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Marina Tsvetaeva and Lesbianism:
From Girlfriend to Letter to an Amazon

In early Twentieth Century Russia, a number of works dealing with sex were
published, partly because of the revision of legal codes in 1903, and partly because
Western European texts on the new “science” of sexology were translated.

Lesbianism, until this time, had received little attention in Russia. Now the time
was ripe for women writers to portray it. The first portrayals were conservative. Lidiya
Zinovieva-Annibal’s lesbian novel Thirty-three Abominations (1907) connected lesbian
love with insanity and suicide. Sofiya Parnok’s use of Sappho to represent lesbianism
in her poetry tended to desexualize it.

Tsvetaeva’s Girlfriend (1914-15) is composed of seventeen poems. The most
significant point of this text is that love between women transgresses the masculinity/
femininity boundary, rendering it less precise. She thus strove to challenge the
conventional heterosexual manner of reading literature.

Another important aspect of that poetry was the attitude of women toward the
female body. At that time the female body was little more than an object viewed through
the eyes of male authors. The speaker’s praise of her lover’s appearance involved a
striking departure from the male concept of beauty traditionally imposed on women.

For Tsvetaeva, a lesbian was both a woman and a boy, as well as neither a woman
nor a boy. Though the poems’ addressee was described as “masculine,” she was
compared to a queen. At the same time, the speaker likened herself to a boy and was
delighted when her lover called her “my boy,” illustrating the undecidability of gender.
In this poetry, the speaker never seriously faced her own lesbian identity.

Twenty years after writing Girlfriend, Tsvetaeva dedicated to Natalie Barney, a
lesbian writer, an essay entitled Letfer to an Amazon. This work went against the
stream of the times, in which lesbian writers of the 1930s began to express their sexuality
more frankly. Tsvetaeva made conservative use of the word “normal,” such as “normal
couple” or “normal example,” which reminds us of the sexologists’ conventional
classification. She even described a lesbian couple as members of the “damned race.”
Although this essay was viewed as an anti-lesbian tract, the primary focus was the
incompatibility of lesbianism and motherhood. Being a mother and a lesbian presents
serious social obstacles even now. For the first time in Russian Modernism Tsvetaeva
perceived the dilemma of lesbian love: love without children versus children without
love.
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