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Marina Tsvetaeva's
“You, who loved me with the falseness..”*

Juri Lotman*#*

Ty, menja ljubivshij fal'sh’ju
Istiny - i pravdoj Izhi,

Ty, menja ljubivshij — dal'she
Nekuda! - Za rubezhi!

Ty, menja ljubivshij dol'she
Vremeni. - Desnitsy vzmakh! -
Ty menja ne ljubish’ bol'she:
Istina v pjati slovakh.

12 dekabrja 1923

[You, who loved me with the falseness
of truth - and the truth of lies,

You, who loved me - no way

further! - Beyond the boundaries!

You, who loved me longer than
time. — A wave of the hand! -
You don’t love me anymore:
The truth in five words.

12 December 1923]
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The poem’s meaning is determined with unusual clarity by its construction.
It falls into two principal parts, and the conflict between them organizes the
text: the first six lines as opposed to the final two. It is noteworthy that the
boundary between these parts does not align with the seemingly natural divi-
sion - the pause (or, from a graphic perspective, the blank space) between the
stanzas. More broadly, as we shall see, a systematic displacement of customary
boundaries will prove to be a key meaning-generating factor of the text.

If we generalize the local oppositions generated by the contrastive compari-
son of these two sections and seek their common ground, it can most plausibly
be formulated as an antithesis between what is violated, deformed, and non-
normalized, on the one hand, and what is accepted, natural, and normal, on
the other. The construction is complex, however, because the poem initially
presents — through roughly three-quarters of its length — a world of disrupted
connections and inverted meanings as if they were the normative order. Once
the reader has entered this system and internalized its logic, the final two lines
abruptly return him to semantic and syntactic norms, to ordinary construc-
tions. Precisely this ordinariness, against such a background, is experienced
as the limit case of the unexpected.

The poems first section is marked by an extreme displacement of lexical
meaning: the semantics of each unit is not merely shifted but inverted into
its antonym: “the falseness / of truth”, “the truth of lies”. The phrases “no way
further” and “longer than time” enact a paradoxical coupling: a term denot-
ing movement into distance (“further”) is joined to the impossibility of such
movement (“no way”), and a term that already names the totality of tempo-
ral movement [“time”] is paired with an impossible marker of its extension
[“longer”]. The opposition between time and space (“longer - farther”) is
complicated by the fact that space here is metaphorical, producing an addi-
tional opposition between “literal” and “figurative” meaning. The superlative
force of these notions is achieved by flipping them into their antonyms: the
impossibility of going further takes the form of limitless motion: “no way
further! - Beyond the boundaries!” By the same logic, an instantaneous
moment - time at its shortest limit (“a wave of the hand”) — comes to signify
limitless temporal duration (“longer than time”).

This superlative construction not only disrupts ordinary semantic associa-
tions; it also runs counter to a common strategy of linguistic intensification,
namely the repetition of the same word or of a synonym (e.g., “very, very big”,
“the real truth”; compare Pasternak’s rendering of Shakespeare: “I will conceal
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you in my heart of heart”).! Tsvetaeva achieves intensification not by repeating

synonyms but by escalating oxymora. The result is a world that is maximally

tense (all meanings are given in the superlative mode) and radically deformed

in relation to ordinariness (all meanings are replaced by their opposites).
This entire construction is opposed by the poem’s ending:

You don't love me anymore:
The truth in five words.

Here the words are used only in their direct sense: there are no shifts of mean-
ing, and no quantitative hyperbole. This is underscored by the fact that even
“anymore” does not mark a degree of quality (“more / less”) but signals the ter-
mination of the verbal action (“don’t love ... anymore”). The antithesis between
a tense, hyperbolic first section and a dry factual statement is reinforced by
other substructures of the text as well.

The text’s first section is built on rhythmic and intonational enjambments.
In this context, the phrases “the falseness of truth”, “no way further”, and
“longer than time” are arranged so that both words are stressed and occupy
strong positions — one at the end of the line and the other at the beginning of
the next line. This arrangement rules out proclitic or enclitic intonation (i.e.,
the attachment of a weak unstressed word to a strong stressed one). Such
intonational salience is thus also perceived as semantic emphasis. This, in
turn, contrasts with the absence of enjambments and the ordinariness of the
intonations in the poemn’s final lines.?

One may also note the difference between the rhymes “fal’sh’ju — ddl’she”
and “ddlshe - dol’she”, on the one hand, and “dél’she — bél’she”, on the other. In
“falsh’iu - ddl’she’, alongside the sharply foregrounded differentiating element
‘ju’ (recall that ju is one of the text’s most significant phonologico-graphic
elements, since it appears in the words ljubivshij and ljubish’), structural paral-
lelism itself produces an illusory sense of semantic affinity. Yet the impossibility
of establishing grammatical or semantic parallels between the two words

! From Boris PasternaK’s “Courage” (“Smelost”, 1941). Juri Lotman mentions Pasternak’s line
in Analysis of the Poetic Text (Lotman 1976 [1972]: 192) and discusses this poem in more detail
in Culture and Explosion, noting that “I will conceal you in my heart of heart’ is a quotation
from the speech of Hamlet”, meaning “to hide in the depths of his heart” (Lotman 2009 [1992]:
63). Hamlet’s words referred to here are “..I will wear him / In my heart’s core, ay, in my heart

of heart” (The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, act 3, sc. 2). — Translators note.

> Enjambment is usually associated with an increased role of everyday colloquial intonations
in verse. In the present case, we encounter a rare example of the opposite. — Juri Lotman’s note.
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deautomatizes the meaning of each. The pair “ddl’she - dol’she” functions dif-
ferently. Here, the a:0 opposition - given the otherwise complete coincidence
of the remaining phonemes and of the rhyme’s grammatical structure - carries
the contrast between spatial and temporal semantics. All three rhymed words
share a common intonational pattern: they are phraseologically bound to what
follows while being rhythmically separated from it. This unfinished, continu-
ing intonation is opposed by an intonation of completeness in the penultimate
line. If the dissonant rhyme “ddl’she - dél'she” sounds refined, “dél’she — bol'she”
sounds pointedly poor. This difference is accompanied by another feature: in
the first two pairs, the phonological differentiator is a vowel, which is char-
acteristic of rhyme perceived as innovative, whereas in the last pair, it is, in
a more traditional fashion, a consonant. In addition, the differential element
moves from the end of the word to the middle and then to the beginning.
Consequently, the poem’s final pair of feminine rhymes would sound tauto-
logical, that is, maximally poor, were it not for the fact that dél’she and bél’she,
almost synonymous outside this context, perform different functions. Délshe
not only retains but accentuates its temporal meaning, while bélshe not only
loses that meaning but tends toward a weakening of lexical content, becoming a
grammatical marker of the cessation of an action and shifting from the opposi-
tion ‘more/less’ to ‘still/already’ In effect, it functions as a lexical indicator of
the status of a completed vs. non-completed action and serves as an intensifier
with the negation ne (like the words sovsem ‘at all; otniud’ ‘by no means, etc.).
The semantic function of the chain “fdlsh’ju - dal’she - dél'she - bolshe” is fur-
ther underscored by the fact that all four are tied, through sound repetition, to
words from the semantic field of love - the text’s conceptual center:

ljubivshij - falshju
I ju sh I ju sh

ljubivshij - ddlshe

I'sh Ish

(with the phonological oppositions foregrounded: b/d, u (ju)/a, and i/e).

ljubivshij - délshe
I'sh Ish

(with the phonological oppositions foregrounded: b/d, /o, and i/e).

linbish’ - bol’she
b sh b I’ (with u/o and i/e foregrounded).
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The stressed vowels of the text prove quite revealing:

y i a
i a y
y i a
e Y
y i 0
e i a
y ju o
i i a

In the poemss first five lines, we see a consistent vocalic combination derived
from the following system:

vowel vowel vowel
y - aoro - eori

In line 4, the element a is present, but because of the rhythmic structure, the
middle stress is omitted altogether. Y is semantically anchored in ty, i func-
tions as the stressed vowel in the repeatedly recurring ljubivshij, and a/o are
associated with the lexical group that characterizes love: “falsh’ju”, “pravdoy”,
“dal’she”, “dolshe”.

Toward the end of the poem, the strict phonological pattern established in
the first part begins to disintegrate. Line 6 is transitional: y disappears (though
next to the central 4, it still occurs in an unstressed position). In line 7, ju
appears where a front vowel would be expected. Its emergence in this posi-
tion can, to a degree, be justified phonologically. As N. S. Trubetzkoy notes,
“in Russian ... between two palatalized consonants, ‘0, ‘a; ‘¢, and 7" are pro-
nounced as front vowels (3, d, ¢, and i), and ‘v’ is also fronted in this position
(though not as much as the other vowels)”* Even so, in light of the sound
inertia created by everything that precedes in Tsvetaeva’s text, ju is experienced
as unexpected. The i <> ju opposition receives a lexical interpretation through
the contrast ljubivshij <> ne ljuibish’, and in this way it is tied to the poem’s
basic semantic conflict. This development culminates in the final line, where
y — with its association to ty — disappears altogether: in both its intonation

3

N. S. Trubetzkoy, Osnovy fonologii [Principles of Phonology]. Moscow, 1960, p. 113. - Juri
Lotman’s note. [Quoted here from Trubetzkoy 1969 [1939]: 100, with necessary modifications. -
Translators’ note.)
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and its stylistic solution, the line reads as calm, objective information from
the outside.

’ ’ ’ ’

U U U

’ ’ ’

vuu U
"u'u'u U
VIVIVAUAU

’ ’ ’ ’

U U U

’ ’

vuu U
"u'u ' uu
VIVIVER W

The poem’s meter is trochaic tetrameter, realized in two rhythmic patterns. To
use Kiril Taranovsky’s classification of rhythmical forms, the odd-numbered
lines belong to Form I, the even-numbered lines to Form III (line 4, belonging
to Form V, is an exception).* This alternation ensures the necessary de-autom-
atization. Form I is fairly common (Taranovsky calculates it at 28.1% of lines
in Aleksandr Pushkin’s four-foot trochaic lyric poetry of 1829-1835 and 26.8%
in Afanasij Fet’s four-foot trochees).” Readers strongly associate it with the
trochaic norm. Against this baseline, however, the even-numbered lines are
perceived as highly non-canonical: Forms III and V are among the rarest; they
do not occur at all either in Pushkin’s lyric poetry of 1829-1835 or in Fet.®
The lack of a comma after ¢y in line 7 also allows an alternative accentuation:

vuuuu U

On this reading, the line exemplifies Form VII, which is exceptionally
rare (according to Taranovsky’s data, it does not exceed 0.3% in Vasilij
Trediakovskij, 0.1% in Aleksandr Sumarokov, 0.3% in Aleksandr Pushkin’s
lyceum lyrics, and then it disappears from Pushkin’s poetry entirely; 0.3% in
Jakov Polonskij and 0.2% in Apollon Majkov; it is not attested at all in other

*  Kiril Taranovsky, Ruski dvodelni ritmovi I-II [Russian Binary Meters I-II]. Beograd, 1953,
p. 64. — Juri Lotman’s note. [See Taranovsky 2021 [1953]: 126-127. — Translators’ note.]

> See Taranovsky 2021 [1953]: 179, Table I. - Tr.
¢ Ibid. - Tr.
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poets of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries).” Thus, the poem’s ending
is marked by rhythm as well.

The constructive design of Tsvetaeva’s poem may be summarized as follows:
it centers on a personal catastrophe - the loss of love. Instead of the expected
scenario in which an idyllic image of love gives way to a tragic separation,
Tsvetaeva offers a more complex structure: love is presented at the very limit of
tragic tension. Consequently, for the rupture that follows it - accompanied by
a further intensification of tragedy - in principle, no expressive means remain.
Yet an unexpected return to everyday intonations and ordinary constructions
against this background is perceived as the utmost tension, exceeding the
bounds of expressivity. The phrase “You don’t love me anymore”, which out-
side the poetic structure of this text would be flat and possibly banal, becomes
tragically elevated and tense. The final antithesis “falseness of truth” — “the
truth in five words” thus affirms the triumph of lofty and tragic simplicity.
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