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    Introduction


    The poems in Not Akhmatova are all inspired, or in conversation with, the work of Russian poet Anna Akhmatova (1889-1966). At the beginning of the 20th century, while Akhmatova was growing up, my own great-grandparents were emigrating from Russia to the United States to escape the things that most Jewish people in that part of the world were trying to escape. The experiences of oppression and national identity Akhmatova faced variously parallel and contrast with those of my relatives, so she’s a poet who feels like she belongs to me and like she doesn’t, an ambivalence characteristic of diaspora.


    Some of the poems here border on translation, though words and meanings are changed fairly freely at the best of times. Other pieces scramble further afield; some are based on her words or ideas, others respond to or argue with her, some are about her. You can go down a rabbit hole to separate out who is who, or let it remain somewhat mysterious; those are both valid approaches to diaspora and identity.


    This is not a work of scholarship; even if I wanted to attempt such, I’m a monoglot who’s had to lean on Google and hints from other translators. If you want a less deliberately idiosyncratic approach to Akhmatova, Ruverses.com has a great collection of her poetry in English translation online. D.M. Thomas’ short volume of selected poems is a good place to start in print.


    

  


  
    Why Akhmatova


    She’s so very much herself


    and I am not.
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