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Love, do my words surprise you?






Parting makes us






All talk like drunks 







And love solemnity . . . 









Holderlin

DEDICATION

You shrug—the load slips off your shoulders;
Your soul—soars.

But I will sing about sorrow:

About my hill!

Not today, nor ever tomorrow shall I be able

To fill its caldera.

And I will sing about sorrow

At the top of my hill.
1

My hill was the body of a recruit
Brought down by a shell.
My hill wanted the lips

Of a virgin, my hill

Expected nuptials.

--An ocean in the ear’s helix,

A sudden-bursting hurrah!—

My hill strove and stood ground.

My hill was thunder!  My breast,
A prize Titans advanced upon!
(The last house on my hill—

Remember—outside town?)

My hill was—worlds!

Now God exacts his price for my world!

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

My sorrow began with my hill.

My hill above town.

2

No Parnassus, no Sinai,

Just my bare, barracks 
Hill.  –Right face!  Fire!

Why, to my eyes, then

(As it was October, not May)

Was my hill—Paradise?

3

Offered in your palm

Paradise—don’t touch it; it’s hot!

My hill with its rutted slope
Collapsed beneath our feet.

With the paws of a Titan

With its bushes and conifers—

My hill raked our coats,

Ordering:  Halt!

O, far from a veritable
Paradise—blast after blast!

My hill threw us on our backs,

Commanding: Lie there!

Dumbstruck at the onslaught,

--How?  To this day, I don’t care! –

My hill, my procuress—opened
Its holy relics, pointing:  Here . . .

4
Persephone’s pomegranate seed,

How can I forget you in these hard winter frosts?

I remember your lips, a warm bi-valve shell

Half-open on my own.

Persephone ruined by a seed!

The stubborn crimson of your lips,

And your eyelashes’ separate tips 
Enmeshed in the gold, separated 
       tips of a star.

5

Passion—is no trick, and no fiction!

It doesn’t lie—just don’t try to make it last!

O, if only we had come into this world

As commonplace lovers!

O, if only we had been sensible and unceremonious:

This would be just—my hill; this, simply—my mound . . .

They say—the greater the pull to the edge

The higher the precipice.

In masses of brown heather,

Among islands of weeping conifer . . .

(At the height of delirium—

Above the level of other, humdrum lives)




--Take me, then!  I’m yours . . .

Lacking the tender mercy of family,

Lacking the prattle of little mouths—we grieve!

That we came into this world

As larger-than-life lovers!

6

My hill grieved (and hills do grieve

With bitter clay at the hour of parting),

My hill grieved for the dove-grey
Tenderness of our undiscovered mornings.
My hill grieved for our companionship:
For the immutable kinship of our lips!

My hill said:  from each shall it be rent
According to his tears.
And my hill grieved that life is a moveable
Feast, a continual bartering of hearts!

And my hill grieved:  if only she were

With child—he could let Hagar go!

And my hill said it was a demon’s
Scheme, to toy with us each, in turn.

My hill spoke.  We were mute.

We left it to my hill to judge.

7

My hill grieved that only sadness

Would come—of this day’s Blood and Fire.

My hill said it would not let us go,

That it would not let you live with another!

My hill grieved that only smoke

Would come—of this day’s Empire and Rome.

My hill said we would live with others

(Not that I envy them, the others!)

My hill grieved for the terrible weight

Of vows too late to be foresworn.

My hill grieved that our knot was ancient—

Gordian:  duty and passion.

My hill grieved for our sorrow:

Tomorrow:  Not now!  When over our heads—

Is no momento set, just—this sea!

Tomorrow—when we may come to know.

A sound . . . as if someone were just—

Well . . .  weeping nearby?

My hill grieved that we must go down

Separately, through such mud—

Back into life, which we all know is:
A rabble—a market—a barracks.

And my hill said—all poems

About hills—are written—like this.

8

My hill was the heave

Of Atlas, a groaning Titan.

My hill will be the pride of a city

Where from morning to night, we’ve
Played out our lives—trumped, in spades!

Passionate, we try stubbornly not to be,

Not to fall 
                   to the level 
of the bearish roar,

Nor rise 
                   to the spectacle  
    of the town-clock’s twelve apostles—

Honor my dark grotto.

(I was a grotto—and waves leapt into it!)

Our final hand, as we were dealt it—

Remember—outside of town?

My hill was—worlds!

All gods take vengeance 
    on their likenesses!

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

My sorrow began with my hill.

My hill will be—my monument.

9

Years will pass.  And lo—the aforesaid

Stone is tamely replaced—with a flat slab.

Over my hill they will build summer-cottages,

They will cut it into little fenced lots.

In these outskirts they will claim
The air is better and life easier.

They will begin to cut our their plots

And raise their joists, their timbers,

And straighten out my hilly passages,

All my ravines--filled and leveled~

Because some people at least must have
A home for their happiness, and happiness—at home!

Happiness—at home!  Love without illusion!

Without torment—(i.e. without fighting!)

I must be a woman—and endure!

(Times were, when he came, there 
Was happiness—in my home!)  Love, unsharpened
By parting or the knife.

On the ruins of our happiness

A city will rise:  of husbands and wives.

And in our same blessed air,--

If you can manage it—Sin!
Small shopkeepers on holiday 
Will eat through their profits,

Laying out floors and passageways,
So long as every line—leads them home!

Because some people at least need

A roof with a stork’s nest on it!

Yet, under the weight of their foundations,

My hill will not forget—our playfulness—

Dissipated, but--unforgotten:

Hills of times—lie buried in my hill!
Walking its persistent gullies

Summer-people will learn too late:

This is no little hill, overgrown with families—

This is a crater, in current circulation!

Grapevines can’t hold back—Vesuvius!

Flax can’t tie down—my Giant!

A single mad kiss would be enough—

To set the vineyards stirring like lions

Who will let roar--let vomit
My molten lava of hatred:

Your daughters—each sluts;

And your sons—poets!

Your daughter—lately delivered of a bastard!

Your son—wasted on gypsies!

You will never be led by green pastures,

You, who feed on my blood!

Firmer than a corner-stone,

Than a death-bed vow:  I say:
There will be no earthly happiness for you,

You ants, on my hill!

God knows what hour, what day,

You will see, you and all your family,

My inordinate, my huge 
Hill 

      is Monument--
to His Seventh Commandment!

AFTERWORD

Gaps in my memory—cataracts

In my eyes: back of seven veils.
I fail to recall any detail of you.

A white blank where your features were
Unmarked.  You as a whole—a white

Gap.  (My soul—is one unbroken

Wound.)  To chalk-mark the least detail—

Would be the poor work of a tailor.

Our firmament—has its solid feet..
Our ocean—its assemblage of spray?!

Unmarked:  Likely—you were unique—

On the whole.  
Love—is a connection, not an investigation.

Black hair, possibly auburn—

Let the curious neighbor say:  he could see.

Is it passion’s work—to take people apart?

Am I your watchmaker, your surgeon?

You: a circle: complete and entire:

Entire whirlwind, complete stupor.

I can’t recall you apart

From love.  There’s an equivalent.

(Over my bed’s masses of sleepy down:

My waterfall, its hills of foam—

But this is new:  strange to my ear,

Instead of:  I—your royal:  We are . . . )

And still, in my poor, constricted
Life:  in my life as it is—

I can’t see you with a single solitary

Other woman:  this

                                is the vengeance of memory!







January 1-February 1, 1924








 Prague.  The Hill.

The Poem of the Hill is an autobiographical poem, written as a series of lyrics, with a Dedication and an Afterword occasioned by and addressed to Konstantin Borisovich Rodzevich with whom Marina Tsvetaeva enjoyed a passionate affair from about September of 1923 through December of 1924.  At the time Tsvetaeva was living in Prague, in a small apartment on a wooded hill, Petrshin Hill, within the city’s center, in Smixov.  

Epigraph: from F. Holderlin (1770-1843), Hyperion, or a Hermit in Greece.
Caldera:  the geographical residue of a volcano, the dead crater. 

During the bitter and raucous literary exchanges within the Russian émigré community of the 1920’s, Ivan Bunin’s “comment on the Poem of the Hill consisted of citing the fifth and sixth lines of the poem which, taken out of their context, emerged as an obscene pun (Tsvetaeva later changed the wording of these lines [from “red” pit or abyss to “black” pit or abyss] to avoid the implication suggested by Bunin),” this according to Simon Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, The woman, her world and her poetry, pp. 159, Cambridge, London, 1985.  Changes in the wording of the lines are noted by A. Sumerkin in his notes to the Russica edition of Tsvetaeva’s poems, at Volume 4, p. 371-372.

Titans: early Greek gods, some of whom opposed the Olympian gods, including Zeus, in their ascent to power; humanity was born out of the blood shed by Titans in their war with Zeus.

Parnassus:  mountain in Greece, sacred to Apollo; home of the Muses of poetry, music and learning.

Sinai:  Mt. Sinai, where God gave Moses the Ten Commandments of the Old Testament.

Persephone:  daughter of the fertility goddess Demeter, who was kidnapped by Pluto, the brother of Zeus, sovereign of the dead in Hell.  At Demeter’s request, with Zeus’ intercession, Pluto consented to return Persephone, but only upon the condition that she swallow a grain of the pomegranate—symbol of matrimony.  Thereafter Persephone was allowed to live two-thirds of the year with her mother on Olympus, paying for this privilege by spending the remaining one-third of the year—winter’s season-- in the underworld with Pluto.

From each shall it be rent/ according to his tears:  a paraphrase of the Bible:  “unto each shall it be rendered according to his deeds.” (Revelations  22: 12).

Hagar:  the maid-servant of Abraham, who gave birth to his son Ishmael. (Genesis 16: 1-16).
In January of 1924, Tsvetaeva wrote a letter to A. Bakhrakh expressing her bitter and fairly desperate longing for a son by Rodzevitch. 
In April or May of 1924, while Tsvetaeva was writing The Poem of the End, also about her affair with Rodzevich, she conceived her son, Mur.  
Tsvetaeva’s biographer and early translator Elaine Feinstein reports that “[r]umors abound that the child was not [her husband’s]—Tsvetayeva certainly carried it with as much joy as if it were the child of Konstantin that she had so much longed for-- . . . “
Oddly enough, Rodzevich’s future wife, Maria (‘Mouna’) Bulgakova (m. 1925), was one of “six loyal women friends” who attended Tsvetaeva when Mur was born, in Vshenory, a village outside Prague, on February 1, 1925.  
In June of 1939, as Tvetaeva and Mur were leaving Paris, following her husband and daughter back to the Soviet Union (where Tsvetaeva would commit suicide in 1941, and where Mur would die in the Second World War very shortly after his mother) Tsvetaeva wrote to Anna Tskova, reflecting back upon “the happiest period of my life—remember this!—was Mokropsy, Vshenory; and also my very own hill.  It’s strange—yesterday, on the street I met the hero of that mountain, [Rodzevitch] whom I have not seen for years; he rushed at me from behind without any explanation, he clasped his arms through Mur’s arm and mine, he walked between us as if it was the most natural thing . . .” 
In the spring of 1976, when Rodzevich was 81 years old, still living in Paris, when Feinstein interviewed him, Rodzevich readily acknowledged his relationship with Tsvetaeva, exhibited his mementos:  photographs of Tsvetaeva, sketches, a portrait of her painted on wood, and wept when shown a photograph of Mur.  
See A Captive Lion, pp. 156-157; 244; 18, Dutton, N.Y., 1987, and Simon Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, The woman, her world and her poetry, pp. 139, Cambridge, London, 1985.
Gordian:  an intractable problem, ended by a bold stroke; the Gordian knot which Alexander the Great sliced in half with his sword, rather than attempt to untie.
momento: memory, in Latin.  Tsvetaeva turns to good effect the Latin expression momento mori (remember death).
Atlas:  son of a Greek Titan; condemned by Zeus to hold up the heavens on his shoulders.

town clock of the twelve apostles:  probably a reference to the clock tower on the Old Town Square in Prague, where the twelve apostles  appear as each hour is struck.

Vesuvius:  volcano, by the sea, notorious for it destruction of Pompeii in AD 79; named for “Son of Ves,” or “Son of Zeus:” overgrown with vineyards between eruptions, erupting once in Tsvetaeva’s lifetime, newsworthily, in 1906, ejecting the most lava ever recorded from a Vesuvian eruption, and killing over 100 people.

His Seventh Commandment:  “Do not commit adultery,” the seventh of the Ten Commandments, given by God to Moses on Mt. Sinai.
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