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Abstract 

Important modernists in their own countries, Anna Akhmatova and Edith 

Södergran are compared in this dissertation as poets whose poetry reflects the 

climactic events of the early twentieth century in Finland and Russia.  A comparatist, 

biographical and historical approach is used to uncover the circumstances surrounding 

these events.  First the poets’ early works are reviewed and their contemporaries are 

mentioned to provide a poetic context.  Then a brief review of Finnish and Russian 

history situates them historically.  Next, the rich literary diversity of St. Petersburg’s 

Silver Age is presented and the work of the poets is viewed in context before their 

poetry is compared, as the First World War, October Revolution and subsequent 

Finnish Civil War impact their writing.  While biography is not the primary focus, it 

becomes important as inevitably the writers’ lives are changed by cataclysmic events 

and the textual analysis of the poems in Swedish, Russian and English shows the 

impact of war on their poetry. 

These two poets have not been compared before in a critical review in English 

and this work contributes to needed work in English.  They share certain common 

modernist traits:  attention to the word, an intimate, unconventional voice, and a 

concern with audience.  In addition, they both reject formal traditions while they 

adopt new forms and use modern, outside influences such as art, architecture and 

philosophy as subject matter and a lens through which to focus their poetry.  While it 

may seem that Anna Akhmatova was the most socially aware poet, because of the 

censorship she endured under Stalin, my research has revealed that actually Edith 

Södergran showed the most social consciousness.  Thus, a contrast of the poets’ 

themes reveals these differences in their approaches.  Both poets articulated a vibrant 

response to war and revolution becoming modernists in the process.  In their final 

works created in the years before their deaths, they reveal the solace they found in 

nature as well as final mentions of the violent events of their youth. 

Keywords:  St. Petersburg, Modernism, Symbolism, Acmeism, Silver Age, 

Finland-Swedish literature 

 



Acknowledgements 

This work began as an independent study project at the University of Helsinki 
under the auspices of The Fulbright Foundation in 2000-2001.  Thus, I am first most 
grateful to that organization and to The Fulbright Center in Finland for supporting my 
original idea.  Professor Merete Mazzarella was kind enough to give me approval to 
begin my research in Finland.  Since then the Faculty of Arts and Professors Hannu 
Riikonen and Heta Pyrhönen of the Department of Comparative Literature have been 
steadfast advisors and supporters and I owe them a great deal for their perseverance in 
supporting my unusual multi-lingual project.  Eminent scholar Riikonen guided me in 
my study of the historical and literary history of Finland and Dr. Pyrhönen was an 
exacting reader of many drafts and offered numerous constructive suggestions. 

The pre-examiners of my thesis, Professor Reet Sool of the University of 
Tartu, Estonia and Professor Leena Kirstinä of the University of Jyväskylä, Finland 
have provided invaluable comments and ideas to help me arrive at the final document.  
I am very grateful for their scholarly and poetic direction. 

I am very grateful for the financial support of Svenska kulturfonden in the 
early stages, which made it possible for me to continue my studies. 

I have also had the support of numerous colleagues and fellow scholars in the 
Finnish- Swedish- and Russian-speaking community in Finland and I especially want 
to thank Birgitta Bouchts, Leena Ellitä, Paul Graves, Roger Holmström, Holger 
Lillqvist, Kai Mikkonen, Agneta Rahikainen, Veronica Shenshin, Ljuba Tarvi, 
Henrikka Zilliacus-Tikkanen, and Bitte Westerlund for their interest in and  support of 
my work.  They answered questions, directed me to libraries and books and generally 
guided me in the multi-lingual academic community in Finland.   

Throughout most of my research, I have also worked as an English Language 
teacher at the University of Helsinki Language Centre and I have appreciated the 
moral and technical support of my colleagues there in the English section, especially 
Felicity Kjisik and Tuula Lehtonen. 

In addition, I have especially appreciated the help of Elina Anttila, and 
Camilla Boije with translations. 

Finally, I could not have accomplished this daunting task without the support 
of people too numerous to name--my friendship-family in Finland, the women of the 
American Women’s Club, Fulbright colleagues in the ASLA-Fulbright Alumni 
Association, and an independent group of women known as The Witches.  Their 
continued support in my darkest hours was unwarranted, but gratefully accepted.  
Especially the memory of Pearl Lönnfors will forever be entwined with this long 
project.  My newfound Finnish family has welcomed me to Finland and encouraged 
me in countless ways.  I am forever grateful to have met all of those who have 
descended from Maria and Juha Lepistö in Pohjanmaa.  My own birth family in the 
United States has had to endure my prolonged absence and I am especially happy that 
they have not forgotten me—thanks to Suzanne, Jessi, and Clint and their families, 
and also to my Mother-in-law, Maxine Apperson, for their unfailing love. 

Despite all of the outside influences I have used in order to produce my final 
work, I must take responsibility for any errors or fact or interpretation. 



WAR AND REVOLUTION IN ST. PETERSBURG: 

MODERNIST LINKS IN THE POETRY  

OF EDITH SÖDERGRAN  

AND  

ANNA ANDREEVNA AKHMATOVA  

Table of Contents 

1.0 INTRODUCTION................................................................................................. 1 

1.1 Theoretical Framework ................................................................................................................. 4 

1.2 Source Material on Edith Södergran ............................................................................................ 9 

1.3 Source Material on Anna Akhmatova .........................................................................................13 

1.4 Chapter Outlines ...........................................................................................................................15 

2.0 THE POETS ........................................................................................................ 19 

2.1 Edith Södergran ............................................................................................................................19 
2.1.1 Early Poems ................................................................................................................................21 
Two Shore Poems .....................................................................................................................................22 
from The Day Cools..................................................................................................................................23 
2.1.2 Södergran’s Contemporaries ......................................................................................................30 

2.2 Anna Andreevna Akhmatova .......................................................................................................32 
2.2.1 Akhmatova’s Early Poems .........................................................................................................35 
I see the faded flag ....................................................................................................................................37 
2.2.2  Akhmatova’s Contemporaries ...................................................................................................38 

3.0 LITERATURE AND EMPIRE ......................................................................... 44 

3.1 St. Petersburg 1703-1917:  Historical and Literary Roots .........................................................44 
3.1.2 Poetry and Music:  Aleksandr Pushkin, Aleksandr Blok & P. I. Tschaikovsky .........................46 
3.1.3 Seamless Border—Finland and Russia 1809-1917 ....................................................................47 
Tyst, tyst, tyst      Russian .........................................................................................................................50 

3.2 1898:  Arrival of the Works of Friedrich Nietzsche:  Södergran’s Later Response ................52 
I saw a tree . . . ..........................................................................................................................................58 
Kristen Trosbekännelse ............................................................................................................................60 
Christian Confession .................................................................................................................................60 
Skönhet .....................................................................................................................................................64 
Beauty .......................................................................................................................................................64 

3.3 Gilding the Text:  Symbolism, Acmeism and Futurism in The Silver Age, 1890-1917 ...........66 



3.3.1 Symbolism ..................................................................................................................................67 
3.3.2 Modernism in the City ................................................................................................................75 
We are all carousers and loose women here .............................................................................................77 
3.3.3 Acmeism and the Importance of the Word .................................................................................81 
3.3.4 Akhmatova’s Modernism:  Nietzschean Masquerade in Poem without a Hero .........................84 
from Masquerade in the Park ....................................................................................................................86 
3.3.5 Russian Futurism ........................................................................................................................91 
3.3.6 Summary:  from Symbolism to Modernism ...............................................................................94 

4.0 ST. PETERSBURG, 1914:  WAR IN THE MOUTHS OF POETS ............... 98 
To F. K. Sologub ....................................................................................................................................100 

4.1 Södergran’s View of the War:  The September Lyre.................................................................103 
Triumf att finnas till . . . ..........................................................................................................................104 
Triumph of being . . . ..............................................................................................................................104 
4.1.1 Poetry in war time ....................................................................................................................112 
Världen badar i blod ...............................................................................................................................114 
The World is Bathing in Blood ...............................................................................................................114 
Apokalypsens genius (Fragment) ............................................................................................................117 
The Spirit of the Apocalypse (Fragment) ...............................................................................................117 
Pansartåget .............................................................................................................................................121 
The Armoured Train ...............................................................................................................................121 

4.2 Akhmatova’s Poem Without a Hero and White Flock ..............................................................122 
from Poem Without a Hero .....................................................................................................................124 
We met for the last time (Untitled) .........................................................................................................133 
Июль 1914 ..............................................................................................................................................135 
July 1914: ...............................................................................................................................................135 
ПАМЯТИ 19 ИЮЛЯ 1914 .....................................................................................................................138 
In Memoriam, July 19, 1914 ...................................................................................................................138 
I don’t know if you’re living or dead (Untitled) .....................................................................................140 
Молитва ................................................................................................................................................142 
Prayer ......................................................................................................................................................142 
Like a fiancée, I receive (Untitled) .........................................................................................................142 
Yellow Flame .........................................................................................................................................145 

4.3 Comparison of the Poets’ Responses to War ............................................................................146 

5.0 ST. PETERSBURG, 1917:  POETRY AS REVOLUTION’S MIRROR .... 148 

5.1 Södergran and the Revolution and Civil War ..........................................................................148 
Fragment .................................................................................................................................................149 
Framtidens tåg ........................................................................................................................................162 
Marches of the Future .............................................................................................................................162 
Vid Nietzsches grav.................................................................................................................................165 
At Nietzsche’s Grave ..............................................................................................................................165 
Aftonvandring .........................................................................................................................................169 
Evening Walk .........................................................................................................................................169 
Månens hemlighet ...................................................................................................................................172 
The Moon’s Secret ..................................................................................................................................172 
Landskap i solnedgång ...........................................................................................................................174 
Sunset Landscape....................................................................................................................................174 
Stormen ...................................................................................................................................................176 
The Storm ...............................................................................................................................................176 

5.2 Anna Akhmatova’s Response to Revolution .............................................................................182 
In this church I heard the Canon .............................................................................................................182 
How steep and resounding these bridges are/Untitled ............................................................................183 



And all day, terrified by its own moans (Untitled) .................................................................................184 
When in suicidal anguish ........................................................................................................................185 
I am listening to the orioles’ ever mournful voice (Untitled) .................................................................188 
Петроград, 1919 ...................................................................................................................................191 
Petrograd, 1919 .......................................................................................................................................191 
Призрак ..................................................................................................................................................193 
Apparition ...............................................................................................................................................193 

5.3 Comparison of Södergran’s and Akhmatova’s Poems ............................................................195 

6.0 ST. PETERSBURG, 1921:  POETRY IN THE ASHES................................ 198 

6.1 Södergran After the Finnish Civil War .....................................................................................198 
Jorden blev förvandlad till en askhög .....................................................................................................199 
The Earth Has Been Turned into an Ash-Heap.......................................................................................199 
Vad är mitt hemland . . .  (Framtidens skugga 1920) .............................................................................203 
What Is My Homeland? ..........................................................................................................................203 

6.2 Anna Akhmatova:  Refusing Exile, Accepting Fate .................................................................207 
from Anno Domini .................................................................................................................................208 
Today is the name day of Our Lady of Smolensk (Untitled) ..................................................................210 
You are no longer among the living (Untitled) .......................................................................................211 
The tear-stained autumn, like a widow (Untitled) ..................................................................................213 
Бежецк ...................................................................................................................................................214 
Bezhetsk..................................................................................................................................................214 
Многим ...................................................................................................................................................218 
To the Many ............................................................................................................................................218 

7.0 SÖDERGRAN’S DEATH AND AKHMATOVA’S INTERNAL EXILE ... 222  

7.1 Södergran, from The Shadow of the Future (1920) and The Land That Is Not (1925) ...........223 
Beslut ......................................................................................................................................................224 
Resolve ...................................................................................................................................................224 
Hemkomst ...............................................................................................................................................227 
Homecoming ..........................................................................................................................................227 
Månen .....................................................................................................................................................229 
The Moon ...............................................................................................................................................229 

7.2 Södergran and Severyanin:  Pineapples and Champagne .......................................................231 

7.3 Akhmatova in the Early 1920s:  Silence and Despair ..............................................................238 

7.4 Karelian Ties:  Södergran and Akhmatova ..............................................................................242 
7.4.1 Images in Södergran’s Final Poems:  The Temple of Nature ...................................................242 
Novembermorgon ...................................................................................................................................243 
November Morning ................................................................................................................................243 
7.4.2 Akhmatova’s Final Poems:  Repose and the Sloping Path .......................................................246 
No, we didn’t suffer together in vain ......................................................................................................246 
Komarovo Sketches ................................................................................................................................248 
Under the cherished maple, I will treat you ............................................................................................249 

7.5 Lives That Never Were ...............................................................................................................251 
Framtidens skugga..................................................................................................................................251 
Future’s Shadow .....................................................................................................................................251 
Has this century been worse (Untitled) ...................................................................................................254 
Why is this age worse than earlier ages? (Untitled) ................................................................................254 
From Northern Elegies ...........................................................................................................................255 



8.0 POETRY INTERRUPTED BY WAR AND REVOLUTION ...................... 261 

WORKS CITED............................................................................................................ 268 

WORKS CONSULTED ............................................................................................... 279 

INDEX ............................................................................................................................ 282 

APPENDIX .................................................................................................................... 283 
Translation policy ...................................................................................................................................283 
Texts and sources ....................................................................................................................................283 
Omissions ...............................................................................................................................................283 
Transliteration .........................................................................................................................................283 
Dates .......................................................................................................................................................283 

List of Illustrations & Texts ......................................................................................................................284 

ENDNOTES................................................................................................................... 304 
 



 

 1

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Scholarship in English on the two poets considered in this work is still in its 

nascent stages.  Complete, adequate and thoroughly poetic translations of their work 

presented bi-lingually with accompanying critical analysis which places them in the 

context of their contemporaries have not been published to date.  Neither poet is the 

subject of such a text, although certainly, both poets have been translated to English in 

various editions.  This dissertation does not redress these deficiencies, but it was 

conceived as an original project of research due to the lack of material comparing their 

work, and especially their poems from the most critical and apocalyptic period at the 

beginning of the twentieth century.1 

These two poets lived less than 200 kilometers from each other, shared the same 

contemporary poetic milieu, and lived through World War I, the Russian Revolution, and 

the Finnish Civil War and the work from this period will be compared.  Both modernists, 

the poets have earlier written poetry of love and nature, although there are differences:  

Södergran is more spiritual and philosophical, Akhmatova more sensual.  Here, however, 

I will examine the ways in which the wars and revolution impacted their poetry.  At this 

time Anna Akhmatova (1889-1966) lived in St. Petersburg and Edith Södergran (1892-

1923) lived in Finnish Karelia.  This dissertation explores their backgrounds, differences 

and similarities, their poetry and intertextual approaches and responses and demonstrates 

that their subsequent works thrust each poet into the limelight as a ground-breaking poet 

in her respective country. 

Had it not been for historical circumstances, Anna Akhmatova might have been 

an influential and active leading figure in European poetry of the first half of the 

twentieth century.  As it was, first World War I, then the Russian Revolution (1917), later 

Stalin’s Terror (1930s), the Great Patriotic War (World War II), and Stalin’s Terror (1946) 

again, limited the direct role she would play in Western literature.  Although they were 

contemporaries,  Anna Akhmatova and Södergran never met; it is quite probable that 

Södergran knew of Akhmatova, since there is evidence she followed the work of poets in 

St. Petersburg, including the ego-futurists; she mentioned Igor Severyanin (1887-1941)  

in a letter to Hagar Olsson  (1893-1978)2 and translated some of his poems to Swedish.  It 
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is less likely of the reverse, that Akhmatova knew of Södergran who was published in 

Swedish in Helsinki in 1916.   

The poets’ response to war and revolution will be examined through the lens of 

Modernism as it is a major characteristic of their work, although each displays her unique 

experimentation with the new form.  I will examine the similarities in their poems in 

terms of content and style that reflected modernism in these two countries at the 

beginning of the century.  The poets shared similar interests in nature, religion and love 

as themes for poetry; however, these shared themes gave way to mentions of war and 

violence as historical events intruded upon their lives.  Both writers developed as 

modernists as the new world delivered them new subject matter and demanded a response 

for the new age.   

My working thesis was that Anna Akhmatova, who was most well known for her 

epic poem, Requiem, about repression under Joseph Stalin, would be the most political 

poet and write actively about social change, while Edith Södergran, the shy, withdrawn 

nature-lover, would be unaware of political events and say little about them in her work.  

However, my close reading of their poems about the war, revolution and civil war has 

shown the fact to be quite the opposite.  This dissertation will trace the evolution of both 

poets’ writing as the historical facts of war and revolution surfaced in their poetry.  It will 

become clear that it was Södergran who showed evidence of broad social consciousness, 

and Akhmatova who wrote more personal and intimate poems, even during the war.  I 

will show that her political awareness did not evolve until later, and during the 

revolutionary times it was actually Södergran who displayed a more acute sense of 

political and social consciousness in her poetry.  Rather, it was not until her later work, 

Poem without a Hero, that Akhmatova referred to this revolutionary period at length, and 

even then she did not take a political stand, but rather wrote nostalgically of the lost 

Russian art and culture. 

Each poet has been both vilified and praised for her writing about nature, love and 

other feminine topics.  However, I hope to show that both women responded to the 

political changes and matters of power that were decided around them.  This is not to say 

that either of them had political aspirations.  Rather, this examination will reveal a 

seriousness of purpose, of philosophy and of spirit, in the writing of these two 
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contemporaries.  I endeavor to find poems that link their work, to find shared themes, to 

find similar, or perhaps different, responses to events, war and violence, and to elucidate 

the aspects of these poems that define them as modernist.  In a sense, the wars made them 

modernists.  Finally, some poems written at the end of each of the poets’ lives will be 

included to show that in their later poetry the solace of nature served to heal the wounds 

of war and violence. 

I have chosen to examine poems from each writer in which references to war and 

revolution occur.  Although the years of war and revolution span 1914-1921, roughly, I 

have included a larger time-frame in the study because the period preceding these dates 

was very important both for the poets and for the development of literary styles at that 

time.  Known as The Silver Age, the period of blossoming of dozens of poets, writers and 

artists in Russia, the era must be acknowledged in order to understand the context in 

which the poets wrote.  Thus, the development from Symbolism to Acmeism, Futurism 

and Modernism will be traced in general and in their work.   

These two poets have not been considered together in any major English texts.  

However, in her book, Ediths jag  Edith Södergran och modernismens födelse (1997), 

Ebba Witt-Brattström has discussed some similarities between them.  She shows that 

Södergran developed a critical sensibility during her early schooling in St. Petersburg, 

and suggests that she was aware of the poetry of Akhmatova when it was published 

because Södergran did speak and read Russian.3  With a feminist approach Witt-

Brattström focuses on Södergran as a modernist.  Her work will be summoned to 

strengthen the reasons for my comparison.   

Some other writers have also mentioned the two poets together; the Swedish 

writer, Lars Gustafsson,4 considers her as part of the Swedish mystical tradition oriented 

toward human’s place in nature.  He also sees Anna Akhmatova as her Russian analogue.  

In a 2006 article5 the Swedish-American scholar, Ursula Lindqvist  has noted that 

Södergran is little known in America and she wrote a paper on her as an avant-garde 

writer in the hopes of increasing awareness of her importance.  Hopefully I will add to 

her renown with this comparison with the more well-known Anna Akhmatova. as Anna 

Akhmatova’s work has been the subject of numerous intensive studies in English, 

especially by Judith Hemschemeyer.   



 

 4

Other scholars have written on Edith Södergran as a modernist, namely, George 

Schoolfield and Holger Lillqvist. All of these texts will be cited in support of a modernist 

interpretation of the poets’ work.  Thereafter, I will comment on the poetic context in 

which these two women writers lived and worked drawing upon the seminal work of Ben 

Hellman’s book, Poets of Hope and Despair (1995), in which he details the various 

poetic responses to war and revolutionary activity among the Symbolist poets in Russia. 

1.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

A comparatist, historical, biographical, and intertextual approach to the poetry of 

Edith Södergran and Anna Akhmatova will be used to consider poems that have been 

translated to English that reflect commentary upon war or violence in a modernist way.  

The main approach of this study will be historical, to consider the events that took place 

at the time certain poems were written, and to compare the poets’ differing responses.  

Thus, the specific period being reviewed here will cover from 1905 (the first 

revolutionary activity) to 1923. 

A comparatist approach will be used to consider the work of the poets together.  

In translation the similarities in their styles and themes become immediately apparent.  

They both take a feminine, sensual approach to love poetry, and yet have underlying 

religious themes.  It is not difficult to reconcile the sensuality and the religious themes, 

especially if one considers that this type of poetry has its roots in the biblical Song of 

Solomon.6  Thus, my project attempts to add something new to modernist analysis by 

comparing these two poets theoretically.  They were not part of the same literary circle 

nor were their poems in dialogue; however, comparing them here we can observe the 

ways in which they responded to the changing modern world.  Although their specific 

techniques and styles may vary because of their different language backgrounds, they 

both choose modern forms and voices that mark them as modernists. 

I will allude to important events in Finnish and Russian history at the turn of the 

19th to 20th century to show that the connections between Finland and Russia are relevant 

to this poetry discussion as I provide a detailed examination of the specific poems I have 

chosen from both writers collected works.  For example, the fact that Finland was a part 

of the Russian Empire at the beginning of Södergran’s life contributed to the fact that she 
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was born in St. Petersburg and spent her early school years there.  But there is a great 

deal of history behind that simple statement, history perhaps unfamiliar to English-

speaking readers as it was to me when I began this study.  I reviewed hundreds of years 

of Russian and Scandinavian history on both sides in order to show how it could have 

been, first that the poet spoke Swedish instead of Finnish, and secondly how Finland had 

become part of the Russian Empire.  

There will be about two dozen poems from each writer, compared by period.  

Some are very short—only a few lines—and are used as examples to show the 

development of modernist aspects of the poetry.  Other poems will be discussed in more 

detail, depending on the degree to which the poem focuses on specific war or 

revolutionary events.  Within the work of both writers, I hope to prove that there was a 

marked attention to and influence from political violence.7 

With the historical context in hand, I then proceed with a biographical approach.  

Although some have discounted the use of biography in interpreting poetry, I will assert 

that here in the case of these two poets, biography is of the essence.  For the period under 

discussion, 1905-1923, historical events dramatically affected their biographies, and 

subsequently their poetry.  We will see specific examples of the change in theme from 

love and nature to war and revolution in the poetry of both writers.  That is the first 

reason for biographical information.  Secondly, the life circumstances of both poets were 

changed irrevocably by the war and revolution and those details enter their poems in 

acute and sometimes tragic ways.  It would be impossible to ignore these instances, and 

certainly, ignorance of those details would render the poems inscrutable, markings on a 

page, which is the way that Södergran sometimes referred to her poems. 

My use of biography in this analysis is specific to the circumstances and does not 

preclude other analyses of the poems.  Speaking of this particular era of Russian poets, 

Roman Jakobson also understood the reasons for considering biography while examining 

their poetry:   

Sound literary criticism rejects any direct or immediate conclusions about the 

biography of a poet when these are based merely on the evidence of his works, 

but it does not at all follow from this that there is no connection whatsoever 

between the artist’s biography and his art. 8 
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Jakobson’s perspective will be referred to later as his unique viewpoint as both an 

insider and an exile allowed him to assess his Russian contemporaries for the West.  His 

comments on Futurism and V. Mayakovsky (1893-1930) are especially helpful. 

Similarly, in the years shortly after Södergran’s death Olof Enckell, in a review in 

Hufvudstadsbladet, pleaded for the necessity of some understanding of Södergran’s 

circumstances in understanding her poetry:   

It is difficult to understand how a fuller presentation of Edith Södergran’s life and 

personality should imply a lack of respect for her now she is dead.  On the 

contrary, a more intimate knowledge of the writer’s personality would surely also 

assist the understanding of her poetry and thus help to dispel the total lack of 

understanding which so far has constituted the essence of public attitudes to Edith 

Södergran’s achievements as a poet.9 

While the New Critics would like to assess the poems based on their poetic value 

alone, disregarding historical and biographical information, I maintain that this 

information is precisely what interests me in the comparisons of these two poets.  The 

focus on this information does not preclude them being modernists—what is modernist 

about their work is their innovative and avant-garde use of theme and form, their 

rejection of past poetic traditions in defining the new reality.  How did the war enter their 

poetry, and what did they say about it, as women, and as writers?  Certainly, we must 

expect the poems to stand alone and be effective as poems, and also to exhibit some 

complexity; both of these prerequisites of the New Critics will be satisfied by the poems 

that have been chosen for discussion here. 

Edith Södergran scholar, Holger Lillqvist, has likewise faced this question of the 

biographical information necessary in order to understand  Södergran’s poetry.  He writes 

in the beginning of his essay on her psychological development:  “It is with some 

trepidation that I shall look once more at the problem of development seen from an 

existential and psychological point of view.”10  He maintains that Södergran’s early 

readers did not have access to any biographical information about her, and sometimes 

their misunderstanding or criticism may have been the result of lack of perspective on the 

poet who said:  “I am creating myself through my poetry.”   

As Henrik Birnbaum has suggested in his article on Akhmatova’s Poem without a 

Hero,11 sometimes there is a need to create an analysis of the existential predicament in 
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which a writer finds herself in order to decode the texts that have been created.  While 

this is not a return to the old biographical and sociological interpretation of texts, it does 

provide another avenue for finding clues to the subtexts that might be present in a work.  

In the case of Akhmatova’s work here, this is particularly necessary as it is well-known 

that she became quite adept at secreting her messages in layers of meaning within a poem, 

a device that was incumbent upon a writer who lived with censorship for the better part of 

her writing life.12  

Intertextuality is a term first presented by Julia Kristeva  in 196713 to identify the 

ways in which both a reader and a writer responded to and included other texts in the new 

creation.  This is a broad definition which has subsequently been expanded upon by 

numerous other critics and theorists, such as Gérard Genette and Roland Barthes.   The 

idea that a writer does not write in a vacuum, but is subject to all the texts previously read 

and may include them by reference or quotation in new material is modernist even though 

the practice has obviously been taking place since the earliest recorded time of writing. 

These ideas can be useful in considering the works of Anna Akhmatova and Edith 

Södergran because they both practice an intense intertextuality, albeit for different 

reasons.  Alexander Zholkovsky has written about Akhmatova’s intertextuality as he 

attempted to uncover the many textual and cultural references in her poetry, calling his 

approach—‘pre-poststructuralist poetics.’  He suggests that the poet can use a theme, a 

poetic world, an expressive device, a poetic structure or even ready-made objects such as 

clusters of themes as part of intertextual references within a poem.14  Edith Södergran’s 

intertextual references will be most notable in terms of reflections on Nietzsche and the 

Bible, although there are also influences in her poetry from other contemporary writers 

and classical themes.  Other texts can also be used to illuminate the text in question; that 

is, diaries, journal, letters, etc. can be used to support textual analysis. 

There are many ways in which a previous text can enter the new one, by 

paraphrase or translation, by direct quotation, by repetition or imitation of ideas, concepts 

or images.  Judith Still and Michael Worton have suggested that:  “every literary 

imitation is a supplement which seeks to complete and supplant the original.”15  Thus, a 

writer can draw strength from an admired predecessor, or use the earlier text to build 

upon or create new ideas.  In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes calls this the ‘circular 
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memory of reading.’16  In this way, the editors say, every quotation is a metaphor which 

speaks of that which is absent. 

Genette in his detailed analyses of texts in Figures III, published in French in 

1972, begins with the impulses of creativity, towards writing in developing a framework 

for understanding texts.  Although this approach is structuralist, in the sense that 

everything must be defined in the text rather than assembled by the reader from outside 

influences, Genette understands that the first impulse of the author is to designate a space 

in which poetry exists.  Thus, the constant task of the poet is to define what is to be said, 

and what is to be left unsaid.  He says that the discourse of the writer operates in the gap 

between sign and meaning.  In modernist terms, the shift from rhymed poetry to free 

verse and other than traditional topics has meant the development of a poetic discourse. 

I have chosen to link the poets through a modernist analysis.  I am aware that 

Modernism describes a vast set of traits accumulated in the early twentieth century, and it 

will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3.  Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane 

in the opening chapter of their text on Modernism17 explore the full range of definitions 

and aspects of Modernism as it was experienced by writers and artists to conclude that 

modernism was an avant-garde upheaval of previous styles, including Romanticism, an 

embrace of technology as part of a new world, and an apocalyptic movement in every 

sense.  Rejecting the notion of the London-Paris-New York axis of modernism, these 

editors have included writers from other capitals, such as Berlin and St. Petersburg, and 

through this study I likewise insert the poets, Akhmatova and Södergran, into this 

modernist context because their poetry, due to the impact of World War I and the Russian 

Revolution, became modernist.   

Not every writer shows every aspect of modernism in his or her work, and here I 

have chosen a few aspects, namely attention to the word, the intertextuality of art, 

architecture and philosophy with poetry, and the notion of audience, to locate, examine 

and comment upon in the work of these two poets.  Other characteristics, especially the 

importance of the urban environment as both a venue and an actor in poetry, will also be 

considered.  Although one might expect that the main ideas of the revolution might be 

important here, neither poet was a Marxist so I have not undertaken such an analysis.  
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One of the strong characteristics of both poets is their ability to write intimately 

about monumental events, in this case war and revolution.  This dissertation will look 

closely at those instances and therefore takes a textual approach.  Poems have been 

chosen for their content and style and they will be examined closely in translation so that 

the issues of topic, theme, language, tone and style can be examined and compared.  

However, original texts, and in some cases several editions, have been consulted in detail 

for all of the works considered.  This dissertation represents an attempt in English to 

render the clearest possible sample of works by each poet.  Both similarities and 

differences will be highlighted, although it is the question of similarities that will offer 

the most insight into the question of what aspects of modernism these poets share.  By 

looking at the subject matter of the poems, we can ascertain the poet’s interests, political 

awareness, as well as philosophical leanings, in terms of war and revolution.   

1.2 SOURCE MATERIAL ON EDITH SÖDERGRAN 

The historical and biographical backgrounds have already been mentioned as part 

of the construct of this dissertation, but how will this material be used in order to examine 

and discuss the poetry?  This dissertation will take a systematic approach, by first 

presenting biographical information and arriving at the historical point of St. Petersburg 

in 1905.  The city of St. Petersburg serves as the venue of modernism for these poets and 

since both had a base in this milieu, an examination of the city and its inhabitants, artists 

and writers, will help situate the poets within their own literary context.  Thus, they will 

not only be compared with each other, but also they will be contrasted with other 

predecessors and contemporary writers to assess to provide a context for their work.18 

Furthermore, works such as that of Ben Hellman have described the writers and 

poets who lived and wrote during the revolution.  In his book, Poets of Hope and Despair, 

Hellman focuses on the Symbolists, Valery Briusov (1873-1924), Konstantin Bal’mont 

(1867-1942), Zinaida Gippius (1869-1945), and Feodor Sologub (1863-1927) along with 

five others and chronicles the progress of the war and revolution in their writing, both 

fiction and poetry.  He shows that the Symbolists were willing to hope for a better world 

through social change, but their dreams were eventually dashed by the realities of the 

Russian Revolution.  Hellman says that these Symbolists reflected the war in their works 
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and acted as ‘seismographs and prophets.’19  Hellman’s book is one of the models for my 

current project, but it omits Anna Akhmatova, as she was not a Symbolist; he includes Z. 

Gippius in this discussion, mainly because she so actively participated in the rhetoric of 

the war, before, during and after her exile.  He does not include Edith Södergran in this 

panoply at all because she was not part of the Russian Symbolist group, although I will 

show that there are some Symbolists with whom she was sympathetic and whose works 

hers resemble.  Thus, I will take try to insert Akhmatova and Södergran into this context, 

distinguishing their own particular styles, and their versions of modernity 

Other Swedish writers such as Eva Ström and Boel Hackman have also written 

about Södergran.  Ström compares Södergran to other internationally well-known names 

such as Else Lasker-Schüler and Marina Tsvetaeva (1892-1941), as well as Akhmatova, 

and later she notes the similarities between Akhmatova’s erotic poetry and Södergran’s 

early verse written in German.20  Hackman especially has emphasized her position as a 

modernist, and she shows the roots of Romanticism and Symbolism in Södergran’s 

poetry, which she characterizes as utopian, even in the ways in which the poet 

reinterprets literary conventions.21 However, these writers all had a different focus, so 

they will serve as resources in my search for factors and details that unite the two poets in 

their response to war and revolution. 

In his text, Avgrund och paradis (2000, in Swedish), Holger Lillqvist has focused 

primarily on the importance of aesthetic idealism in Södergran’s poetry and researched 

the links between her studies of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)  and her work.  It is 

certainly the contemporary definitive document on this topic as he also includes case 

studies of subsequent modernists whose work was influenced by Södergran:  Gunnar 

Björling (1887-1960), R. R. Eklund (1895-1946), Gunnar Ekelöf (1907-1968) and Harry 

Martinson (1904-1978).  One focus in his text is the dualistic nature of the creative vs. the 

outside world.  Lillqvist relates this notion to Kant’s concept of the sublime in which the 

dynamic scenery of nature is used as an image for the exploration of the spiritual and 

creative self.  Indeed, these ideas are most useful in looking at Södergran’s early poems 

and he also analyzes some war-specific poems from her later work which reflect her 

philosophical leanings. 
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Similarly, Johan Hedberg explores the metaphysical and fairy tale aspects of 

Södergran’s poetry in his book in Swedish, Eros skapar världen ny (1991), and also 

provides some support for my allegation that Södergran was the most politically aware of 

the two poets, although she did not undertake any specific political activities.  Hedberg 

seeks to show how in her poetry Södergran transforms biographical and historical events 

into mythic events.  Hedberg’s book, as a companion to Lillqvist’s, provides additional 

insight into Södergran’s position, but neither does he make any link between Södergran 

and Akhmatova.  

All of these reference works are only available in Swedish so they have been 

consulted without translation, while the massive works compiled by George Schoolfield 

have provided a great deal of background material in English.  Schoolfield has provided 

not only a history of Helsinki, which helps locate the place of Finland in the Russian 

Empire, but he has also written specific papers analyzing Södergran’s poems, and has 

written a textbook on the history of Finland-Swedish writers, thus locating Södergran 

within her own literary context.  Schoolfield’s work was fundamental in providing a 

model approach combining the importance of biography and history while assessing the 

qualities of modernism.  Schoolfield mentions Akhmatova,22 but he does not extend any 

comparison between the two writers in his works. In terms of historical or biographical 

background, I have been indebted to the work of  Schoolfield, but also to Gunnar 

Tideström (1949) and Olof Enckell (1949) who wrote in the decades following 

Södergran’s death.   

For the Swedish critics, the source materials available to them are quite extensive, 

including the original texts of Södergran’s poetry books, available in Helsinki in the 

archives of the Swedish Literature Society (Svenska litteratursällskapet i Finland), along 

with much criticism that was written in the 1920s and 1930s after Södergran died.  

Finland-Swedish writers such Elmer Diktonius helped to promote Södergran’s work after 

her early death, and her friend and fellow writer, Hagar Olsson,  was also instrumental in 

collecting her letters and publishing them along with her own biography of Edith.  All of 

these texts have been very helpful in tracing the development of Södergran’s sensibilities, 

her growth as a writer, and above all her growing social and literary consciousness. In the 
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cases where I was not able to consult the original sources in Swedish, I consulted the 

secondary sources in either Swedish or in English translation. 

Finnish researchers are also very interested in Edith Södergran, and some of their 

articles have been consulted.  Kai Mikkonen has written a paper on Edith Södergran’s use 

of metaphor.  In Vesa Haapala’s book, Kaipaus ja kielto.  Edith Södergranin Dikter-

kokoelman poetiikkaa (Longing and Refusal.  The Poetics of Edith Södergran’s Dikter) 

(2005) he analyzed Södergran’s poetry in relation to Nietzsche and several of his 

comments will prove instructive in my analysis. 

However, in terms of the poetry, there were not so many choices about which 

version of Södergran’s poetry to use.  In fact, in English there are three texts, and 

although it is sometimes preferable to use the same text throughout a study, I have found 

it necessary to use at least two and sometimes a third translation in order to find the best 

version of a poem for examination.  The primary translation of Edith Södergran’s poems 

in English is, in my opinion, Stina Katchadourian’s Love and Solitude Selected Poems 

1916-1923, originally published in the United States in 1981 and issued in a third edition 

in 1992.  This text brought Södergran to Americans and other English-speakers.  The 

selection of poems represents Katchadourian’s own choice, and does not reflect any 

particular philosophy such as Nietzschean-style poems, nor specific themes, such as love, 

war, religion.  Perhaps this is one reason for its popularity as it is not a text with an 

agenda.  Katchadourian is a Finland-Swedish native herself, but has lived in the United 

States for many years so her translations to English are very effective as they duplicate 

the poetic sense that is so difficult to capture in translation. 

Unfortunately, Katchadourian did not include all of Södergran’s poems in her 

collection, so I have had to consult other translations when she did not provide one for a 

poem that is part of the study.  My second choice for translations was David McDuff’s 

Complete Poems (1989).  This text, although not a bilingual edition as Katchadourian’s is, 

at least gives an English version of every poem currently attributed to Södergran.  A third 

source, The Collected Poems of Edith Södergran (1980) by Martin Allwood has also been 

consulted when questions about the translation of words in Swedish has arisen.  

Occasionally, Allwood has been preferred, but for the most part it has been used only as a 

reference and is not quoted at length. 
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All of Edith Södergran’s poetry is available in the original Swedish in many 

editions and I have consulted numerous texts.  My primary source has been Poems and 

Aphorisms (Dikter och aforismer) edited by Holger Lillqvist.  By reviewing multiple 

editions of her poetry one can see which poems are the most enduring.  Certainly some of 

those poems are examined in this dissertation and some that I had chosen for comparison 

with Akhmatova have also been anthologized countless times, such as in the recent 

pocket book compilations of Jörn Donner Productions.  “Triumph of existing,” “Beauty” 

and “Fragment” are such examples.   

In summary, it is clear that the bulk of the material available on Edith Södergran 

is in Swedish, while a small amount of critical work has been done in English.  Very little, 

if any, of the critical resources in Swedish have been translated to English, and it remains 

unlikely that those works will become available. 

1.3 SOURCE MATERIAL ON ANNA AKHMATOVA 

In the case of Anna Akhmatova, there are many books, journal articles and essays 

that have been written about her in English and she is more widely-known in the English-

speaking world than Edith Södergran.  Still, there are similar problems in obtaining 

adequate translations in some instances.  However, there is a wealth of information 

available in English so I have restricted my research to texts in English.  While this 

decision eliminates many texts that could be of interest to my interpretation, there was 

simply no other choice given the time frame of the dissertation. 

All of Akhmatova’s poems considered here have been consulted in Russian using 

various texts.  Many of the poems are presented bi-lingually as well.  The 1986 edition, 

Poems,  published in Moscow and edited and introduced by Mikael Dudin has been 

helpful in verifying dates.  In addition, the 1977 publication,  Poems and Long Poems, 

edited by Viktor Zhirmunsky has also been a valuable resource. 

In terms of the English translation of Akhmatova’s poetry, there is really only one 

choice of a text to use, that of Judith Hemschemeyer, The Complete Poems of Anna 

Akhmatova (1990).  This has been produced in a new, expanded edition.  This book, 

published by Zephyr Press is currently the primary text in English, and although it does 

not include the original Russian, a later edition of the book, a smaller selection, Selected 
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Poems (2000), by Hemschemeyer, with Roberta Reeder, does so it is possible to assess 

linguistic issues, translation accuracy and problem-solving immediately.  However, as is 

the case with Södergran, many favorite poems have been translated by numerous other 

writers, including D. M. Thomas, Jane Kenyon, and Richard Kane, but the bilingual text 

by the American poet, Stanley Kunitz (1973), with translations by Max Hayward, is 

outstanding because Kunitz was a Poet Laureate of the United States whose poetic 

abilities were amply demonstrated in the translations.   

I have either used the above-mentioned Hemschemeyer-Reeder text or other texts 

such as the unusual Anna Akhmatova Poems translated by a variety of Russian writers in 

Moscow in 1988 and published by Raduga Publishers.  This text, which appeared during 

the Soviet era, was an exciting edition in its time, and it was compiled with the help of 

Akhmatova’s son, Lev Gumilev.  The original texts of Akhmatova’s books in Russian 

have not been used here specifically, although they have been consulted on certain 

occasions.  Bilingual editions have been of immense help.  Transliterations are minimal, 

but those that have been used have been duplicated from the source text as I have not 

chosen to follow any particular format myself. 

In terms of background on Akhmatova there is also a plethora of material in 

English or that has been translated to English. These texts include the memoirs of Osip 

Mandelstam’s wife, Nadezdha, Hope Against Hope (1970) and Hope Abandoned (1974), 

and of Lydia Chukovskaya (1994), as well as those of the man who was her secretary and 

confidante in her later years, Anatoly Naiman.  Furthermore, Akhmatova herself provided 

a great deal of material about her life and her ideas about poetry, writers, politics, etc., in 

her own autobiography, My Half Century (1992), which has been translated to English by 

Roberta Reeder.   

One interesting source has been consulted as the topic is similar to that of this 

dissertation project:  Nightingale Fever  Russian Poets in Revolution (1981) by Ronald 

Hingley.  The author proposed to study the poetry of four poets during the time of the 

revolution and note how the revolution affected their poetry.  In his case he studied Boris 

Pasternak,  Marina Tsvetaeva, Anna Akhmatova and Osip Mandelstam.  Since he was 

studying Russian poets, he did not include Edith Södergran in his study, but my aim here 

is to perform a similar comparison, and some of Hingley’s notes and concepts have been 
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helpful.  He does not take a modernist approach, but insists that the poets themselves are 

the theme of his work.  In defense of his approach, he writes:  “The study of their lives 

and writings, and of the memoirs about them, gives an impression of their times more 

vivid than any mere historical account can convey.”23 

Add to this countless articles and monographs that have been presented at the 

Centennial Conference on the birth of Anna Akhmatova in 1989 and one can see that 

there is ample material available in English with which one can assess her work and also 

determine the historical and biographical contexts which were so important.  The works 

of researchers such as Anna Lisa Crone, Sharon Leiter, and Wendy Rosslyn will be cited 

in constructing a picture of Akhmatova’s early work.  None of these texts link the poets 

directly.  Thus it has been the problem of the research to link the poet’s biographies, and 

then their poetry and the choice of a specific time period and topic—i.e., poetry of war 

and revolution—gives focus to this reconstruction of events.  Here I am trying to point 

out the similarities in poetry that link these two important modernists as they described 

their milieu during the war and revolution. 

1.4 CHAPTER OUTLINES 

As I have suggested, this dissertation undertakes a textual comparison of two 

contemporary, modernist poets in a particular historical period, the Russian Revolution.  

Therefore, brief background material of a historical nature has been included, along with 

literary historical material so that the poets are seen to live not only within historical, but 

also literary events.  This time period was particularly inventive and controversial:  new 

literary currents arose, supplanted others, and were then overtaken by yet other new 

trends.  I have tried to order all of these activities in a chronological fashion, and then 

insert poetry into the appropriate periods.  Thus, rather than darting from one time period 

to another, the dissertation proceeds from short poetic biographies in Chapter Two in 

which the links between the poets become apparent. 

Chapter Three focuses on Edith Södergran’s early poem from St. Petersburg in 

1905 and it is considered in that historical context.  Here material about St. Petersburg is 

assembled in order to understand the context that developed in that city by the time of the 

youth of each of these poets.  St. Petersburg is the main venue of this dissertation, and a 
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critical one for Akhmatova because it was her home, but also for Södergran because she 

was born and began her intellectual life in the schools there.  I suggest that St. Petersburg 

was a venue for modernism, a trend that each poet interpreted a bit differently in her 

poetry, but one which was engendered by the nature of its intellectual and literary circles.  

The development of Symbolism and a discussion of the arrival of the works of Friedrich 

Nietzsche in Russia which greatly influenced the writers at this time, especially Dmitri 

Merezhkovsky (1865-1941) are also covered in Chapter Three.  Finally,  the terms of 

Modernism as we can understand them in the works and words of the two poets are 

mentioned.  If we see Symbolism as a precursor of Modernism, then all of the various 

literary trends that swirled around St. Petersburg can also be seen as offshoots of the new 

Modernism:  Acmeism and Futurism, for example.  Nietzsche is just one example of a 

modernist influence, but he is considered in some detail here because of his well-

documented interest to Edith Södergran.  While Akhmatova did not represent the German 

philosopher in her work, we can see the ways in which Nietzsche’s far-reaching influence 

in Russian letters found its way to her poetry as well in her long poem, Poem Without A 

Hero.  The Nietzschean influence on Södergran’s poetry becomes important as the poems 

written in response to the war and revolution demonstrate this leaning.  Thus, Södergran 

shows herself as a modernist because she incorporates a modern philosophy in her work 

and looks to the future rather than the past.  Akhmatova’s modernism, on the other hand, 

is reflected, not in her appropriation of philosophical symbolism and ideas, but rather in 

her embrace of the city as the venue of life and poetry, and her use of architecture and 

theatre as examples of the ways in which poetry should be constructed and make 

references to life.  These two views are not contradictory, but complementary and reflect 

the fact that both poets pushed the definitions of poetry without ever having had 

modernism defined for them, unlike Symbolism and Futurism, trends that were carefully 

spelled out by writers in their literary salons or magazines. 

Chapter Four focuses on the impact of the First World War on the poets’ works.  

That both poets wrote about the war and felt its tragedy immediately is supported by the 

poems examined, first separately, and then in comparison.  A textual analysis, supported 

by historical background enables a close examination of the two poets’ works. 
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Chapter Five examines their poetry as it is transformed by the Revolution of 1917.  

It is clear that neither poet was involved in the political discussions that led to the 

uprising, nor did they participate in any way in the new regime.  In fact, as we will learn 

in detail, Akhmatova was more closely linked to the monarchy through her former 

husband’s service in the Tsar’s24 army.  Södergran’s leanings, on the other hand, cannot 

exactly be determined, but it is clearer that she has taken a very philosophical approach to 

revolution as well, and has no idea about the actual implementation of social change.  

Thus, her poems reflect the physical reality of the revolution as it appears to her from her 

vantage point outside the capital and her personal broad social visions.  At this point, 

Akhmatova and Södergran write very different poems in terms of subject matter, but the 

immediacy and intimacy of their work is similar.  However, the Revolution changes their 

poetry in terms of themes and commentary.  The horror, the tragedy and the uselessness 

of war overshadow any nationalistic ideas they might have had earlier.  Both poets write 

about destruction in their poems which are compared and analyzed in this chapter.   

Chapter Six focuses on the poems from 1918 and later, years that pass very 

slowly because of the necessity of recovering from the traumatic fighting in the capital 

and the aftermath of the Finnish Civil War which concluded in May 1918.  Both poets 

struggled to build a new life.  Södergran and Akhmatova echo each other in their despair 

about the new world; although Södergran can look to a new life in Helsinki, Akhmatova 

can look only at those who are abandoning her country. 

Chapter Seven deals with both poets’ later works, especially those Södergran 

wrote before she died, which still retain some mentions of the war and revolution.  

Akhmatova’s poems from this time period alternatively reflect personal problems or the 

despair of survival without those who have either died or left the country.  The 

dissertation closes because Södergran’s death in 1923 truncates the comparison between 

the two poets.  Anna Akhmatova lived until 1966, defying Stalin and becoming one of 

the leading poets of her age, although she wrote without publication for much of that time.   

Chapter Eight summarizes the ways in which these two poets have commented on 

World War I and the Russian Revolution in a modernist way as their youthful poetry 

developed.  They are modernist writers who assume that the commentary of female 

writers is important, so important that they do not take a specific feminist stance, but 
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write with conviction of their observations of the personal and natural world.  It was their 

misfortune, as Akhmatova said in her late poem, “Northern Elegies,”25 to have lived 

during such difficult times, which interrupted their lives so that whatever texts they wrote 

were dictated by a reality not of their own choosing, and over which they had no control.  

They become united in this comparison because they both demanded an audience and 

wrote fearlessly as if they had one.  
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2.0 THE POETS 

2.1 EDITH SÖDERGRAN 

The offspring of her father’s more profitable second marriage to Helena 

Holmroos, Edith Södergran was born in 1892 in St. Petersburg, Russia, of Swedish-

speaking parents originally from Finland.  Edith had a fairly prosperous and sophisticated 

upbringing in the capital city and in the countryside near Raivola where her mother’s 

family had a country home.  The Holmroos family fortune provided a comfortable life 

despite the unsuccessful business ventures of her father, Matts Södergran. 

Many of the first poems that Södergran wrote were in German in the book now 

called The Oilcloth Notebook (1907-1909).  They are available in the publication by the 

Swedish Literature Society in Finland, Dikter och aforismer (Poems and Aphorisms 

(1990), which includes the poet’s complete works.  Gisbert Jänicke, who specializes in 

that poetry, provides some details on the circumstances of Södergran’s family at this time.  

He states that the capital contained several German schools as well as churches and that 

many Finns attended the German Lutheran Church.  He writes that her father was 

actually part of a rather elite group in the capital, the German worker guilds, which were 

much respected and enjoyed considerable longevity:  “The German-speaking gentry, 

mostly coming from the Baltic countries, occupied high ranks in the army and 

administration.  Finnish, Swedish and Estonian craftsmen in St. Petersburg were often 

employed in German workshops, where they quickly became bilingual, with German as 

their everyday language of communication.”26  Thus it is no surprise that, probably due to 

the influence of her mother, Edith Södergran was schooled in a German school in St. 

Petersburg.  There were Swedish language schools available, but at that time the most 

sophisticated students, including many from the Baltic States, went to the German school.  

George Schoolfield, in his brief biography beginning his book, Edith Södergran. 

Modernist Poet in Finland (1984), suggests that Helena’s own background at a German 

school may have influenced this decision.  In any case, it was an important choice that 

influenced Södergran’s development as a writer as it ensured that German would be a 

strong language for her.  Her later studies of Nietzsche, then, can be traced to this early 
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educational influence.  This period of time spent in St. Petersburg, at the German School 

which was conveniently situated on Nevsky Prospekt, the main street of the elegant city, 

put Edith in the center of the city’s thriving intellectual and political activities.  Ebba 

Witt-Brattström’s studies of Södergran’s life suggest that the beginning of her political 

awareness may have occurred then.27  The 1905 uprising, for example, took place in the 

streets not far from Edith’s school.  Even though Edith was a young girl at that time, she 

would have been actively interested in the swirl of rumors and stories that circulated in 

the city.  More detailed comments on the topic of the 1905 Revolution and Södergran’s 

response to it will appear in Chapter Three. 

By 1906, Matts Södergran was very ill with tuberculosis and had to be admitted to 

a sanatorium at Nummela near Helsingfors.28  Various biographers have detailed the 

horror that the young Södergran felt at seeing her father so ill, and his subsequent death 

in 1907 affected the young writer profoundly.  It was not long after her father’s death that 

Edith was also diagnosed with tuberculosis.  Södergran too was dispatched to Nummela 

where she had somewhat of a mental breakdown, probably engendered by memories of 

her father’s unsuccessful stays there.  But it was also there that she came into contact 

with the work of Swedish-speaking Finnish writers, and also Finnish writers.  She used 

the hospital library to expand her knowledge of the Finnish/Swedish literary canon, 

including Johan Ludvig Runeberg (1804-1877), Zacharias Topelius (1818-1898), Arvid 

Mörne (1876-1946), Jarl Hemmer (1893-1944), and Eino Leino (1878-1926).29 

After 1911, however, Edith’s health rather than her education took precedence in 

the family’s life.  Helena took her daughter to a sanatorium in Davos, Switzerland that 

had been recommended, and was quite famous.  There she continued the pattern that had 

been set at Nummela:  she followed the doctor’s instructions and tried to get well, even to 

the point of making the physician a love object so that she could maintain interest in her 

health program, and secondly, studying the books that were available in the hospital and 

other libraries.30  In Switzerland too, Edith demonstrated her awareness of the world 

outside her windows.  Although she could not always actively take part in the life outside, 

her photographs and poems of that time illustrate her growing social awareness.31  Agneta 

Rahikainen in her text, Som en eld över askan (1993), has carefully collected the 

photographs that Södergran took as one of her hobbies.  The photos taken in Switzerland 
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especially include people marching about labor issues, possibly the length of the working 

day.32  [Plate 1]  Much later, the poet also photographed soldiers outside her home in 

Raivola. 

In 1914 when the family returned to Raivola, Edith was again caught up in the 

dynamic activities that were occurring around her home which was becoming the scene 

of warfare.  She apparently fell in love with a military medical officer who was stationed 

nearby, and although not much is known about this legendary ‘man from Terijoki’ he 

provoked a broken heart for the young poet and was the probable subject of a great 

number of lovesick poems.  Perhaps his abrupt departure for another location was the 

impetus Södergran needed to begin working on publication of her poems, as at any rate, 

in 1916 she began to seek a publisher and approached the Schildts press of Helsingfors 

who then published her first book, Poems (Dikter). 

2.1.1 Early Poems 
With her first publication Edith Södergran did not come upon a literary scene that 

was unfamiliar with poetry or the arts.  Finland had developed an active literary life, 

especially at the University in the capital city of Helsinki, by the turn of the century.  

Stina Katchadourian, describes the literary milieu in her introduction to her translations 

and points out that Södergran wrote in Swedish because she came from the Swedish-

speaking minority in Finland.  At that time, this population was about 12% of the 

country.33 

When Poems (Dikter) appeared it contained poems the likes of which no one had 

seen before.  Södergran wrote about nature, but not in the usual rhymed and accepted 

format.  She wrote about nature as it affected her moods, as a living part of her daily life, 

as an internal part of her psyche, not a pretty picture which was to be observed and 

appreciated, nor did she write about nature from a religious perspective in which the 

writer uses the appreciation of nature to write about the glory of God.  Neither did she 

write about the Finnish countryside in the form of a realist poet that glorified the land and 

its people in the tradition of Elias Lönnrot.  Furthermore, these works could not be said to 

follow the Romantic tradition that was popular with prominent artists of the period, 

namely Jean Sibelius, the composer, and Akseli Gallen-Kallela, the iconic, multifaceted 
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painter of themes from The Kalevala. Although he was a neighbor in Karelia, neither was 

Södergran influenced by the artistic styles of the architect, Eliel Saarinen. 

Södergran’s first poems, such as “Two Shore Poems” (Två Stranddikter), were 

different in both form and content from her contemporaries, such as Jarl Hemmer.34 

Two Shore Poems 

My life was as naked 

as the gray rocks, 

my life was as cold 

as the white heights, 

but my youth sat with burning cheeks 

and exulted:  the sun is coming! 

And the sun came, and naked I lay 

on the grey rocks all day long— 

an icy breeze came from the red ocean: 

the sun is setting!35 

This first strophe in itself is enough to provide an example of the break with the 

tradition of rhymed poetry in favor of free verse.  These lines of varying lengths that 

sweep along images to their own conclusion presented a new music to the literary world.  

Although she wrote in a somewhat archaic form of Swedish, Södergran manipulated the 

language for her own purposes in uniting the imagery of language to a new form that 

would express her profound feelings and ideas. 

The sensuality of the poetry was also a part of Södergran’s innovation.  She did 

not write to shock, but rather to combine all aspects of her experience condensed in a 

poem.  Not simply a poem about the sea, this poem weds the poet to the sea, the rocks, 

the sun, in a way that makes all the more dramatic the imagery of the poem.  In its 

simplicity, the poem provides an oblique narrative of a day which can also be a metaphor 

for life and in these few quick words provides the exhilaration of youth, the pulsing 

sensuality, followed by the inevitable decline, and death. 

George Schoolfield finds this poem linked to a love affair gone awry, and also 

part of a theme of beaches that appear elsewhere in her poetry.36  He also connects the 

poem to the more popular, “The Day Cools.”  In these poems the poet uses both the first 

person and the more removed third person showing her ability to shift the focus of the 

poem from herself to the larger world. 
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It is no surprise that Dikter was greeted by the following reactions:  one critic 

asked if she wanted to give Swedish Finland a good laugh; translator Katchadourian 

writes that she:  “arrived on the literary scene with the force of an explosion.  Who did 

she think she was, this woman from nowhere, who dared to do away with rhyme and 

meter and call it poetry?”37  Nevertheless, Södergran’s work was the result of a great deal 

of study and a scholarly application of her intelligence to the questions both of poetry and 

philosophy.  Besides German she had studied French and Russian, and had traveled on 

the Continent.  Perhaps her life outside of the Finland-Swedish tradition had provided her 

the freedom, as well as the isolation, to write from a new perspective.  It is not surprising 

that those who held to tradition would be threatened and disturbed by her innovations. 

Södergran establishes her own rhythms through various devices:  repetition of key 

words, listing things or ideas in a almost chant-like manner, or even beginning each line 

with her now famous I (jag).  This is a modernist rhythm, but it is one that later readers 

recognize and accept more easily than those who first encountered Södergran’s work at 

the turn of the century.  She presented a controversy on many levels.  Regis Boyer writes 

that there can be no doubt of Södergran’s modernism:  “liberty, fantasy, creative freedom, 

a deliberate refusal to follow the normal path . . . – these are the hallmarks of Södergran’s 

work.”38  He notes that she did not have a conscious program called modernism, but that 

is how her work eventually came to be labeled. 

Perhaps one important way in which Södergran’s personal circumstances affected 

her writing is that she was compelled to search in the metaphysical world for answers to 

questions of life and death at an earlier age than most people.  Her illness may have 

prompted her to do more soul-searching than the average young person who is usually 

concerned with matters of love and starting a family.  Indeed, these were concerns of 

Södergran’s also, but her circumstances prevented their realization.  She is more likely 

cast as an early feminist because of lines like the following from the fourth strophe of 

“The day cools” (Dagen svalnar):  

from The Day Cools 

III 

Today, for the first time, I 

saw my master, 

Shivering, I recognized him 

at once. 

Already I can feel his heavy 

hand on my light arm . . . 
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Where is my ringing 

maidenly laughter, 

my womanly freedom with 

head carried high? 

Already I can feel his tight 

grip on my shivering body, 

 

 

now I hear the harsh clang 

of reality 

against my sheer, sheer 

dreams. 

 IV 

You looked for a flower 

and found a fruit. 

You looked for a well 

and found a sea. 

You looked for a woman 

and found a soul— 

I disappoint you.39

This poem is central to many analyses of Södergran’s poetry.  It is one of the most 

obvious commentaries on her brief, failed love affair with the Russian doctor, but more 

than that, it is a good example of the way in which the poet combines nature, longing, and 

universal feelings of love.  The biographical basis of the poem is not essential, in fact is 

of little interest to the poem itself.  Rather the reader, and especially the critic such as 

Johan Hedberg, finds this poem to be crucial to the development of Södergran’s themes 

as a poet.  He sees the connection between this poem and later poems that reflect the 

Christian theme as well as the apocalyptic themes which will be more prevalent in her 

later poetry.40  Hedberg approaches her poetry from a mythopoetic standpoint and he sees 

this poem as an early example of her connection to the Dionysus myth and the theme of 

rebirth, which will appear in another poem, “Fragment,” which will be discussed in a 

later chapter.41  Another theme that he finds relevant in this poem is the triple repetition, 

or use of triads, which will become a popular and common device for the poet.  This is 

one of the features of both myth and magic and Hedberg considers it important that 

Södergran employs these devices.  He points out that in this last stanza too the poet uses a 

triad form, with contrasts between fruit and flower, well and sea.  The earlier stanzas of 

the poem have also contained such contrasts, between the warmth of her hand, the 

coldness of the man, her head held high with a crown, her head drooping to her breast.42  

The connection with Christian themes will be obvious, but it is also interesting as an 

intellectual device which works against strict dialecticism and prevents the poet from 

lapsing into stark dichotomies which could prove hopeless.  We can look at this triad 

device as one way in which she secures hope at the end of her poems. 
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Ebba Witt-Brattström views this poem differently and sees it from the feminine 

point of view as the female position is subject and yet presents a resolution of strength at 

the end of the poem.  She sees the poem in the light of the New Woman, a theme that 

feminist scholars can trace in the Södergran’s work.  Witt-Brattström also suggests that 

this is one of the ways in which Södergran’s poems resemble those of Anna Akhmatova, 

and I would propose that this is a good starting point for comparing the two poets as 

modernists.43  Although their subject matter may be similar, their approach is a bit 

different as Södergran speaks more generally of all women, while Akhmatova’s 

references are personal and intimate.  Witt-Brattström, like Lillqvist, notes the differences 

in ways of characterizing the male.  What is the significance of the weight of the male’s 

arm?  Does it show, as Tideström has suggested elsewhere, that she believed the man to 

be superior and strong?  In Akhmatova’s poems the relations between the man and the 

woman are more abstract—either can be the strong one, either can be dominant.   

Yet another interpretation of “Dagen Svalnar” can be found in Boel Hackman’s 

text, Jag kan sjunga hur jag vill (I Can Sing Any Way I Like) (2000).  Hackman prefaces 

her entire discussion of Södergran’s poetry on the premise that earlier biographical and 

psychological interpretations of the poet’s work have been ill-conceived and fail to 

account for the very important development of Södergran as a poet.  Hackman links her 

work with Schopenhauer, symbolism, Nietzsche and Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) and sees 

her work in the context of modernization and secularization.  Here again the biographical 

approach to her work is deemed undesirable, and I concur with Hackman that one should 

not consider Södergran’s poems only in the light of her disease.  Hackman suggests that 

this poem is about a woman’s longings and vulnerability, but she also emphasizes the 

Christian symbols in the poem, suggesting that her warmth is like the blood of the Holy 

Sacrament.44  Man and woman could unite if he would listen to her heart, but this does 

not happen.  Then, rather than consider that the man is superior to the woman, Hackman 

interprets the third stanza in such a way that the poet recognizes the distance between 

man and woman, and the limitations of woman in face of the superiority of man.  

However, these limitations are also the strength of the woman as at the end as she rejects 

the subject position. 
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“The Day Cools” can be seen then in stark contrast to “Modern Virgin (Vierge 

moderne) in which the poet writes:  “I am a skoal to the glory of all women.”45  To 

further support her contention that this poem highlights Södergran’s strength and feminist 

position, Hackman cites a selection from Södergran’s notebooks called “Woman’s 

Suffrage” in which she explained why women’s suffrage would be good for everyone—

men included:  “it is not flattering for a man, to be born of a subordonate [sic] being, 

which has no voice and is something like a slave.”46 

During this period, Akhmatova had gotten married, while Södergran had 

published her first serious work in Poems, and she was working fervently on new poems 

for her second collection, The September Lyre, from which the bulk of poems under 

consideration here were chosen.  Like Akhmatova, Södergran’s concerns were those of 

youth:  love, romance, self-concept and self-worth both as a writer and as a person 

worthy of love.  Södergran had written a great deal of poetry, which Schoolfield said bore 

“traces of Heine and the dreamy melancholy of Jugendstil verse’;47 much of this poetry 

was written in German in The Oilcloth Notebook.  These poems could be most fairly 

compared with Akhmatova’s early poems in Evening (1912) and Rosary (1914), and one 

would find in both books similar themes of love and longing. 

Edith Södergran wrote almost in isolation compared to Anna Akhmatova.  Once 

removed to Raivola, Södergran was not easily able to participate in the cultural and 

literary salons and extended conversations that were taking place in St. Petersburg.  Had 

she access to an audience, whether literal in the form of the groups who gathered in cafes, 

at Ivanov’s Tower,48 or in The Stray Dog49 in St. Petersburg, she might have had an 

opportunity to find a supportive audience, or even a virtual audience based on receptive 

readers of her poetry.  But in the beginning, Södergran had neither of these. 

When Edith Södergran published her second collection of poetry, The September 

Lyre, in 1918, she shocked literary and critical circles in Finland by including an 

Introductory Note in which she anticipated criticism of her poetry.  She asserted that the 

new works were in fact poems, although she well knew that they did not look or sound 

like traditional Finland-Swedish poetry.  They did not rhyme, nor did they have any set 

meter or line length.  They were not music. Such comments were unprecedented and 

caught both writers and critics off-guard as they felt, perhaps, that their reactions had 
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been presupposed and that they had been deprived of their own assessments about the 

poems.  Södergran had accomplished the effect of being offensive in her defense, an 

admirable tactic in some fields, but not one guaranteed to win supporters in the intimate 

writing world of late-Tsarist Finland.  However, subsequent attention to Södergran’s 

poetry was to confirm her suspicions that the public would not understand her work, and 

she had to garner support where she could.  Her firm belief that her work was poetry 

eventually was borne out by later readers.  Södergran’s note was a bit offhand, terse, 

while it masked the intense internal scrutiny and thought that had led to her creative 

works.  Södergran eclipsed the process of her thinking, the circumambulations of her 

muse, by merely uttering her conclusions.   

In his paper on a psychological approach to the poetry of Södergran, Holger 

Lillqvist wrote that the objections to her poetry in the reviews of the time took two forms:  

objections to the form, and to the mantle of Nietzscheanism that she seemed to have 

assumed.  He quotes the critic Agnes Langenskjöld who seemed to summarize the 

frustration with the poet’s work because the Nietzscheanism separated her from others:  

“Södergran’s approach could not have much to offer to the poet’s fellow beings; the 

poet’s person stood as an abstraction which left the reader cold.”50  Lillqvist goes on to 

suggest that much of the misunderstanding about Södergran could well have been caused 

by the lack of information on her personally due to the fact that both she and her mother 

destroyed much of her early work, notes, journals, etc.  Thus, unfortunately for her past 

and present reputation, Södergran has been misunderstood. 

Södergran’s defense of poetry was well-grounded.  What exactly did she say that 

was so offensive or shocking?  First she said:  “That my writing is poetry no one can 

deny, that it is verse I will not insist.”  She begins by disallowing any comments to the 

contrary, although the very nature of this assertion virtually ensures an opposite response.  

She sets herself up for dialectic of argument by her opening statement, and then 

immediately concedes by saying that her poetry is not verse.  We can suppose that by 

verse she means rhyme, music and the traditional notion of poetry as a relative of song, 

whether formal or informal.  Here she has let loose of the form of her work, but she not 

willing to concede the content.  She goes on to say that “I have attempted to bring certain 

refractory poems under one rhythm and have thereby discovered that I possess the power 
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of the word and the image only under conditions of complete freedom, i.e., at the expense 

of the rhythm.”51  Here the poet is willing to let go of all previous conceptions of poetry 

and verse that pertain to rhythm, rhyme and an ordered procession of the two because her 

poems do not adhere to the Form.  Even the rhythm, she concedes, has eluded her, 

although a more fair and modern approach, would allow her to retain some of the notions 

of poetry through the rhythms that are created by her choice of language. 

Then, in the midst of this admission, and for what reason critics could only guess, 

Södergran refers to her work as ‘careless pencil sketches.’  Surely even she did not regard 

them this way as they were the result of hours of hard work, of struggle and mental 

exertion that sometimes exhausted her frail form.  Why she tossed them away with this 

comment has puzzled many to this day.  But her next comment returns to the fierce 

defense with which she began:  “As regards the content, I let my instinct build up what 

my intellect sees in expectation.  My self-confidence depends on the fact that I have 

discovered my dimensions.  It does not become me to make myself less than I am.”52  In 

these last words Södergran hints at the intellectual toil that has contributed to these 

creations, and it is this phrase which is most worthy of consideration in light of Plato’s 

dictum about poetry. 

While Södergran has let the real irrationality of poetry get away from her, escape 

her control, which is the rhythm and rhyme which can confound sensibility and drive 

men to leave their senses, she is not willing to let the content out of her command.  

Clearly stating her preferences for the intellectual scope of her writing, Södergran 

describes the wedding of instinct and intellect.  The form of her thoughts may be 

‘careless sketches’ (vårdslösa handteckningar), but the content is something else to be 

reckoned with.  Her poems, then, are not to be taken lightly as she has given great 

thought to them.  She refers to the scope of her endeavor by saying that she has 

discovered her ‘dimensions.’  While some interpreted this as a fanciful and self-important 

comment, Södergran, writing in isolation, perhaps did not anticipate the social 

consequences of trumpeting her own efforts.  While she appears not to want to sell 

herself short, she tries not to put herself above the efforts of others.  This is hard to 

discern from the content of some of the poems, however, especially those in which her 
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assumption of a persona not unlike Nietzsche’s Übermensch, makes for an intimidating 

vision of the young woman poet. 

Södergran had stepped beyond the bounds of both her previous work, and also 

what was expected of her.  However, there was no turning back.  Furthermore, the new 

dimension which she had entered was more than a violation of previous forms, but also 

had to do with the scope and command of poetry that was permitted.  A feminist 

interpretation of her work might focus on her liberal attitudes toward love and sensuality, 

but I would propose also, that it was her command of philosophical matters that 

distinguished her work as another kind of female poetry.  The question here is not 

whether or not her work was feminist, but rather, if it was poetry. 

Although she did not discuss her work in modern language, her ‘Author’s Note’ 

could be considered in light of The Anxiety of Influence by Harold Bloom.  While Bloom 

devotes his attention primarily to male writers, his ideas can still be adapted to this 

discussion.  Edmundson, in his book, Literature against philosophy, Plato to Derrida A 

defence of poetry, very carefully prepares the path from discussions of Plato and Jacques 

Derrida, to the analysis of Bloom’s most-read book.  Here it helps to understand 

Södergran’s struggle in the context of influence.  Edmundson summarizes the theory of 

poetic influence: “the poet enters into Oedipal struggle with a precursor, and . . . poetry 

arises not from generosity of spirit and the urge to multiply sweetness and shed light, but 

from bitter strife and self-deception, . . .” 53  This notion conveniently describes some of 

the poetic processes we can imagine Södergran to have been involved in during the 

conception of The September Lyre.  Her studies of Nietzsche had left her with newly 

formed ideas that had to be wrestled into written form.  That coupled with the graphic 

experience of war on her doorstep in Karelia left her no future as a writer but to write 

honestly out of a struggle both within herself, and with her real and imaginary teacher, 

Nietzsche.54  Södergran concludes that she could not make less of herself.  She writes this 

to assure her readers that she has included everything she could possibly reach.  Nothing 

has been left out.  And yet, the very nature of the poems indicates that they are poetry and 

that their purpose is to set the reader loose from moorings.   

When Edith Södergran died in 1923 at the age of 31, she left behind a small 

collection of work, yet one that was destined to be influential in the world of Finland-
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Swedish literature.  Immediately, her contemporaries were left to examine the work in 

her absence, to publish what remained.  Elmer Diktonius,  a fellow poet and modernist, 

assembled and published her final poetry.  Likewise, Hagar Olsson, who had become a 

close personal friend as well as a literary companion, also later published her letters and 

helped with the preservation of her work.  Through Södergran’s embrace of writers as 

controversial as Nietzsche, her interest in the Russian Futurist, Igor Severyanin, and 

Symbolist poets, and her lifelong study of German letters, she constructed a unique lattice 

of language that has endured. 

2.1.2 Södergran’s Contemporaries 
In his book, The History of Finnish Literature, George Schoolfield  lists at least 

two dozen writers who referenced Södergran in their work right up until the end of the 

20th century.55  Here I will just mention a few of these poets with brief excerpts of their 

poetry to provide a context for Södergran’s poetry.  Gunnar Björling and Elmer Diktonius, 

who were her contemporaries, continued in the modernist mode and their work provides a 

continued affirmation of this new style.  Bo Carpelan wrote in the second half of the 20th 

century and also acknowledged Södergran’s influence.  Later modernist writers such as 

Solveig von Schoultz (1907-1996) and Märta Tikkanen (1935- ), found some particular 

poem, stylistic examples, or inspiration in her poetry and continued to change Finland-

Swedish writing.56 

Elmer Diktonius also worked with Södergran and the prose writer and critic, 

Hagar Olsson, on a literary magazine, Ultra.  Diktonius and Södergran shared an interest 

in German expressionism and Russian futurism and his poetry, perhaps less shocking 

because it came from a male, was also metaphysical in style and sense.  According to 

Schoolfield, Diktonius too was influenced by studies of Nietzsche and used his panther 

imagery for his poem, “The Jaguar.”57  It is most often quoted as an example of his link 

with Södergran, and these lines from the third strophe of the first section demonstrate the 

scope of his poetic subject:  “We want to kill the cry of the indifferent/the compassion of 

the heartless/the religiosity of the skeptics/the impotence of the strong/the evil weakness 

of the good; . . .”58 

Here Diktonius shows evidence of his own attraction to Nietzschean themes and 

symbols—the sheer violence of the poem is very redolent of the language of Zarathustra, 
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for example and reference to the question of evil also recalls the philosopher’s dualities.  

In Nietzsche the desire for violence is somewhat figurative as he writes that change 

should be wrought through the destruction of past icons and values.  Diktonius echoes 

these themes by calling for some sort of action that will wake people out of their slumber, 

whether it be religious, or political.  Later studies of Södergran’s similar poems will 

underscore these similarities. 

Diktonius shared this closeness to Södergran with Gunnar Björling whose long 

career certainly cannot be said to be dependent upon Södergran’s influence, but rather 

affirms some of her ideals in his continuing practice of them.  In fact, David McDuff  has 

translated a poem of his, “Edith Södergran,” which provides as apt a tribute as any in this 

closing stanza:  “You called out, in the grey day/blazing./Outstretched hands—/crouching 

down/nothing:  endlessly, endlessly.”59  Here Björling refers to Södergran’s ground-

breaking modernist poetry, and the fact that she continued to find a new style despite 

harsh criticism.  Södergran’s physical and intellectual isolation are evoked and he 

acknowledges her influence on Finland-Swedish modernism. 

This section has presented a brief introduction to the life and work of Edith 

Södergran.  Her early work may have reflected the emotions of a young girl, but as she 

matured, her poetry was politically influenced, according to Martin Allwood who writes 

in his introduction to his translations of her poems:  “But the heightened ardour and 

intensity of Södergran’s new poetry is also directly connected with the Russian 

revolution.  . . . we find her later poems full of pathos and enthusiasm for reforms.  It is 

true that the Reds soon led the revolution into terror and a revolting dictatorship, but at 

the outset Edith Södergran and other liberals who were hostile to the Tsar experienced the 

change as a liberation.”60  Södergran’s premonitions about the activities of the 

revolutionaries were reflected, for example in the ‘red’ references in the poem, “Grimace 

d’Artiste:”  I have nothing other than my glowing cape,/my red lack of fear./My red lack 

of fear goes out adventuring/in petty lands./”61  While Södergran’s poetry indicated a 

growing awareness of political changes, we will see in the next section that this social 

awareness is absent in Akhmatova’s early work.  
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2.2 ANNA ANDREEVNA AKHMATOVA 

Here the early events of Anna Akhmatova’s life and first marriage as they relate 

to her development as a poet will be summarized.  Both history and biography are 

important for understanding her work as she used both to create a new kind of modernist 

poetry, although she presented this information through the use of a persona.  The 

changes of this persona and the resulting poetry during the War and Revolution are the 

subjects of this study. 

Anna Akhmatova was born Anna Andreevna Gorenko in Kherson, about 150 

kilometers from Odessa on the Black Sea in the Ukraine.  Her family background from 

her mother’s side dates to the era of the Tatar rulers, and it was that name that she took 

for her surname, Akhmatova, when her father became impatient with her pursuit of a 

poetic career.  The majority of her young life was spent not far from St. Petersburg in the 

shadow of the Tsar’s court in Tsarskoe Selo.  Akhmatova attended school there until her 

parents separated in 1905 and she left with her mother and siblings for the south where 

she completed her education and went to school in Kiev.  During this time, Edith 

Södergran was in residence at the German School in St. Petersburg, and much influenced 

by the activities surrounding the 1905 uprising.  Akhmatova, on the other hand, was far 

away from this unrest, and once she returned to Tsarskoe Selo, she had other matters on 

her mind.  The young woman spent the summers in the Crimea and impressions from this 

time became part of her early poem “By the Edge of the Sea.”  Sonia Ketchian points out 

that this was the beginning of certain aspects of the poet’s artistry:  “actual circumstances 

are distanced, aestheticized and yet remain uncannily true to life.”62  She suggests that 

this was the beginning of critics and readers taking a biographical approach to her poems, 

although we will see here that one must look beneath the biographical information to 

gather the poet’s true meaning.  The appropriation of biographical material of her own 

life, and that of others merely gives the poet a starting point for other commentary, but 

this technique also lends her poetry an intimacy and immediacy that was to endear her to 

readers and to sustain her in difficult times.  Just as the Crimea continued to appear in her 

poems, so did other places familiar to her from her youth. 

Once the home of the renowned Russian poet, Alexander Pushkin (whose name 

the town now bears), Tsarskoe Selo imbued the young Akhmatova with a sense of history, 
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of poetry, and eventually with the values and security that the monarchy provided.  It was 

within this context that, in 1910, she married a young army officer, Nikolai Gumilev, 

who had courted her for several years.  Gumilev was already a poet and an adventurer, 

and while Akhmatova had been writing some poems before this time, it was not until 

Gumilev left her to go off on one of his several adventures to Africa that she began 

writing in earnest.  By the time he returned, she had a volume of poems that he read and 

acclaimed them ready for publication.  This was the solidification of their literary 

association.  Together they would found, along with other poets, the Acmeist school in 

Russian letters. 

With Gumilev Akhmatova was exposed to the thought and traditions of Western 

Europe.  This European trip solidified the young poet’s intentions to write, and she 

returned to Russia with much work ahead of her.  Her difficult marriage gave her plenty 

of material for what became her signature—intensely personal love poetry.  Details of 

their work together in the Acmeist tradition will be mentioned in Chapter Three, but it is 

of no small importance that these two shared poetic philosophy, although their individual 

poetry is quite different.  Gumilev, despite his theoretical embrace of new writing styles, 

was influenced by the French Symbolists, and by Théophile Gautier.63  His subject matter 

was grandiose sometimes, with references to the exotic locations of his travels, and later 

work incorporated his military experiences.  

Unfortunately, intervening acts of history interrupted this idyllic Russian love 

story.  Gumilev had left Akhmatova and they had become involved with other people; 

when World War I began, Gumilev volunteered and served in the war.  Despite their 

shared poetic interests, their personal life was not to continue.  They eventually divorced 

following the birth of their son, Lev, who was entrusted to the care of Gumilev’s family 

which left the young woman free to pursue both other relationships and her poetry. 

However, through many machinations of power and intrigue among the 

Bolsheviks and Mensheviks and other political groups active during and after the 

Revolution, Gumilev was found to be a collaborator on behalf of the Tsar, and was 

summarily executed without a trial in 1921.  The death of her ex-husband along with the 

death of the popular and profound Symbolist poet, Aleksandr Blok, greatly affected the 

young Akhmatova both as a poet and a person.  While her early poetry was infused with 
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themes of love and nature, her work after the Revolution began to reflect her own 

personal hardships as well those of the Russian people. 

Because of her marriage to Gumilev, she was suspected of being a monarchist 

sympathizer, her poetry topics and themes were deemed unsuitable for the new world 

programs of the Bolsheviks, and later Stalin, and she was not allowed to publish in 

Russia, from 1925 to 1940.  Furthermore, her third husband, Nikolai Punin (1888-

1953),64 and her son, Lev, were eventually arrested and imprisoned for reasons never 

fully explained.  In Lev’s case it was most clearly because he was the son of N. Gumilev.  

The imprisonment of her family succeeded in preventing Akhmatova from publishing 

much work for another decade.  Only after the Khrushchev era when much of Stalin’s 

work began to be repudiated was Akhmatova allowed to travel and publish her work.  

Some of her works were only published in Russia after her death in 1966, some as 

recently as in the 1980s.65 

Anna Akhmatova’s life and work greatly outdistanced that of Edith Södergran.  

Though they began the century both near each other in distance and age, Södergran had 

her life cut short by tuberculosis, and Akhmatova’s work was curtailed by the Stalin 

regime.  Only later in her life, in her most famous poem, Requiem, was Akhmatova 

considered a ‘political’ poet, while her early work for which she is remembered, is 

characterized as love poetry, or at the least, acutely critical and urbane.  As a result, the 

best era for comparison between these two poets is the poetry they wrote during the pre-

War and Revolution years.   

Akhmatova’s lengthy epic poem, Poem Without a Hero, which she started in 1940 

and only finished at the end of her life, will also be part of this discussion.  In this poem, 

she relives the era before the revolution, both to understand through what days of 

decadence she and her friends had lived, while the fate of Russia hung in the balance, and 

also to understand, perhaps, what had happened to her own youth.  Poem Without a Hero 

is a very complex and difficult poem and will not be considered in its entirety here; 

except for sections that are relevant to the topic. 
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2.2.1 Akhmatova’s Early Poems 
There can be little doubt that gender informs the early poetry of Anna Akhmatova.  

Love is the main theme of the poems from her first book, Evening, and in particular she 

writes of the subject position of the female, or in this case the ‘I’ of the poems.  [Plate 2] 

This is the beginning of the poet’s construction of a persona, which must not be confused 

with the poet herself, but which in fact carries much of the weight of the commentary on 

love and relations between men and women.  Sheelagh Graham in an article about 

Akhmatova and N. Gumilev writes that this female persona—‘passive, tearful or 

trembling’—is absent from her later poems after Anno Domini (1922).  But there are 

other features that should also be of concern to us in her early poetry as at that time she 

also began to develop an air of contemplation.  As she grew, the objects of contemplation 

changed, but this mode had its origins in her early work.   

The opening poem of this first collection, “Love,” defines the poet’s theme, but 

also reflects the construction of a removed persona that comments:  “Now, like a little 

snake, it curls into a ball,/Bewitching your heart,/ . . . But surely and stealthily it will lead 

you away/From joy and from tranquility.”66  The poet has embarked on her delineation of 

the many ways in which a woman can suffer at the hands of the lover, but also the ways 

in which she can manipulate or seduce him.  Clothing, turns of phrase, meetings—all can 

be used to the advantage of  the diligent lover.  Most of the poems from this collection 

are untitled, but we can find these lines in other poems:  “the girl who twines herself with 

a wreath,”67 “Under her dark veil she wrung her hands . . .’Why are you so pale today?’68, 

and again in “The Song of the Last Meeting” the poet uses physical descriptions to make 

the confusion of love tangible:  “Then helplessly my breast grew cold,/But my steps were 

light./I pulled the glove for my left hand/Onto my right.//”69  Later, in another context we 

will look at another poem from this period, “The Masquerade in the Park,” which also 

uses the intricacies of a woman’s attire to symbolize emotions in love.   

These themes continued in her second collection, Rosary; the opening stanzas of 

“In the Evening” (Вечером) typify the catalogue of personal affairs and the emotions 

engendered thereby which was the main focus of the early poetry of Akhmatova:  “The 

music rang out in the garden/With such inexpressible grief./Oysters in ice on the 

plate/Smelled fresh and sharp, of the sea./ He told me:  “I am your true friend!”/And he 
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touched my dress./How unlike a caress,/The touch of those hands./. . . (stanzas continue)” 

March 1913.70  (Звенела музыка в саду/Таким невыразимым горем./Свежо и остро 

пахли морем/На блюдце устрицы во льду./Он мне сказал: « Я верный друг!» —/И 

моего коснулся платья./Как не похожи на объятья/Прикосновенья этих рук. . . . 

Март 191371 

This subject matter was groundbreaking and controversial at that time as the 

young poet grew into her strength and found the admiration of fellow writers and artists 

who surrounded her in St. Petersburg. Rather, many felt the honesty with which she 

wrote, and notwithstanding the occasionally sad tone of the poems, there was still a great 

deal of invention in her choice of language, and many were aware of the ballads and 

songs from folklore and from the peasant traditions which Akhmatova repeated in her 

poems.  It is helpful to look at these earlier poems in order to note the shift in subject 

matter and tone as the reality of war, revolution and political change sets in. 

Richard Kane, who translated a selection of Akhmatova’s poems, sees the 

underlying emotion and tension in the poems as part of their strength.  He suggests that 

she ‘freezes time’ with the cameo scenes that she presents, and this heightens the emotion.  

Parting is a theme that begins in these early poems, and then tragically is expanded upon 

in the later work.  Kane wrote in the years closely following the poet’s death with the 

enthusiasm of discovery, and yet his comments are still relevant as he saw that what was 

unusual in Akhmatova’s early poems remained, such as the depth of feeling and tone, and 

the outcry of an indignant woman in the lines:  “I swear by the miracle-working ikon,/and 

by the fire and smoke of our nights/that I will never return.”//72 

Similarly, V. G. Admoni considers the mundane images in Akhmatova’s poetry to 

be of utmost importance because they symbolize feeling.  In his article, “The Laconicism 

of Akhmatova’s Lyric Poetry,” he writes:  “However, this feeling is achieved, and this is 

where Akhmatova’s art is innovative and great, through a prism of brief, concrete 

events/situations . . .  .”73  Admoni links this conciseness with Akhmatova’s later poems 

as well, even though the themes of her poems change.  He shares an anecdote from a 

meeting with the poet late in her life when she read poems to him and his wife, and 

always called her poems drafts.74  She considered fragmentariness to be a sign that a 

poem had not been thought through sufficiently; early on the poet was aware of the 
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economy of words and images with which she could convey her meaning.  Akhmatova 

herself acknowledged that this was part of the manner of her working as a poet in her 

reminiscences in 1959:  “There is another way—the way of precision; and something 

even more important—having each word in its proper place in the line, as if it were there 

for a thousand years, yet the reader hears it for the first time.”75 

Akhmatova had very few years of her youth in which to write love poetry, or 

comment on the landscape or the particular breath of spring that she felt.  First married in 

1910 to Gumilev,  and divorced from him eight years later, she was in the middle of her 

second serious relationship with V. Shileiko when the revolution broke out, and after the 

revolution, she moved into her third marriage to N. Punin.  Both the realities of human 

affairs of the heart as well as the political turn of events, and the assassination of her first 

husband, had, by 1921, greatly changed Akhmatova’s poetry.  Not only the subject matter 

of the poems, but also the tone had become more serious, and in some senses also more 

religious.  The latter eventually got her into trouble with the new Bolshevik government 

who distrusted her background, and distrusted her poetry when references to either 

peasant folkloric traditions and their accompanying Byzantine references could be found.  

The Bolsheviks would have none of this, and by the mid-1920s sought those who would 

write poems to glorify the revolution and the new social programs (NEP). 

The young bride might have relished her fame and position more had she known 

what fate had in store for her:  loss of her son and husband to the prison camps, and 

censorship of her work.  However, even in 1913, the poet had already reason to look 

longingly at her past innocence as a child in the Kherson district where she was born: 

 
 
Вижу выцветший флаг над таможней 
И над городом желтую муть. 
Вот уж сердце мое осторожней 
Замирает, и больно вздохнуть. 
 
Стать бы снова приморской девчонкой, 
Туфли на босу ногу надеть, 
И закладывать косы коронкой, 
И взволнованным голосом петь. 
 
Всё глядеть бы на смуглые главы 

I see the faded flag 

I see the faded flag above the customhouse 

And over the city, a yellow murk. 

Now my cautious heart 

Slows down, and breathing hurts. 

To become that seaside girl again, 

With sandals on my feet, 

And to heap my braids up in a crown, 
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Херсонесского храма с крыльца 
И не знать, что от счастья и славы 
Безнадежно дряхлеют сердца. 
 
Осень 191376 

And to sing in a troubled voice. 

(stanzas continue) . . . 

   Autumn 191377 

 

In some ways this poem can be viewed as a transition poem for Akhmatova.  Just 

a year later she will write July 1914, and her realization of the effects of war on her life 

and the life of the Russian people will introduce dramatic new language and tones. This 

poem looks back at both youth and freedom, states that will never be hers completely 

again.  Also, this theme or persona of the ‘seaside girl,’ the ‘tom-boy,’ became a sort of 

shorthand for the poet’s longing for more peaceful times and her maternal relatives. 

2.2.2  Akhmatova’s Contemporaries 
In order to consider Akhmatova’s contemporaries, we should first look at some of 

her early predecessors who could be said to have influenced her poetry.  One good 

example is the Symbolist Valery Briusov  whose style of stanza and rhyme was quite 

different from hers, but whose manner of addressing his subject matter—love and 

relationships—marks him as a pre-modernist category.  In her introduction to his diaries, 

Joan Delaney Grossman summarizes his attitudes to life and poetry by suggesting that the 

two were intimately intertwined.  Briusov was not nearly as spontaneous or abandoned as 

either Bal’mont or Bely,  so he had to continually seek altered states through music, 

spiritualism or eventually drugs.  Still, he dedicated himself to the composition of poetry 

that evokes the soothing effects of nature.  The opening stanza of “Yellow Silk,” written 

in 1905 at his refuge at Rauha in Finnish Karelia shows this influence:  “Yellow silk, 

with yellow silk/On sky-blue satin/Unseen hands sew./To the golden horizon/The sun, a 

flame-bright fragment,/Sinks at the hour of parting.”/(stanzas continue).78 

Briusov’s luscious use of color imagery is typical of the Symbolists, but here he 

uses a technique that is also integral to Akhmatova’s poetry, that of linking nature with 

the speaker’s situation in love.  In these poems, nature mimics the feelings of the lover, 

and even the weather contributes to the feelings evoked by the beloved:  the finality of 

parting, signified by sunset, preceding night, or preceding death.  The poem follows the 
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1905 revolution, which upset Briusov and divided him from some friends, but there is no 

mention of it except in the date of composition while nature and the beloved are evoked. 

Andrei Bely,79 on the other hand, found many topics from contemporary life to 

comment on in his work.  He was born Boris Nikolaevich Bugaev, son of a 

mathematician, in Moscow.  His early skills in mathematics and geometry were 

complemented by musical studies and may have contributed to the unusual nature of his 

later poetry in which sounds evoked colors.  Although he is more appropriately 

considered in comparison to Södergran who later shared his interest in Rudolf Steiner, a 

brief example of one of his early poems will place him within this early historical context.  

Equally luscious in his prose descriptions—“She was lost in the brocades of her ermine 

attire.  The raspberry velvet of her crown, its sparkling teeth shining brightly, enveloped 

her head.”80— as he was in his poetry, Bely was a model Symbolist in the sense that he 

evoked the sublime in his poetry.  These final lines from the third stanza of “The Golden 

Fleece” exemplify some of his early writing: “And the world, burning low, feasts,/And 

the world glorifies the Father,/And the wind caresses, kisses./Kisses me endlessly.81  Here 

Bely’s use of color imagery is typical of the Symbolists, but he also uses Christian 

imagery in a sensual manner.  This wedding of several streams of consciousness is 

characteristic of his work, although he can also be considered an early modernist because 

of his vivid descriptions of urban life in his novel Petersburg.  While here nature and 

classical motifs are emphasized, in his prose he considers the personal and psychological 

dilemmas of the modern world. 

Akhmatova was surrounded by poets in pre-revolutionary St. Petersburg, but all 

of them cannot be mentioned in this discussion.  However, one woman poet is also of 

interest here for several reasons.  First of all, Zinaida Gippius spanned roughly the same 

time frame as Anna Akhmatova and Edith Södergran, and secondly, her poetry also 

reflects the effects of war.  However, she was one of the writers who left Russia, so 

although she too lived beyond the revolution, she spent her remaining years in exile with 

her husband, Dmitri Merezhkovsky.  “Threefold/(Troynoe)” reflects the religious 

concerns that many of the Symbolists shared, in this case considering that religion was 

one way to escape the mundane existence, and also to transform oneself:  “The world 

abounds in a threefold depth./A threefold depth is given to poets./And really don’t poets 
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speak/Only of this?/Only of this?/A threefold truth—and a threefold beginning./Poets, 

trust in this truth./God thinks only about this:/About Man./Love./And death.//”190782 

Thus, in this poem Gippius reflects her religious concerns, one of her common 

themes.  Although she and her husband were also linked with erotic triangles and other 

sorts of unconventional morality because they questioned the traditional concept of 

marriage, poems such as this suggest that her real focus was on the concerns of the soul  

unlike Akhmatova, whose poems, though they may contain religious symbolism, usually 

refer more to specific religious rituals such as lighting candles or attending services on 

holy days, rather than contemplating theological issues. 

One could also consider a comparison between Edith Södergran and Zinaida 

Gippius in terms of their religious themes.  Although that will not be undertaken here it is 

interesting to consider and is another indication of the extent to which Södergran’s poetic 

and thematic concerns mimicked those in the capital.  Gippius was a bit older than 

Södergran—already grown while she was still a schoolgirl; still some future thematic 

comparisons could provide new insights into the works of both poets. 

One of the most important writers of this Symbolist circle was Viacheslav 

Ivanovich Ivanov (1866-1949) whose dynamism attracted a group of writers around him.  

The evening salons at Ivanov’s Tower became renowned and were the scene of many 

poetry readings and intellectual arguments about politics and art in the years preceding 

the Revolution.  Akhmatova  and Gumilev attended such evenings, along with Gippius 

and others who have been mentioned.  Ivanov had a classical education and had traveled 

in Europe and studied art and ancient literature in Rome and Greece during his travels, 

thus the themes of Dionysus often enter into his work, and serve to identify him as a 

Symbolist.  Hellman notes that Ivanov was one of the writers who strongly supported the 

War when it began, as he saw it as the beginning of a new spiritual epoch for mankind.83  

Later in his life he gave up poetry and devoted himself to translation.  He did not do well 

under the new Bolshevik regime, and when granted permission to lecture in Baku, 

Azerbaijan, he left Russia and never returned, settling in Italy where he died in 1949.  

Truly a pillar of the early Symbolist and intellectual movement in St. Petersburg, he was 

one of those who left Akhmatova and others there after the Revolution, his idealism 

having been gravely disappointed by the outcome of events.84  The conclusion of “Love” 
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is characteristic of his early work:  “We are a pair of shadows/grieving/Over the holy 

marble grave/Where ancient Beauty/slumbers./The two-voiced mouth of/secrets 

shared/We two make a single/Sphinx/The two arms of a single cross.85  The poem 

reflects the Symbolist themes of love, altered states, references to ancient imagery, while 

it also includes religious symbolism similar to that of Gippius.  Here we cannot imagine 

the more strident tone the poet will later take in his poetry in support of war. 

Still other poets can be considered here.  Born in the same year as Edith 

Södergran, Marina Tsvetaeva became one of the most lauded Russian poets of the 

twentieth century.  Her privileged background as the daughter of a Polish-German mother 

and an educated Russian father, who eventually founded what became the Pushkin Center 

of Visual Arts in Moscow, ensured that she would have a classical education, complete 

with multiple languages, especially German and French.86  She published her first book 

of poems at the age of 18 in 1910, and was interested in all things French, especially 

Napoleon.  She traveled to Paris, where she read French poetry by Verlaine; it was a trip 

that was to foreshadow her exile there after the Revolution.  Tsvetaeva never prepared for 

any other career than that of a poet, and her early work was reviewed by Briusov and 

Gumilev.  Later, Andrei Bely, who shared her Moscow roots, would influence her as well.  

But she very soon married Sergei Efron in 1912, and this relationship and the family she 

had with him shaped her life thereafter.  Like Södergran, she was impoverished after the 

Revolution, but burdened with a family, a husband who became chronically ill and 

politically ostracized, she eventually abandoned her family during World War II and 

committed suicide outside Moscow.  These facts of her biography do not, however, 

constitute a reason for admiring her poetry.  Rather the unique and powerful style which 

she developed indicates her deep thinking about poetic forms and societal context. 

While her early poetry followed a Russian lyrical format that is somewhat 

reminiscent of Akhmatova’s early work—images and sounds from folklore traditions—

she later developed the long poem which became a signature of her oeuvre and 

exemplified one of her philosophies about the art of poetry—that the poet could sustain 

breath.  Laura Weeks writes in the introduction to a post-Soviet compilation of her work:  

“. . . we might say that the poema is the next stage after the cycle.  The same lyrical 

impulse that yields a single poem, then a cluster of related poems or a cycle, spills over 
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into the long form before it finally falls silent.”87  Tsvetaeva perfected the long poem 

which allotted her an undisputed place among her contemporaries—Akhmatova, 

Mandelstam and Pasternak.   While the latter was an avid fan of hers, and would have 

been her partner had she consented, poetry was the basis for their relationship, one they 

shared also by correspondence with Rainer Maria Rilke, whom Tsvetaeva never met.88   

These lines from an early poem, “Insomnia” show Tsvetaeva’s adherence to the 

typical lyrical conventions:  “Lips glow softly, the shadow’s more golden/Under sunken 

eyes.  Night has set ablaze/This most radiant countenance – and dark night renders/But 

one part of us dark – the eyes.//”89  The sensuousness and intimate tone of voice are very 

typical of the post-Symbolist period in Russian letters.   

But as Tsvetaeva matured, the long poem, replete with metaphysical themes and 

references to both the classics and Russian fairy tales became more typical.  On a Red 

Steed was dedicated to Anna Akhmatova and defined the role of the artist.  Here the poet 

rejects the female Muse that had become a trademark of Akhmatova’s poetry, and she 

establishes a more male Muse.  In four line stanzas that resound with the pounding beat 

of warriors and bloody armies the poet proclaims a new world:  “I need no women’s 

tresses! . . . no red beads … I will mount my steed! … And rise up to—the sky!”90  The 

references to the tresses and beads, were directly addressed to Akhmatova and her 

manner of dress, thus linking them at an early stage as poets in arms, companions in a 

friendly rivalry.  In later years, each mentioned the other in poems, but Tsvetaeva’s exile 

from Russia after 1921 meant that they grew apart and only received news of each other’s 

work through friends.91 

Here I have briefly summarized Anna Akhmatova’s historical and biographical 

background and literary life in St. Petersburg.  Although she came from the South, an 

area that would remain an important topos throughout her life, Akhmatova became a St. 

Petersburg woman and icon.  Although she lived in Moscow for some periods of time, 

she always considered St. Petersburg home.  Similarly, the poets who shared the period 

of the Silver Age with her, such as Mandelstam, were important to her poetry throughout 

her life, and even appeared in references much later on.  Thus, this section has introduced 

the poet and her contemporaries, whether Symbolist, Acmeist, or later Futurist, who 

either influenced her life, actively participated in the definition and development of 
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poetry or became part of her audience in the dialogue of poetry.  With the knowledge of 

the backgrounds of both poets, we can now move to Chapter Three in which the historical 

and literary context of their work will be outlined.  Having spent their early lives in St. 

Petersburg, both writers were influenced by the literary currents afoot there since the turn 

of the 19th-20th century.   
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3.0 LITERATURE AND EMPIRE 

3.1 ST. PETERSBURG 1703-1917:  HISTORICAL AND LITERARY ROOTS 

This chapter will explore the position of St. Petersburg as the venue of modernism 

a key feature in the poetic respose to war and revolution in the poetry of Anna 

Akhmatova and Edith Södergran, who both spent some of their early years in the city.  A 

chronological approach to the development of intellectual currents in the city will provide 

the structure for our view of the city as an integral chronotope for their poetry and will 

help show that the progress of political events parallels the aesthetic dialogues.  Notice 

will be made of the points at which the interests of the two poets coincide and their 

distinct divergences will become clear as well.  

First, the historical founding of the city in the 18th century will be reviewd, and 

then certain artistic and literary movements, namely Symbolism, Acmeism, and Futurism 

which highlighted the decade and a half comprising the fall of the monarchy and the 

beginning of the Bolshevik state, will be examined. Several poems from each poet will be 

presented in light of St. Petersburg Modernism.  The analysis will reveal that the poets 

shared Modernist motifs, structures and themes.  Södergran was affected by trends in 

Russia as well as in the rest of Europe, but it was her own unique combustion of the 

thought and philosophies to which she had been exposed that created her distinct style of 

Modernism.  For example, this chapter will also deal with Friedrich Nietzsche’s reception 

in Russia and his subsequent influence on Södergran’s work; there is no evidence that 

Akhmatova was similarly influenced, except indirectly through Nietzsche’s effect on 

theatre and art.  According to Nietzsche scholar Ann Marie Lane, Nietzsche’s writings 

arrived in Russia in the 1890s when many were receptive to new ideas.  Marxism offered 

only boring economic analysis of a not-to-be foreseen future, while populism had run its 

course exhorting the needs of the people (narod) and the promise of a better life.  

Nietzsche and other philosophers from Europe woke up Russia and offered a link to the 

West.  The roots of Modernism can be found in this era of experimentation.92 
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3.1.1 Vision of Peter the Great, 1703-1898  

St. Petersburg has been legendary since its inception in 1703 by Peter the Great.  

[Plate 3]  The Russian Emperor founded the city on what Dostoevsky would later call 

‘the old Finnish swamp.’93  In this section we will look at the physical construction of the 

city, and later at the people who created its creative and artistic psychic space.  Works by 

Katherine Clark, Solomon Volkhov and Elena Hellberg-Hirn will be consulted. 

The construction of the city was deliberate.  In her book about the Russian 

unconscious, Soil and Soul  The Symbolic World of Russianness (1998), Hellberg-Hirn 

writes about the significance of the way that St. Petersburg was constructed in contrast to 

the older city of Moscow, which was a concentric city that grew from the inside, and 

symbolized the whole of Russia with Moscow and the Kremlin at its center.  The city 

itself consisted of rings of development and the circular nature of the immense city is key 

to the development of social and intellectual life.94  Hellberg-Hirn writes that the 

architecture and layout of the city affected politics.  She suggests that the city’s vast 

squares around the winter palace both allow for military parades and other celebrations, 

but emphasize the distance between the seat of power and ordinary people.  A person is 

dwarfed by majesty walking across these vast squares.  In contrast to what the author has 

written earlier about Moscow, she sees St. Petersburg differently:  “The praised harmony 

of Petersburg can be seen as a by-product of the rationalist desire for spatial order, 

visibility and homogeneity.”95   

Further, she quotes the poet, Joseph Brodsky, who claimed that St. Petersburg, in 

fact, goes against many things that are innately Russian:  the sense of Russia as a 

continental country that is ‘womb-warm,’ for example.96  The result of the placement of 

the city at the periphery of the country was that an unending discourse between the old 

and new capital ensued, one that could also be characterized as an argument between the 

Slavophiles (Muscovites) and Westernizers (St. Petersburgers).  This contrast between 

the two cities, Hellberg-Hirn says, made Moscow the center of Holy Russianness, and St. 

Petersburg decidedly modern and secular.97 

St. Petersburg is a city of long streets, gently curving canals, cathedrals, palaces 

and fortresses.  Raised up in the 18th century, designed by architects from Italy, Rastrelli 

and Rossi, by the 19th century it had become a mecca for artists and intellectuals from all 
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over Europe.  Each of these venues became part of the historical topos:  Nevsky Prospekt, 

where Edith Södergran went to school, and the Fontanka Canal where Anna Akhmatova 

lived with Nikolai Punin.   First, the main street of St. Petersburg, Nevsky Prospekt, is 

nearly three miles long, running from one part of the River Neva to another, criss-crossed 

by canals.  Along this magnificent street Edith Södergran went to school at Petri Schule, 

22-24 Nevsky, walking each day with her school mates amidst the hustle and bustle of 

officers in their cadet uniforms, glistening with gold and braid, their hats and gloves trim 

and smart.  Not far from there runs the Fontanka Canal, where the Sheremetev Palace 

was built and where Akhmatova spent over fifteen years of her life at different times, 

especially after the Revolution.  The poet did not live in the palace, per se, but rather in 

converted apartments at the rear of the elegant building.98  Still the atmosphere of the 

bygone past as well as the real and present influence of the canal and bridges on both 

sides can be seen in countless of her poems after the revolution when the bridges were 

used strategically to contain the population. 

Thus while the city can be regarded as a function of monarchist intentions, it can 

also be seen as an example of modernity as the city evolved into the twentieth century.  

Akhmatova considered herself heir to all of this past, especially in terms of her literary 

predecessors, such as Pushkin, and contemporaries, such as Aleksandr Blok.  Its 

modernity made the city the venue, topic and recipient of their poetry.   

3.1.2 Poetry and Music:  Aleksandr Pushkin, Aleksandr Blok & P. I. 
Tschaikovsky 

Writers, artists and musicians claimed the city and endowed it with an enduring 

mythos that would become the heritage for Anna Akhmatova and Edith Södergran. The 

literature of the intervening century was commanded by Aleksandr Pushkin (1799-1837) 

whose many works include The Bronze Horseman,99 [Plate 4] which mythologized the 

city, both for its dramatic beauty, but also for its tragic dangers:  having been built on low 

ground, it was often subject to floods and during certain times of the year unpleasant 

odors and fumes exude from the canals that flow through and around the city center.  The 

bronze statue itself was erected in 1782 by Catherine the Great (II) on the hundredth 

anniversary of Peter’s ascension to the throne, and was a tribute to him. Katherine Clark 

considers both the Bronze Horseman poem and statue as icons of Russian literature and 
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culture.100 Pushkin wrote:  “At full height,/Illumined by the pale moonlight,/With arm 

outflung, behind him riding /See, the bronze horseman comes, bestriding/The charger, 

clanging in his flight.101  

In this poem we see the roots of the connection between war and violence and the 

imperial city.  While for the intelligentsia the city is a beautiful venue for their art and 

conversation, it was founded on the backs of serfs and indentured labor and its wealth 

was accumulated through the military actions of the monarchy throughout the Russian 

Empire.  Pushkin’s poem recognizes all of these stages while ultimately the poet 

succumbs to the patriotism that the city inspires.  All Russian school children learned this 

poem, and Edith Södergran may well have memorized it during her school days as a part 

of her poetic development at Petri Schule.102  The canals are a symbol of the modernity of 

St. Petersburg, or more technically, the attempt to control the swamps and waters that 

make up the geography of the city.  Aleksandr Blok, used the canals as symbols in his 

poetry and later, we will see them figure in poems by Akhmatova, serving as an inter-

textual reference to these great works by the city’s past chroniclers.  

If Pushkin’s poem is the literary monument to the city, then an opera by Peter 

Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893),103 The Queen of Spades, based on a work by Pushkin, is 

the musical tribute to the dual nature of the city as both heaven and hell.104  In Pushkin, 

there is no 'love interest,' and Lisa does not drown herself.  Tchaikovsky did not like the 

idea of having an all-male final act (". . . this is boring.") and thus a dramatic scene 

between Lisa and Hermann by the Winter Canal was inserted.  In the opera too, the St. 

Petersburg canals play an important role.105   

3.1.3 Seamless Border—Finland and Russia 1809-1917 
This section will link the background of Finnish and Russian history to the 

biographies of the two poets and situate them in the context of the developing literary 

schools—Symbolism, Acmeism and Futurism.  The St. Petersburg world of the youth of 

Edith Södergran and Anna Akhmatova was already alive with change and the seeds of 

revolution.  In poetry, art, architecture, theatre, and music visible and dramatic changes 

were taking place.  Södergran’s schooling at Petri Schule placed her in the middle of 

Petersburg’s dramatic political events which were to have a much larger impact on the 

life of the arts in the capital city:  first, the teeming masses, who had been flooding into 
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the city during the previous decade, sought finally to have their grievances redressed by 

the Tsar, and were stricken down in an orgy of bloodshed on the part of the Tsar’s 

officers, to become known as Bloody Sunday.  Second, just five months later, the sinking 

of the Russian Baltic fleet at the harbor of Tsushima in Japan started the Russo-Japanese 

war which drained the physical and economic resources of the country. Years later, 

Akhmatova commented that these two events were a shock for life.106  Thirdly, the first 

Kronstadt rebellion took place in October, 1905.  The soldiers wanted civil liberties, 

shorter terms of service and access to liquor, but 1200 were arrested.107 

Gerald Suhr, in his detailed analysis of pre-Revolutionary events, 1905 in St. 

Petersburg, makes clear the connection between the masses and the intelligentsia: 

From the mid-nineteenth century on, however, the radical separation of St. 

Petersburg and peasant Russia began to be bridged in a manner already familiar 

in the West.  In the post-Emancipation era, the Russian intelligentsia actively 

took up the cause of the country’s neglected and benighted majority.  In the 

1860s and 1870s the students of St. Petersburg, responding to both the promise 

and the disappointments of the Reform era, organized projects of popular 

education and revolutionary conspiracy that sought to lead the newly 

emancipated serfs to both enlightenment and revolt..108 

The year 1905 was difficult.  Volkov writes about the nightmarish events of 

January 9, 1905, when cavalry units attacked a peaceful workers’ demonstration.  Over 

150,000 people had marched to the Winter Palace, to give a respectful list of demands.  

Instead of receiving the delegation, the Tsar was absent and an order was given to 

disperse and shoot into the crowd.109 

Surh also emphasizes the connection between the schools and the workers.  In 

August of 1905 autonomy was restored to the schools and universities in Petersburg, after 

it had been abolished by Alexander III in 1884.  This returned freedom was greeted with 

great enthusiasm by workers and organizers alike, and soon the schools became even 

more of a locus of speeches, meetings and other gatherings.110  We do not know if the 

mood of liberation and involvement occurring at Petersburg University, the institutes of 

mining and forestry, and the Women’s Medical Institute, may have spread to Petri Schule 

school, and contributed to Södergran’s  interest in current events.   

Neither do we know why Södergran first put her response to political events to 

poetry.  It is interesting that Södergran wrote this poem in Russian, though the bulk of her 
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early poetry was written in German, as it was the language of her school.  Perhaps the 

events, so clearly Russian, demanded that the response be expressed in the language.  

This early poem and others later took the form of The Oilcloth Notebook (Vaxdukshäftet).  

This text consists of 225 poems written during her school period, in German, French, 

Russian and Swedish. 111  They show the development of the young woman’s identity as 

a poet, although some have characterized the poems as simply love poems of a young girl 

and nothing more.  Tideström, Enckell and Witt-Brattström have different opinions about 

these early poems and Witt-Brattström notes that though Tideström sees the poems as 

indicative of Södergran’s desire to be dominated by a man as master, they could also be 

seen as ironically ambiguous as are many poems of male poets.112  She writes:  “Metoden 

att använda biografin för att förklara verket får inte bara till konsekvens att 

beydelserymden kring dikterna krymper.”113  I agree that merely looking for biographical 

or psychological information in her poems does not do them justice.  I do not think that 

Witt-Brattström means to suggest here that we should not take into account the 

circumstances of the poet’s life when trying to understand her poetry.  Södergran’s poem 

is simple and to the point, and is presented here, with my literal translation in English, for 

the purpose of foreshadowing her later poem, “The World is Bathing in Blood/Världen 

badar i  blod,” a response to the war and violence which I believe had its roots in the 

images in this poem.  The text from Witt-Brattström’s book is the translation by Engdahl. 

Södergran’s poem is graphic.  With the characteristic brutality of youth, she 

writes about what she probably only heard from others, from rumors or the newspapers.  

We do not have any evidence that she actually witnessed any of the bloodshed, but she 

had heard enough to commit this information to poetry a few years later.  The images of 

darkness, contrasted with blood aptly convey the sense of the event.  Everyone knew 

about the massacre, and it indeed seemed to come out of a period of silence and relative 

peace.  Still, the poet ends with a hopeful note:  ‘a new future is made.’  Johan Hedberg’s 

analysis of this poem as an early example of Södergran’s apocalyptic vision confirms my 

hypothesis.114  There is no question in this poem of whether or not the blood is symbolic.  

The poet’s graphic example conveys the overwhelming events, rather than speak of them 

metaphorically.  Hedberg also mentions Birgitta Trotzig’s analysis of this poem which 

strengthens my position that this early poem can be seen as pivotal in the poet’s work. 
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Tyst, tyst, tyst      Russian 
 

(Broemer) English 

p. 39 Tideström 

(Colliander)  Swedish 

p. 23 Vaxdukshäftet  

(Engdahl)  Swedish 

Тихо, тихо, тихо 

маиыр силы 

скрелисъ бо мглъ. 

 

Темная сочная, 

Лигко-густая, 

кровь полнлась. 

 

Тъни скользять, 

Тъни исчезли. 

больше hemb ужь 

ничего. 

 

пусто и мрабио. 

бъ тракъ холодномь 

нъть ничего. 

 

Вь темной землъ 

Quiet, calm, peaceful, 

Secret powers 

hide in the gloom. 

 

Dark, rich 

sticky, thick  

blood flows. 

 

Shadows slip, 

shadows disappear 

There is no longer 

anything. 

 

Desolate and dark. 

In the cold dark  

there is nothing. 

 

In the dark earth 

Tyst, tyst, tyst 

hemliga krafter 

sig gömde i mörker. 

 

Dunkelt och saftigt 

Klibbigt tjockt blod 

började rinna. 

 

Skuggorna glida, 

Skuggor försvunno 

Ingenting mera finns kvar. 

 

Ödsligt och dystert. 

I kalla mörkret 

finns ingenting. 

 

I mörka jorden, 

indränkt med blod, 

Stilla, stilla stilla 

hemliga krafter 

gömdes i tölknet 

 

Dunkelt, saftigt 

tjockt och klibbigt 

Vällde blodet fram 

 

Skuggorna glider 

Skuggorna är borta. 

Ingenting mera finns kvar. 

 

Tomt och mörkt 

i det kalla mörkret 

Finns ingenting. 

 

I mörka jorden 

mättad av blodet, 
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напитонной кробю 

кробью густой 

 

жилсньзародоется 

новая жизнь 

для разрушеня 

 

новня Силы грядщего 

Во черной эемлъ. 

drunk with blood, 

thick blood. 

 

Life arises, 

new life 

from destruction. 

 

A new future is made 

In the black earth. 

tjockt blod, 

 

livet föds åter 

nytt liv, 

till att förstöras 

 

Framtidens krafter de nya 

i svarta jorden. 

Det tjocka blodet, 

 

Uppkommer liv, 

nyfött liv, 

vigt åt förstörelse. 

 

Framtidens krafter 

             i svarta jorden. 
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3.2 1898:  ARRIVAL OF THE WORKS OF FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE:  

SÖDERGRAN’S LATER RESPONSE 

Katherine Clark writes that the publication of Nietzsche’s book, Thus Spoke 

Zarathustra,115 in Russia marked the beginning of the Silver Age, an era of 

experimentation and glory for all the arts, and especially literature and poetry.116  

Influenced by the Symbolists in Paris and elsewhere in Europe, the poets of St. 

Petersburg now had access to the West and immediately embraced the new style.  

Because the ambience of the era was experimental and ethereal, to some extent, 

Nietzsche’s book found a fertile ground in St. Petersburg.  In this section we will 

examine the path of publication that led to Nietzsche’s acceptance and some of the 

writers who caused the spread of Nietzsche’s ideas in order to understand how this 

philosophy could have influenced Edith Södergran.   

Ann Lane, in her dissertation on Nietzsche in Russian thought described the time 

period as follows: 

Along with the French symbolists, Nietzsche was among the earliest of these 

Western writers to be taken up in Russia; it was Nietzsche who said in Thus 

Spoke Zarathustra:  ”State is the name of the coldest of all cold monsters.’  These 

were writers who preferred to deal with men and their psychology, not man in 

relation to abstract political philosophies.  Nietzsche, with his call for 

a ’revaluation of all values’ could hardly have come at a more opportune time for 

a generation of youth feeling the first vague stirrings of revolution against the 

values of their elders.117 

The first and most important presentation of Nietzschean ideas was by V. P. 

Preobrazhensky who wrote an article, “Friedrich Nietzsche:  The Critique of the Morality 

of Altruism” in the Russian journal, Problems of Philosophy and Psychology in 1892118 

in which, as one of the first cultural relativists, he tried to explain that Nietzsche’s 

critique of the moral system just showed that others did not take into account the fact that 

other cultures might view things differently. He suggested that this was the meaning of 

Nietzsche’s phrase, ‘beyond good and evil.’  Nietzsche objected to altruism that values 

the individual only insofar as he or she serves the group119 and was willing to forego the 

benefits of altruism in favor of retaining a right to individuality. Preobrazhensky utilized 

these ideas in his own way and wanted people to assume their own duties to society 
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without them having to be imposed by culture or government.  His ideas were well 

received in the journal and contributed to the positive acceptance of Nietzsche in Russia.    

Lane details the exact path of reactions to these journal articles and the various 

artists and writers, such as Moscow writer, N. M. Minsky, who promoted his work in 

Russia 120 while others took up the subject of Nietzsche in their work.121  The issues of 

good and evil obsessed him in both poetry and prose and he aroused the interest of Dmitri 

Merezhkovsky.  Lane pins the acceptance of Nietzsche in St. Petersburg literary circles to 

the period when Akim Volynsky-Fleksedr (1863-1926) was the editor of the first journal 

of literary Modernism, Severyni vestnik (Northern Messenger), 1885-1898.  Here some of 

the first modernists, including Minsky, Merezhkovsky and Zinaida Gippius published.122 

Merezhkovsky’s history is particularly interesting for us because his spiritual and 

moral wrestling with the thinker parallels the changes that Edith Södergran also 

experienced as a result of her readings. Merezhkovsky read Nietzsche and wrote 

extensively incorporating his theories and ideas.  He struggled, like Södergran, with the 

challenges to Christian faith that Nietzsche presented, while he also gave vent to his own 

visions of the perfectibility of man.  He rejected the Christian church’s approach to 

human sexuality, and the inclusion of the sensual persona of man in a philosophical 

paradigm became his particular area of discourse.  By 1905, Merezhkovsky and Gippius, 

both retained their Christian faith.  Later, Södergran would follow this same pattern, 

testing her faith through Nietzsche, but returning to Christianity at the end of her life.  

Södergran’s own philosophical struggles between Christianity and her studies of 

Nietzsche will be detailed as we examine her poetry. 

Bernice Rosenthal characterizes Merezhkovsky as a prime example of the 

catalytic effect that Nietzsche had on Russian thought.  Aspects of individualism, 

creativity, worship of beauty and rejection of Christian values of asceticism, altruism and 

humility were very appealing to many intellectuals at this time, and Merezhkovsky 

embraced them immediately.  Basically, he used Nietzsche to create his own version of 

Christianity that would embody some of his beliefs about the body and sensuality.123  In 

1892 he wrote in Symbols (Simvoly):  “Faith has died out in our hearts./Now in ancient 

ruins, we wander around full of grief . . . where are you, O Unknown God?”124 
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His book, New Verse (Novye stikhotvoreniia), published in 1896 would merit 

comparison with the work of Edith Södergran.  Here he writes of the ‘wrestling’ that 

seems to characterize many confrontations with Nietzsche:  the struggle of the Christian 

ethos that has been instilled, against the intellectual challenges of Nietzsche who 

threatens and tosses aside everything that has been held sacred, that has been the roots of 

both faith and life.  This is the struggle between the Apollonian and the Dionysian which 

are also relevant to the discussion about Symbolism which follows.  Lines from “Song of 

the Bacchanal (Pesnia vakhanok)” can serve as an example of this stage of his intellectual 

struggle between paganism and Christianity:  “Despondency is the greatest sin./There is 

one exploit in life—joy./There is one truth in life—laughter./…We will drink the nectar 

of life./To the dawn, like gods in the heavens./With laughter we will conquer death./With 

mad bacchanal in our hearts.”125  This poem demonstrates the characteristic Symbolist 

actions of laughter and demonstrated joy in contrast to a life of humility and virtue that a 

Christian must live.  Merezhkovsky’s contributions to the modernist intellectual climate 

in St. Petersburg cannot be underestimated and his writings were part of the modernist 

base of the literary environment of St. Petersburg. 

In Edith Södergran’s poetry, Nietzsche’s influence is apparent, and is an example 

of her modernist approach, especially in response to the war and later revolution.  

Nietzsche offered a world ’beyond good and evil,’ and this idea appealed to the young 

Edith Södergran.  Nikolai Punin also wrote about this struggle with Nietzschean ideas:  

On October 23, 1916 Punin wrote in his diary:  “Nietzsche was beyond his time even for 

himself.  I have been possessed by strange ideas for a month now, and I can’t find peace 

at night.  What to do about Germany?  How can one fight against that which saves you, 

which defines and ‘liberates’ you?  The best ideas are futuristic ideas and socialism.  Not 

Marx, but healthy socialism, life.  ‘The transformation of the machine into beauty’ 

(Nietzsche). . . .  Socialism—Germany—Futurism—it is a worthy triad.”126   

Edith Södergran likewise faced this dilemma, and it was not a popular position, 

but she did voice her opinions to Hagar Olsson in her letters.  It appears that Södergran 

thought that since Olsson likewise admired Nietzsche that she would also be sympathetic 

to the plight of the Germans.  Södergran was absorbed by Nietzsche’s ideas, his visions 

of man that incorporated the will to be free and achieve new levels.  Södergran did not 
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necessarily connect these ideals with political aspirations.  For example, echoing Punin in 

her letters from Raivola in June 1919 she wrote:  “Germany’s misfortune causes me such 

pain.  Why does nobody in Finland protest against the peace terms?  If I could write an 

appeal to help collect protest signatures I’d do it.”  And a bit later:  “That business with 

the Germans gives me no peace.  I’ve written an article:  Shall we look on in silence 

while a whole nation is hammered into chains?  Can’t send it to you, it isn’t finished, but 

I wonder what you’ll think of it.  Can’t you write something for the Germans?”127  These 

lines include the few instances of Södergran’s suggestion of political activity.   

Södergran’s exploration of Nietzsche’s philosophy took place far from any 

society of like-minded writers.128  By 1910 she had returned to Raivola after the death of 

her father from tuberculosis, and was engaged in either traveling to Switzerland for 

treatments, or resting at home.  According to George Schoolfield, she read Nietzsche 

while at the Sanatorium in Davos, Switzerland in 1912-1914.129  One of the main 

questions Södergran considered was that of the existence of God.  For Södergran, who 

mentioned God in many of her poems, the issue likewise caused a great upheaval.  Later 

in 1919 she wrote to Olsson on the subject:   

One must not ask whether God exists or doesn’t exist, one must simply lay one’s 

intelligence aside . . . know and believe are not suitable words for relationships 

with God.  God’s law is simpler than all else.  Whether physically or morally, one 

can breathe only in absolutely pure air.  The knowledge of God has a very 

powerful effect on one’s lungs and heart.  It’s as though one’s breathing 

permeated one’s whole body.  I feel myself before God to be above all a creature 

of nature.130 

These comments suggest that the poet has already worked through her analysis of 

Nietzsche’s comments and made her peace with her conception of God.  Still the topic 

arises in poems from this period, and while it is not advisable to confuse her personal 

circumstance with the poetry, it is possible to note the similarities between the comments 

in her letters and the topics of her poems.  One poem from The Shadow of the Future, 

“Hamlet,” begins:  “What does my mortal heart want?  My mortal heart is silent.  My 

mortal heart wants nothing.//”131   

In the edited book of letters between Edith Södergran and Hagar Olsson, the 

subject of Nietzsche occurs numerous times.  In letters between Edith in Raivola and 
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Hagar in Helsinki in 1919, Olsson elucidates the meaning of this re-occurring discussion.  

She had cited Nietzsche in her own book, and this was a subject she and Edith shared 

enthusiasm about.  Here she is in accord with  Punin’s comments on the impact of 

Nietzsche’s thought on even ordinary people and writers at that time:   

. . . I cited Nietzsche’s words, ‘Man is something that must be conquered.’  Edith 

was on the same wavelength, which is why she talks about the ‘cause’ and ‘our 

ideas’ as though they were to be taken for granted.132 

In her notes to the letters Olsson writes that she had used the word ‘cause’ in 

articles that she had written that Edith had read, and that is why she latched on to that 

word.  There was not an actual cause in terms of an organization or group that actively 

promoted one action or another.  Rather she was referring to ideas that were circulating at 

the time and which people received with much enthusiasm and hope that they would be 

realized in a new form of life.133  “To live for the ‘cause’ was to fight for a higher 

consciousness, and to appeal in all circumstances to the free creative spirit which alone is 

capable of raising us to a level where true fellowship can become a reality.”134 

. . . But in the First World War period, when these ideas first took root, it really 

was possible to understand what was going on if one had one’s ear to the ground.  

We took a deep breath and realized the world was being turned upside down and 

that the future lay before us like virgin earth so that all we needed to do was sow 

seed.  And who better to do the sowing but young poets and artists who had 

repudiated the old contaminated values and who carried within themselves an 

inspired vision of a new haunt, something higher and more sensitively organised 

and conscious of its mission.  That’s how we felt, Edith and I; each of us had 

reached this point independently by her own route which is why we were so 

happy when we found one another.135 

Södergran’s early poems such as “Vierge moderne,” “I saw a tree,” and 

“Christian Confession,” show this Nietzschean influence early on.  We do not find direct 

references to poets in Södergran’s poetry, but there are aspects of her poetry that seem to 

resonate with the themes of other Petersburg poets and writers.  Later, in the poem, 

“Fragment” we will see how the poet addresses the city directly.  However, we do find 

many instances of her unique style that can only be called modernist such as a poem with 

a French title “Vierge Moderne,” in which Södergran spells out some of the features of 

modern life from a feminine perspective: 
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I am no woman.  I am a 

neuter. 

I am a child, a page and a 

bold resolve, 

I am a laughing stripe of a 

scarlet sun . . . 

I am a net for all greedy fish, 

I am a skoal to the glory of 

all women, 

I am a step towards hazard 

and ruin, 

I am a leap into freedom and 

self . . . 

I am a whisper of blood in 

the ear of the man, 

I am the soul’s ague, the 

longing and refusal of the 

flesh, 

I am an entrance sign to new 

paradises. 

I am a flame, searching and 

brazen, 

I am water, deep but daring 

up to the knee, 

I am fire and water in free 

and loyal union . . .136 

 

The poem both defines woman by her physical attributes, but refuses to limit her.  

In this vision, everything is possible, including woman’s refusal of physical union with 

man.  There is more to the female than the physical according to the poet, who uses the 

‘I’ form not as a personal statement but as a persona for speaking about all the aspects of 

modern woman.  By suggesting that she is neuter the poet does not wish to relinquish the 

female but to avoid being completely defined by that designation.  All of the elements 

come into play in this poem, except for air, the element of communication.  This is 

important as this is not a poem about communication, as much as defiant self-assertion.  

At the end the poet speaks of ‘free and loyal union’ between fire and water, but one has 

to question the reality of such a union.  The ellipsis at the end of the poem is not 

definitive so this catalogue of female traits is evolving and could undergo further changes.  

The poet conveys a sense of power, freedom and daring.137 

Many feminists have taken up this poem as a banner to women’s freedom in the 

late 20th century and indeed it is an empowering poem.  The ‘longing and refusal’ is also 

a pivotal notion in this poem as it is abstinence that first allows woman power over her 

own body.  Freedom from childbearing allows the poet to write, ‘I am a child,’ and to 

relish the freedom of children, such as wading in water, while still assuming the power of 

the adult woman, to travel, speak and write among her peers.138  One of her early poems 

from Poems/Dikter is a good example of her modern approach: 
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I saw a tree . . .   

I saw a tree that was greater than all others 

And hung full of cones out of reach; 

I saw a tall church with open doors 

And all who came out were pale and strong 

And ready to die; 

I saw a woman who smiling and rouged 

Threw dice for her luck 

And saw she had lost. 

 

A circle was drawn around these things 

That no one crosses over.139 

The poem has no traditional rhyming format such as stanzas and is narrative 

rather than poetic.  Still it is the vision of the story that gives the poem something more 

than narrative structure:  the listing of three distinct entities—tree, church, woman—

immediately evokes many associations, especially Christian—the tree of Christ’s 

crucifixion—and expects the woman who came to wash his feet or attend to him, but 

instead there is a wicked woman who gambles, and is painted like a prostitute.  The 

shocking images are followed by a two-line conclusion that brings yet another very pagan 

or mythic element into the poem—the notion of the circle.  The idea of drawing circles 

around people to protect them can be found in folklore and thus these last lines draw a 

circle around everyone and enclose them.  However, it is also a Nietzschean symbol.  In 

Zarathustra, the Third Part, he says:  “I draw circles around me and sacred 

boundaries; . . . the soul which flees itself and catches up with itself in the widest 

circle . . .”140  Here the circle is used to keep out the ‘parasites’ from the mountain. 

Here the poet speaks in the first person, although again, this should not be 

confused with the poet herself.  Like Akhmatova, Södergran developed in her poems an 

extended persona who was able to express and imagine many more ideas and dreams than 

the poet herself would take credit for.  Through the use of this jag Södergran assumed 

power and authority.  The device also allowed the poet to maintain a position of reserve 

from which judgment and observation could be rendered, as in this poem, where the 

narrator stands outside the action both at the beginning and at the end.  However, the poet 

can also use her devices to create mystery as there is no explanation about Who has 
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drawn the circle that protects the woman, the church and the tree.  The poet uses the 

passive tense to exclude this knowledge from the reader.   

In her discussion of this poem, Seija Paddon suggests that it depicts the familiar 

chaos that is part of modern life and likens the “I” in this poem to T. S. Eliot’s “I” in The 

Wasteland.  She writes:  “The central and exposed I in Södergran’s lines appears as a 

singular, albeit indefinable persona with a specific existence.  . . . It is an I whose bounds 

between the self and the world, as well as historical specificity, are defined by the role of 

an observer and the thing being observed.”141   

Thus Södergran defines her own kind of subject position: she does not speak for 

everyone, nor is she so removed from the action that she is unable to comment at all.  In 

this simple poem she has chosen the bare facts of a scene to represent the cyclical aspect 

of time, or in fact timelessness.  Another interpretation could be that the tree refers to the 

kuusi (spruce), the solitary tree often found in the yards of Finnish farms and villages.  It 

stands alone as a symbol of eternity, safety and security.  In this case, the tree would 

impart a sense of stability to the poem, in contrast to the chaos of modern life. 

One of the most important aspects of Edith Södergran’s modernism was the fact 

that she embraced an outside philosophy and transformed it in her own way in her poetry.  

Thus both the style and content of her poetry were new and marked her as a modernist.  

She did not do this necessarily consciously as if she desired to create a new form, but 

rather because she used her poetry as a way to get to know herself.  Reading the 

philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, the young poet found ideas that resonated with her 

own hopes for a more perfectible future.  The poet was youthful and well-traveled and 

she had gathered ideas from her readings throughout Europe so that she saw the aspects 

of Nietzsche’s thought that might be realized.  That these ideas might be misused, or 

impractical never occurred to her, and thus we have the symbols from Nietzsche—

mountains, eagles, celestial figures, and even Greek gods and goddesses—being used in 

her poetry to create her own particular cosmos and eventually to form her response to war 

and revolution.  While Nietzsche questioned the existence of God, Södergran did as well, 

but simultaneously also found the existence of god in nature and in her daily life.  Thus, 

the poetry exists as a sort of dialogue with Nietzsche in which the poet ultimately 

responds with her own answers. Not all of the aspects of Nietzsche were approved of by 
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Södergran.  For example, Nietzsche’s obsession with items of filth and his expressions of 

disgust do not get much attention from the poet, except for a few mentions of 

‘wormwood,’ for example.  Compared to the output of the prolific German, Södergran’s 

work is not vast; however, her intricate use of the symbols he used suggests the 

seriousness with which she considered his ideas.  These symbols include the eagle and 

the serpent, as well as Christian symbols as much of Nietzsche’s work was a response to 

Christianity.  Nietzsche, and thus Södergran, also used locations as symbols.  For 

example, mountains can symbolize loneliness, as well as spiritual seeking.  But nearly 

any topic can be found commented upon in Nietzsche; we can only surmise which ones 

became important to the poet.  While, in the beginning of Thus Spoke Zarathustra the 

mystic speaks of reading and writing, war, marriage and the way to the creator, further on, 

he speaks about poetry, writing, education and redemption. Any of these themes could 

strike a resonance in Södergran and be used in her own work. 

Nietzsche’s philosophy influenced Edith Södergan greatly at the beginning of her 

career.  Many of the poems that appeared in her first collection, Dikter, show the effects 

of her readings.  She was criticized later for seeming to subscribe to the Übermensch 

philosophy, but in fact she did so because she found in this theory a way to realize one’s 

inner powers.  She was convinced that if others would share and develop their powers, a 

great new world could be founded.   

The juxtaposition of these two poems in Södergran’s first book illustrates 

conflicting emotions.  We will see the development of the poet’s concerns from the first 

book to the second, in which the most obvious social and political poems appear.  Those 

poems are political, not in the sense that they promote a certain point of view, but rather 

because they incorporate the political reality in which she was living and refer to the 

conflict.  Later, we will see how the poet bends and adapts her philosophy.  Let us 

examine the simple “Christian Confession” which resolves all questions with the Cross: 

 

Kristen Trosbekännelse 

Lyckan är icke, vad vi drömma om,  

lyckan är icke natten, den vi minnas, 

 

Christian Confession 

Happiness is not what we dream of, 

happiness is not the night we remember, 
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lyckan är icke i vår längtans sång. 

 

Lyckan är något, som vi aldrig velat, 

lyckan är något, som vi svårt förstå, 

lyckan är korset, som blev rest för alla.142 

happiness is not in our yearning’s song. 

 

Happiness is something we never wanted, 

happiness is something we find it hard to understand, 

happiness is the cross that was raised for everyone.143 

 

Here the poet addresses an imaginary pupil or follower and in just a few short 

lines explains the meaning of happiness.  She begins by noting what happiness is not, 

surprises by saying that it is something that we never wanted, though, of course, we think 

we do, confirms that it is something incomprehensible, and then says the unexpected 

again with the final statement that happiness is the cross, the symbol of Christ’s death and 

salvation for all.  This is the simplest explanation for the poem, but if we look further it 

becomes increasingly difficult and puzzling for a number of reasons. 

First of all, in translation, there is the slippery term, “happiness,” or at least this is 

the way it is translated from the Swedish, lyckan, which can also mean “luck.”  Finding 

happiness may very well be just luck as it seems to be something elusive that we can 

never quite grasp, but the poet does not focus on the elusive nature of happiness, so we 

will be content with the translation as happiness for the moment.  What is certain is that 

the poet acknowledges our “yearning,” our seeking after happiness.  Is it something we 

can imagine, or dream about and then make real, or is it something that we have already 

experienced and realize only in memory that was happiness?  No, the poet admonishes, 

happiness is not something one can long for or even understand.  The poet writes that true 

happiness comes from the cross, the knowledge of Christ’s redemption.   

“Happiness” is a poem that will later be overturned by other poems that exalt 

another kind of joy and spiritual longing; those that were influenced by Nietzsche and 

express a longing for a greater version of man than the one with which the poet is 

familiar.  Happiness then is a spiritual state which can be attained and not something 

physical, which can be acquired.  But the poet has side-stepped all of these questions in 

order to direct the pupil to a more religious approach to happiness.  There is no doubt that 

this kind of happiness is very hard to understand, and it is a bit disappointing that the poet 
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allows such a short answer to the series of questions that have preceded it.  Nevertheless, 

the entire focus of the poem is spiritual rather than materialistic or even social.   

In the Second Part of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Zarathustra awakes and returns to 

the land of others to continue speaking and sharing knowledge.  Among the many topics 

covered in this section is ‘happiness.’  In the section ‘On the Famous Wise Men’ 

Zarathustra says:  “And the happiness of the spirit is this:  to be anointed and through 

tears to be consecrated as a sacrificial animal. . . . You know only the spark of the spirit, 

but you do not see the anvil it is, nor the cruelty of its hammer. . . . You are no eagles:  

hence you have never experienced the happiness that is the terror of the spirit. . . .”144  

This passage really exemplifies many of the concerns we find in Södergran’s poetry:  the 

combination of pain and happiness, achievement through suffering, the search for the 

path that leads to true knowledge and the rewards of the exercise of the intellect. 

In addition to the images in this poem, the choice of words and language should 

be considered.  The question of happiness vs. luck and the prevalence and various uses of 

the Swedish, lycka, have been considered by David McDuff.  In his essay, “Some 

Problems of Translating Edith Södergran,” he writes:  “This [luck] is used more or less in 

the German sense of Glück, meaning fortune, good luck or happiness.  How are we to 

translate, however, the compound lyckokatt in the poem of that title (Luck Cat)?”145  In 

another poem that refers to gambling, lycka refers to gambling luck. 

Vesa Haapala,  has also considered the various kinds of ‘happiness’ the poet 

mentions.  In his essay, “On Goddesses:  Some Notes on Edith Södergran’s Dikter 

(1916),”146 he has written that in the poems in her first book, the ruling goddesses are 

happiness and pain.  But the poet uses the word happiness in at least two different ways:  

to describe conventional, everyday happiness, and then creative happiness, which is 

engendered by pain.  I would suggest that this poem proposes another form of happiness 

which is spiritual.  The poet places spiritual happiness above all other, and yet even the 

joy of the Cross has only been achieved through intense pain.  However, the poet 

suggests here that this sort of happiness is at least long-lasting, if hard won.  Thus, this 

poem, though short and seemingly simple, reveals deep concern for the question of 

happiness, and a plausible solution.  Later poems reveal complex answers.147  Hemmer 

said that perhaps he did not understand how she was using the term ‘happy’ or what she 
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meant by that.  Did it mean that she was concerned about her future?  In any case, the 

theme of happiness was one that Södergran would return to. 

Here Södergran manipulates symbols from her reading of Nietzsche in a distinctly 

modernist fashion also illustrating an intertextual approach.  Secondly, the poem is 

concerned with audience, that is, the poet speaks to others, as does Zarathustra.  She 

speaks as a teacher, and yet her audience is unidentified.  Thirdly, as we can see from the 

comments by McDuff regarding the poet’s choice of language, the poet writes in short, 

concise phrases that are full of meaning; no words are wasted.  The whole tone of the 

poem is modernist in the sense that it addresses a topic that is outside the usual realm of 

nature or love poetry.  Other poems from this early collection continue these motifs. 

Hedberg considers this poem as an example of the treble motif in Södergran’s 

poetry.148  A typical symbol from Christianity is thus integrated, by choosing three line 

stanzas and by using three stanzas in the entire poem.  The rhythm created by such a 

device echoes the trinity.  Hedberg places this poem in the middle of her works, as it 

follows the naïve early poems and yet precedes the later Christian poems.  Later,  these 

introspective themes will be replaced by topics on war and violence. 

For example, the poem, “Beauty” addresses in more specific detail the issues that 

the poet seeks to resolve by a new faith.  Can Christianity answer these questions?  Can 

Christian faith account for the voluptuousness of a flower as well as the horrors of war?  

The poet here sees herself as part of the greater dialogue of poets and thinkers, she writes, 

“What is beauty?  Ask all souls—”, that is, everyone will have a different opinion, but 

everyone will have one.  The poem then catalogues the various places and points at which 

one encounters beauty in life, and yet it also lists the discrepancies between this beauty 

and the subsequent or unavoidable instances of loss and decay that exist simultaneously.  

First consider the poem in its entirety:   
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Skönhet 

Vad är skönhet?  Fråga alla själar— 

skönhet är varje överflöd, varje glöd, varje 

överfyllnad och varje stort armod; 

skönhet är att vara sommaren trogen och naken 

intill hösten; 

skönhet är papegojans fjäderskrud eller 

solnedgången som bebådar storm; 

skönhet är ett skarpt drag och ett eget tonfall;  

det är jag, 

skönhet är en stor förlust och ett tigande 

sorgetåg, 

skönhet är solfjäderns lätta slag som väcker 

ödets fläkt; 

skönhet är att vara vällustig som rosen eller att 

förlåta allting för att solen skiner; 

skönhet är korset munken valt eller pärlbandet 

damen får av sin älskare, 

skönhet är icke den tunna såsen i vilken diktare 

servera sig själva, 

skönhet är att föra krig och söka lycka, 

skönhet är att tjäna högre makter.149 

Beauty 

What is beauty? Ask all souls— 

Beauty is every exuberance, every glow, every 

superabundance and every great poverty; 

beauty is to be faithful to the summer and 

naked until the fall; 

beauty is the gorgeous plumage of the parrot or 

the sunset which forebodes a storm; 

beauty is a sharp feature, your own tone of 

voice; it’s me, 

beauty is a great loss and a silent procession of 

mourners, beauty is the light tap of the fan 

which awakens the breath of fate; 

beauty is to be voluptuous as the rose 

or to forgive all things because the sun is 

shining; 

beauty is the cross the monk chose, or the pearl 

necklace the lady receives from her lover, 

beauty is not the thin sauce in which the poets 

serve themselves up, 

beauty is to make war and seek your fortune, 

beauty is to serve higher powers.150 

 

This poem is intertextual in that it refers to other texts and writers, especially to 

Nietzsche.  The reader can note the similarities to concerns about Beauty found in 

Nietzsche where Zarathustra speaks about beauty:  “Where is beauty? Where I must will 

with all my will; where I want to love and perish that an image may not remain a mere 

image.  Loving and perishing:  that has rhymed for eternities.  The will to love, that is to 

be willing also to die.  Thus I speak to you cowards.”151  Here we have the ‘will to love’ 

while elsewhere the philosopher emphasizes the ‘will to power.’  Once again, we cannot 

be sure of exactly the sections of Nietzsche that Södergran might have incorporated in her 

own thinking, but here one can see the similarities in thought. 
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In ‘Beauty’ we have the first notice of the beauty of war, a notion Zarathustra 

brings up in the First Part.  Later, in Södergran’s poetry this terrible idea is further 

developed as she pins her hopes for dramatic social change on the upheaval of war.  

These ideas do not seem to be politically or rhetorically well thought out, but rather stem 

from these Nietzschean images.  While Nietzsche underpinned his ideas with this long 

analysis of the nature of man, we do not have evidence of Södergran having analyzed and 

discussed these issues, although clearly she thought about them enough to include them 

in her poetry.  Nietzsche speaks of ‘warriors’ and at other times ‘soldiers’—all of this 

before there was a world war that would have tested his ideas. 

Let us examine them to see which areas of life the poet refers to in the poem.  By 

constructing such a map we may gain a clearer idea of the poet’s hierarchy of beauty.  In 

the second line the poet defines beauty as every exuberance, glow and superabundance.  

Neither of which is a physical feature, but rather a concept; one is a personality trait, the 

other a state of quantity.  Generally when one thinks of beauty, physical objects or 

attributes come to mind, but here the poet leads us to another realm, and yet as quickly 

dashes those ideas by the addition of a fourth trait:  every great poverty!  How can beauty 

possibly contain ‘every great poverty’?  What is beautiful about lack, about deprivation, 

about the subsequent pain and suffering?  Without warning, the poet has become an 

existentialist:  beauty is about everything and nothing. 

Perhaps her specific suggestions in the following stanza will be more helpful:  the 

poet us brings us to a more physical realm.  First, there is the image of nudity, 

colorlessness, followed by images of bright colors, presumably red feathers, mimicking 

the red of the sunset.  Here again, the poet concludes that beauty is both absence of color 

and color.  Likewise, there are two contrasting images of the languor of nudity and the 

violence of a storm, another image that appears later in a poem of the same name. 

In the next line, beauty becomes physical again in the image of the rose, but it is 

not the perfection of the rose’s shape or scent, but rather the voluptuousness of the rose 

that reminds one of beauty.  Through the mention of the rose, color has been added to the 

poem once more; even though not specified the mention of rose suggests color.  The 

poem becomes both intertextual and metatextual in the sense that it repeats themes and 

symbols from her own work; the poet writes that she loves colors because she is so 
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colorless; thus we have already had a signal from the writer that the use of color is 

important to her.  Color is the sign of life.   

But here, the poet suggests that besides wasting your time on poetry, you could 

find beauty by making war and money, but mainly by serving higher powers.  Once again, 

the poet is indecisive, or ambivalent:  she sees beauty in war and business, and even in a 

monastic life.  Indeed, one can and should find beauty wherever one is so the poet 

concludes the poem by bringing it back to the concerns of the opening lines:  there she 

advised that beauty was in everything in excess, and in deprivation, and in the end she 

suggests it is to be found in serving both the king or the state and god. 

These two poems, along with two others, “Two Roads” and “Three Sisters,” form 

a ‘yearning’ cycle at the end of Poems.  They clearly reflect the poet’s consideration of 

the same themes from various points of view.  There is always the contrast between the 

physical world and the world of faith and spirituality, between lust and love, between 

happiness and pain.  The poet is not completely certain that the life of the Cross is the one 

that yields the most happiness, although she asserts so several times throughout the 

course of the poems.  The poet’s personal circumstances may have affected her writing at 

this time, as she spent most of her time in Raivola, or traveling to various sanatoriums for 

cures.  This is one example where Nietzsche’s view of the ‘terrible beauty’ of war has 

been incorporated in the poet’s work.  It is a view taken from ‘on high,’ a location typical 

of Zarathustra.  When ‘on high’ one is removed from the bloody realities of war and yet 

can imagine the world being improved by war.152   

3.3 GILDING THE TEXT:  SYMBOLISM, ACMEISM AND FUTURISM IN 

THE SILVER AGE, 1890-1917 

The dates given for The Silver Age vary.  Some suggest it started as early as 1890, 

while others place the beginning sometime after, in the early 1900s, perhaps 1910.  But 

everyone seems to agree that the era ended in 1917 with the Bolshevik Revolution.  In 

any case, the term refers to the flowering of all the arts, especially in St. Petersburg which 

was the country’s capital, the seat of elegance, culture and the intelligentsia.  The voices 

of populism and general social unrest were very audible to those in the world of art and 

literature.  The debate over the place of art in the context of social unrest, social problems, 
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was active and while many artists and writers continued to pay tribute to the monarchy 

when necessary, they also demanded of each other some evidence of participation in the 

literary debates of the times.  Symbolism itself comprises the work of several of Russia’s 

major poets and writers, but since here it only concerns us as the predecessor to the 

movement of which Anna Akhmatova was a part, Acmeism, it will not be discussed 

extensively.  Although one cannot characterize Edith Södergran as either a Symbolist or 

an Acmeist, her work does eventually follow from both of these schools. 

It takes an astute Russophile or historian to sort out the various political 

influences that held sway in pre- and post-revolutionary times, so no attempt will be 

made here to do so.  What mainly concerns us is the atmosphere of experimentation with 

European forms, namely Symbolism from France, and the adoption of certain literary 

ethics and ideals, such as the place and importance of the text, the word.  This elevation 

of the text and the word, whether perceived in its other-worldly state through Symbolism, 

or in its more earthly and realistic state in Acmeism, helped to shape the poetry and 

poetics of both Akhmatova and Södergran.  Here we will consider the development of 

Symbolism and the role that both graphic and physical arts, painting, dance, opera and 

theatre played in this period as well as its evidence in literature.  It was an unusual time in 

which so many art forms interacted and inter-related.  Both the artists and their creations 

became intertwined.  We will find Akhmatova in tune with her times as her primary 

influences were art and architecture.  But she carefully put herself outside the realm of 

Symbolism.  In his book of remembrances of Akhmatova, Anatoly Naiman quoted her: 

She often spoke about the beginning of the century and later wrote this down:  

“The twentieth century began in the autumn of 1914, Vienna.  Calendar dates 

have no meaning.  Symbolism is indisputably a nineteenth-century phenomenon.  

Our revolt against Symbolism was completely legitimate because we felt 

ourselves to be people of the twentieth century and we did not wish to remain in 

the preceding one . . .153 

3.3.1 Symbolism 
Merezhkovsky,  who searched for new ideas and solutions to his creative 

questions, just happened to be one of the promoters of Symbolist ideals, while there were 

others, such as Sologub and Briusov, who actually became more well-known as 

Symbolists.  As with any school of thought, Symbolism had its roots in an earlier period, 
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the Romanticism of the late 19th century, but rather, it was a rejection of that 

Romanticism and an attempt to directly contact some sort of higher consciousness or 

form of art.  Writers at this time pushed themselves to achieve altered states through their 

poetry.  This was one of the primary features of Symbolism, a desire to go beyond the 

mundane, the merely physical and achieve some greater understanding and also to be 

transported to some other plane.  Some, such as the French poet, Baudelaire, attempted to 

escape the mundane world through drugs, or the drug-like effects that poetry could 

produce.  Others, like Merezhkovsky, found that religion could deliver the consciousness-

altering effects that so many sought.  For those following the Nietzschean line of thought, 

such as Södergran, Dionysian ecstasy could be achieved through poetry and song, in 

contrast to both Christianity and the earlier forms of order.  

In order to focus our discussion here, we will look first at some of the physical 

arts, which eventually had exposure in the magazine, Mir iskusstva, and then at the poetry 

and literature which also graced those pages in order to gain an overview of the work that 

preceded the writing of Akhmatova and Södergran.  Merezhkovsky, along with Sergei 

Diaghilev and Alexander Benois began the journal Mir Iskusstva in 1898, which fostered 

and permitted the flowering of art, culture and poetry during the early years of the new 

century. Benois wrote articles and together they staged exhibitions that promoted St. 

Petersburg’s artistic heritage and proclaimed its rightful status as an architectural wonder. 

Graphic artists too hoped that they could exceed the bonds of the ordinary by creating art, 

music and dance that would transport their audiences. In short, according to Volkov: 

“Mir iskusstva resurrected the art of the book in Russia.”154  Volkov states that the 

presence of Mir iskusstva helped to re-shape the vision of Petersburg as a place of 

culture.155   

One could consider the founders of Mir iskusstva156 [Plate 5] as early modernists; 

although their efforts seemed to be thrust toward an exciting future, their aesthetic ideals 

were in fact rooted in the past:  the classicist eighteenth century.157  They recalled and 

imitated the Westernization promoted by Peter the Great. An examination of Mir 

iskusstva reveals volume after volume of drawings of classical style buildings, artistic 

recreations of modern looking men and women standing in classical settings.  In effect, 

even though they seemed to be looking backward, these writers and artists were pre-
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monitoring the modernist exaltation of the city, of buildings, structures and forms and 

looking away from the organic, the natural and rural.  Their outlook and their outreach 

was to the future, and all attempts to build new forms were looked upon as worthy of 

consideration. 

Earlier fine examples of Symbolist poetry by Briusov and Bely, were mentioned.  

Aleksandr Blok, and K. D. Bal’mont also interest us here as Södergran expressed some 

affection for their work.158  Aleksandr Blok was a Symbolist whose later work greatly 

demonstrated the impact of the war on poetry.  His personal life was characterized by 

romantic liaisons, and a chaste marriage.159  Thus, as a Symbolist he sought release from 

the pedantic world through love, through the suggestion of immortality that could be had 

from contemplating beauty and the leisure of the flesh. Konstantin Mochulsky, whose 

work on Blok has been translated by Doris Johnson, considers “On the Field of 

Kulikovo” to be Blok’s greatest work.  That claim can be disputed, but here it provides a 

way to link Blok and Akhmatova, who also chose themes from Russian history in her 

modernist poems.   

While not yet a modernist per se, Blok exemplified the yearning of the Symbolists 

for transcendence, and yet like Akhmatova he felt linked to the Russian soul and 

Orthodoxy.  Mochulsky writes that in “Kulikovo,” published in 1908, Blok perceived the 

future of Russia.  Out of the turmoil of the 1905 revolution, Blok sensed, although did not 

politically articulate, the changes that were to come:  “Sunset in the blood!  Blood 

streams from the heart!/Cry, heart cry . . ./There is no peace!  The steppe mare/Rushes at 

a gallop!” and in the third poem from the cycle:  “I hear the rumble of battle/And the 

Tatar’s trumpet sounds,/I see in the distance, over Rus,/A broad and quiet 

conflagration.”160  Blok  was a premier Symbolist poet and the breadth of his work, the 

perfection of his poems and the sensuousness of his approach caused him to be admired 

by all of his contemporaries. One of his most well-respected shorter poems, “The Girl 

From Spoleto” illustrates all of these characteristics in the opening lines that combine 

love and religious ecstasy: “Slender are you as a candle.  Your eyes are/Swords that 

pierce mine. No, my sweet, you mistake:/I do not long for a tryst and its wonders/Just let 

me burn like a monk at the stake!”/ 161 The poem is typical of the Symbolist desire to lose 

oneself in the world of the senses, to try to achieve another state of reality, either through 
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love, dreams, or an immersion in the supernatural.  According to Mochulsky, this poem 

features the rapturous face of the Virgin Mary as a way to attain ecstasy.162  Love is one 

of the main themes of Blok’s poetry, even when he is writing about his love for his native 

land, as in “Kulikovo.”  In his poem titled “Russia” this love is portrayed as a personal, 

erotic love, rather than a nationalistic or populist love:  “Russia, beggared Russia,/To me 

your gray huts,/To me your wind songs/Are like the first tears of love!/.163   

These lines from Blok’s 1906 poem, “The Stranger,” about seeing a seductive 

woman in an ostrich hat, illustrate the Symbolists’ dreamy, otherworldly themes and the 

exotic motifs often present in their poetry:  “And now the drooping plumes of 

ostriches/Asway in my brain droop slowly lower/And two eyes, limpid, blue, and 

fathomless/Are blooming on a distant shore.//Inside my soul a treasure is buried./The key 

is mine and only mine./How right you are, you drunken monster!/I know: the truth is in 

the wine.”//164  A typical Symbolist, Blok emphasizes other-worldly states, either brought 

on by drugs, dreaming or contemplation.  The poet’s vocabulary—limpid, fathomless, 

drooping—suggests a passive, submissive state, in this case brought on by infatuation and 

is redolent of the Symbolist oeuvre.  The reader is able to enter the poet’s altered state 

through the rhythms of the poem as well as its images.  There is a jolt of reality at the end 

as the poet returns to his senses and acknowledges the reason for his reverie, but even this 

suggestion is tantalizing. 

In this chapter I have shown the development of the city of St. Petersburg by Peter 

the Great in order to understand its subsequent importance in the literary currents of the 

late 19th and early 20th century—Symbolism and Modernism. The very fact that the city 

was a city constructed with a specific purpose, and with a design plan resulted in an 

urban area that was very different than Moscow which grew in a vibrant but somewhat 

haphazard manner under Russian and Mongol rule.  During the 19th century Russian 

writers and artists from Pushkin to Tchaikovsky celebrated the new city.  Later the 

Symbolists dominated the intellectual discourse and laid the groundwork for Russian 

modernism as seen in the later work of both Anna Akhmatova and Edith Södergran.  This 

incorporation of the ideas and images of the city in poetry, as well as the appropriation of 

philosophy and art as topics in poetry carried the wave of modernism through to the 
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Russian Revolution in 1917.  The next section focuses on the high point of the Silver Age 

in the 1910s which led to Modernism.   

In her writing from Interrelations, Birgitta Trotzig contemplates the notion of 

threshold, especially as it overlaps with the concept of boundary and border—“that which 

is neither this.  Nor that. . . . What is out, what is in. . .”165  This visualization is very 

helpful in considering St. Petersburg on the threshold of modernism in 1910.  We have 

just considered some of the writers and poets who characterized the changes from the 19th 

to the 20th century.  Symbolism was the chief movement at this time, but by 1910, this 

group and these ideas were challenged by new thinkers.  Some called for the end of 

Symbolism, and the resulting trends took several directions.  We have seen the ways in 

which Edith Södergran indirectly participated in these movements through her embrace 

and transformation of Nietzschean philosophy, and we will discover that although 

Akhmatova did not directly embrace the theories of Nietzsche, she was affected through 

the theatre, art and architecture, all of which felt his influence before the war. 

In the introduction to his translation of selected letters of Edith Södergran, 

Silvester Mazzarella poses the question:  why did Modernism reach the distant fringe of 

the Nordic world [Karelia] before it made headway in its centers?  Mazzarella’s answer is 

that Finland was a borderland at that time and subject to the winds of change.166  Karelia 

then, and even now, displayed many of the traits of a borderland:  multiple language 

usage, conflicting ideologies and allegiances, and violation of civil and social life due to 

war and conflict on either side.  Raivola, Finland, a Grand Duchy of the Russian Empire, 

was in the Karelian borderland, but it faced St. Petersburg, the Russian capital, itself a 

borderland at the edge of the vast continent that Russia spanned.   

Raymond Williams in his essay on the metropolis and modernism links the 

two.167  He traces the development of the modern city with its increasing technology and 

innovation from the 19th century onward and shows that artistic and aesthetic changes 

sprang from precisely these developments.  He emphasizes the ways in which 

immigration to the cities helped to shape a new set of ‘universals.’  Immigration was a 

large part of the development of St. Petersburg as well, and thus is a good example of the 

sort of modernization about which Williams speaks.  When many different kinds of 

people begin to live together in a new setting, old faiths and beliefs are questioned, and 
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without reference to prior societies, or even family, new forms develop.  Although there 

is a tendency toward alienation among strangers in a city, and this feeling William traces 

even to Wordsworth,168 the new city allows the association of people to form new 

families, belief systems and artistic movements.  Here, I believe, is one of the most 

succinct definitions of how Modernism affected literary growth in St. Petersburg between 

1890 and 1920.  The artist found freedom in this anonymity, and although it can lead to 

loneliness, it can also permit the examination of consciousness, intense self-reflection, or 

perhaps the adoption of  a mysterious or other-worldly persona, in the case of Symbolism. 

Williams emphasizes the notion that the melting-pot of the cities also allowed for 

a diversity of themes.169  Artists and writers not only rejected or rebelled against the past, 

they also restlessly pursued a formless future.  He characterizes this movement as both a 

‘breaking away’ and a ‘breaking forward.’  Writers not only responded to the metropolis 

as a theme, as in Akhmatova’s poems where the city is a constant venue, but the very 

turmoil of the city allowed it to become the birthplace of new forms.  This notion also is 

played out in Södergran’s work, for example, whose use of language and experimentation 

with form sprang from her early schooling in St. Petersburg. 

Holger Lillqvist notes that the criteria for modernism implied in the Scandinavian 

context as they relate to Södergran’s poetry include:  “avant-garde features—for example  

her use of free verse and her non-decorative poetic imagery, often abstrusely assembled 

in anaphoric, repetitive structures.  Such features were strange, even outrageous, for 

many of her contemporary readers, and certainly link her to the modernist poetic 

concept.”170  He also notes that other modernist aspects of the poet’s work include self-

referentiality or awareness, and an awareness of modernization.   

Modernism is a broad term used to describe numerous intellectual themes, and it 

encompasses various sub-genres such as Acmeism, Formalism, Futurism and Symbolism, 

not all of which can be fully examined in this study.  Within these movements artists and 

writers questioned the parameters of their art forms and invented new ones.  Modernist 

writing exhibits at least some of these characteristics:  experimentation, anti-realism, 

individualism and intellectualism.171  Although no writer can be said to encompass all of 

these traits, aspects can certainly be found in the work of the poets under consideration 

here.  Each of these characteristics is the result of some deeper struggle within the artist 



 

73 

for self-expression or perfection of the craft.  Experimentation is especially indicative of 

Modernism because the very essence of this trend is to set aside the prescriptions of the 

past, the norm, and find new forms.  Originality is valued, while repetition and imitation 

are discarded.  Secondly, realism, which might have reached its peak in the work of 

Dostoevsky, for example, is rejected in favor of some other vantage point from which to 

represent reality.  In this case, we can situate Symbolists because this group strove to use 

myths and other unconscious devices to expand reality, rather than to depict its mundane 

existence.  Likewise, Symbolists exalted the individual poet’s or writer’s search for new 

meaning thus emphasizing individualism in ways that had not been done before.  The 

negative aspects of this individualism can be seen in the self-absorption of stream of 

consciousness writing, or in an exclusivity and sense of avant-garde that placed 

importance on the artists as arbiters of art and artistic achievements, rather than the 

consuming public.  Nevertheless, this constant grappling with the significance of art, the 

discussion and exchange of ideas surrounding definitions of art and poetry contributed to 

the over-riding sense of intellectualism that Modernism represented.  As writers moved 

away from Symbolism, with its emotional exposure of dreams and visions previously 

reserved for the religious or insane, a cool, detached sort of observational writing took its 

place.172 

Many writers have tried to pin a date to the birth of modernism, and they may 

vary by a few years, but they all share one common, uncanny sense, that sometime in the 

1910s, there was a sense in Europe that the world was changing.  There was an 

indefinable excitement in the air.  No one knew then exactly what it would bring, or what 

it meant, but several prominent writers commented on this time period. Virginia Woolf, 

the English novelist, declared that human nature underwent a fundamental change ‘on or 

about December 1910.’173  In a footnote, Sidney Monas and Jennifer Greene Krupala, 

who have carefully translated and published the diaries of Nikolai Punin, Akhmatova’s 

third husband, detail the explicit view of Marjorie Perloff regarding the position of 

Modernism vs. post-Modernism:   

. . . she posits a ‘Futurist moment,’ a historical setting in which avant-garde 

movements that call themselves by different characteristics of the most radical 

(and perhaps garish) among them.  For Perloff that ‘moment’ is 1913, though in 

her discussions it might well be extended to 1913-1923.174 
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Perloff, a contemporary critic, was unwilling to give up all historical context in 

the assessment of poetry and literature, unlike the New Critics. Her text elucidates this 

time period and the changes that it wrought on poetry especially.   

Finally, Anna Akhmatova, who also felt the urgency of this particular modernist 

moment, has said in her later prose works:   

No one really knows in what epoch one lives.  Thus, we too did not know in the 

early 1910s that we were living on the eve of the first European war and the 

October Revolution.  (1957) 

The year 1910 was the year of crisis for symbolism and the deaths of Lev Tolstoy 

and Komissarzhevskaya. . . . [someone said that the 1910s were a vulgar time] 

but .  .  . it was the time of Stravinsky and Blok, Anna Pavlova and Scriabin, 

Rostovtsev and Chaliapine, Meyerhold and Diaghilev. Mandelshtam, Pasternak 

and Tsvetayeva began their careers . . . like any other time, there were vulgar 

people with inflated reputations (for example, Igor Severyanin).  Briusov’s  

‘fame’ also turned out to be dubious . . .175 

Akhmatova’s comments are helpful in dating modernism in St. Petersburg, if we 

consider it to be a 20th century phenomenon, because having had both the personal 

experience of and the distance of time in which to reevaluate the era, she dated it at the 

same time as the others: 

The twentieth century began with the war in the autumn of 1914, just as the 

nineteenth century began with the Vienna Congress.  A calendar’s dates are 

insignificant.  Without any question, Symbolism is a phenomenon of the 

nineteenth century.  Our rebellion against Symbolism was justified because we 

felt ourselves to be children of the twentieth century and did not wish to remain 

in the preceding one.176 

Charting the rise and fall of the intelligentsia in St. Petersburg in the first decades 

of the 20th century provides a map of the beginnings of this particular kind of Scandic-

Russian Modernism.  Modernism was not an idea that was proposed and then 

implemented by a diverse group of writers.  Rather it was a concept that developed 

simultaneously with the cultural, social and political changes.  While neither Södergran 

nor Akhmatova labeled their work as ’modernist’ at the time of writing, they both 

espoused similar beliefs about their choice of language and themes of the modern world. 

Modernism must be seen as part of a continuum in Western thought stretching 

from the Enlightenment to contemporary times.  Nineteenth-century thinkers, especially, 
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reacted to the Enlightenment ideals of progress and philosophers such as Kant, already at 

the end of the 18th century began to develop theories of cognition, and the limits to man’s 

abilities.  This concern about the limits of knowledge continued and was related to 

history by Hegel.  By the mid-19th century Schopenhauer had reacted against Hegel and 

painted a much more realistic picture of man’s mental life suggesting that we have 

perhaps two options:  to escape the futility of life through art or through compassion.  By 

the end of the century, Nietzsche considered the role of man in his own happiness, and 

stripped philosophy from its dependence on Christian dogma and theory.  All of these 

philosophies and streams of thought, which I have greatly truncated here, still existed at 

the turn of the century and contributed various veins to the new idea of modernism. 

Holger Lillqvist, in his long essay on Södergran’s ‘aesthetic idealism,’ suggests 

that both Kant and Schopenhauer were her philosophic companions and played a role in 

the poetic persona and themes.177  He maintains that it was from her study of Kant that 

Södergran gathered the concept of the sublime which is so present in both her early and 

middle poetry.  Aspects of the sublime that characterize Södergran’s poetry include terror 

and the loss of power through the experience of magnificence.  This sense can be placed 

in political and erotic poems as both can convey the sense of loss of power or euphoria.  

Lillqvist notes that the historical reality of the First World War, the Russian Revolution 

and then the Finnish Civil War, gave this sense of the sublime real substance in her 

poetry, and in its most extreme form resulted in an apocalyptic sense.  Because of this 

identification with extreme states of emotion, Södergran also exhibits qualities of 

alienation as her poetic viewpoint is one outside of normal human experience of life, 

birth, family, and nation. Although one might suggest that preoccupation with the 

sublime indicates a tendency toward Symbolist poetry, we shall see shortly that this 

category is one which the poet has already outgrown or surpassed as it is articulating 

modern life that concerns the poet more.   

3.3.2 Modernism in the City 
Raymond Williams re-evaluates the circumstances that led to modernism in the 

cities of Europe.  Writers not only responded to modernity in their work, but also to the 

new cultural milieu, specific buildings and locations in the city.  “Their very proximity 

and powers of control were both a standard and a challenge.  But also, within the new 
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kind of open, complex and mobile society, small groups in any form of divergence or 

dissent could find some kind of foothold, in ways that would not have been possible if the 

arts and thinkers composing them had been scattered in more traditional, closed 

societies.178  Similary, in his essay on Modernism Malcolm Bradbury writes:   

When we think of Modernism, we cannot avoid thinking of these urban climates, 

and the ideas and campaigns, the new philosophies and politics that ran through 

them:  through Berlin, Vienna, Moscow and St. Petersburg around the turn of the 

century and into the early years of the war; through London in the years 

immediately before the war; through Zürich, New York and Chicago during it; 

and through Paris at all times.179 

He speaks of such cities as ‘culture capitals’ and certainly St. Petersburg was such 

a place especially because there was so much exchange with Paris from whence came 

Symbolism, for example.  He sees the city encapsulated in modernist writing of both 

novels and poems by writers previously mentioned, but also in the work Andrei Bely who 

wrote an acclaimed novel of the same name, Petersburg.  Bradbury does not include 

Anna Akhmatova or Edith Södergran in his list of modernist writers, but I will show that 

the city and its culture, social relationships and venues are also important to their 

modernist poetry and later their response to war and revolution. However, Bradbury did 

include an article by Donald Fanger in which he quoted Akhmatova’s comments about 

Mandelstam.180   Although previous research has not focused on female artists and 

writers in the early modernist movement, here I propose that Södergran and Akhmatova, 

have been overlooked and that they do, in fact, exemplify Modernism.   

Bradbury continues:  “Modernism is a metropolitan art, which is to say it is a 

group art, a specialist art, an intellectual art, an art for one’s aesthetic peers . . .”181 which 

very nearly describes the literary and poetic milieu in which Akhmatova came of age in 

St. Petersburg.  This idea also gives rise to the notion of Audience which was very 

important to these poets, although in different ways as Södergran lived in isolation and 

could only imagine her audience.   

G. M. Hyde too situates Modernism in the city, and suggests that it began with 

Baudelaire, once again confirming the importance of Paris as a venue of the trend.182  

Hyde focuses on the physical construction of the city, the buildings and streets, the 

facades and garrets that became the homes of writers and artists, and he also notes the 
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roots of this urban preoccupation of the writer’s imagination in the work of Pushkin, and 

especially The Bronze Horseman.  All of the Russian writers I have mentioned 

demonstrate intertextuality and would pay allegiance to this early tribute to both the 

wonders and horrors of modern life, and of course these themes were later greatly 

expanded in Dostoevsky’s work.   

Hyde does not mention Anna Akhmatova as a poet of the city, but focuses on 

Mayakovsky who eventually had a Marxist interpretation of the role of the city (to 

become a Socialist community), but this study will examine the ways in which the City is 

both an actor in Akhmatova’s poetry, as well as a back-drop and landscape.  The poet 

interacts with the city in ways that had not been imagined by earlier poets and it is fair to 

say that Akhmatova broke new ground in her works.  The city becomes part of her 

narrative, and the changes in the River Neva, in the moods of the canals, the light on the 

building façades, affect the moods of the characters in her poems.  In fact, the very 

architecture of the city becomes a recurring image in Akhmatova’s poetry.   

The opening lines of Akhmatova’s poem about Petersburg nightlife from her 

second collection, Rosary, situate the poem in the city and the details speak of a very 

modern lifestyle, where women drink and stay out late, but who also perceive the 

uneasiness below the surface gaiety and can read the political signs that they were once 

meant to ignore.  Similar to Blok’s  earlier poem about the women with their hats of 

ostrich feathers, the poet may sound like a dreamy Symbolist, but she speaks in her own 

distinctly modern language:  

 

 

Все мы бражники здесь, блудницы, 

Как невесело вместе нам! 

На стенах цветы и птицы 

Томятся по облакам. 

 

Ты куришь черную трубку, 

Так странен дымок над ней. 

We are all carousers and loose 
women here 

We are all carousers and loose women here; 

How unhappy we are together! 

The flowers and birds on the wall 

Yearn for the clouds. 

You are smoking a black pipe, 

The puff of smoke has a funny shape. 
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Я надела узкую юбку, 

Чтоб казаться еще стройней. 

 

Навсегда забиты окошки. 

Что там — изморозь или гроза? 

На глаза осторожной кошки 

Похожи твои глаза. 

 

О, как сердце мое тоскует! 

Не смертного ль часа жду? 

А та, что сейчас танцует, 

Непременно будет в аду. 

1 января 1913183 

I’ve put on my tight skirt 

To make myself look still more svelte. 

 

The windows are sealed tight. 

What’s out there—hoarfrost or a storm? 

You gaze with the eyes 

of a cautious cat. 

 

Oh, I am sick at heart! 

Isn’t it the hour of death I await? 

But that woman dancing now 

Will be in hell, no doubt.  

 January 1, 1913
184 

 

In one sense the poem could be seen to exemplify the earlier Symbolist decadent 

poetry as it speaks of a rather dissolute lifestyle.  But in fact, it is the conversational tone 

of the poem and the catalogue of details that distinguish it as an early modernist poem.  

The poem is urban, if not urbane.  The poet writes of the vague boredom of urban 

nightlife:  people dressing up and putting on airs.  There is something a bit artificial about 

all of it.  Typical of the poet, she brings details of nature into the poem, but here they are 

false flowers, paintings on the wall which happened to have been done by a friend of hers 

so they appear in the poem as well.  The near silence of the interior contrasts with the 

activities one can presume are actually taking place there.  The speaker looks to the 

window, as if the outside might be more interesting, but then, in the final stanza, we learn 

what is really on the poet’s mind—the threat of the end to all this.  This poem, which was 

later to seem so prophetic, as so many of these dancers and carousers, did end up dead or 

in some form of hell, or in exile.  Another feature of this poem that will continue to be 

dominant in the poet’s later work is the presence of the poet’s persona in the poem.  Here 

she describes her costume, while in other poems she usually describes her hands, or some 

other part of her body, thus situating herself at the center of the action.  This does not 
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mean that she is necessarily the actor, but merely that she is there, is an observer, a 

recorder, as well as a participant.  The last comments about ‘hell’ are an oblique 

reference to the poet’s usual Christian motif, in this case the reverse.  While she was a 

devout Orthodox believer, the poet embraced a lifestyle that could hardly be called pious 

at this time.  But this was the case with so many people during this era, an era typified by 

the activities even in the royal palaces where the influence of Grigory Rasputin185 could 

be found, and where gossip of licentious affairs was often rife. 

The scene described most likely refers to time spent in the cabaret café, The Stray 

Dog, frequented by Akhmatova and her associates.  This is the indoor architecture of 

Petersburg: smoky rooms protected from the harsh weather, but inside the turmoil of 

human drama and emotions is as dramatic as weather outside.  Akhmatova comments on 

every detail-- the speaker (poet), her companion, the wallpaper.  But then the poet 

concludes with a shocking and dramatic question:  is it the hour of death I await?  The 

poem is set on New Year’s Eve, so the tone of a gala celebration fraught with newness is 

caught in her poem.  This poem’s reference to the ‘tight skirt’ also captures some of the 

sensuality that is said to have been a large part of the Petersburg art milieu at this time.186  

Jenifer Presto, who researched the Modernist resistance to family life in relation to 

Aleksandr Blok has concluded that: “. . . the Acmeists were more inclined than their 

symbolist precursors to tolerate the incursion of quotidian details and domestic concerns 

into the very discourse of modernism.”187 

While the first stanzas of the poem seem light-hearted and reflect a casual 

lifestyle, the last stanzas abandon this attitude for a far more serious tone.  First there is 

the reference to sealed windows, isolation, then comments on the world outside, the one 

which the revelers are escaping, and finally in the last stanza there are intimations of 

death.  The distance from celebration to death has been traversed quite quickly and 

without warning.  The narrator awaits death, if that is what is outside the door and what is 

imagined after death, is not the usual heaven, but rather hell for the dancing lady.  Here 

art is no salvation.  Pictures on the wall have been mentioned, and a dancer, and yet they 

both contribute to a decadence that could lead to death.  Akhmatova has chosen a 

traditional rhyming format in which to embed her modern commentary, but it is 

experimental in terms of its voice. 
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Akhmatova developed and chose a narrative style in her poetry and created a 

persona that must not be confused with the poet herself.  The poet writes in the first 

person which gives her poems immediacy and power.  With this device she can borrow 

language, emotion and ideas from others, and from those around her.  She uses a 

conversational tone and language that was not found in earlier poetry and which shocked 

some as much as the mention of the woman in the tight skirt.  These characteristics mark 

Akhmatova’s poetry as modernist as she broke from tradition in language and content, if 

not form.  In her much later poetry, the rhyming stanzas nearly disappear.  However, this 

poem, written in 1913, clings to one old format, while experimenting with new material.  

We will return to this poem in another context when we discuss the impact of war and 

violence on the poet’s work. 

But where does Edith Södergran fit into this vision of urban, modernist literature?  

Surely Bradbury and Hyde have ignored her.  However, those who look at Scandinavian 

Modernism put her among the first as both her writing and her other preoccupation, 

photography, mark her as a Modernist observer of urban life.  Later we will examine one 

important poem, “Fragment,” which speaks directly to St. Petersburg and connects her to 

modernism and the metropolis.  Thus, she still felt the pull of the urban bustle and the 

need for the Audience that congregated there.   

Torsten Pettersson in his essay on Early High Modernism suggests that a 

multitude of artists of this period rejected earlier forms, and perhaps found it easier to do 

so because of their ‘multipolar cultural identity.’  That is, they had no loyalty or 

allegiance to a single culture, but perhaps had parents from or upbringing in two different 

cultures and thus found it easier to break with tradition.  Certainly, he numbers Södergran 

among 34 writers of this period, including Diktonius, Björling, and Olsson.188  This 

suggestion seems valid in light of Södergran’s background and fits with her open-ness to 

writers from other countries and languages, such as Nietzsche and Severyanin. 

When we consider Scandic-Russian Modernism,189 other cities must be 

considered—Stockholm, Copenhagen and Oslo.  In many of Södergran’s letters190 we 

find comments on writers in Stockholm, a desire to learn more about them and obtain 

their books; Henrik Ibsen and Knut Hamsun from Norway were also known to her and 

certainly contributed to the sense of an Urban North.  Bradbury and McFarlane write:  
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“That one might then, with some expectation of reward, polarize Modernism along an 

Ibsen-Strindberg axis is a natural consequence; especially since during the years about 

1890 Scandinavian leadership in European drama coincided so provocatively with such 

ferment in German cultural life, and reached elsewhere as well …”191  Thus, if we look at 

Modernist scholarship and the city we see that, as Bradbury has suggested, all of the 

capitals of Europe were venues for this new trend that encompassed individualism, 

experimentation, anti-realism and intellectualism in response to the rapid pace of 

urbanization and its subsequent social, political and personal ramifications.  In St. 

Petersburg there was a variety of responses beyond Symbolism. 

3.3.3 Acmeism and the Importance of the Word   
We can consider Symbolism as an essential pre-cursor of Modernism as 

suggested earlier by Akhmatova, as it was followed by the birth of Acmeism.  Although 

the date of its inception can be argued, Jane Gray Harris places it in March 1913 with the 

publication in Gumilev’s Apollon of verse by the founding members:  Gumilev and 

Sergey Gorodetsky, Anna Akhmatova, Osip Mandelstam, Vladimir Narbut and Mikhail 

Zenkevich, but the history of the movement dates back to 1910 and the publication of 

Innokenty Annensky’s critique of symbolism, “On Contemporary Lyricism” (‘O 

sovremennom lirizme’). [Plate 6]   At the time of its greatest influence, the group of 

Acmeists held poetry readings and gatherings where the poets read their poems and 

discussed ideas of the texts in Apollon.  The journal was in a sense a successor to Mir 

iskusstva, and just a few sample pages from the magazine underscore this emphasis.  

Dozens of photographs, drawings and pictures of buildings in St. Petersburg are 

presented along with additional material about receptions and art exhibitions.  There is a 

close tie between architecture and art. The journal suggests that form cannot be 

haphazard, but must be planned like art. 

Mandelstam envisioned poetry as both a social contract and a mission to actualize 

the word in human experience.192  Much later, in a 1919 manifesto in Narbut’s magazine 

he gave a more precise definition about the language:  there must be balance, precision, 

dynamism, complexity and physiological power.  The latter is perhaps a key to 

understanding Acmeism as presented in the poetry of Anna Akhmatova.  Her poetry 

always speaks of and to the body, as does Mandelstam’s.  Anna Akhmatova and Gumilev 
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were the mainstays of the new literary group formed in response to or in opposition to the 

prevailing mode of Symbolism.  Although Anna Akhmatova’s favorite poet, Aleksandr 

Blok, was one of the Symbolists, she could not ally herself with them as she preferred 

natural writing that spoke of the world directly, not in symbols.   

However, the place of Acmeism is not without controversy.  In his essay in 

Russian Modernism Culture and the Avant-Garde, 1900-1930, H. W. Tjalsma agrees 

with Volkov’s assessment of the importance of Mir iskusstva as a promoter of 

Petersburg’s neo-classical charm.  However, he is less likely to accept the pat 

descriptions of the evolution of literary trends in the capital city.  While some find it easy 

to characterize Acmeism as a rebellion against Symbolism, Tjalsma is reluctant to do so, 

and finds the Futurists more deserving of this title.  This is a topic of literary 

disagreement and discussion that started in 1923 with Boris Eikhenbaum’s disagreement 

with this characterization by Viktor Zhirmunsky in a 1916 article.193  Nevertheless, 

Tjalsma shows that it is not necessary to determine exactly which group is the successor 

to the Symbolists, but more instructive to examine the ways in which each succeeding 

group reacted to or incorporated aspects of the prevailing theory.  What is most important 

for writers at this time, he seems to assert, is that they were Petersburg writers.  There is a 

certain style to Petersburg poets, in which the city functions as a sort of backdrop at all 

times, becoming a metaphor, but concrete, rather than ethereal one.  But more important 

than the backdrop, like the landscape of Romantic poetry, Tjsalma says that the use of 

language is most important to Petersburg poets, and especially Acmeists.  He writes:  

“The effect of the poet’s self-conscious approach to language, or rather his inclination to 

let the reader sense his self-consciousness, is all pervasive in Modernism.”194  He further 

notes that the Petersburg poets did not indulge in radical experimentation, but rather were 

still seen as lyric poets who practiced a sort of self-conscious verbalism.  Certainly this 

was true of Akhmatova who cultivated a conversational style.  Tjalsma continues:  “In 

the conversational style, the language of the poem is close to everyday spoken 

conversation:  the syntax is normal, inversions and other poetic effects are avoided, and 

most of all, the intonation is that of the spoken language.”195  Södergran likewise used a 

conversational tone, and spoke in familiar language.  Her use of the pronoun, “I,” (jag) 

initiated a first-person monologue that was unusual in poetry of the time and led to some 
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misinterpretations of her poems as autobiographical.  But this use of conversational tone 

and familiar language also added immediacy to the poems, a characteristic that became 

one of the main features of the modernism these poets represented. 

Rather than trying to avoid the world through poetry and description or transcend 

it by seeking some supernatural place as the Symbolists did, the Acmeists sought to 

describe it in ever more detail, and to bring the poem into the world. They wanted to 

discard the artificial in favor of the natural, and return to the basics.  Rhyme and strict 

rhythms were no longer necessary.  Outworn poetic diction and imagery were discarded 

and vivid, new language and images were drawn from the poet’s own biography.  In this 

new era, no subject should be excluded from poetry.  Poetry was to be a force for 

reconciliation and unity.  The poet had a duty to try to make the world a better place for 

generations to come.  All of these characteristics of Modernism can be observed to a 

greater or lesser extent in each of the poets under consideration here, and specific 

examples will be chosen from their poems to illustrate these dramatic changes.   

In his article, “The Crisis of Language” Richard Sheppard discusses the 

confrontation with language that modern poets and writers have felt at the crux of their 

literary production.  While he draws his examples from Pound, Eliot, Yeats and Rilke, 

one can assume that women as well as writers from other European countries felt a 

similar challenge to find language with which to describe the modern reality, not only the 

changes in the surrounding physical world, but also in the psychic and intellectual realms 

where the real challenge of modernity lies.  Here he uses such terms as ‘potentiated’ and 

‘depotentiated’ from a much later writer, Roland Barthes, to characterize this crisis of 

language: 

The Modernist crisis of language is thus located not in the impotence of the 

creative individual or a literary style within a language which is assumed to be 

living and potentiated, but in the ‘depotentiation’ of an entire language as such.  

Hence, the Modernist poet ceases to be the manipulator of fixed quanta and 

attempts to liberate the repressed expressive energies of language; ceases to be 

the celebrant of a human order and becomes the experimenter who searches for a 

barely possible ‘redeemed and redeeming image’ amid a protean universe in 

apparently chaotic process.196 

Thus the modern writer must find the significance of the Word, and the Self, and still 

manage to write something new.   
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In Poetry of the Silver Age, Victor Terras delineates the styles and purposes of the 

Petersburg poets, and especially the Acmeists.  Although Edith Södergran was not a 

would-be Acmeist, I believe it is instructive and useful to see the ways in which she 

could have subscribed to this literary group.  It seems that she would have had to work 

quite hard to maintain a position in Russian literary and cultural life during the pre-

Revolutionary period, although there were certainly many Finns who had participated in 

cultural life in the past.197   Terras characterizes Acmeism as an offshoot of Symbolism, 

but then adds:  “The basic position of Acmeism, which sees art as an autonomous and sui 

generis activity whose subject is the world in all its manifestations, was also Briusov's.” 
198   Terras further characterizes aspects of Acmeism as either positive or negative and 

suggests that the demand for clarity and a discernible logos in poetry was a positive 

aspect of Acmeism.  Certainly, after the vagueness of some Symbolist poetry this 

concreteness, this anchoring of poetry in everyday life, might seem welcome.  However, 

he finds their clarity of vision a particularly negative aspect.199  The Symbolists were not 

without their vision.  In fact, Hellman suggests that the Symbolists embraced the social 

turmoil of the period before the revolution and thought that the energy for change could 

be harnessed in order to achieve a new order.200  This almost Nietzschean sense of the 

power of overturning icons and precedent was realized for many of the Symbolist poets 

who became involved first in the War and later in the Revolution because of their 

idealism about change, but this change was also to affect their movement. 

3.3.4 Akhmatova’s Modernism:  Nietzschean Masquerade in Poem without a 
Hero 

Although Anna Akhmatova was not as greatly influenced by the works of  F. 

Nietzsche as was Edith Södergran, that statement must be qualified to allow for the 

possibility that Akhmatova may have responded indirectly to his influence in the form of 

art and theatre in St. Petersburg that did respond to Nietzsche.  This section will consider 

these responses as found in the theatre, especially in the form of masquerade, and in the 

resulting notion of audience as they were later reflected in her modernist poetry. 

Vsevolod Emilevich Meyerhold (1874-1940) played a large part in shaping the 

newly defined performances.  According to Golub:  “The investigation and recreation of 

theatrical audiences, performance conventions and conditions was part of the larger 
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project of discovering the source and essence of theatricality, the person and social will to 

transform”.201  Artists such as Aleksandr Benois, Sergei Diaghilev, and others associated 

with Mir iskusstva, were part of this urge toward theatrical transformation. 

Just one of the questions that these theatrical experimenters considered was the 

collapse of the boundary between audience and actor; they sought new definitions for the 

role of spectator.  Thus they consciously introduced one of the aspects of modernism to 

the theatre in their views on the nature of audience.  The use of masks was one way in 

which they could experiment with these boundaries, and in the comic form of commedia 

dell’arte, for example, they would have much success.  The device was easily accepted 

and embraced by audiences familiar with the Nietzschean implications of the mask as a 

concealer of Dionysian chaos.  Likewise, Andrei Bely introduced the characters of 

Harlequin and Pierrot in his poetry.  [Plate 7]  Aleksandr Blok  also used the images in 

his popular play, The Fairground Booth (1906).  Especially the latter considered the 

plight of modern men and women and alluded to the questions about gender roles and 

sexual promiscuity that some were asking.202   

Akhmatova had her gurus and aesthetic touchstones:  Blok and Mandelstam.   But 

beyond them, Anna Akhmatova was largely influenced by the whirl of artistic change. 

She actively attended the theatre and poetry readings; she was part of the greater dialogue 

on art that included Stravinsky and Balanchine.  For her, the concept of Audience became 

critical, and then ironically, later in her career, she was deprived of an Audience, silenced 

by Stalin, but she proved that she could still write when the Audience has been 

internalized.  In contrast, Edith Södergran wrote in relative isolation, and struggled with 

her own concept of Audience as she wrote in her Swedish mother tongue, unsure of 

whom her Audience consisted, or how others would react to her poetry.  This modernist 

notion of Audience is one aspect that links these two poets, who presented cultural 

change through their poetry. 

The Stray Dog, which was short-lived and closed in 1915, was the venue for 

many experiments in literature and the theatre arts.  [Plate 8 and Plate 9] After the 

publication of Evening, Akhmatova quickly gained popularity and was a frequent guest 

and reader there, so we can understand why elements of the theatre appeared in her 

poetry.  Many elements of Masquerade, which was popular during the years around 1913, 
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remained a theme for her.  Numerous other performances can be listed from this dense 

period of creative life in Petersburg:  Alexander Blok was involved in staging plays from 

his poetry, such as The Twelve (1920), and Meyerhold  incorporated the mask in his 

theatre pieces.203  Akhmatova’s poems have their roots in Pushkin’s poems about court 

life in the 19th century, such as his long poem-novel, Eugene Onegin (1837), in which 

masked balls and the superficiality of social relations were described.   

The year 1913 looms large in many writers’ view of St. Petersburg, although it 

was the following year that galvanized everyone because of the beginning of the war.  

This last year of innocence and entertainment may seem more precious in retrospect, or 

the dalliances of the intelligentsia may seem to some even more wasteful.  Let us begin 

by looking at an early poem that includes some scenes of masquerade and also shows 

some comments on city life, as opposed to rural.  These are the first two stanzas of a 

poem from Evening, that illustrate the aspects of both modernism and Acmeism—

attention to the word, the role of the narrator, audience and outside influences: 

 

Маскарад в парке 

Луна освещает карнизы, 

Блуждает по гребням реки... 

Холодные руки маркизы 

Так ароматны-легки 

 

« О принц! — улыбаясь, присела, —  

В кадрили вы наш vis-a-vis *»,— 

И томно под маской бледнела 

От жгучих предчувствий любви.. . . .204 

from Masquerade in the Park 

The moon lights up the cornices, 

Wanders over the crests on the river . . . 

The cold hands of the marquise 

Are aromatic, delicate. 

 

“O Prince!”—smiling she curtsies— 

“In the quadrille you will be our vis-à-vis,” 

And beneath her mask she grows pale 

With a burning presentiment of love.”  

 . . . stanzas continue . . . 1912 205 

 

In the following stanzas the poet details their tête à tête in a summerhouse outside, 

and their return to the ball where a man named Pierrot sees them and laughs:  “My Prince!  

Was it you who broke/The feather on the marquise’s hat?”  The moon is the first image 

of the poem, and thus sets the time of day, time of the month, and although the characters 
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are outside, there is a chill in the air so it is either spring or autumn.  Still, starting a poem 

with the moon is romantic and other worldly.  The setting is expected to be shadowy, or 

at least witness to secrets.   

The speaker is obviously looking up, as the first place the light strikes are the 

cornices of buildings.  Now the poem is firmly situated in an urban setting of tall 

buildings of more than one story.206   This reference to architecture is a common feature 

in Akhmatova’s poems which always have a location, sometimes very specific, and the 

landmarks of the city can be identified by the close observer.  In St. Petersburg, one is 

never far from water, because of the river Neva, and the canals, and one must also be 

aware that the palaces and royal residences were all located near water, so if water is 

mentioned, there is nearly de facto a regal reference, or at least a reference to the status of 

the address.  The poet is not only urban, but also connected to natural phenomena, and 

here she deftly uses the moon to unite the building and the river, as one follows the lines 

of the moon down to the crests on the river.  There is a cool wind, and finally the poem 

reaches the hands of the marquise:  they are cold, aromatic and delicate.  

The staging, the presumptuous falsity is all part of a game and in some respects a 

satire on social activities during the monarchy.  In keeping with the manners of the time, 

the marquise is a coquette, and she displays her education, or at least breeding by using 

French terms, and talking about dancing.  Dancing vis-à-vis would be dancing face to 

face, an intimate position and one from which permissible flirting could take place.  But 

she is masked so her real intentions cannot be revealed, though the poet tells us that she is 

‘burning’ with love.  The warmth of the contact with the prince in contrast to the cold of 

the evening is palpable.  The following stanzas recount their progress from the entrance 

to the building, to the summerhouse and back to the ball.  The Prince has the opportunity 

to show his erudition by using French as well, as he says:  “Baghdad or Constantinople 

I’ll conquer for you, ma belle.”  Here we have a reference to the spread of the Russian 

empire, starting with the era of Catherine the Great, perhaps referring to the Crimean War 

in the mid-19th century.  However, some can see it is an empire of the past, and the recent 

defeat in Japan (in 1904) makes these comments ironic. 

But in keeping with the manners of the times, the marquise is reserved and distant.  

The notion was that one could retain the suitor’s interest if one did not reveal an interest 
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in him, and so the Prince is forced to return to the ball with the marquise and continue his 

seduction while they dance.  As they make their way inside more of the natural setting of 

the park is mentioned, elm trees and maples, for example, and finally when Pierrot greets 

them at the door, he bears a bouquet of azaleas.  His question about the feather on the 

lady’s hat is pointed, and is meant to refer to the bending of morals that was taking place 

in St. Petersburg at this time.  The comment is meant to underscore that the dancing 

partners are not married to each other. A reference to two ladies in green ‘betting with 

monks’ also indicates the slack moral values of the time, and could refer to Rasputin.207 

Symbolists as well as other thinkers and literary types gathered at each other’s 

salons for intellectual and artistic discussion, but in many cases, experimentation with 

new ideas didn’t stop there.  New ideas about marriage relationships, love, and even 

homosexuality were entertained by more than a few of the writers both in the poet’s 

circles, and in other groups in the city.  In one sense you could say that the lives of the 

intelligentsia imitated those at court who were known for their dalliances but were 

protected by their position.   

Thus, this masquerade poem, though seemingly innocent at first glance reveals a 

number of elements of Akhmatova’s poetry which will continue to be themes:  references 

to the city, to nature, to society, to theatre, and to changing morals.  The very setting of 

the poem, a masquerade ball in a park, indicates a level of luxury and affluence.  In this 

case nature serves as an example of luxury and affluence, rather than a tie to the peasant 

life as it does in other poems.  The man bearing the armful of azaleas, for example, 

demonstrates the ability to acquire rare blooms at any time of the year and offer them to 

women, rather than suggesting any lowly or rural status.  

3.3.4.1 Co-founders of Acmeism:  Gumilev and Mandelstam 

In the following we consider two prominent, male Acmeist poets who helped to 

define the new poetic use of language.  Attention to the details of everyday life was an 

important aspect of Acmeism and Akhmatova’s husband, Nikolai Gumilev, had very 

specific ideas about the importance of the Word as did another founder of the Acmeist 

circle, Osip Mandelstam.  Ben Hellman suggests that Gumilev’s poetry has not received a 

real, fair assessment as during Soviet times Acmeist poetry was seen as imperialist and 
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against the Russian literary tradition.208  One of Gumilev’s poems, “A Streetcar Gone 

Astray” certainly contains some characteristics of modernist poetry:  “And suddenly a 

sweet, familiar wind /And across the bridge, flying toward me -- /The iron-gloved hand 

of the Horseman/And the two hooves of his steed.209  In the poem the poet shows that the 

forces of modernity also play a part in romance and gestures to Pushkin.    

The Acmeist group included Osip Mandelstam, who especially wrote against 

Bolshevism and all forms of political oppression of the individual and art.  Neither was 

he interested in the occultism of the Symbolists and suggested that they were unable to 

settle down and concentrate, or to ‘keep house:’  “. . . they were unwell and were not at 

home in the cell of their own organism, or in that cell of the world that [Immanuel] Kant 

had constructed with the aid of his categories.”210  This sort of rigidity despite innovation 

was also Katherine Clark’s way of characterizing Acmeism as an “ideal of an art that was 

static, eternal, and crafted the way an architect constructs a building.”211  This is the 

connection between Acmeism and architecture, the need for a form and structure to hold 

the new ideas of Acmeist poetry.   

Mandelstam’s early lyrical poetry could easily be compared with that of Edith 

Södergran.  These lines from a poem numbered 22 from 1911 suggest the similarities 

between these modernists:  “The overcast sky is humid and echoey;/It’s pleasant and not 

at all scary in the woods./Again I will humbly bear the light/Cross of solitary strolls/.”  

The poem concludes  as follows:  “The sky is dull, with a strange gleam,/A foggy 

universal pain;/O let me be just as foggy,/And let me not love you.//”212  The construction 

of Acmeism and a new poetry that concerned him rather than the construction of a new 

state.  In 1912 after Mandelstam became acquainted with Gumilev and the ideas of 

Acmeism began to develop his poems showed more metalanguage as the issues of the 

new poetry became important to him.  Most importantly, Mandelstam agreed with 

Gumilev that there must be something new after the Symbolists, that religion and 

philosophy must be put aside in favor of a poetry of this world.  This practicality took 

many forms:  mentions of mundane aspects of life in the poem, such as wine glasses or 

clothing, but also architecture and sculpture as they symbolized concrete arts that poetry 

should aspire to.  In these poems there is also the ‘I,’  not the poet, but a St. Petersburg 

speaker.  In “Casino” the poet uses this device at the beginning:  “I do not care for 
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preconceived pleasures;/Sometimes nature is just a smudge of gray./Feeling a touch 

euphoric, I am condemned/To explore the colors of a modest life./”213  Isenberg notes that 

this is Mandelstam’s first poem with an identifiable setting; his later poems painted the 

setting even larger, and he became a poet of St. Petersburg, using the architecture and the 

theatre as components in his own poems. 

Although he railed against the Symbolists for their use of symbols, Mandelstam 

too appropriated Hellenic symbols and Roman themes to underscore the unity of ideas.  

As in the poetry of Edith Södergran, then, we find connections between the distant past 

and the present in poem number 66: “ Let the names of imperial cities/caress the ears 

with brief meaning./It’s not Rome the city that lives on,/it’s man’s place in the 

universe.//Emperors try to rule that,/priests find excuses for wars/but the day that place 

falls empty/houses and altars are trash.//”214    

While there is a remarkable change in his poetry in his second book, Tristia, as 

the poems become more narrative and rich with Hellenistic allusions, it is not until 1920 

that some poems reflect the new political reality, such as “Number 118,” which begins:  

“We shall meet again in Petersburg,/as though we had buried the sun there,/and then we 

shall pronounce for the first time/the blessed word with no meaning./In the Soviet night, 

in the velvet dark,/in the black velvet Void, the loved eyes/of blessed women are still 

singing,/flowers are blooming that will never die.”//215  Here the recognition of external 

reality appears and the poet begins his idolization of the Petersburg of the past in contrast 

to the darkness of Soviet reality.216 

But even in the midst of the Bolshevik changeover Mandelstam still writes love 

poems, and they are lush, rich and sensuous poems that vibrate with passion, very male in 

a sense, in contrast to Akhmatova’s rhymes of rejection, or Södergran’s verse so imbued 

with longing and unrequited love.  For Mandelstam the small reversals of affection with 

the lover pose insurmountable obstacles, and yet in piling them so high, he affords 

himself a barricade against which he can fling his pleas.  These lines from the middle of a 

poem “Number 122” written in 1920 are a good example of such fervent love:  “Another 

moment/And I will tell you:/It’s not joy but torture/You give me./I’m drawn to you/As to 

a crime—/To your ragged mouth, /To the soft bitten cherry.”//217 
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Here we have looked briefly at some of the concerns of Acmeism—attention to 

the daily details of life, as well as the modernist approach to the city as both venue and 

actor in poems.  Of the Acmeist poets, Mandelstam certainly has been the object of the 

most scholarship; however, Akhmatova’s and Södergran’s poetry should be considered in 

this context as well as they all addressed the same structural issues—form and language. 

3.3.5 Russian Futurism 
The rise of Futurism came around the 1910s and it was similar to Acmeism in that 

it was also a response against Symbolism.  We consider it briefly here as the work of the 

Futurist, Igor Severyanin, was of interest to Södergran and became an integral part of her 

poetic response to the Revolution.  Futurism also affected Akhmatova and Gumilev 

through their associations with other writers.  Although Symbolism had its roots in the 

1880s, Futurism was truly a movement of the 20th century.  Russian Futurist poets were 

true examples of Modernism as they took every idea to the extreme.  This group 

committed the most violence on the language and forms of poetry, and connected most 

effectively and dramatically with artists in other fields, namely architecture and theatre.  

The Futurists had a tremendous influence on the art of the time because of their 

distinctive approach.  They wanted to link poetry and visual arts, rather than poetry and 

music.  Their manifestos became art forms in themselves, and they pioneered the use of 

weird graphics in art, including news clippings and other forms of collage.  The Futurists 

included Found poems and wrote poems in different fonts and scripts.  They pasted their 

poems together on the page; in short, they were the most likely predecessors of late-20th 

century Language Poetry.218  But their activities were not random responses to urbanity, 

but rather genuine attempts to reinvent poetry and the poet’s role in society.  

Roman Jakobson considered Futurism the real future of Russian poetry, and 

dismissed Acmeism as a ‘short-lived movement.’  And of the Futurists, his favorite was 

Vladimir Mayakovsky, whom he said largely defined Russian poetry after 1910.219  

Jakobson laments the loss of the major poets of this generation, such as Blok,  S. Yesenin 

and Gumilev, none of whom he considered as great as Mayakovsky.  But Mayakovsky 

too was to be consumed by the treachery and trauma of the time and committed 

suicide.220 
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Although the Futurists wanted to invent everything anew and promoted 

cataclysmic changes in poetry, they were still linked to the Russian tradition, Jakobson 

says.  Mayakovsky, however, believed in the future, and that was one of the main 

features of his philosophy.  However, he did not have children or believe in them, so 

ultimately, ironically, he was not connected to the future at all, and Acmeist poets like 

Akhmatova, did survive, did have children, and ultimately gave more to the future than 

Mayakovsky did.  Severyanin, too, survived this sort of cataclysmic ideology in which 

Mayakovsky ultimately imagined the death of the poet as a result of the revolution.  Not 

that the revolution would kill the poet but that the poet himself would become ‘an 

expiatory offering in the name of that universal and real resurrection that is to come; that 

was the theme of the poem “War and the Universe.”221  

G. M. Hyde chose Mayakovsky as the most outstanding example of Futurist 

poetry.  His poem, “The Cloud in Trousers” was also performed as a play and 

exemplifies the influence of F. Nietzsche on poetry:  “And Mayakovsky shared with 

Nietzsche a stridency and a desire to lay all waste in the cause of renewal, together with a 

neurotic urge to subdue and dominate, at great cost, the passive, intuitive side of his 

personality.”222  These lines from Part I of ‘Cloud’ depict the narrator nervously awaiting 

the arrival of his lover, whom the City seems to have kept captive.  The City is thus 

personified but also, as in Akhmatova’s and Gumilev’s poems, plays an active part in the 

lives of the poem’s characters.  The noise of the city enters the poem as well:  “And 

thus,/enormous,/I stood hunched by the window,/and my brow melted the glass./What 

will it be: love or no-love?/And what kind of love:/big or minute?/How could a body like 

this have a big love?/It should be teeny-weeny,/humble, little love; /a love that shies at 

the hooting of cars,/that adores the bells of horse-trams.//Again and again/nuzzling 

against the rain,/my face pressed against its pitted face,/I wait,/splashed by the city's 

thundering surf.223 

Mechanization and the speed of modern life were important to Mayakovsky, as 

well as Futurist artists such as V. Tatlin, the architect, and Malevich, the artist.  Tatlin 

was known for his fantastic artistic creations on a monumental scale; today we might call 

them art installations.  Nikolai Punin, a critic and art historian was most interested in the 
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ideas of this Futurist and wrote about him at length in his diaries.  He described him as 

follows:   

Only before Tatlin’s ‘relieves’ can you understand how insignificant the world is, 

how insignificant you are yourself.  Scraps of creation, scraps of beauty, scraps of 

truth.  The era of European esthetics.  The only way.  Let the soul become a 

‘relief.’  ‘Relief’—that’s the state resembling the true soul.  All the instincts of 

the soul in dry and studied forms.224    

Bolshevism posed itself as the new Future so it is possible to understand how 

writers and intellectuals might have been persuaded that the new order, when it came, 

was the real Future. We have already noted that Anna Akhmatova and her husband, 

Gumilev, founded Acmeism, so obviously they were not Futurists, but there were many 

crossovers in friendship and art, so they were aware of the performances, exhibitions and 

readings of Futurist artists.  Although Akhmatova was not a Futurist, the influence of art 

was a very important part of her Modernism.  Akhmatova and Gumilev, were intensely 

anti-bourgeois, and their Acmeist position should be regarded as pre-modernist.225  

That Akmatova was aware of the Futurists is evident in her diaries as she 

commented on Severyanin, [Plate 10 & Plate 11] one of the most outrageous of the 

Futurists, who made his life a spectacle, as well as his poetry.  She did not respect his 

poetry very much and to my knowledge his verse never appears in an epigraph.226  

Akhmatova was neither a visionary nor a social architect.  Although the details of 

people’s lives and suffering interested her a great deal later in life, how people managed 

their affairs, how governments were constructed, how souls were saved—none of these 

issues mattered to her a great deal in her early life.  Thus, although well aware of the 

poetry of Merezhkovsky and Gippius, for example, Akhmatova did not direct her poetry 

at social change as they did.  As a poet, she kept her own counsel.  She was aware of 

Severyanin’s writing about social manners.  His poetry glorified his lavish lifestyle and 

exalted profligacy, while he created alter egos and narratives of passion that could have 

been real or imagined.  He was perhaps one of the first Modernist poets to fictionalize his 

life to the point that the reader had a task to distinguish fact from fiction.  Severyanin was 

also quite familiar to N. Gumilev  who reviewed his poems.227   

Södergran’s interest in Severyanin and the Futurists connects her to St. 

Petersburg.228  However, Södergran heard Severyanin read poetry in Terijoki and was 
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very attracted to him as a poet and as a writer, although his life and history were quite 

different from hers.  Not only were the lives of Akhmatova and Södergran interrupted by 

the Bolshevik Revolution, but these events also intervened in Igor Severyanin’s life.  In 

1918 he went into self-imposed exile in Toila, Estonia, never to live in his native land 

again, although he did return to Moscow several times after that.  Exile did not mean an 

end to his poetry as he continued to write, to translate Russian poetry to Estonian and to 

become an esteemed man of letters in his adopted country, but he was never to occupy 

the heights that he had achieved during the heyday of the 1910s in St. Petersburg.  

Södergran’s response to his poetry after the Revolution will be considered later. 

The earlier discussion of Futurism has outlined some of the tenets of this trend in 

Russian poetry; Severyanin was instrumental in developing the radical elements of these 

theories, although Mayakovsky really embodied the spirit of Futurism and survived with 

it into the Bolshevik era, until that milieu eventually disabled him emotionally which 

resulted in his suicide in 1930.  In a sense, that is perhaps why Futurism managed to 

survive the Revolution although it did not survive the new regime—it was more like a 

revolution in poetry than any other trend during this time.  The Acmeists claimed that 

they wanted to start everything anew by reconsidering language, but the Futurists actually 

did so, especially Severyanin, who invented words and concepts, sometimes frivolously, 

but always with a serious eye to language.  Sometimes his words were meant to destroy 

meaning, but more often they meant to suggest something new.  The Futurists thought 

that the world should be turned upside down, in a sense, and started over.  They really 

believed that this could be possible in literature, and although they did not link their 

movement directly to a political movement, one can imagine that both of these tendencies 

arose because of the fertile nature of the period.  Despite official censorship from the 

monarchy, there was a surprising amount of experimentation and freedom.229 

3.3.6 Summary:  from Symbolism to Modernism 
During her visit with Helsinki writers, Södergran impressed upon them her recent 

studies of Nietzsche.  She was probably looking for someone to talk with about his 

theories.  “Samtalet hann i alla fall avslöja Edith Södergrans stora beundran för Nietzsche 

– Grotenfelts dikt i minnesboken anspelar på att man talat om ‘der Wille zur Macht’—

och beröra nyare tysk lyrik.  Hänfört berättade skaldinnan också om de ryska 
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futuristernas fantastiska seanser ‘med dödskallar och grön lysning.”230  This is perhaps 

why she grasped at the opportunity to exchange views on Nietzsche with Olsson when 

they became correspondents.  Some of the notes she sent to Hagar Olsson were written on 

postcards that she had of places where Nietzsche had either traveled or lived, so we know 

that she paid close attention to these physical details of his time in the mountains.231 

She did not get such an eager response on the topic when she began writing to 

Elmer Diktonius.   She incorporated new ideas in her poetry, and used her poetry to 

discover herself, to discover what she thought.  In this case the use of the first person did 

not indicate so much egoism as the reflection of the poet’s thought processes.  She was 

uninhibited in her use of symbols and ideas about beauty, nature and the nature of man 

and the soul in her poems.  Although I can find no evidence that Anna Akhmatova was 

likewise gripped by the theories of Nietzsche, she may have learned more about him 

through Punin, who, even after the Revolution, still thought there could be some truth in 

Nietzsche: ”The aesthete, the romantic and the idealist all reside in Nietzsche.”232  

In retrospect it may be difficult to imagine the vast notions of freedom and 

exploration that existed during the last days of the Russian monarchy.  In some ways it 

was an era of prosperity, and thus non-intervention on the part of the monarchy, so that 

ideas from wildly different sectors found their audiences and support.  In his book, Eros 

of the Impossible, Alexander Etkind explores the range of intellectual theories popular at 

this time and focuses on the development of psychology and psychoanalysis.  Within this 

scope, he also comments on the place of Nietzsche and other philosophies at this time.  

He took the title of his book from a phrase by V. Ivanov, who used the term ’Eros of the 

impossible’ to describe the first decade and a half of Russia in the 20th century.  There 

was a great flowering of arts and sciences, but also a premonition of catastrophe.  

Nietzsche’s influence was part of this ‘disdain for the natural or traditional order.’  This 

disdain eventually became widespread and contributed to the Bolshevik’s seizure of 

power.233 Etkind’s extended analysis of the role of psychology in Russia is important to 

an understanding of the development of various literary theories.  He suggests that:  

“Russian modernist culture created its own theory of sexuality, closely linked to the ideas 

of symbolism.”234 In this way, Russian Symbolism filled the same roles in Russian 

society as psychology and Freud filled in German and English-speaking countries 
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Presenting another interpretation, in the introduction to their book, Creating Life 

The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian Modernism, Irina Paperno and Joan Delaney Grossman 

suggest that the Symbolists had a semiotic approach:  life became art and art became life.  

There was even a Russian term for this:  zhiznetvorchestvo.235  Events in the lives of 

writers became significant cultural events, such as the relationship between Andrei Bely, 

and the Bloks, or between Bely, Valery Briusov and Nina Petrovskaia.  The Russian term 

referred to an aesthetic arrangement of behavior.  Although Akhmatova’s various 

personal circumstances might have entitled her to so define her life, there is no evidence 

that she participated in this particular designation.  Still, this sort of preoccupation with 

sexual activity does suggest that although there was no overlay of Freudianism, those in 

the intelligentsia were open to experimentation with the meaning of sex and relationships.  

Many of the discussions centered on the need to redirect the energies of love and sex to 

some more creative power rather than in reproduction. 

Perhaps this was the real problem with Symbolism, which also enabled Acmeism 

to gain a foothold when Gumilev set himself and others apart from the prevailing school 

of thought at the time.  Etkind supports his theory by noting that Russian modernist texts 

are rife with references to Nietzsche, but have hardly any comments by or on Freud.  In 

fact, the writers and philosophers of the time like Ivanov or Bely,  for example, sought 

answers to the same questions as Freud:  the nature of the different levels of existence, 

the difference between the conscious and the unconscious, and so forth.  The Symbolists 

took the path of mystical illusion, to answer these questions, and those who followed 

made these modernist questions their own.  Etkind further suggests that both Symbolists 

and psychoanalysts shared an interest in sexuality, and while the Germans spent their 

time wondering about others’ sexual exploits, the Symbolists undertook their own.236  

This idea was most popular in Merezhkovsky’s circle, where he and his wife, Zinaida 

Gippius, married but refrained from having children, or some say, even having sexual 

relations.  Aleksandr Benois and Sergei Diaghilev were two others who were similarly 

concerned about the unsolved mystery of sex and the ethics of biological sex.237   

Etkind quotes Khodasavich who wrote: “Symbolism did not aspire to be merely 

an artistic school, a literary trend, all the while it strove to become a life-giving method, 

and herein lies its deepest, possibly its unattainable, truth.”238  Later, it is now easier to 
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see why the Acmeists sought to bring poetry back to earth, to the realm of the word and 

the real world.  At least Khodasavich  thought so.  He claimed that both Symbolism and 

Acmeism were semiotic as they functioned in the linguistic sphere.  They just had 

different ways of trying to deal with a nonverbal reality:  Acmeism tried to verbalize it; 

Symbolism tried to attain it. 

This section has attempted to trace the developments of modernism in St. 

Petersburg from its roots in Symbolism through the important response of Acmeism and 

Futurism.  While only Akhmatova can be identified with a specific literary school, we 

have also seen how Edith Södergran’s embrace of the philosophy of Nietzsche was 

apparent in her poetry and similar to the Symbolists.  References to St. Petersburg as a 

venue of modernism, and its inhabitants who comprised the possible audience for the 

poets, place it at the center of the modernist moment in Russia, and in the case of 

Södergran, in Karelia as well.  Important Acmeists Gumilev and Mandelstam have also 

been noted in this context, and the indirect influence of Nietzsche on Russian theater and 

consequently on Akhmatova’s poetry have also been suggested.  Furtermore, the rupture 

caused by Futurism has also been noted, especially as one of its instigators, Severyanin, 

came to influence Södergran.  The following section demonstrates how all of this 

intellectual experimentation came to an abrupt end with the arrival of World War I which 

immediately and deeply affected the lives of the poets and their poetry. 
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4.0 ST. PETERSBURG, 1914:  WAR IN THE MOUTHS OF 

POETS 

While the Russian Revolution is most often described in cataclysmic terms, the 

careful student of history discovers that, in fact, the political and social upheaval had its 

roots in decades of change, and when the revolution finally took place it was the result 

not only of some careful planning by its leaders, but also of social unrest that found its 

outlet in certain groups and programs that perhaps offered them some relief.  One of the 

important events that affected the revolution was the First World War.  The culmination 

of several years of turmoil, the outbreak of war in 1914 took people by surprise, but also 

answered the question of what was to happen next.  Everyone could feel that change was 

imminent, but war was not expected.  In his book on Symbolists and the War, Ben 

Hellman details the responses of certain poets and writers to this cataclysmic event, and 

their responses varied depending on their political and religious affiliations.  V. Ivanov 

immediately embraced the war in a tone of messianic Christianity and suggested that it 

was a holy war of liberation.239  Others reacted differently. 

First of all, in the case of Akhmatova it is important to remember that her work 

and that of her husband and close collaborators was written in direct opposition to the 

Symbolists.  Though they might have been schooled in this work in their early years, as 

young innovators they sought to overthrow this older group.  Still, it was the Symbolists 

who held the preferred and prestigious position in St. Petersburg at the turn of the century, 

and it is to these writers one must turn to study poetry and politics intertwined.  Hellman 

describes how this political shift took place: 

In French symbolism the feeling of end, fin de siècle, was strong.  In Russia it 

was substituted by an optimistic ‘dawn mentality’ around the turn of century.  It 

could be found in Bal’mont’s collection of poetry, Buildings on Fire, but it was 

especially intense in the poetry of the ‘younger symbolists’.  Theirs was an 

attempt to decipher what Belyi called ‘the apocalyptic rhythm of time’.  A radical 

shift in history, would, in their view, create a new heaven and a new earth and 

transfigure man.  Their yearning for religious revelations and a revolution of the 

spirit was partly inspired by their reading, especially of Vladimir Solov’ev.  It 

was in the light of such expectations that the Symbolists later were to interpret 
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political events, merging the notion of an impending Apocalypse with war and 

revolution.240 

Some writers, then, were avidly involved in the political discourse.  Zinaida 

Gippius and Dmitrii Merezhkovsky were dramatically affected by political events and 

they responded in their works.  They each underwent several transformations politically, 

some of which were influenced by their Christian beliefs.  The difficulties of reconciling 

Christianity with War were acutely examined, and they could not always pay allegiance 

to both their religious beliefs and their political leaders.  For example, they were 

responsible for preparing a letter of protest against the suppression of dissent after the 

1905 revolution.  The ‘Bloody Sunday’ massacre of a peaceful demonstration had 

sparked outcries from many sectors,241 as well as the previously mentioned poem by 

Edith Södergran.  However, those who did get involved in political activities were 

quickly suppressed as well, and some had already fled to Paris where they continued to 

publish their own work. These books, such as Sologub’s Little Political Fairy Tales, were 

subsequently banned in Russia. 

By 1914, signs of war were visible to some, but everyone, Symbolists included, 

was caught by surprise by the war.  Only Gippius  and Merezhkovsky seem to have paid 

attention to the rising sense of violence in Europe.  Hellman quotes the latter who wrote 

in a 1913 article:  “The spirit of murder is already spreading all over Europe.  Armed 

people are ready to throw themselves at each other, like drunken cut-throats or beasts, in 

order to start a slaughter of a kind that the world has never seen.”242  Bely was already in 

Switzerland working with Rudolf Steiner’s anthroposophical, pacifist group and if he had 

intimations of the coming war, he did not voice them. 

Once the war was under way, every writer had to decide how he or she would 

reflect the war in written work.  Evidence that Akhmatova was aware of the currents in 

contemporary writing regarding the war is given by Hellman in his recount of a meeting 

in 1914 between Mandelstam,  Severyanin, Sologub and others.243  Sologub himself 

refused to read anything but ‘war poems’ on this particular evening, but it is not clear 

what Akhmatova read.  That she was in some sort of poetic dialogue with the Symbolist 

is evidenced by her brief poem to him in 1912: 
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To F. K. Sologub 

Your reed pipe sang out over the quiet world, 

And death’s voice echoed it mysteriously, 

And I was helpless, tormented and intoxicated 

By the sweetness of your cruelty.     March 16, 1912, Tsarskoe Selo244 

The poem appears here in its entirety.  Briefer than Akhmatova’s other poems of 

this time period, it conveys a sensuality that was characteristic of her poetry, but was 

likely not directed at Sologub himself who was much older than she was.  Still, 

Hemschemeyer tells us that the poem was inscribed on a copy of the poet’s first book of 

poems, so it was a sort of homage to a poet of experience.  Sologub was one of the more 

serious of the Symbolist poets.  His harsh upbringing as the son of a serf gave him a stern 

outlook that was reflected in an emphasis on death in his poetry.  In a poem from 1894 he 

wrote:  “Oh death, I am yours.  Everywhere I see/You, only you—And I hate/The 

enchantments of the earth.” 245  His struggle to educate himself and become a teacher, 

however, had connected him with the intelligentsia.    When he came to St. Petersburg 

and began publishing after a career as a teacher, he aligned himself with the group of 

poets surrounding Gippius and Merezhkovsky.  Akhmatova’s poem acknowledges the 

themes of death and pain in his poetry. 

Generally, however, it can be said that the Symbolists supported the war efforts 

nearly until the end.246  Support for the Revolution, however, fell into different categories, 

and each political arena presupposes differing philosophies.  Those who supported the 

war were concerned with pan-European issues, which would continue for several decades 

and result in World War II.  One of those issues was anti-Semitism.  Although practiced 

in Russia at that time, it was highly unfair during the war because many Jews participated 

in the defense of their country.  Merezhkovsky was the only one who correctly assessed 

anti-Semitism as a German philosophy and he criticized the Russian embrace of such 

repugnant views.  Other poets gathered together in person and in print to support the 

Jewish soldiers.  Akhmatova’s involvement with Mandelstam at this time also indicated 

her support of these activities although there is no mention of her writing for publication 

in the magazines that came out of this group.  Likewise, there no evidence that Edith 

Södergran would have been affected by such a discussion. 
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However, the prevailing anti-German sentiment might very well have affected 

Södergran who had attended the German school in St. Petersburg, and was fluent enough 

to have written her first works in German.  During the time of the war, this German 

sympathy could not have been tolerated, and I suggest it was one of the reasons why she 

moved her writing exclusively to Swedish thereafter.  Hellman documents the attitudes 

towards Germans in the work of various Symbolists, and in the fiction of Sologub, for 

example, and also notes that the ideas of Nietzsche sank in popularity at this time.247  Did 

this affect Södergran?  Did this have anything to do with her move from his philosophical 

camp to that of Steiner, who certainly was more pacifistically inclined during this violent 

period?  This is certainly possible.  I would suggest also that Södergran’s trip to the 

sanatorium in Davos, Switzerland at this time contributed both to her shift in ideology, 

and also to her awareness of the scope of the European war.  A photograph she took in 

Switzerland of workers marching for their rights and limits to the working day indicate 

her interest in social change,248  [See Plate 1] but we do not have any poems from 

Södergran that address these topics. 

Indeed, Hellman reveals for us the transformation of the Symbolist Bal’mont who 

had once been an avid Germanophile and studied the language and literature.  During the 

war and after his return to Russia from France he viciously attacked the Germans for their 

exploitation and ruthless domination of other nations.  Bal’mont rejected his earlier 

embrace of the Nietzschean superman ideal and returned to his Symbolist roots extolling 

the virtues of spirituality over materialism.249  Bal’mont’s books were in Södergran’s 

library, but we cannot be sure if she was aware of his articles on the subject; it is at least 

fair to suggest that she underwent some of the same philosophical reorientation as he did 

in face of the war. 

In fact, Hellman concludes that few writers had a realistic vision of the war.  They 

all wanted it to symbolize their own beliefs in some way, either Christian, anthroposophic, 

pacifist, etc.  Even Blok  fell to this sort of reorienting history and philosophy to the times, 

and wrote his famous poem, “On the Field of Kulikovo,” harking back to earlier Russian 

successes with reference to the defeat of the Mongols by Dmitri Donskoi in 1380.  

Everyone wanted to make their form of Christianity the victor in the war, and they took 

great efforts to reconcile their hatred of Germans within the context of Christian brotherly 



 

102 

love.  Other Christian themes—suffering, purification and resurrection—were also 

included in the myths about the war.250 

Many conflicting theories about the outcome of the war circulated, and one that 

Ivanov subscribed to was the dream of the unity of the Slavonic peoples and their mission 

to unite Europe.  This dream would, of course, include Christianity as well, and Ivanov 

came up with a plan that would unite Europe and place blame for many of even 

Germany’s individualistic aims on, of all countries, China.  This attempt to thrust the 

focus of hatred to the East echoed the previous problems in the Russo- Japanese War, but 

was certainly far a field from what most writers or poets were thinking about toward the 

end of the war.  By this time Bolshevism was also making its presence felt and they were 

able to capitalize on this sort of Slavonic or sobornost thinking to further their own goals.  

The difference was that Ivanov saw the Slavonic unity based on Christianity, while the 

Bolsheviks excluded religion entirely. 

If the Symbolists did not entirely understand the War, they were even more 

clueless about the Revolution.  Each filtered it through his or her own philosophical 

leanings and tried to bring the facts in line.  Blok returned from his wartime post and 

hoped for democracy.  Merezhkovsky believed so much in the need for a new world, that 

he became involved with the Provisional Revolutionary Government.  Briusov too rallied 

around the PRG.  For some Symbolists their longing for upheaval and spiritual change 

was at least temporarily satisfied by the exhilaration of the Revolution.  Afterwards, 

however, they may have been shocked to see what had actually been wrought.  By the 

end of the war the poets and writers were divided into camps depending on their war 

positions.  Some who had been in favor of the war, like Blok, ended the war being against 

it.251  Even Lenin had an anti-war stance in May 1917. 

The most telling time for the poets and writers, however, was the time of truth 

between February and October 1917.  During this period the confusion of aims, goals, 

loyalties, and executions stripped most people of any firmly held beliefs.  Blok  found 

himself totally disillusioned, unprepared for the realities of political upheaval, and some 

say this was responsible for his death just a few years later.  Likewise, despite 

Merezhkovsky’s involvement with the PRG, Gippius saw the October Revolution as 

eliminating any possibilities of God’s kingdom on earth, or of democracy.  Her husband 
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watched the disintegration of freedom that had been gained in the February Revolution.  

Also, Gippius noted that the Bolshevik censorship was greater than the Tsarist, thus 

placing the true concerns of the writer in context.252  Furthermore, Hellman flatly states 

that:  “The October revolution had a direct effect on people’s private worlds.  The 

comfortable, sheltered life that Russian writers had loved to scorn as petty-bourgeois 

soon became an impossibility”.253   

Although W. B.Yeats had no use for poetry written in war time, as he suggested 

that the joy of the tragedy was known only to the soldier victim,254 here we will find that 

the social and political changes were reflected in the poetry of Akhmatova and Södergran.  

The change from a more inward poetry to an outward is obvious in both poets.  

Furthermore, the ways in which the poets express their cognition, absorption and reaction 

to the outer events is decidedly modernist in both form and content.  The two primary 

texts will be Södergran’s The September Lyre and Akhmatova’s White Flock.  The 

changes in their poetry will be perceptible and shadow the political changes, although, 

once again, there is no attempt here to ally either of the poets with a political party or 

stance.  In fact, we will find that Södergran, while more politically aware, is most driven 

by humanitarian or philosophical concerns, while Akhmatova, although absorbed by her 

personal life and her young child, slowly becomes aware of the threat of war and its 

effects and threats to her husband, as a servant of the monarchy through his position in 

the Army.  We will see the beginning of political awareness in her poems as she 

expresses her feelings both on a personal and national level.  In these poems we can 

recognize the birth of her poetic voice that eventually spoke to and for all those in Mother 

Russia during the Soviet period.  While Akhmatova has been known for more traditional 

verse that imitates folk tunes and folk poetry, her work begins to undergo a change.  

Strict rhyming verse gives way to what we now call free verse.  Södergran herself 

comments on the changes in her poetry as she voices her thoughts about the war. 

4.1 SÖDERGRAN’S VIEW OF THE WAR:  THE SEPTEMBER LYRE  

Edith Södergran’s second book, The September Lyre (Septemberlyran), came out 

in 1918, and continued the themes she had developed in Poems.  It also represented a 

development in her thinking not only about nature, but also about the universe and the 
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place of humanity in that universe.  Her metaphysical searching had taken a new turn, 

and reflected her reading of Nietzsche.  The poet wrote a preface in which she argued that 

her works were definitely poetry although they did not take the traditional forms.  She 

wrote:  “I tried to force certain recalcitrant poems into a rhythm, and in so doing 

discovered that I possess the full power of word and imagine only in complete freedom, 

i.e. at the expense of rhythm.”255  This text is characterized by the poet’s growing 

concerns with both philosophical issues and the growing movement toward revolution 

and political change. Some events were played out either in the village of Raivola or on 

the roads and rails between there and St. Petersburg, there and Helsinki.   ‘Triumph of 

Being (Triumf att finnas till) exemplifies her absorption of Nietzsche’s ideas and their 

transformation into free verse.  The poem fairly overflows with enthusiasm and power. It 

demonstrates the development of unusual themes and images in Södergran’s poetry; 

despite, or perhaps as a way of overcoming, her frailty, she is positive and visionary:   

 

Triumf att finnas till . . . 

Vad fruktar jag?  Jag är en del utav 

oändligheten. 

Jag är en del av alltets stora kraft, 

en ensam värld inom miljoner världar, 

en första gradens stjärna lik som slocknar sist. 

Triumf att leva, triumf att andas, triumf att 

finnas till! 

Triumf att känna tiden iskall rinna genom sina 

ådror 

och höra nattens tysta flod 

och stå på berget under solen. 

Jag går på sol, jag står på sol, 

vet av ingenting annat än sol. 

 

Tid — förvandlerska, tid — förstörerska, tid — 

 

Triumph of being . . . 

What have I to fear?  I am a part of infinity. 

I am a part of the all’s great power, 

a lonely world inside millions of worlds, 

like a star of the first degree that fades last. 

Triumph of living, triumph of breathing, triumph of being! 

Triumph of feeling time run ice-cold through one’s veins 

and of hearing the silent river of the night 

and of standing on the mountain under the sun. 

I walk on sun, I stand on sun, 

I know of nothing else than sun. 

 

Time—convertress, time—destructress, time—

enchantress, 

Do you come with new schemes, a thousand tricks to offer 

me existence 
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förtrollerska, 

kommer du med nya ränker, tusen lister för att 

bjuda mig en tillvaro 

som ett litet frö, som en ringlad orm, som en 

klippa mitt i havet? 

Tid — du mörderska — vik ifrån mig! 

Solen fyller upp mitt bröst med ljuvlig honung 

upp till randen 

och hon säger:  en gång slockna alla stjärnor, 

men de lysa alltid utan skräck. 1916256 

As a little seed, as a coiled snake, as a rock amidst the 

sea? 

Time—you murderess—leave me! 

The sun fills my breast with sweet honey up to the brim 

and she says:  all stars fade at last, but they always shine 

without fear.      1916257 

 

 

In this poem Södergran reaches beyond the physical world, beyond nature to the 

cosmos.  It was this overarching sentiment that some objected to in her poetry, but 

Södergran was firm in her belief that she was creating new poetry. She acknowledged the 

differences in her approach, but said that she could not do anything differently.  Karen 

Petherick, considers this poem in her essay, “God, Cat and Earthworms” in which she 

looks at imagery in Södergran’s poems.  Although the poet was known to scorn religious 

mysticism,258 this poem seems to allow a certain amount of ‘cosmic mysticism’ that 

Petherick finds unusual.  She writes that the poet seems to derive “comfort from a 

nebulous feeling of oneness with the universe”259 and finds that the poem is entirely 

focused on the sun which stands for high courage in the face of the inevitable, a very 

Apollonian position.  In her “Dionysus” poem Södergran will use the image of the sun for 

entirely opposite purposes where the sun allows her to unite with Dionysus.  The sun is as 

frequent an image as God in Södergran’s poetry, but each time we must examine its exact 

placement and reference. 

First, the use of the cosmos as the primary location of the poem is very 

reminiscent of Nietzsche’s writing.  The poet begins by locating herself as ‘part of 

infinity,’ but most importantly, she locates herself there without fear.  How can the 

concept of the universe be any less than terrifying?  In most people, the awesome scope 

of the night sky engenders feelings of invisibility in the context of an unknowable 

universe that stretches before us. But here the poet contemplates an endless universe 

without fear, with a sense of security. 
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Next the poet, rather than positioning herself outside of the universe, rather than 

seeing infinity from an earthbound position, states that she is ‘part of the great power of 

the universe.’  She is a single part within ‘millions.’  While the poet’s range may not be 

quite accurate, her words suggest the infinitude that she contemplates.  This oneness with 

the universe does not include the earth per se, this is not a form that encompasses one’s 

fellow man, and this expression does not have to do with universal love.  Rather, this is a 

way of connecting the human with the universe.  She writes that she is a star of the first 

magnitude, but will be extinguished last.  Bringing up the notions of first and last rings of 

a Biblical saying, those who are last shall be first, and those who are first shall be last,260 

but this poem does not set out to present Christian concepts of the universe, rather the 

poet relates to the universe in a different way. 

The poet connects to the universe because she is a living being—she lives, 

breathes and therefore exists.  Note that thought is not part of the human existence in this 

paradigm; rather it is the physical body that lives and breathes.  Here we have no mention 

of blood, which is life, and generally warm, but an image of time as liquid running in the 

veins.  All of the accepted notions of space and substance are turned upside down in this 

poem, and one must walk carefully in Södergran’s universe.  The senses do exist, but 

they do not always function as we expect.  For example, the poet can ‘hear’ the ‘silent’ 

river of night.  How can one hear silence?  Standing in the wilderness on a clear, dark 

night, one can probably ‘hear’ silence, but it is not the sort of hearing we are accustomed 

to describing.  It is perhaps an inner hearing, not of the ear, but of the spirit or soul.  Time  

is colorless and invisible. 

This entire stanza presents a cold, silent universe, and one might wonder what the 

appeal is of such a place.  It is only in the following lines, which employ typically 

Nietzschean symbols of sunshine and mountains that we can find any sort of grounded-

ness in the poem.  In fact, this universe is not a dark one, but one full of light:  the poet 

walks ON sunshine, stands ON sunshine, and knows nothing but sunshine.  The use of 

the preposition is important in this context as it helps to locate the poet and the reader.  In 

the Swedish på, the first definition is on, although the word can have other meanings 

such as onto, into, toward, as well as special uses in idioms.  The notion here is that 

sunshine is a substance, has some materiality that can thus support the human step.  Even 



 

107 

if it is immaterial, it is still of such strength that it can support the human, and if we speak 

metaphorically, then we see that sunshine is of such strength that it can support the 

human spirit.  This is what is really called forth here, the effort of the human spirit to 

survive, and in this case, it is sunshine that enables that. 

However, the poet does not linger in this blissful state.  The second stanza of the 

poem presents the defining factor of the sun:  time.  Time is depicted as a transformer, 

destroyer, and enchantress.  Note the feminization of time, while other images of time we 

might have include that of ‘Father Time’ who eventually transforms to the image of 

Death, walking with a sickle.  Time, which is an element of the sun, transforms 

everything on earth, and especially those processes that support human life, plants and 

animals.  Eventually, time destroys us because our physical bodies waste away and expire.  

But the poet sees time as a trickster presenting new intrigues and tricks to make one 

interested in life, in existence.   Time presents itself as if there is a life to be lived, 

although this is not the case for the poet—she knows she does not have a life ahead of her.  

This is the deception the poet feels has been perpetrated upon her.  She writes that 

existence is like a small seed, a snake, or even a rock, but something that has potential, 

something that can grow and develop.  But this notion of time is really ephemeral and the 

poet speaks to time as if to an apparition or nightmare:  Time, get away from me!  

Begone.  She again addresses time as a destroyer, but now in even more violent terms, as 

a murderer, read murderess, a female figure. 

Here we have a female universe:  both time and the sun are feminized.  Time is a 

female murderer, and yet it is the sun, also feminized, who will fill up the breast with 

sweet honey, a suggestion of the sun as love, although the latter concept is one that is 

noticeably absent from this poem.  Up to this line, this has been a poem of life and time, 

but definitely not of love, except in this one reference.  Now the sun is personified and 

speaks of the issue which the poet has been side-stepping since the first lines of the poem:  

the fear of death.  And the Sun gives solace here, not hope of an afterlife, not an 

admonition to live a better life in hopes of an afterlife, not a promise of future lives in an 

endless cycle of lives as Eastern religions promise, but rather the hope is in fearlessness.  

Look at the stars, they will die too, but nevertheless they shine as brightly as they can.  

Thus the poet arrives at some definition of life, some hopefulness and passes it to the 
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reader, not directly, not in a prescription or homily, but as a result of her own process of 

becoming, of threading her way through the questions and challenges of the universe.   

Even as we have unraveled the poem as a life-affirming metaphor, certain 

conceptual and philosophical problems remain.  We should consider the importance of 

Nietzsche’s borrowed concepts; the problematic image of the rock, for example, can 

contribute either to further understanding, or confusion about the poem. 

First, consider the poem in light of Nietzschean concepts, although the 

connections are not as easily made as one might think.  Although it is true that Södergran 

read Nietzsche during this time period, and especially during her time in Davos, 

Switzerland when she was in confinement for treatment of her tuberculosis, even the 

careful reader is not encouraged to go through her poetry and find line by line the 

connections that link the poem to Nietzsche.  Rather, it is more accurate to assemble a 

collection of Nietzschean symbols and ideas from a poem and examine the ways in which 

the poet has used them.  Edith Södergran was a poet and not a philosopher, which does 

not demean her abilities to understand and assimilate the philosopher’s thoughts, but 

being mindful of this fact, one cannot impute philosophical notions to her poems just 

because she has read the philosophy.  Her acceptance of every aspect of Nietzsche’s 

works would be monumental, and hence one is faced with choosing points here and there 

that might seem to relate to her studies.  Rather, we can count on the information that we 

have, much of which has been substantially researched by Olof Enckell in his work, 

Esteticism och nietzscheanism i Edith Södergrans lyrik (1949).   

According to Kai Mikkonen:   

Enckell sees Södergran’s precursors and immediate contemporaries, for instance, 

in the Swedish writers Thomas Thorild and Pär Lagerkvist; in the Finland-

Swedish ‘dagdrivarlitteraturen’; among the European symbolists and 

expressionist and Russian futurists; in the American poetic imagery of Walt 

Whitman, etc.  All these literary endeavours and books that Södergran read, 

argues Enckell, along with many later scholars of modernism, contributed to the 

creation of the new thematics of the self-made ‘expressionist’ individual and to 

the testing of the limits of ‘free’ verse so prevalent in her work.261 

Mikkonen goes on to say that Nietzsche’s philosophy is mainly explanatory in 

relation to Södergran’s poetry, and he questions whether Enckell’s attribution of 

influence should be so widely measured.  We will look at Mikkonen’s interpretation of 
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this issue a bit later when we examine another Södergran poem that is certainly explicit in 

its references to Nietzsche, “At Nietzsche’s Grave.”  For now, then it suffices to say that 

the influences might be there, but they are subject to interpretation. 

That said, we can go on to examine the images from the poem that are known to 

be associated with Nietzsche:  namely, the sun, the stars, mountains, serpents, and the 

rock.  First, beginning with the celestial images, the modern reader is challenged to 

imagine the universe that the poet contemplated at the turn of the 20th century.  Space 

travel was possibly imagined, but certainly had not reached any state of certainty.  Thus, 

any concepts of the celestial realm had to do with either religion or philosophy, while 

now when we try to make sense of the poet’s concepts we must struggle against our own 

contemporary knowledge, which itself will be shown to be pitifully inadequate in 

subsequent centuries.  However, for now, we are faced with putting ourselves in the 

poet’s shoes to imagine what she has grasped from her view of the solar system.  Rather 

than belittled for lack of knowledge, the poet is to be congratulated for facing the major 

elements of thought and philosophy which have occupied the lives of so many, mostly 

men, both before and since.  There is nothing deficient in the ways in which the poet tries 

conceptualize the notions of time and even space.  Her perception that the stars will one 

day burn out, for example, is increasingly verified by space age technological advances 

and discoveries.  Thus, if Södergran echoes Nietzsche in her concerns about the nature 

and power of man, laments our inability to last beyond our lifetime, or understand things 

greater than ourselves, then this is to her credit.  Borrowing Nietzsche’s immovable 

symbols or stars and sun links her to his philosophy, and certainly in a positive way. 

Södergran’s use of more earthly symbols, the serpent and the rock, shows that she 

follows her mentor more closely than in her use of the sun and stars as symbols or 

metaphors.  Curiously, in this poem, another Nietzschean symbol, the eagle, is absent, 

although it appears in other poems.  Here, the element is not air, but earth wherein the 

snake and the rock lie.  Earlier she had mentioned the seed, which is also a symbol of 

earth, of life, or progeny, so there is richness in these images, but her use of the snake as 

symbol is troubling.  Does this refer to the Biblical serpent that seems to offer something, 

but rather poisons one’s life, or worse, both poisons and kills? This is the snake that is 

also the deceiver, also as in the Biblical sense.  This view of the serpent overlooks the 
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fact that the snake usually strikes in self-defense, to protect, or to attack food, and its 

actions have little or nothing to do with humans.  Still, the serpent here is portrayed as 

having to do with the deception that time perpetrates upon the unsuspecting poet.  The 

poet is offered three forms of existence by Time:  as a seed, a snake or a rock.  But the 

poet does not dwell on this rock-like image, and quickly moves to send Time away.  The 

image of the sun prevails in this poem. 

However, the poet is really concerned with the notion of time in “Triumph of 

Being” and it is a bold move to struggle with such an idea in such a short poem.  The 

economy of language should not be overlooked, especially when measured in contrast to 

the concept.  In his comments, David McDuff suggests that the feminization of time 

occurs because of her German language background: 

Certain problems of translation are caused by the Germanisms in Södergran’s 

language.  The word tid (time) is, of course, feminine in Old Norse, too, but in a 

poem like “Triumph of Being (Triumf att finnas till) its feminine gender seems to 

be associated rather with the German Zeit.  The combinations Tid – förvandlerska, 

tid – förstöreska, tid – förtrollerska (Time – convertress, time – destructress, time 

– enchantress) which occur in the poem carry more than a faint echo of their 

German counterparts:  “Zeit - Verwandlerin, Zeit – Zerstörerin, Zeit –

Zauberin”.262 

He suggests that the English suffix, ‘-ess’, can be used to solve some of these 

translation problems, but not all.  However, I think he is correct in suggesting that it is 

Södergran’s German language background that brings up such questions.   

This concern actually sets the poet apart from her mentor as she imagines the 

ways in which time controls us and our lives.  The poet, by taking a lesson from the stars, 

intimates a way for her and others to justify an existence, and not just to live, but to live 

in triumph.  Indeed it is a revelation of strength to understand what makes life possible 

within us, either by our own personal will, or the will that is provided us through religion 

or some other credo.  This is exactly the concern of Nietzsche, of course, the will of man 

to achieve something beyond God, in his case, but in Södergran’s case she has foreseen 

that a mere acceptance of mortality and an embrace of the unknowable universe can be 

enough upon which to build a life.  In this case, this is the sort of strength that Enckell 

maintains that Södergran received from her readings of Nietzsche, not that his words 
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themselves gave her strength to live, but that from them or with them she was able to 

construct a personal philosophy which would support her through her trials.    

Thus, this poem shows the intake of Nietzsche’s concept of the will to power, and 

the strength of purpose that the poet was able to absorb from her readings and is a sort of 

precursor for more explicit poems that will follow, poems that will graphically describe 

the effects of war, and yet still express the desires of this poem, that some greater 

achievement could be made by men.  In a sense, Södergran is like Ivanov in that she is 

willing to accept a Nietzschean call to war because at the end of it some greater good 

might be achieved.  Of course this is a common excuse for war, both past and present, 

and yet in this case it is underpinned by the ideas that Nietzsche put forward about the 

need for man to really find his strength and stand firmly on the side of righteous existence.   

Another poem of Södergran’s which takes a similar philosophical journey is “On 

Foot I Had to Cross the Solar System.”263  In this short poem the poet similarly places 

herself within the context of the universe:  “Somewhere in space hangs my heart,/sparks 

fly from it, shaking the air,/to other reckless hearts.//”  The theme of this poem is red, 

rather than yellow as is often the case with the poems focused on the sun.  The poet 

speaks of gathering ‘the first thread of my red dress.’  Some have suggested that the 

mention of this color refers to her sympathies for the Red elements in the Finnish Civil 

War, or even among the Russian revolutionaries.  More important is the association of 

brilliant, powerful, strong color imagery with the poet’s self-image.  Red is, of course, 

also the color of blood and war, so the theme throughout Södergran’s poetry should be 

considered in context.  Here red is a benign image, while in other poems the use of red or 

blood is associated with violence.  In this case, red is the color of love, rather than war, 

but of course these associations are both aligned with Mars, the god of love and war.  

The poet’s location in this short poem is also worth noting as it is echoed in so 

many other poems of the Nietzschean time period.  The poet locates herself above earth, 

outside of human affairs.  This Outsidedness appears in many different guises.  In this 

case she walks through solar systems, and yet there is a desire for contact with others 

through the shaking of the heart, or wearing of the heart on the sleeve.  Thus this poem is 

an example of the necessity of a close reading as not all symbols are interchangeable or 

necessarily mean an affinity for Nietzschean symbols in every case. 
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Times and dates are sometimes a bit difficult to pin down in the Södergran 

chronology.  However, if we take a closer look at the few details we do have about 

Södergran’s life in this section we may be able to tie her to history more closely. In her 

letters the poet herself complained that the dates were left out of her first book of poetry, 

and that some poems that should have appeared in it instead appeared in another.  Such is 

the case with the poem “Triumph.”  Södergran felt that her second book, published in 

1918, was a totally new kind of book and that the poems were distinct from those that had 

gone before.  Indeed we can see the differences in theme and style, but only the poet 

herself could understand the specifics of why it was so important for poems to be 

grouped together in a certain way.  In any case, it does not harm our discussion to look at 

“Triumph” as part of the poetry influenced by Nietzschean thought, and then to move on 

to other poems, more clearly written during the period of war and revolution, and see the 

differences in them.  This is not to suggest that Nietzschean influence completely 

disappears from the poetry, only that it changed gradually, and eventually by the end of 

her life, Södergran instead chose her symbols and allusions from Christian ideology. 

4.1.1 Poetry in war time 
By reading the history of the military activity of the time period one can grasp the 

build-up to war and revolution.  Pertti Luntinen’s book, The Imperial Russian Army and 

Navy in Finland 1808-1918, documents the changes in the Imperial presence in Finland 

during the more than a century of its activity in the Grand Duchy.  Of course, only the 

period preceding the war and revolution concerns us here, in terms of details regarding 

the place where Södergran lived, sometimes oblivious, sometimes acutely aware of the 

military activities taking place at her doorstep. 

From the turn of the century, when the Russification programs began in Finland, a 

distrust of the local Finns began to grow.  In chapter after chapter of Luntinen’s book he 

documents the ways in which the Imperial Army worried and planned against invasions 

from Sweden and the subsequent expected rebellion of the Finns against them.  

Sometimes based on fact or historical suspicion, the Russian lieutenants hedged their bets 

against the seemingly subservient people among whom they lived. 

There were many barriers to understanding, not the least of which was language.  

Few of the Russian troops spoke Finnish, and perhaps even fewer of the Finnish recruits 
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spoke Russian.  Officers on both sides sometimes managed in French or other common 

languages.  Secondly, since it had been granted some degree of autonomy by previous 

Tsars, the Finnish government took its increasing independence seriously and sometimes 

asserted itself, as when asked to provide funds for the war effort, it refused to comply.  

Eventually the government did so, but each recalcitrant vote in the Assembly, was looked 

upon as potential treason by the Imperial Ministry, and thus further plans would be drawn 

up to account for potential insurrection in the case of war. 

Finnish sympathies for the Swedes, and by default the Germans, were suspected 

right up to the time of the war.  Luntinen writes:  “In the first days of August 1914 a 

German landing was expected at any moment, which caused some panic in Helsinki, but 

no enemy appeared.”264  Nevertheless, throughout the war, this eventuality was always on 

the planning books of both the Army and Navy.  Luntinen’s painstaking detail about the 

movement of stores, of ships, cannons, and people underscores the seriousness with 

which the military held the potential for Finnish insurrection, and the movements of 

troops throughout Finland, even as far north as Oulu, are of as much concern to the 

Imperial leaders as protecting the harbors of the southern coast.  One photo he includes 

shows Russian warships in the Helsinki naval base in the winter of 1916-17.265 

While these details need not concern us further here, they are important for 

understanding the setting that existed in Eastern Finland where Södergran lived, and for 

comprehending how this military presence eventually contributed greatly to her physical 

isolation, not just from St. Petersburg, but also from Helsinki and Stockholm.  Once the 

war began, travel in either direction became increasingly difficult without certain travel 

papers, and of course, because of potentially dangerous activities. 

By 1914 Edith Södergran had returned to her home in the Karelian countryside in 

Raivola.  Other intellectuals in the area read and exchanged books with her, lessening her 

isolation, however, these contacts grew increasingly slim and infrequent as the various 

stages of war impinged upon her life.  In a positive light, her contacts with the Finnish 

writer, Hagar Olsson, affected her ability to write, to publish and to connect with the rest 

of Finnish literary society as her attention later turned away from Russia and toward 

Finland. 
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Södergran’s responses to the war did not appear until they were collected in The 

September Lyre in 1918.  One of the most vivid poems from this era, and one that can be 

linked closely with her earlier poem written in Russian after the 1905 revolution, “The 

World is Bathing in Blood” is very graphic and apocalyptic. 

 

Världen badar i blod 

Världen badar i blod för att Gud måtte leva. 

Att hans härlighet fortbestår, skall all annan 

förgås. 

Vad veta vi människor hur den evige smäktar 

och vad gudarna dricka för att nära sin kraft. 

Gud vill skapa ånyo.  Han vill omforma 

världen  

Till ett klarare tecken. 

Därför gjordar han sig med ett bälte av blixtar, 

därför bär han en krona av flammande taggar, 

därför höljer han jorden i blindhet och natt. 

Därför skådar han grymt.  Hans skaparehänder  

krama jorden med kraft. 

Vad han skapar vet ingen.  Men det går som en 

bävan 

över halvvakna sinnen.  Det är som en svindel 

inför avgrunders blick. 

Innan jublande körer brista ut i en lovsång 

är det tyst som i skogen förrän solen går upp.266 

 

The World is Bathing in Blood 

The world is bathing in blood because God had to live. 

In order that his glory may persist, all other must perish. 

What do we human beings know of how the eternal 

languishes 

and what the gods drink to feed their strength? 

God wants to create anew.  He wants to reform the 

world to a clearer sign. 

Therefore he girds himself with a belt of lightnings, 

therefore he bears a crown of blazing thorns, 

therefore he shrouds the earth in blindness and night. 

therefore his gaze is cruel.  His creator’s hands squeeze 

the earth mightily. 

What it is he creates no one knows.  But it moves like a 

dread 

over half-awake senses.  It is like a vertigo at the sight 

of abysses. 

Before joyous choirs burst out into a song of praise 

it is silent as in the forest before the sun rises.267 

 

Both Johan Hedberg and Birgitta Trotzig  (whom Hedberg quotes) support my 

contention that this poem has its roots in the much earlier, ”Tyst, Tyst, Tyst.”268  Here the 

poet acknowledges the onslaught of a bloody war, but rather than respond with patriotic 

verses in support of the fatherland, in this case Russia, or against the enemy, in this case 

Germany, the poet takes a philosophical and somewhat dispassionate position outside the 
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realm of conflict.  She writes that the war must take place in order for something better to 

come afterwards and this seeming incongruity has been sanctioned by God, in her 

estimation.  Here images and symbols from the poet’s studies of Nietzsche can be seen 

clearly.  The dispassionate gaze of the creator for example, is Nietzsche’s god, not the 

God of the Lutheran Church.  The sense of standing at the abyss also comes from 

Zarathustra, I believe as these are not typical Biblical images.  Still the poet can combine 

Nietzsche and Christian symbolism in the same poem without hesitation, just as 

Akhmatova combines both Russian Orthodox and pagan or sensual symbols.   Södergran 

writes to dispossess herself of images and ideas, without expectation that her audience 

will act on them.  She absolves herself and all humans from guilt in the situation that God 

has caused because no one can understand the plans and actions of the Creator.    But 

Södergran’s pantheon is not just Christian; she speaks about God, the Christian god, and 

then in the next sentence she writes of gods, that could be old Greek gods, or from any 

other religion.  But it is Christ who bears the ‘blazing thorns’ in the center of her poem, 

and who looks over the suffering earth.  Only in resurrection, the poet implies will we 

understand the meaning of war, and of God’s plan for the earth.  Hedberg suggests that 

this poem is reminiscent of “The Day Cools” in that the poet’s disappointment between 

what is real and what is dreamed of is repeated.  He also comments upon Södergran’s 

God:  “Guden in Södergrans dikt har lånat drag från denna gestalt när han ‘gjorder (---) 

sig med ett bälte av blixtar.’”269 

Hedberg notes that although the title of the poem is much like a newspaper 

headline, or even a broadsheet advertisement, the poem carries this hyperbole a bit 

further.  It is a poetic attempt to find meaning in war and death and destruction through 

the idea of an apocalyptic rebirth.  His interpretation proposes that God must drink the 

human blood shed in war in order to be strong enough to recreate a new world.  Thus, in 

a twist on the Eucharist, he suggests that it is God that drinks the blood of humans, rather 

than the reverse.  He concludes that the final lines of the poem are necessary because God 

must be dressed properly in order to undertake his special mission; thus, we have the 

polarities of light and darkness, another theme that recurs in Södergran’s poetry.  He 

notes that this metaphor does come directly from the Bible:  “Metaforiken kring ljus och 

mörker återfinns bland annat i Bibelns kosmogoniska och apokalyptiska berättelser.270 
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In his interpretation the poem is very important in terms of Södergran’s 

reconstruction of the apocalyptic theme.  He too notes the complication of multiple gods 

in the poem.  However, he also comments on the poet’s attempt to develop the ideas of 

darkness and light, as the precedent of awakening.  He suggests that the last lines in the 

poem build up to this awakening, and also create a polarity of silence and sound:  there is 

silence just before sunrise, before the birds sing and humans begin to move about.  

Finally, out of this silence comes the hymn which shows that salvation and resurrection 

has been achieved.  Hedberg sees the conclusion as a counterpoint to the title and 

beginning of the poem which is full of bloodshed, while the end praises a new 

beginning.271  He supports Birgitta Trotzig’s suggested link between Södergran’s early 

poem, “Tyst, Tyst, Tyst;” she proposes the connection between the poet’s physical 

condition and femaleness as a further reason for the emphasis on blood in the poem.272 

Reading such a poem it is not difficult to see why her contemporaries might have 

been confused, conflicted or even offended by her appropriation of religious and 

Christian symbolism for her own purposes in poetry.  The poets uses these images 

casually as if she is unaware of their full impact, and does not apologize for her actions.  

Absolved by resurrection, the poet too will stand above the suffering of war.  From her 

point of view, there is nothing to do but observe and wait while the world bathes in blood. 

With Södergran, as with Akhmatova, we find poems written about a certain time 

period, some years after the event has passed, such as “Fragment (Apokalypsens genius),” 

which records impressions of the beginning of war.  In the poetry collection the poem is 

dated 1918, and indeed, the text, The September Lyre was published then.  To which 

events it actually refers specifically is not yet established here.  An illustration from this 

poem will demonstrate the great divide Södergran was attempting to breach both in her 

poetry and in her explanation of her work.  The first section shows the departure from 

any orderly notion of rhymed verse, as well as the controversial subject matter (war) and 

the attempt at an arching philosophical framework in which the poet will articulate ideas.  

This poem demonstrates the ways in which the war has impinged on poetry, and a 

subsequent examination of Akhmatova’s poem, “July 1914” will show her similar 

response to the same events. 
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Apokalypsens genius (Fragment) 

 

Människor, det häver sig i mitt bröst. 

Brand, rök, lukten av bränt kött: 

det är kriget. 

 

Ur kriget är jag kommen – ur kaos uppstigen— 

jag är elementen – bibliskt gångande – 

apokalypsen. 

Över livet blickar jag mig om – det är gudomligt. 

Mitt är kriget – eder tysta herres härmiljoner 

vem behövde er? Djupen gapa. 

Outsägliga ting ske bakom ödets förlåt. 

 

Betvivlare, bespottare, 

läggen icke edert finger på livets mystär: 

livet är gudomligt och för barn. 

 

Sångarna voro inga harpospelare, 

nej – förklädda gudar – Guds spioner. 

Gamla tiders sångare – trösten eder, 

gott blod har flutit i edra ådror – 

ymnigaste röda krigarblod. 

Sångens anda är kriget.     (September 1918) 273 

 

The Spirit of the Apocalypse (Fragment) 

People, there is a heaving in my breast. 

Fire, smoke, the stench of burnt flesh: 

It is the war. 

- - - - - - - - - - - -  

Out of the war have I come – risen out of chaos— 

I am the elements—biblically riding—the 

apocalypse. 

I look around across life—it is godlike. 

The war is mine—your silent master’s armed 

millions 

Who needed you?  The deeps gape. 

Unsayable things are happening behind the veils of 

destiny. 

Doubters, mockers, 

Do not lay a finger on life’s mystery. 

Life is godlike and for children. 

- - - - - - - - - - - -  

The singers were no harpists, 

No—disguised gods—spies of God. 

Singers of bygone times—be consoled, 

Good blood has flowed in your veins— 

Most abundant red blood of warriors. 

The spirit of the song is the war.  September 1918274 

 

The poet has assumed a larger than life persona, that of an omniscient being that 

can be both inside war and above it.  Here she uses the omniscient form of address that 

she has used in other poems and which some critics thought was arrogant.  Several other 
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poems in this collection begin with the salutation, “People” or “You People.”  It is 

difficult to translate into English, but does mimic biblical language as the poet intended. 

The use of the word ‘genius’ in the title is also a bit arresting.  Who could this poem’s 

speaker be:  the genius of the apocalypse?  This persona emerges from the war and 

declares what war is providing a context for the notions of war portrayed in this poem.  

War is in contrast to life, which is divine.  War is against all that is life, which is the 

future, here personified by children.  But children are not the only characters in the poem, 

the other figures besides the speaker are singers. The poet echoes Nietzsche’s idealistic 

notion of war in which the old is discarded and the new triumphs.   

The poet immediately answers our questions.  They were not harpists, meaning 

that they were not religious, not on the side of life, but rather they were gods in disguise, 

gods come down to earth to see what is going on here.  But these singers are part of the 

war, the war of old, perhaps, but also the war of today.  The ending lines, the spirit of 

song is war, are contrary to all that we know about songs of salvation, exaltation and joy.  

Yes, there is the music of war, and elsewhere the poet writes about marches, which seems 

more appropriate, but here the characters are singers.  This is another instance in which 

the poet remarks upon deception, just as she did in the previous poem, “A Triumph to 

Exist,” where time is the great deceiver. 

The poem is intertextual with two sources:  the Bible and Nietzsche, not an 

unlikely pairing considering Nietzsche’s sources for his own work were also biblical.  On 

the one hand, the poem refers to the Book of Revelation both in its imagery—chaos, war 

and upheaval, but also in its language and promises—life’s mystery and simplicity.  Here 

the poet weaves her own version of the nature of war combining the ideas that have been 

closest to her own studies in the previous months and years.  This poem is a good 

example of the fact that Södergran had a vision about the usefulness or purpose of war in 

this case, while Anna Akhmatova remained outside any political or social analysis of the 

conditions of World War I.  While Södergran does not apply any social constructions in 

her poem, rather it is philosophical ideas that contribute to her response to the war. 

In “War and Warriors” from Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche spells out the 

basis for war of a certain kind.  He viewed war hypothetically and idealistically, rather 

than realistically as a time of strategy and bloodshed.  Still, Södergran seems to have 
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embraced Nietzsche’s idealistic view that war for the right reasons or with a noble 

mission could be undertaken and fought valiantly.  He imagines that it is the war of ideas 

that must be won, and if done so physically, well, then, so be it.  Similarly, Södergran 

adopts this viewpoint in ‘Apocalypse.’  From Nietzsche we hear:  “You say it is the good 

cause that hallows even war?  I say unto you:  it is the good war that hallows any cause.  

War and courage have accomplished more great things than love of the neighbor.  Not 

your pity but your courage has so far saved the unfortunate.”275 

Södergran has combined these ideas with notions from the Bible’s Book of 

Revelation and envisioned a triumphant version of war.  To be sure there is struggle, and 

Nietzsche even mentions that it is the struggle of ideas that is taking place as well, but 

little attention is paid in either version to the realities of war.  In the second stanza the 

poet warns against blasphemy and doubt, possibly referring to the acceptance of the truth 

of the Book of Revelation.  It is a book of prophecy, a point that is made many times in 

the Chapter, and of course, faith is necessary to accept such words.  For example, the 

image of the harpists and the golden bowls, could be taken from Revelation 5:8.276 

Vesa Haapala  in his chapter, “Kuinka Jumala Kirjoitetaan” (How to spell God) 

places great importance on these biblical sources for Södergran’s poem and suggests that 

the speaker of the poem is like an ‘anti-Christ’ because the biblical setting is turned 

upside down in the poem.  He also suggests that ‘God’s spies’ could be the angels 

mentioned in the Book of Revelation.277  These details are well worth exploring, although 

of course we cannot be sure exactly which texts Södergran has transformed in her poem.  

In the end, it is her words that must be taken into account, and the conclusion of the poem 

finally acknowledges something of the reality of war, in the lines:  “Good blood flowed 

in your veins--/rich, red warrior’s blood./”  Elsewhere we will see that the poet finally 

must acknowledge the reality of war although in this early poem, there is still idealism. 

This sort of idealism relates to the explanation Olsson gives in her comments of 

their correspondence:  “Those who are young now may find it difficult to imagine the 

excitement we felt.  . . . But in the First World War period, when these ideas first took 

root, it really was possible to understand what was going on if one had one’s ear to the 

ground.”278  There was much hope among intellectuals and young people during the time 

preceding World War I and the Russian Revolution.  The idea that social change could 
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affect positively the course of human events was very popular, and especially embraced 

by thinkers as well as politicians.  Later, the realities of trying to make these social 

visions fact would take their toll on the idealists as well as the politicians.  Here the poet 

shows that she is in stride with others who find hope in the good struggle. 

This poem is stark and assaults all the senses, from the first lines in which there is 

the threat of devastation through fire, the smell of smoke and worse, ‘burnt flesh.’  In just 

a few short lines the poet sketches the most devastating view of war, and the reader is 

there immediately.  There are no excuses about why there is a war, or why one must 

support the war, or whose war is right—the war simply exists. 

The second stanza brings us out of the war, the chaos, as she calls it, and the 

possible questions about war can begin, although there will be no answers, apparently.  

Now the poem begins to be peopled:  besides the speaker we have the ‘hosts’ of the 

‘silent master.’  In fact, the genius asks, “Who needed you?”  It is not clear to whom this 

question is addressed, and there is no answer, so the Genius279 proceeds to further define 

the war’s effect:  animals gape.  Here the choice of the word ‘gape’ in translation is 

interesting, and perhaps bears some further explanation in order to complete the image of 

response to war. 

The poet addresses ‘people’ and separates herself from the reader, the mass 

because she has something to say.  At this point, her position is not above the people, but 

perhaps somewhere with them, but she is definitely apart.  She is not speaking for them, 

but to them.  The poet speaks of a great emotion caused by the stench of war.  The poet 

likens the source of her words to chaos.  The war is chaos, and likewise it is out of chaos 

that the words and emotions of poetry arise.  Here Södergran presents a perfect target for 

Plato’s dictum about poetry:  it is ungovernable, unpredictable, and stirs up the emotions.  

Regarding the section of the poem quoted above, Eva Ström writes: 

’Apokalypsens genius’ heter det just att ‘Sångens anda är kriget.’  Den dionysiska 

urkraften stod ju enligt Nietzsche nära lyriken och musiken, och dessa kaotiska 

krafter stod både kriget och sången nära.  Här är inte kaos granne med Gud, nej 

kaos är Gud . . .  Apokalyptiska, dionysiska krafter lovprisas också i den stora 

löst sammanhållna dikten ‘Fragment’ som kan ses som en hyllning till Nietzsche.  

Han bodde i Engadin i Schweiz”.280 
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Ström confirms my comments that Södergran’s poetry arose from deep poetic impulses, 

perhaps some Dionysean influence from Nietzsche.  These are the impulses Plato 

distrusted, and yet perhaps the same ones that mark good poetry.  Words that spring from 

the well of unknowable emotion may be frightening, but they move the reader.  

Södergran’s audience, she realized, may not have been prepared for her raw works, and 

thus she felt a prefatory remark necessary. 

In the original edition, the short poem, “The Armoured Train” follows “The Spirit 

of the Apocalypse.”  It appears to be an afterthought of the previous poem and barely 

seems to stand alone as dots trail off at the end of lines, and there is little coherence.  In 

1919 she told Olsson to leave the poem out of a collection she was reading for her.281 

 

Pansartåget 

Femtio vagnar förhoppningar lät jag lasta till 

edert Amerika. 

Hänsända vände de tomma . . . 

Besvikelsefrakt . . . 

Nu sänder jag pansartåg med stenhårda masker 

i hotande gluggar: 

tusentals vagnar uppfyllelse vända de hem.282 

 

The Armoured Train 

Fifty wagons full of hopes I had loaded to your 

America. 

They came back empty . . .  

Freight of deception . . . 

Now I send armoured trains with stone-hard 

masks in menacing embrasures: 

They come home with thousandfold wagons of 

fulfillment.  September 1918283 

 

The poem is in stark contrast to the previous poem.  Here the realities of war and 

its results are clearly stated—starvation, suffering.  There is no idealism or hope, only the 

suggestion of lies and deception.  America is specifically mentioned so that politics are 

evident, and the poet responds to deception with the threat of violence and retaliation.  

Dated in September 1918, the poem was actually written after the Russian Revolution as 

well as the end of World War I and could refer to the devastation effected by either of 

those conflicts.  Here the poet expresses despair and the very absence of the soaring 

notions of victory suggests that the poet writes from the solid basis of experience, rather 

than from outside influences.  Images from Nietzsche are starkly absent. Here the poet 
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resembles Akhmatova in her response to the effects of war—both write of the devastation 

around them, the sense of loss.   

Regis Boyer in his article, “Edith Södergran and Liberty” calls the poet a ‘baroque 

poet.’  He mentions, too, her use of vivid and fanciful images and notes that she takes 

great liberties at times, as she has, in “The World is Bathing in Blood.”  He says it is 

characteristic of a “general manner of writing and composing, characterized by an 

exuberance of the imagination, a passion for movement which ignores lines and 

constantly points beyond them.”284  He sees this baroque nature in other poems, such as 

“Eros’ Secret” in which the poet writes:  “I live red.  I live my blood./I have not denied 

Eros./My red lips burn on your cold sacrificial slabs.”  Boyer notes that these images can 

easily overlap with themes from fantasy and fairy tales.  When speaking of light topics 

the style is not disturbing, but when used in matters of war, it can be disconcerting. 

Edith Södergran’s approach then can be characterized by a philosophical 

approach to the events of war.  She does not take a specifically political or populist view 

of the war, but rather speaks in prophetic or apocalyptic Biblical language.  There is a 

distinct absence of patriotic rhetoric and yet the poet does seem to search for an audience 

that could understand her positions, share her hopes for social change.  She attempts to 

match the ideas she has found in her reading of Nietzsche with the social and political 

reality of war, but finds the war lacking.  In fact, she is quite removed, and has an 

idealistic view of both the aims of war and its possible achievements.  In her isolation she 

writes about events around her, but her personal commitment is nonexistent.  Södergran’s 

connection to the war is theoretical rather than realistic, and not based on actual 

experiences. 

4.2 AKHMATOVA’S POEM WITHOUT A HERO AND WHITE FLOCK  

When we look at Akhmatova’s poems from this time period, we do not find a 

fusion of the personal and political, but rather the violent entry of the political into the 

poet’s life and poetry.  Rather than create out of a passion borne of intellectual and 

spiritual analysis, as Södergran has done, Akhmatova creates out of her personal passion 

and the outside world only impinges when war is inevitable.  Furthermore, images of war 

are evoked in two very specific ways in her poetry, in the person of her husband and then 
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in terms of the Motherland.  There is no middle ground for the poet.  The poet herself 

does not experience war or comment upon the war because of her own personal vision of 

a social economy.  Her poems and her time are not consumed with discussions of the 

proletariat or the proper distribution of material goods.  In fact, the proletariat does not 

concern her at all.  If she is concerned about the common people, however, her concern is 

expressed in a personal way as in the case of the mothers who have lost their sons in 

battle.  Thus, we cannot say that Akhmatova is divorced from humanity; in fact, she is 

ever more closely connected to it because of her compassion, which is borne of her 

religious beliefs.  It is important to consider Akhmatova as a modernist poet as she 

represents a unique melding of traditional Russian Orthodoxy with modern individualist 

thought.  While in the past and in the Socialist future, it was only the masses that 

mattered, in the modernist present, for Akhmatova, it is the individual, who matters, and 

thus the individual’s utterances, and especially the word.  Every utterance must be 

accounted for, and recognized, even the cry of the mother who has lost her son.  When 

these words are not her own, still the conscientious poet utters them herself.  

Anna Akhmatova’s response to war and especially the period preceding the war 

took years to coalesce in the form of her long poem, Poem Without a Hero.  It is 

characterized by the theme of the masquerade which came directly from the theatre of 

that time, indirectly influenced by Nietzsche.  She used the idea of masked behavior to 

describe the times, but was only able to write about 1913 from the perspective of several 

decades as she began Poem in 1940.  She worked on it for the rest of her life.  Katerina 

Clark also recognizes the importance of this poem in the history of the Petersburg mythos: 

Nineteen thirteen, according to Akhmatova’s Poem without a Hero (Poema bez 

geroya), was a time when all of Petersburg was cavorting in masks.  In this long 

poem, the year 1913 is represented as a nodal moment in a cautionary tale of 

intelligentsia folly; the perpetual carnival of masked happenings has its underside 

of suicides, an unheeded portent of the nightmares to come. . . . Thus her account 

of 1913 was given from the perspective of the intervening purges, though both 

the vogue for masks and the veritable epidemic of suicides are borne out by a 

reading of the press of the time.285 

The poem can be considered a narrative poem as it is divided into chapters, but it 

also has the characteristic of a theatre piece as there are stage directions, or notes from 

the poet that set the scene of each section.  Furthermore, there are a number of poems that 
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were added after the poem was complete, or that could be included in the Epilogue.286  As 

it is, the focus will be on the sections of the long poem which relate to the era of the war 

and revolution, and to the poet’s later perspective on earlier events. 

That the poem refers to Pushkin is evident in one of the epigraphs:  “We are not to 

tell fortunes with Tatiana,”287 a reference to the heroine of his poem-novel, Eugene 

Onegin.  Pushkin’s work had similar themes—unrequited love, and in that case a duel 

resulting in the death of the hear at the young age of 38.  Akhmatova’s poem also has at 

least three dedications and a pseudo-foreword.  These are the opening lines that repeat the 

masquerade theme the poet also used in the poem from Evening: 

 

                   Я зажгла заветные свечи, 
                            Чтобы этот светился 
вечер, 
                                     И с тобой, ко мне 
не пришедшим, 
                                            Сорок первый 
встречаю год. 
              
                    Но... 
                           Господняя сила с нами! 
                                  В хрустале утонуло 
пламя, 
                                      «И вино, как 
отрава, жжет»288 

 

from Poem Without a Hero 

I have lit the sacred candles,  

    So that this evening might shine, 

          And with you, who have not come to me, 

                 I will greet the forty-first year. 

But. . . 

     The power of God be with us! 

          The flame sinks in the crystal! 

                 “Why does the wine, like poison, burn?”289 

 

In these opening lines are references to Pushkin, but also examples of the self-

referentiality that mark the poet as a modernist.  This poem especially presents problems 

to the reader as the poet freely exchanges her personal self and the poem’s persona.  One 

must be careful not to read too much personal biography into the poem, while 

simultaneously extracting the universality of the poetic ‘I.’  The lines about the wine 

burning like poison come from one of her early poems from Anno Domini, “New Year’s 

Ballad.”290  In that poem, written in 1923, the poet refers to the blood of the recent 

revolution, and the fact that celebrations are difficult when so many have died or left.  In 

Poem many years later, the poet recalls that early time of suffering.  She invites the 
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reader to a long, long tale of masks, historical characters and fictitious, including Hamlet 

and Don Juan, which she uses to re-tell the story of the 1910s in St. Petersburg. 

The following lines mention characters and writers from the distant past to the 

recent present, and, continuing the theme of self-referentiality, refer indirectly to 

publications of her early poetry, Meyerhold, and Knut Hamsun.291  As the poem 

progresses, the poet questions why she has been left alive while so many others have died.  

In greeting the year 1941, she looks back at 1913 as the turning point, one that she had 

not realized at the time as everything was obscured then, by masks and everyone’s 

oblivion to the forces, especially political, that surrounded them:  “I’m not afraid of 

publicity . . ./What to me are Hamlet’s garters!/What to me the whirlwind of Salomé’s 

dance,/What to me the tread of the Man in the Iron Mask!/I am more than they . . . /And 

whose turn is it to be frightened,/To flinch, to step back, to give in/And ask forgiveness 

for an old Sin?” 292  Each of these lines refers to a play or performance popular during 

this time, for example, Meyerhold’s Hamlet and Salomé.  The poet writes that in 

retrospect she is frightened by all that happened then, and even asks forgiveness for her 

own ignorance.  Can one be forgiven for sins of omission, she asks?  In these lines the 

poet places herself in the midst of the whirlwind of theatre and dance, the 

experimentation and irreverence that took place at that time.  Still, she feels no more 

responsible than others, but somehow, she has survived.  A few lines later she writes:  

“Only how did it come to pass/That I alone of all of them am still alive?/”293  The poet 

concludes these stanzas once again with references to herself as a young woman in a 

shawl, something she was well known for, and even was referred to in a poem by Blok.   

She says she doesn’t want to meet the woman she was then.  Here is not longing for a 

glorious past, but perhaps some embarrassment at the concerns of the past in light of 

subsequent events.  The poem moves on from this point and does not return to it.  The 

following lines contain many references to ancient and contemporary figures from fiction 

and poetry, but those specific to St. Petersburg continue to mark this as a Petersburg 

poem, an ode to the city as it were.  She cannot help but return to this theme in such lines 

as:  “Let’s open the proceedings/On this joyous New Year’s Day [the day of writing of 

the poem]!/I won’t tell the whole world/About the midnight Hoffmannia/And I would ask 

the others . . .”  But in fact what she most would like to tell, to relive, are those nights of 
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limitless gaiety and experimentation, of people dressed in costumes and assumed 

identities.  She continues:  “Poets/And sinning just don’t go together/Either dance before 

the Ark of the Covenant/Or disappear!. . .”  There is real ‘deviltry’ in this Petersburg life, 

she goes on to say, and she prefers to call her fellow celebrants ‘masqueraders’ as if 

everyone was in costume or assuming some other identity.  But despite all the revelry 

there is a note of death to be sounded, in this case on the personal level, but in retrospect 

it is easy to see that the poet is also referring to the solemn days that followed St. 

Petersburg in 1913:  first the war and then the Bolsheviks put an end to revelry, 

masquerades and all forms of entertainment, and indeed the lives of many people.  This 

section of the long poem ends with “For one moment of peace/I would trade eternal 

rest.”294  This hyperbole is also an echo of the early Akhmatova, and in a later poem, 

“Prayer,” she makes the extreme offer to give up her life or the lives of her husband and 

child if only the war would not begin.  Here she tries to strike the unlikely bargain of 

trading eternity for peace on earth.  

This section is followed by dialogue from the past:  the banter of friends on their 

way to an evening out:  ‘six sharp,’ ‘we’re going to The Dog,’ ‘what about you?’.  This 

interlude is a fond reminiscence of a time of freedom that seems more precious in 

retrospect.  After this the poet recalls those long-ago meetings and places.  The following 

stanzas refer to the dances of Petrushka, and all the deception and mystery that the life in 

the theater can engender.  In this section the actress and dancer, Olga, becomes a symbol 

of the outward playfulness as well as the intrigue that was inherent in the socializing and 

the art of this time period.  She addresses her friend from the past:  “Why is your gaze so 

keen and so troubled:/Petersburg doll, actress,/You—are one of my doubles.”  Here the 

theme of doubling begins and is carried out throughout the poem.  It is a typical theme 

employed with other images and symbols such as masks and mirrors.  Nothing is as it 

seems, or is even twice as important as it appears to be. 

Chapter Two begins in the heroine’s bedroom.  All the romance of the life in, 

before and after the theater is conveyed.  Here the dancer is the main character once again, 

and her love affairs the focus of attention, but the setting of all this magic is, as always, 

Petersburg, and no chapters, no sections of the poem proceed without homage to the city.  

It is as if these events could not take place anywhere else or if they did they would not be 



 

127 

as magical, as artistic or as truly important.  Not even the weather of the city, which is 

notably disagreeable, can affect the progress of art: 

See, there in the sleety storm 

 The blackamoors of Meyerhold 

  Taking up their game again? 

   And all around us is the old city Piter 

    That (as people said then) 

     Wore the hide of the  

      People thin— 

In lines of grain carts, harness, manes, 

 In daubed tea-rose paintings 

  And under a cloud of crows’ wings.295 

In these lines Akhmatova evokes the history of the city, referring to it by its old 

name, Piter, and even to the tragic history of those who suffered to build the city.  This 

connection with the past, with the suffering of the past, is never far from her thoughts, 

and this is one of the sources of power in her poems as the reader is ever connected to 

history.  Thus a historical approach is necessary to understand Akhmatova’s poetry.   

Another aspect to note in this poem that marks the poet as a late modernist is the 

placement of the lines on the page.  Although earlier she wrote in stanzas and much more 

formally, by 1945, she had abandoned those strictures and spaces her lines on the page in 

various ways.  This is one example of the freer style she adopted later in life.  The bulk of 

the poems we examine here, however, will not have this free verse style. 

In the third stanza of Chapter Two there is a reference to Tsushima’s hell, the 

defeat of the Russian Navy in Japan in 1905.  This was an event that was so shocking in 

its horror that it remained with Akhmatova all of her life.  Even much later, writing in her 

memoirs she said:  “Without doubt January 9 and Tsushima were the shocks of a lifetime.  

And as they were the first, they were the more frightening.”296 

Chapter 3 is described as a ‘lyrical digression’ and it definitely includes the most 

romantic and yet also realistic portraits of a bygone era. It begins with a series of 

epigraphs, one of which is from an earlier poem of Akhmatova’s:  “And under the 

Galernaya arch,” which refers to a common meeting place in the city near the Senate.  

Likewise Mandelstam wrote:  “In Petersburg we’ll meet again,/As if it were there we 

buried the sun.”297  The bulk of this chapter is a nostalgic look back at an earlier time, 
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with references to Tsarskoe Selo which place the poet even earlier than 1913,  the time of 

her youth there, or her courtship and early marriage with Gumilev,  but then in the 

following lines the chill of change in 1913 is most accurately depicted: 

. . . 

The Galernaya arch 

darkened, 

In the Summer Garden the 

weathervane squealed, 

And the silver crescent 

moon brightly chilled 

Over the Silver Age. 

Because along all the roads, 

Because toward all the 

thresholds 

A shadow was slowly 

advancing— 

The wind tore posters from 

the walls, 

Smoke did Cossack dances 

on the roofs 

And the lilacs had a 

graveyard smell.  

 . . . 

As before an execution, the 

drum rolled. . . 

And ever-present in the 

freezing, prewar, 

Lecherous, terrible, stifling 

air, 

Lurked an incomprehensible 

rumble. . . 

But then it was barely 

audible, 

It scarcely reached the ear 

And it sank into the 

snowdrifts by the Neva. 

Just as in the mirror of a 

horrific night 

A man is possessed and 

does not want 

To recognize himself, 

Along the legendary 

embankment 

 The real—not the 

calendar— 

  Twentieth Century 

draws near.298   

 

Many lines in this section of the poem are the most often quoted from Akhmatova 

because here, after many decades, she finally speaks clearly about the events that she had 

earlier been unable to describe.  Her images are vivid and striking:  she writes of the 

smoke like Cossacks on the roof, but here we can see that they were like smoke, the 

Cossacks in that they disappeared under the rule of the Bolsheviks.  Furthermore, the 

sounds of the coming war and revolution are prominent in this poem:  “As before an 

execution, the drum rolled” can refer to the demise of Gumilev, but also of so many 

others whose fates were quickly written, and not always announced by drums or any 

other means.  She calls the ‘rumble’ incomprehensible, as she recalls that when the 

revolution, the fighting in the streets came, many did not really understand what was 
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happening.  Hearing gunfire in the capital was shocking, and that sound continued for 

many months.  Sound is very important as well as the silence of fear.  

Akhmatova believed that the 20th century did not begin in 1900, but later, when 

the changes in Russia became final.  We can think of these as the dates of modernism in 

Russia as well—some say that the last good year in Russia was 1913, before the war and 

the revolution.  These are the views of monarchists, perhaps, and not Soviets, but still the 

idea notes the demarcation of a time period in the minds of some.  Here the poet refers to 

the ‘legendary embankment’ in lines that are often mentioned, and of course this refers to 

the location of the Winter Palace, now The Hermitage, where the seat of the Tsar’s power 

was in the capital.  And as with many who are in exile, or are estranged from their former 

life, there is the hope that the poet will meet again those who have been lost because of 

the changes—the section ends with the lines:  “There beyond the island . . . won’t our 

glances meet again.”   

In this section, as in others, the recurring theme of Petersburg as a city is 

prominent as is the sealed fate of its inhabitants:  the gloom of the city, the graveyard 

smell, the stifling air.  It is a city that is dying, as the old century is dying, and the poet 

declares that now the new century begins, because it is here that time is split in two 

directions, here that a new era begins, although not necessarily a new era of hope, it is 

still a time that must be declared separate from its predecessor.  Here the references to 

Tsarskoe Selo are also part of this declaration of a new time as Tsarskoe Selo belongs to 

the old time, and everything from that time period, the waterfalls and the fabulous 

Cameron Gallery,299 will be closed, will be shut down and changed.  

Chapter Four is called ‘Fourth and Last Chapter’ although the final version now 

contains many more verses beyond this, but we must examine it in context for aspects of 

early modernism or evidence of attention to the matters of war and revolution.  In fact, it 

is the chapter in which the affair between Vsevolod and Olga is detailed.  However, 

beyond the story of the two ill-fated lovers there is the larger story that the poet recounts 

about the beginning of the twentieth century as she comments on everyone’s naiveté.  

Here was a silly love-sick poet, she seems to say, who gave his life for nothing, when he 

stood on the threshold of his own and Russia’s future. 
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This image of threshold is very important, as the poet and her circle were living 

on the threshold of a new era in Russia.  It is said that Vsevolod died on the threshold, an 

unlucky place in any case.  Literature is full of instances in which a threshold signifies 

important changes.  Akhmatova too was on the threshold of modernism, even though her 

early poems cling to the format of traditional Russian poetry with their rhythms, rhymes, 

and stanzas, but inside that form, the poet leaps to new dimensions in subject matter and 

theme.  Here she looks back at that earlier time and realizes what they did not understand 

then—that life would change irrevocably and they would lose everything they had. 

From a military or nationalistic view, one could say that Vsevolod should have 

lived to give his life for God and his country, as certainly many of his contemporaries 

would end up doing.  Or, one could say that he might have had an even worse fate, such 

as that of Gumilev, if he had lived.  The poet writes: 

    

 Look: 

Not in the accursed Mazur 

swamps, 

 Not on the azure Carpathian 

heights. . . 

  He is at your 

threshold! 

   Across it. 

  God forgive you! 

 

  Of all the ways for 

a poet to die, 

  Foolish boy:  He 

chose this one— 

 He could not bear the first 

insult, 

 He did not know on what 

threshold 

 He stood and what road 

 Spread its view before 

him. . .300 

 



 

Here the Mazur swamps, for example, refer to one of the places where the 

Russians suffered the worst losses during World War I, and the Carpathian Heights 

denote a later battle against the Austrians that went from 1914-1916.  Why does the 

poet bring these images into the poem?  They are for her, writing in 1941, still strong 

images from the time of loss, disaster, shock, and war that interrupted her youth, 

interrupted her career as a poet, and the lives of so many, really everyone with whom 

she shared her life.  She marks the battles by name, indicating her close attention to 

the war, the losses of the Fatherland and the patriot’s sense of sorrow ; no sense of 

personal loss is conveyed. 

In the memoirs there is an account of Marina Tsvetaeva’s reaction to the poem:  

“One must have a lot of courage to write about harlequins, Columbines, and Pierrots 

in 1941.”301  While Tsvetaeva was surprised at the subject matter of Poem Without a 

Hero when Akhmatova read part of it to her in 1941, it was a poem that had to be 

written.  The poet had carried these images, thoughts, feelings, ideas with her for well 

over 20 years and they demanded to be set down.  In her later reminiscences, the poet 

wrote that she was glad that she had finally done so as she was encouraged to find that 

people in the 1960s and even future scholars would be interested in these events, that 

there was no reason for them to be lost to history or poetry.   

Later, in stanza six the poet complains that even she was haunted by these 

facts, these lines, and that is why she had to put it down in a poem.  In fact 

Akhmatova has written in the Foreword about the way in which this poem came to her 

that was different from other poems.  “I did not summon it.  I was not even expecting 

it on that dark, cold day of my last winter in Leningrad.”302  In any case, she says:  “I 

myself was unhappy/With the far-off howl/Of this hellish harlequinade./I kept 

wishing that it would rush past/The white hall, through the twilight of pine 

boughs/Like puffs of smoke.”  But there were too many memories to be contained and 

she had to write, even though it was difficult for her to write in 1941.  In stanza ten, 

which begins with empty lines, she writes:  “And the decades file by,/Tortures, exiles 

and deaths . . . I can’t sing/In the midst of this horror.”  Still somehow she managed to 

survive and sing, and so this long poem, sometimes a seeming jumble of images, 

portraits and memories has taken the form that it has.  The poet has combined the 

effects of the First World War, the deaths in the Mazur swamps, for example, with the 

later deaths from the Revolution and after, when she refers to torture and exile.  She 

does not write of specific instances because she only needs to allude to past events 



 

and the contemporary reader can fill in the missing details which may be too 

gruesome to contemplate.  It is not her easiest poem, and so I will next consider the 

Epilogue in which the poet returns to the themes of Petersburg in 1913.303 

The Epilogue is followed by various short poems that in fact take the form of 

an epilogue which provides additional points from which to view the verses within the 

larger poem.  One of the most interesting for our purposes is “Petersburg in 1913,” 

written in 1961, in which the poet paints a striking picture of the last moments of a 

certain kind of sanity before World War I, and the eventual disintegration of society 

caused by the revolution. The poem is rich with modernist references to the bustling 

city:  street-life and steamships sailing, but as in the ‘Carousers’ poem, there is also 

the portent of change to come.  In this case the poet writes in retrospect, unlike the 

earlier poem in which her fears are mere premonitions.  In this poem, however, there 

is a sense of urgency that the poet now realizes meant certain change ahead.  It reads:   

Behind the gates, a barrel organ is wailing, 

They are leading a bear, a gypsy is dancing 

On a walkway pocked with spittle. 

A steamship is sailing to Skorbyashchaya, 

And its melancholy whistle 

Echoes over the Neva. 

On the dark wind there is freedom and rage,  

just like the memory of “The People’s Will,” 

Here the Goryachee Field 

Is only a stone’s throw away. 

There are things more miraculous still, 

But let’s go—I have no time to waste.304 

In this poem the poet speaks in the shorthand of locations:  those places that 

she mentions are full of meaning for the initiated reader.  For example, 

Skorbyashchaya is the place of the Chapel of the Mother of God, Joy of all who 

Grieve.  Thus the poet alludes to the ongoing sorrow of those who lost their families 

or loved ones in the war or revolution.  Her reference to ‘The People’s Will’ brings up 

the group that was responsible for the assassination of Emperor Alexander II in 1881, 

which brought the last Tsar’s father to the throne.  Finally, the Goryachee Field refers 

to an area that was used for executions after the Bolsheviks came to power.  Whether 

or not it was the location of the execution of her husband is not clear, but its mention 

gestures to that most personal of losses as well.  All of these locations refer to war and 

violence at one time or another in Russian history, or at least the history of St. 



 

Petersburg.  In this way the poet links the violence against the Emperor in 1881, with 

the violence of the war and revolutionary period forty years later.  Her poem becomes 

a chronology of violence and war. 

Poem Without A Hero presents a dramatic review of the era and is useful here 

as it highlights certain aspects of that period, 1913:  a modernist view of human 

relations, the importance of the urban setting to both social and cultural relations, and 

the use of poetry to describe these new situations and settings.  Thus, the unusual 

liaisons and love affairs are as important as the theatre pieces and plays that were 

presented and as important as the bridges and buildings of the new city which served 

as both the stage and the backdrop for human events.  [Plate 12] 

This long poem is rich with associations, and also brings up one theme the 

poet also shared with Södergran, that of Dionysus.  One can imagine that this was 

typical of classical scholars, but it is also an important holdover from the Symbolist 

period.  It is one of those themes that seem to cross borders and schools of poetry.  

Both the theme itself and the very use of the theme are indicative of the type of 

modernism that Akhmatova and Södergran both practiced, that is, the appropriation of 

symbols, ideas and themes from literature and scholarship to adapt to modern usage.   

This untitled poem, from Akhmatova’s second collection, Rosary, contains 

intimate references to Petersburg, which is depicted almost like a drawing room for 

socializing, but with the chill of coming events suggested at the end: 

 

В последний раз мы встретились тогда 

На набережной, где всегда встречались. 

Была в Неве высокая вода, 

И наводненья в городе боялись. 

 

Он говорил о лете и о том, 

Что быть поэтом женщине — нелепость. 

Как я запомнила высокий царский дом 

И Петропавловскую крепость! — 

 

Затем что воздух был совсем не наш, 

We met for the last time (Untitled) 

We met for the last time 

On the embankment, where we had always met. 

The Neva was high 

And they were afraid the city would flood. 

 

He spoke of the summer, and he also said 

That for a woman to be a poet was – absurd. 

 

I can still see the tsar’s tall palace 

And the Peter and Paul fortress!— 

 



 

А как подарок божий — так чудесен. 

И в этот час была мне отдана 

Последняя из всех безумных песен. 

Январь 1914305 

Because the air was not ours at all, 

But like a gift from God—so miraculous. 

And at that moment was given to me 

The latest of all my mad songs. January 1914 306 

 

The first stanza begins with finality—a meeting for the last time—but there is 

also movement as the river flows swiftly by.  There may be ice floes in it as the 

season is early enough for flooding.  Perhaps the weather is cold as the coming of 

summer seems as unlikely as the ability of women to become poets.  The poet stands 

on the Palace Embankment, able to view both the Hermitage and the Peter and Paul 

Fortress, which was also used as a prison, and contains the crypts of the Romanov 

emperors.307  But though this poem is anchored in the city, it is the lightness and air in 

the poem that gives it the most movement and joy:  the air is not the poet’s, and it is 

suddenly turned into song.  Air is the element of song, not water, nor stone.  This 

poem definitely has the flavor of earlier times in St. Petersburg as just a few short 

months after the writing of this poem World War I began. 

Anna Akhmatova’s poems about the war come to fruition in her collection, 

White Flock.  Certainly one of the most famous poems from this group is the 

following poem, “July 1914,” written at a historical turning point, just before the war 

in Russia was actually declared.  Known as the ‘July Crisis,’ it was a time of anguish 

and uncertainty for both the leaders and the people as no one knew exactly what might 

happen after the assassination of Arch Duke Ferdinand on June 28 in Sarajevo.  Most 

of the public was unaware of the political implications of this event.  French envoys 

were in St. Petersburg affirming their support of Russia’s support for Serbia, so 

anyone paying close attention could probably discern that some sort of military 

alignment was about to take place.  However, the actual alignment of possible allies 

was not determined at that time, and whether Britain would honor its commitments to 

France and enter the war as her ally, and subsequently Russia’s, was unclear.  Still 

because of the allegiance that Russia owed to Serbia they had no choice but to enter 

the war.  Fresh from the defeat by Japan in 1905, that war meant deaths for young 

soldiers and sailors, and a possible second military humiliation weighed on 

everyone’s minds.  



 

Июль 1914 

Пахнет гарью. Четыре недели 

Торф сухой по болотам горит, 

Даже птицы сегодня не пели 

И осина уже не дрожит. 

 

Стало солнце немилостью божьей, 

Дождик с Пасхи долей не кропил. 

Приходил одноногий прохожий 

И один на дворе говорил: 

 

«Сроки страшные близятся. Скоро 

Станет тесно от свежих могил. 

Ждите глада, и труса, и мора, 

И затменья небесных светил. 

 

Только нашей земли не разделит 

На потеху себе супостат: 

Богородица белый расстелет 

Над скорбями великими плат». 

 

II 

Можжевельника запах сладкий 

От горящих лесов летит. 

Над ребятами стонут солдатки, 

Вдовий плач по деревне звенит. 

 

Не напрасно молебны служились, 

О дожде тосковала земля: 

Красной влагой тепло окропились 

Затоптанные поля. 

July 1914: 

It smells of burning.  For four weeks 

The dry peat bog has been burning. 

The birds have not even sung today, 

And the aspen has stopped quaking. 

 

The sun has become God’s displeasure, 

Rain has not sprinkled the fields since Easter. 

A one-legged stranger came along 

And all alone in the courtyard he said: 

 

“Fearful times are drawing near.  Soon 

Fresh graves will be everywhere. 

There will be famine, earthquakes, widespread 

death, 

And the eclipse of the sun and the moon. 

 

But the enemy will not divide 

Our land at will, for himself 

The Mother of God will spread her white mantle 

Over this enormous grief.” 

2 

The sweet smell of juniper 

Flies from the burning woods. 

Soldiers’ wives are wailing for the boys, 

The widow’s lament keens over the countryside. 

 

The public prayers were not in vain, 

The earth was yearning for rain! 

Warm red liquid sprinkled  

The trampled fields. 



 

 

Низко, низко небо пустое, 

И голос молящего тих: 

«Ранят тело твое пресвятое, 

Мечут жребий о ризах твоих». 

20 июля 1914, Слепнево308 

 

Low, low hangs the empty sky 

And a praying voice quietly intones_ 

“They are wounding your sacred body, 

They are casting lots for your robes.” 

July 20, 1914, Slepnyovo309 

 

The poet begins with the smell of burning, just as Södergran does in her poem 

written on the verge of war.  In this case the burning is not from battle, but the distant 

smell reminds the poet of the possibility of battle.  In fact, the burning is from the peat 

bog, or it could as likely be from a distant forest fire.  The poet attempts to build up a 

sense of foreboding by the portents:  fire, silent birds, still trees; she creates a mood 

and layers the images of stillness and drought:  sun and an absence of rain.  Adding to 

the sense of time being out of joint, there is the complaint that even the sun is 

displeasing, and in fact has displeased God.  Here then in the beginning of the poem a 

religious element enters the poem and becomes a marker for the levels of discontent. 

The dislocation of weather, season, and animals continues in the following 

lines in which the one-legged stranger appears—alone.  The stranger is a harbinger, a 

traveling herald of sorts, but his message is apocalyptic:  besides the already 

disquieting signs, worse times will come—famine and death.  The cosmos too will 

participate in this disastrous future in the form of an eclipse.  In these few short 

stanzas the poet has created an image of horrible times to come, but in the fourth 

stanza, relief is forthcoming:  the Mother of God will protect everyone and comfort 

the grieving.  Thus, the coming peril will not be averted, but the Mother will be with 

all those who suffer. 

In this section of the poem the poet’s tone resonates with that of Södergran 

who likewise saw something apocalyptic in the events of the war.  Religious 

references are also shared, although in this case Akhmatova does not refer to specific 

chapters of the Bible, but her repetition of religious symbols such as the Mother of 

God with her mantle, and the prayers of the people, affirm the need for higher powers 

during these times.   

In Part 2 of the poem the war has already started and its effects are being felt:  

widows weep so loudly their cries can be heard across the country and the drought has 



 

been ended by the blood that spills into the soil.  The fields, once the source of food 

and sustenance, are now trampled, and the sky, once again, has nothing to offer.  All 

has been lost, even before the war has begun, the poet foresees the effect it will have 

on people, on women, on the earth, and perhaps most importantly to her, on faith.  

The poem ends with the ominous lines that refer to the Crucifixion, but at a point 

before the Ascension, before the assurances of eternal life have been given.  Thus the 

poem ends on a hopeless note, not even the Mother of God appears in the closing lines, 

there is only the fervent prayer. 

It is not surprising to note that the poet wrote this poem at Slepnyovo, the 

home of her husband’s family.  She spent a great deal of time there during this period 

as her son was there being raised by his grandmother, and perhaps because N. 

Gumilev was away at this time she was acutely aware of what the potential war could 

mean.  In the poet’s world at this time, the war has mainly a personal component—it 

affects her family life.  There is no notion of political or social or even philosophical 

underpinnings to her approach or response to war.  There is not even the sense of 

patriotism around which everyone should rally to support the defense of the homeland.  

Rather there is the recognition of suffering, sorrow, and in the last lines of the poem, 

the need for salvation through Christ upon the inevitable death through war. 

Thus the poet replies to the war from a very personal viewpoint and the locus 

of the poem is rural and nature plays an important part:  the peat bog, the birds, the 

fields, the burning woods and the empty sky are all part of the construction of a locus 

of devastation that is to come.  As in many poems of Akhmatova’s the trees appear by 

name, the aspen, and the juniper.  They are not anonymous, but rather living witnesses 

to the acts of men.  In fact, the aspen seems to behave in sympathy with the times by 

ceasing its movements in anticipation of the coming events.  But the earth too 

participates in the diorama:  the fields will either become graves, or they will be 

soaked with blood.  Though they yearn to be part of the life cycle that grows families, 

they inadvertently have become part of the saga of death.  They will no longer be able 

to produce food. 

The characters of the poem, besides the speaker, are likewise alone, forlorn 

and without hope.  They are not even accompanied by birdsong because the birds 

have ceased their usual singing.  Thus the one-legged man speaks to a silent village, to 

empty, dry fields.  This character is reminiscent of the travelers throughout peasant 

Russia who were either itinerary craftspeople, or musicians, who entered a village to 



 

peddle their wares and then moved on.  This man, though, has nothing to offer but bad 

news and his concluding words are about the Mother of God and her white mantle.  

While this image is meant to comfort, it is actually an indication of the greatness of 

the coming grief, as it is to be so large that it will require the vast expanse of her 

‘white mantle’ in order to cover it.  This mantle appears in contrast to the ‘robes’ of 

the final stanza.  In this case the robes are to be auctioned off and will provide no 

comfort to the dying Christ or his followers. 

The 19th of July marks the historical turning point and we can note that the 

date on Akhmatova’s poem is July 20.  The full knowledge of what was about to 

happen was with her then; in the Western calendar it was the 28th of July that Austria-

Hungary actually declared war and the following day began the bombardment of 

Belgrade.  The poet looked back on this date once again in another poem: 

 

ПАМЯТИ 19 ИЮЛЯ 1914 

Мы на сто лет состарились, и это 

Тогда случилось в час один: 

Короткое уже кончалось лето, 

Дымилось тело вспаханных равнин. 

 

Вдруг запестрела тихая дорога, 

Плач полетел, серебряно звеня... 

Закрыв лицо, я умоляла бога 

До первой битвы умертвить меня. 

 

Из памяти, как груз отныне лишний, 

Исчезли тени песен и страстей. 

Ей — опустевшей —приказал всевышний 

Стать страшной книгой грозовых вестей. 

Лето 1916                           Слепнево310 

 

In Memoriam, July 19, 1914 

We aged a hundred years, and this 

Happened in a single hour: 

The short summer had already died, 

The body of the ploughed plains smoked. 

 

Suddenly the quiet road burst into color, 

A lament flew up, ringing, silver . . . 

Covering my face, I implored God 

Before the first battle to strike me dead. 

 

Like a burden henceforth unnecessary, 

The shadows of passion and songs vanished 

from memory. 

The Most High ordered it—emptied— 

To become a grim book of calamity.

 Summer 1916 Slepynovo311 

 

Even though this poem was written two years later, the images from the 

original July 1914 poem are still vivid:  the invocation of summer, the smoking fields, 



 

and especially the references to prayer and to God’s part in the war.   However, unlike 

the earlier poem, this poem is unpeopled:  there is no harbinger or herald with news, 

but rather an anonymous lament that goes up.  The last two lines of the second stanza 

are reminiscent of another poem, “Prayer,” which we will consider shortly.   

Taken together, all three of these poems give an impression of the poet’s 

response to the war.  In the face of war and destruction the poet returns to her 

religious roots and prays to God for help in surviving the war; she prays for the right 

to perform a sacrifice that would prevent the war, and inevitably bows her head to the 

realization that the meaning and purpose of the war is beyond her and she can only 

acknowledge in a writer’s way of understanding war, that war is part of a great book 

‘of calamity.’  The despair that the war engenders is so complete that in the last stanza 

the poet acknowledges that both love and poetry have become unimportant in the face 

of war; they have been replaced by this grim book of catastrophe.  War, with its 

ability to change society, families and governments also obliterates love and poetry.  

The poet writes from her own limited landscape in Slepnyovo.  Letters she 

wrote from there indicate that she felt isolated, but the knowledge of the ongoing war 

was all that she needed to know.  Being removed from it did not stop her anguish nor 

make it any more bearable.  In some ways, perhaps it was more difficult to tolerate.  

Here are some of the comments she made in her correspondence at this time.  In a 

letter to Symbolist writer, Georgy Chulkov in July 1914, around the time of the 

composition of the first ‘July 1914’ poem she wrote:   

It’s quiet, boring, and a bit terrifying here.  News from the outside world 

sounds absolutely improbable, I don’t see anyone, and, in general, I am 

leading a quiet life.  Recently I finally began to write a big piece, but the quiet 

seems to be hindering me.  And everything around me is faded, worn, and 

mainly, connected with a number of sad events.312 

The previous spring she had written in a lighter vein to Chulkov’s wife, 

Nadezhda Grigoryevna in the form of a poem:  “And the warm wind is tender and 

supple./And the body marvels at its lightness,/and you don’t recognize your own 

house,/and that song you were tired of before,/You sing like a new one, with deep 

emotion.”313  This small verse indicates that the oppressiveness of the war was not the 

only topic either of her poetry or her state of mind.  Still, the images of the poems 

from this time are primarily to do with the horrors of the war or the longing for those 



 

who were away, specifically her husband, N. Gumilev.314  From the summer of 1915, 

also at Slepnyovo the poet wrote: 

 

Я не знаю, ты жив или умер, — 

На земле тебя можно искать 

Или только в вечерней думе 

По усопшем светло горевать. 

 

Всё тебе: и молитва дневная, 

И бессонницы млеющий жар, 

И стихов моих белая стая, 

И очей моих синий пожар. 

 

Мне никто сокровенней не был, 

Так меня никто не томил, 

Даже тот, кто на муку предал, 

Даже тот, кто ласкал и забыл. 

 

Лето 1915                   Слепнево315 

I don’t know if you’re living or dead 
(Untitled) 

I don’t know if you’re living or dead— 

Whether to look for you here on earth 

Or only in evening meditation, 

When we grieve serenely for the dead. 

 

Everything is for you:  my daily prayer, 

And the thrilling fever of the insomniac, 

And the blue fire of my eyes, 

And my poems, that white flock. 

 

No one was more intimate with me, 

No one made me suffer so, 

Not even the one who consigned me to 

torment, 

Not even the one who caressed and forgot.  

Summer 1915   Slepnyovo316 

 

Here the poet’s lament for her absent husband is poignant:  it is traditional in 

the first two stanzas that incorporate a religious meaning to the rites of memorializing 

absent soldiers.  But the last stanza marks the poem again as one of Akhmatova’s 

modern, very topical poems.  Love themes have been prevalent in her early poetry, 

and their stark images appear here, even at the height of war.  She cannot forget the 

anguish that has already taken place in their relations, and yet that anguish does not 

prevent her from worrying about the absent lover. 

This poem also bears one of the notions that Akhmatova frequently uses in her 

poetry that she has another sense, that she can communicate telepathically, or that 

some other omens will inform her of what is going on.  In this she carries some of the 

imprint of the past, the traditions of prophecy and signs date to the peasant era in Old 

Russia.  I would not attribute these references to a Symbolist attitude although, of 



 

course, one might consider this an example of a Symbolist style because Symbolists 

were very interested in other-worldly communication.  But Akhmatova’s intuitions 

are not part of that, but rather relate to the hidden past.   There is some question about 

the influence of Slepnyovo on the poet as she wrote a certain kind of poem there.  She 

has even mentioned317 the different attitudes that she has had toward writing when in 

the country.  Sometimes it is a place where everything dries up, and other times she is 

more connected to her roots and to notions of eternal peace and knowledge.  These 

feelings come through in the poetry.  The previously mentioned poem about spring, 

for example, is another instance of this sort of direct contact with nature and its 

subsequent affect on both the poet’s subject matter and the form of her poems. 

In the above poem, the poet is again metatextual.  There are often comments 

upon them within the texts, as is the case with the poem to the absent Gumilev.  Here 

she refers to her poems as ‘that white flock,’ a phrase that eventually became the title 

of her third collection of poetry.  In this second stanza the poet suggests that all her 

poems are for Gumilev, although this is not an attitude that continued, or that she even 

consistently expressed elsewhere.  In this case, the absent soldier has achieved a 

prominence that he might not have been afforded if he had been at home.  It is true 

that Gumilev supported Akhmatova’s poetry, but beyond that he could in no way be 

seen to be responsible for it. 

This poem is also one that could be reviewed in retrospect, after Gumilev had 

died.  It could be seen as a sort of premonition, although clearly the poet had no idea 

of his eventual fate.  But it is important to see that already she imagines the way that 

she would mourn for him, that she practices the words that she would say and 

imagines the nightly ritual of grieving.  This is essentially another of Akhmatova’s 

love poems in which all of her passion—‘the thrilling fever of the insomniac’—and 

‘the blue fire of my eyes,’ – are exposed both to the object and to the reader.  The poet 

does not hide the depth of her feelings; in fact, she paints them as dramatically as 

possible.  Everything is suggested in extremes:  no one was so intimate, no one made 

me suffer.  The only word missing from this catalogue of extremity is ‘never.’ 

In a similar vein of extreme emotion, the poet wrote the following poem in 

response to the news of coming war.  Here she combines her worries about her 

family’s personal safety with concerns about Russia at large; thinking about those 

who are about to make the supreme sacrifice she makes a similar gesture herself, but 



 

it is shocking.  Sharon Leiter writes that this poem emphasizes a theme that is evident 

in later poetry, especially about the Leningrad martyrs, that of sacrifice.318 

 

Молитва 

Дай мне горькие годы недуга, 

Задыханья, бессонницу, жар, 

Отыми и ребенка, и друга, 

И таинственный песенный дар — 

Так молюсь за твоей литургией 

После стольких томительных дней, 

Чтобы туча над темной Россией 

Стала облаком в славе лучей. 

Май 1915. Духов день       Петербург319 

 

Prayer 

Give me bitter years of sickness, 

Suffocation, insomnia, fever, 

Take my child and my lover, 

And my mysterious gift of song— 

This I pray at your liturgy 

After so many tormented days, 

So that the stormcloud over darkened Russia 

Might become a cloud of glorious rays. 

May 1915 Day of the Holy Ghost, Petersburg320   

 

Although the poet’s offerings of her health, her family, her talents seem 

extreme in this instance it is noteworthy that the poem was composed on a Holy Day, 

something that is very important in Akhmatova’s oeuvre.  Although she may not have 

followed the religious traditions strictly, she was always aware of the calendar days 

and they are frequently referenced  in the notes on date and place of writing.  N. 

Gumilev, who knew her well, should have realized this fact himself when he over-

reacted to the poem.  He was said to be incensed by the reckless statements she made 

in the poem, and of course since he was the subject of some of them, that is 

understandable.321  But he should also have realized that the nature of the hyperbole 

also had to do with the form of the poem, which is not coincidentally entitled ‘prayer.’ 

The following untitled poem, written in Hyvinkää, Finland, is very reminiscent 

of some poems of Södergran’s because the poet links the landscape with her emotions. 

In addition, many of the symbols so familiar in Södergran’s early poems can be found 

here:  the star, references to correspondence, to evil.  Again this poem typifies 

Akhmatova’s personal response to war. 

 

Как невеста, получаю 

Каждый вечер по письму, 

Like a fiancée, I receive (Untitled) 

Like a fiancée, I receive 

A letter every evening, 



 

Поздно ночью отвечаю 

Другу моему. 

 

«Я гощу у смерти белой 

По дороге в тьму. 

Зла, мой ласковый, не делай 

В мире никому». 

 

И стоит звезда большая 

Между двух стволов, 

Так спокойно обещая 

Исполненье снов. 

Хювинккя                      1915322 

And late at night I write 

An answer to my lover. 

 

‘I am the guest of white death, 

On the way to darkness. 

My beloved, don’t do evil 

To anyone on earth.’ 

 

And a huge star is standing 

Between the trunks of two trees, 

So tranquilly promising 

The fulfillment of dreams.   

October 1915 Hyvinkää323 

 

A year later, the poet wrote a poem similar to “Prayer” in which she expressed 

longing for the absent lover and father of her son.  Note again the poet’s observance 

of Holy Days in the Orthodox Church.  As in Södergran’s work, here the links to 

religion are important: 

The sky sows a fine rain 

On the lilacs in bloom. 

At the window beating its wings 

Is the white, white Day of the Holy Ghost. 

 

By today at the latest, my love 

Should have returned from across the sea. 

I keep dreaming of the distant coast, 

Rocks, towers and sand. 

 

…White, white Day of the Holy Ghost, 

Dispel my uneasiness!  May 1916 Slepnyovo324   

In this poem, as in the others, the poet links the landscape of Slepnyovo with 

her absent husband:  she mentions details such as the lilacs in bloom and the ploughed 

fields.  She describes the light and shadows of the day and marks the day by 

mentioning both in the poem and in the note on the poem’s composition, the religious 

holiday.  Were the poet simply writing a religious poem, however, the other features 



 

of the poem would not be given equal importance as they are.  But the circumstances 

of the absent husband are as important as the fields, and the religious holiday.  The 

poet speaks in conversational tones, in the words of a lonely woman, so that the 

overall mood of the poem is longing rather than piety.  Still it is God, through the 

symbolism of white to whom the poet appeals for relief.  The lengthening days of 

May provide little solace as there is just more time in which to miss the absent one.  

Note that this poem was composed exactly a year after the previous poem written on 

the Day of the Holy Ghost. 

In My Half Century, the selected prose of Anna Akhmatova, a letter from the 

poet to Anastasia Nikolayevna Chebotaryevskaya (wife of the poet F. Sologub) 

describes the circumstances surrounding the publication of this poem.  Akhmatova 

writes:  “It’s a pleasure to send you my poem “A Prayer” for the almanac War.  It’s 

never been published before.  I think it’s better not to include my “July 1914,” 

because the war censor doesn’t like it at all. What do you think?”325  Here we have the 

sense of the author becoming aware of her audience and also of the official response 

to her poetry.  Although earlier her poems went quickly to press and were widely 

received with a popular response, the poet senses that now the outside world has 

entered her poems and perhaps they will not be acceptable to everyone.   

Finally, the poem “Yellow Flame” clearly paints a picture of the war as an 

integral part of the poet’s life.  She uses picturesque, almost quaint images of herself 

and her brother as ‘a soldier and a maid’ and envelops them both in the images of the 

countryside, but the details of the city are as relevant and compelling.  The poet here 

exhibits her most modernistic tendencies as she is able to use the powerful images of 

the rural past to signify strength and tradition while simultaneously drawing in 

elements of the new urban life that also forms part of her persona and psyche.  The 

sense of burning and smoke, present also in Södergran’s poems conveys both the heat 

of the season and of the war.   But although the war could be fought in the countryside, 

it was not absent from the urban landscape, and the mentions of guns and bayonets in 

the city creates a vivid image of the unrest in the capital.  The poet stresses the change 

that her beloved Petersburg has undergone.  Those bridges that were once meeting 

places for lovers are now being used for armed men and cannons.  Note the nostalgia 

and longing for the immediate past that are evoked by the details in the poem.  By 

describing well-known places, she uses the device of familiarity to link with others, 

with her readers. 



 

 

 

Тот август, как желтое пламя, 

Пробившееся сквозь дым, 

Тот август поднялся над нами, 

Как огненный серафим. 

 

И в город печали и гнева 

Из тихой Корельской земли  

Мы двое —воин и дева — 

Студеным утром вошли. 

 

Что сталось с нашей столицей, 

Кто солнце на землю низвел? 

Казался летящей птицей 

На штандарте черный орел. 

 

На дикий лагерь похожим 

Стал город пышных смотров, 

Слепило глаза прохожим 

Сверканье пик и штыков. 

 

И серые пушки гремели 

На Троицком гулком мосту, 

А липы еще зеленели 

В таинственном Летнем саду. 

 

И брат мне сказал: «Настали 

Для меня великие дни. 

Теперь ты наши печали 

И радость одна храни». 

 

Yellow Flame 

That August was like a yellow flame 

Piercing through smoke, 

That August rose over us 

Like fiery seraphim. 

And into this city of sorrow and wrath 

From the quiet Karelian earth, 

We two—a soldier and a maid— 

On one chill morning walked. 

 

What had happened to our capital? 

Who had lowered the sun to the earth? 

The black eagle on its standard 

Seemed like a bird in flight. 

 

This city of splendid vistas 

Began to resemble a savage camp, 

The eyes of the strollers were dazzled 

By the glint of bayonet and lance. 

 

And gray cannons thundered 

Across Trinity Bridge, 

As the lindens greened 

In the mysterious Summer Garden. 

 

And my brother told me:  Now begin 

My momentous days. 

Now you alone must preserve 

Our sorrows and our joys. 

 



 

 

Как будто ключи оставил 

Хозяйке усадьбы своей, 

А ветер восточный славил 

Ковыли приволжских степей.  1915326 

It was as if he were leaving the keys 

With the housekeeper of his country place, 

And the east wind sang the praises 

Of the Volga steppe’s feather grass.  1915327 

 

Hemschemeyer notes that the poet’s brother was indeed sent to the Black Sea 

Fleet after finishing his naval studies.328  Here the poet unites herself with Russian 

families who likewise were saying goodbye to their relatives as they left for war.  

Those departing soldiers always speak as if they will return home, and they expect 

everything to be the same, but for the poet, she cannot disguise her feeling that their 

meeting will be their last.  In the final lines of the poem the poet once again evokes 

the long history of the Russian people in their attempts to fend off invaders, and 

reminds everyone of the East wind, the Orient, and the feather grass of the Volga 

steppes.  This is an example of Akhmatova’s powerful ability to combine traditional 

images from Russian literature with poetry of the present.  This feather grass appears 

at the end of the poem as a symbol of strength, power, and unwavering loyalty.  It is 

also a reference to Pushkin’s poem “On the Fields of Kulikovo” and the much earlier, 

“The Lay of Igor,”329 so the poet situates her poem at the end of a long history of 

poems that have been used to document and support those in the middle of strife.  

4.3 COMPARISON OF THE POETS’ RESPONSES TO WAR 

The differences in their responses is apparent after viewing these war poems 

of Akhmatova and Södergran—Södergran is the most socially aware of the two, and 

expresses the hope that something good will come of all the bloodshed.  She even 

suggests that bloodshed is necessary in order to achieve change, or even for God to 

conceive of change.  Akhmatova, on the other hand, has responded in a personal and 

intimate fashion, speaking of those most affected and developing a voice that 

eventually will speak for others affected by war and events beyond their control.  

While Södergran is apocalyptic, Akhmatova is quiet, although she too can sense the 

doom that lies ahead while both poets lack patriotic fervor in response to the war.  

Although at the time of World War I both poets stood under the same flag, neither 

rallies to the side of the Emperor, though Akhmatova should because of her husband’s 



 

position.  While she expresses her loyalty to him, she only sees that the war has 

separated them, and separated him from their family.  Ultimately it was this separation 

that caused the end of their marriage, although they had other problems before that.  

This heartbreak becomes intertwined in Akhmatova’s poetry with the heartbreak of 

war.  Södergran, on the other hand has used the events to explore and reflect her 

studies of Nietzsche and although she also uses religious images in her poems about 

war, she does not call upon either cultural or patriotic images in any way.  There are 

no Finnish soldiers in her poems, until the time of the Civil War.  One final difference 

between the two poets is that while Södergran with her apocalyptic visions looks to a 

future with hope of transformation of man’s soul and ambitions, Akhmatova is 

disturbed by the war and violence and looks to images from the past, such as the 

resistance the Russians had to the Mongol invasion and the strength of the soldiers on 

the field of Kulikovo to shore up her hope.  What is of most importance to us here, 

however, is to observe that both poets responded to the war in their poetry and they 

did it in a uniquely modernist way, with new language, sometimes disturbing images, 

in the case of Södergran, and with the expectation that they had an audience for such 

writing.  Their words give a unique perspective on the war. 

 



 

5.0 ST. PETERSBURG, 1917:  POETRY AS 

REVOLUTION’S MIRROR 

While the previous chapter registered the impact of World War I on the poets, 

this chapter will follow the progress of their work as the realities and changes of the 

Russian Revolution become apparent.  The effects of the Russian Revolution 

impacted them dramatically differently.  Russia essentially withdrew from World War 

I after the Bolshevik revolution, and the resulting peace accords were not as favorable 

as they might have been.  Also, they impacted Finland directly as we can see in the 

following analysis of the withdrawal of Russian troops.  In the first part of this chapter 

I will examine some of the poems Södergran wrote during this time, specifically 

noting comments from her letters that direct us to certain poems.  Her physical 

circumstances will be commented upon, but only as they arise in her poems.  The 

second section will cover poems of Akhmatova during this transitional period, while 

the third section will compare the poets’ poems and assess their position as modernist 

poems that have changed as a result of the revolution impinging on reality.  

It is true that before the Revolution Akhmatova participated in the life of the 

intelligentsia in St. Petersburg, and some of her peers were involved in groups with 

progressive or revolutionary ideas and activities, but she did not participate in such 

discussions.  Neither did Edith Södergran, for that matter, but a review of the 

positions of writers who were politically inclined will give us a basis for comparison 

of the works of the two women poets. 

How did the days pass for these young women poets after the Revolution?  For 

Södergran, 1918 was the most prolific year of poems about the events surrounding her 

and the majority of her political poems were written during this period.  While 

Finland had gained its independence after the Russian Revolution, it was also 

embroiled in civil war and battles between the Reds and the Whites, some of which 

took place right outside her door in Raivola.   

5.1 SÖDERGRAN AND THE REVOLUTION AND CIVIL WAR  

In addressing the poems from the Revolutionary period, we begin with the 

long poem entitled, “Fragment,” which I call ‘Petersburg,’ to understand the 

development of Södergran’s theories, beliefs and philosophies.  In the opening stanzas, 



 

she pays tribute to Petersburg, her education and the forces that shaped her early years.  

This is one of the strongest statements she makes in reference to her youth at Petri 

Schule, and the poet also indicates an understanding of the political and cultural tides 

that the city was undergoing. In the middle of the poem, the poet leaves behind the 

early influence and speaks with her own voice and her own opinions about recent 

events.  In the following there is a detailed analysis of the themes and topics of the 

poem, as well as comments from other critics, section by section. 

Fragment330 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

----life’s bacteria thrive on your mucous membrane. 

City, you wisely arched one, you have not broken my heart: 

all your people come from the steppes, 

even the greyest, most silent, saddest steppes 

are open to the wind. 

City, you suffering one, you are gentle as a saint, 

city, you suffocating, agonizing one, you have deeps 

where we deep-sea fish can breathe. 

Petersburg, Petersburg, 

from your pinnacles flutters the magic flag of my childhood. 

That was the time before the deep sores, before the terrible scars, 

before rejuvenation’s bath of oblivion. 

Petersburg, Petersburg, 

on your pinnacles the glow of my girlhood lies 

like a pink drapery, like a light overture, 

like the gauze of dreams over the sleep of giants. 

Petersburg, Petersburg, 

rise up out of golden visions! 

What I love I gather together in words torn loose. 

I scatter the violets of memory on the golden pavements of dreams. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

The first lines of the poem—(- - - life’s bacteria thrive on your mucous 

membrane/- - - livets bakterier frodas på din slemhud.)—refer to the rheumy nature of 

the city due to it swampy origins and give an unappealing impression of the city.  

Here Södergran uses both images and language from her reading of Nietzsche, while 

this also recalls images from Pushkin’s descriptions.  For example, the elevated view 

of the people below who are loading carts of dung is a very Nietzschean viewpoint, or 

even that of Zarathustra—removed from the concerns of the common people, with a 

vision of what could be.  McDuff connects this view to the use of language in the term 



 

‘ye people,’ which he found difficult to translate because of its possible Germanic 

origins.  He mentions that translating these terms into English results in some odd-

sounding English sentences, if ‘thou,’ ‘thee,’ and ‘thine’ were used repeatedly in the 

translation.331  

The scope of the poet’s universe is at once galactic and earthly.  She writes 

both of the command of the heavens as well as the control the grave has over all of 

our lives.  The range of the poem is the cosmos, but it is not a vast empty black realm, 

but rather one that is connected to the earth by the voice of the creator.  Stars fall from 

this realm to enter earthly lives.  There is a great unity in the vision of this poem that 

is not explicitly Christian, as during this period Södergran has wrestled her Christian 

beliefs away and has been under the influence of Nietzsche, but in fact Christian 

themes are evident just beneath the surface.  The diligent Christian theorist can no 

doubt make a case for this poem as a Christian response to the winds of war.  Phrases 

such as:  “Praised be the hand/that hangs the wreath of stars on our ancient 

mountains” surely echo many a church hymn, and yet this is shortly followed by the 

lines, “Then Cosmos will be revealed.  The riddles will fall echoing into Minerva’s 

immeasurable sacrificial bowl . . .” which throws the reader back to Greek mythology 

or to the uncertainty of a Cosmos without a definable supervisor such as Nietzsche 

would envision.  These lines actually come from the old farms; the recent past 

connects to the distant past, suggesting the elasticity of time. 

Although Södergran was not able to partake in every aspect of the city—

culture, poetry, monarchy, the military—many phrases in her poem indicate her 

knowledge of those aspects, and comment on them.  Following is a line by line 

analysis of the poem to show the ways in which it is an example of modernism and 

provides a context for her response to war and revolution., underscoring her social and 

politically conscious response, especially with respect to the relationship between 

poetry, the city and architecture.   

“Fragment” City, you wisely arched one—Here we have a reference to the 

arches of the city, attention to the physical structure of the city, its fine architecture, 

the plan of the city.  The City is acknowledged as a city, stad, acknowledged for its 

size, wisely, as it represents planning and not ramshackle growth, as we know was the 

case with Moscow.  Here is the city, but it is not like Paris or Berlin, cities that will be 

mentioned later.  Paris could break one’s heart, or one could have one’s heart broken 



 

there, but not in Petersburg; she says, ‘you have not broken my heart’ and that is 

followed by a colon, suggesting that what follows is the reason why. 

The reason the City has not broken her heart is because all of its people come 

from the steppes, the vast reaches of another Russia that feeds into Petersburg.  Here 

is the recognition that all of St. Petersburg’s residents came from somewhere else 

from the very beginning.  Only Finnish fishermen were living there at the time that 

Peter the Great began his epic project.  Thus, no one there is native, everyone came 

from somewhere else, either because they were moved there to work or because they 

came for their own economic enrichment.  Surely, later people were born there, in fact 

Södergran herself was, but still she says, ‘all your people’ which indicates that she 

sets herself apart from the inhabitants of the city, even though she has every legitimate 

right to call herself a resident, even more than these people who have come from the 

steppes.  She writes these words when she is away from St. Petersburg; she perhaps 

senses that she will never live there again, so she has already become an Outsider.  

This Outsidedness is a stance that recurs in Södergran’s poems.  In the extreme, it can 

echo Nietzsche’s ‘overman’ view of the world, or at least it places the poet outside the 

concerns of common, daily life. 

The steppes.  They are not even slightly appealing to the poet; they are one 

extreme or the other, but they are grey, silent and sad.  While she has presented the 

dignity of the city with its arches as possibly so achingly beautiful that your heart 

could be broken, there is apparently nothing heartbreaking about the steppes; they are 

just vast stretches swept by wind.  Now this image could represent freedom, could 

show the opportunity for initiative and even wildness, but none of these expressions 

enter into the poet’s description.  The steppes are known to be the region of the 

Scythians and the origins of Russian culture and certainly those contributions form 

part of the Russian identity, but for her it is not an appealing part.  Steppes are bereft 

of trees, of shade, of stability, quite the opposite of the areas around St. Petersburg 

and Karelia, with which the poet was far more familiar and comfortable.  She has 

another image in mind; as if the wind on the steppes has something to do with the 

city’s suffering, the poet addresses the city again, and suggests that the city suffers as 

a saint, but worse, the city is suffocating and suffering.  The Swedish term the poet 

used, kvalfulla, meaning ‘full of suffering,’ conveys the sense of heartbreak, and even 

torment.   From whence this suffering?  The poem moves towards this explanation. 



 

Then, in an image that is reminiscent of Pushkin’s descriptions of the city in 

The Bronze Horseman,332 the poet creates an image of a city underwater where the 

deep-sea fish breathe.  But these are not Other deep-sea fish, the poet likens herself to 

a deep-sea fish.  The image is alluring, that of deep-sea fish, able to rest in deep pools, 

undetected for long periods of time.  Thus, even those not participating in the flow of 

commerce, trade or culture, could survive there where different levels provide a haven 

for all kinds of people, even outsiders, those who are submerged and invisible.  This 

entire section of the poem gives a sense of dislocation both in scale, referring to the 

arches which dwarf the human, and in elements, the contrast of the dry steppes with 

the moist and murky waters of St. Petersburg.  This dislocation can only evict the poet 

from the premises and this Outsidedness continues as the poem progresses. 

In the next line, the city can remain un-named no more, and she calls forth the 

city to her poem and to her mind by naming it, as it was named in her childhood, 

Petersburg, without the saint, although she has earlier said that the city is ‘gentle as a 

saint.’  The image of the city is of heights, the turrets on the buildings, and the 

banners which flew from them.  Here we have the image of the glory of the last days 

of the Romanov dynasty which Södergran experienced in her childhood.  The 

festivities surrounding the Palace were always present in the activities in the street and 

in the decorations of buildings.   

Here too the poet, like Akhmatova, is intertextual with architecture:  she writes 

of the role that buildings play in the life of the city.  They are not only edifices, they 

are shelters, and in this sense, they are also a part of the festivities and rituals of the 

culture.  In this reference Södergran suggests the appeal all of this pomp and 

pageantry.  Her use of the word ‘enchanted,’ (förtrollade) suggests that she is viewing 

the events of her past, that she is enchanted as a child might be by banners and festive 

decorations.  Whether one thinks of the word as ‘enchanting’ or ‘fascinating,’ one can 

gather the meaning of something that can send one into another consciousness.   

In this poem and in some others, the use of the word fana, which means flag, 

pennant or banner is of interest to modern readers.  First of all the word dates back to 

earlier forms of warfare where the standard bearers of the King or knight carried the 

particular banner of the regiment.  This practice has persisted into modern times, but it 

is not generally held aloft when going into battle as it was in the past.  Nevertheless, 

the placement of the victor’s flag is always important after battle, and the flag is also 

relevant to nationalism.  Thus this image which waves from numerous Södergran 



 

poems must be interpreted in 19th century terms.  Sometimes the same word is used to 

apply to the pennants that fly from the tops of buildings in St. Petersburg.  These are 

not necessarily national flags, but rather long streamers perhaps indicating the royal 

family, or associated with some other special occasion or event holiday, although 

usually not religious.  Gala as they may seem in Södergran’s poems, they are actually 

a symbol of the state, of organized society, or even of the monarchy. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

What is happening to me 

as I speak? 

Do I sense rightly the 

approach of immeasurable 

tragedies? 

Do my fairy-tale viaducts 

never rise above your 

roofs, 

do the trains not flash by 

with ecstatic pennants 

to Berlin—Paris—London? 

Will all that I see become 

a measureless ash-heap? 

Or are these only clouds of 

tiredness passing? 

Is our miraculous citadel 

not rising up out of the sea 

in Helsinki? 

Are not watchmen 

standing there with blue 

and red flags that the 

world has never seen? 

Are they not standing, 

leaning on their spears, 

spying out the sea with the 

granite of destiny in their 

petrified features? 

Or is everything merely a 

mirror-reflection in the 

sleepwalker’s eyes, 

Do I live in a dream or on 

another planet? 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

- - -  

Heaven itself wants to 

come down to earth. 

Love nothing but infinity! 

Is its first commandment. 

Dream of nothing less 

than of kissing God’s little 

finger. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

As the poem proceeds, the poet speaks of a different time, earlier, before the 

wounds and scars of revolution, or rather what she calls ‘rejuvenation,’ but then 

denies that by saying  that it is a ‘bath of oblivion.’  Here the poet uses the metaphor 

of bathing as she does in “The World is Bathing in Blood/Världen badar i blod.”  But 

as the poet writes the beloved city is scarred by revolution, and the poet can only cast 

a backward glance to her youth.  She views it as rosy, and likens it to a light overture, 

a veil, all rather phantasmagorical images, but these are cut short by the final image:  

a titan asleep.  She perceives dangers within that have not yet been imagined, let alone 

realized.  Writing “Petersburg, Petersburg,” the poet addresses the city for a third 

time.  This repetition has become a sort of mantra as if the poet is trying to invoke the 



 

powers of the city in her memory, to draw it near so she can address it with her true 

thoughts.  In fact, she commands:  ‘Rise from golden visions!’ she charges, in a very 

Nietzschean tone.  The poet tries to get the attention of the city, and recognizes that 

her thoughts are not coming out clearly; the words are disconnected.  Still she must 

try to gather them.  However, there is not much promise of a coherent address as the 

poet writes of the ‘violets of memory’ and the ‘golden pavements of dreams.’  Here 

we can only guess at what childhood memories the poet draws upon as she summons 

the city of the past to rise to the glory of which she once knew it to be capable. 

Still the next stanza indicates that she senses ‘enormous tragedies’ to come.  

Once again recognizing the size and scope of the city, the poet refers to the city’s 

‘roofs.’  Will all of her visions and dreams about the greatness of Petersburg be 

unrealized because of something else, perhaps something greater that is to come?  

Södergran recognizes and reiterates the hopes of many Petersburg intellectuals that 

Russia and especially Petersburg be seen as and be connected to the rest of Europe. 

This foreshadowing of events to come is an aspect that Södergran shares with 

Akhmatova as in her poem “We are all carousers here. . .” the poet also asks what is 

to happen in the future, as if she senses the great changes that are in the offing.  Both 

of the poets can be seen to be responding to the sense that Hagar Olsson mentions was 

in the air at this time—everyone knew that something was about to happen, but no 

one knew exactly what. 333 

The image of the trains flashing by with enthusiastic streamers toward Berlin, 

Paris and London underscores the desire of many of the intelligentsia from the 

Symbolist era and beyond who wanted to see the ideas and hopes of Western Europe 

somehow incorporated or enlivened in Russia and especially Petersburg.  These lines 

about the European capitals also connect the ideas that Södergran has learned in her 

studies, including Nietzsche, for example, to the rest of Europe.  References to Paris 

highlight the connection of the arts, especially music and ballet, to that city, and also 

relate to the transmittal of French Symbolist thought to Petersburg.  Recall the earlier 

discussion of modernism that places Paris at the center of modernist trends in Europe. 

In an image that will be repeated in another poem, [‘The earth has been turned 

into a pile of ashes’] the poet refers to the potential fate of St. Petersburg.  She places 

herself once again Outside of the city she is ‘looking at,’ and then comments that her 

viewpoint may just be the result of her own fatigue.  Fatigue physically, perhaps, but 

also a mental fatigue which is the result of contemplating the demise of so great a city. 



 

Symbolically, the poet then looks to the west, to the other direction and 

another city of which she is also Outside:  Helsinki.  She calls the city, ‘miraculous 

citadel.’  We do not know exactly what has inspired the poet to refer to the city in 

such positive, exalted terms, but there is clearly a sense of the rising to power of the 

city, as seen in the image of the city ’rising’ from the sea, rising from the harbor.  

Perhaps this distinction really refers to Sveaborg (Suomenlinna) which is the true 

fortress of the city, and which was built to keep the Russian armies from 

overwhelming the city.  It was used as a fortress at the beginning of World War I.334 

Next the poet invokes some very militaristic images, dramatic in their 

explicitness, and yet they are as quickly dismissed, they disintegrate with a flick of the 

poet’s pen.  She writes:  ‘guards standing there with blue and red banners that the 

world has not yet seen.’  Clearly, these are Russian guards, part of the Russian Army 

that protects the Russian Empire, and as such also serve in the Grand Duchy of 

Finland.  335The stolid-ness of the guards is evident in her description:  ‘the granite of 

destiny in their petrified features.’  These guards search the sea for enemies, holding 

their spears.  Still this image of strength clearly marks Helsinki as a city that survives, 

in contrast to the previous images of Petersburg which threatens to crumble to ashes.  

These thoughts could well have been written after 1917 when Finland finally achieved 

its independence from Russia.  In this case we have the image of the city rising as a 

citadel and the magnificent city of St. Petersburg falling as it is overcome by the 

forces of revolution. 

But the poet is not sure of what she sees, and once again both the location of 

the poet and her visions are questioned:  where is she located?  Is she in a dream or on 

another planet?  Does she see or is she merely a somnambulist, reconstructing reality 

as she stumbles along?  Or further, is she actually asleep and dreaming?  The 

possibilities for dislocation are endless.  It is important to note that the poet, rather 

than underscoring her strength of conviction about her place, has indicated that she is 

not at home anywhere and perhaps because of that she is no longer sure either of what 

she sees, or possibly of what she believes.   

Children down there, loading dung onto the carts of the rabble, 

on your knees!  Do penance! Do not approach the holy thresholds yet— 

Zarathustra is waiting in there for chosen guests. 

In the next stanza the location of the speaker is clearly otherworldly and we 

see the poet has chosen a location Outside of everyone, and especially the cities which 



 

she has described in the previous stanzas.  This could be described as the ‘overman’ 

position associated with Nietzsche.  She writes:  ‘Ye children down there, loading 

manure on the carts of the populace.’  Thus she speaks to the reader in the most 

condescending tone, as if to children, and yet these children have undertaken the 

lowliest of tasks, carting manure for the city’s busy residents.  Thus, who could be 

lower, than the low, performing the lowest tasks?  Why would the poet even speak to 

such people?  But clearly there is some reason for being so lowly, and that is because 

of guilt and sin.  ‘Repent ye!’ she writes, as if the people could actually make a 

change in their destiny by repentance.  Although the invocation is very Biblical, the 

tone is Nietzschean, as is made clear in the following lines.  Now the poet aligns 

herself with these lowliest as well, as she reckons that Zarathustra will receive chosen 

guests.  Who will be among the chosen?  Will they come from the lowliest worms in 

the dust?  The poet writes that everyone will sink under the spell of Lethe, which 

indicates, perhaps drink or some other intoxicant.  These are abnormally depressed 

lines, in fact, and probably could only come from someone as terminally ill as Edith 

Södergran knew herself to be.  Although she many times is able to rise above her 

illness and dream of a greater life for mankind if not for herself, there were also times, 

apparently like this one, in which she sank into a bottomless despair and could only 

see the possible negative outcomes of the future.  She speaks of the poverty everyone 

may feel facing the future, nothing to bring to the kingdom of heaven, not human 

resources, and not riches or gold.  For those in this debased and depressed condition, 

the future marches over them.  But not only are such people unworthy of a future 

while alive, she notes that they are ‘not worthy that the crosses should remain on our 

graves.’  And she includes herself among the lost masses.   

This stanza of the poem is perhaps one of the most complex and inscrutable.  

Without warning the poet has switched from a mode of some sort of patriotic pride to 

a mode of despair and devastation.  This part of the poem is a bit apocalyptic in 

relation to Petersburg.  But, as quickly as the poet has plunged into the depths of 

despair, she reaches for the citadels of beauty:  ‘Friends, I foretell a feast in the sign of 

beauty. . .’  And where could this feast take place? Only in Engadin, which 

symbolizes a place in the future, not now, and a place which the old farms watch.   

These images clearly come from Södergran’s reading of Nietzsche, and 

Nietzsche’s own experiences in the Swiss Alps.  Likewise, Södergran had her own 

experiences of the grandeur of the mountains while in Davos, and her photographs 



 

show that she was interested in the images so vividly described by Nietzsche.  Her 

photographs show the sheer mountain canyons as loci of peace and tranquility, as a 

place for meditation and contemplation, a place to be close not to god, perhaps, but to 

perfection. [Plate 13]  Södergran, living with limited options, used Nietzschean 

symbolism to describe the unknowable future she contemplated as a result of 

witnessing the Revolution. 

Hedberg writes about the mystic dimensions in Södergran’s poetry, especially 

myths, cyclic structures, rituals, mystic properties and the aforementioned trebles.  

These features can be found in many poems and are especially evident here.  He notes 

them in the mention of Mars, Orpheus and Dionysus, while there is also Biblical 

intertextuality as well.  The mention of mystic creatures such as angels, devils and 

demons contributes to the mystical qualities.336 

Another critic, Eva Ström, also finds these stanzas indicative of the influence 

of Nietzsche on Södergran.  She finds the juxtaposition of beauty and melancholy to 

be evocative of Nietzsche and an easy way for Södergran to assume his style.  She 

writes especially about the third strophe, beginning, ‘Friends,’: 

Apokalyptiska, dionysiska krafter lovprisas också i den stora löst 

sammanhållna dikten “Fragment”, som kan ses som en hyllning till Nietzsche.  

Han bodde i Engadin i Schweiz. . . . Här är det en ny sorts skönhet som 

besjungs, en nerrivande gränslös skönhet som bringar sorg och melankoli.  

Dionysos är herre både över denna vilda rusiga skönhet och de demoniska 

sönderslitande krafterna.  Här har Edith Södergran helt anammat Nietzsches 

dionysosbegrepp.337 

In this stanza we get a sense of Södergran’s eye-witness accounts of the troop 

movements.  From her home in Raivola, she could soldiers from the Finnish armies 

pass by her house.  [Plate 14]  Coming and going, they made an impact on her village, 

and eventually housed themselves there.  For example, in July 1919, she wrote to 

Olsson that :  “And we have been presented with the prospect of having 160 men 

billeted on us, our land to become a sort of barrack-yard, but so far nothing has 

happened.”338  Mazzarella’s note on this item says that it was the Raivola civil defense 

corps that had need of shelter and commonly rented villas in the area.  Previously, in 

April 1919, the White troops had captured Raivola in the civil war and stationed 

themselves there.339  

Friends, we are as low as 

worms in the dust. 



 

Not one row of us will 

stand before the gaze of 

the future.  

With all the past we shall 

plunge into Lethe. 

The future is rich, what 

have we to give from our 

beggars’ rubbish? 

The future walks over us 

with his victor’s heels. 

We are not worthy that the 

crosses should remain on 

our graves. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

- - -  

Friends, I prophesy a feast 

in beauty’s sign . . . 

Where can it be if not in 

Engadin? 

The old farms stand and 

look: 

‘From where has this 

beauty come to us? 

From where a foreign, 

terrible, destroying spirit 

with boundless wings, 

Bringing sorrow and 

melancholy, farewell and 

death, 

Beauty’s restless, greedy, 

demanding spirit . . . 

 

No idyllic paths lead any 

more to hundred-year 

homes, 

the road of the demons is 

another, the march of the 

demons  

is the heartless flight of 

the suns through space. 

Eternal Fohn wind leaves 

not a stone intact on our 

roofs, 

the storm will not cease 

upon earth . . . 

Childbed and graves, 

shooting stars and 

lightning; 

days of creation. 

 

 

 

In this stanza the poet refers to the hundred-year-old homes, the farms that 

cannot move out of the way of the march of history, cannot do anything but either be 

trampled and smashed, and make way for the next generation.  In such situations, 

everything is broken, smashed, even, as the poet notes, the geraniums will be affected 

by the march of armies.  Echoing another image from Nietzsche, the poet writes of the 

destruction as ‘the heartless flight of the suns through space.’  In destruction, there is 

also creation, however.  The poet refers to both birth and death:  ‘childbirth and 

graves.’  Likewise, she mentions ‘shooting stars’ which represent all that is magical 

and brilliant, and flashes of lightning which are equally brilliant, but which can also 

bring fire and other destruction.   

Has not this beauty lain 

dead among us for a 

thousand years? 

Like maiden Snow-White 

sleeping in her glass coffin. 



 

We have wandered over 

the ridge of her nose, we 

have trodden on her  

  eyelids . . . 

Now the mountains have 

risen up and begun to 

wander, 

bearing the terrifying ball 

of the sun in their hands. 

Our old eyes can see no 

more. 

We cannot grumble.  

Praised be the hand 

that hangs the wreath of 

stars on our ancient 

mountains. 

As we perish we bless you, 

starry night beyond 

understanding. 

Some time there will come 

a purer wind over the earth. 

Then the human being will 

step out of mountains like 

these, 

with the eternal light of 

greatness on its forehead. 

Then Cosmos will be 

revealed.  The riddles will 

fall echoing 

into Minerva’s 

immeasurable sacrificial 

bowl.’ 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

- - -  

 

People, we shall forget 

ourselves 

and be united with the 

Cosmos again. 

We shall hear the creator’s 

voice 

Sound metallic out of the 

breast of things. 

Nothing is enough for the 

longing that kneels 

Willingly to draw a world 

to its breast. 

Stream though us; eternal 

winds, 

honey of heaven, blessing 

of the all! 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

- - -  

Let those who have heard 

and those who have seen 

come to sacrifice on holy 

mountains.340 

 

The changes that take place will always tear everything down before it can be 

rebuilt.  The poet’s speaks of rebuilding in the following stanza.  Rather than 

presenting a picture of what can re-built after the destruction of war or any other 

change, the poet suggests that beauty and all that is good has been buried within us all 

these millennia, that it lies sleeping like Snow White and just must be reawakened.  

Continuing to employ the images of Nietzsche, such as the ball of the sun, lanterns, 

the mountains, wind and radiance, the poet sketches a future in which even the 

mountains walk.  Man steps out and the riddles of life ‘fall ringing’ into the 

‘immeasurable sacrificial bowl of Minerva.’341  This is an unlikely future, and 

certainly not one a mortal would like to contemplate, however, it gives great solace to 



 

the poet and is perhaps the clearest description of the poet’s desire to escape the life of 

this world, a desire for union with the cosmos, the winds that bring the blessings of 

the universe.  Suggestions of rituals such as this recur in Södergran’s poetry and add 

to the symbolic nature of her work.  The poet never speaks in simple mundane terms 

on her themes, but rather chooses symbols or rituals to describe them.   

Anyone can find these verses challenging, a bit unrealistic and perhaps 

eventually tiring.  The apocalyptic sense is so overwhelming that it can hardly be 

taken seriously as an answer to spiritual angst or any of the other theological 

questions that might arise in the midst of a serious spiritual discussion.  Perhaps for 

this reason, some of Södergran’s earlier works were not taken seriously.  Those who 

did not understand her embrace of Nietzschean concepts could well wonder about the 

poet’s convictions.  Still, the spirit of the poet, the aims of the poet are far beyond and 

above the human realm.  They exist only for those who are willing to forget 

themselves, she writes, and then they can be reunited with the Cosmos.  While there 

can be no God that grants a guarantee of a future blessing, here the poet suggests a 

salvation of sorts that can be had by embracing the world and letting the winds of the 

universe, honey of heaven as they are, flow through them.   

The importance of this poem cannot be underestimated, however, for both its 

form and content.  Boel Hackman writes in Jag kan sjunga hur jag vill that the poem 

is a turning point for Södergran, and very different from any poems that she had 

written previously.  She comments on the metatextuality of the poem where the poet 

steps outside herself and comments on what she is feeling and thinking:  “am I 

dreaming?”  Hackman also cites the interpretations that have been presented by the 

German critic, Inge Suchsland, who suggests that Södergran acts creatively by 

moving issues that should be part of memory and submerged in a poem, to the 

foreground, while simultaneously sending reality to the background.  This changing of 

emphasis and detail is unusual and also allows the poet to present her ‘inner 

poetry.’342  Hackman remarks on the level of freedom that Södergran presents in this 

poem, saying that there is no prototype for such experimentation elsewhere in the 

poetry of her contemporaries.343 

One obvious reference here is to Andrei Bely’s landmark novel, Petersburg, 

which defined the modernist novel in Russia because of its focus on both positive and 

negative features of modern life such as transportation, manners and politics.  Bely  

too, writes about the ‘bacteria’ of Petersburg, the fungi of the Neva which contribute 



 

to the swampy fevers and stomach illnesses so prevalent there.  This sort of physical 

ill-health is mirrored by the diseases of the spirit to which the residents can become 

prey.344  A Muscovite, Bely could not resist disparaging St. Petersburg in certain ways, 

especially in terms of the climate, but he was not without admiration for the new 

capital as can be seen in these lines from the section of Chapter Four called 

“Petersburg Vanished into the Night:”  “An enormous crimson sun raced above the 

Neva, and the buildings of Petersburg seemed to be melting away, turning into the 

lightest of smoky amethyst lace.  The windowpanes sent off cutting flame-gold 

reflections, and from the tall spires flashed rubies.  And indentations and projections 

stretched away into the burning conflagration:  caryatids, cornices of brick 

balconies.”345  Only pages later, however, Bely can show the other side of the city:  

“The sky had become a solid mass of dirty slush.  The fog had come down to the 

ground, and was now gloom through which glowed the rusty blots of street lamps.  

Above one rusty blot hung the hunched caryatid of the entryway.  And how it 

protruded!  A piece of the little house next door—bay windows and carved wooden 

sculptures—protruded.”346  Thus the very features of the city that contribute to its 

glamour also characterize its darker side.  But this is only a metaphor for the more 

complicated questions of Russian identity and politics that Bely foregrounds in his 

novel.  In the story the son plots to kill his father who has become the worst of all 

possible bureaucrats, and this device illustrates the fact that many in Russia do not 

understand how the government works and is controlled by the Emperor’s minions.  

Numerous comments throughout the text suggest that if people only paid attention 

they would understand what was happening in their city:  “The editor of the 

conservative newspaper orated on:  ‘You think that the ruin of Russia is being planned 

in hopes of achieving social equality.  Fat chance!  They want to sacrifice us to the 

devil.’  ‘What!’ asked the hostess in surprise.”347  Bely’s analysis appealed to 

Södergran and he is mentioned favorably in her writings; he is interesting not because 

of his mysticism, but rather a combination of the practical and realistic descriptions of 

people and places, along with his extremely original use of the Russian language.  

This experimentation with language interested her also in the work of Severyanin. 

There were many outside influences on Södergran’s writings, not least the 

political events taking place in her immediate surroundings.  For Edith Södergran the 

Revolution ultimately meant national freedom for Finland, sovereignty, and the birth 

of a new nation.  Unfortunately, it likewise meant a drastic loss of her family’s 



 

financial stake in Russia,348 especially in St. Petersburg and the Ukraine where their 

investments, though modest, had managed to support the poet and her mother since 

the death of her father, Matts Södergran in 1910.  After 1917 they became penniless, 

but this is not the reality that most appears in Södergran’s poems.  The immediate 

reality was the Finnish Civil War which pitted the Reds against the Whites, and found 

both factions fighting on the isthmus of Finland.  A number of Södergran’s most vivid 

poems will be considered in this section, namely “Marches of the Future,” “At 

Nietzsche’s Grave,” and “The Storm” among others.  The following poem once again 

reiterates the tone of Zarathustra from Nietzsche and gives instructions while 

constructing a fantastic universe.  The characters of giants and monsters are also 

reminiscent of Nietzsche, and their actions perhaps best illustrate the sort of vision of 

reconstruction that Södergran harbored in terms of social change.  We can see that this 

is not political change as much as it is upheaval that will somehow result in a new 

world.  

 

Framtidens tåg 

Riven ner alla äreportar — 

äreportarna äro för låga. 

Plats för våra fantastiska tåg! 

Tung är framtiden—byggen bryggorna 

åt den gränslösa. 

Jättar, bären stenar från världens ändar! 

Demoner, hällen olja under kittlarna! 

Vidunder, mät ut måtten med din stjärt! 

Resen er i himlarna, heroiska gestalter, 

ödesdigra händer — begynnen edert verk. 

Bryten ett stycke ur himmelen. Glödgat. 

Vi skola rivas och slåss. 

Vi skola kämpa om framtidens manna. 

Resen er, härolder, 

underligt synliga redan ur fjärran, 

dagen behöver ert hanegäll.349 

 

Marches of the Future 

Tear down all triumphal arches— 

the arches are too low. 

Make room for our fantastic marches! 

The future is heavy—build the bridges 

for eternity. 

Giants, carry rocks from the ends of the world! 

Demons, pour oil under the cauldrons! 

Monster, gauge the measures with our tail! 

Rise up in the heavens, heroic figures, 

fateful hands—begin your work. 

Break loose a piece form heaven.  Blazing. 

We shall grapple and fight. 

We shall struggle for the future’s manna. 

Rise up, heralds,  

even now strangely visible from afar, 

the day demands your drumbeat.350 



 

Framtidens tåg is a poem that clearly demonstrates Södergran’s embrace of 

Nietzschean symbols and ideals while she molds them to her own particular purposes.  

Although she was aware of the tremendous upheaval in ideas, thoughts, hopes and 

dreams, as a poet she was an idealist and her apparent interest in politics, it seems to 

me, should not be misconstrued.  Therefore, one should not take literally the 

instructions she gives in her poetry; “Marches of the Future” is an example of the 

hyperbole that the poet employed to convey her enthusiasm for social change.  The 

poet advocates an upheaval, but it is more in minds than in the actions. 

There are many sections of Zarathustra that advocate war and violence.  We 

cannot be sure exactly which ones might have influenced Södergran, and it is not the 

subject of this study to pin her poems to particular passages of Nietzsche.  Neither 

should we assume that she was taken by the comments which later scholars have 

emphasized.  Nevertheless, an example from the First Part of Zarathustra will 

illustrate one of the themes of militancy against the state that could well have been the 

sources of some of the poet’s imagery.  In “On War and Warriors” Nietzsche calls for 

the soldiers who should look for the enemy, and always be ready to fight on.  In one 

of his most despised messages he says:  “You should love peace as a means to new 

wars—and the short peace more than the long.”351  While he may have meant to stir 

up a different sort of emotion by this statement it certainly can be misconstrued as a 

call for continuous militarism, and was in fact used in that context by others later.  

This is not the impression that Södergran had, as she seemed more interested in an 

upheaval in ideas than in governments.  Still, Nietzsche calls down the state:  “State is 

the name of the coldest of all cold monsters.”352  It is not hard to imagine that 

Södergran would find resonance in this concept since Finland was subject to the rule 

of Russia and there was much dissatisfaction with that government.  Thus, we can 

find links between Nietzsche’s ideas and Södergran’s poetry, but ultimately the 

strength of the poem must rest on the poet’s own words. 

First of all, note the commanding voice of the poet in this poem:  all of the 

lines are delivered as imperatives, directed to either an unknown You, or to specific 

entities in the world.  But the entities are giants, demons and monsters.  The poet does 

not speak to presidents, senators or members of parliament or the duma, but rather to 

some fantastic array of creatures that would be capable of effecting such change in the 

world.  The poet uses this dramatic device to bring our attention to the fact that 

everything in the world must be changed, from the monuments to previous revolutions 



 

and victories, to the very bridges that make modern life possible.  But this is not a 

work just for those on earth; heaven too will be involved and only by bringing a piece 

of heaven to earth will the true fruits of the future be realized.  In this particular image 

one can sense the presence of Nietzsche once again, especially from the demons and 

other fantastic figures and the superior tone that is reminiscent of Zarathustra. 

Only at the end of the poem does the poet introduce more human actors:  she 

writes that we will grapple and fight, actions that can only be undertaken by mere 

humans.  And finally, the heralds, lowly servants will be called to measure out the 

movements toward the future.  In all the mood of the poem is military, and even 

militant.  One could certainly draw from this sort of language an imperative for 

violent, physical revolution, and yet the elevated language that the poet has chosen 

should direct us elsewhere.  Everything should be torn down and built again, in a new 

way, but the order of organization of the new way is not specified.  In fact, one could 

not divine any Bolshevik sentiment in this poem, for example, as there is no mention 

of social reorganization, and no mention of opposition to the monarchy.  Why are 

these factors absent?  Some have suggested that Södergran was actually a ‘Red’ 

during the revolutionary period, but if that notion is based on a poem like this it likely 

cannot be supported.  Was it that Södergran was careful to leave out any particular 

mention of political change, or that she simply did not care about that aspect of war 

and revolution?  The poem itself is undated, but it appears in the text among other 

poems from 1918 so it is from the revolutionary era. 

The latter is most likely true.  We have no records that Södergran either 

attended or entertained any notions of organized political groups at this time.  What is 

much more well-documented is her study of Nietzsche and her acceptance of his ideas 

that man has limited himself by religion and small ideas.  While Södergran was 

enthused and inspired by his words, she also tapped into the general social demand for 

change that was abroad in both Finland and Russia at this time.  As she said in one of 

her letters to Olsson, “Do you work for the cause in a general sense or are you anxious 

to meet particular individuals?  Give me a list.”353  She wanted to know which people 

understood the nature of the changes that were needed to envision and create a new 

society.  Olsson replies in her notes that many people talked, wrote and hoped for a 

dramatic change in the world at this time.  What they did not know was that this sort 

of intellectual upheaval would eventually result in World War and revolution.  It 

would not be fair to say that Södergran incited people toward these events, but rather 



 

that she was part of an international chorus at the time.  Her chosen way of 

communicating these thoughts was framed in the philosophies of Nietzsche.  However, 

as we will see below, in another way, these ideas were also beginning to pale for her, 

so there is both a hope for greater vision, and recognition of the limitations of the 

master.  Once Södergran saw the pitfalls in her idol’s philosophy, she was also more 

likely to grant a sort of humanity to another of her heroes, Rudolf Steiner. 

 

Vid Nietzsches grav 

Den store jägaren är död . . . 

Hans grav draperar jag med varma 

blomgardiner . . .  

Kyssande den kalla stenen, säger jag: 

här är ditt första barn i glädjetårar. 

Gäckande sitter jag på din grav 

såsom ett hån – skönare än du drömt dig. 

Sällsamma fader! 

Dina barn svika dig ej, 

de komma över jorden med gudasteg, 

gnuggande sig i ögonen:  var är jag väl? 

Nej, riktigt . . . här är min plats, 

här är min faders förfallna grav . . . 

Gudar – hållen evigt vakt på detta ställe.  

September 1918354 

 

At Nietzsche’s Grave 

The great hunter is dead . . . 

I drape his grave with warm curtains of 

flowers . . . 

Kissing the cold stone I say: 

your first child is here in tears of joy. 

Mockingly, I sit on your grave 

like a slap in the face--more beautiful than in 

your dreams. 

Strange father! 

Your children will not let you down, 

They are coming across the earth with the 

footsteps of gods, 

rubbing their eyes:  where am I? 

No, really . . . here is my place, 

here is the run-down grave of my father . . . 

Gods, keep eternal watch over this spot.355 

 

This poem represents some of the most explicit and yet realistic comments the 

poet makes about her idealized philosopher in all of her poetry.  In letters to Hagar 

Olsson, Södergran had expressed the desire to see Nietzsche’s grave, or at least a 

house that he had lived in, had they been able to travel together, but in this poem the 

poet pays a symbolic visit to the ‘strange father’s’ grave.356  She calls him the ‘great 

hunter,’ the one who has set out to conquer the mountains and all the great heights of 

intellect.  The philosopher had already been dead nearly two decades when the poem 

was written, but symbolically the poet indicates that Nietzsche is dead to her.  



 

Something has changed in her relationship to these ideas.  They no longer hold sway 

over her completely, though neither can she entirely give them up.  That would mean 

rejecting some earlier part of herself, and she cannot do that.  The poet sets up a series 

of dichotomies in the poem:  warm flowers/cold stone; reality/dreams; 

fathers/children, and finally, the gods and mortals.  All of these alternatives represent 

the turning toward and turning away that she has experienced with regard to Nietzsche 

and his ideas.  Although she has stubbornly wanted to believe in the ideals of the gods, 

the greater good that can come from man’s striving, she has just faced the reality of 

war and the downfall of an empire.  This philosophy has died, has been buried, has 

been laid to rest, although it is still worthy of recognition, tribute, and memorial. 

In his analysis of myths in Södergran’s poetry, George Schoolfield considers 

the poem a ‘tribute’ to Nietzsche and demonstrates that the poet had felt possessed by 

the philosopher’s spirit.  He alleges a connection between the Ariadne myth and this 

poem, among others in Septemberlyran.  While Södergran’s acquaintance with 

mythology is undocumented, it can be seen that certain references indicate that she 

had some familiarity with the classics, if from nowhere else then from her reading of 

Nietzsche.  For example, he writes that the opening lines, ‘the great hunter is dead’ 

refer to Nietzsche’s poem, Klage der Ariadne and refer to the tale of a deserted lover, 

a theme that was present in other of Södergran’s poems of this period as she lamented 

the end of her brief love affair with the mysterious Russian physician.357  Similarly, 

the Ariadne tale could have come to her through other Nietzschean texts about the 

Dionysian myths.  In any case, it was not long after this, in 1919, that the poet’s 

references turn toward Christianity and away from either the classical or the 

Dionysian themes that had their source in her reading of Nietzsche.  Thus we can say 

that the Nietzschean period in her work lasted from approximately 1914 to 1918 or 

1919, and parallels the course of the First World War and the Russian Revolution.  It 

is no surprise then, that these fantastic themes are part of her poetic response to war 

and revolution far more than any sort of political tracts or other sorts of reasoned 

socialist or anti-imperialist rhetoric.  This influence and reference also places the poet 

clearly within the context of her contemporaries; even though she was unable to 

commune with them directly, her embrace of Nietzschean thought was not so far from 

similar writings of her contemporaries in St. Petersburg and Moscow, not to mention 

elsewhere in the Nordic countries.  But let us look more closely at this poem then to 

see how the poet herself summarizes her experience of the German philosopher. 



 

The speaker in the poem has multiple identities:  the first child, then a 

beautiful, grown woman, then a sibling, part of some larger family (your children), 

then a grown-up again, and finally one who can give direction to the gods.  The 

dislocation of the speaker is disconcerting, as the reader cannot exactly determine the 

point of view of the speaker:  it shifts throughout the poem.  The first acts of the 

speaker, draping the gravestone with flowers are in themselves a bit peculiar in 

translation.  What exactly is the act that the speaker performs here--‘draping’ the 

grave with ‘warm curtains’ of flowers?  Is there a play on the words drapera and 

blomgardiner or is this an example of Södergran’s Swedish in that she has chosen the 

wrong word for ‘wreath,’ which should be girland?  That is usually what is placed on 

graves.  But here we have the image of whole ‘curtains’ of flowers that can be placed 

on the grave.  And why are they warm? Perhaps from the sun?  But after this act of 

placing the flowers comes the kissing of the gravestone.  This is a Russian Orthodox 

custom and perhaps also used in other sects, but in any case denotes a sort of 

discipleship that the poet might have felt toward Nietzsche, but which would not have 

been expected or desired by the real person.  Nevertheless, this sort of filial tribute is 

emphasized throughout the short poem.  The speaker refers to herself as a ‘first child’ 

and the mages of a lone child crying at a gravestone are not joyful as the poem’s line 

indicates.  One wonders also about the use of the term ‘first child.’  More likely, the 

poet should say that Nietzsche was her ‘first father’ as he was a kind of spiritual or 

intellectual father for her.  But quickly the mood of the poem changes, to mockery, 

and not dancing on the grave, but sitting on it.  Here again the translation is of utmost 

importance.  McDuff chooses to translate the words ‘såsom ett hån’ as ‘like a slap in 

the face’, while another translator, Martin Allwood uses the word ‘defiant.’  Neither 

convey the literal definition of the phrase, which would be something ‘like an insult,’ 

but McDuff’s choice is quite relevant and curious at the same time since there is a 

specific expression for ‘slap in the face’ in Swedish, but Södergran has not used it.  

But McDuff’s choice here rings of the Futurist manifesto that all modernist works 

should be like a ‘slap in the face’ of the old order.358  That everything that is written 

should be new and try to wake up the sleeping masses.  Is the poet’s irreverent act 

undertaken with the hope of awaking the sleeping/dead author?  How can this sort of 

reverence still bring about any sort of change? 

But change comes in the next lines.  The speaker again switches places with 

herself, and speaks not just of her arrival at the grave, but of the arrival of all the 



 

‘strange father’s children:  they will come from all the ends of the earth with footsteps 

like the gods.  The image is too fantastic to imagine, but it is these children who seem 

to have just awakened as they rub there eyes and ask sleepily about where they are.  

Suddenly, the speaker moves back into her own persona again and assumes her 

rightful place:  yes, it is here, she says, that she must be.  Once again the choice of 

words in translation does not seem to be helpful, however.  In McDuff, we have ‘the 

run-down grave’ and in Allwood the ‘decayed’ grave.  I think neither of these conveys 

the real sense of the Swedish word ‘förfallna,’ which in this sense means in disrepair.  

That is, no one has been tending the grave, taking care of it, cleaning the stone, 

perhaps or trimming the grass and weeds.  Thus in this case it is important to think of 

the meaning the poet wished to convey here, perhaps thinking that Nietzsche has been 

dead already two decades, and what of his thoughts and visions remain?  The speaker, 

the faithful daughter comes, and perhaps others from afar, but who else?  She can only 

call on the gods to guard the grave, to keep eternal watch.  Here then is a sense of 

eternity for Nietzsche although it is not something the speaker herself can guarantee 

for him or even for herself, but she invokes eternity in his name. 

In his essay on Södergran and metaphor, Mikkonen suggests that this poem 

shows the poet’s relationship to the Master and the contrast between the living, warm 

body and the cold gravestone of the dead ideologue.359  However, he uses a concept 

from narrative theory and considers her an ‘unreliable narrator’ and proposes that 

Södergran adopts certain aspects of Nietzsche as it suits her, rather than because she 

necessarily subscribes to all of his ideas.  Mikkonen notes that until Enckell wrote 

about Södergran and Nietzsche in 1949 her affiliation with the German thinker was 

unclear.  Mikkonen tempers the desire to find Nietzsche in every one of her poems 

with the idea that this influence was more general rather than slavish devotion. 

Ebba Witt-Brattström, on the other hand, finds the appropriation of 

Nietzschean symbols a healthy signal in Södergran’s work and believes it shows that 

she is assuming some of the power from her teacher.  Here there is a bit of arrogance, 

to be true, but it shows that the student has assimilated the teacher’s ideas and can 

propose new ones of her own.360 

When, after the revolution in St. Petersburg, life became de-stabilized in the 

Karelian isthmus where Södergran lived, the ensuing civil war impacted her poetry.  

No longer an ideal of social upheaval, physical change began to be apparent in the 

movements of troops and the deadly fighting that occurred in her small village.  Now 



 

we can look at a different aspect of the poet’s response to war and revolution. The 

following two poems, “Evening Walk” and “The Moon’s Secret,” appear on facing 

pages in the 1940 edition of Södergran’s poems, edited by Hagar Olsson; neither of 

them have a date.  Since most of the poems in the The September Lyre collection bear 

the date of 1918, or thereabouts, it is probably safe to say that these poems were 

written about that time as well.  Certainly their subject matter suggests that they were 

written during the time of the civil war.  War, bloodshed, soldiers and the resulting 

social and psychic chaos are still very much on the mind of the poet.   

 

Aftonvandring 

Alla tidens gyllenstjärnor på min mörka 

sammetsdräkt. 

Jag är triumfatorn . . . i kväll . . . jag ryser. 

Ödets järnstänger hamra ur mitt bröst. 

Virvlar vinden sand från trottoaren? 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

Finnes för mig död, förintelse – nej. 

Döden är i Helsingfors— 

han fångar gnistorna på taken. 

Jag går över torget med min framtid i mitt bröst.361 

 

Evening Walk 

All the age’s golden stars on my dark velvet dress. 

I have triumphed . . . this evening . . . I shiver. 

Destiny’s iron bars hammer out of my breast. 

Is the wind whirling sand from the pavement? 

------------------------------------------------------- 

Is there for me a death, annihilation? – no. 

Death is in Helsinki. – 

he catches the sparks on the roofs. 

I cross the square with my future in my breast.362 

 

In earlier poems (“The Forest Lake” and “The Starry Night”), the poet recalled 

walks that she had taken by the lake, in the fields, before the war.  [Plate 15]  It was a 

peaceful time when one could look forward to the evening, the sounds of birds settling 

down for the night, the stars in the dark patches of sky visible above the forest.  

However, in this poem the silence has been ruptured.  There is no reassuring evening 

to look forward to.  Stars are an ever-present source of solace for Södergran and 

appear in countless poems.  In fact, the word star has been determined to be one of the 

most common words in her work as a whole.  George Schoolfield, in his study of 

Södergran’s poem, “Scherzo” mentions several other poems in which stars are a 

prominent feature, and he details the poet’s relationship to the stars in each of these 

poems, at least two of which are also under consideration here, “The Storm” and 

“Fragment.”363  That the poet had an intimate relationship with the stars is not 



 

ingenuous, but rather is indicative of her intimate relationship with nature because of 

where she lived.  Though the poem begins with stars, the locus of the poem is more 

the city than the forest.  Certain key words indicate that the poet is situated in a more 

urban environment.  First of all, the speaker’s attire is more formal; the ‘dark velvet 

dress’ as it is translated in English may not convey exactly the clothing the poet had in 

mind.  In this case, it is more likely a fashionable woman’s suit, of velvet, a skirt of 

some length with a jacket.  The speaker is dressed up. 

In Nietzschean terms, once again, there is triumph.  For the poet, perhaps the 

triumph is to be up and about, to be standing, walking, out of the house, out of the 

sickbed, indeed enjoying the evening, going out well-dressed.  Perhaps there are stars 

on her dress as there used to be in her exercise books at school.  Self-esteem is high, 

there is not success, but power.  The stars give the poet power; connecting to the 

universe is empowering.  And yet, this power is only momentary as it only reminds 

the poet of destiny.  She shivers.  Here is a very visceral image of the poet in her 

reality.  She shivers, not because of the cold, although it could be a cool evening, but 

probably because of her disease.  Shivering certainly can be a symptom of illness, as 

in this case it is not caused by fear.  It is also an old superstition that if you shiver 

someone will walk on your grave in the future.  Thus it is no surprise that the 

following lines of the poem speak of death.  First, the poet speaks of her own illness, 

something that is somewhat rare in her poetry.  Although she was quite ill for many 

years, surprisingly the poet does not write about it, or complain about her health at 

length.  It is inevitable that the topic will appear here and there, but generally the poet 

writes in those moments when she has overcome her illness, has strength and can 

voice the ideas that most interest her.  Thus, it is not my purpose in these analyses to 

focus very much on the poet’s personal biography, but in the case of this poem it 

seems to be an instance where both personal history and national history coincide.   

First, she writes that ‘destiny’s iron bars hammer out of my breast.’  The poet 

has known her destiny since age 16, so the fact of her impending death is always there.  

She visualizes this knowable future as a prison; indeed she is imprisoned by her fate.  

She cannot escape it.  Here there is also the image of suffocation which is a feeling 

associated with her disease, and certainly one that she had experienced too often.  

There is an aural component to the image as well:  the hammering of the iron bars, 

although more correctly it should be said that her life is hammering at the bars.  The 



 

subtle reference is perhaps to the sound of the rattling chest of someone with lung 

problems.  The sound is loudest in the ears of the victim. 

But besides the portents within the speaker, there are portents outside.  A wind, 

which is always the carrier of some sort of news, is seen to be whirling up from the 

pavement.  It is a Nietzschean wind, once again, and the whirling echoes his images 

of the changes that will come in a new world.  Images of whirling are disruptive, and 

unsettling.  They are not directed, ordered or rational and portend, as in other poems, 

storms that will mean an upheaval.  In this case the whirling wind can be seen to 

represent change both physical and psychological. 

Then there are the tantalizing missing lines, as there are in so many of 

Södergran’s poems.  We can only imagine what this line or lines might have said, 

although it might have provided some transition from the whirlwind on the pavement 

to the following questions about death.  Does the whirlwind mean death?  And then 

the answer comes, also from the speaker, because she has some knowledge that is not 

revealed earlier:  ‘Death is in Helsinki.’  Death is personified as He, and he catches 

sparks on the roofs.  Thus, the speaker is removed to an urban setting even farther 

away, but it is a city in danger.  Sparks land on the roofs from rockets, from bombs, 

from mortars.  There is danger and transformation.  But this threat is far away from 

the speaker, who, in the next line, merely crosses the square.  Life where she is goes 

on, for what it is worth, as no matter what happens she still has her destiny in her 

breast.  At the end of this short poem we have the image of the speaker, dressed in her 

smart clothes.  The streets seem to be empty except for the whirlwind.  Overall the 

images of the poem are dark, foreboding and a bit morbid.  Death is a certainty, for 

those in the capital, for the poet, because she carries her death within her.  

There is no salvation in this short poem:  no church, no cross, no mention of 

God; there is only the prospect of ending.  In fact, she uses the word förintelse, total 

destruction or annihilation, not a subtle, but dramatic and final word.  The small bit of 

hope that the poet offers in this poem comes from the movement in the poem.  

Movement is an indication of life, of resistance to sickness and death, to stillness. 

This poem is just a small one in the entire context of Södergran’s work, and 

yet we see here the ways in which the outside world, in this case the war, continues to 

impinge on her reality.  The facts of change are always with her, just as the facts of 

her own personal destiny are never far from her consciousness.  What seems 

important about the brief mention of Helsinki here in this poem, is that we see that her 



 

attention is increasingly directed towards the capital.  In her own work, and in her 

publications, her attention is directed to Helsinki, but it is also the source of pain and 

uncertainty as the battles have not finished there.  Petersburg is not present in this 

poem: her eyes no longer look to the east, or the past.  There has never been a 

question of publishing in Petersburg, however, and other mentions about publishing in 

her letters to Hagar Olsson, mainly mention the hope of publishing in Germany, and 

of making German translations of Swedish poems.364  Thus, it is important to look at 

these small mentions as an indication of how the poet situates herself professionally, 

how she relates to the rest of the intellectual world, albeit far from her home. 

Tideström tells us that this poem was written some time after her visit to 

Helsingfors the previous autumn before the November revolution.  This well-

documented trip had been made to find writers and intellectuals to speak with; it was 

successful in the sense that she did meet with several people in September 1917, 

including Runar Schildt, her publisher, Olaf Homén, Hans Ruin, Juhani Aho, and 

others.365  This visit and the intensity of Södergran’s desires to meet writers and 

discuss her ideas with them indicates the seriousness with which she pursued her 

writing career at this time, regardless of the feedback and support she received from 

others.  Tideström also mentions her interests in the Russian Futurists at these 

meetings, which makes her a link between St. Petersburg and Helsinki; it is one of the 

first recorded instances of her interest in this group, probably specifically Igor 

Severyanin, whose works in her repertoire will be examined shortly.  We know that 

she had already read his work as early as 1916.366 

The next poem, however, is far more graphic in its acknowledgement of the 

battles that are still raging, some close to home.  This poem takes place entirely in 

nature and shows nature pitted against the military, in one sense, showing the ways in 

which war desecrates the natural world.  First, the moon, as the ultimate symbol of the 

natural world and of connection to the universe is personified with knowledge of the 

future.  All of nature is about to be desecrated by the battles to come:  moon, trees, 

lake, shore and the earth.   

 

Månens hemlighet 

Månen vet . . . att blod skall gjutas här i natt. 

På kopparbanor över sjön går en visshet 

 

The Moon’s Secret 

The moon knows . . . that blood will be shed here 

tonight. 



 

fram: 

lik skola ligga bland alarna på en underskön 

strand. 

Månen skall kasta sitt skönaste ljus på den 

sällsamma stranden. 

Vinden skall gå som ett väckarehorn mellan 

tallarna: 

Vad jorden är skön i denna ensliga stund.367 

On tracks of copper over the lake a certainty goes 

forth: 

corpses shall lie amidst the alders on a 

wonderfully beautiful shore. 

The moon shall cast its most beautiful light on the 

strange shore. 

The wind shall pass like a wakening bugle call 

between the pines: 

How beautiful is the earth in this lonely hour.368 

 

The wind enters this poem as well, and as a harbinger of war; it will come like 

a bugle call, waking everyone to battle.  But the battle cry awakens no patriotism in 

the breast of the speaker.  The poet can only sigh at the terrible beauty of the earth 

even as it is about to be ravaged.  It is hard to imagine that such deeds can be done, 

but they are such that they make the once familiar shore, or beach, seem strange.  The 

moon, showing no favor or sign of right or wrong, shines on the misdeeds as much as 

on the poet.  The world is still beautiful, then, to the poet, but it is lonely.  When 

nature is about to be violated, it is lonely.  There is no one to save her, or protect her.  

In one sense, it is nature that is about to suffer the brunt of the attack, not the people 

who are about to spill the blood. 

The images in this poem are some of the strongest that Södergran evokes 

about the war, and they show the juxtaposition of the earth, of nature, to the crimes of 

war.  Summoning imges from her earlier poem, “Tyst, Tyst, Tyst” from her student 

notebook of 1905 in which she visualized the earth soaking up the blood of the 

soldiers, the poet has continued to place nature and the earth at the center of the 

conflicts.  Indeed, other poems will reflect the poet’s concerns for wounded and for 

the blood that has been shed, but there is another unique aspect in Södergran’s poems 

that personifies the earth as one of the victims of war. 

One of the brilliant images in the poem is of the ‘tracks of copper’ that are 

spread across the lake.  This suggests a harvest moon, or at least an autumn moon that 

sheds a particular orange glow.  The reflection across the water could lead the soldiers 

from one place to another as in this case nature aids them in their mission.  In the dark 

countryside, of course, this sort of natural light would be welcome, though it could 

also increase the risk of soldiers moving at night when their vision was not perfect. 



 

While the poem speaks of tremendous violence, it is a passive poem.  All of 

the action, even though it is imagined in the future, takes place passively:  the blood 

will be shed.  The poet does not say that someone will die, that someone will be shot 

or stabbed, but rather the blood will flow, silently.  Then there will be the passive 

victims lying among the trees, as if among the wood for their coffins.  They will be 

prone, while the trees continue to stand upright in the forest.  Here, as in many of 

Akhmatova’s poems, we have a naming of the trees, both alders and pines.  It is not 

an anonymous forest which houses this war, but a forest of specific, known trees.  

And although the poem speaks of much violence, it is basically a silent poem.  There 

are no sounds except for the sound of the wind in the trees, like a bugle call.  But there 

will be no one to awaken as there will just be the dead.  In this case, the bugle is 

useless.  Thus, we do not hear the crackle of gunfire, the boom of cannons, the shrieks 

of horses pulling wagons, the cries of the stricken, or any of the other sounds of war 

that will undoubtedly accompany the bloodshed.  There can be no doubt the poet has 

heard all of this as these sounds enter other poems, but in this poem, there is just the 

silence and stark reality of death and bloodshed once again.  The earth remains, but it 

is a lonely earth.  One could even read the ending, ensliga as solitary, meaning that 

the poet stands alone after all this bloodshed. 

“Sunset Landscape” continues the theme of nature in triumph over the military 

and a close reading reveals the existence of subtle military themes and tones.  This 

poem is a good example of the sort of world in which the poet would prefer to live as 

well as her sublime visions of the nature of the human spirit.  Here human goals are 

united with the brilliance of nature and the spirit is elevated to a higher state; life is 

exalted.  In his essay on Edith Södergran and liberty Regis Boyer suggests that this 

poem is an example of Södergran’s experiments with syntax, another example of her 

modernism.369  He notes that rhythm is another area in which the poet experimented. 

She is playful with language and rather than use a traditional form, she uses other 

expressions, which are successful to varying degrees.  Here the ‘poor streaks of forest’ 

show her attempts to describe her world in un-traditional language. 

 

Landskap i solnedgång 

Se i solnedgången 

simmande eldöar tåga 

 

Sunset Landscape 

See in the sunset 

floating islands of fire parading 



 

imperialt över gräddgröna hav. 

Öar i brand!  Öar som facklor! 

Öar i segertåg! 

Upp ur djupen blixtrar svart en skog 

dolskt, avundsjukt—hänryckt, radande sig, 

triumf till triumf . . . 

 

Arma strimmor skog i bleka töcken 

gripas, upphöjas—förena sig till majestät. 

Gloria!  Seger! 

Knäböjen, lejonvidunder, 

i världens skumma hörn. 

Dagen går tronande till ända . . . 

Ljusets trådar klippa osynliga händer 

av.(1918)370 

imperially over cream-green seas. 

Islands aflame!  Islands like torches! 

Islands in victory parade! 

Up out of the deep a forest lightens blackly, 

slyly, enviously—ravished, displaying itself, 

triumph upon triumph . . . 

 

Poor streaks of forest in pale mists 

are seized, lifted up—unite themselves to majesty. 

Glory!  Victory! 

Fall down on bended knees, leonine monsters, 

in dim corners of the world. 

The day goes enthroned to its end. . . 

Light’s threads are cut off by invisible hands.371 

 

The world of a Södergran poem is not a normal world, which of course is part 

of its appeal, but it is more than fantastic, and there is always some threat of 

devastation lurking.  Try to follow then the poet’s vision of a sunset.  Imagine as she 

does that the islands in the sea are aflame as the last rays of sun linger on them.  These 

flames are compared to the torches of victory, as if they were part of a victory parade.  

Here then is the language of empire, or at least she uses the word imperialt.  This is 

the hidden language of war and victory so that even in regarding a quiet sunset the 

poet evokes contemporary language of war and revolution.   

The poet exclaims:  ‘Glory!  Victory!’ but over what?  This is the triumph of 

the sublime over the ordinary, the humble, the lowly.  It is something to bow down 

before the majesty of nature, of the sun.  Everyone in the world, even ‘leonine 

monsters,’ should bow down and succumb to the glory of this sunset.  Allwood 

translates the ‘skumma hörn’ as ‘dark corners,’ while McDuff has chosen to call them 

‘dim.’  It seems that ‘dark’ really carries the sense of this line more dramatically, as in 

the Swedish, ‘skumma’ also carries the connotation of ‘suspicion.’  That is, those who 

might not be ready to succumb to the majesty of the sunset, to the triumph of nature, 

and what it represents, in one sense, God’s triumph on earth.  In this case, McDuff has 



 

translated a more commanding voice than perhaps the Swedish conveys in ‘knäböjen,’ 

as the word means ‘kneel,’ or ‘bend’ and more likely, submit.  Thus, the kneeling is a 

form of submission, rather than the forced kneeling of the conquered.  One kneels 

because one feels humbled in the presence of God, or here, majesty.  Of course, here 

again, we are dealing with the perils of translation as the connotations of different 

words in English make so much difference to our understanding, perception and even 

acceptance of the poem.  Certainly this poem presents some of those challenges, but 

in the end, I believe that the sense and surprise of the poem have been maintained in 

the translation.  The poet melds the notions incorporated from Nietzsche, the sublime, 

the triumph of the will, so to speak, with possible intimations of the immortality that 

Christianity offers.  This poem shows the poet’s idea about persons in relation to the 

immortal, the magnificent whether in the realm of thought and action, that is the body, 

or the realm of hope and belief, that is the soul. 

This poem is a very good example of Södergran’s combination of her love of 

nature with her intellectual studies.  Nature becomes a part of some larger universe 

which the poet strives to describe and inhabit.  While nature can sometimes be 

perceived as passive, as beauty or loveliness to behold, but not interact with, in 

Södergran’s case, much activity and action are ascribed to nature.  Nothing is static.  

In “Sunset Landscape” and the following poem, ‘The Storm,’ there is a great 

deal of movement; for example, the islands ‘parade imperially.’  When the forest 

assumes the colors of the sunset, it does so not demurely and quietly, but in a 

ravishing, jealous way.  Here the poet uses the language of passion, of love, imbuing 

the forest with human characteristics, while alternatively the forest is ‘seized, lifted 

up’ in order to be united with this majesty.  Every action in the poem is aimed at the 

ultimate triumph, another word that the poet uses significantly in the poem. 

 

Stormen 

Nu höljer sig jorden åter i svart. Det är 

stormen 

som stiger ur nattliga klyftor och dansar 

allena sin spöklika dans över jorden. 

Nu kämpa människor åter – fantom mot 

fantom. 

 

The Storm 

Now the earth shrouds itself once more in black.  It is 

the storm 

that rises from the night’s abysses and dances 

alone its ghostly dance over the earth. 

Now people are fighting again – phantom against 

phantom. 



 

Vad vilja de, vad veta de?  De äro drivna 

som boskap ur mörka vrår, 

de slita sig ej lös från händelsernas 

koppelked: 

de stora idéerna driva sitt byte framför sig. 

Idéerna sträcka förgäves besvärjande armar i 

stormen, 

han, den dansande, vet att han ensam är herre 

på jorden. 

Världen rår ej om sig själv.  Det ena skall 

störta som ett brinnande hus, som ett murket 

träd, 

det andra står kvar förskonat av okända 

händer. 

Och solen ser på allt detta, och stjärnorna 

lysa i iskalla nätter 

och människan smyger sig ensam sin väg mot 

den gränslösa lyckan.372 

What do they want, what do they know?  They are 

driven 

like cattle out of dark recesses, 

they cannot tear themselves loose from the chain of 

events: 

the great ideas drive their booty before them. 

The ideas stretch out beseeching arms in the storm in 

vain, 

he, the dancer, knows that he alone is master upon 

earth. 

The world has no control over itself.  One part of it 

will 

collapse like a burning house, like a worm-eaten tree, 

the other part will remain, protected by unknown 

hands. 

And the sun watches all this, and the stars glow on 

ice-cold nights 

and men steal furtively alone along the road to 

boundless happiness.373 

 

Here the poet understands the civil war that rages outside her door.  Once 

again there is no sense of patriotism on the part of the poet, but rather an omniscient 

view of the conflict, the outcome of which is uncertain.  Who actually wins in this sort 

of battle?  In fact, this is perhaps a pacifist viewpoint that no one wins in a war 

situation, while others, especially those who fight for freedom from oppression, would 

say that they must overcome.  However, in battles such as the civil war, it often means 

that brother fights against brother, or as she characterizes it here, “phantom against 

phantom” which conveys the sense that people are fighting against others whom they 

do not know, or even do not recognize.   

While the previous poem spoke of glory and victory and the brilliant colors of 

sunset, the color of this poem is black, the darkness of war that shrouds everyone.  

War brings blackness and when it is fought at night, it brings ghosts, a reference to 

those who die on the battlefield.  There is an ominous and ghostly tone to the entire 

poem.  All of the details of the poem point to death and decay:  the worm-eaten tree, 

the ice-cold nights, and the snipers who creep along the road at night dedicated to 



 

their version of happiness.  Every step of the way this poem wails and bemoans the 

fact of war and struggle; loneliness is another theme.  While we generally think of 

soldiers fighting in army units, here she portrays the solitary soldier walking stealthily 

in the night, an echo of the dancer who beseeches the storm to stop earlier in the poem.  

One moment the soldiers are like cattle, heaving out of an abyss, and the next they are 

like lonely dancers crying in the wilderness.  In either case they do not appear to be in 

a position of power.  Their success is not guaranteed; rather they are at the mercy of 

the storm, the battle.  They are just cogs in the machine. 

The personification in the poem makes it quite difficult to follow, but the total 

mood of the poem is quite clear and coherent.  There are two “Storm” poems, and this 

one conveys more of a unified, if depressing, message.  The first one follows a string 

of war-related poems in The September Lyre, following “The World is Bathing in 

Blood” in the original text.  The second poem appears at the beginning of The Rose 

Altar, published in 1919.  The poems are undated so we cannot know definitely which 

poem was written first, but it appears that the second poem under consideration here 

was also written second.   

In this study the first poem fits the pattern of sublime poems which was noted 

in “Sunset Landscape.”  The storm takes place in the heights, and the Helmets of Mars 

are prominent images.  In this second poem the storm is personified as a lonely, 

solitary dancer and the poet senses no victory, no triumph from the power that the 

Storm/the dancer holds over the world.  She says that the dancer/storm is “master 

upon the earth” and yet nothing good will come of this.  Here the poet uses the 

opposite of uplifting, sublime images, and instead reaches for the depths of degrading 

images, as in the burning house and worm-eaten wood.  These images continue the 

theme of death that is presented in the first lines as “the earth shrouds itself in black.”  

The earth is already in mourning as the poem begins, and as it progresses, the earth 

can only decay.  Thus, the ‘earth’ from the beginning of the poem, becomes ‘the 

world’ which collapses, and in the end there is just a solitary soldier sneaking along 

the road.  In this universe, which consists as it does in many of Södergran’s poems, of 

the earth, the sun, the stars, all of which participate in the events of man, there is no 

triumph, no ecstasy, but only collapse and decay. 

Ideas causes this decay and collapse.  Edith Södergran was, as David McDuff 

so rightly suggests in the introduction to his translations of her poetry, a poet of 

ideas.374  This is also one of the features of her personal brand of modernism.  While 



 

she can still be considered a ‘nature poet’ and there are those who will claim her as a 

‘feminist poet,’ neither of these two classifications is exclusive, but rather also they 

suggest the different ways in which the poems can be interpreted.  While she is 

wedded to ideas more than to anything concrete, here the poet sees ideas as the 

downfall of man.  Collectively, men become like cattle.  Just as the storm comes out 

of the abyss, so the people rise up out of this darkness, which is usually considered 

ignorance, and they move forward.  But they are helpless, powerless, perhaps because 

they act as a group, because their ideas demand that they act as a group, because they 

have lost their individuality and can no longer think for themselves.  Thus, the people, 

the fighters, are contrasted to the storm, the solitary dancer, but it is the latter who is 

in control because he is not consumed by ideas. 

There are troubling translations of this poem, and the poet’s imagery is also 

difficult to follow and not entirely consistent, however, we must take these poems as 

they are.  The personification of beseeching is problematic, for example.  A minor 

problem is the translation of the word byte which McDuff gives us as ‘booty,’ the 

spoils of war, while Allwood uses the alternate word, ‘prey.’  The latter seems to fit 

much more within the context of the poem.  The word ‘prey’ indicates that the people 

move forward, unable to change the course of events, and tackle whatever is in their 

path.  Their prey is anyone who does not agree with their ideas, and who must be 

removed.  Booty is something that is received after a victory, which is not the course 

of events in this poem.  Katchadourian also translates the word as ‘prey’ although she 

again changes the meaning a bit in her version:  “the great ideas are chasing their prey 

before them.” 375  In this case the ideas have become personified as the storm has been, 

and become the adversary of the storm, in a sense.  Ideas make enemies, make victims 

or prey out of those who are opposed.  There is the threat of death here again, and of 

chaos.  The earth is out of control.  How can all of this be resolved, when it is only 

this mysterious dancer who is master of the universe? 

As we know from the title of his book, Avgrund och paradis, Holger Lillqvist 

focuses on the dualism of Södergran’s work.  Other critics, including Torsten 

Pettersson have also emphasized these aspects of her poetry.  He notes that 

traditionally Södergran’s work is viewed in four periods—Late Romantic, Nietzsche-

influenced poems, Steiner-influenced poems, and Christian-themed poems of her last 

collection.  However, he adds to this another overview of her work which includes the 

notion of ‘doubleness.’  The poet often presents dichotomies, different points of view, 



 

a trait that may have seemed disingenuous to her early readers.376  However, in terms 

of “Stormen,” Lillqvist notes that it is the apocalyptic tone that the poet 

emphasizes.377   This poem rather than contrasting despair and the sublime focuses 

entirely on the devastation and destruction of war.  There is no deliverance. 

The poet’s response to revolution and civil war in this case is two-fold:  first, 

there is an unseen hand that will determine why one succeeds and another dies and 

rots.  There is no rhyme or reason to the survivor, at least nothing that we can 

understand.  The sun and the stars, watch everything that is taking place, but do not 

become involved.  There is no judgment and no punishment.  So, on the one hand, a 

response to war is to allow fate to take control especially if one would rather not be 

‘chained’ to ideas and the events that result from their enactment. 

Finally, looking at the very end of the poem, the translation in English once 

again becomes important.  The second solution or response to war is to simply walk 

away, to find one’s own path, to do what you have to do to find your own happiness.  

This is the anarchist’s point of view, in one sense, but it is also the path of those who 

are not cattle, who are not afraid to think for themselves, for those who possess ideas 

instead of being possessed by them.  The translation is important because in the 

original it says: och människan smyger sig ensam sin väg mot den gränslösa lyckan, 

and in the McDuff translation, he says:  “men steal furtively alone along the road to 

boundless happiness.”  Here we have the plural men, as if those same people who 

were cattle are still gathered together and now move toward happiness rather than 

whatever other ideas had driven them.  Allwood chooses a bit different translation as 

he says:  “and man moves stealthily alone toward infinite happiness.”  Here we have 

the transition to the universal man, not a man, but all of mankind can move toward 

infinite happiness.  Once again, this is a much grounded, earth-centered scenario.  

Even though the sun and stars look down, almost with blessing upon the affairs on the 

earth, they do not promise eternal life or any other sort of reward.  Likewise, there is 

no Christian salvation in this poem.  It is a pagan poem with a humanist ending.  

Similarly, Katchadourian chooses the universal man in her translation:  “and man 

steals away on his lonely path toward boundless joy.”  Here too there is gender bias in 

the language, but we can assume that this is a reference to all of humankind, but there 

is no sense of bonding with others, or a sense of community that seeks joy together.  

In the poem and in the translations, we have a sense of loneliness at the end of the 

world.  Even seeking boundless joy is a lonely pursuit.  For those who like people the 



 

pursuit of vain ideas in the company of others might be preferable to the scenario that 

the poet depicts at the end of the poem.  But the most tantalizing phrase in the last line 

of the poem is smyger sig, which is translated variously as ‘steal’ and ‘stealthily’ 

while a third possible translation has been ignored, that of ‘slip’.  Both ‘steal’ and 

‘stealthily’ have a connotation in English of some sort of disreputable dealings.  One 

slinks stealthily away from the scene of a crime, for example, but this is not the mode 

that one would use in search of boundless happiness.  Rather it is more convincing to 

consider the thinking person who just quietly slips away from the fray of war, the war 

of words and ideas, and goes on to search for his or her own version of boundless 

happiness, not dictated by ideas, not shared by the crowd.  In this sense, then, the 

loneliness does not indicate being cut off or isolated from others, but rather that the 

path that has been chosen is individual, is well-suited to oneself and oneself only.  

This sort of certainty about one’s choices can indeed bring ‘boundless joy’ and I 

would suggest that this is what Södergran, as an individual free-thinker, was 

suggesting in this poem, which is one of the best summaries of her response to war 

and revolution.  In Swedish, the same word, ensam is used for both, so we must look 

to the context of the lines in the poem to decide upon the interpretation.  Perhaps the 

considered choice of the lone person leads not to loneliness, but rather to fulfillment. 

We have seen in the poems from “Marches to the Future” to “The Storm” the 

progression of Södergran’s poems in response to the war and revolution.  Her 

response is specifically modernist as she employs outside philosophies in developing 

her themes, as in “Marches” where Nietzschean concepts shape her language.  

Secondly, the poet envisions an Audience in her poems, one that is much larger than 

her local village, or country, but rather an international union of thinkers, of 

colleagues who share her visions.  Södergran does not adopt a patriotic or even 

revolutionary stance, but rather speaks with a universal voice.  Richard Sheppard 

suggests that the modernist poet needs to experiment and find new language, “to 

liberate the expressive energies of language,”378 and this is especially what we can see 

in Södergran’s poems from this era.  Any old notions of language and poetry cannot 

be used to describe the shocking and cataclysmic events of the modern world, but the 

poet is not speechless in the face of her task.  Rather she uses contemporary language 

to name the factors in her view—the armies of men and their bugles, the railways that 

carry them to battle—and she uses these images as vividly as she does the concepts of 

might that she has appropriated from Nietzsche.  Thus, her vision is a broad and social 



 

one, quite different in detail from the poems of Anna Akhmatova which chronicle the 

effects of war on individuals, and especially mothers and families. 

5.2 ANNA AKHMATOVA’S RESPONSE TO REVOLUTION 

In contrast to Edith Södergran in her besieged rural home, Akhmatova lived in 

a city under siege, with street fighting going on, and then subdued by the new regime.  

One brief poem she wrote at that time possibly refers to the period of the Provisional 

Government, from February to October, 1917:379 

In this church I heard the Canon 

In this church I heard the Canon 

of Andrey Krutsky one bleak day, 

And from then on the Great Lent tolling, 

All seven weeks, right up to Easter midnight, 

Merged with chaotic shooting. 

Everyone parted provisionally, 

Never to meet again. . .  1917 Petersburg380 

The poem is brief, characteristic of the poems written during the time of the 

Revolution, and the fighting appears in the poem.  This is an important example of the 

way that politics eventually seeped into Akhmatova’s poetry.  Note the poet’s use of 

the church calendar to reference time.  The period of time before Easter is often 

marked by fasting and prayer, but in this case the reasons for both may have been 

even more pressing.  What comes at Easter is Resurrection, but in this poem, there is 

no such hope indicated.  The poet must turn back to faith. 

For Anna Akhmatova, the changes that took place in government and society 

after 1917, became more apparent and emerged in her poetry.  Previously uninvolved 

in political discussions, Akhmatova nevertheless found that she had a position about 

the coming changes, and made her statements despite the consequences.  Unlike 

Södergran she found herself drawn not to the future, but to the past, and she also 

found strength in religion and tradition.  However, she expressed this eternal 

connection in a very modern way.  This section will consider some poems from the 

short collection, Plantain:  “When in the throes of suicide,” “Mysterious spring,” 

“Untitled or Orioles,” “Why is this age worse,” and from Anno Domini, “Petrograd 

1919.”  We will look at these poems for signs of change from the earlier World War I 

poems that were more personal and also examine them as modernist responses to the 

realities of Revolution.  In handwritten notes to Plantain, Akhmatova recalled vividly 



 

the moment when the Liteiny Bridge was raised for the torpedo boats to go toward the 

Smolny to support the Bolsheviks.  That was before the October Revolution.381 

Two poems show the poet’s shift in themes and awareness and clearly 

demonstrate Akhmatova’s glorification of the city, one aspect of her modernism.  

Some painted the new city, others portrayed it in drama and music and for the poet, it 

was the backdrop, but also a participant in life’s drama.  This poem, written early in 

1917, shows her preoccupation with the city, her life there, and her friends.  The city’s 

sensuality is echoed in her own movements, and then the poem ends in the country.  

Thus a sort of dichotomy grows in the poetry:  the countryside provides time for 

reflection, but the city provides an essential breath of life.  The opening lines are 

reminiscent of Pushkin and “The Bronze Horseman,” while the reference to the 

squares recalls the triumphant events of the Tsar’s time in contrast to the darkness of 

the new regime. 

 

 

Как площади эти обширны, 

Как гулки и круты мосты! 

Тяжелый, беззвездный и мирный 

Над нами покров темноты. 

 

И мы, словно смертные люди, 

По свежему снегу идем. 

Не чудо ль, что нынче пробудем 

Мы час предразлучный вдвоем? 

 

Безвольно слабеют колени, 

И кажется, нечем дышать... 

Ты — солнце моих песнопений, 

Ты — жизни моей благодать. 

 

Вот черные зданья качнутся, 

И на землю я упаду, — 

How steep and resounding these 
bridges are/Untitled 

How steep and resounding these bridges are, 

How vast these squares! 

Heavy, peaceful and starless 

Is the shroud of darkness over us. 

 

And we, just like ordinary mortals, 

Walk on the new snow. 

Isn’t it a wonder that we can spend 

The hour before separation together? 

 

Helplessly my knees go weak, 

It’s as if there is nothing to breathe. . . 

You are—the sun of my poetry, 

You are—the blessing of my life. 

 

The black buildings are swaying 

And I’m falling to the ground— 



 

Теперь мне не страшно очнуться 

В моем деревенском саду.  1917382 

Today it’s not so terrible to awaken 

In my country garden.  March 10, 1917, 

Petersburg383 

 

While this poem conveys a sense of breathlessness and undying love that is 

reminiscent of earlier sensual poems,  the second, short untitled poem depicts the 

revolution entering the poet’s world.  Here shots ring out and death patrols the 

courtyards.  The poet acknowledges the role of the crowds in the streets.  This poem 

was written in the summer, once again, that transitional time period between the 

Provisional Government and the October Revolution which then finally changed 

everything irrevocably. 

 

 

И целый день, своих пугаясь стонов, 

В тоске смертельной мечется толпа, 

А за рекой на траурных знаменах 

Зловещие смеются черепа. 

Вот для чего я пела и мечтала, 

Мне сердце разорвали пополам, 

Как после залпа сразу тихо стало,  

Смерть выслала дозорных по дворам. 

Летo 1917384 

And all day, terrified by its own 
moans (Untitled) 

And all day, terrified by its own moans, 

The crowd churns in agonized grief, 

And across the river, on funeral banners, 

Sinister skulls laugh. 

And this is why I sang and dreamed, 

They have ripped my heart in half, 

As after a burst of shots, it became still, 

And in the courtyards, death patrols.   

Summer 1917385 

 

Even in this short poem, for the poet the city is paramount:  she mentions the 

river, and the banners, even though this time they are funeral banners for those who 

have died—a far cry from the banners for celebration that we have seen elsewhere in 

the poetry of St. Petersburg and in Södergran’s poem where the banners announced 

some celebration at the palaces.  Akhmatova’s anguish and grief are apparent in the 

single line:  ‘They have ripped my heart in half.”  The poet does not elaborate.  The 

agony and terror are reason enough for silence; the funerals and death silence the poet.  

No other response is possible.  We see just a few poems from this time period as the 

daily grief and uncertainty struck the poet and many others dumb.  Here her silence is 



 

not due to the censorship that would come later, but mainly due to the shock at events.  

We will see shortly, what certainty the poet does possess at this juncture.386 

 

Когда в тоске самоубийства 

Народ гостей немецких ждал, 

И дух суровый византийства 

От русской Церкви отлетал; 

Когда приневская столица, 

Забыв величие своё, 

Как опьяневшая блудница, 

Не знала, кто берёт ее, 

Мне голос был. Он звал утешно, 

Он говорил: “Иди сюда, 

Оставь свой край, глухой и грешный, 

Оставь Россию навсегда. 

Я кровь от рук твоих отмою, 

Из сердца выну черный стыд, 

Я новым именем покрою 

Боль поражений и обид”. 

Но равнодушно и спокойно 

Руками я замкнула слух, 

Чтоб этой речью недостойной 

Не осквернился скорбный дух. 

Осень 1917387 

When in suicidal anguish 

And when in suicidal anguish 

The nation awaited its German guests, 

And the stern spirit of Byzantium 

Had fled from the Russian Church, 

When the capital by the Neva, 

Forgetting her greatness, 

Like a drunken prostitute 

Did not know who would take her next, 

A voice came to me.  It called out comfortingly, 

It said, “Come here, 

Leave your deaf and sinful land, 

Leave Russia forever. 

I will wash the blood from your hands, 

Root out the black shame from your heart, 

With a new name I will conceal  

The pain of defeats and injuries.” 

But calmly and indifferently, 

I covered my ears with my hands, 

So that my sorrowing spirit 

Would not be stained by those shameful words.  

Autumn 1917388 

 

This is one of Akhmatova’s most powerful poems about the era.  It contains 

vivid commentary on Lenin, on the revolution, and on the people’s response to the 

revolution, including her own.  The imagery is graphic and not concealed from those 

who understand the iconography that she uses, and at the end the message is 

stunningly clear:  the poet refuses exile and remains in her homeland at all costs.  This 

issue will be taken up in other poems as well, but here is the first mention of the flood 



 

of colleagues and associates who prepared to leave the country after the revolution.  

Let us take a closer look at what the poet speaks to in this poem. 

The first lines refer to ‘German guests,’ but these guests are not German at all 

in fact, they are Russian.  The reference is to the fact that Lenin arrived in St. 

Petersburg before the revolution from Finland on a train provided by Germany.  One 

of the most remarkable facts about this period of Russian history is that the revolution 

took place while a war was being fought.  Or perhaps this is not so surprising, as the 

struggles of World War I weakened the monarchy to such a point that the revolution 

was either inevitable or more easily accomplished.  This is a matter of continuing 

historical debate and does not concern us here, but it does contribute to the sense of 

confusion experienced by many intellectuals at this time.  While they may have been 

in favor of the Provisional Government, or some kind of changes, they were 

unprepared for the actual changes that the revolution would bring.  When the poet 

uses the lines ‘suicidal anguish,’ she refers to the anguish of the war, which has gone 

badly for Russia in many instances, and which the poet herself has commented upon 

in other poems we have already considered.  Thus the lines in this poem remind us of 

the war, of the enemy, Germany’s participation, indirectly in this case, and perhaps 

more directly in other instances, and of the ramifications of that act. 

In the following lines, the poet says that the spirit of Byzantium has fled the 

Church.  That is, because the Church supported the war through its support of the 

monarchy, it too is responsible for the coming changes.  And in fact, the city itself, 

once so touted, so graceful and magnificent, has lost its sense of itself, lost its glory.  

Pushkin’s city is no more, and in fact has fallen as low as a prostitute.  These lines in 

particular are very damning coming from the poet who has included the niches, the 

bridges and monuments of the city affectionately in her earlier poetry.  The city was 

beloved, part of her love affairs, and now that love has been demeaned and degraded. 

Next, as if the poet is adrift at sea and the Siren’s voices call out to her as if 

from the rocks in Greece, saying, seductively, that she can avoid all that degradation 

by leaving Russia and taking a new name in a new land.  But the poet rejects this and 

without anger or remorse, she quietly turns away from exile.  The mere suggestion of 

leaving has burdened her.  She says that her spirit would be even further degraded by 

such shameful words, let alone actions.  Thus, the poet turns away from the solace of 

escape.  In this poem she does not comment on those who might seek out such escape, 

although there are other occasions when she does. On the contrary, this short poem 



 

contains the action of revolution, the degradation of St. Petersburg, and the poet’s 

calm and yet assertive response.  

The language of the poem is the language of defeat, which gives us another 

clue as to the poet’s response to the revolution.  While we know that she was never a 

participant in the groups or meetings that led up to the overthrow of the monarchy, we 

now get a sense of her own personal response to these actions.  The fact that she 

considered the Church to be entwined with the monarchy is perhaps one of the 

reasons that later in the Soviet era she was condemned and regarded as having been 

part of the ‘old order.’  In this case she characterizes the Church as having ‘fled’ and 

given up its stern stance, which one would imagine would not be on the side of those 

who overthrew the monarch.  In the past the Emperor had been looked upon as divine 

and was installed by the Church.  Now the Church has abandoned its mission, not 

having been defeated, but simply evaded its responsibility.  Likewise, the city has just 

succumbed.  The country itself is ‘deaf and sinful,’ and its hands are covered with 

blood.  All of these images are negative and portend defeat and humiliation. Both the 

city and the country are personified in their actions.  From this comes the sense of 

shame that dominates the last lines of the poem.  The poet is shamed by her country, 

by her church, by her city—by all those actions, and yet she will not add to that shame 

by fleeing herself.  Rather, she chooses to stand in sorrow, to stand her ground and 

continue to support those things that she had supported before, although here she does 

not indicate how she might do that.  The sense is, though, that even though all of the 

pillars of her immediate environment have deserted her, she will not desert them. 

Here, there is no mention of family or friends.  The unknown voice that calls 

her is disembodied, and yet real.  We can imagine that the call to leave was in fact 

voiced by very real friends and relatives, but still she refused.  She does not list here 

her personal reasons for not wanting to leave, which one might consider would be the 

more realistic reasons for staying:  her son, her husband, her mother and other family, 

not to mention her friends, her home and her occupation.  Rather the poet has elevated 

her concern for the period following the revolution to a national and civic level.  In 

this sense she rather resembles Södergran in her response to the revolution.  

Södergran too responds to these events, but in even more sublime language.  

Akhmatova’s response is more civic and nationalistic, but still removed from the 

intimate and personal.  In contrast, however, we did not see poems like this from 

Södergran because the possibility of escape, or exile did not occur to her, and was in 



 

fact impossible.  She did not have the physical means necessary to leave after the 

revolution, having lost everything.  However, in 1917, Akhmatova could have chosen 

to leave; later, her physical circumstances also made it virtually impossible.  Both 

poets had traveled considerably and could imagine a life elsewhere in Europe if they 

had wanted to.  Akhmatova could imagine Paris and its festive, expatriate lifestyle.  

Södergran too could have recalled the atmosphere of Switzerland and longed for that 

peaceful, intellectual environment.  But neither was to find such escape.  

In another less explicit poem we can examine another of Akhmatova’s 

responses at this time.  The poem was written in July 1917, before the October 

Revolution, at a time when both the present and the future were about to change.   

 

 

Я слышу иволги всегда печальный голос 

И лета пышного приветствую ущерб, 

А к колосу прижатый тесно колос 

С змеиным свистом срезывает серп. 

 

И стройных жниц короткие подолы, 

Как флаги в праздник, по ветру летят. 

Теперь бы звон бубенчиков веселых, 

Сквозь пыльные ресницы долгий взгляд. 

 

Не ласки жду я, не любовной лести 

В предчувствии неотвратимой тьмы, 

Но приходи взглянуть на рай, где вместе 

Блаженны и невинны были мы. 

27 июля 1917                 Слепнево389 

I am listening to the orioles’ ever 
mournful voice (Untitled) 

I am listening to the orioles’ ever mournful voice 

And saluting the splendid summer’s decline. 

And through grain pressed tightly, ear to ear, 

The sickle, with its snake’s hiss, slices. 

 

And the short skirts of the slender reapers 

Fly in the wind, like flags on a holiday. 

The jingling of bells would be jolly now, 

And through dusty lashes, a long, slow gaze. 

 

It’s not caresses I await, nor lover’s adulation, 

The premonition of inevitable darkness, 

But come with me to gaze at paradise, where 

together 

We were innocent and blessed.   

July 27, 1917, Slepnyovo390 

 

Here the poet uses natural symbols to indicate the dramatic political and social 

events taking place.  As we have seen in earlier poems, Akhmatova drew strength 

from the countryside, from the physical world, and that is evident in this poem 

composed in Slepnyovo.  Once again, there is the presence of birds, but not just 



 

random, unidentified birds, but a specific bird, the oriole, with its mournful cry.  Thus 

in the opening line the poet sets the tone of the poem, and she continues with the 

expectation of decline; here, even harvest sounds menacing as she likens the sickle to 

a snake—something hidden and venomous.  In this time before the October 

Revolution, no one knew exactly what would happen and yet the sense of impending 

change was there.  No one could really celebrate, although in the second stanza the 

poet mentions flags flying, as if on a holiday.  Here is the reference to the far-off city, 

of which the poet is always aware, and this is also a similar reference to the flags, that 

Södergran has made in her poems.   

The poem is replete with aural images as well as visual, from the birds’ cries 

to the sounds of the sickle, the skirts and flags flapping in the wind; they contrast with 

the imagined silence of the countryside.  Even bells are mentioned, although in this 

case they refer to the bells on the carriages of the busy prospects of St. Petersburg. 

The end of the second stanza is reminiscent of her earlier sensuous love 

poetry—caresses and lover’s glances—but these are not to be enjoyed on this day.  

Rather the poet asks the reader to contemplate the coming darkness, while looking 

backward to a time when happiness was taken for granted.  The last line of the poem 

is ‘blessed’ which recalls the lines in the previous poem in which the poet lamented 

the loss of the influence of the Church.  Not only was love possible in the recent past, 

but so was forgiveness. 

This poem, which should be a joyous celebration of a good harvest—‘grain 

tightly pressed’—is a mournful salute to the past, to past innocence, and indeed the 

poet’s own innocence.  Although we do not hear her say such things here, it is easy to 

imagine that while she was so concerned with her love life and her personal affairs, 

the world was being made to change by those with other ideas about social and 

political structures.  Here is a good example of the sort of surprise that the poet 

experienced as the revolution progressed.  In contrast, Edith Södergran had been 

considering the nature of man and the possible manifestations of beliefs for some time, 

and while the revolution did not offer her the sort of resolution to her questions that 

she would have liked, she was certainly not as surprised by the revolution as 

Akhmatova seems to have been.  Here then, at the turning point of the revolution in 

1917, we have the greatest contrast between these two poets.  Going forward from 

here, Akhmatova’s poetry will demonstrate an increasing awareness of the 

consequences of war and revolution, while Södergran’s poetry will gradually leave 



 

outside concerns and, by 1922, be mainly centered on her own spiritual concerns, with 

residual laments about the consequences of the revolution for her personally.  

The poems from Part 1 of Anno Domini MCMXXI, which is entitled “After 

Everything,” give a clear picture of the poet’s world after the revolution.391 In a longer, 

untitled poem392 from this collection written in 1917, the poet is less detailed about 

what the future portends, or even what she sees in the present.  First she recalls the 

blissful oblivion of her youth, one can imagine that she is describing an area around 

Tsarskoe Selo, for example, where the burdocks grow and there are forests.  With 

typical detail the poet names the trees, the plants, and even the birds that surround her, 

in this case a nightingale.  She details every moment leading up to the present—

1917—“But then, afterwards,/I won’t tell:  Let me be.”  There is a remarkable silence 

that descends upon the poet at this time, and the poetry in the period afterwards is 

different in style and content.  

With regard to Anno Domini, David Wells makes several points about its 

importance.  First of all the use of the year, MCMXXI, was very important in the 

original version of the text as it indicated the year which the author found very 

important.   Later editions did not include the Roman numeral date and the poet was 

unhappy about that as dating and timing became important to her after the revolution.  

She wrote that she could “not live with you or without you” in an ambiguous 

comment about life in the new Soviet society.  But furthermore, the chronological 

structure of the book was important as it had not been in previous collections of 

Akhmatova’s poetry.  Wells suggests that the chronological framework increases the 

impact of the political poems which are now spread throughout the text indicating a 

lack of separation between private and political life.393 

Another poem, “Dark Dream”394 is a four-part poem, mainly devoted to her 

relationship with her second husband.  Perhaps Akhmatova’s lack of specifically 

political poems at this time was due to her personal circumstances.  After she parted 

from Gumilev, she very quickly became involved with the Abyssinian scholar, V. 

Shileiko, but their relationship was fraught with problems from the beginning.  She 

writes that he did not like her poetry, and although she helped him with his work, he 

was very restrictive of her other activities.  The gay socialite from the days of the 

Stray Dog was gone, and in her place, apparently, a miserable wretch.  The poem 

begins with a farewell to her husband from 1913, and then goes on in the second part 

to assail her lover for his restrictions:  “It’s as if you cut off my wandering soul/From 



 

both paradise and hell.”395  So the poet wrote in December 1917, just months after the 

October Revolution.  She hardly seems concerned with the drastic events that were 

taking place outside her windows.  The third part of the poem attributes her mental 

pain to her tubercular condition.  The final section, was actually written earlier but 

placed at the end, perhaps because of the finality of the words written to her lover:  

“Everything your way:  let it be!/I was true to my vow,/To you I gave my life—but 

my sadness/I will take to the grave with me.//”396  There are other poems from this 

time period that will give us a glimpse at the world outside, but from here, in 1917 

and the following years we can see the poet struggling with her personal life as well 

as the problems inflicted upon the populace after the revolution.  In contrast to the 

previous poem which only illuminated her personal suffering, the following poem 

illustrates the poet’s desolation. 

 

Петроград, 1919 

И мы забыли навсегда, 

Заключены в столице дикой, 

Озера, степи, города 

И зори родины великой. 

В кругу кровавом день и ночь 

Долит жестокая истома ... 

Никто нам не хотел помочь 

За то, что мы остались дома, 

За то, что, город свой любя, 

А не крылатую свободу, 

Мы сохранили для себя 

Его дворцы, огонь и воду. 

 

Иная близится пора, 

Уж ветер смерти сердце студит, 

Но нам священный град Петра 

Невольным памятником будет.397 

 

Petrograd, 1919398 

And confined to this savage capital, 

We have forgotten forever 

The lakes, the steppes, the towns 

And the dawns of our great native land. 

Day and night in the bloody circle 

A brutal languor overcomes us . . . 

No one wants to help us 

Because we stayed home, 

Because, loving our city 

And not winged freedom, 

We preserved for ourselves, 

Its palaces, its fire and water. 

 

A different time is drawing near, 

The wind of death already chills the heart, 

But the holy city of Peter 

Will be our unintended monument.399 

 



 

The poet’s beloved city has become a ‘savage capital’!  But the poet’s love for 

the Motherland is quickly reaffirmed in the following lines, and in typical fashion we 

see Akhmatova include the breadth of Russia in her poem, by describing not only the 

city, but also the steppes, and other features of the natural landscape, which then too 

includes small towns and villages.  One is reminded of her previous mention of the 

steppes in the poem, “Yellow Flame,” and also of Södergran’s reference to the same 

landscape feature in her poem, ‘Fragment.’  In this simple way the poet conveys the 

notion that the entire country has been affected by the revolution, so much so that 

even day and night, and dawn have become parts of another kind of cycle.   

In the final lines of the first stanza, the poet returns to the theme of exile which 

will become a prevalent lament in her poetry.  The poet speaks of the helplessness she 

feels in the changed city, but those who have left the city can no longer help them, and 

those who remain in the city either have the same problems that they have, or they are 

in no position to help them either.  In fact, even viewing one’s situation as a problem 

could be dangerous.  The poet acknowledges that ‘a different time is drawing near,’ 

and the signs are already chilling.  This poem is a sort of premonition of how difficult 

things would become in Soviet Petrograd.   

Thus, the poem is a very strong statement about old Russia, and certainly 

could have been seen by the Bolsheviks, by anyone among the new cultural censors, 

as a reactionary poem.  The only aspect missing, is an extreme religious statement; 

otherwise, old Russia is recalled through mention of the steppes, Pushkin is alluded to 

through mention of the glory of the city, palaces are mentioned which also refer to the 

monarchy, and finally there is the mention of Peter the Great himself.  Here then is the 

poet’s reaction to the Revolution:  she looks backward at the strong city which has 

been her home, she reaffirms her desire to remain there no matter what, rejects exile 

in a foreign country no matter how appealing it may seem—winged freedom—and 

even acknowledges that she might die there, that the city itself might become her 

gravestone, her monument.400 

But what has been lost here?  To what does the poet object in the new political 

order?  She does not tell us, and in one sense we can conclude that the poet merely 

objects to change, that the old way of life has been lost and the new offers only 

uncertainty.  We do not have the sense from this that the poet objects to the 

redistribution of wealth or the empowerment of the masses.  There is no dialectic of 

materialism even mentioned in her poetry, in her rejection, or in her response.  What 



 

we can conclude from this poem and others like it, is that the poet rejects the new 

order, that it offers her nothing, and only erases what she has become accustomed to, 

what she has grown up with, what has succored her.  It is not a matter that her 

particular ideologies were not realized in the Revolution, as was the case with Gippius 

and Merezhkovsky, for example.401  Still, in this short poem, the poet expresses a 

sense of impending doom, the future stretches forward only to certain death. 

“Apparition,” also closely linked to the Petrograd poem, contrasts the former 

gaiety of pre-revolutionary St. Petersburg with the emptiness of the newly named city.  

 

Призрак 

Зажженных рано фонарей 

Шары висячие скрежещут, 

Всё праздничнее, всё светлей 

Снежинки, пролетая, блещут. 

 

И, ускоряя ровный бег, 

Как бы в предчувствии погони, 

Сквозь мягко падающий снег 

Под синей сеткой мчатся кони. 

 

И раззолоченный гайдук 

Стоит недвижно за санями, 

И странно царь глядит вокруг 

Пустыми светлыми глазами.  Зима 1919402 

 

Apparition 

The round, hanging lanterns, 

Lit early, are squeaking, 

Ever more festively, ever brighter, 

The flying snowflakes glitter. 

 

And, quickening their steady gait, 

As if sensing some pursuit, 

Through the softly falling snow 

Under a dark blue net, the horses race. 

 

And the gilded footman 

Stands motionless behind the sleigh, 

And the tsar looks around strangely 

With light, empty eyes.  Winter 1919403 

  

The poet has titled the poem, Prizrak, in Russian, and Hemschemeyer has 

translated the Russian as ‘apparition.’  I prefer the word ‘ghost’ as it conveys the 

sense of something that has past, something that rises from the dead.  Since 

Akhmatova had so many untitled poems it is always interesting to look at the titles she 

did give her poems.  In this case, she did not use the word that would mean apparition, 

videnie, but rather the word for ‘ghost,’ prizrak.  The connotations in Russian would 

be interesting to explore, more so than those for ‘apparition,’ which comes from the 



 

Latin, apparitio.  I suspect the root word in Russian comes from some other notion.  

Here what we have is an oblique reference, once again, to Pushkin, and the ghost of 

the Bronze Horseman that pursued the hapless Yevgeny. 

In the winter of 1919, it was already known that Emperor Nicholas II was dead, 

and had been executed in the summer of 1918.  The details of his death and that of his 

family would not come to light for another 50-70 years, but at this time the facts were 

known.  Tsarskoe Selo and St. Petersburg were both devoid of his presence, so that 

when he is imagined in this graphic poem, the poet conveys the sense of absence, and 

the deathly pall that she feels in the city.  

In the opening stanza a gay, festive scene is described, as if the monarch is on 

his way to a ball:  the lanterns on the carriage, the nattily dressed footman, and the 

horses, always moving very quickly through the streets.404  But here they move as if 

pursued, which is different than they would if they were actually moving in their 

former time.  The Tsar had no reason to be pursued through his city.  Here the use of 

the word reminds us that Nicholas II was actually chased away from his city to 

Ekaterinburg.  The city is a place of action, of glamour and glitter, except on this 

occasion, we see now that the footman is motionless, also as if dead, and inside the 

carriage, is only the ghost of the Tsar, with vacant eyes.  The poet does not conjure a 

skeleton, but rather a ghost, a semblance of the living king, but without the light in the 

eyes.  Furthermore, there is nothing for the monarch to survey.  The entire poem 

focuses on the czar, but one does not have the sense that the poet mourns the person 

of the Tsar, but rather the ideal.  There is no mention of him as a father, husband, or 

ruler.  Rather he appears here as a symbol of the past, and in fact a past that is dead.   

“Apparition” then becomes a very graphic example of Akhmatova’s response 

to the revolution.  Were she involved in the Bolshevik cause, had she any sympathy 

toward it and its new policies, she would not portray the vanished Tsar in such a way.  

Still, there is restraint in this portrayal.  Neither does she lament his passing, nor make 

any attempt to glorify him.  At this point, he represents the past, one that stands in 

stillness, luxury frozen in time. 

In the Russian, the poem is very musical, as were many of Akhmatova’s 

poems of this period as she used traditional rhyming schemes, such as here, aBaB, 

cDcD, eFeF.  In this sense, the poet’s modernism was evident more in the content of 

her poems, than in the form.  While speaking of the new world, she used the familiar, 

lulling language of folk tales.  This sense of closure is most obvious in the last lines of 



 

the last stanza in which the word sleigh, sahnyamy, rhymes with the empty eyes of the 

Tsar, glazamy.  

5.3 COMPARISON OF SÖDERGRAN’S AND AKHMATOVA’S POEMS  

By 1917 the civil war and the revolution have entered the poems of both poets.  

It is a reality that cannot be denied even though they may not wish to participate in it 

directly themselves and may be direly affected by it.  Despite their differences of 

approach and circumstances there are a few similarities that will be worth considering 

here.  First, both poets are concerned with landscape and location, and they tell us 

how war affects them intimately.  Secondly, an awareness of the masses, of the people 

is demonstrated in both sets of poems, while the outcome of such awareness is 

radically different.  Finally, both poets can be seen to have surrendered their peace of 

mind, their previous life and safety to the changes.  But here too are the differences.  

For Södergran, there was the growing realization that her hopes for a better future 

through the philosophy of Nietzsche would not be realized and her poem “At 

Nietzsche’s Grave” clearly illustrates that.  She looks to Helsinki for a possible future, 

but even that is not assured.  But Akhmatova does not link the political changes 

directly to her personal beliefs.  We never get the sense of her vision of mankind.  

Rather, if she turns away from the scene of destruction outside her door, she turns in 

her poetry to intimate concerns. The radical shifts in her personal life and marriage are 

only part of the picture; other more drastic changes occur because friends and 

relatives are leaving and going into exile.  These external issues too enter the poet’s 

work.  No poem is left untouched.  If we consider a few of these poems side by side, 

the similarities, if not already apparent, will hopefully become more distinct. 

Consider how the location of the revolution and civil war are reflected 

specifically in these poems.  In “Evening Walk” the poet contrasts her peaceful 

evening stroll with the conflict in Helsinki.  Her solitary existence in contrast to the 

social upheaval seems so vulnerable, and yet more than fear death from war or 

revolution, she knows her own death is inevitable because of her disease.  Thus the 

poet situates herself between the present and destiny, fully aware of the ramifications 

of both. In “Moon’s Secret” too the poet defines the location of battle, but unlike 

Akhmatova who shows the effects of revolution on the city, Södergran makes us 

aware of the damage that war inflicts on nature. Similarly, in Akhmatova’s poems 

about the city, the bridges, the river and the buildings are all witnesses to her love 



 

affairs, and yet between the poem from March and the one from the summer, we sense 

the difference in atmosphere and certainty.  The poet walks the same city, but the 

changes being wrought, the sounds of gunshots, mean that it is no longer a safe place 

for her.  Still she must walk on, and walk through these places.  She describes them in 

detail because they have been a vivid part of her landscape before, and even in 

revolution they remain critical to her sense of location.  The revolution does not take 

place on anonymous streets or squares.  As an urban denizen she knows every major 

intersection in the downtown location and the seats of power. 

Secondly, these landscapes are not empty or unpeopled.  Both poets recognize 

the part that the masses play, or fail to play in the social changes surrounding them.  

In the poems of both poets we can find such mention:  in “The Moon’s Secret” the 

bugle call goes out to the otherwise un-named soldiers; in “Sunset Landscape” there 

are the anonymous people who would be involved in a victory parade, and, most 

importantly, in “The Storm” Södergran speaks specifically of the people fighting the 

civil war, and of the masses who are like cattle, but do not know what they want or 

what their actions will mean.  Here Södergran clearly demonstrates a greater grasp of 

the nature of the social upheaval that is taking place, but even in Akhmatova’s untitled 

poem she speaks of ‘the Crowd’ that churns.  Here the choice of word is vivid and 

indicates that sort of unplanned, almost indecisive action that is the nature of mob 

action, which in itself can be terrifying, even if one agrees with the goals and ideals of 

the crowd.  In “When in suicidal anguish” the poet describes the rape of the city, thus 

implying that those who moved across its squares did so without noble intentions, that 

despite political ideals, the actual fact of the revolution was something akin to plunder. 

But finally, while Södergran continues to muse upon the nature of man, the 

possible goals of intellectual achievement, Akhmatova turns to more personal 

concerns:  exile and the fate of her friends and colleagues.  While their very actions 

speak of some deeply held convictions, that they no doubt could detail in lengthy 

political and social discussions, these friends of Akhmatova’s remain inarticulate in 

her poetry.  We hear of their actions, as in the untitled poem that begins:  “You are an 

apostate:  for a green island/You betrayed, betrayed your native land,/Our song and 

our icons/And the pine above the quiet lake.”/405  Akhmatova speaks here to one of 

her lovers, Boris Anrep, who left Russia for England in 1917.  The poet’s fierce 

nationalism is evident, not politically, but to the culture (songs), the religion (icons), 

and in fact the landscape itself (the pines, the lake).  Akhmatova’s subsequent 



 

devotion to Russia despite Bolshevik and then Soviet rule demonstrates so clearly that 

her allegiance is to something called the Motherland, not in the political sense, but in 

the cultural sense.  And this figurative country is rural and Orthodox.  Even in this 

poem the poet speaks of the battles being fought in 1917, although neither this exile 

nor the poet will suffer from them.   

Even so, in 1917 the awareness of the changes from the revolution are just 

beginning to enter poetry.  She produced far more poems having to do with love, such 

as the untitled poem that begins:   “And into a secret friendship with someone 

tall,/Dark-eyed as a young eagle,/I entered with a light tread,/As if into a late-summer 

flower bed./” 406  The poet is still first and foremost a young, attractive woman, a 

mother who is free of the mundane responsibilities of child-rearing, and a sensual poet 

seeking experience and delight.  Although she is well-aware by now of the torment of 

love and relationships she cannot keep herself from pursuing them.  They remain a 

major interest even on the eve of revolution.  The following chapters will demonstrate 

the changes that took place in the poets’ writing after the ensuing changes.   



 

6.0 ST. PETERSBURG, 1921:  POETRY IN THE ASHES 

By 1921 St. Petersburg was a city in despair.  Many in the former capital were 

without food or heat.  In the countryside, the situation was not much better, although 

some on small farms could still produce food and procure wood for heating.  However, 

in those areas, such as Raivola where Södergran lived, where there had been heavy 

fighting during the wars, the resources of the fragile countryside had also been 

exhausted by the soldiers.  The changes that had been wrought by the Russian 

Revolution and the new regime were apparent.  In this chapter we will review the 

continuing changes in the poetry of both writers as they acknowledge both privately, 

Södergran in her letters to Hagar Olsson, for example, and in their poetry, the effects 

of the war and the aftermath of the revolution 

6.1 SÖDERGRAN AFTER THE FINNISH CIVIL WAR 

For Södergran the revolution brought economic difficulties in addition to her 

physical suffering and this is mentioned in her informal writing, and occasionally in 

her poetry.  In her letter to Olsson in January 1919, she writes:  “Can’t come.  

Insomnia, TB, empty cashbox.  (I live by selling furniture and household utensils.  

Capital tied up in Ukrainian and Russian bonds, salvation depends on fall of 

Bolshevism).”407  Her comment about the ‘fall of Bolshevism’ is ironic rather than 

hopeful as there were no signs that it would fall.  The poems in this chapter are from 

her next collection The Rose Altar (1919) and they show a marked change in theme, 

especially in terms of religious imagery, from The September Lyre where the focus 

was on war.  However, modernist and eclectic that she is, Södergran uses both 

imagery and ideas from many intellectual and spiritual sources.  Here we will 

consider their effectiveness as representations of the new modernism.  Finally, by the 

end of this chapter, the changes in Södergran’s poetry will be obvious as she begins to 

move inevitably and consciously toward the end of her life.  While previously her 

poetry had been a refuge from her illness where she could exercise her intellect, in the 

final years her poetry reflects her focus not on life, but on death, and the afterlife.  

Once she had been drawn to the philosophy of Nietzsche and later Rudolf Steiner,  

now she turns to Christianity and her poetry contains religious images, and especially 

hope.  The poet does not relinquish her grasp of the sublime, however, and many 



 

poems show the union of this sort of vision with Christian imagery and symbolism.  

While this might not be theologically correct, it presents another aspect of 

Södergran’s modernism, in that she felt free to experiment not only with form, but 

also with content in her poems. 

As noted, after the war, Södergran’s main daily concern was financial survival.  

That and her declining health meant that very little time was left for poetry.  

Nevertheless, she continued writing whenever she could, and also began new projects 

translating poetry to German and sending poems to the Finnish literary magazine, 

Ultra.  Her poems of this period once again vividly portray the results of war and 

revolution, not just physically in terms of lives lost and landscapes devastated, but 

also in the realm of hope, both for the physical body and the soul.  The poems 

discussed in this section continue to exemplify Södergran’s modernist approach, even 

to such traumatic circumstances.  She writes as if she has an audience, even when she 

cannot be sure of whom it consists, and she writes with an honesty and immediacy 

that has now become a hallmark of her style.   

 

Jorden blev förvandlad till en askhög 

Jorden blev förvandlad till en askhög. 

i botgörarkläder 

sitter jag lätt därpå och drömmer. 

O vad mina drömmar äro saliga! 

Jag är stark, 

ty jag har stigit upp från dödens marmorbädd. 

Död – jag såg dig i ansiktet, jag höll 

vågskålen mot dig. 

Död – din omfamning är icke kall, jag själv 

är elden. 

Vem är Gud?  Vad har han gjort oss? 

Häda icke! Han är nära. 

- - - - - - 

Ur silverbägare häller jag lust över jorden, 

mot vilken Afrodites drömmar blekna.408 

 

The Earth Has Been Turned into an 
Ash-Heap 

The earth has been turned into an ash-heap. 

In penitent’s clothes 

I sit lightly on it and dream. 

Oh how blissful are my dreams! 

I am strong, 

for I have risen up from death’s marble bed. 

Death—I looked you in the face, I held the scale 

towards you. 

Death—your embrace is not cold.  I myself am 

the fire. 

Who is God?  What has he done to us? 

Do not blaspheme!  He is near. 

- - - - - - 

From silver cups I pour pleasure over the earth 

Against which the dreams of Aphrodite grow 
pale.409 



 

The poem begins in much the same way as the poem “At Nietzsche’s Grave,” 

with a declarative statement—the world has become an ash-heap—followed by the 

poet’s subsequent action—she sits in penitent’s rags and dreams.  The Allwood 

translation says:  ‘how beautiful are my dreams,’ but it seems that a better translation 

of saliga would be ‘blessed.’  This poem is concerned with thoughts of the 

resurrection, but this is lost when the religious language is omitted.  The poet sits on 

the earth as ash-heap, and yet she rises above it through her dreams.  This is a sort of 

incarnation, a rising above.  The poet sits ‘lightly’ on the earth, which shows the slight 

attachment that she has to it.  Dreams tie her to the earth, but also to another world. 

The following lines continue the religious theme:  having risen from a ‘marble 

bed’ which one can interpret as a grave, the poet feels strong.  In fact, she feels alive, 

and has great warmth.  She contrasts herself to Death and can actually overpower 

death because she has discovered something about Death’s embrace.  When she 

embraces death she becomes fire.  Heat is generated by dying.  This is the image in 

the beginning of the poem, that the people have been consumed in the war, until there 

is nothing but ash and the reader is left to wonder if there will be resurrection for 

those who have died.   

The poet then questions who God is and what he has done.  Such blasphemy, 

she chastises herself.  Do not think to ask such questions as he is close, he is always 

near.  Only when one is contemplating death can one be sure that God is near.  Next 

there are those tantalizing missing lines in the poem, or at least lines that, if not erased, 

were never inserted.  Interestingly enough, these ellipses often occur at critical points 

in Södergran’s poems.  Just when the poet might make a statement that is irrefutable 

or dramatic.  In this case the ellipse is unsatisfactory.  There is no answer to the 

identity of God, and the poet resorts to the sort of sublime resolution that she has 

shown in other poems of this era.  Perhaps she is afraid to write what she thinks.  She 

was still living in a military society at this time, with soldiers not far off.  She may not 

have felt entirely free to write what she wanted to write. 

In the final two lines, the poet dislocates herself again and is no longer on the 

earth or on the ash-heap, but floating above the earth pouring pleasure on it from 

silver cups.  The cups suggest the chalice of Holy Communion, and the poet makes 

clear that this substance is pure pleasure and far more than Aphrodite could ever offer.  

Here the juxtaposition of the Christian deity and the ancient Greek goddess is 

interesting because the poet shows her preference, and perhaps that she is leaving the 



 

imagery of Nietzsche behind.  The pleasure that comes from the Chalice is joyful and 

covers the earth.  In the end of the poem the earth is transformed from an ash-heap to 

an entity that is shrouded in pleasure.  Unfortunately, the ellipse near the end of the 

poem has not helped the reader’s progress, and one must, like a penitent, believe in 

salvation, in life after death, in the pleasure that comes from rising above Death. 

Here as in other poems, Hedberg sees a mytho-poetic approach in Södergran’s 

poetry, and likens part of this poem to the fairy tale, “Snow White,” in which the 

heroine rises from a marble bed after her long sleep.410  Perhaps this is another 

instance of Södergran’s modernity and intertextuality, as Hedberg suggests.  The lines 

in the poem certainly convey an other-worldly feel. Death is always just below the 

surface in many of Södergran’s poems.  The poet attempts to convince us that all this 

death from the revolution and the civil war has been worth something.  Ultimately, 

when death comes, she has said, it is not cold, and the pleasure that comes from the 

afterlife makes it all worthwhile.  We are not permitted to ask God what he has done 

to us or why.  While in other poems the poet questions God, in this poem, there is 

only the assurance of the penitent. 

Two other poems that surround this poem in the collection echo the theme of 

penitence, and also repeat the image of the chalice.  Carefully the poet considers the 

meaning of the suffering that has taken place during the war and seems to continue.  

The first poem from September 1918, actually titled, “The Penitents”411 begins with a 

religious motif, involving the lighting of candles, but it continues with the need for all 

men and women to recognize each other as brothers and sisters before they can ‘go to 

the people.’  Here there is no mention of communion or resurrection, but rather the 

need for the suffering to unite before they can make their needs known.  What is 

curious in this poem is that the penitents undertake their rituals outdoors:  they do 

penance in the ‘lonely forests,’ they light candles ‘on the heaths.’  These images 

actually speak more of pagan rituals than Christian. 

The second poem, “The Chalice of Suffering” again uses an image, which 

gives the poem a religious connotation.  Here there is no victory.  The victor’s lips, 

which the speaker has assumed will not touch the chalice until something greater has 

taken place.  The poet again uses images from Nietzsche and Zarathustra and speaks 

of the ‘sparking hammer’ which will strike down all stone or graven images and 

create a new soul, a new person who will speak words that have never been heard 

before.  This poem reiterates the poet’s highest hopes for a new order, a new world, 



 

which might come out of change and revolution.  Although there is no indication that 

such greatness will come of either the Revolution or the civil war, still the poet has a 

fantastic vision of what could be.  The course of events always seems to be the same 

in a Södergran poem:  there will be pain and suffering, and then there will be some 

sort of resolution or at least victory.  This is the sort of sublime and exalted language 

that she has used in countless other poems, and although we can find no evidence that 

it is based on any sort of structured analysis, it most definitely speaks to the social and 

political changes that were taking place at the time.  The poet has fused her studies of 

Nietzsche with current events, and fervently hopes for a union of the two.  Perhaps 

one must add the poet’s physical condition as a third factor in the creation of this sort 

of poetry.  While she spent portions of her days, her life in some sort of delirious fever 

from her disease, she was often just coming out of such a state when she wrote.  

Praying fervently for relief from pain in her own personal life, the poet could easily 

transpose this sort of prayer and plea for deliverance onto the physical plane as well.  

Thus some of her poems are indistinguishable from prayers, increasingly so as her 

illness progresses 

The poem “Fragments of a mood” is a long poem with missing sections.  Or at 

least there are those ellipses again so we cannot be sure what was elided, or if the poet 

herself intended to put something there later, or if she deleted text.  As with other 

poems the question of erasure vs. inclusion, the question of the poet’s interaction with 

her own work, which is one of the factors that make her so strikingly modernist, also 

leaves unanswered questions for the reader.  In this poem, the first section mentions 

‘one who is dead’ and repeats the theme of ashes from the earlier poem.  In this case 

the ashes are in the urn, which is a bit odd as it was the custom in this area, and 

especially among the Orthodox, to be buried, not cremated.  However, the poet 

continues this image, and in the second section of the poem, she poses the question:  

“How can a son of the upland die?”  Surely, the answer at this time, is ‘in the war,’ 

but the poet does not answer it this way.  Her language continues in the Nietzschean 

vein as she imagines the valleys of the Gods and the nymphs playing on pipes, etc.  

The last section of the poem is the part that is most decimated by missing lines, but 

then the final stanza begins with an image of soldiers:  “My memories flame up like 

the fires of retreating soldiers/over ravaged stretches of land,/as the marshes in the 

north are covered with white flowers in spring.”412  Here, although the poet has not 

admitted that the young son has died in the war, we get the hint that perhaps he had.  



 

The poem had begun with an invocation:  “Wind, Wind, Wind!” and one has the sense 

from the entire poem of devastation and loneliness, once again.  Certainly the time 

after the war, was one of dislocation for everyone, not the least the poet, who wanders, 

in this poem, from the mountains, to the forests, to the marshes with spring flowers.  

The pleasant images are those from the past, while those from the present reflect 

devastation.  Once again, there is no political commentary, even to say, look at who 

did this to this beautiful land, to our security; the poet merely comments on the facts 

of war as it marches across her landscape.  Thus, though she wants to write of flowers 

and spring beauty, the war is never far from her doorstep and she cannot keep it from 

seeping into her poems.  

The next poems come from the aptly titled, Future’s Shadow.  The only poem 

in which the poet explicitly mentions Finland, apart from her previous references to 

Helsinki, this is of interest here because it is one of her responses to the civil war.   

 

Vad är mitt hemland . . .  (Framtidens 
skugga 1920) 

Vad är mitt hemland?  Är det det fjärran 

stjärnbeströdda Finland? 

Likgiltigt vad.  Låga stenar, vältren er på flacka 

stränder. 

Jag står på eder grå granit som på en visshet. 

Du visshet, du skall alltid strö lager och rosor på min 

väg. 

Jag är den gudom, som kommer med segrande änne. 

Jag är den sälla övervinnaren av det förflutna.413 

 

What Is My Homeland? 

What is my homeland?  Is it far-off, star-strewn 

Finland? 

No matter what it is.  Low stones, roll on flat 

shores. 

I stand on your grey granite as on a certainty. 

Thou certainty, thou shalt always strew laurel 

and rose in my path. 

I am the deity that approaches with victorious 

brow. 

I am the blessed conqueror of the past.414 

 

The poet’s  awareness of national identity is only briefly explored here and in 

typical Södergran fashion, we have merely the question, followed by the exalted 

response which is positive. The question about the homeland clearly arises because of 

Finland’s independence after the Revolution.  Although there is no exact date on this 

poem, it was probably written between 1917 and 1920. 

This question is about borderlands.  Olsson uses this term ‘borderland’ to refer 

to the entire country of Finland during this revolutionary time period.  She suggests 

that it was this position that caused those in Finland to be exposed to ideas and change 



 

much more than ‘more sheltered countries like Sweden.’415  Though the poet lived in 

the district that was closest to Russia, the Revolution left her on the Finnish side of the 

border, so it is not surprising that she might have had cause to wonder what her 

homeland really was.  It was possible, under the Grand Duchy, to experience both 

Russia and Finland as homelands, in a sense as they were indistinct.  Now that there 

was a separation, the poet asks, which is which?  But there is no doubt.  There is 

certainty.  The images of Finland are positive and strong and depict the physical 

landscape and the strength that one can draw from it.  There is nothing loose and 

shifting about Finland.  It stands on granite and is unmovable, unchangeable.  But the 

poet does not remain in this fixed location for long.  She moves immediately to the 

exalted position of the victor, hovering above the landscape which is strewn with 

flowers, another positive image, and then finally stands as a conqueror of the past.  In 

this case, the past is the subservient status of Finland under Russia and before that 

Sweden.  That is what has been conquered, in fact with very little battle up to this 

point.  The poet writes of Finland, but it is ‘far-off,’ indicating the distance the poet 

feels from the center of gravity of the country.  The land exists at the edge of the 

universe where it is star-strewn.  The poet does not depict the ordinary, mundane 

world of Finland, with farms and factories and railroads.  Rather she depicts it in a 

cosmic sense, and places herself as a deity, walking a flower-strewn path.   

This is a fantastic vision of how the poet would like to return to Finland.  The 

use of the word, laurel, for example, indicates that some awards and honors have been 

bestowed.  Another word that seems specifically chosen here is ‘brow’ (änne), which 

indicates thought, study, work and struggle.  Now the brow is victorious.  It is the 

triumph of intellect, but the poet also refers to the conqueror as ‘blessed.’  What is the 

significance of this?  The battles of the revolution certainly were not religious battles, 

so what causes the poet to think of this victory as a religious victory?  Perhaps she 

means that the conqueror is blessed because peace has been restored. 

This poem is troubling, even in its brevity, because we cannot know the poet’s 

true meaning and we can only take our cues from the language.  In this case, it is a 

poem of strength and certainty.  Even the use of words like ‘always (alltid)’ shows the 

depth of feeling the poet conveys toward the homeland, even though it is far-off.  In 

looking at the poet’s biography it is appropriate to note that the area of Finland from 

which her mother’s family came, was quite a distance from Karelia and Raivola, all 

the way on the western coast of Finland, near the sea.  Södergran herself is not known 



 

to have visited there, and yet she knew that her family came from there.  She speaks 

of the flat rocks of Finland, spread into the sea, and the images of the archipelago and 

the sea coast are quite vivid.  While Södergran’s nature mainly consists of the inland 

fields and forests, flowers and trees, this reference to the ‘flat shores’ indicates her 

recognition of another aspect of Finland.  The poet unites herself with Finland, not in 

a nationalistic way, but through nature.  She does not use any political slogans or 

social commentary to bind herself to the notion of homeland, but rather recognizes her 

connection with the physical landscape.   This is only a small instance in which we 

can compare her sense of ‘Motherland’ to that of Akhmatova, who shares a similar 

sense of landscape.  This short, clear poem conveys the poet’s connection to Finland 

and is part of her poetic response to war and revolution. 

During this time, we have the records of Södergran’s letters to Olsson in 

which she details her spiritual struggle, but the topics of this struggle and their 

subsequent description in the poems are sometimes difficult to distinguish.  Many 

poems of this time have Eros as a figure, while the themes from Nietzsche seem to 

recede.  During this period, the influence of Steiner increased in her life.  In any case, 

most of these poems will not concern us specifically here as they do not relate to the 

main topic of this study, but we will consider a few as we monitor the progress of 

Södergran’s view of the greater world.  In her letters, for example, we get much more 

of a sense of the concern with which the poet observed the social and political world. 

In October 1920, for example, she wrote to Olsson about the effects of the war, 

the renting of a portion of their villa to soldiers.416  This was the time of the Finnish 

civil war, so times were very difficult for their family and this small income was 

helpful to them.  However, she chafed under their presence.  She also writes of 

considering selling their entire property, although that sale never took place.  In a 

September letter she had described her understanding of the difference between 

Nietzsche and Steiner very clearly:  “I call our group with Nietzsche Superman.  A 

Superman will never concern himself with little social odds and ends, cutting out 

patterns for chairs, researching the causes of the world war, building temples, 

directing plays.  Humanity has organised a great war and must certainly learn to 

organise itself.”  And a bit later in the letter:  “Is Steiner the one who shall come?  I 

don’t believe that he has the boundlessly rich and warm heart needed for healing the 

wounds of war.”417  Comments like this reflect Södergran’s continuing search for 



 

answers, solutions and ideas; this search also indicates her receptivity, and when she 

discovered Rudolf Steiner, the poet was an eager reader. 

The reasons for his appeal to Södergran are several.  Rudolf Steiner (1861-

1925) was the son of a misplaced Hungarian laborer who was eventually able to 

matriculate in the Technical University of Vienna in 1879.  Steiner moved quickly on 

to become involved in the cataloging of works of Goethe and Schiller in Weimar, 

Germany.  He was most attracted by the scientific theories of Goethe and through his 

years of studies he eventually developed his own ideas about the relationship of the 

soul to the intellect.  His ideas were finalized in The Philosophy of Freedom in the late 

1890s.  Finally, he founded his own philosophical movement, anthroposophy, which 

was based on the three main types of knowledge that he had ascertained:  imagination: 

a higher seeing of the spiritual world in revealing images; inspiration: a higher 

hearing of the spiritual world, through which it reveals its creative forces and its 

creative order and intuition:  the stage at which an intuitive penetration into the sphere 

of Spiritual Beings becomes possible.418   

Södergran had been introduced to the thought of Rudolf Steiner by a neighbor 

in Raivola419 and she immediately became impassioned by his writings.  She wrote to 

Olsson about him constantly, although Olsson had not read the works and expressed 

no interest in them.  However, later Olsson did travel to Switzerland, to Dornach, for 

the opening of a temple there, and Södergran had hoped that Olsson would speak with 

Steiner and gather some impressions of him for her.420  It was partly at Edith’s behest 

that she attended the opening ceremonies of the new Anthroposophical Center in the 

autumn of 1920.  However, Olsson did not perform this duty as fully as the poet 

would have liked and there were large gaps in her information about Steiner the writer 

and Steiner the person.  Still, Olsson comments in the letters that Södergran had a 

realistic impression of her hero and did not idolize him in quite the same way that she 

had in her studies of Nietzsche.  Perhaps this was because of Steiner’s clear 

connection to the real, physical world, while Nietzsche disdained the practical world.  

Steiner  defined his method as:  “a way of knowledge which leads the Spirit in 

man to the Spirit in the Universe.”421 These ideas do not attempt to supersede natural 

science, but rather complement it.  He also attempts to answer the question who was 

and is the Christ.  Through his research, and that of his followers, Steiner was able to 

develop a series of precepts that could be tested and used in all aspects of human life, 

from medicine to agriculture, and in sociology and especially the arts.  One can think 



 

of anthroposophy as a way of knowledge.  The ideas are very appealing because they 

address many of the fundamental questions of existence, of philosophy, and Steiner 

then presents concrete, manageable solutions.  However, these answers are not for 

everyone and Steiner’s teachings also proscribe certain manners of moral conduct.  In 

any case, knowing what we already know about Södergran’s susceptibility to 

grandiose ideas, and her infatuation with Nietzsche, it is not at all surprising that the 

visions of Steiner appealed to her.  Although we cannot mark exactly which texts and 

concepts were of special interest to her, it is easy to see the shift in ideology in her 

later poems where Christian symbolism and ideas reappear, as they did in her very 

earliest work. 

6.2 ANNA AKHMATOVA:  REFUSING EXILE, ACCEPTING FATE  

For Akhmatova, understandably, the upheaval from the Revolution was drastic.  

Changes to her physical circumstance took place because of her divorce from 

Gumilev in 1918, and because of the changing cultural climate.  Some had sensed that 

the artistic and intellectual freedom that they had enjoyed, even under the Czar’s 

censorship, was about to disappear, and had left the country.  This was a turning point 

in Akhmatova’s life and we will look at the ways in which her response to the 

revolution continues to grow, both poetically and personally, as she decides that she 

will not go into exile or leave her homeland. In a sense, this period marked the end of 

a certain period before a long silence in her poetry.422 

While Edith Södergran pulled away from Russia and moved toward Finland, 

as she continued to ask questions about the nature of the soul, after the Revolution 

Akhmatova had neither a new political view nor a philosophy to embrace to deal with 

the rapid changes.  She was, as earlier, on her own, forced back upon herself and her 

own strength.  The year 1921 was a pivotal year for Akhmatova.  The lingering and 

continuing effects of the Revolution had become a reality, and she had lived with V. 

Shileiko from 1918 until sometime in 1921 and had written very little during their 

relationship.  In any case, as she withdrew from the marriage with Shileiko she began 

to write again, and in many of the short poems that are addressed to him the poet rails 

about various aspects of their disharmony.  We have little that documents this post-

revolutionary time period in her poetry, and only a few lines that were written in 

journals or recalled and recounted later on.  One entry from 1920 reveals her shock 

upon visiting Tsarskoe Selo, the area of her youth:   



 

All the fences were burned; rusty hospital cots from the First World War 

stood over open manholes, the streets were overgrown with weeds, roosters of 

all colors and goats, for some reason called Tamara, roamed around crowing 

and bleating.423 

The scene of destruction describes not only the aftermath of World War I, but 

the seeming indifference or inability of anyone to repair the damages.  This sort of 

disintegration continued after the revolution, and the poet’s writing bears witness to it.  

In Part II of Anno Domini called “MCMXXI” we find the following poem in which 

the poet speaks dramatically of the destruction she saw all around: 

 

 

                                   Наталии Рыковой 

Все расхищено, предано, продано, 

Черной смерти мелькало крыло, 

Всё голодной тоскою изглодано, 

Отчего же нам стало светло? 

 

Днем дыханьями веет вишневыми 

Небывалый под городом лес, 

Ночью блещет созвездьями новыми 

Глубь прозрачных июльских небес, — 

 

И так близко подходит чудесное 

К развалившимся грязным домам... 

Никому, никому неизвестное, 

Но от века желанное нам.  Июнь 1921424 

from Anno Domini 
   to Natalya Rykova 

Everything has been plundered, betrayed, sold out, 

The wing of black death has flashed, 

Everything has been devoured by starving anguish, 

Why, then, is it so bright? 

 

The fantastic woods near the town 

Wafts the scent of cherry blossoms by day, 

At night new constellations shine 

In the transparent depths of the skies of July— 

 

And how near the miraculous draws 

To the dirty, tumbledown huts . . . 

No one, no one knows what it is, 

But for centuries we have longed for it.  June 1921425 

 

This poem is very reminiscent of Södergran’s poem, “The Earth Has Been 

Turned into an Ash Heap.”  For both poets,  the world as they knew it has been turned 

upside down—everything has been ruined, everything has been eaten out of time and 

out of season.  Here too is the sense that nature must endure the ravages of war while 

the military marches through it.  Tsarskoe Selo, where the poem was composed, 

suffered not so much from the battles as neglect.  The soldiers have been called away 



 

from the fields and their families and without them everything lies in ruin.  Still, the 

cherries bloom and the brilliant white nights of summer return.  It is nothing short of 

miraculous, and here Akhmatova leans very close to the language of the sublime that 

we have come to expect in Södergran:  she yearns for some great sign from the 

heavens to explain what has happened.  The actual reality with which she and her 

friends are faced is lurid and life presents a mere shadow of its former glory:  dirty 

tumbledown huts in the city that once was the home of emperors.  This poem 

incorporates the poet’s earlier description of Tsarskoe Selo as a place with neglected 

livestock. 

Akhmatova wrote many poems during the transition period in 1921 after she 

left Shileiko and spent time in the countryside away from him.  Eventually, she 

moved from their shared apartment to another apartment, and then to the home of 

Arthur Lourié (1891-1966).426  This provided even more personal and intimate 

complications, but this time period also saw the rebirth of her poetry.  Once again 

personal insights form the bulk of the subject matter of these poems, until two 

shocking events intervened. 

The year 1921 was important because at this time two visionary figures from 

Russian poetry, and from the poet’s life, died.  First, Aleksandr Blok died on August 7, 

and before the month was out, she had been informed of the execution of her ex-

husband, Nikolai Gumilev on August 25.  Both of these major events struck close to 

the poet’s heart and were memorialized in poems, albeit short ones.  Blok himself had 

been nearly stricken dead by the Revolution.  Jakobson suggests that Blok, along with 

the other poets who either perished or committed suicide, such as Esenin and 

Mayakovsky, ‘shared a sense of doom so vivid and sustained that it became 

unbearable.’427  Jakobson’s comments are taken from his article, the title of which, 

aptly suggests his opinion of this tragic time:  “On a Generation that Squandered Its 

Poets.”  He thought that everyone was responsible for the deaths of these creative 

people.  Blok’s  original idealism about the necessary social changes that would be 

wrought by the Bolsheviks was turned to despair when he understood how many 

freedoms would be impinged upon.  Akhmatova recalled later that at one of their last 

meetings in 1921 he said: “Everyone meets here as if they were in the other world.”428   

First, Akhmatova’s tribute to Blok.  In this poem the poet unites her 

commentary on the revolution with her despair over the death of Russia’s prominent 

poet, and her personal friend and colleague.  It was a coincidence that the funeral was 



 

held on the name day of Our Lady of Smolensk, which meant that many others would 

be coming to the church and the cemetery to put candles and markers on graves.  But 

this too links the death of the poet with the deaths from the war and revolution, else 

why would there be rosy-faced widows with small children performing these rituals? 

 

 

А Смоленская нынче именинница. 

Синий ладан над травою стелется, 

И струится пенье панихидное, 

Не печальное нынче, а светлое. 

И приводят румяные вдовушки 

На кладбище мальчиков и девочек 

Поглядеть на могилы отцовские, 

А кладбище — роща соловьиная, 

От сиянья солнечного замерло. 

Принесли мы Смоленской Заступнице, 

Принесли Пресвятой Богородице 

На руках во гробе серебряном 

Наше солнце, в муке погасшее — 

Александра, лебедя чистого  Август 1921429 

Today is the name day of Our Lady of 
Smolensk (Untitled) 

Today is the name day of Our Lady of Smolensk, 

Dark blue incense drifts over the grass, 

And the flowing of the Requiem 

Is no longer sorrowful, but radiant. 

And the rosy little widows lead 

Their boys and girls to the cemetery 

To visit father’s grave. 

But the graveyard—a grove of nightingales, 

Grows silent from the sun’s bright blaze. 

We have brought to the Intercessor of Smolensk, 

We have brought to the Holy Mother of God, 

In our hands a silver coffin 

Our sun, extinguished in torment— 

Alexander, pure swan.  August 1921430 

 

Secondly, the poet evokes the loss of people like Blok,  writers, poets, 

intellectuals, who had no place in the fighting, yet might have lost their lives as well.  

Blok had served in the military, but he had not fared well as he was not of the right 

constitution for military life.  Furthermore, even though he had tried to comprehend 

the political and social changes taking place, and even advocated certain of them in 

his poetry and his discussions with others, by the time of the October Revolution he 

had become entirely disappointed by the turn of events and it is said that he died of 

starvation and heartbreak at the outcome of the revolution.  

Here too is the reference to nightingales.  There have been many comments on 

the writers of this time, likened to nightingales who sing so sweetly and without end.  

In her memoirs, Akhmatova recalled that when he heard that Blok was to be sent to 



 

service during World War I, Gumilev said that it was like “roasting nightingales” 

because the birds are of much more use to lighten one’s mood and spirit than as 

food.431  Blok was the center of the Symbolists at one point, and indeed, just because 

of his pure prolific output he was highly respected by everyone, including the 

Acmeists, Gumilev and Mandelstam, who meant to refute him.  The poet uses the 

words, ‘extinguished in torment’ to convey the suddenness of his death, and the 

circumstances surrounding his last days which were so well known.  In the end, there 

is only one way to regard Blok the poet, as the swan—the Russian, and Finnish, 

symbol of eternity.  There can be no doubt that his work will live on, but for the 

moment, the exquisite grief at his passing is all that the poet can convey. 

Just days later, the poet, and all others around her would receive the news of 

the execution of Gumilev at the hands of the secret police.  He had been loosely 

charged with plotting to overthrow the new government, but these charges were never 

proven before he was shot and buried.  At first Akhmatova did not even know of his 

resting place.  Mindful that she was no longer married to him, the poet also had to 

preserve his memory since he was the father of her son.  The brevity of her tribute 

belies the depth of feeling that she had over this traumatic event:  

 

Не бывать тебе в живых, 

Со снегу не встать. 

Двадцать восемь штыковых, 

Огнестрельных пять. 

Горькую обновушку 

Другу шила я. 

Любит, любит кровушку 

Русская земля. 

1921432 

You are no longer among the living 
(Untitled) 

You are no longer among the living, 

You cannot rise from the snow. 

Twenty-eight bayonets, 

Five bullets. 

A bitter new shirt 

For my beloved I sewed. 

The Russian earth loves, loves 

Droplets of blood.  August 16, 1921433 

 

There is a bit of confusion about this poem because of the reference to the 

deceased rising from the snow places the execution in the winter, and it most certainly 

did not take place then.  However, this reference is also to the Decembrists, 

revolutionaries from the previous century whose wives followed them to Siberia 

where they took care of them in prison and sewed their shirts.  Nevertheless, the 



 

sorrow and sense of loss conveyed place this poem among Akhmatova’s responses to 

the revolution, because of the description of an execution, and we have the sense that 

the person had died in vain.  The specter of one person standing against 28 soldiers, 

for example, shows the nature of these executions.  Furthermore, the person has died 

and the family must provide new clothes in which the deceased can be buried.  Finally, 

we have the image of the Russian earth, the same that had been mentioned by Edith 

Södergran much earlier in 1905 and in “The world is bathing in blood,” and then 

again later is still absorbing the blood of its soldiers, its citizens.  Ironically the poet 

depicts the earth as the cause of all the bloodshed as if the earth demands such 

sacrifice.  The words are simple and bitter.  There is no justice and no justification. 

Here is an example of Akhmatova’s intertextuality with her own works.  The 

poem “July 1914” also contained this image of the Russian earth absorbing the blood 

of the fallen.  The poet herself has suggested that recurring images are important in a 

poet’s oeuvre.  In her conversations with Lydia Chukovskaya in 1940 she said in 

reference to an old newspaper review of Anno Domini in 1922 by Shaginyan:  “Why 

is the repetition of garden and Muse imagery in my poetry mannerism?  On the 

contrary, in order to get to the heart of it, one should study the clusters of constantly 

recurring imagery in a poet’s work—it is there that the author’s personality and the 

spirit of his poetry is hidden.  Those of us who have been through the rigorous school 

of Pushkin studies know that ‘a ridge of clouds’ recurs in Pushkin’s work dozens of 

times.”434  In this case then, we see that the poet’s intertextuality extends beyond her 

own work, to Pushkin as she utilizes one of his techniques. 

Poetic references are much easier to ascertain in her work than political.  

When trying to place Anna Akhmatova’s political allegiances, one has much 

difficulty in trying to ascertain her exact position.  We have very little indication 

either from her poetry or from her journals, or even her conversations recorded much 

later in her life, that she had any particular preference in terms of the organization of 

the government and state.  We know that she came from an upper middle-class family, 

that her father was a naval engineer and that she grew up in the rather privileged 

atmosphere of Tsarskoe Selo, under the gaze of the tsar.  This was her received reality, 

which she accepted and carried with into her adult life.  She went to college, although 

she did not complete her law degree, and she became a writer and involved in literary 

circles.  None of this pertains very much to the life of either social or political 

administration.  Her choice of husband too, seemed to have little to do with political 



 

positions as much as social standing and, in the case of Gumilev, a literary proclivity.  

These are the issues and ideas most dear to her.   

But Akhmatova as a wife and mother had to accept the decision of her 

husband to enter military service and risk his life.  Thus, we have a few descriptions 

in her poems of her following him to Moscow, where she visited him in the hospital, 

and also Novgorod where she visited him near the front.  There are several mentions 

in her poetry of the Cross of St. George, a military honor that was awarded Gumilev 

for his wounds in service.  Hellman concurs that nationalist intentions were far from 

the poetry of both Mandelstam and Akhmatova.435  The poet acknowledges the effects 

of the war on her life, on her family, and yet she does not exalt them.  They are battle 

scars, but they are not something to be lifted up and praised.  In her 1915 “Lullaby,” 

which is included in Anno Domini, we can sense the attitude that she has towards his 

military career and the potential harm that it could bring:  “Sorrow behind, sorrow 

ahead,/Sorrow without end,/Now St. George watches over/Your father.//”436  This 

short poem was placed right after “Lullaby” in the collection: 

 

 

 

Заплаканная осень, как вдова 

В одеждах черных, все слова туманит... 

Перебирая мужнины слова, 

Она рыдать не перестанет. 

И будет так, пока тишайший снег 

Не сжалится над скорбной и усталой... 

Забвенье боли и забвенье нег — 

За это жизнь отдать не мало.  1921437 

The tear-stained autumn, like a widow 
(Untitled) 

The tear-stained autumn, like a widow 

In black weeds, clouds every heart . . . 

Recalling her husband’s words, 

She sobs without ceasing. 

And thus it will be, until the most quiet snow 

Takes pity on the sorrowful and weary one . . . 

Oblivion of pain and oblivion of bliss— 

To give up life for this is no small thing.   

September 15, 1921, Tsarskoe Selo438 

 

The brevity of the poem emphasizes the depth of the poet’s feeling, or perhaps 

it indicates it most clearly:  out of grief comes silence, not necessarily words.  The 

poet says that she is ‘like a widow,’ because, having divorced Gumilev she cannot 

really claim the widow’s place, but, because of the intensity of their relationship, she 

is entitled to her grief at his shocking death.  The sobbing at such a time is indeed 

without ceasing; it comes from the depths of the soul, and there is nothing but 



 

oblivion that can erase it.  Here the poet gives her personal response to death, giving 

voice to the grief experienced by many women whose husbands, brothers and sons 

have died in the war or the revolution.  Indeed she writes that this grief ‘clouds every 

heart,’ acknowledging that she is not alone in her grief, and yet it is something that 

everyone experiences alone.  In the most telling lines of the poem, the poet concludes 

with a comment of despair:  that giving up a life under such circumstances, she says, 

is ‘no small thing.’  After having received the St. George Cross in the service of his 

country, Gumilev died an ignominious death.  Where is the justice, where is the honor 

in such a death?  The poet stops herself short of asking these questions, and we must 

notice here too that religion is absent from the poem.  Understanding how important it 

is to her, the absence of crosses, of St. Sophia, of Our Lady of Kazan, of church bells, 

or any other sign of salvation is very important.  This poem was written in September 

just after Gumilev’s death and his grave had not been yet found nor had he received a 

proper burial.  These issues had to have been a concern for Akhmatova, but she does 

not bring them into this poem, only the despair at the waste of a brilliant life.  

In the following poem, written during the Christmas holidays in Slepnovo, 

Akhmatova again expresses her grief: 

 

Бежецк 

Там белые церкви и звонкий, светящийся 

лед, Там милого сына цветут васильковые 

очи. 

Над городом древним алмазные русские 

ночи, И серп поднебесный желтее, чем 

липовый мед. 

Там вьюги сухие взлетают с заречных 

полей, И люди, как ангелы, Божьему 

Празднику рады, Прибрали  

светлицу, зажгли у киота лампады, И Книга 

Благая , лежит на дубовом столе. Там 

строгая память, такая скупая теперь, Свои 

терема мне открыла с глубоким поклоном; 

Но я не вошла, я захлопнула страшную  

дверь; И город был полон веселым 

рождественским звоном. 

 

Bezhetsk 

There are white churches there, and booming, 

luminous ice. 

There the cornflower blue eyes of my dear 

son are blooming.  

Over the ancient town are Russia’s diamond 

nights, And the sickle of the skies, yellower 

than the linden’s honey. 

There blizzards soar from the fields beyond 

the river, And the people, like angels rejoicing 

in God’s feast day, 

Put the front room in order and lit the lamps 

in the icon corner, And on the oaken table the 

Good Book lay, There stern memory, so 

miserly now, 

Opened her tower rooms to me with a deep 

bow; But I didn’t enter, I slammed the terrible 



 

26 декабря 1921439 door, And the town was fully of merry 

Christmas sounds.  December 26, 1921440 

 

Here the poet, in the silence of a country Christmas, expresses sorrow over 

Gumilev’s death.  Her return to the family home for Christmas with the family and the 

first without Gumilev is fraught with memories that she cannot face.  But the poet 

does not rail against the political situation that has caused his death, nor bemoan the 

lack of justice in his execution.  Rather, the revolution and the preceding war are 

absent from this poem.  We have instead the poet’s typical invocation of the strength 

of ancient Russia, of nature, of the landscape that has succored her in the past, and 

will do so again.  Perhaps for this reason, Wells considers this a nationalist poem.441  

Once again, we consider the two sides of Russian nationalism, and in this case the 

poet praises the culture of Old Russia, the Icon, and does not rail against the Axe.442   

Death, in this instance, is a part of life, and it does not diminish the religious 

beliefs or practice of either the poet or those around her.  The poem is colorful—white, 

cornflower blue, and yellow—all appear in the opening lines.  These are cheerful 

colors and reflect an optimistic attitude.  There is no darkness of mourning or death.  

All the heavens continue to perform their duties as well—the nights are full of stars, 

and the slender moon lends its light to the darkest time of the year.  Neither does 

Nature desert her in her time of misery, and once again the poet includes every aspect 

of the landscape in her scope:  wind, snow, fields, and the river.  Inside lamps are lit 

and the Bible laid out so that everything is in its place.  Taking solace from these 

signs then, the poet closes the door on memory that would offer her only more misery, 

and turns her ear to the sounds of Christmas in the town.  Thus, the poem ends with a 

sound as it had begun with the sound of the ice falling from the churches. 

Religion is really at the center of this poem as it is in many of Akhmatova’s 

works from this time.  Akhmatova’s poetry can be very contradictory: on some 

occasions, it is incredibly modern in both theme and style, and then, at other times, 

very traditional in both content and form.  In this sense we can consider the poet to be 

a truly modern person because she is not constrained by the forms of the past, but 

rather uses them to her own effect.  This is the case in her personal life as well.  She 

has taken advantage of modern sexual and romantic license, but that does not mean 

that she has given up her religious practice or belief.  Nowhere do we hear her 

pontificate on such matters—they are just aspects of her modernity and her 



 

personality.  Just as we do not hear Akhmatova’s political beliefs, we do not hear any 

psychological or psychoanalytical commentary on her own or others’ personal life. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that the poet confronts her grief with the armor 

she knows best—her religion.  She allows the solace of the ancient city, and nature to 

overcome her sorrow.  She allows the sounds of the present to invade her memories 

and remind her of merriment.  In this poem we see Akhmatova’s strength in the face 

of adversity.  This strength will be called up increasingly in the coming years, and 

severely tested by the 1930s, but here, at the beginning of the 1920s when the true 

nature of the effects of the revolution was yet to be felt, we have an indication of the 

way in which the poet will respond to the changes and even death surrounding her:  

she stands firm, she returns to nature and religion, and finds her own path. 

Thus in this poem we see that the poet finds her strength in the old forms.  

This poem has a slightly different rhyme scheme than some of the others we have 

considered, and contains only eight lines in the Russian, but they are rhymed, aBBa, 

cDDc, eFeF.443  The English translation by Hemschemeyer is a bit deceiving because 

it contains 12 lines and seems so much longer, belying the simplicity of the Russian 

original.  For example, in the Russian the ending stanza and lines have such finality, 

through the use of  the ‘ee’ rhyme, and the definitive words, poklonom and zbonom.  

The door is closed on memory, though she has bowed (poklonom) so felicitously, so 

invitingly, and the poet turns toward light and happiness, the sounds of Christmas 

(zvonom).  Here we have to consider the Christian imagery that is at work as the 

holiday is one of the most joyous of the year.  Easter, of course, with the promise of 

the Resurrection is a time of great joy, but even that date would not be celebrated 

were it not for the birth of Christ, so symbolically, the first joy is welcomed at 

Christmas.  Just as the ringing of the church bells awakens the Christian to prayer, the 

sounds of Christmas from the town call the grieving poet back to life, back to the joy 

and solace of her religious faith. 

Another untitled poem from exactly this Christmas celebration gives another 

hint about the ways in which the poet responded to the political climate.  In the 

closing stanza of the short poem which has detailed the festive Christmas celebration, 

including a goose, and much drink, the poet concludes:  “And fueled by revelry and 

wine,/The noisy speeches fly:/The smart ones have decided:/Our job—stay out of the 

way.//”444  The poet lists yet another response—simply try to be inconspicuous.  This 

tactic might have worked for a while, or in a situation when the changes in 



 

government were only temporary, but as time wore on, this solution was no longer 

effective.  One could not simply stay out of the way.  Eventually, not supporting the 

revolution would be tantamount to opposing it.  In 1921 this seemed like a viable 

option and people could gather and have a merry holiday celebration without too 

much fear of reprisals.  In fact, they had enough resources to enjoy a Christmas goose, 

which is a telling detail in itself.  Certainly on Edith Södergran’s table at this time 

there was no goose or any other kind of fowl.   

Six months later the poet’s attention has turned again to the stream of exiles, 

friends and colleagues who were leaving St. Petersburg.  Hindsight offers new 

perspective.  Had the poet understood what the execution of Gumilev would mean to 

her future, to her son’s future, perhaps she would have considered migrating while it 

was still possible.  Still, as we can see from this poem, her response to the revolution 

was not to defy it, nor was it to escape from it, not because she thought she could 

withstand it, but because she could not desert her country.  Hingley too sees this as a 

pivotal poem:  “Expressing pity or contempt for exile, as now experienced by many 

hundreds of thousands of Russians in the aftermath of Red victory, she reaffirms the 

stoicism with which she was always to meet her many tribulations.  She also claims 

that her native country possesses a similar capacity for surviving the most extreme 

ordeals.”445  Her patriotism is old-fashioned and will soon be entirely inappropriate, 

but it is clearly expressed in the opening lines of an Untitled poem written in July 

1922 in Petersburg:  “I am not with those who abandoned their land/To the lacerations 

of the enemy./I am deaf to their coarse flattery,/I won’t give them my songs.//But to 

me the exile is forever pitiful,/Like a prisoner, like someone ill./Dark is your road, 

wanderer,/Like wormwood smells the bread of strangers.//”(stanzas continue).446 

In effect, she does call the revolutionaries, ‘the enemy’ and says that she will 

not write poetry for them.  Already, some of her fellow poets had compiled laudatory 

poems both for anthologies and public readings, but the poet refrains from such a 

show of support.  But neither can she support those who leave.  The bitter truth of 

exile does not appeal to her, although one has to imagine that here perhaps the poet 

doth protest too much, and that there was some appeal for her in a life of freedom 

outside the ‘coarse flattery’ and ‘lacerations’ of the enemy.  She admits, for example, 

that they have not been able to protect themselves in any way from the blows of the 

Bolsheviks, yet they must stand firm.  In an admission of the despair of her position 

the poet suggests that only in the final accounting, in the afterlife will her actions be 



 

justified.  This is a position of extreme power and strength, but as she says in the last 

line of the poem, it is also a matter of pride.  Thus, we have the core of her response to 

the revolution that her own pride would neither allow her to support it, nor defy it and 

leave.  She refused to follow the good advice of so many, many talented people who 

foresaw the downfall of culture and freedom in the Revolution and removed 

themselves, both to survive, but more importantly to create.  The list of exiles is long 

and brilliant—Stravinsky, Nabokov,  Balanchine, to name just three;447 one can only 

imagine the work Akhmatova might have produced had she been in exile.  All the 

depth of her feeling, of her patriotism and deep love for Russia could have likewise 

been fueled by the longing of memory and exile.  That she would still have been a 

great poet is undisputed, it seems to me, but the depth and continuity of her work 

might have been tremendously improved if she had seen fit to leave. 

On this single poem then turns the fate of the poet, and yet it lies untitled in 

the midst of other poems from the period.  However, both Kunitz and Hemschemeyer 

have chosen to reprint it in several versions so it is clear that other critics and scholars 

also see this as a pivotal poem in the poet’s repertoire, and in her personal history.  

The poet employs the formal ‘we’ term in this poem and here is the gathering sense 

that the poet speaks not just for herself, but for others who will stand with her.  The 

final poem in Anno Domini underscores this version of the poet’s reality and her 

undertaking of the role of Voice for the masses.  Considering that the Petrograd poem 

was originally titled, “To the people,” we can see a developing trend here as the poet 

assumed the mantle of resistance.  

Similarly, the following poem demonstrates the poet’s growing sense of a 

mission to speak for those who are disenfranchised in the new cultural milieu.  

Hingley notes that ironically this sense of mission prefaced a long period of silence.  

It was as if the poet recognized the need for speech, but in the face of political reality 

was unable to speak. This poem was not included in all editions of Anno Domini, but 

the poet wished that it had been and considered it to be an important poem,448 and a 

good concluding poem for that collection.  

 

 

Многим 

Я—голос ваш, жар вашего дыханья, 

 

To the Many 

I—am your voice, the warmth of your breath, 



 

Я—отраженье вашего лица. 

Напрасных крыл напрасны трепетанья,— 

Ведь все равно я с вами до конца. 

 

Вот отчего вы любите так жадно 

Меня в грехе и в немощи моей,  

Вот отчего вы дали неоглядно 

Мне лучшего из ваших сыновей. 

Вот отчего вы даже не спросили 

Меня ни слова никогда о нем 

И чадными хвалами задымили 

Мой навсегда опустошенный дом. 

И говорят — нельзя теснее слиться, 

Нельзя непоправимее любить... 

 

Как хочет тень от тела отделиться, 

Как хочет плоть с душою разлучиться,  

Так я хочу теперь — забытой быть.  

1922449 

I—am the reflection of your face, 

The futile trembling of futile wings, 

I am with you to the end, in any case. 

 

That’s why you so fervently love 

Me in my weakness and in my sin; 

That’s why you impulsively gave 

Me the best of your sons; 

That’s why you never even asked 

Me for any word of him 

And blackened my forever-deserted home 

With fumes of praise. 

And they say—it’s impossible to fuse more closely, 

Impossible to love more abandonedly . . . 

 

As the shadow from the body wants to part, 

As the flesh from the soul wants to separate, 

So I want now—to be forgotten.   

September 1922450  

 

In this desperate poem we have the full sense of the hopelessness that 

enveloped the poet and her friends as the years after the Revolution dragged on.  

Rather than seeing the difficulties come to an end and finding some hope in the future, 

the true futility of their situation became apparent.  This word the poet chooses and 

then uses twice, futility, really conveys the idea that any resistance is in vain.  The 

poem is difficult as it changes persona several times within the poem.  In the 

beginning the poet speaks and acknowledges that she speaks for others, but then she 

also speaks as Mother Russia, who has been given the sons to fight in the war.  She 

alternates between this persona as Mother Russia and as herself, a sinful and yet very 

human woman and poet.  She is aware of the conflict between her personal life and 

that of those who have sacrificed for the war.  Even the accolades that she has 

received as a poet do not compensate for their suffering.  Finally, she asks not for a 



 

monument, but simply to be forgotten, to be separated from this life, to be separated 

from any memory of her, indeed from her own memory.   

Reminiscent of the previous poem in which ‘suicidal anguish’ characterized 

the poet’s state of mind, this poem too subconsciously seeks suicide as a way of 

solving all the problems.451  Surely many had considered this escape as times grew 

increasingly worse in Petrograd.  They may have suffered because of the loss of the 

breadwinner in their family in the war, or through the loss of someone in the 

revolution and conflict that continued afterwards.   

Thus, through these few poems we have seen the bulk of Akhmatova’s 

response to the revolution, but there are many more short poems, fragments and even 

scraps of poems that exist in her uncollected works.  They all demonstrate the main 

themes that I have suggested here, that of personal resistance to the revolution, and an 

increasing realization that her voice could be combined with that of others, even in a 

futile cry of opposition.  The poet has had to extract herself from her own personal 

problems to focus on the other situations around her, and ironically, when she does, 

she returns to traditional poetry forms to express herself.   

Let us conclude then by comparing Akhmatova’s response to that of Edith 

Södergran.  In the poetry of both poets from the early 1920s the facts of the revolution 

become increasingly apparent.  However, there is a different change in approach 

between the two poets.  While initially Södergran had been the poet whose poems 

contained the most ideas and conveyed a sense of hope through intellectual change, 

her poems have begun to reflect her personal concerns as her health deteriorates and 

she realizes that in her weakness she is unable to accomplish any of her goals.  She 

becomes more concerned with her own personal circumstances and the ultimate 

transformation of her soul.  In her poetry, her modernistic approach becomes even 

more prominent, and she continues to experiment with new images, language and 

concepts and shuns traditional poetic forms in either content or rhyme.  She is 

attracted to the unusual, as her interest in both Severyanin and Diktonius demonstrates. 

In contrast, we find that Anna Akhmatova, who had previously lived the gay 

literary life in St. Petersburg, has transformed her poetry to another level.  Although 

her personal love life still dominates her poetic output, gradually the reality of the 

revolution’s effects enters her poetry, and not political analysis, but social and cultural 

content are evident.  Ironically, while the subject matter of her poetry becomes more 

contemporary and defies propriety and convention, the form of her poems continues 



 

to be more traditional.  She uses these familiar rhymes to give power and solidity to 

her meaning.  Many of the poems end with finality due to the end rhyme.  The poet 

does not link herself with others at this time, although eventually her poetry does 

become a touchstone for other poets, and ensures her reputation and place in the 

Russian canon.  



 

7.0 SÖDERGRAN’S DEATH AND AKHMATOVA’S 

INTERNAL EXILE 

This study inevitably ends with the death of Edith Södergran in 1923.  Her 

premature death deprived the Finland-Swedish community of its brightest, rising 

female star, a poet who had hardly been recognized or appreciated for her work.  In 

some instances she had even been ridiculed.  Despite her health and economic 

problems she had strived to make herself known in Finland and developed friendships 

with two titans in the Finnish literary world:  Elmer Diktonius and Hagar Olsson. 

In this chapter we will look at a few of the final poems that Södergran wrote, 

or at least those that remain to us, and consider her final references to the war and 

revolution.  Aspects of her continued development as a modernist, especially her 

metatextuality will be considered in several short poems. 

Ironically, ending this study at this stage of Anna Akhmatova’s poetic career 

seems something like a rupture.  The bulk of her creative life lies ahead of her, 

although this time period also marks a sort of death for Akhmatova the poet, as her 

writing was greatly censored or inhibited for many years after the Revolution.  

Several poems from this transition period will be discussed.  Thus, although this 

ending occurs in the middle of her collected works, it does represent a sort of logical 

breaking point in her texts.   

 This section will show that, despite war and revolution, each poet has been 

forced back into herself, and must look within to find the resolve and the strength to 

continue.  In the end, politics and revolution may enter their poetry, but it is only a 

momentary phenomenon as they are not political writers, they are not political poets, 

and finally they were not revolutionaries.  Each remains mired in the post-imperial 

society and looks for a new identity, having been forced to relinquish the old one.  

Neither chooses the new life freely, yet neither mourns the passing of the monarchy.  

While Södergran did consider some of the issues that led up to the revolution, such as 

the need for personal power, at least indirectly through her study of Nietzsche, one 

cannot say that socialist or even humanist concerns ever entered Akhmatova’s life or 

poetry.  When she became political at a later stage in her life, when she wrote 

Requiem, she voiced her own personal experience of repression.  Thus, Akhmatova is 

a personal poet; she writes from the heart and if she should happen to express 



 

universal thoughts or feelings, it is only because she so accurately portrays her own 

suffering.  In this sense, then, the personal does become political.   

7.1 SÖDERGRAN, FROM THE SHADOW OF THE FUTURE (1920) AND 

THE LAND THAT IS NOT (1925) 

‘Nature is God’s Darling’ 

Toward the end of 1920, Edith Södergran awaited the publication of her next 

book, to be titled The Shadow of the Future/Framtidens skugga.452  David McDuff 

writes in his introduction to his translations of her poetry that at this time the poet was 

involved in a personal and intellectual struggle between her previous allegiance to 

Nietzsche and her rising interest and embrace of the philosophies of Rudolf Steiner.  

While Nietzsche had already died, even before Södergran began reading him, Steiner 

was still alive and the immediacy of his ideas appealed to her and she would have 

been happy to meet, had it been possible.  There is no doubt about the influence of 

Steiner in her life, as it is well-documented in her letters; therefore, when McDuff 

suggests in his introduction that Steiner is a subtext in the poems in The Shadow of the 

Future, there is little to discredit this notion.  He notes that the text was originally 

titled “The Mysteries of the Flesh” which may have been a more apt title as the 

concerns of the poems had to do with the poet’s spiritual and moral struggle between 

her studies of Nietzsche and her new-found interest in Steiner.  McDuff suggests that 

although she had tried to convince herself to give up God through her readings of 

Nietzsche, ultimately she was unable to do so, and reading Steiner offered her an 

opportunity to reclaim her faith while simultaneously searching for the greater 

expanded intellect that had so interested her in Nietzsche.453  Many poems from this 

collection echo the tenets of Steiner’s philosophy which sought to unite nature and the 

intellect.  Nature had always been a part of Södergran’s poetic repertoire; Steiner 

offered her a way to validate the lessons of nature while imagining the soul’s greater 

heights. 

One aspect of Steiner’s thought that could have been crucial to Södergran was 

the consideration of the concept of evil.  We know from Nietzsche’s works that this 

idea held some interest for Södergran earlier, and she may have been interested in 

Steiner’s approach.  Steiner included the story of Lucifer in his cosmology and 

suggested that he remains doing his work on earth to keep people separated from 



 

Christ and from the salvation that he offers.  Thus the problem of evil is the main 

problem of modern times and can only be overcome by Resurrection.  This is a rather 

simplified version of Steiner’s ideas, but here we can see that his embrace of 

Christianity appealed to many, but his way of fusing it with contemporary and modern 

research as the science of the soul gave it a new appearance.  454 [Plate 16] 

When Södergran’s next series of poems came out as The Shadow of the Future 

they reflected this struggle with new ideals, specifically depicted as Eros, which 

indicates a more physical world than the gods of Nietzschean heights.  Further themes 

of resurrection are also prominent as the poet confronted her own death.  In addition, 

the imagery of Switzerland, her former visits there, and the majesty of the heavens are 

all intertwined.  The result is a magnificent vision of the future that Södergran truly 

hoped would come, one in which there would be some vision of a perfectible mankind, 

for example.  But for the poet herself, as we shall see from the final selection of 

poems, the concerns of war, revolution and politics will recede as she begins to 

confront the reality of death.   

In a September 1920 letter to Hagar Olsson, Södergran indicated her total 

acceptance of Steiner thus:  “I will stand up for Steiner no matter what he may be, so 

long as he’s mine.  And besides he’s the real thing.”455  Thus there can be no doubt 

that she had already become familiar with some of his works before she wrote the 

poems in this collection.  In this following poem we see the struggle that the poet has 

engaged in with herself about the nature of her work.  Her metatextual comments 

relate to the misunderstandings she has already experienced and also acknowledge the 

frustration of writing, trying to achieve a sort of sanity with her poetry that has so far 

eluded her.   

 

Beslut 

Jag är en mycket mogen människa, 

men ingen känner mig. 

Mina vänner göra sig en falsk bild av mig. 

Jag är icke tam. 

Jag har vägt tamheten i mina örnklor och 

känner den väl. 

O örn, vilken sötma i dina vingars flykt. 

 

Resolve 

I am a very mature person, 

but no one knows me. 

My friends have a false picture of me. 

I am not tame. 

I have weighed tameness in my eagle’s claws 

and know it well. 

O eagle, what sweetness in the flight of your 



 

Skall du tiga såsom allting? 

Vill du kanske dikta? Du skall aldrig dikta 

mer. 

Varje dikt skall vara sönderrivandet utav en 

dikt, 

icke dikt, men klomärken.456 

 

wings. 

Will you be silent like everything else? 

Will you write poetry perhaps?  You shall 

write no more poetry. 

Every poem shall be the tearing-up of a 

poem, 

not a poem but clawmarks.457 

 

This is one of Södergran’s most explicit poems about writing and poetry, and 

it is not insignificant that it comes later in her work.  The poet had published two 

collections of poetry by this time; she considered herself both a poet and a scholar, 

and we know from her comments on The September Lyre that she was attempting to 

do something unusual and creative, but she was not always satisfied with her efforts.  

Here the poet considers her studies of Nietzsche against the work that she has created.  

She begins by saying that her friends do not understand her, they misjudge her.  She 

has mentioned this in other poems, as she exalts her language and her vision.  She 

measures herself against the master in terms of what she has done and recalls the 

sweetness of the master’s vision.   

Then, the poem concludes with lines of self-reflexivity as the poet argues with 

herself:  will you be silent, will you write?  The poet sets words to paper even as she 

exclaims that all the poems henceforth will be torn up or appear as claw marks on a 

page.  The juxtaposition of the eagle (Nature) and the attempt to write (Intellect) 

shows the conflict between the two, and yet we see the poet rendering her own self 

asunder in order to accomplish this task.  Although she attempts her task, she is not 

satisfied with the results—she can only resolve to try again, to perform the act of 

creation again and again, until something successful has been achieved.  The poet 

offers up her works for scrutiny, despite the fact that they have been misunderstood 

before.  She is still willing to try, to attempt to bridge the distance between the inside 

and the outside, nature and the intellect.  The vivid ‘claw marks,’ image, shows both 

the futility of trying to condemn thoughts to paper, while also noting that once they 

have been set down, they cannot be removed, or only by burning.   

This entire matter of the permanence of writing, of poetry, was one that 

Södergran struggled with throughout her career, and sadly, we know that many works 

were consigned to the fire, whether because they were unsatisfactory poems, or 



 

because they contained some inflammatory materials that she did not want found after 

her death, we do not know.  Indeed such papers could have caused problems for her 

mother later on, and certainly during the civil war and subsequent changes it is 

possible that Södergran was afraid that her work might have been misinterpreted.   

In a sense she says that poetry is mundane work, is the work of the world, 

while the eagle’s view, the view of the ‘overman’ is what is really important because 

it aspires to something greater.  Although the poet’s meaning may be obscure we can 

gather at least the continuing importance of the Nietzschean symbol, the eagle, and 

the frustration the writer feels in bringing those ideas, or her transformation of those 

ideas to fruition.  The poet expresses the difficulty of making meaning.  In the poem 

the poet presents a contrast between her inner and outer selves:  inside she is wild, 

while outside she appears tame.  It is only through her poetry that her wildness can be 

expressed, as through the eagle’s clawmarks.  She writes that the eagle is silent within 

until expressed through poetry.  Thus the word has its origins in wildness. 

Still, the images of the poet first struggling to write and then later consigning 

those same pages, that were achieved through such struggle, to the flames or tearing 

them up, is wrenching.  Similarly, in the 1930s Akhmatova was known to have to 

burn her poems after her friend Chukovskaya had memorized them so that they could 

not be found and used against her.  The very notion brings us back to the early forms 

of poetry, which were songs and tales, told by travelers.  As each poet is just a traveler 

through this world, it is not unlikely that one might have to memorize one’s poems in 

order to carry them from one place, from one world to the next.  Unfortunately no one 

memorized Södergran’s poems that may have been burned. 

In the poem following, “The Lightning’s Yearning,” the poet continues to 

distance herself from her chosen profession and her poetry:  “Not a poet,/never 

anything other” and she goes on once again to praise the eagle in its flight.  We must 

remember here that in this sense, although the eagle is a bird, the eagle not only 

represents Nature, but also her other ideas of the supremacy of thought and greater 

vision which she gathered from Nietzsche.  In fact, her preoccupation with Nature 

continued to the time of her death, and many sections of her later poetry contain 

specific comments about her desire to understand the place of nature vs. the intellect.  

“Thoughts about Nature,” some of Södergran’s aphorisms written in 1922, 

were collected after the poet’s death.  We can see the poet’s repeated attempts to 

connect nature with the sublime, with the afterlife.  As her attention and thoughts 



 

were increasingly focused on a future that would not be hers, the poet attempts to 

build a scaffolding that will both support her beliefs and give her something on which 

to pin hope.  She writes:  ”We see life and death with our eyes, they are sun and 

moon” and “Nature’s path to God is direct, eternal and objective, without external 

chance.”458  (Liv och död se vi med ögonen, de äro sol och måne.  Naturens väg till 

Gud är den direkta, eviga och objektiva, utan yttre tillfällighet.)459 

The poems in this posthumous collection will not concern us greatly here, but 

it is fitting to look at the poet’s final output, both in the context of the war that 

consumed the last years of her life, and of her own poetry which had matured.  At this 

time the poet has made somewhat of a circle in her thoughts and returns to Christian 

images and finds solace in the hope of resurrection.  Sometimes this is explicitly 

spelled out in the poems; at other times, the references must be unearthed from the 

mixture of Nietzschean and pagan symbols. 

The poems in this section were only published after the poet’s death by Elmer 

Diktonius and Hagar Olsson.  In her modernism Södergran continues to find new 

forms even as writing becomes an increasingly difficult task. 

 

Hemkomst 

Min barndoms träd stå jublande kring mig:  o 

människa! 

och gräset mig hälsar välkommen ur 

främmande land. 

Mitt huvud jag lutar i gräset:  nu äntligen 

hemma. 

Nu vänder jag ryggen åt allting som ligger 

bakom mig: 

mina enda kamrater bli skogen och stranden 

och sjön. 

Nu dricker jag visdom ur granarnas saftfyllda 

krona, 

nu dricker jag sanning ur björkens förtorkade 

stam, 

nu dricker jag makt ur det minsta och spädaste 

grässtrå: 

 

Homecoming 

My childhood’s trees stand rejoicing around 

me:  O human! 

and the grass bids me welcome from foreign 

lands. 

I lean my head in the grass:  now home at last. 

Now I shall turn my back on all that lies 

behind me: 

My only comrades shall be the forest and the 

shore and the lake. 

 

Now I shall drink wisdom from the spruce’s 

sap-filled crowns, 

now I shall drink truth from the withered 

trunks of the birches, 

now I shall drink power from the smallest and 

tenderest grasses: 



 

en väldig beskyddare räcker mig nådigt sin 

hand.   

Oktober 1922460 

a mighty protector mercifully reaches me his 

hand.461 

 

In “Homecoming” and the one following, “November Morning,” the poet 

fondly recalls her travels and remembers her past as she finds a home in the present.  

That which she had rejected before, both her childhood and her childhood home in 

Karelia, she now has no choice but to embrace.  She greets each memory, each part of 

her landscape by name:  grass, spruce, birch.  She calls them comrades, but they are 

also spiritual food.  The last line of the first stanza (in English) conveys the poet’s 

loneliness.  She writes that her only company is the forest, the shore and the lake.  A 

preferred translation of  kamrater would be ‘companions,’ to leave out the possibility 

of any political connotations in the word, ‘comrade.’  We have seen this juxtaposition 

before in Södergran’s poetry, between the poet, reality (forest and shore) and the 

unknowable.  Finally, in the last line of the poem, these aspects of nature lead her to 

resurrection, although in this poem, unlike so many others, God is not mentioned, per 

se, but appears only as ‘a mighty protector.’ 

Indeed, this poem, written less than a year before the poet’s death, conveys the 

sense of peace and calm that one associates with acceptance of death.  Here there are 

no more soaring eagles, nor fears about the war and the soldiers nearby.  As with 

these other late poems, the revolution has been erased from commentary; the poet 

turns inward to her own concerns, for the end of life here, for the beginning of life 

elsewhere.  There is a quiet joy in these lines, and they come from the title, which is 

‘homecoming.’  The poet reaches home, the solace of nature, and finds peace at last.  

Johan Hedberg comments in a footnote that this link between Nature and God is made 

very clear in this poem, as she says in her aphorisms:  “Nature is God’s darling.”462 

Another poem to consider from this poetic grouping is the poem simply titled, 

“The Moon.”  Earlier the poet contrasted the moonlight with the activities of the 

soldiers.  Here a quite different, silent moon appears—the moon of death, the moon of 

the graveyard.  The poem reflects the poet’s imminent death.   



 

 
 

Månen 

Vad allting som är dött är underbart 

och outsägligt: 

ett dött blad och en död människa 

och månens skiva. 

Och alla blommor veta en hemlighet 

och skogen den bevarar, 

det är att månens kretsgång kring vår jord 

är dödens bana. 

Och månen spinner sin underbara väv, 

den blommor älska, 

och månen spinner sitt sagolika nät 

kring allt som lever. 

Och månens skära mejar blommor av 

i senhöstnätter, 

och alla blommor vänta på månens kyss 

i ändlös längtan.    September 1922463 

 

The Moon 

How all things dead are wonderful 

and unspeakable: 

a dead leaf and a dead body 

and the crescent moon. 

And every flower knows a secret 

and the forest guards it: 

the circle of the moon around our earth 

is the path of death. 

And the moon spins its miraculous fabric 

that flowers love, 

and the moon weaves its wonderful web 

around all that lives. 

And the moon’s scythe mows flowers down 

in late autumn nights, 

and all flowers await the moon’s kiss 

in endless longing.464 

 

In this instance I use the Katchadourian translation as it more accurately 

conveys the type of language that Södergran herself intended.  This poem is about 

circles:  the circle of the moon as an entity and the moon’s circle (orbit) around the 

earth  The action of the poem is circular, in that the poet speaks of the cycle (circle) of 

life and death:  one is born, one dies, and in effect, one is re-born.  Although this is 

not specifically a poem about salvation, that part of the process is implied here.   In 

the beginning the poet uses a specific example from nature because that is the area 

with which she is most familiar:  leaves die, they rot, and from them grow new 

flowers and trees.  Understanding of this basic ecology is very important to the poet, 

and she integrates this understanding in everything she writes.  And, although it 

sounds like a very down-to-earth philosophy, she then manages to unite it with her 

own cosmic philosophies.  One can imagine that this is one of the things that attracted 



 

her to Rudolf Steiner’s thought as he was known for being able to make very practical, 

concrete applications of physical universal laws, to the mundane realities of living, be 

that farming or educating children. 

Here the poet characterizes the moon as a body on the path of death.  Thus we 

find the connection between the poet and the moon.  But it will not be an entirely 

bleak death:  the path will be strewn with flowers.  Repeatedly, Södergran uses this 

image from classical tradition, indeed from Nietzsche. 

The second part of the poem departs from the circular action, and brings in the 

action of cutting, of crossing one thread with another.  The action goes from spinning 

(circular) to weaving (crossing) and then finally mowing down (cutting).  This action 

is decisive and it lays down the flowers (the poet) to await passively the kiss of death.  

One is cut down, but does not necessarily die immediately.  Here dying is portrayed 

not as inhalation, that is, taking one’s last breath, but as taking death into, or onto 

oneself through a kiss.   

Here is another case of the poet’s metatextuality.  The subject matter itself has 

been present in other poems, that we have seen about the soldiers and the forest, for 

example.  The poet looks back on her work and realizes that she actually has a body 

of poems that could be gathered and used to support her points of view.  She has 

considered these questions from various angles, and as she comes to the last autumn 

of her life, she is able to simply and brilliantly wed favorite images to each other in a 

final praise.  Here then is the longing the poet is left with, and we as readers are also 

left with longing as the response to her poetry.   

“Churchyard Fantasy”465 is one of the last poems Södergran wrote, and is 

certainly one of her more complete, imagistic poems.  Kyrkogårdsfantasi466 belongs to 

the category of poems that could be considered narrative and related to fairy tales.  

There is one last mention of war, in this case the ‘wife of the warrior,’ and the ‘fresh 

graves.’  The entire landscape of the poem is mournful and tragic:  a disheveled 

woman, carrying a child in her arms, runs through the churchyard, calling out for her 

husband.  All of the images are disjointed. Why would a woman in a bridal dress 

already have a child?  One can only imagine then that the husband is buried in the 

churchyard and the woman rushes toward him, wishing to be buried with him.  She 

has been married and left with child.  

Södergran titled the poem ‘fantasy’ and it is just that.  Symbolically Södergran 

presents the fate of those who have been left behind after war.  This poem contains the 



 

usual symbols of sun and stars, and the woman, the widow exists between them.  

There is a chill, but mist is the element rather than frost, and there is windy weather, 

but nothing like the dramatic storms that Södergran has conjured in other poems.  

There is the suggestion of suicide in this poem as well as she writes:  “You took your 

child in your arms and leapt,/as swiftly as you could,/and you left behind all the 

stars,/the stars beneath you.”  While the physical images of the poem do resemble 

Snow White, I would argue that the presence of the child negates the use of this sort 

of analogy.  Rather the comparison in this poem is of the woman and the Mother of 

God, the Virgin, who is mentioned twice.   

The poet herself is outside the poem.  There is none of her personal 

commentary on her own rising from her sickbed to proclaim faith or joy.  Neither 

does she use the sublime language of Nietzsche in this poem to proclaim a new future, 

or a transformation of man.  Rather this is a universal poem about an anonymous 

woman who has suffered the tragedies of war.  Her tragedy is two-fold:  she has lost 

her husband and her child has lost a father.  Salvation is possible, yes, as indicated by 

the presence of Jesus in the poem, but for those left in the real, physical world, this is 

not always enough; in this case, not enough to keep the woman from wandering, from 

crying out for her lost beloved, and perhaps, from joining him. 

7.2 SÖDERGRAN AND SEVERYANIN:  PINEAPPLES AND 

CHAMPAGNE 

Edith Södergran’s response to the revolution and civil war has already been 

documented in her witnessing of the events of war.  However, this was not her only 

response.  In another sense, the poet became even more active in her poetry life in the 

early 1920s, contributing to the Finnish poetry magazine, Ultra, corresponding with 

Hagar Olsson about texts and also actively translating poetry from Swedish to 

German, and from Russian to Swedish.  Her interest in the work of Igor’ Severyanin 

thus can be seen as part of her response to war and revolution. 

Severyanin, which was actually a pen name for Igor’ Vasil’evic Lotarev, first 

son of his mother’s second marriage to a naval officer, was born in 1887, thus making 

him a contemporary of both Akhmatova and Södergran.  His family came from 

nobility and he was a distant relative of the famous 19th century poet, Anastasy Fet,467 

on his mother’s side.  The combination of modest wealth and a military background 

ensured that Severyanin would receive the best education and in fact his father took 



 

this very seriously, to the point of separating him from his mother several times 

during his youth so that he could study properly rather than languish under her soft 

hand.  He studied in Cherepovets for five years, where his father had relatives.468 

His life underwent a dramatic change just before the Russo-Japanese war, 

however, as he traveled to China with his father, but did very poorly there because his 

father was quite ill, so he was sent back to St. Petersburg.  Shortly thereafter his father 

died in Yalta.  Severyanin felt guilty afterwards for not having stayed with him, 

although of course there was nothing the young boy could have done to cure his father.  

When he went back to his mother, his life was greatly changed as they had little 

money and depended upon the charity of relatives for their survival.  They made their 

home outside St. Petersburg in the royal suburb of Gatchina, and thus, similar to 

Akhmatova, he lived a private life under the gaze of the monarchy. 

Still, he was not without the attention of relatives, and his education was 

managed to the point that as a young man, surrounded by books, he became interested 

in poetry and began writing at the age of 20.  In the years following he produced as 

many as 35 manuscripts or brochures, but it was not until 1911 and the publication of 

his pamphlet, Èlektriceskiestixi appeared that he gained the attention of N. Gumilev 

who reviewed the book in his magazine Apollo.  The very title of the text proclaims 

Severyanin as a modernist as he was very interested in all things technical, from his 

family’s military background and his travels, he had a broad vision of life and 

peppered his writing with both neologisms and foreign phrases; the former were to 

become one of his trademarks.  Furthermore, the poet embellished his poems with 

details of modernity—limousines and trains, fancy restaurants with sophisticated 

clientele, including both men and women, these at a time when it was just becoming 

permissible for women to frequent such places in the evening.  These traits marked 

him as an exotic writer immediately, and he may have attracted the attention of the 

Acmeists for this reason because they were very interested in the use of the Word.  In 

1913 he published The Goblet Seething with Thunder which was to become the best-

selling book of the period, selling as many as 20,000 copies.469   

Igor Severyanin was not destined for union with the Acmeists because his 

style and scope far outstripped theirs.  The group with whom he became associated 

and eventually toured Western Russia and the Crimea was the Futurists, which also 

included Vladimir Mayakovsky and David Burliuk among others.470  Between 1913 

and 1914 the group of poets staged a free-wheeling tour of the Crimea reciting poetry, 



 

living wildly at expensive hotels and generally creating a public spectacle.471  The 

public loved Severyanin, and when he departed one tour early because of differences 

with the group, many were very disappointed by his absence.  Still, the poet continued 

to write dozens of poems populated with interesting characters and distinguished by 

his use of excessive language and sometimes disturbing attacks on either fellow 

writers or members of the canon such as Pushkin, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky.  

Nevertheless, Severyanin greatly regarded Pushkin and paid tribute to him in some 

poems, while he attacked his fellow poet, Mayakovsky in the next one. 

At first mention, any connection between the demure Edith Södergran and the 

flamboyant Igor Severyanin seems incongruous.  What could the serious young 

woman find appealing about the dramatic poet who often seemed intent upon creating 

a scandal?  However, we must recall that Södergran has consistently expressed 

interest in the work of other Russian poets, beginning with the admiration she 

expressed for Bal’mont, for example.  Upon closer examination, however, one finds 

that there were several areas of resonance for Södergran in Severyanin’s works, 

although we have no indication that Severyanin ever knew of his young admirer, even 

though Södergran hoped that one day they would meet and he would be the bearer of 

New Poetry throughout Russia.  Södergran learned of Severyanin because the poet 

was not only very prolific and popular in his writings, but also he was a tremendous 

purveyor of his own work.  He was a marketer par excellence.  Between 1913 and 

1918, he was said to have given over 260 readings, half of which took place in Russia, 

including Terijoki in the environs of Raivola, where Södergran heard him read.472 

Severyanin’s performance was legendary.  The tall, not handsome, but striking 

poet, dressed in a fantastic manner, imitating Oscar Wilde (which is perhaps why he 

was thought by some to be homosexual), and gave dramatic performances that were 

musical and powerful in nature.  The poet was a practiced pianist and imbued his oral 

readings with a musicality not found in other writers, although later imitated by 

Mayakovsky who had tremendous admiration for his fellow Futurist, even though 

they did not always agree.  Södergran was mesmerized by his presence on stage as 

well as by his poetry, but her admiration went even further.  She later obtained some 

of the poet’s works, read them, recommended them enthusiastically to Hagar Olsson  

in her letters, and kept them for several years, later translating them in 1922 for the 

Finnish magazine, Ultra.  Thus, the interest in Severyanin was sustained for several 

years by Södergran as she saw in him something that had not struck her in much of 



 

the other work that she read.  Let us examine the four poems that Södergran found of 

interest and translated from the Russian to Swedish for clues to the connection 

between these two poets. 

First, the two poems that Södergran translated and had published in Ultra were 

“Overture” and “Inland Lake Ballad.”  She also translated “The Thirteenth” and 

“Valentina,” but they were not published.  Interest in these poems sustained her as she 

neared the end of her life and she wrote to Olsson in October 1922:   

I’m busy now with Severyanin.  There’ll be a series of poems, a picture, there 

should be an article about the picture too if you editors want an article.  Tell 

me, shall I write an article?  Here’s the picture, presumably done by a 

detractor, no chance in hell of a proper likeness.  Then to follow this series 

I’ve got other ideas. . . . Tell me whether you’d like me to follow the 

Severyanin series with an article about Steiner’s plays?  I need to know 

whether you’ll take it.  I want to concentrate on mystic things, I suffer 

horrible torments over Severyanin and his like. (emphasis in original)473 

In the notes Olsson reports that the picture was a very unflattering one of 

Severyanin dressed in drag, taken from a newspaper, and she did not think it should 

be used.  Later in the month in another note to Olsson, Södergran reports that she has 

read La Rochelle who has ‘put paid to Severyanin’ and she has lost the mood for 

translating any more poems.474  Pierre Drieu La Rochelle was another figure of great 

interest to Södergran, and is another example of how far-reaching her interests were.  

Drieu La Rochelle likewise had a vision of the First World War that could transform 

mankind, ideas that he took from his reading of Nietzsche.  Södergran would have felt 

much resonance with his work, although she did not support violence to accomplish 

these aims, but she did not live long enough to pursue this connection.475   

Exhaustion and fatigue were the norm for her during these last months of her 

life, so anything that seemed too difficult or unappreciated may have easily slipped 

from her grasp.  Her inability to evaluate the appropriateness of the drawing of 

Severyanin may indicate the weakening of her discerning powers.  Later in November 

she encouraged the publication of the Severyanin translations she had sent to Ultra; 

her interest in him remained, but perhaps the controversy was beyond her scope. 

But what attracted Södergran to Severyanin’s poetry?  She does not describe 

this explicitly in her letters to Olsson, only speaking extravagantly about how he 

could be ‘one of them.’  We must look at the texts she chose to translate.476  First, is 

the poem “Overture” which is a wild ride to nowhere, a pure fantasy of language and 



 

image which uses many of the aforementioned devices of Severyanin’s which gained 

him such popularity:  mention of exotic places, modern life in the form of planes, 

trains and automobiles, and above all, women:   

Pineapples in champagne!  Pineapples in champagne! 

Deliriously tasty, sparkling and bright ! 

I’m in something from Norway! I’m in something from Spain! 

I’m inspired in bursts and I sit down to write. 

 

Planes are screeching above me!  Automobiles are running! 

Express trains whistling by and the yachts taking flight! 

Someone’s kissed over here!  Someone elsewhere is beaten! 

Pineapples in champagne – the pulse of the night! 

 

Among nervous girls and in company of women 

Tragedy I am turning to dream and to farce. 

Pineapples in champagne!  Pineapples in champagne! 

Moscow to Nagasaki !  New York to Mars !477 

In the original the poem also appears with the multitude of exclamation points.  

The sheer enthusiasm and verve of the poem, which was one of his most popular, 

must have also excited Södergran.  Södergran decided Swedish-speaking readers 

might enjoy it too and translated it for Ultra.  However, Elmer Diktonius  did not like 

either this poem or Severyanin.  Södergran asked him why, and in a letter he said that 

it was ‘decadent rubbish.’478  Nevertheless, it was published in 1922.   

The mere fact of her translation indicates to us that her Russian skills remained 

with her into adult life, as merely reading texts is one thing, but undertaking 

translations suggests a familiarity with language and confidence with idioms and 

subtleties, especially in poetry.  In her letter to Olsson of November 1922, the poet 

labored over her translations and offered several different versions of the opening 

lines of the poem, also puzzling about the instrument Severyanin mentioned; she 

asked if should it be a lute or a harp?479  Another poem which Södergran translated is 

much longer, although it also has a similar humorous tone to “Overture.”  It may be 

the author’s self-conscious comment on his amorous affairs.  In “The Thirteenth” the 

narrator recounts his visits to the twelve princesses he keeps, one on each floor of a 

tall palace.  His life is consumed with kisses from floor to floor and the women never 

tire of his lovemaking.  But sometimes he likes to go to the thirteenth floor where he 



 

can be alone.  The poem concludes with themes that are very reminiscent of 

Södergran’s poems of loneliness and yet communion with the stars: 

It would be nice in this glass room 

To drink the black grape of golden dreams 

With the eternally nameless, so strangely desired, 

One whom I know not and am glad not to know. 

 

The cliffs entreat the stars, the stars entreat the cliffs, 

I vaguely understand the secret of cliffs and stars— 

I fill the goblets with wine and soul  

And Propose an unrequited toast!. . .480 

Although these seem to be Nietzschean themes at the end of this poem—the 

cliffs, the stars and the Dionysian goblets of wine—and they may have appealed to 

Södergran—Severyanin was not known for his interest in Nietzsche.  Although only 

slightly reflected in this poem, Severyanin’s poems often contained religious 

references, unlikely as that may seem, given his profligate lifestyle, but he did 

maintain a religious attitude throughout his life.  His later poems from Estonia, for 

example, contain various themes on forgiveness. 

Another poem, “Valentina,” likewise continues the love theme in Severyanin’s 

poetry, and is reminiscent of Akhmatova’s early poetry in some ways—meetings in 

public, at the theatre and on the streets of St. Petersburg.  It is not known why this 

poem was not published in Ultra.  Södergran wrote to Diktonius in January 1923:  

“Was it you who stopped Ultra accepting the two long Severyanin poems or was 

Ultra timid?  Do you loathe Severyanin from a social point of view?  Tell me, I’d be 

interested to know.  Or are they so feeble in H:fors that not even Ultra has the nerve 

to print a few harmless love-poems?”481  Nevertheless, despite Diktonius’s  lack of 

enthusiasm for Severyanin she kept up her translation and interest.  At one point she 

mentioned that she had packaged up one of her books to send to him, although we do 

not know if she was aware that he had moved to Estonia in 1919.   

As mentioned, Akhmatova was not overly enthusiastic about Igor Severyanin 

herself.  This disinterest is curious considering that their reputations could at one point 

have been considered parallel—both wrote about love affairs and extravagant 

nightlife, for example and neither was overwhelmingly drawn to the poetry of social 

commentary of the Symbolists, either when the War came, or when the Revolution 

erupted.  In fact, many of Severyanin’s love poems were written during wartime.  Still, 



 

it was not his subject matter that made him of interest to Akhmatova’s husband, but 

rather his interface with the language.   

Laurie Leuwers in her thorough and well-documented study of Severyanin’s 

poetry carefully studied the many genres that Severyanin employed—from the ghazal 

to the ballad to the lyric, epilogue and letter—to name just a few of the more than two 

dozen forms his poetry took.  But more than that, Severyanin pushed the definitions of 

rhyme that were possible in Russian beyond any previous limits and thus the 

enthusiasm that he showed in subject matter was replicated in terms of language.  

Leuwers writes that Pushkin had complained of the limitation of rhymes in Russian as 

did Andreevskij.  She notes that Severyanin enlarged the stock of possible rhymes in 

Russian:  “Severyanin exercised all three possibilities:  metrical and hyperdactylic and 

heterosyllabic rhyme), phonetic (assonant and dissonant rhyme) and lexical (exotic 

rhyme).”482  Assonant rhyme was probably his most used form.  Although we cannot 

enjoy the dissection of these details of Severyanin’s poems in Russian, it is important 

to understand the significance of his work, and perhaps also the reasons for his wild 

popularity—he created original poetry with the sounds of the language.  This made 

his public, live performances of poetry very compelling for the audiences.  However, 

he was a decadent poet.  He wrote of bored groups of people in drawing rooms talking 

about their love affairs, more like Akhmatova.  This seems far from the serious 

concerns of Södergran.  Severyanin’s people are sensitive to nature, but do not seem 

to have any philosophical goals beyond that.  Bristol writes483 that there is a lack of 

ethical perspective, and says that Severyanin was prolific, but not influential.   

However Anna Akhmatova’s response to Severyanin can be understood in 

context as she always stood alone—she was not a Symbolist nor a Futurist, and her 

time as an Acmeist was defined by her relationship with Gumilev and Mandelstam.  

After the Revolution, those groupings became meaningless, and very soon after that 

she ceased to write.  Severyanin, then, belonged to that group for whom she had such 

disdain—those who left the country.  However, those poets who left, even Tsvetaeva 

with her time in Paris, continued to write poetry, while Akhmatova’s suffered terribly 

in the intervening years.  But poetry is not built out of politics, but language and 

feeling; thus, she remained aloof not only from Severyanin, but also from other 

compatriots with whom she might have shared either poetry or silence—Dmitri 

Merezhkovsky or Zinaida Gippius, for example.  Both of them became expatriates 

and similarly continued to write until their deaths.  Indeed, Paris, which had been the 



 

birthplace of the French Symbolism that found its way to Russian and influenced the 

Russian Symbolists, later became the incubator for Russian émigrés.   

7.3 AKHMATOVA IN THE EARLY 1920S:  SILENCE AND DESPAIR 

The final poems of Akhmatova’s to be considered here show her response to 

the aftermath of the Revolution and represent a sort of middle ground in which her 

position as a writer has been established, but is about to be used against her.  Also, 

during this era, she began her relationship with Nikolai Punin, and as with any early 

period of Akhmatova’s life, the presence of a love affair is of utmost importance, both 

to her poetry and to her state of mind.  Thus, while it is not always appropriate to 

consider such biographical details in the poetry, in her case it is sometimes 

inescapable.  Still the poems demonstrate some continuing awareness of the effects of 

the revolution, and perhaps some suggestions about the future, but one conclusion 

becomes clear:  one of the effects of the revolution on Akhmatova was silence.  Pure 

physical survival became crucial, and during the 1920s she did not write much.  In 

fact, when the censorship of her work came into effect in 1925, her publication ceased, 

but she had already been effectively silenced.484   

By 1922 Akhmatova’s poems came in bits and spurts.  Long complex poems 

were not written, nor were the short poems very developed.  They are collected now 

in her complete works, but at the time they were not collected in a separate 

publication.  Still we can examine a few to see the poet’s response at this time.  In the 

closing stanza of a short, untitled poem from September 1922, the poet writes:  “I am 

not fit for anything anymore,/Not one word more will I say./There is no present—I am 

proud of the past/And I suffocate from such shame.//”485  In this brief statement we 

have the sense that the poet recognizes that her past is going to haunt her and inhibit 

any future poetry.  Still, while once she shunned fame, she later grew to accept it, and 

now realizes that it will be her undoing.  The very briefness of the poem indicates the 

truncation of the poet’s breath, of her inability to speak.  She uses the word ‘suffocate’ 

which is a clear expression of taking the breath away, especially for a poet. 

In an untitled poem from 1924, the poet provides an insight into the truly 

desperate nature, not just of poetry, but also of human relationships at this time:  

“Here the most beautiful girls fight/For the honor of marrying executioners./Here they 

torture the righteous at night/And wear down the untamable with hunger.”//486  After 



 

the sumptuous Christmas feast mentioned in her earlier poem (Bezhetsk), hunger is 

now mentioned. 

In another poetic scrap, the poet returns to the theme of the exiles.  Many of 

the short poems from 1924 bear the mention ‘seven years’ as it had been that long 

since the revolution.  She writes:  “It has been seven years . . . . ./It swept away human 

lives like yellow leaves,/And the last boat rushed my friend/From the terrible shores 

of the burning fatherland.”//487 

The poet echoes the sentiments of a longer poem from August 1921, in which 

she noted the trauma of recent years:  “Seven days of love, seven terrible years of 

separation,/War, revolution, a devastated home,/Innocent blood on delicate 

hands,/Over the rosy temple a gray strand.”/488  Although the poem is dated in the 

month of Gumilev’s death, we cannot be sure that it was addressed to him specifically.  

As in many of the poems at this time, persons, places, events are all intermingled, 

which indicates the level of chaos that the poet experienced.  In this case, the cycle of 

seven years refers to the time from the beginning of World War I, which would 

coincide with Gumilev’s military service.  She speaks of innocent blood on delicate 

hands, as of those who went to war without really understanding what they were 

doing.  All of this has turned the young woman’s hair gray.   

In 1925 the poet writes of the possibility of suicide, a topic also raised in 

Södergrans’s poems.  The poet reveals the continuing trauma she experienced as her 

options for a literary life were limited:   “It would be so easy to abandon this life,/To 

burn down painlessly and unaware,/But it is not given to the Russian poet/To die a 

death so pure.//A bullet more reliably throws open/Heaven’s boundaries to the soul in 

flight,/Or hoarse terror with a shaggy paw can,/As if from a sponge, squeeze out the 

heart’s life.//”489  Tragically, the poet contemplates the ways in which poet’s die in 

Russia.  In contrast to Edith Södergran, who at this time was fighting for her life 

against her illness, Akhmatova fights for her life in a different way.  She fights to find 

the strength to live and carry on, despite the absence of her friends and colleagues 

who have died, been murdered or moved away.  But their absence would be easier to 

bear if it were not for the reasons for their absence.  In this poem we have the 

intimation of the terror that was beginning to seep into the lives of ordinary citizens 

after the revolution, a terror that would become a full-fledged state occupation in later 

years.  In this poem the ‘shaggy paw’ refers to the late-night sounds of people being 

interrogated, or searched and removed from their houses.  In other poems from this 



 

era the poet also refers to this creeping sense of insecurity.  In her collection, many of 

the poems of this period are without a specific date, and say merely, ‘the 1920s’ in 

contrast to earlier poems that were dated specifically, referred to church holidays and 

sometimes indicated the location of writing as well.  Thus,  the poet becomes more 

secretive about her writing, less specific, but yet she cannot bury her response entirely. 

The theme of terror was addressed most specifically in an untitled poem from 

August 27-28, 1921, written in Tsarskoe Selo.  The poem begins with the lines, 

“Terror, fingering things in the dark,/Leads the moonbeams to an ax./Behind the wall 

there’s an ominous knock--/What’s there, a ghost, a thief, rats?/490  The continuing 

uncertainty about safety occupies most of this poem, and the details are chilling.  The 

poet goes on to speak in familiar terms about the ways in which the imagination runs 

wild in the dark of night.  One imagines a thief outside the window, worries about 

where the candles are, if the lights are off, etc.  These details give the poem a sense of 

foreboding and fear that is palpable.  The reader can imagine the poet’s fright very 

clearly.  It is an imaginary enemy against whom one must fight and be strong.  The 

ways of overcoming such fear are elusive.  The poet writes:  “How much better it 

would be the gleam of the barrels/Of rifles leveled at my breast.//Better, in the grassy 

square,/to be flattened on the raw, wood scaffold/And, amid cries of joy and 

moans,/Pour out my life’s blood there./”  The poem ends with a stanza about pressing 

the cross to her breast that was omitted from most editions of Anno Domini when it 

first appeared.  However, it is included in the final collections and certainly 

underscores the poet’s continued faith.491  In this poem, though, we can note the real 

uselessness of a death before the firing squad, where life’s blood would be poured out 

on anonymous boards, in contrast to a noble death one might have on the battle field 

defending the homeland where the blood drains into the Russian earth.  That sacrifice 

would at least have some meaning. 

This poem, that I will call, “Terror,” like so many others is written in specific 

and perfect rhyme, ABAB, CDCD, while the middle stanza has the rhyme scheme, 

EFFE, and the final two stanzas continue the original pattern.  In the translation, 

Hemschemeyer has been able to retain some of the rhyme, as she concludes the poem 

with the last two lines:  “The odor of decay, sickeningly sweet,/Rises from the 

clammy sheets.//”  In the Russian, the definitive last rhyme between verni (return) and 

prostyni, concludes with the finality of death, a reference to the sheets as well, those 

in which the corpse is wrapped in for burial. 



 

We can consider two final fragmentary poems that also underscore this 

response of terror to the revolution.  The poem was dedicated to L. N. Zamyatina, 

wife of the writer Evgeny Zamyatin (1884-1937), who ended up emigrating and dying 

in Paris.  Known as a neo-realist, Zamyatin was most famous for his novels, most of 

which had a cultural or political twist.  He was also known for his sense of humor 

which is perhaps why in the poem, the poet adopts an almost humorous tone.  

However, it belies the seriousness of the situation in which she finds herself.  The 

poem begins by addressing the city by one of its nicknames:  “Hello, Piter. It’s bad, 

old boy,/And April brings no joy./The fires worked a little bit,/The communards 

clowned around,/What isn’t a house—is a slit leading to swampy ground./”492  The 

poet immediately connects the current situation in Petrograd to the glorious past of 

Tsar Peter, and her reference to ‘swampy ground’ suggests that the city is going back 

to the state that it was in when Peter first began his project of building a city there.  

Houses are falling down and decaying, the fireplaces barely work, and there is little 

wood for fires anyway.  The second stanza of the short poem shows the helplessness 

of the poet; she can only dream that the city itself would have some sort of retribution 

by having a flood.  This is a reference to Pushkin and “The Bronze Horseman.”  The 

poet writes that the waters are in the basements and speak:  “ ‘It’s clear, the time for 

our blue waves/To rule the city has come.’”/  This poem written at the end of 

September 1922 indicates that the poet would welcome some cataclysm that would 

change the direction of events, even if it would mean something terrible would 

happen to the city.  In this poem the city as an entity surfaces again as it has always 

been part of Akhmatova’s personal landscape.  Here she fuses the historical past, 

Peter the Great, the literary past, Pushkin, and her terrible present.  However, power 

that she might derive from that past is absent.  Rather her response is a prayer for the 

oblivion of natural disaster.   

In this brief poem we have a perfect example of the difficulty in ascertaining 

the meaning of Akhmatova’s poems.  The casual reader could not make any sense out 

of this poem, although the portrayal of a villain is clear, but the exact roles of these 

named persons are unknown to outsiders.  Thus, the audience of this poem is clearly 

those of a certain persuasion who remained in Petrograd.   

These few short poems mark the end of Akhmatova’s poetic response to the 

war and revolution, although not forever.  During the rest of the 1920s and into the 

1930s the poet translated, and wrote poetry, but she was unable to publish her work so 



 

that her identity as a poet was nearly erased.  Still, it is possible to piece together her 

response from various poems that she wrote much later in life, such as Poem without 

A Hero, as this period of time was never to leave her consciousness entirely.  It is 

beyond the scope of this study to explore the remainder of the poet’s work, which for 

many, provides the substance of her poetic output, so we will conclude the review of 

this pre-revolutionary, war, and revolutionary poetry here. 

7.4 KARELIAN TIES:  SÖDERGRAN AND AKHMATOVA 

Ironically, Anna Akhmatova spent the last part of her life in Komarovo in the 

area that was formerly Finland, where Edith Södergran had lived, not more than 25 

km from Raivola.  The connection between the two countries due to their previous 

links during the imperial period cannot be denied:  For example, the famous Cubist 

painter, Jean Pougny, was born in Kuokkala, Finland, and had to spend part of his 

exile either there or in Paris, and was never able to return to Russia.  Pougny, whose 

Russian name was Ivan Puni, had studied in Paris but also became involved with 

David Burliuk and the Futurists.  The cover of a Futurist manifesto designed by 

Pougny is held by the Modern Art Museum of New York, while other of his works 

were exhibited in Paris at Galerie Zlotowski in Paris as recently as 2003.493 [Plate 17]  

This area deserves much more research as a source of inspiration and art.  As one final 

comparison, then, I will here briefly present some poems in which Akhmatova and 

Södergran treated the similar theme of the landscape of Karelia and also lingered on 

the topic of war and revolution, one that affected their lives and tragically truncated 

their careers, one by death, and the other by censorship and internal exile.  

7.4.1 Images in Södergran’s Final Poems:  The Temple of Nature 
First, we can see that at the end of her life, Södergran’s thoughts turned away 

from earthly concerns, like the political results of the war and the birth of the new 

republic Finland.  Although she managed to maintain contact from her sickbed, her 

poems gradually reflected an increasing interest in religion, salvation and death.  

However, the landscape gave the poet a great deal of solace at this difficult time and 

we can see this rapport reflected in her poetry.  We can examine a few short poems to 

establish this theme as it will later be reflected in Akhmatova’s poetry as well.  The 

Karelian landscape is mythic, and indeed central to the great Finnish epic, The 



 

Kalevala, which becomes an intertext for the Nordic reader, although the magical 

characters of Vainämöinen and Ilmarinen are not mentioned specifically by the poets. 

Following is one of the last poems from The Land that Is Not, which was 

published after her death.  “November Morning” also has images of circles.494   

 

Novembermorgon 

De första flingorna föllo. 

Där vågorna skrivit sin runskrift i flodbäddens 

sand 

vi andäktigt gingo.  Och stranden sade till mig: 

Se här har du vandrat som barn och jag är alltid 

densamma. 

Och alen som står vid vattnet är alltid 

densamma. 

Säg var har du vandrat i främmande land och 

lärt dig stympareseder? 

Och vad har du vunnit?  Alls ingenting. 

På denna mark skola dina fötter träda, 

här är din trollkrets, från alarnas hängen 

kommer dig visshet och gåtornas svar. 

Och du skall prisa Gud som låter dig stå i sitt 

tempel 

bland träden och stenarna. 

Och du skall prisa Gud som låtit fjällen falla  

från dina ögon. 

All fåfäng visdom kan du akta ringa, 

ty nu är tallen och ljungen dina lärare. 

Tag hit de falska profeter, de böcker som ljuga, 

vi tända i dälden vid vattnet ett lustigt 

fladdrande bål.   

[Oktober 1922]495 

 

November Morning 

The first snowflakes were falling. 

Where waves had etched their runes in the 

riverbed’s sand 

we quietly walked.  And the shore said to me: 

Look, here you have walked as a child and I 

am always the same. 

And the alder that stands down by the water is 

always the same. 

Tell me, where have you walked in those 

foreign lands and learned how to twist and 

distort? 

And what have you gained?  Nothing at all. 

This is the ground that your feel shall tread, 

this is your magic circle, and the alder’s 

catkins 

offer you certainty and the riddle’s clues. 

And you shall praise God, who lets you stand 

in His temple 

among the trees and stones. 

And you shall praise God, who let the scales 

fall from your eyes. 

All empty knowledge you can disregard 

for now the pine and heather are your 

teachers. 

Bring the false prophets here, those books that 

lie 

and down by the water’s edge we’ll light a 

merrily blazing fire.496 



 

There are several areas of interest for us here.  First, the poem shows a 

melding of religious ideas and sentiments, both pagan and Christian.  Nietzschean 

symbols and ideas are latent, absent or refuted.  Secondly, there is a calmness and a 

grounded-ness in the poem, that is absent from other poems in which the exalted, 

sublime language predominates.  Here the poet has reached a sort of still point 

between the past, which has involved searching—walking in ‘foreign lands’—and the 

present, represented by the silence of nature.  An earlier poem also commented on the 

poet’s absence from nature while traveling.  In sum, this poem represents the poet’s 

shift toward inner concerns and away from the outer world of war and revolution 

which has subsided, and which has already had its effects on her.   

The poem begins in the silence of the snowfall.  Gone are the images of the 

storm from several earlier poems.  There are no outsiders, no other actors in this 

poem—merely the speaker and the natural elements.  The first pagan image is that of 

the ‘rune’s etched on the shore, suggesting the eternity of nature.  Nature is then 

personified as the shore speaks, chastises the poet for wandering away.  Nature 

remains, and has waited for her return.  All that travel has only caused the poet to 

‘twist and distort’ reality.  No real answers have been found to the questions.  What 

has been gained?  Nothing at all.  The shore does not speak of material wealth, but 

rather spiritual knowledge.  More pagan or natural images continue in the following 

lines, as a magic circle is mentioned followed by the mention of riddles.  In fairy tales 

and other magical stories, the lessons are transmitted by riddles, but we do not use that 

word for talking about Christian parables, for example.  Thus the poet mixes the 

images from two traditions, Christian and pagan.  Karen Petherwick mentions that 

Södergran uses personification in this late poem,497 but in this case it is so that God 

can speak through nature, thus animating the alders.  The fact that God is the actor 

here reveals that the poet has accepted her subjected place in the universe.  Gone are 

the arching views of the Nietzschean eagle. 

In the closing lines, however, God enters the poem, in contrast to the pagan 

riddles and circles, but still this is not the traditional Christian God who is usually to 

be found in small churches or towering cathedrals.  Rather, the poet places Him in the 

temple of nature, along the rivers and in the forest.  Here then is where God is to be 

found, the poet says, creating her own religious symbolism.  In this case, it is still the 

Shore who has directed her thus.  The books that have directed her falsely are to be 



 

burned.  The final image of fire by the water is another of Södergran’s dualistic 

images, along with the contrast between nature and knowledge. 

Johan Hedberg too sees the revelation in this poem of God’s temple.  He, 

however, makes a direct biblical connection as an intertext, namely the books of Acts 

and Matthew from the New Testament.  Schoolfield has also remarked on this biblical 

connection.  This remarkable blending of religious symbolism with a sort of pagan 

nature worship is characteristic of the area of Karelia in which the poet lived.  The 

poet lived next to a Russian church, so this aspect of religious symbolism was never 

far from her mind.  However, the residents of this area of Finland have been known to 

be under the influences of the remaining pagan religions from the much earlier phases 

of Finnish history. The Estonian translator Ritva Poom also noted that Södergran drew 

upon “the Swedish mystical tradition, combined with the culture of Karelia where 

Lutheranism, fundamentalism, orthodoxy, and the ancient Finnish rune tradition 

coexisted.”498  Christianity came to Finland in the middle ages, in the 14th century, but 

in the borderland areas, the people tended to incorporate the images from their ancient 

teachings into the lore of the new religion. This poem could be an example of a 

melding of religious imagery.  Certainly, for the poet, whose travels widened her 

intellectual horizons, but were not possible after the war, the solidity of nature could 

be seen as very attractive in contrast to ‘empty knowledge.’ 

The poem itself has a sort of circular motion in its contrasts:  it begins with 

snow, and ends with fire and the waves at the beginning of the poem, remain at the 

end and lap against the fire.  In the middle is the magic circle inside of which the poet 

is safe, and open to real knowledge and certainty.  ‘Certainty,’ visshet, is one of those 

recurring words in Södergran’s poetry.  In her search for knowledge she always seeks 

certainty, something absolutely unshakable.  She speaks of standing on the granite of 

Finland, in one poem, for example, as a way of knowing exactly what will happen to 

her.  But here too there is the poet’s desire to be linked to the earth:  many words 

demonstrate this vertical connection between the speaker and the earth:  stand, walk, 

tread, so that in addition to the circular imagery, there is also this vertical motion, 

which ultimately comes from God.  Knowledge from God comes down from above, 

just as the snow falls to the ground.  The other location of certainty is at the water’s 

edge, which is mentioned several times.  Here the waves etch themselves into the 

shore, they become one with the shore and the resulting rune is a sort of knowledge 

left for all to see.  The union of the elements is to be observed and perhaps emulated, 



 

but at least accepted.  Wandering away from these elements in search of other answers 

has only proven to be futile. 

Though the final, disturbing image of the poem is of book-burning, it is the 

merriment with which this activity will be accompanied that is most troubling.  Here 

we would have to consider the poet’s exaggerated metaphor as just that, and an 

expression of her rejection, for the moment, of learning over the real knowledge and 

lessons of nature.  In fact, it is a way of re-asserting the power of nature after having 

witnessed the power of man in the war, revolution and civil war.  Although nature has 

suffered immensely due to the bombing and destruction, and the poet has written of 

this earlier, here the emphasis is on nature and the alder that remains.  Here, in the 

poet’s final estimation, there is not even the Bible, as it too is a book.  There is just 

God and nature, with no need for an intermediary text.  This is a poem against texts, 

or a way of reading nature as text.  All messages are told in nature, which, as the 

writer of runes, was the first author. 

7.4.2 Akhmatova’s Final Poems:  Repose and the Sloping Path 
Toward the end of her life, Anna Akhmatova wrote prolifically—poems and 

aphorisms that reflected the vast knowledge of poetry and literature that she had 

accumulated throughout her life.  [Plate 18]  She lived the 1910s as if they were 

yesterday, even though greater events such as World War II and the Siege of 

Leningrad eventually overshadowed that early freedom and grief.  In poems such as 

the following, she returns to theme of exile: 

No, we didn’t suffer together in vain 

No, we didn’t suffer together in vain, 

Without hopes of even drawing a breath. 

We took an oath, we voted— 

And quietly followed our path. 

Not in vain did I remain pure, 

Like a candle before the Lord, 

Grovelling with you at the feet 

Of the bloody puppet-executioner. 

No, not under the vault of alien skies 

And not under the shelter of alien wings— 

I was with my people then, 

There, where my people, unfortunately, were.  1961499 



 

This poem was written after Stalin’s death and includes references to the 

revolution, his subsequent rule, and the tragedies of World War II, called the Great 

Patriotic War in Russia—all of this Russian history comes together in the poem, 

because above all the poet writes of, for and about her countrymen and women.  

Specific lines such as the ‘bloody puppet-executioner’ refer to Stalin’s victims.  The 

usage of the term ‘puppet’ shows the poet was aware that those who carried out the 

heinous acts were sometimes helpless to resist their grim assignments.  The lines 

following speak harshly too to those who left, again referring to the period of 1917-

1923.  She has little sympathy for those who found shelter under ‘alien skies, alien 

wings’ as if any shelter outside Russia could be real shelter.  The poet rarely shows 

compassion for the grief of the exile as she is usually more concerned with the grief of 

those who stayed.  Akhmatova remained and she did not shun her chosen task as a 

poet:  she stayed with her people, although they happened to be in a most unfortunate 

place which she cannot bring herself to name.   

Thus, we see that the poet who originally wrote of love and missed meetings 

on a stair or on a bridge over the Neva, has become a poet of the people, a political 

poet, although through a universal voice, not a didactic or Party-voice.  In the middle 

of the poem, as if her life was centered on it, we find the ‘candle before the Lord.’  

Religion was always a part of Akhmatova’s poetry and it never entirely disappeared.  

However, two of Akhmatova’s biographers, Naiman and Haight, disagree about its 

importance while both recognize that it was an integral part of her poetry.   

Still at the end of her life, some of her interests changed and she was able to 

enjoy a peaceful life at a dacha given to her by the Writer’s Union.  Thus, although 

nature had always had a place in her poems, in many of her short late poems, the 

atmosphere of Karelia creeps in and is very reminiscent of poems written by Edith 

Södergran before her death.  Also at this time younger writers, protégées and 

biographers, such as Amanda Haight and Anatoly Naiman, sparked her interest in the 

continuing evolution of poetry as an art form and also helped her reflect upon her own 

life’s work.  At one moment she could flippantly disregard all she had produced, and 

yet at another time she could astutely evaluate a contemporary poem in the context of 

both Russian and European poetic history.  She had the sense that she had a place 

within that canon as well, but what it would be she imagined would remain to be seen.  

She was aware of the changes in her own taste at the end of her life, and commented 



 

to Naiman:  “When I was young I loved architecture and water, now I love music and 

earth.”500 

Some of the later poems were collected in the book called Seventh Book, but 

many others were just published in English in Hemschemeyer’s Complete Poems as 

part of the poems from 1957-1966.  In some cases there are a multitude of versions of 

the poet’s work, and yet on the other hand, many valuable original manuscripts were 

burned by the poet during the purges.  Still, in collections by several diligent editors 

the bulk, hopefully the majority of the poet’s work has been preserved.  However, 

when one encounters a poem such as “Komarovo Sketches,” one wonders if there 

were other parts, other stanzas that have been lost, or that were excised.  One must 

always question, as one does with Södergran’s poems, what has been erased or 

omitted from the poem.  Although this poem was written while she was hospitalized, 

we have the sense of the ways in which the Karelian landscape has entered the poet’s 

consciousness. 

Komarovo Sketches 
     O Muse of Weeping . . . 

     M. Tsvetaeva 

. . . And I gave up everything here. 

All the blessings of the earth. 

The snag in the woods became 

The spirit, the guardian of ‘this place.’ 

 

We are all a little like guests in life, 

To live—is only habit. 

It seems to me that on the air, 

Two voices are exchanging views. 

 

Two?  But against the eastern wall, 

In a burgeoning tangle of raspberries, 

There’s a dark, fresh elder branch . . . 

It’s a message from Marina.  November 19-20, 1961  The hospital in the harbor501 

Here is a perfect example of the wedding of the past and the present at which 

Akhmatova was so adept in her later days.  In the beginning she considers all of her 

life, her past, and is able to lay it to rest, at least for the moment.  She finds peace in 

the surroundings, even the dying tree that becomes her keeper.  Seeing death in nature 

enables the poet to accept the transience of human life as the cycle of the seasons 



 

continually reminds her of it.  But this is not an abstract or distant nature, but rather 

one that reaches out to the poet.  Every leaf and branch reminds the poet of the past, 

and she uses them to bring the past into the present.  Still, decades later Akhmatova’s 

memory of the poet, Marina Tsvetaeva, is vivid and she hears the poet’s voice across 

time, reminding her of the revolutionary period.  Voices speak to her through the 

silence of nature, but Akhmatova could also hear the voices of the past or of others in 

an urban setting.  The rush of water beneath a bridge, the curve of a window casing on 

a building, or the noise of a tram could as easily remind her of something in the past, 

and she would use such memories to construct a knowable, comprehensible present. 

Komarovo was a place where the poet could experience some peace and 

relaxation at the end of her days.  When in Leningrad or Moscow, the poet stayed 

with friends and moved from place to place so she was without permanent residence.  

In his memoirs of his time with the poet, Anatoly Naiman recalls a particularly joyful 

time in 1963 when they rushed to Komarovo on a summer night, just to be among the 

trees and sit quietly talking.  These treasured moments the poet immortalized: 

 

 

Угощу под заветнейшим кленом 

Я беседой тебя не простой, 

Тишиною с серебряным звоном 

И колодезной чистой водой — 

И не надо страдальческим стоном 

Отвечать... Я согласна, — постой, — 

В этом сумраке темно-зеленом 

Был предчувствий таинственный зной. 

Комарово
502 

Under the cherished maple, I will 
treat you 

Under the cherished maple, I will treat you 

To a subtle conversation— 

Silence with a silver ringing 

And pure water from the well— 

And you don’t have to answer 

With long-suffering moans . . . I agree—wait— 

In that dark green twilight 

There was the mysterious, sultry heat of 

anticipation.  1961 Komarovo503 

 

The images she chooses to include in her poems, echo those in Södergran’s 

poems—the trees, the lake, the solitude of the landscape.  The surroundings have 

become the poet’s friends, just as they were for Södergran.  In another series, “The 

Pines,” the poet speaks to the trees as she arrives:  “They don’t greet me, they’re not 

glad!/But they stood here all winter,/Preserving snowy treasures,/Overhearing the 

storm’s roulade,/Establishing a deadly shelter.//”  During this time, returning to 



 

Komarovo is a homecoming for the poet, although it was not always a scene of 

solitude.  Apparently the stream of guests that came and went from her retreat was 

unending, and some found it exhausting.  Still, the poet managed to find time to write 

there and many of her late poems note the date and place of composition as Komarovo.   

Two other poems from 1964 echo the sentiments about Karelia found so often 

in Södergran’s poems—the effects of the air, the sunset, the water, on the senses, and 

eventually the mind.  The poem “In Vyborg” places the city very definitely in 

Scandinavia:  “a single shining apparition./Song falls silent, music is dumb,/But the 

air burns with their fragrance,/And white winter, on its knees,/Observes everything 

with reverent attention.//504  The moment made such an impression on the poet that 

she noted, the date (September 24, 1964), the place, (Komarovo), the street (Ozernaya 

Street) and the time of day (afternoon) when the poem was written.  Such exactness 

was the luxury of the poet’s later days, while earlier her poems could barely be 

written down.  Still, one can imagine with what freedom the poet takes in her breath 

of fresh air in Vyborg.  It is the air of poetry.  One could imagine Södergran having 

written those very lines.  We can imagine then that the similarities in the poet’s are 

what makes them write similar poems—their modernist tendencies, their abilities to 

transform experiences in nature into meaning, and to press them to the page for 

posterity.  Here the poet writes of her reverent attention and we see the result of 

paying such close attention for both poets is a vivid image of nature, suggesting that it 

is the breath of life, not that it is some painted landscape which one observes politely, 

but rather a landscape which one inhales, experiences and then portrays. 

Another poem also dated 1964 reveals these same thoughts toward the 

Karelian lands as the poet writes specifically:  “This land, although not my native 

land,/Will be remembered forever./And the sea’s lightly iced,/Unsalty water.//The 

sand on the bottom is whiter than chalk,/The air is heady, like wine,/And the rosy 

body of the pines/Is naked in the sunset hour,/…//505  Once again, these lines could 

have been written by Södergran as she catalogued every aspect of the natural world 

outside her door.  She too found the air heady; she too was called to sunset.  Most 

striking about the way that Akhmatova ends this poem is her final line.  She writes 

that she does not know if it is the end of the world or “the mystery of mysteries in me 

again.”  Once again the lines are reminiscent of Södergran; not only the landscape 

unites them, but also their modernistic approach to experience and to poetry.  We 

know well enough that when Akhmatova is in the city, she seizes upon those images 



 

with as much enthusiasm and ferocity as she does in the country.  This example of her 

Karelian writing merely serves to underscore the fact that both poets used similar 

devices in their writing, that they engaged in an interaction with nature, that they 

make nature a dynamic and active part of human experience. 

7.5 LIVES THAT NEVER WERE 

Two poets spent their final years in the same location.  Södergran’s life was 

ended by illness, and Akhmatova’s poetic career was interrupted by censorship and 

deprivation during the Stalin regime. These are similarities in biography rather than 

text; however, one of the ways of comparing these two poets has been to examine the 

topics of their poems and their modernist style.  Thus, the similarity in their destinies 

did affect their poems in similar ways.  I have suggested that both poets had 

interrupted lives, and in these last poems under consideration we can see how each 

poet coped with her unacceptable future, a reality not chosen, and we can see that both 

poets found an acceptance, confronted their fates and continued to write from their 

own experience.  Here there is metaphor, but finally it is modernist poetry confronting 

existence.  Gone are the earlier crutches of Nietzschean philosophy, or references to 

architecture as a venue for romance.  Now the poets speak with strength and 

conviction, assured of an audience.   

“Future’s Shadow” and a section from Akhmatova’s long poem, “Northern 

Elegies,” about the friends she would never meet, places she would never go as she 

feels the curtain of censorship falling down on her while other friends leave the 

country, speak to the poets’ unrealized futures.   

 

Framtidens skugga 

Jag anar dödens skugga. 

Jag vet att våra öden ligga i hopar på 

nornornas bord. 

Jag vet att icke en droppe regn sig suger i 

jorden 

Som icke är skriven i de eviga tidernas bok. 

Jag vet så visst, som att solen går upp, 

Att jag aldrig skall skåda det andlösa 

 

Future’s Shadow 

I sense death’s shadow.  

I know that our fates lie piled upon the table of 

the Norns. 

I know that not one single drop of rain soaks 

down into the earth 

That has not been entered in the book of eternity. 

I know, as surely as I know the sun will rise, 

that I will never see the breathless moment when 



 

ögonblick, då hon står i zenit. 

Framtiden kastar på mig sin saliga skugga; 

den är ingenting annat än flödande sol; 

genomborrad av ljus skall jag dö, 

då jag trampat all slump med min fot, skall 

jag leende  

vända mig bort ifrån livet.506 

she is at the zenith. 

The future casts on me its blissful shadow; 

it is nothing but radiant sun; 

pierced through by light will I die, 

when I have trampled all that is chance, I shall 

turn away    

smiling from life.507 

 

Katchadourian’s translation is above.  Johan Hedberg included this poem in 

his discussion about Södergran’s use of myth and mythopoesis in her work.508  He 

suggests that the mention of the Norns in the opening lines shows her adaptation of 

myth in understanding current reality and also in using it as a form for commenting 

upon life.  Södergran did this throughout her work, using older, mythic formats as 

templates for creating a new poetry.  This too is another aspect of her modernism.  It 

is a novel approach, and in this case a bit radical, because it gives this poem a pagan 

tone at the beginning.  Rather than contemplating the future in which a Christian 

could expect life everlasting, the poet creates a different image.  There are two points 

in this poem that are important to the current discussion:  the theme of war and 

revolution, and the poet’s relationship to her future. 

First of all, we can see that outside events no longer impinge on the poem.  

The poet speaks personally but also mythically.  Clearly the war and revolution have 

subsided, but neither do they have anything to do with her impending death.  

Indirectly, of course, we can imagine that Södergran’s life might have been extended 

had she been able to receive proper health care and live in a safe, and comfortable 

environment, but in any case her doom has been foretold by the death of her father 

and the terminal nature of the disease at that time.  Still, here the war has been erased 

from reality.  There is no latent mention of it, as we see in other poems, where 

soldiers or battlefields appear as a textual comment.  One line is reminiscent of a 

much older poem of Södergran’s that was discussed earlier, “Tyst, tyst, tyst.”  There 

she used the lines about the blood soaking into the earth, then in reference to the 1905 

revolution.  But here it is ‘one single drop of rain soaks down into the earth.’  This is 

an image Akhmatova uses as well, in reference to the blood of soldier soaking into the 

ground.  But here it is not blood, but rain; heaven and the earth are united by rain, and 



 

even that single drop is important to all of eternity.  This is a good example, and a 

successful demonstration of the poet’s ability to unify the cosmic and nature.  Here 

she does not speak abstractly about her relationship to the universe as she does in 

other ‘more sublime’ poems, but her relationship to nature becomes more solid.  

Similarly, when she speaks of the sun in the poem, it is not in the exalted language of 

other poems, but in the practical language of describing the daily transit of the sun.  

The sun rises, and casts a shadow in the morning, and in the evening, but at its zenith, 

which the poet will never see, there is no shadow.  What she sees already in the 

morning is the shadow of the future, which is death.  Thus death has a person in this 

poem.  It stands before her in the morning of her life and it obstructs her path to the 

zenith, and indeed to twilight.  Most remarkable about this poem are the triumphant 

lines at the end:  “I shall turn away smiling from life.”  The sun which gives life also 

gives a triumphant death, even if it is premature.  There is none of the ‘hysteria,’ the 

excitement, the hyperbole and sublime language, but rather a calm acceptance of fate.   

The second aspect that interests us here is the striking similarity it bears to a 

poem written by Akhmatova around the same time in her life.  The sense that the 

future would take place without them bore on both poets as they faced the remains of 

their lives after the Russian revolution, and for Södergran the subsequent civil war.  

Neither poet was a player in the dramatic events, nor did either have any control over 

the changes in their lives; they could only accept the consequences of the war.  

Södergran had embarked on translation projects, albeit unpopular ones, and she had 

ideas and an urge to continue her career, but without adequate support, there is no way 

that this future could be realized. 

Similarly, as we shall see in the following section, many years after the 

revolution, Akhmatova surveyed the landscape of her life, after she had watched her 

friends depart for Europe, Britain or America, never to be seen again.  Only in the 

1960s was Akhmatova able to meet some of the people from her past—Boris Anrep 

and Isaiah Berlin in England, for example.  The last section will deal with some of 

these intimations of mortality and finality as this era drew to a close. 

In a short poem, the poet again surveys her beloved city and tries to 

understand what is happening.  There is no sense of elation at the revolution, barely 

understanding, but more often a sense of remorse about what has been lost, and, as 

always a sense of death.  Here there are two translations, first by Hemschemeyer, and 

then Kunitz through his translator and since it is a short poem it is worth looking at 



 

the differences in sentiment that can be conveyed by the different choice of words.  

The first translation is by Judith Hemschemeyer. 

 

 

Чем хуже этот век предшествующих? 

Разве 

Тем, что в чаду печали и тревог 

Он к самой черной прикоснулся язве, 

Но исцелить ее не мог. 

 

Еще на западе земное солнце светит 

И кровли городов в его лучах блестят,  

А здесь уж белая дама крестами метит 

И кличет воронов, и вороны летят. 

1919509 

 

Has this century been worse (Untitled) 

Has this century been worse 

Than the ages that went before? 

Perhaps in this, that in a daze of grief and 

anguish 

It touched, but could not cure, the vilest sore. 

 

In the west the earthly sun is still shining, 

And the roofs of the cities gleam in its rays, 

But here the white one already chalks crosses 

on the houses 

And summons the crows, and the crows come 

flying.  Winter 1919510 

 

The second translation by Kunitz has remarkable differences: 

Why is this age worse than earlier 
ages? (Untitled) 

Why is this age worse than 

earlier ages? 

In a stupor of grief and 

dread 

have we not fingered the 

foulest wounds 

and left them unhealed by 

our hands? 

 

In the west the falling light 

still glows, 

and the clustered 

housetops glitter in the sun, 

but here Death is already 

chalking the doors with 

crosses, 

and calling the ravens, and 

the ravens are flying in.511 

As for the opening lines, I prefer the Kunitz translation of this poem as the 

first word in the Russian is chem.  The poet asks a question, of whom? Of God, the 

universe.  She pleads, ‘why has this befallen us in our time?’  In the Russian the word 

is a variation of chto, meaning who, what, why, how much?  It is a word that demands 

some form of an answer, but the questions are not addressed to the reader, but rather 

to God, even though He is not named in the poem.  The poet catalogues the woes that 

have already befallen not her personally, but a universal ‘we’ that she uses without 



 

definition.  There has been a sense of stupor and grief, and here, both translations 

seem to stumble as the language is more graphic and hideous than the poet usually 

uses:  the foulest wound, open, ulcerous sores have been revealed and unhealed.  Here 

the poet speaks both figuratively, about the open wounds of a society in upheaval, but 

also of the physical wounds that people have suffered in the fighting.  There have 

been shots in the streets, some have not survived, and in the second stanza the angel 

of death comes to mark crosses on the doors of the dead.   

The poet asks why is this age worse, knowing full well that there have been 

terrible times in Russia’s past, when thousands were killed in battle, as in the 

campaigns of Catherine the Great, for example.  Still, this particular age suddenly 

seems even worse than the past.  There is no deliverance in this poem, and certainly 

not the deliverance of the grave, as these corpses are left to rot in the dying rays of the 

sun.  Indeed, this is one of the most unpleasant and graphic images in Akhmatova’s 

poetry, and yet it omits the laudatory praise that should be laid upon those who have 

fallen in a righteous battle, we cannot be sure who has fallen or why.  Perhaps this is 

the sense of hopelessness that the poet wishes to convey. 

Later in life, allowed to write without direct censorship at last the poet found 

her voice again and recalled the past, sometimes writing historical poems about 

Russia, and sometimes reflecting upon her own life.  The long poem, “Northern 

Elegies,” begun in 1945, is one such poem.  In this section, the poet recalls the time, 

nearly three decades earlier, when her life took an irrevocable turn.  It has an epigraph 

from Tyutchev:  “Blessed is he who visits this world at his appointed hour.” 

 

 

 

Меня, как реку, 

Суровая эпоха повернула. 

Мне подменили жизнь. В другое русло, 

Мимо другого потекла она, 

И я своих не знаю берегов. 

О, как я много зрелищ пропустила, 

И занавес вздымался без меня 

И так же падал. Сколько я друзей 

From Northern Elegies 
. . . 
Third 
 
I, like a river, 

Was rechanneled by this stern age. 

They gave me a substitute life.  It began to flow 

In a different course, passing the other one, 

And I do not recognize my banks. 

Oh, how many spectacles I’ve missed, 

And the curtain rose without me 



 

Своих ни разу в жизни не встречала. 

О, сколько очертаний городов 

Из глаз моих могли бы вызвать слезы, 

А я один на свете город знаю 

И ощупью его во сне найду... 

И сколько я стихов не написала, 

И тайный хор их бродит вкруг меня 

И, может быть, еще когда-нибудь 

Меня задушит... 

Мне ведомы начала и концы, 

И жизнь после конца, и что-то, 

О чем теперь не надо вспоминать. 

И женщина какая-то мое 

Единственное место заняла, 

Мое законнейшее имя носит, 

Оставивши мне кличку, из которой 

Я сделала, пожалуй, все, что можно. 

Я не в свою, увы, могилу лягу... 

....................................................... 

Но если бы откуда-то взглянула 

Я на свою теперешнюю жизнь, 

Узнала бы я зависть наконец.... 

 

    — Ленинград, 1944 512 

And then fell.  How many of my friends 

I’ve never met once in my life, 

And how many cities’ skylines 

Could have drawn tears from my eyes; 

But I only know one city in the world 

And I could find my way around it in my sleep. 

And how many poems I didn’t write, 

And their mysterious chorus prowls around me 

And, perhaps, may yet somehow 

Strangle me . . . 

. . . 

 

But sometimes the playful spring wind 

Or the combination of words in some book, 

Or somebody’s smile suddenly drags 

Me into that life that never took place. 

In this year, such and such would have happened, 

In that year—that:  traveling, seeing, thinking 

And remembering, and entering into a new love 

As into a mirror, with dim awareness 

Of betrayal and of the wrinkle 

That wasn’t there the day before. 

………………………………………….. 

But had I observed from there 

The life I am living today, 

I would finally discover envy . . .   September 2, 

1945, Fountain House513 

 

This complicated poem belongs with a group of poems that Akhmatova wrote 

when she contemplated other realities that might have been hers.  She does this 

without bitterness, considering her circumstances, but perhaps she was not fully aware 

of the lives of comfort and fame that some of her contemporaries had achieved 



 

outside Russia.  She calls her life a ‘substitute life,’ that is she still had a life, but it 

was one given to her instead of the one she might have chosen to make herself.  The 

poet speaks of a life without recognition:  even some of those around her were 

unfamiliar with her work.  The poet says that both her internal life, her writing life, 

and her social life were truncated, omitted, and erased.  She had always been a patron 

of the theater, and she mentions that as one aspect that had been denied such as the 

fabulous ballets and performances of Diaghilev and Balanchine in Paris, for example.  

Of course, theater continued in post-revolutionary Russia, but it was not a theater in 

which the poet maintained much interest.  In fact, Boris Thomson reports that those in 

Soviet theatre were subject to the same pressures as other writers and artists.  He 

writes that from the 1920s to 1933 the number of Soviet plays in the repertoire was 

increased from twenty to over fifty percent.514   

In some ways even more painful for a social person like Akhmatova was the 

absence of new friends, coupled with the disappearance of old friends, and the 

inability to trust those who remained.  The poet had traveled with her first husband so 

she understood the benefits of travel, but this absence of travel gave her one 

advantage:  she knew her own city very well.  Thus the urban became an essential 

ingredient in her poetry, and here she outlines one of the reasons why it has become 

so central.  The poem catalogs what else is absent from her life, and in this case she 

links the changes of the war and revolution to the disruption of her marriage, saying 

that “some other woman occupied/the special place reserved for me/And bears my 

legal name,/Leaving me the nickname, with which/I did, probably everything that 

could be done./”  Here the political has affected the poet’s personal life as well, and in 

this poem the poet clearly indicates that she feels the responsibility for this lies 

elsewhere.  Writing in 1945 the poet can afford to reveal some of her thoughts, 

although soon after she was censured by the Writer’s Union, along with Zoschenko. 

The poem continues in an almost dreamy, mystical sense as the poet muses 

about possible lives she might have lived.  What is shocking is the end of this section, 

in which the poet suggests that the person who lived that other life would be envious 

of the life she has actually lived.  In this simple, single world, then the poet reclaims 

her life, owns every pain, every sorrow and difficulty and holds it separate from 

others, and especially from any imaginary alter ego. 

As a poet Akhmatova claims the work that she has achieved and prepares to 

write even more.  This third section of “Northern Elegies” can be seen then as a re-



 

affirmation of the poet’s commitment to writing as well as to her life.  Although she 

does mention that there were many poems that she was unable to write, we have the 

sense with this poem that she will continue.  And indeed she did.  Her poetry after this 

time matured, and demonstrated her ability to congeal the experiences of her life and 

compare them in context with both the historical and mythical past.  Her later poems 

are a continuing feat of intertextuality as she regularly uses epigraphs at the beginning 

of her poems, and within them refers to common themes both from the classics and 

from the Russian masters such as Pushkin and Dostoevsky.  Many other poets appear 

in her works as well, both Russian, such as Lermontov and Europeans, such as Dante.  

Surprisingly, many of the writers of the earlier period, such as Bely,  Briusov, 

Merezhkovsky,  and Gippius,  rarely appear in her later work, except for Blok.  

Thus, when we look at these poems as examples of the poets’ attempts to 

assess life accomplishments, there are a few differences to keep in mind.  First of all, 

Södergran’s poem was written with the stark reality of death facing her; in 

Akhmatova’s case the poem was written at the end of middle age, as she approached 

60.  Death, of course, was in the offing, but she had already been spared many 

times.515  In any case from the vantage of 1945 Akhmatova could summarize her 

survival in many ways—survived a revolution, three marriages, two major wars and 

she still had a future to look forward to, although at this point she did not realize what 

troubles still lay ahead—further problems for her son in Stalin’s camps, despite his 

military service.  But still the future seemed open to her, and in fact she would go on 

to write much, much more very good poetry.  Only at the very end of her life, in the 

poems written during the 1960s, do we get a sense that the poet is finally wearying of 

her time on earth, of her work, and that she is ready for the end. 

For Södergran, on the other hand, the future casts a dark shadow that she 

recognizes.  She already knows that there is no longer a limitless future in which she 

can plan, dream, and write.  Rather she accepts with a deterministic attitude the fate 

that has been written for her, and her poem has a pagan touch, rather than a sense of 

religiosity which should accompany her at the time of death.  However, elsewhere we 

have the sense that the poet will welcome death for whatever salvation it might offer. 

Thus, these two poets shared a similar fate—their lives, their careers as poets, 

were both truncated by fate, by factors over which they had no control.  For Södergran, 

her illness not only overcame her, but the forces of fate worked against her as well.  

Had she the means, she might have been able to prolong her life, her health and her 



 

career.  Therefore, just as the revolution affected Akhmatova’s ability to live and 

write freely, it also circumscribed Södergran’s small world.  What the two poets share 

is a similar attitude of acceptance toward their fates.  Although you will find in 

Akhmatova’s work the odd poem of pure bitterness, generally one does not find the 

malice toward life that one could expect from one who experienced so many 

misfortunes.  Likewise, Södergran does not waste her writing time bemoaning her 

poor health, or complaining of her poverty.  While we may hear some of these reports 

in her letters, she saved the best part of herself for her poetry.  Neither does 

Akhmatova talk about the thin tea, the empty dinner plates and the ragged coats she 

had to wear as her position in society sunk lower and lower.  Rather we learn these 

details from her friends and biographers.  In her poetry she is always more concerned 

about the thoughts of Dante or the ways in which a person should greet the wind.  

This is not to say that Akhmatova did not try to find ways to document the repression 

that happened all around her.  On the contrary, as we know, the bulk of the second 

half of her life was devoted to such poetry, although it does not concern us here. 

One final question must be asked and answered about these poets and their 

works.  Some of Akhmatova’s poems were memorized by her friends only to be 

written down later.  Södergran’s poems were written, but who knows how many 

probably were consigned to the fireplace before she died?  We are left with the work 

that was preserved through the visions of those who remained.  Let us conclude with a 

short summary of those followers who anchored them in the twentieth century canon. 

In the case of Södergran, Elmer Diktonius and Hagar Olsson were mainly 

responsible for helping to preserve her work, while for Akhmatova we must consider 

the place of Boris Pasternak  and Joseph Brodsky, while the roles of Emma Gerstein, 

Anatoly Naiman, Lydia Chukovskaya and Amanda Haight as Akhmatova’s 

biographers and memoirists were extremely important in documenting her history, 

especially for the English-speaking literary world. Gleb Struve took responsibility for 

the Russian.  The role that these subsequent modernist poets played in ensuring the 

place of their predecessor in the modernist hierarchy is important going forward.  

Södergran herself spoke of her potential fame, and of course, Akhmatova was also 

aware of her place in the history of Russian letters.  But in what sense was their 

continuing importance ensured by these followers, or can we say that their work could 

stand alone and would have assured them a place in modernism no matter what?  

Does a poet’s sense of her own worth as a poet, of the importance of her message 



 

suffice in retaining a position of importance?  One cannot be sure.  Other writers of 

this era, such as N. Gumilev,  were fairly certain of their positions in the literary 

hierarchy at the time they wrote, and yet they have all but disappeared from serious 

discussion today.  The efforts of their followers were essential to preserving their 

memories and reputations.  However, they could not do so without having the original 

works to work with, so one would have to conclude that having once put words to 

paper, because of the uniqueness of their particular contribution to poetry at the time, 

Edith Södergran and Anna Akhmatova made their mark in the annals of poetry. 



 

8.0 POETRY INTERRUPTED BY WAR AND 

REVOLUTION 

Without one of the principal poets, this study can proceed no further.  Thus, in 

this final chapter I will summarize the modernist reponse to war and revolution of 

these two modernist poets, Edith Södergran and Anna Akhmatova.  I will review the 

high points of their lives that became turning points in the construction of a poetic 

idiom with which each conveyed her new, and sometimes ground-breaking poetry.  

Thus we will see that these two women poets became leading modernists in their 

respective countries.  In both their poetry and their literary commentary they exhibited 

the traits that we have come to recognize as modernism, namely, a focus and attention 

on the city and all the aspects that that particular social form of organization 

contributes to human life and culture, and to language as it is used to describe modern 

life.  In this case, we note especially attention to the word, to the use of unusual 

language to describe life, rather than traditional metaphors.  Finally, we can conclude 

that both poets were modernist in their inclusion of outside influences in their poetry:  

philosophy for Södergran, and art and architecture for Akhmatova.   

The early chapters of this dissertation presented some historical background of 

both Finland and Russia, especially as it related to the events of the Russian 

Revolution and the independence of Finland and pertained to the physical 

circumstances of Södergran and Akhmatova.  First of all, noting that Finland was a 

newly independent state in 1917, does not offer the information about its previous 

history, its rule by Sweden for 600 years, or even the arrival of Christianity in the 13th 

century.  All of these pieces of information have come to have a place in the study of 

Edith Södergran’s poetry as now I have been able to place her in both time and space:  

she was a member of the Swedish-speaking gentry of pre-revolutionary Finland, 

which was a Grand Duchy of the Russian Empire.  These facts then explain how she 

could have been a Finn, born in St. Petersburg, who attended a German school, with 

German as her primary language.  These details were all important in the life of 

Södergran, from the time of the first 1905 revolution which she witnessed as a 

schoolgirl in St. Petersburg, to the time of the overthrow of the monarchy, which she 

witnessed from the relative safety of her home in Karelia.  The ensuing civil war, 

however, took place near the border and not far from Södergran’s home.  Thus, to 



 

divorce her poetry from its historical background would be a mistake, although we 

have not considered her poetry as historical or even revolutionary poetry.  Rather, 

history has been presented to understand the context of her work, while the essence of 

her production remains the words and imaginings of a young woman. 

Secondly, it is not possible to understand the work of Anna Akhmatova 

without some knowledge of the history of the vast continent that is Russia.  A grasp of 

its medieval history, the acceptance of Christianity and the subsequent growth of the 

monarchy are all vital pieces of the puzzle of Russian history that came to a head at 

the time of the 1917 revolution.  Certain Russian scholars have been consulted in my 

study, but I have not recounted actual dates and events except those during the period 

of the study, 1905 to 1923.  Even though many find this a most fascinating period in 

Russian history I have not focused on the Marxist analysis of the social problems 

leading up to the deposition of the Tsar, nor have I suggested that either of these 

writers was specifically interested in these theories.  While they were of vital 

importance to the historical events that took place, they play little part in the works of 

the poets, and thus have not been a focus.  However, once again, it would be 

impossible to consider Anna Akhmatova’s poetry from this time without recognizing 

the effects that the Revolution had on her life and work or mentioning specific events, 

as they related to her work or family.  Finally, the vast portion of modern Russian 

history, which also affected Akhmatova profoundly, has been eclipsed. here because 

the study ends with Södergran’s death in 1923.  Though Akhmatova began her life as 

a writer far outside the realm of politics, she spent the majority of her adult life 

stricken by the ways in which the state impacted her poetry.  In this study we have 

seen the roots of the changes that took place in her work between 1914 and 1923.  Her 

modernist voice was first heard in response to World War I and it became eventually 

the voice of the people who suffered under the repression of Stalin’s regime. 

Finally, the overlap of Finnish and Russian history was noted in the fact that 

both poets spent their last days in the same district of Karelia.  Here we found 

Akhmatova including recognition of the Finnish soul, the Finnish landscape in her last 

poems, while we had earlier found that Södergran too incorporated aspects of both 

Russian and Karelian culture in her poetry.  Although Akhmatova died forty years 

after Södergran, their graves lie not far from each other in Leningrad Oblast. [Plate 19]  

Edith Södergran was claimed by the Finnish literary society even before she 

died, the happy result of the fact that her home ended up in Finland after the Russian 



 

Revolution.  The young poet had been born under the monarchy, and had history 

turned out differently, she could have lived her life out there as well.  However, the 

move her family made to Karelia after the father, Matts Södergran, died, sealed her 

fate on the Finnish side of the border.  Without placing Södergran in the aristocracy, it 

is pertinent to recall that she came from a family with sufficient resources to provide 

her with an education, something not every young woman in 1905 was able to enjoy.  

She was encouraged in reading, writing and study, and once her health started to fail 

as well she was offered the best in therapeutic treatments that could be found.  

Numerous trips to Finland and Switzerland were made in order to secure her recovery, 

although none of them provided the ultimate cure. 

In 1914 when Södergran found herself back in Karelia, the series of historical 

events involving the war and the revolution were to preclude both further studies, as 

well as further medical treatments.  Nevertheless, she embarked upon numerous 

poetry projects, and had managed to publish two books by the eve of the revolution.  

Clearly, the poet had great intentions, inspiration and drive for pursing a literary 

career.  When the changes closed the door to St. Petersburg, she turned her attention 

to Helsinki and published there as well as acquainted herself with her peers.  Edith 

Södergran was a voracious reader and her letters and notes are full of requests for 

books, or offers to lend books to Hagar Olsson, her ‘sister of the heart.’  Perhaps 

because she was outside of the mainstream she allowed herself to experiment with 

both form and style, writing in a new intimate style that some in the Swedish-speaking 

literary world found disconcerting.  They did not understand her embrace of 

Nietzschean symbols in her poetry, and found her arrogant, while she simply strove to 

find language and images to explain her visions about human social and intellectual 

life.  Later, she applied these ideas to concern for the soul, but in either case, she 

spoke openly and without pretense about topics that heretofore had not been subjects 

of women’s poetry in Finland.  Although she was nearly shunned at the beginning, 

later, with the help of Elmer Diktonius and Hagar Olsson, her works were widely 

disseminated and she was able to achieve her rightful place as the first modernist 

woman poet in Finland.  It was not her early death that earned her this place, but 

rather the work she produced before she died.   

Similarly, Anna Akhmatova had many of the advantages of the prosperous 

times at the end of the nineteenth century.  She too came from an upper middle-class 

family, her father a Naval officer, which was able to offer their daughter an education 



 

in good schools.  Although her family life did not survive to support her, by the time 

she was a young girl, she was sturdy enough to finish her studies in Kiev and then 

return to Tsarskoe Selo where she began her life as a young woman.  Anna 

Akhmatova was strikingly beautiful—tall, thin and glamorous, and, as it turned out, 

also extremely talented.  Her appearance won her numerous suitors and an early 

marriage to N. Gumilev plunged her into the literary world but also set the stage for a 

series of emotional intrigues that were to follow her for many years.  Thus, when she 

began to write poetry, it reflected this exotic life she lived in St. Petersburg, not the 

life of the upper-class which was filled with balls and visits to country estates, but 

rather the active life of the intelligentsia in St. Petersburg which thrived on the 

intellectual freedom, the exchange of ideas and the creativity that was typical of this 

time.  Artists of all fields exchanged work and ideas and these influences also 

appeared in Akhmatova’s early poems:  she wrote about her friends and their 

relationships. 

Had it not been for the changing political climate internationally, Akhmatova 

might have been allowed to continue in this vein for quite some time.  She was part of 

an influential poetry circle, the Acmeists, and they enjoyed both popularity, and she 

enjoyed some fame after the publication of her first book, Evening.  Still, factors over 

which they had no control came to pass and July 1914 marked the beginning of a new 

phase in the poet’s life—her husband joined the army and the knowledge of the 

disasters of war gradually sunk in, to her personal life and to her poetry.  While 

Akhmatova’s early poems were marked by sometimes frivolous love lyrics, her poetry 

began to change in topic and theme, if not in style.  Ironically, the poet returned to the 

much older forms of the dol’nik, a Russian folk tune, in her poetry, and used this 

vehicle to carry the increasingly heavy load of grief and longing that characterized the 

poetry of this period.  

When we look at Akhmatova’s life and her poetry, it is important to consider 

what poems she wrote in spite of the war and revolution, and also those she wrote 

because of  them.  The poet did not cease writing love poetry; in fact, one is amazed at 

some critical points, that she could have still cared whether her lover returned her 

glances or not.  There is no way to avoid the reality of her personal biography in her 

poems, but one must not use that as the sole reason for reading them.  Rather the 

poems must stand on their own, and this study has suggested that the power of her 

works rests on their authenticity and intimacy as much as the subject matter. 



 

Anna Akhmatova’s life continued for nearly four decades after the time period 

of this study so that her long life has been documented now by several biographers 

and memoirists, especially Roberta Reeder and Lydia Chukovskaya.  In the estimation 

of her life’s work, two poems stand out—Requiem and Poem Without A Hero.  The 

latter has been considered in this project although it was written long after the volatile 

time period of the 1910s, because it represents the poet looking back on that time 

which shaped the rest of her life.  Husbands and lovers would all be left behind and 

outlived by the time Akhmatova reached the end of her life, but she was surrounded 

by friends and sought out by younger poets like Joseph Brodsky and Boris Pasternak 

who ensured that her influence and her poetry would not be forgotten.  Since the 

1990s, her work has become available in translation. 

Although it might at first seem obvious to state that the theme of modernism 

unites these two poets, it is not necessarily a given that this would be true.  Other 

writers at this time, even in Finland, had not yet embraced these new forms.  I have 

chosen to analyze Edith Södergran’s work in the context of the literary trends in St. 

Petersburg in order to better understand the work she produced.  While she did not 

actively take part in the literary and intellectual meetings and readings that took place 

in the capital, because of her studies there and her travels and studies in Europe she 

partook of some of the same ideas and was influenced by the same writers as others 

who became Symbolists, Acmeists or even Futurists.  Thus the poet pulled from her 

past ideas and a notion of freedom that allowed her to create new poetry with subjects 

previously unexpressed by Finnish writers.   

I have chosen three aspects of modernism—and there are many others—to 

focus on in the poetry of Edith Södergran and Anna Akhmatova:  the city as venue 

and influence on poetry, including the presence of art, architecture and philosopy, the 

notion of audience, and attention to language or the word.  These three aspects are all 

shared by the poets, but, of course, addressed in their own individual ways.  We have 

seen here that the city loomed large in the work of both poets.  In the case of 

Akhmatova, it was much more obvious as she uses the city as a backdrop in her 

poems, and it is sometimes even an actor affecting the outcome of love affairs and 

meetings.  Not so many of Södergran’s poems display this intimacy with the streets 

and bridges of St. Petersburg; however, her poems partake of another aspect of the 

city, the exchange of ideas and publications.  Even though she lived in rural Karelia 

Södergran cannot be considered a ‘country poet.’  Rather, she exemplifies a 



 

unification of the themes of nature and rural life with the concerns of the intellect, and 

later even such cosmic considerations as the fate of the soul.  When the war came, 

both poets allowed it to march into their texts because the stage had already been set 

for the consideration of such ideas in poetry. 

Using the concept of Audience to consider their poetry is unusual.  Akhmatova 

incorporated her audience into her poetry, almost from the beginning.  She wrote 

poems to and about her friends and lovers.  Later, all of Russia became her audience 

for the poems that gave a voice to the anguish of war, and this precedent thus enabled 

the further development of her voice during the aftermath of the revolution.  

Akhmatova especially had to survive without her audience during the years when her 

publication was suspended, but she never forgot it, and proved that one can write with 

an internalized audience. 

In a sense, this is the audience that Södergran had to work with as well.  

Södergran carefully expostulated her own ideas, and she knew that there must be 

people somewhere who would like to dialogue with her, but it took some time before 

she was able to find that resonance in poetry circles in Finland.  Unfortunately, her 

work was not known in Russia until quite recently when it was translated to Russian 

by Natalya Tolstoya.516  Södergran recognized that she was doing something new in 

her poetry, and initially it was misinterpreted because she used the hyperbole she had 

learned from her studies of Nietzsche, and her readers considered her arrogant.  Later, 

when her work could be assessed more fairly it could be seen that Södergran spoke to 

an audience of peers that she hoped existed to bring a higher level of intellectual 

consciousness to the world.  She found resonance in the works of Rudolf Steiner as 

well and dreamed with Hagar Olsson that someday this group would meet and truly 

expand their minds.  In this sense, Södergran’s audience was imaginary as her 

readership in Finland was just developing and in fact did not develop to any great 

extent until after her death.  Still, this can be the aspect of modernism that we can 

consider Södergran to have had the most success with because her audience has now 

become worldwide.  Her works have been translated to dozens of languages and her 

poems have been set to music and performed in dance and theater pieces. 

The last aspect of modernism, attention to language and the word, is so 

obvious as to seem unworthy of comment.  Still, one must remember that in the early 

days of the 20th century, writing in a personal tone, with intimate language, with the 

language of hope and love was not as common as it is now.  These poets stepped 



 

completely outside any norms of form or style and wrote directly from their 

experiences, choosing the words, in their separate languages, that best described their 

emotions, their hopes and fears.  There is never any reluctance in the poems of these 

women to write about reality—the blood, the horror, the anguish of war—in their own 

words.  Although these works have been considered in translation, it is still possible to 

realize the impact of words chosen so carefully, and words that carry a certain 

message.  Edith Södergran did not have many people around her, so her words 

became attached to the poetic ‘I,’ but then we find, that this is a sort of ‘universal I’ to 

which we all can relate.  Her words can become the reader’s words. 

In this study reference was made to various contemporary modernist theorists 

such as Malcolm Bradbury, and I suggest that although only three aspects of 

modernism were considered in relation to these poets, many other instances could also 

be discerned in their collected works if desired.  Akhmatova has suggested that the 

twentieth century began in the 1910s because of all the ideas that were being 

exchanged at that time.  That date could as well be given for the birth of modernism, 

at least in this part of the world.  

While initially, based on my knowledge of her later poetry, and especially 

Requiem, I assumed that Anna Akhmatova was the more political or socially aware 

poet, and Edith Södergran the writer with the least interest in world affairs because of 

her physical and social isolation, this study has shown that Södergran has used the 

greatest number of references to social change and war and violence in her poetry.  In 

fact, Anna Akhmatova’s poems also reflect the violence of world war and the Russian 

revolution, but her perspective is an intimate and familiar one as she writes of the 

impact of war on her friends, family and personal life.  These comparisons provided a 

way in which to examine the work of the two poets in a parallel manner and note their 

similarities as modernists.  But the war and revolution interrupted their lives such that 

survival became the most important task and poetry, poetry gatherings and publication 

were of less importance as they entered the new world of the 1920s.  Although these 

poets were not acquainted and wrote in different languages, this study has allowed 

them to meet on the page, which was the realm where they lived vital lives. 
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APPENDIX 

Translation policy 
All translations are indicated in the Endnotes or references.  Only one translation has 
been done by me, that of Södergran’s early poem in Russian.  It is a rough translation 
done only because I have found none available in English. 

Texts and sources 
Texts and sources are indicated in the Works Cited and Works Consulted sections.  
Those that are not available at the University of Helsinki are my personal copies. 

Omissions 
Omissions are indicated by three dots, plus one additional if a period is involved.  
These indicate my omissions, not the author’s.  In the case of Södergran’s poems, 
which often have text missing, those marks are retained in their entirety within the 
poem. 

Transliteration 
I have used the transliteration from the original author and not subscribed to any 
particular format as I have used many different sources. 

Dates 
Dates appear as they are quoted in the original text.  Dates before February 1, 1918 
would be from the Old Style calendar used in Russia at that time, which was behind 
the Western calendar by twelve days, or thirteen days in the 20th century. 
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Plate 20  McDuff translation 

November Morning 

The first flakes fell. 
Where the waves had written their runic characters in the sand 
 of the river bed 
we walked attentively.  And the river-bank said to me: 
Look, this is where you wandered as a child and I am still the same. 
And the alder that stands by the water is still the same. 
Say where have you wandered in foreign lands and learnt awkward ways? 
And what have you gained?  Nothing at all. 
 
Your feet should tread this field,  
here is our magic circle from the alder’s catkins 
certainty comes to you, and the answer to every riddle. 
And you shall praise God who lets you stand in his temple 
among the trees and the stones. 
 
And you shall praise God who has let the scales fall from your eyes. 



 

All empty wisdom you can despise, 
for now the pines and the heather are your teachers. 
Bring here the false prophets, the books that lie, 
we shall light in the dell by the water a merrily flaming pyre. 
 
[October 1922  p. 185, Edith Södergran, Complete Poems, McDuff, 1992] 

 



 

ENDNOTES 

                                                 
1 In 2004 independent scholar, Nancy K. Anderson, published Anna Akhmatova The Word That Causes 
Death’s Defeat Poems of Memory, an in-depth study and translation of two of Akhmatova’s major 
poetms, Requiem and Poem Without a Hero.  Although this text contributes greatly to the continuing 
scholarship on Akhmatova it was not the basis for the research in this study. 
2 Södergran, 2001, (Mazzarella), p. 34. 
3 Witt-Brattström, p. 62. 
4 Gustafsson is a Swedish philosopher and scholar whose works include Death of a Beekeeper, Bernard 
Foy, The Afternoon of a Tiler, and The Silence of the World before Bach.  His comments on Södergran 
and Akhmatova were noted from a course website. 
5 See Lindqvist, “The Paradoxical Poetics of Edith Södergran.” 
6 See Julia Kristeva, Tales of Love, 1987, for a complete discussion of the Biblical and Hebrew roots of 
sensual poetry. 
7 The poems of Edith Södergran are presented bilingually since this document is being prepared in 
Finland where Swedish is one of the official languages.  Anna Akhmatova’s poems are presented in 
Russian and in English, using the primary translation by Judith Hemschemeyer.   
8 Jakobson, p. 158. 
9 Text translated by Holger Lillqvist in his essay on Edith Södergran’s psychological development 
(1992).  The review appeared in the Helsingfors newspaper on December 3, 1925. 
10 Lillqvist, 1992, p. 95. 
11 Birnbaum, p. 140. 
12 This technique can be observed in Poem Without a Hero. 
13 Worton and Still, Introduction, p. 1,  Intertextuality  Theories and Practices.  The summary of 
intertextual methods presented here is taken from this text which is a compilation of recent research on 
intertextuality as a critical approach.   
14 Zholkovsky, p. 248. 
15 Worton and Still, p. 7. 
16 Worton and Still, p. 10. 
17 Bradbury and McFarlane, pp.20.29. 
18 St. Petersburg in 1917 and the Russian Revolution have been amply discussed and chronicled by a 
multitude of writers, such as Edward Acton (1990), Geoffrey Hosking (1998), and Nicholas V. 
Riasanovsky (1984).  I will not add anything to the massive documents in English, Russian, Finnish 
and Swedish, which have made the connections between Finland and Russia during this time extremely 
clear.  
19 Hellman, 1995, p. 3. 
20 Ström, p. 11 and 36. 
21 Hackman, pp. 274-75. 
22 Schoolfield refers to a comment by Gunnar Ekelöf on W. H. Auden in which he suggests that 
Södergran was a poet of the class of Akhmatova.  This comment also clearly places Södergran in the 
modernist school.  Schoolfield thinks it also worthwhile to compare Södergran to M. Tsvetaeva.  See 
Schoolfield, 1984. p. 135 and p. 155. 
23 Hingley, p. xii. 
24 Although the official term for the heads of the Romanov dynasty was Emperor or Empress, they are 
often referred to as Tsar (or Tsarina), a term which approximates the sound of the Russian word.  As 
the word is also used in the translation of Akhmatova’s poems I have retained the use of this term in 
some places, and have not used the American version ‘czar’ at all, as it now has a more common usage 
as in ‘drug czar' to indicate an official who is in charge of a large department. 
25 See Chapter 7 for excerpts from the poem in Russian and English, and a brief discussion. 
26 Jänicke, p. 62. 
27 Witt-Brattström, p. 77-78 
28 Since she was of Swedish background, Södergran refers to the Finnish capital as Helsingfors, and I 
will use that form, in reference to her.  Otherwise, the Finnish and English name, Helsinki will be used. 
29 Tideström mentions various poets with whom Södergan later became acquainted during a visit to 
Helsingfors, p. 62, p. 153. 



 

                                                                                                                                            
30 Södergran, 1992 (McDuff), Complete Poems, p. 19.  This period also proved to be quite fruitful for 
Edith as she became acquainted with both English and American writers, Reading A. G. Swinburne 
and Walt Whitman, improved her own English and she wrote some poems in English as well. 
31 Study of the photographs by the poet available at the Swedish Literary Society may shed some light 
on social issues as themes in her poetry. 
32 Rahikainen, p. 57.  See Appendix for a copy of this photo. 
33 Södergran (Katchadourian), p. ix. 
34 from Mina tankar söka ord. . .:Kära –/Den dag jag såg dina ögon stråla,/Fyllda av kärlek upp emot 
mina,/Ändrade livet färg för mig.  Hemmer, p. 50.  Johannes Salminen writes that he was similarly 
influenced by a philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard, and eventually became acquainted with Södergran’s 
poetry. p. 64, 66. 
35 Södergran 1992 (Katchadourian), p. 39. 
36 Schoolfield, 1992, p. 71-72. 
37 Södergran 1992 (Katchadourian), p. xi. 
38 Boyer, p. 14. 
39 Södergran 1992 (Katchadourian), p. 23. 
40 Hedberg, p. 28-31. 
41 Hedberg, p. 173. 
42 Hedberg, p. 32. 
43 Witt-Brattström, p. 121. 
44 Hackman, p. 134. 
45 Södergran, 1992 (McDuff), p. 59. 
46 Hackman, p. 137.  Hackman’s notes were taken from the SLS archives. 
47 Schoolfield, 1998, p. 455. 
48 The home of V. I. Ivanov was a gathering place for poets and writers in St. Petersburg during the 
early part of the 20th century.  See Reeder, p. 19, introduction to poems of Anna Akhmatova. 
49 A cellar cabaret on Italyanskaya Street, where numerous evenings of poetry and theatre were enjoyed 
in its somewhat crowded space.  The café has been remodeled and reopened since 2006 with lively 
poetry and theatre events featuring contemporary artists as well as tributes to icons of the Silver Age.  
See Plates in the Appendix. 
50 Lillqvist, 1992, p. 96. 
51 Södergran, 1992,  p. 94. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Edmundson, p. 199-200. 
54 Also in this collection is the poem “At Nietzsche’s Grave” which comments on the poet’s intellectual 
development and eventual rejection of the philosopher. 
55 Schoolfield, 1998.  See pages 453-726 in which Schoolfield covers “The Age of Modernism 1916-
1960.” 
56 Warburton, p. 8-9. 
57 Diktonious, 1984, p. 118. 
58 McDuff, 1989, 58. 
59 McDuff, 1989, 94. 
60 Allwood, p. 10. 
61 Södergran, 1992 (McDuff), p. 99. 
62 Ketchian, 1999, p. 913. 
63 Theophile Gautiér was a prolific writer, traveler and chronicler.  His book on his travels in Russia, 
Voyage en Russie (1867) provided Westerners with an unusual glimpse of the mysterious Eastern 
kingdom. 
64 Nikolai Punin, Akhmatova’s third husband, as he is called, is included in this discussion as much for 
his relation to her as for his fascination with Nietzsche which can be compared to Södergran’s.  He died 
in the Soviet camps in 1953.  See his Diaries, edited by Sidney Monas and Jennifer Krupala for more 
information on his life and association with Akhmatova. 
65 Reeder, pp. 17-33, Introduction to the poems of Anna Akhmatova. 
66 Akhmatova, 1997, p. 81. 
67 Akhmatova, 1997, p. 83, from “The Boy Who Plays the Bagpipes.” 
68 Akhmatova, 1997, p. 84, opening lines of untitled poem. 
 



 

                                                                                                                                            
69 Akhmatova, 1997, p. 87. 
70 Akhmatova, 1997, p. 135. 
71 Akhmatova, 1988, Zaryansky, p. 48. 
72 Akhmatova, Kane, p. 17. 
73 Admoni, pp. 139-140. 
74 Admoni, p. 148. 
75 Akhmatova, Anna, 1994, p. 23.  
76Akhmatova, 1988, Zaryansky, p. 58, 60.

 

77 Akhmatova, 1997, p. 151.  
78 Briusov, V., 1980, p. 195.  The poem is from the cycle of poems, “On Saimaa,” Stephanos, written at 
the Finnish Lake Saimaa. 
79 For an intriguing Freudian analysis of Bely’s main work, the novel, Petersburg, see the doctoral 
dissertation at Stockholm University prepared by Magnus Ljunggren, The Dream of Rebirth.  
Ljunggren traces one of the main themes of the novel, the relationship between the father and son, to 
that of Bely’s own life and his own relations with his parent.  His book focuses on the novel and 
biographical details and does not specifically address his poetry. 
80 Bely, 1978, p. 83. 
81 Translated by Lindsay Malcolm.  http://www.ualberta.ca/~lmalcolm/poetry/symbolists.html  
Accessed 09/08. 
82Pachmuss, 1971, p. 104.  Translation of Gippius’ poem. 
83 Hellman, 1995, 84-85. 
84http://www.poemhunter.com (Ivanov).  Accessed 25.5.09 
85 Texts generally unavailable in English.  Translated on the website:  http://www.poemhunter.com 
86 McDuff, 1991, Introduction, Tsvetaeva, 1991, p. 8. 
87 Weeks, p. 12. 
88 McDuff, 1991, Tsvetayeva, p. 26. 
89 Tsvetaeva, 1991, p. 51. 
90 Tsvetaeva, 1998, p. 33.  Translated by Nina Kossman with Andrew Newcomb.   
91 Although the importance of her work to twentieth-century Russian poetry cannot be underestimated, 
Tsvetava will not be considered in depth in this study for several reasons.  First of all, this study began 
as a search for similarities between two specific poets, a Russian and a Finn, Akhmatova and Södergran, 
and was not attempted as an assessment of all twentieth-century Russian poets, or even female poets.  
Secondly, as a Moscow-based poet, Tsvetaeva does not fit the topos paradigm I have set up to examine 
St. Petersburg modernism in the work of Akhmatova and Södergran.  Thirdly, World War I and then 
the Revolution are two areas of focus here, as the study ends shortly after those events due to 
Södergran’s early death.  Tsvetaeva, however, went on to exile and wrote the bulk of her major work 
after this time, in Czechoslovakia and France.  While countless comparisons have been and could be 
made of her work with Akhmatova’s, it would not be productive to try to insert her into this present 
study.  Certainly Tsvetaeva’s and Södergran’s early work could be compared, but such undertakings 
are beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
92 Lane, 1976, pp 9-11. 
93 Volkov, p. 53.  Dostoevsky refers to St. Petersburg as a swamp in an early novel, The Adolescent.  
94 Hellberg-Hirn, 1998, p. 37. 
95 Hellberg-Hirn, 2003, p. 187. 
96 Ibid, p. 48. 
97 Ibid, p. 53. 
98 This is also the current location of one of Russia’s Anna Akhmatova museums.  It was set up after 
her centenary and, according to Elena Hellberg-Hirn contains over 42,000 objects, many of them 
donated by her contemporaries or their relatives who wanted to maintain a contact to the city’s past.  
See Hellberg-Hirn, 2003, p. 218. 
99 Pushkin’s poem, The Bronze Horseman (1833) raises the question, what is more important, the 
individual’s fate or the city and state’s triumph?  See photograph in the Appendix. 
100 Clark, p. 5. 
101 Ibid, p. 150.  
102 Witt-Brattström writes that one earlier student at this school, Lou Salomé, may have also been 
influenced by the nihilistic traditions at the school.  Another book that was available to Södergran at 
that time was Chernyshevsky’s  What is to be done?  Chernyshevsky is looked upon as a forerunner of 
the Russian revolutionary movement.  He continued the thought of Vissarion Belinsky, an early 



 

                                                                                                                                            
Russian socialist reformer who advocated freedom for the serfs.  Witt-Brattström believes that this 
early influence helped to develop Södergran’s political and social thought.  p. 62. 
103   Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893). 
104 First performed at the Mariinsky Theatre, in St. Petersburg on December 19, 1890, the opera follows 
Pushkin’s story fairly closely, except in the ending, and focuses on the 19th century obsession with 
gambling in the capital. 
105 Tchaikovsky’s brother Modest lived on the Fontanka canal, so here we see again the presence of the 
city’s features in art, both as venue and as artistic statement. 
106 Volkov, p. 145. 
107 Surh, p. 355. 
108 Surh, p. 5 
109 ”Their leader, Father Georgy Gapon, planned to hand Nicholas II a petition that began:  ‘We, 
workers, have come to you, Sovereign, to seek truth and protection.  We are impoverished, we are 
oppressed and burdened with unbearable work . . . We are seeking our last salvation from you, do not 
refuse to help your people.’  The demonstrators were carrying icons, church banners, and portraits of 
Nicholas II; many were singing the anthem, ‘God Save the Tsar.’”Volkov, p. 145.  
110 Surh, p. 295. 
111 Ebba Witt-Brattström published selected poems translated to Swedish in 1997 in Vaxdukshäftet, but 
virtually none of the poems have been translated to English.  Witt-Brattström writes that they are 
mostly of interest to scholars, but she chose poems that she thought were representative of Södergran’s 
eventual style:  majestic and solemn, stylish, and rhyming. 
112 Witt-Brattström, 1997, pp. 8-11. 
113 Witt-Brattström, 1997, pp. 11-12. 
114 Hedberg, p. 48. 
115 I use The Portable Nietzsche which calls this text, Thus Spoke Zarathustra.  Thus I will use the word 
‘spoke’ throughout, although ‘Spake’ is also used in some editions and criticism.  
116 Clark, p. 79. 
117 Lane, 1976, p. 12. 
118 Lane, 1986, p. 52. 
119 Lane, 1986, p. 53. 
120 Lane, 1986, p. 58.  He had embraced populist ideals earlier in his life, but when Nietzschean ideas 
came to him he was only too happy to drop them and adopt a new stance.  The first disguised 
appearance of Nietzsche in Russia occurred in 1890 in N. M. Minsky’s book, In the Light of 
Conscience  (Pri svete sovesti), written after his travels in Europe. 
121 Some embraced Nietzsche’s ideas to the extent that they made them their own, or reshaped them in 
their own texts.  In 1894 Peter Boborykin published his novel, The Divide, in which the hero of the 
novel closely resembled Preobrazhensky with Nietzschean shadings.  The character, Kostritsyn 
preaches a conglomeration of views about the new man, which included some of the spiritual aspects of 
Nietzsche.  This sort of amalgamation of Nietzschean thought served to popularize the German’s ideas 
even more, even though they may have become distorted or reinterpreted by his followers. Lane, 1986, 
p. 58. 
122 Lane, 1986, p. 63.  Volynsky helped to canonize Nietzsche for the decadents, and later the 
Symbolists thus underscoring the connection between art and philosophy. 
123 Rosenthal, 1975, p. 69. 
124 Rosenthal, 1975, p. 71-72.  Merezhkovsky  had incorporated the aspects of Nietzsche that he most 
admired and created his own brand of Symbolist writing by the late 1890s.  His most famous work 
from this period, Death of the Gods:  Julian the Apostate (Smert’ Bogov:  Iulian Otstupnik), was 
published in 1895.  Julian represented the new man who would worship the ‘living soul of beauty.’  
Those interested in following the development of Merezhkovsky’s philosophy would do well to study 
this text in depth as it best represents the culmination of his thought, although it will not be discussed 
any further here. 
125 Rosenthal, 1975, p. 77. 
126 Punin, p. 45.  It is not known whether these expressed sympathies were related to the fact that the 
year following these remarks, Punin was arrested for the first time, though no charges were pressed and 
he was released with the help of a friend.  Punin recalls the importance to him of his first discovery of 
Nietzsche and the later difficulty of reconciling the philosopher’s importance with the fact that the 
Germans were now the enemy.  How could a country that could produce such a brilliant thinker also 
now be the source of the horrors of war?  In his diary Punin comments on the structural artist, Tatlin, 



 

                                                                                                                                            
and the development of European aesthetics and the changes that have been wrought in his life.  
Punin’s thoughts echo those of Edith Södergran, about Nietzsche’s appeal.   
127 Södergran, 2001 (Mazzarella), p. 59.  Emphasis in the original. 
128 Although he was partially responsible for the dispersion of Nietzschean thought in Scandinavia, 
Georg Brandes (1842-1927) was not the source of Södergran’s interest in the German philosopher.  
Brandes was a distinguished Danish scholar of Jewish origins whose scholarship originated in 
aesthetics and continued to an assessment of philosophy in his later years.  Brandes, like Södergran, 
was interested in the individualism expressed by Nietzsche and did not subscribe to theories of violence 
as a solution to social situations.  He was firmly against the militancy of World War I.   
129 Schoolfield, 1992, p. 75. 
130 Södergran, 2001 (Mazzarella), p. 68.  Original translation to English by McDuff. 
131 Södergran, 1992 (McDuff), p. 171-72. 
132 Södergran, 2001 (Mazzarella), p. 35. 
133 Valevicius, p. 63.  Olsson and Södergran were unknowingly part of a much larger circle of writers 
and thinkers who took Nietzsche’s ideas seriously.  Writing on the less well-known Russian émigré 
writer, Lev Shestov, Andrius Valevicius explores his fascination with Nietzsche as well.  Valevicius 
suggests that Nietzsche arrived on the Russian intellectual scene at just the right time:  Dostoevsky was 
gone and Andrei Bely and Leo Tolstoy were creating their own philosophical universes.  Nietzsche 
offered something different that tugged at the Russian intellect:  “It was natural that Russia had an 
affinity to Nietzsche, the ‘philosopher with a hammer’ who addressed the great themes of philosophy in 
a brilliant and provocative literary style.  Many of Nietzsche’s themes lay very close to the hearts of 
Russian thinkers.” 
134 Södergran, 2001 Mazzarella), p. 35. 
135 Södergran, 2001 (Mazzarella), p. 35. 
136 Södergran, 1992 (McDuff), p. 59. 
137 Indeed the poem presents bold ideas and concepts; in Finland women voted as early as 1906. 

138 Haapala, 2005, 355-357.  Haapala  discusses the poem in his Finnish text relating it to the work of 
Charles Baudelaire, and mentions the fact that Ellen Key had a poem with a similar title in 1903.  His 
book takes its title from the lines in this poem, ‘longing and refusal.’ 
139 Södergran, 1992 (McDuff), p. 54. 
140 Nietzsche, p. 320-321. 
141 Paddon, p. 50. 
142 Södergran, 1992 (McDuff), p. 51. 
143 Södergran 1992 (McDuff), p. 77. 
144 Nietzsche, F., Kaufman, 1954, p. 216. 
145 McDuff, David, 1992, p. 89.  Södergran uses images from gambling in some other poems as 
gambling was a popular amusement and a common theme in 19th century Russian literature. 

146 Haapala, Vesa.  Seminar website, no pagination. 
147 McDuff, 1992, p. 29.  The concern with happiness seems to have stayed with the poet throughout 
her life.  Jarl Hemmer relates that when she visited him in Helsinki in 1917 she asked him several times:  
‘Do you think I will be happy?’ 
148 Hedberg, p. 13, 140, 149. 
149 Södergran, 1992 (McDuff), p. 51-52. 
150 Södergran (Allwood), p. 45. 
151 Nietzsche, p. 235. 
152 Södergran’s “Drifting Clouds/Irrande Moln” also employs this elevated Nietzschean viewpoint. 
153 Naiman, 1989, p. 195. 
154 Volkov, p. 135. 
155 Volkov, p. 413. 
156 This celebrated magazine ceased publication in 1904.  Later, Gumilev’s publication, Apollon took 
up the banner as Petersburg’s literary and art magazine. 
157 Volkov, p. 357-8. 
158 K. D. Bal’mont must be esteemed as one of the older members of this Symbolist-Decadent school.  
He translated works of Blake, Byron, Poe, Shelley and Baudelaire as well as Strindberg and others.  He 
was a companion of Briusov in the early 1910s as they exchanged poems and translations. Bal’ mont 
was a prolific writer and traveler who was interested in, but troubled by the political changes in Russia.  
Although he cooperated with the Bolsheviks at one time, by 1920 he requested permission to leave the 
country with his family and never returned.  He died in Paris in 1942 during the Nazi occupation.  His 



 

                                                                                                                                            
work of this period is very important to the development of Symbolism, but is little translated to 
English. 
159 Blok was married to Lyubov Dmitrievna Mendeleeva, the daughter of the famous chemist Dmitry 
Mendeleyev.  She was his muse but not his lover and he did not hesitate to include all of these details in 
his poetry. 
160 Mochulsky,  pp. 235-36. Literal translations of the poetry by Doris V. Johnson.   
161 ©1996 Friends and Partners, Natasha Bulashova, Greg Cole.  This is an English translation from the 
Internet.  The link connects to their email address. 
162 Mochulsky, p. 53. 
163 Mochulsky, p. 237. 
164 Translated by George M. Young, Jr., From The Silver Age of Russian Culture. Ed. Carl Poffer and 
Ellendea Proffer. Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1975, p.85-86. 
165 Walmsley, p. 65. 
166 Södergran, 2001 (Mazzarella), p. 13. 
167 Williams, p. 83. 
168 Williams, p. 85. 
169 Williams, p. 89. 
170 Lillqvist, 1993, p. 18. 
171 Litlangs.  http://www.poetrymagic.co.uk, accessed 11/08. 
172 There is a parallel universe in Anglo-American Modernism comprising such writers as T. S. Eliot, 
Ezra Pound, Marianne Moore and William Carlos Williams; here the focus is on Russian Modernism, 
especially as it was experienced in St. Petersburg where it incorporated influences from the capitals of 
Europe, especially Paris and Berlin. 
173 Quoted on Academy of American poets website:  http://www.poets.org/exhibits  

174 Punin, N.  p. xxix, n. 1.  For more details on Marjorie Perloff see The Futurist Moment: Avant-
Garde, Avant-Guerre, and the Language of Rupture, 1986. 
175 Polivanov, p. 14. 
176 Polivanov, p. 15. 
177 Lillqvist, 1993, p. 18. 
178 Williams, pp. 90-91. 
179 Bradbury, p. 96. 
180 Fanger, p. 476. 
181 Bradbury, p. 101. 
182 Hyde, p. 337. 
183 Akhmatova, 2000, Hemschemeyer & Reeder, p. 52. 
184 Akhmatova 1997, p. 135-136 
185 Grigory Rasputin (1864-5-1916) was a Siberian Russian Orthodox monk who found his way to the 
inner circles of the Romanovs and especially the Empress Alexandra, in the years preceding the 
revolution.  His origins remain mysterious, but his impact on the royal family cannot be denied.  For 
the most complete, contemporary version of his life, see Edvard Radzinsky, Rasputin  The Last Word, 
2000.  Radzinsky has had access to documents previously unseen and attempts to answer some of the 
questions about the radical monk’s life.  He was assassinated on the evening of December 30, 1916 and 
his body thrown into the Nevka Canal in St. Petersburg. 
186 For example, the poets Alexander Blok and Andrei Bely were often the subject of rumors due to 
their sexual escapades.  Romantic triangles were often the subject of poetry and theatre.  The single life, 
rather than family life and motherhood, was idealized by this particular group of Modernists.  This 
lifestyle was not so much dedicated to sensual hedonism as it was to a considered, intellectual approach 
to the meaning of life, especially as laid out in the works of D. Merezhkovsky and Z. Gippius, a couple 
who were notably childless.   
187 Presto, p. 9. 
188 Pettersson, 2004, pp. 28-29. 
189 I refer those interested in Nordic modernism to the recently published collection of essays, 
European and Nordic Modernisms which explores modernism’s reception in the Nordic countries. 
190 For example, in March 1919, Södergran wrote to Olsson for details about her visit with the Swedish 
modernist and supporter of women’s rights, Ellen Key.  See Mazzarella, p. 50. 
191 Bradbury and McFarlane, p. 44. 
192 Harris, pp. 18-19. 
193 Tjalsma, p. 68. 
194 Tjalsma, p. 77. 



 

                                                                                                                                            
195 Tjalsma, p. 78. 
196 Sheppard, p. 329. 
197 Aurora Karamzin (1808-1902), for example, from the landed gentry in Southern Finland, found her 
way to school in Petersburg, and eventually gained a position in Tsar Alexander II’s court.  See 
Pachmuss, A Moving River of Tears for more details on her life.  Later, Albert Edelfelt, the renowned 
Finnish painter, was schooled in Paris, and won favor at the Court of Alexander III, to the point of 
painting portraits of his children:  Aleksanteri III:n lapset Mikael ja Xenia, luonnos 1881/1882, 
29,4x22,8 cm, water-color, paper (A III 2022:62) can be seen on the Finnish National Gallery website:  
http://www.fng.fi  Accessed 25.5.09. 
198 Terras, 1985, p. 146. 
199 Terras, 1985, p. 147. 
200 Hellman, 1995, pp. 24-25. 
201 Golub, 1999, p. 285. 
202 Bely, p. 172.  Bely’s short story, “The Bush,” was explicit about sexual affairs, and was said to refer 
to his affair with Lyubov, Blok’s wife. 
203 Clark, p. 96-97. 
204 Анна Ахматова, 1986, p. 40. 
205 Akhmatova, 1997, p. 102. 
206 In fact, cornices are one of the distinguishing features of St. Petersburg, and were an architectural 
feature that probably was appropriated from The Netherlands where they were instituted in the early 
17th century.  Peter the Great was known to have closely studied designs and ideas on his trips there, 
and this could well have been one design feature that was incorporated when the city was built.  The St. 
Petersburg State buildings near The Hermitage (Winter Palace) display the cornices at the top in relief 
and detail.  The drawing shows a Dutch roof with cornice that was later removed.  
http://www.bmz.amsterdam.nl   Accessed 25.5.09 

 
207 Radzinsky, p. 428.  Rasputin was installed in the royal chambers and the Empress Alexandra was 
known to consult him daily on all matters that concerned her whether or not he had any expertise on 
them.  While, on the one hand, Rasputin was reputed to have many women at his beck and call, on the 
other, he was supposed to have come from a monastic life and given up all worldly pleasures.  In 
modern times the details of his life have been revealed to indicate the former was more likely an 
accurate description of his escapades, but at the time that he enjoyed the Empress’s favor, his 
reputation could not be impugned 
208 Hellman, 1987, p. 136. 
209 Gumilev, N. Translated by Carl Proffer. 
210 Quoted in Presto, p. 10. 
211 Clark, p. 63. 
212 Isenberg, p. 19. 
213 Isenberg, p. 21. 
214 Mandelstam, p. 29   
215 Mandelstam, p. 55. 
216 Although he was not executed during the purges, the circumstances of his imprisonment were such 
that he was unable to survive and his life, like that of Akhmatova and Södergran, was interrupted due to 
the after-effects of the Revolution. 
217 Mandelstam, p. 59. 
218 Language Poetry is an American poetry movement begun in the 1970s in response to the 
commodification of language by the government and the literary elite.  These poets strive to make 
nonsense of words and create their own linguistic universe.  Indexes, lists, random collections of words 



 

                                                                                                                                            
can be formed in poems in an attempt to shatter meaning.  Poets such as Charles Bernstein, Lyn 
Hejinian, and Leslie Scalapino consider Gertrude Stein to be one of their forebears.  The composer 
John Cage is also associated with this group because of his similar approaches to music and his 
occasional combination of music with words. 
219 Jakobson, p. 139.  Certainly Mayakovsky is to be considered as a bridge poet between the pre-
Revolutionary period and the Soviet time as he spanned two decades.  In his early life he was a Marxist 
and was arrested for his tendencies in 1909; later after the Revolution when those ideas took 
precedence, he continued his creative output while that of others, like Akhmatova, was restricted.   
220 But not all of the Futurists became Bolsheviks, as Mayakovsky did; Natalia Goncharova (1881-1962) 
and Mikeal Larionov (1881-1964),  for example, who were originally part of this group, went into exile 
in Paris.  See Parton, p. 225. 
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