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THE THEATRE OF THE SELF: POETIC IDENTITY IN THE PLAYS
OF MARINA TSVETAEVA AND HELENE CIXOUS.

This comparative study of the theatre of Hélene Cixous and Marina Tsvetaeva proposes
a reading of their plays as a coherent corpus engaged specifically with the
representation of poetic identity. Tsvetaeva's and Cixous' plays present a diverse range
of characters who can be 1dentified as poet-selves and who struggle to assert their
identity 1n hostile environments. An inherent link is established between the thematic
and the generic. Cixous' and Tsvetaeva's adoption of the theatre as genre in which to
develop their conceptualisations of poetic identity i1s shown to be important to the
thematic contexts in which the poet-selves are constructed. This study defines four
elements: language, exile, sexual difference and Greek mythology, which are shown to
be common to the representation of poetic identity 1n Tsvetaeva's and Cixous' plavs.
Each element 1s addressed 1n turn 1n Chapters Two to Five and its role in both writers’
constructions of poetic identity in their individual plays i1s explored and problematised.
The conclusion evaluates the radical nature of Cixous' and Tsvetaeva's dramatisations
of poetic identity in the context of the representation of the female poet and discusses
the evolution of this theme in a chronological approach to their theatre.



Note on Translation and Transliteration

Russian words are transliterated according to the Library of Congress system.

All translations given 1n this thesis are mine unless otherwise stated.



INTRODUCTION

This thesis 1s a comparative study of the theatre of Marina Tsvetaeva and Héléne
Cixous, in which I will discuss the representation of poetic identity in their plays.
Through the employment of four main themes: language, exile, sexual difference and
mythology, I seek to establish similarities between the two writer's conceptions of
poetic 1dentity, and to move towards an assessment of the radical potential of these
representations.

Cixous' published fictions and her seminar programme at the Centre d'Etudes
Féminines' construct complex correspondences between her work and that of a small
group of chosen writers, amongst whom 1s Marina Tsvetaeva. This adoptive canon
consists of writers with whom Cixous expresses particular affinities, and whose works
regularly constitute the majority of primary texts on her seminar programme. They are
often referred to in both her fictions and her critical essays. Conley comments on this in

her introduction to a selection of critical texts transcribed from Cixous' seminars:

The primary carrier of Cixous' readings 1s an ongoing 1nterest in poetry
attached to the proper name of Clarice Lispector, whose texts are read
alongside those of Joyce, Katka, Kleist and Isvetaeva. Many of these
proper names have crisscrossed Cixous' texts since the beginning of her
career as a writer. Lispector has been a concern for a number of years,
but the shift towards Eastern Europe is recent.”

Other authors appearing 1n various areas of her work include Jacques Derrida. Ingeborg
Bachmann, Thomas Bernard and Jean Genet. and they, along with those mentioned

previously represent recurring themes and foci of Cixous' aesthetics. Indeed. Cixous



often includes her own work on the seminar programme, an explicit insertion of herselt
as correspondence between all these different authors. Cixous clearly perceives
affinities between her central concerns and the writing practices of these writers and. I
would argue, between these authors and her own writing. This croup of authors and
their work have subsequently been formed into a complex intertext for the development
of Cixous' aesthetics and creative identity.

The work, and indeed the proper name, of Marina Tsvetaeva have entered this
canon and since 1985 Tsvetaeva's texts have featured regularlvy on the seminar
programme. Cixous has published several minor pieces on Tsvetaeva. none of which.
however, refer to Tsvetaeva's theatre. Cixous' first piece on Tsvetaeva. and indeed the
only piece of extended writing by Cixous which focuses solely on Tsvetaeva. discusses

Neuf Lettres avec une dixiéme retenue et une onziéme recue.-

Elsewhere Cixous
examines Tsvetaeva's innovative use of language in the text and meditates on the
significance of the letter “f'.* Cixous' interest in Tsvetaeva is more commonly
demonstrated through her references to Tsvetaeva's work as an illustration of the
relationship between poetry, resistance and history. an interest which extends to other
poets of Tsvetaeva's generation, notably Osip Mandel'shtam and Anna Akhmatova.
Tsvetaeva appears in such general discussions in Cixous' work alongside other "writers

of extremity"® and is frequently associated with themes of exile and passion. In Jours

de I'an, a text ostensibly about the act of writing 1tselt, Cixous expresses her admiration
for Tsvetaeva's courage and assertion of poetry in the face of history and fate.’

As 1s the pattern with other writers who become members of Cixous’
idiosyncratic canon, Tsvetaeva's work and biography are drawn upon to 1llustrate and
develop Cixous' concept of the role of the poet and of poetry. As stated earlier, Cixous
inclusion of her own work in this canon implies an association of her own poetic
identity, and stature, with these writers. The emphasis on thematic affinitiecs within
their work contributes to the definition and development of Cixous' work. and indeed to
the projection of Cixous’ poetic identity. We can consider Cixous' engagement with

other writers as constituting a textual and personal svstem which ultimately serves to
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mythologise her own writing practices and creative persona.

I have chosen to focus on affinities between the representation of poetic identity
in the work of Cixous and Tsvetaeva, rather than to investigate potential links between
all the writers of Cixous' canon for several reasons. The issue of the importance of the
role of gender in representations of poetic identity is important to this study and is
engaged with in the context of comparing two women writers. Tsvetaeva and Cixous. I
will argue, both turn to the theatre in which to further explore and describe poetic
1dentity.

This comparative study addresses the theatre of Héléne Cixous and Marina
Isvetaeva 1n the context of the representation of poetic identity. the specific identity of
the temale subject and, consequently, that of the creative female subject. The chapters
of this study are organised around themes which constitute fundamental aspects in the
perceptions of 1identity for both writers, and which are articulated within their
respective writings for the theatre.

Explorations of i1ssues of female i1dentity, and means of voicing or representing
that identity are, of course, fundamental to studies of women's self-expression 1n any
medium. Feminist literary theory, informed by many diverse approaches, has atfirmed
the 1mportance of revealing the ideological content of conventional discourses on
women 1n patriarchal society, and of reading all cultural texts "against the grain'. Ot
parallel importance to this activity i1s the creation of new representations of temale

experience and subjectivity.® I shall address the presence of both activities in the

theatre of Tsvetaeva and Cixous.

The prolific output of Héléne Cixous reflects an unremitting engagement with
the representation of subjectivity and intersubjective relationships. proterring
*...possibilities of social and subjective transformations.'” This concern with the
structure and representation of identity is central to Cixous' work and the development
of her engagement with this theme will be discussed 1n relation to her increasing

involvement with the theatre. Tsvetaeva's work engages with the problematics of
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identity, in particular the voicing of female experience in the context of u
predominantly masculine poetic heritage. A number of critics have commented brieflv
on the importance of the theme of 1dentity 1n Isvetaeva's work. In the 1970s and 1980s
several articles appeared which adopted a more rigorous textual approach (o
Isvetaeva's work and began to address i1ssues of gender representation in her work.
although these were not informed by feminist literary theory and did not discuss her

theatre.!® The increased awareness of feminist approaches to Russian literature can be

considered as marked by the publication of Barbara Heldt's influential book Terrible

Perfection: Women and Russian Literature.!! Heldt describes the formulation and
articulation of a female voice in Tsvetaeva's poetry as subverting the dominant
representations of women in Russian and Soviet literature.!* Critical work on
Isvetaeva which engages with issues of gender and representation in the context of
teminist literary theory has increased enormously 1n the past five years. the majority of
such research being based in Russian departments of American universities.'?

However, much detailed research on the representation of identity 1n Tsvetaeva's work
remains unpublished. This unpublished research includes the doctoral research of Laura
Weeks which examines Tsvetaeva's poetry in the context of representations of identity.
but unfortunately the concept of identity is formulated in very specific terms which are
of limited relevance to this study.!* Irina Kuzminsky includes Tsvetaeva as one of
three female poets whom she discusses in the context of the potential identification of
gender-specific modes of writing.'” However, whilst Kuzminsky notes the emphasis on
verbal states of becoming and mutable identity in Tsvetaeva's poetry.'® she does not
focus upon the representation of poetic identity. The most systematic and detailed
research in this field has been undertaken by Sibelan Forrester whose doctoral thesis
addresses the relationship of the speaking self to gender in TIsvetaeva's poetry.
Forrester engages successfully with Tsvetaeva's use of female figures from myth and
world literature and her adoption of traditional forms of female discourse with the aim

']

of "... redefining poetry as a variety of female experience."' This work provides a

valuable surveyv of the female figures with whom Tsvetaeva identified in her poetry.!”



but focuses on the poetry written between 1915 and 1923, Forrester's work does not at
any point discuss Tsvetaeva's writing for the theatre, the specific topic of this present
study. My own thesis focuses upon the representation ofidentity in which gender.
although clearly constituting a fundamental part of poetic identity. cannot be perceived
as the sole denominator.

It must be noted that the subversion and blurring of generic categories 1«
common to the work of Tsvetaeva and Cixous. Svetlana Bovm underlines the extent of

this 1n Tsvetaeva's work:

Isvetaeva's prose goes beyond all acceptable boundaries of genre and
does not allow us to draw comfortable distinctions between criticism and

autobiography, prose and poetry, fact and fiction, author and narrator.
person and persona.’”

However, this blurring of generic divisions i1s not sustained in Cixous' critical writing
on the theatre, which discusses the generic singularity of the form and mobilises what
she perceives as its particular qualities. Whilst acknowledging the importance of the
challenging of categories of genre elsewhere in the work of both writers, 1 will focus
upon the theatre of Cixous and Tsvetaeva in the context of the development of their
representations of the female subject and the poet-self 1n order to assert that 1t 1s within
their plays that engagement with questions of 1dentity 1s most clearly and consistently
addressed.

Much critical work on theatre engages with questions of 1dentity. producing
readings which focus upon the spectator's identification with or ahenation from the
protagonists. Feminist approaches to theatre, however. stress the importance of
viewing the theatre as an ideological apparatus. in which dominant representations of
women are sustained and social connotations of gender reified. and in which the
position of the female spectator 1s often problematic.-" My thesis acknowledges the
political importance of deconstructing dominant images of women in the theatre. and
will address the representation of sexual difference in the theatre of Cixous and

Tsvetaeva.

Whilst maintaining a clear focus on Cixous' and Tsvetaeva s plays. this study
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will not foreground analyses of productions of the plays in question. nor will the
arguments advanced be situated within the context of contemporary performance
theory. It has been established that the relationships between performance and identity
are situated at the core of pertformance- based approaches to theatre. and the tact that
there 1s an important corpus of existing, and developing research in this field must
clearly be acknowledged. The interaction between poststructuralist feminist theorv and
performance theory has produced much original and challenging work over the last
decade,”! and explorations of the textuality of the body and the corporeality of the text
can be considered as particularly apposite to the discussion of women's writing for the
theatre.

However, a sustained engagement with issues of performance would introduce
severe 1mbalances into this study. The majority of Tsvetaeva's plavs have not been
performed, but in direct contrast to this, Cixous' plays have been produced by
companies and directors who enjoy close collaboration with the author. indeed the
published text has often not gone to press until a final stage in production has been
reached. A further consequence of the foregrounding of issues of performance in this
thesis would be the allocation of a disproportionately important role to the concept ot
ecriture féminine which, whilst constituting a major aspect of Chapter Two. The Role

of Language in the Construction of Poetid Identity'. does not underpin the main tenets

nor conclusions of this research.

Tsvetaeva's work for the theatre was concentrated 1n two defined periods of her
life. She first wrote for the theatre in 1918. wrote six plays between 1918 and 1919.--
her later plays were written between 1924 and 1927:-° she wrote nothing for the
theatre after this point. Tsvetaeva's theatre was published in one volume for the first
time in 1988.-* and this publication represents an important development in the
reception of these works.~” Her theatre has not vet been translated into English.

although a French translation of Fedra has been published.-® Tsvetaeva's plays were




not performed in her lifetime, and have been rarely performed since. either within
Russia or outside. An exception to this 1s the Actors’ louring Company production of
Fedra (Phaedra) which undertook a brief regional tour of Britain in 1990. The last five
years have seen increased interest in her other work in France (largely due to the work
of the publishing houses Actes du Sud and Mercure de France). and there have been
readings of her prose and a dramatic adaptation of the text, ~Chert (The Devil)' .~
Such adaptations, whilst increasing knowledge of Tsvetaeva's work have not, however.
drawn attention to her theatre.

Tsvetaeva's plays have been largely overlooked in general critical studies of her
work and, 1f addressed, have been considered as long poemy. Scant recognition has
been shown of Tsvetaeva's theatre as a coherent body of work although the imperative
of addressing Tsvetaeva's plays 1s expressed by Véronique Lossky in her notes on an
international conference on Tsvetaeva held in 1992.%8

Some critics do address the plays, but many studies of Tsvetaeva's work adopt a
biographical approach, which leads many critics to posit Tsvetaeva's personal life as
the defining source for all her work, and to interpret her plays accordingly.-” Even
research which adopts a more sophisticated critical stance towards Isvetaeva's poetry

tends to rely disappointingly upon biography to undermine the literary significance of

her writing for the theatre. Jane Taubman comments:

What then drew her to the theater if its spirit and essence were so alien”
The answer as almost always for Tsvetaeva was "people” - her own
ability to value - indeed to overvalue - not only a wide variety ot souls’

but also her own love for them.>"

Biographical readings of Tsvetaeva's work are becoming less common, but even so
Tsvetaeva's theatre is often seen in the context of other work written during the same
period of her life. rather than in the context of her other plavs.

Exceptions to this general approach are Karlinsky who. 1n his second greatly
revised monograph on Tsvetaeva, groups her theatrical texts together tor discussion

and. whilst he does not closelv interrelate the texts. he recognises the importance of
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adopting a coherent approach to them."! An article bv \enclova uscefully situates

Tsvetaeva's Fedra (Phaedra) in the context of contemporary dramatists' adaptations of

Greek mythological tragedy.*

Other recent work which addresses Tsvetaeva's theatre tocuses on individual
plays.>> The 1992 symposium included two papers on Tsvetaeva's theatre which
discussed her plays Ariadna and Fedra (Phaedra), but neither paper addressed
Isvetaeva's writing for the theatre as a set of texts distinct from her poetrv: Kahn's
paper examines versification in Ariadna in the stylistic context of Tsvetaeva's poems
written in the same period.>* Scotto's paper examines Tsvetaeva's interest in Casanova

and focuses primarily on EFeniks (The Phoenix) and. although its approach to the play is

rooted 1n biographical interpretation, the paper's conclusion suggests more useful
readings of the play.”®> An aim of my thesis is to approach Tsvetaeva's theatre in the
context of feminist critical approaches, which form parallels with recent work on her
poetry. Importantly however, this thesis undertakes the discussion of Tsvetaeva's
theatre as a coherent corpus. In contrast to all previous critics of Tsvetaeva's theatre. |
propose to look beyond interpretations which read her plays as simply retlecting her
personal relationships with people who were involved with the theatre, to address her

attraction to the genre of theatre itself, and the consistent concern in her plavs with

questions of 1dentity.

Throughout her writing career. Cixous has written for the theatre morc
consistently than Tsvetaeva, yet it 1s only In recent years that theatre has come to
represent a significant proportion of Cixous' prolific output.”® Her first published play
was performed in 19757 and the majority of her plays have been n production at the

time of publication of the texts.

There has been little discussion of Cixous' theatre outside the context of her
other works or of feminist theory. This. as David Bradby suggests. 1s perhaps due to

the contemporary Inclination to perceive writers as specialists N one genre onlv.



Bradby, on the contrary. likens Cixous to writers of the forties and tifties who were
accepted as authors of both prose and drama.® Bradby discusses Cixous' collaboration
with the Théatre du Soleil, and contrasts 1t with the company's earlier projects. but he
does not discuss Cixous in the context of contemporary French theatre. Another critic
addresses the wider issue of the representation of women in Cixous' theatre. but does
not compare this with the work of other French playwrights. "

Much early criticism of Cixous' writing focused on her theoretical texts and
engaged with the debates surrounding relationships between the body and the text

provoked by her work La Jeune Née. This initially hampered expansion of discussions

of her more recent texts. Over the past five years, however. work has been moving to
assert a more comprehensive approach to Cixous' work and Morag Shiach's excellent
study*® stresses the importance of addressing the developments in Cixous' work. of
linking her work 1n the theatre to earlier texts and attempting to approach her work as a
coherent and continuous corpus. As Shiach summarises:

...much of the discussion of her [Cixous'] work in France seems

reluctant to take on the transtormations 1n her writing as it has developed

over the last twenty years, choosing instead to place her definitively In

the 1970s and within the problematic of “writing the body'. to talk about

her most recent work, with little attention to earlier texts and earlier

literary and political commitments...In Cixous' case, such partial

accounts are particularly unhelpful, since it 1s precisely the modifications
of her writing that allow us to assess the validity of her theoretical and

critical claims. . .4

Shiach devotes a chapter of her book to Cixous' theatre and, in discussions of both texts
and performances of the plays written before 1988. suggests several points which I
develop in this thesis. The work of Susan Sellers in translating Cixous' work into
English and in editing introductory readers on her work also represents an important

contribution to a wider knowledge of Cixous' writing. The most recent of these readers
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L'Histoire terrible mais 1nachevée de Norodom Sihanouk rot du Cambodge.
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encouraging the integration of Cixous' theatre into discussion of her work.*s In



addition, several anthologies of criticism on Cixous' writing have been published in the
last five years, most of which have contained some work on her theatre.** vet the
majority of texts have continued to address her fictional writing and earlier theoretical
works. Other collections have focused on the work of Cixous' seminar and the
application of the seminar's approach to other writers and texts.** Whilst noting that
these readers and anthologies often do not adopt distanced critical stances to Cixous’
work, a more coherent approgch to Cixous' oeuvre is emerging within Cixous studics.
There 1s, however, little work published which addresses all of her plavs. Recent Vears
have seen the publication of numerous articles on her plays, but all of these studies
examine one play in isolation.*> A significant aim of this thesis therefore is to establish
the relationships between her plays and to examine ongoing developments within her

theatre.

Although this thesis engages with the theatre of Tsvetaeva and Cixous as
Investigations of the representation of poetic identity, it does not not seek to assert the
coherent reflection of unified subjectivity, nor indeed solely to identify a projection of
the proper names of Cixous and Tsvetaeva and their respective biographical identities
Into their plays. Identity 1s perceived rather as a site of competing discourses which are

staged and explored within their theatre in terms of the major themes which I discuss 1n

this thesis.

My thesis is structured around aspects of poetic identity which emerge as
commonly important to both Cixous and Tsvetaeva. The nature ot the themes 1s such

that there are close interrelations between the chapters: these links are retlected 1n the

ordering of the chapters and constitute an accumulative movement towards the

Conclusion.

However. before each of these themes can be discussed in individual chapters. 1t
is necessary to explore the contexts of Cixous and Tsvetaeva's writung tor the theatre.

The first chapter. The Approaches of Tsvetaeva and Cixous to the Theatre’ establishes

10



several historical and aesthetic contexts and influences on their theatre. Much critucal
work on both writers serves to erase the importance of genre 1n discussions of these
texts. This first chapter engages with this erasure and establishes the importance ot a
different approach to Tsvetaeva and Cixous' writing for the theatre.

In order to contextualise their theatre I examine the influences at work. both
upon their aesthetic approaches to theatre and the production of their plavs. Discussion
of performance will be necessarily limited to Cixous and I shall focus on the
importance of Cixous' collaborative work with the Théatre du Soleil. The aim of the
chapter 1s to address the role of questions of poetic identity in attracting Cixous and
Isvetaeva to write for the theatre. The influences on their plavs are reviewed in the
context of representations of identity, poetic identity in particular.

The second part of the chapter focuses on the critical writing of Tsvetaeva and
Cixous on the theatre, and traces the development of each writer's attitudes towards
the theatre. I investigate whether issues of poetic identity are explicitly important to
them 1n their discussions ot the theatrical form. Such a discussion of Cixous' writing on
the theatre raises questions as to the status of her critical work on the theatre, and on

her plays, and this chapter concludes with a problematisation of issues of authorship

and interpretation in Cixous' theatre.

The following four chapters on the thesis focus on four areas which, T will
establish, are fundamental and common to the construction of poetic identity 1n the

theatre of Tsvetaeva and Cixous. The four areas, explored in chapters two to tive are:

language, exile, sexual difference and mythology.

The second chapter "The Role of Language in the Construction of Poetic
Identity' explores the importance of language for the formulation of poetic identity 1n
the theatre of both writers. I will discuss common discourses on language expressed by
Tsvetaeva and Cixous and examine the importance of these elements to their respective

constructions of poetic identity. These elements include Tsvetaeva's and Cixous

| 1



multilingual personal backgrounds. the employvment of linguistic innovation and
wordplay and the perceived musicality of language. A discussion of the role of
language in the formation of identity in the writing of Cixous must engace with 1ssues
of écriture féminine. which is considered here in the context of her theatre.

T'he establishment of the importance of language to constructions of poetic
identity in the work of both writers leads to an examination of specific plays by
Tsvetaeva and Cixous, with the aim of establishing whether language can be considered

as formally and thematically central to representations of poetic identity in their theatre.

A recurring issue in Chapter Two is the importance of engaging with language
and dominant discourses in order to express an otherwise repressed self. This
demonstration of the importance of finding a voice with which to speak is thus followed
in Chapter Three with an analysis of the importance of finding a site from which to
speak. Chapter Three 1s entitled “Exile and Paradises Lost'. and discusses the
importance of the deployment, by both writers, of the terms of exile through which
they represent themselves. Cixous and Tsvetaeva posit the act of writing as a potential
resistance to loss, a loss which is inherent in poetic identity. These exiles are, however
fundamental, predominantly metaphorical and I will examine the plays of Tsvetaeva and
Cixous to assertain the nature of the scenarios of exile portrayed. and the relationship
of figures implicated 1n such scenarios to representations of poetic identity. Cixous’
epic plays*® draw on actual political historical narratives involving cases of political
and cultural exclusion, and I will problematise the use of such narratives to allegorise
the notion of a transcendent paradise lost'. Cixous' use of these narratives to furnish
abstract explorations of identity and otherness i1s problematised.

The engagement with themes of exile in Tsvetaeva and Cixous' theatre
ultimately leads to an exploration of the potential relationship between the concept of
exile and the theatre. Can the search for a space from which to express the scif be
linked to Cixous and Tsvetaeva's desire to write for the theatre’

In the tinal sections of Chapter Three 1 examine the role plaved by notions of



otherness in Tsvetaeva's and Cixous' representations ot poetic identity. In Chapter Four
[ proceed to engage with a specific question of difference. that of sexual difference. and
I examine whether sexual difference is an explicit factor in the construction of poetic
Identity for these two women writers. Do Tsvetaeva and Cixous represent a vendered
poetic identity, or is it the very notion of a binary and oppositional structure ot sexual
difference which is problematised in their theatre?

The potential subversion of such systems by the representation of obscurely
gendered or ambiguous characters is examined through a detailed reading of
Isvetaeva's play Prikliuchenie (An Adventure) in the context of concepts of androgvny
and Cixous' work on bisexuality. Cixous locates sexual difference at the level of a
libidinal economy, rather than that of anatomy, a potentially radical project. but one
which 1s possibly ill-suited to the generic demands of theatre. This approach to sexual
difference 1s addressed in the context of her writing for the theatre. and her marked
change in attitude towards the representation of sexual difference in the theatre is
discussed. In this discussion Tsvetaeva and Cixous' representations of poetic identity

are discussed 1n terms of their gender specificity.

The final chapter of this thesis, ~Adaptations of Identity: Greek Mvthologyv'.
examines and compares the writers' engagement with  Greek mythologev. Greek
mythology provides some of the most culturally influential and powerful representations
of female subjectivity and I will discuss the importance of Tsvetaeva's and Cixous
reworkings of these myths within their theatre.

Tsvetaeva and Cixous revalorise the role traditionally allocated to the female
protagonists within these narratives, and refocalise the tragedy to dramatise the
oppression of women within patriarchal society. I propose to proceed from this point to
examine the use of narratives of Greek mythology to represent the strugele to locate an
expression of poetic identity. It 1s specifically those plays by Isvetaeva and Cixous
which engage explicitly with such narratives which centre on the role ot the poet in the

world and the struggle to define a poetic identity. 1 will discuss these ditterent formula-



tions of the poet's role and rights.

This discussion leads to a reading of Tsvetaeva's plavs Ariadna and Fedra

(Phaedra) as a strengthening of the role of the female protagonists through an e\vplicit

Identification with them as representations of poetic identity. I propose a readine of
Fedra (Phaedra) as the most coherent and successful representation of temale creatvity
and the woman poet in Tsvetaeva's writing. Cixous' early use of mvth similarly uscs
mythological narratives to dramatise the importance of representing female subjectivity
and subverting dominant interpretations of myth. However. her later plavs which
involve mythological intertexts strengthen mythological narratives in order to establish
poetic 1dentity. Rather than reevaluating existing myths as allegories of female
creativity, Cixous' later plays can be read as transpositions of her own poetic identity
into myth.

The conclusion atfirms the central importance of the representation of poctic
identity to Tsvetaeva's and Cixous' theatre, demonstrating the centrality ot the themes
of language, exile, sexual difference and myth to both writers’ constructions ot the poct
self. I engage further at this point with the comparative strategies of both writers: the
chronological development of the four themes in their plays is outlined in order to
illustrate their shifting prominence. An evaluation of the radical nature of the
cumulative representation of the poet self which they achieve in their theatre 15 then

explored in the context of feminist projects of representing a gender-specific creativity

and the woman poet.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE APPROACHES OF TSVETAEVA AND CIXOUS TO THE THEATRE

This chapter will engage with the writing of Tsvetaeva and Cixous on the
theatre 1n order to establish their approaches to the genre and its status within the
aesthetic development of each writer. It 1s at this stage that the question of
establishment of genre 1s addressed with reference to the intrinsic generic qualities of
the texts. I will examine potential influences on Cixous' and Tsvetaeva's theatre and
situate their work 1n the respective contemporary contexts of theatre. Through a
discussion of these closely interrelated areas. I aim to examine the reasons. as far as
they can be discerned, which led two writers who were both accomplished and
recognised in other genres to turn to the theatre. This chapter will examine Tsvetaeva's
and Cixous' writings on the theatre, and the influences on their work 1n the genre In

turn, before producing comparative conclusions which reveal the similarities in their

respective approaches to theatre.

Tsvetaeva and the Theatre

Tsvetaeva wrote for the theatre during two periods 1n her lite: her early plays
were  written in the vears 1918 and 1919. and her uncompleted trilogv based on Greek
mythology was written between 1924 and 1927 1n Prague. The dates are as follows;

Metel' (The Snowstorm) 1918, Fortuna (Fortune) 1919, Kamennyvi Ancel (The Stone

Angel) 1919, Prikliuchenie (An Adventure) 1918-1919. Fenmiks (Phoenix) 1919,
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Ariadna (Ariadne) 1924, and Fedra (Phaedra) 1927. Three further plavs were written

within the period 1918 to 1919. but the manuscripts have been lost. and it is has not

been confirmed that the plays were in fact completed. They were entitled Dmitrii

Samozvanets (False Dmitrii). Babushka (Grandmother) and Uchenik (The Disciple).

Critical Framing: Generic and Thematic Erasure

Isvetaeva's writing for the theatre has been "invisible" for a long time as a
consequence of predominantly biographical and generically insensitive critical
approaches. Her theatre has rarely been addressed and many major critical works on
Isvetaeva refer to it only in passing. Critical studies which do discuss Tsvetaeva's
theatre erase its specificity in one of two ways as I shall now discuss.

The paucity of engagement with the thematic content of Tsvetaeva's theatre has
had serious consequences, resulting in a lack of coherent readings ot her plavs. and
subsequent selective readings of her creative output in general. Several commentators
on Tsvetaeva's work regard her writing for the theatre, particularly her carly plays.
simply as the result of her personal relationships with people who happened to work 1n
the theatre. Tsvetaeva became friendly with the members of Vakhtangov's Third
Studio in Moscow and regularly attended their rehearsals. and these triendships have
resulted in Tsvetaeva's early plays being dismissed as solely a personal response to a
new-found social milieu. and even as the inconsequential byproducts ot misguided
personal relationships. An example of this approach 1s to be found in Jane Taubman's
critical biography of Tsvetaeva where she prescribes a narrow field of vision tor the

early plays. Taubman considers Tsvetaeva's personal relationships as the sole

motivation behind her exploration ot the genre:

The answer, as almost alwayvs for Tsvetaeva. was people” - her own
abilitv to value - indeed to overvalue - not only a wide variety ot "<ouls”
but also her own love for them. The life-stvle and ethic of these voune
actors. and of the plavs Tsvetaeva wrote tor them. were miles removed
from the ascetic ideals of her latest poems.’
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Taubman judges that these plays are important because of their provision ot a reflection
of Tsvetaeva's personal relationships at the time and views them as irrelevant to her
creative development. Such an approach evidently ignores important contexts such as
the historical research undertaken by Tsvetaeva, reflected in her notebooks and letters.
and undermines the creative imput and purpose of the writer.

Several of Tsvetaeva's early plays do indeed contain characters who have been
read as modelled on members of Vakhtangov's studio. but these associations cannot bc
seen as providing definitive interpretations of the plavs. One of Vakhtangov's senior
pupils was Iurni Zavadskii, with whom Tsvetaeva had a brief relationship. and for
whom some roles in her plays were clearly intended.- Taubman. however. insists upon
the overriding importance of such personal relationships and offers them as explanation

for Tsveteva's interest in the theatre:

For a poet 1n love with an actor the logical next step was to write verse
drama. Tsvetaeva's first plays were, to paraphrase Clausewitz, "a
continuation of the lyric diary by other means”, which largely explains
their weaknesses as theatre. Tsvetaeva not only wrote them for her actor
friends, she wrote about them - the plots embodied her own private

myths about their relationships.’

Characters in Tsvetaeva's plays have also been linked to the actor Sotna Gollidei. who

was well-known in Moscow on account of her acclaimed solo performance of a play

derived from Dostoevsky's White Nights.* The critic Viktoria Schweitzer comments on
the friendship between the two women, suggesting that Isvetaeva's desire to provide

"Sonechka" with roles in her plays was the sole motivation for her work 1n the theatre:

Enchanted by Sonechka's originality, and sharing her resentment that she
was passed over by producers, Tsvetaeva wrote play atter play in which
the female roles were intended for her friend: Rosanetta in Fortuna. the
oirl in The Adventure, Aurora in The Stone Ancel. and Francesca in The
Phoenix all resemble Sonechka.-
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