-

1997), behind which lies T. S. Eliotôs Four Quartets. 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Our memories will  

sink then rise then sink like nostrils of  

a hippopotamus. 

Oh, do not wish for all that is sub- 

merged, do not desire a  

revelation of its GIRTH AND DO not  

ask that truth be whole.  Yes, cast and net the  

past, its LURE, ITS SPIKE.  The lost thing  

found recalls the loss the  

more its 

recall seems to garner  

in its store.  BUT NOTHING here is  

bitter, for unlike a premonition  

with ITS ANXIOUS goal, its anglerôs hook, when  

memories revive their  

refuse bits of unearthed past, they urge 

ðby sipsða pungent sweet  

dry tastiness. Oblivion is  

nothing like we think. 

 

(March 12 and November 26, 2004, January 2, 2005) 
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Epode 

[AA]  

 

Appalled?   Yes.  Asker?   

Yes.  Consolation. Never. 

Consolation is 

 

for children who loose  

at games.  Winter lightening knocks  

upon the chimney  

 

and the fireplace growls. 

Consolation is for young  

men flattered by games 

 

played by a girl with  

shoulder, hem and scandalous  

word. He is rent by 

  

indecision.  He  

seeks death by bullet. Life drains  

away in a ward  

 

and a strange city.  

Console him?  I did.  But I  

will not console you.    

 

Do not console me. 

Agree at least in this.  Let  

chimney flues wail. Let 
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ashes settle,  

turn white like 

dusty 

snow. 

 

(January 2, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -Three:  The ñButò Ode   

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Oblivionôs not what we  

think  

it isðnot the ordered INCESSANT chat  

of words in patterned  

babble with their staining barbs, syntax  

patterns of their IMPENDING ARCS, 

effaced abruptly, not  

in  

silence,  

but in nothingsð 

sheeringsðabscessesðand voids. 

The language of the world  

veers into senselessness and clutter.   

How vast its abuse! 

Minimal its cure!  But in  

the end, words are  

the world,  

and  

their contract with sense, great. 

EACH TIME WE rush the chasm, we  

bark back our terror afresh and we  

 

 

are heard.  Grab desireôs  

WILL, ITôS ENOUGH still to afford some praise  
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for  

our pittance of universe.                                              

 

(July 24, 2004, November 26, 2004, January 16, 2005) 
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Antistrophe 

 [RMR]   

 

We rush the chasm, alone,  

in  

our night when neither storm NOR STARS CLAMOR  

at the window.  You,  

good sir, in your new unknowable  

century, will know DEVASTATION 

beyond the strength of words  

to  

stammer  

back even mute  

consolationðdrab and bleak.   

I, in my centuryôs  

infancy, waited over a decade  

for fields of wasted 

slaughter to flourish across  

Europe like rust  

or moss.   

How  

will comprehension look   

FOR YOU, GOOD sir?  Compliance, what?   

Within all of your beingnessôs  

ground of ñno,ò will the  

ñYESò RAISE A FACE like moon, or tree, or doll,  

or  

white rose in a black goblet? 

 

(January 16, 2005) 
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Strophe 

[AA]  

 

Words are the world; for them and  

the  

silent shawl with which we SOMETIMES CHOOSE TO  

shelter them, we walk  

by the canal in the slant wind and  

smell Finland inside THE AIRôS ICE. 

But for all their abuse,  

my  

not-met  

friend from a time 

not-far, we, their guardians,  

must not, despite our  

cowed complicities, share their abuse.  For  

all their vacancies 

of incessant chat, we must  

take each on our  

breath as  

if  

only words, not even  

OXYGEN, sustain us.  Terror  

is, yes, inexplicable; but in  

the moment of great  

RESIGNATION, even terror can be 

made  

word.  Donôt I know?  I did it. 

 

(January 16, 2005) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

But! but! and again 

but!  Earth has been torn and her  

wound sobs out across 

 

waters. All we do 

is incommensurate to 

her unceasing sob. 

 

And the ravage of 

virus has almost undone 

the totality 

 

of a continentð 

flourishing like grass fires, not 

the trenches of rust 

 

or moss.  But! but! and 

again but!  Leaving behind  

mankindôs worst century 

 

we start the long crawl 

through a serpentine tunnel 

with not enough clean 

 

water, and an ebb 

of good light. 

 

(January 16, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -Four: The Cold Ode 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Some praise our pittance of a  

universe, and some decline and  

look the other way.  Some sing the bodyôs  

electric  

nerves and LONGINGS, and some its  

coarse collapseðits griefs.  Their  

certainties are dazzling like the light 

SLAPPING  

the ripples of an incoming tide,  

with sunôs rise in the  

eyes on the flat horizonða  

sureness of dazzle  

that I canôt submit to.  That I wonôt.   

SEEMING 

sure about unsurness, Iôm really 

not, for I have noticed  

there is no RELIEF to the  

being of  

being thatôs at hand.  As I begin, at  

sixty-two, this day, like floating  

planks, I grab it for its use. 

 

(August 8, 2004, November 26, 2004, February 13, 2005) 
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Antistrophe 

[AA]  

 

In your tongue, ñconsciousnessò and  

ñconsciencesò are bafflingly alike for  

those persons who learn  

it on their own, say reading, first 

BYRON.  Later Browning.  Iôm sure  

that you, even with  

your proficiency, and theirs,  

MUST DRILL your students about which each  

is.  Someone in a  

different tongue, whose firm beat of  

gorgeous consonantsðRainerôsðmineðmight   

fall in love with such  

confusion.  MIGHT THIS person,  

in her small room, with coat and gloves, and  

lone candles to read 

by, not SAY: TO feel guiltyð 

complicityðshameðone must perceive  

enormity of  

consequenceð 

awareness  

as acute  

as plunging  

ice? 

 

(February 13, 2005) 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Whatever conscienceôs claim,  

its balance beam teeters like packed  

February ice on branches, threatens  

to plunge its  

glacial LUMPS ON power lines,  

sinks houses into hushed  

retribution and nights of cold dark, 

AND BROODS  

over the hours like an owl. Of  this  

I am certain.  Yet  

certainty makes liars of our consciencesðallðlike  

locked bars.  And at sixty-two, youthôs drift- 

WOOD OF  

compromises shows in the distance  

like tsunami after- 

washes.   TODAY THE planks that 

I grab turn  

out to be brittle branches.  People say  

you were ñthe conscience of your age.ò   

I could not endure that curse.   

 

(February 13, 2005) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

Ice crystals in the  

mist blister the air and herd  

the tawny light up  

 

between the stiff trees 

like some dingy substance made 

of fur, alien  

 

and loaded down with  

despair.  The skyline lies just  

above the treeline 

 

and muffles the small 

sunlight in its steely claw. 

As I gaze out the  

 

window desperately  

I want to wake from a dream  

and then turn back to  

 

a different slumberð 

breathier and more open. 

Or at least forget. 

 

(February 13, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -Five: Ode to Heroes 

 

My ñI cannotò is some kind of natural limit, not only mine, anyoneôs 

. . . ñI cannotò is more sacred than ñI donôt want to.ò  ñI cannotò is all the 

mastered ñI donôt want toôs,ò all the corrected attempts to wantðitôs the 

final result.   My ñI cannotò is least of all lack of strength.   Whatôs more, 

it is my main strength.  It is something inside me which in spite of all my 

wanting (my coercion of myself!) still does not want . . . 

The roots of ñI cannotò go deeper than one can fathom . . .  I am 

speaking of the primordial ñI cannot,ò of the mortal ñI cannot,ò of that ñI 

cannotò for whose sake you let yourself be torn apart, of the gentle ñI 

cannot.ò 

I declare itôs ñI cannot,ò not ñI donôt want to,ò that makes heroes! 

ðMarina Tsvetaeva, Moscow Diary entry    

1919 (trans. Szporluk
45

) 

 

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

For its use, like floating planks I  

grab ñdayòðeach dayðwithout pluralð 

compliantly as void of carping  

complaints as I can; on it I  

float UNEASILY,  

kicking like a stubborn heroic mutt,  

with my lame and cramping leg to  

keep the plank upright.  And  

to each day I say ñgood dayò for 

eventuality wagers  

better than death.  Oceans  

are oblivionðcape and shroud  

of earth and time and memory and voiceð 

                                                 
45

  Based on recently available documents, Kudrovaôs book was published in 1995.  Kudrova, Irma.  

The Death of a Poet: The Last Days of Marina Tsvetaeva.   Trans.  Mary Ann Szporluk.   Woodstock, 

N.Y.: Overlook Duckworth, 2004.   
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AND ALL desireðall  

our pricking regrets.  I just wake  

and work, neither sign nor gift.  Faced with  

oblivion, daily doses  

of futility are OK.                          

 

(November 26, 2004, February 26, 2005) 
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Antistrophe 

[RMR]  

 

Your ñcoercionò of yourself each  

dðno heroôs work.    

Is it from me you learned it? In the  

end, adolescent love does count  

after all, BECAUSE  

surely it is our most tireless choice to  

submit, because itôs first.  ðWhat you  

each dayðwithout pluralð 

ñcanò is not, as Marina showed,  

opposite of ñI cannot.ò  But  

few know the ñI cannotò  

of their souls!  Had sheðyetðin that  

onslaught of pure astonishmentðfor me,  

a BEGINNING as  

my body failedðlearned hers?  Was my  

sternest ñI cannotò that counted for  

something in the end, the ñnoò I  

said to a last trip to Paris? 

 

(February 26, 2005)   
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Strophe 

[AA]  

 

How you do carry  

on, you two.  ñAstonishmentòð 

you knew to say that of ñherò?  But of  

course, sir, in your house  

among clouds and cliffs, you could  

NOT KNOW about the morning she woke  

to in Elaguba.  And with you,  

sir, those decadesô wait for books,
46

  

truths, facts, to learn what  

a poetôs ñI cannotò is.  ðI woke  

to days void even of a  

bloomôs shred, but not once,  

to a day like hers.   

But from all my mornings, I  

know this: henceforth poems will be WITH- 

OUT heroes.  Even  

adolescent onesð and sir,  

of tireless submission, you are right.   

Oh, Blok, mine!  But you  

sir, I too admire your  

ñcoercion.ò 

 

(February 26, 2005)   

 

 

 

                                                 
46

  An accurate account of Tsvetaevaôs suicide on 31 August 1941 and the circumstances that led up 

to it was not possible until the declassification of KGB records after the collapse of the Soviet Union.  See 

The Death of a Poet: The Last Days of Marina Tsvetaeva by Irma Kudrova. 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

Yesterday the bagged  

tiredness bobbled my head  

down on my chest as  

 

I napped in the chair. 

Like a sunflower it arched  

my neck down. Stiff with  

 

cramp  I lifted it,  

half-waking, to nestle back  

on the chairôs recline. 

 

Again it fell forward. 

And again.  ðI woke this day  

into day and walked  

 

into steel cold dawn 

to rummage out the Sunday  

paper from the shrubs 

 

where it had been flung 

and turned back.  Caught in porch light, 

there, the purple eye 

 

of the first crocus 
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with its furious yellow  

pupil, had opened. 

 

     So day, good morning!                      

 

(February 26, 2005)   



Akhmatova Odes --  174 

 

 Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -Six: The Homeless Ode 

  

Strophe  

[AA]  

 

Although  

in her SORCERIES AND  

borrowed masks, the future was ever  

my pending guest, I was  

guest more impudent than she. 

I arrived at  

doors with plangent knock.  Waif to  

marriage. Intruderðsomeone elseôs  

futureðwith crumb-like trails of cameras,  

scribblers  

AND PHONED REPORTS.   The  

sudden blow that falls of  

news OF DEATHS BYGONE.   

Widow  

to my unwarranted expectancies.   

Thatôs what homeless means, for solitude  

is quite something else.  I camped  

in corners of  

othersô apartments and from  

Moscow to Leningrad  

rode the trains with bag in hand.   Even  

MY GRAVE LIES in earth thatôs  

borrowed. 

 

(March 21-22, 2005) 
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Antistrophe 

[RMR]  

 

When was  

I not THE WANDERERð 

hotels and borrowed rooms?  My only  

home a loan from which I  

parted and then departed.   

The futureðyours 

ðmineðconsists in this: that out  

across our solitude, the ball of 

the past arcs.  We watch it gather its lone 

promise  

LIK E SCENT ON A wind;  

then wait.  You carry it 

ðthis SOLITUDEðLIKE  

a used 

bag in your hand from station to station,  

and sometimes your passport bears the name  

of an unknown land, and the  

border does not  

let you cross.
47

  Your homeland is  

a waif that arcs across  

your solitude, once again, from a 

WIDOWED PAST, abrupt, like  

a ball. 

(March 21-22, 2005) 

                                                 
47

  After the First World War and the Treaty of Versailles, [RMR] was assigned citizenship in the 

new state of Czechoslovakia; before the war he had held an Austro-Hungarian passport. 
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Strophe 

[DM]  

  

Doses  

of FUTILITY ARE  

ok, they seep into our wordsô soft  

crevices reminding  

that banality never 

lies and lies are  

banal but by disguise.  Take  

up futilityða worthy task. 

Hold it close upon the breast, and carry 

it out  

INTO THE WINDS of  

night like a well-sheltered  

and UNDOUSABLE  

torchða 

pet.   Futility and action will be 

wed in ironyðhoarding squirrels;  

ask only from their marriage  

that, when surprise 

comes ramping up, you let it  

in, ever the greeterð 

and ever the faithful guest.  Ask not  

FIDELITY to rave  

and stay. 

 

(November 27, 2004, March 21-22, 2005) 
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Epode 

[DM]  

 

Here is a house set  

in a yard.  Woods out behind,  

woods across the road.    

 

Two people live here,  

now for the twenty-third year,  

bordering on each  

 

otherôs solitude,  

attempting to shelter one  

another as the  

 

distant rumble of  

crumbling bodies, crumbling minds,  

approaches.  Neither  

 

wills to be longest- 

liver.  Each carries his own  

unspeakable fear. 

 

(March 21-22, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -Seven: The Crowning Ode 

  

Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Ask not  

FIDELITY to rave and stay.  Rhymes,  

just as silence slams, return and  

close. Desire that is in language  

sinks and swirls.  Our rage TURNS  

BACK OUR GAZE, at awe it blinks.  Drawn again  

to insistent nameless stars, 

some wake elated,  

we awake to scars.  This dawn rose up  

for its sole sake,  

and ours.  Feeding  

on what it does,  

solitude gnaws on its body, its  

own best food, and dies. 

Unwatched memories rise then  

sink then rise; oblivionôs EXACTLY  

WHAT we think.  While some praise  

our pittance of universe, I,  

like a floating plank, grab for its  

use, each day, whose FUTILITY is  

ok. 

 

(March 2001, July 24, 2004, March 22, 2005) 
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Antistrophe  

[AA ] 

 

Well then  

POET TO POET, let us sum it  

up, sir, you in your Swiss corner,  

me in my Komarovo box:
48

  

he has done it.  And HE  

TOOK, WITH THEIR ineptnesses of rhyme, but  

four years, parenthesis in  

parenthesis in  

parenthesis, hands cupped inside cupped  

hands, cupped, and all  

those small echoes 

of receding  

unsung rhymes, his crown of sonnets is  

circled back around.   

Like me, he has concocted  

a hidden writing.  Like me, HE WILL SAY  

IN Pilateôs words ñWhat I  

have writtenðI have written.ò  It  

will, even so, lie buried.  Trust  

me.  In futilityðHEôS FOUND HIS  

grand theme. 

 

(March 22, 2005) 

 

                                                 
48

  During her later years, under the ñKhrushchev thaw,ò [AA] was granted a small dacha outside 

Leningrad, which she nicknamed ñbudkaò (sentry box). 
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Strophe  

[RMR ] 

 

Lady  

OF THE CHEST with the secret drawer, your  

hidden writing holds no interest.  

Unlike us, he has not left trails  

of fragments, scraps and CRUMBS,  

FOR READERS madly to carp about.  At  

least each print-out he makes, stays 

clean, not unlike my  

elegies copied to place in a  

princessôs hands.   

Lady, youôre right:  

the flip side of  

futility is oblivion 

ðforgotðlostðburied.  Who  

among us has not looked at the sky and  

said ñyesò?  But FUTILITY  

can flip its side, its 

name: accomplishment.  Forgot or  

not, this too counts.  And how often  

can any of us CLAIM ITðBOX OR  

corner? 

 

(March 22, 2005) 
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Epode 

[DM ] 

 

At two desks back to 

back across a small room, two  

solitudes work through  

 

hidden drawers of  their  

secret chests.  This, their shelter. 

This, their bordering.   

 

Their house has become  

a journey from station to  

station; each presents  

 

his passport as if  

he were an émigré out  

of an unborn land.   

 

Each in his way has  

taken on the mantle of  

futility, but 

 

time to time, under  

the flash of an open sky,  

he will tell of his  

 

accomplishment, like  

a hawk just before it swoops  

from the corner of  
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the eye, into the  

bottomless oblivion  

of sun-blind and blue. 

 

(March 22, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -Eight: Prague in March 

  

Editor Strophe 

[His Editor  and DM] 

 

My editor . . . < . . .   had I one . . .> . . . said. . .  

<. . . would say.>  . . . now  

that youôve hid a crown of sprung sonnets . . .  <At 

 LEAST  

SOMEONE noticed.>  

. . . inside the odes, what for?  And  

how can you have such silly dialogues  

with the dead, in languages youðtheyðdonôt  

really know?   

Whoôs  

going to . . . <. . . no 

 one does anyway.   MUST YOU BE  

rude? Out 

 IN PUBLIC?. . . > . . .or even want to  

read any of  

this?   

ðThis is all  

about you, isnôt it, attempts to be  

big, attempts to cross over the bridge to  

greatness?  I see . . .  < . . . dialogueôs  

are with MYSELF, 

 SEE, 
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And the voices are, . . .> . . . right through . . . <. . . all of them,  

but players. . . >  

. . .the whole charade! <. . . and so are you . . .> 

(March 30 and April 1, 2005) 
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War Antistrophe 

[DM to AA]  

 

The undertows of earthquakes and  

war rumble  

beneath constant news of a dying pope.   

MY  

PEOPLE take them  

in strideðroutine sound bites while  

the local rapes and murders engage their  

local rage.  Body count is a list at  

the back of  

the  

paper.  But how  

did you learn to think YOUR WAY OUT  

of your  

GOVERNMENTôS bludgeoning control  

of opinion?    

How  

do I think  

my way out of the sleek noose of mine?  ððA  

mother whose son is in Kabul and an  

officer returning to  

Baghdad SIT NEAR  

ME  

on the plane and talk of ñourò successesð 

then  recall  

the Army-Navy football game. 

 

(March 31 and April 1, 2005) 
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Green Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Greening tiptoes through the leafless  

vistas of  

deep woods.   Ballerina toes trembling in  

THE  

MORNING light with  

jingles of dewðeach day a  

gauze-scrim-greener slips between the blankness.   

Soon the bud-nubs will blink into small leaves  

and lime-hues  

will  

ring bright bells up  

the brackish gray limbs.   AND AFTER  

that, the  

DOGWOOD AND redbud petals will  

drift down into  

dank  

fetid leaves,  

and the full corps de ballet will immerse  

the space in greens and stay put for six months.    

But at dawnðback on ground from  

a RETURN FLIGHTð 

THE  

few shafts of gauzy light prick with tiny  

greening toe  

tips, as depth, that is woods, recedes. 

 

(March 31 and April 1, 2005) 
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Epode 

Prague in March
49

 

[RMR]  

 

 

March washes dry leaves  

along the bridge curbsðflocks of  

little birds gusting  

 

against a big wind. 

The wind swoops down like hawks to 

follow the riverôs  

 

brackish elbows.  It  

laps the castle walls and the  

shuttered shop windows  

 

and children huddle  

outside closed school yards. 

Wind holds a cold claw. 

 

One must live with false  

beginnings that come knocking  

and knocking again,  

 

for when the solemn  

vocation arrives at oneôs  

doorstep, without them,  

 

one would not know how  

                                                 
49

  [RMR] was born in Prague where his first books were printed and quickly forgot. 
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to let the door swing open.    

Oneôs terror would not  

 

know how to grow vast. 

 

(April 1, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Thirty -Nine:  Khersones In April 

 

War Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Helicopters go  

down.  Bodies smolder in a  

gnarl OF JUNK. A pope  

lies in death.  Pilgrims overwhelm  

a city in their grief.  On the night  

before troops crossed to Iraq 

ða war without provocationðbased on  

FALSE CLAIMSðhe phoned the  

president, he implored: donôt invade.   

He lies amid chants that enumerate  

the names of the saints.  One quarter of  

earthôs people WATCH FROM  

TVs. Over a million people file  

past.  The president whom he  

phoned, kneels.  A car bomb in Baghdad leaves  

bodies to smolder.  Nightly the  

war FILES PAST on our  

newsðwith no provocation,  

terror on terror.   

 

(April 9, 2005)   
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Green Antistrophe  

[DM]  

 

Mica specks of light- 

rain whisper along the bared  

arm hairs, AND GLAZE the  

gathering green at the tops of  

trees with lustrous gauze.  As fifing birds  

bubble from feather-leafed shrubs 

and the rock-rills sing, green emanates all  

sidesðEDGEWISEðnether 

ðaloftðaloofðand well-deep from the  

woodsô dank leaf-mold and shadow-grots. This scent- 

scintellent air and light that spring is,  

has been CALLING out  

of the shadows as if winter had slept  

it into mole-barrows.  Now,  

finely sifted rain and sun slats come  

down like aureoles, while the trees  

quite SIMPLY go on  

singing their refrain upon  

refrain: green green green. 

 

(April 9, 2005)   
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Dialogue Strophe 

[DM to RMR]  

 

Shelteringðaction  

that is angelsðstuck in a  

terrible RESOLVEð 

their ethicðsternestðsimplestðmost  

demanding . . . Shelterðwho among us  

does it?  Are we not then, all  

closed in solitary rooms with the wind  

IMPLORING to throw  

wide the windows, faces spread to the  

squall with tears flowing?  At night we read (self  

echoes, echoing) back words we write  

with ruthless RESOLVE,  

so they might go out into the world.  When  

the invitation arrivesð 

rain in springðmoon on waterðwho of  

us knows how?ðshelter?  But the one  

whoôs SHELTEREDðwhy do  

we speak so little of that?   

Why do our words choke? 

 

(April 9, 2005)   
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Epode 

Khersones in April
50

 

[AA]  

 

The methodical  

head, legs slicing, arms in stroke- 

pulls of water, and  

 

the lungsô tireless reach  

to clutch the passing of airð 

meanwhile, sunôs hand on  

 

skin grows heavyðits 

promise of south and summerð 

still young enough to  

 

bear.  And shelter of  

water, oh, as if to be 

time itself, as if 

 

altogether it  

forgot how to count.   And now 

we see solitudeð 

 

as just that!  Plus its  

tireless strength, its ruthless  

resolve.  Above, gulls  

 

                                                 
50

  After [AA]ôs family settled in Tsarskoe Selo outside St. Petersburg, they took summers in the 

Crimean coastal resorts including Khersones (or Kersone) a port town near the mouth of the Dnieper in 

modern Ukraine.  [AA] was an accomplished swimmer as a girl, often swimming far out from the coast 

into the Black Sea. 
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sweep like drifting kites 

on currents of air. April.   

Girl.   Water.  Promise. 

 

(April 9, 2005)   
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty:  Worpswede In April  

 

Green Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Who knew  

the mix of rain, sun and  

wind, last summer ripened us for  

wisteriaôs INVASION DEEP into  

woods, higher than anything we have  

known?  It hid inside  

winterôs gray.  Green, in a few days,  

turns inside out  

 

of lavenderðthat  

most MAUDLIN color, most TAWDRY, rudestð 

sudden usurper.   

Eyes, spring-eager with quickness, pick  

trails through the  

upper reaches of erupting  

green, sudden swathes of  

lavender cascade.  And low, among  

grubby ROOT GNARLS, FALLEN logs, brambles, leaf  

rotðsilk-tissue clusters of grape.   

Is this how spring becomes  

harvest? 

 

(April 16 2005) 
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Dialogue Antistrophe 

[DM to AA]  

 

I want  

to be candid.  To set  

my words down like a slice of dark  

bread on a white SAUCER ALONGSIDE a  

wedge of cheese.  Would I presume too much,  

to say, if you joined  

at supper, your poema, for  

me, truly holds  

largeness beyond any I know 

of its time?  But of  

course were YOU HERE, contralto AND SHAWLED, would  

I dare utter one  

word?  I fear you as much as I  

love you, lady,  

and before you I am cowed.  To  

be candid, you would  

not choose me for friend.  Few do.  I sit  

inside A SOLITUDE of words cresting  

my voice and thank you that you sat  

inside the solitude  

of yours. 

 

(April 16 2005) 
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Editor Strophe 

[DM  and his Editor ] 

  

<é and I  

am my odesô first reader . . . >   

How droll!  Only reader! <. . . so they  

had better please ME OR THE CHARADE is  

up!> It does seem you waste too much time  

on them.  <And have I  

stopped beating my spouse? > Point taken.  

<Time wears  its gun 

 loaded.  What is it?  What spends it?> 

Its light-year strides sculpt  

out LIVES WITH minute-hands and SECOND-thumbs.   

<Are you saying that . . . >  

. . . me?  I say just what you say I  

say . . . <. . . that you, in  

the articulation of your 

 practicality 

 and aplomb,  think I am wasting too 

 much OF MY LIFE ON THEM?>  Thatôs one way to  

put it.   Another is: do you  

have nothing better to  

do?  <No . . . > 

 

(March 31, April 16 2005) 
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Epode 

Worpswede in April
51

 

[RMR]  

 

Small hillocks dry out  

in the sun, bogs recede, paths 

open for walkingð 

 

a rush of color  

climbs out from earth: edelweiss, 

lungwort, crocus, bog 

 

mint. Like clouds swooping  

down from the arch of sky to  

finger the earth, birds  

 

return, roosting and  

twittering and nesting and  

cawing.  But sudden  

 

angelic trumpets  

of thunderheads swoop from the  

North Sea bucketing  

 

us with a salty  

cold deluge for days.  Dawns wake 

into mist and the  

 

                                                 
51

  From 1900-1902, [RMR] spent much of his time in the colony of painters and sculptors who lived 

in the village of Worpswede in the moors near Bremen near the North Sea.  He was 25-7.  It was 

simultaneously an idyllic and difficult time form him, for he found the painter Paula Moderson-Becker and 

her friend the sculpture Clara Westhoff to be engaging and attractive.   He had a brief marriage with Clara 

that produced one child, but within a year of Ruthôs birth, he moved on to live in Paris.     
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numb sun. Time turns on  

infinitude like a path  

veering.  We are small. 

 

(April 16 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-One:   Tsarskoe Selo in May 

 

Dialogue Strophe 

 [DM to RMR]  

 

Paths of life  

and infinitude never 

BISECTðFROM ONE,  

the other  

cannot veer.   We have only borderings  

to look to, and when we have lived long  

our solitude, and when we bring its voice  

to the sun, we may  

LEARN TO TAKE ON US OUR  

shelteringðits care.  How would  

a wanderer, such, sir,  

as you, who sends letter  

upon letter out across  

EUROPE, KNOW?  ð MY SPOUSE HAS  

been, I am starting  

to learn, sheltering me these score years.  What  

of infinitude could anyone  

know to compare?   Even you, sirðfor whom  

future was  

EVER A CARE? 

And for whom strangers arrivedð 

and did care? 

 

(April 16 and May 8, 2005) 
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Editor Antistrophe  

[His Editor  and DM]  

 

Whether you  

accept a hierarchy  

OF POETS OR  

not, the mere  

readers and attention some poets get  

by people who write and think and talk  

about poets and even their poems,  

arenôt you a wee bit  

PRESUMPTUOUS TO TAKE  

on voices as big as those  

two?  <Anna and Rainer?>   

YES.  <CAN YOU RECOMMEND  

a better pair?>  Why me?  <Arenôt  

     you the one making the  

fuss?>   But, thatôs the part  

of your odes that makes me . . . <Uncomfortable?>  

. . . somewhat . . . <Only somewhat?>  . . . well then, yes,  

downright, quite . . . <Uncomfortable?>  Yes. . <Well, good! >   

I mean, where  

WILL THE RISK LAND  

you?  <Being ignored.>  My point  

. . . exactly! 

 

(March 31, April 16 and May 8, 2005) 
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War Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Again ñourò  

helicopters have gone down.   

BODIES SMOLDER  

in a gnarl  

of junk.  This is what war is.   Senselessness.    

The madly begging question snarls for  

a reason that can untie it and make  

it make sense.   Ah,  

BUT THE INTRACTABLE OOZE  

and marl that plasters over  

my peopleôs consciousness  

is an unaba  

forgetfulnessðas if blessed  

BY SOME GRAND DESTINYð 

that  the smolder of  

ñourò headlined deaths is a pittance to the  

smolder of those we wonôt count up, to  

count them simply as ñthem.ò  My people! What  

violence  

WE DO OURSELVES!   

What redemption for us might  

we yet find? 

 

(May, 8 2005)  
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Epode 

Tsarskoe Selo In May
52

 

[AA]  

 

The western Baltic  

wind rides with the larger sun.   

The oaks are bragging  

 

in their new leaves while  

pines backdrop themselves like a  

chorus of dancers  

 

who sink into the  

blue shadows as the prima  

ballerina swirls  

 

incessantly on  

one toe.  Birds birds birds applaud  

applaud applaud.  And  

 

then, suddenly, you  

notice, the fountains have been 

turned on in the parks.    

 

Water and light are 

whispering their tireless  

duet.  You cup it  

 

in your palmðthe light, 

                                                 
52

  The major portion of [AA]ôs childhood was spent in Tsarskoe Selo outside Petersburg.   The tsarôs 

village was the summer home of the court, replete with palaces and parks.  It is also the town associated 

with Pushkin.  Under the Soviets, it was renamed Pushkin.  Both poets wrote about its charm.      



Akhmatova Odes --  203 

 

the waterðand spill your lap  

with it, palm after  

 

palm, until through the  

coarse fabric, chill tongues your thigh, 

Baltic tongues you hair. 

 

(May, 8 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-Two:   Paris in May  

 

Editor Strophe 

 [His Editor  and DM]  

 

. . . besides they . . . <The odes?> . . . What else  

pray? . . . <Granted . . .>  . . . are not like your libretto,  

OR SAY, SOME screenplay . . . <Well?>  

. . . for in those, one seeks  

to fit fiction with history,   

so  

viewers . . . < at 

 least the imagined ones> . . . granted . . .  

at least suspend disbelief   

<. . . or so we assume. . .>  . . . which means simply  

THAT WE  

level, as best we can, the field  

OF  PLAY.   

Granted.  At least we assume we all  

have the decorum of a  

mutual set of rules.  <At best, 

 decency 

          too?>   

Granted.  < . . . but maybe not.  ðMaybe  

their discomfort is  

never quite ABATED, 

 but they watch along. . .> . . . or hum along. . . <Cute.>   

. . . anyway. . . <. . . some way.>  Granted. 

 

(March 31, April 22 2005)  
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War Antistrophe  

[AA ] 

 

At times I asked, yes, at times, never:   

Was I prophetess?  Was the  

future spelled out to  

be read?  At times, I took the side of  

destiny, at times, of will  

and choice.  ðNow, your now 

ðmy futureðsees your land cast power,  

in the name of history,  

like dice, to close in  

upon its errors like a mangy  

mutt in an old lane guarding  

a stolen old bone.   

In the face of such fierce Iraqi  

insurgency, how could you  

not slide into mightôs  

right?  Oh Lenin, how glorious!  Oh  

Stalin, how stalwart!  Iôve seen  

too much! but windows  

never stay shut.  Curtains long ago  

were used to patch clothes. 

 

( April 22 2004) 
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Green Strophe  

[DM]  

 

The fury of color has  

passed.  Petals drove underfoot by lashes  

FROM COLD RAIN, trampled by  

timeôs bootprint, scurries  

of wind.  Green conquers half of the  

eyeôs  

world with a  

monochrome as velocity  

implodes.  Entropy creeps from  

burrows.   See, the old rendition chants  

AGAIN  

the old story.  And marvel of  

MARVEL(L )S,   

greenôs tyranny thinks its small green thought  

in a vast green world.  But the  

other half, some days, holds rages 

of blue so  

vast  

that the booted vista unboots  

its dancing foot and  

soars beyond ANY LORE OF  

a Nijinsky leap, swan flight, or lark  

dive to skyôs bottomlessness. 

 

(April 23, April 22 2004) 
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Epode 

Paris In May
53

 

[RMR]  

 

Gray rain falls in sheets  

like slabs of  slate onto black  

umbrellas tipped to  

 

brace against the wind.   

The sheen on them glistens like  

ravensô wings.  Beneath, 

 

heads are bent like tucked  

heads of birds.  Ash gray faces,  

from which expression 

  

has been wiped away,  

as an academician  

might wipe the slateboard  

 

of chalk at the end  

of a ponderous lecture,  

stare down.  They look to  

 

cobbles and puddles  

which glisten like old scratched-up  

mirrors from which the  

 

silver backing has  

                                                 
53

  From August 1902 to 1912, except for travels, [RMR] lived in or near Paris.  The Notebooks of 

Malte Laurids Brigge, his only novel, and the stunning two volumes of New Poems were written during this 

period.   
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become flaked.  The faces in  

the puddles stare from  

 

tucked heads and their eyes  

are holes.  Day after day in  

May, crowds in rain flow  

 

corteges across  

bridges.  None seems to have a  

destination to  

 

which it intends to  

arrive.  My umbrellaôs sheen  

braces to the wind. 

 

(April 22 2004) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-Three:   Paris in June  

 

War Strophe 

[DM and AA]  

 

Youôre right: when we come back to half  

forgot places, not all  

is changed.  Across from  

the old Judson Church,
54

  

THE PARKôS THE SAME.  FORTY years ago, on  

a friendôs roomôs floor,  

I sleptðborn the same day, dated the  

same girl.  In that war, he  

worked with drug-harrowed hippies as  

a C. O.
55

  ðThis  

war, the door-board reads, white letters on black:  

24,7 

35 Iraqi civilians,  

1,635 U.S.  

soldiers. Dead.  Officials wonôt give out  

the first figure.   

This does not count THEIR SOLDIERS; INSURGENTS;  

other countries; our  

civilians; the maimed.   

The parkôs busy with calm.   

Such oblivion you too watched.            (June 6-8, 2005) 

                                                 
54

  The Judson Church on the south side of Washington Square Park in New York City has been a 

center of politically committed liberation theology and liberal activism for many years. 
55

  During periods of military conscription and the draft in the United States, people whose religious 

convictions did not allow them to kill as soldiers could appeal as Conscientious Objectors (C. 0.ôs) and 

perform some alternative service.  During the mid-1960s [DM]ôs college friend Reathel Bean did so at the 

Judson Church. 
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Green Strophe 

[DM]  

 

From a volition not our own,  

green has become dogma  

and orthodoxy.   

Just weeks ago, the  

HERESIESðAZALEA , redbud, dogwood,  

wisteria,  

cheery blossom and daffodilðdecked  

out to win each eye.  To  

green we were slow proselytesðslow  

novitiatesð 

slow converts.  In time, habituationôs  

patience made us  

numb.  Now we think only green, with  

no dispute, convicted  

to convictions of a green faith.  On  

some roads, the treesô  

green canopy SILENCES DISSENT AND  

argues down the sky.   

So this is how time  

tyrannizes, and wins.   

This is how abjection begins. 

(April 23 and June 7-8, 2004) 
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Dialogue Antistrophe 

[DM to AA]  

 

I have one bone to pick with you,  

woman. When you snuck an  

editor into  

your poema, why  

DID YOU NOT LET HIM ANSWER?  You set him  

up with phone un- 

listed, then knocked him down, simply to  

slip through your ellipses.   

I donôt dispute editors are 

game, at least for  

those of us who are without them.  They come  

between us and  

our readers.  Now, that, woman, is  

another bone, howôd you  

keep all those readers secure?  when for  

twenty-five years  

no one published YOU AT ALL?  BOY, THAT FEEDS  

my abjection!  ðSir,  

such a tirade!  I  

 will not answer.  Silence 

 also watches oblivion. 

 

(May 8 and June 7-8, 2005) 
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Epode 

Paris in June
56

  

[AA]  

 

I stand on the bridge  

late into night.  I look down  

into the water. 

 

ñMy sisterðsignò lays  

her face on the ripples like  

a cup turned on its  

 

side.  The whole sky is  

dark.  One knows clouds are drifting  

in from the sea.  They 

 

are as dark as the  

sky.  One canôt see them.  And the  

ripples are black and  

 

glint shadowless with 

black sheen.  For awhile I thought  

the river-moon might  

 

be drifting out to  

seaðher sky-moon double can  

do what she pleasesð 

 

                                                 
56

  [AA] lived briefly in Paris in 1908. 
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I donôt care.  I am  

wrong for she has chosen to  

lie there white on black  

 

between my bridge and  

the next one north until she  

sinks into the folds  

 

of in-coming clouds.   

I am the faithful one.  I  

will watch with her till  

 

she is taken.  Oh,  

the Paris black nights!  Oh, the  

      Petersburg white ones!    

  

(June 8, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-Four: Duino in July 

 

Green Strophe 

[DM]  

 

Hurricane bands, like  

swirls of nebulae, pass through  

holding in the airôs breath  

like an anxious child.  Glades of  

light shimmer between DARK TREES.  EVERYWHERE  

else green swathes darkly take control, for  

they are the advancing guard,  

the stealth of the  

hurricaneôs  

spies, the outposts.  We have been through this before. We 

prepare.  Some years, winds flog us, rains swell the creeks, high  

wire lines snap.   

Some years only  

a day of hard rain.  Some years  

the avenging angel passes us  

BY.  MY POOR COUNTRY, anxious like a child,  

with your war flogging on and  

its resistance flogging  

back, an avenging angel  

best not pass us by. 

 

(July 9-10, 2004) 

 



Akhmatova Odes --  215 

 

Dialogue Antistrophe 

[DM and AA]  

 

Reading poems for a  

contest, I discern two to  

you.  A youthful touristôs  

account.  In Petersburg she  

toured Fountain House.  It IS YOUR MUSEUM  

now.  In her poems, she battened you up  

with tender girlish praise, I  

have to warn you.   

But I did  

admire the bit about the ashtray, where youôd burned  

manuscripts when friends memorized them. ïBurned? many  

times!  But how  

few friends!   ðThank you  

for sweeping through my odes.   I  

donôt want you as friendðmight listen with  

YOU TO VIVALDI and pick out the bits  

of his spice and spite.  ðNot the  

number.   Memory is  

what counts!  ðFriends?  I canôt even  

memorize my own. 

 

(May 30, July 9-10, 2005)   
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Editor Strophe 

[DM and his Editor ] 

   

<Simply for debateôs 

 sake, let me propose something 

 quite bland . . .>  Iôm listening . . .   

< . . . not a trump.>  . . . still listening . . .  

<At the opera, WE NEITHER SUSPEND  

disbelief . . .>  Could one?  < . . . nor discomfort. >   

. . . listening still . . . go on . . .  <The  

whole shebang is  

a wanton 

 mixture of incommensurabilities.  A 

chorus accompanies oneôs dire privacies as  

if tiers of  

singers werenôt thereð 

or one sings oneôs throat raw to   

gruff old Wotan . . . or Stalin . . .>  I have  

NEVER HEARD THAT ONE.  <THOUGHT so. Just witness  

to my own era.>  Arenôt you  

a bit young for Stalin?    

<Not represent.>   Witness! I  

heard you.  <Trumped! > . . . thought so . . . 

 

(March 31, 2005) 
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Epode 

Duino in July 

[RMR]  

 

Look down on the sea  

with me.  The stillness and heat  

lie in the air like  

 

old heavy blankets.   

Only the gulls cut through it.   

White knives cutting through 

 

curdled thick milk.  Look  

down on the Adriatic  

with me, watch with me,  

 

wait with me.  I have  

only memory and this  

slow expectancy.   

 

The southern sunðwho  

can embrace it?  Even now  

is not Icarus  

 

hurtling ambition  

at it?  The hunched-over cliff  

pines claw into rocks  

 

with their roots.  Nothing  

stirs their dry needles.  One longs  

in July for wind, and for 
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night storm-lashes, as  

a child longs for Christmas, a  

blossom for a bee,  

 

a lover for the  

belovedôs reply.  Look down  

on the sea with me. 

 

(July 10, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-Five: Petrograd in July 

 

Dialogue Strophe 

[AA to DM]  

 

I see that  

you were in Cambridge,  

away for two weeks, and found  

a tape of Boris  

Leonidovich
57
ðhis voice like a  

train gaining speed.  And  

I picture the balk of your  

surprise.  Did the book  

tremble as  

you held it, as you  

listened through earphones? ðvoice like  

Cossack dancer heels.   

I picture clouds of perplexity  

gather on your browð 

then dissipate.  Muscovitesð 

they can lift the ends  

of words so  

that consonants will  

falter to vowels and fall.  Five  

decades oldðthat tape  

from memoryôs cryptðvoice like a rush  

of water trembling  

on rocks in a brook, each word  

                                                 
57

  ʇʘʩʪʝʨʥʘʢ, ɹʦʨʠʩ ʃʝʦʥʠʜʦʚʠʯ.  ʇʦʵʟʠʷ.  ʊɺʀʂ ʃʀʈɽʂ, 1997.  [Pasternak, Boris Leonidovich.  

Poetry.  TWIC LYREC, 1997.] 
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glittering without  

flaws.  Poets  

from  

Petersburg   

donôt  

read that way. 

 

(July 12, July 23 1005) 
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Editor Antistrophe  

[DM and his Editor ] 

   

<As Bill  

Holm,
58

 with his Icelandic chorus and fish 

 village birthday,  

claims . . .>  Another bid on the table?  < . . . no,  

more like a crest . . . >  Game over?   

< . . . weôll see . . .>  . . . all ears . . . < . . .  that weôre most fully 

       human . . . >  That is  

a big claim!   < . . . when people make 

 music for those who like it . . .>  Those who  

are performing or those  

being performed  

to?  <Iôd have to say the 

 sharing.  The event.> That figures.  <But . . . >   

Thought so  . . . < . . . it  must be performed . . .  

face to face, and . . .>   

I can just guess where this is going.   

<Where?>  It must be enjoyed, not  

just presented, not just attended.    <Right.>    

Thatôs all there is?   

<Yes sir.   Not enough?>  Am I still in the  

game?  Yes! 

 

(March 31, 2005) 

 

                                                 
58

  Bill Holm is an American poet of Icelandic descent who teaches in South Dakota and lives part of 

each year in Iceland.   The reference is to a passage in an essay of his that was read at a reception in 

Charlotte, NC in March 2005 by his cousin. 
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War Strophe 

[DM]  

     

What is  

that black thing by the log on the path?  In  

some worldôs center,  

itôs not a what.  In some center, I am.   

Its calloused snout ruts in the  

soft pulp of the log and snuffles up  

fat yellow grubs.  In  

dank leaf drifts, its claws clutch  

at a snail lifting it up to its  

spiny teeth which crush it  

and sort muscle  

from shell.  In swatches of  

sunlight, mica-like bits gleam, as it  

bobs and dips along.  In some  

worldôs center, no  

one sets himself, mesmerized in a  

frenzy of devotion, to  

explode in a marketôs midday crowdðwhere  

flesh shards steam the  

pavement in swatches of sun. In my world,  

some do. 

 

(June 26. July 23, 2005) 
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Epode 

Petrograd in July
59

 

[AA]  

 

 

Windows sit looking  

into streets and the shuffling  

feet.  Like small birds  

 

and even great gulls,  

people migrate in and out  

of the city and 

 

its weathers.  Seasons  

and destinations find no  

fit.  Petroushka with 

 

a wry motionless  

face has been dropped to the curb  

to lie day after  

 

day.  He has nowhere  

to go, no one to go with.   

Dogs sniff him and move  

 

on.  One chews at his  

face and drops him in the dust.   

Wheelbarrows of  

                                                 
59

  From 1914-1924 St. Petersburg/Leningrad was named Petrograd for patriotic reasons, replacing 

the German name with a Russian one.  During WWI, as well as the period following the Bolshevik 

Revolution, the city suffered cholera, food shortage and lack of heating wood and coal in the winter.   [AA] 

was hospitalized more than once. 
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cabbages trundle  

past with black haloes of flies.   

The aroma of  

 

soil and the musky  

smell of rotting cabbages  

sit in the window  

 

long after they have  

passed down the street.  Itôs the smell  

that the flight of time 

 

wears after its face  

has been chewed awayðthe smell 

of warôs accidents. 

 

(July 23, 2005) 



Akhmatova Odes --  225 

 

Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-Six: Munich in August 

 

Editor Strophe 

[His Editor and DM]  

 

I agree then, the cards . . . <Holmôs?>   

. . . NO, YOURS . . . <Granted>  . . . are on the table.  Give  

me your best shot . . .  <Thatôs what this 

 is all about . . . each ode . . . the  

whole set . . . best shots . . .>  . . . for now, granted, so with  

that claim in mind, give us  

Thirteen ways of Looking  

AT ENJOYMENT.  <NOW thatôs cute.>  No,  

dead serious. <May I ask  

why?> This entire  

self-indulgent enterprise  

is swamped in MELANCHOLIA.    

I want to see if you  

can do it.  <Iôll take that  

as compliment.>  On your mark, ready, set,  

go!  <Joyôs red leaf of autumn  

flutters down a slow draft to 

 the dry grass; happinessôs leaf LIES ON  

the shelf beside beached shells.>  And . . . 

 

(March 31, 2005) 
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War Antistrophe  

[DM to AA]  

 

From sky, incendiary  

TERROR fell, a city blasted.  Sixty  

years ago.  After your siege  

and Tashkent refuge, the news  

through your radioôs cackle must have been  

a long held breath sucked in,  

at last let go so the  

LUNGS COULD FIND THE fluttery air  

of joy and its uprush of  

primal longing   

and recoil that arise with 

a new start.  IF THERE WAS REGRET,  

it was the regret of  

veering or departure,  

not the regret of abandonment.  We  

have lived under that warôs endôs  

cloud now sixty years and we  

still ask, whose promise of joy makes LIVES OF  

our fellows discardable. 

 

(August 5, 2005)  
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Green Strophe 

[DM]  

 

At night after cloudburst, rain,  

HAIL, THE coy green crawls into shadow.  Her  

brothers, gray and black, ripple  

leaves in the residue of  

breeze.  It is frog hour in August. Ah! Green  

has done its chrysalis  

dance, emerged on wings of  

RUSTôS RICHOCET AND reedy calls.   

The tree frogs.  The cicadas.   

The slippery  

crickets.  Sit out on the dark  

step.  Let eyes CRAWL IN THE SHADOWS  

of hazy abstraction.   

Frog hourðand the racketôs  

grind fills your brain with terrorôs breathðas if  

a flood were inundating  

you, washing you out into  

the starless echoless abyss OF SKY  

beyond any reach of joy. 

   

(August 5, 2005)  
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Epode 

Munich in August
60

 

[RMR]  

 

Windows sit looking  

into streets and the shuffling  

feet.  Like small birds  

 

and even great storks,  

people migrate in and out  

of the city and 

 

its weathers.  Seasons  

and destinations find no  

fit.  A doll with a  

 

tender motionless  

face has been dropped to the curb  

to lie day after  

 

day.  She has nowhere  

to go, no one to go with.   

Dogs sniff her and move  

 

on.  One chews at her  

face and drops her in the dust.   

Wheelbarrows of  

 

                                                 
60

  At the beginning of WWI [RMR] was in Munich where he found himself stranded for most of the 

war, at the end of which he was issued a passport from the new country of Czechoslovakia.  Not wanting to 

return to Prague and unable to stay permanently in Germany, he was eventually able to secure residency in 

Switzerland with the help of friends.  He lived there until he died. 
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potatoes trundle  

past with black haloes of flies.   

The aroma of  

 

soil and the stabbing  

smell of rotting potatoes  

sit in the window  

 

long after they have  

passed down the street.  Itôs the smell  

that abandonment  

 

wears after its face  

has been chewed awayðthe smell 

of warôs senselessness. 

 

(July 23, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-Seven: Tashkent in August 

 

War Strophe 

[DM]  

 

A mother whose son died in  

Iraq comes to Texas,  

stakes her tent by the  

gate of the Presidentôs ranch.  She desires  

a word from him saying  

why. But for  

her heartôs need what might he reply?  Was there  

ever war for which a mother was made  

glad her son died?  Pride 

perhaps,  

vengeance perhaps.   

Maybe even  

that justice has  

been brought  

to the land.  But of  

gladness, no woman has known it.  And no  

reply he gives will answer any heart.    

How can we 

promulgate pride in the  

scourge we have unloosed on a good people?   

How can weðin our  

morass of sophistriesð 

believe justice might come home? 

  

(August 14, 2005) 
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Green Antistrophe 

[DM]  

 

This is a truce I can live  

with.  I once lived without  

green in apartments  

where the windows faced out onto walls.  And  

the sidewalks bordered trim  

PATCHES of  

mulch.  Given our quarrel, Iôll take recesses  

of woods still, misrule of lawns, SWELTERING  

hasp of summerðTHIS  

marriage  

of CONVENIENCE 

ðthis waiting game.   

Iôm BUILDING a  

glass room  

so that seasons might  

PENETRATE more deeply.  From surgery  

Iôll lie in this room to heal.  In old age  

Iôll RETIRE  

to this room and stare.  How  

many returns of green will I witness?   

At sixty-three, odds  

are on the wane.  Each will  

be welcome.    Eachða gladness. 

(August 14, 2005) 
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Dialogue Strophe 

[DM to AA]  

 

On a CD about your  

lifeôs work in Petersburg,  

your voice intones brief  

snippets from your poema.  Chanting voice  

summons memories to  

COHERE.  Its  

velvet sage promises they will.  They donôt.   

They merely flicker like a candle to  

climb shadows on THE  

wall, to  

slip THROUGH a small  

high window out  

in the NIGHTðvoice  

pacing  

ITS wind through your grand  

POEMA like a cello saraband  

of Bach. I listen.  From my window, the  

CICADAS  

drumbeat their legs in a  

choir across the dark woods.  Your voice lifts and  

falls on slow arcs, and  

I grasp at a phrase, or  

at least a word, now and then.  

(July 14, 2005) 
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Epode 

Tashkent in August
61

 

[AA]  

 

The market is 

awnings, carpets, small cups of  

steaming tea.  Asia  

 

is welcoming us. 

Asia awaits to be plucked. 

Melons, rough-barkedðthe  

 

reek of the sweet sweat  

smell of melons.  Like a girlôs  

first show of breasts, tight  

 

hard pomegranates  

blush in the sun.  Mountains of  

olives, purple and 

 

black, like scarabs closed  

up in their glistening  

shells.  Grapes in flat baskets,  

 

lilies swaddled in  

wet rags.  The smells of Tashkent  

in August tumble  

 

through hair and caftans:  

                                                 
61

  [AA] was evacuated from Leningrad to Tashkent with other writers during the siege of Leningrad 

in World War II. 
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dusky mauve, spiky chartreuse,  

charcoal smoke, honey  

 

gold uvular oils,  

and of course mounds of roses. 

Only Asia can 

 

offer one roses  

so glad that to pluck them is  

never a sadness. 

 

Here is one for your  

hand . . .   And one for yours . . . Also 

      for yours.   

One for mine. 

 

(July 23, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-Eight: Muzot in August  

  

Green Strophe 

[AA]  

 

The year splits in two colors and I  

know how each shares her ill-ease 

ðeach shares HABITS of  

yearning and fear.  Not equal, one grips  

her share of months greedily,  

swift and tight.  Her name  

is tenacity.  But I PLAY no  

favorites.   Between white and  

green, why are we taught  

to think that Springða sistersô crying  

spatðis a new arrival?   

ðBut sky is something  

quite different.  His colors are THREE: GRAY,  

white and blue.  Gray summer days,  

gray winter daysðthereôs  

little to choose.  But white summer nights!  

ïwhatever of ill-ease GRIPS  

YOU, will be larger  

under their weightðand conversation  

ride deep in their joy. 

 

(August 14 and August 21, 2005)     
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Dialogue Antistrophe 

[DM to AA]  

[To The Russian Language] 

 

I burn myself out like  

the moth that flies into  

    the frying pan  

of a BULB WHERE everything that binds  

me to my language I distrust.  Like  

Kremlin  

lords, ours TWIST IT into grimaces of  

half-chewed truth and our news people abase  

it.  So,  

as one outside sees shadows from  

your poemsô flame play the wall, I  

yearn that, like Osip
62

 in GERMAN,  

I might  

step into stanzas and lines to become  

cradle and christôning gown.  While nightingale  

poets  

blaze with your late acclaim, our sound has  

shrunk; our words, ravaged.  I WADE in the  

unsure footing  

of your language and with  

you live, born into peace. 

 

(July 17 and August 21, 2005) 

 

                                                 
62

  As Soviet control of media of publication and public discourse tightened in the early 1930s, 

Mandelstam wrote a poem «ʂ ʅʝʤʝʮʢʦʡ ʈʝʯʠè (ñThe German Languageò) in 1932.  He had in mind the 

language of Goethe, not of the new Nazi regime and imagines he could escape the ñprison house of his own 

languageò to be born into a freer more honest one.  [DM] without apology appropriates images and phrases 

from Mandelstamôs poem. 
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Editor Strophe 

[DM and his Editor] 

   

<In the genes of joy, no 

 one ever bore boredom.>   

Granted.  <In rifts  

of joy, DIAMONDôS facets glint.>  Granted.   

<Not to comprehend joy is to be 

a fish 

 on a motorcycle.>  But fully to  

COMPREHEND is as likely as pigs fly.   

<Granted.   

Three then for me, one for you! >  Iôll  

take it. Though love would be pushing  

it, letôs try to be of one mind.   

<We are.>  Oops!  <When FACETS of joy  

have flaws, they glint no lessða skewed smile 

 back on 

 its feet after a stroke.>    Iôm still with  

you, except who said ñENJOYMENTò and  

ñjoyò are one and  

the same? <And why not?>  Point  

taken.  Now whatôs the score? 

  

(March 31 and August 21, 2005) 
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Epode 

Muzot in August
63

 

 

To plan a Paris  

visit and know the visits  

of pain that doctors  

 

avoid to name is  

to keep the plan a plan.  One  

sits in August in  

 

two orders: the plan  

and the place.  The small meadow  

down the path along  

 

the stone wall blooms with  

large raspberry-colored heads 

of clover where bees  

 

drink themselves to a  

slow drowsy dance.   Just over  

a hillock, not quite  

 

yet in sight, cowbells  

clink their tenor thuds.  Sit on  

a stone wall.   Set your  

 

walking stick across  

your knees.  The touch of sun to  

                                                 
63

  [RMR]ôs final residence was a small warders castle in Muzot, Switzerland.   During his last years 

he lived there with a housekeeper and frequent visitors.  He made trips to Paris from time to time.  He died 

of leukemia which was not accurately diagnosed until his final year. 
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the legsô uncertain  

 

blood caresses, as 

one might once have yearned that a  

belovedôs hand might,  

 

had you then been brave  

enough to permit it, had  

you then been bold to  

 

seize it and not flee  

into walls of words.  Sit there  

awhile in the sun  

 

as the cowbells move,  

step by clinking step, closer.   

You will be able  

 

soon to look into  

the flat, inexpressive and  

moony eyes, which bear  

 

the heaviness of  

the dayôs udder like a plan, 

full, ripe, awaiting 

  

its time to become  

place.  You gaze at themðinto  

themðas if in a  

 

mirror, you looked at  
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your own.  Stroke the broad bone plate  

of her forehead, and  

 

using your stick to  

support your frail leg, turn to  

walk back up the path. 

 

(August 21, 2005) 
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Forty-Nine: Komarovo in August 

  

Dialogue Strophe 

[DM to AA ] 

 

I canôt determine whether  

it is flight of time or noise of  

time, but I  

slog out my way to a finishðNEVER  

COMPLETEðnever replete with farewellð 

anyway.  With a bad hip.  You chose to  

share with me IN THE PLIGHT of these odes (or  

I chose for you), while I pushed on  

through my translation (all four versions
64

) of  

your astonishing relentless  

poema.  I DISCOVER again as  

I have throughout my sixty-three years that  

finishes are fluttery WITH THE  

RUSH of anticipation that comes with  

a new start.   

If there is regret, it is of  

veering, not abandonment. 

 

(August 4-5, August 28, 2005) 

 

                                                 
64

  T. A. Gorkova has edited the complete works of [AA] in a new multi -volume edition that prints 

four complete texts of Poem Without a Hero. 
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Editor Antistrophe 

[DM and his Editor]  

   

<Donôt be so quick to concede 

 the point.> Oops!  <Enjoyment is an 

 action of 

 time, place, expectancy, remembrance.  TAKE  

ONE, THE house of cards falls.>  Oops!  <But with  

less than full decks, yes, you can still play.>  But  

letôs go back TO YOUR EARLIER question . . .  

<And which might that be? Have you not 

 asked me enough?. . >  . . . No!  <Well, go on then.>  Are  

enjoyment and joy the same thing?   

<Try this for SIZE:  ENJOYMENT is to go  

on with less than a full deck; joy is a 

 lucky draw!>  Oops!  But . . . <Iôm still LISTôNING . . .> . . .  

WHEN YOU perform your odes in the dry hour  

alone as  

the night closes, is the deck not  

full?ðThe joy not empty? <Oops!> 

 

(March 31, August 28, 2005) 
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War Strophe 

[DM ] 

 

Resignation scratches at  

the door sill like an insistent  

hungry cur.   

It wants to come inside, slobber FROM MY  

TOILET bowl, eat from my plate, and lop  

its gnarled mane on my sheets.  I am weary  

of thinking ABOUT IRAQ, tired of  

trying or wanting to make sense  

of the outrage that weôve launched there. Itôs no  

longer terror that drivesðthat most  

normal driveðIT IS TERRORôS mystique, and  

it has come inside our brains, slobbering  

on us, eating on the same PLATE.  IT  

WILL LIVE with us, now, for the rest of all  

our lives, and  

forgiving it its mastery,  

before it, we are docile. 

 

(August 28, 2004)  
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Epode 

Komarovo in August
65

 

 

At dawn the pine trees  

wrap their arms in coolness.  Wisps  

of fog droop shawls of 

 

gossamer through them. 

The smell of pine needles drifts 

from yesterdayôs heat. 

 

  If we walk along 

the sand path to the station,  

the pine smell will crunch  

 

beneath our damp shoes. 

Come my friends, the herring tins  

are empty, the last  

 

bottle of vodka  

has joined them on the table,  

and we need to buy  

 

cigarettes. I will  

walk to your parting at the  

station, pull tight my  

 

shawl and walk back here  

alone.  It is a good dawn  

                                                 
65

  During her later years, the Writerôs Union allocated [AA] a small dacha in Komarovo outside 

Leningrad, where friends and young poets visited her, and where she worked. 

  



Akhmatova Odes --  245 

 

to sleep in late.  The 

 

urgency of our  

disputes will ride through my dreams 

like cooings of doves. 

 

(August 28, 2004)  
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Akhmatova Odes 

Number Fifty:  Charlotte in September 

  

Editor Strophe 

[DM and his Editor]  

   

<Joyôs a full DECK WHOSE  

FULLNESS is not fullðthe warm  

sweetness of a FRESH-PICKED PEAR THATôS not sweet.>   

Granted.  <Joy is a welcome  

that follows the invitation,  

not before.>   

Granted.  <Joy is momentary when 

 the momentousness of a  

moment canôt be contained.>  Granted . . .  

mister impromptu, you are standing there  

thinking, Iôll bet you, I have lost count.   

<Still into bets?. . >  . . . why not? . . . <Joy 

 is the time in timeliness.> _______ <The 

 unadorned  

gift of giving.> ________ <The pure thanks 

 in thanking . . .>  Granted! Granted!  

Granted! <. . . THANKS TO BILL HOLM.>  If you say so.  

<All bets off, I did!> THIRTEEN?   

<YEP!>  AND you did well! 

 

(March 31, September 3, 2005) 

 



Akhmatova Odes --  247 

 

War Antistrophe  

[DM to AA]  

 

My beloved ANNA,  

I FEEL that we are old friends  

across tableðWITH OUR GLASS-STEMS in hand.    

Weôve shared a century of  

wars, half yours, half mine, and start a  

new one, by 

another.  One of us will depart. 

We speak of times gone by.  We  

shanôt, I suppose, sit again.  We talk  

as if we somehow will, but our griefs have  

sapped grief from us, so neither speaks of  

parting, because there is no  

room left to store a new grief, and we  

forget the  

little things anyway.  I, for  

one, believe our meetings, these  

last years, IN THE BROAD SCHEME of things, matter.    

I am a stronger MAN.  MY  

POEMS too, stronger. 

 

(September 3, 2005) 
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Green Strophe 

[RMR]  

 

Green is color of absence.  We know  

this, and speak it without name,  

as if commonness  

were its great embarrassment, and its  

overabundance were its  

great heavy burden.   

Take up a bowl of roses,
66

 now, as  

they rest, asking nothing, in  

vacant space that a  

cleared, polished, wood table makes.  They give  

unto your young eye, milky  

pink, yellow, cambric,  

orange-red, opalescent porcelain.   

And see how silent is green,  

how she withdraws in  

her inadequacy.  Gather up  

hydrangeasðpink or blue
67
ðdoes   

not matterðthey are  

emphaticðnothing  

attenuated 

ðnorðubiquitous. 

 

(August 14, September 3, 2005) 

 

                                                 
66

  See ñDie Rosenschaleò form Neue Gedichte: Erster Teil [1907]. 
67

  See ñRosa Hortensieò from Neue Gedichte:Zweiterr Teil [1908] and ñBlue Hortensieò from Neue 

Gedichte: Erster Teil [1907]. 
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Charlotte in September
 68

 

[DMôs Editorôs Epode] 

 

Of course your new room,  

three walls of glass, perched amid  

trees, with the arbor  

 

beneath the deck and  

a fig treeôs full skirts to look  

down upon, will be  

 

a fine perch from which  

to build back your strength again 

from your Decemberôs  

 

surgery.  You who  

plan out projects to keep a  

rein on flight of time! 

 

Of course the view from  

your bed of the stream and the  

viburnum, hostas  

 

and hydrangeas, the  

bridge across to the little  

woodland nook and the  

 

benches youôve lain out,  

is really, I admit, quite  

                                                 
68

  Both [DM] and his imagined Editor lived and worked in Charlotte during the period of the making 

of these odes.  The addition on his house was done between May and October of 2005. 
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lovely.  But do you  

 

think the noise of time  

hears your plans at all?  Do you  

think beyond your voice  

 

calling out your odes  

at night from your deck, any  

but cicadas hear 

  

them?  Now at the end,  

what have you made?  In whose ears  

wil l they reside?  Will  

 

any echoes be  

sustained?  September is no  

time of glory in  

 

Charlotte.  Hurricanes  

if they come will strew the streets 

with split trees and split  

 

roofs.  For children and  

teachers and you, it may be  

time of beginningsð 

 

and beginnings suit  

you well.  Even surgery  

for you will be that.   

 

Donôt I know?   Iôve been  
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observing a long time now 

ðalter egoðspyð 

 

provocateur!  To  

end in September makes no  

sense.  What kind of plan?   

 

I throw in the rag.   

You take it from here, go it  

alone, make of it  

 

whatever you can. 

If it is a botched up job 

no one will blame me. 

 

If the contractors 

keep up their end, at least youôll 

have something to show. 

 

(August 28, September 3, 2005)  
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Why Form? 

 

 Form is the scaffolding of artistic works, either rules inherited or rules imposedð

strict or loose.  In the face of rules, one always can choose: conformity, defiance, 

submission, innovation.  Wordsmith, playwrightðboth old terms affirm a craftsman 

skilled at construction.  I like that. 

 As important for me, form is the musical score that guides an oral performance of 

a poem, but can never dictate it.   Poems that give little guidance for oral reading, or that 

when read aloud seem flaccid, lose interest for me quickly.  From Beowulf to Omeros, 

with hundreds of stops in between, poetry that excites my voice and ear calls me back 

again and again to read it.  

 At the suggestion of Helen Frost, I write these comments on the formal aspects of 

The Akhmatova Odes. She has written similar pieces as afterwords to two of her recent 

books. 

 In ancient Greek poetry the ode was used for choruses in tragedy and for 

celebratory public tributes as in Pindarôs odes to Olympic athletes.  Often (not always) 

odes were choreographed in a four part danced-sung sequence: turn, counterturn, repeat 

of the turn, resolution.  These parts had names. 

 In the late 19
th
 century, by replacing measured feet (such as iambs in sonnets) 

with alliteration-reinforced accentual counts, the Anglo-Welsh poet Gerard Manly 

Hopkins ñsprung openò the traditional iambic line in what he called ñsprung rhythm.ò  

No matter how rigorously one attempts to work out scansions of Hopkinsôs most 

radically sprung poems on paper, to my ear, his rhythm only makes sense when practiced 

and read aloud.  For a long time I have relished performing Hopkins's poems, finding the 

ñsprungnessò dazzlingðkinesthetically entering my body so that I cannot stay seated 

while readingðan experience I have with many poets whose work I repeatedly turn to.  

Key to this pleasure are the necessary roles of practice, voice and body. 

 A couple decades ago I experimented with the sonnet and developed a form with 

14 lines of 9 syllables each, following the rhyme scheme of ABCDEFGGFEDCBA.  This 

form cut against two tendencies of some modern sonnets to feel and sound antiquated: the 

iambic meter and the close repetitions of rhymes which so easily fall on end-stops.  I also 




