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This paper focuses on Anna Akhmatova’s self-portrayal as a victim of gossip and argues that the poem is written as a contract with the reader. Pre-programming the reader’s response, which is to worship but never discuss her, Akhmatova turns the titular speech act into a multi-layer scenario. The script involves several “epitaphic” subtexts: Mikhail Lermontov’s “Smert’ poeta” [Death of a Poet], addressed to a “calumniated” Pushkin; Marina Tsvetaeva’s self-epitaph from her “Stikhi o Moskve” [Poems about Moscow], Akhmatova’s farewell to Alexander Blok “A Smolenskaia nynche imeninnitsa” [Now the Smolensk [icon] celebrates her name-day]. The poem’s leitmotif and  its underlying structure go back to the archetypal “calumny text”: the famous “Slander is a little breeze…” aria from Rossini’s “The Barber of Seville.” Akhmatova’s master trope here consists in casting herself in the traditional role of a deceased great poet, and transposing, for this purpose, an iambic hexameter third-person narrative  into a first-person monologue of classical tragedy. This theatrical performance aims at demonstrating that people talking about (= slandering) Akhmatova (as in the Rossini piece) will lead to her tragic death (à la Pushkin in Lermontov’s poem) and “you,” the readers, will feel ashamed.

