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Anna Akhmatova’s poem, Requiem, cuts across multiple genres as it expresses pain and 

suffering. The genre that best fits the poem has filled scholarly conversation for years. Three 

such conversations I examine are Sharon Bailey’s reasoning for why Requiem is an elegy, Boris 

Katz’s argument for why it fails to be a requiem, and Dominique Girard and Valérie 

Bourgeois-Guérin’s discussion on the poem being a eulogy.  

In her journal article, “An Elegy for Russia: Anna Akhmatova’s Requiem,” Bailey argues 

Requiem is an elegy because it contains key eulogistic elements. Specifically, it recounts a 

progression from grief to consolation, loss of a loved one, and conveys a universal significance 

of that loss.1 Beginning with the progression from grief to consolation, Bailey outlines grief 

following Therese Rando’s three stages: avoidance, confrontation, and reestablishment.2 In 

Requiem, we can find avoidance in lines such as “No, it’s not I, it’s someone else who’s 

suffering, I couldn’t take that, and the thing that happened.”3Akhmatova is aware that her son 

and husband are in jail, expressing this awareness in the first poem, yet writes this because she 

wants to avoid the truth. Bailey moves on to reveal confrontation symptoms, such as anger, 

thoughts of suicide, and spatial disorientation, within poems two through five and eight to nine. 

For instance, “You’re going to come, no matter what-why won’t now do? I want you now-I can’t 

bear any more,” highlights Akhmatova’s desire to die now that her son and husband are gone.4 

The final stage of grief, reestablishment, is explained as being satisfied throughout Epilogue II. 

Bailey argues that the transition from grief to consolation exists within the poem’s expression of 

the atrocity without rationalizing it. Such expression helps her regain an understanding of the 

1 Bailey also argues that pathetic fallacy and an ultimate resolution to mourning are found within Requiem, however, 
I believe that grief progression, loss of a loved one, and universal loss are more significant in Requiem and shall thus 
only focus on those three within this paper.  
2 Sharon Bailey, “An Elegy for Russia” The Slavic and East European Journal 43, no. 2 (1999): 337, 
10.2307/309548. 
3 Anna Akhmatova, The Word That Causes Death’s Defeat : Poems of Memory, trans. Nancy K. Anderson (Yale 
University Press, 2004), 137. 
4 Ibid., 139.   
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confusing reality that allowed this irrational catastrophe to happen, despite not focusing on the 

dead as Bailey next argues.  

An elegy is typically created in response to the death of an individual. Does this make 

Requiem an unqualified candidate to be an elegy since it was written in reaction to a son’s arrest? 

Bailey argues against this, insisting that those who were arrested during the Great Terror often 

were executed or sent to Siberia to die. Thus, her son’s arrest is equivalent to a death that 

traditionally triggers the creation of an elegy. She also challenges this definition of elegy, 

asserting, “an elegist’s language emerges from, and reacts upon, an originating sense of loss.”5 

The separation from her son caused by his imprisonment creates a sense of loss within 

Akhmatova, thereby making it an elegy. Moreover, additional loss is experienced and reflected 

in Requiem through the consequential loss of the mothers’ individuality and spirit. Akhmatova 

conveys this through the description of the other mothers being faceless, blue-lipped, and in a 

constant state of inactivity. 

The final reason Bailey claims Requiem should be considered an elegy is that it presents a 

universal understanding of mortality to the reader. Naturally, Akhmatova knows of her mortality; 

her friends are getting executed and her family is in jail alongside thousands of other Russian 

citizens enduring the same climate. However, Akhmatova is able to transfer her pain to us and 

inform us of our impermanence by portraying her agony as non-individual, but a national, 

cultural grief. In doing so, Bailey notes, we do not feel like we are intruding on a sorrow she 

holds private and therefore can place ourselves in her shoes. Boris Katz, however, contests this 

understanding of Requiem, stressing that the poem does not coincide with the requiem genre.  

Published in The Russian Review, Boris Katz, a professor at MIT specializing in 

knowledge transfer research, argues in his article, “To What Extent Is Requiem a Requiem? 

5 Bailey, “An Elegy for Russia,” 322. 
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Unheard Female Voices in Anna Akhmatova’s Requiem,” that Requiem does not correspond 

with the requiem genre. He first supports this claim by stating that the traditional requiem is a 

mass said or sung for the repose of the soul of a dead person and Requiem is not about the dead. 

Although the pain and suffering within the poem is undeniable and some allusions to the dead 

are made, he offers that the majority of the pain is about her son and her fellow sufferers, 

individuals who are alive. Moreover, he challenges Bailey’s belief, insisting that arrestment is 

not an appropriate substitute for death in the requiem genre. Therefore, to judge Requiem’s 

alignment with the genre is to judge it based on the few dead references made which is an 

inadequate amount in Katz’s view. He also maintains this belief because it misrepresents the 

purpose of a requiem. In addition to providing some closure to a family, a requiem mass prays 

that peace befalls the dead. However, Requiem asserts that the dead have already been granted 

peace. Moreover, he argues, “they are even smiling, in contrast to those still among the living. 

Indeed, Akhmatova’s poem begins as something like an Anti-Requiem.”6 This perspective is 

similar to Bailey’s point that the mothers remain in a void where they exist between living and 

death, fulfilling neither position and are thereby worse off than the dead. Because Requiem 

contradicts the beliefs of the requiem mass, it cannot be classified as one. Lastly, Katz maintains 

this argument because Requiem deals with the desire to have earthly glory as opposed to 

heavenly glory. A requiem’s purpose is to help save people in purgatory, but instead, Akhmatova 

made hers about helping those still on Earth. She made her Requiem about her dream, “a dream 

of a posthumous monument which would represent not only the poet’s magnificence but first of 

all the mother’s suffering.”7 Although an honorable cause, its nobility does not excuse the 

absence of spiritual purpose. Accordingly, Katz reasons Requiem does not match the requiem 

6 Boris Katz, “To What Extent Is Requiem a Requiem? Unheard Female Voices in Anna Akhmatova’s Requiem,” 
The Russian Review 57, no. 2 (1998): 259. 
7 Ibid., 262. 
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genre, an idea Girard and Bourgeois-Guérin uphold in their article as they demonstrate how 

Requiem is a eulogy.  

Girard and Bourgeois-Guérin propose in their journal article, “Hope and Suffering: A 

Hermeneutical and Existential Analysis of Akhmatova’s Requiem,” that Requiem can serve as a 

eulogy, giving praise to the women who endured heartache caused by the Great Terror. Similar 

to Bailey, they argue that grief “challenges our ability to affirm our own identity,” a symptom 

affecting the women of this time.8 However, a cure to this challenge is a narrative that 

incorporates the suffering through which it “makes it possible to go with our lives and consider a 

future for ourselves.”9 Girard and Bourgeious-Guérin suggest this is exactly what Requiem did 

for the people living through the Great Purge. It expressed their pain while praising them for 

their strength to live through the travesty. Hence, Requiem is contended to be a eulogy.  

There exists contention about the most accurate genre Anna Akhmatova’s Requiem falls 

under. Katz argues it should not be classified as a requiem because it does not focus on the dead. 

Bailey contests this claim, however, offering that the much-discussed arrestment is an equivalent 

alternative that among other reasons allows Requiem to be an elegy. Girard and 

Bourgeious-Guérin on the other hand share that although the Great Terror disrupted identity 

affirmation as Bailey explains, Requiem serves as a eulogy for the victims rather than an elegy. 

In the following paragraphs, I shall align myself with Bailey’s argument, echoing the idea that 

Great Terror arrestments were equivalent to death and thus my belief that Requiem is an elegy. 

 

 

 

8 Dominque Girard, and Valérie Bourgeois-Guérin, “Hope and Suffering,” The Humanistic Psychologist (2020): 5, 
10.1037/hum0000178.  
9 Ibid. 
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