Preface

This book offers the most complete collection ever of letters between the two greatest Russian poets of the twentieth century, Boris Pasternak and Marina Tsvetaeva. Researchers and readers have long been aware of this correspondence; some of it, namely the part from the spring and summer of 1926, which involved the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke as the third party, has become the most famous epistolary exchange in Russian literature of the past century and has been translated into several European languages.
 Nevertheless, about three quarters of all letters have remained unknown to the wider public so far. This correspondence proved to be one of the pivotal life events both for Pasternak and for Tsvetaeva. For readers and researchers, it represents an invaluable key to understanding the two poets’ creative and intellectual aspirations. Only now, however, do we have the opportunity to appreciate this long-term exchange of letters as a whole. For that, there are several reasons.

The largest part of Pasternak’s messages to Tsvetaeva is kept in the Tsvetaeva collection of the Russian State Archive of Literature and Art (RGALI, Moscow). Until the year 2000, researchers had almost no access to this collection, comprising the materials passed on to the Archive by Tsvetaeva’s own daughter A.S. Efron. Pasternak’s letters as well were unobtainable: save for one, they had never been published. A further dozen letters from Pasternak to Tsvetaeva are in the hands of Pasternak’s heirs: these are the ones printed in the editions of the 1926 correspondence. This is because in August 1941, in preparation for evacuation, Tsvetaeva gave an envelope with the letters Pasternak and Rilke had sent her in the spring and summer of 1926 to a Goslitizdat (the State Literary Publisher) employee A.P. Riabinina for safekeeping. It was from Riabinina that Pasternak’s heirs later received these letters.

Tsvetaeva’s messages to Pasternak had a more dramatic fate. Few originals have survived, and the rest seem unlikely to re-surface. Pasternak personally described the history of this loss in his autobiographical sketch, Liudi i polozheniia (People and Situations): 

During the war and my intermittent visits to the evacuated family, a Scriabin museum employee — a great admirer of Tsvetaeva and my good friend — offered  to take these letters for safekeeping, along with my parents’ and some mail from Gorky and Rolland. All of these she placed into the museum’s strongbox, except for Tsvetaeva’s letters, which, not trusting the safety of the strongbox, she did not let out of her hands.

She lived in her country cottage year round. Every evening she carried those letters in a handbag to her place of residence, and every morning brought them back to the city on her way to work. One winter, feeling utterly exhausted, she was traveling home, to her dacha. Halfway from the station she realized she had left the handbag with the letters on the commuter train. This was how Tsvetaeva’s letters got lost.

There are reasons to believe that frequent transportation of Tsvetaeva’s letters was partly due to the fact that Alexei Kruchonykh asked the safekeeper to let him copy them, first by hand, and then with the help of a typewriter. With one or two exceptions, most of the few surviving original letters were with Kruchonykh at the time of the handbag’s disappearance. Kruchonykh and his assistants had managed to copy a large quantity of Tsvetaeva’s letters from 1922 through early 1927. These copies formed the basis of most of the publications of Tsvetaeva’s letters so far. Save for these copies and a few originals, no other sources would have been available had Tsvetaeva not had a habit of drafting her letters (not all, but the ones most important to her) in the same notebooks in which she worked on her poetry.

Once researchers gained access to all the materials in the Tsvetaeva archival collection, the number of drafts of her letters to Pasternak in her working notebooks turned out to be sufficient to reconstruct the correspondence as a whole. One large chronological gap, from the spring of 1928 to the spring of 1931, is, however, practically impossible to close.
  This is because in 1939, on Tsvetaeva’s return from Paris to the USSR, she did not bring with her the notebooks in which she had worked on the poems Perekop and The Poem of the Royal Family: these, along with the remainder of Tsvetaeva’s archive left behind in Paris, perished during the war.

As if anticipating the problem researchers and readers would eventually face, Tsvetaeva wrote in one of the notebook drafts of a message to Pasternak, “I always jot down letters to you (including this one) in a notebook on the fly, like a draft of a poem. Only the clean copy never comes out, just two rough drafts: one for you, one for me” (April 9, 1926). There is a reason why Tsvetaeva treated first letter drafts in her notebooks on a par with the “second drafts,” which she sent away. Whenever possible, in the present edition we keep both versions of the text — both the notebook draft and the version sent to the addressee, so that an attentive reader can make sure that these two “drafts” complement each other.  

One ought not, however, underestimate the difficulties incurred and the inevitable losses caused by such an unusual way of reconstructing a body of correspondence. First, a considerable part of Tsvetaeva’s notebook drafts is recorded in shorthand, with virtually every word abbreviated. The deciphering took an enormous effort and has not always been completely successful. For readers’ convenience, the present edition signals conjectures with angle brackets only when the reading is ambivalent or dubious. Were we to signal conjectures throughout, angle brackets would have been the most frequent character on these pages. Secondly, the dating and chronological ordering of the notebook drafts alongside other sources (original letters by Pasternak and Tsvetaeva, copies of Tsvetaeva’s letters) has also proven to be a difficult task. In some cases, we cannot be certain of having placed notebook fragments into their rightful chronological place. 

We are also not sure that every fragment addressed to Pasternak in Tsvetaeva’s working notebooks ended up included in the letters she actually sent him. With no means to verify this, we have chosen the only possible solution and published the corpus of notebook letter drafts in its entirety.

In addition to the two poets’ exchange, this volume includes surviving letters from Pasternak to Tsvetaeva’s husband S.Ya. Efron, and the latter’s letters to Pasternak.

All letters comprised in this volume are published from primary sources available (whether originals, copies, or notebook drafts). A huge number of inaccuracies and omissions typical of the many recent editions of Pasternak’s and Tsvetaeva’s selected letters has been eliminated here for the first time in decades. The more detailed information regarding the editorial principles is available in the preface to the editorial annotations.
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