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MAGIC OF REPETITION: NUMBER SEVEN

IN MARINA TSVETAEVA’S POETICS
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«Сажусь не званая, седьмая»

“I sit down uninvited, the seventh”

Abstract

I focus on one number, “seven”, including its derivatives, in Marina Tsvetaeva’s poetics. The poet used frequently, both in her poetry and prose, certain “sacral” or “magic” numbers. Her tra​di​ti​on-conscious imagery uses an abundance of biblical, Orthodox and folkloric symbolism, but contrasts it with her own imagination. Pursuing the path of Russian Symbolists, for instance, she regu​lar​ly modified myths in her creation of imago mundi. Among other sacral numbers, use of “seven” is the most frequent and varied in Tsvetaeva’s poetics. “Seven” is an all-encompassing, inexhaustible attribution to a poet, connoting her completeness and limitless potentiality. In terms of literary history, Tsvetaeva’s use of “se​ven” refers to demonical forces in her cosmology or refers, in psy​cho​logical terms, to an exhausting split of one’s personality. 

Tsvetaeva’s usage of “seven” is modified through various stages — from occasional images to their increasing frequency and variation by means of polysemy, paronyms, synonyms and metonymies, allusions to one’s own and others’ texts. Towards the latter period, from 1920 up to 1941, “seven” attains a very important semantic sphere and becomes a synonym to poetry as a whole, pars pro toto: “seven in the grounding of the world / since in the grounding of the world is / seven — in the grounding of the world is lyrics”. This overview of Tsvetaeva’s usage of “seven” aims to reveal its emphasis and variety in her poetic strategy and thought. My aim is to show that in the early period it implies omnipotence and rebellion, love and pain; later poetic blessing, poetry’s God-like and Nature-like regulation; and at last the lyrical subject’s search towards fulfilment of her potential, which results in total exhaustion. The analyzed excerpts are from the correspondence, the autobiographical story “Devil” and from the lyrics (the last in a chronological order). 

Sacral numbers in cultural systems and in poetry

Cassirer has suggested that “numbers are functional, but at the same time a peculiar creation of thoughts, ultimately indefinite by their origin. Fata regunt orbem, certa stant omnia lege”, [The Fates rule the world, all things stand under a fixed law] (Cassirer 1922, 47–48). The saying is valid both in cosmology, Naturwissenschaft and poetry, particularly in Russian modernism and Tsvetaeva’s work. The sacralisation of numbers is an integral part of cultural coding: especially numbers from 1 to 10, 12, 13, 40, 70, 100, 1000 are loaded with manifold symbolism and form the basis for fundamental theories of human thought. About “seven” it is said:

Sie gilt seit alters als die heilige Zahl schlechthin. Ihre Hochschätzung geht auf die Periode von s. Tage zurück, in denen der Mond je eine seiner vier Erscheinungsformen zeigt. Bei den Babyloniern verdrängte um 1600 v. Chr. die siebentägige Woche die bei ihnen früher gebräuch​liche fünftägige; in den s. Planeten (Sonne, Mond und fünf Planeten als Äusserungen göttlicher Wesen sahen sie ein Zeichen der Gesamtordnung des Kosmos und ordneten ihnen je s. Himmelszonen, Flusse, Winde, Farben und Töne zu. In der Babylon gab es die “bösen S.” unter denen eine Dämonengruppe verstanden wurde... 

In der christlichen Kirche tritt die S. z.B. in der Zahl der Gaben des Hl. Geistes, der Tugenden und der Todsünden auf: bei der Germanen drängte sie die alte Neun als heilige Zahl immer mehr zuruck... Die S. beherrscht dann das dt. Recht... sehr häufig ist die S. in Märchen (S. Raben, s. Geisslein).

Siebzig, heilige Zahl als Mehrfaches der Sieben, häufig in der Bibel, z.B. Jahre der babylon. Gefangenschaft und der Lebensdauer des Menschen, Anzahl von Ältesten...

Siebenundsiebzig, Zahl, die als heilig gilt, da sie aus zwei Sieben besteht; sie ist bes. im apokalyptischen Schriftum und in der Volksmedizin (Krankheit als 77 Fieber aufgefasst) wichtig. (Sieben, Brockhaus Enzyklopaedie, 387, my abbreviations, italics and underlining.)

Because of their ultimate indefinition, the sacral numbers are ideal for poetic imagination. The most pregnant use of “seven” is in Genesis: God created the world in six days, and on the seventh day he rested. Thus the third commandment says: thou shalt sanctify the holy day. In the Orthodox iconography even the concept of “the eigth day of creation” is also familiar — it is described as two curvilinear quadrangles placed one on another. I assume the basic forms of number symbols used in iconography are present in the collective consciousness of Russian Orthodox people, and that Tsvetaeva was inspired of them and used them in her poetry. 

Ideal for a poet is also the bipolarity of the very concept of the “sacred”: “good” and “evil” are intertwined, as demonstrated by the “seven deadly sins” vs. “seven virtues / gifts by the Holy Spi​rit”, “seven demons” vs. “seven righteous men”, and so on. Important is the number of planets — sun, moon and five planets, “seven heavens” — juxtaposed with Ionic consonants, natural attributes to the poet’s profession. Consequently, “seven” denoting the completeness of cosmic order is the utmost ideal attribute to a poet-visionary, a demiurge; at the same time a created and a creator. 

Throughout cultures and ages, omens, fortune-telling, signs in heaven, supranatural phenomena have been of special importance in times of chaos and upheavals. In the critical and transitory times of Early and Late Symbolism spiritualism, numerology, theosophy and anthroposophy, among other teachings, were extremely popular in Russia. Hansen-Löve makes a distinction between the magic and the symbolic use of numbers (1999, 401): «Можно говорить о наличии тенденции к “магии слов и чисел” в CI  /=Early Sym​bo​lism/ и о стремлении к “символике слов и чисел” в CII /=Late Symbolism/». In the case of Tsvetaeva, the magic and symbolic uses seem to be of equal importance. Symbolists aimed to negate the visible, where symbols represented “findings from absoluteness that lack precision, are unidentified and indefinite. — The diabolist poet sees himself from a dualist viewpoint, as both a created being and a creator, Lord of his dreams, reflecting his projected world of art, a communicator of his divine dreams” (ibid, 377–378 — my transl.).
Contacts with the Russian Symbolists have probably had an impact on Tsvetaeva’s use of numbers. For example Balmont, with whom Tsvetaeva felt an affinity, was also keen on number symbols in his poetry. (Schneider, 1970). Apart from the Symbolists and contemporaries in general, Dante’s “three” (trinity) and Rilke’s cosmology are important for inspiring Tsvetaeva. She was also familiar with Rudolf Steiner’s Geheimwissenschaft, the esoteric teachings that also include emphasizing the number seven’s importance: e.g. light’s seven colours, the acoustic register’s seven tones, dividing human life into seven-years cycles, paralleling planetarian development with the human’s seven separate beings and her spiritual forces (Steiner, 1925/1977, 43).

Religious thinkers shared the same interests with the poets. Besides Kabbala and Eastern hermeticism, Russian-Orthodox religious thought took inspiration e.g. from Pythagorean number metaphysics. Acute attention was paid to define the role of Sophia, the feminine element and the fourth hypostasis of the Divine Trinity.

София обладает личностью и ликом, есть субъект, лицо, или скажем богословским термином, ипостась: конечно, она отличается от Ипостасей Св. Троицы, есть особая, иного порядка, чет​вертая ипостась (Булгаков, 1917, 212). 

Sophia was regarded as fallen from God’s subordination in order to attain a personality of her own, and to actively participate in creating the imago mundi. The Sophia figure is regarded both as passively mirroring God’s wisdom and as the active architect or artist, khudozhnitsa (MHM, II 465), a concept somewhat parallel with the one of demiurge, the created and creator. Smith has recently remarked that in the “Poema vozdukha / Poem of the Air”, Tsvetaeva’s representation of Self is modelled on the Sophia symbol, so influential in the Russian culture at the beginning of 20th century and associated with the theological concept the Annunciation, Mary’s role in creation (Smith 1999, 221). 

In Orthodox iconography, the curvilinear quadrangle denotes natural-feminine-static entity, the world’s creation — four winds, four seasons, whereas the triangle denotes divine-masculine-dynamic entity consisting of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. “Three” and “four” separately also are frequently used in Tsvetaeva’s poetic system, but that is outside my scope. 

“Seven” in Tsvetaeva’s poetic world

Tsvetaeva modifies myths (mifotvorchestvo) in creating her poetic world (mirotvorchestvo). Being a post-symbolist, myths’ and symbols’ traditional interpretations are only a point of departure for her poetic imagination. Frequent usage of “seven”, its synonyms and derivatives is a part of her poetic strategy, the magic of repetition. By repeating or connoting “seven” in various texts it attains a position of a marker, a unifying code-word, an ultimate attribute to the poet, and poetry. 

Many features in Tsvetaeva’s poetic strategy reveal their repetitive magic power in a textual or contextual analysis — when compared as interrelated chains in a longer poem (poema) or in the chronology of her entire work. In her case, the metonymic strategy often overtakes the metaphoric, where the repetition is aiming to manifest the uniqueness of chosen signifiers. The metonymic strategy is used to highlight the context, surroundings, instead of the protagonist, the evasive and indescribable instead of the stable and demarcated. It aims to reach out for the transcendent, the transgressive, without acknowledgement of “logocentrism”, beginning or end. Consequently, Tsvetaeva’s metonymic and “phonocentric” strategy, demonstrated by her frequent usage of “seven”, can be regarded as a feminine-intuitive strategy: a veiled voice is speaking, the speakers’s eyes are covered with seven layers. (Есть пробелы в памяти, бельма На глазах: семь покрывал — “Poem of the Hill”).

Metonymies also denote the sphere of the unknown: threat, danger and indefinition. The metonymic image «гора седьмой заповеди», “the hill of the seventh commandment” — referring to “thou shalt not commit adultery” — from “Poem of the End”, for example, implies both a personification, a surrounding and a temptation. When this central image is woven into a chain with other metonymic images, they attempt to break beyond the text’s boundaries. Metonymic strategy thus demonstrates Tsvetaeva’s credo of “one poet”, i.e., all true poets singing one unified song beyond the boundaries of different ages or languages, as demonstrated, for example, in the poem «Поэт речь далеко ведет».

Sometimes “seven” is also implied by the structure of the poem, as in “Poem of the Air”, where “seven” is the number of stanzas and thus associates the poem’s completeness with the number of heavens and, in summary, seems to serve as a panacea to explain almost anything related to poet’s mythopoetic world view, which, as a rule, constructs — and distorts — her historiography. Albeit very conscious of history and its tragedies, the poet always aims to subordinate the current facts to the mythic rule fata regunt orbem. When she says «Я большая, мне семь лет» («За книгами» CC 1, 1112, undated, 1912), there’s as such no implication to a myth. But a contextual analysis shows clearly, how often in her work the age seven is repeated and presented as a symbolic boundary with a very specific meaning. 

However, Tsvetaeva’s obsessive infatuation with “seven” might not be exceptional, since the number is deeply embedded in cultural systems as this encyclopaedic entry also notes: 

В некоторых культурно-языковых традициях существует семиричная система счисления и/или число 7 выступает вообще как наиболее употребительное число, характеризующее почти универсально все, что исчисляется в мифопоэтическом космосе (MHM II, 630).

In Tsvetaeva’s poetry, “seven” also serves as a natural attribute to the concept of a lyrical poet, who is omnipotent as God or Nature; but also rebellious, suffering as Christ or Sophia; androgynous, active and passive; as an angel choir in a state of incessant praise. Albeit using a metonymic strategy, the poet strongly manifests her right to her own authentic voice, an odd parity, the lack of an equal mate, a position of the initiated. In addition, “seven” in Tsvetaeva’s texts attains a range of poetic connotations in different languages: her credo of poetry’s universality is confirmed by her linguistic cross-bordering between Russian, German and French languages, her childhood’s literary inheritance. For example, the assonance “sie​ben-зыби” is not simply a sound-image or “poetic etymology”, but a manifestation of a philosophy, including a belief in reincarnation. 

Tsvetaeva’s habit of using song-like refrains enables her to create chains of images with an ever deepening meaning. According to Gasparov, first the young poet attempts, by means of refraining several detailing images, to approach the central image; and later, at her mature stage, the strategy changes: first comes the central image, followed by fumbling, detailed images in a chain that aim not to go further from one place to another, but to probe all the deeper. She is stagnated, up to a dead end (Gasparov 1995, 312–313). Not willing to change her poetic motif, Tsvetaeva instead widens her “vocabulary”, often by means of assonances based on the similarity of sounds. In her latter years, Tsvetaeva’s language both in poetry and prose seems to adopt more and more of a “phonological stone-breaking” — to quote Fyodor Stepun’s metaphor. In more psychological terms, Tsvetaeva’s metonymic strategy ends up suffering from exhaustion, short of breath.

According to Revzina, Tsvetaeva’s usage of numbers denote either to actual, usual or virtual spheres of life. The actual use of numbers denotes concreteness in time, space and situations, the imaginative subject’s ‘thinking of the actual’; whereas the usual refers to the sphere of mass or repeating situations, the subject’s ‘knowledge of reality’; while, finally, in the virtual sphere the numbers denote situations beyond time and space, universality and the subject’s ‘experience of reality’ (Revzina, 1995, 626). The virtual sphere characterizes the authenticity of the poet: he or she is not bound to time or space, to separateness between actual and virtual, or to just one cultural system. In Revzina’s classification (ibid, 628–630, 638), the young Tsvetaeva’s lyrics were thematically devoted to “documentation” of the childhood atmosphere and the mother's presence or the subject’s longing for her. In the young girl’s early documentative poetry the numbers mostly signify an actual, occasional or superficial meaning. In the 1920s the number imagery becomes antithetic to the previous period, attaining deeper poetical meanings. If then the actual denotative sphere still exists, it attempts to reveal a ‘deeper regulation’. Finally, in the 30s, a synthesis arises: immediate denotation to the actual returns, but principles adopted in the 20s also remain. “In those cases, when the immediate coincides with the in-depth meaning /the latter/ is emphasised, and the occasional meaning will then be interpreted as the regular, and the superficial as the in-depth” (ibid, 638).

However, even in the early period of “documentation” Tsvetaeva’s verses never lacked poetic effect; rather one should add that Revzina’s classification parallels a child’s normative psychological development, starting from a concrete phase of thinking and developing towards cognitive and abstract phases. What is striking is that number imagery inspired the poet constantly, with fervour. Psychologically, they helped her to maintain her illusion of omnipotent control, and I suggest that the urge of endless contrasting and synthesising is a feature of obsessive control, and the use of recurrent images temporarily console the struggler. Or, if following esoteric views, by means of repetitive strategies, she made every poem to be a part of a unified cosmos. 

In the following I will try to analyse some text fragments as examples — it would have been easy to find a lot more examples (cf. Словарь поэтического языкa, IV, 356–359) — and interpret them in the context of Tsvetaeva’s poetic and mythopoetic strategy. The semantic space for “seven” seems to increase and accumulate power during the years, and the images of the latter texts do not negate the previous, but amplify their semantic echo. 

 “Seven” as age of boundary; expression of omnipotence 

In the story “Черт/Devil” (1935) about her relationship with the Devil, Tsvetaeva seems to contrast — half-earnestly and half-jokingly — the Symbolists’ concepts of diabolism with her inner child’s ecstasies. “Devil” is a sensual story on the motif of a child’s growing consciousness that she has been chosen to become a poet, but it can also be read as a manifold discourse where historiography, cosmology, personal mythmaking and psychological introspection enter into a dialogue and produce a synthesis.

‘Seven years’ of age is repeated several times in the story, regarding it as a boundary, an irrevocable watershed in the protagonist’s life: she began to read books prohibited to children before turning seven, describing her big sister Valeria’s room in dualistic biblical terms, as the ‘tree of good and evil knowledge’. Second, her mother read her the same book as her father had read to her when she was seven. Third, as one of the climaxes, is the first confession in an Orthodox church at seven. The episode reveals the narrator’s dual child-adult perspective: the child had taken communion without having confessed all her sins, the adult narrator regards the deed as the first and fatal transgression of boundaries, after which ‘every boundary, every prohibition was already trespassed by her’. Occasional disobedience at a ritual confession paradoxically means losing obedience to God for good, banishment from Paradise, and, as a logical consequence, loyalty to the Devil, known conventionally as the great two-tongued liar, father of ambiguity. Fourth, the narrator notes that her childhood ended at seven as the mother-substitute, nyanya Augusta Ivanovna left the house. Nyanya’s role in the story is dual: she is both the warrior for the child and her seducer by her whispers to enter the prohibited room, incorporating the invitation by an eternally rebellious “ba​bye”. 

This mature story — written when the poet was 43 years old and wanted to leave a legacy to her children by means of a series of autobiographical essays — is a type of a late confession. The repetition of “seven” emphasises the boundary between innocence and conscious loss of it, but it also accumulates magic. Tsvetaeva’s subject points out the crucial importance of her symbolic choice to remain on the Devil’ side, which means to remain eternally not returned in her love, to remain «без Вань и без нянь». She wishes to be left alone when everyone else is looking for a mate, describing how desperately she wants to keep her Schwarze Peter, the lonely card without a pair, only for herself. In the “Devil” the metonymic strategy is also exposed: the story ends, but associations of “devil” or “seven” seem to go on ad infinitum, and the cohesive link between them remains beyond any ultimate definition. 

Семилетняя болтуня,

А большая — вслед вздохнула…

Дуры обе. — А где ж

Ждать ума от светлоглазых?

Обе начитались сказок, —

Ночь от дня не отличат.

А царевичу в поддевке

Вот совет наш: по головке

Семилетнюю погладь.

Раз за дочку, раз за мать

……………

Впрочем, можно и однажды.

(CC 1, 2, 201;  March 1920)

The image of the babbling child — in the actual sphere of life alluding to the poet’s seven-year-old daughter Alya, a wunderkind, — is identified and contrasted with the mother. (In the esoteric views it’s emphasised that a human gives birth to a girl-child similar to herself, in which the nucleus of the parent is transferred — Steiner 1925/1977, 135). In Tsvetaeva’s poetic world this kind of maternal line identification plays an important role: mothers and daughters are presented as interchangeable subjects, living matryoshka dolls. The poem’s fragment is teasing, even seductive, equating the mother and daughter in the presence of the ‘prince in a fur-coat’, offering an incestuous hint of sharing adult secrets with the child. The empty dotted line signifies the taboo, end of vocabulary. The mother is as much as a child as the child is an adult, ‘both keen on fairytales’. “Seven” connotes trespassing the border of a child’s innocence: the subject is proud of her daughter’s loss of innocence (or paradise), and she herself wants to preserve her child-like defiance. The outlines between the subject and object are faded. The dual light of night and day, permitted and prohibited, playful and earnest, has already turned into a commonplace mechanism: it suggests an entry into another world and the task of breaking the borders (the integrity) of Self as an act of sacrifice.

Mythopoetic manifestations of poet’s limitlessness 

 «Из меня… можно было бы выделить семь поэтов, не говоря о прозаиках» (Письмо Иваску, цит. по Гаспарову, 1995, 310). Here the alluded mythical pantheon’s “seven” is reduced to an idiom — “seven” connotes simply “as many as you wish”, signifying poetry’s (and the poet’s) limitlessness. 

Семь холмов — как семь колоколов!

На семи колоколах — колокольни.

Всех счетом — сорок сороков.

Колокольное семихолмие! 

(СС 1, 1, 272; 8.6.1916)

The fragment manifests love for Tsvetaeva’s home-town Moscow, actualising sacred “seven” and associating it with Moscow’s status in the history of civilization. “Seven” parallels Moscow with more ancient towns also built on seven hills (e.g. Rome, Jerusalem and Constantinople) by juxtaposing hills with bells, implicitly associating ‘bells’ with song: again, an allusion to the singers, i.e. poets. The chain ‘seven hills’ — ‘seven bells’ — ‘seven belltowers’ implies a choir of singers of the magic/sacred town Moscow. The holy number 40 alludes to biblical associations, to completeness of a period, or number of martyrs. ‘Forty times forty’ implies a never-ending praise to the countless golden cupolas, by a choir of innumerable martyr-like singers. 

Не самозванка — я пришла домой

И не служанка — мне не надо хлеба,

Я страсть твоя, воскресный отдых твой,

Твой день седьмой, твоей седьмое небо.

(СС 1, 2, 80; April 1918).

Here seven is actualised as the sacred seventh day of rest, juxtaposed with the peak of carnal desire, more preferable than daily bread. The metaphor is full of praise. Later, the rather dull metaphor «твое седьмое небо» attains a new and more complex tone in the “Poem of the Air” (1927) in which the ‘seventh heaven’ also means the peak, the terra firma, «твердь», in that poem achievable only after a long journey — like the Ascension of Christ — through heavens, starting from one’s death and providing the poet with a new poetic vocabulary. («Ну, вот и двустишие / Начальное. Первый гвоздь» — “Poem of the Air”).

Семь мечей пронзали сердце

Богородицы над Сыном.

Семь мечей пронзили сердце,

А мое — семижды семь.

Я не знаю, жив ли, нет ли

Тот, кто мне дороже сердца,

Тот, кто мне дороже Сына…

Этой песней — утешаюсь.

Если встретится — скажи.

(СС 1, 2, 89; 25.5.1918)

“Seven” here alludes to seven sacred dolours of the Mother of God weeping at her Son’s death — visualised in an Orthodox icon with seven swords on the Virgin’s chest. But here the Christian allusion is transformed into a folklore, emphasising the lyrical subject’s innumerable pains by repeating the apocalyptic number 77. The poem starts in a high key, but typically for Tsvetaeva, it transforms into a low key and ends in a whisper, lack of breath. 

Семеро, семеро,

Славлю дней!

Семь твоих шкур твоих

Славлю, Змей!

 [three quatrains omitted, in which the subject talks to the Serpent]

Снашивай, сбрасывай

Старый день!

В ризнице нашей —

Семижды семь!

(СС 2, 61; 16.10. 1921)

The refrains resemble folkloric incantation with suggestion. The subject speaks to the Serpent-Other, praising her poetic creativity in a serpent’s skin, changing to a new one every day. The serpent and the subject are juxtaposed. Our ‘riznitsa’ — vestry — is paralled with a wardrobe for old, worn and useless bygone days, like old skins. The poet’s work is equated with Nature and “seven” manifests limitlessness and regeneration of them both.

Завершенная седьмица

Бургомистрово чело.
(CC 3, 60)
--

Женской сущности септ-аккорд —

Музыка — есть — черт.
(CC 3, 91)
In the fragments from “Krysolov/Ratcatcher” (1925) ‘seven’ is alluded to by «седьмица» and «септ-аккорд». Contrast between them is implied by the rational, logocentric burgomaster’s masculine forehead, thinking of the work week behind or ahead, limitation of time — and the opposite: ontologically feminine, limitless musical-phonocentric seven-chord, and its identification with the Devil.

Possessed by love 

The motif of “Poema gory / Poem of the Hill” (1924) is an adulterous love relationship in the surroundings of a hill, in actual life a hill in Prague, the Smichov area. Image of the ‘hill of the seventh commandment’ connotes both an environment and a protagonist, and a driving force, dynamis, for the possessed lovers. The hill is omnipotent, rivalling to the power of gods, and antithetic to the divine order of the righteous: «Та гора была миры! / Боги мстят своим подобиям!» and consequently, predetermined to cause pain and loss of the relationship, as expressed in another sound-image: «Горе началось с горы». The poem’s thunderous last quatrain synthesises the hill and the seventh commandment into an incantation or a curse:

В час неведомый, в срок негаданный

Опознаете всей семьей

Непомерную и громадную

Гору заповеди седьмой!

The rhyme «семьей-седьмой» manifests the disaster threatening not only the loving couple itself, but one’s whole family, being suggestive of biblical tones. The hill grows irresistible and devilish: it requires adultery. “Seven” is repeated in the epilogue, reinforcing the power of the previous sound-image: 

Есть пробелы в памяти, бельма

На глазах: семь покрывал…

Я не помню тебя — отдельно.

Вместо черт — белый провал.

(СС 3, 24–30; 1924)
The quatrain discharges the thunder of the previous images; at this point of the epilogue the lyrical subject’s repetitive, compulsory search for pain has been gratified and she is in a total shock, lacking sight and memory. There is an eyesore in her eyes, the eyes are covered with ‘seven coverings’; an associative link between the ‘seventh commandment’ and the ‘seven coverings is established. The temporary loss of sight alludes to Sibylla, the blind soothsayer, a mask of the intuitive poet.

Two years later, in 1926, Tsvetaeva fell intensively, but again one-sidedly in love with the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke. The correspondence between them was initiated by a common acquaintance, fellow-poet Boris Pasternak. In his letter to Tsvetaeva, Rilke confessed his fondness for the number seven, regarding it as his ‘blessed number’ (Azadovsky, 1992, 58–59, 249). Very happy for this information, regarding “seven” as a secret marker, Tsvetaeva used “seven” even more frequently in her Rilke-related texts. “Seven” came to manifest common virtual space for the poets’ literary relationship, which is more rewarding than those relationships that took place in the actual sphere of life, as was described in the “Poem of the Hill” and “Poem of the End”. 

We know Tsvetaeva often falsified dates and numbers, for poetic and other reasons. In a letter to Rilke she announced she was younger than she actually was. In relation to Rilke, she used “seven” as often as possible, as a blessing code for their virtual intimacy. For example, the poem “Novogodnee/New Year’s Eve” is dated 7.2.1927 with twofold intention: it is the date of the soul’s final departure from earth (40 days had then passed after Rilke’s death); it also contains two — married — 7s. In a letter to Rilke she explains the wide range of use of the “seven” in Russian sayings and folklore:

Дерево выше самого себя, дерево перерастает себя, — потому такое высокое. Из тех, о которых Бог — к счастью, не заботится (сами о себе заботятся!) и которые растут прямо в небо, в семидесятое (у нас, русских, их семь!). Быть на седьмом небе от радости. Видеть седьмой сон. Неделя — по-древнерусски — седьмица. Семеро одного не ждут. Семь Симеонов (сказка). 7 — русское число! О, еще много: Семь бед — один ответ, много. (quoted from Azadovsky, 1992, 63–64).

Extremely possessive of immaterial goods, she argues that ‘seven is a Russian number’, wanting to preserve its ‘right of property’ only for herself. Similarly, she wants to act as the sole representative of Russia for Rilke. Her associations have hypnotic power, but they also reveal full awareness of the poet's limitations: the semantic and linguistic sphere is their sole space of communication. This communication, verbal companionship, becomes even more important after Rilke’s death. “Novogodnee” alludes not only to words but to every sound and syllable that fashioned the poets’ promised land. Now Tsvetaeva’s narrator dreams of finally leaving dumb characters (characters correspond to the body, a hindrance in a relationship according to her) behind in order to concentrate on pure sound, of at last achieving a balance between the verbal expression and one’s inner being. 

After the addressee’s death the speaker is finally emancipated to use all possible synonyms without being afraid that the other one would not understand; she argues that death is “unilingual”, «всеязычна». She is now free to vary the use of ‘blessed seven’, eg. by «неделька» instead of «седьмица». Intimacy is hinted at by using these kinds of code-words, words that were used in the poems dedicated to each other and in correspondence. “Novogodnee” is a celebration and requiem, at the same time it greets and offers farewell, congratulates and mourns, and hopes for the next spiritual meeting. Here, «соломой», ‘clutch of straw’ suggests both death and hope, offering a link between ‘seventh’ and ‘twenty-sixth’ : 

// (соломой

Застелив седьмой — двадцать шестому

Отходящему — какое счастье

Тобой кончиться, тобой начаться!) (ibid).

Intimacy is also hinted aat through parentheses — the subject talks to the Other, whose soul is departing from the body at the turn of the year (1926/1927), so that the New Year is equated with the poet’s soul’s departure from body and entrance into a new vocabulary, thus the feast of feasts. (cf. Kahla, 2000).

Tsvetaeva’s next poem continues the same theme, namely a requiem to Rilke. “Poem of the Air” (May 1927) repeats ‘seven’ four times, turning it by means of a translingual echo “зы​би/Sie​ben” almost into a natural element, a ‘cry from the last shore’, be it the actual Duino castle where Rilke wrote his ultimate elegies, or the mundane world in general, reaching the last point of existence, the apocalypse, where all languages are due to resolve to one and lovers-poets will understand each other in all languages, recalling previous images both from her own poetry, from Rilke’s, and from their correspondence:

Семь — пласты и зыби!

Семь — heilige Sieben!

Семь в основе лиры

Семь в основе мира — 

Раз в основе мира —

Семь — основа мира.

Лирика.

(CC 3, 137–144)

Here the poet by repetition manifests her credo, the omnipotence of poet and poetry. ‘Seven — soil and sea!’ ‘Seven is on the foundation of the world’ signify that the axis mundi is lyrics, created by poets. 

No compromises, no mercy, separation and depersonalisation


The use of refrains makes Tsvetaeva’s poetry phonocentric. The accumulative power is created throughout by rhythm and rhyme, paronyms, frequent ellipses and enjambments. Often the technique alludes to lack of breath, crying, which in turn transforms into rain, flow, sea, etc. — voices resembling Nature. A significant feature in Tsvetaeva’s poetic world is the total lack of mercy: like Nature, the poet feels no mercy either towards her or her neighbours’ weaknesses, nor does she accept any compromises of the soul. The absolute poetic ear, “linguistic purgatory”, ends up in burning exhaustion of its means.

As a code, “seven” connotes manifold and crucial aspects in the poet’s cosmology and her self-definition, as this brief account has tried to show. “Seven” remains important throughout her work. Even in the last published poem that was written some months before her suicide she uses “seven”, now contrasting it with “six”, contrasting incompleteness with completeness:

Все повторяю первых стих

и все переправляю слово:

— «Я стол накрыл на шестерых»…

Ты одного забыл — седьмого.

Невесело нам вшестером.

На лицах — дождевые струи…

Как мог ты за таким столом

Седьмого позабыть — седьмую…

 [2 stanzas omitted]

Как мог, как смел ты не понять,

Что шестеро (два брата, третий —

Ты сам — с женой, отец и мать)

Есть семеро — раз я на свете!

Ты стол накрыл на шестерых,

Но шестерыми мир не вымер.

Чем пугалом среди живых —

Быть призраком хочу — с твоими,

(Своими)…

Робкая как вор,

О — души не задевая! —

За непоставленный прибор

Сажусь незваная, седьмая.

Раз! — опрокинула стакан!

И все, что жаждало пролиться, — 

Вся соль из глаз, вся кровь из ран —

Со скатерти — на половицы.

И — гроба нет! Разлуки — нет!

Стол расколдован, дом разбужен.

Как смерть — на свадебный обед,

Я жизнь, пришедшая на ужин.

…Никто: не брат, не сын, не муж,

Не друг — и все же укоряю:

— Ты, стол накрывший на шесть — душ,

Меня не посадивший — с краю.

(СС 2, 369–370; March 6, 1941)

The lyrical subject is separated from the six invited, apart from the others, an uninvited guest, first looking at the table from a distance. The poem’s tone parallels the story of “Engel und der Grobian” that describes a peasant boy in a strawberry field who only too late understands whom he has in fact been visited by when he suddenly meets another boy (a disguised angel) asking him to share the strawberries with him (episode described in the story “Devil”). Now, in this late poem, the subject is in the role of the disguised visitor, a tormented soul soon to be departed from body. The Christ-like mask «Я жизнь, пришедшая на ужин» alludes to the Last Supper. The subject is left without a seat, persecuted like Christ, a persona non grata like an Angel of Death; in actual life reminding one of the stigma of an emigré among the scared fellow-writers during Stalin’s persecutions. The lyrical subject is masked both as Saviour and as a personification from bewitched fairy tales or the apocalypse: «И — гроба нет! Разлуки — нет! / Стол рас​кол​дован, дом разбужен». Transcendent, doomed to death and thus disavowing death, she joins the table with a death-connoting metaphor «Сажусь незваная, седьмая», implying a threat to all guests. The subject feels sorry that she had to correct the implied host in the poem — in actual sphere of life the Soviet poet Arseni Tarkovski — who had not understood the importance of “seven”, ‘how could you, how dared you not understand’ — the “seven’s” crucial, obliging signification for a poet. The host dared not invite the colleague to the table and is punished for his civic cowardice by a visitation of a ghost. 

I have attempted to make some preliminary remarks on the implications of ‘seven’ in Tsvetaeva’s work. She has used repetitively “seven” and its derivatives throughout her work, as fundamental attributes of her poetry. Through her metonymic strategy she escapes making any changes in her poetic world-view, making changes only in the associative chains. As one particular signifier in her imagery, the number seven is the most content-loaded, varied and loved.
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