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 History often focuses on the overall story, the “important” events, a brief overview of the 

situation rather than the specific accounts of individuals. With this narrow frame, much of the 

story is missed which makes those few firsthand accounts more valuable. History textbooks 

leave out art, literature, and poetry in favor of facts and statistics that can be proven with artifacts 

and primary sources that highlight the chosen American perspective, but who is to say that is 

more important than the experiences represented in art and poetry? This is a question 

surrounding “Requiem”, a poem written by Anna Akhmatova, a Russian poet who wrote during 

and after Stalin’s rule.  

 A vital part of history is the people who survive it, and that is exactly what Kelly Hamren 

believes Akhmatova has done: survived. Hamren says Akhmatova’s experiences “enable her to 

respond to increasingly complex and horrific historical and personal circumstances” with not 

only the facts of situations, but the emotions surrounding them.1 Her work, “The Poetics of 

Metamorphosis in Russian Modernism,” is centered around the idea of metamorphosis in 

Russian poetry, especially changes seen in Akhmatova’s work over time. Akhmatova’s earlier 

pieces highlight her own experience, almost exclusively, but in “Requiem” she changes her style 

to encompass the ideas and emotions of others as well as her own. The poem is based around her 

experiences waiting outside Leningrad in Russia to see her son who was being held inside. One 

section of the poem references a conversation she had with a woman while waiting. “She said: 

“Can you describe this?” And I said: “I can.” Then something like a smile slipped across what 

once had been her face.” Within this short account, the reader sees the importance of this story 

being told. There were many women outside that prison whose voices will never be heard, whose 

experiences will remain unknown, but Akhmatova telling her own story tells pieces of theirs as 

 
1 Kelly Hamren, “The Poetics of Metamorphosis.” 
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well. Another account of this poem, by Sharon Bailey, analyses it as an ode, or an elegy for not 

only the men in prison, but the women outside.2 The women are described with “emphasis on the 

loss of individuality and a reduction to an almost animal-like state,” so for them it is important 

that this story is told, and these moments are not forgotten like they have been.3  

 At the time Akhmatova was writing, these poems were not allowed because of the 

resistance they showed to Stalin and his actions while in power. She continued to write but had 

to do so secretively. This made writing during this time both difficult and dangerous, which 

makes these accounts rare and thus extremely valuable. Carolyn Forché’s archive showed the 

importance of the way Akhmatova preserved her writing, she gave the poetry to her friends and 

trusted them to remember and spread them once it was safe to do so.4 Not only does this show 

the lengths in which she went to preserve these stories in a time they would have otherwise been 

erased, but it shows that her friends were willing to go to great lengths to help her. These 

perspectives were not only important to her, but also to her friends and the many people being 

oppressed in Russia. Hamren even went as far as to call Akhmatova “a poet of her people” 

because of the way the emotions portrayed in the poetry were so universally felt in the country at 

the time.5 These feelings of the people are memorialized in her poetry and allow for a way to 

remember not only the events but the feelings of the people enduring them. The feelings in 

Akhmatova’s poetry show the reader so much about the experiences of the people living in 

Russia during the Stalin era. While the feeling in Akhmatova’s poetry has great significance, 

Bailey also sees great importance in the way Akhmatova “invites the reader to place him/herself 

 
2 Sharon Bailey, “An Elegy for Russia.” 
3 Bailey, “An Elegy for Russia,” 329. 
4 Carolyn Forche, “Reading the Living Archives.” 
5 Hamren, “The Poetics of Metamorphosis,” 1. 
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into the setting of the cycle through the tone of the framing poems” which not only allows the 

reader to know how the people were feeling, but also understand why.6 This combination of fact 

and emotion is something history does not often have, which is why poems like these are so 

valuable in the understanding of personal experience in history.  

 American history books have a clear bias towards specific groups over others, 

specifically favoring white, male voices. This bias, seen by Bailey as “the forgetfulness of time,” 

is just certain perspectives being left out of the picture of Americanized history.7 Time doesn’t 

forget and neither do the people who lived through the events left out of history books, but the 

people writing them never cared to know the full story, nor did they care to tell it. The voices 

included in American classrooms are those of Americans or famous, “civilized” people such as 

English writers, mostly those writing prose. According to Hamren, the voices heard are, “all 

authors of prose, all men” and “Poetry, of course, always suffers in translation” which means the 

emotion and perspective seen in poetry is excluded from the history seen by Americans.8 

Another viewpoint lost is due to the limitations put on women writers: “women authors tend to 

achieve more recognition when consistently confronting patriarchy and exploring gender identity 

than they do when branching out into wider thematic territory” which means the feminine point 

of view is missing when events are explored in history as well.9 Forche also noticed the lack of 

non-American writers within the spotlight of the American education system as she said “I was 

unaware that most of the prominent twentieth-century poets beyond the English-speaking 

countries had endured such experiences during their lives” because these perspectives are not 

 
6 Bailey, “An Elegy for Russia,” 330. 
7 Bailey, “An Elegy for Russia,” 324. 
8 Hamren, “The Poetics of Metamorphosis,” 2. 
9 Hamren, “The Poetics of Metamorphosis,” 2. 
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shown among Americans.10 Of course, non-American writers would have better knowledge of 

non-American events because they actually had these experiencs. Why in a discussion of an 

event in Russia would there not be Russian voices? Why wouldn’t a prominent Russian voice of 

a woman who was standing outside the prison not be considered important within the 

conversation? And why is emotion not considered an important piece of the story of history? 

These are the questions these scholars and myself ask when we read this poem knowing it was 

not included in the American version of the story.  

 
10 Forche, “Reading the Living Archives.” 
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