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Statement

Cavafy lives. And in that (exceedingly Cavafian) reality-
turned-sentiment-turned-slogan lies the only hope for Greece's
cultural integrity. For, "if" Cavafy remains, to this day, the
"greatest" poet of "our great common modern Greek language"
(those quotation marks bespeak a purely Cavafian irony which,
unlike that of Oscar Wilde, is always deceitful and truthful at
the same time), it is because "Cavafy" refuses to be subjugated,
but remains, instead, a massive paradigmatic presence of un-
yielding historical opposition.

Which leads to the issue of this issue. This is not a com-
memorative issue; even to think in terms of commemoration is to
indulge in an absurd exercise that Cavafy, in particular, would
have found to be singularly ridiculous. In any event, one can
never "commemorate"—or rather, one can only com-memorate
literally: that is, one can attempt to remember collectively, to
reconstruct the presence of a historical moment, which always
means, in the end, to rearticulate its social meaning. Cavafy has
no meaning outside of history; and history is nothing else than
the text in which humanity has inscribed a continuous discourse
of domination and freedom—something which Cavafy under-
stood better than any other Greek poet, and much more lucidly
than most poets in general (in fact, the road leading from
Cavafy's Alexandria heads directly and inexorably into Brecht's
Berlin).

It is because history is a text and not a monument that the
Journal is not "commemorating" Cavafy. First of all, we do not
believe in "great" men or women—we believe in people, in their
particular agency and general coherence. Secondly, the use of
words such as "great," "poetry," "art," "genius," conceals an
ideological process of distortion and repression whose only pur-
pose is to dispossess us all of our common cultural production.
And nobody has suffered more distortion, more repression, more
ideological dispossession than C. P. Cavafy. In his person (a),
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the ideological security police—the various academics, critics,
and idiots masquerading as savants—have performed their pre-
scribed functions perfectly and created a monster of (ap-
propriately) Romantic dimensions, until the only way we can
read Cavafy behind this facade of lies and suppression is by ex-
ploding the myth of Cavafy on which an entire structure of
self-interested bourgeois fear and loathing resides and rules.

Cavafy, however, disallows all interpretation. Cavafy can
never become because he always is. Cavafy continually disrupts,
overturns, subverts, and—most importantly of all—seduces. Cavafy
is history's revenge against the wretched, and programmatically
conservative, instincts of those in power—in any kind of power.
Cavafy is the poet of opposition par excellence. Cavafy stands
against all official cultures, against all strategies of domination,
which means that he is equally placed against both the cultural
genocide of the right as well as the grotesque puritan hysteria
of the left. Cavafy is libido mediated by history, which means
that he is freedom in its most authentic form.

And one more thing. Let it finally be said: Cavafy is neither
"perverse" nor "obscene" nor "obsessed" nor even "erotic."
Cavafy is gay. Cavafy articulates a specifically homosexual
strategy of liberation and historical consciousness. And if we
distort this, most central, aspect of Cavafy's perception of human
society, we have decimated him beyond recognition. If Cavafy
were not gay, he would not be Cavafy, and if he is to remain
Cavafy, in all his lucidity, precision, and integrity, he must be
coherently and uncompromisingly gay.

We are truly indebted to Professor Margaret Alexiou for
her editorial and critical work on this issue. We are once again
delighted to be able to place the Journal at the disposition of
one of the most able analysts of modern Greek culture. Needless to
say, we hope that the work of Professor Alexiou and her col-
laborators in this special issue will be continued in future volumes
of the Journal and in Cavafy studies generally. In any case, we
believe that it constitutes a turning point in modern Greek
literary studies, at least in the English-speaking world, and, as
such, reflects the extraordinary promise of an entirely new
generation of scholars of modern Greek culture.

—The Editors



Introduction

Of the numerous journals which will be honoring the fiftieth
anniversary of C.P. Cavafy's death during the course of this year,
which could me more appropriate for the occasion than the Journal
of the Hellenic Diaspora? Cavafy was proud of being not
Greek but "Hellenic" (as he put it), by which he meant belong-
ing to the diaspora rather than to the mainstream of Greek life
and letters. It was, after all, his Alexandrian perspective which
enabled him to develop his unique—and radically subversive—
perception of Hellenism from antiquity to the twentieth century,
with its emphasis not upon the continuities but on the ruptures,
gaps, and interstices of the tradition. He challenged the accepted
view as seen through the prism of monumental masterpieces, pre-
fering a perspective on the past through neglected, fragmented,
and marginalized texts, and a focus upon the less glorious episodes
of history. Today, in 1983, it is, above all, Cavafy's modernism
(or post-modernism) which appeals to the younger generation—
his ability to probe and question our most sacred assumptions
about religion, morality, art, and tradition.

It is also appropriate that the majority of the contributors
to this volume are themselves Greeks of the diaspora. Their role
in shaping the present and future state and status of modern
Greek studies is likely to be crucial, in that they will raise new
questions and offer new approaches in a field which has hitherto
been dominated 'by ethnocentric romanticism on the one hand and
philological pedantry on the other.

The age, experience, and academic background of our nine
contributors could not be more diverse, from young and mature
post-graduates in three English universities to new and vintage
holders of academic posts at four universities in the U.K. and
U.S., all educated at different universities in Greece, Germany,
the U.K., the U.S., and Canada. In view of this diversity, any
attempt to impose an editorial policy of uniformity—or conformity—
would have been bound to fail. The heterogeneity of this volume
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will doubtless be criticized in some quarters as confusing, chaotic—
even dangerous. If so, the choice was deliberate, since my prin-
cipal concern is to open the study of Cavafy's poetry (and of
modern Greek literature) to new strategies of interpretation, as
well as to encourage a vigorous debate among adherents of con-
flicting viewpoints ranging from traditional literary criticism to
post-structuralism. What this volume lacks in terms of internal
consistency is compensated by the range and diversity of critical
approaches: not one of us claims to have found "the key"; we
simply wish to open a discussion. Nor is any apology needed for
the number of interpretations offered here for the same poems:
they are different but equally valid readings. While the guest
editor takes full responsibility for any resulting confusion, she
dissociates herself from the "correctness" of any views expressed.

It is nevertheless hoped that readers of all backgrounds, ages,
and cultures will find something to enjoy here. Not every aspect
of Cavafy's work is, or could be, covered; and we regret any dis-
appointment to those readers who might have wished to learn
more about Cavafy's personal life and habits. Our emphasis on
the poet's work does, however, permit coverage of a wide range
of themes from diverse perspectives. From Kitroeff's historical
survey of the ideological and socioeconomic background in Alex-
andria, we move to Beaton's demythologizing view of the poet
as "history man," Alexiou's angle on eroticism and poetry, Kap-
salis's perception of autobiographical inventions, and Dimiroulis's
analysis of rhetorical figures. Catsaouni examines theatrical repre-
sentation, while Bien explores the mythical mode, Jusdanis and
Lambropoulos close with playfully polemical essays on modes of
reading and modes of criticism. No hierarchy is intended in the
arrangement of entries; the reader may 'begin and end where he
chooses.

Footnotes have been kept to a minimum. To avoid duplication,
bibliographical references in texts and notes are cited in full at
the end of the volume rather than at the end of each article.
Poems are cited both in the original and in translation (in several
cases the contributors' own). Thanks are due first and foremost to
the editors of the Journal of the Hellenic Diaspora for their
generosity and trust in allowing such a free hand in the organiza-
tion of the present issue, and to all the contributors, for their
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cooperation and for meeting tight deadlines with un-Hellenic
promptness.

Two Cavafian voices may be cited to close the preface and
open the volume:

Cavafy selon mon avis est un poete ultra-modern, un
poete des generations futures. En complement de sa valeur
historique, psychologique, et philosophique, la sobriete de
son style impeccable, qui touche parfois au laconisme, son
enthousiasme pondere qui entraine a l'emotion cerebrale,
sa phrase correcte, resultat d'un naturel aristocratique, sa
legere ironie, sont des elements que goiiteront encore plus
des generations de l'avenir poussees par le progres des
decouvertes et par la subtilite de leur mecanisme cerebral.

Cavafy in my opinion is an ultra-modern poet, a poet of
the future generations. In addition to his historical, psycho-
logical and philosophical worth, the fastidiousness of his
style, which at times verges on the laconic, his measured
enthusiasm, which arouses mental excitement, his correct
syntax, the consequence of an aristocratic disposition, are
elements which generations of the future will enjoy even
more, impelled by the progress of discoveries and by the
subtlety of their mental process.

"EcriGoi. T6pcc TOGS &Kok TOU OTIXOUC Xel/E.
ITO: [An= TWV *id(	 7rEpYo0Y Oirracif.Ec TOO.
To tirac, fiboYuca• t.wo:? n.6 Toy,

ECypoctitig, actxToSE[.th.Yri cycicpmc TG)V,
bucli TOU kcpccvai TOO cbpai.ou auyKivoCirroa.

... His verse is now quoted by young men.
His visions come before their lively eyes.
Their healthy sensual minds,
their shapely taut bodies,
stir to his perception of the beautiful.

—Margaret Alexiou



The Alexandria We Have Lost
by ALEXANDER KITROEFF

This essay* presents an account of certain aspects of life in Alexandria,
from the late nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, which are
relevant to a historical approach to Greek intellectual production in the
city. There has yet to appear a systematic study of the history of Alexandria
or indeed a history of its Greek community during this period. I have
chosen to present an outline of the cultural and ideological currents in
the community, since this will prove more useful in understanding what
shaped Greek intellectual production than a potted account of the com-
munity's history—which has suffered too often at the hands of those
concerned to present a simplistic account of Cavafy's background, con-
cluding, with the help of crude reductionism, that his poetry reflected
the degeneration of a once wealthy community. An important exception
is the carefully researched work of Stratis Tsirkas (1958), who correctly
pointed out that the disappearance of a group of wealthy Greek mer-
chants in the 1870s and 1880s (including Cavafy's father) occurred in
the wake of greater British control over Egypt and the emergence of a
more Anglophile Greek merchant group which became the community's
nouveau riche notable class and displaced those (like Cavafy) who ran
into financial hardship. In view of the relatively less powerful position
of this later group, Tsirkas, adopting a narrow Hellenocentric approach,
interprets its lack of power as a decline of the Greeks in Egypt. Cavafy
himself, having been socially relegated to the petty bourgeois existence
of an employee, might have seen it in the same terms. Subsequent events
in Egyptian history were to affect the position of the Greeks in the coun-
try: the financial crisis of 1907, the outbreak of the nationalist movement
in 1919, tariff autonomy in 1930, the abolition of foreign privileges in
1937, and the revolution in 1952, to mention just the most important
ones. All these can be explained in terms of the weakening of imperialism,
Egypt's changing position in the world economy, and the development
of an indigenous nationalist movement rather than as an inherent degene-
ration and decline of the Greek community there. In fact, what is remark-
able about the community is that it displayed such tenacity that it remained
a prominent group in Egypt until the early 1960s.

Even if the personal fortunes of Cavafy's family did decline, to inter-
pret the poet's work as determined by economic factors alone would be

''Thanks are gratefully acknowledged to the Onassis Scholarship Foundation for
financial assistance toward my present research on the history of the Greeks of Egypt.
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as narrow and counterproductive as to use any specific explanatory factor
to the exdusion of others. After all, a text is produced not as an imme-
diate reflection of reality but via several mediating levels, not the least
important being the author's social position and his relationship with the
rest of society. A great deal has been written on Cavafy's lifestyle and
habits by a number of his biographers. This essay attempts to outline the
cultural and ideological milieu of the poet's city during his lifetime and
to suggest in a general way how this milieu evolved.

1) The City and its People

The Europeans had begun to settle in Egypt from about the middle
of the nineteenth century, as the country was gradually absorbed into the
world economy through its penetration by European capital. After an
unsuccessful early attempt at industrialization, Egypt remained an agri-
cultural economy, geared to the production and exportation of cotton,
under the control of European financial institutions. The role of the
European bankers and merchants who settled in Egypt was to promote this
process, and they can be described in terms more or less similar to those
used by Nicos Poulantzas to describe the "comprador bourgeoisie" as
being "that faction [of the bourgeoisie) whose interests are entirely
subordinated to those of foreign capital, and which functions as a kind
of staging post and direct intermediary for the implantation and repro-
duction of foreign capital in the countries concerned." (1976: 42) The
state of affairs in Egypt operated to the disadvantage of the country's
finances. Egypt's history from 1850 to 1882 can be summarized in the
phrase, "from foreign borrowing to bankruptcy and occupation" (Owen,
1981: 122). In 1882, an Egyptian nationalist revolt failed, the British
fleet bombarded Alexandria, and Egypt was occupied by British troops
and its civil service by British administrators.

Before 1882, the Europeans residing in Egypt were protected by the
Capitulations, a set of special privileges which the Ottoman Empire—
including Egypt as one of its provinces—had been forced to provide for
foreigners. These amounted to immunity from taxation, arrest, and the local
judicial system. Foreigners in Egypt faced trial by their own consular
courts or the international Mixed Courts. By virtue of this system, each
foreign community was dependent on its own consular authorities, that
is, the state of its country of origin. After 1882, Britain, as a result of
the power enjoyed by its diplomatic representatives, the presence of its
troops, and the Anglo-Egyptian police and civil service, became a second
guarantor of the privileges of foreigners.

Because of their economic role, the Europeans settled mainly in Alex-
andria, the country's largest port, export center, and the major center for
most cotton merchants, large exporting houses, financial institutions,
speculators in cotton futures, and everybody else connected with the cotton
business. A network of Europeans in other occupational spheres, ranging
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from lawyers and doctors to grocers and waiters, grew up around these
considerable groups. The city grew in importance and wealth as the value
of Egypt's cotton and cotton seed exports rose from an annual average
of 9,874,000 L.E. (Livres Egyptiennes) in 1885-89 to 29,675,000 L.E.
in 1910-13. Already, by 1870, Alexandria had become the fourth most
important port in the Mediterranean in terms of the tonnage of the
vessels arriving there (Owen, 1981: 241, 129). Throughout the following
sixty years, trade through the port increased, as these figures show:

TABLE I
STEAMSHIP ARRIVALS IN ALEXANDRIA

Year Number of Vessels Net Tonnage

1884 1,114 1,279,232
1908 2,127 3,535,164
1913 1,932 3,718,600
1923 1,766 3,729,446
1930 2,149 5,212,696

(Sources: Annuaire, 1914; Bulletin, 1924, 1931.)

In the same period, the city grew in size and population:

TABLE II
SOME INDICATORS OF ALEXANDRIA'S GROWTH

Number of
Total	 Average	 Inhabitants

Number of	 Intercensal	 Per Square
Year	 Population	 Increase ( %)	 Kilometer

Occupied
Dwellings

1882 232,636 — 3,098 26,137
1897 315,844 2.4 4,206 29,902
1907 353,807 1.2 4,711 41,330
1917 444,617 2.6 5,920 99,642
1927 573,003 2.9 7,631 126,330

(Sources: Annuaire, 1910, 1914; Population Census, 1927.)

There was a steady increase in the number of foreigners settling in
the city until the 1920s, after which there was a gradual decline in abso-
lute as well as in relative terms.
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TABLE III
POPULATION OF ALEXANDRIA ACCORDING

TO NATIONALITY

1907 1927 1937

Foreigners 56,406 99,605 88,351
Greeks 26,259 37,106 36,822
Italians 16,669 24,280 22,881
British 8,935 14,395 14,351
French 4,639 9,429 7,318

(Sources: Annuaire, 1910, 1937, 1939-40.)

These figures should be taken only as a rough guide, as they under-
estimate the actual numbers of foreigners, many of whom were registered
as "nationals" of Egypt or of another country. In 1927, for instance,
22,000 Greeks in Egypt held a different nationality, while the 1907
census records 32,451 persons of Greek Orthodox faith in Alexandria, a
figure which exceeds that of Greek nationals. There was also a consider-
able Jewish population in the city-24,829 in 1927 (of whom a third
held Egyptian citizenship)—who formed a separate group in religious
and cultural terms. To conclude, if the numbers of all foreigners, irre-
spective of official nationality, are added up for the year 1927, the total
is a figure of 140,736, compared with 432,327 Egyptians: this makes
the foreign population of Alexandria as high as 32.5%

2) The City's Cosmopolitan Culture

So far it has been established that between 1882 and the Late 1930s,
Alexandria grew in size, population, and economic importance, with a
large proportion of foreign residents. This growth, combined with the
insularity of the foreigners from the Egyptian population, formed the
necessary preconditions for the development of a cosmopolitan culture.
The foreigners' insularity and lack of assimilation into the local popula-
tion were obviously due to a series of differences in race, customs, lan-
guage, religion, and culture. There is no need to cite the available statistical
information on marriage and kinship patterns, choice of school, and so on,
which confirms the non-assimilation of the Europeans. The various foreign
communities retained the cultural characteristics of their own country by
creating their own schools, churches, public benefit foundations, and social
clubs. At the same time, by virtue of their confrontation with an Arabic
and Islamic culture, the Greeks, Italians, French, British, Belgians, Rus-
sians, and Germans felt a common bond and identified themselves in many
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ways as "Europeans." This was the most important precondition for the
emergence of a "European" or, as it has been called, a "cosmopolitan"
culture.

This culture resulted from the penetration of European capital into
Egypt, which brought with it western "ideas and civilization," all readily
accepted by the group of foreigners most closely associated with European
capital, the comprador bourgeoisie. Albert Hourani, who calls this group
the "Levantine bourgeoisie," has accurately described them as being:

. . . slavishly imitative of Europe, at least on the surface, and more
often than not [they) despised the Oriental life around them.
Often they had no loyalties at all, certainly no political loyalty to
the state in which they were living. They tended to attach them-
selves to one or other of the foreign Governments with interests
in the Near East, to imitate the French or English way of life and
serve foreign Governments with a feverish devotion. . . For the
most part they come to knowledge of the West through French
schools and the French language; many of them adopted the
French language as their own, and conceived a hopeless love for
French civilization. (Hourani, 1947: 25)

The privileged position of "French civilization" in the minds of Alex-
andria's Europeans was not weakened following Britain's occupation of
Egypt. The British officers, administrators, and merchants kept aloof from
the rest of the Europeans; as Lord Cromer, the British consul-general in
Egypt between 1884 and 1907 had to admit, "there is little social sympathy
between the English, and any class of European in Egypt. The best
amongst the Europeans respect the British officials; they admire their good
qualities—their honesty, their energy and above all their tenacity. But few
like them. Moreover few understand them." (Cromer, 1911: 658) The
British had arrived in Egypt to enforce that kind of efficient government
and public security necessary for the smooth functioning of the cotton
trade and to protect their imperial communication routes to India. Their
ideological and cultural baggage was therefore negligible compared with
that of Napoleon's invasion of Egypt in 1798, which brought French
scientists, engineers, historians, writers, and artists—and, above all, the
ominous echo of the French Revolution. The French language remained
the lingua franca of the foreigners; English being widely used only in
commerce. The following figures bear witness to the dominant position
of the French language during the interwar period:
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TABLE IV
SOME INDICATORS OF THE USE OF FRENCH IN EGYPT

Nationality/ Non-Arabic Newspapers, 1929 (a)
Language	 Number	 Circulation

Foreign Schools, 1928-29
Number	 Pupils (b)

French 16 109,100 143 32,812
Greek 8 32,000 55 11,396
English
Italian

3
2

15,000
5,000

36
54

94:380292

Armenian 2 1,500 — —
American — — 37 6,914

(Sources: (a) Annual Report, 1929; (b) Annuaire, 1937.)

What were the practical effects of this popularity of French ideas and
civilization, in other words, the legacy of the principles of the French
Revolution, among the foreign population in Alexandria? One historian
has claimed that these ideas "were to influence the Egyptians for the next
hundred and fifty years and to form the basis of their renaissance and
cultural-national development," (Vatikiotis, 1969: 44) The foreigners,
however, were less interested in the application of liberty, fraternity, and
equality in their adopted country than they were passionately concerned for
the application of such principles in their respective countries of origin. In
view of their disenfranchisement in Egypt through the Capitulations, their
privileges there, and their close links with their homelands, this is com-
prehensible. Examples include the support for Garibaldi (from circles
far wider than the Italians settled in Egypt), for the Greek War of Inde-
pendence, and, later, for Venizelos Emmanuel Benachi, who had been
president of the Greek Community in Alexandria, president and founder/
member of the Greek Chamber of Commerce in Alexandria, and among
the wealthiest of that city's cotton exporters, accepted Venizelos's invita-
tion to become mayor of Athens and settled in Greece. A number of other
Greek notables in Alexandria actively supported Venizelos, none more so
than the lawyer George Roussos, who served as minister for foreign
affairs under the liberal Greek prime minister in 1928. On a visit to
Alexandria in 1915, Venizelos received a tumultuous welcome by a crowd
which included French, Egyptians, and Jews, together with thousands of
Greeks (Yalourakis, 1967: 176). But in the absence of any sort of poli-
tical conflict or debate within their immediate environment (since the
status quo was dependent on the British presence, and the city continued
to prosper into the interwar period), the principles of the Enlightenment
—universality, rationalism, and liberal individualism—found expression in
other spheres of social life.
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In the economic sphere, an examination of the names of the directors
of joint stock companies -reveals that almost all of the European-owned
companies had boards composed of Alexandrians of different nation-
alities: Greeks, Britons, Frenchmen, Italians, and Belgians cooperated
harmoniously together; ethnic barriers were not allowed to obscure opti-
mum business efficiency. In local government, the Europeans shared in
the administration of the International Municipality of Alexandria, in
which they held a number of council seats. Social life centered around
the prestigious Mohammed Ali Club, where European merchants, bankers
and businessmen mingled with a few Egyptian pashas. Status, determined
by purse, could be judged by appearances made at various garden parties
or at the European theater, a common feature in Alexandria, especially
before the First World War. A group of wealthy theater-lovers, including
George Goussio (a Greek wounded while fighting in Italy for Garibaldi),
had founded the SocieM Artistique, which funded visits to Alexandria of
the Comidie Franfaise and Italian melodrama companies; these performed
on a stage owned by another Greek, Count Zizinia. During one season,
the star attraction was none other than Sarah Bernhardt (Yalourakis, 1967:
509). Several other clubs and societies for the promotion of the arts also
had a mixed European membership.

These manifestations were relative to the way of life of the comprador
bourgeoisie. The remaining social strata among the foreign population were
also affected by Alexandria's exposure to various European currents,
whether political, cultural, or the latest sartorial fashions, but to a lesser
degree. This is less adequately documented, and, for the present, the
schematic assertion that higher social position meant a greater degree of
contact with European culture must suffice. Even those economically
weaker sections of the European petty bourgeoisie which rubbed shoulders
with the local population in the poorer districts of the city may have
learned Arabic and may have been in closer touch with the Egyptians,
but they were still far from being absorbed into the local culture in any
way. Alexandria was therefore a kind of crucible, as the poet George
Seferis once described it, a melting-pot for a variety of cultures which
fused with the legacies of the Enlightenment to form a cosmopolitan
culture where the values associated with a "progressive bourgeoisie" still
lived on after the First World War. These ideas were, of course, living
on borrowed time; by 1918, their collective cradle was being rocked by
the emergence of an organized working dass movement inspired by the
Russian Revolution. The continued subjugation of Egypt meant that, for
awhile, Alexandria could continue to bask in the light of bourgeois
liberalism, thus resembling a far-removed hothouse.

3) The Greek Community's Ideology

The institutional division of foreigners in Egypt meant that, alongside
a common European cosmopolitan culture, there existed a powerful iden*
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tification with cultural and ideological features of each community's
country of origin. The precise distinction between "cultural" and "ideo-
logical" is a matter of debate and it depends on the user's standpoint in
the exchange among "culturalists" and "structuralists" (Hall, 1981). The
term "ideology" is used here to denote a system of beliefs characteristic
of a particular class or group, but in a general way which does not exclude
the definition of ideology as a system of illusory beliefs able to be con-
trasted with true or scientific knowledge. This section is concerned with
the specific political program of Greek bourgeois ideology, the Great
Idea, and its impact on the community in Alexandria; therefore, the dis-
tinction from ethnic culture is obvious.

Any systematic examination of how the multi-ethnic Egyptian social
organization reproduced itself should include an analysis of the modes
of reproduction of ethnic culture and ideology. Applying, among others,
Althusser's (1971: 121-173) distinction between repressive state appara-
tuses and ideological state apparatuses, the significant feature in Egypt,
in the case of the latter, was the separate existence of certain bodies (in
addition to the pan-European organizations already mentioned) for each
ethnic community. In the case of the Greeks, there existed a number of
"ethnic ideological mechanisms": Greek Community, Greek Chamber of
Commerce, Greek Orthodox Patriarchate, schools, consular courts, Greek
press, several public benefit institutions, and a large number of dubs
and societies, ranging from boy scouts and girl guides to Greek workers'
unions. The basic function of these organizations was to reproduce Greek
ethnicity (ethnic identity and ethnic allegiance), as well as to propagate
the basic tenets of Greek bourgeois ideology.

When the Greeks began settling in Egypt in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, Greek bourgeois ideology was evolving away from the democratic
nationalism of Korais and Rigas Velestinlis, inspired by the Enlightenment,
and was crystallizing into a conservative and militant nationalism. An
important dimension of the new form this ideology was taking was the
insistence on the unbroken continuity of the Greek race from classical
times throughout the Byzantine era, the Ottoman period, and beyond
national independence. The political program arising from this notion
was the Great Idea, Greece's civilizing mission in the eastern Mediterran-
ean, which inspired Greek irredentist claims for the return to Greece of
areas of the Ottoman Empire inhabited by Greeks, once the territories of
the Byzantine and Hellenistic Empires of the glorious past (Kitromilides,
1979: 5-17).

These aspects of Greek bourgeois ideology were particularly appro-
priate in justifying the Greek presence in Egypt. It was not only that the
essentially exploitative functions of the Greeks there could be presented
as the selfless deeds of enlightened Crusaders—or, in the words of the
community's historian—the work of "pioneers of civilization" (Politis,
1930: 5). The notions of continuity and identity were transplanted whole-
sale into the Egyptian context, and the daim was earnestly made that a
continuous Greek presence had existed in Egypt from the time of Alex-



The Alexandfia We Have Lost	 19

ander the Great and the Ptolemies (Politis, 1928: 9-78). Innumerable
speeches by Greek diplomats, notables, and teachers, inumerable articles
and books, all paying lip service to this notion, celebrated Greco-Egyptian
ties since antiquity. One of these books, the standard account on Greek
industrial activity, began its narrative by going back to . . . 753 B.C.
(Paleologos, 1953) ! The view of the continuous presence of the Greeks
since antiquity was not challenged publicly from within the community
until after the First World War (Konstantinidis, 1930). But even if the
notion of racial continuity is accepted, the evidence for continued "Greek
presence" in many periods is doubtful. In any case, the relevant and
obvious implications of this view were that the Greek community could
claim an earlier presence in the country than the local Arab population,
which gave it an inalienable right to its privileged position. While this
was never made publicly explicit, the outbreak of the Egyptian nationalist
movement prompted the Greeks to daim a special relationship with the
Egyptians on the basis of their ties going back to antiquity (Sachtouris,
1951: 142). This was false, even in the case of the Copts (not prominent
in the nationalist movement), with whom the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate
in Alexandria had not been on good terms. In fact it amounted to a
careless and ahistorical assumption that the Muslim Egyptians could in
some way emulate the modem Greeks and lay daim to the Pharaonic past!
At the same time, the real, Islamic traditions of the Egyptians were of
little interest to the Greeks. It is not surprising, therefore, that the publica-
tion of a book extolling the achievements of Arab civilization, by the
historian Christophoros Nomikos, a friend of Cavafy, and one of the
ablest scholars the community produced, was not well-received in some
Greek circles (Yalourakis, 1967: 635). For most Alexandrian Greeks,
history meant their city's classical past. The fact that the modern city lay
on the site of the one founded by Alexander the Great, containing many
monuments dating from his period as a daily reminder of the city's ancient
heritage, was an important factor in the preservation of the myth of
continuity.

The specific nature of Greek bourgeois ideology in Alexandria was
different from what was propagated in Athens. The implications of Greek
irredentism differed among Greeks depending on whether they originated
from liberated Greece or the unredeemed areas, where the Great Idea
represented a program of liberation rather than expansionism (Kitromi-
lides, 1979: 17-24). In Egypt, where the community was made up of
Greeks from both areas, and where the dominant merchant Hags stood
to gain from Greek expansionism in the vicinity, the exact nature of
Greek irredentism is difficult to define. Certainly, their geographic position
gave the Greeks in Egypt a more global vision of Greece's potential role
in the eastern Mediterranean. At the same time, they saw Greece's pres-
ence more as a part of the European influence in the region rather than
in a narrower nationalistic sense, as it was seen from Athens. Cavafy
actually told Tsirkas he felt that he was a Hellene, not a Greek. Put in
its historical context, post-1922, this comment reflects the growing sense
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of the Egyptian Greeks' disillusionment with the national center. Not only
had the Greeks of Athens bungled the Asia Minor expedition, but they
caused their country to experience a series of social and political upheavals
in the 1920s which were quite incomprehensible from the relatively secure
Alexandrian hothouse. And when the ripples of Egyptian social discontent
began threatening foreign privileges, followed by the interwar economic
difficulties which began to affect communal organizations, Athens displayed
further incompetence and indifference. So, to be a Hellene in Alexandria
after 1922 was not at all the same as being one before that date.

The apostles of Greek ideology and culture in Egypt were the com-
munity's intellectuals. In Gramsci's terms of analysis, they could be defined
as a social group which gave the community "homogeneity and an aware-
ness of its own function, not only in the economic but also in the social
and political fields." (Gramsci, 1971: 5) From the early stages of Greek
settlement in Egypt, the necessary "organic intellectuals," as Gramsci
would have put it, formed alongside the capitalist entrepreneurs. These
intellectuals included lawyers, journalists, teachers, scientists, and a num-
ber of self-proclaimed "men of letters" (some of dubious credibility),
most of who disseminated the official Greek ideology. Their importance
was reflected by their social position. A list of Greek notables in Alex-
andria was drawn up on the eve of World War II, and it contained 47
names, including—alongside cotton merchants and industrialists—the names
of 7 lawyers, 6 directors of Greek newspapers, 3 judges of the Mixed
Courts, and 2 professors (Archives, GCCA). The executive committees
of the Greek Community and of the Greek Chamber of Commerce, as
well as of other communal organizations in Alexandria, had always con-
tained a significant number of "organic intellectuals," especially lawyers.

Not all Greek intellectuals belonged, by virtue of their functions, to
the status quo; there existed a number of writers, poets, artists, and critics
who remained outside the community notables' ideological domain. They
seem to have emerged in the late nineteenth century, much later than the
other category of intellectuals described above, and this is not surprising.
As I.M. Panayotopoulos put it in his study on Cavafy,

The large firms and wealthy houses of the Greeks living abroad
did not owe their establishment to any artistic preconditions; quite
on the contrary, every concern was practical; the only evidence for
and stimulant to cultural life were the schools and the Church.
[Many) years have to pass for the new homeland to organize itself,
for the community to grow, for life to become easy enough so that
both the circumstances and the need might arise for purely intel-
lectual achievements to take place. Meanwhile, what really counts
is wealth; he who succeeds gains recognition, he who fails is
either pushed aside or is crushed. The communities abroad there-
fore . . . show greater wealth than their country of origin, but
poorer intellectual activity.. (Panayotopoulos, 1982: 57)
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Nevertheless, the same author acknowledges that considerable intellectual
and, especially, literary activity took place in Alexandria from the turn of
the century onwards. And he is only one of several literary figures of
metropolitan Greece, such as Voutyras, Sikelianos, and Ouranis, who
have spoken with admiration of the important contribution of Alexandrian
intellectuals to Greek letters. This contribution came more in the form
of two prestigious literary journals published in Alexandria, Nea Zoe
(1904-1927) and Grammata (1911-1921), which adopted a bold avant-
garde policy, overshadowing their conservative counterparts in Athens,
consistent with Alexandria's exposure to European modernizing literary
currents. The contribution in terms of literary production was not very
great. It was just as well that Alexandria had Cavafy to parade to her
Athenian admirers—in any case, his stature dwarfed other important (but
not great) poets and writers, such as Alithersis, Magnis, Nikolaidis. Two
more significant writers, Theodosis Pieridis and Stratis Tsirkas, were to
appear much later and under different circumstances.

The fact that both these prestigious journals had to stop publication
due to financial difficulties, having failed to find a steady source of income
among the Greek notables who funded communal organizations, shows
that Greek literary production remained peripheral to intellectual produc-
tion, which was mostly concerned with reproducing Greek bourgeois
ideology. Greek writers, poets, and various literati appear to have been
particularly sensitive to the influences of the city's cosmopolitan culture,
and this was reflected in their relationship to the ideology promoted by
the notables. Certain lesser known writers such as Tsangaradas began
writing about Egyptian themes as early as 1916, and this trend found its
most sophisticated expression in the work of Tsirkas, who, together with
Pieridis and other Greek Alexandrian intellectuals, formed a tiny but
vociferous left-wing organization during World War II (Kitroeff, 1981).
Nomikos's pioneering work on Islamic history and art has been mentioned
and George Skleros, the first Greek Marxist sociologist, can also be
included, although he spent most of his time in Helwan, near Cairo, for
health reasons.

Cavafy can also be considered a member of this group. He had an
ironic attitude to what was the official community's conception of classical
greatness and continuity; his close contact with European culture has been
well-documented; and, finally, his ambiguous relationship with Alexan-
drian society is undisputed not only because of his status as a poet but
because of his social position as well. But this essay's main concern has
not been with Cavafy, but, rather, with the relationship between culture
and ideology, and the role of Greek intellectuals as seen in the context
of a community as a whole. I have not placed Cavafy at the center of
things, as is usually the case with studies of the poet's life and work. I
leave it to his biographers and critics to judge how and where he fits in.
I suspect that they will find that the ideology which produced him was
part of the universe to which "the Greek gentleman in a straw hat"
stood at a slight angle.



The History Man
by RODERICK BEATON

"It was all a plot." "I thought you liked plots . . . In any case, it's
the plot of history. It was simply inevitable." "But you helped
inevitability along a little. . . ." "There's a process . . . It charges
everyone a price for the place they occupy, the stands they take."

MALCOLM BRADBURY

1.

"Plenty of poets are poets only . . . I am a historical poet," Cavafy is
reported to have said toward the end of his life (Lechonitis, 1977: 19).
Possibly "historian-poet" would be a more accurate translation, in the
context of this 'remark, of poietós istorikOs. George Seferis found this
remark, "like much of casual conversation, lacking in clarity" (1974:
340); but its bald ambiguity neatly epitomizes the mingled puzzlement
and fascination experienced by readers who in the fifty years since Cavafy's
death have engaged themselves with the poems in which the poet and the
historian appear to change mantles. This happens in approximately half
of all the poems that Cavafy published in his lifetime, and in a rather
smaller proportion of those which appeared posthumously. The most
pressing problem which these poems have created for readers can be
summed up as that of relevance. The academic historian may confine his
interests to "what happened in history," but history for the layman, which
must normally include the poet, more often begins at home. Characteristic
lay attitudes to history are, first, that the past teaches us about the present
and, secondly, that history repeats itself. And the twentieth century has
discovered that history, when it repeats itself, becomes myth.

Cavafy wrote poems involving the past which conform to each of these
expectations. And, partly on account of this, his use of history in his
poetry as a whole has been interpreted either in terms of didactic allegory
(Malanos, 1957, 1963; Tsirkas, 1958, 1971; and Dallas, 1974) or in
terms of myth (Seferis, 1974; and Keeley, 1976). None of the readings
proposed by these writers is fully adequate: Malanos and Tsirkas admit
that their respective decodings do not work for all the poems, and concede
that there is an element of pure antiquarianism in Cavafy. Seferis's far-
reaching conclusions are substantially based on the reading of only one
poem, while Dallas and Keeley attempt to accommodate Cavafy's poetry
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as a whole within a generalized model which fails to account fully for all
its features. Correspondingly, the poems in which Cavafy either uses
history explicitly as an allegory or "alibi" for the present, or enters the
world of myth and legend in which history most readily repeats itself,
are very few. And all of them were written before the "watershed" year
of 1911.

There are altogether twelve poems in which Cavafy presents or refers
to the past more or less explicitly as a moral allegory for the present.'
The opening lines of "Thermopylae," in the Keeley and Sherrard transla-
tion, aptly demonstrate this (1901/1903: A103, tr. 12) 2 :

Honor to those who in the life they lead
define and guard a Thermopylae. (my emphasis)

Not the historical pass defended and lost in 480 B.C., but any crucial
moral "pass." A Thermopylae is a historical metaphor for a contemporary
and generalized dilemma, the purpose of the appeal to history is to illus-
trate a perennial, and especially a present, moral truth. Similarly, in others
of these poems: "our efforts . . . are like the Trojans' " (A26, tr. 17);
the soul is to watch out for "some Artemidoros" giving warning (A18,
tr. 24); Theodotos, bearing Pompey's head on a bloodstained platter, may
even now be entering the house of some neighbor (A21, tr. 40); at the
end of the Odyssean voyage, "you" will have learned "what Ithacas mean"
(A23, tr. 29). The distinguishing features of these poems are the use of
the present tense or imperative mood, and a first or second person where
the speaker and/or addressee is not specifically included in the historical
context of the poem. Thus in "The Satrapy" (A16, tr. 23), the absence
of a consistent context for the person addressed forces it on the reader's
attention that he is "not necessarily Themistocles or Demaratos or any
other political figure" (Lechonitis, 1977: 23), and so allows the historical
references that are in the poem (Sousa, the Demos, and the Sophists) to
be taken metaphorically. "You" in the poem, in other words, is as likely
to stand for Cavafy himself, or the reader, as for Themistocles or Demara-
tos, or even, pace Dallas (1974: 56-63), Alcibiades.

'"Ithaca" (1894?/1910/1911: A23, tr. 29); "Waiting for the Barbarians"
(1898/1904: A107, tr. 14); "The Intervention of the Gods" (1899: Anekdota,
111); "The Sea Battle" (1899: Anekdota, 121); "Trojan?' (1900/1905: A26, tr.
17); "Interruption" (1900/1901: A102, tr. 11); "Thermopylae" (1901/1903:
A103, tr. 12); "Manuel Comnenos" (1905/1911: A47, tr. 46); "The Satrapy"
(1905/1910: A16, tr. 23); "The Ides Of March" (1906/1910: A18, (?/1911:

A21,
"The God Abandons Antony" (1910/1911: A20, tr. 27); "Theodotos" 19
A21, tr. 40).

2A11 references to Cavafy's poems in this artide give the date of composition
first (where known) and then the date of publication. Thus, "Thermopylae" was
written in 1901 and published in 1903. Where three dates are given, the middle
date indicates a revision. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations in this article
are my own.



The History Man 25

Two poems which could be included in this group, but which may
be considered as borderline, are "The Sea Battle" and "Waiting for the
Barbarians." "The Sea Battle" (1899: Anekdota, 121) represents the
chorus of defeated Persians at the battle of Salamis whose ululations are
taken from Aeschylus' play on the same theme, The Persians. In appear-
ance, the poem is the dramatic monologue of the Persians shortly after
their historical defeat, but it contains the lines:

Why must it be: no sooner does one possess
renowned Ekbatana, Sousa
and Persepolis, than be calls up a fleet
and goes toward the Greeks to fight at sea. (my emphases)

"One" here introduces a generalized moral which seems to lift the "we"
of the poem out of a specific historical context, to be reconstituted as a
general moral exemplar. And "Waiting for the Barbarians" (1898/1904:
A107, tr. 14) seems to belong with this group because of the unusual
absence of any indications of context in place or time. Since we are not
told which particular incident in the decline of an ancient civilization is
being depicted, it is the generality of the picture that strikes us most
forcibly; it could be (almost) any time, any place, and so we are irresisti-
bly drawn to read the poem as a metaphor for contemporary civilization.
This impression is reinforced by the use of the present tense throughout,
without any distancing devices such as Cavafy uses elsewhere to place his
speakers in perspective.

All of these twelve poems were written before 1911, most of them
considerably earlier. After that date Cavafy wrote no more poems (at least
that he chose to preserve) in which the past serves as a moral allegory for
the present. But he continued writing poems which deal with history,
from which, however, explicit reference to the present is absent. The
approaches to Cavafy's historical poems proposed. by Malanos, Tsirkas,
and, to some extent, Dallis, assume that the past continues to function as
an allegory for the present even where this is not explicit, although no
reading based on the allegorical interpretation of history has so far claimed
to account satisfactorily for all of Cavafy's historical poems.

In terms of the perception of history as myth, we encounter a more
complex situation. This is partly due to the ingenuity of the poet George
Seferis, who first identified the "mythical method" as the mainspring of
Cavafy's use of history, and partly to the dominance of the poetics of the
Anglo-Irish-American writers Yeats, Joyce, Eliot, and Pound in both
Greece and the English-speaking world for much of the last few decades.
Before discussing the poems in which Cavafy makes use specifically of the
mythical rather than the historical past, it will be necessary to summarize
the debate initiated by Seferis and to comment on the position that
Cavafy treated history as myth in order to "redeem the time."

In a now historic lecture given at the British Council in Athens in
1947, Seferis gave striking evidence for parallels between what he called
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the "sense of time" revealed in Cavafy's poems, and that of T.S. Eliot
(Seferis, 1974). Taking as his starting point the poem, "Those Who
Fought for the Achaean League" (1922: B31, tr. 86), Seferis pointed
out that this poem had been published, and probably written, in February
1922, shortly before the catastrophic defeat of the Greeks in Anatolia in
that year. The poem is an epitaph for those soldiers of the allied Greek
city states (the Achaean League) who died fighting against the Romans
in 146 B.C., the year in which Greece finally became subjugated to Roman
dominion. For Seferis, this epitaph for the victims of an ancient defeat for
Hellenism was at the same time an epitaph for the coming disaster in
Anatolia, while the "tailpiece" of the poem, ascribing the epitaph to an
Achaean writing in Alexandria some thirty years after the disaster, presents
Cavafy, a Greek in Alexandria, lamenting powerlessly from the wings.

From his reading of this one poem, Seferis went on to argue that
Cavafy used what T.S. Eliot had termed the "mythical method," and that
he did so "systematically" in order to refer to the condition of the present
by invoking the historical past. He concluded, "there exists [in Cavafy's
poetry) a sense of temporal co-identity; the past is identified with the
present and perhaps with the future," exactly as Eliot had written in
"Burnt Norton."

Seferis's lecture provoked, within a matter of months, an intemperate
but intelligent reply from Timos Malanos (1963: 121-61). Here it must
be said that although Seferis is by far the more sensitive critic of poetry,
all the evidence is on Malanos's side. The poem about the Achaean League,
Malanos reminds us, must, at the latest, have been written some months
before the final collapse in Anatolia, at a time when the outcome of the
Greek campaign and the nature of the disaster that was to follow were
becoming increasingly foreshadowed but not yet inevitable: in any case,
it was hardly time to write the epitaph. More telling still, when the storm
broke fully in August 1922, it produced not the slightest ripple in the
poems that Cavafy published later that year. And Malanos had also read
Eliot and been struck by how different was the "sense of time" of each
of the two poets: "Cavafy refers to History in the manner of the reflective
man, who experiences retrospectively its unique time: time past. (This
is, besides, the tense of all of his poetry). On the other hand, every time
that Eliot refers to History, he does so in the manner of the prophets
of the Bible, his vision in parallel inspiredly equates three times: past,
present and future" (1963: 150).

Malanos had already proposed that a good many of Cavafy's historical
poems can be understood in terms of an alibi for personal obsessions.
But he had also recognized that there were other poems which could only
be termed "entirely historical," that is, which had no reference either to
the poet's personal life or to the present more generally. Malanos spiritedly
defends his own reading of these latter poems and restates it as an effective
counter to Seferis: "The way in which Cavafy perceived time . . . is none
other than the way in which it has been perceived by all our Historians—
of whom the foremost representative is Paparrigopoulos—who perceive,



The History Man	 27

like an unbroken line from Homer to 1821, the History of the Greek
Nation" (Malanos, 1963: 135).

Seferis's more general application of the "mythical method" to Cavafy's
poetry is no more solidly founded than is his interpretation of the poem
about the Achaean League. In his essay, he quotes part of Eliot's review
of James Joyce's Ulysses, in which the term "mythical method" was first
used and defined. The "mythical method" has often been discussed with-
out reference to this context. Eliot, when he coined the term, was review-
ing a novel which, instead of a plot, depended for its structure on follow-
ing, in a modern context, the pattern of an ancient myth: Odysseus' home-
coming to Ithaca, superimposed on the peregrinations of Leopold Bloom
around Dublin on a June day in 1904: "In using the myth, in manipulating
a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity, Mr. Joyce
is pursuing a method which others must pursue after him It is simply
a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance
to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary
history" (Eliot, 1923).

When this definition is applied to Cavafy, we are bound to notice
that myth, in the sense that Eliot uses the word to refer to the archetypal
and infinitely repeatable story of Odysseus, is not prominent in Cavafy's
poetry. That there is a "continuous parallel between contemporaneity and
antiquity" in a body of historical poems which are, in the most literal
sense, discontinuous seems on the face of it scarcely probable, and, in
any case, one half of the equation is missing: there is no counterpart to
Joyce's contemporary Dublin in poems which describe only the ancient
world Finally, even were myth more frequently present in Cavafy's his-
torical poems, it is difficult to see how it might function in them to give
shape and significance to contemporary history. The past history with which
they deal is itself chaotic and futile enough.

The past in a poem by Eliot, or, for that matter, by Seferis, is most
often the mythical or mythicized past. When these writers refer to history,
they tend to treat it in terms of myth—to reduce the sense of the con-
tingent, unique, and irrecoverable of the historical moment by moving
it toward a system whose components are "meaningful," symbolic, and
cyclically repeated. Their procedure is to detach the contingent moment
from its historical context by an (at least partial) integration into the
cyclical, synchronic pattern of myth. In consequence, it acquires the status
of a symbol. The progression is the same as that from the events of the
Passion to the Easter liturgy. There is no dear sign of this type of move-
ment in Cavafy's poetry, as there is no counterpart to the Grail myths,
Tiresias, or the Tarot pack in "The Waste Land," nor to the Odyssean
quest that animates the poetry of Seferis.

A cogent attempt is made by Edmund Keeley (1976: passim) to
uncover a counterpart for these uses of myth in Cavafy, through a deter-
mined and consistent reconstruction of "Cavafy's Alexandria" as a "myth
in progress." But although the "myth in progress" is, in Keeley's hands,
a powerful metaphor for Cavafy's life work, Keeley is unable to demon-
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strate that the metaphor is also present in the poetry. This is in effect an
imaginative treatment of Cavafy parallel to Eliot's of the Thames or
Seferis's of the Aegean: namely, to integrate the poetry into a preexisting
mythical pattern. The crucial difference remains that Eliot, Seferis, and
Joyce themselves reveal this process as an organizing force within their
texts, while there is no real evidence that Cavafy's texts, singly or as a
whole, attempt this kind of integration. Myth in this reading of Cavafy
becomes a "way of controlling and ordering" Cavafy's texts, rather than
a device used within the texts for the controlling and ordering of history
or personal experience.'

We must now turn to those poems of Cavafy which make explicit use
of myth; and, like the "moral allegory" poems, these turn out to be far
fewer in number than might have been supposed from the importance
given to this element in Cavafy criticism. Allowing for a somewhat
generous definition of myth, that includes stories of literary origin either
based ultimately on mythical sources or having acquired a currency and
symbolic status since first being written which goes far beyond their
explicit historical context, or both, there are no more than twelve of these
poems, of which two have already been encountered under the heading
of "moral allegory." 4 All were written very early in Cavafy's career, in
the decade between 1893 and 1903 (assuming the dating of 1894 for the

3Both Keeley and Dallas bracket the name of Eliot with that of Ezra Pound in
their comparisons with Cavafy. It does not seem to have been noticed that Pound
comes significantly doser to Cavafy's perception of history than any of his English-
language contemporaries. The Cantos stand as a monument to the attempt to treat
history, in all its random diversity, as the raw material for myth; an attempt which
is finally seen in the text as a qualified failure ("does it cohere?"). And there is
probably nothing in English poetry that so closely approximates Cavafy's intense
feeling for the past as part, as do such early poems of Pound as "Papyrus,"
"Provincia Deserta," and "Near Perigord." The final lines of "Provincia Deserta,"
in which the poet traverses the landscape in which the Provençal troubadours once
sung and which lives in their songs, could serve as an epigraph for all of Cavafy's
historical poetry:

So ends that story.
That age is gone;
Pieire de Maensac is gone.
I have walked over these roads;
I have thought of them living.

4"Priam's Night Journey" (1893: Anekdota, 51); "Salome" (1896: Anekdota,
87); "Chaldaean Picture" (1896: Anekdota, 89); "The Horses of Achilles" (1896/
1897: A113, tr. 5); "Lohengrin" (1898: Anekdota, 103); "Suspicion" (1898:
Anekdota, 107); "The Funeral of Sarpedon" (1898?/1908: A111, tr. 7); "King
Claudius" (1899: Anekdota, 113, tr. 134); "When the Watchman Saw the Light"
(1900: Anekdota, 123, tr. 137); "Bad Faith" (1903/1904: A109, tr. "Unfaithful-
ness," 13). It should be noted that only three poems out of this list were ever
published by Cavafy. In addition to the above, the following two poems from the
previous list refer to the mythical rather than the historical past, as the basis for
moral allegory: "Ithaca" (1894 ?/1910/1911) and "Interruption" (1900/1901).
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first draft, now lost, of "Ithaca," which would otherwise have been
written much later than the others, in 1910). Several of the unpublished
poems in the group use non-Greek material, but of the seven poems deal-
ing with Greek mythology, it is interesting to note that five refer to
characters and situations best known from the Iliad, while only one,
-Ithaca," refers to the Odyssey. The Iliad has always been felt to be the
more historical of the two ancient epics. Of the remainder, "When the
Watchman saw the Light" has its source in Aeschylus, while "Interruption"
makes only passing reference to a number of ancient myths.

The last of these poems to be written, "Bad Faith," clearly reveals
the direction in which Cavafy's treatment of myth was tending, and per-
haps also the reason why Cavafy never made use of myth again (1903/
1904: A109, tr. "Unfaithfulness," 13) :

In the midst of Thetis' wedding to Peleus
Apollo stood up on the glittering marriage
board, and gave the newly-weds his blessing
for the future issue of their union.
He said: Never shall sickness touch him
and he shall live long.—His saying this
pleased Thetis greatly, because the words
of Apollo so well versed in prophecies
appeared to her a surety for her child.
And as Achilles grew to manhood, and as
his looks became the pride of Thessaly,
Thetis kept the god's words in her mind.
But one day came elders bearing tidings,
and told how Achilles had been killed at Troy.
And Thetis tore her purple robes in pieces,
flung from her and trampled
in the dust her bracelets and her rings.
And in her bitter grieving she remembered times gone by;
and asked them what was wise Apollo doing,
whereabouts was the poet who jumps on tables
to make fine speeches, whereabouts was the prophet
the day her son was slain in the bloom of his youth.
And the elders made answer that Apollo
himself, none other, had gone down to Troy
and with the Trojans killed Achilles.

The lengthy epigraph from The Republic which prefaces the poem
does much more than refer us to the ancient source for Cavafy's treatment
of the myth of Achilles (which is better known from the Iliad). It also
refers to what is probably the first recorded rational critique of myth and
its function in society, namely the part in The Republic where Socrates
argues that only morally edifying forms or variants of myths should be
allowed currency in the ideal state. The reference of this epigraph is



30	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA

precisely to the historical moment in Greek—and European—culture of the
first rational attempt at curtailment of the mythic function.

The text of the poem that follows retells in narrative form the story
contained in Thetis' words quoted in the epigraph from Aeschylus' lost
drama. The subject matter belongs certainly to myth, but the even, reason-
able tone of the narrative voice, with its controled detachment from either
the joy or the grief of which it tells, resembles nothing so much as, in
Malanos's words, "the linguistic idiom of the Historian" (1963: 153).
This poem, ostensibly mythical, in fact probes the non-rational world of
myth with the rational tools of the historian to expose the paradox of
myth as a contradiction in reason and in rationally-grounded morality.
Hence the poem's title, which alludes not only to Apollo's "bad faith,"
but to the impossibility experienced by Socrates (in the epigraph) of any
longer having faith or belief in such ambiguous material as inherited
mythology. Cavafy "demythologizes" myth in this poem by rewriting it
in terms of historical discourse. This is the exact opposite of the approaches
to myth adopted by Yeats, Joyce, Eliot, and Seferis.

We are now left with the great bulk of Cavafy's historical poetry in
which no reference is made either to the moral lesson to be drawn in the
present or to the renewing power of myth. Allowing for some argument
about borderline cases (is the speaker of "Ionic," [1896/1905/1911:
A53, tr. 28) placed in historical time or not?), there are, by my calculation,
some seventy-six poems in the published canon and seventeen of the
posthumous poems to which the following definition of the historical
poem can be applied: a poem which narrates or mimetically represents
actions and/or words (real or imaginary) which are more or less precisely
fixed, historically, in place and time, and in which no apparent reference
is made to the modern world. Apart from the "moral allegory" and
mythical poems already discussed, this definition excludes only four poems
in which the historical past is mentioned but plays a different role:
"Caesarion," which will be discussed below, and "Peirthen" (1921:
Anekdota, 183), which partly reduplicates it in technique; and "Days of
1909, '10, '11" ( ?/1928: B73, tr. 117) and "Following the Recipe of
Ancient Greco-Syrian Magicians" ( ?/1931: B87, tr. 126), in which, in
a contemporary context, a contrast is drawn between past and present.

How are all these historical poems, so defined, to be read? If history
is not invoked in order to teach us in the present or to be "redeemed"
in the guise of myth, there remains no other solution but that of Malanos
after he had exhausted all of Cavafy's "alibis." But if one is content to
accept this and go no further, it is difficult not to share in Seferis's dis-
appointment with a poet who merely "versified history." We must go
back to Cavafy's designation of himself as a "historian-poet" for the
answer. And since the layman's or poet's attitude to history has proved
inadequate to account for the role played by history in the majority of
the poems, we must look now to the academic historian. Indeed, this was
Malanos's solution, but Malanos seems to have had in view only one of
the questions asked by the professional historian: "What happened in
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history?" Applied to poetry, this view of history could offer only the
consolation of antiquarian dabbling, or the escapism of the historical
novel, and Seferis was right to be discouraged at the prospect. But there
is another kind of question implied, and today increasingly stated, in the
work of the historian, namely: "What is history? How does the historical
record enable us to understand the past? And what is the nature of the
historical record?" These are questions that in all eras have a vital bear-
ing on the present, and that determine the nature of our relation to the
past and how we perceive it. What is represented, questioned, and con-
stantly reexamined in Cavafy's historical poems are not the facts of history
("What happened?") but history itself ("How is history made?").
Cavafy's historical poetry stands in the same relation to versified history
as War and Peace does to the historical novel.

2.

Time is a ubiquitous preoccupation in Cavafy's poetry, and Malanos
only exaggerated slightly in saying that time in Cavafy is always time past.
It is this preoccupation with perceiving the past that unites Cavafy's his-
torical poems with the scarcely smaller part of his oeuvre devoted to erotic
experiences or imaginings set in the poet's own personal past. The treat-
ment of time in the erotic poems is discussed elsewhere in the present
volume; here it need only be said that a constant and unifying theme in
these poems is the perception of time-as-experienced. In the process of
making poetry, the transcendent present can only ever be the moment of
writing; the present of writing is made transcendent by the permanence
of the written text, while all lived experience, no matter how burningly
recent, belongs at that moment to the past, and is therefore excluded
from transcendence. But by a complementary process, experiences which
the poet himself seems to regard as sordid and trivial in fact ironically
become the raw material of "high art" because the true subject matter
of the poems is not what was experienced but the artistic endeavor in
the present, in which the awareness of loss to the past is set against an
act of memory and imaginative re-creation.

The best way of tackling the problem of Cavafy's historical poems
is to start from the treatment of time in the erotic poems. It is indicative
that the two recorded fragments of conversation in which Cavafy spoke
of himself as a historian manqué begin with remarks about time in his
personal poetry. The first, dated merely to the last ten years of his life,
states:

". . I am a poet of old age. The most lively events do not inspire
me at once. First, time must pass. Then later I remember them
and am inspired.

"Plenty of poets are poets only. Porfyras, for example, is a poet
only. But not Palamas. He has written stories. I am a historical poet
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[or a historian-poet). I could never have written novels or stage
plays: but I sense within me 125 voices telling me that I could
have written history. But now it's too late."

The second is dated April 8, 1929:

. . With me the immediate impression does not provide the
impulse for work. The impression must become part of the past,
must be falsified of itself, by time, without my having to falsify it.

"I have two aptitudes. To make poems and to write history.
I have not written history and now it is too late . . ." (Lechonitis,
1977: 19-20; my emphases).

In neither case does the context fully account for the jump from
Cavafy's method of distilling personal experience into poetry to his
fascination with the historian's approach to his very different task. (The
starting point for both conversations is Cavafy's extreme touchiness at
any suggestion that, in his sixties, he had passed his poetic prime.) That
the jump is made in two separate conversations that happened to be
recorded dearly shows that the two things were closely linked. in Cavafy's
mind. If we say that the unifying theme of his erotic poetry is time as
experienced loss, balanced or opposed by an act of memory and imaginative
creativity, then the jump from the personal to the historical sphere would
seem to be an extension of the same theme beyond the limits of what
can be experienced as memory. Taking this starting point in the personal
experience of time, the conundrum to which it leads would then be: how
does one perceive historical time? That is: the idea of time beyond one's
natural lifespan? Seen in this perspective, Cavafy's remark that other poets
are "poets only" takes on an added hauteur.

This extension of the perception of time from personal experience to
the historical plane is dramatized in a single poem, "Caesarion," a poem
which eludes my definition of the historical poems, and is like no other
"erotic" poem of Cavafy's, but shares features typical of both (1914/
1918: A69, tr.58):

Partly to verify a date,
partly, too, to pass the time,
last night I took in hand a corpus
of Ptolemaic epigraphs to read.
The boundless praises and the flatteries
of all were much the same. All were glorious,
victorious, mighty, gracious in deed;
their every enterprise most wise.
As for the women of that ilk, they too,
Berenices and Cleopatras, all were wondrous.
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When I had succeeded in verifying the date
I should have put down the book had a tiny mention,
quite insignificant, of King Caesarion
not drawn my attention suddenly ..

Ah, there, you came with your indefinable
air of charm. In history a few
lines are all that speak of you,
that way I shaped you the more freely in my mind.
I shaped you beautiful and finely sensitive.
My art infuses your face with
dreamlike, congenial beauty.

And so fully did I imagine you,
that late last night, as the lamp
burned down—I left it on purpose to burn down—
I thought you came inside my room,
it seemed to me you stood before me; as you would have been
in conquered Alexandria,
wan and weary, ideal in your sadness,
hoping still that they might pity you
who basely were whispering of "too many Caesars."

The poem's title refers to a historical character and situation, its
beginning refers to historical source material, and its end to a specific
historical situation which obtained in Alexandria in 31-30 B.C.; but
although it refers to history, "Caesarion" is not a historical poem. Despite
its title, it refers to the personal experience, with restrained erotic or at
least hedonistic overtones, of the poet. The meeting point of the personal/
erotic and the historical lies in the fact that the personal experience is the
reading of a historical source, and its aftermath.

From the opening lines, two kinds of time, or two perceptions of time,
are set up simultaneously. Both belong to the past, and both are precisely
defined, but with different frames of reference. The opening, "Partly .. .
partly," is a favorite device of Cavafy for keeping distinct or contradictory
ideas in pIay.5 The first "partly" introduces (impeccably) the language of
the historian, and a perception of time as a fixed, and conceptual, series,
in which the interest lies in establishing the correct relations between facts
which are complete and unalterable: the series is closed. The activity
described in this first line belongs to the academic historian; it is not part
of everyday experience for most of us. The second "partly" introduces
perhaps the lowest common denominator of all living experience, "to
pass the time." But in juxtaposition to "verifying a date," the common-
place has a special significance. Over and above their most common, banal

5Compare "Dangerous Things" ( ?/1911: A46, tr. "Dangerous Thoughts," 30);
and see Beaton, 1981: 520-1.



34 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA

usage, the words mean literally to experience one's life as a temporal
series. Time in the second line is an open series, the succession of one
moment by another that puts all experience beyond our grasp as soon as
it is registered as experience, and it ends only with the death of the
experiencing "I" (one is reminded here of the early poem "Candles").
Two kinds of time have been established: recorded time, which is per-
ceived as a dosed series; and experienced time, which remains an open
series.

If the first two lines establish, respectively, historical time and time-
as-experienced, the two lines which follow repeat the parallel, but in
reverse order. The third line refers to experienced time, the fourth to
historical. The third line establishes the poet's experience as having hap-
pened "last night"; that is, it is perceived only in relation to the unspecified
present which produced the text. (To have given a date for his personal
experience, as Cavafy does in many of his erotic poems, would have been
to reach out from time as experienced to time as recorded, that is, to a
wider system of historical interrelations independent of the experiencing
"I." On the other hand, the life and early death of Caesarion cannot be
detached from the epoch of the Ptolemies. Caesarion exists in the present
only through the historical record. His unfortunate role in history, which
sealed his fate, is all, ironically, that survives of the living youth.

The achievement of the rest of the poem is to engineer a convergence
between the two sorts of time which had first been set up as parallel.
Among the historical epigraphs, the mention of Caesarion stands out,
paradoxically, for the king's historical insignificance. Because he was only
a victim and not a maker of history, he is denied the platitudinous
epithets that deprive the other Ptolemies of any possibility of human
individuality. This silence on the part of the historical record provokes
the leap whereby the poet experiences the imaginative re-creation of a
historical personage, as if from something out of his own lived past. The
convergence of the two kinds of time in the poem is achieved in the
second section with its juxtaposition of a "mention" in a historical text
and the unexpected adverb "suddenly," located in the immediate past.
The poem imaginatively reconstructs two pasts—the poet's own ("last
night"), and the historical past of Caesarion, which, "last night," the
poet had imaginatively reconstructed as if it had belonged to remembered
experience. The poem proposes an analogy between the perception and
re-creation of personal memory (located in the recent past, "last night")
and the perception and reconstruction of a past foreclosed as part of
history and remote beyond the range of personal memory.

It is not that history becomes present: Cavafy's imagination re-creates
Caesarion in the poet's own room and time, but it does not in the process
detach the king from the remote historical context in which he lived and
died. "And so fully did I imagine you" (experienced time) is completed
not by "you stood before me," but by the lines following "as you would
have been." The imaginative achievement consists not in conjuring up a
beautiful youth from the recesses of history (a poet who was "a poet only"
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could have done that), but in juxtaposing experienced and historical time
in such a way that each comes to be seen in terms more usually appro-
priate to the other. In the last nine lines, it is the poet's experience of
only "late last night" that is depicted with the finality of the past tense
appropriate to the closed series of distant historical events; while the verbs
relating to Caesarion "in conquered Alexandria" are deprived of time-
reference in usages more appropriate to the experienced present, looking
uncertainly into a future that has not yet been foreclosed: "you would
have been," "hoping still," "they might . . .," "who were whispering."
Experienced time becomes historically fixed, remote and determined,
while historical time is experienced, not directly in the present of writing
(as happens, arguably, with Eliot or Seferis), but in the immediate past
in which ordinary, personal experiences are also perceived.

Time, which is perceived in irreconcilable ways in the words "to
verify a date" and "to pass the time," is finally seen as indivisible: history
is experience and experience is history. What this means for the "historical
poet" is that his exploration into the workings of time, although confined
to the past, is not limited to the operation and span of personal memory,
but may range freely through the millennia of recorded history. It may
be argued that the achievement of the historical poems proper (of which
"Caesarion" is not one) is to scrutinize the historical record through the
perspective of time-as-experienced, and, in so doing, to raise searching
and perhaps unanswerable questions about the nature of the historical
process.

3.

Cavafy's historical poems range across a well-defined space, both
geographically and in historical time. Geographically, this space is bounded
by Rome in the west and by the limits of Hellenistic penetration in the
east,6 but its capital city is Cavafy's own city of Alexandria. In time, once
the poems dealing with myth and those treating history in terms of moral
allegory are set aside, it becomes evident that none of the historical poems
proper deals with a period earlier than the conquests of Alexander the
Great and the consequent expansion of Hellenism, while an appropriate
terminus in the other direction is set by two poems relating to the fall of
Constantinople in 1453 that brought the Byzantine Empire to an end.'

The historical record for this long period (the "dedine and fall" of
classical Hellenism?) exists in two forms: in surviving inscriptions and
papyri, and in the synthetic work of historians from Arrian to Sphrantzes,
whose writings have been copied and preserved through the centuries. In

6See "Epitaph" (1893: Anekdota, 57), "Philhellene" (1906/1912: A37, tr.
31), and "Coins" (1920: Anekdota, 181).

7"Theophilos Palaiologos" (?/1914: Anekdota, 131, tr. 147) and "Earthen"
(1921: Anekdota, 183). Interestingly, neither was published by Cavafy.



36
	

JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA

order to see how Cavafy's historical poems probe and even subvert these
forms of historical testimony, we must now look first at those poems deal-
ing with ancient inscriptions, and then at others which focus more or
less directly on the writing of history.

The experiment of writing poems in the form of mock-ancient epi-
grams is taken to its farthest extreme in the poem "In the Month of
Athyr" (1917: A79, tr. 55) :

With difficulty do I read 	 on the ancient stone.
"Lo(r)d Jesus Christ."	 A "So[u]l" I can distinguish.
"In the mo[nthl of Athyr"	 "Leukio[s) wa[s Iai]cl to rest."
The evidence for his age	 "Years he lived,"
the letters XXVII reveal 	 that as a young man was he laid to rest.
Among the lacunae I see 	 "[H]im . Alexandrian."
Then come three lines	 badly mutilated;
but some words I can make out— 	 such as "our Wears," "anguish,"
then "tears" again,	 and "to u[s his *lends who [m]ourn."
It seems to me that Leukios	 must greatly have been loved.
In the month of Athyr	 was Leukios laid to rest.

Here no difference is made between the time of reading the inscription
and of writing the poem: the poet deciphering the ancient stone belongs
to the present of the text ("now" to both poet and reader), and the
experienced past is not brought into play as it was in "Caesarion." The
present tense, however, encompasses two activities, necessarily simultaneous,
which are normally thought of as mutually exdusive. The "I" in the poem
is at once deciphering an inscription, one of the drier aspects of the pro-
fessional historian's task, and writing a poem, the province exclusively
of the "inspired" creator. There can be no more striking demonstration
of what Cavafy meant by rolling himself a "historical poet." The present
tense of "I read" in the first line must logically imply another present
tense: "I write"; and the existence of the fragmentary ancient text in the
lines which follow implies yet a further present tense, which teasingly
has been obliterated from the worn inscription, governing the words
"tears, anguish, us who mourn." The ancient text is the testimony to a
moment in which the grief of the dead man's friends was a present experi-
ence, when his life, death, and their love for him, were part of the
experienced past of the writer of the inscription.

The poem's impact lies in the incompleteness of the inscription, which
is the more forcefully presented by the use of square brackets with which
the epigraphist indicates those parts of the text which have had to be
supplied by conjecture. Between the twopresents, of the friend of Leukios
composing his epitaph, and the "I" of the poem reading that epitaph
and simultaneously composing the text before us, lies the gulf of time
which has so ravaged the ancient stone. The present of the inscription is
so remote that the name of the month (which places it in the familiar
yearly cycle of time) is unfamiliar, while the fragmentary state of the
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inscription belies the permanence of the written word, which is an artide
of faith for historian and poet alike.

A more complex poem is "Kimon Learchou, Aged 22, Student of
Greek Letters (at Cyrene)" (1913 ?/ 1928: B69, tr. 115). Here, the
title provides the kind of red herring of which Cavafy was sometimes
fond: its apparent fullness and precision in fact tell us little about the
speaker in the second part of the poem, to whom it refers, and mention
of the city of Cyrene does no more than reinforce the impression of a
historical epoch which is not closely specified: the urban world of the
Mediterranean in the late Hellenistic or Roman period.

"I met my end	 in my hour of happiness.
Hermoteles had me	 as his inseparable friend.
The last days of my life,	 for all that he affected
not to be concerned, 	 I often sensed
his eyes full of tears.	 Whenever he thought
I had drifted asleep 	 he would fall frenzied
on the edge of my bed. 	 But we two, we were
boys of an age,	 we were twenty-three.
Fate is the traitress. 	 Perhaps some passion
for another would have	 taken Hermoteles from me.
My ending was well; 	 in love indissoluble."

This epitaph	 for Marullus Aristodemus
deceased a month	 ago in Alexandria,
I mourning received, 	 I, his cousin Kimon.
It was sent me by the writer,	 a poet of my acquaintance.
He sent it me because	 he knew I was
a relative of Marullus:	 that was all he knew.
My soul is full	 with sorrow for Marullus.
We grew up	 together, we were like brothers.
I am profoundly sad.	 This untimely death of his
every thought of malice 	 has quenched within me .. .
every thought of malice	 against Marullus—for all that
he had stolen from me the	 love of Hermothles,
and now should Hermoteles 	 desire me once again
it will not be at all the same.	 I know my nature,
how susceptible I am. 	 Marullus' ideal form
will come between us,	 and I shall think he
says to me, See here, now	 you should be satisfied;
See here, you've got him back	 as you wanted, Kimon;
See here, you've no more	 reason now to slander me.

Kimon does not in the end tell us whether the epitaph with which
the poem opens was ever inscribed on his cousin Marullus' tomb. But it
was written with that purpose, and so to immortalize Kimon's presumed
grief over his cousin's early death. The touchingly sentimental epitaph
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can be read in the same spirit as the poem "In the Month of Athyr," as
a human testament at once present and infinitely remote. But the poem
becomes more interesting when the speaker tells us that the author of the
epitaph was a poet who knew almost nothing about the dead man. The
purpose of the epitaph, potentially a tiny piece of the source material of
history, turns out to have been not so much to record the facts of the
young man's death, as to console or possibly to flatter a bereaved relative.
And the irony is that the poet's well-meant shot in the dark has misfired
badly: Kimon's true feelings are dominated by bitterness toward his dead
cousin over the very relationship so idyllically extoled in the poet's
epitaph. And the epitaph, immortalizing that relationship in verse, puts
Kimon's lover Hermoteles forever out of his reach.

One effect of this poem is to cast doubt on the truth of the historical
record as a transcription of actual experience. But it also introduces a
new figure into the business of recording history: the poet. Since he
knows almost nothing, and in any case could never know the literal truth
of what he has written in the epitaph, the poet can only have created the
whole text out of his imagination. Truth to fact (historical truth) is
blatantly subverted by the interfering well-wisher, the poet. But what the
poet has written has a power and permanence that have nothing to do
with its truth: thanks to the poet's work, the dead Marullus will always
come between Kimon and the object of his desires, Hermotêles.

Two poems which deal not with inscriptions but with the business of
writing history are also important here. The first is "King Demetrios"
(1900/1906: A27, tr. 18) :

Not like a king, but as an actor, he disguised himself in a dark
cloak instead of that tragic costume, and slipped way unnoticed.

Plutarch, Life of Demetrios

When the Macedonians deserted him
and proved they would rather follow Pyrrhos
King Demetrios (great
was his soul) did not at all—so it was said—
behave like a king. He went
and doffed his golden garments,
kicked off his royal sandals
all of purple. In simple dothes
he quickly dressed and fled.
Doing as an actor does
who when the show is over,
changes his clothes and comes away.

The essence of this seemingly simple poem is that Cavafy's text retells
precisely the same facts—no more, no less—as the historian Plutarch in the
"Life" from which the epigraph is taken, but completely changes their
meaning. The historical record (unimaginatively) condemns the loser
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who, in defeat, behaves not like a king but with the shallow art of the
actor, and for no better reason than to save his skin. Without changing
any of the facts, or even greatly departing from the historian's dry manner
of narration, Cavafy presents a very different interpretation. The difference
lies in the interpolation ("great was his soul") and in the last two lines.
Where Plutarch's king adopted a disguise in order to conceal his true
identity and "slip away unnoticed," Cavafy's king behaves like an actor
in that, at the end of the show, he takes off his disguise. In Cavafy's
poem, it is the trappings of kinship that constitute the disguise,8 and the
man within is therefore entirely honorable in modestly doffing them and
leaving the stage of history when he has played his role to the end.
Cavafy's poem aptly illustrates how even the baldest narrative of historical
fact involves dramatic re-creation and moral evaluation. The juxtaposition
of the two historical narratives, Plutarch's and Cavafy's, is a sly hint
(more fully developed elsewhere) that it takes a poet to write history
properly.

Of all Cavafy's historical poems, "Anna Comnene" refers most directly
to the process by which history is written (1917/1920: B20, tr. 79):

In the prologue to her Alexia, Anna Comnene
her widowhood bewails.

Her soul is in turmoil. "And
with copious tears" she tells us "do I bathe
mine eyes . . . Alas the stormy billows" of her life,
"alas for its reversals." She is seared by anguish
"unto the bones and marrow and her soul's wrack."

The truth however seems to be that one grief only
and that a mortal one was known to this power-avid woman:
one deep sadness and one only weighed
(though unconfessed) on this indomitable Greekling,
that she never managed, for all her dextrous grip,
to gain the Crown; it was snatched from her
almost from within her grasp by the upstart John.

Again the poem is relatively simple, and, on the face of it, all it does
is repeat the judgment of one historian (Gibbon) on another. But in the
context of Cavafy's historical poems and historical interests, the poem
has more to say: it shows that the writing of history is itself part of
history. It is the same human impulse that creates an empress and a his-
torian. Not only that, but it was the historical accident of Anna's failure
to become empress that gave us one of the richest historical sources for

°Compare "The Ides of March" (1906/1910: A18, tr. 24): "when you
assume the role of someone that famous" (trans. Keeley and Sherrard), and
"Alexandrian Kings" (1912: A35, tr. 33).
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an important period of medieval history. Inevitably, later historians have
asked themselves: how reliable is this embittered and self-conscious
mourner for the past glories of her father's reign and her (then) hopes
of future power? Cavafy's poem epigrammatically goes to the heart of
the personal experience which is not only distorted by the historical record
(the real reason for Anna's grief), but which actually calls the historical
record into being. The experiences of Anna's early life are transformed
into written history, and, it is implied, imaginatively re-created for the
purposes of self-justification as a response to personal loss. Seen in these
terms, the poem establishes a close parallel between Anna's activity in
writing history and that of the poet, as it appears for instance in poems
such as "Understanding," "Their Beginning," and "I Brought To Art."

In probing, in these poems, the nature of the historical record and,
so, of our perception of the past, Cavafy frequently alludes indirectly to
the activity of the poet or creative artist. Many of his poems set in a
historical context have poets or artists as their main figures, and, in doing
so, bring into play the ideas of art, time, and the perception of time
which are more explicitly mentioned in the personal poems, whose sphere
is memory or time-as-experienced. One of the fullest explorations of these
themes in the context of historical time is the poem "Dareios" (1917/
1920: B18, tr. 78) :

The poet Phernazes is working on
the important part of his epic poem.
How the royal throne of Persia
fell prize to Dareios son of Hystaspes. (From him
is descended our glorious king,
Mithridates, Dionysos and Eupator). But here
philosophy is needed; he must analyze
the emotions that Dareios would have had:
perhaps intoxicated pride; but no—more likely
recognition, in some sort, of the vanity of greatness.
Deeply the poet ponders the matter.

But he is interrupted by his servant entering
at a run, delivering news of utmost seriousness.
War has broken out against the Romans.
The most part of our army has crossed the frontiers.

The poet is aghast. Disaster !
How now can our glorious king,
Mithridates, Dionysos and Eupator,
concern himself with poems in Greek.
In wartime—imagine, poems in Greek.

Phernazes is beside himself. What a blow!
Now that he was certain with his "Dareios"
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to make an impact, to dumbfound
for good his cavilling detractors.
What a postponement, what a postponement of his plans.

And were it but a postponement, no harm done.
But let's see if we have secure defenses
at Amis6s. It isn't a city remarkably well fortified.
They are the most dreadful enemies, the Romans.
Can we hold our own against them,
we Cappadocians? Can such a thing be?
Are we to stand now against the legions?
Great gods, protectors of Asia, grant us aid.—

Yet in the midst of all his confusion and the uproar,
insistently the poetic idea goes to and fro—
most likely is, of course, intoxicated pride;
intoxicated pride would have been the mood of Dareios.

Characteristically, the poem is not about Dareios, as one might have
expected from the title, but about an imaginary poet, Phernazes, writing
a poem about Dareios, who had lived some four centuries before him.
"Dareios" is a historical poem about the writing of a historical poem.
The historical allusions place the main character, Phernazes, in a context
of Pontos in Asia Minor shortly before the defeat of its last independent
king, Mithridates VI, by the Romans in 71 B.C. The fictitious poet is
writing an epic (the dosest of the traditional poetic genres to history)
about his ruler's ancestor, Dareios the Great, who ascended the throne
of Persia in 521 B.C. But he is interrupted at the point where his historical
narrative must be supplemented by gifts peculiar to the poet: "philosophy"
is required, in order to analyze the "emotions" of his historical character:
this, and not merely the crucial moment of Dareios' accession to power,
is the "important part" of Phernazes' work.

In "Dareios," a poet is interrupted in the composition of a historical
poem by the intervention of history. Part of the poem's effect lies in the
present tenses which depict Phernazes' predicament in terms of time-as-
experienced, and which, in the same manner as in the poem "In the
Month of Athyr," link Phernazes' present with the present of the writing
of the poem. The present tense here is not a "historic present" • it is
closer to the present tense of interior monologue, where it is to be sup-
posed that the events themselves and the recording of them are simul-
taneous. The narrative voice, although in the third person, depicts a series
of present moments as they succeed one another in Phernazes' conscious-
ness. In the act of writing, which, as we have seen, constitutes the only
true present tense for the poet, the fictitious Phernazes experiences time
which to Cavafy, and us, is historical: the same epoch is presented as at
once historical (fixed in a pattern already fully determined) and experi-
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enced (in terms of an open future—Phernazes does not know what is going
to happen).

The present of the poem (Cavafy's) includes the awareness of Phern-
azes' present as fixed in a pattern which could only be perceived long
after the event. This dual perception of a historical moment is poignantly
reinforced by the nature of the dilemma facing Phernazes in Cavafy's
poem. He, Phernazes, faces the same problem that Cavafy, in bringing
Phernazes' consciousness to us, simultaneously surmounts: how to bridge
the gulf between the historical and the experienced past, how to depict
the "emotions" (the nature of the experience) of a historical character
at a historic moment. It is perhaps for this reason that Cavafy's poem
bears a title apparently more appropriate to Phernazes' work-in-progress
than to his own completed poem.

The poetic function fulfilled or attempted by Cavafy and his creation,
Phernazes, seems then to be to recuperate historical time as experienced
time, and bring it within the ambit of personal memory and the indivi-
dual imagination with which the poet assimilates and refurbishes his own
experience. History interrupts the poet's act of creativity, but that act was
itself partly dedicated to the recuperation of the historical past, and is
in turn recuperated for us as a part of history. Even the eruption of
history in the form of real and decisive events is not unambiguously
treated. D.N. Maronitis, in a perceptive essay on this poem (1970), goes
beyond what is explicitly stated in the text and interprets Phemazes'
dilemma as, in part, a pragmatic one: will the attribution of "intoxicated
pride" to his illustrious ancestor be flattering to the king who is Phernazes'
patron? (According to this reading, "philosophy" in the seventh line
also means, ironically, something like "circumspection.") Maronitis fur-
ther believes that the last four lines of the poem are causally connected
to what has gone before: because of what has happened, Phernazes makes
up his mind to write, after all, that it was "intoxicated pride" that
Dareios experienced. According to this reading, the historical tide that in
the poem begins to sweep away Phernazes and "Greek poems" together
with the kingdom of Pontos, in fact liberates the poet. It inspires him
with the correct and satisfying solution to his artistic dilemma, but it
simultaneously removes altogether the pragmatic dilemma that had faced
him. If Mithridates is never going to read the poem and reward the poet,
if, most probably, the poem is never even going to be finished, then
what need is there to flatter anybody? What need, either, to worry about
dumbfounding his critics?

Whether Maronitis's additional subtlety is accepted or not, what is
ultimately validated in this poem seems to be the "poetic idea" of the
third from last line. This is what matters: the act of creativity, whether
the writing of verses, the making of wine bowls, or the fashioning of
statues. The creative act is more important than the artifact in which it
results: the insistence of the poetic idea that haunts Phernazes is more
important than the poem he would in other circumstances have completed,
and which would most probably have suffered, in due course, the fate of
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the fragmentary inscription of "In the Month of Athyr." Poems and
artifacts are not proof against time, as that poem movingly demonstrated.
But the capacity to create anew, with its fickle relation to the contingent
external forces that comprise historical fact, is ever-present, and in fact
is no less necessary for the production of the historical record than for
that of poems and fiction. Phernazes' poem, presumed unfinished, stands
beside the palaeolithic cave paintings inscribed in inaccessible niches as a
monument to a human impulse and power, whose value resides less in the
created thing than in its creation, which is perhaps the greatest human
defense against time and oblivion.

I have tried to show that Cavafy's historical poems are neither the
mere dabblings of the antiquarian nor necessarily the "alibis" for private
obsessions. Neither do they seek to be read as allegory, whether moral or
political, nor as myth-making. They are rather the testimony to a rational
confrontation between the creative imagination, whose sphere is the
present moment, and the consciousness of the past as always beyond the
reach of that moment. Cavafy's "sense of time" is more complex than
either Seferis or Malanos acknowledged: it includes the awareness of two
quite different perceptions of time, the historical and that of experience or
memory. And his historical and erotic poems together dramatize the inter-
play between these two perceptions of time, and between either or both
of them and the present moment of creativity. Cavafy's poetry as a whole
can be seen as the attempt of a modern poet in the European tradition
to transcend the idea of time without recourse to myth. History and
memory occupy the space in Cavafy's work that in other contemporary
writings is taken up by myth. If the result is an uncanny likeness between
Cavafy's Alexandria and Joyce's Dublin, a "myth in progress," it has
been achieved in Cavafy's case by a method which is the opposite of
that employed by his Irish and Anglo-American contemporaries.

Cavafy's method is not to seek to override or to "redeem" time by
appeal to the timeless order of myth. But then he did not seek, as Yeats,
Joyce, Eliot, and Pound all did, to discover or establish order in the
present. The present in a poem by Cavafy has no meaning outside of the
creative act. At the heart of his poetry lies the attempt of the experiencing
and imaginative consciousness, present in the act of creativity, to com-
prehend and relate to all that is not present. Poetry provides the medium
in which the present tense can be perpetuated as the act of writing, and
in poetry the present tense can refer to nothing but the time of writing.
In consequence, all personal experience and all of recorded history are
banished from the creative present, but are at the same time inseparable
from it because the past is intelligible only as the sum of an infinity of
such momentary presents.

Cavafy's poetic method is to subvert history from within. Often
echoing the voice of the historian and with copious and respectful refer-
ences to the historical record, Cavafy breaks up the conceptual continuum
of recorded history into its constituent moments of individual experience.
And the constituent moments of history are frequently chosen and drama-
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tized in order to contradict the perspective of the completed historical
record. Not only is the continuous thread of causally related events
broken up into its constituent elements, but the transference from history-
as-event to history-as-text, on which all our perception of the historical
past depends, is placed under the microscope. History-as-text requires
the verisimilitude of being "true to experience," and here it turns out that
the historian needs also to be a poet. The resounding, and often subtly
ironic, inscribed epigrams which appear in Cavafy's poetry are often the
work of professional poets, whose truth to fact is less evident than is their
desire to please. And the writing of history, as in "Anna Comnene" and
"Dareios" is an activity closely allied both in motive and in method to
the writing of poetry.

If time in Cavafy's poetry is the archetypal enemy, it is also a necessary
accomplice. Only by the appeal to history can the poet of the imaginative
present project his consciousness of the passing moment beyond the
bounds of the present to illuminate, and subvert, our received conception
of the past. The moment of creativity is validated by the appeal to history:
like Phernazes' dilemma, it can be documented or placed in a historical
context, but at the same time the recording of history is an impossibility
without the imaginative—and often subversive—impulse of the poet.
Cavafy's historical poems validate the poetic impulse as a constant factor
throughout two thousand years of history, while simultaneously erasing the
distinction between what he himself called "writing history" and "making
poetry."
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Eroticism and Poetry
by MARGARET ALEXIOU

Texts have ways of existing, both theoretical and practical, that
even in their most rarefied form are always enmeshed in circum-
stance, time, place and society . . . they are in the world, and hence
are worldly. The same is doubtless true of the critic, as reader and
as writer.
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GORGIAS OF LEONTINI

In spite of the considerable volume of critical studies published during
the fifty years which have elapsed since the poet's death in 1933, the fact
remains that eroticism in Cavafy's poetry has never been systematically
examined.* No apology is therefore needed for making eroticism and
poetry the primary focus of this contribution to the present commemorative
volume. The purpose is threefold: first, to dispose of certain biographical
and psychological misconceptions which have hitherto preoccupied most
critics; second, to uncover and scrutinize the linguistic and compositional
structures of the erotic poems; and third, to suggest that eroticism, viewed
from the standpoint of poetics, provides a dimension no less crucial to an
understanding of Cavafy's work than an analysis of his treatment of
myth, Hellenism, history, or poetry.

1, Critical Review

Cavafy's severest critic, Timos Malanos, characterized his erotic poems
as "monotonously chewing over the confession of his perversion," gratui-

*This article had its origin in a paper given in May 1979 to the Byzantine
Studies and Modern Greek Seminar at the University of Birmingham. In rewriting
it for the present volume, I have chosen not to efface all signs of the original in
the interests of consistency, but to present it as "work in progress."
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tously observing that "the anomalous person who wants to confess all
aspects of his life will rarely escape the ridiculous," and concluding that
"Cavafy's poetry flourishes so long as fear, brought on by society's censor-
ship, strengthens his inventiveness, and declines so long as this fear
slackens" (1957: 101-2, 104),

That was published in 1957, 24 years after Cavafy's death. More
recent critics have come to accept Cavafy's homosexuality as a relevant
aspect of his poetry; yet, although Malanos's distorted viewpoint may no
longer be credited, many of his underlying assumptions remain unchal-
lenged: that Cavafy composed and circulated the erotic poems only in his
later life, when he grew less inhibited about expressing his form of
eroticism openly; that the erotic poems are artistically inferior, lacking
the distance, irony, and objectivity of his other mature poems; that they
are relevant only insofar as they throw light on Cavafy "the man," or
form a (marginalized) part of his mythical world of Alexandria.

At the opposite end of the scale, Stratis Tsirkas (also from Alex-
andria) countered Malanos's distorted "Freudian" interpretation with a
naively oversimplified "Marxist" approach. His two studies (1958, 1971)
contain much careful documentation on Cavafy's Alexandrian background,
but few readers today would accept his conclusion that Cavafy's homo-
sexuality was secondary to his political consciousness, or that his "fear"
(as Malanos saw it) was largely unfounded, since Alexandrian attitudes
were more tolerant at the turn of this century than elsewhere, or that his
sexuality should be dismissed as based more on fantasy than on actual
experience. "From the start," he concludes, "Cavafy's perversion was the
expression of neither any ideal of beauty nor of satanism. It was a morbid
habit with purely social causes. . . . The climate of wretchedness and
decadence reinforced the 'mechanical homosexuality' [sic) of his child-
hood, and took possession of him" (1958: 301). Tsirkas's correlation
between the poem "He Swears" (1915: A58, tr. 41) and Cavafy's private
and cryptic nocturnal jottings of 1896/97 (ed. Paputsakis, 1963: 303-5)
—never intended for the eyes of prurient critics—is sordid, morbid, and
horrid.

The poet George Seferis has done much in his critical essays to counter
the inherent subjectivism of both these extremes, emphasizing instead
Cavafy's unique perception of history, Hellenism, and poetry, and, in
particular, his use of time (1947, 1966, 1977). In doing so, Seferis
ignores the erotic poems, dismissing speculation about his private life
with the curt statement that "outside his poems, Cavafy does not exist"
(Liddell, 1974:11). True, perhaps, but the erotic poems, as opposed to
the erotic Cavafy, do exist.

Peter A. Bien was perhaps the first critic to perceive what he termed
the "underlying unity" of Cavafy's poetry, pointing out the extent of the
overlap between his use of historical, poetic, and erotic themes (1964).
Yet his interpretation of this overlap occasionally leads to erroneous
critical dilemmas, such as whether Cavafy's "debauchery" was uncon-
sciously cultivated for the sake of poetry, or whether his poetry was culti-
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vated to preserve the memory of past debauchery (1964: 39, cf. 27). His
analyses of the erotic poems are occasionally subjective: of "To Remain"
(1919: B8, tr. 70), he writes that "the author fails to transform a sordid,
substantially meaningless encounter into something beautiful and signifi-
cant," while adding that "although some of the first-person erotic poems
lack the aesthetic distance, the objectivity and perspective, needed to save
them from sentimentality and cheap romanticism, most still show remark-
able control; and it would be entirely misleading to dwell on Cavafy's
occasional lapses" (1964: 41).

Robert Liddell's critical biography (1974) is sympathetic to the poet's
"idiosyncrasy," but his comments on individual poems are too superficial
and disjointed to afford new insights; and, in spite of much illuminating
material published for the first time in English from Cavafy's notes and
letters, he cannot resist lapsing into the kind of idle speculation and
scholastic gossip (based on such trivia as brown suits, macaroni, and
biscuits stuck together with raspberry jam) which Seferis so rightly
abhorred.

Edmund Keeley's study (1976) reflects the most consistent attempt
to date to view Cavafy's work (including most—although by no means
all—of the posthumous poems) as an integral whole. But the erotic poems
are relegated, somewhat preciously, to a (lower) "sensual" level of
(Keeley's) "mythical City" (Alexandria), with no attempt to come to
terms with their more abstract and theoretical qualities.

Other recent studies have examined Cavafy's poetic originality in rela-
tion to known literary sources (Caires, 1980; Bowersock, 1981), the
importance of irony in his poetics and in his treatment of Hellenism and
history (Vayenas, 1979a; Beaton, 1981), and the formal structures of his
poetic language and technique (jakobson/Coladides, 1966; Peri, 1979).

What is lacking is a systematic examination of the thematic diversity,
the technical expression, and the theoretical significance of Cavafy's
eroticism. To make the point more clearly, Tzvetan Todorov's recent
critique of traditional approaches to Rimbaud may be cited:

Astonishing as it may seem, Rit. nbaud's work, though it seems so
little referential in its intention, has most often been read as a
source of information about the poet's life. This seems an espe-
cially precarious undertaking in that his life is something we know
little about, and the poetic texts are often the only source we have:
the biography is constructed from the work, and yet some critics
give the impression that they are explaining the work from the
life! (1982: 223)

The purpose of the present reassessment of eroticism in Cavafy's poetry
'3 not to recover the poet's symbolic or biographical journey, but to

mine the work's poetic function and significance.
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2. The Number and Chronology of the "Erotic Poems"

Of the 153 poems published in 1935 soon after the poet's death, no
less than 47 have themes which might be termed erotic, with a contempo-
rary (or unspecified) setting; while 16 out of the 75 poems first published
in 1968 (the so-called "anekdota") could be similarly classified,' which
makes a total of 63. According to Keeley's categorization, the total number
of poems with mythical and historical settings does not exceed 80 (1976:
156-66). In purely quantitative terms, the "erotic poems" are at least of
equal significance, even discounting those "historical" poems with overt
or predominantly erotic themes. This fact alone justifies a reappraisal.

It has usually been assumed that the erotic poems were composed in
later life, when Cavafy "dropped his inhibitions" (Malanos, 1957: 102)
or "came to terms with his homosexuality" (Capri-Karka, 1982: 15). A
closer examination of their date of composition (where known) and date
of circulation shows that erotic themes occur with remarkable consistency
and regularity from the very beginning of his poetic career (around
1892), while the most intensive concentration of purely erotic poems
belongs to the years 1904-1919. 2 Only in 1904 does Cavafy appear to have
written a significant number of erotic poems which he chose not to circu-
late, for reasons which may or may not be due to fear of society's censure.
Otherwise, the number of erotic poems among the anekdota does not
exceed that of circulated poems. Cavafy's reasons for withholding some
of these have been attributed by some critics to reticence, but it is no less
likely that he merely wished to revise them.' There is virtually nothing

1Keeley, 1976: 156-66 (Appendix) lists poems with erotic or related themes
under the category "The Sensual City." Of the 49 published poems so categorized,
I have omitted "A Love" and "Horace In Athens," since, although circulated in
1896 and 1897 respectively, neither is included in the two volumes published in
1935. Of the 15 posthumous poems so categorized, I have omitted "When, my
Friends, I was in Love" (1885: Anekdota, 11) and "Salome" (1896: Anekdota,
87), since neither is erotic in my view, but have added "'Alt' td our* t" (1923:
187), which is nowhere mentioned by Keeley, and three early poems ("'.0.-
X1Xouxta xtrui sOv BoAsAccipov," 1891: 91; "Nous n'osons plus chanter les roses,"
1892: 25; and "Taxvirti &v81," 1903: 129), each of which contains themes relevant
to eroticism. The purpose of these statistics is not to support the dassification of
poems either according to "cities" (metaphoric, mythical, sensual, or otherwise)
or into thematic types (didactic, historical, personal, etc.), but to demonstrate
even to the most traditional readers that critical neglect of the erotic poems is
objectively unjustifiable.

'According to my calculation, seven erotic poems were composed between 1892-
1903, 38 between 1904-1919, and 18 between 1920-1932. These dates and figures
are not meant to be used to reconstruct Cavafy's own erotic experiences; they
merely indicate that the composition of erotic poems is in no way deviant. For the
fullest documentation of dates of composition and dates of circulation, see Savidis,
1966.

'Keeley and Savidis (1972: 9-27) give a lucid summary of Cavafy's revisions
and editorial practices.
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more "shocking" among the posthumous poems, although a difference in
tone, language, use of persona, and of rhetorical figures may be detected.
Conversely, some of the later poems which Cavafy chose to circulate are
arguably more explicit in their eroticism than any of the posthumous
poems? Such speculative comparison is both futile and subjective.

The composition of erotic poems coincides precisely with Cavafy's
major writing period. Yet it is true that there is often a considerable gap
between their date of composition and their date of circulation (as much
as 19 years in the case of "Chandelier"), especially among the poems
written before 1918. 5 Keeley/ Savidis have already demonstrated that
Cavafy's obsessive reluctance to commit his poems to final form was
due to what they term "aesthetic perfectionism," as well as to a desire to
let all poems gestate for as long as possible (1972: 9-14). In the case of
the erotic poems, it could be argued that the delay between composition
and circulation, far from being due to fear, was dictated by poetic and
esthetic criteria, while at the same time being essential to the mode of
expression of his eroticism. But here there is a new critical dilemma:
how "objective" is the traditional distinction between the "didactic,"
"mythical," "historical," and "erotic" (or "personal"!) poems? Are
"Dangerous Thoughts," "Imenos," "Melancholy of Iason Kleandrou"—
even "Kaisarion"—historical just because they are given a specific location
in time? If so, why are the eight "Days of . . ." poems erotic rather than
historical? Eroticism in Cavafy's poetry transcends neat critical boundaries.

3. Reality and Fantasy in the 1903 Poems

In order to dispose of the "biographical" and "psychological" myths,
which state that Cavafy's erotic poems are in some sense an attempt "to
dramatize and objectify his personal experience" (Keeley, 1976: 68), or
that his poetic concerns are 'basically subjective" (Bien, 1964: 41), the
writing process will be retraced by examining the poetic structure of the
four poems which relate explicitly to the year 1903, and which have been
associated by some critics with a specific encounter of Cavafy in Athens

4For example, against "Bandaged Shoulder" (1919: Anekdotet, 179) may be
set "The Twenty-fifth Year of his Life" (1918/1925: B45); such comparisons
are subjective and futile. Far more useful would be a precise analysis of differences
in use of language, rhetorical figures, and persona in both the published and post-
humous poems.

'There is a difference of three years or more in the following poems: "An Old
Man" (1894/1897); "Chandelier" (1895/1914); "Come Back" (1904/1909/
1912); "I Went" (1905/1913); "He Swears" (1905/1915); "One Night (1907/
1915); "The Window of the Tobacco Shop" (1907/1917); 'Days of 1903"
(1909/1917); "I've Looked So Much" (1911/1917); "To Sensual Pleasure"
(1913/1917); "In The Street" (1913/1916); "Passing Through" (1914/1917);
"Understanding" (1915/1918); "Their Beginning" (1915/1921); "The Twenty-
fifth Year of his Life" (1918/1925).
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with Alexander Mavroudis (Liddell, 1974: 75, 106-7). The three post-
humous poems ("September 1903," "December 1903," and "January
1904") were all probably composed in January 1904, and constitute the
only erotic poems which could be argued to relate directly to the poet's
recent experience, since the initials "A.M." are penciled into the manu-
script of the first:

September 1903 (1904: Anekdota, 135, tr. 138)

TouX6cxto-coy 1.11 TcAivat; a; yeXtoCipat viva'
vino &Seta Tip t1711 you	 voufAito.

gal -4pouva Ten:sat; popat; TOcTo aov-cdc.
gal 7a7.); 7CCEpiXocsa, aat 7c61; BetXtaaa*
'nova va petvw pi aXetcrai -ca xstX7r
xat picsa you va, xXatri &Seta you
xat vci paupopoporn 31 kaOuptat; pou.

TOcal; cpopat; TOcso xov-cdt va sipat
cycdc paTtct, Itat ova xatX71 tick ipunexec,
a'c ' Ovetpapivo, z6 ka7c77pivo
Tdaat; cpopodg TO= zorak, va itpat.

The theme is apparently a simple one of nostalgic regret for an oppor-
tunity missed through lack of courage to declare desire. Characteristically,
there is no reference to the sex of either partner. The first and third
stanzas balance the central, six-line stanza in length. The first two lines
introduce a recurrent wish, almost casually, as if in mid-thought: at least
let me now deceive myself so as not to feel life's emptiness. The second
stanza does not state the reason for this emptiness in terms of facts, but
conveys a sense of the addressor's hesitation, which is almost physically
perceptible through the use of the conjunction and at the beginning of
each line except the central one, and through the restraining effect of one
sentence per line except for lines 6-7, divided only by a comma. The
phrase "my empty life" at the end of line 6 echoes the first half of the
closing line of stanza 1, but the shift from accusative to nominative case
suggests a personification, which is further developed in the "black
clothing" of desires in the last line of stanza 2. The poetic structure
reinforces the thematic oppositions in order to bring out the inherent ten-
sion between physical proximity to the object of desire on the one hand,
and the addressor's inability to act on the other—paralysis of motion,
cowardice in action, sealed lips. The third stanza introduces the object
of desire for the first time. Again the first and last lines echo the first
line of stanza 2, but with a significant variation of mood (subjunctive
instead of imperfect) and of word order (postponement of verb). The
lack of initial connective conjunctions (which are restricted to stanza 2),
together with the enjambement of lines 8-9, heighten the emotional
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intensity as the focus turns to the eyes, the erotic lips, and finally lingers
upon the body, where the word akto& is foregrounded by change of
position to the end of the sentence and line. Both passive participles have
a dual signification in Greek: ayatpaplyo means "dreamed of" in the
sense of "ideal" or "wished for," as well as "dreamed about" (that is,
both the process and object of fantasy), while a ycucriti,6y0 means both
"desired" and "enjoyed." The last line returns to the addressor in a single
hypothesis which almost suggests fulfillment. Poetic remembrance of
proximity has altered the perspective from awareness of the emptiness of
life to near-realization of desire. Poetry can transform the perception of
actuality, or, what has not been realized may prove more significant for
poetry than "what actually happened."

A similar transformation occurs in "December 1903" (1904: Anek-
data, 137, tr. 139):

Kt ay ycdt, Tby gptines [Lou B6y pitop0 yde 7:(11—
Ety 66y lit,Ath	 tide ticcDadt, aou,	 xalX7i, "(Li tdc lava'
81.1.64 icã 7cp6awit6 aou 7cot5 xptxt6	 creiiv tpuxij P.ou,

"xos	 yawl); sou not') %patio' pi; 7:6 iluocA6 [Lou,
1  p..6po4t; TOG Zerc-c4.6p71 7cot.5 etyccreXAouy az& 3yecp& tiou,
Teas AiEeK x47:1 'cotig sopiaacc tiou 7cAittouv xat xptopatiCouv
els km 04.4c xc' 6z.y 7capycD, kotay ESitz vt.' ACV A6V-

Here the addressor contrasts his inability to speak of 'his love (the other
person is directly addressed in the second person) with the indelible
presence of the face and voice in his soul and mind, and with the Septem-
ber days which "rise up" in his dreams to "give shape and color" to his
words and phrases, whatever the subject or idea. The poem is one long
7-line sentence with only two main verbs (nAdrztouy xat xp(upw4ouv),
delayed until the penultimate line. The negative concessives of the first
two lines are transformed in the course of the poem into a positive and
all-pervasive force, which is foregrounded by the repetition of the con-
cessive particles &y): the dosing positive and indefinite use of the
imperfective aspect (xe ay A61,10 here negates the negative perfective
aspect (b&y pimp@ 7c(B) of the end of the first line. The suppression
of immediate and direct expression of feeling (in speech) therefore
releases the means toward a richer poetic experience which is not restricted
to the spoken word, but incorporates both senses (sight and sound) and
intellect (imagination and thought) in the written poem.

"January 1904" (1904: Anekdota, 139)

7) 0x-crag to0 reywip71 eitouyo0,
7rot5 xti0ouita.t. %al oz,ycotXdurcto 	 toy yo5
txetwttc Tod; aTtini,tx/g xott a' tiy-ccephytt),
xt,' &scot%) tdt. Adyta. vccg 	 TeXau-coacc	 emot5o)	 %perm.
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'Alcskrctailivattg vircttc Too revvin cercouvo0,
ado/ tpetSy' fj art-ca.alct %ad	 etcplvet Ova.
11* cpat;yet xced StccAtSvcott 6tacralch-
nava Tdt bivSpoc, naves al SpOlot, nay	 arthrtct, Tab, C Tata,
aS5vet xcci xetyse	 Itoperli aou 3j &porcott.

The tone of regret in this poem depends on the tension between those
January nights when the addressor can "recreate with the mind" the
presence of the loved one (stanza 1), and those hopeless nights when
the vision (dnutaict) deserts him, denuding perceptible external objects
—trees, houses, roads, lights—of every reality as the erotic form vanishes.
Here, it is no longer a missed opportunity in life which is the cause for
regret, but the apparent impossibility of keeping intact the mind's vision
of the past. And yet, there is another, unstated dimension to Cavafy's
realm of poetic imagination, where nothing is as it seems: a form (1.1oppil)
which is missed in life and vanishes from the mind can at the same time
be immortalized in poetry.

Each of these poems offers a different perspective on what appears to
be the same experience, but the actual details of that experience are rele-
vant to none. The shifting pairs of opposition suggest the sameness, yet
otherness, of such apparently clear-cut categories as non-fulfillment/ful-
fillment of desire, finiteness/infinity of expression, disintegration/im-
mortalization of experience.

The poem "Days of 1903" (A92, tr. 56) was written in 1909 but
not circulated until 1917, originally entitled "March 1907" (Savidis,
1977: 152) :

Ai); tide 15pot 1st& otvdt —tide TOcco ypirropct )(nava ...
7COLIrMti ¶& tiCk'CLCC, T6 XAW116

-c6 rcp6aorno	 at vUrnovat too 8p6Itou

LILiv 'set s5pcc n —	 etnotrfl9irca, %tack rtiXrjv 8Xon,
icoti 'cat €5xoXco notpottvriare
%ad noti mt-cOet	 cirovlotv
Tdt nocricocA Tdc pAucc, ti6 xXun.L6 T6 npOatnco,
tdc xeCATI ixelyot Siv TOG ypipot

There is nothing in the poem to specify any connection with the earlier
poems except for the title—and even that was an afterthought. The eroti-
cism is more elusively and allusively evoked by use of halting or broken
rhythm and of ambivalent signification. The phrase aiy tide 735pct
(tcveG), which opens both stanzas and closes the poem, reinforces the
negative circularity of tone, while its main verb (the only one in the
poem) highlights the implied negative of nctpcd.;71aat (line 5) and the
unfulfilled desire of •0a),,a, (line 6), which are the only other finite
verbs. All action is by implication negative or unfulfilled, while even
the identification of the object lost is twice delayed until the end of each
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stanza. The details specified—eyes, pale face, darkening of the road, poetic
lips—are detached and depersonalized by means of synecdoche into an
abstract idealization. None of the words connoting physical sensation in
the earlier poems are used here; yet there is a suggestion that "they"
(eyes, face, lips) were once enjoyed, if only fleetingly, in the ambivalent
use of the passive participle dynowcyjOiyuc (acquired/possessed—by
whom?). Poetic craft has once more recreated experience through tight-
ness of control, concise structure, and careful manipulation of linguistic
registers. Yet the greater distance brings no reduction in erotic intensity.

These four poems illustrate several important elements of Cavafy's
writing process and of the poetic expression of his eroticism. The desire
to revise, re-work, and re-live a past poetic impulse is not just "aesthetic
perfectionism," since each poem has its distinctive perspective and tone,
but springs rather from an almost playful exploration of fantasy. It is
this element of fantasy which gives the erotic poems their peculiar evoca-
tive and elusive quality: opposing tensions between fantasy' fact, passivity/
action, memory! experience, illusion 'reality are built into their structure,
language, rhythm, and sound. The constant uncertainty created in the
reader's mind about the narrated event provides an unexplored dimension
of irony and distance no less subtle than has been acknowledged in the
historical poems (Maronitis, 1970; Keeley, 1976; Vayenas, 1979a; Bea-
ton, 1981). Failure to act, or deferment of action in life, becomes a
bonus for art.

4. The Ironies of Illusion and Non-fulfillment

The ironic dimensions of fantasy and memory are present in most of
the erotic poems. In many, there is a contrast between the rigorous pre-
cision of the poetic process of recollection and the freedom of fantasy to
create illusions, even hallucinations. In "The Next Table" (1918: A90, tr.
68), the intensity of memory converts an impossible experience (seeing,
at the next table at the casino, a 22 -year old whose body the addressor
had enjoyed 22 years before) into something wholly credible and con-
vincing. Similarly, in "Half An Hour" (1917: Anekdota, 169, tr. 149),
the intensity of, the artist's mind can (with the help of that magas alcohol)
create an idea of pleasure which is "perfectly erotic," if only "almost
material." Critical agonies over whether Cavafy cultivated fantasy and
poetry to activate the memory of past debauchery as a kind of compensa-
tion for his declining years are therefore beside the point and distort
the underlying ironies of his poetic technique. What is relevant is not
actual past experience, but the recreation of intense physical sensations
which can be fully realized only in art.

To illustrate Cavafy's techniques in conveying both irony and height-
ened physical awareness, an examination of "On The Stairs" (1904:
Anekdota, 141, tr. 139) is relevant:
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TAN+ kcp.Y) Ti) axiXa acky wrci6occva,
ducó rip) nOptcc 'ipaccaveg,	 aTLypiii
etBot t6 aywoa-c6 aou npdaomo xc p.€ E./6EG.
'ETcavrot xplipOitua, vdc	 ccvccafic, xat (21
nipazeg ypiiyopct t6 7cp6aw7L6 aou xp156uwto45,
xat xthOlxEs mr6 kcp.o td ant-cc tkiact
hou	 115°4 biv 0a6pa5, mcbcbc Si); Tip/ 6Alca.

Kt' 8p.to5 TcSy gpona. Trod 	 -cdv stxrx vdc credy B6auf
TOy apenct 7co MEXG‘ —'dc taTta. 	 T67CMY
cc xoupaattivoc Itod 57cO7GVX	 SIXE6 vdG pi TOY ScktiG.
Td& acbtla.ti	 cdoiavOfixoty xc yupetiorcizr
tb ottv.a. xa,1 -c6 Bippa vcc; iv67amv.

'ADA xpucp0iptogle	 of Bud [Lac Taperyttivot.

Rather than speculate on whether the scene of this poem was one of the
many bisexual brothels in Alexandria's "Quartier Attarine" (Keeley,
1976: 49), it is proposed to dissect its linguistic and rhetorical structures.
Here is no idealized afterview, as in the "1903" poems, but a specific—if
transient—encounter. The poetic means by which transience and non-ful-
fillment are conveyed could, of course, be tabulated in a series of diagrams
illustrating the chiastic structures of rhythm, sound, morphology, and
syntax, such as have been devised for many other poems (Jakobson/
Colaclides, 1966; Pefi, 1979). But it is possible to present the series of
shifting oppositions in a more readerly form.

The encounter is dramatically—almost cinematically—presented. Of the
three stanzas, the first, which sets the scene, is the fastest-moving, com-
posed of 7 predominantly dactylic lines, the two oxytone lines (2 and 4)
urging forward through enjambement to the main verbs, which open
both following lines (3 and 5). There is no rhyme (although the final
syllables form a pattern ABCBDAA), but the principal shift in tonic
vowels is a-e-i-a, while the consonantal dusters are few, light, and mostly
unvoiced. In the second, 5-line stanza, the pace is slowed down some-
what by the longer lines, all of which form self-contained statements
(lines 8, 10, 11, and 12 by end stop, lines 9-10 by internal division).
The vocalic tone is darker, with a greater preponderance of tonic o,
while there is a sensuous lingering on certain consonantal dusters
(catseavet-xav xat yup 0ov:ow). The final 13-syllable paroxytone line
repeats the dactylic 3-stress rhythm of lines 1 and 12.

The furtive swiftness of movement is conveyed by the high propor-
tion of verbs—no fewer than 22 (including the present participle active),
with at least one finite verb line. In stanza 1, the action alternates between
first and second person, addressor and addressee, either in opposite direc-
tions or toward negative repetitions:
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1	 xcvcif3acticx
2	 Ipacoccys;
3 dam	 xoct ji.6 etas;
4 xpticp071xoc vet IA L& avast';
5 niplzaa;	 1,4)1'43m-cm;
6	 X6°71%6;
7 Siv 0' &lips;	 aiv -c-i19 flpfixo:

(movement in opposite directions)
(positive seeing)
(hiding/ non-seeing)
(movement/deliberate hiding)

OP	 JP

(negative/ non-finding)

The intervening nouns are all in the accusative case, objectival or adverbial
(alcalezhcdp-co:, 7Cp613WILORMITC, absence of iiSovii), while the two adjec-
tives (atcp,71, ecymato) both have privatival prefixes. The opening affirma-
tive statement (lines 1-3) is balanced by the double negative of the close
of the second statement (line 7). In stanza 2, the alternating first and
second-person verbs continue until line 10, as each positive statement is
affirmed from both points of view; while another, third-person plural
perspective, introduced in line 9, takes over in lines 11 and 12. In each
case, there is a neuter nominal subject (tikccoc/c7c6p.ccuc, °atm/ UPPA), the
possessive pronoun p.m; of lines 11 and 12 preparing us for the transition
in the final, one-line stanza, where the mutual hiding and confusion is
marked by first-person plural indicators in each word except for the initial
disjunctive ea.Ä6c. The verb xpopOlixcelle confirms the hiding of both part-
ners, already separately noted in stanza 1 (%pixpevoc/ xdAvtac) :

(xP15011%ctiXtb07 cs0
8 not') 110eAs;	 et cc v6	 crc6v acbcRo (you wanted/I could give)
9 mai t 0eXa.	 Tckcez.v (I wanted/eyes told)

10 Etxs; vdc [Li TOv Sthcm; (you could give)
11 atcsOccv0fixccv xcci yupsOovtocv (reciprocal feeling/ seeking/
12 66.riaocy understanding of senses)
13 5cpucflAxecp,s 	 -cmpantivoc (mutual hiding/confusion of

persons)

The poignancy of this fleeting encounter is conveyed with a technical
perfection and precision which raise the poem above "cheap romanticism"
into an expression of the supreme underlying ironies of human failure to
communicate. The sordid house of pleasure can afford pleasure to neither
partner; yet genuine pleasure could have been enjoyed by both had they
not hesitated. There is not one word of description of the person addressed,
but the excitement of the senses and the heightened physical awareness of
both partners are intensified by concentration upon the eyes, bodies, blood,
and skin. Poetic irony depends on the contrast between the frank precision
in the expression of erotic arousal and the blank fact that nothing actually
happened.

The recurrent and ironic oppositions detected in the erotic poems so fat
operate in a manner not essentially different from those found in poems
with mythical, general, or historical themes, some dating back to the begin-
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ning of Cavafy's poetic career. The irony of "Prayer" (1898: A39, tr. 6)
lies precisely in the gap between the mother's devout conviction that prayer
will ensure her son's safe return and the icon's detached knowledge that
he has already been drowned. Conversely, in "Alexandrian Kings" (1912:
A39, tr. 33), the Alexandrians' stated awareness of the staged theatricality
of the coronation does not interfere with their enjoyment of the spectacle
in its full, sensuous detail (nor with current readings of the text, although
it is known what happened to Kaisarion). Non-fulfillment in the erotic
poems functions, as in the historical poems (alongside the fictiveness of
many of their protagonists), not merely as an ironic device to distance the
reader from the text and lead him to the abyss of aporia, but as a reminder
of what can and cannot endure in art. So, if nothing ever "happens,"
what remains?

5. The Specificity of Marginal Details: Color, Shape, Space, Time

Counterbalancing Cavafy's indulgence in fantasy, vagueness in descrip-
tion of personal features, and predilection for non-fulfillment is his extreme
specificity of apparently "marginal" details and his insistence upon the abso-
lute (often cynical) self-awareness of his protagonists. The hardness of
these details—which are crucial rather than marginal—has largely escaped
the attention of those critics preoccupied with themes, persons, and events.

The resulting tensions between the opposing poles of vagueness/ specifi-
city are as intrinsic to the erotic poems as to any others. As regards his
protagonists, the "historical" characters, like Antony in "The God Aban-
dons Antony" (1911: A20, tr. 27), Myrtias in "Dangerous Thoughts"
(1911: A46, tr. 30), Ianthes in "Of The Jews" (1919: B9, tr. 71), or the
bored young student in "From the School of the Renowned Philosopher"
(1921: B28, tr. 85), may indulge in wild plans or vain boasts, or just
drift aimlessly, but not one is allowed to entertain any illusions. If they
do—like Myrtias or Ianthes—their pretensions are implicitly undermined
by a rhetorical device, whereby past statement ("he said," "he was") is
juxtaposed with a declaration of intent in the future tense, which is left
open to the reader to interpret. The protagonists of the erotic poems are
no different—see "He Came To Read" (1924: B40, tr. 92): he ad nothing
of the kind. They may be—or appear to society to be—dissolute, opportun-
istic, calculating drifters, like the card-player of "Days of 1908" (1932:
B90, tr. 128), or the dubious go-between of "Days of 1896" (1927: B57,
tr. 105), but they are intensely aware of the social risks they run. In any
case, there is always the possibility of an inverted viewpoint: in the last
poem, a single narrative voice posits two diametrically opposed perspectives
on the "dissolute"/ "pure" 30-year old in the first two stanzas, and then
subverts the opening in the final couplet by suggesting that social reputation
is worthless, since society "had all its values wrong." The protagonists of
"A Young Poet in his Twenty-fourth Year" (1928: B63, tr. 109) and
of "The Twenty-fifth Year of his Life" (1925: B45, tr. 95) lead highly
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"dangerous" lives, without Myrtias' illusions and pretensions of asceticism
(which was a temptation more open to abuse in the fourth century than it
is in the twentieth !).

Like the self-awareness of the narrating persona, specificity of detail is
integral to Cavafy's poetic technique. In the historical poems, this specificity
amounts to an almost pedantic insistence upon the accuracy of apparently
irrelevant details: the rose-colored pearls of "Alexandrian Kings" and the
January roses of "The Battle Of Magnesia" (1915: A30, tr. 45) respectively
denote the most expensive items available at the time, carefully researched
by the poet, while the detail of the "two consuls" in "Waiting for the
Barbarians" (1904: A107, tr. 14) belies the explicit vagueness of historical
epoch by implicitly specifying a date before 541 A.D., when the system of
dual consulate was abandoned. The inclusion of such a detail teases the
reader into a suspension of belief/ disbelief. In the erotic poems, these
marginal details are no less important: the location of a Turkish carpet
and the exact position of a mirror in "Afternoon Sun" (1919: B7, tr. 69);
the time of year and color of eyes in "Long Ago" (1914: A57, tr. 38) ;
the worn, cinnamon-brown suit of "Days of 1908"—all convince the reader
of the veracity, or possibility, of the experience and its poetic recollection!'
Even the embarrassingly personal and self-conscious tone, with repeated
apostrophes, in "Nous n'osons plus chanter les roses" (1892: Anekdota, 25),
and the apparent morbidity of kissing a bloodied rag in "The Bandaged
Shoulder" (1919: Anekdota, 179, tr. 151) are redeemed by the precise
metaphoricity of the Itifhi iwv ata(Assaw yAuscatoc invoked in the former,
and the bold foregrounding of the word ailia in the latter, where the
eroticism of blood is as frankly and precisely evoked as in "On The Stairs."

Specificity of detail/ ideality of abstraction: the opposing pair become
one in Cavafy's perception of beauty, as is evident in "I've Looked So
Much" (1911: A83, tr. 55), where the "lines of beauty" inscribed in the
poem are stolen, with almost musical or mathematical precision and abstrac-
tion, from the sculptor's art: rpcqi.plc zoo acbitcvcoc. K65occvcc xeCX71. 314X1
ii3ovcxec./MoO,Acdc. adw &7c6 krecAtictroc 03aporivit 7cappin. . His deper-
sonalized idealization of beauty, perceptible in poems composed as early as
1892 ("Chandelier"), is balanced by an appreciation of the perfect crafts-
manship intrinsic to every true artisan's creation, whether the exact tension
between the mobile and static in sculpture ("Sculptor From Tyana," 1911:
A41, tr. 54), the contemplation of a fine opal ("Gray," 1917: A88, tr. 54)
or of a painting ("Pictured," 1915: A51, tr. 42), the "hardness of Hellenic
beauty" in "Of The Jews," or Myres' "perfect sense of Greek rhythm"
("Myres: Alexandria, A.D. 340," 1929: B74, tr. 118). Eroticism and

'For Cavafy's own exposition of poetic craft, see his essay, posthumously en-
titled "Ars Poetica" (1903: ed. Peridis, 1963: 34-69), where he argues that the
poet, through imagination and experience, "can transport himself into the midst of
circumstances, and thus create an experience," which cannot be true in the absolute
sense, since "a state of feeling is true and false, possible and impossible at the
same time, or rather by turns" (my emphases). Specificity of detail is the technical
means by which such a metamorphosis can be achieved.
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images of beauty cannot be confined to erotic (or personal) themes in
Cavafy's poetry.

6. Manipulation of Voice and Time

Cavafy's method of presenting persons and events dramatically by means
of skillful manipulation of voice and time has been fully recognized in the
historical poems (Seferis, 1966; Maronitis, 1971; Keeley, 1976). The erotic
poems have escaped scrutiny from this angle, partly due to critical perverse-
ness in (mis) interpreting the first-person erotic poems as a kind of diary
of the poet's sexual anomaly, or as a reflection of morbid fantasy born
in an English public school and bred in decadent Constantinopolitan and
Alexandrian circles, or as a private confession of perversion. This persistent
confusion of narrative and authorial voice not only contravenes the most
elementary rules of literary fictiveness (Genette, 1981: 186, 194, 198,
206-9), but distorts the dimensions of irony and fantasy. None of the
first-person erotic poems can be taken as "autobiographical" (and therefore
none is nostalgic, as critics continue to assert) ; they are the poetic re-crea-
tion of total experience, both "real" and "imagined." Even those with a
specific date, such as "Days of . . ." cannot be related directly to Cavafy's
life, any more than the fictitious characters of the historically specific
poems can be located in historical reality. The personas of the erotic
poems are as fictive and elusive as those of his historical poems: there is
something of the poet's actuality and fantasy in all.

Perhaps the subtlest warning against a literal interpretation of the
poetic persona is to be found in "Temethos Of Antioch, 400 A.D." (1925:
B43, tr. 94). The subject of the poem, introduced in the first four lines,
is the verse of the "erotopathes" young Temethos. Their title, "Emonides,"
recalls the favorite of Antiochos Epiphanes (fl. 175-64 B.C.) of Samosata,
capital of the now doomed kingdom of Kommagene. His verses seem
extremely warm about "Emonides," yet the ironic suggestion of the long
parenthesis is that this interpretation is based on the past 137 years of
glorious Greek rule—while it is a stated fact that the name was added only
for a name's sake (lines 4-9). The verses actually express Temethos' own
love, "beautiful and worthy" (lines 10-11). The narrative voice is at last
revealed as that of Temethos' contemporaries and dose friends (42%
DE iluvivoc). Or is it? The reiteration of first person plural, together
with the present tense (ymplCoup, ․), suggests a voice closer to contempo-
rary times. Of course the Antiochians took Temethos' verses literally and
seriously. And if readers of today cannot entirely accept Pefi's ingenious
interpretation of the name "Emonides" as a backward anagram of
ERAINONIE (aol Stvotim), "I give myself to you" (Peri, 1979: 170-5),
the possibility remains that any poet, present or past, can play with history,
poetry, and readers in a game of multiple signification.

"Afternoon Sun" (1919: B7, tr. 69) is an example of Cavafy's "game
with time" in the erotic poems:
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	xesitany	 7c6an %a TAv Upto.
Ttiva vooagovsat xt, a6TA	 nXaytv3i
• ipcoposi ypacpsta. '0Ao t6 nittu IyLva
ypapaia IleatsCtiv, 	 ii.t7c6p(uv, x"Esalpetsc.

• xesilapn	 yvcbptp,71 Tccai swat.

Boyce,: artily n6rra. &SO i5Tav 8 mtvcacic,
• apispOg Toy Iva zouplax6 xalt'
acµa t6 pCapt,	 6u6 6ga xf-cpcva.
AsEtdc axt eicyaxpS, Iva vroAducc	 aaeopkvii.

ithoyj t6 -cpangt, 67cou Iypacps'
• -cpsic yeaeg VcOcva; 5sapiyXac.
IIA&C at6 TcapciOupo jtav t6 xpa66ecct:

tiyannOipeap.a .c6cleg cpopk.

edc, 6pEcritovTat ?ot6111 tide xaOpiva 7Cou0avi.

Mit aT6 napcieupo frcav ti6 stps66iTE:
6 Vaoc .to0 ecnoystivoc-coG S6cp0ows 7 •c&. tuadc.

...'An6yeutta 3i etva Tiaaspe;, dxatts rivtoOst
ytrO4 !lc& I66op46a ttOvo

E6Solik istetv71 Irva TCMYTOTLYSII.

The poem begins in the immediate present, as the addressor contemplates
the familiarity of "this room." The claustrophobia of "Walls" (1896:
A106, tr. 3) and "Windows" (1903: A105, tr. 11) is reversed, as the
narrating persona now looks onto a familiar room from outside, after an
unspecified interval of time, just as it is being rented out to commercial
companies, along with the rest of the house. The second stanza reiterates
the familiarity of the room in a single line, and prepares for the return
to the past in the third stanza. Each line in this central and longest stanza
is self-contained, evoking the halting but exact process of recollection of
"marginal" details—sofa, Turkish carpet, shelf with two yellow vases,
cupboard and mirror, table and wicker chairs—all finely located by the
prominence of initial prepositions and adverbial phrases, until the focal
point of the room is in immediate vision in the last two lines of the stanza
(a kind of spatial co-presence borrowed from the craft of painting, see
Todorov, 1982: 230): the bed beside the window "where we made love
so many times," recalled with greater fluency because incidentally revealing
the reason for the familiarity of the room. The next stanza comments in
a single line on "C& %Ctoplya, (the furniture and objects), which must be
around somewhere, if not together. . . . Stanza 5 restates the position of
the bed, adding that the afternoon sun used to reach half-way across it.
In the final stanza, the objectivity of controlled description breaks down
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into suppressed and disjointed statements divided by initial and mid-line
breaks—the afternoon sun slicing across the bed serves as a sudden re-
minder of the exact moment of parting, at four o' clock in the afternoon,
for one week only. That week became eternity (mycouvii). The poem
moves swiftly from present to future to past (stanzas 1-3, lines 1-13),
then to future, past, and again to future (stanzas 4-6, lines 14-19), yet
always from the present narrative perspective, which draws us into the
narrow confines of a single room. The effect of this telescoping of time
and place is neither a conventional contrast between past hopes and present
reality, nor a statement about the room (which is the same and yet not
the same) and its furniture (which must be around somewhere), but the
eternalization of the moment of separation for two lovers. Precise finite-
ness has become infinity. Time is transcended by use of prolepsis and
analepsis, just as the recurrent eidolon of Apollonios throughout Cavafy's
poetic corpus suggests the iterability of human experience (through re-
incarnation) .'

The same process can be traced in "Since 9 O'Clock" (1918: A63, tr.
66), where the title and opening words ("12:30") evoke the immediate
past of three-and-a-half hours, as the first person narrator contemplates the
non-events of the evening since he lit the lamp at nine o'clock. In the second
(and longest) 9-line stanza, this return is transformed into a lifetime
through a visitation from the eidolon of his young body, which recalls a
wealth of memories of past, daring pleasures in closed, scented rooms as
well as roads, dubs, theaters, and cafes, once full of life but now changed.
In the third stanza (which balances the first in length), the same eidolon
forces him back still further into the past to family bereavements, separa-
tions, and "feelings of the dead" not then appreciated. The final stanza, in
a single couplet, brings back the present hour: 12:30. Three-and-a-half
hours of non-activity have been transformed into more than a lifetime's
experiences and memories.

What is the poetic significance of the temporal reversions of these two
poems, whereby finiteness becomes infinity and a lifetime can be com-
pressed into three-and-a-half hours ? Cavafy's "game with time" in the
erotic poems does more than parallel the technical expertise of the histor-
ical poems: every facet of experience, real and imagined, can be projected
infinitely, both retrospectively onto the past (through history as presented

'The presence of Apollonios in Cavafy's work is more fully dealt with in my
article, "Cavafy's 'Dangerous' Drugs. Poetry, Eros and the Dissemination of Im-
ages" (forthcoming), where all references to Philostratos' Life of Apollonios of
Tyana are cited (n. 23). The term "iterability," used by Derrida to denote the
possibility of a sign being repeated in a form which is the same, yet always other,
and hence distinct from permanence (1977: 178-91), is relevant to Cavafy's per-
ception of time, history, and eras as infinitely repeatable, as argued in his prose
essay cited in n. 6 above: since the poet creates works of beauty rather than works
of utility, his creation cannot be regarded as vain, but is of immense duration
(1963: 43-6).
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in the poems) and forward into the future (through his readers). As he
says in an unpublished prose essay:

If even for one day, or one hour I felt like the man within "Walls,"
or like the man of "Windows" the poem is based on a truth, a
short-lived truth, but which, for the reason of its having once
existed, may repeat itself in another life, perhaps with as short
duration, perhaps with longer. If "Thermopylae" fits but one life,
it is true; and it may, indeed the probabilities are that it must (ed.
Peridis, 1963: 56, my italics).

Specific time therefore stands to infinity in precisely the same relationship
as synecdochic, partial detail to the perfect abstraction in Cavafy's poetry.
Specificity of detail serves to convince the reader not of the "truth" of a
poem as an expression of Cavafy's experience of reality, but as a precise
projection, through poetic imagination, of an experience which is possible,
and therefore true. Further, if finiteness/infinity are interchangeable, then
the mortality of life, past and present, is implicitly denied, since human
experience is infinitely iterable.

7. Adonis Resurrected

In the light of this perspective, it is time to lay the ghost of the "dead
Adonis," whose specter has haunted Cavafologists for nearly four decades.
Perhaps no other poems have been so consistently misconstrued in relation
to eroticism and poetry than the Alexandrian epitaphs, or so-called "tomb
poems." Seferis's view, that they reveal Cavafy's "personal waste land,"
denuded of everything except two symbols of sterility, frustration, and
loss (the dying/doomed/dead Adonis and the effete old Proteus) has
been shown to stem from his own concern for poetic individuality and
originality in relation to Cavafy and Eliot rather than from an objective
analysis of Cavafy's poems (Vayenas, 1979b: 216-45). Yet the myth of
the "dead Adonis" is perpetuated by Keeley, who extends it to the "un-
resurrected Adonis" of contemporary Alexandria (1976: 56-7, 61, 73,
140-1, 148); and more recently by Capri-Karka, for whom the tomb
poems are "symbolic journeys to the past permiting [Cavafy] to talk of
homosexual love before he dared to openly," and which cannot therefore
be used as "representative examples of [his] eroticism" (1982: 76).

Each of the seven (not five, pace Keeley, 1976: 81) Alexandrian
epitaphs, composed between 1914 and 1918, offers a different perspective,
not on sterility and loss, but on the conflicting processes of immortal-
ization (the transience of perfect beauty versus the permanence of art),
while the identity of the dead person within the tomb is in every case
elusive. In "Tomb of the Grammarian Lysias" (1914: A43, tr. 37), one
of Lysias' pupils informs the reader, not without a touch of humor, that
the wise (old?) grammarian will be remembered neither for his lifestyle
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nor for his philological writings (to which he was devoted to the apparent
exclusion of all else), but by his students' appropriate choice of the right-
hand side of the entrance to the Beirut Library as the location for his
tomb, which will therefore be seen and honored by "us" &row not') Tcap-
voCipx (7.th. 1343Aict. There is a lighthearted irony in the fact that the
fictitious Lysias' remove from the real world during his lifetime proves
the only source of his immortalization, by means of his association with
books, throughout the ages, from the time of his pupils (now also defunct,
along with the Beirut Library) to the time of current readings of Cavafy's
poem: no contemporary interpretation is disallowed.

Tensions between mortality and immortality are again evoked in
"Tomb Of Evrion" (1914: A44, tr. 37), where the enduring craftsman-
ship of the tomb, which is carved from the most precious stone, is im-
plicitly contrasted with the fresh but perishable violets and lilies which
cover it. By lamenting the loss of his friend's morphe (shape/ form/
beauty), as opposed to his written work, a history of the sacred law of
Arsinoe (which will endure but inevitably be forgotten), Evrion's
contemporary unwittingly immortalizes his eucp),X6vm &mat& in the
acquisition, through the poem, of a "reality" greater than that of tomb,
history, or form. If, as argued elsewhere, et7c0XX(byta, 8It2anfoc can be
interpreted both as "vision of Apollo" (that is, with Apollo's beauty of
form) and as "Apollonian vision" (that is, the recurrent apparition of
Apollonios), this poem denies the finality of the death of form and
asserts the possibility of its resurrection through art.'

In "Tomb Of Lanis" (1917: A74, tr. 54), the unspecified "I" (Laths
himself ?) addresses the passerby. He tells the (Roman) Markos that the
"real" (Egyptian) Lanis is not enclosed within the tomb where Markos
comes so frequently to weep, but in the portrait within his own home
and commissioned by him from the most prominent Cyrenean painter,
who insisted (for commercial rather than altruistic reasons) on painting
the friend as "Hyakinthos" (idealized form of eternal Greek youth).
During his lifetime—the speaker tells Markos—"your Lanis" wanted to
be painted for himself, as Lanis, son of Rametichos, Alexandrian. And
so the poem ends. Or does it? Some disturbing questions are left open:
who is speaking? Laths—or "Hyakinthos" (or another) ? And how was
Lanis painted ? The Cyrenean artist wanted to appropriate Laths not in
order to immortalize his form but to enhance his own reputation. The
(twentieth-century) Alexandrian poet wrily suggests that the identity of
speaker or subject can never be known.

Unlike Lanis, Iasis addresses the passerby (and the reader via the
poem: accc(36trrx is formed from the verb Sca1xwu, also cognate with
accc(3C(.6—"to read") unequivocally in "Tomb Of Iasis" (1917: A75, tr.
54), proud of the fact that he was famous only for his beauty in the
great city, where he was known by Pak% aopot and 6 clorXo0g kb;
alike, and perfectly aware that his reputation as "Narkissos" and "Hermes"

'See n. 7 above.
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has brought him to an early end. He is confident that no Alexandrian will
condemn him for wishing to be remembered for his intense enjoyment of
a life of pleasure. The two poems (printed on facing pages) seem to
argue from different viewpoints that beauty and pleasure (not individual-
ity or social reputation) are the only enduring form of currency where
art is concerned.

"Ignatios," in "Tomb Of Ignatios" (1917: A77, tr. 56), tries to deny,
like Lanis, the "alter ego" of his 28 years of wealth and debauchery as
"Kleon," by dwelling on his last 10 months of repentance, spent "in the
peace and security of Christ." Yet he can only un-write his past by inscrib-
ing it for infinity on five out of ten lines of his own epitaph! Can readers
of today really believe that he wished to be remembered as "Ignatios"
rather than as "Kleon"?

The painful process of reconstructing the past from a fragmented and
mutilated inscription on stone is poignantly conveyed in "In the Month of
Athyr" (1917: A78, tr. 55), a poem which is above all relevant to our
twentieth-century dilemma (despite advances in scholarship and technol-
ogy) of making some sense out of our cultural heritage. All that can be
deduced about Leukios is that he lived in the Christian era, that he died
young (27 years), and that he was much loved. The poem has no story,
no composition, and no identifiable persona: there is only the constant
tension between past and present, reading and writing, and the loss of
identity of subject (see Lambropoulos, 1983).

Yet the suppressed emotion of this poem is brought to the surface—
and its underlying aporia denied ?—in the seventh and last of the Alex-
andrian epitaphs, "For Ammonis, who Died at 29, in 610" (1917: A79,
tr. 51). The unnamed Alexandrian addressor urgently requests from
Raphael (a Coptic name) a few verses about the (Egyptian) poet Am-
monis, who has just died. His loss (in 610 A.D.) evokes the imminent
demise of the Greco-Egyptian way of life in late antiquity, occasioned by
the Arab conquests of the mid-seventh century. Ammonis' poems, and
above all his delicate beauty (Asmt.,5 &p.npepri), must be immediately
recorded (note the insistent imperatives and second-person singular mark-
ers throughout the poem), not just with the literary perfection of Greek
verse, but with a strong injection of Egyptian erotic feeling (T6 cayu-
=taxa, coo oacsOltia. xficse y)Acsacc—line 12). Here, eroticism
is implicitly linked not only with the writing of poetry but also with
questions of national and cultural identity (history and Hellenism), 9

which are raised, if not answered, with some passion, and in relation to
a specific past context relevant to the present of the poet (and ourselves).

These questions have led the reader away from the "dead Adonis"
and from the "effete Proteus" • . . and toward the resurrection of beauty
of form. Enough, perhaps, has been said to demonstrate that the Alex-
andrian epitaphs, far from showing a morbid fascination for decay, steril-

eSee n. 7 above: metaphorical associations of ypdopw/p.s065/x6vcohtepv65 and of
cdp.a./aGoothcvstiya, are also documented in my article.
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ity, and death, and while revealing little—if anything—about Cavafy's
eroticism, are playfully yet seriously concerned with perennial problems
in a precise, Alexandrian, and twentieth-century context, where the seem-
ing of art can—at least for a while—numb awareness of historical reality
and autobiographical identity. Who is speaking/writing, and what can
endure for posterity?

8. Who is the "I" Behind the Text?

In "Hidden Things" (1908: Anekdota, 151, tr. 142), the reader is
warned not to attempt to find out "who I was" from "what I did or
said." The way to understanding lies only through "my most unnoticed
actions" and "my most veiled writings." The former are irretrievably lost,
but the poems—all of which are to some extent "hidden"—remain. Forty
years ago, Pieridis remarked that "If you try to explain every poem
autobiographically, it does not work: Cavafy used masks" (1943: 27).
True, except that the word "masks" has deluded critics into thinking that
they can unmask the poetic disguises and so dis-cover who I was.

The world of Cavafy's poems is not "real" in the literal sense, whether
the setting is contemporary Alexandria, or Sidon in 400 A.D., or just "a
large Greek colony" of 200 B.C. It belongs to the realm of fantasy,
images, and illusions, and is created out of a unique perception of history,
Hellenism, and eros. The connection between this imaginary world and
Cavafy's actual experience cannot be decoded by critical detective work,
nor is it relevant to our interpretation of the poems as texts.

In none of Cavafy's poems can it be definitively "known" who is
speaking. Who speaks the first stanza of "The City" (1910: A15, tr. 22),
and who replies in the second? (And, which city is it ?) Who is the "we"
of "Waiting for the Barbarians" (1904: A107, tr. 14), and who gives the
predictable replies? The straightforward historical third-person narration
of "Battle Of Magnesia" (1915: A30, tr. 45) could equally well be inter-
preted as Philip's interior monologue in free, indirect style. Paradoxically,
the openness of reference is achieved in each case by almost pedantic
specificity of detail. Even where person, time, and place are precisely
located, as in "Dangerous Thoughts" (1911), through the persona of
Myrtias in Alexandria during the reign of Constans and Constantius
(340-50 AD.), we only know that Myrtias never existed, and that the
import of his "dangerous thoughts" can never be interpreted. Does this
mean that there is no alternative to the self-referential autism of the text,
or to the aporia of contemporary hermeneutics? The urgency of the
narrating persona in "For Ammonis . . . " demands some reply.

Eroticism in Cavafy's poetry is not personal, nor is it confined to
poems with explicit or predominant erotic themes: it permeates his world
of illusion and reality, and his perception of myth, history, Hellenism, and
poetry. Is it therefore a kind of decadent escape into romantic auto-
biography? No, in that the indalmata of the mind and fantasy (as in
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"Morning Sea," 1915: A52, tr. 42), together with those marginal details
and with the poet's inimitable sense of Greek language/ rhythm/ time
(logos = eros) prove more enduring in poetry than "real" landscapes.
Paradoxically, the apparent escape from everyday reality and identity
forces readers in the year 1983 into a heightened awareness of the pre-
carious "illusions of our age." Cavafy's eroticism provides not a decadent,
easy escape but a radical and subversive power, which will change with
every passing generation.

"/ am the 'I' beneath the text; I am both the question and the
answer...."
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"Privileged Moments":
Cavafy's Autobiographical Inventions

by S. D. KAPSALIS

Literature is the better part of life. To this it seems inevitably
necessary to add, provided life is the better part of literature.

Wallace Stevens

"Eva nifu[xliiv" 3comptvoi
C.P. Cavafy

1.

Behind the canonical tripartition of Cavafy's poems into philosophical,
historical, and erotic—a classification which, as a rule, relies on a spatial
metaphor of the three domains (7cEpioxig) —there reigns another division,
irremovable in the inertia of its presuppositions: a dichotomy, this time,
between Cavafy and his masks, authorial voice and persona, personal
passions and historical vagaries, immediate address and mediated pose,
reality and appearance, authorial vision and authorized blindness, meaning
and ironic situation, autobiography and history. We could multiply our
list to encompass all the binary oppositions generated in the metaphorical
space of an original question: who is talking to us, who is the subject of
this enunciation, Cavafy or one of his personas? And what is the rela-
tionship between Cavafy and his personas, the privileged moment of their
coherence, the key to (of) their contrapuntal harmony? Where is Cavafy
to be found, where does he hide, in this intricate portrait gallery, amid
the incessant proliferation of elliptical selves? Whether stated or implied,
tactfully evaded or inadvertently suppressed, these familiar and homo-
logous questions pose the one question of origin or originary subject, who
intends a confessional and historical reality; who validates an utterance
here, by his presence, and subverts another there, by his all too meaningful
withdrawal.

All totalizing readings of Cavafy fall prey to this logic of presence
and absence, whereby they attempt to account for an entire oeuvre, a
unified organic whole, and thus spirit way the anomalies that inevitably
ensue—anomalies which precisely inhibit the logic of presence/absence

67
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and erupt not only between differentiated modes (autobiographical/his-
torical) but, first and foremost, within such a hypothetical mode or a
single poem. Even Seferis's peremptory dismissal of biographical con-
siderations from Cavafian criticism, his Eliotic aversion to a "romantic"
intentional fallacy, cannot avoid this deformational yet potent logic of
presence and absence; for if "Cavafy does not exist outside his poetry,'
he certainly exists inside it, where he can be shown to have distilled him-
self and to have installed, through his precocious apperception of a
method, a mythical analogue to the real world. Of the more recent attempts
to banish the poet's ghost from criticism and concoct an overall method,
Vayenas's "ironic Cavafy" (1979a: 5) also engages this ancient logic, as
it relies heavily on the figure of Cavafy the great artificer, the master
ironist, who can regulate his entrances and exits with the studied precision
of an actor and, by so regulating, discriminate between an "apparent"
and a "real" meaning. In short, Cavafy's autobiographical achievement is
usually taken for granted and tacitly acknowledged as the foundation of
a life's work, despite the fact that, by an inversion first proposed by the
poet himself and called the "historical Cavafy" ever since, most critics
concur in according primacy to the "historical" over the "autobiographical"
moment, or, rather, in approaching autobiography through the mediation
of historical and fictitious personas. The inversion may then be experienced
as an insight and finally come to signify "the absolute identification of
life's themes with the themes of art," as Yannis Dallas summarily con-
cludes (1974: 214). Though we may assert our "new criticism" of
Cavafy in the strongest possible terms, and categorically deny the validity
of, say, Tsirkas's undertaking, we only manage to enhance the auto-
biographical fiction in Cavafy's poetry. For surely, to say that we do not
need a biography in order to perceive a life is to play the innocent reader
to the autobiographer's wildest wish: that he has succeeded in signifying
himself both to us and to himself—we can take his word for it.

What is it, then, that Cavafy does not regulate? What precisely is
Cavafy's anomaly? If dissimulation, evasion, tergiversation describe for
us Cavafy's usual mode of utterance, in both his confessions and histories,
what is it that he so persistently evades? Or rather, what is , it that he
cannot evade in so persistently confessing to his evasions ? It is the anomaly
shared by every great , autobiographer in the twentieth and perhaps the
nineteenth century: the inescapable fiction of that "evilly compounded,
vital I," to use Stevens's words—the necessary, dark angel of self-con-
sciousness whom every poet has to fight if he is to attain his moments of
blessedness.

We will then discover, much to our surprise, that Cavafy has rehearsed,
in his own idiosyncratic terms and, undoubtedly, his own unprecedented

1"Outside his poems Cavafy does not exist. As it seems to me, one of two
things will happen: either we shall continue to write scholastic gossip about his
private life . . . or else, starting from his basic characteristic, his unity, we shall
listen to what is actually said by his work, this work in which, drop by drop, he
spent his own self with all his senses." As quoted by Liddell (1974: 11).
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style, the wailful vocabulary of the romantic consciousness of self; that
he, too, the declared enemy of romanticism, is entangled in the problemat-
ics of the self, and that romanticism is as good a name as any for what
Cavafy cannot evade in his tortuous evasions. If consciousness is a disease
of the self, the autobiographical urge is then a peculiar complication of
that disease, which no magic distillation can possibly heal. No apostrophe
to overwrought mind can transcend the aporias it generates because self-
consciousness is the cure for its own disease. Autobiographical desire, the
desire to narrate one's life, even in the most rudimentary narrative sequence
embedded in a short lyric, wounds precisely where it intends to heal: it
generates an other, across the divide between past and present, whom the
autobiographer cannot experience as identical or consubstantial with him-
self. Autobiography, in other words, amounts to a desired impossibility,
a kind of painful pleasure: to make the subject part of his own discourse,
to confer full referential potency upon the lyrical, metaphorical self; a
desired impossibility so painfully experienced in Cavafy's poetry that, in
the name of autobiography, it ends up breeding a population of masks—
a deconstruction of the self perpetrated within an act of self-recuperation.
"Poetry," to quote Wallace Stevens once again, "is a cure of the mind,"
whereby "the poet represents the mind in the act of defending us against
itself" (1974: 176, 179). We may translate "mind" as "self-conscious-
ness," and call on Cavafy to supplement this paradoxical syllogism: the
drugs of the self-conscious Art of Poetry, when applied to an autobio-
graphical or confessional subject, can only numb the pain, and only for
a short while, precisely because they generate an unresolvable conflict
between Imagination (pccvrscata) and Logos, between Dream (61/scp0)
and Reason (Xoytattk), to use Solomos's romantic vocabulary, or, revert-
ing to contemporary critical idiom, between a tropological (rhetorical)
and a mimetic (referential) function of poetic language. The autobiog-
rapher in Cavafy cannot transcend the metaphoricity of the subject, that
which makes his autobiographical utterance meaningful in the first place
and which thus undoes the possibility of a referential, pretextual self, but
may only appear to do so, in impotent self-knowledge, in those privileged
moments when a conjunction (poetry and life) manages to suppress a
recalcitrant disjunction.

2.

The best place to begin is Walter Pater's "privileged moments,"
those times of intense awareness testifying, in both life and art, to the
compensatory power of the imagination over a world of loss and death,
which thus offer the only viable possibility of a meaningful coherence
between life and art. Such moments, as Harold Bloom has repeatedly
argued, constitute a haunted commonplace in nineteenth and twentieth-
century poetry: beginning with Wordsworth's "spots of time," through
Browning's "good moments," to Yeats's moments when he is "blessed
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and can bless," Joyce's (Stephen's) "epiphanies" and Wallace Stevens's
"moments of inherent excellence," there exists an uncomfortable, reductive
continuity, a short history of modern poetry's glory and defeat. Walter
Pater is the critic and theorist par excellence of this concise history, this
laborious transition toward an unattainable "modernism," in that he was
fixated upon the instance (in what is by now an intertextual structure)
when these openings-in-time are reduced from the visionary, redemptive
intensity of romantic poetry to those always qualified and ambivalent
moments of awareness in modern poetry that expose, in the desire to
transcend, the sorrows of self-consciousness. In this, I submit, Walter
Pater is also the best critic on Cavafy so far. Self-consciousness appears,
in both, as a form of necessary encarceration, where:—

the whole scope of observation is dwarfed into the narrow chamber
of the individual mind. Experience, already reduced to a group
of impressions, is ringed round for each one of us by that thick
wall of personality through which no real voice has ever pierced
on its way to us, or from us to that which we can only conjecture
to be without. Every one of those impressions is the impression of
the individual in his isolation, each mind keeping as a solitary
prisoner its own dream of a world. (Pater, 1980: 187-188)

It is precisely this ambivalence toward the "thick walls of personality,"
or self-consciousness, that Cavafy, perhaps inadvertently, experiences within
his own "Walls" (A106, tr. 3). The ambivalence and ambiguity erupt in
the poem's paronomastic rhymes (csExid vim), which make the poem
echo and parody itself (sIxovitcov) in its own narrow chamber of words,
where metaphor sounds a self, and also in the poem's lexical and syntac-
tical improprieties: "xti)p tg 1Cap(61tEtP6Y" and "XtOptg al36" are negative
attributes which semantically adhere to the narrator's pathetic stance and
cannot be ascribed to "them," the imaginary builders, not even by the
most paranoid of narrators, and yet the poem's syntax deploys them as
adverbs of manner to modify "their" building. Similarly, '"Aveicars0-
Tong.' bi)ataccv durd TON? ItOatio (L)," as Dallas has shown (1974: 66), is
an elided passive construction (&vakiztatAtrog xXsta0Tocct &ITO -c6v %6-
attoy go.)), as the adverb, once again, semantically adheres to the narrator
and syntactically to the builders. The poem's strongest "flawed word" is
the semantic impropriety of TEErj: a prisoner, especially when he bemoans
his imprisonment, will certainly find himself within 'ToEXoug" (walls)
and not behind "Te(ri" (fortifications). Terri, then, implies a sort of
inversion or antiphrasis of the elided TO/x0L, since they are builtfrom the
inside to defend, against the outside; they are, if we take the poem's
symbolic structure to its logical conclusion, a means of expression, a
style. Consequently, what these improprieties suggest, whether consciously
or unconsciously on Cavafy's part, is not merely the narrator's obvious
"isolation," nor the inchoate mythical reference which Dallas attempts
to restore through Ruskin, but the emotional ambivalence of a speaker
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who discovers that solipsism, the narcissism of artistic seIf-consciousness,
is a necessary condition for "style," and who is not convinced by even
his own attribution of guilt to a malicious "other." His isolation, then, is
both a defeat (extraneous) and a defense (self-imposed), an exclusion
and a withdrawal, both accidental and fated; and it signifies, above all
else, the split intentionality characteristic of the Paterian esthete who at
once desires and dreads his necessary isolation. Finally, the hypothesis
that the neuter "Tem" was chosen in place of the masculine "Totx0K,"
because the latter would not have rhymed with "-On," does not resolve
but reinforce the paradox and transport it beyond the space of intentional-
ity: it reveals a blind spot, a textual unconscious, precisely where inten-
tionality is strongest—in the space of the signifier, of rhyme carried to the
extreme of an (intentional) word-play. For it is convention that calls
upon the subject to exercise his free will in the choice of rhyme, and thus
assert his presence; and, by the same token, the subject's resolve to reassert
himself against rhyme's reason, and parody the convention that invoked
his presence, can only be read according to a double rhetorical figure, a
paronomastic rhyme. So that, even if the semantic impropriety of "Tem"
is intentional, it is intended by someone else. Cavafy cannot even narrate
his own flaws—or, what amounts to the same thing, style, like the ego, is
partly unconscious. This is the scandalous question of Cavafy's "Walls"
that has so plagued criticism: is Cavafy absent or present in his own flaws?

It is against this near solipsism, which discloses even further the
fragmentation of the self and of experiential time, that Pater, and after
him Cavafy, attempt to string together their privileged moments into a
symbolic chain, a narrative of emblematic events, which takes the form
of an asymptote to our real lives:

. . . a system of visible symbolism interweaves itself through all
our thoughts and passions; and irresistibly, little shapes, voices,
accidents—the angle at which the sun in the morning fell on the
pillow—become part of the great chain wherewith we are bound.
(Pater, 1895: 177-8)

It is this system of "visible" symbolism that interweaves itself through
Cavafy's (or Proust's) analeptic discourse: the "afternoon sun" touching
half of the bed (B7), a beautiful face reflected for a short while upon
an old mirror (B82), a question about the quality of handkerchiefs which
grants "a moment's meeting of limb against limb" (B83, .tr. 124), a
"faded cinnamon-brown suit" discarded for a beatific nakedness (B90-91,
tr. 128-129), the sapphire blue color of someone's eyes during an August
evening (A57, tr. 38) —obsessive details, fragments amid the ruins of
memory, whose enigmatic persistence is evoked to restore, by the power
of metonymy, the self to its own irrevocable past, and to suggest, in the
privative scripture of a "half-glimpsed" and "unfulfilled" subject (B27,
tr. 84), the alienated majesty of a healed, whole narrative.

Ambivalence erupts once again, when we realize that the privileged
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moment functions by conferring a metaphorical intensity upon vision (the
esthete is precisely "one who perceives"), that it endows inanimate objects
with life (a memory of one's own past), that it is a rhetorical effect, a
textual event, whose mimetic function in a text relies on the simple fact
that the thing so intensely seen is not there: "A moment—and the thing
has vanished, because it was pure effect; but it leaves a relish behind it,
a longing that the accident may happen again" (Pater, 1980: 140).
Henceforth, the "peculiar dearness of one privileged hour" (ML: 257)
will require painful and laborious preparation. The "longing that the
accident may happen again" will mandate an entire esthetic education, a
search for the materia poetics that in modern poetry has become part and
subject of the poem itself. To long for the accident is to desire and
prepare for its instrument of repetition, of this self-induced "accident."
The hedonism implicit in the esthetic project is thus inverted into a form
of severe self-curtailment, "the sort of mystic enjoyment .. . in the absti-
nence, the strenuous self-control and ascesis, which such preparation in-
volved," as Marius (the Epicurean) rationalizes it (Pater, ML: 20).
"The very concentration of vision and intensity of purpose which is
characteristic of the artistic temperament is in itself a mode of limitation,"
wrote Wilde, at his Paterian best.

'Eniatpspe auxvi scat ncapva p.s,
iyanTitavl cdcrOliatg &nicycpacps xcd 7ccapva
? to) unvet, TOG CYthp,crcoc	 ittr4p.1

(A56)

is Cavafy's desperate prayer to the god of repetition, who manifests him-
self only to those who have embraced, in shameless narcissism, their own
self-consciousness. Every "privileged moment" in Cavafy is registered as
the repition of a past event, whereby the subject of the poem reads, in
the indelible characters of his desire, his own past—a desire so strong

rco6 xoti .rd)pcc vo6 ypdapto, gnete Cot6 "cdacc xp6vcct! ,
plc cyr6 p,ovilps; arcf-cc pzu, p,s06 o&vdc,.

(A55, tr. 41)

The realistic description in the first stanza of this poem, a kind of hypo-
typosis of the place or setting of a past event, augmented or overdetermined
by a repetitive insistence on "sordidness" (cheap, sordid, hidden, suspect,
dirty, narrow), clearly serves to impress upon the reader the confessional
and transgressive truth of the references, and relies upon the power of
metonymy to call forth, by necessary implication, the sexual act enacted
in the described surroundings. But what is it that makes the repetition
possible in the first place, that supplies the continuity in the polarity
generated by recollection? It is the continuity of desire, the fact that
desire overflows both its real determinants and its fulfilment, that it is
always transcendent with respect to the subject who experiences it ("red



"Privileged Moments" 	 73

lips so intoxicating/that . . ."). But this dearly implies that the subject's
connection with his own past is not necessary but accidental. If desire can
occupy the present and appear as the image of a past desire, it is not
because it was there once, in the "same space" recalled to presence by
memory, but because writing ("now as I write") can create the metonymic
space of desire. Repetition, in other words, inverses the mechanical neces-
sity of narration, which follows the sequence of time, to the hypothetical
necessity which moves against the sequence of time, toward a hypothetical
origin, and then undoes both aspects of necessity by reinscribing them into
a metonymic structure. Writing as a repetition of a past event generates
a polarity, a difference in similarity, which disperses the subject, since
what he repeats in recollection is not a sameness but an otherness (John-
son, 1980: 110-146). The past and the present, caught in the symmetrical
structure generated in writing, are at once the origin and the repetition
of one another. In other words, the transcending power of desire the
subject needs to discover, in order to affirm his continuity in time, is
retroactively constituted by writing. The narrator of "One Night" can
get "drunk with passion again," in his "lonely house," precisely because
(and not "even as") he writes and in writing can read a past that is
desirable, that is already the past of an other.

It is because of the indeterminacy ensuing at the privileged moment of
repetition that the subject needs a firm reference, a lasting and continuous
frame in which to reenact his memories and extract the privileged moment
they contain. Such a firm reference is usually supplied by a fixed space,
a landscape or a cityscape, which can serve as a non-textual origin, a
space where the nostalgic subject may return to repeat the "accident." It
thus seems to confirm the referential mode of the subject's utterance and
grant him, in the light of a privileged moment, the continuity with his
past he so desires. Cavafy, accordingly, will look for his privileged
moments "in the same space," as the title of one of his late poems reads,
in the same dosed, circumscribed space of self-conscious limitation where,
years before, he had found himself walled in:

0/xics; Tcepc6aXAov, Itircpow, cluvotxtaq
not5 6Ak1co.) xc Errcou neptatub' xpOvta IcctE xpOvccc.

(B81, tr. 122)

The cityscape which grounds the subject's references becomes here the
space of an investment, a depository of meanings which secures the subject
against time: it is the safe enclosure in which the subject invests and rein-
vests ("years on end") his repetitions, aspiring to that privileged moment
when the investment will yield the rich returns. The investment is so

/6 Srituot3piricvz 1.16; cs€ xap(54 xo41	 Alines:
Tdacc, neptcrcouctxti, 	 T6aa npayttcvsoc.

alcOlptczcsociAhri%eg 5X6xX71po, ytcfc, viva.
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desperate that the subject mistakes the exchange value of his currency for
"real" value (his figural appropriation of life for his real life) and the
interest accruing to him for his own creation. This is the economics of
repetition, and it is based, here as elsewhere in Cavafy, on the romantic
idea that the mind "half-creates" what it perceives. Privileged moments
are precisely those moments when, in Wordsworth's words,

We have the deepest feeling that the mind
Is lord and master, and that outward sense
Is but the obedient servant of her will. (1805 text: XI, 221-223)

The idea, then, that this space is "transformed into feeling," accom-
panied by the even stronger conviction carried in the emphatic "for me,"
is wholly Paterian; it is the sort of defamiliarization with his surroundings
that Pater's Marius longs for: "could we but break through the veil of
our familiarity with things by no means vulgar in themselves" (Pater,
ML: 8). But what exactly does this familiarity or vulgarity consist of,
what is it that doesn't allow us to estheticize our surroundings ? Simply,
the fact that we are dealing with inanimate objects. We may now proceed
to ask the crucial question: what is the rich yield the narrator enjoys after
years on end of continuous investment? A prosopopoeia, a figure of
speech, a pathetic fallacy. He who has been created in sorrow and joy,
or by a simple apostrophe ("I created you"), is a genius loci in the
narrator's own image, which, whether by the latter or of its own accord
(the mysterious source of an excess or an interest), is finally estheticized,
"transformed into feeling." This is the ambiguity of the final line, whose
meaning vacillates between self-delusion and self-defeat: "Transformed
into feeling" means either that the cityscape has immaterialized, has been
totally assimilated into the narrator's feelings, where it simply stands for
(metonymically) what is irrevocably past, or, what amounts to almost
the same thing, that it has been endowed with the power of feeling, that
it can feel in return. The "for me" on which the poem expires repeats
the above ambiguity and opens up a third, remote but revealing, possi-
bility. According to the first possible meaning of "alcsOmm-conoc-07ixec,,"
"for me" would mean "for my sake"; according to our second possibility,
it would connote that the cityscape can now feel (for) the subject in
return. This second possibility fully realizes the power of prosopopoeia
and carries it to its paradoxical extreme: the figure of a cityscape that
feels for the subject, that desires the subject, means that the narrator
misreads, in the specular identity of his text, his desire for the past as the
past's desire for him. In either case, whether we pursue the first or the
second of these possibilities, we cannot discriminate between the poem's
literal and its tropological mode, although it is precisely in such a dis-
crimination that the narrator grounds the redemptive possibilities of his
autobiographical repetitions, it is on such a discrimination that our "mean-
ingful" reading of the poem depends.

Yet there is a third possibility, a reductive, "literal" reading of the
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final line that seemingly avoids the embarrassment of a pathetic fallacy.
Keeley-Sherrard have obviously opted for (or did they create?) this third
possible reading: "And, for me, the whole of you has been transformed
into feeling." A good translation, as far as meaning or perhaps common
sense is concerned, but a bad one since the original is not so meaningful.
"For me," placed thus at the beginning of the sentence, is the equivalent
of "as far as I am concerned," "in my case," etc. A "literal" reading, no
doubt, one which insists on the speaker's awareness of his own rhetoric,
which transforms the rhetorical certainty of the last line into a kind of
proleptic qualification: "For me, it is as if the whole of you had been
transformed into feeling." A remote and rather anglicized possibility, one
which needs a translation, such as Keeley-Sherrard's, to be understood,
but a possibility all the same. But what is, according to this reading, the
price for the narrator's awareness, his self-knowledge? It is an even
stronger resistance to his own references. If the prosopopoeia is not some-
how reaffirmed (in itself a contradictory move), it would mean that the
narrator is willfully undermining his own identity, that any figure he uses
to evoke his past is for him illegitimate, and that the cityscape, every time
it is called upon to supply the background to a repetition, is already a
different space and for a different "me."

"Outside The House" (A89, tr. 67) is another notable example of a
poem narrating a privileged moment. It is, again, an autobiographical
poem, narrated by an autobiographical first person, and it, too, connects
the privileged moment with a particular space, a fixed frame of reference,
within which the repetition is enacted. Here, again, the privileged moment
amounts to a prosopopoeia, a personification of the house and its surround-
ings, although the house here is not apostrophized, as in the other poem.
The narrator's presence in the space where, years before, he had enjoyed
moments of pleasure, sets up a metonymic sequence whereby the same
subject and the same place evoke the same event. "The spell of love"
(desire, attraction), as in "One Night," examined above, overflows its
frame of reference, not only to ensure the continuity of the self in time,
but also to spellbind and beautify the street and everything in it:

Kat xOk
crew 7t6psca'	 -c6v 6p6p.o -cOv
dtp.istog thpatcsOlxav	 Tip yorica/cc, TOG gP(OTO;
Tdc ttovrata,	 neCoSpc5p.ca,	 Tckpec,
xat TotXoc , xat paccaladvtoc, scat TcapciOupa'
TCTCOTE aaxyglo aiy i'vztvev

The prosopopoeia is unavoidable if the privileged moment is to ensure
that repetition repeats a sameness and an origin. What has to be affirmed,
in other words, is not the fact that the house looks beautiful because the
narrator remembers what took place in it, but that the house is endowed
with the ability to read the metonymy in which it is involved and reflect
this reading of desire back to the narrator. The objects, whose metonymic
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relationships triggers the privileged moment of self-restoration, have to
desire the metonymy of their own accord, and only at the moment the
subject enters the picture, testifying to the fact that it is bis and not some-
one else's presence that can reactivate their inherent ability to form a
metonymic chain. In short, they must recognize the subject and the
necessity of his presence as much as he recognizes them and the necessity
of their presence in referring to them. This is the desired impossibility of
the autobiographical privileged moment and it forces us, via Walter Pater's
more sober, "estheticist" formulations, back to the Prelude:

There are in our existence spots of time,
Which with distinct pre-eminence retain
A vivifying virtue . . . (1805: XI, 208-210)

And they are always linked, in Wordsworth as much as in Cavafy,
with a particular place, the particular spirit of a place (genius loci) which
lies dormant and is awakened by the subject's visitation. A "vivifying
virtue," as the words plainly read, is the power to confer life on what is
past, dead, absent, or inanimate—an ability displaced from the subject's use
of prosopopoeia to the event itself.

Cavafy's narrator then lingers in his function as "necessary subject,"
in order to enjoy, once again, the interest of his investment:

Kat xafick atixop,ouv, x' gdrc-4a "C^0 nbina,
xczt crc6xop,ouv, x Mpauva Icev:to	 'tó axitt,

67c6a-cosfc p,ou 8X71 ducat&
TAv cpuXocx0Eicsa	 aurivrat.

The "sensuous emotion" (Mavrogordato) was stored or "retained" (and
can now yield an excess), but the passive participle does not allow us to
know where. The verb "arci3c3s" is even more difficult to deal with. Its
semantic polyvalence is almost inexhaustible: to give back, to confer, to
yield, to ascribe, to attribute, a vocabulary that engages the economics of
desire and at the same time the fortunes of prosopopoeia. The narrator
confers, in the second stanza, "a stored-up emotion" upon the house; his
reactivation of a past memory "yields" an excess of emotion, which he
either gives back or ascribes to someone else, since he also received the
emotion—his confirmation in his capacity as subject—from the house. And
the circularity is teasingly confirmed by foul word-play in "15x6creant.C:
literally, something that stands under (the house) and supports the truth
of a reference. Or, someone who lies under and can only be recalled to
presence by the figure of prosopopoeia.

3.

If the privileged moment only manages to generate the vicious logic
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of repetition and deprives life of its rightful priority in matters of mean-
ing, if the "peculiar clearness of one privileged hour" casts a permanent
shadow on the autobiographical subject, and if the figure of prosopopoeia
prerequisite to any form of "estheticization" of the self and its surround-
ings disfigures both the self and its living space, where are these privileged
occurrences situated, in what conceptual context are we to read their
inspiring preeminence, so ardently invoked, and what precisely does the
privilege they confer consist of ? What is it that they give and what do
they ask in return? In Pater's terms, one could begin to suggest an answer:
in the narrow chamber of a romanticism deprived of its redemptive
sublimity, what they offer is a form of sensibility still capable of asserting
the perplexing identity of life and art, and what they ask in return is the
subject's confession of his solipsism:

aT6 ttovpsg antv.	 1.1200 avdc.

But put in these elusive, metaphorical terms, our answer only begs the
question: are privileged moments then part of a "poetics," or are they
moralizing figures, parables toward a definition of the "good life"? Is it
art or is it life that enjoys the privilege—and at whose expense? Or, to
push the circumference of our questions toward infinity: does "everything
in the world exist to end up in a book" (Mallarme), or is it that "the
purpose of poetry is to make life complete in itself" (Stevens) ? Is it the
letter or the spirit that dies?

Kai 6y...ata crc6 prcaax6vc p.eXayxoXtadE-
6Tilaa	 Dag o.) ax€4etc RETCovsac touXaxto-cov
aXty-ri ayamipArri noArreta,

xtvricsi, tiov 5p6p,ou rat vin p,ayat,Co.
(A87)

Eventually, we see that the privileged moment, at least as it is invoked
in Pater and Cavafy, defies contextual definition, that it intervenes precisely
in order to keep these questions suspended for it is only in such momen-
tary suspension that the possibility of an identity between life and art may
be enjoyed; it is only in momentary suspension that the tropological
circularity of the subject may be arrested and forced to confer identity;
only momentary suspension can discriminate between the referential and
the rhetorical mode of a text and thus obscure the suspension of reference
in which a text, even an autobiographical one, operates. But since this
"willing suspension of disbelief" can convince us of its truth only by
deploying the tropes that reinscribe it in the circularity it seeks to suspend,
the privileged moment becomes the last possible sublime delusion a poet
can afford, "in a world, confessedly so opulent in what was old" (Pater
after Bloom). Consequently, the mode of utterance most favored by the
privileged moment is paradox, whether of Wilde's witty variety or Pater's
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and Stevens's more sober coloring, which asserts the identity of life and
art in the language of suspension:

To treat life in the spirit of art, is to make life a thing in which
means and ends are identified: to encourage such treatment, the
true moral significance of art and poetry. (Pater, 1911: 62).

This is Pater's principal rule of estheticism, his moral justification for
the pursuit of privileged moments. Yet what it proposes is a logic of
symmetrical inversions: to treat life—whether for or as the purposes of
art—is to make (create) life a thing (an inanimate object) in which
means (killing) and ends (reviving) are identified; to encourage such
treatment (the cure of killing by reviving), the true moral significance
(suspension) of art and poetry. We should consider all these playful
interpolations in earnest. They suggest that Pater is so embarrassingly
caught in the dangerous logic of supplementarity (Derrida) that all his
attempts to extricate himself exacerbate further a knowledge he would
gladly forget: the fact that we murder to refer. This is the true immoral
significance of art that Wilde, after Pater, realized to the point of parody.
To treat life in the spirit of art, or, in other words, to esthetidze life
(make it an esthetic object), is to write in such a way as to force the
esthetic object to refer back to the truth of life; but since this truth can
be achieved only by "reviving" (a prosopopoeia—Wordsworth's "vivifying
virtue") an inanimate object, the entire project raises the disconcerting
possibility that life need not be there at all, so that the living presence
of life in a poem necessitates, by inversion, a death—death as a figure for
the poem's inability to refer to life without reviving it. Life, in short, is
always already written, and the attempt to dispel its fabrications only
generates more textuality. Pater's esthetic formula is thus a meditation upon
the verb to write, and what it seeks to establish is an extended present
continuous ("I am writing"), whereby the question of rhetoricity and
referentiality may be kept in creative suspension: to avoid, even for a
short while, his cognizance of the fact that to write is to have written
already.

What Pater obviously invokes here is a "savior," a third person for
whom there is only life and whose relationship to his own life may be
apprehended (even by himself) as "artistic." 2 This person is also Cavafy's
savior: that "someone else made just like me" (tr. 142) who, in that
free society which cannot distinguish between life and art, will "act freely"
where Cavafy could only write, in secrecy, about "hidden things." But
such an individual can be called upon to become the poetic supplement

'He is very careful to distinguish between the artist and the non-artist, even
when he means to propound their identity, as, for example, in the following pass-
age, where all discrepancies between life and art seem to have been resolved in
the image of ". .. that House Beautiful, which the creative minds of all generations
—the artists and those who have treated life in the spirit of art—are always build-
ing together . . ." (1911: 241).
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to life only because art already exists, only because life is already con-
taminated with art, so that the inverse is equally possible: namely, that
life is a supplement to art, and to treat life in the spirit of art is just
another periphrasis for artistic license, or for "the happy moment .. .
which to imaginative men is the moment of invention" (Pater, 1980: 89)
—the felicitous moment of capable figuration.

When Cavafy's personas, accordingly, try to treat the wound of life
with the soothing spirit of art (B24), when they ask for magic distilla-
tions to recuperate what is lost to life (B87), when the ccla(hy* in
Cavafy exclaims

Tdc glippAxic csou p&pa T6xvii TES llocOscos,
Tcca') wit.wouve—ycdc Myo—vd, trij votthOsTat ' 7C X7nrii

(B24)

what is being lamented is the fact that the past can be recalled to presence
only because art inspires (breathes life into) life—the fact that art is both
the cure and the disease—and what is invoked thereby is the dangerous
power of rhetoric to resuscitate what is dead and gone. But it is a mournful
invocation, this apostrophe to the spirit of art: because if it is only
through rhetoric that the literal can be attained, then it becomes impossible
to distinguish between the two, between cpayma/cc and A6yoc., and the
redemptive possibility of a distinction may be entertained only for a short
while, only for a moment of privileged delusion. What has to be asserted
therefore is the truth of an anachronism: that the use of rhetoric is prior
to the knowledge of rhetoric (the anachronism of originality), that
rhetoric can be literal; not that the literal is a deviation from the rhetorical
but that the rhetorical is a deviation from the literal, not that homo-
sexuality is produced by poetry, but that homosexuality generates poetry.
But to assert the one, in this vicious logic of supplementarily, is to invite
the other.

The formula, "to treat life in the spirit of art," then, as well as the
privileged moments such a treatment proffers, must seem to reside neither
in poetics nor in moral philosophy, neither in poetry nor in life, but
rather they must be suspended m the uncomfortable space between the
two, signifying at once art's need to refer to life and life's desire to shape
art. Both alternatives are metaphorical, as I have argued; they seek a truce
between mimesis and distortion, during which the foundering subject,
bearing his gift of autobiography, may mediate and plead for a lasting
peace, during which he may live "on the bread of faithful speech"
(Stevens) and say: '"Exdp,taa. stg tit) Tgxyl." In other words, the
privileged moment of suspension can be affirmed only by what articulates
the logic of supplementarity in the first place: the figure of chiasmus. To
treat life in the spirit of art is to treat art in the spirit of life. We will
find that any attempt, in both Pater and Cavafy, to assert the continuity
or the identity between life and poetry, invariably casts the two terms
into a chiasmus, and thus puts into motion the symmetrical inversions that
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inhibit the subject's autobiographical references. The repetition which the
poem-as-privileged-moment enacts against time precisely generates such a
chiasmic inversion of life into art. Cavafy finds himself so deeply impli-
cated in the logic of chiasmic inversions that any attempt on his part to
propound an understanding (v6viat.;) of his own life is a necessary mis-
understanding (Tcapavkat4).

That is why the prospect that art might exist for its own sake only
is not a happy one, either for Pater or Cavafy. The privileged moment
is installed in estheticist philosophy precisely as protection and as talisman
against that infamous "art for art's sake," or whatever it is we have heaped
upon the phrase in moral indignation. And that is why the privileged
moment is usually both celebratory and mournful, both positive in what
it grants and negative in what it exposes to be unredeemable. The positive,
happy moment of invention in Cavafy is almost invariably qualified:

'AX).6c Tixwric
xciTCOTE gv-caat voO, xrzt 666occa. II 6 v
y c dc X I 1( 1p 6') p a, 87ip,coupyotittev

&cola csxca 6 v csOcv cpavtdc
(Anekd am, 169, my emphasis)

To put the matter differently—to quantify, as it were, the figure of
chiasmus—to treat life in the spirit of art means, in the final yet painful
analysis, to treat life, one's own life, as an otherness, to revise, by a retro-
active misreading, those "ci6i6occe ii.viitteQ" and, by revising, textualize
them, so that life and art become a single composite trope for the imagina-
tion, two interchangeable terms locked in a relationship of vicious
reciprocity, juxtaposed within the scheme of an intertextual confrontation.
Life, in the end, does not triumph; it has, on the contrary, been drained;
everything has been consumed by that voracious "aesthetic man" who only
exists in works of art as metaphor, as the principle (or pretext) of his
own dispersion. The pursuit of pleasure (which, as the didactic, Epicurean
"Ithaca" tells us, is the goal of life), coupled—as it is in both Pater and
Cavafy—with the antithetical fixation upon ascesis, and caught in the
almost complete solipsism of the modern artist, is, ironically enough, the
inverted image of hedonism. For to treat life in the spirit of art would
presumably establish a direct proportion between experience and poetry,
such that experiental gain would imply an equal amount of artistic gain.
The direct proportion, what we might call a ratio of liberation or redemp-
tion, is what we find operating in more extroverted schools of poetry in
the twentieth century—above all in surrealism, that last grateful recipient
of the political message of romanticism. But in Pater's writings, as in
Cavafy's poems, this trope (the chiasmus) corresponds to an inverted
ratio between life and art, whereby experiential loss implies artistic gain,
and vice versa. The result, after all life has been suspended or assimilated
into the textual monument, is best described by Pater in a statement that
is perhaps the clearest and most potent formulation of the esthetic doc-
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trine: ". . . the products of the imagination must themselves be held to
present the most perfect forms of life" (Pater, ML: 122). A statement
that I find endorsed by Cavafy's poems, in the ambivalence of the privi-
leged moment. Inscribed upon his most positive fabrications, that we so
naturally monumentalize, it always reads like an epitaph:

ICONETANTINOZ II. KABACil, A.AEEANAPEYZ,
1863-1933 it.X.

Ki0orzt. %al pep..6&4). 'EmOup,fe;	 alaEilast;
.x61.14.aa. al; TiD) Tixv/v—xci-ct. [tcaostatwiva,

vpdaturcoc	 ypatti.t.6;* &pdyctov d.taXio'v
xritt, dc666aca; twirivec. "Ac &path 	 cerviiv.
lapcc ycic aripattact Mopp'/v 	 Koa.Aoviri;'
axe6Ov eevaTccuneirao; ..c6v 6toy aut.uckripopax,
atnau4ouaa hrr:uTxbaccc, auvaugonax Ti; pipa;.

(B27, tr. 84)

To treat life in the spirit of art is precisely to desire the ambivalent gift
of this monumentalization which, as Paul de Man has shown, takes place,
"almost imperceptibly," every time we read and propose to understand
a text. In this poem, accordingly, Cavafy is proposing to treat life in the
spirit of art, by ceding to art the right to revise life, to blend and com-
pound what is half-formed and fragmentary to its own coherence—in
short, to signify life. The poem thus appears to be celebrating this moment
of cession, what is after all the happy moment of invention, by three
relaxed but nevertheless self-assertive autobiographical sentences: "I sit
and meditate," "I have brought to Art," and "Let me submit to her [to
Art)." All three expressions signify a decision, a willful and deliberate
cession (or concession) to an "informing spirit" or a "muse"; or perhaps
a moment of Cartesian self-doubt, of hearing and understanding oneself
speak (s'entendre parler: Derrida), which is the constitutive moment of
subjectivity. So, in asserting a choice, an intentional revision of his life,
the autobiographical subject here seeks to establish a continuity, a com-
merce of values, or an exchange of gifts (a potlatch), between life and
art. But we can sense an anxiety creeping into the self-assertion and
already transforming the celebration into a lamentation. The metapoetic
statement points in two separate and hypothetically intersecting directions:
toward the poem itself and also toward the idea of a canon, an accepted
corpus of poems unified or univocalized by a name on the title-page:
Constantine P. Cavafy. In one sense, therefore, the autobiographical sub-
ject "reclines`' in order to give free reign to the compensatory or supple-
mentary power of his imagination, and thus can be pictured in the auto-
biographical pose of bringing into art his gift of a fragmented self, and
receiving a restored wholeness in return. But in another, anxious sense,
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he is meditating upon what he has already brought into art (hence the
past tense in the Greek). According to this second sense, then, the subject
is going back to what is written to reclaim authorship, to tell us that he
has written it, that there is a distinct self there despite art's creative power.
He "gives in" to art retroactively, that is to say, he takes back what was
his, however indistinct or half-glimpsed, before the compound was
formed. He tries to go before his own text, to reenact in suspension his
previous cessions to art, in order to intervene at the privileged moment
of transition between a "given" life and a resultant otherness, and reinstall
himself there as autobiographical subject. He reclaims authorship of what
he has written in order to restore the prodigal text to his own belief in a
fathering craftsmanship. This second possibility, in other words, depicts
the subject's intertextual desire with respect to his own text, his need to
found intertexuality upon a transtextual, and therefore transcendent,
subject represented in every text in the ritual act of handing over a life
to the subject's art or, what is virtually the same thing, in the act of
invoking, turning to (apostrophe) the spirit of art. How, then, in
response to this coercive textual potlatch, do we distinguish a (bracketed)
Cavafy and grant him his wish? How, by what "almost imperceptible"
operation, do we read this or any other poem as part of an intentional
"poetics?"e Precisely by the figure of prosopopoeia, by silently inscribing
upon the text the epitaph with which, somewhat irreverently, I replaced
the poem's actual title.

And to read is to understand, to question, to know, to forget, to
erase, to deface, to repeat—that is to say, the endless prosopopoeia
by which the dead are made to have a face and a voice which tells
the allegory of their demise and allows us to apostrophise them in
our turn. No degree of knowledge can ever stop this madness, for it
is the madness of words. (de Man, 1979: 68)

And this is exactly what we do when, in reading this poem, we take its
relaxed assertions as a "metapoetic will," when we confer upon a name
a living continuity between a historically authenticated biography and a
text, between a revived face and the first person singular of his (his-
torically authenticated) texts: we picture Cavafy in the act of willfully
giving in to the madness of words, we willfully deface him. For what,
according to the poem, is it that Art knows so well how to do, the
putative reason for the subject's voluntary surrender to its strength? It .

knows how to "shape (form) a form [face: ttopcpii, outward form,
appearance] of beauty"; it knows how to beautify, estheticize, transform
into feeling, give a voice, a human shape, a face, to what is inanimate,
past or dead, what is only lines (rpatitthc) of writing; in short, it knows
how to personify, how, in general, to "figure." And it can also give a
face (of beauty or of authorship) to a name, and a life and an auto-
biographical subject to the empty lexical instance "I," by combining
certain legible references to days, nights, dates, and impressions. It can
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bring him into life. "I see by glimpses now," is Wordsworth's analogous
lament:

when age comes on,
May scarcely see at all, and I would give,
While yet we may, as far as words can give,
A substance and a life to what I feel:
I would enshrine the spirit of the past
For future restoration.

(The Prelude, 1805: XI, 281 -286)

No degree of autobiographical or critical understanding (v6riat5) can
ever stop this madness, which is Cavafy's, as much as it is inevitably his
critic's. In the poem we examined, where the privileged autobiographical
moment became an epitaph for us, Cavafy, too, sees by glimpses. When
age comes on, in that poem with the ostentatiously autobiographical title
of "Days of 1908" (B90-91, tr. 128-129), Cavafy cannot see at all, he
has become the blind voyeur of his own past. And yet it is a blindness
the omniscient narrator of the poem inflicts upon himself, in order to
allow for an absolute nakedness—the closest we ever get, in Cavafy, to a
beatific vision. It is a privileged blindness, concomitant and coextensive
with an absolute desire, beyond fulfillment, beyond regret, which allows
for the peculiar clearness of the privileged moment, as if the narrator
were afraid of the metaphorical or prosopopoetic capacity of his own
vision, afraid that his presence in the act of seeing would once again
assimilate what is seen (the reference) to the fantasmal rhetoric of desire
and undermine its redemptive literality. But the price he is forced to pay
for so perspicacious a blindness is another prosopopoeia. He has become
the blind amanuensis of visionary time; his subjectivity is constantly
defered, as it is made to reside in what is at once the position of observa-
tion and the blind-spot in the poem's seashore perspective (the closest we
ever get, in Cavafy, to an open, unqualified space). He will either see
or he will not be seen at all, entangled in a chiasmic moral order where
every seeing is necessarily a blindness. He can only invoke time and
personify a date—the missing autobiographical link, a prosopopoeia:

'A pipe; TO xcaotoupco0 Tori gyvtax.6cnot. 67ad),ale -c6 erStop.dc acc;, xccXcht.cs8vnx6c,
Rectif	 xaveAci alitopcecap,brarl soopeaca.

T6 eaotti acq 'coy iap6Ags
Bray T:o6 ta,6 y4e, 7ro6 Tainve ri7c6 itive) Ton,

avcgta. potixa, %al T6G pitaXwp.6vo& gathpouxa.
K' guevie 6A6yup,voc* agioya. (1)pccto;' gym OaOva.

As in Wordsworth, it is the "spot of time" itself that has retained the
"vivifying virtue" to give "a substance and a life" to what is literal or,
figuratively speaking, dead.
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4.

It is when the dangerous crossing is attempted, the passing (rcipccatta)
from life into art, that our chiasmus raises its ugly head. We may now
turn to a poem which is precisely entitled "II ipaap,cc," a passing through
or a transition (A86, tr. 50). Here, aberrant or transgressivepleasure, a
"forbidden, erotic intoxication," is the threshold between life and art,
and the point of giving in to the forbidden pleasure is the point of turning
into a work of art, being made an esthetic object (oda0vccx.6 Tca,c61)•
The boy's blood, "new and warm," flows into poetry, the latter assuming
here the role of a voracious vampire who destroys life in the very act of
recuperating it. From the first two-and-a-half highly mimetic lines,

'Exeivcc ito6 8stX4, cpccyceicabi 	 siv' avotrai,
cpowsptop,iva &p,itp6; Too. Kest yupvi, xoci EEVUXSa,
xal '7CCCpczatipsta,c,

where, in a few spare gestures, we have the rudiments of a biography, a
"picture" from life, the poem then proceeds in highly abstract fashion:

Kc (55 gym fret r0 TiX") 1110
CatiC4 TOO, xacvotioco xcct CET:6,

ii8ov'/ T6 kzIps-caL. T6 atiip.a, TOO vexes
gxvowri &ow-awl) 	 tide VEMYCXIC
11007 ivStSouve a' afrcri.

The boy as subject disappears, usurped by the erotic synecdoches of his
blood, his body, and his limbs, which are in turn consumed by an abstrac-
tion called Pleasure or Forbidden Erotic Intoxication. (Note the verbs:
his blood is enjoyed, his body defeated, his limbs give in.) When he
reappears, significantly after the break of a hemistich, he has crossed the
threshold, his simplicity (humbleness) now radiates: he has been trans-
posed and transported to the realm of poetry, where he first appears as
a sight worthy of our sight and finally as an esthetic object (a10011-ccx6
iccht8(), with his blood still new and warm. Poetry and pleasure thus
share the same function of enjoying the body's blood, so that poetry is
identified as the kind of aberrant pleasure which orders the boy to its
voracity. And what that felicitous or dangerous crossing connotes, regis-
tered on the page as a blank, is a deadly rite of passage, during which
poetry-as-pleasure, despite (or is it because of ?) its sublime and sub-
limated language (Toy 'ItiniX6 c IlocAastoc K6ap,o), kills the boy in
order to monumentalize him, make him into an esthetic object. The
privileged moment, which intervenes in the penultimate line, is the dews
ex machina that attempts to save the symmetrical structure from collapsing
under the burden of a (figural) death—although it exposes, at the same
time, the discrepancy beyond recuperation:

awaT6 ,
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The privileged moment suggests a momentary identification of life and
art, the point at which the boy crossed (or transgressed) the threshold
of pleasure to ascend to the High Realm of Poetry. But why is it a
moment? Why is it that he passes into poetry only for a moment, when
after all the poem proposes to celebrate his passage forever? The poem
is not narrated from the boy's point of view, from where the ascension,
in realistic terms, would indeed be only transient; nor do we have here
an autobiographical first person enjoying the boy, from whose point of
view again the crossing would also be a privileged moment. What we
have is the trace of an authorial—and quite authoritative—subjectivity, in
the two instances of a first person plural ("Ttic Tin/ Tirpri µ(z;," "vet TO
Sorip,e") : a kind of inflated first person, the worthy spokesman for an
entire métier, who takes the reader into confidence—or is it complicity?—
about an act of voyeurism, involving a boy being drained by poetry-as-
pleasure. What the privileged moment thematizes here, couched in the
language of positive rhetoric, is an almost embarrassing negativity: death,
or rather figural death, which involves the poem's referential mode in all
its ineradicable indeterminacy, because to name the boy as an esthetic
object is to monumentalize him, bury him in a poem. This is the danger-
ous implication both of the figural language deployed to glorify the
boy's ascension and of the idea of poetry Cavafy evokes in the poem.
What characterizes the elevated realm of Poetry is timelessness, eternity,
as opposed to the transience of life. If the body passes into art, he is
eternalized, he "will never pass into nothingness" (Keats) ; he does not
pass into art for a moment, but he becomes "forever warm and still to
be enjoyed" (Keats again). But to be eternalized, monumentalized, or
apostrophized as presence is to be absent, to be already dead. Only at
the privileged moment of passing from one state to the other can the
aporia appear resolved, can monumentalization and life be the same thing.
That is the moment of absolute fluidity, the moment of spending, bleed-
ing, or writing, the profluent moment of absolute transition, which in
our poem is celebrated as a blank. In other words, the privileged moment
has to be a blank, for the simple reason that, as a figure of reading, it is
present only in writing—that is to say, it is already written—where the
duplicity relapses, exacerbated by the relentless inversions of a symmetrical
structure. Therefore, when imaged as a blank, it appears to be outside
writing, although it is writing in its most meaningless materiality that can
accommodate a blank. The warm and new blood is made to traverse the
imaginary space of specularity, to appear at the other side of a silence
as the inverted image of what was already there: blood as metaphor for
writing, life as metaphor for originality and anteriority in art. The boy
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acts as befits our Art, and what he had only imagined is now open before
him (we can almost hear an elided simile: like an open book).

The evoked, imaginary passage, where the referential (life) and the
rhetorical (poetry) intersect in absolute, univocal identity, is precisely
that which cannot be talked about, the unnameable and nonrecuperable: a
lacuna. This lacuna is the poem's most powerful trope, its strongest
point of resistance to being read: it forbids us to talk about what at once
constitutes and disperses the poem, what punctuates its assertions and
reveals its evasions, what is most embarrassing in its rhetoric. In other
words, there is no end to the poem's duplicity. It is not accident, then—
biographical, psychological, or other—that pleasure, the moment of ful-
fillment, is almost always celebrated or mourned as a blank in Cavafy's
poetry. It is the necessary consequence of a tropological system, whereby
life and art, referentiality and rhetoricity, are inextricably interlocked in
a symmetrical and therefore reversible structure, in which pleasure is
always defined as the point of intersection, the point of absolute fluidity
metaphorized as spending or writing, and, as such, is constantly defered.

Such are the drugs of Poetry, therapeutic and lethal at the same time,
at the same privileged moment of their application, beyond any degree of
"realism" or "knowledge"; and it is these drugs, the unrelenting pro-
sopopoeia of a privileged moment, that the ulaOlytfic asks for:

«lIoth aTc6crsocylltz va 6ptaxe-cou :3=6 66totyct
rirs6 luc'coV'') €17 's gym; ca00717115,
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cod yca pAdc p.ipa, (ay naptacs6Tepo
aiy cp0ay'	 66yarpic Tou) ,	 xod ycdc Xtrly Cop.
're& st7toot TpEa	 xp6yca yet 116 156.pec
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(B87, tr. 126)

Is this sorrowful esthetic man deluding himself, or is he simply asking
a rhetorical question? Does he believe in such exotic distillations, in a
mythical time when such recipes were actually known, or is he simply
lamenting the fact that no magic reference can ever match the reality of
his emptiness? To "bring back," repeated twice in the first stanza, is a
synonym, or perhaps a dead figure for remembrance. But it is precisely
this synonymy that is at stake here, the speaker's momentary suspension
between memory and repetition, since nothing in the poem obliges us
to read the expression figuratively. The speaker might be deluding him-
self, depending on the very semantic ambiguity of his own expression,
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that he can actually repeat, bring back from the past, his youth and his
love. In other words, he might be asking, not a rhetorical but a literal
question. The last stanza reiterates the ambiguity, by splitting the twice
repeated "ve4 p.6 yipat l atvet" of the first stanza into two different yet
synonymous expressions: "vet Enctvoccpipec," in the last line of the poem,
repeats the ambiguity ("to bring back" or "to bring again"), while, in
the penultimate line, the whole picture is called by its "proper" name,
"iva6powil." "'MotSpottir (retrospection)) reverses the process and the
direction of longing: it is no longer a question of bringing back to a
continuous-in-time subject the otherness of his past, but of going back
to a sameness. Our chiasmus has raised its ugly head once again, causing
a rift between two virtually synonymous expressions. Repetition (to bring
again) is, in Kierkegaard's words, "recollected forwards," it is a reenact-
ment; while "etvcapok" (literally, to run upward, to dimb—against
time) is recollected backwards, retroactivity, and thus sounds like a
stronger synonym for memory, one further removed from the possibility
of a literal construction—a more definitely dead figure. Is the subject
then going with or against time If we construe his question as a literal
one, the esthete is then asking for a prosopopoeia, for the compeling
figure of a privileged moment to revive what is past. He is asking for a
"distillation" with which to rejuvenate dead metaphor, so that he may
have the power to (mis)contrue it literally, the redemptive power to
delude himself, even for a short while. If, on the other hand, he is asking
a rhetorical question, made all the more poignant—for us—by the far-
fetched reference to Greco-Syrian magicians, he then seems to answer it
in the second stanza, the moment he admits to that cold, uncompromising
word, "eocapopni." The rhetorical question, consequently, places a literal
meaning upon all synonymous expressions, forces the "truth" out of them:
the entire poem is a "memory." But this is precisely what the speaker
does not want to accept, what he despairingly tries to shun: that to
remember is simply to remember. Otherwise, what is the use of asking a
rhetorical question in the first place? What is the use of asking, "Is there
a distillation with which to remember," in order to mean "no magic dis-
tillation can help me remember," in the very act of remembering? His
refusal merely to remember what he is so painfully remembering invokes
the delusive powers of rhetoric once again, the drugs of Poetry, so that
the vicious circle sets in again with renewed force. As soon as he articu-
lates the veracious and alienating phrase, "according to the recollection,"
an intimate designation of place shines forth, a slip of memory averted
at the last minute, which at once completes the recollection and makes the
delusion more palpable: %al Tvl pots xetis,ctfavl v& inotvetcpipet."
The entire poem thus becomes an intricate specimen of the rhetorical
figure known as para/ipsis, whereby the autobiographical persona declares
that he will not remember what he is remembering or that he will not
delude himself in deluding himself. In other words, this esthete can be
literal (even about his own past) only if he is rhetorical, and vice versa.
Paralipsis is a recurrent figure in Cavafy's autobiographical poems (see,
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for example, the unpublished "Hidden Things" and "December of 1903"),
where it serves to evoke a privacy in the heart of a confession, the
unspeakable side of speech. And what is thereby omitted or suppressed
is not what Cavafy could or would not say about his life, the missing but
so efficacious predicate, but rather what is asserted in so many words:
namely, that there is a real and private life enshrined in the poem. A
paralipsis which sounds a self in the narrow chamber of verse, implying
that to write involves so much more than writing, that there is a privileged
moment of suspension, a dangerous crossing between life and art, where
anything can happen—even, or above all, a poem. "There is a time/In
which majesty is a mirror of the self" (Stevens) :

Mdc i6 6c6Xfo la; asExvec xa.0 	 D.Xylv
1ToO Etva.c xcaxg x'	 pepta.
p.6 viiv µopp co3 6otraiwc.

(Anekdota, 181)

For the book also shows us the critic's currency, in which he may procure
his privileged autobiographical moments or his curriculum vitae, as he
"celebrates" the fiftieth anniversary of Cavafy's death with a double
prosopopoeia.*

*Thanks are gratefully acknowledged to the Onassis Scholarship Foundation
for financial assistance toward my present research on Cavafy.



Cavafy's Imminent Threat:
Still "Waiting for the Barbarians"

by DIMITRIS DIMIROULIS

1. . . . he perceived
That coolness for his heat came suddenly,
And only, in the fables that he scrawled
With his own quill, in its indigenous dew,
Of an aesthetic tough, diverse, untamed,
Incredible to prudes, the mint of dirt,
Green barbarism turning paradigm."

Wallace Stevens, "The Comedian As The Letter C"

There is perhaps no greater justification for a poet's work than its
survival in the language, and therefore in the life, of successive generations
of readers. Such a survival involves a constant reenactment of the poetic
discourse, an endless recreation and readjustment of the textual formations;
it is not only a simple act of memory that induces honor and respect for
a proper name or a commemorative expression of admiration for a past
literary achievement but also a case of genuine familiarity with texts which
various circumstances render available to our needs and desires. I am
referring to texts which testify that our reading is something more than
revering, learning, memorizing, and repeating, that is, texts formed as our
history of life.

There may well be no better example in Greek literature of such an
invigorating continuance than the fortunes of Cavafy's poetry in the last
fifty years. What is remarkable in the overabundance of Cavafology that
followed the poet's death in 1933 is that it exceeds the contours of literary
criticism and poetic influence: we do not only write and speak about
Cavafy, we live with and through his work, which has been incorporated
into our language and lodged into the context of our everyday life. With
regard to its wide cultural proliferation, Cavafy's poetry has become a
kind of convenient commodity for our eloquence and wit. We do not even
have to mention his name when we insert his verses in our speech or
writing. No need for utterances like "Cavafy said" or "as the poet says"
when we borrow a stanza, a verse, a phrase, or even an adverb to make
our point—his poetry feels at home in our discourse. On the other hand,
the contrast between our uniform language and Cavafy's idiosyncratic
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diction effects an impressive juxtaposition which sufficiently introduces
subtly ironic nuances into the process of the communicative game. His
poetry invites exploitation. Besides, we are still living in a world apposite
to Cavafian attitudes, and so our wordly wisdom exemplifies itself by
employing the overt symbolism and intimate metaphoricity of his verses.

But what interests me here is not the positive reception of Cavafy's
poetry per se nor the historical circumstances that paved the way for mass
consumption of a certain poetic idiom. The purpose of this paper is re-
stricted to approaching only one aspect of the phenomenon, namely, some
negative concomitants of specific reading habits and interpretive conven-
tions. The attention is focused on a neglected area of (critical) reading
within which a part of the poet's work has been neutralized or over-
shadowed by established modes of reception. This area contains poems
like "Ithaca," "Trojans," "Thermopylae," and "Waiting for the Bar-
barians," poems that operate mainly by means of a powerful symbolism.
It is precisely their symbolic character that determines decisively the
specific critical treatment given to them. They have been considered by and
large as unambiguous modern allegories deriving their analogies and fig-
ures from prestigious cultural archetypes. So it is not surprising that most
critics have dispensed with them rather easily, as it is not unexpected that
these poems have become the sign-posts of Cavafy's public circulation; all
the more so since they facilitate sufficient comprehension and moral peda-
gogy by simultaneously foregrounding historical commonplaces, appeal-
ing symbols, familiar metaphors, and didactic allusions. No wonder that
the Greek educational authorities found them the most suitable Cavafian
poems to be included in their syllabus; for they seem to enforce national
consciousness and public morality, while at the same time remaining
uncontaminated by the "unhealthy" part of Cavafy's esthetics. On the other
hand, critics are less eager today to deal with such "fossilized" allegories,
especially when they are preoccupied with the task of exploring the
"minor" poems and unveiling an as yet "unknown" Cavafy. Thus, gradu-
ally, we have come to terms with the notion that there is almost nothing
to be gained by "re-reading" these poems, or that their symbolic meaning
is as trivial as it is transparent. And the more we use them in offhand
utterances, formalized phrasings, and stylized expressions, the less we
"read" them. It seems as if they lapse into insignificance by virtue of their
very fame and availability, as if they function against their written
structures.

In order to examine these phenomena more scrupulously, I will take
the poem "Waiting for the Barbarians," and try to approach it from an-
other perspective by placing it in its discursive context. Perhaps it is still
possible to make the poem interesting, unfamiliar, promising, playful, and
different, if we disengage it from the leveling symbolism. All the more
so as we are not facing a silent monument of eternal truths but an ignored
poetic idiom still waiting for a liberating violence to take its own course.
No matter if we are not destined to be the expected barbarians of inter-
pretation. This is very unlikely. Yet, we can keep the threat on the horizon,
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always approaching and never appearing: a constantly impending threat.
Writing under threat, as threat—the "green barbarism" of a lagging

behind spring, infinitely evading our desire for a resurrected meaning.

2. . . . what word have you interpreters, of men
Who in the tomb of heaven walk by night . . ."

Wallace Stevens, "Of Heaven Considered As A Tomb"

WAITING FOR THE BARBARIANS

What are we waiting for, assembled in the forum?

The barbarians are due here today.

Why isn't anything going on in the senate?
Why are the senators sitting there without legislating?

Because the barbarians are coming today.
What's the point of senators making laws now?
Once the barbarians are here, they'll do the legislating.

Why did our emperor get up so early,
and why is he sitting enthroned at the city's main gate,
in state, wearing the crown?

Because the barbarians are coming today
and the emperor's waiting to receive their leader.
He's even got a scroll to give him,
loaded with titles, with imposing names.

Why have our two consuls and praetors come out today
wearing their embroidered, their scarlet togas?
Why have they put on bracelets with so many amethysts,
rings sparkling with magnificent emeralds?
Why are they carrying elegant canes
beautifully worked in silver and gold?

Because the barbarians are coming today
and things like that dazzle the barbarians.

Why don't our distinguished orators turn up as usual
to make their speeches, say what they have to say?
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Because the barbarians are coming today
and they're bored by rhetoric and public speaking.

Why this sudden bewilderment, this confusion?
(How serious people's faces have become.)
Why are the streets and squares emptying so rapidly,
everyone going home lost in thought?

Because night has fallen and the barbarians haven't come.
And some of our men just in from the border say
there are no barbarians any longer.

Now what's going to happen to us without barbarians?
Those people were a kind of solution.

(Keeley and Sherrard, 1975: 17-18)

This long and masterly orchestrated poem, written in 1898, has almost
invariably been interpreted as an allegory whose meaning rests on the
concrete referentiality of its symbolic configurations. By the same token,
all its textual formulations and articulations have been reduced to ancillary
details in relation to the main theme of barbarism against civilization or
civilization inviting barbarism. The interpreters, although differing in
the particulars, have, in general, adopted the same pattern: they have
equated interpretation with paraphrasing the obvious and/or finding the
magical key indispensable to unlocking the symbols and revealing their
"true" essence or meaning. The poem ceases to exist as such, and is trans-
formed into a parable which reflects either a profound antinomy of
civilization or a precarious moment of the condition bumaine. In a curious
way, the text has been thought to say what the poet meant but not to
mean what is written; the signs have been obliterated for the sake of a
symbolistic rhetoric. To illustrate these comments, I will bring forward
a few critiques indicative of the whole attitude of Greek criticism directed
specifically toward the poem under discussion.

Timos Malanos, the self-appointed inheritor of Cavafy's "true" wishes,
intentions, and secrets, has deemed the language of the poem identical
with speech by pointing to its dialogic form, a form which, through the
repetition of the word "barbarians," enriches its symbolic content. The
"barbarians," in this respect, symbolize something (i.e., a force, an event,
etc.) that can be conceived as a possible "solution" to a "tedious and
unpleasant situation" (1957: 299). The generality of its gnomic asser-
tions renders the poem-symbol universal in its potential applications. To
authenticate his views, Malanos invokes the poet himself, who commented
on the poem while conversing with him, and by means of this exclusive
information, he concludes:
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He [Cavafy} wanted to include [in the poem) the most probable
feelings [prevalent] in historical periods saturated by civilization
as well as the natural nostalgia at the time of decline. In these
epochs people imagine that by returning to a primitive life, where
the instinct prevails, they would find happiness. This return, accord-
ing to Cavafy, is impossible. The barbarians are not going to come
back. . . . In the final analysis, the "Barbarians" end up by being
the vision of a poet whose self muses from inside the Walls.
(299-300).

The universality of the symbol, the poet's authoritative voice and
personal mythology, together with the critic's conspicious generalizations,
merge into a contradictory and confusing reading which does not look to
read but reads what it sees and hears outside the poem. In another text,
published later, Malanos insists on his deciphering of the hidden meaning
without changing his perspective. Again, he reminds us of the poet's
expressed opinion in order to establish his interpretation as the only valid,
authorized, and permitted one: "Among Cavafy 's symbolic poems there is
one—I mean "Waiting for the Barbarians"—which we are not permitted
to interpret as we like, since we know from the mouth of the poet himself
exactly what vision of his it portrays" (1963: 70). With this peremptory
manner, the critic teaches us how to obey his privileged interpretation of
the poetic symbols and how to respect the poet's voice speaking through
—and like—himself.

An entirely different approach to the poem has been proposed by
Malanos's arch-rival, Stratis Tsirkas, who, trying to rehabilitate history and
politics, examines it by deterministically applying a simplified Marxist
scheme and by correlating the vague symbols to concrete political events
(1971: 53). His causal explanation assumes an immediate and necessary
link between historical reality and poetic discourse; the symbols are no
more than labels of social facts and, therefore, there is no difficulty in
uncovering their initial materiality. What is needed to construe the poem
is to take into account the historical circumstances in Egypt at the time of
the emergence of the poem from the mind (and the hand) of the poet.
The correspondence is obvious: the barbarians are the English forces of
occupation and the waiting people are the Egyptians. The explicit digres-
sion from the poem here has been made with inimitable carelessness: the
disappearance of the barbarians, according to Tsirkas, corresponds to the
collapse of a certain political status quo. But he seems to forget that in
order for the barbarians to disappear, they must first appear, and this is
something that the poem has postponed or put into doubt. Apart from
this discrepancy within his own mode of reasoning, Tsirkas, in effect,
shares with Malanos the fundamental assumption that what matters is not
the written form of the poem, but the decoding of its superseding symbol-
ism and the revelation of a unique and stable meaning. Ironically, Tsirkas
emphasized his conviction that "there is no arbitrary use of History in
Cavafy" (53), and thus we cannot help but take him seriously.
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Similar in its underlying presumptions is the moralistic reading of the
poem initiated by E.P. Papanoutsos. He takes it to represent the existential
predicament of the human being and the undying—though never fulfilled
—hopes of man for redemption. Our humanness is marked by a strange
unity of conflicting constituents: "In the sore irony of the poem, tragedy
and comedy are reconciled" (1955: 161). Yet his ensuing elaborations
are far from being adequate to an ethical or philosophical interpretation.
After quoting the final verses of the poem, he puts forward a grotesque
mixture of naive "impressionism" and pointless paraphrasing:

Here we reach some limit, where one does not know whether it is
about pity or ridicule. To save ourselves by making a heroic
exodus, as in "Trojans," is bearable. But to expect our salvation
from an invasion which will destroy us [ !)—this is unbelievable
[!]. Yet in one's despair, one can reach even this dreadful hope.
But again the Necessity cannot be averted: the Barbarians either
do not come or do not exist. And therefore this solution is also
exduded (162).

Again the poem is quoted and commented upon but not "read." What
attracts the critic's attention is the super-symbol of the threatening but non-
appearing barbarians.

George Seferis, in his inchoate commentary on Cavafy's poetry, offers
no better vantage point for contemplation. His brief comments are
somehow casual and elegantly opaque. The poem, he observes, is the first
in Cavafy's work in which "the external representation, the historical
event is related to the poet's interior monologue" (1974: 394). The
historical event is specified by a reference to the decline of the Roman
Empire as it is seen through the eyes of a Byzantine observer, and the
poet's interior monologue is identified with "the whisper [sic] of the
dialogue" in the text (394). What remains to be clarified is the tantalizing
symbol, and for this Seferis does no more than cite a passage from a
friend's letter, in which it is intimated that the "Barbarians" refer to real
persons who, taking advantage of their acquaintane with the poet, had
rudely intruded on his private life and disturbed his inspiring peace and
solitude. In the end, we may not become wiser with regard to the poem
itself, but at least one can start wondering about Seferis's interior relations
with Cavafy's poetry. This means that it would be more appropriate to
use these comments in order to read Seferis's poetry than the poem at
hand. The latter has almost disappeared—a fainting threat.

My last example is Telos Agras's analysis of the poem in a long essay
which, although written at a very early stage of Cavafian studies (1922),
is more insightful and thought-provoking than most of the recent critiques.
Agras analyzes the poem in its symbolic dimensions and ascribes to it a
universal significance for its representation of the human fate; it describes
the vulnerability of our existence in an unfriendly world, where we experi-
ence the adversities of our own civilization: "The barbarians can be
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elevated into an ecumenical symbol. Mankind addresses them in the
name of the New, Love, Pain, Death!" (1980: 49). Yet, despite the
consistency of his argument, the poem slips away, leaving behind a
ubiquitous, and therefore ungraspable, symbol. The barbarians could
symbolize everything we hope for and/or are threatened by; it is a symbol
which engulfs the poem and consequently becomes its sparkling surrogate.
Nevertheless, this absolute symbolization is counterbalanced by an inter-
textual reading in which the poem is placed in the milieu of decadence
of the late nineteenth century, and read in parallel with poems written by
Verlaine and Baudelaire. And with this comparative technique, Agras
made a promising start, or at least pointed to a direction that was not
destined to be followed by Greek criticism; the latter proved particularly
committed to its domestic affairs and scarcely prepared to participate in or
even tolerate textual strategies of different literary and political orientation.

At any rate, "Waiting for the Barbarians" is still being considered
as the embodiment of a modern myth rooted in the tradition of western
civilization; a poem which draws on the central theme of good and evil
in our culture. In this light, we can probably explain why most critics
tried, with undeviating concentration, to stress the universal character of
the poem or the obviousness of its symbols. And, although the anti-
thetical appearance of these symbols still linger on the "surface" of the
poem without ever being fully depicted, and since the textual territory
has never been sufficiently explored, we can sense, even in the most super-
ficial readings, the gloomy presence of wider cultural and historical fears
and terrors. We can still hear the echo of Nietzsche's ethical question,
"where are the barbarians of the twentieth century?" (1968: 465); we
can still reflect on the very concrete answer given by our century to the
metaphysical demonology of romanticism, and still realize the threat of
the unswervingly mounting polarizations in every domain of our civil-
ization. Cavafy's poem has been inevitably read as a parable of an eternal,
if disturbing, truth, for it answers a need for moral justification in an
epoch not yet free from the nightmare of a redoubtable reality within
which "barbarology" has been transmuted to the most terrifying "bar-
barism." And it is because of this locality of its main theme that the
poem casts its symbolism with such radiant energy, when it emerges
from the limbo of reading. Its meaning has been determined by the
confluence of a thematic continuity (the barbarians of western civilization)
and a historical reality (the barbarism of the twentieth century). Seen
in this context, the readings of the poem appear to value Cavafy's theme
more than his critical approach to it; these are readings which in many
different ways favor the "barbarians" and exclude the poem (as text).

Greek criticism has been looking at the shining symbols for so long
that eventually its sight has begun to deteriorate: the resulting blindness
should be associated with the privileging of symbols at the expense of
signs.' To read means entering into the space of differential signs, exposing

For the difference between symbols and signs, see Ducrot and Todorov (1981:
102).
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yourself to the uncertainty and dangers of textual adventures: symbols,
on the contrary, when given the authority of truth-tokens, prompt us to
forget what and why we read, and impell us instead to pursue the final
"solution" of their mystery. It may be a fascinating play, although the side
effects of overexposure to its spell may increase myopia or cause an addic-
tion for extreme trivialities. This reading through symbols constitutes
perhaps a presentation which is effected "by the aid of an analogy" (Kant,
1980: 122), but when it becomes excessively self-indulgent, it ends in
stupor, fatally identified with its idols. In the case of Cavafy's poem,
such reading prodigalities have annulled the importance of the text itself
and led to a mushrooming of cliche ridden and obfuscating interpretations.

Can we hope for a return to the text? Is it possible to look at it from
another point of view? Is there any possibility to make it reemerge as
textual construction ? There is nothing to prevent apositive answer to all
these questions except the history of the text itself. We are confronted
by the enormity of its symbols. We cannot ignore them, yet we can try
to dislocate them, to contravene their power by bringing out a game of
signs, to regard them as nothing more than "a trace, remnant, or stub-
born surplus capable of motivating a text or being remotivated by it"
(Hartman, 1981: 249). If the symbols are saturated and unmediated
signs, let us attempt to capitalize on this ostensible difference. This enter-
prise, far from establishing a fragile cohesion in the structure of the poem
or procuring a tactile meaning, reactivates the language of the text, un-
locks its semantic depository, and secures its discursive economy. The
symbols are removed from their enclosure in the mechanics of the illus-
trious and are integrated in the textual body by regaining their status as
erratically functioning signs. They are different in linguistic behavior,
not in quality or essence. Or, to put it in a Derridean fashion, "there is
neither symbol nor sign but a becoming sign of the symbol" (1976: 47).

It may be objected that the above proposition runs the risk of forget-
ting history when it opposes the language of the text to the mythology of
barbarism, that it defies the "real" threat of the barbarians when it dis-
regards the exorcizing power of the symbolic language. But, what about
"Waiting for the Barbarians"? What about this threat? And what about
that other lurking danger to find ourselves "Se sOnop fay To0 cppovaiv
to0 xpfvetv ec7copszy"? Is it not a positive answer to direct our reading
against the menacing specter of linguistic barbarism? To repeat: "It is a
world of words to the end of it/In which nothing solid is its solid self"
(Wallace Stevens, "Description Without Place").

3. . . . to which he
gave
A name and privilege over the ordinary of his commonplace."

Wallace Stevens, "Prologues To What Is Possible"

The overall mode of the rhetoric of the poem is unfolded in a
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sequence of questions and answers that designate the tone and the cadence
of the text. We do not know who asks and who answers, nor are we
provided with relevant information about time and place. What the text
adduces is a detailed description of a dialogue; its reporting stems from
concrete observations concerning events taking place in front of the
anonymous interlocutors. The writing is about speaking about seeing. It is
like speaking like seeing. In fact, it is governed by a metaphorical trans-
formation of immediate speech, which, in its turn, is based on direct
experience. The poem tells the story of this transformation, and therefore
its rhetorical mode is not simply that of a metaphor but of a metaphor
mirroring its movement: an identical resemblance. Since what is written
and what is said seem to coincide, informing a tautological discourse, we
take for granted that we hear voices behind the written words. This
metaphor of the metaphoricity of writing, which instigates an almost
invisible expansion of the trope, is, as it were, a figure that undermines
our reading, our very existence as reading subjects. We could accept every-
thing in dealing with the text except our own fictionality, the notion of
"a reader without a body" (Wallace Stevens, "One Of The Inhabitants
Of The West"). We have to resist. We need to be taken seriously, literally.
We read Cavafy as a poet who eliminated rhetorical tropes in his writing.
One cannot

speak of Cavafy's imagery; for simile and metaphor are devices
he never uses; whether he is speaking, of a scene, an event or an
emotion, every line is plain factual description without ornamenta-
tion whatsoever. (Auden, 1961: VIII)

Yet what else is this dialogue if not a rhetorical device purported to
seduce us by intensely dramatizing a verbal exchange? We can beg the
question without ever managing to escape from our prescribed role as
readers. We are caught in the rhetorical net as well; our reading is no
less metaphorical—just a variation of the trope. Our language is neither
the first nor the Last one.

Finally, we can start to read "Waiting for the Barbarians" as a radical
metaphor about/of/in/within writing. Speaking and seeing are no more
than the traditional scapegoats for the written word, the imaginary threat
of an original sin. It is only writing (and reading) that matters for Cavafy
(and this could be said for all poets), 2 but he needs the threat as well.

The poet has no other option than to speak through writing, and the
reader has no other alternative than to understand literally through
figures. Even in the most ambivalent and paradoxical linguistic perform-
ances there is a rationalistic economy that controls our extremities and
produces, at a given time and context, meaning, although what is meant
is always something other than (the) meaning. In Cavafy's poem, we

"'Writing and reading the rigid inscription." (Wallace Stevens, "Things of
August").
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have a metaphor in which writing resembles dialogic speech. The figure
defers meaning by immersing it in the tropological play; for this reason,
our reading necessitates subsequent regulatory figures in order to retain
its reason; however, since the text seems to pretend that it means without
aiming at or knowing about it, we can also pretend that we read literally
in spite of our complicity in the figurative intricacies. All these amount
to a response to the question: What and how we are going to read in the
written page? This is a departure point for our reading itinerary. We
depart with a metaphor "that should not mislead us into transposing a
synchronic linguistic structure into a diachronic, historical event" (De
Man, 1979: 152).

The juxtaposition of questions and answers in the poem triggers a
series of opposites that sustains the movement of the main theme and
brings a certain amount of emblematic gestures into play. These gestures
derive from secondary metaphorical shiftings that can be subsumed under
the reticulation of the prevalent metaphor. The polarity between questions
and answers draws a distinct line of differentness and engenders a set of
diversifications. The array of questions marks the figurative ordering of
certain concepts, objects, and events, and alludes to a state of uneasiness,
deviation, and confusion: the institutions of agora and law do not func-
tion properly (lines 3-4); the Emperor (the supreme authority) appears
in unusual surroundings at an inappropriate time and with unjustifiable
ceremoniousness (lines 8-10) ; the powerful officials (consuls and praetors)
are dressed up with inexplicable sartorial extravagance (lines 15-20); the
orators are not present to perform their public duty (lines 23-24); quite
suddenly, the intensity of the situation fades away; the consternation is
followed by quiet retreat; the forum is evacuated; a silent disappoint-
ment dims the whole scene (lines 27-30). Everything here points to the
direction of a civilized society: institutions, conventions, power relations,
oratory, clothing, ceremonies, language. The array of answers on the other
hand displays a different rhetorical quality. The repetition of the word
"barbarians," the absence of concrete, sensory knowledge and the uncertain
character of the given explanations stand in complete contrast to the
immediacy, concreteness, and accuracy of the questions. The "barbarians"
represent a vague, massive, formless, and undifferentiated force. By re-
iterating the word, the language of the text stresses this lack of distinction,
detail, and formal subtlety. What is assumed about them indicates attrib-
utes of a peculiar nature: a will to power (lines 5-8), an appreciation of
official titles (lines 11-14), a desire for dazzling things (lines 20-21),
and a dislike of "rhetoric and public speaking" (lines 25-26).

The opposition between questions and answers is thus articulated by
means of two conflicting synecdoches based on a substitution of part for
whole. The first of them refers to a civilization by underscoring particular
social customs and behaviors, the second evokes a natural force, an alien
power, by repeatedly naming it and tentatively mentioning its tendencies
and desires. The classical pairs of binary opposites (culture/nature, inside/
outside, positive/negative, good/evil) discernible in the poem are now
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figuratively expressed by two differing synecdoches. And since these
synecdoches designate the tropological function of the metaphor, which,
as we have already seen, predominates in the poem, the whole rhetorical
edifice is inevitably undermined by the occurrence of a linguistic and
thematic tension within the trope itself. The synecdochic duality of the
metaphor, although it impregnates the rhetoric of the poem with alle-
gorical significations, fails to secure an unequivocal allegory. The com-
petitiveness of the tropes spreads uncertainty and intensifies expectation.
We are looking for a "solution." We are waiting for the concluding
stanza of the poem to calm our excitement and anxiety. Until now, the
poem has conveyed to us a portentous discourse which prefigures the final
disappearance of writing and reading. The "barbarians," when they come,
would favor an ornamental writing devoid of any meaning and a simple
speech (or something equivalent) unsusceptible to rhetorical devices and
public appearances. Rhetoric would be banished from social life: the
"barbarians" do not languish in language.

None of these events, however, has yet taken place; the poem does
not present "facts," it only predicts the disquieting consequences of the
"real" advent of the barbarians; for the moment, the threat is a controlla-
ble synecdoche invented by the text and used against its own discourse.
The barbarians have no power whatsoever. Their existence is a sheer
fiction, a figure of the poem, the obverse of language. It may well be
that the antithetical synecdoches threaten the stability of the metaphor and
that the existing oppositions impose on the poem a negative reciprocity.
In any case, the resource of variability lies in the same discourse, that of
culture, history, society. And this discourse is able to envisage and speak
about its own death, for it has the power to subdue the latter figuratively,
by resorting to its capacious and salutary rhetoric. The poem does not
portray a society in decline, stripped of its strength and inspiration, but
rather "the instinct of decadence which appears as will to power" (Nietzsche,
1968: 254). This instinct, far from being an indication of weakness,
is the covert face of barbarism. We are not waiting for the barbarians,
we are feeding the barbarians with our language. Or, in rhetorical terms,
the two synecdoches are interchangeable within the same metaphor. The
threat does not come from outside, it belongs to the innermost drives of
our society and stands as a potentiality of our language. Yet we need to
distance our desire from its object, we need this ominous other to pursue,
wait for, long for. Without this illusion, there is no possibility of escaping
from "the ordinary of our commonplace." This is perhaps a human
dream as long as it remains a dream, although such language-dreams are
frequently symptoms of a pervasive cultural schizophrenia.

The other in Cavafy should be perceived neither as the id of psychol-
ogy nor as the God of theology; for it is a rhetorical construction com-
prising a great number of differential figures. We may say that it is the
other of writing, the writing as other and always already as its self:.t. . . it is and it/is not and, therefore, is. la. the instant of speech,/the
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breadth of an accelerando moves,/ captures the being, widens—and was
there" (Wallace Stevens, "A Primitive Like An Orb").

It is an other without a capital o, inhabiting the ambiguity of signs
and "announced as such—without any simplicity, any identity, any resem-
blance or continuity—within what is not it" (Derrida, 1976: 47).

4. How many poems he denied himself
In his observant progress, lesser things
Than the relentless contact he desired;
How many sea-masks he ignored; what sounds
He shut out from his tempering ear; what thoughts,
Like jades affecting the sequestered bride;
And what descants, he sent to banishment.

Wallace Stevens, "The Comedian As The Letter C"

In the penultimate stanza of the poem (lines 31-33), the final answer
reverses the whole rhetorical mode of the poem. So far, the metaphor
was sustained by the hope of its submission to a non-figurative discourse
which was promised by the impending arrival of the barbarians. In the
horizon of the poem, there is the prospect of a "true" presence (a "new
order"), as the desirable threat was rising. But at the end of the day, as
night was falling, that hope was no longer alive. Silence, void, absence.
Both synecdoches are wholly attenuated and, therefore, they endanger the
counterpoise of the metaphor. The barbarians do not represent any more
a promise of radical change or an ultimate "solution." Hence the spec-
doches turn against themselves and figure their own likely decomposition;
they become a single trope of an irreparably impaired signifier ("the
barbarians").

The poem has no other alternative than to confirm its embarrassing
aporia: "Now what's going to happen to us without barbarians?" (line
35). The final stanza does not participate in the interplay of questions
and answers; it is an aporetic statement within which all the preceding
figures are blurred or disappear. The question is addressed to no one; it
is not even a "real" question since in the original text the question mark,
which the translator felt obligated to insert, does not exist. A question
that conceals the ill-fated signifier. Another threat/desire not being
realized—the writing again has been saved.

"Those people were a kind of a solution" (line 36). This concluding
verse should not be regarded as amounting to an answer; it only cele-
brates the question by deflecting it. There is no "solution"/ end/ answer
to writing, for it feeds on its own flesh. The collapse of the figures
does not put an end to figurality; a new figure reemerges from the ruins,
a rhetorical question in disguise encompassing the most inspiring fears of
language. Neither "civilization" nor "barbarians" determine the "mean-
ing" of the poem; both of them, as symbols, are undermined by the
constitutive aporia of the above stanza, in which a powerful metaphor is
reduced to a rhetorical question (the' most ambivalent of tropes). The
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long narrative can be considered as a pretext for a study about nothing
which leads to the epiphany of the other, the necessary condition of the
"existence" of the poem. Undoubtedly, the other marks an absence, but an
absence in language, that is, a figurative absence. On the other hand, if
the poem symbolizes something, I am tempted to say that it could be
nothing other than the frail, unstable, temporary meaning/essence of
symbols. Cavafy's. poem (and poetry) makes no claim to truth: this is a
"X6yoG Tixv)2 ypcopsf;, oux ecA710atqc Xsx1364," a mixture of sophistry,
irony, wisd.om, evasion, distortion, and provocation. And "poetry gains
a maximum of convincing power at the very moment it abdicates any
claim to truth" (De Man, 1979: 50).

Significantly, in this poem we are not even compensated by a terminal
question which could be a rhetorical transposition of our chimerical desire
for "truth," an aporia guaranteeing our power to confer a question mark
upon our troubled certainties in an effort to pose as martyrs of language.
The luxury or the indulgence of an aporetic truthfulness are, finally,
disrupted by the embarrassing presence of a simple, unexpected, full
stop. The rhetorical question remains suspended, a question without a
question mark. It is an assertive question that, evidently, preludes any
answer, not because all answers are possible (or impossible), but because
question and answer, interrogation and assertion, are intertwined in the
same seductive inscription. The translators tadtly wiped off the full stop
and restored the question to its aporetic ex licitness. Thus, the poem
may not satisfy interpretive curiosity but at least it permits an aporetic
clarity that augments a catharsis compounded with self-assuring ignorance,
subtle meaning, and multiplex symbolism. And since the full stop has
been translated as a question mark, the poem does not present a threat.
A full stop as a threat: does such an insignificant and marginal mark
constitute a danger for the whole poem? There is no better answer than
to see for ourselves:

"Kai .ribpa& tid Oac, yivouils roc* flapPipou;."

"And now what will become of us without Barbarians?"
(Mavrogordato, 1978: 29)

"And now what shall become of us without any Barbarians?"
(Dalven, 1961: 19)

"Now what's going to happen to us without barbarians?"
(Keeley and Sherrard, 1975: 18)

"A present qu'allons—nous devenir Sans barbares ?"
(Papoutsakis, 1977: 44)

It seems as if there is no difference in the way we read the various
forms of this verse; the voice is always directed to the question mark.
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Nevertheless, the full stop in the Greek text remains there to contradict
our natural drive to ignore, hence to deprive us of, the subterfuge of a
convenient aporia. The poem never delivers what it promises; its central
metaphor totters between two conflicting synecdoches which are circum-
vented by a rhetorical question and eventually reduced to a feigned aporia,
which becomes ultimately an aporetic impossibility. If the poem enunciates
a threat, it does so by continuously deferring its final appearance; it does
not need the question mark, for it neither asks nor implies an answer; it
invents a menacing game with bottomless substitutions. Even the rhetorical
trope of aporia loses its existential allusiveness and figurative authority,
when an almost invisible full stop institutes a questioning certainty. This
is a threat that never appears (as such). On the other hand, it is not an
effective strategy to erase the full stop; something is moving in the dark
side of the reading—a rhetoric which is never what it announces and what
it promises: "a kind of solution."

Yet there remains the shadow of this other, simultaneously outside
and inside the poem, an inscrutable differentiality. All Cavafy's work
can be related to some kind of otherness. Desire and pleasure are never
fully present since the other body evades our attempts to appropriate it
once and forever; the epitaphs commemorate an absence, that of beloved
persons we are unable to bring back into life; memory and imagination
are traces of an irrevocably lost reality. We find this notion of the un-
attainable other more explicitly and thoroughly presented in poems like
"Walls," "Trojans," "The City," "Thermopylae," and, especially, "Ithaca,"
with which "Waiting for the Barbarians" is manifoldly connected. Both
poems could be read in parallel because they thematize the notion of the
other as an absence which compensates exactly by being absent. The
compensation is a generous one: it endows writing and supplies art. The
other in Cavafy constitutes the inexhaustible supplement of his poetry.
We need no longer wonder about the absence of nature in it, "a nature
still without a shape, / except his own—perhaps, his own/in a Sunday's
violent idleness" (Wallace Stevens, "Two Illustrations That The World
Is What You Make Of It"). The natural world is the ever present but
never mentioned other of his art: a present absence, a negative "Ithaca."
Nature (physic) in Cavafy is a cultural decoration, an event of history
that is not what it seems to be. In "Morning Sea," the speaking subject
does not look at nature, he speaks about his fantasies by pretending that
he attempts to see something other "awhile."

Cavafy conceives writing (art) as an adventurous journey without
end. The other, whatever it represents, always eludes our intentions; it
seems that it does (not) exist. When it "announces itself as such, it pre-
sents itself in the dissimulation of itself," (Derrida, 1976: 47). Still,
"waiting for the barbarians"—that empty threat. Yet it is an indispensable
threat both for Cavafy's text and for our reading. How can we write/
read without an imminent threat? What is going to happen to us without
"barbarians." I suspect that the crucial question is slightly different: after
so much "barbarology," how are we going to demythologize, desymbolize
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"barbarism" ? This paper is not intended to offer an answer, since it abides
by the debased rhetorical question of the poem: it contains and promises
only threats as and under writing, yet it offers a name—Wallace Stevens--
as a full stop to the questions of Cavafology.

Remember "how many poems he denied himself" pursuing the other
(the non-existent presence), "inspired" by a romantic fatalism. There
may be no terra firma for our reading. Besides, we are still waiting for
the barbarians and we ignore Cavafy's warning. Did he know more than
we imagine? Who ? "He"? "What self, for example, did he contain that
had not yet been loosed." (Wallace Stevens, "Prologues To What Is
Possible").

Now what's going to happen to us without symbols.

NOTE: This is not a tribute to the Alexandrian poet Cavafy but to that
homonymous person who is a polittis scriptor utque artifex.



Cavafy and the Theatrical
Representation of History

by HELEN CATSAOUNI
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o up6awa-co& 8Lxa, Tot), andilcospa atponot " (Ritsos, 1979 1 : 9. 5-6)

The poet George Seferis drew attention to Cavafy's unique perception
of history and adept manipulation of time as early as 1941 (1974 2 : 364-
457). However, forty-two years after Seferis's first comments on the poet's
use of history, no systematic study of Cavafy's esthetic techniques used in
his historical poems has yet appeared. Seferis's suggestion to examine
Cavafy's poetry as "a work in progress" (1974: 328) is valid with regard

1See the poet's relevant comments in: 'Avkagra Heti Ileforava (1963: 4042),
where he notes: "Also care should be taken not to lose from sight that a state
of feeling is true and false, possible and impossible at the same time, or rather
by turns. And the poet—who even when he works the most philosophically remains
an artist—gives one side: which does not mean that he denies the obverse, or
even—though perhaps this is stretching the point—that he wishes to imply that
the side he treats is the truest, or the one oftener true . . ." (my italics); and
Ibid, 54: "If a thought has been really true for a day, it's becoming false the next
day does not deprive it of its claim to verity. It may have been only a passing or
a short-lived truth, but if intense and serious it is worthy to be received both
artistically and philosophically" (my italics); and IIeV (1963: 30), where he
remarks: "I appreciate the observations of great men more than their conclusions.
Minds of genius observe things or situations with precision and sureness; when they
expose the advantages and disadvantages of a situation then, we are able to draw
conclusions ourselves. Some may ask me: why don't they do so themselves? For
the simple reason that I mistrust any 'absolute value' of any conclusion whatsoever.
When taking into account the same data, I may form a different opinion from
somebody else; and these may be both equally plausible and yet opposite for each
individual, since they are dictated by our particular conditions and idiosyncracies,
or in conformity with them. . . . I want only to say that I don't like dogmatic
opinions" (my translation and italics); and Tsirkas (1971: 236, n. 45).

"See IleC,& (1963: 139), where, with regard to the ancient Christian preachers
and their opinions about theater, Cavafy comments' " one rather -curious thing
is worth noting—to what extent they were convinced about the theatre's influence
(bad, according to their opinion) on its audience; how vivid was the spectator's
impression when the performance was over" (my translation and italics).

105
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to the historical poems—as well as to the rest of his work—if this term
means the examination of the interrelations between poems referring to
the same historical event or social issue (for example, the cycle of the
Julian poems refers to the peak of the pagan-Christian conflict in the
fourth century A.D.).8 Stratis Tsirkas (1958, 1971), when dealing with
those historical poems which refer to remote historical epochs, perceives
in them a direct `reflection" of the poet's experience of Alexandria's his-
tory between the years 1880-1933; the result of this attempt is a far-fetched
recomposition of Cavafy's supposed political ideology and open commit-
ment, resting on no firm grounds. Yannis Dallas (1974) offers a detailed
survey of the temporal and geographical limitations of Cavafy's historical
references; his concept, "geological timescale" ("yecoAorwil 1teviT4^4,"
1974: 205-6), which refers to the alternative use of different historical
periods during all of Cavafy's creative stages, is helpful. On the other
hand, Edmund Keeley's overall view of the poet's work (1976)—and its
unifying perception of Alexandria as the main mythical city in which
the data of poems dealing with eroticism, poetry, Hellenism, and history
are located—fails to specify the bonds between historical poems and the
historical events related to them. Here, a basic question arises: how can
we define the relation between Cavafy's poems and the specific historical
events he refers to, as seen through the historical sources available to him?

It could b suggested that Cavafy's text constitutes an idiosyncratic
"mirror's which, at the same time, "reflects" and "deflects" history,
following its own selective rules. The term I would propose to indicate
this complex relation between Cavafy's text and history is "literary repre-
sentation of history." It is worth noting that Cavafy himself was aware of

3"Julian Seeing Contempt" (1923: B35, tr. 89); "Julian in Nicomedia" (1924:
B38, tr. 91); "A Great Procession of Priests and Laymen" (1926: B53, tr. 101);
"Julian and the Antiochians" (1926: B55, tr. 103); "You Didn't Understand"
(1928: B62, tr. 108); "Julian at the Mysteries" (1896: Anekdota, 91, tr. 133);
"On the Outskirts of Antioch" (1933: B93, tr. 152); and Lavagnini, 1981.•

4To this concept of Cavafy's work as an idiosyncratic mirror, the following
observations of Brecht, Lenin, and Pierre Macherey have proved helpful: a) Brecht
(Eagleton, 1976: 49), when referring to the relation between art and life remarks:
"If art reflects life, it does so with special mirrors" (italics mine), b) Lenin
(Macherey, 1978: 301), in his criticism of Tolstoy's work makes use of the same
metaphor: ". . . the contradictions in Tolstoy's views are indeed a mirror of those
contradictory conditions in which the peasantry had to play their historical part.

. . (in the Russian revolution)" (my italics). c) Pierre Macherey (1978: 120).
criticizes and refines Lenin's notion of the literary work as a mirror as follows:
"we can hardly call 'mirror' that which does not give a precise reflection of the
world. Thus the mirror is only superficially a mirror, or at least it reflects in its
own special way. We are not concerned with just any reflecting surface, which
would give a direct reproduction of any object. And rather than the facile notion
of a distorting mirror, Lenin suggests a fragmented image. Could it be a broken
mirror? In effect, the relationship between the mirror and what it reflects (the
historical reality) is partial: the mirror selects, it doer not reflect everything."
(my italics)
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the "deflecting" effect of literary production upon actual historical events,
as the early poem, "OE 'ExØpot" (1900: Anekdota, 127, _lines 10-18),
proves (see especially the use of the words "&vmpaccipottley" [line 14]
and "tiatanXicrozp,a -cet, nepactilva" {line 15)); A more specific aspect
of this general technique is Cavafy's theatrical representation of history.
Evidence for his belief in the strong influence of the theater can be found
in his lEaUc,' and in his open references to the theater in his unpublished
poems,' as well as in the poem, "Julian and the Antiochians" (1926:
B55, tr. 103), where the importance of the theater in the life of the
Antiochians is dearly stated as follows:

How could they ever give up
their beautiful way of life, the range
of their daily pleasures, their brilliant theatre
which consummated a union between Art
and the erotic proclivities of the flesh?

(my italics, lines 1-5)

Cavafy's early discovery of Herodas' "mimes' in 1892 was closely
related to his concern for the theater. In fact, he dedicated one of his
unpublished poems to Herodas' mimes, namely, "OE ttcp.Cap,(3ot Tog
`Hpth3ou" (1892: Anekdota, 37-39). The mime was a sort of brief
humorous performance of one act, given usually in the houses of upper
dass Alexandrians of the Hellenistic period. One of the basic elements
of Herodas' mimes was the attempt to portray accepted "stage-types"
(Headlam, 1922: xxxi-xicxii and lvi), showing Herodas' deep psycho-
logical insight. In his poem dedicated to the subject, Cavafy gives the
plot of four of those mimes, which implies that he had a dose knowledge
of them. The mimes were strongly "mimetic." Cavafy's dedication of an
entire poem of some length to them suggests that he was impressed, and
probably urged to use parallel • techniques, by them in his poetry. A
careful "reading" of several of Cavafy's historical poems reveals their
"theatrical dimensions"; these aspects of the historical poems of Cavafy
can be found in the following techniques:

a) the use of "mimetic" forms of speech (Genette, 1980: 172-3);
b) the careful arrangement of settings;
c) the evolution of a dramatic plot;
d) the detailed and careful "characterization."

A poem considered as outstanding for its theatricality, combining nearly
all the elements of theatrical representation noted above, will be examined,
"The Displeasure of Selefkidis" (1915: A31, tr. 47).

5 114d (1963: 139).
'See his early poems: "At the Theater" (1904: Anekdota, 143 tr. 140); "An-

dent Tragedy" (1897: tr. 204, Rae Daltren); "The Tarantinians Carouse" (1898:
tr. 206, Rae Dalven); "esarlic Duccepearmavoc" (1893: Anekdota, 59).
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The poem, which takes place in 164 B.C., refers to a real historical
event, the visit of Ptolemy Philometor to Rome to ask for help in solving
his differences with his brother, Ptolemy Euergetes, actual counter-claim-
ant of Egypt's throne at the time. In the poem, the evolution of the
dramatic plot consists of the following acts.

a) First Act (lines 1-5) : Ptolemy's arrival in Rome. Settings:
careful description of Ptolemy's shabby appearance (lines 2-5) :

. a Ptolemy
had reached Italy in . . . a squalid state:
poorly dressed and on foot,
only three or four slaves.

b) Second Act (lines 17-23) : implied meeting and dialogue of
the two Hellenistic kings, Dimitrios Soter and Ptolemy Philometor;
displeasure of the Seleucid; his offer of precious objects to Ptolemy
to make his appearance proper for a Hellenistic king. Again, careful
description of settings; reference to all the objects offered to Ptolemy
by Dimitrios in detail, as follows (lines 17-23) :

This is why Dimitrios Selefkidis was displeased;
and right away he offered Ptolemy
purple robes, a magnificent diadem,
precious jewels, numerous servants and retainers,
his most expensive horses,
so that he might present himself at Rome as he should,
as an Alexandrian Greek monarch.

c) Third Act (lines 24-28) : Ptolemy's decline of the offer and
his taking refuge in the house of a poor artisan. Again, description
of Ptolemy's wretched appearance (lines 27-28):

Shabbily dressed, humble, he entered Rome,
put himself up in the house of a poor artisan.

d) Final Act (lines 29-31) : Ptolemy's appearance in the Senate of
Rome, poorly dressed.

and then [Ptolemy) presented himself
as a poor, ill-fated creature to the Senate
in order to make his begging more effective.

Theatricality in the poem is strengthened by the use of third person
narrative (Genette, 1980: 27) without an introductory verb; this could
very well be taken as the evocation of two successive interior monologues
in "free, indirect style" (Genette, 1980: 172), aimed at showing Dimi-



Cavafy and the Theatrical Representation of History 	 109

trios' and Ptolemy's perspectives. The interior monologue of Dimitrios
Soter is as follows (lines 1-24) :

Dimitrios Selefkidis was displeased
to learn that a Ptolemy
had reached Italy in such a squalid state:
. . . This way
their dynasty will become a joke,
the laughter of Rome.
Selefkidis of course knows
that basically even now they've
become something like servants
to the Romans; he also knows
that the Romans give and take away
their thrones arbitrarily, as they please.
But they should maintain a certain dignity
at least in their appearance:
they shouldn't forget that they are still kings
are still (alas) called kings.

This is why Dimitrios Selefkidis was displeased;
and right away he offered Ptolemy
purple robes . .
So that he might present himself at Rome as he should,
as an Alexandrian Greek monarch.

(my italics)

The matter in question, clearly posed in the lines in italics, is the
actual intervention of the Romans as a major power in the internal affairs
of the Hellenistic dynasty of Egypt. Therefore, both Hellenistic kings are
faced with the dependence of their dynasties on Rome. Dimitrios, a hos-
tage of the Romans at the time, although aware of this dependence, still
cares for "appearances" (see lines 14 and 22). His attitude probably
implies a tendency to deny that things are going badly. Dimitrios wants
the Hellenistic kings to keep their "dignity" (line 13) and apparent
"grandeur," although in reality they are in a wretched condition. A
synchronic examination of the poem analyzed here with the poem, "Of
Dimitrios Sotir (162-150 BC)" (1919: B12, tr. 73), would show that
Dimitrios is overwhelmed by a genuine concern for the fate of the
Hellenistic dynasty in Syria—his native country—and strives passionately
for its conservation by any means. Therefore, he adopts a dearly "heroic"
—"idealistic"—attitude, directed toward the fight for survival of the
Hellenistic dynasties, and against any sort of submission to the Romans.
On the other hand, Ptolemy's perspective (indicated in his interior mono-
logue in lines 24-31) is at the opposite end of the scale: he is also aware
of the dependence of Egypt—and other Hellenistic dynasties—on Rome;
yet, he prefers to profit from it. Perhaps he can see no way out of the
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impasse,' and is unwilling to waste energy in order to make the Hellen-
istic dynasties keep their prestige; hence, his "practicality," his decline of
Dimitrios' offer, and his preference for appearing as a beggar in front of
the Senate, so that his plea is effective. In these two interior monologues,
Cavafy's attempt at deep "characterization" can be detected.

Cavafy's expertise in representing a historical event in a purely theatri-
cal way includes his striking juxtaposition of two opposed perspectives
on the same event. Cavafy, owing to his deep sense of the relativity of
historical, or any other, truth'—central in his poetry—shows how the same
event can be observed from two totally different angles. Nevertheless, the
underlying irony in the treatment of both perspectives indirectly suggests
a reversal of the situation. In Dimitrios' case, irony lies in the contrast
between his concern for "appearances" and the inevitability of the Hellen-
istic kings' degradation into servants of the Romans. On the other hand,
Lagides' pretense seems futile in the eyes of Cavafy; does he really
"know his business/job" (line 25), as he is only a beggar? Will his
pretended plea be finally effective? The ironic use of the word "job" (or
business), normally signifying a positive task, with regard to "begging"
(clearly a negative and degrading action), indirectly suggests Cavafy's
sarcasm with regard to Ptolemy's humiliating choice. Thus, theatrical
representation in the poem analyzed above is achieved through the use of
a mimetic form of speech (free, indirect style), the evolution of a dra-
matic plot and careful characterization, and the juxtaposition of two
opposed perspectives on the same historical event.

Similar techniques are used in the poem, "The Battle of Magnesia"
(1915: A30, tr. 45). The poem again could be taken as a long interior
monologue in free, indirect style, by Philip, the king of Macedonia, expos-
ing his reactions to the aftermath of the battle of Magnesia, which took
place in 190 B.C. This "inner speech" (Genette, 1980: 171) is as follows:

"Exmas trjv nOtAlli TOD Opp.ii, T,6 Ocippo;
Tog xoupocailivou aktat6c TOU, TOt3 iappcocnou
aX€36v, Oaxec xupteK	 oppczntacc. Kt 	 kcf XOCTCOC
6loc 'too Ord SE.610v, api.pcpyog. Airci 	 OtAcricos
TOUAiXtaTOV 6co&TelvE-cat.. 'ATcOtk. 7466oug =get'
Ixec 6pagc vrk ScepaxeSetast. Z75 tpanCt.

6iXTE noXXes -cpciv:r4puXXx. Tf 4,v azi)v Igotywriata
6 'AvTfoxo; xxtecnpicpypte. Abe 7cavtoXsOpfcc

•	 gatece &nivel) TVA kpitp00 azpwce6parzo; Tes nAllOcos.
Mxopet vet	 p,zytipuoaccv 6Xx 84.v ()box dtXrjOEta.

l'comt &Iowa& x' &x0p65, ijaave pth
"Optog gym «e'i0e» sty' , dtpxrc6. "Iawg zt6Acz; TcoAti.
`0 CAL7L7LO5 tirjv Eop-711 6€6 ,xtx 66y 0' evicc6cRec.
°Oao xt	 aT6G071xs 'co° &au too )71 x67twaLc

71Istd (1963: 40-42).
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gym 3,taA6 Scavignictev,	 twilp,71 6c6Xou	 ro0 Astnec.
eup.66-cm, Tcdcro crvily Eup6a. Opincsccv, 	 slaoc

atxctv, csiv gyve axountSc	 lideva Tow Mouteaoyta,.—
eGpytar Td Tpoca4c. Ao0Aoc• 'sous cc,OXvic, Ti] cporecalgoc.

The main theatrical elements of the poem are the careful arrangement
of the settings and the attempt at careful characterization. The use of
settings in the poem is as follows: Philip, the king of Macedonia, is
presented at the moment when he .is playing dice. On the table, there
are many roses. The selection of this detail of the roses has raised dis-
cussions among Cavafy's critics; in particular, in 1929, Sareyannis argued
that the flowers were inconsistent with historical information about the
battle of Magnesia (1973 8 : 36-37), since this battle occurred in December,
so that, when the news reached Macedonia, it must have been either
December or January, when roses do not blossom. Nevertheless, the poet's
answer (Ibid: 37) was that such a rich king had ways of finding roses
even in winter; Cavafy indicates possible ways of doing so, thus proving
that the detail about the roses was certainly within historical possibility.
In any case, Cavafy's concern for the careful selection of details—appar-
ently insignificant, although indicative of a historical situation—is explicitly
expressed in his II adc,.°

The other details constituting the description of the settings are given
in the very last line of the poem, where the preparation of the dinner by
the servants, as well as their fetching the flutes and torches, are mentioned.
Cavafy chooses Philip's perspective in order to represent Antiochus'
defeat in Magnesia in 190 B.C. in a theatrical way. No doubt, to describe
a feast in order to represent a military defeat appears to be a surprising
choice! Peri (1977: 109-111) draws attention to the contrast between
Philip's celebration and Antiochus' defeat. At first sight, Philip's cele-
bration in the aftermath of the defeat of a Hellenistic king belonging to
his own race seems unjustified. Nevertheless, Cavafy's penetrating psycho-
logical insight is to be admired here.

Firstly, Philip's apparent happiness and decision to spend the rest of
his life free of care is undermined by the phrase: "So Philip says, anyway"
(tr., line 4); therefore, the narrating voice hints that Philip's feelings are
other than what he shows in fact. On the other hand, Philip's unwilling-
ness to accept wholesale the version of the news about Antiochus' defeat
is indicated in the phrases:

. They say
the bulk of his [Antiochus'} brilliant army was totally crushed.
Maybe they're stretching it a bit; it can't all be true.

(my italics, tr. lines 8-10)

8See footnote 2 above.
'See	 (1963: 240, n. 150), where he comments- -KaE	 &XX° &Nat fi

napd laTtogpatsc."
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This shows not only his doubts, but also his possible dissatisfaction
about the outcome of the battle. This conclusion is supported by the
following lines:

Let's hope so anyway. Because, though enemies,
they do belong to our race.
But one "let's hope so" is enough. Maybe even too much.

(my italics, tr. lines 11-13)

Therefore, the reader is faced with Philip's "psychological confusion," as
Pontani rightly observes (1961: 497). On the one hand, Philip wishes
that the news might not prove entirely true. On the other hand, he thinks
that a wish is enough—or even too much for the particular case.

Of course Philip won't put off the festivities.
However much his life has worn him out,
one blessing remains: he still has his memory.
He recalls how much they mourned
in Syria, the kind of sorrow they felt,
when Macedonia, their motherland, was smashed to pieces.

(tr., lines 14-18)

Here, "analepsis" (Genette, 1980:40) can be detected: Philip turns back
seven years to 197 B.C., when he was defeated by the Romans in Cynos-
cephalae in Thessaly and left desperately helpless. On that occasion,
Antiochus did not show consideration for his difficult position, and this
is the key to the mystery of Philip's otherwise inexplicable behavior: he
wants to take revenge on Antiochus' previously dishonest behavior
toward him. However, Cavafy's "flash-back" to the battle in Cynoscephalae
is actually a reversal of historical truth. He states ironically:

He recalls how much they mourned in Syria, the kind of
sorrow they felt,

when Macedonia, their motherland, was smashed to pieces.
(lines 16-17)

This reversal of historical "truth" shows Cavafy's subversive ability when
representing historical events. The same subversive ability can. be  detected
in his technique of describing a feast in order to represent a military
defeat.

Cavafy's choice of theatrical "scenes" to represent historical events is
not fortuitous; Genette (1980: 167) remarks that "scenes are most rich
in information," thus more "mimetic"; he also makes the distinction
between a detailed scene and a summary aimed at reflecting the contrast
between dramatic and non-dramatic elements, noting that the "strong"
periods of action coincide with the most intense moments of narrative,
taking the shape of detailed scenes, whereas "weak" periods of action are
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summed up with large strokes, as if from a great distance (109). "Scenes"
in Cavafy's poetry can therefore be considered as indicative of dramatic
events and strong periods of action, as is the case in the poem, "Alex-
andrian Kings" (1912: A35, tr. 33). The historical event represented in
the poem, the formal coronation of Cleopatra's sons in the Alexandrian
Gymnasium, in 34 B.C., is dramatic in •the sense that there is an under-
lying "tragic irony" in the Alexandrians' indulgence in the spectacle; and
this irony lies in the fact that the Alexandrians passionately enjoy the
ceremony, being unaware of the fact that this is the very last time they
will have a chance to do so, since, in its aftermath, Egypt will be con-
quered by the Romans.

Theatricality in the poem is based mainly on the careful use of settings.
The poet's perfectionism in his account of the "scene" lies in the com-
bination of the natural beauty of the environment (". .. the day was
warm and poetic, the sky a pale blue, the Alexandrian Gymnasium a com-
plete artistic triumph," tr. lines 22-25)) with the splendor of the gather-
ing; reference is made to the "brilliant array of soldiers" (tr. line 7) and
to the courtiers' luxury (tr. line 26). The description of the settings is
centered upon Caesarion's particularly smart appearance. He was:

all grace and beauty (tr. line 27) ;
he was standing in front of the others,
dressed in pink silk,
on his chest a bunch of hyacinths,
his belt a double row of amethysts and sapphires,
his shoes tied with white ribbons
prinked with rose-colored pearls.

(tr. lines 12-17)

The dressing of Caesarion in rose-tinted silk has raised some discussion
among the poet's critics (Malanos, 1957: 33; Liddell, 1974: 123). Cavafy's
own comment on this detail was the following (Liddell, 1974:123) :
"I dressed him in pink silk because at that time an ell of that sort of silk
cost the equivalent of so-and-so many thousand drachmas."

However, attention is drawn to the Alexandrians' presence, who are
gathered to attend the ceremony. The opening and the ending of the
poem, which refer to them, necessarily focus the reader's interest upon
their attitude. Again, a contradiction between their awareness of the
hollowness of the institution of kingship and their full enjoyment of the
spectacle can be detected. The theatrical dimensions attributed to the
formal ceremony of the coronation are stated clearly in the following lines:

The Alexandrians knew of course
that this was all just words, all theatre

(my italics, tr. lines 20-21) ;

and also in the final part of the poem:
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and the Alexandrians thronged to the festival
full of enthusiasm, and shouted acclamations
in Greek, and Egyptian, and some in Hebrew,
charmed by the lovely spectacle—

(my italics, tr. lines 29-32).

The reader is faced literally with the equation of the coronation with a
theatrical performance; and if the coronation stands as a symbol for the
institution of kingship in general, kingship itself is equated with a
theatrical performance, with all the hypocrisy that such a statement
implies.

The same equation of kingship with a theatrical performance is openly
suggested in the poem: "King Dimitrios" (1906: A27, tr. 18) :

Not like a king but an actor he put
on a gray cloak instead of his royal
one and secretly went away.

Plutarch, Life of Dimitrios
Eetv Tbv 7CMpat -mcsav of Maxe66vec
xL Ocnneccicv nth; npottp,o0v ..r6v II6ppo
6 6a.a;Ae6g ATitviltpcog (p.,eydav
e/xe (.Puri) xxO6Xou — 'cogL elnatv —
aiv cp€p07ixe	 6ccaae6c.. 'Entre
x' i6yale Tck, xpoack cpopglixtdc
%at tick noSttomi Toll
•ds 6Aon6papopix.	 po5x' inXec
vt6871xe yptropcc xcd, Ucpuye.
likINOYMC 61.toca adcv tOonot6;
n06 6.txv	 napicnacag TeAst6seL,
eaXgst cpopsauk xc ducgpxs-ca.c.

Here, King Dimitrios is compared to an actor, and the word "impicreccacC
(performance) stands for kingship. Again, the reader is faced with a
detailed description of a theatrical scene, that of Dimitrios changing
clothes, and, at the same time, changing roles. 1°

The poem, "Myris: Alexandria, A.D. 340" (1922: B74-76, tr. 118),
is indicative of the complex "denouement" of a dramatic plot, which, in
this case, includes three "flash-backs" in cinematic terms, or "analepses"
in Genettian terms (1980:40). Thus, the main course of narrated events
in the poem, the attendance of Myres' funeral by one of his dosest pagan
friends, is interrupted by the following flash-backs.

First flash-back (tr. lines 13-19) ; Myres' friend remembers the
"parties" and "excursions" they shared in the past and their "in-
decent night-long sessions" when Myres used to "recite verses
with his perfect feel for Greek rhythm."

"See the analysis of this poem in my thesis on Cavafy's use of history (1983:
109-110).



Cavafy and the Theatrical Representation of History 115

Second flash-back (lines 31-40) : Myres' friend turns back to the
past, and describes the luxurious and licentious life they used to
lead together, despite Myres' belief in Christianity.

Third flash-back (lines 41-52) : Reference to Myres' religion is
made. Three episodes relevant to his religious attitudes are evoked,
constituting three secondary flash-backs, as follows:

a) Once, when his pagan friends wanted to take him with them
to the Serapeion (a pagan temple), Myres "didn't seem to like
this joke" of theirs (tr. lines 42-45).
b) Second, when his pagan friends made libations to Poseidon,
Myres drew himself back from their circle and looked elsewhere
(tr. lines 47-48).

c) Finally, when one of his pagan friends said, "May all of us be
favored and protected by the great, the sublime Apollo," Myres,
unheard by the others, whispered, "Not counting me" (tr. lines
49-52).

The poem stresses the pagan-Christian conflict. The intensively Chris-
tian atmosphere in Myres' house, at his funeral, recalls Myres' religious
attitudes in the past. The evocation of these religious incidents from the
past is so vivid that his pagan friend experiences a strong feeling of
"alienation" indicated in the following lines:

And suddenly an odd sensation took hold of me:
indefinably I felt
as if Myris were going from me;
I felt that he, a Christian, was united
with his own people and that I was becoming
a stranger, a total stranger. I even felt
a doubt come over me: that I'd been deceived by my passion
and had always been a stranger to him
I rushed out of their horrible house,
rushed away before my memory of Myris
could be captured, could be perverted by their Christianity.

(my italics, tr. lines 59-69)

The sudden escape of Myres' friend from the morbidly religious atmo-
sphere prevalent at Myres° funeral was due to his strong reminiscences
of Myres' religious past brought to light by his subconscious owing to
Cavafy's adept use of the dramatic technique of the "flash-back."

Cavafy's competent use of various "dramatic/ theatrical" techniques
can be observed in numerous other poems." Among them, "Waiting for

"See, especially, the "denouement" of a dramatic plot in the following poems:
"On the Outskirts of Antioch" (1933: B93, tr. 152); "Envoys from Alexandria"
(1918: A66, tr. 62); "Herodis Attikos" (1912: A39, tr. 32); "Julian in Nico-
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the Barbarians" (1904: A107, tr. 14) should be particularly appreciated
for its fully theatrical representation in terms of mimetic forms of speech,
dramatic plot, and settings. The poems, "In Sparta" (1928: B64, tr. 110)
and "Come, 0 King of the Lacedaimonians ' (1929: B80, tr. 122), if
examined together, could be taken as two successive acts of a theatrical
play, whose theme would be the same historical event, namely Kratesikleia
being sent to Egypt as a hostage of Lagides, at the end of the third
century B.C. It is worth noting that the majority of poems in which
theatrical representation occurs were written from 1915 onwards, which
could be considered as a major "break" marking the beginning of Cavafy's
"maturity," with regard to his representation of historical events in
general.

It would be tempting to seek the reasons for Cavafy's presentation of
historical events in a theatrical way. A possible interpretation of his choice
would be his perception of history as a theatrical stage; on this stage,
historical events take place, as if they were the acts of a play. On this
sort of historical "screen," several people play various roles; for example,
the anonymous king in the poem, "Philhellene" (1912: A37, tr. 31),
the anonymous ". . . Prince from Western Libya" (1928: B68, tr. 114),
and the two kings "Alexander Iannaios and Alexandra" (1929: B77, tr.
120), pretend to be genuine Greeks, whereas nothing proves that they
are so. According to Cavafy's presentation, whatever historical event takes
place is based only on "appearances." What matters is not what a person
or a situation really is but how this person or this situation is presented
to the eyes of other people. This presentation of historical events is based
on Cavafy's perception of the relativity of historical truth. According to
his viewpoint, there are only "appearances," "perspectives," "aspects" of
historical events. It is this one-dimensional—or multi-dimensional—per-
spective of historical events that Cavafy offers to his readers. Cavafy sub-
verts and treats with irony what is usually considered as an "official"
version of history, claiming absolute historical validity. Cavafy, mocking
such an illusion, implies that historical events can only be represented
according to the "point of view" of a specific historian or poet, just as
theatrical plays present facts according to the perspective of the playwright.
This explains his choice of the theatrical representation of history.

media" (1924: B38, tr. 91); and "On the March to Sinopi" (1928: B71, tr. 116):
See also the use of settings in: "A Great Procession of Priests and Laymen" (1926:
B53, tr. 101); "Alexander Iannaios and Alexandra" (1929: B77, tr. 120); "In
Alexandria, 31 BC" (1924: B41, tr. 92); "On an Italian Shore" (1925: B46, tr.
96); and "Of Colored Glass" (1925: B44, tr. 94). Finally, see the careful char-
acterization in: "A Prince from Western Libya" (1928: B68, tr. 114); "Dimaratos"
(1921: B25, tr. 83); "Aimilianos Monai, Alexandrian, A.D. 628-655" (1918: A80,
tr. 65); "Anna Comnina" (1920: B20, tr. 79); "From the School of the Renowned
Philosopher" (1921: B28, tr. 85); "To Have Taken the Trouble" (1930: B85, tr.
125); "Priest at the Serapeion" (1926: B51, tr. 100); "Of Dimitrios Sotir (162-
150 B.C.)" (1919: B12, tr. 73); "Orophernis" (1915: A33, tr. 43); "John
Kantakuzinos Triumphs" (1924: B42, tr. 93).



Cavafy's Three-Phase Development
Into Detachment

by PETER BIEN

1.

Critics like to categorize writers as major or minor. Although the
designations often represent merely personal taste, at least one criterion
for differentiating the two categories would seem to contain some degree
of objectivity. According to this criterion, minor writers are those who
may have written first-rate works but whose careers, from start to finish,
fail to display continuous growth and development. This would make
Emily Brontë and Andrew Marvell minor, though marvelous, whereas
Shakespeare, Yeats, and Joyce would be clearly major.

Neohellenists always think of Cavafy as major. Indeed, we are tempted
to ask, "Who couldpossibly be major if Cavafy isn't?" Yet the justifica-
tions usually given for this opinion, if and when they transcend mere
personal taste, are not totally compelling. The most straightforward is
that Cavafy wrote many first-rate poems; therefore, he is a first-rate, major
poet. But this, according to the reasoning expressed earlier, is not suffi-
cient. Another contention is that Cavafy influenced so many other poets
and, indeed, the total course of Greek letters. That is important, but
extrinsic. The best reason, to my mind, because it considers the work as
a whole and not just the excellence of individual poems, is that Cavafy
created an entire world with its own rules, a world- into which each par-
ticular work fits instantaneously. This is the beginning. Nevertheless, we
still need more investigation of the entire career from the perspective of
development; it is not enough to say that everything changed around
1911, since this implies that no significant development took place in the
two decades that followed. An encouraging start has been made by
Edmund Keeley in his Cavaty's Alexandria, encouraging not only because
Keeley demonstrated there a new and significant development toward the
very end of the poet's career, but also because this development is curiously
like both Shakespeare's and Yeats's: toward nonchalance, detachment, a
more estheticized view of reality. What I would like to do in this essay
is to examine and extend Keeley's findings, limiting myself mostly to the
poems in the Alexandrian cycle.

In a key passage in Cavaty's Alexandria, Keeley argues that certain
late poems display an "element of ambivalence in the poet's attitude toward
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the mythical Alexandria he created" (1976: 149). On the other hand, he
continues, the wider knowledge leading to this ambivalence does not
cause the poet "to reject Alexandria. . . ." Instead, as Keeley says in his
subsequent essay, "Voice, Perspective, and Context in Cavafy," printed
in Grand Street (Spring 1983), the poet's perspective is raised "above
the speaker's particular bias" toward Alexandria or the equivalent, so that
it sees a "more universal . . . pattern behind even those moments of
[estheticized] history with which he has shown some degree of sympa-
thetic identification."

What this means, I think, is that Cavafy was eventually able to
estheticize what he had already estheticized. And what that means, in
turn, is that he was eventually able to see in a detached manner, as
spectacle, the beloved myth called Alexandria by means of which he had
already detached himself from reality. We have, in sum, a process whereby
the poet: (a) detaches himself from reality by means of esthetic attach-
ment to a myth; (b) detaches himself from that esthetic attachment but
without forswearing the earlier—esthetic—mode of coming to terms with
reality. Keeley is correct in emphasizing that the new ambivalence toward
mythical Alexandria never resulted in Alexandria's rejection; similarly,
we must avoid the mistake of thinking that Cavafy demythologized the
myth he had so lovingly fashioned.

So we are left with a puzzle or, more accurately, a paradox: Cavafy
continued to embrace a "solution" to which he was no longer unambigu-
ously attached. A cynic would accuse the poet of weakness and would
invoke the old saw, "Beggars can't be choosers." A Marxist would affirm
that Cavafy's definitive perspective unmasks the inadequacy of his earlier
estheticism, revealing a state of confusion inescapable in bourgeois cul-
ture. For Edmund Keeley, however, the puzzle or paradox derives from
strength, not from weakness or confusion. I agree. Yet I worry lest my
irremediable bias toward Cavafy make me critically obtuse or (worse)
sentimental; thus, I feel a need to puzzle over the puzzle, to analyze it,
and to look at lots of poems before concluding (as I confess I very much
want to conclude) that Cavafy at the end of his career was stronger than
ever—a poet who surpassed his previous greatness, who just could not
stop growing.

The key words in my analysis have already been introduced. They
are "attachment" and "detachment." Cavafy seems to mellow into a
detachment which may paradoxically be termed the summit of attachment:'
(a) because this detachment could never have been attained without the
previous attachment; and (b) because, once reached, this same detachment
does not fly off into separation from the underlying attachment but, on
the contrary, nonchalantly allows any and all attachment to continue. In
this sense, detachment does not only grow out of and crown attachment,

'This paradox derives from Byzantine theology, where the terms are prospatheia
("attachment") and aprospatheia ("detachment"). I first encountered it in one of
Nikos Kazantzakis's letters. See Kazantzakis, 1965: 631, Athens.
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its opposite, it includes that opposite. Cavafy, rather than ending in con-
fusion, puts an end to confusion because his heightened perspective trans-
forms paradox into something logical and consistent without reducing it
to something simple. This, in my view as well as Keeley's, is strength.

2.

If we may adopt the foregoing as a hypothesis, one problem that
arises is: did Cavafy go the route of unalloyed attachment before he
mellowed into detachment, or was the later detachment—the estheticizing
of the estheticized—somewhow implicit in the original attachment from
the start, a seed lying buried there, waiting to send forth shoots? It is
tempting to favor the route of unalloyed attachment; after all, that is neat,
unparadoxical, simple. Let's argue it, therefore, before considering the
other route.

All Cavafians agree on the central role of Alexandria in the poet's life
and work; all demonstrate—Keeley most definitively—that Cavafy's salva-
tion lay in his creation of a mythical Alexandria to which he could attach
himself because the mythical city, unlike the real one, could be viewed as
spectacle, i.e., esthetically. We start with the problem of total impasse,
expressed in early poems such as "The Windows" (1897; 1903), "Wails"
(1896; 1897 ?), "Monotony" (1898; 1908).2 From here, we move to
the crucial advance seen in "The City" (1894, 1910; 1910) :

Wherever I turn, wherever I look,
I see the black ruins of my life, here
where I've spent so many years, wasted them, destroyed

them totally
You won't find a new country, won't find another shore.
This city will always pursue you.
.	 .	 .	 .	 .	 .	 .	 .	 .	 .	 .	 .	 .......
. . . Don't hope for things elsewhere.

Next comes the partial accommodation revealed in an unpublished note,
dated April 28, 1907:

By now I've gotten used to Alexandria, and it's very likely
that even if I were rich I'd stay here. But in spite of this, how
the place disturbs me. What trouble, what a burden small cities
are—what lack of freedom.

2Here and elsewhere, the date or dates before the semicolon indicate(s) the
time of composition and, where appropriate, of revision, while the date after the
semicolon indicates the time of publication. A question mark shows (obviously)
that the date in question is more-or-less conjectural, or unknown. 1 list these three
poems in the sequence desired (much later) by Cavafy himself—see Cavafy, tr.
392.

.....
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I'd stay here (then again I'm not entirely certain that I'd stay)
because it is like a native country for me, because it is related to my
life's memories. . .a

Finally, in this progression, we may adduce the surprising last stanza of "In
the Evening" (1916; 1917) :

Then, sad, I went out on to the balcony,
went out to change my thoughts at least by seeing
something of this city I love,
a little movement in the streets, in the shops.

By selecting the poems in this way, we emerge with what appears to
be unalloyed attachment, the antithesis of earlier feelings such as: "They've
built walls around me, thick and high./ And now I sit here feeling hope-
less. / I can't think of anything else: this fate gnaws my mind—/ because
I had so much to do outside. . . . "4 But unalloyed attachment to what?
Not to the real "movement in the streets, in the shops," despite the line's
literal sense, but rather to the spectacle of the "metaphorical city" that
Cavafy had created in his imagination over the decade 1907-1917.

The difference between attachment to something real and attachment
to something metaphorical lies in mediation. Cavafy's relation to "this
city I love" is no longer immediate; instead, it is mediated by one or
more factors such as imagination, memory, or language, of which memory
seems the most central ("I'd stay here . . . because [Alexandria] is related
to my life's memories"). We have all learned from Proust that memory
releases us from the prison cells of space (". . . what a burden small
cities are—what lack of freedom") as well as from those of time, ushering
us into an imaginative freedom that transforms the sordidness of past or
present into something no longer disturbing, because mediated. Cavafy
never said this more dearly than in a poem called "Following the Recipe
of Ancient Greco-Syrian Magicians" : 5

Said an aesthete: "What distillation from magic herbs
can I find—what distillation, following the recipe
of ancient Greco-Syrian magicians—that will bring back to me
for one day (if its power doesn't last longer),
or even for a few hours,

5Printed in Keeley, 1976:19. The sentiments expressed in this note help explain
why Cavafy placed "The City" at the head of his Poems: 1905 -1915, the first col-
lection which represented his mature voice.

4From "Walls." This and all other translations, unless noted otherwise, are by
Keeley and Sherrard, 1975.

5This is a poem to which we shall return later because, although I use it here
to help argue the case for Cavafy's unalloyed attachment to an estheticized city, it
also provides spendid evidence for the poet's ambivalent attitudes and his ultimate
detachment.
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my twenty-third year,
bring back to me my friend of twenty-two,
his beauty, his love.

What distillation, following the recipe
of ancient Greco-Syrian magicians, can be found
to bring back—as part of this return to the past—
the little room we shared."

Here, unmistakably, we see the craving for mediation. The speaker wishes
to attach himself not so much to the past per se as to the past revivified
and estheticized through memory. This wish is fulfilled in Cavafy's ma-
ture poems, all of which derive from his realization, expressed in "The
City," that he could never escape his repressive environment except
through the memory of an imagined city no longer repressive.

The "city" includes, of course, his own life. All those little rooms
that Cavafy shared in encounters often sordid become, when integrated
into the spectacle of an estheticized Alexandria, no longer "dark rooms
where I live out empty days/ . . . trying to find the windows," no longer
walls which "closed me off from the outside world," but, on the contrary,
luminous corridors connecting him to a metaphoric city possessing the
power to validate people and occurrences otherwise antipathetic. This
may be seen, for example, in "Days of 1909, '10, and '11" ( ?; 1928),
where a single mention of "the great Alexandria of ancient times" is
sufficient to estheticize a male prostitute "quickly . . ./ corrupted . . . by
. . . debauchery."°

In short, we find Cavafy everywhere mediating his real experience.
More specifically, we find him, as Keeley says, "longing for a lost para-
dise," and therefore searching "for material in the glory of the Ptolemies
and the ancient Alexandrian days thereafter" (1976: 85). To overcome
the alienation seen in "Walls," "The Windows," "Monotony," and "The
City," Cavafy had to become attached to a mythical city and to a mythical
personal life which could be equated—all this being accomplished chiefly
through memory, that most potent of magic distillations.

3.

Here we have the beginnings of an argument for the first solution to
the problem raised earlier, the problem of whether Cavafy went the route
of unalloyed attachment at first, before mellowing into detachment, or
whether the "later" detachment was somehow present from the start.
The first solution, as I said, has the attraction of simplicity. It is so
refreshingly unparadoxical that one is tempted to conclude that Cavafy,
repulsed by the real, invented a lost paradise in his imagination and

6My translation. This poem's ambiguities will be discussed later.
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attached himself to that spiritually vivifying myth with all his heart and
soul.

But Cavafy's career probably did not unfold in such a straightforward
way, alas. While it is the critic's job to penetrate beneath the wealth of
data to basic patterns which are often very simple, he must always be
prepared to find his natural desire for neatness contradicted, or at least
qualified, by the evidence. If we look at all of the poems concerning
Alexandria, for example, we immediately must suspect the assertion that
Cavafy invented a lost paradise. The truth is that relatively few poems
deal with the glory of the Ptolemies, while most treat the ancient Alex-
andrian days thereafter in a way that emphasizes the city's decline. Of
course, this in itself does not destroy the argument for attachment; it
merely confirms our sense that Cavafy was incapable of sentimentality. The
crucial aspect of spectacle remains untouched. What changes is merely
the nature of the spectacle. Cavafy attached himself to a metaphor that
embraced failure as well as success, and in this way was able to estheticize
his own failures without necessarily transforming them into successes. The
emphasis on decline, although certainly adding a complicating factor to our
previous analysis, does not in itself invalidate the argument for Cavafy's
unalloyed attachment to a metaphoric city.

Yet, if we look at the Alexandrian poems still more closely, and
especially at those treating "the ancient Alexandrian days thereafter," we
see Cavafy dwelling repeatedly on figures who take themselves too
seriously—who are, in other words, too attached. To state this in the most
paradoxical manner possible, the very poems that establish the poet's
attachment project—whether explicitly through theme or implicitly
through narrative strategy—the dangers of attachment and, by implication,
the need for detachment. This happens not only at the end of the poet's
career but also earlier in the mature period, and obsessively after about
1916 or 1917. Not that we find in full flower here the estheticizing of
the estheticized which (if our hypothesis is correct) characterizes the
poet's final mode; we do, however, discover the seed that I mentioned
earlier. This constitutes a new dissonance or impurity introduced precisely
into those poems whose purpose was to remedy the original dissonance
between the poet's spiritual aspirations and his actual life. In any case,
if we look more carefully at the Alexandrian poems, we cannot escape
the suspicion that the importunate theme of self-deception applied to the
characters who collectively make up the mythical Alexandria of both
success and decline—in other words, the way in which Cavafy repeatedly
makes his characters incapable of seeing the disparity between their
fantasy worlds and reality—must contain within it a power that will eventu-
ally touch the poet's own attachment to his estheticizing enterprise. In
this sense, his attachment is not unalloyed, but includes (to use Cavafy's
own metaphor now) a kind of half-light that will be penetrated by the
full light of later works. 7

'See the note, most likely by Cavafy, printed in Keeley, 1976: 186-7.
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Readers may object that it is both limiting and arbitrary to look only
at the Alexandrian poems in this survey of the evolving themes of attach-
ment and self-deception. True. Many poems in other cycles are equally
useful; indeed, some are so relevant that I shall include them In general,
however, to limit ourselves to the Alexandrian cycle will be seen, I hope,
as a legitimate simplification. These poems are representative in that they
span the full career and also the three areas specified by Cavafy as his
concerns: "the philosophical, the historical, and the erotic (or sensual)"
(Keeley, 1976: 186). Above and beyond this, since Alexandria epitomized
for Cavafy the broader metaphor of the entire Hellenistic civilization
resulting from the conquests of Alexander the Great, we may approach
this cycle synecdochically, as a part standing for the whole.

If we chart the Alexandrian poems according to their order of pub-
lication (an arrangement preferable to their order of composition because
it was through his carefully controlled sequence of publication that
Cavafy deliberately created a mythical "work in progress" 8 ), and if we
then attempt to assign individual poems to categories determined by the
issues we have already raised, and by others we shall raise later, we
emerge with some interesting results:

Of the thirty-three poems in question, ten—or slightly under one-third
—do not involve the theme of self-deception at all (column II). What is
significant is that all but two of these ten were published between 1899
and 1918. Furthermore, of the ten, eight (seven before 1919, one after-
wards) dearly help to establish mythical Alexandria without irony or
reservation—they are straightforward poems of esthetic attachment (col-
umn I). 8 We may conclude that the unproblematical poems of attachment
are not spread equally over this cycle but cluster in the period before 1918.

Turning now to the twenty-three poems that do involve the theme of
self-deception (columns III-VI), we find them rather evenly distributed
from 1911 onward, with eleven coming before 1919 and twelve after-
wards. On the other hand, this theme, which is interspersed with straight-
forward poems in the period before 1918, becomes strangely obsessive
after this year, with each and every poem, except for the two noted
above, dealing with self-deception in one form or another.

Although there is no precisely chonological division between the
poems that involve self-deception and those that do not, something does
seem to happen around 1918 or 1919, and we may specify this time as a
demarcation indicating when the seeds of the poet's ambivalence toward
the mythical Alexandria he was creating began, if not to thrust visible
sprouts above ground, then at least to germinate more actively than before,
although still invisibly beneath the soil. This particular choice for the

°This is well-argued by Keeley, 1976: 148, 186, n. 13.
°"Glory of the Ptolemies," although classified here as straightforwardly posi-

tive, may perhaps be ironic. If so, the irony will be perceived only when the light
of later poems whose rhetorical exaggeration makes them clearly ironic, e.g., "In
The Year 200 B.C.," subtly penetrate the (possible) half-light of this poem.
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demarcation becomes even more convincing in light of a non-Alexandrian
poem called "Melancholy of Jason Kleander, Poet in Kommagini, A.D.
595," which was written most likely in August 1918, although not pub-
lished until June 1921:

The aging of my body and face
is a wound from a horrible knife.
I'm not resigned to it at all.
0 Art of Poetry, I resort to you
who know a little about medicines:
attempts to deaden pain through Imagination and Language.

It's a wound from a horrible knife
0 Art of Poetry, bring on your medicines
which prevent—for a short time—the wound from being felt."

This poem is a perfect fulcrum between the unambivalent and the ambiva-
lent Cavafy, shifting us away from unalloyed attachment. In addition, it
epitomizes his entire career since it begins with an impasse imposed by
reality, proceeds blatantly to invoke the estheticization of that reality as
some sort of solution, but then in the final line's brief but crucial quali-
fication, "for a short time" (yid ligo), qualifies the proffered solution—
indeed, suggests not only that the speaker is deceived but also that he
knows he is deceived. Thus the poem moves us into a perspective above
the speaker's original bias; yet, on the other hand, it does not vitiate that
bias, rejecting the prior estheticization. Instead, the poem establishes a
new and different kind of tension whose resolution will come later.

4.

But we are running ahead of ourselves. Returning now to the full
Alexandrian cycle, that most potent of Cavafy's magic distillations or
poetic medicines, we must attempt to see precisely how and when this
new resolution emerges. Our data, as always, are the thirty-three poems
that constitute the cycle. So far, our most significant finding has been
the virtual absence of poems of unalloyed attachment after 1919; the
problem now resides in the twenty-three poems which, by virtue of their
obsession with self-deception, may or may not reflect some increasing
ambivalence in Cavafy regarding his solution of estheticization. Keeley
graphs this ambivalence against a change in the poet's voice, "rich with
rhetoric and didactic authority at the beginning" (as, for example, in
"The God Abandons Antony"), but then becoming "more and more
detached" so that, in the latest poems, it is "always masked," the poems'
final comment being provided silently, as it were, by "events that follow

"My translation, deliberately more literal than the Keeley-Sherrard version.
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on the speaker's heels. . . ." (1976: 149, 142; 1983). Without gainsaying
any of this, I propose to graph the poet's ambivalence against various other
factors in his manner of treating the obsessive theme of self-deception.
We start, of course, simply with the fact that the theme has become so
obsessive. This leads to the conclusion I expressed earlier: given Cavafy's
repeated investigation of characters who take themselves and their attach-
ments too seriously, it would seem hard to imagine these poems failing to
reflect some doubts, on Cavafy's part, about his own attachment to the very
enterprise of estheticization being carried forward by the poems in ques-
tion. This is where we may start. To go further, we will have to ask
whether the poet's manner of treating his obsessive theme in these poems
reveals any pattern of development.

There is, I believe, a remarkable change in these poems that occurs at
the end of Cavafy's career. The gauge I have used is the degree to which
Cavafy takes sides vis-à-vis his self-deceiving protagonists. Viewed in
this way, the twenty-three poems do form an unmistakable pattern which
may be seen on the chart displayed earlier. From 1911 to 1926, almost
all of the poems take sides. More precisely, of the seventeen items in this
group, eleven are unmistakably either pro or con in their stance (column
III). Three more are perhaps slightly less clear, yet still demonstrably
"con" (column IV), increasing the generally partisan majority from
eleven to fourteen of the total, or 82% (columns III and IV). Two
(one of which, "Exiles," was suppressed by Cavafy) are what I would
call "half-ambiguous" (column V) and only one, "Kaisarion," is fully
ambiguous (column VI). That is the picture from 1911 to the end of
March 1926. In June 1926, we have "In The Tavernas," which forms a
convenient transition to the final mode since it edges toward full am-
biguity (column V). Then—remarkably—we have full ambiguity in all
five (100%) of the remaining poems of the cycle, three of which were
published in 1928 and two in 1929 (column VI).

The persuasiveness of this pattern rests, of course, on my readings of
the individual poems. Realizing that some (I hope not all!) of these
readings might be open to rebuttal, I will speak briefly about each poem,
explaining my reasons for categorizing it in the way I have. First, how-
ever—while we still have the overall pattern in mind—I wish to venture
a general explanation for what we see in these twenty-three items, assum-
ing that the pattern I have suggested is correct. We see, I think, a process
by which the possibility of ambiguity in relation to the poet himself is
held at bay—the possibility that he, too, is taking himself too seriously,
that he, too, is self-deceived in his estheticizing enterprise. On the one
hand, we have poem after poem bringing these possibilities out into the
open by virtue of the obsessive theme of self-deception. On the other
hand, in over eighty percent of the poems written before the spring of
1926, we have the deliberate refusal to treat this subject matter ambigu-
ously. If the obsessive material truly reflects, as I have suggested, an
ambiguity within Cavafy regarding his attachment to mythical Alexan-
dria, something which he takes very seriously indeed, then a new tension
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is created in these poems because of the disparity between their content
and their treatment. What I would like to suggest as an explanation is
this: Cavafy's attachment to his myth being threatened by his ineluctable
honesty, he cannot help but explore the theme of self-deception, yet he
strives at the same time, probably unwittingly, to neutralize the force
of ambiguity in this theme by taking sides regarding his characters' pre-
dicaments instead of allowing the ambiguity to remain at full strength.
When he assumes a position unmistakably "pro" (which is seldom: only
in "The God Abandons Antony" and "In The Evening"), it is as though
he wished to reaffirm his own enterprise of elaborate self-deception,
whereby he supposedly solved his problems by moving from the real city
to the metaphorical one. When he turns fully round in order to oppose
his characters' self-deception and/or reveal its futility (this in twelve of
the fourteen items that are totally or almost totally unambiguous), it is
as though he were simultaneously (a) projecting his own vulnerability
and consequently his doubts about the estheticizing enterprise, and (b)
scotching the snake before it could do harm. In either case, pro or con,
the taking of sides would seem to be an attempt to hold at bay the very
ambiguity which his honesty is forcing him to confront.

For an artist of Cavafy's integrity, this reduplicated self-deception,
with all the new tensions following in its wake, could not persist. What
precipitated the change sometime in the years 1926-1928 I cannot say.
Whatever the cause, from 1928 onward, Cavafy allowed the poems of
self-deception, despite their threatening implication for the validity of
his own enterprise, to stand with their ambiguity unneutralized. That he
did this nonchalantly, without destroying the myth he had created, argues
for his evolution to a detachment that was the summit, not the negation,
of his attachment—something to which I shall return at the end of this
essay. In any case, if the change I have been describing truly occurred,
then it is a turn in Cavafy's career fully as important as his determination
two decades earlier to speak openly about sexual inversion.

S.

Since this explanation rests on the pattern I have displayed, and since
the validity of the pattern rests on my readings of individual poems, I
must now summarize those readings, proceeding chronologically through
the twenty-three poems according to the sequence of publication.

1. "The God Abandons Antony" (1910; April 1911) didactically
prescribes estheticization as a remendy for life's ills, and therefore sup-
ports self-deception even though it advises Antony not to be deceived
about his failing luck. This poem was written only one month after the
revised version of Cavafy's other most uncompromising defense of
estheticization, "Ithaca."

2. "Dangerous Thoughts" ( ?; 1911) seems to side against Myrtias'
rationalizations and to show how hopelessly self-deceived this student is.



Cavaly' s Three-Phase Development Into Detachment 129

Yet I hesitate to call the poem totally unambiguous because the poet hints,
at the same time, that Myrtias' particular form of self-deception makes
his weakness acceptable.

3. "Alexandrian Kings" (May 1912; July 1912), unlike "Dangerous
Thoughts" does not qualify its exposure of the self-deceiving farce it
describes. The crowd's open-eyed acceptance of the farce reinforces, I
believe, the poem's negative stance rather than adding a touch of am-
biguity, because there is little to indicate that Cavafy looks upon the
crowd with favor. (Even if we take the crowd as "wise" to the farce,
Cavafy's condemnation of the rulers' self-deception remains, although the
crowd's self-awareness would perhaps move this poem over into column
IV.)

4. "Theodotos" (before October 3, 1911; June 1915) is a straight-
forwardly didactic poem against Caesar and others who take themselves
too seriously and are deceived as to their own vulnerability.

5. "The Displeasure Of Selefkidis" (February 1910; January 1916)
implies the futility of Selefkidis' empty pomp. History tells us—on the
other hand—that Ptolemy, whom Cavafy paints eschewing self-deception,
actually prospered in his suit, being restored to his throne by the Roman
Senate.

6. "Exiles" (October 1914; unpublished) strikes me as half-ambiguous
and thus a foretaste of the post-1927 mode. (If this judgment is correct,
and if the poem is therefore a kind of mutation, out of phase with
Cavafy's style circa 1913-1916, can we perhaps understand why it was
suppressed? Yet the next poem to be considered, "For Ammonis . . .,"
though equally ambiguous, was not suppressed.) Cavafy's stance in
"Exiles" is generally hostile, exposing the protagonist's confusion and
self-deception. At first, the speaker seems to be doing something that
Cavafy would approve: making his monotonous, constricted life in Alex-
andria bearable by standing outside of it and viewing it as a spectacle.
But we soon discover that he and the other exiles denigrate this process,
indulging it only because "it's not going to last forever." In one of those
silent comments by the masked voice that so delights Edmund Keeley,
Cavafy has the last word, exposing the exiles' self-deception. They think
they will "easily overthrow Basil," whereupon their "turn will come";
but Cavafy expects us to know that Basil reigned for nineteen years and
was succeeded by his son, having established a dynasty that endured for
189 years. On the other hand, the author's stance in this poem is not
totally "con" because, even though he exposes the protagonists' political
hopes and also the duplicity and fragility of their estheticization, somehow
he also still accepts that estheticization as attractive—although not to the
degree that we shall find in the final poems. This is why I call "Exiles"
half-ambiguous.

7. "For Ammonis, Who Died at 29, in A.D. 610" (1915; 1917)
suggests the futility of the attempt by Egyptians to perpetuate Greek
modes of behavior and expression in the very year of Muhammad's first
vision (another silent comment) and only nine years before the Persians
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conquered the city. At the same time, Cavafy's attitude is neither cynical
nor hostile; on the contrary, he seems to look down with some pride and
admiration on these figures who, after all, are acting out his myth. I
class the poem as (at least) half-ambiguous; it is another foretaste of the
final mode.

8. "In The Evening" (1916; 1917), like "The God Abandons Antony,"
shows Cavafy taking an unambiguously "pro" stance toward his own
enterprise of self-deception, whereby the formerly repugnant city becomes
"this city I love" (agapimini politeia).

9. "Kaisarion" (1914; 1918) is fully ambiguous because it exposes
the self-deception of estheticization while simultaneously embracing this
self-deception lovingly and nonchalantly, without seeming to be disturbed
by the contradiction.

10. "Envoys From Alexandria" (1915; 1918) unmasks the Lagids'
self-deception of believing that power still resides in Greece.

11. "Aimilianos Monai, Alexandrian, A.D. 628-655" ( ?; 1918)
displays a protagonist who, overwhelmed by reality (the conquest of
Alexandria by the Muslims under Amr in 642), fails miserably to deal
with his repugnans life by means of "deceptions."

12. "Of The Jews (A.D. 50)" (1912; 1919) at first glance seems
straightforwardly didactic in the early mode, its lesson being lanthis'
deception in believing that mythical Alexandria can be resisted Perhaps
we should dassify Cavafy's perspective here as "pro" reagarding his own
enterprise of deliberate self-deception; on the other hand, the poem's
greater power seems to be directed toward exposing a character who
takes himself too seriously and overestimates his ability to deal with the
outside world. The argument for "con" is strengthened by the poem's
historical dimension. The date A.D. 50 comes roughly in between A.D.
40, when Philo's plea in Rome on the Alexandrian Jews' behalf resulted
in the restoration of their rights, and A.D. 66, the start of the Jewish-
Roman wars that caused the Alexandrian Jewish community's extinction."
This second event (still unknown to Ianthis, naturally) renders his self-
deception all the more pathetic, thus reinforcing the didactic cynicism of
the poem's final stanza. Yet a tinge of admiration for lanthis's Hellenic
weaknesses remains, which is why I dassify the poem, along with "Dan-
gerous Thoughts" and "Those Who Fought For The Achaian League,"
as slightly less straightforward than the unmistakably unambiguous poems,
yet still dearly negative in perspective.

13. In "If Actually Dead" (1897, 1910, 1920; 1920), too, in light
of historical circumstances (this time presented less cryptically), the
speaker's musings seem to be pathetic and Cavafy to be exposing their
inadequacy. What is to come shortly is not the restoration of paganism

"I am indebted to Rachel Spielman, a Dartmouth undergraduate, for bringing
the full historical context to my attention through her essay, "The Hellenistic
Jewish Community of Alexandria."



Cavafy's Three-Phase Development Into Detachment 	 131

but the acme of Byzantine Christianity in the reign of Justinian the
Great, who succeeded Justin.

14. "Those Who Fought For The Achaian League" (1922: 1922) is
almost exclusively negative vis-a-vis the process of transforming reality
through mediation, in this case the mediation of rhetoric added to mem-
ory. The Achaian who is exiled in Alexandria does not perceive the irony
that Ptolemy Lathyros is as bad a leader as Diaios and Kritolaos were—
the implication being that "brave men . . . who fought and died gloriously"
will always be betrayed. Yet my unavoidable suspicion that Cavafy may
at the same time be sincerely praising the "men . . . our nation breeds,"
despite the rhetoric, leads me to hesitate to call this poem unmistakably
unambiguous. Its date of composition, February 1922, when inadequate
generals were once again leading brave men to disaster, is not irrelevant
to this classification.

15. In "In Alexandria, 31 B.C." (1917, 1924; 1924), deception is
not only pathetic, but obscene. The "hubbub,/ the music, the parades"
encountered by the poem's ignorant peddler are those of the triumphant
return staged by Cleopatra in her futile attempt to hide from her subjects
(and herself ?) the fact that she and her fleet deserted Antony at Actium,
thereby insuring his, and her, defeat.

16. "Kleitos' Illness" ( ?; February 1926) cruelly—yet at the same
time somehow sympathetically—exposes the servant's self-deception.

17. "In a Township of Asia Minor" ( ?; March 1926) is the poet's
dearest attack on willful self-deception through rhetoric.

18. "In The Tavernas" ( ?; June 1926) edges, as I claimed earlier,
toward full ambiguity, and therefore serves as a transition into the final
mode. At the same time that the poet's voice invites us to scorn the
speaker as a self-deluding and self-destroying escapist, we are allowed
to suspect that metaphorical Alexandria, i.e. the speaker's memory of
Tamides, does perhaps "save" one, like "durable beauty"—we suspect, in
other words, that an esthetic moment does perhaps transcend its own
ephemerality.

19. In "In Sparta" ( ?; April 1928), Queen mother Kratisiklia nobly
refuses to allow her son to deceive her, yet at the same time is herself
deceived regarding her future vulnerability. Cavafy allows these opposite
perceptions to coexist.

20. "A Prince From Western Libya" ( ?; August 1928) offers as its
protagonist an imposter whose attempt to play the Alexandrian is futile.
At the same time, the poet's attitude, totally unstated, is positive with
regard to metaphorical Alexandria, using this pathetic protagonist to add
power to the myth because all the supreme values of everything Greek
all through the poem is an unquestioned assumption. Cavafy ridicules
his own willful self-deception but simultaneously reinforces it without
introducing into the poem any damaging tension owing to the contra-
diction.

21. "Days of 1909, '10, and '11" ( ?; December 1928)—to repeat
what I said about it earlier—uses a single mention of metaphoric Alex-
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dria to validate an otherwise contemptible figure from real Alexandria.
The "I" of the poem, who, of course, sounds like Cavafy and indeed is
Cavafy to some degree, nevertheless is also merely a persona created by
another Cavafy who hovers silently above the poem. This "other Cavafy"
makes the speaker seem somewhat contemptible because he is so obviously
deceiving himself, while at the same time the silent Cavafy looks down
approvingly on the speaker, in the interests of the Alexandrian myth they
share. The ambiguity creates no tension; therefore, as in all of these late
poems, Cavafy has no need to suppress it.

22. "Myris: Alexandria, A.D. 340" ( ?; April 1929) affirms "memory
as the redeeming resource of those committed to the Alexandrian ideol-
ogy" (Keeley, 1976: 148). Concurrently, it projects the speaker's near-
panic at his realization of what a tragic "solution" memory is (how
fragile an instrument it is for mediating distasteful reality). The poet's
negative attitude toward the speaker's self-deception is reinforced by the
date in the title, since A.D. 340 was a time when Christianity, not pagan-
ism, stood at the center of Alexandrian life. Nevertheless, the affirmation
of memory and the exposure of its inadequacy somehow coexist without
tension. Cavafy is able to stand outside of his estheticizing enterprise and
to view it with ambivalence, yet without rejecting Alexandria.

23. "Come, 0 King of the Lacedaimonians" ( ?; October 1929) is
perfectly analyzed by Keeley, who says that it

points to the capacity for dignity . . . of rulers who accept the
limits of their power and leave both their prosperity and their
future to the gods. . . . Kratisiklia . . . knows the facts of history.
. . . But it is still within her power to walk in dignified silence
before her people, and it is still within her capacity to recognize
that her ultimate fate is in the hands of powers beyond hers. . . .
The unstated theme . . . is that dignity and wisdom do not ensure
the gods' favor. . . But it is exactly her recognition of this Cava-
fian reality that earns Kratisiklia the designation "magnificent"
[thavmeir. la) (Keeley, 1976: 144-5).

Kratisiklia is completely and effortlessly ambiguous. On the one hand, she
refuses to deceive herself about reality; on the other, she willfully per-
petuates, by her attitude and behavior, the myth of Spartan imperturbabil-
ity. Cavafy admires her transcendence of one form of deception and
simultaneously admires her devotion to another form—more precisely,
admires the detachment which allows her to play with reality even though
she knows that playing leaves a person as vulnerable as before.

6.

Kratisiklia's transcendence of dissonance may reflect the detached per-
spective from which Cavafy, too, was able by this time to view himself and
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his surroundings. Throughout this essay, I have termed this his estheticiza-
tion of the estheticized, i.e., his detached ability to see as spectacle the
beloved myth-spectade called Alexandria (agapimeni poditeia), by means
of which he had already detached himself. Pursuing this development
still further, we may say that his attachment to reality was remedied by
esthetic detachment but that this detachment then tended to become a new
attachment—an attachment to the detachment. The result was that the
element of play stood in danger of being suppressed, so that what had
started as a process of converting reality to spectade by means of media-
tion might now become all too "real" in its own right, because taken too
seriously. At this point, what was needed to counteract this tendency was
a new, wider, perspective, whereby the process of seeing reality as
spectacle could itself be seen as spectacle: a perspective whereby the
process of estheticization could itself be estheticized. Thus we have the
beginning of what theoretically, I suppose, would have to be an infinite
sequence by which the imagination plays with experience (i.e., refuses
to take experience too seriously), then plays with that playing, then plays
with the playing with the original playing, and so on. In any case, Cavafy's
original spectade being mythical Alexandria (which may now be char-
acterized as a playing with the reality of the ancient and modern city),
has perspective then evolved into one from which he could play as well
with this mythical Alexandria which he had created. Said in another way:
his perspective evolved into one from which he could succeed in taking
not too seriously the myth that had enabled him, earlier, to take not too
seriously his entrapment within the walls and behind the windows of
the real city.

Keeley's contention, and mine, is that Cavafy attained this perspective
only gradually. According to the data we have examined, he starts with
the city as an ogre pursuing him: wherever he turns, wherever he looks,
he sees the black ruins of the life he has wasted and ruined there. This
is the problem. The solution unfolds in a process which seems to divide
into identifiable phases, the first of which, running from about 1910 to
1918, involves Cavafy in what initially appears to be unalloyed attachment
to an Alexandria that is now viewed from a distance as spectacle. His
ability to play with repugnant reality, no longer taking his own predica-
ment so seriously, liberates him (at least for the moment) from the
dissonance between his spiritual aspirations and his actual life. But we
wondered from the start whether this first phase was really so "clean."
Common sense would lead us to suspect that a person who fervently
attempts to estheticize reality, i.e., not to take it or himself too seriously,
runs the risk of taking too seriously the myth he is determined will save
him from taking things too seriously, and, consequently, the risk of
setting up a new tension or dissonance at the very moment when the first
one is being alleviated. Our data strengthen this suspicion because we
find interspersed with even the ten poems of unalloyed attachment, eight
of which come before 1918, other poems that dwell on the self-deception
of figures whose problem is that they take themselves much too seriously,



134	 JOURNAL OF THE HELLENIC DIASPORA

i.e., are too attached. I advanced as a hypothesis the supposition that
these poems, even though many deal with attachment to reality rather
than with attachment to myth, might reflect some inchoate ambiguity
in Cavafy himself regarding the mythic enterprise which, from one point
of view, was his life's salvation, and might therefore be the seeds of
something destined to grow more visible later.

When we enter the second phase, our suspicions are strengthened. I
call this a different phase because during the years it lasted (roughly
1918-1928), the theme of self-deception becomes obsessive and the poems
of unalloyed attachment drop away. This is the difference. However,
there is also a similarity. Cavafy's development is gradual. The poems of
the second phase share with those of the first phase the peculiarity that
the great majority lean over backward to be totally unambiguous in the
way they treat the subject matter of self-deception, subject matter which,
as we have seen, would appear to arise out of Cavafy's incipient doubts
about the nature of his mythologizing enterprise. I ventured the opinion
that, by virtue of his "pro" or "con" position with regard to inherently
ambiguous material, Cavafy was holding these doubts at bay in an effort
to neutralize the material's inherent ambiguity and its concomitant power
to expose his own vulnerability.

But this is merely a stage in a continuing evolution both natural and
inevitable (at least when viewed from hindsight). A poet of Cavafy's
intellectual honesty, a poet so strongly attached to the overcoming of
dissonance, could not remain in this second phase where the material's
inner contradictions, although resisted, remained. Therefore, we move to
a third phase, after 1928, in which ambiguity is treated ambiguously, yet
at the same time with assurance. There is no sign whatever of panic that
this honesty might cause the whole enterprise to founder; on the con-
trary, Cavafy seems able now to sustain a firm allegiance to mythical
Alexandria while simultaneously admitting his awareness that he must not
take this allegiance too seriously. In place of the new and greater tension
which we would expect to develop at this point, we find nonchalance: a
playing with the previous playing, an estheticization of what was previ-
ously estheticized. Cavafy's detachment from his material is broad enough
to include attachment, its opposite. This explains why there is no demytho-
logizing at the end of the career—why, as Keeley stresses, the poet's
ambivalence toward mythical Alexandria does not result in Alexandria's
rejection (1976: 144-5). Nor do we have a retraction out of weakness.
Cavafy's ability to face his doubts, and to exploit them to the extent of
creating a very different kind of poem toward, the end of his life, is, in
my view, the last of his many strengths. There is, of course, nothing so
startling in Cavafy's final period as Yeats's "Crazy Jane" poems or
Shakespeare's serene romances coming after the tragedies. Nevertheless,
Cavafy resembles these giants in that he never stopped growing. As a
whole, his career displays a shape and development which help us confirm
what we knew all along: that he is a major poet.



Caveth' s  Three-Phase Development Into Detachment	 13 5

7.

All these conclusions derive, of course, from an examination of only
the thirty-three poems in the Alexandrian cycle. I have assumed these to
be representative; yet, ideally, the three-phase development into detach-
ment ought to be tested against a similar analysis of the remaining poems
—an analysis that will confirm, I hope, the findings derived from the
synecdochic sample. As evidence that this hope is not just wishful think-
ing, I will mention in closing that the characterization I have offered of
the third phase, on the basis of only the last five poems in the Alex-
andrian cycle, is strengthened by many other poems published during the
poet's final years (1929-1932). Most of these have been discussed at
length by Keeley, and there is no need for me to repeat what he says
(1976: 133-52, esp. 145-8, 123). I will dwell for a moment, however,
on a poem which he could have included in his evidence for Cavafy's
"universal perspective" but did not: "Following the Recipe of Ancient
Greco-Syrian Magicians" ( ?; February 1931). Earlier, I quoted this
poem in full in order to argue Cavafy's apparently unalloyed attachment
to estheticization during his first phase, remarking in a footnote, how-
ever, that the same poem also provides evidence for the heightened per-
spective of the third phase. I deliberately ignored, then, the poem's
time of publication, treating the work simply as a dateless artifact. What
I wish to suggest now is that we do this at our peril. Once we become
convinced that a poet's sensibility changes as it evolves, we should always
include in our consideration of any individual poem that poem's chrono-
logical placement in the entire evolution, as a possible aid to discovering
its truest meaning. "Following the Recipe of Ancient Greco-Syrian
Magicians," considered as dateless, may easily seem to project Cavafy's
passion for estheticization—his craving for the magic distillation of
memory to bring back to him his twenty-third year, his friend of twenty-
two, their love, and even the little room they shared. If, however, we
remember the poem's chronological niche in Cavafy's carefully controlled
order of publication, we will pay much more attention to the qualifications
that we so easily overlooked before. The craving for mediation is present,
to be sure (Cavafy's subsequent position never eliminates his earlier one),
but present as well is a recognition of memory's fragility. The speaker
will be satisfied with a distillation that maintains its effect for just one
day, "or even for a few hours," since he is not at all sure whether its
power lasts longer. Already we begin to see certain ironies and ambigui-
ties in a poem which might otherwise have been read as essentially
straightforward. Above and beyond this, we will also pay more attention
(now that we have been alerted to the ironic element) to who the speaker
is. Cavafy calls him "an esthete," a designation whose negative connota-
tions cast certain doubts upon the estheticizing enterprise which is the
speaker's specialty and the poem's subject matter. But this speaker is
obviously not the poet. Our receptivity to the poem's ironies alerts us to
another voice standing outside, fully masked by what Keeley cans a "nar-
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rative strategy" (1976: 149). Suddenly, we realize that this poem, which
seems at first to be straightforwardly about the need for estheticization,
something to which Cavafy—we have always assumed—is irremediably
attached, derives from an exterior voice that is not so attached, indeed
that is sufficiently detached from the material to infect it with ironies.
At the same time, these ironies are not corrosive: the need for estheticiza-
tion remains. As we might have predicted, knowing as we do the general
characteristics of the ultimate mode, in this particular late poem as in
others, we find the esthetic estheticized, not rejected.



The Modes of Reading; Or Why
Interpret? A Search for
the Meaning of "Imenos"

by GREGORY JUSDANIS

a la maniere de Flaubert

Just as poetry became self-reflexive with Romanticism, so criticism.
becomes self-reflexive with post-structuralism.

Robert Young, Untying the Text

1.

In this paper it is my intention to examine the poem "Imenos" of
the great Greek poet C. P. Cavafy, the fiftieth anniversary of whose death
we are commemorating this year. "Imenos" was originally composed in
October 1915, revised in February 1919, and printed in the same year.
Interestingly, it has received little attention from Cavafy's various critics,
both in Greece and abroad, probably due to its brevity. Yet the poem,
inasmuch as it embodies a balance of form and content, is exemplary of
the mature Cavafy, by which the poet demonstrates both his superb
craftsmanship and his abilities to raise universal moral questions. What
then is the real meaning of this short poem? What truth does it reveal
about the human soul? Let us now examine the poem's message:

. there should be loved even more
a pleasure acquired morbidly and through corruption;
rarely finding the body which feels what it wants—
which morbidly and through corruption, provides
an erotic intensity which health does not klow. . . ."

Extract of a letter
written by young Imenos (of patrician descent)
notorious in Syracuse for his dissoluteness
in the dissolute times of Michael the Third.'

(Cavafy, B10)

'The translations of the poetic as well as prose texts are mine and are meant,
for the purposes of this essay, to be as literal as possible.

137
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The poem contains two stanzas of uneven length, both of which differ
in content and are separated not by the usual double but by quadruple
spacing. The second is written in an objective historical manner inform-
ing us that the preceding stanza is an extract of a letter written by one
Imenos, a patrician who lived in Syracuse during the debauched reign of
Michael III. The subject of this first stanza is hedonism, that is to say, a
limitless celebration of eros without barriers. The speaker argues that a
kind of pleasure should be sought which is acquired through corruption
and which rarely finds a body that feels what it needs. This type of
sensuality is rare since it can achieve an erotic intensity that healthy bodies
will never come to know. Real pleasure for the speaker is that which
exists beyond conservative notions of health and beauty since it is unique,
gratifying and free. Although its heights are rarely attained, a devotion
to it is undoubtedly remunerative in so far as the experience of such
pleasure is totally erotic and the effects are liberating. Most certainly, the
speaker had first-hand knowledge.

But why should Cavafy advocate the raptures of unhealthy or un-
natural pleasure? Why does he speak in terms of corruption but not
beauty? And curiously, why does he praise hedonism but neglect to
mention love? Undoubtedly, the answers lie in the author's intentions;
after all, since Cavafy composed the poem, who else but he is responsible
for its meaning? Accordingly, in order to discover its real message and
arrive at an indisputable interpretation of the poem, we must direct our
efforts to the reasons which motivated Cavafy to write it. The central
question necessarily becomes: what is Cavafy trying to say in this poem,
and why?

2.

Unfortunately, there is no evidence to date of any comments that
Cavafy might have made on "Imenos," thus his real purpose will never
be known. However, we can indirectly uncover his intentions, since, with-
out them, the true meaning of the poem would be irrecoverably lost in
the subjective taste and prejudice of each reader, who will interpret the
poem in his/her own idiosyncratic manner. But of course the poem can
have only one and not multiple meanings.

Returning to the poem, any wish on the part of Cavafy to practice or
propagate disrespectful and harmful behavior can be safely and most
assuredly precluded. To be sure, it is inconceivable that Cavafy, or any
other great poet, would choose immorality and its dangers as his subject
unless he had socially redeeming reasons for his endeavor. Art, especially
the universal art of Cavafy, has a supremely profound task before it,
that is, to edify but not corrupt, to instill within us the moral goodness of
life and enforce that cardinal human virtue—man's ethical state. As
regards "Imenos," it is certain that, like many Cavafian poems, it does
not lend itself to be read at face value, which is to say that Cavafy's
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intentions here are not to advocate perversion or sin, but quite the oppo-
site. It must not be forgotten that, above all, Cavafy is a didactic poet. In
the words of Papanoutsos: "As a didactic poet Cavafy is a poet of dignity
which is based on an affirmation of the humaneness in man" (1955: 176).

In "Imenos," instead of reveling in the delights of morbid pleasure,
Cavafy actually intended to castigate this exclusively sensual pleasure as
immoral, and to show implicitly the hazards it poses for one's life and
for society in general. However, the poem is negatively didactic, since it
outlines to the reader what not to do, suggesting thereby that pleasure
for its own sake, as pursued by Imenos, is both meaningless and danger-
ous; it threatens the moral fabric of civilization. The notorious Imenos
and the debauched epoch of Michael III are presented as instances of
gross immorality and as a direct consequence of a life devoted to the sole
gratification of the senses. Such negative didacticism is poetically more
interesting and effective, since it neither patronizes nor moralizes, but
functions indirectly. Cavafy, it is clear, prefered teaching to preaching,
showing to telling.

But why did Cavafy not speak openly himself but choose instead a
fictitious character living in the Byzantine period to convey his ideas?
This curious aspect of the poem becomes acutely problematical when one
takes into account that in the poem's earliest extant version, "'Ariaclai
rtp rct&repo" ("Love It More"), which was originally composed in 1915
but left unpublished, the poet speaks directly in the second person singular
imperative, without the intervention of an imaginary character. Further-
more, "Love It More" is much less cryptic than "Imenos," with the result
that Cavafy's motives can be more confidently discerned, a fact which
leads to the question of whether, by transforming such a forthright and
revealing poem, Cavafy was not intending, even subconsciously, to conceal
something of himself. In order to gain a better understanding of Cavafy's
need to alter radically both the form and content of "Love It More,"
we must turn our attention to Cavafy's life, and especially his sexuality,
the prominent subject of both poems.

3.

Cavafy was a homosexual. This aspect of his character has been ex-
tensively documented by Malanos, who has also demonstrated convincingly
the consequences which his sexual orientation had on his life and above
all on his poetry. Malanos believes that "the experience of an erotic
abnormality created the world of Cavafian poetry" (1957: 62). To be
sure, Cavafy's unorthodox sexuality served as the major motive for his
poetry, especially after 1913, when having reconciled himself to his sexual
tendencies, he undertook to write about them as well. Savidis provides
three dues which demonstrate that, between 1911 and 1913, Cavafy had
essentially resolved his sexual problem: first, in November 1911, Cavafy
ceased writing his confessional notes relating to his "solitary erotic passion"
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—a dear reference to masturbation which, as Bowersock insists, "genuinely
tormented" Cavafy (1981: 92-93) ; second, in the same month, Cavafy
published his first "dangerous" poem, "Dangerous Thoughts"; third, but
not of least importance, Savidis cites a note in Peridis (1948: 50) which
confirms that, from 1912 onwards, Cavafy's expenditure on clothing was
reduced to half of the amounts of previous years (1966: 105).

But even at this point of his life, Cavafy did not have the self-assur-
ance to expose his true sexual nature and risk public censure, so he there-
fore resorted to the strategy of using historical masks to express his sexual
feelings indirectly. This is perfectly well-witnessed in Cavafy's apparent
urgency to revise fundamentally the original version of "Imenos," "Love
It More":

Love it more if you acquire it with anguish.
Imagine how loose and how inferior
the easily-acquired pleasure is.
Your pleasure which you attain
sometime with lies, always in secret,
seeking it with uneasiness and insistence,
rarely finding the body which feels as you want,
which through fantasy you supplement,
—do not compare it with the easy delights of others.

(Cavafy, 1968: i)

The absence in this poem of historical allusions and personas is con-
spicuous; the poet speaks directly without the intervention of history. In
short, the poet reveals that his particular type of pleasure is acquired
surreptitiously and with anxiety; and since he rarely possesses the body
he needs, he is compelled to supplement this lack through imagination.
In contrast, the love of others, the consummation of which takes place
without agony and hypocrisy, is characterized as slack, deficient, and there-
fore to be rejected. It is dear that, in this early poem, Cavafy, though
never explicitly, is comparing homosexual and heterosexual love and
acknowledging his unashamed preference for the former.

In "Imenos," four years later, the message is the same, although it is
rendered cryptically in the form of a letter composed by an imaginary
figure of the ninth century. The addition of this second historically
oriented stanza has the effect of successfully projecting Cavafy's inner-
most drives onto a fictitious character; it is an act of subconscious repres-
sion by which the poet, without dangerously exposing himself, transfers
his sexual anomaly to another person, time, and place. Through history,
Cavafy's erotic desires find expression and relief; in this example, as in
many other erotic poems, historical detail serves simultaneously to conceal
and represent the latent but socially unacceptable wishes of the poet.
"Imenos" thus manifests what Bien generally describes as "Cavafy's
habitual method of weaving homosexual suggestion into the historical
context and of making the finished work deal, most basically, with his
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own pathetically frustrated hopes" (1964: 22). The meaning of "Imenos"
lies in the highly effective sublimation of the anxiety-ridden erotic im-
pulses of the poet into an artistic (and thus publicly sanctioned) object—
the poem.

But how can the uneasy discrepancy between the two stanzas be ex-
plained, that is, the juxtaposition of private life and historical context?
Why did Cavafy specifically choose to locate his "Imenos" in Syracuse
under the reign of Michael III? Should not the critic address himself to
the possible significance of locality and dates in the poem? After all, the
inclusion of these facts is not arbitrary or accidental, so there must be
logically determined reasons behind it.

4.

Since a substantial portion of Cavafy's oeuvre is classed in the historical
category, surely it cannot be denied that in order to fully understand this
dimension of his poems, one must analyze the historical data incorporated
within them. With regard to "Imenos," Papoutsakis, in his French trans-
lation of Cavafy, records the following observation on the relevance of
the poem's historical setting:

Cavafy could not have found a more appropriate historical frame
to present this dissolute youth than the epoch during which
Michael III, "Methyssos," reigned over the Byzantine throne.
(Cavafy, 1977: 259)

Michael III, son of Theophilus, assumed the throne after the death of
his father. As Delopoulos points out, the wicked manner by which
Michael's uncle, Bardas, raised him contributed to his passing into history
as "licentious, impudent, contemptuous of religion, and dishonorable"
(1980: 72). Indeed, Michael III, or "Drunkard," is depicted in the
chronicles as someone entirely given to pleasure and depravity, a monarch
notorious for his debauchery and licentiousness, who, through his immoral
behavior, set the tone for the entire period.

As far as the general history of the time is concerned, Ostrogorsky
notes that it was marked by an accelerated separation of Byzantium from
the west (1956: 193). Moreover, although Michael III pursued Byzan-
tium's wars against the Arabs, they were eventually able to capture almost
all of Sicily, with the result that, at the end of the emperor's reign, only
Syracuse and Taormina remained under Byzantine control.

From two points of view, Cavafy in "Imenos" portrays a period of
decadence, for, first of all, by describing the debauchery of Michael III
and of his time, the poet renders a society in the depths of moral corrup-
tion, and secondly, by focusing on Syracuse, an outpost of Byzantium, he
depicts this same society as simultaneously threatened from without. For
this' city, with its illustrious Greek tradition, situated on the fringes of
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Hellenism, disaster loomed. Approached this way, the poem can appro-
priately be located within Keeley's framework of the Cavafian metaphor-
ical city. Keeley, in his Cavafy's Alexandria, has demonstrated that, after
1917, that is, after Cavafy's mythical city had been fully delineated, the
poet began to broaden his horizons beyond the sensual and mythical
Alexandria and include within his perspective the vast world of Hellenism
caught in tensions to sustain its way of life. In Keeley's words:

. . . as the poet became, after 1917, more and more preoccupied
with the world of Hellenism, it was often this kind of tension—
the struggle for survival of Hellenic values in the face of historical
change . . . that he chose to explore and represent. (1976: 115)

Clearly, "Imenos," having been printed in 1919, fits well within this
scheme, as it brings to our attention a fragment of Greek civilization con-
fronted by monumental forces that threaten to overcome it. Syracuse, it
may be remembered, was one of the most significant cities in ancient
times, renowned for its cultural life, not least for its magnificent theater.
Yet in "Imenos" no reference is made to Syracuse's glorious past, only to
its ignoble present and ominous future. For this segment of Hellenism,
decline and eventual cultural annihilation was inevitable. The poem
thus dramatizes a theme that appealed to Cavafy most—the imminent
arrival of the barbarians. But it should also be seen as exemplary of the
mature Cavafy, in that it constitutes an impressive transformation of a
personal and sentimental poem ("Love It More") into a disciplined and
perceptive portrayal of a particular historical moment.

But why would Cavafy write a poem about another distant and
obscure age with which the modern reader is not acquainted? Is the
average reader, in his interpretation of the poem, expected to take into
account the philological commentary on the poem's actual historical cir-
cumstances? In other words, can a poem be pertinent today if its sole
thematic preoccupation was Byzantine history? Surely, one must bear in
mind Bowra's astute observation, namely, that Cavafy "created not a
record of history but an imaginative criticism of life" (1949: 58). It is
to the poem's relationship with the modern condition that one must turn,
for its relevance must lie in its depiction of contemporary experience rather
than in its compilation of pedantic historical data. In order to discover
the poem's true message, one should investigate not Byzantium but the
modern society which the poem reflects.

5.

Tsirkas is particularly helpful in such an endeavor since, in his Cavafy
and His Epoch, he has attempted to describe Cavafy's zeitgeist, that is,
to gather "fruit from a faithful observation of Alexandrian life at the
end. of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, which
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Cavafy enclosed within his poems" (1958: 27). Tsirkas believes that
Cavafy's work emerges out of an atmosphere of dedine, which he under-
takes to delineate. He begins with an analysis of Cavafy's social status
(place of birth, teachers, career, associates) as seen in the light of the
actual history of the Greek colony in Alexandria and of Egypt as a whole;
these findings are further set within the broader spirit of Europe, with
whose literature and ideological currents Cavafy was familiar.

"Imenos," of course, is a product of a poet living in a society which,
as Tsirkas outlines, was sinking into the depths of moral decay. It was
natural that the crisis confronting western civilization should find expres-
sion in his art. "Imenos" reflects this social decline in so far as it parallels
the decadence of ninth-century Syracuse with the degeneracy of contempo-
rary culture. It is important to note that the poem was in the process of
composition and revision between 1915 and 1919 when, contemporane-
ously in Greece, the conflict between Venizelos and the king was threaten-
ing to destabilize that country's political system; the coup of August 1916
launched in Thessaloniki by the supporters of Venizelos almost led to a
civil war between his forces and those loyal to King Constantine; further-
more, corruption was rampant throughout the entire social fabric of
Greece. In Egypt itself, the once dominant position of the Greek colony
as regards the economic, social, and cultural spheres was being supplanted
by other ethnic communities. With reference to the global context, the
poem was written after the harrowing events of World War I, when
humanity was still coming to terms with the war's apocalyptic horrors.

In short, the poem, as Cavafy's entire oeuvre, emerged from a climate
of decline, that of Cavafy's own aristocratic family, of the Greek com-
munity in Alexandria, of Hellenism, and of occidental civilization. The
poem is significant in this respect because, within its two stanzas, the poet
has successfully captured the decay not only of his own particular situa-
tion but that of European capitalist society in general. Thus, although
Cavafy is a bourgeois poet, he comes forth in poems like "Imenos" as a
progressive thinker, since he chooses to depict the decadence of the
ruling class—note that Imenos is a patrician—at the moment of its
economic, military, social, and cultural exhaustion.

But how does the poem achieve this implicit criticism of western
civilization? From where does its power . stem? Certainly not from the
validity of its message, -nor from its faithful portrayal of the contemporary
predicament. It must not be forgotten that "Imenos" is neither a historical
nor a political treatise but a poem—an artistic artifact with its own
intrinsically permanent properties. Surely, a study of the poem must
concern itself primarily with the poetic means employed in the text, so
that sixty years after its composition—when the political situation has
changed—it functions effectively and still appeals esthetically to the modern
reader.
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6.

The poem's meaning must be sought in its literariness, in its formal
and structural qualities, which constitute it as a verbal work of art and
differentiate it from a prose text. Poetic language essentially deviates from
the standard and in so doing defamiliarizes the conventions of the com-
mon language and renews the reader's perception and experience. How
then does the poem present itself as a poetic text? How does it deviate
from everyday speech?

The poem's second stanza, one of the most prosaic passages in Cavafy,
provides a good example of linguistic deviation, since, although it appears
to be a complete sentence, it is not; the verb is missing, and thus it
consists exdusively of nouns, adjectives, and prepositions. Nevertheless,
the four lines are read as if they were a complete and grammatically
correct sentence. There exists a further tension in the juxtaposition of two
linguistic registers, in that the first and last verses, written in demotic,
frame the two central lines, which are composed in a stilted and pompous
katharevousa.

The prosaic nature of this stanza is foregrounded when compared
with the first, which displays many intricate, though not symmetrical
patterns. The first sentence contains the infrequently used passive subjunc-
tive "y' &flicucviest" instead of the more common aorist imperative
"fir:cm/pa," as would normally be expected. The whole sentence (that is,
the entire stanza) depends on this rare form of the passive. Within this
sentence, there follow violations of syntactical order and standard poetic
form. For instance, in line two, the morphological parallelism is broken
with the juxtaposition of yocrrip6ig and pi cpeopdc—an adverb and a pre-
position and a noun instead of a balancing pair of either. In the third
line, the arrangement of the words leads to ambiguity, as the reader
strains to reorganize them in order to determine the subject of each
clause and thus restore meaning. Indeed, the subversion of syntax is so
violent that the editor felt compelled to provide aids in his commentary,
illustrating that the subject of SpEmsoy.cmc is -00r/1 and of cdafietyvcou,
(Alm. (Cavafy, 1963: 97). This crucial third line violates the order of
the entire sentence/stanza by separating the second from the fourth and
fifth lines, which are all attributes of 118oy and are introduced by the
particle ito6, with the result that the last two verses seem incomplete and
independent dauses with no expressed subject.

Even in this brief analysis, it can be seen how poetic language subverts
the norm, both syntactically and morphologically, enacting in this way a
clear parallelism between linguistic and sexual deviation; for, as poetic
language overturns the standard of everyday speech, so Imenos infringes
social conventions. The poem's language itself becomes sensual, with its
perfectly interwoven words and licentiously •transgressive structures. The
poem is structured on the basis of this grammatical imagery which,
according to Jakobson and Coladides, constitutes Cavafy's "most powerful
devise" (1966: 59). Ambiguities and uncertainties that appear therein
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are treated not as flagrant errors but as esthetic riddles to be solved.
Syntax becomes seductive, alluring readers to delight themselves with the
pleasures of the deviant text—if not with Imenos.

By subverting the norm, these inherently poetic properties deflect or
delay the representational function of language, thereby giving rise to
ambiguity and, ultimately, to further readings. Thus, what is foregrounded
is not the mimetic nature of the text or its representational function but
the text itself as artwork. The poem emerges as a self-sufficient and auto-
telic object whose meaning is derived not from the poet's life, society, or
from historical data, but from the poem's own internal resources, its per-
manent and immutable qualities.

Yet, are these artistic values eternal? If that were the case, a text
with certain definable characteristics would, in different historical and
cultural contexts, be received in the same way. These qualities exist, but
they seem to be local and arbitrary, emerging under specific and often
conflicting interpretations. What are these factors which undermine the
text's claim to autonomy and lead to the production of antithetical read-
ings?

7.

These factors basically originate in tradition and in the transmission
of the other texts to which "Imenos" refers, that is, the intellectual net-
work where it belongs. Many Cavafian poems are aware of this charac-
teristic since they incorporate, within themselves, fragments of authentic
or fictitious texts in the form of inscriptions, epitaphs, poems, letters, and
historical documents. These textual fragments are not borrowed in the
direct sense of influence but exist in their own right as anterior texts,
making their presence conspicuous through typographical devices. The
effect of this technique is the poem's consciousness of itself not as an
independent body but as a series of cross-references to other texts, in
other words, as writing. In this regard, if the poem is to have any meaning
at all, it is in its intertextuality.

"Imenos," as it contains a number of subtexts, speaks of itself as
writing infinitely spread. The first extant element in this chain is the
original version of the poem "Love It More" (1915); there then follows
"Imenos" (1919), the revised poem of the 1915 draft; within "Imenos"
are framed both the second stanza and the letter (first stanza), which
must represent a modem demotic rendition of the letter Imenos allegedly
wrote in the language of the ninth century (the original version of this
letter as well as the name of the translator have been lost). Embracing
these texts are translations. of "Imenos" in other languages, the interpre-
tations of this poem, including the previous six in this paper (the present
one being read), the one that you, reader, will make, and so on. . . In
this inexhaustible expansion of textuality, where is the poem's truth,
where does the poem itself exist? Is it a stable, static, and immutable
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object recorded by the poet, edited by the philologist, and interpreted by
the critic? Or does it change with every new reading, interpretation, and
translation, taking its meaning from the process of being read and re-
written?

"Imenos" points to the latter direction since it is primarily an allegory
of reading. The reader's difficulty in arriving at one definite interpretation
of the letter in the poem is foregrounded by the letter's fragmentary state,
above all by the absence of a receiver. The letter is addressed to no one,
for, while the author of the text and the sender of the letter are present,
the recipient is absent. Yet, in order to make sense, the letter must be
read, it must find its corresponding meaning. Without an addressee, the
letter cannot be properly addressed, and without an address, it cannot be
delivered; it is simply mailed and then purloined by various capricious
readers who strive to claim it for their own, by interpreting it "correctly."
But the letter resists permanent ownership because it signifies something
different to each reader. Moreover, now that the author is dead, there
can exist no authority to verify the authenticity of the many antithetical
interpretations. In this way, meaning remains epistolary; it is always post-
poned. The text exists in the process of being dispatched and unautbor-
izably received.

Returning to the poem, it would seem, much to our embarrassment, that
its "true" meaning is nowhere to be permanently situated. Where, after
all, does it reside: in the conscious intentions of the author? In his sub-
conscious wishes ? In the poem's historical allusions ? In the zeitgeist of the
poet? Or in the poem's own formal and structural properties? None of
these claims is timelessly valid. Meaning is dissipated; the text is open
to infinite readings in the boundless process of its dissemination.

Yet, is interpretation a purposeless and onanistic freeplay of floating
signifiers? Is reading a deconstructive game in regressive signification, a
fall into the abyss of language, a gesture in unlimited subjective specula-
tion? Does there exist no local truth, or reality, such as, for instance, the
volume at hand, where people have contributed their interpretations on
the different meanings of "Cavafy" ?

8.

The interpretations appearing in this volume doubtless constitute part
of an intertextual network adding another series of readings to those
already existing. But this can hardly be understood as a naive exercise of
freeplay, for, like all texts, they are involved in the struggle for power
and domination. With reading and writing conceived in these terms,
literature itself becomes an institution around which discourses clash for
appropriation; it is not simply the personal and autonomous creation of
the artist but a cultural product whose reception is historically conditioned,
that is, it takes place in a defined period and locality, and serves as an
object of discursive debates.
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With regard to Cavafy's oeuvre, the conflict has been fierce, as count-
less discourses have fought over "Cavafy's" meaning. Out of this struggle,
he has emerged as among the foremost modern poets in Greece and one
of the most significant European poets of the twentieth century. In the
reading of "Cavafy," various discourses have concentrated on different
poems, with the result that some poems have come to be regarded as
major, that is, artistically important, while others (such as "Imenos")
have been virtually ignored. However, since esthetic qualities are not
immanent in the text or oeuvre but are produced through stated or
unstated theoretical principles, it is quite conceivable that in a future dis-
course, "Imenos" could come to be regarded as an outstanding poem (an
example of the mature Cavafy), or that "Cavafy" himself could lose his
present stature and join tradition's many marginalized authors.

Although each critical discourse has interpreted "Cavafy's" work
according to its own standards and norms, essentially it has attempted to
identify its own (far from disinterested) reading with the "true Cavafy."
In other words, private and local interpretations were equated with uni-
versal truths. Often enough, that "true Cavafy" was the poet who
esthetically expressed his personal anxieties/ conflicts/ ideology in his
poetry and who also faithfully depicted the social/ cultural/historical/
spiritual reality around him. This represents the basic pattern of Cavafian
studies that is still predominant, and one which is further consolidated
by the published material to date, by the teaching practices used at uni-
versities, and by the criteria employed in editorial boards of journals. The
interpretation of the "real Cavafy" is not just based on the text but is also
supported by extra-textual elements such as social institutions, which pro-
vide the reading of "Cavafy" with authority.

This essay in the present issue of the Journal of the Hellenic Diaspora
should be examined in this context, in so far as it constitutes part of a
specific institutional site where the fight between discourses is conducted.
The essay is directed essentially against previous interpretations of
"Cavafy"; accordingly, it should be seen in •the light of the power struggle
to appropriate Cavafy, that is, as an attempt to undermine earlier readings
by claiming that new interpretations (here and elsewhere in this volume)
correspond more faithfully to the meaning in the text. In fact, however,
no interpretation can be ontologically more valid than those attacked; an
alternative reading, through convincing rhetoric, merely strives to assume
power and authority over the text. Similarly, the disapprobation that will
and must be directed against my (or any other) contribution should be
understood as political both in intent and scope. In this way, reading can
continue, and the common human temptation to assume that one inter-
pretation serves as the only one is momentarily arrested.

On the basis of this suggestion of an institutional situation (where
nontextual elements come to the fore), it would seem—contrary to de-
constructive doctrine—that the signifier, far from aimlessly and endlessly
floating in the abyss of signification, is directly situated in a defined space
and time. This paper does not emerge ex nihilo, nor is it naively engaged
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in writing; along with others, it arises in opposition to previous critical
texts, but in relation to institutions such as the university, the publishing
house, and, most importantly, that of criticism, with its standards and
criteria, which designate whose readings can be considered true and whose
false. A text, then, does not simply exist in an innocent and internally
oriented signifying chain, since it is simultaneously tied down in history,
occupying a place in an extra-textual reality and system of discursive power.
It is this system that should become an object of study—the process
through which various discourses struggle to appropriate a particular text
or oeuvre and invest it with meaning.

9.

Yet does it all end here? Should a critic preoccupy him/herself only
with texts, even in the broader context? How does the struggle over
"literature" relate to the struggles over other institutions and notions
taking place in the world today? Is it sufficient to fight over the meaning
of "Cavafy" ? In other words, what is the critic's role outside the security
of her/his field. (On the personal level, is this article nothing other than
an appendage to my curriculum vitae or an attempt simply to add my
name to those who have written on the subject ?) Indeed, how can one
be involved in reading/writing and simultaneously commit him/ herself
to the non-literary conflicts in our society, here and now?

Are there any real, purely literary issues ? Or is the domain of criticism
another institutional site where power and violence are exercised and
therefore authority (including one's own) should be unremittingly re-
sisted? And you, "lecteur," how does this concern you, how about your
responsibilities, and what is your position now that you have done with
this?

"All his experiments failed. Each time he was greatly amazed .. .
They consulted each other, opened one book,
passed over to another, then they did not know
what to decide faced with the divergence of opinions."



The Violent Power of Knowledge:
The Stru • • e of Critical Discourses for
Domination Over Cavafy's
"Young Men of Sidon, A.D. 400"

by VASSILIS LAMBROPOULOS

Introduction

Fifty years after Cavafy's death, the popularity of his work and the
amount of exegetical labor devoted to its faithful annotation continue to
increase steadily. Commentators, essayists, critics, philologists, and artists
return with self-defeating reverence to that small body of texts, and at-
tempt to elucidate its complex messages. But the most surprising aspect
of this growing industry is not exactly its large scope but rather its wide
variety. There are as many interpretations of the literary sign "Cavafy"
as critical approaches to it, each one striving for inclusiveness of coverage
and exclusiveness of appropriation. The "erotic," the "political," the
"didactic," the "historical," the "symbolist," the "mythopoetic," and
other Cavafys compete for our attention, and for absolute interpretive
authority.

Unfortunately, the scholarly interest in the disciplines of criticism—
their emergence, individuation, development, and transformation—remains
completely nonexistent in Greek studies. Thus, we lack not only a history
of modern Greek criticism but also any major study on the reception and
transmission of individual literary works. With a noble idealism and
naive innocence typical of its romantic conception and orientation, modern
Greek scholarship keeps returning dutifully to the original works and
investigating the authenticity of their origins and meanings in order to
recover the author's (conscious or unconscious) intentions. The tradition
of the works' transmission, their (mal)functions, (mis)readings, and
(ab)uses, incite no interest whatsoever, since the established mythical
image of the text is still one of purity and full presence.

The case of Cavafy, however, remains a strong challenge to the human-
istic presuppositions underlying Greek philology. The number of existing
approaches, and the embarrassing variety of their results, cries for a history
of his work's reception, especially an epistemological inquiry into Cava-
fian criticism that would describe the ideological investments in it. The
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purpose of the paper in hand is to break some ground toward this direc-
tion, namely, to propose a systematic (but nonscientific) approach, and
apply it to a concrete example, the history of one particular text. Its first
part consists in a reading of Foucault's reading of Nietzsche's reading of
Schopenhauer's reading of . . . while the second is a reading of Cavafy's
reading of Athenaeus' reading of ancient Greek poets' reading of. . . .

All that goes to show the inherently intertextual (and consequently
anti-metaphysical) nature of the whole enterprise: this paper is just
another text on texts, just another reading that interpolates texts between
other texts (i.e., readings between readings), makes certain diacritical
comments, and draws certain differential conclusions, while simultaneously
trying (in vain) to cover itself and preempt future (intertextual) counter-
arguments that may attack it. To rephrase the preceding statement in con-
ventional and more practical terms, the first part of the paper outlines
the project of a genealogical investigation (by opposing it to the his-
torical one), and poses power and the struggle of discourses for domina-
tion as its concrete object; while the second part offers as an example
(and not a model) of such an investigation a genealogy of the reception
of the poem, "Young Men of Sidon, A.D. 400" (1920)*—a microscopic

*YOUNG MEN OF SIDON (AD. 400)

The actor they'd brought in to entertain them
also recited a few choice epigrams.

The room opened out on the garden
and a delicate odor of flowers
mingled with the scent
of the five perfumed young Sidonians.

There were readings from Meleager, Krinagoras, Rhianos.
But when the actor recited
"Here lies Aeschylus, the Athenian, son of Euphorion"
(stressing maybe more than he should have
"his renowned valor" and "sacred Marathonian grove"),
a vivacious young man, mad about literature,
suddenly jumped up and said:

"I don't like that quatrain at all.
Sentiments of that kind seem somehow weak.
Give, I say, all your strength to your work,
make it your total concern. And don't forget your work
even in times of stress or when you begin to decline.
This is what I expect, what I demand of you—
and not that you completely dismiss from your mind
the magnificent art of your tragedies—
your Agamemnon, your marvelous Prometheus,
your representations of Orestes and Cassandra,
your Seven Against Thebes—merely to set down for your memorial
that as an ordinary soldier, one of the herd,
you too fought against Datis and Artaphernis."
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genealogy of the struggle over Cavafy's work in general. One might
choose wishfully to call these two parts "theoretical" and "practical,"
respectively; but, evidently, there is no way that this paper could effec-
tively object to such (or any other) treatment and appropriation, no
matter how much it would disagree with its principles.

On Genealogy

1.1 In his book, The Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault
proposed, through a comprehensive methodological review of his past
work, a new historical discipline called "archaeology," and clarified its
orientation and goals by opposing it to the traditional "history of ideas"
(see, especially, Part IV, Chapter 1). Three years later, in his seminal
essay, "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History" (1977), Foucault abandoned
the old term and revised the elaborate methodology accompanying it,
under the commanding influence of Nietzsche's On the Genealogy of
Morals (1887). Instead, he adopted the very term "genealogy," and
outlined his new project by opposing it to humanist "history," while
avoiding, at this time, the development of a detailed plan of investigation.

The defining characteristics of genealogy, according to the essay, are
the following three:

a) ". . . It opposes itself to the search for 'origins'" (1977: 140);
it does not try to recover the true identity of things and phenomena, the
unity of their original creation, by searching for the intentions and motives
of the creator, the moment of their immaculate conception, the "spirit of
the age," or their inviolable autonomy and perfection. Genealogy is the
"history of an error we call truth" (144).

b) It "does not pretend to go back in time to restore an unbroken
continuity" (146) between the present and its foundations; on the con-
trary, it traces the "complex course of descent" (146) and shows the
disparity and dispersal, the heterogeneity and heterogeny, of things by
studying them in their concrete manifestations and culturally conditioned
uses—i.e., their material existence and the historical factors that allow for
it. "Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated within the
articulation of the body and history" (148).

c) It does not follow the naturalistic model of evolution that describes
historical developments according to their organic necessity; it deals with
the emergence of things and the play of forces involved in it. Things are
not created; they appear as a result of a struggle for domination over a
set of rules. The emergence of a thing ensues after the successful appro-
priation of those rules by one particular interpretation in a specific game
situation; ". . . the development of humanity is a series of interpretations.
The role of genealogy is to record its history" (152).

In summary, it can be said that genealogy rejects the metaphysical
postulates of the humanistic/romantic discipline of history and its objec-
tivist/sdentific pretensions, and posits, as its own subject, the cultural/
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historical emergence of things (or ideas or phenomena) and their descent
from the interaction of intersubjective forces in games where these forces
develop competitive relationships and struggle for the appropriation of
rules, that is, domination.

During its transformation from "archaeology" to "genealogy," Fou-
cault's idea of an anti-humanistic discipline gained in philosophical
strength what it lost in methodological rigor; it also improved its strategic
focus and political awareness, while losing its scholarly prestige and
appeal. The primary purpose became less descriptive and more polemical;
knowledge itself receded into the background, while power, as the "will
to knowledge," (again, after Nietzsche) became the central notion.

As this paper has been intimating so far, yet another approach to
"Cavafy" and the genuine meaning of his poetry would be an idealistic
and futile attempt to return to the original sources and reconstruct the
act of creation. Even a dexterous presentation of data—be it of a bio-
graphical, historical, or esthetic nature—cannot illuminate the tradition
surrounding and delivering the work to us, unless, of course, one still
happens to subscribe to the ontological theory of art, and prefers to
ignore its historical materiality and dispense with cultural transmission.
What is needed for its understanding is, in our case, a genealogy of the
sign "Cavafy," namely, an investigation of its descent—the points, mo-
ments, and conditions of its emergence: how it has been read/received
and constituted, used/appropriated and transformed; which games have
centered around it, which forces have contested for it, which powers have
been exercised over/through it. The supreme point of reference for any
genealogical study becomes, obviously, power in its specific, local, and
temporal manifestations.

On Power

1.2 The forms and relations of power as manifested and invested in
various institutions of social control and discipline have been repeatedly
examined by Foucault in his mature work. But the most succinct and illum-
inating discussion, with far-reaching implications for the study of all
cultural formations and systems, is contained in his book on sexuality
(1976), where power is conceived as the "will to knowledge," and is
thus linked to truth. In this part of the essay, power and its operations
will be examined, and four tentative "rules" for their systematic descrip-
tion will be advanced, according to the philosophical principles and the
methodological objectives provided by Foucault in the chapters entitled
"Objective" and "Method" in his book.

The main characteristics of power consist in the following four
distinctive features:

a) Immanence: "[Plower must be understood in the first instance as
the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they
operate and which constitutes their own organization" (92). Power is
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not abstract and general but concrete and specific; however, it is not a
force in itself, not even the result of one force's action, but the outcome
of every force relation. "Relations of power are not in a position of
exteriority with respect to other types of relationships . . . but are imma-
nent in the latter" (94). All relationships, all relations of forces, are,
in one respect, relations of and about power. "One needs to be nominal-
istic, no doubt: power is not an institution, and not a structure; neither
is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one
attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society" (93).
It is the name of the game; power is immanent in the game; and there
is nothing outside the game.

b) Continual Variations: "The omnipresence of power . . . because
it is produced from one moment to the next, at every point, or rather in
every relation from one point to another. Power is everywhere, not be-
cause it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere"
(93). Its "juridical representation" (89), the traditional legal model of
its description, conceals its strategic character and its rhetorical situated-
ness: power does not belong to the sovereign or the ruling hegemony (or
anybody else). "Power is not something that is acquired, seized, or
shared, something that one holds on to or allows to slip away; power is
exercised from innumerable points" (94) by all the forces participating
in the game, since it is immanent in the relations they develop.

c) Double Conditioning: "Power relations are both intentional and
nonsubjective" (94). The exercise of power always follows certain objec-
tives and serves certain interests. But there is no center or permanent
structure in the game; local centers emerge due to overall strategies which
depend on specific force relations; and these relations, in their turn, are
affected and transformed by the particular overall strategy. Thus, there is
an organic mutual interdependence between forces and their tactics on
the one hand, and the overall strategy on the other. The double condi-
tioning and the "strictly relational character of power relationships"
becomes clear when their oppositional nature is taken under consideration.
"Their existence depends on a multiplicity of points of resistance: these
play the role of adversary, target, support, or handle in power relations.
These points of resistance are present everywhere in the power network"
(95). Mutual interdependence, therefore, conditions not only strategies
and tactics but also power and its opposites. "Where there is power,
there is resistance" (95).

d) The Tactical Polyvalence of Discourses: 'We must make allowance
for the complex and unstable process whereby discourse can be both an
instrument and an effect of power but also a hindrance, a stumbling
block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy"
(101). Discourses are not uniform bodies of knowledge or stable embodi-
ments of truth; they vary in function and their functions vary: their
constitutions change, their potential uses are innumerable, their operations
are complex, their elements are distributed in irregular fashion. Dis-
courses both enunciate and compete for power; essentially, they are dis-
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cursive formations whereby power turns into knowledge and strives to
appropriate the rules of the game and solidify them as truth.

These are the four main characteristics of power in its material mani-
festations. Clearly, no method could ever provide valid guidelines for an
objective description of the field or a scientific taxonomy of the games
played, the rules followed, and the strategies adopted in force relations.
For this reason, Foucault has suggested that we "must construct an analy-
tics of power" (90) and try to analyze its mechanisms. This has to be
necessarily a historical/cultural investigation of concrete cases, of specific
situations "in the field of multiple and mobile power relations" (98).
To that effect, he has additionally proposed four "cautionary prescriptions"
(98), corresponding to the distinctive characteristics of power described
above, that might protect the investigation from absolutist epistemological
fallacies. After outlining these (far from normative) rules, I will set out
the goals of my own excursion into the field of Cavafian criticism.

a) Rule of Immanence: "Between techniques of knowledge and strate-
gies of power, there is no exteriority. . . • We still start, therefore, from
what might be called 'local centers' of power-knowledge" (98). We
will examine the concrete manifestations of power in force relations de-
veloping in a historically specific game situation, and the ensuing possi-
bilities of knowledge.

b) Rule of Continual Variations: "We must seek . . . the pattern of
the modifications which the relationships of force imply by the very
nature of their. process" (99). We will examine how force relations are
constantly transformed, how their distribution changes, how power is
exercised through them, and how that affects the constitution of knowl-
edge.

c) Rule of Double Conditioning: "[O]ne must conceive of the
double conditioning of a strategy by the specificity of possible tactics,
and of tactics by the strategic envelope that makes them work" (100).
We will examine this asymmetrical dialectic in order to find the aims in-
forming the tactics applied, the interdependence between these tactics and
the overall strategy of the game, and the nuclei of resistance that develop
at various points and cause their revision and readjustment.

d) Rule of the Tactical Polyvalence of Discourses: "[I]t is in dis-
course that power and knowledge are joined together" (100). We will
examine the variety of their functions and effects, that is, the specific ways
in which power is exercised strategically and produces knowledge effec-
tively. "[W)e must question them on the two levels of their tactical
productivity (what reciprocal effects of power and knowledge they ensure)
and their strategical integration (what conjunction and what force rela-
tionship make their utilization necessary in a given episode of the various
confrontations that occur)" (102).

In short, the crucial points of our interest and reference will be local
centers of force relations historically situated where strategies of power,
through their mutual interaction with specific tactics, are constantly trans-
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formed and produce polyvalent discourses, that is, multiple constitutions
of knowledge that aspire to absolute authority, truth.

In order to make the preceding discussion of power explicitly rele-
vant and connect the first with the second part of this paper, I will para-
phrase freely a long passage from "The Will to Knowledge" (97),
adapting its suggestions to the purposes of our own genealogical investi-
gation. The important question we must address ourselves to is not, given
the presence of Cavafy's work in the corpus of modern Greek literature,
how and why is it that power needs to establish a knowledge of it; it is
rather, in a specific type of discourse on literature, in a specific type of
critical discourse and its relations with other critical discourses similarly
oriented to a concrete form of extortion of truth, that of Cavafy's poetry,
what were the most immediate, the most local power relations at work,
how did they make possible these kinds of critical discourses, and, con-
versely, how were these discourses used to support power relations?

What follows is a genealogy of the descent of a literary text—an
investigation into the conditions of its possibility as circumscribed by
force relations that developed between discourses competing for its
explication (i.e., domination over it); it is a genealogy of the power-
knowledge relationships that have produced the text through various
constitutions of its truth. Still, at this last point of our first part, a note
of warning seems appropriate: "power is tolerable only on condition that
it masks a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to its ability
to hide its own mechanisms" (86). Nietzsche's conception of power as
read/revised by Foucault remains one of struggle, fierce fighting, violence,
prohibition, suppression, and appropriation. It is based on the Hera.ditean
model, and bereaves all human communication and creativity of idealism,
innocence, and purity. Therefore, any critique of power relations has in-
herently the character of resistance against particular impositions of
authority; in order to refute them effectively, in order to achieve our
strategic/political goal of undermining prevailing forms of domination,
"we must immerse the expanding production of discourses" on Cavafy's
work "in the field of multiple and mobile power relations" (98) and
expose their hidden metaphysical assumptions that disguise those relations
into true knowledge.

* * *

2.1 The poem, "Youth of Sidon, A.D. 400" (hereinafter referred
to as YMS) was published in 1920, appeared as an object of analysis
(and knowledge) in the late 1920s, and was first appropriated by the
prevailing critical discourse of the time, that of patriotic moralism. The
principles governing the constitution of knowledge (and the appreciation
of literary values) in the framework of this discourse were already quite
clearly articulated during the debate between Apostolakis (1923) and
Varnalis (1925) about the significance of Solomos's poetry—a debate
that essentially centered around the moral/political responsibilities of the
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artist. The question was not abstract and general but practical and urgent:
which were the possible roles and tasks for the poet after the Asia Minor
Disaster?' For more than a century, from Rhigas Pheraios to Palamas,
the Greek poet had advocated and praised territorial expansionism, eagerly
trumpeting the coming of a third empire and the resurrection of the
eternal Hellenic spirit. The national humiliation in 1922 shattered the
dream and left him desolate in search of a new vision.

Both Apostolakis and Varnalis tried to provide a meaningful solution
by going back to Solomos, who first conceived of the poetic vocation as a
mission. Their suggestions, advocating Victorian Idealism—the Poet as
Hero—and Romantic Marxism—the Poet as Revolutionary—respectively,
met on a crucial point of convergence, the dogma of patriotic moralism.
It is in this context that YMS first appeared in the domain of literary
criticism and was subsequently judged according to the validity of its
moral message.

Two different positions were expressed: the first, supported by
Vrisimitzakis and Xenopoulos, saw the poem as a negative depiction of
cultural decay; the other, defended by Sareyannis and Spieros, understood
it as a positive advocacy for the powers of great art. According to the
negative interpretation, the poem portrays the "youth of that age" (Vrisi-
mitzakis, 1975: 57), whose corrupted moral standards lead to arrogant
irreverance. Xenopoulos went even further and polarized the discussion:
his was the only correct explanation—those who might disagree were
wrong; if Cavafy disagreed with it, then the treatment itself of his subject
was wrong. Obviously, what remained untouched by doubt was the moral
standard that was used to measure the poem's value.

According to the positive interpretation, on the other hand, the poem
is a bold defense of art and its contributing role to society. Sareyannis
thought that it contained the poet's admonition to his nation, that it dealt
with a "national problem," which Spieros described as the close connec-
tion and eventual identification of art with life. For the first, the "artist
is a hero," for the second, a "soldier in the battlefield." They both took
up the youth's challenge to Aeschylus and tried to clarify and emphasize
its moral implications: the artist has his own fights to give as a defender
of national values—and it is this mission that was underplayed in the
tragedian's epitaph.

Even though the two interpretations differ in their appreciation of the
poem's provocative message, they belong essentially to the same critical
discourse, that of patriotic moralism, since they examine the "content"
of the text as a moral message and judge its acceptability on explicitly
ideological grounds. The unstated principles behind the two different

'During the years of the 1967 dictatorship, Maronitis discussed Cavafy and
posed the same HOlderlian question, borrowed this time from Seferis, with belated
sentimentalism: "In times like ours, when history is produced and written by
machines with human appendages, of what use can the poet's voice be?" (1972:
117). His answer, as ahistorical as his method, defends the supreme value of
symbolist formalism, a discourse we will encounter later: "telling the truth" (134).
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positions that take sides either with the old man of Athens or with the
young man of Sidon are the same: they stem from nationalism and
moralism, and serve an attempt to preserve their complementary values.
To label the negative interpretation "conservative" and the positive one
"progressive" would be entirely misleading: the second one is not defend-
ing the independence of art, but only tries to secure a place for the dis-
placed artist in the realm of public service and to accommodate art as an
ideological commodity valuable to the nation. The two interpretations
represent different reading practices but share the same ultimate concern
about the moral responsibilities of the artist toward society—and agree
that the obsequious response should be the highest criterion for the
evaluation of his work. Thus, art becomes subservient to morality.

2.2 While this critical discourse was trying to define a reputable social
space for art (by proving its usefulness at any cost) and simultaneously
control its circulation, and while certain overtones were detected in
Cavafian criticism, indicating a wishful attempt to praise Cavafy's poetry
using standards similar to those that promoted Palamas to the status of
national poet, the literary "school" of decadence and cosmopolitanism
which emerged at the same time (i.e., during the 1920s) succeeded in
turning attention to the private drama of the "poête maudit," and gradu-
ally established (and was itself produced by) its own critical discourse,
that of biographical intentionalism, which would honor that drama appro-
priately.

As its name suggests, this discourse shifted the critical focus from the
message of the poem to the intentions—or should we say: passage ?—of the
poet, from the public functions of the artwork to the private world of
the artist. According to its tenets, what bestows significance on the work
and makes it important is not its uses in society but its meaningful con-
struction by its creator. The previous discourse made value a public/ moral
issue, the new one a private/personal matter beyond the reach of social
strictures. It was at this point that literary criticism dispensed with the
principle of the morally "good"/socially "useful" as an evaluative criterion.

We can distinguish two main approaches inside the critical discourse
of biographical intentionalism: the psychological, advocated by Malanos,
Papatsonis, Dimaras, and Piniatoglou, among others, which produced the
so-called "erotic" dvafy; and the ideological, advocated by Tsirkas, that
produced the "political" Cavafy. This second major discourse made its
triumphant official appearance (and overwhelming impression) imme-
diately after the poet's death in 1933, with the publication of Malanos's
first book. "Cavafy's" intentions became the exclusive center of attention
and were examined mainly from the viewpoint of his experiences, and,
above all, his sexuality. The interpretations offered by the previous dis-
course were undone with excruciating patience and in great detail, while
alternative ones were suggested which made the texts fit into the new
overall scheme.

The case of YMS was no exception. The original question: how good
is the message of the poem (and the ensuing problem about the usefulness
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of art in modem society) was rejected and another one was posed: what
did the poet want to say (followed by an inquiry into the origins of his
real intentions.) The answer was simple of course: the nameless youth
from Sidon is just another poetic persona; "the words he said are Cavafy's
words" (Malanos, 1957: 346). As for the nature of his motivation, bio-
graphical evidence pointed to the "excessive, almost pathological weakness
of Cavafy for his work" (347). 2

Thus, the message went from public (and therefore subject to social
criticism) to personal, coming from artistic genius: one could not evaluate
it without considering the artist's life and intentions. Naturally, the psycho-
logical reading practice of biographical intentionalism gave rise to a need
for more information about the poet in order to explore his motives
further. Publications like those by Lehonitis and Peridis amply served
that need and obviously belong to the same discourse. They supported it
by supplying additional evidence and more interpretations along the same
lines. The quality of that evidence is exemplified in the following typical
passage: "I have to say that in a related conversation with the poet I
formed the impression that he shared the opinion of Mr. Sareyannis.
Perhaps because that interpretation seemed to him broader and gave to
his poem nationalistic, patriotic meaning and value. We should not forget
that Cavafy was a fanatic nationalist. He did not consider any struggle
futile for the service of Hellenism" (Lehonitis, 1977: 37).

This passage is also an apt reminder of the complexity of force rela-
tions that develop between discourses. Although our survey presents the
critical discourses that have generated the knowledge of "Cavafy" in a
seemingly linear fashion, this description does not correspond exactly to
the ways in which their competition for authority was conducted. Lehoni-
tis, for example, while trying to present the "real" Cavafy, is anxious to
stress his patriotic motives. Thus, the values of patriotic moralism are not
abolished here but rather transfered from the work to its creator. In fact,
even after they lost their centrality and became marginal, they remained
operational in approaches like Tsirkas's, which had them serve a "pro-
gressive" political cause. Clearly, no discourse ever has absolute power:
authority is constantly contested.

The critical discourse of intentionality which invented "Cavafy" and
gave us his first biography read YMS as a "passionate and forceful
protest for the spirit and Art" (Peridis, 1948: 223). For it, the youth
impersonates "Cavafy"—to like the poem is to agree with the poet. Read-
ing follows the adventures of a soul in the realm of private experiences
as reflected in personal ideas. Thus, the totalizing effect is complete; it
also seems absolute, because it is supposedly based on objective evidence.
While the discourse of patriotic moralism was more concerned with the

2Only as an extreme example of psychological intentionalism (and only in a
footnote) can the insolent reading of the poem by Yakos be mentioned here—a
repulsive display of critical voyeurism which satisfies itself by observing the poet's
"affectation," "narcissism," and "effeminacy" (1963: 1632).
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functions of art (which necessarily vary according to the historical context),
biographical intentionalism became obsessed with the origins of art in
the human psyche (which are fixed and ideally recoverable).

At a certain point, an attempt was made to combine the two discourses
into a broad synthesis that would take under serious consideration all
biographical evidence but would use it to ascertain the potential impact
of the poetic message. This tendency proposed the "didactic" Cavafy by
attributing the possible public functions of his poems to his meticulously
executed intentions. The attempt at a friendly reconciliation of intentional-
ism with moralism was obvious: yes, good art is useful art; no, its useful-
ness cannot be decided by the public; yes, useful art is what the good
artist creates; no, art is not useless—the good artist makes artworks for
the public's beneficial use.

The application of this approach to YMS was particularly interesting.
Of course, it is Cavafy who "becomes indignant" and "with the mouth of
the youth from Sidon shouts angrily"; (Papanoutsos, 1971: 131) we
know his motives, we know that throughout his life he identified with
the youth's intellectual concerns: "In this poem Cavafy's credo is stated
categorically" (132). Yet his real motives are praiseworthy because the
poem does not limit itself to a personal expression of beliefs but is
addressed to a specific audience—the artistic community. It is one in a
series of "Admonitions to fellow-artists" (129) that instruct the crafts-
men of the verbal art how to write strong poetry. Thus, the usefulness of
the poem is proved and attributed to its creator's good intentions; although
the origins of the message are private, its possible public uses are exten-
sive and important, and therefore of high value.

This noble effort to. establish a reading practice that would combine
the means of biographical intentionalism with the ends of patriotic
moralism soon failed because of its obvious naivete. Discourses strive for
absolute authority, not peaceful coexistence; they try to annihilate each
other, not collaborate. What is more, in our case, at the time Papanoutsos
was formulating that theory (1947), Seferis was launching his massive
attack (1947) that would eventually change the course of Cavafian
studies. But before moving to the next phase, we must examine the alter-
native version of biographical intentionalism proposed by Tsirk.as under
the rubric of the "political" Cavafy.

The common assumption that the psychological and the ideological
approaches are antithetical completely misses the point of their epistemo-
logical orientation, Despite signficant differences on the methodological
surface (and much noisy slandering), they share the same critical pre-
suppositions since they focus attention on the author's intentions, avoid
esthetic considerations, refuse any rights to the audience, and return faith-
fully to the moment of the original creation. Their essential disagreement
is about the poet's subjectivity and the supreme forces governing its con-
stitution: are they psychical or mental; do they belong to the sphere of
subconscious motives or to that of conscious ideological beliefs? What is
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never questioned is the imposing presence of the talented artist who wills
his poetry.

It is highly significant that in their attitudes to YMS, a text with no
explicit reference to political ideas, the two practices of the same discourse
produced the same result: Tsirkas (1973: 366) could not find any time
to deal with that already controversial poem, but could easily afford to
agree with the identification of Cavafy with the youth by only slightly
historicizing the older explanation and turning the text into yet another
symbolic gesture that justified the poet's determined devotion to art. Here,
again, the main methodological trick of the ideological approach is ex-
posed in all its crudity: although this theory was talking about politics,
it concealed the transhistorical idealism of its own ideology by concentrat-
ing exclusively on the composition of a jigsaw puzzle out of Cavafy's own
politics without ever discussing the political ideas expressed in his poetry.
Small wonder that it produced the "political" Cavafy and not the politics
of Cavafy's poetry (and poetics). Thus, the role of the author as the
creative subject remained sovereign, and the metaphysics of his presence
in the work stronger than ever.

This other practice of •the second discourse to appropriate Cavafy's
work had all the attractive elements of the romantic genre of literary
biography, as well as the methodologies of critical positivism: it dis-
covered suffering and nobility of intention behind concrete facts. Addi-
tionally, as an alternative to the decadent imagination of the homosexual,
the enlightened class consciousness of the intellectual was vividly docu-
mented: the glamour of debauchery was replaced by the glory of the
revolution.

The persistent attachment of the left to Cavafy thereafter (as evidenced
in both criticism and poetry) is a safe measure of the popular success of
this alternative: the poet came out clean and good, his work of some
probable use for the education of the masses, and "progressive" causes
gained another ally for their pantheon of geniuses. Still, that reevaluation
was by no means a real revision; ironically, the two practices of the same
discourse competed mostly over Cavafy's symbolist poems, and, of course,
over the true meaning of private symbols. The political reevaluation drew
most of its initial inspiration from the analysis of "Those who Fought for
the Achaian League" (1922) in the seminal essay by Seferis (1981),
but missed the ultimate aims of its strategy. It was with that lecture
to the public, however, that the gradual emergence of a new discourse
began, and, with it, Seferis's desperately relentless battle against Cavafy,
which was going to mark •the rest of his work with a hysterical "anxiety
of influence" and "fear of belatedness."'

3At this point, it should be emphasized once more that, when we use names,
we are referring to subjects that belong to a particular discourse as objects of
knowledge and not to real persons. To give a concrete example, when we talk
about "Seferis," we do not refer to George Seferiadis, or even the writer of certain
texts, but to the "author" of "poems" and other "literary" works that belong to
modern Greek literary tradition. In this sense, "Cavafy" was no more a product
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2.3. Symbolist formalism, the discourse which revised the norms of
intentionalist Cavafian criticism, was oriented toward the esthetic appre-
ciation of artistic features residing in the text, and their interpretation as
historical symbols of mythic proportions. Some attention had already
been given to stylistic elements by Agras, who was himself a symbolist
poet. The new discourse largely adopted his empirical method in dealing
extensively with matters of form but drew its inspiration from the attitude
of Palamas to Cavafy vociferously expressed in a series of interviews and
articles in the late 1920s.

Palamas's remarks soon became (and still remain) notorious for their
vehemence: "His texts look like reportage, as if he is trying to give us
reportage from the centuries" (Christofidis, 1926: 180); "The works of
Cavafy, versification, language, expression, form and essence, look to me
like notes that cannot or do not deign to become poems" (Palamas, 1929:
217); "The poems of Cavafy are like drafts that tend to become poems
but do not succeed" (Dimakos, 1929: 225). Palamas was clever (or
careful) enough to accuse him of writing bad poetry but not of being a
bad poet. So his reputation as the "national poet" of Greece remained
intact for quite a long time. It was on that pedestal (which became vacant
after his death in 1943) that Seferis had his eyes fixed since he appeared
on the public scene of letters. In the 1940s, however, he came to realize
that his success was not essentially a matter of succeeding Palamas but
rather of displacing Cavafy. To this task he devoted all his energy and
cunning, and fought persistently on the two fronts of art and criticism—
on the first by embezzling and on the other by attacking Cavafian tech-
niques of writing. Eventually, he did become the new national Greek
poet simply by playing successfully the anti-Cavafian Cavafic. 4

Not that he should be credited with this success. The Greek (pseudo-
modernist) movement of modernist symbolism that is commonly known
as the "Generation of the '30s" found in him the rational voice of formal-
ist classicism, the impassionate defense of fascist nationalism, and the
refined posture of esthetic outlook that the movement itself represented
in literature. "Seferis" was actually invented by modernist symbolism in
its efforts to suppress the cosmopolitan skepticism practised by decadent
symbolism between the two wars, to marginalize the radical modernism of

of force relations related to critical discourses than was "Seferis" himself. Like
"Cavafy," "Seferis" should be conceived both as an element and as a result in
power relations that developed inside and between discourses.

4Zissimos Lorentzatos, the true heir of Apostolakis and the major contemporary
advocate of patriotic moralism, has been the only critic to allude (unwillingly) to
Seferis's systematic anti-Cavafianism: "Let us now go back to the question of the
deterioration of metrics, as it became manifest when poetry—the way people wrote
poems in Greece—broke up into two separate trends. On the one hand, there was
the poetics in use from 1821, or even earlier, up to the appearance of [Karyotakis's]
Elegies and Satires [1927]; and, on the other hand, we have the first emergence of
the poetical crisis [in Cavafy's work] and the first post-Cavafian answer to it:
Seferis's Mytbistorima [1935)." (Lorentzatos, 1980: 94).
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unorthodox writers like Papatsones, Dorros, Sarandaris, and Galas, and
to revise the canon of tradition. None of these three goals could be
reached without debilitating, debunking, and debasing Cavafy's mani-
festly disturbing, discomforting, and discomposing influence. In this
respect, Seferis played a role he did not choose in a power game he did
not create, and achieved an authority that was not his: the old man who
sat at the seashore of Asine—a literary place, a wasteland of interrupted
continuity—and offered his vision of Greekness to the state, was only
saving its nationalistic discourse from the abrogation and negation con-
tained in Cavafy's idea of the ultimate, irredeemable exile—Greeklessness,
i.e., extraterritorial Hellenism. 5

The gist of Seferis's argumentative strategies is paradigmatically en-
capsulated in his treatment of YMS. The initial premise/promise is
deceptive: "I judge Cavafy as a poet" (1981: 442). 8 Only much later
will the credulous reader discover that, for the critic, the poem contains a
"personal preaching" (446). In between, he will have been seduced by
a typical masterstroke of Seferian ingenuity: the reply of Aeschylus him-
self that the anxious latecomer feels free (apparently as an equal) to
improvise. Thus, Seferis resets the rules of the game: you play the youth,
I play the tragedian; and he wins easily by proving that the artistic result
is very poor indeed. In a more general remark of devious implications,
we are even reminded that when Cavafy is using older poetic texts in
his work, he "clearly fails" (443)—whereas, it is intimated, Seferis, who
was himself already quoting Aeschylus in his Mythistorima (1936), suc-
ceeded. The conclusion of his reading has resounding Palamic overtones:
another potentially good poem that ended up a wasted effort.

In the context of the critical discourse of symbolist formalism, the
above interpretation created something like a stir. Some Iater critics
wholeheartedly agreed with it and pronounced the poem "unsatisfactory"
(Liddell, 1974: 177); others tried to justify it by explaining that "Cavafy

sAn inspired comment by Ms. &Lewis Leontis reminded me that the poem
"C.P. Cavafy" (1939) by Sarandaris remains probably the most succinct expression
of the pervasive anti-Cavafanism which haunted modernist symbolism, in that it
defends Constantinople, the imperial city of the Great Idea, against Alexandria,
the dicentered scene of writerly desire.

'The very same premise was first stated with equally deceptive innocence at
the end of his essay on Cavafy and Eliot (1947). It should be noted emphatically
that it opened up the necessary epistemological space which allowed Savidis to
edit Cavafy's work and, simultaneously, make an industry and a career out of it.
Savidis's doctoral thesis (1966) is the best product of symbolist formalism, in
that a traditionalist bibliographical method serves to answer biographical questions
—such as: "What happens in 1891 to the poet Cavafy?" (1966: 108); or "Why
did Cavafy publish these poems?" (133) —after turning them into fake scholarly
problems of esthetic significance. In the early 1960s, the combined efforts of Seferis
(1962) and Savidis (1963, 1966) succeeded where other similar efforts had failed:
Cavafy, by having his work edited and objectively elucidated, finally entered the
canon of modern Greek literature—he was normalized.
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views the occasion with a certain ironic detachment," an occasion "that
reflects the divorce between literary society and the realities of history
that Cavafy sees to be characteristic of a civilization during the final phase
of its decline . . . (Keeley, 1976: 126); or by claiming that "the young
men of that ancient city-state are also the youths of contemporary Alex-
andria" (Pinchin, 1977: 67). Since these ideas (as well as the books that
host them) operate under Seferis's heavy shadow, the poem had to wait
until its reevaluation by Yannis Dallas in order to gain again a con-
vincingly positive value; and Dallas had to write a whole book, Cavafy
and History, in order to counter effectively the Seferian study which
focused on what could be called, Cavafy and Myth. Seferis examined
Cavafy by employing, as a criterion, T.S. Eliot's technique of using myth
as an "objective correlative"; Dallas, on the other hand, inserted into
symbolist formalism the perspective of biographical intentionalism and
thus grounded his artistic considerations on the supposedly firm basis
of objective evidence. In addition, he refined Seferis's systematic investi-
gations into form by reviving the stylistic approach of Agras and integrat-
ing it into an analysis of "esthetic structures."

While Papanoutsos's effort had a marked combinatory character, Dallas
aims at inclusive integration. It takes the symbolic incarnation of history
in esthetic structures as the main object of a scrutiny with pronounced
scholarly aspirations. By attributing the presence of artistic elements in-
vested with symbolic expressivity to the conscious intentions of the author,
he presented the most satisfactory image of Cavafy ever proposed, without
sacrificing any of the metaphysical assumptions of traditional criticism.

The criterion guiding Dallas's reading is explicitly stated in the very
chapter of his book that deals with YMS: "His [Cavafy's} principle, to
weave into the warp of history his personal problems and the problems of
his age" (Dallas, 1974: 100). His approach brings into discussion all
kinds of information which relates the poem to its personal, cultural,
historical, or textual origins. The reading remains faithful to the dogmas
of symbolist formalism: sources and parallel texts, intrinsic and extrinsic
evidence, social context and private motives, are all used to discover how
esthetic structures symbolically express the poet's ideas about his life, age,
and art. Cavafy's poetics is seen as the Artist's symbolics, while "form"
and "content," private and public experience, means and ends, life and
art, are nicely balanced. The integrative approach produces an esthetic
whole that saves the text from Seferis's rejection. Its main device is
turning "form" into "style" and the author into an artist. Thus, the
standards of the evaluation are revised: it is not "form" as the embodi-
ment of truth that matters any longer but "style" as the actualization of
beauty.

With performances of such caliber, the uses of symbolist formalism
seem to have come to their logical end, since all their resources have been
exhausted. Along with this development, there have been signs that
another discourse, a new one, might start emerging, using the essay as a
vehicle to propose .Cavafy as a radical poet of Wildean eccentricity and



164	 JOURNAL OE THE HELLENIC DIASPORA

Gideart sensibility, dealing with the erotics of writing.' In order to pre-
empt the arguments of that discourse and secure permanent authority,
Dallas has published recently the single most comprehensive analysis of
a Cavafian text—and that necessarily had to be YMS. In returning to it
again, he mounted an offensive arraying and dexterously combining all the
discursive practices of reading available to a Greek literary scholar today.

His new study leaves almost no aspect of the poem untouched: first,
it reviews the tradition of its reception and then subjects the text to three
kinds of analysis—"morphological," "philological," and "critical" [sic}—
that are deemed necessary to unlock its layers of meaning. Never have
the crude, uninformed, and naive methods of modern Greek philology
and criticism been employed to more spectacular effects, or so much
literary metaphor paraded to testify to a text's ontological claims. Its
conclusion is worth quoting in full: "This is truly a poetry that, though
playing simultaneously on many thematic and psychological and ideological
levels, is organically and absolutely concentric. Each one of his poems is
a prism. How is it structured and how is it interpreted? It is interpreted
each time by the reader's consciousness. And it is structured by the poet

. ." (Dallas, 1982: 81).
Dallas's holistic reading, by proposing the idea of the monocentric but

multifaceted work and describing it as a prism, managed to secure a view-
point (and self-assuring satisfaction) for every perspective, be it bio-
graphical, stylistic, moral, historical, political, or sociological. Thus oppos-
ing approaches are reconciled as the parts of the text are made to connect
harmoniously; the author is credited with the quality of the work and the
reader is granted a rich choice of possible explanations; the center does
hold, while the particular discourse producing it is shown to give access
to all the poem's aspects and secrets, at the same time acknowledging
some help from the older discourses now reduced to an auxiliary status.
Finally, a very important after-effect of this treatment should be mentioned:
modern critical methods of structuralist orientation that have started
tentatively to spread through Greek studies are rendered redundant by
the systematic empiricism of this approach. "Common sense" and the
values of good old humanistic education triumph over imported epistemo-
logical considerations, which had the potential to threaten long-cherished
assumptions about the immediacy and transparency of literary writing, as
well as the authority of the critic. The text is neutralized by being totalized.

7We are disregarding, of course, the continuous appearance of publications of
simply symptomatic significance, like that recent piece of sheer necromancy (if not
necrophilia) that aspires to illuminate "from a different critical viewpoint some
aspects of the psychological and emotional undulations of Cavafy as a poet and
as a man, always in direct connection with his work itself" (MtxdX% IIcept6:
R. II. liaiktric. *Ecpoboc cr26 alma& (sic). 'AEIiiva: T6 Alcxp6 ilivvo, 1982).
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Epilogue

Let us now try to summarize the main points of our survey. We have
described the three discourses of literary criticism that have so far suc-
cessfully appropriated Cavafy's poetry, and some of the discursive prac-
tices they engendered, by concentrating microscopically on the history of
the reception of one particular text, YMS. As we have seen, each dis-
course has been a product of power relations (and has, in its turn, par-
ticipated in the formulation of new ones) within the field of criticism that
has centered around Cavafy's work, trying to dominate its explication,
determine the conditions for its appropriate reception, and eventually
gain absolute control over it. The ultimate aim of the three discourses,
which have constituted through their power relations various forms of
knowledge of "Cavafy," were the same—consolidation of exclusive
authority—but their tactics of competition and means of appropriation were
entirely different.

Patriotic moralism used the notion of the "good" and socially useful
as its principal criterion, and judged the message of the poem according
to moral values. Biographical intentionalism used the notion of the "true"
and personally authentic as its principal criterion, and investigated the
"content" according to psychological evidence. Symbolist formalism used
the notion of the "beautiful" and artistically integrated as its principal
criterion; and evaluated the "form" according to esthetic standards.

All three discourses gave strong but exclusive interpretations which
were essentially different productions of different poems. There is no such
a thing as the poem YMS but only an interminable series of reinterpreta-
tions, some of which acquire enough validity to form temporary constitu-
tions of its knowledge. The "thing-in-itself," the "text on the page," is a
meaningless esthetic illusion; it is only through its successful appropriation
by a discourse that the text becomes a poem (or anything else)—and
through each different appropriation a different one.

Every discourse offers an exclusive interpretation of the text as the
only correct one. All interpretations of YMS have resulted from power
relations, and the successful ones emerged as constitutions of knowledge
and consolidations of authority. By placing the text in a particular dis-
cursive field and relating it to a concrete, stable point of reference, they
effected a closure and mastered its reception. The individual readings of
the poem described above were attempts at an exclusive, repressive, and
prohibitive exercise of interpretive authority—not violations of an object
but violent appropriations of a thing as an-object-of-knowledge. Each one
identified it with a definitive meaning and imposed on it a specific struc-
ture and fixed center. There was no room left for doubt or dissent, no
space opened for further exploration. Principles derived from notions
like usefulness, truth, and beauty were employed to appraise the text
according to an absolute measure, and to discover its permanent charac-
teristics and value.
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In this sense, one cannot speak of a better or worse, more or less
correct, interpretation of YMS, since all of them were exercises of the
interpretive will to truth which seeks to establish absolute power as real
knowledge. Their different aims and tactics produced different constitu-
tions of the text, but all these constitutions were guarded by the same
strategies of exclusion and suppression that protect the authority of dis-
courses. Inasmuch as these interpretations offered solutions, answered
questions, explained meanings, recovered origins, guaranteed qualities,
gratified expectations, and kept inventing Cavafys, they were all predatory,
despotic, oppressive, totalitarian readings trapped in the endless and
relentless struggle of explications for domination.

That is why this paper has dealt with the politics of Cavafian inter-
pretation as exemplified in the ideological history of the consumption of
YMS by criticism; that is why this paper has undertaken to expose the
false and dangerous ideals supporting these critical enterprises; that is
also why this paper has no position to take or suggestions to propose
about YMS—because the poem does not exist but is rather produced by
historically specific discursive practices that are intellectual exercises of
explicatory power and juridical terror, that is, of "true," "objective,"
and "authentic" knowledge. Mine is only a hermeneutical interpretation,
a political interpretation of interpretations, an interpretive resistance
against the domineering interpretations, an interpolation of interpenetra-
tions, an interrogation of interrelations, an interspersion of interpersonal
intersections. That is why it is not mine; that is why I am not "I."
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