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In his book The Battle for Childhood, A. Wachtel dates the
origin of a specifically Russian conception of childhood back
to the publication of Tolstoy’s Childhood in 1852 (1990: 2).
Wachtel subsequently devotes the main part of his book to
an investigation of what he calls “the myths of Russian gentry
childhood.” According to Wachtel, the pseudoauto.-
biographies of Tolstoy and Aksakov served as patterns or
models through which the Russian gentry in the course of a
couple of generations were to recapitulate and understand
their childhood.! Literature thus contributed to the establish-
ment of a number of childhood “myths” that made childhood
appear as a golden age common to all members of the
Russian gentry — a paradisiacal myth that had political
implications as well, legitimating as it were the social and
political preeminence of this class (1990: 202-203).

Leaving aside the aspect of gender, Wachtel still seems
to feel obliged to comment upon the topic in his book. Thus
he declares that he has found no particular difference
between texts written by men and texts written by women
within this tradition, and that women and men adhere to the

! Concluding his study, Wachtel refers to the phenomenon of
mythologization as discussed by R. Barthes (Wachtel 1990: 201-202).
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same myths and refer to similar kinds of experiences
(1990:226). To scholars with a specific interest in questions of
gender, this statement has seemed somewhat provocative. In
her article, “Engaging Sexual Demons in Marina Tsvetaeva's
‘Devil”: the Body and the Genesis of the Woman Poet,” P.
Chester draws attention to Tsvetaeva’s childhood stories and
suggests that Tsvetaeva’s family chronicle could be read as a
negative or antithetical version of the boyhoods described by
Tolstoy and Aksakov (1994: 1025). Tsvetaeva has moved the
Eden of childhood from the hayfields of Tolstoy’s Russia to a
female domestic interior and made the cast of characters in
her anti-Eden entirely female. Concluding her reading of
“The Devil” Chester observes the “powerful ambivalence
toward the female body” displayed in these texts, and notes
that Tsvetaeva “creates a myth of God the Mother who must
be defied in order to sustain life” (1994: 1045).

In this paper, I attempt to explain the differences found
by Chester between Tsvetaeva’s and Tolstoy’s/Aksakov’s
descriptions of childhood as a result of Tsvetaeva’s main-
taining a specific modernist concept of childhood - a concept
that in Wachtel’s book is represented by A. Bely and
according to Wachtel belongs to a different paradigm than
the works of Tolstoy and Aksakov, historically and socially as
well as aesthetically (Wachtel 1990: 153). The aim of this
presentation is not, however, to substitute a traditional
opposition between realism and modernism for Chester’s
feminine-masculine labels. Rather, my aim is to make
Tsvetaeva’s femininized version of the Paradise myth appear
in the light of modernism as a whole. By emphasizing that
some of the most antagonizing and seminal differences
between artists and currents within this movement found
their expression in the descriptions of childhood and were
articulated in terms of femininity and masculinity, I would
like to suggest that the “male” counterpart to Tsvetaeva’s
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femininized Eden of childhood is to be found within, rather
than outside of, the modernist framework.

As Wachtel shows in his book, Bely’s early pseudo-
autobiographical prose Kotik Letayev and The Baptized
Chinaman provided Russian culture with a totally new model
of childhood; Wachtel also distinguishes two basic ideas, or
modernist myths, that have played a significant role in later
Russian literary descriptions of childhood (1990: 175-176).
Above all, it was Bely’s demonstration of how the child
constructs the world as well as his own self through the
acquisition of language that came to be normative; Bely
provided a view of the child as genuinely creative, making
the experience of the child analogous to that of the adult
writer in his artistic work.

But along with the writers mentioned by Wachtel -
Mandelstam, Pasternak, Nabokov and Bunin - for whom this
modernist view of the child as creator has played a significant
role, the name of Tsvetaeva can be included. With her
memories from childhood written in the 1930’s, Tsvetaeva
places herself in an exemplary manner among the ranks of
modernist writers to whom the child, as Wachtel puts it, is
the “father” of the writer. In “The Devil” - a central piece of
her family chronicle - the child and the narrator-poet are
even referred to as an inseparable unit. Here, Tsvetaeva
makes the poetical turn of mind an innate quality and
equates her literary activity as an adult with the games she
used to play as a child:

A — MOXeT GbITb /.../ OTpOKJIeHHasi IO3TOBA CONOCTaBATE IbHAs
— IIPOTUBOINIOCTABHUTENbHAs — CTPAcTh — U CKJaf, Ta € Urpa, B
KOTOpYIO 51 B IETCTBE TaK JIOOHJIa UTPaTh: YEPHOro U Gejioro He
HOKYyIaiiTe, Ia ¥ HET He TOBOPHUTE, TOJIBKO Ha00OPOT: TOMNLKO Jia
— HeT, YyepHOe — Oenoe, s ~ Bce, Bor — Uepr. (Cvetaeva 1994
V: 43)

Tsvetaeva in this story refers to her passion for anthitetical
turns, while Bely in his work emphasizes the synthesizing
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ability of the child. However, the above quotation could be
compared to how Bely in Why I Became a Symbolist sees him-
self as innately a Symbolist:

HHUKAK HE CTAJI, HUKOI'TIA He cTaHOBMJICS, HO BCETfa
BB cumBosiucToM /.../ B Mrpax 4eThIpexJIeTHEro peGeHka
no3fiHedle OCO3HAHHBI CHMBOJIM3M BOCHPHUSATHH OblLI
BHYTPEHHeNIIER AaHHOCTBIO JleTcKoro cosHaHud. (Belyj 1994:
418)

Bely’s interest in childhood was apparently also motivated by
his view of the consciousness of the child as being closely
related to pre-existing worlds (Belyj 1994: 419). Aptly
supported by Freud’s and Steiner’s ideas about the
repetition of the phylogenesis in the ontogenesis, Bely seems
to have located the paradisiacal state of V. Ivanov’s myth-
creating word — which Ivanov found in a distant historical
past — in childhood. Although this “anthroposophical myth”
is dismissed by Wachtel as the less productive of the two
modernist myths of childhood, Tsvetaeva’s memories could
be read as partly adhering to this aspect of Bely’s concept of
childhood as well. In “Poets with History and Poets without
History,” an essay dating back to July 1933 - roughly when
she initiated her own childhood project — Tsvetaeva situates
childhood in a prehistorical, mythical dimension and makes it
the source of all lyrical poetry:

Tax ITacTepHak, Kak BCSKU peOEHOK U BCSAKUM JIMPHK, HE MOT
He BEpHYTbcS K cBoeMy fieTcTBY. K Mudy cBoero jercrsa,
3apepumBiiemycs ucropueil. (Cvetaeva 1994 V: 423)

Bely’s concept of childhood, however, did not go
unchallenged in the 1920’s. Apparently, Mandelstam, in his
The Noise of Time from 1925, was eager to polemicize with the
view of childhood promoted in Kotik Letayev. A principal task
of Mandelstam’s seems to have been to call into question the
epistemology that served as the basis for Bely’s Symbolism
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and that lay behind his concept of childhood (Isenberg 1986:
51-53, Benchich 1997: 132). To clarify this controversy, I will
give a brief account of the features in Bely’s concept of
childhood that seem to have served as the main targets of
Mandelstam’s criticism.

Of central concern to the second generation of
Symbolists was the idea of anamnesis. This seems to have
been due to an indebtedness to the Socratic doctrine of
recollection, to the influence of German and English literary
Romanticism, as well as to the thoughts of Rudolf Steiner. In
his lecture, “The Ancient Terror,” V. Ivanov even referred to
the memory of the eternal - “npenseunas mamsaTe” — as the
source of all individual, artistic creativity (Ivanov 1909: 394).
Choosing as an epigraph to his Kotik Letayev a quotation from
Tolstoy’s War and Peace in which Natasha Rostova reflects on
the idea of prenatal memories, Bely also demonstrates his
interest in this question:

— 3Haelb, s yMaro, — cka3ana Haraia menoroM... — 4To Korja
BCIIOMHHaelllb, BCIIOMHMHAEIbL, BCE BCIOMHHAellb, 0 TOTO
BCIIOMHHAEIILCS, YTO MMOMHHUIIIL TO, YTO OBUIO elie NPEeXAE, YeM
4 6blna Ha cBete...  (Belyj 1990 1: 293)

Inspired by the theories of Steiner, and as if following in the
tradition of Wordsworth’s “Intimations of Immortality from
Recollections of Early Childhood,” Bely in his book makes
the memories of young Kotik serve as testimony to an
existence preceding the child’s appearance in the physical
world:

-mo-TeleCHAas >XHU3Hb ONHUM KPaeM CBOMM OCHaXeHa...
B ¢pakre namsi. (Belyj 1990: 299)

Consequently, Bely ends up his childhood intimations with
an exalted assertion of a future resurrection:
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Bo Xpucre ymupaem, uTo6 B Jlyxe BOCKPECHYTb. (Belyj 1990 I:
443)

Steiner, in his lectures, also referred to the experience of the
eternal as some kind of spiritual hearing, or a dwelling in a
sea of tones (Wachtel 1990: 157). In a similar way, Bely in
Kotik Letayev stresses the musicality of these early memories:

ITamMsaTbomaM s TH— TaKoBa; OHa — PUTM; OHa — My3bIKa
cepbl, CTpaHbI —

— rge g ObLI QO
poxnenus!

(Belyj 1990 I: 347)

In further accordance with anthroposophical thought, Bely
even presents childhood as a repetition of earlier stages in the
history of mankind, and in the extreme as a variation upon
the cosmic development as a whole (Elsworth 1983: 121,
Aleksandrov 1985: 156, Wachtel 1990: 161). When he, together
with his protagonist, descends into childhood, aiming to
reach his ancient memory, the journey is thus equal to a
descent into the history of mankind. In this context it is
especially important to note that the mythical, primordial
state of this cosmogony carries a distinctive feminine
character:

... H3pBIBAJIOCh CO3HaHHE B MH(axX YXKacHOU IpaMaTepH ...
(Belyj 1990 I: 298)

At this point Bely also refers to the female spirits spoken of
in Part II of Goethe’s Faust:

B nac MupsI — Mopeii: “Marepeii”; # GyUIyIOT OHM KPacHO—
SIpbIMI CBOpaMH  OpEJIOB ...

Moe nierckoe Teno ecTs Opep “Matepeit” ... (Belyj 1990 I:
298)
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In the book On the Watershed of Two Centuries, in which he
refers to Kotik Letaev’s experiences as his own, Bely even com-
pares a certain period of early childhood to the matriarchy that
supposedly had prevailed in the Cretan culture:

Sl GbI CpaBHMJI 3TOT HEPUOR C APEBHMM HEPHUONOM KPUTCKOH
KyIbTypbl (IO BTOPXXEHHS IOPAH; U — KyJIbT MaTpHapxaTa MHe
BefoM /.../ HAHs B OUKaX MHE M MaTb, U XpaMoBasg 6OruHA ...
(Belyj: 1989: 181-182)

In his memories of childhood Bely apparently attempted to
describe a primeval state of humanity according to the theories
introduced by the German legal historian, J. J. Bachofen. In his
work Das Mutterrecht from 1861, Bachofen claimed to have
found evidence, mainly in literary sources, proving that
cultures with a matriarchal rule had once existed in ancient
Greece and among some primitive tribes in Africa and America.
With his book, Bachofen challenged the pre-dominant view of
patriarchy as the sole structure seen in human societies and
attempted to formulate a theory of social evolution that he
regarded as generally valid. According to his evolutionary
scheme, a chaotic promiscuity prevailed from the beginning.
This chaos was succeeded by a gynocracy, a social structure of
a matriarchal nature, which was only at a third stage of dev-
elopement replaced by patriarchal structures (Bamberger 1974:
263-264).

In Ivanov’s lecture “The Ancient Terror,” mentioned abo-
ve, we also find reference to Bachhofen; with the reservation
that these theories are impossible to prove scientifically,
Ivanov pays tribute to Bachofen’s visionary work (“6e3zcmep—
THBIA paboThl Baxocdena obGoraTuiy HayKy HE CHIOTE30l0, a
NPOYHBIMb orkpbiTicmsb”, Ivanov 1971: 415). As Ivanov puts it, in
a presentation basically benevolent towards women,
patriarchy was installed as a protest and as defense against the
capricious cruelty that had prevailed during matriarchal rule,
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a cruelty from which men suffered most. He therefore
regards the structures of modern society as an attempt by
the male part of the collective to come to terms with Fate
itself — the actual object of the terror antiquus, i.e. death — a
Fate which historically was bestowed with a female face.?
Tsvetaeva, in her memories of the poet M. Voloshin, also
testifies to the interest among the Symbolists in this specific
social structure:

Makc ¢ MucoM GbUI CBsI3aH U Yepe3 KOKTeOeIbCKYIO 3EMITIO —
KHMMEPHIICKYIO, pOTIiHY amMa3oHOK. Hepnapom ero Be4Has medra
o marpuapxare. Bor, co cioB odeBHna, pasrosop B 1920 ropy,
HakaHyHe pasrpoma Kpeima. ®eopocniickuii obpBatenb: “M.A.,
BBI, KOTOpBI BCe 3HaeTe, YeM 3Ke Bce 3To KoHunTes?” Makc,
cnokoitHo: “Marpuapxarom.” ®eopocueln;, ucnyranso: “Kak?”
Makc HeBo3MmyTtuMo: “IIpocTo, BMecTo maTpuapxa OyfaeT
marpuapx.” IllyTka, KoHeuHo /.../ HO /.../ He cyyaiiHas myTKa. O
SKEHCKOM BIIafibluecTBe ciblmana oT Makca emme B 1911 ropy.
Jlo BCSIKHX FepPMaHCKUX U rpaxjanckux BoiH. (Cvetaeva 1994
IV:195)

With reference to the above context, Kotik Letaev’s fear of an
imagined old woman - “crapyxa” - could be regarded as a
direct offspring from Bely’s Symbolist world view. This is all
the more plausible as the story ends up with the young
Kotik’s vision of his own crucifixion — an execution carried
out by women alone:

... TO IPUABMHETCS CTast 3KEHILUH C KPECTOM: TIOJIOXKHT Ha CTOJ;
M MeHs Ha CToJle, IPATBO3AKUT Ko Kpecty. (Belyj 1990 I: 441)

Opposing the apocalyptic and gynocentric world view of the
Symbolists, in which Bely’s concept of childhood obviously
has its origin, Mandelstam published his memories from
childhood — The Noise of Time. Already by his choice of title,

2 The title of Ivanov’s lecture refers to a painting by L. Bakst, “Terror

Antiquus” from 1908 - an apocalyptic vision of thunder and
earthquakes, with an antique goddess in the foreground.
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he seems to be eager to emphasize that this is a childhood
bound up with time and history, rather than with a
transcendental memory of the eternal. The noise of time in
Mandelstam’s memories thus appears almost as a
counterpart to the chaotic sound of the eternal - “poii
peunoctu” — in Kotik Letayev. According to Mandelstam, Bely
in his introspective prose had simply continued in the
psychological manner of the 19th Century tradition and did
not differ much from Tolstoy and Aksakov (Mandel’shtam
1990: 280). In The Noise of Time Mandelstam declares that this
is a tradition he dissociates himself from:

Hukorna s He Mor noHsTh ToncThiX B AKCaKOBBIX, Barposbix
BHYKOB, BJIIOO/ICHHBIX B CEMEHCTBEHHbIE apXUBBI C JMAIECKUMH
oMaIHIME BocrioMuHanbsamA. (Mandel’shtam 1990: 41)

As a consequence, Mandelstam denounces all personal mem-
ories — a modern writer needs no memory at all, he states.
His memory serves not to recapitulate, retain or preserve,
but to push away the past:

IToBTOpSItO — MaMsiThb MOs HE nr000BHa, a BpaxpjebHa, H
paGoTaeT OHa HE HaJl BOCHPOM3BEJICHbEM, A HaJl OTCTpPaHEHbEM
npoiwtoro. PasHOUMHIY He HyXHA NaMATh, EMY JOCTaTOYHO
paccka3aTh O KHHMIax, KOTOpble OH Mpod4el, — H Guorpadus
roroa. (Mandel’shtam 1990: 41)

In his attitude towards memory and the past, Mandelstam
thus takes a position that is the very opposite of Bely’s. The
language that he claims to need for his work has nothing to
do with the “babble” of childhood, which in Bely’s case was
connected to memories of the sound of the eternal.
Mandelstam’s hero, on the contrary, acquires his language by
listening to the noise of the current century:

Hajo MHO{l M MHOTHMH COBPEMEHHHMKaMH TACOTEET KOCHO—
93bIYbE POXJIEHbs. MBI Y4HINCh HE TOBODHTD, a JIENeTaTh —
JIHLIb TPHUCTYIIMBAsCh K HAPaCTAIOMIEMy IIyMy BeKa U BBIGEN—
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€HHbIE NEHOM ero rpebHsi, Mbl o6penu sA3biK. (Mandel’shtam
1990: 41-42)

Relating in direct speech the words of the positivist Boris
Sinani, Mandelstam further seems to demonstrate his scepti-
~cism towards the idea of prenatal memories as proof of
immortality:

“Yro takoe? TToMHIO 51, 94T0 GbLIO 10 poxXpeHbs? Huuero He
TIOMHIO, HUYero He Obino. Hy 1 mocne cMeptu Hudero He 6yner.”
(Mandel’shtam 1990: 37)

The Sinani family, whose home is said to have carried the
imprint of a rational aesthetics (“OcreTnka pasyma”), stands in
this passage in glaring contrast to a certain Natasha -~ “nexas
Haramma — Henernoe ¥ MIJIoe Co3anLe”:

Harama Obia o odepequ 3CAEYKOIl, SCepKoii, IPaBOCIABHOM,
KaTOJIMYKOH, 3JUIMHACTKOM, TeOCO(]KOIl C pa3sHbIMHU NepeGOsIMH.
(Mandel’shtam 1990: 38)

This ridiculous female apparently embodies the thoughts
that inspired Bely when he wrote his Kotik Letayev. As the
ultimate consequence of his advocacy of a rational and time-
bound aesthetics, Mandelstam demonstrates his partiality for
the patriarchal origin of literature and culture, as taught by
his teacher V.V. Gippius:

B nutepaType oH neHmN naTpmapxalbHOe, OTIOBCKOE Hayallo
KynbTypbl. Kak XOpolo, YTO BMECTO JIaMIIaIHOTO XPEUYECKOTO
OTHS 5 ycIieJI TONIOOUTD phIKuit oronek muteparypHoii (B.B.T'.)
37I0CTH.

Bnacts onenok B.B. pnntes Hago MHoilt U noceirdac. Bonbinoe,
C HUM COBepIIeHHOEe, NMyTEeIIeCTBHE IO NMaTpUapxaTy pycCKoi
murepatyphbl oT “HoBrkosa ¢ Pammuessm” o KoneBua panuero
CHMBOJIM3Ma TaK M OCTAllOCh €JUHCTBEHHbIM. I10TOM TONBKO
nowumwieasr. (Mandel’shtam 1990: 48)
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Early Russian Symbolism is included here in the patriarchal
line of culture. Mandelstam, however, refuses to take into
account what follows after Konevskoy - i.e. the second
generation of Symbolists and its heirs.

In The Noise of Time Mandelstam thus makes a clean
sweep of the most central components of Bely’s concept of
childhood and his view of the language and experiences of
children as being kindred to that of the artist. He stresses the
patriarchal character of history and culture, putting the
androcentric tradition of cultural history against the
Symbolists” gynocentric dream of eternity. Furthermore,
Mandelstam makes his male “raznochinets” a representative
of literary evil - “mureparypHas 3nocts.” Dressed in furs, this
Dostoevsky-like figure reads vaguely as a male counterpart
to the Masochian, fur-coated and powerful kind of woman
frequently met in Symbolist poetry and which came to be
closely related to the apocalyptic expectations of this literary
movement (Hansen-Love 1989: 383).> This brute, male beast
of history, who seems so eager to take his revenge, finally
appears as an illustration of literature and of the word itself
at the end of the chapter “B He nmo unny GapcTBeHHOM myGe”
(Mandel’shtam 1990: 43-49).

Tsvetaeva read The Noise of Time in 1926 and was much
more upset about it than any emigree critic. Although
Mandelstam in his book appears as something of a turncoat,
most reviewers decided to overlook this, considering the
political situation in the Soviet Union and the poetic talent he
displays in these texts. Tsvetaeva, however, immediately
wrote a furious answer to Mandelstam, “My Answer to Osip
Mandelstam,” which she tried to publish without success. A
rough version of this text has recently been included in her
collected works, and it reflects quite a harsh and unique
reaction to Mandelstam’s book (Cvetaeva 1994 IV: 305-316).

3 Comp. this theme as discussed in: A. Etkind, Cooom u ncuxes, Mockpa
1996, pp. 43-44.
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Tsvetaeva in the main refers to the chapter “Feodosya,”
which diverges from the rest of the book in containing
memories not from childhood, but from Mandelstam’s visit
to the Crimea during the civil war. What seems to have made
Tsvetaeva especially upset was the cowardness that
Mandelstam, in her view, displayed in his prose. Not only
was he making himself a Bolshevik in hindsight — but he did
this at other people’s expense; in scornful words, he recounts
a visit to one of the members of the Volunteer Army and
further exposes this Tsygalsky, who also was a poet and a
friend of Voloshin’s, to danger by referring to him by name.
Tsvetaeva was outraged by the way in which Mandelstam
ironically turned this poet and soldier into a “nsns ¢ 6apmamu
3akoHa” — a nurse with the epaulets of statute — ridiculing his
masculinity as well as his spirit of self-sacrifice. Possibly, she
read this as a hint to the notion of female lawgivers and
Voloshins’s preferences of matriarchy. To this ironic portrait
and its foreshadowings in the chapters on childhood
Tsvetaeva seems to have been especially sensitive. A close
friend of Voloshin’s, she was also the wife of a former soldier
of the Volunteer Army, the sacrificing spirit of which she had
made an integral part of her poetics in the early twenties
(Shvejcer 1995: 89). Furthermore, a Symbolist-like notion of
sacrifice and martyrdom seems to have been of central
importance to her “exchange of gifts” with Mandelstam
himself in 1916 (Freidin 1987: 120-123). Promoting the ethics
of supreme sacrifice as the governing poetic principle of
prose, Tsvetaeva thus concludes that Mandelstam has failed
as a prose-writer. She even gives him slightly sadistic traits:

BnipoyeM, ¢ KpoBbIO Y MaHjiesIblirTaMa BOOGIIE MOJIO3PUTENLHO,
nocie 37 roga (cM. ITylkuHA) U KpOBb ¥ CTUXHM XypYaT HHAye.
XKypuyamast kpoBb. HeT nu B 3ToM — Xytu? 3a0biBasi, 4mo
KYPYMT, yIoBIeTBOpsisich — Kak. (Cvetaeva 1994 V: 309)
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Instead of fighting against all kinds of oppression at the risk
of his own life and with a rifle in his hand, Mandelstam with
his “hostile memory” and rational aesthetics has brought
about a shabby and mean tribute to the authorities, according
to Tsvetaeva. To listen to the noise of time, in this case,
becomes synonymous with running the errands of power.

Tsvetaeva’s text remained unpublished during her life.
In her essays and memories written after 1926, there are
however several signs of a hidden polemic with Mandelstam
and his The Noise of Time. In the essay “Natalya Goncharova:
Her Life and Art” we find, for instance, lines that can be read
as directed toward Mandelstam and his hostility to all
memories of a personal nature:

EcTh 1M y XyHOXHHKA JindHas Guorpacdusi, KpoMe TOM, B
peMecnie? Y, eciu ecth, BaxkHa Jii oHa? BaxkHo nu TO, U3 yero?
U - u3 toro mu — 10? /.../

EcTb ¢akThi — Halli COBpeMEHHUKH. ECTh — Halm npemecT—
BEHHHKH, (akThl 0o Hac. /.../ Ilpenku. IlpeniiecTBeHHHKH,
npexreun. MIx u HyxHO cnymath. (Cvetaeva 1994 IV: 78-79)

It also seems symptomatic that Tsvetaeva’s first childhood
memories appear in “The Story of a Dedication” — the “true”
story of her meetings with Mandelstam, pondering the
conscious falsification of history and the burning of personal
papers as opposed to the artistic recreation of past events
(Cvetaeva 1994 IV:130-158).

With reference to the context described above,
Tsvetaeva’s turning to the family archives in the thirties and
her way of recalling childhood through a femininized version
of the myth of Eden, with a God the Mother at its center, can
be read as a demonstrative defense of the myth-creative
aspirations of the Symbolists. The feminine thematics and the
domestic interior in Tsvetaeva’s childhood memories form a
sharp contrast to the “noise” of the patriarchal history in
favour of which Mandelstam sacrificed his family archive and
all private memories in The Noise of Time. Tsvetaeva’s step
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into the mythical world of childhood seems for her to have
meant a return to childhood as the paradisiacal source of
creativity, a step which owing to the stories “The Devil” and
“Khlystovki” carries a distinct scent of heresy and
sectarianism - i.e. a rejection of the common standards and
rituals of society. This can in fact also be seen as a very
conscious step out of history — with Mandelstam’s childhood-
story as a negative point of departure — motivated by a wish
to defend herself and her art against a more and more
politicized and hostile environment. Support for such an
interpretation can be found in one of Tsvetaeva’s poems
from 1934 — a poem that alludes in a straightforward manner
to Mandelstam’s The Noise of Time as well as to his poem
“The Age”:

O noare He noyMan

Bek — u MHe He 10 Hero.

Bor ¢ HuM, ¢ rpoMoM. Bor ¢ HuM, ¢ mmymom
BpeMmenu He Moero!

Ecnn He Bexy He JI0 IPEAKOB —

He 1o npaBHYKOB MHe: cTajl.

Bexk Moii — s MO#i, BEK MOIi — BpeJi MOiA,
Bek Moit — Bpar Moii, BeK Moil — ai.
(Cvetaeva 1994 1II: 319)

The story of childhood thus appears to be the genre in which
the central questions of the modernist movement are brought
to a head and in which the principal differences between
Russian modernist writers — in political, aesthetic and
philosophical matters — are most explicitly reflected. Within
this genre, the discussions of the relation between the world
and the word, culture and memory, artist and society, dating
back to the crisis of Symbolism in 1910, seem to have
continued - even as late as in the mid 1930’s. The feminine
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features so characteristic of Tsvetaeva’s childhood texts are
clearly influenced by these discussions and become much
more comprehensible within this context.

%* %%
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