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EDITORIAL 

This issue of THE CHARIOTEER is dedicated to George 
Seferis. His unique and most sensitive poetry needs no introduc
tion here because he is well known to the English-speaking audi
ence. The challenging quality of his poetry and its infinite depth 
has had and will always have a continuous appeal to Greek and 
non-Greek readers. 

Although Seferis is now well known to the English-speaking 
public, there are still untapped sources of his original work to 
which this audience has no access. Moreover, when it comes to 
a poet as difficult and complex as Seferis, there is always room 
for more discussion and interpretation. 

I think it would be a mistake to consider Seferis' poetry as 
permeated by a deep feeling for the tragic predicament of man 
while missing his message, his Aeschylean belief in balance and 
measure and the inevitable punishment of those who exceed 
this measure. For Seferis "the value of man has always been 
in his refusal to accept the law of destruction." In his Nobel 
acceptance speech he stressed the importance of the Greek tradi
tion, which is characterized by humaneness and has justice as 
its rule, and he appealed to man to realize his potential for 
becoming better. 

There is not much of Seferis' poetic work that remains un
translated, except for the posthumously published Book of 
Exercises II, from which only "The Cats of Saint Nicholas," "On 
Aspalathoi ... " and "Letter to Rex Warner" have been included 
in the recent expanded edition of the Collected Poems in Keeley 
and Sherrard's translation. Seferis had his reasons for not pub
lishing them himself although, according to the editor of the 
volume, George Savidis, there is evidence that he was preparing 
a collection with this title as early as 1960. The award of the 
Nobel Prize, the dictatorship in Greece and the fact that he 
wanted to work more on some of them may be among these 
reasons. Yet, the poems of Book of Exercises II are quite important 
for anyone interested in Seferis' work, and several are also of 
high quality. Two examples are "Argo" and "The Last Chorus," 
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6 THE CHARIOTEER 

which Edmund Keeley has translated for this issue of 
THE CHARIOTEER. 

In addition to the poems, however, there exists a large body 
of prose work by Seferis which is not yet available in transla
tion, with a few exceptions like a number of essays included in 
On the Greek Style and the last volume of his Journals, A Poet's 
Journal: Days of 1945-1951. His novel, Six Nights on the 
Acropolis, most of the essays in the two volumes of b.oKLlJ.E<;, 
four of the five volumes of the Journals ( M£pcc;), the Manuscript 
Sept. '41 and the Political Diary, A have not yet appeared in 
English. In this issue of THE CHARIOTEER we include a few 
characteristic examples of this work. The essay "All Things Are 
Full of Gods," translated by Peter Bien, emphasizes the con
tinuity of the Greek tradition and provides a moving commentary 
on the integration of the ancient Greek temples with their sur
rounding landscape. Seferis' poignant comment on the removal 
of the Elgin marbles as soulless shreds out of their environment 
seems to have been written today, when the issue of their return 
to the place of their creation has been raised. John E. Rexine 
has translated the poet's Nobel Prize acceptance speech, which is 
the shorter one of the two the poet delivered in Stockholm. 

Two more examples of Seferis' prose are included in this 
issue, both translated by Athan Anagnostopoulos. The first is 
an excerpt from the only novel Seferis wrote, Six Nights on the 
Acropolis. Some of the same personae as in his poetry are also 
encountered in the novel, such as Stratis, the central character, 
as well as certain similar situations, such as the psychological 
wandering, and the longing for love and fulfilment. In the 
medium of the novel they acquire, at times, a more immediate 
impact and a dramatic reality, as seen in the excerpt-from near 
the end of the novel-included in this issue. 

The other example is a collection of excerpts from the poet's 
Journal, Days B. The Journals contain candid revelations of the 
poet's inner thoughts and his gradual or sudden changes of 
moods that lead us to the roots of his complex poetry. Events 
described in there, along with passages dealing with the same 
themes, are very helpful in clarifying certain cryptic images in 
poems written at about the same time. 

Most of the excerpts from Days B presented in this issue deal 
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directly or indirectly with Seferis' ideas about the process of 
artistic creation. 

As far as critical commentary about Seferis is concerned, 
although several essays have appeared in English, the work of 
Greek critics is largely unknown to the English-speaking audi
ence. Yet their contribution to a better understanding of Seferis 
is very valuable, since they live in the same environment and are 
exposed to the same events and similar experiences as the poet. 
Three of the critical essays translated by the staff of THE 
CHARIOTEER for this issue deal with two of the most important 
long poems of Seferis, "The Thrush" and the Three Secret Poems. 
Alexandros Argyriou is one of the most respected Greek critics; 
his essay "Suggestions About 'The Thrush'" first appeared in 
the commemorative volume For Seferis published on the thirtieth 
anniversary of the first appearance of the poet in Greek letters 
and still remains one of the most thorough analyses of this 
complex poem. 

Costas G. Papageorgiou, publisher and editor of the Athens 
journal A1'ts and Letters, examines in two essays Seferis' last 
collection, the Three Secret Poems, which, being one of the most 
cryptic of his works, has been discussed so far only parenthetically. 
In his first essay, "Notes on the Three Secret Poems," which is a 
revised version of an earlier one that appeared in the volume 
Km:6::8Ecrll '72 (Deposition '72), Papageorgiou provides the 
only comprehensive study of these poems available today, except 
for Walter Kaiser's introduction to his translation of them. In 
a second, shorter essay, "In Seferis' Poetic Workshop," 
Papageorgiou presents early versions of some of the poems, 
given to him recently by the poet's widow, Mrs. Maro Seferis. 
These early versions appear for the first time here and provide 
an illuminating insight into the way the poet processed his 
material from the original conception to the final published poem. 

My own essay, "War in the Poetry of George Seferis," 
which is an excerpt from the forthcoming book with the same 
title, is an examination of a particular theme as it runs through 
Seferis' whole poetic work and his prose writings and includes 
analyses of some of the relevant poems. 

Finally, John E. Rexine discusses in a report a TV film docu
mentary aired on the tenth anniversary of the poet's death. 
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THE CHARIOTEER wishes to express its most sincere thanks 
to Mrs. Maro Seferis for her kind permission to translate the 
poet's poems and prose work and for providing the photographs 
appearing in this issue and to the renowned Greek painter 
Y annis Moralis for his permission to reproduce three of his 
works from the special sixth edition of Seferis' Poems. 

-The Editor 





«ΑΡΓΩ» 

τα παραμύ-θ-ια μου τά 'μα'θ'α κοντα στα καρά~ια 
οχι άπο ταξιδιωτες μήτε άπο -θ'αλασσινοuς 
μήτε άπ' τοuς Ο:λλους ποu προσμένουν στα μουράγια 
παντοτινα ξέμπαρκοι Ψάχνοντας τlς τσέπες τους yια 

τσιγάρο. 
Πρόσωπα καρα~ιων κατοικοϋν τη ζωή μου· 
Ο:λλα κοιτάζουν μ' ενα μάτι σαν τον Κύκλωπα 
άκίνητα στοΟ πελάγου τον κα-θ'ρέφτη 
Ο:λλα προχωροϋν σαν ύπνο~άτες, έπικίνδυνα 
κι Ο:λλα τα πfiρε ό ϋπνος τοΟ ~υ-θ'οΟ 
ξύλα σκοινια καρα~όπανα κι άλυσίδες. 
Στο δροσερο σπιτάκι τοΟ περι~ολιοΟ 
άνάμεσα στα κα~άκια καl τοuς εύκάλυπτους 
κοντό: στο σκουριασμένον άνεμόμυλο 
κοντα στην κίτρινη δεξαμενη μ' ενα χρυσόψαρο μονάχα 
στο δροσερο σπrτάκι μυρίζοντας λυyαρια 
~ρηκα ενα μπούσουλα καρα~ίσιο 
αύτος μοΟ 'δειξε τοuς άyyέλους των καιρων 
ποu κατοικοϋν την καταμεσήμερη σιyή. 

Νοέμ~ρης 1948 
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.. ARGO" 

I learned my fairy-tales by the sea 
not from voyagers nor from sailors 
nor from the others waiting at the dock 
perennially landbound, searching their pockets to find a cigarette. 
The faces of ships inhabit my life; 
some look at me with a single eye like the Cyclops 
motionless in the mirror of the open sea, 
others move on like sleepwalkers, dangerously 
and still others have been overcome by the sleep of the depths: 
timbers, ropes, sails and chains. 
In the garden's cool little house 
among black poplars and eucalyptus 
near the rusted windmill 
near the yellow pool with one goldfish only 
in the cool little house, smelling osier, 
I found a ship's compass; 
that showed me the angels of the winds 
who live in the silence of high noon. 

November 1948 

-translated from the Greek by Edmund Keeley 

General note: "'Argo'" and "The Last Chorus" are included in the post
humous volume Book of Exercises II, edited by George Savidis (Ikaros, Athens, 
1976). These two poems are among the unpublished texts that were collected 
for this volume from manuscripts found in the poet's archives. The translator is 
grateful to Zissimos Lorenzatos for several valuable suggestions regarding the 
English translation of the poems. 

"'Argo'": in Seferis's interview with Edmund Keeley ("Postscript: a Con
versation with Seferis," Modern Greek Poetry: Voice and Myth, Princeton, 1983, 
p. 185), the poet tells us: "I remember many things from my childhood which 
did impress me. For instance, when I was a child I discovered somewhere in a 
corner of a sort of bungalow we had in my grandmother's garden-at the place 
where we used to spend our summers-! discovered a compass from a ship which, 
as I learned afterwards, belonged to my grandfather. And that strange instrument
! think I destroyed it in the end by examining and reexamining it, taking it 
apart and putting it back together and then taking it apart again-became some
thing mythical for me. Or again, when autumn approached, when there would be 
a rather strong wind and the fishing barges would have to sail through rough 
weather, we would always be glad when they were at last anchored, and my 
mother would say to someone among the fishermen who'd gone out: 'Ah, bravo, 
you've come through rough weather'; and he would answer: 'Madam, you know, 
we always sail with Charon at our side.' " 



Ο ΤΕΛΕΥΤ Α Ι ΟΣ ΧΟΡΟΣ 

·Ένα τrαραλλαγμένο τrαραμύ-θ'ι ξετrληρώνουμε κι έμεϊς 
καl οί aλλοι 
δτrως κι οί άτrοτεφρωμένοι γέροντες 
τrού είχαν ρα€ιδιό: στό: χέρια καl μιλοGσαv ηρεμα. 
Το €ιουρκωμένο λουτρό, το δίχτυ, το μαχαίρι 
η τrορφύρα κι η φωνη τrού ρωτοGσε γιό: τη -θ'άλασσα 
τrοιος -θ'ό: την έξαvτλήσει, 
-θ'ρέψαvε τη ζωή μας. 
την άγάτrη μας την τrίναμε σιγό:-σιγό: 
μaς φαίνουνταv κατατrότιο γιό: μι&ριδατισμό· 
ωστrου το τέλος fιρ-θ'ε κι άτrονεκρώ-θ'ηκε. 
Άλή-θ'εια, τrάvτα φρόνιμα μaς όδήγησε 
ό λαός μας. 

Άρκείτω €ιίος, τούτη η ζωη 
άvάμεσα Πεντέλη καl ·vμηττο καl Πάρvη-θ'α. 
·Όμως οί ρίζες 
οί ρίζες δεν μαραίνουνται εϋκολα 
δε φεύγουν εϋκολα τό: μιάσματα 
της άλλοφροσύνης, της άδικίας, της κενοστrουδίας. 
Τρεϊς χιλιάδες χρόνια καl τrερισσότερα 
τrάνω στούς ίδιους €ιράχους 
τrληρώνουμε το τrαραλλαyμένο τrαραμύ-θ'ι. 
Λυτrήσοu έκείνους τrού τrεριμένουν! 

12 
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THE LAST CHORUS 

We're paying off the debt of an altered fable, 
we and the others 
along with the old men reduced to ashes 
who had staffs in their hands and spoke calmly. 
The muddied bath, the net, the knife 
the purple carpet and the voice asking about the sea 
asking: who will drain it dry-
these nurtured our lives. 
We drank our love little by little 
it seemed to us an aid to mithridatism 
until it reached its end and came to a standstill. 
The truth is, our people always 
led us wisely. 

Enough of life, this life of ours 
between Pen deli and H ymettus and Parnitha. 
But the roots 
the roots do not wither easily 
the pollution of frenzy, injustice, vacuity 
does not easily go away. 
Three thousand years and more 
on the same rocks 
we go on paying for the altered fable. 
0 pity those who wait. 

November 26, 1934 

-translated from the Greek by Edmund Keeley 

"The Last Chorus": lines 5-7 refer to the return of Agamemnon from Troy 
and his exchange with Clytemnestra before he enters the palace to find himself 
caught up in a net in his bath and murdered there by his wife and her lover (see 
Aeschylus, Agamemnon). The phrase "enough of life" in line 14 is uttered by 
Cassandra in the same context, before she enters the palace to be murdered as 
well. It appears also in Seferis's "Notes for a 'Week': Monday." The last line 
of the poem echoes a line from Seferis's Mythistorema, 15. 

13 





uALL THINGS ARE FULL OF GODS"* 

BY GEORGE SEFERIS 

translated by Peter Bien 

A few days ago, I happened to pick up a popular American 
picture-magazine in a gloomy waiting room. In it, I stumbled 
across a full-page advertisement depicting the west front of 
the Parthenon in full color. Set off from the rest in the illustra
tion's right-hand corner, like some abstract vision, were two 
young tourists, their elbows propped on a column drum that 
served as a table. On the drum were two glasses filled to the 
brim. The advertisement blazoned out: The more you know 
about ancient architecture the more you like the Acropolis. The 
purpose of this mise-en-scene was to promote an Anglosaxon 
alcoholic beverage. 

I am no great admirer of the contemporary ·roupLcr'roKpa·r(a 
("rule of tourism") tarnishing our age, but as soon as I think 
of an effort which in my opinion seems legitimately to contribute 
something worthwhile to the broader knowledge of our ancient 
monuments-those "links connecting the ancients to modern 
man"-I find it easy to cite the above incident, which truly 
demonstrates the distance separating present actuality-that which 
we absorb through all our bodily pores-from the remote past. 

The more you know about ancient architecture ... 

I fail to appreciate how these two young people's enjoyment 
on the Acropolis would be enhanced if we suddenly filled their 
skulls with a few architectural details that were more specific 

*Original Title: "Dana DA.T]pT] 9E&v." The essay was written as the prologue 
to the volume Grecia in the series Grandi Monumenti (Milan: Mondadori, 
1971), where it appeared in an Italian translation by F. M. Pontani. The Greek 
text was first printed in To Bii[J.a, February 27, 1972, and was then reprinted 
in Yiorgos Seferis, AoKL[J.Ec;, 3rd edition (Athens: Ikaros, 1974), vol. 2, 
pp. 339-48. [PB] 
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16 THE CHARIOTEER 

(yet quite well-known)-the Parthenon's lack of a single truly 
straight line, for example, or the fact that this temple, whose 
planes strike us as parallel, would resemble a pyramid if we 
extended them a mile or two upwards; that all these details, 
and others, although invisible to our eyes (modern scholars 
have been forced to take careful measurements to ascertain their 
presence) , were nevertheless visible to the eyes of those who 
lived in ancient times. I am quite afraid, therefore, that the 
advertisement which roused my attention can convey no meaning 
except some sort of superstition appropriate to our technocratic 
age, an age that encourages us to pile up more-or-less disjoined 
details and pieces of information about everything under the sun. 

I wonder if I'm not moved more by people of other ages, by 
those whose knowledge might seem ludicrous to us today but 
whose aesthetic sense probably came closer to the balanced norm 
that I would love to discover occasionally in my neighbors. 

One person who comes to mind is an illiterate Greek of the 
first half of the nineteenth century. At the age of thirty-five 
he acquired a rudimentary knowledge of reading and writing 
in order to set down his now-famous Memoirs. He records that 
he was conversing with some soldiers toward the end of the 
Greek revolution. They wanted to sell two ancient statues to 
"Europeans," and he told them: "Even if they give you ten 
thousand talara, don't stoop so low as to let these statues leave 
our country. They are what we fought for." 1 I am referring to 
General Makriyannis. His words are not pedantic rhetoric. The 
man who uttered them understood the heavy weight of speech 
and also of suffering, as his life testifies. 

The other is a Muslim traveler born in Constantinople and 
brought up in his own traditions. To an extent that I cannot 
know, he echoes whatever he heard on his wanderings. Evliya 
Chelebi is his name. He traveled in Greece, among other places, 
around 1667. In his Journeys he comments on Athens: 

The city of Athens used to be a beautiful and attractive 
city with tall buildings and most illustrious inhabitants, 
a wealthy city in which one may find howsoever many 

1' Apxetov -roG ~-rpaTI]yoG 'I cuavvou Mm<puyt6:VVT], ed. Ioannis 
Vlahoyiannis (Athens: Vlastos, 1907), vol. 2, p. 303. [PB} 



11All Things Are Full of Gods" 

masterpieces of the world's strange and curious things 
that exist on the face of the earth. There are hundreds 
of thousands2 of works of art carved in white unfired 
marble, peculiar depictions of various beings, and statues 
in the European style, which make all those who view 
them ecstatic, their minds enticed, their bodies ready to 
melt, their eyes misty and contented.3 

17 

Evliya was not in a position to know very much about classical 
antiquity. What lies behind his writing is a blend of Biblical 
myths and of legends about ancient sages, all of which seem 
closer to the Arabian Nights than to the scraps we learn in 
elementary school. Yet this man, no matter how simpleminded 
he may seem, would have been incapable, I imagine, of taking 
the marble column of an ancient temple and using it to make 
lime; furthermore, although he attributes "European style" 
to ancient sculpture, I doubt that it ever occurred to him, as it 
did to a subsequent compatriot of his, that the shield-bearing 
warriors of a frieze-the one at Bassae if I am not mistaken
were turtles. The scholarly level of both the Greek and the 
Turk may appear childishly low; nevertheless, I still find that 
both attest to a reverence and emotion toward these things that 
we are unlikely to encounter in our own super-scholarly age of 
mechanistic automatism. 

Finally, I wish to note the following: We must not forget 
that a one-sided knowledge of ancient architecture may lead us 
(I have seen an instance) to restore a monument to an imaginary, 
perhaps conjectural original form-an architectural blueprint, a 
painted model. 

For us today, however, these ancient achievements convey a 
different truth kneaded with the passage of time: 

!J.E 'tOU KaLpoO -r' a'A'A<X!J.a'ta '11:' cXVa'll:aT]!J.O OE £xou 
!J.O: cr-ro Ka'Ao KL Elc; -ro KaKo TIEPLTia-roO Kat -rp£xou.4 

with time's changes that take no rest 
but walk and run to good things and bad. 

2He means "many." [GS] 
3See: Kostas Biris, TO: 'A't'tLKCc TOU 'E~A.u'i TocA.qt1t~ (Athens, 1959), 

p. 25. [GS] 
4Vitsenzos Kornaros, ·o 'Epc..l't6KpLToc;, A' 3-4. [PB] 
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It is "time's changes" that wrought the incessant deterioration; 
it is they-if I may recall the most notorious examples-that deter
mined the Parthenon's use as a powder magazine, that set up 
Morosini' s cannons on the opposite slope, or guided Lord 
Elgin's puritanical "philanthropy" (as his apologists call it) to 
butcher the abandoned temple in order to remove as many 
shreds as he could and "protect" them in the shade of a sun
less museum. 

Finally, it is "time's changes" that frequently offer con
clusions which we would find astonishing if they became ac
cepted doctrine. I shall limit myself to the following instance: 

The spiritual gulf between the ancient and modern worlds 
is broader than is generally realized ... With intensive 
study the divergence seems ever deeper and of wider 
extent, so that I have heard one of the greatest living 
authorities on the literature (and on the architecture) 
startle an audience of classicists by affirming, without 
qualification, that the Greek mind is very alien to us.5 

That is one opinion, among others. 
My own opinion, however, is that a person must view the 

subject from both of its perspectives. We are talking about 
differences of kind, not of moral integrity. There are two 
categories. One involves those who do not speak Greek. While 
I have these foreigners in mind, I must emphasize at once that 
I am not thinking at all of the many scholars who expended 
their powers on investigating the ancient world with admirable 
erudition and the most delicate of sensibilities, but rather of 
those who see a world irrevocably past and expired, a gorgeously 
decorated coffin. It is easy to move coffins, but harder to dis
place or uproot living beings in order to replant them, because 
they feel pain. Our language, for example, can be confronted 
only as the living breath of human beings, not as the zeal of 
grammarians eager to salvage a sunken vessel. 

There is no time to pursue this topic further. 
Classical architecture has been termed "corporeal" or "sculp-

5A. W. Lawrence, Greek Architecture (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1957), 
pp. 289-90. [GS] 
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tural." Our eye occasionally distinguishes its special features, 
for instance the entasis evident in the so-called "Basilica" at 
Paestum. This term was given by the ancients to that swelling 
of the columns which makes them seem to bulge from the 
weight they are sustaining. Such details will be cited by others 
who possess greater competence than I do. I simply wish to 
stress that the ancient temple-more precisely the "sanctuary"
was at bottom no more than the outward husk of a depiction: 
of the statue of a god. It sheltered one of those deities who 
were assimilated (or stomached) by Christianity, despite what 
people say. Poseidon's temple at Sounium, Athena's on the 
Acropolis, Apollo's at Bassae. Apparently the building was a 
place not frequented very much; the cult's collective expressions 
occurred in open air, around the altar, outside of the architectural 
achievement: that masterwork assembled and fitted together 
like a body made from those invisible details which transmit 
the astonishing vitality of certain buildings, as though uncon
sciously. I think of Ruskin, who declared: 

And let it not be said, as it was of the late discoveries 
of subtle curvature in the Parthenon, that what is not 
to be demonstrated without laborious measurement, can
not have influence on the beauty of the design. The eye 
is continually influenced by what it cannot detect; nay, 
it is not going too far to say, that it is most influenced 
by what it detects least.6 

Those who studied these temples were so engrossed in their 
perfection that, believing the buildings to be divorced from their 
context, they considered them irrespective of the surrounding 
landscape. The technical achievement of the structure, they con
cluded, was such that the building could withstand whatever 
environment it happenned to be situated in; they considered it 
romantic to suggest that temples needed to be completed by the 
picturesqueness of a beautiful view. 

I have to confess my own resistance to saccharine sentiments 

6John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice, vol. 2, ch. 5, "Byzantine Palaces." In: 
The Works of John Ruskin, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn (London: 
George Allen, 1904), vol. 10, pp. 153-54. [PBJ 
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such as those expressed by Goethe in his Travels In Italy. "It 
is an inestimable enjoyment," he writes, 

to listen to an excellent lady ... pour herself forth in 
the tenderest tones, at the pianoforte, and in the same 
moment to gaze from the window into the most unique 
landscape in the world ... 7 

He is referring to the Colosseum, where-in the words of an
other distinguished visitor during the romantic period-"even 
the dust is filled with great lives of the dead .... " All these 
sentiments derive from a specific time. They bring to mind the 
tragic irony of Basho's haiku: 

How piteous! 
Beneath the helmet 

chirps a cricket. 8 

What I want to emphasize is how distant these romantic 
tendencies are from my own view: my sense that the ancient 
temples of Greece, Magna Grrecia and Ionia are in some way 
sown, rooted in their sites. When these "shelters" of the im
mortals deteriorated and fell into ruin, the homeless gods re
turned to where they had originated, pouring out again into 
the outdoor landscape and threatening us now on every side 

with panic andjor seduction. "D6::v1"a 'ltA~Pll 9Ewv," Thales 

7"Second Residence in Rome," February 1788. In: Goethe's Travels In Italy 

(London: George Bell, 1883), p. 484. The passage continues: " ... and then ... 

to survey, in the evening sunset glow, the grand picture which to the left 
stretched from the arch of Septimus Severus along the Campo Vaccino to the 

Temples of Minerva and of Peace, with the Colosseum towering behind. Next, 

turning the eye to the right, you pass by the arch of Titus and lose yourself in 
the labyrinth of the Palatine ruins, and its solitude gladdened by horticulture and 
wild vegetation." [PB} 

SR. H. Blyth, Haiku (Tokio: Hokuseido Press, 1952), vol. 4, p. 79. Blyth's 
commentary on this particular haiku by Basho is: "The verse ... was composed 

after visiting the Tada Shrine, where the helmet and fragments of the clothes 
of Sanemori were kept. 'How piteous!' comes from a No play called 

Sanemori . ... There was a battle between Taira and the Minamoto at Shinohara, 
1183, in which the former were defeated, and all fled except Sanemori. He was 
killed, and the head brought to Yoshinaka." [PB] 
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used to say; "all things are full of gods."9 Sometimes we do 
need fairytales! 

Even if a reasonable view of this architecture permitted us 
to imagine the possibility of moving these buildings' remains 
piecemeal to distant countries, I doubt very much that we would 
accomplish anything more than the transportation of piles of 
rubbish. To explain why would be a huge waste of time. It 
would be simpler, in reply to this imponderable question, to 
declare, "The gods are opposed" -whatever that means. Except 
if we prefer to wait until we are stripped completely naked 
and have no choice but to freeze in the chill of interstellar space. 

In other words, I think that we have to believe in these 
ancient indications as we find them-placed in their locations; 
to believe that each possesses its own soul. Then the pilgrim (I 
use this term for the first time) will be able to strike up a 
conversation with them, doing so not amid hordes of tourists all 
worked up in different ways, but, if I may say so, alone, mirror
ing the soul at his disposal in the soul of those blocks of marble 
together with their earthen ground. I may be turning into a 
willing advocate of heresies, but I am unable to separate the 
Temple of Apollo at Delphi from the Phaedriades or the crest 
of Kirphis.1° Fortunately our land is harsh. Its greenery is not over
whelming; its salient features are rocks, mountains, and seas. 
And it has light, such light! 

We should also remember that all these buildings were cre
ated at various moments in what was antiquity's most articulate 
society, so far as I can tell. Fortunately, a significant portion of 
the written word has crossed the river of time and come down 
to us. Whether it has been transmitted intact I cannot say for 
certain. Let me confine myself to one area I have neglected until 
now: drama. Time has left its scars here too, not just on build
ings. I am thinking of the supreme expression, ancient tragedy. 

9 Aristotle, De Anima, Book I, § 5 ( 411 a) . "Certain thinkers say that sou I 
is intermingled in the whole universe, and it is perhaps for that reason that 
Thales came to the opinion that all things are full of gods ( o9Ev 'lcrc.>c; KO:l 

eo:A.fic; <0T'J9TJ "ltavrcx "ltATJ PTJ 9Ei7>V E!VO:l) ." [PB} 
lOKirphis: a mountain south of Delphi, described by Strabo in his geography. 

Phaedriades Rocks: a precipitous cliff on the south slope of Mount Parnassus, 
separated by a gorge at the foot of which is the Castalian Spring. Legend says 
that boulders from the Phaedriades, dislodged by Apollo, helped defeat the 
Persians when they attacked Delphi in 480 B.C. [PB} 
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It once occurred to me that in the form in which we know and 
perform these tragic plays, they must resemble the backbone of 
a fish which we have never seen alive in water. I mean the 
style, the prosody (which surely, I would venture, must have 
been much more flexible, and completely unmechanical), the 
choruses, dance, music, and the extraordinarily difficult problem 
of translation together with how the words are declaimed
everything that we adjust at regular intervals to the so-called 
"spirit of the age," everything-the theater as a whole, the audi
ence, the actors-that in ancient times was integrated into a 
single body and was penetrated collectively by the pulse of the 
sacred Dionysiac rite. 

I could bring myself to confess that my best moments of 
"ancient" tragedy, the best moments I ever experienced (I am 
not now broaching the subject of a silent reading of the texts) 
occurred in completely deserted shells of theaters: a week close 
to the theater of Epidaurus when it was liberated from its 
festive clientele. 

As for temples, if I had a very dear friend who felt like 
approaching them in the company of ancient texts, I would 
venture to advise him to familiarize himself with a piece of 
writing able to bring him to these structures by an indirect route, 
as opposed to straightforward description-for example, not the 
opening of Euripides' Ion, which describes sunrise over the 
Delphic landscape, but some lines from Homer, perhaps un
related ones that happen to thrill his soul, if his soul is capable 
of such love affairs. (It ought to prefer this amplitude.) And 
if my very dear friend insisted that I be more precise, I would 
tell him that, while I was writing these pages, I had in mind 
Homer's lines in the Odyssey (VII.105-06) about the fifty 
serving-women in Alcinous's palace: 

and there are those who weave upon the loom and 
who spin the distaff 

with hands like the leaves of the tall poplar tree. 

That's how far away I was. 
Once as I was walking down below in the streets of Athens 

on a springtime morning after an absence of many years, I came 
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face to face with part of the Parthenon's southwest corner: the 
looted pediment and the capitals of a few columns, with the 
ancient wall-the so-called "wall of Cimon"-beneath, and still 
further down the bare rock glistening in the sunlight, with 
prickly pears and agaves. That afternoon, directing my attention 
to the "maidens" of the Erechtheum, I observed that their entasis 
(I intend the architectural meaning of the term) can be seen 
in the breasts and the extended knee. These were two fleeting 
moments that have remained submerged in my memory. Inex
plicably, they rise up frequently again into the surf. 

Athens, February 7, 1971 





NOBEL ACCEPTANCE SPEECH1 

translated from the Greek by John E. Rexine 

At this time I feel that I am myself a contradiction. Truly, 
the Swedish Academy has decided that my effort in a language 
widely spoken for centuries but of limited use in its present form 
was worthy of this high distinction. It wished to honor my lan
guage, and here I am, expressing my thanks in a foreign language. 
I ask forgiveness of you, as I ask, first of all, from myself. 

I belong to a small country, a rocky promontory in the 
Mediterranean with no other assets than the struggle of its 
people, the sea and the light of the sun. Our country is small, 
but its tradition is vast, and what characterizes this tradition is 
that it has been conveyed to us through the centuries, without 
interruption. The Greek language has never ceased to be spoken. 
It has undergone the changes that any living thing must undergo, 
but there is no break in its course. Another characteristic of 
this tradition is its love for humaneness; its rule is justice. In 
ancient tragedy, which is organized with so much precision, who
ever exceeds the measure must be punished by the Erinyes. The 
same law is valid even where physical phenomena are con
cerned: "The Sun," says Heraclitus, "will not overstep his 
measures; if he does, the Erinyes, the handmaids of Justice, 
will find him out." 

EDITOR's NOTE: This is the "short" Nobel acceptance speech, a brief address by 
Seferis at the official dinner in the Stockholm City Hall following the Nobel 
Prize award ceremony on December 10, 1963. There was also a longer lecture 
delivered to the Swedish Academy on the afternoon of December 11. Both 
texts were written directly in French. The short speech was later translated 
by Seferis himself and included in his t.oKL[.lE<; (Essays) 2:159-61. 

lThis speech, and the following text, are published in their Greek versions 
for the sake of accuracy. When in the early afternoon of October 24, 1963, the 
news of the Nobel Prize award became known, I gave the following statement 
to the press: "By choosing a Greek poet for the Nobel Prize, I think that the 
Swedish Academy wished to manifest its solidarity with the living intellectual 
Greece. By that I mean the Greece for which so many generations struggled to 
preserve whatever was alive from its long tradition. I further believe that the 
Swedish Academy wanted to show that humanity today needs both the poetry
of all people-and the Greek spirit." 

25 
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It is not unlikely, I believe, that a modern scientist might 
profit by considering this aphorism of the Ionian philosopher. 
As far as I am concerned, what moves me the most is to observe 
that the sense of justice had so deeply permeated the Greek 
soul that for them it had become also a rule of the world of 
nature. And one of my teachers wrote, at the beginning of the 
last century, "We shall be destroyed because we did wrong."2 

This man was an illiterate; he learned to write only at the age 
of thirty-five. But in modern Greece oral tradition is as deeply 
rooted as the written tradition. The same applies to poetry. It 
is important to me that Sweden should wish to honor this poetry, 
as well as poetry in general, even though it springs from a 
small nation. For I believe that this contemporary world in which 
we live, tormented by fear and anxiety, does need poetry. Poetry 
has its roots in human breathing-and what would happen to us 
if our breath were to fail? It is an act of trust-and God knows 
whether most of our ills are not due precisely to our lack of trust. 

Last year around this table it was pointed out that there is 
a great difference between the discoveries of modern science and 
literature; it was also observed that between an ancient Greek 
drama and a modern one the difference is small. Yes, human 
behavior does not seem to have changed much. And I must add 
that man has always felt the need to hear this human voice 
which we call poetry. This voice is ever in danger of extinction 
for lack of love and is always born anew; when threatened, it 
knows where to find shelter; when denounced, it instinctively 
finds new roots in the most unexpected places. For poetry there 
are neither large countries nor small. Its domain is in the hearts 
of all men on this earth. It has the grace always to avoid the 
mechanization of habit. I am grateful to the Swedish Academy 
for having felt all this, for having sensed that languages of so
called limited use should not be turned into barriers behind 
which human heart-throbs are stilled. I am also grateful because 
the Academy has proved itself an Areopagus adept: "to judge 
with solemn true life's ill appointed lot"-ro quote Shelley, who, 
we are told, inspired Alfred Nobel, a man who found a way to 
redeem inevitable violence through the greatness of his heart. 

2Makriyannis, Mem?irs 2:24. 
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In this rapidly shrinking world each one of us needs all the 
others. We must seek out man wherever he may be. 

When on the road to Thebes Oedipus met the Sphinx and 
was given an enigma to solve, his answer was man. This simple 
word destroyed the monster. We have many monsters to destroy. 
Let us consider Oedipus' reply. 





from SIX NIGHTS ON THE ACROPOLIS 

BY GEORGE SEFERIS 

Translated by Athan Anagnostopoulos 

Stratis was now on book 24 of The Odyssey. It was growing 
dark. He went out to the door and looked at the position of 
the Evening Star. Within two or three hours at the most, Billio 
would show up. It was her wish that he not go to meet her at 
the boat. The sea had exactly the same calmness as last Thursday. 
He remembered spring, when he was waiting for her at her house 
for the first time. He was surprised that his heart was beating as 
it was then. The same images tried timidly to peer through; he 
returned to the room and started arranging things the way they 
were when she left. He went to the bed and ruffled it up. He 
laughed that he was trying to give the pillow and sheets the 
same folds as when her body had left them. He started to go 
out again; he hesitated, took a glass, filled it halfway, and put 
it beside the bed; that's how it was when she drank from it 
before saying goodbye to him. 'Tm trying to wipe out five days 
with sorceries," he thought laughingly. Then he heard the old 
man's steps: 

"I wish you a happy welcome, Mr. Stratis." 
"Thank you, Soteris; come. I hope the sea is calm." 

"Wind of summertime, 
bring news for me, too," 

Soteris said. And then he added timidly: 
'Tve brought the violin, also." 
"Bravo, Soteris, sit down." 
And after he sat down: 
"You know, Mr. Stratis, when, with good luck, you leave 

for Athens, I'll never come back to see all these gnomes again." 
He meant his fellow villagers. Stratis patted him on 

the shoulder. 
"What you've given me, both lady Billio and you, is enough 

to last me for the days God has put in my bag. As for 
the nights ... " 

29 
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He caressed his violin: 
"What can those bastards understand ... " 
Soter is pricked his ears: 
"Look! They're coming," he said, and made a movement 

to rise. 
"Stay," Stratis said to him in an effort to restrain in himself 

the impulse that pushed him outward. 
The footsteps drew nearer. Lala appeared. 
She didn't have the same voice; nor that slow articulation 

that allowed her words to fall roundly like beads. She spoke 
obscurely and mournfully: 

"Stratis, I once told you that if you didn't ask for me I 
wouldn't come again. It wasn't possible ... " 

She paused. Her face seemed made of wax. With incredible 
slowness she gazed around at the objects of the room; her 
glance stopped at the half-filled glass. 

'Tm thirsty," she said. 
She dashed and emptied Billio's glass. 
"But where' s Billio ?" Stratis asked. 
"I don't know ... I don't know ... Salome died yesterday 

at noon." 
"What?" 
Stratis felt his voice congealing in his throat. 
"I must go," Soteris said. 
"Stay," Stratis shouted abruptly. 
"We were sitting at the Royal Garden," Lala said, "yesterday 

noon. She was in such a good mood. She was holding carna
tions. She was telling me she'd leave at night to come and find 
you. I asked her if we were going to the Acropolis at the end 
of the month. You know it's a full moon the day after tomorrow, 
on the 31st. She answered me quite wittily: 'Curtain to moon
lights; Stratis needs the sun .. .' She expired on that word, like 
a statue. I held her hand; it was frozen ... and her face ... and 
her neck ... and the red flowers left on her lap .. .'' 

She burst into sobs. 
"Thank you, Lala," Stratis said to her. 
Soteris stood up. 
"What's the lady saying?" 
"Lady Billio died, Soteris," Stratis told him calmly. 
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The eyes of the old man glistened with tears. 
"Ah! Poor woman!" he groaned, "and she had so much life 

in her!" 
Stratis lit the lamp. 
"Soteris, I want to ask a favor of you," he told him. "Do you 

remember how you played your violin the night before she 
left us?" 

"Yes, Mr. Stratis." 
"I want the same thing now." 
"But ... ," Soteris muttered and looked at Lala, who was 

wiping her eyes. 
"I beg you," Stratis interrupted him. 
Soteris took out his violin; his thick fingers were trembling 

as they held it; he drew his bow once like the cry of a wild beast. 
"I can't anymore," he moaned and got up. 
Stratis went with him as far as the stone wall. 
"Life unto you," Mr. Stratis, the old man said to him. "I 

know your grief. That's how I began seeing fairies." 
He left. Stratis took a deep breath. Around the wailing of 

the violin whirled the aromas of the night, driving him mad. He 
went back inside. 

"You must be hungry," he said to Lala. "You'll find some
thing in there ... " He showed her where they kept the food. 

"You can sleep here. I'll come back tomorrow morning." 
He left running; he went as far as the seashore, fell upon 

the pebbles, and burst into sobbing. 
He remained for hours with his eyes fixed on the sky. Soter is' 

bow was gnawing at his hearing. In the moonlight a body being 
bled by leeches went back and forth, drew near him, and vanished. 
He turned, with his face to the ground. He grabbed the pebbles. 
At first they helped him. Then they were burning; all of them. 
He dragged himself toward the sea, drenched his head, and 
returned home reeling as dawn was cracking. 

He lit a candle. Lala was asleep, the empty glass beside her. 
The expression of her gently bowed face had a certain tranquility. 
"Better this than madness," he thought, and pulled the sheet. 
His blurry eyes wandered over the naked body breathing in the 
bed which he had prepared for an entombed human being. They 
stopped at the powerful bosom: "Strange! Lala calls them 
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breasts, Billio never said that word." He was getting dizzy. It 
seemed to him that the wolfcubs were there covered with snow; 
more and more snow. He whispered: "Billio could fit in here; 
Billio can breathe in here." He stretched his hands; the violin's 
sound gushed forth and his knees gave in. He tumbled down 
over the cobblestones, amid a murky torpor. 

It was past nine when Lala woke him up. He went and 
washed up at the well. 

"I think we can leave in the afternoon," he said to her. 
"Yes, I've taken care of it." 

He started gathering his things. 
'Tve taken care of Salome's things," said Lala. 
The name rang like an unusual bell. He kept Homer for last. 
"Do you know what I was reading when you came?" 
Lala stared at him. 
"They followed the streams of the Ocean, they passed the 

White Rock, passed the gates of the Sun and the gathering 
of dreams ... " 

"Who passed them?" Lala asked. 
"The souls of the dead." 
He threw the book into the suitcase. 
"I prefer not to linger here," he told her. 
'Tm rested, Stratis; if you wish I'll come with you." 
In the window the basil was green. Stratis breathed it and 

caressed it. He cut a sprig. 
"Let's go," he said to her. "This is the only living thing 

we're leaving in here." 
They walked to Burned Rock, without speaking. Here and 

there, on the sand, wood and roots washed ashore by the waves. 
Stratis picked up a root and examined it: 

"Just imagine, only yesterday it was in the sea and the sun 
has dried it up already." 

"But the sun's burning," said Lala. "The sun, how strange ... " 
She didn't complete her sentence. 
"Forgive me," she said. 
"Speak, Lala, speak; it doesn't bother me," Stratis said. "She 

was here at my side just a week ago." 
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He looked at the walls of the high, uncovered cave. Here 
and there at the base they'd been blackened with smoke from 
fires of other times. Veins furrowed it, sometimes rust-colored, 
sometimes white like milk. 

"Yesterday the soul was running on the water; it passed the 
White Rock; now it's knocking at the gates of the Sun ... " 

He felt his eyes stinging him and pushing him into a way 
out which he sought, blind as a bat, in the torrent of sunbeams. 

He bent down and gathered wood and kindling, arranged 
them, and on top of them he tossed the sprig of basil. 

"Perhaps this tiny leaf will go to wait for her there, at the 
gathering of dreams, where she'll be arriving at any moment now." 

He looked for fire. Seated on the ground, Lala was staring 
at him. 

"What do you want to do?" she asked him. 
"I want to light these." 
Spasmodically, as if pursued, she searched into her bag and 

found a book of matches. Stratis bent down to take it. Her hair 
was falling low over the nape of her neck; he caressed it. Her 
skin was warm. In her eyes was mirrored the fright of a wild 
beast; her heart was pounding. "Still pounding," he thought. 

"What do you want to do ?" she asked him again. 
He didn't answer and lit the fire. He watched the tiny green 

leaves shrink and turn black. Lala drew very close to the flames. 
He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her away. 

"Throw me into Billio' s fire, what are you waiting for?" 
she shouted. 

The sea was opening and closing countless broken pieces of 
glass. A bird flew swiftly in front of him-"she'll be arriving 
at any moment now ... perhaps she has arrived ... " Aromas of 
mastik trees flooded his memory, aromas of walnut trees, and 
two women embraced inseparably. Then, like the archangel's 
sword, a bowshot struck him and he threw himself into the sea. 

When he returned, the sticks had burnt out. Farther away, 
beneath the veins of the rock, with eyes closed, Lala was lying 
down. Her body had the color of the golden sand, motionless 
like a tombstone. Her hands, straight, symmetrical, seemed to be 
planted in her bed. It appeared to Stratis that it was sinking 
deeper and deeper; that in a short while it would have been 
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consumed entirely into the sand. Carefully, as if not to disturb 
anything, he leaned down and united himself with this passage. 

* * * 
They arrived at Piraeus in the morning and got into a taxi. 

After a while, in the haze of the heat, at the end of Syngrou 
A venue, the Acropolis appeared, an indifferent object. 

"Bah! Today it resembles the label of a soap brand," said Lala. 
Stratis was examining the taxi carrying them. It was a very 

old Citroen coupe, one of those odd survivals which nonetheless 
are not surprising in Attica. 

" ... arriving at Salamis 
we were a lone man," 

he murmured. 
"Listen, Stratis," Lala said to him, "Salome abhorred grief. 

I'm going to propose something to you: Come, let's travel 
together; let's go wherever you like. I don't ask anything from 
you. You can humiliate me, like the other day, you can bury me, 
like yesterday; abandon me at a harbor, or throw me to 
the sharks ... " 

"And why would you accept all that?" Stratis interrupted her. 
"It's not because of love," she protested as if she had been 

accused. "Believe me, it's not because of love. I must cling on 
to something-something alien, something outside." 

"What?" asked Stratis. 
"I don't know; I don't know. But what I'm telling you I've 

had within me since I was a small child. When the well wheel 
struck me, they had written me off. I spent months with bandaged 
eyes, with terrible headaches that drove me mad. Do you know 
what it means to see yourself naked in a deluge of thick darkness
with hands stretched out, and not able to cling on anywhere?" 

With closed eyes, Stratis listened to her. 
"I know, you don't believe me," she also said. "Today this 

something would be to give myself entirely to a man I do 
not love." 

"But why to me and not that passerby over there?" 
"Eh! Well, we shouldn't forget destiny. Not even Sphinx, 

an intellectual mediator, offered me to that passerby over there; 
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not even Salome, who was such an individual. Yesterday when 
you lit the fire for her, I thought: 'He's lighting it to burn me; 
I mustn't prevent him; I must help him burn me!' Then you threw 
yourself into the sea; and when you returned and took me, I 
felt sunken deep inside the earth, spread inside the earth, that 
you were making love with the earth ... and I said: 'If he leaves 
me in here, I won't try to come out.' " 

"That's how you were," said Stratis. 
"Yes. But what you don't know is that I'm still in there. 

Together with Billio.'' 
He felt his mind blurred. 
"Together with Billio ?" he said. 
She lowered her eyes: 
"Two ghosts speak now," she whispered, "will two human 

beings ever speak? Who knows.'' 
The taxi headed toward Kifissia. They said nothing else. 

Except, as Stratis was saying goodbye to her, she asked him: 
"Will you go there tonight?" 
"No. Curtain to moonlights.'' 
In the warm little garden beneath the large tree, she stood 

dressed in white. 
"I thank you," he said to her once again. 
His head made a move to kiss her. He didn't feel whether 

he had actually touched her, or whether he had strewn himself 
in the green shade. 

Stratis returned with the same taxi. The face of his house 
with the closed shutters made him sense the nightmare of a 
prison. After he paid, he lingered: 

"Your car is old," he said to the driver. 
"Yes, sir, it's old; but it earns its bread; you see, its hull 

is such that young couples ask for it." 
He said the word hull like a seaman. 
"Have you always done this kind of work?" Stratis asked. 
"No; my kin are seamen; but the islands can't sustain many 

souls. I was superfluous, and they sent me to Athens. I got a 
job at a garage; I got into a fight-I'm an independent person. 
I got a job at the trams; a conductor in uniform and the little 
bell, you know. I wasn't happy; I was pining. Those damned 
rails all day long, screw them all! Straight like a coffin. I would 
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step on the bell and say: 'they'll bury me in here; they'll bury me 
in here.' I grew old. I've given everything up lately. Old men 
can't endure. This isn't mine, but it doesn't matter; I love 
young people." 

Stratis gave him one more bill. 
"Thank you, sir. I'm not from Piraeus. My stand is outside 

of St. Constantine's; if you need me sometime, ask for Khlepouras." 
'Tve heard your name," Stratis told him. 
The stifling heat of the house grabbed him by the throat. 

He put his suitcase down, hastily threw off whatever he was 
wearing, went straight into his bedroom, and fell upon the 
dusty mattress. 

He slept without any dreams; an absolute nonexistence. It 
was dark when he opened his eyes. He felt as if he were in a 
swamp of sweat. The electric light was piercing his brain; he 
turned it off and opened the window gropingly. The perfectly 
round moon was lighting the palm trees at the museum. In the 
distance, the Acropolis. "You can take me here; on these marbles," 
Salome had said-and Billio ? ... Was she the same woman ? ... 
But which of them had died? .. . 

He felt all these things, liquid and unclear, filled with in
definite caresses, strange palms trying to touch him but not 
touching him, coming very close and withdrawing again, like 
seaweed-"and if I were dead ... would it be like this perhaps?" 

He hastily closed the shutters and ran back stumbling over 
furniture, searching for the light. He turned it on; beside the 
bed two fat cockroaches were crawling. He put on whatever 
he could find and took to the streets. 

He walked for hours in a personal quarrel with each person, 
with each vehicle on the street. The basements, lighted, showed 
their innards like slaughtered animals at the butcher shops. In 
such a cistern, a fat woman seated with her knees apart, between 
a table and a cradle, was eating with one hand, and with the 
other was rocking her child, who was whining-"The souls whine 
like bats or like babies ... " He saw the scar on Salome's side. 
He ran, ran and knocked at a door breathless. The old woman 
opened; he grabbed her arm; a bone. 

"I want Damna," he shouted without catching his breath. 
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"Wait!" screached the skeleton. 
He shoved her aside. 
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From above, from the staircase, groans and steps were 
tumbling down; a shriek dog-like cry. Stratis leaned against the 
wall. A silence fell, and then in the rhythm of a funeral drum
beat the procession passed before him. First four policemen 
with glittering buttons were carrying a naked young man 
wrapped in a bloodstained sheet; his face was ashen, only his 
black moustache stood out. Behind them, two others dressed 
in civilian clothes were holding another man by the armpits, his 
hands in irons. At the end, Domna, heavy, with her shirt in 
midair and a bottle in her hand. Her face seemed smeared with 
a cherry red mud where the tears were rolling. The old woman 
flung open both door leaves, and the procession ceremoniously 
went out into the street. The door closed again, leaving alone 
the stumpy, barebreasted whore. She stood motionless like a 
colored wooden statue. Stratis broke away from the wall and 
tried to touch her. She let out a deep howl, and the bottle 
shattered on the floor. An odor of cheap cologne oozed out from 
the cement, chasing Stratis away. Outside, on the sidewalk, he 
stumbled onto a tiny little girl who was offering him flowers; 
he bought one red carnation. 

* * * 
"Khlepouras! You'll take me to the Acropolis," he said. 
"The Acropolis is beautiful," replied Khlepouras. 
He came out and started the engine. 
As they were going by the Theseion, he raised his head: 
"Shall we return?" 
"Shall we return?" Stratis asked in reply. 
"Shall I bring you back?" Khlepouras asked a gam. 
"Yes." Stratis said, almost angrily. 
He climbed up hastily. He paid for his ticket, went past the 

Propylaea, and stood in front of the Caryatids. He looked at their 
legs one after another. Behind him, somewhere around here, was 
her house; empty, as he saw it on that haunted dawn. Passers-by 
kept passing in front of the low window, and you could see their 
dusty trousers; fingers were kneading the candles, that white 
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body-it was a Friday, just like today. His hand made the gesture 
of throwing a stone. The carnation traced a dark curve and fell 
noiselessly at the feet of the statues. 

He started back without lifting his eyes higher. The marble 
stairs led deep down. Now and then geometric shadows streaked 
its whiteness-"Incredible warm quietness; and yet in this calm
ness the Bitches wander, scenting out the murder." He saw 
Damna's statue-"The venerable Goddesses," he corrected him
self. A tall figure was gliding over the shadows, stirring in the 
moonlight, and climbing toward him: 

"You said you'd draw the curtain to all this, and yet you came." 
"I came for the curtain," Stratis replied. 
"What were you doing all day long?" 
"I slept and then I went to the brothel." 
Lala was holding two red carnations in her hand: 
"I came for these. I chose to offer them to her here; she didn't 

like graveyards; take one, it'll be better." 
They walked together toward the Caryatids. Stratis stood at 

the same place and threw the flower with the same gesture. 
Lala imitated him. For the third time the carnation traced its 
dark orbit and fell without being heard. 

He felt the beloved hand clasping his heart: 
"How did you say it Lala? 'The meaning is revealed much 

later,' how much later? Whatever we do for our dead; our 
sorrow, our tears, our prayers-it's as if they were going to come 
back. The end, the real end, cannot be perceived by the human 
mind; later we go and find them, and the others in the world 
above continue on." 

Overcome with grief, he whispered: 
" 'And let me keep you company so that we may move on 

together, and what our bodies have not done, our 'ches will do 
in Hades.'" 

"Who are the 'ches'? " Lala asked. 
"The psyches," Stratis said. 
"Maybe you did that at the Burned Rock," she replied pen

sively. "Did you write that?" 
"No, it's from the Erotokritos." 
"I had a nanny who was reading it; I woudn't have 

imagined it.'' 
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Returning, they stopped in front of the Parthenon. 
"These marbles in this light remind me of the walls of a 

clinic," Stratis said. "Let's go." 
Khlepouras was asleep; he woke him up. 
"There're no customers on the sacred rock tonight," 

he muttered. 
"Sometimes so many people come; if you saw them you'd 

think they're going to the Epitaphios." 
"Bah! He's the man we took from Piraeus," said Lala. 'Tll 

take you home, and then I'll go on to Kefalari; it's not necessary 
to accompany me." 

Khlepouras pulled the brake. As they were turning at 
Akademias Street, Lala asked: 

"Do all men pay at the brothel?" 
"Yes, that's the custom ... but today I found the woman I 

was looking for, between a slain man and a stabber." 
"But did you just go to the brothel or were you looking for 

a particular woman ?" 
"A particular woman. I'd met her last May; the night Salome 

came during the whistlings, do you remember? You see, somehow, 
she'd joined the troupe, too; her name is Domna." 

"A strange name." 
They fell silent. Stratis' mind was dozing. Tatters of old 

memories from the years abroad were surfacing and melting 
again. He muttered: 

"There was an old woman at a bridge. Whenever I came by, 
she was always there; she held a bunch of violets, always the 
same. Her voice had a hoarse, fragmented complaint. Each time 
I saw her I remembered poor Vincent: 'Better a whore for five 
drachmas than loneliness .. .' " 

"Who's Vincent?" 
"A great artist.'' 
Khlepouras had now reached the museum and was getting 

ready to turn right. Lala leaned over: 
"Take Alexandras Avenue and go straight to Kefalari, to 

the house you took us to this morning." 
"Will you return?" Khlepouras asked. 
"No," Lala answered decisively. 
Khlepouras fixed the taximeter; the metallic click was heard; 
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Stratis rose slightly. Lala spoke to him with the same determination: 
"You'll tell your friends you're at Domna's house; anyway, 

I won't stay at my home tonight. You'll sleep in my room." 

* * * 
STRATIS: 

Sunday, September 

I'm trying to jot down yesterday's events; how can I relate 
them? Now I no longer know how to separate the shadows from 
the people. In the country where we've arrived one must admit 
this, too; perhaps it's the only way. 

When Khlepouras let us out, Lala took me by the hand. I 
obeyed her with no will. She opened the door of her house, 
turned on the light, and led me up to her bedroom. She helped 
me lie down carefully. I faintly saw her unfolding a sheet and 
covering me. She wiped my face and neck with a handkerchief 
soaked in rose water. It was as if they had tied me with ropes 
and were setting me free at that hour. It seemed to me that 
together with the aromas of the night, a light smoke of incense 
was passing outside. I felt I was falling gradually; that they were 
lowering me into an embrace which had the shape of Lala's body, 
and that Billio was there, and I was melting with her, sinking 
lower and lower, and nothing else. 



from DAYS .. B, 
(AUGUST 24, 1931-FEBRUARY 12, 1934) 

BY GEORGE SEFERIS 

Translated by Athan Anagnostopoulos 

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 9 

(If sometimes I ask you to write to me more often, it's because 
it would be easier for me, too, to write to you more. The people 
I can turn to when I'm tired are so very few; and even with them, 
in order to be calm with them, a thousand and one tricks are 
needed, theirs or mine.) 

Oh, if the skin of silence that confines us 
would suddenly soften at our touch 

-are the lines from the Cistern that can be perfectly apt on this 
occasion. It's 11 at night. Since 4 o'clock in the afternoon I spin 
in my room to bring out the following five verses which are, 
as you can imagine, something very simple, which anyone 
could have written at the first try. But what you cannot imagine 
is how many complex things must be pursued in order to 
arrive there: 

Stanza 15 (Un poco sostenuto): 

All may become again as before: 
the fingers, the eyes, and the lips. 
Let us leave behind the old sickness 
a shirt shed by snakes 
yellow amid green clover. 

Anyway, you can't judge from scattered stanzas or verses; 
the poem will be worthy as a whole or won't be worthy; until 
this night I've written eighty-five lines; another thirty-five are 
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needed. By the time you answer this letter, I hope I'll send you 
the whole thing, first draft at least. If it succeeds and I like it, 
and if Claude-Achille were alive and he were my friend, I'd dedi
cate it to him. Here's, more or less, the ending: stanza 23 (Rondo): 

They're gone far off with their yearnings, 
with their hopes, low sacred candles 
that wove on their bent foreheads 
a life full of joy at midday 
when magic spells and stars are extinguished 

stanza 24: 

But the night does not believe in dawn 
and love lives to weave death 
thus, like a boundless soul, 
a cistern that teaches silence 
amid the flaming city. 

I started writing this letter terribly tired. It is not so much 
the lines, but certain combinations, certain transitions that tire 
me. Helter-skelter I've reached the final semantics. I search since 
yesterday; before I started writing to you, I jotted down the 
beginning of a solution; I'll let it settle until tomorrow after
noon and let's see. How many precautions, how many passions. 
Unfortunately, I can't do anything otherwise. If my rowdy and 
erudite compatriots-the most representative of them surround 
you-could read this letter they'd say I'm childish. Indeed, when 
my nerves get tired somewhat, I think: for whom all these efforts? 
I don't speak of success and applause, but I want to say: will there 
be found a man who will be helped by these compositions, which, 
after all, are as little as can be ditties? Many times I sit and look 
at my life in a different way, without this burden of expression 
that torments me since the time I've known the world. I'm a man 
who's always at the point of becoming another, and who never 
goes beyond that point. This oscillation is the rhythm of my life, 
which I feel very clearly sometimes. 

Have you ever heard Beethoven's Archduke Trio? Isn't it 
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amazing? Clear like water and like a deer-sometimes alone with 
the echo and sometimes along with another deer. 

Next month I'll get Beethoven's Quartets played by Capet. 
Then I want Bach. 

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 10 

Cistern: notice; when you write poems (the hour when you 
start out and it's difficult) insist anyway-even to a detail-but 
insist: hit with the hammer; there must be lots of rust that must 
fall off until the creative process is cleared. The only way for 
it to be removed is insistence. Never despair very early. 

FEBRUARY 11 

It snowed all night and yesterday all day long. This morning 
the snow was grey. At night the fog descended. Coming out of 
the metro I tried to translate Toulet: 

... when the fog descends 
polish them, please, with the sleeve. 

A. speaks to you; you listen; you answer; you take out a book 
of matches, you light his cigarette, the smoke rises toward the 
ceiling. Why this man and not somebody else? Why you and 
not somebody else ? Why these words ? In this language? At 
this moment? This cigarette? This match exactly? Under this 
ceiling exactly? Why did the three phonographs at the seashore 
of Phaleron keep playing "I want my own dear husband?"-
0 Lord, why does your inexplorable will sometimes become 
so distressing? 

FEBRUARY 13 

A man is in a garden before a well and a green tree. He 
picks up a stone and throws it into the well, paying attention 
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to hear the echo. Nothing is heard, but at the moment the stone 
should have touched the water, a tiny cloud bursts over the tree 
and waters it with a fine rain. This impression I have when I read 
your letters: the answer comes from elsewhere. 

I don't have a person either near me or away from me. It's 
strange and sadly entertaining now that I watch how people stay 
away from me. Don't think I forget that man's nobility is to give. 

FEBRUARY 23 

Do you think I'm asking you to write me your judgments 
like Mr. X. or Mr. Y., who write book reviews? Sometimes I 
tremble lest you fall under the influence of the "intellectuals"; 
all these incipient ways exist in your case; watch out! Watch out! 
But try to understand me. Suppose you're taking a bath; it may 
be unbearable, bearable, or enjoyable. Can't you express this 
feeling of touch with the water? Surely you can. Remember that 
if we use the words of others, we cannot fail but express the 
thoughts of others. Remember when you were a child; you had 
a whole mythology that you knew the exact meaning of. The 
others, for their convenience in understanding you, taught you 
to speak like them. I am not of the others. I'm waiting for your 
mythological expression, or, as you say or Mr. Z. would say, 
your balderdash. Ten years ago, one evening, I read Jeune Parque 
to a girl I loved. The next day she told me: "I dreamed I was 
Jeune Parque." This was so significant for me that I remember 
it still. The girl was 17 years old and she had explained J eune 
Parque to me. 

I write somewhat stringently. Today I can't polish my phrases. 
There's no time. I need some help. This doesn't concern my work on
ly, it concerns life itself. Can you give me this help? I look for it. 
I don't know what I lack. I don't know what I'm looking for. 
Give whatever you can give. Whatever is given truly is helpful. 
It is in my nature to move from the point one feels he's truly 
living to the null. The point where nothing exists: neither you, 
nor I, nor anyone else, nor even a living tree in the world. Do 
you know what that means? Look, yesterday afternoon from 4 
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to 7 I tried, staring at the flame of the fireplace, to find some
thing that will remain, something that stands in the midst of 
the vertigo of ruin. I didn't find anything else except the flame 
I was staring at. You must think I'm indulging in metaphysics 
on in neurasthenic melancholy. You'd misunderstand me. I have 
no philosophical tendency at all and I'm miserably cold-blooded. 
After 7 at night I told many jokes and as I was returning 
home a slut on the street came and whispered into my ear, 
"You look so serious." I burst into laughter for both her and 
more for myself, so much that she took to her heels. Man has 
many floors, like the "Printemps," the big store. But this doesn't 
concern the storey he so often shows everyone; it concerns man, 
or if you wish, rather, it doesn't concern the house, it concerns 
the blood of the slain rooster which supports the house in its 
foundations. I'm like this; at times I feel I've lost everything, 
and at times that everything is mine. This is what makes the 
others say that I have no anxieties. 

I'm not asking you to take me out of some difficult condition. 
Give whatever you can, remaining yourself. And try so that I 
don't write again to you like this. 

FEBRUARY 28 

"The place where a man can step in my homeland becomes 
narrower every day," says Stratis Thalassinos. 

Until 4 in the morning yesterday and today in the afternoon 
I read a book that made me think about many things and-but 
if some day you remember to ask me, I'll speak to you about 
this book and about aspects of my life which I cannot or don't 
dare describe in letters. For this reason don't think that I have 
sympathy for blotted paper, nor that I find a special pleasure in 
receiving or sketching out epistles. Unfortunately, it is the only 
means for one to have a sign from a man amid the chaos of 
our lives. Don't take me wrong then and don't tell me I'm taken 
in by idle talk. Sometime perhaps I'll try to explain to you many 
things which are impossible for you to understand by yourself. 
I'll do it with great simplicity. And I need simplicity so that I 
won't be talking nonsense. I didn't write "frolics of my imagina-
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tion, or in order to make my letter entertaining." I tried to ex
press, as less intensely as I could, a sorrow of my present life. 
Despite my great effort to remain calm, an awkward movement 
occurs sometimes and something spills over the cup. Forgive 
me; I also have something inside me that doesn't mean to mope 
at all, in spite of all the somersaults I make so that you may 
smile a little. Mr. Stratis Thalassinos would say, "How heavy 
the statues are," so that many may laugh and say that he's 
talking commonplaces. We'll bear this, too; we'll bear all this, 
but the years pass. Tomorrow is my birthday: Nel mezzo del 
cammin di nostra vita. I am at the same age myself: Per una 
selva oscura. Yet I'm terribly optimistic. When I think of it, it 
seems incredible to me how the gloomy, the darkly melancholic 
young fellow created this square man who little by little gathers 
the pain of both his body and soul to make something. Keep 
whatever is acceptable to you of what I write. The rest, 
throw away. 

FEBRUARY 29, 2 in the morning 

A great silence made of coals, the pen on the paper, and the 
wind. In essence I'm a simple man, a villager. This afternoon I 
walked in the big park nearby; the low sun and the sadness of 
winter. As I was walking I felt my mother's blood in my veins. 
A holy woman with a boundless power for love. She loved 
without all those sympathetic dependencies which spoil every
thing. You'd say that her feeling sprouted from the earth and 
held on rooted. It was never suspended. When I returned from 
France she said: "Now, 0 Lord, I may die ... " I remember her 
on that morning in Piraeus; she said it so simply, so pragmatically, 
that many times I thought that's why she left us the following 
year. I never can see her in a salon; she always appears either at 
the seashore or amid the vineyards and the trees. 

APRIL 11 

In essence I am an unhappy man who has often felt how 
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unhappy have been many men around him. I struggle to help 
myself in order to help. Sometimes humor or the sentiment 
that loud voices mean poor feelings makes me appear harsh 
or inhuman. 

The coals burn in the fireplace with joyful flames. For the 
first time, since the day I've burned coal, I discern clearly a 
deep green flame inside the other ordinary flames. I stop, look 
at it, and reflect back. It's true, I've occupied myself with small 
things. At times I got lost in details; that's why it has been 
difficult for me to believe in myself. But, now that I'm looking 
back, I find one secret: there are no small things in life. If you 
look with great power and much love at a flame, it can teach 
you many more things than if you read many books (and spend 
a great deal of gray matter) about the evolution of mankind. 
I had started out telling you that lately I had felt a kind of 
disgust for paper and I see that I end up elsewhere: to what has 
come out of the feelings of the Cistern. I'd like some day to 
be able to present to you the harvest of that strange place. How 
much closer it brought me, how much more fundamentally nearer 
to the living world, nearer to freedom, not the one "that illumines 
the world" but the one which is at man's size; how much it had 
made me to know death in depth and accept it without roman
ticisms and complaints, like an inevitable caress, a sweet turn 
of the cycle, like love. 

I'd live (and long for this with the greatest power) to 
arrive some day at a living calm that rejoices and proceeds and 
is nourished by the boundless sadness of man. Until then I'll go 
through a lot and the devil will make me hop and dance on a 
hot griddle. But why, then, does a hand holding a beloved shoul
der have this calm? I wonder whether man cannot become at 
certain moments, the best ones, like that hand which has all the 
sadness of the body, the sickness, and death, within the blood 
that enlivens it, and yet, still, knows how to proceed simply, 
without pride and boastfulness, to connect, give all the af
fection, feel what they give to it, what they can give to it. I'd 
like you sometime to understand the joy that becomes securer 
so long as it moves very slowly toward the root, where all 
branches of the soul become one. At times I see this joy far off 
like a row of cypress trees where one evening the little princess 
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of China started to play. Maybe in the end will remain a dream 
or a dead sparrow. I prefer this, though, to a lion's lasting skin, 
which they shake out every Friday on the roof. 

APRIL 16 

The tree which is opposite my window has sprouted buds. 
I remember when I first came here it was dark green with some 
very small red fruit. I was looking at it one afternoon as I was 
writing the first page of Stratis Thalassinos. Then, suddenly, one 
day I saw it bare and gray, a ball of branches. It's blooming again; 
time passes. 

APRIL 23 

I corrected the Cistern at certain points which bothered me; 
a little more, and I'd have deformed it. Such is its kin. 

Someone "contemporized," inter ceteris, wrote a few days 
ago that my poems are not good because they do not reflect the 
contemporary anxieties, etc. But I'd like to know what he'd say 
if I'd ask him to explain to me his anxieties, the "vibrating 
ones," as it is the fashion to call them now. And the Madonna 
of Klinamaxon is anxious. 

There exist men who "hold the view" that the poet has 
imagination; he is, therefore, a cloud that races above another 
cloud. The truth is that the poet copies life from much closer 
than what the others see it. So close, that the copied object (the 
aspect of the natural) is dissolved. Perhaps that's why the 
others do not understand. Once I saw in a microscope a section 
of a sea urchin's spine. It was an elaborate, ornate embroidery, as 
big as a half-dollar coin-what did happen to the sea urchin? 

Whoever is pure, he's a poet. 
... So many times I saw the death of this hand that is 

writing-this living hand, as Keats, my neighbor, says-in such 
a way, that often, when I ask myself what I want down here, 
I answer: to die in peace. 
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Stratis Thalassinos interferes: 
"Maybe what you're asking for isn't that difficult because 

if death is nonexistence, it's likely that one can acclimate him
self within nonexistence, just as at the side of beloved body." 

"Although it will be nonexistence." 
"Right; but I tried to imagine this condition by emptying, 

emptying, emptying. It's impossible to bring out everything; 
there's always something remaining. Well, since there's always 
something remaining-you try the experiment." 

He drives me mad with his sophistries. 

HOLY THURSDAY, APRIL 28 

A temporary definition: conscience crisis (I write to clarify): 
Last week flashed in my mind a sudden belief and I clearly 

saw a world forming and congealing around it. The next day 
(I simplify) there was an unbroken calm and all my buttresses, 
both the inside and the outside, started falling inside this calm. 
The third day an unbearable desire to get away-anywhere-to 
burn in the sun, to exhaust myself, to stop thinking. Now as 
I'm writing this sentence comes by itself under my pen: That 
I may find again the sweetness of dark bread. 

I try to go back a little. It was a winter afternoon; I was 
strolling along the river's edge. Suddenly, I observed that I 
had no feelings. The color of the sky, the flowing gray water, 
the noise of the vehicles-that woman who passed by with the 
lively lips; they would awake nothing inside me. I could clearly 
see what emotions I'd have. I could describe them perfectly, 
express them and move others as well: the work of the mind; 
the man was absent. I remember this very same condition of 
absence in other instances; in that brothel, for instance, where 
I had been obliged to accompany-a matter of solidarity-a friend. 
When the girl was stripped naked, the only thing I was able to 
tell her was, "Mademoiselle, qu' est-ce que vous pensez de 
monsieur Mallarme ?" She answered me as if I had slapped her: 
"Eh, dites done, vous etes venu ici pour vous £outre de moi." 
Later, in the cold night, I felt very cheap. 
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I sought to find the absent man again. I happened to fall 
into moments of great enthusiasm and power which left me in 
the end like a beaten-up dog. Now I don't know anymore. Med
ically, one could tell me that it is a result of biological disposi
tions; it would be a great relief, if he could convince me. What 
I know is that my self cannot be divided; my intellectual crises 
are also corporeal; and vice versa. I am one unit, and from 
this unit I draw the materials of my work, which are 
also indivisible. 

(JULY 19 

Once Stratis Thalassinos said: "I prefer a drop of blood to 
a glass of ink." I think, the gift he has of expressing himself 
will ruin him.) 

SATURDAY, JULY 23 

This month was foolish and tiresome. Now there has been 
some order. There were moments I had been bored by every
thing; when I had the feeling that life is a paper plank you can 
tear to shreds with a kick, as in the circus; or, that in order to 
change the face of things you need but stride over one hair and 
you can't. When the haiku were successful I was relieved, be
cause all these cobwebs, the labyrinths and "the ineffables" of 
a blind life were coming to an end, even momentarily, into some
thing-a pine needle or a sea pebble let's say; into seventeen 
syllables. I mean that the problem is no more difficult than the 
problem of a haiku. If I allow discontent to jolt me or melancholy 
to overcome me, I'm finished; I don't want to start again. 

I put together the balance sheet of the year I've concluded 
here. Two things: the flame and the river. Not that I didn't 
search; I found Stratis Thalassinos only. The rest, epidermic 
sentiments. The external life, insignificant. I can't do anything 
without love, without enthusiasm. Enthusiasm isn't the right 
word; let me say devotion; something like this anyway. I can't 
do anything with maimed people, or in situations where I'm 
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forced to act like a maimed man myself. I lived in Paris for six 
and a half years fully; with all the dedication of my soul, loving 
every moment, every corner, every stone, even the broken 
guffaw of the most wretched whore. Then I returned to the 
homeland; another six years went by. During that period oc
curred, were digested, were created many things, i.e., a man. 
I mean that when I left for London, I had reached the point 
of someone who no longer goes to the West to learn the 
"civilization," neither for easy fun, nor to admire how superior 
to us the bumpkins the Europeans are, as it happens with 
so many dilettantes of ours. These, and many more, I had left 
them behind me long ago. Since those early years I had become 
conscious that it would be impossible for me to live as a whole 
man-for anthropological reasons I'd say-in foreign lands; that 
my destiny was elsewhere. I killed many things following my 
destiny. Here I tried hard to study the land; to learn the lan
guage. I heard the best music of Europe, I've been to famous 
museums; books can be read anywhere. 

But I missed the people; the freshness and the spur of human 
interaction. The ordinary ones I've met; I've been unable to 
meet the better ones. The circle of my job does not offer me an 
intellectual ambience and indiscretion is not my forte. On the 
other hand, the best craftsmen here are considered nuts or scan
dalous, and those interested in them "high-brow" -an untrans
latable and exorcising word. I happened to scandalize a polished 
man as I spoke (in order to say something) about Byron! You 
wouldn't dare utter a word about Lawrence or Joyce, who have 
written forbidden books. The great city: surely, it's something, too. 

FEBRUARY 13 

Silent embraces, like the seed in the earth. 
This shiver that starts from one- body, ripples slowly into 

rings that widen and sets into motion the whole world. My fate, 
formed by so many silent dead and so many living, is a young 
blond little lion showing its white teeth, and wherever its feet 
touch it leaves a bloodstained mark like clover. 
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SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 14 

As if I were a paralytic and suddenly I felt I was walking. 
A funny comparison. I feel that the world keeps me afloat the 
way water keeps a body afloat; that no longer am I a servant; 
that I don't belong to anyone. Strange desires to destroy some
thing, to tear myself into shreds. I had followed a road miserably 
painful: I kept searching, searching-suddenly I fell into this 
exotic cave. Now I can kill myself, but because of enthusiasm. 
This isn't true either: I feel unsuspectingly rich. "Pour arriver a 
posseder tout, on desire posseder quelque chose en rien." 

Afterwards: 
At the verge, in essence I'm twofold: a young child terribly 

agile, and an old trainer, very wise, who teaches the first his 
acrobatics. Sometimes the old teacher closes his eyes and lets 
his pupil on the ropes. He's certain he'll awake at the right time 
to prevent him from falling. The little one, when he sees the 
old man's eyelids getting heavy, throws himself into the most 
dangerous acrobatics, sure that the teacher won't open his eyes 
until the danger is over. Who's right? 

FEBRUARY 20 

Sharp limitation: my kin. 

FEBRUARY 21 

Love in the greatest light of the earth, without the shadow 
of any sensual tree. The sky is light, the earth is light and the 
horizon is free-nothing else. It is difficult for a man to reach 
this point. It is the work of humility. I've known what I've been 
seeking for years now. The toil remaining is worth the toil. 

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 23 

Midnight. Early in the afternoon, it was snowing heavily; 
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the streets were slippery. For me, paper is now like the glass 
the fishermen use in order to look into the sea. 

When it starts growing dark, the intensity reaches a peak 
when one cannot live easily or at all. I enter a state of ineffable 
and untransmissible magic. The night has become one of the 
personae of the drama, absolutely alive and domineering like 
the mermaid who stops the ships with her hands and with on_? 
question: "Is King Alexander alive ?"-or any other. The hour 
of struggle with a question mark, without any articulate word, 
at the edge of a curve that turns and becomes a spiral. Then 
I can't feel anything between the two edges: love and death. 

I've contemplated so much about all these things that I've 
dissolved them all; ideas, desires, bodies; they all have become 
a river, the sap of trees, the rain-something fateful, bound with 
man's deepest hypostasis, when it is revealed in unique moments 
of pain, danger, and unbearable urges. 

FRIDAY, MARCH 3 

The little boy fell off the ropes. The old man, terrified, awoke 
and shouted: "Ephialtes !" 

SUNDAY NIGHT, NOVEMBER 12 

In the morning I set ou't for the church, but I stayed at the 
park. Winter sun, unusually alive for the place and the season. 
Over the eternal green of the grass, the gold and yellow on all 
the stairs sonne un comble de 1' or ... 

I was contemplating, looking at thousands of breeds of 
Sunday dogs, about these two years in London: leap years. When 
I returned and thought to open this notebook, I had before me 
the word: Courage. It's unbearable to me to write about myself; 
perhaps it was the same at other times, but I felt the pleasure of 
writing. Now, for this pleasure, I'm ashamed. Wound-up nerves, 
I can't read three pages in succession. Unbearably good and 
gentle; all my evil forces against me; the worm of unusefulness
I don't know if things are the way I'm writing about them, or if 
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I live in a nightmare that will suddenly be lifted. Because I deny 
all these things, I feel them alien, rotten, dead, although they 
follow me as emotional ideas with a cyclic rhythm. Thus, I 
imagine-deep down the loss of courage opens up like an abyss. 

Nothing, all these have no meaning. 

DECEMBER 27 

There are moments, more frequent lately, when I feel myself 
wanting and not wanting with the same exact intensity; creat
ing a balance; and this balance is the chaos. I know that only 
the slightest thing is needed in order to break the balance, in 
order to start the engine. This slightest thing is the gift of God. 



SUGGESTIONS ABOUT .. THE THRUSH" 
A First Approach 

BY ALEXANDROS ARGYRIOU 

The interpretation of a poem, even of one based on a central 
idea or created under the influence of a set of related psycho
logical moods, is an act usually criticized as arbitrary, because it 
permeates the artistic object with subjective elements that are 
more or less foreign to it. Already,' within each mature reader, 
such reflections of the work must take place, and these strange 
varieties of contacts justify, in the long run, the work and confirm 
its objective value. Thus, the field of an interpretation, no matter 
how thorough in its kind, can never cover the entire span of a 
work of art. 

Yet, analyses and interpretations always accompany the works 
of art, and I don't know whether the texts of the past can be 
conceived without them. It is perhaps impossible to ignore com
pletely this establishment of preexisting views and face these 
works as if we were their first readers. Our degree of freedom and 
independence with respect to the established works of art is not 
as high as it is, sometimes, assumed to be. For this reason, every 
worthwhile response, affirmative or negative, contains, to some 
extent, all those that paved the way to it. There are no Robinsons 
in the domain of the spirit. 

Therefore, interpretations inseparably accompany the works 
of art, without precluding, of course, the expression of a new 
point of view that adds variety to the older ones while not 
abrogating them. It is also worth considering whether, being 
aware of an incisive interpretation of a poetic text, we are not 
really more ready for our own personal understanding of it. Even 
if this is the only conclusion we reach, it becomes obvious why, 
in the final analysis, interpretations need no better defense. They 
serve a necessity that is part of the very essence of art. When a 
work of art has the word as its instrument, as in poetry, the 
word is again the only means for bringing it to prominence. Fur-
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thermore, the interpretation of modern poetry, which so exten
sively uses a symbolic and ambiguous language, becomes necessary 
because of its very nature. Since for the last forty years poems 
have often been accompanied by footnotes, sometimes very exten
sive, the need for an interpretation exists as an intellectual im
perative. 

I am not sure, however, if the notes to a poem constitute 
a single entity with the work itself, forcing the third party who 
examines it to accept them completely. A poem, from the moment 
it assumes its final form, stands face-to-face even with its own 
creator-for when he writes a poem, the poet does not start with 
ideas and clear notions. He gives form to shapeless images from 
his psychological landscape, where the material facts, passing 
through his psychological filters, are transformed into a synthetic 
substance chemically different from the individual elements com
posing it. Thus, the more worthy a work of art, the more secrets 
it hides and the more interpretations it acquires from the others
those whom it expressed in its innermost economy. 

For this reason, in our interpretative endeavor we must single 
out, among the poet's notes, those referring to real observations. 
The "difficult" poets get their inspiration not only from life but 
also from the experience of others recorded in books-to express 
schematically a distinction that exists only as a logical abstraction. 
Thus, when the poet, by the same process by which a word springs 
up from within himself, or in the same manner in which within 
himself an image is created from the outside world, is stimulated 
by some other text (word, feeling, situation or manner) , it be
comes necessary for one who attempts to interpret the work to 
follow, with his own resources, a parallel path. This is an in
dispensable process, established by practice. Whether one accepts 
or not such a poetry is up to each individual. Yet this poetry 
today is a given fact. And we know that, in the final analysis, our 
sensibility, if we have any, is modified by the works of art; we 
see the world through the binoculars offered to us by the poets 
and we interpret it from new points of view. 

The most difficult path, however, in the interpretation of the 
work of a "difficult" poet is the search for and identification of 
the mythology of the poet and the deciphering of his poetic 
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vocabulary.1 Sometimes the poet himself provides us with a cer
tain part of this material. The remaining task goes through two 
phases: in the first we collect evidence from the rest of his work, 
while in the second we use the elements provided to us by our 
culture and by whatever sensitivity we have. What is achieved 
as a result of such a worthy and productive effort constitutes one 
of the countless aspects that the work of art contains. And the 
reward is the more worthy in quality the greater the correspond
ence, the resonance between the poet and the interpreter. It is 
the destiny of the interpretation to itself create its own audience
which includes, at times, the poet himself-which it activates and 
influences, modifying, in turn, the audience's sensibility. Amiel 
once said that Sainte-Beuve helped people of his generation think. 
Could he have been wrong? 

When the men of letters of the previous generation, the 
"generation of the thirties," as it was called, were thinking about 
poetry, the name that came to the tip o£ their pens or their minds 
was that of Cavafy. He was the poet closest to their spirit, who 
reformed the realm of poetry by enriching the tradition of the 
Greek mentality with his strong personal tones. In our genera
tion, the analogous position is occupied, I believe, by Seferis. The 
perspective of time constan.tly confirms the value of his work, 
adds legitimacy to his poetic world and imposes it on our conscious
ness. To those who claim that his poetry bends under the weight 
of various influences, one might answer that the substratum of 
Seferis' poetic work has such authenticity that its importance 
absolutely refutes this accusation. Whatever he received was his 
share of a perception that had become, in a way, the rule2 of an 
era. 

I consider "The Thrush" as the most personal of Seferis' 
poems; it seems to lean upon all of his previous work. 
What is attempted in it is a retracing of the past and a 
vindication of it, leading finally to a general conception of life, 

lA ''difficult" writer, Heraclitus, has said: "My language neither expresses 

nor hides my thought, but gives a sign of it." 
2Eliot wrote in a 1923 essay on Joyce's Ulysses: "In using the myth, in manipu

lating a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity, Mr Joyce is 
pursuing a method which others must pursue after him. They will not be imitators, 

any more than the scientist who uses the discoveries of an Einstein in pursuing 
his own independent investigations." (The Dial, 75 :480) 
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a testimony of the poet about all that he has lived through, 
suffered and faced. The categorical tone of the first verses of 
"The Thrush" reveals a finality, it states a definite and bloody 
conclusion. It is at the same time a summing up and an apology. 
Thus, it would not be risky to say that "The Thrush" is a text 
with manifest autobiographical elements and at the same time 
a frontier-setting work in Seferis' poetry. 

In the analysis and interpretation of the poem that follows, 
we have tried to point out the central axes, based on the facts 
provided by Seferis' work as a whole. If it is true that every poet 
writes only a single poem, in the sense that his work is a unified 
small universe, this method is not only correct, but it is a must. 

"The Thrush" was written in Poros in 1946. Another poem 
of the Greek literary tradition was drafted in the same geo
graphical location: Palamas' "The Dodecalogue of the Gypsy." 
When the fourth part,3 "The Death of the Gods," first appeared, 
it carried the indication: "Poros, Summer of 1899." Two years 
after the ill-fated war of 1897, Palamas, by then of mature age, 
began placing his poetic fingers "on the sign of the nails." It is 
worth quoting the passage in question from the preface of his 
book: "And then I realized that I am a poet-of course one poet 
among many, a simple soldier of the verse-yet always the poet 
who strives to include in his verses the desires and the questions 
of the eternal man and the worries and the fanaticisms of the 
citizen. I may not be a worthy citizen, but I cannot be merely 
the poet of myself; I am the poet of my time and my nation, and 
whatever I carry within myself cannot be separated from the out
side world." 

In one of his essays Seferis writes: " ... I am not a philosopher. 
My job is not to deal with abstract ideas but to listen to what 
the things of the world are telling me, to see how they interact 
with my soul and my body and to expn~ss them ... In Alexandria, 
after the disaster of Crete, in 1941, I found in the book of a 
friend, and made a note of them, the following very noteworthy 
words of Eckermann: 'You caf!. be sure that the human spirit, as 
soon as it ceases to deal with the external world, retreats or dis
solves . . . Our times are times of decline; they detest objects; 
they become increasingly subjective .. .' " 

sn-rcxp-roc; Myoc;. 
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The times, for Palamas as well as for Seferis, did not permit 
the luxury of indifference toward issues of the state. Thus, "The 
Thrush" which was written two years after the end of the Second 
World War for (Jreece, shows clear signs of the recent ordeal. 
In the days preceding the end of the war, Seferis was saying in 
the "Last Stop": 

The rainy autumn in this gorge 
infects the wound of each of us 
or what you might term differently: nemesis, fate, 
or simply bad habits, fraud and deceit, 
or even the selfish urge to reap reward from the blood of 

others. 
Man frays easily in wars; 
man is soft, a sheaf of grass, 
lips and fingers that hunger for a white breast 
eyes that half close in the radiance of day 
and feet that would run, no matter how tired, 
at the slightest call of profit. 
Man is soft and thirsty like grass, 
insatiable like grass, his nerves roots that spread; 
when the harvest comes 
he would rather have the scythes whistle in some other field; 
when the harvest comes 
some call out to exorcise the demon 
some become entangled in their riches, others deliver 

speeches. 
But what good are exorcisms, riches, speeches 
when the living are far away? 
Is man ever anything else? 
Isn't it this that confers life? 
A time for planting, a time for harvesting. 
"The same thing over and over again," you'll tell me, 

friend. 
But the thinking of a refugee, the thinking of a prisoner, 

the thinking 
of a person when he too has become a commodity
try to change it; you can't. 
Maybe he would have liked to stay king of the cannibals 
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wasting strength that nobody buys, 
to promenade in fields of agapanthi 
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to hear the drums with bamboo overhead, 
as courtiers dance with prodigious masks. 

our mind's a virgin forest of murdered friends. 

The motifs that are developed in the "Last Stop" (war and 
its consequences, the demon that man carries within himself, man's 
corruption by the social conditions, his abandonment, his despair, 
death from an epicurean point of view, the friend killed in war, 
the despair at the impasse to which the common man is led) we 
will encounter again in "The Thrush" in a wider framework. 

Seferis wrote "The Thrush" twelve years after Mythistorema. 
These two long poems (the first one about four hundred lines, 
the second a little more than two hundred), with a discernible 
internal unity, we term "composite." And it is evident that in this 
expression of the past w_e must fit the new conceptions about this 
type of poetry. I will refer once again to Palamas' preface to 
"The Dodecalogue of the Gypsy": 

First of all, the New Poetry4 has something fragmentary. 
It is that characteristic which makes the poem differ from 
the normal and symmetrically woven stories, with begin
ning, middle and end, and makes it appear more like a 
fragment from another poem which we don't know, some
thing without beginning or end, which stops but does not 
let you rest, which is like the Wagnerian "endless melody." 
Besides, the New Poetry has something synthetic. It is this 
characteristic that makes the poem, whether it is a sonnet 
or a book, impossible to classify under any particular 
literary genre or, depending on time and circumstances, 
makes it classifiable under all categories ... Finally, the 
characteristic par excellence of the New Poetry is its love 
for the dream . "We are such stuff as dreams are made on, 
and our little life is rounded with a sleep,"5 0 great creator 

4Note how this term is carried on from generation to generation. It is, after 
all, the demand of modernization. 

5Shakespeare, The Tempest, 4:1:156-8. 
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of Prospera! Life not as things present it to us when we 
are awake but as it is half-shown in our sleep by dreams 
... A wise professor has recently maintained that Art in 
the twentieth century will become exclusively ideological, 
allusive, poetic ... 
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Today, when the twentieth century carries on its shoulder 
sixty-one years, it seems that Reinach's view was somewhat 
prophetic and that the wise old man with the still life ( aaa
AEU't:Y'J l;;cu~) , 6 who singled it out from among so many others, 
could sense the winds correctly. 

Born in the year zero of the twentieth century, George 
Seferis was well versed in the currents of his times; and in 
writing composite poems, he followed the dictates of the new 
era. Thus the myth of the old school becomes a vision, the plot 
a stream of associated memories, the peripeteia a psychological 
mood and the mood a musical tone. Through such narrow gates 
we may enter into the internal space of certain poems. 

The text that is used as an epigraph for "The Thrush," like 
a dedication, with only the indication "Silenus to Midas," comes 
from Plutarch's napa[J.USY']nKoc; 1tpoc; • A1toA.A.wvwv (Con
solatia ad Apollonium, 27). In the words of consolation that 
this anthologist writer wrote to a father struck by the death of 
his child, he quotes from a work of Aristotle, unknown to us, 
EuOY'J[lOc; ll ncpt 'l'ux~c; (Eudemos or Of the Soul), the 
following passage: 7 

"Pertinently to this they say that Midas, after hunting, 
asked his captive Silenus somewhat urgently, what was 
the most desirable thing amongst men. At first he would 
return no answer, but was obstinately silent. At last, when 
Midas would not give over importuning him, he broke out 
into these words, though very unwillingly: 'Ephemeral 
issue of a vicious daemon and a harsh fate, why do you 

6' AoaAEUtT) l.;wT) (Motionless life) is the title of one of Palamas' major poetic 
collections. 

71 limit it to those points that concern us. [The English translation is from 
Plutarch's Miscellanies and Essays, ed. W.W. Goodwin (Boston: little, Brown 
& Co., 1889) except for the passage in italics which is from Keeley and Sherrard's 
translation of Seferis' Collected Poems.] 
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force me to speak of things that it would be better for you 
not to know. For those live the least disturbed who know 
not their misfortunes; but for men, the best for them is not 
to be born at all, nor to be made partakers of the most 
excellent nature; not to be is best for both sexes. This 
should have the first place in our choice; and the next 
to this is, when we are born, to die as soon as we can.' 
It is plain therefore, that he declared the condition of the 
dead to be better than that of the living." 

I have italicized in this text the passage that Seferis used, 
without mentioning the source. And at this point one is led, 
automatically, to the question: was it only this passage that 
the poet wanted to bring in in this case, or the whole accom
panying meaning? Because the view expressed in Plutarch about 
life is completely negative, whereas the epigraph of "The 
Thrush" is limited only to the E.<p~ !lEpov crn:E.plla ("ephemeral 
issue") and to the apaov !l~ yvii>vm ("it would be better ... 
not to know"), however, can one assume that the poet's memory 
did not retain the whole meaning of Silenus' words? It seems 
rather unlikely, in spite of the tricks often played on us by 
our memory. In my view, Seferis most probably tried to provide 
an answer to "a certain Midas," on his own account, with 
"The Thrush." 

The psychological background of "The Thrush" can be seen 
in a diary the poet kept at that time. This text contains several 
revealing elements, and it is almost unknown.8 It was published 
in the Cypriot Letters in April 1955 under the title "From the 
Diary of '46." Together with a note Seferis wrote toR. Levesque 
(published in the book Permanence de la Grece) and with the 
"Letter on 'The Thrush' " (published in the Anglo hellenic 
Review), they constitute the file on "The Thrush" that will 
inevitably accompany the poem from now on. 

"The Thrush" is divided into three parts, and each part has 
either one or two subtitles. The first part, with the subtitle "The 
house near the sea," constitutes a kind of introduction. It is 
written in the first person, .in the form of a personal confession, 

B[Seferis' diaries have since been pub!ished.-Ed.J 
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as the narrator comments upon, but also participates in, the 
events. Let us now start reading the poem, slowly. 

The houses I had they took away from me. The times 
happened to be unpropitious: war, destruction, exile; 
sometimes the hunter hits the migratory birds, 
sometimes he doesn't hit them. Hunting 
was good in my time, many felt the pellet; 
the rest circle aimlessly or go mad in the shelters. 

I think that we must see first what the word "house" repre
sents in Seferis' poetic vocabulary-because in every poet, depend
ing on his inner life, his words assume a respective meaning. In 
Cavafy, for instance, we encounter more often the word "room" 
than the word "house." The m~etings of the "valiants of sensual 
pleasure" take place in stores, in taverns and in houses of ill repute 
and continue in hotels or out-of-the-way houses: 

Walking yesterday in an outlying neighborhood, 
I went by the house 
I used to go to when I was very young. 
There Eros with his wonderful power 
laid hold of my body. 

One would think that for this Alexandrian sinner the house 
is all one space, one room-sometimes even without windows. It 
is what suffices for him in order to gather himself, to think and 
to recollect: 

The Lanis you loved you've still got close to you 
in your room at home when you look at his portrait-

At other times the house gives a feeling of desolation: 

Half past twelve. Ti~e' s gone by quickly 
since nine o'clock when I lit the lamp 
and sat down here. I've been sitting without reading, 
without speaking. Completely alone in the house, 
who could I talk to? 
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On the contrary, in Palamas the house seems to have roots and 
to be a living organism: 

The house within which I was born, though occupied by 
strangers 

Is like a ghost inviting me, a soul tha:t waits to greet me9 

And elsewhere: 

Our house is a house that doesn't have 
The ugly noise and the deadly silence 
That other houses have across the street and all around it. 
Unusual birds sing in our house 
And in the yard the offspring grows 
Of the oracular tree of Do doni; 
In the garden of our house iron-weeds 
And snake-weeds grow thick and bloom, 
In our house the magic mirror shines 
Its glass reflecting always 
The marvelous face of the Universe 
And silence in our house is full 
Of an indistinct, stifled moaning 
From times past and centuries unborn. 
In our house souls are born and die. 

After this digression, let us explore Seferis' poetic background: 

We returned to our homes broken, 
limbs incapable, mouths cracked 
by the taste of rust and brine. 

( M ythistorema, "1") 

Whatever I loved vanished with the houses 
that were new last summer 
and collapsed in the autumn wind. 

(Mythistorema, "18") 

9from the collection ncxpCxKC<lpCX. 
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And again and again the shade of Odysseus appears before 
me, his eyes red from the waves' salt, 

from his ripe longing to see once more the smoke ascend
ing from his warm hearth and the dog grown old 
waiting by the door. 

("Upon a Foreign Verse") 

How strangely the houses-crucibles for men
suddenly 

stare at us when the flame's reflection caresses them. 
("Fires of St. John") 
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Thus, in Seferis' poetic vocabulary the word "house" translates 
into: the warm and familiar space where you retreat, the Homeric 
hearth, the solid abode; and synecdochically: your place and 
your environment. 

By the expression "The houses that I had" 10 and by the use 
of the plural "the houses"-not the house11-what is implied is the 
exile, twice, from one's homeland on account of the Asia Minor 
disaster and Hitler's invasion. This becomes clear with the expres
sions "they took from me," the "war, destruction, exile." You see, 
"The times happened to be unpropitious ... " This "happened" 
is explained and amplified by the simile of the hunter who "some
times ... hits the migratory birds." It is, then, a matter of chance; 
no moral or intellectual element is involved. Man's life is staked 
on a game of dice, to borrow an expression from the modern 
poetic vocabulary. And immediately after that comes the sarcasm: 
"Hunting was good in my time, many felt the pellet." The hunter 
is a tyrant "contriving every device" as Plutarch would say. 
But even for those who were not hit by the bullets, fate was 
not more propitious. They are the others, those who return (back, 
obviously-how neutral and naked this verb sounds) or "go mad 
in the shelters." When used in this sense, the shelter seems to 
signify sarcasm and a refutation of its meaning, which, in its 
proper sense would be a place where one takes refuge and finds 
protection. 

lOJt would be unreasonable to assume that he refers to some "magnate" 
lamenting the loss of his property. 

11 Let us recall the line "searching in collapsed buildings that might have been 
our homes" (Mythistorema, "22"). 
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After this dramatic atmosphere, one is psychologically pre
pared for the restrained explosion of the following lines: 

Don't talk to me about the nightingale nor the lark 
nor the little wagtail 
inscribing figures with his tail in the light ... 

Could these lines mean: don't speak to me in the manner in 
which Shelley or Keats would speak in other times? I don't think 
so. The immediately following lines, which are separated from 
those with a semicolon, and therefore continue the meaning: 

I don't know much about houses 
I know they have their own nature, nothing else ... 

show that what is meant by the apostrophe "Don't talk to me 
about the nightingale" is "don't talk to me about things that 
constitute the luxuries of the house because what interests me is 
not the facade but the depth, that which gives the house its soul 
and its validity: its style." "Their race," Seferis says, and he is not 
wrong, because the house contains the mentality of those who 
inhabit it. While the Egyptians built tombs in order to earn 
immortality, the Greeks built houses and temples. The question is 
what each of them aimed at. 

New at first, like babies 
who play in gardens with the tassels of the sun, 
they embroider colored shutters and shining doors 
over the day. 
When the architect's finished, they change, 
they frown or smile or even grow stubborn 

The house is born, it grows, it adorns itself and even reacts to 
the behavior of those who live in it: 

with those who stayed behind, with those who went away 
with others who'd come back if they could 
or others who disappeared, now that the world's become 
a limitless hotel. 
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But war intervenes and tears man out of his warm environ
ment, throwing him into the coldness of the hotel. And the 
aphorism is repeated: 

I don't know much about houses, 
I remember their joy and their sorrow 
sometimes when I stop to think ... 

These people would come back: if they could. When I stop: 
sometimes. The brushstrokes are imperceptible. Under everyday 
words are hidden certain deeper issues. In the first example: 
coercion; in the second the feeling of transience. In the Diary of 
'46 I find the following: 

Yesterday and today, verse-making ... The feeling that 
my fingers have hardened lamentably against writing 
verses; I've abandoned them for so many years. Military 
discharge, restoration: you thought it was the war, the 
difficult circumstances which would end with some sort 
of "peace." Suddenly you discover that you'll spend your 
entire life in disorder. It's all that you have; you must 
learn to live with it.12 

And at another point: 

The character of houses. Houses, too, have lineage. . . . 
Maybe it's Poros, too. Here everything seems stationary, 
haunted somehow. I suspect one cannot last long in this 
state. It is Calypso's island; you must decide to abandon 
it some day for. rocky Ithaca. Hardly had I written these 
words, when an army of rebelling sentiments started 
roaring within me: Hannibal at Capua.13 

12A Poet's Journal, 53. 
13 A Poet's Journal, 58. "Hannibal at Capua," is a French expression. If we re

member history, Hannibal, after a long and costly military adventure (he was re
turning victorious, if this means anything), led his army to Capua to spend the 
winter. There, his soldiers, who had been hardened through the Spartan example of 
their leader, indulged themselves in the joys and evils of civilization. Thus, the 
expression "Hannibal at Capua" means weakening concentration on a goal by 
succumbing to sensual pleasures. 
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A similar thought is also expressed in the "Letter on 'The 
Thrush'": 

My first vacation after eight years, together with the land
scape of Poros, gave me different sensations. One of these 
I described as "Hannibal in Capua." But even before, for 
me Poros was the most sensuality-stricken (I use this 
word purposely) landscape of Greece that I know: lemon 
groves, canals, and, facing us from the opposite side, this 
Peloponnesian shore with its somehow suffocating lust. 
Often it made me feel disgruntled; ip. reaction I came to 
call it the bedroom of the great hetaira. You see how 
anti-Elpenor I become sometimes. In such situations one 
dreams of a dry rock under the sun of the open sea as a 
life raft.14 

But let us take up again the thread of "The Thrush": 

... again 
sometimes, near the sea, in naked rooms 
with a single iron bed and nothing of my own 
watching the evening spider, I imagine ... 

In this desolation of the house and this nakedness intensified by 
the coldness of the iron bed and the horrible spider, which sug
gests, at the same time the abandonment of both the house and 
man, the feeling of expectation is aroused. It is the only support 
of a soul that has lost everything. 

that someone is getting ready to come, that they dress 
him up 

in white and black robes, with many-colored jewels, 
and around him venerable ladies, 
gray hair and dark lace shawls, talk softly, 
that he is getting ready to come and say goodbye to me. 

This "someone" referred to here must be "Elpenor." As we are 

14Tr. James Stone, Journal of the Hellenic Diaspora, Vol. 7, No. 2 (New 
York: Pella Publishing Company, Inc., summer 1980) 11. 
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told in the first line of the second part of "The Thrush," the 
narrator "saw him yester9ay standing by the door"; by the use of 
"him," it is assumed that he is a person already known to us. 
Since this is "Sensual Elpenor," Seferis' sentence "Let us imagine 
that the one who says I in the 'Thrush' is a certain 'Odysseus' " is 
valid also for a third person through the simplest logical sequence 
of thoughts. 

Elpenor is already dead; the "venerable ladies" who talk 
"softly" can be perceived as attending his wake. This certain 
Odysseus, then, is expecting the dead Elpenor, who is the most 
recent dead of the war but also the youngest companion and 
perhaps, for this reason, the most unique. Their meeting cannot 
take place but through the way of the dead. And only Circe can 
show us the way. But here she is, arriving herself: 

or, that a woman-eyelashes curled, high-girdled, 
returning from southern ports, 
Smyrna Rhodes Syracuse Alexandria, 
from cities closed like hot shutters, 
with perfume of golden fruit and herbs
climbs the stairs without seeing 
those who've fallen asleep under the stairs. 

By using the expression "a woman" in the poem he implies she 
is no longer Circe but a Circe. The poet retains the Homeric 
symbol but he also brings it toward the contemporary forms of 
life, since "the typical characters have been changed in accord
ance with the passing of time and the different conditions of our 
world."15 

In my opinion16 (Seferis continues] Circe is neither a 
goddess nor even a witch; she is a common symbol of 
sensual pleasure, the instinct and longing of sensuality. 
In the poem I do not name her. But I use the adjectives 
of a corresponding language-that of Hesiod: helikovle
pharos r eyelashes curled], vathyzoni (high or deep 
girdledV7 

15From "Letter on 'The Thrush.'" 
16That is, with respect to the economy of the poem. 
17However, the line from Hesiod's Theogony refers to Aphrodite: "Stately 
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The sentence "climbs the stairs," together with the reference 
in the poem's notes to the Odyssey (10:552), confirms that this 
is Circe, or a modern equivalent, if we keep in mind what Homer 
says: 

There was one, Elpenor, the youngest of all, not over 
valiant in war nor sound of understanding, who had laid 
him down apart from his comrades in the sacred house 
of Circe, seeking the cool air, for he was heavy with wine. 
He heard the noise and the bustle of his comrades as they 
moved about, and suddenly sprang up, and forgot to go to 
the long ladder that he might come down again, but fell 
headlong from the roof, and his neck was broken away 
from the spine, and his spirit went down to the house of 
Hades. 

There is also the "perfume of golden fruit and herbs" that 
brings to mind this southern woman, who "climbs the stairs" in
different ("without seeing"), radiant in all her female vanity 
and self-confidence. 

A few words more concerning the cities I mention: Smyrna 
because I spent my childhood there; Syracuse because, 
aside from its other associations (distant circumnavigation, 
Magna Graecia, the sensual life, etc.), it is near the places 
of the Homeric Circe; for Rhodes, see, in "Stratis Thalas
sinos Describes a Man," the girl in the whorehouse of 
Constantinople: 

''I'm from Rhodes, at 13 they got me engaged for a 
hundred paras."18 

Those are the "closed cities,"19 the cordial ones, that have a 

Themis, and Aphrodite of the fluttering eyelids" (I. 16). As for "deep-girdled," 
it appears in the Iliad (9:594): "and strangers lead the children away and the 
deep-girdled women." It is also mentioned in Aeschylus' The Persians in reference 
to the Persian women: "0 supreme queen of the deep-girdled Persian women" 
(1. 155). 

18Tr. James Stone, from "Letter on 'The Thrush.'" 
19"This art is characterized by a tendency toward the living, the real, the 
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physiognomy of their own, "their race," in contrast to the con
temporary cities that are open, in other words, are scattered and 
dissolved, in a world "which is no longer yours."20 

And the final line of the first part, 

Houses, you know, grow stubborn when you strip 
them bare 

brings us back to the feeling of horror that the empty houses 
evoke, as long as they are not filled with human presence. 

Now, after taking apart the verses of the introductory part 
of "The Thrush" down to their primary elements, let us try to 
put them back together in order to see what is the emotional 
change they convey. 

The person addressing us is a wanderer, an Odysseus, who 
stopped at a house in order to get some rest after "he suffered 
many hardships on the high seas."21 He is thinking of everything 
he was deprived of because of the times of injustice in which he 
happened to live. He is surrounded by the horror of a world 
empty of everything that gave it validity. How can one survive 
in an environment missing all those small things that constitute 
it and give it warmth? How can one hold on when the sorrow 
from the killing of one's friends is still so alive? Those houses, 
the places of familiarity and of self-contemplation, are lost for
ever. You are an uprooted man; no feeling of happiness can 
reach you. Therefore, using the gift of memory, you replace your 
dead friend with his ghost. Also, like the "warm water" that 
"reminds you each morning" that you "have nothing else alive 
near you," the southern woman, indifferent toward the friends, 
toward death, vulnerable to forgetfulness, is coming like a "con-

concrete, the palpable; it always prefers the dramatic imagery, the staging, rather 
than the abstract elegance or the rigid religious symbolism. It seeks the living 
detail; it likes to stop at the less important moments of a description. It is 
narrative, 'cyclic,' like the songs of Digenis Akritas. It is an art that is developing 
at the edges. Therefore, it is not closed, it accepts eagerly and knows how to 
handle the ideas that come to it from the four corners of the earth. Besides, 
let us not forget that Greece as a whole is, from several points of view, an 
edge." Seferis, "Three Days in the Monasteries of Cappadocia" (Essays 2:88). 

20Mythistorema, "8." 
210dyssey, 1:4. 
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vex Aphrodite" to meet you. But all these "comforts of the 
house" -how long can they last? "Wise as you will have be
come,"22 you know by now how futile and temporary they are. 

Autumnal landscape-the light has subsided, the sun can 
hardly penetrate through "the tassels." It is a time of waiting, of 
pause ("when I stop"); forgetfulness with its drugs is trying to 
envelop us. Yet, behind us, a dark winter is closing in. 

The second part is divided into two images. The first has the 
subtitle "Sensual Elpenor." The narration is again in the first 
person, but the narrator, always an Odysseus, comments without 
participating in the action: 

I saw him yesterday standing by the door 
below my window; it was about 
seven o'clock; there was a woman with him. 
He had the look of Elpenor just before he fell 
and smashed himself, yet he wasn't drunk. 
He was speaking fast, and she 
was gazing absently towards the gramophones; 
now and then she cut him short to say a word 
and then would glance impatiently 
towards where they were frr-ing fish: like a cat. 
He whispered with a cigarette butt between his lips. 

The woman that has already been introduced into the poem, 
Circe, appears again. This is evident by the identical expression, 
"a woman," in both parts. "He," Elpenor, has the behavior that 
is appropriate for him ("my dear Elpenor! My poor, foolish 
Elpenor!"). He speaks "very fast," as if he were trying to tell 
her as much as he can before she leaves him. She, indifferent 
("gazing absently") and enigmatic, is in a hurry to get to the 
gramophones and the outdoor nightclubs. Her mind is tuned to 
the most immediate desire ("towards where they were frying 
fish") with the voraciousness of a rapacious animal ("like a 
cat"). However, he does not have the mind or the time to pay 
attention to all that. He keeps in his mouth, forgotten, a cigarette 

22Cavafy, "Ithaka." 
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butt. It is the time that darkness descends ("about seven o'clock"). 
It is cold. 

The uneven dialogue that follows reminds us of the theater. 
The word "theater" is used here with both meanings: perform
ance, show; and hypocrisy, pretentious behavior. 

-"Listen to this also. In the moonlight 
the statues sometimes bend like reeds 
in the midst of ripe fruit-the statues; 
and the flame becomes a cool oleander, 
the flame that burns man, I mean." 

-"It's just the light ... shadows of the night." 

Let us trace the meaning of the symbol statue in Seferis' 
poetic mythology, because here it seems to be of crucial import
ance: 

The statue suddenly dawns. But the bodies have vanished. 
("Erotikos Logos") 

turned into marble at time's touch, 
the statue falls naked on the ripe breast 
that sweetens it softly. 

("The Cistern") 

I woke with this marble head in my hands; 
it exhausts my elbows and I don't know where to put it 

down. 
(Mythistorema, "3") 

I see the hands beckon each dawn to the vulture and the 
hawk 

bound as I am to the rock that suffering has made mine, 
I see the trees breathing the black serenity of the dead 
and then the smiles-that don't develop-of the statues. 

(Mythistorema, "20") 
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Soon it will be dark; I see a pediment of amputated statues 
still looking at me 

What do statues weigh? 
I prefer a drop of blood to a glass of ink. 

("Notes for a Week," "Sunday") 

And the companions wore statues, wore the naked 
empty chairs of autumn, and the companions 
destroyed their own faces: I don't understand them. 

("A Word for Summer") 

It is obvious that the statue in Seferis' language is transmuted 
into human matter. And it must be admitted that this conception 
is not arbitrary. The statue constitutes the esthetic essence of the 
human body. Within the statue exists the secret presence of a 
being. And for a poet who sees in the statue the glory but also 
the futility of the human body, this symbol acquires an autonomy 
that permits it to borrow the properties of matter-but also the 
opposite: "The statues," Seferis writes to Levesque, "symbolize 
nothing else but the human bodies which have been hardened 
by insensitivity, are bent by love or are mutilated by the waste 
of time." 

The dialogue petween Elpenor and Circe has already started. 
When they stopped "below the window" of Odysseus, a disagree
ment had already developed. In the expression "listen again," in 
addition to a reference to some previously spoken words, there is 
also a hint of resentment. In the moonlight, Elpenor says, those 
rigid beings called men sometimes "bend."23 This "bend" im
plies a dancing grace, quite similar to the erotic one and a sense 
of a humbling tendency, from which it is psychologically easy to 
go over to the erotic plea. "Ap.d the flame," Elpenor continues, 
"becomes a cool oleander." In this simile, the flame is trans
formed into a psychological entity. It is the force that animates 
man and burns him. The "oleander" was used here, I suppose, 
not so much for the image of the plant as for its verbal over
tones.24 The laurel and the bitterness united, the glory and the 

23Seferis refers to "The Cistern" in his "Letter on 'The Thrush'": "Great 
and immaculate love, serenity !/in the lively fever one night/you bent humbly, 
naked curve." 

24[To understand the comments that follow, one must be aware of the fact 
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disappointment suggest the erotic state in which they are inter
woven. 

Yet the atmosphere of Elpenor's words is quite poetic, or 
naive-which is equivalent for the conventional logic. 

-"It's just the light ... shadows of the night." 

This sort of answer reveals, at the same time, Circe's inten
tion to interrupt the emotional decline of the man by ridiculing 
him. Elpenor realizes it and is shaken. The first word he is going 
to say, "maybe," shows that some doubt has started creeping into 
him. 

-"Maybe the night that opened up, a blue pomegranate, 
a dark breast, and filled you with stars, 
cleaving time." 

From a defensive position Elpenor is now trying to support 
this magic of the night, stressing and strengthening its value. His 
vocabulary, however, in spite of the rejection, remains erotic. Let 
us look at the equation: "night" is equal to "blue pomegranate." 
"Blue" is an adjective from the sky; a "pomegranate," when 
opened, presents us with a multitude of small "cool fruits." And 
the two together, "blue pomegranate," prepare us for and expand 
into the image of the star-filled sky ("and filled you with stars"), 
which is not over us but within us. "So many stars the deepest 
sky has never known," "within the altar of the soul," as Solomos 
would have put it. The next poetic equation, night, meaning dark 
breast, and breast, the erotic altar, together with "dark," is pre
sented in all its secret and enigmatic nature. Within such a frame
work, how could the lover not seek to keep the erotic bliss etern
ally by arresting time ("cleaving time") ? 

One gets the _impression that Elpenor is already intoxicated 
with his own words. His doubts have been set aside and he 
returns, with new vigor, to his initial symbol and insists: 

that the Greek word for oleander, TnKpoB6:q>VTJ, is a composite of the words 
TnKpoc; (bitter) and M:q>VTJ (laurel) .-Ed.] 
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"And yet the statues 
bend sometimes, dividing desire in two, 
like a peach; and the flame 
becomes a kiss on the limbs, a sobbing, 
and then a cool leaf carried off by the wind; 
they bend; they become light with a human weight. 
You don't forget it." 

Desire is divided in two, is shared among the two persons of 
the erotic diptych. The peach-because to the touch it gives 
the impression of human skin. And the flame that "burns man" 
runs through the two phases of love: it becomes "a kiss on the 
limbs" and "a sobbing." Love and its retraction, looking inside 
the fruit, at the worm eating it up; and also, at the futility that 
overcomes and destroys it ("and then a cool leaf carried off by 
the wind"). Thus, "the statues" "bend," "dividing desire in 
two" and "become light," losing the weight of the marble and 
gaining as a reward the weight. of human matter. 

Yet, while Elpenor's words have by now become categorical 
("you don't forget it"), the conventional logic is expressed by 
the woman, she can be content with her own, secure share of the 
desire, the one that belongs to her. All the rest are unnecessary 
for her. 

-"The statues are in the museum." 

Almost as if he did not hear the intervention that shatters 
his symbol, Elpenor continues his monologue: 

-"No, they pursue you, why can't you see it? 
I mean with their broken limbs, 
with their shape from another time, a shape you don't 

recognize 
yet know. 

"The broken limbs" suggest the breakdown, the diminution of 
the ability of the human limbs to move like they did before-the 
damages they sustain by the passing of time. The "shape from 
another time" refers to the time when the limbs maintained their 
integrity, their youth. You guess it, you are familiar with it, 
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although you have never known it. Decay is the very same fate 
of your own body, too. 

It is as though 
at the end of your youth you love 
a woman who stayed beautiful, and you're constantly afraid, 
while you hold her naked at noon, 
of the memory that wakens in your embrace; 
you're afraid the kiss might betray you 
to other beds now of the past 
which nevertheless could haunt you 
so easily, so easily, and bring to life 
images in the mirror, bodies once alive: 
their sensuality. 

Elpenor, the youngest of Odysseus' companions, could not 
have said these words. Poetic license permits us to diverge from 
the person that was talking up to that point, according to the lesson 
taught by Homer. When this blind poet started a simile, he forgot 
the object and became intoxicated with the possibilities provided 
by his imagination. Here is an example from The Odyssey 
(6:127-36): 

So saying the goodly Odysseus came forth from beneath 
the bushes, and with his stout hand he broke from the thick 
wood a leafy branch, that he might hold it about him and 
hide therewith his nakedness. Forth he came like a moun
tain-nurtured lion trusting in his might, who goes forth, 
beaten with rain and wind, but his two eyes are ablaze: 
into the midst of the kine he goes, or of the sheep, or on 
the track of the wild deer, and his belly bids him go even 
into the close-built fold, to make an attack upon the flocks. 
Even so Odysseus was about to enter the company of the 
fair-tressed maidens naked though he was, for need had 
come upon him. 

We see, in other words, in this example that the object of the 
simile (the lion) does not exactly fit the occasion (hungry 
Odysseus), because the poet does not intend to impoverish reality 
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by confining it within the limits of formality. He was a poet-not 
a teacher. 

Thus, in this passage of "The Thrush," instead of "an 
Elpenor," the narrator is "an Odysseus" who "saw the cities of 
many men and he learned their ways."25 With his memory bur
dened with images of the past, the much affiicted feels that "at 
the end of your youth" no new love has self-existence or can offer 
you a new taste. "You carry within your soul" like ghosts, your 
past loves that had once existed, these bodies that are resurrected, 
like "images in the mirror," as Cavafy would have put it-another 
one who "worshiped sensual pleasure." This is the horror of 
forgetfulness: 

It's as though 
returning home from some foreign country you happen 

to open 
an old trunk that's been locked up a long time 
and find the tatters of clothes you used to wear 
on happy occasions, at festivals with many-colored lights, 
mirrored, now becoming dim, 
and all that remains is the perfume of the absence 
of a young form. 

Here again the same psychological mood prevails. The ex
pression "returning home" strengthens the idea of Odysseus hav
ing replaced Elpenor. The "old trunk" is a house, a room, but 
also contempt for it, the way it has become: a dark room. If you 
"open it" it smells like medicine in a clinic. It does not bring 
anything back to life from the past, from the "lovely times" that 
are definitely and irrevocably lost. From your "clothes" you only 
find "the tatters"; from the "young face," only the "perfume of 
(its] absence." Because the past, in the process of memory, is no 
longer essence-it becomes dead weight. Your inability to revive it 
is also your failure. Cavafy, who attempts to do it, is already a 
resigned man. 

Really, those statues are not 
the fragments. You yourself are the relic; 

250dyssey, 1:3. 
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they haunt you with a strange virginity 
at home, at the office, at receptions for the celebrated, 
in the unconfessed terror of sleep; 
they speak of things you wish didn't exist 
or would exist years after your death, 
and that's difficult because ... " 

-"The statutes are in the museum. 
Good night." 
-" ... because the statues are no longer 
fragments. We are. The statues bend lightly ... Good 

night." 
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"You are the relic." Your inner world is already shattered because 
it exceeded the order of time that was allotted to it. Now there is 
no way, there is no memory that can put together those fragments 
that haunt you and keep you in check like Erinyes, entering even 
into the realm of your dreams, those secret hiding places of your 
soul, filling them with fear-a fear about the life that you have 
squandered in useless and insignificant pursuits ("things you wish 
didn't exist") while you were "cut out for grand and noble acts." 
Now: 

I am sorry for having let a broad river pass through my 
fingers 

without drinking a single drop. 
(Mythistorema, "18") 

That is what you can say-"Wise as you will have become, so 
full of experience." Yet the situation has reached such a point 
that complete collapse is inevitable. 

At this point they separated. He took 
the road leading uphill towards the North 
and she moved on towards the light-flooded beach 
where the waves are drowned in the noise from the radio. 

Their separation confirmed the preexisting gap between their 
psychological landscapes ("with our hearts on each branch/ 
separate, one right, one left"). He took the difficult, uphill road 
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toward the white bear, looking for a polar star or some orienta
tion; and she, cool, light and self-sufficient, sought the light in the 
lightbulbs of the nightclubs by the shore, where the wave, life, is 
stifled by the technological civilization, the radio. 

In the second section of the second part of "The T brush" the 
same motifs are presented in a different manner. The dancing 
and impersonal tone caricatures what was presented before as a 
dramatic situation. In history, as Marx once remarked, quoting 
actually Hegel, things take place twice: the first time as dramatic 
events, the second as their comic repetition: 

-"Sails puffed out by the wind 
are all that stay in the mind. 
Perfume of silence and pine 
will soon be an anodyne 
now that the sailor's set sail, 
flycatcher, catfish and wagtail. 
0 woman whose touch is dumb, 
hear the wind's requiem. 

"Drained is the golden keg 
the sun's become a rag 
round a middle-aged woman's neck
who coughs and coughs without break; 
for the summer that's gone she sighs, 
for the gold on her shoulders, her thighs. 
0 woman, 0 sightless thing, 
hear the blindman sing. 

"Close the shutters: the day recedes; 
make flutes from yesteryear's reeds 
and don't open, knock how they may: 
they shout but have nothing to say. 
Take cyclamen, pine-needles, the lily, 
anemones out of the sea; 
0 woman whose wits are lost, 
listen, the water's ghost ... " 
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The first stanza reflects the journey and its consolation; the 
second, time, decay, sickness and nostalgia for youth; the third 
the huddle with yourself, the loss of communication with the 
others and the trouble they give you. The refrain in all three 
stanzas, which sounds like a voice outside the radio, like a com
mentary by someone else ("hear the blindman sing"- presumably 
a poet), has as its target the woman who has lost her touch, her 
sight and her wits, in other words, the authenticity of her senses. 

The three stanzas above present the radio at a time of levity. 
The next one is a sarcastic parody of the hour of the news: 

-"Athens. The public has heard 
the news with alarm; it is feared 
a crisis is near. The prime 
minister declared: 'There is no more time .. .' 
Take cyclamen ... needles of pine ... 
the lily ... needles of pine 
Owoman .. . 
- ... is overwhelmingly stronger 
The war ... " 

SOULMONGER 

Beneath the high-sounding language one can discern the empti
ness of the words. Nothing is defined. The words hide the dra
matic essence of the mom~nts and debase them. The public is as 
alarmed as before, yet nobody is concerned about it. The disgust 
and indignation felt by the person who has lived with full aware
ness of the tragedy that just passed and is now living the one 
closing in reach a peak when the hollow voice gets to the crucial 
word: "war," at which point the poet angrily interrupts26 with 
the Aeschylus-originated word "soulmonger." 

Aeschylus' expression (Agamemnon, 438), "For Ares bartereth 
the bodies of men for gold," refers to the trade of bodies that 
the god of war engaged in, collecting gold in return for their 
ashes. In Seferis, respectively, the "soulmonger war" means the 
war that sells out souls for cash-to use the language of the 

26At the time when there was no radio, Baudelaire wrote, "It is impossible 
for me to imagine a clean hand touching a newspaper without reacting with 
a spasm of disgust." 
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modern stock-exchange. This is the same idea expressed in an
other way in the "Last Stop": 

... the selfish urge to reap reward from the blood of others. 

in "Actors, Middle East" with: 

... a sponge 
dragged through the street and market place 
soaking up the blood and bile 
of both the tetrarch and the thief. 

in 'The Shape of Fate": 

we never sold or bought this kind of merchandise; 
who is he who commands and murders behind our backs? 

and in "Sirocco 7 Levante": 

In the shade of the big ship 
as the capstan whistled 
I abandoned tenderness to the money-changers. 

The third part of "The Thrush" is also divided into two 
sections. The first has the subtitle "The Wreck 'Thrush'" 

"This wood that cooled my forehead 
at times when the noon burned my veins 
will flower in other hands. Take it, I'm giving it to you; 
look, it's wood from a· lemon-tree ... " 

I heard the voice 
as I was gazing at the sea trying to make out 
a ship they'd sunk there years ago; 
it was called "Thrush," a small wreck; the masts, 
broken, swayed at odd angles deep underwater, like 

tentacles, 
or the memory of dreams, marking the hull: 
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vague mouth of some huge dead sea-monster 
extinguished in the water. Calm spread all around. 

And in turn other voices 
slowly followed; whispers thin and thirsty 
emerging from the other side of the sun, the dark side; 

83 

one would say they longed for a drop of blood to drink; 
familiar voices, but I couldn't distinguish one from the other. 

"The wreck 'Thrush' stands for any wreck. There were, any
way, so many, as you know," Seferis writes to Levesque. The 
Thrush is the "black ship" that will carry us to Hades, he says in 
the "Letter on 'The Thrush.'" Also in the poem, the line, "one 
would say they longed for a drop of blood to drink" can be traced 
to the Odyssey (11:35-7). And as we are together with Odysseus 
in the darkness of Hades, the first shadow that comes to receive 
him and give him a message is that of Elpenor. 

The first to come was the spirit of my comrade Elpenor. 
Not yet had he been burried beneath the broad-wayed earth.27 

In the Hades of "The Thrush," however, Elpenor's sorrow is 
different: 

This wood that cooled my forehead 
at times when the noon burned my veins 
will flower in other hands. 

The "wood,''28 the long wand of Circe (nc.pli:J.~KEL pae?>ocp, 
Homer says), is what Elpenor is longing for, the one that used to 
cool his burning veins. "It was soon over, that wonderfullife.jYet 

27Qdyssey, 11:51-2. 
28Compare: '"And the Lord God called unto Adam and said unto him, 

'Where art thou?' And he said, 'I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was 
afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.' And he said, 'who told thee 
that thou wast naked? Hast thou eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded thee 
that thou shouldst not eat?' And the man said, 'the woman whom thou gavest to 
be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat.'" Genesis 3:9-12. [In order 
to understand the relevance of this quotation one should be aware of the fact that 
in the Greek text of Genesis, '"tree" is E,u:\ov, the same as the word used by 
Seferis in the poem: '"To E,6:\o auTo" {This wood).-Ed.J 
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how strong the scents were"-as Cavafy would have said. This is 
his deep, indissoluble sorrow. Yet, because of the justice of the 
dead, he can no longer envy the "other hands" that will in turn 
take it to cool their forehead. This is the deeper meaning of his 
gesture: "Take it, I'm giving it to you as a present." Those are 
the words that Odysseus hears in Hades, where he was led by 
the shipwrecked Thrush-"small wreck," the poet calls her, in 
contrast to the many and great wrecks. And if we return to the 
Odyssey, we will remember that most of those whom the sorely 
tried Odysseus meets in Hades are war dead. 

and many, too, that had been wounded with bronze-tipped 
spears, 

men slain in fight, wearing their blood-stained armour.29 

In Odysseus' memory, the impressions of the recent war are still 
fresh. The images of his dead friends are tormenting his mind. 
They are those who thjrst for life, having been deprived of it so 
prematurely; those who bore the whole weight of injustice. Thus, 
having reached the supreme lesson of injustice, we are emotion
ally prepared to meet the fateful person who will now approach 
the pool of blood. However, it will not be the Odyssey's Teiresias 
(he would not fit the economy of the poem), but Socrates of the 
hemlock, the most basically guiltless person in history, the greatest 
victim of injustice: 

And then the voice of the old man reached me; I felt it 
quietly falling into the heart of day, 
as thought motionless: 
"And if you condemn me to drink poison, I thank you. 
Your law will be my law; how can I go 
wandering from one foreign country to another, a rolling 

stone. 
I prefer death. 
Who'll come out best only God knows."30 

290dyssey, 11 :40·1. 

30Socrates' last sentence is taken from the well-known ending of Plato's 
Apology: "But now the time has come to go away. I go to die, and you to live; 
but which of us goes to the better lot, is known to none but God" ( E42, Loeb}. 
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The words of the old man of "The Thrush" reveal a lot of en
durance and chagrin. He obeys the unjust laws of the state not 
because he believes in them but because he is unable to reject 
them: "How can I go/wandering from one foreign country to 
another ... " Rejection of the laws would lead him to exile. But 
he cannot separate himself from his environment and the set of 
rules under which it functions (inside him these two seem in
separable). He prefers death to life in "foreign lands," which 
for him would be a meaningless survival. "Without the sense of 
touch/without menjin a country that is no longer oursjnor yours." 

To the calculating skepticism of the old man of "The Thrush" 
("Who'll come out best only God knows") the following lines 
are juxtaposed, spoken by Odysseus, or, to take away the mask, 
by the poet. 

Countries of the sun and yet you can't face the sun. 
Countries of men and yet you can't face man. 

The demand for justice appears many times in Seferis' poetry, 
sometimes as an_ ontological and sometimes as a sociological 
problem. Man is in constant war with his biological fate (he is 
subdued by time, he sinks into forgetfulness), with the demon 
inside him (thirst, greed, profit, dishonesty, deceit, selfishness) 
and with the conditions imposed upon him (corruption, fear, 
wars, the "Venusberg of bureaucracy"). Yet, man, after all, is 
atoned for by suffering; yet the carriers of evil, the "Onokrotali, the 
Pelicans," trampled or not, who is going to atone for them? 
Unless if one expects that: 

the blood, the blood 
will rise some morning like Saint George the rider 
to nail the dragon to earth with his lance. 

("The Shape of Fate") 

The poet of "The Thrush" resorted often to accusations: 

Here we found ourselves naked, holding 
the scales that tipped towards 
injustice 
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When you can't any longer choose 
even the death you wanted as your own
hearing a cry, 
even the wolf's cry, 
your due. 

(Santorin) 

-"Just .1 moment, who am I going to play? Who will I kill? 
And these people looking at me-
what will make them believe that justice protects me? 
What will make them believe it? 
0 could we only love 

-"Wonderful. You can continue." 
(Notes for a Week, "Saturday") 

He also dealt with it as an ontological problem: 

The companions died in turn, 
with lowered eyes. Their oars 
mark the place where they sleep on the shore 

No one remembers them. Justice. 
(Mythistorema, "4") 

We who set out on this pilgrimage 
looked at the broken statues 
we forgot ourselves and said that life is not so easily lost 
that death has unexplored paths 
and its own particular justice; 

that while we, still upright on our feet, are dying, 
become brothers in stone 
united in hardness and weakness, 
the ancient dead have escaped the circle and risen again 
and smile in a strange silence. 

(Mythistorema, "21") 
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I believe that the social aspect of man's predicament can be 
traced in Seferis' poetry from Logbook I and onwards, that is, in 
other words, from the time that the flesh and blood of man first 
became an object of dispute. At a time when other contemporary 
minds were turning to mysticism, Seferis' classical education and 
his earthy nature did not permit him a similar attitude; any such 
tendency was checked through the function, within himself, of 
the roots of a Greek conception of the world. We can note, 
parenthetically, that Seferis' world is composed of elements from 
the present, the immediate past and, after that, with a historical 
leap, of elements from the ancient world. From the "splendor of 
our Byzantine heritage" he did not draw anything, perhaps because 
it lacked clarity, human substance, conviction about the self-suffi
ciency of the human life and all the other things that derive from 
the depredation and complete annulment of human value.31 

Seferis, on the other hand, had a different conception of the 
miracle: 

... it is my belief that in the Greek light there is a kind 
of process of humanization; I think of Aeschylus not as 

31 It is interesting to see how Seferis perceives the dangers inherent in 
the various trends of Byzantinism. "The 'splendor of our Byzantine heritage' 
we so often mention in recent days is neither a religious institution turned to 
stone nor a pretext for belittling works we do not like, but an incessant movement 
of ideas and varying tendencies, a kind of fermentation or distillation. In 
Byzantium, just as in ancient Greece, there are so many things that we do not 
suspect, that we consider strange because most of us-even now, unfortunately
consider as Greek only what one can see from the Academy or Syntagma 
Square .... The other great branch of Christian iconography, the Hellenistic, 
inherited from classical Greece but not without some signs of its contact with 
the East, preserves the tendency toward nobility, measure, elegance. This is the 
starting point for the early Christian art of the West. For this art the concrete 
is of no particular concern; it rather tries to suggest ideas. It is an intellectual art, 
which as far as form is concerned is symbolic and abstract. Anyone can see how 
easily one can, if he lets himself follow its tendencies, become frozen into a 
motionless conventionality. 

"Setting aside the details, we can say that continuously, up to the very end, 
these two currents are what Byzantinism was trying to blend and clarify, until it 
fades away after giving us the Renaissance of the Paleologi ... If this had not 
happened, if the two currents had continued their courses independently, it is 
quite possible that the one would be reduced to hollow forms or to a rhetorical, 
incoherent behavior, like the one whose symptoms are often visible, unfortunately, 
in contemporary Greece; and the other would end up isolated and ignored, 
together with the unsophisticated works of popular handicraft." Seferis, "Three 
Days in the Monasteries of Cappadocia." See also above, note 19. 
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the Titan or the Cyclops that people sometimes want us to 
see him as, but as a man feeling and expressing himself 
close beside us, accepting or reacting to the natural ele
ments just as we all do. I think of the mechanism of justice 
which he sets before us, this alternation of Hubris and 
Ate, which one will not find to be simply a moral law 
unless it is also a law of nature. A hundred years before 
him Anaximander of Miletus believed that "things" pay 
by deterioration for the "injustice" they have committed 
by going beyond the order of time. And later Heraclitus 
will declare: "The sun will not overstep his measures; if 
he does, the Erinyes, the handmaids of justice, will find 
him out."32 

The last part of "The Thrush," the epilogue, has the subtitle 
"The Light." The narrator, Odysseus or the poet (is it really 
important, which of the two?), switches, as he speaks, from first 
to second person depending on the needs of the psychological 
situation. Wherever the tone is apologetic, the discourse switches 
to the second person, as if your own self is accusing you. Wherever 
the situation is personalized, the discourse is in the first person. 
This fine nuance defines the distinction between the things that 
are of immediate concern and those that exceed our personal will. 

As the years go by 
the judges who condemn you grow in number; 
as the years go by and you converse with fewer voices, 
you see the sun with different eyes: 
you know that those who stayed behind were deceiving you 
the delirium of flesh, the lovely dance 
that ends in nakedness. 

As the years go by, misunderstanding and loneliness increase 
around you. The judges grow in number, the friends diminish. 
This is now the bitter gift of your experience, the brackish taste 
of life, that forces you to see it now "with different eyes"-to 

32George Seferis, On the Greek Style, 104. 
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realize the tragedy of life. Everything that you believed to be 
stable and permanent has slipped through your hands. You have 
been through all phases of disillusionment and you are fully 
aware of the deceit of those around you, of the senses that 
betrayed you, of your life that is O'KlcX<; ovap (the dream of 
a shadow) . You know that those companions "who remained" 
deceived you by eating the oxen of the Sun: "while [your J 
comrades remaining behind have contrived a monstrous deed,"33 

"fools, who devoured the kine of Helios Hyperion; but he took 
from them the day of their returning."84 You know that "the 
delirium of flesh," the erotic illusion, was a luxury of life that 
also ends in nakedness, loneliness and deprivation. 

It's as though, turning at night into an empty highway, 
you suddenly see the eyes of an animal shine, 
eyes already gone; so you feel your own eyes: 
you gaze at the sun, then you're lost in darkness. 
The doric chiton 
that [bent J like the mountains when your fingers touched it 
is a marble figure in the light, but its head is in darkness. 

You also know that your eyes shine for a moment only and then 
fade away like the eyes of a scared animal in the night, which 
shine for a moment and then disappear-the night and fear that 
walk together like real brothers, man's primeval and metaphysical 
fear about the mystery of existence, about life and death, which 
cast a shadow over it, about the sun and the darkness that covers 
you. The "doric chiton" alludes on the one hand to the monu
mental aspect of the human body and on the other to man's high
mindedness, the manly, Spartan conception of life. Your hands 
touched this Doric chiton and became sure of its existence. But 
they only touched it, and before possessing it, the chiton "bent 
like the mountains." The poetic license that permitted this im
possible figure of speech ("bent like the mountains") is trying to 
express the fact that life appears to be something so real, solid, 
permanent, and from the point of view of blood circulation 
death seems inconceivable. However, from the point of view of 

88The Odyssey, 12:373 (Loeb). 
84The Odyssey, 1:8-9 (Loeb). 
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knowledge, the "marble figure" that is "in the light" has "its 
head," its consciousness, "in the dark." 

Up to this point, the things pictured were those concerning 
you as an individual; they were your own personal drama. Right 
next to you, you lived another tragedy, equally terrible: 

And those who abandoned the stadium to take up arms 
struck the obstinate marathon runner 
and he saw the track sail in blood, 
the world empty like the moon, 
the gardens of victory wither: 
you see them in the sun, behind the sun. 

In the first part of Seferis' essay on the Erotokritos, there is 
the following piece of evidence: 

But this atmosphere of a living mythology, as I used to 
live it in my childhood, I felt it only once more, under 
unpleasant circumstances, in a small garden outside Chania, 
in May of 1941. As the moon was growing larger, the 
airplanes were increasing in numbers; like the moonlight, 
the houses were deadly. Under the shadow of the trees, 
this was the only way to spend those nights. The orange 
blossoms were abolishing the war with strong perfumes, 
and you had, at the same time, the miserable feeling that 
the ground of the island was growing smaller under your 
feet. By my side old Mr. Manolis was recalling less-mech
anized wars. "In those days," he was saying, showing me 
the gray mosquitos in the sky, "he had, but you also had 
a gun in your hands ... " I remembered the old duel be
tween Erotokritos and Aristos. I whispered: 

they grab and hold each other, daggers in hand; 
they got the short arms and dropped the long ones ... 

Therefore, I suppose that the meaning of "The Thrush" verses 
above is the following: those who left the stadium, where the 
combat was hand-to-hand, with "the short arms," and now strike 
the enemy from afar, with the arrows, have stripped from the 
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war the last vestiges of AE~EvnO:: (bravery). The naked human 
body becomes a victim of technological devices; courage and 
determination for victory are held in contempt. For this reason, 
what is stressed about the ancient marathon runner is his feat, his 
determination, which, however, is in vain. "And he," the poet 
says about the marathon runner, continuing the image of the 
palaestra, of the stadium, "saw the track sail in blood" and the 
battlefields deserted. What a mockery! The gardens of victory 
covered with human bodies, the victory celebration in its more 
dramatic ending. And amidst those landscapes of death, the still 
warm bodies of those killed. 

And the boys who dived from the bow-sprits35 

go like spindles twisting still, 
naked bodies plunging into black light 
with a coin between the teeth, swimming still, 
while the sun with golden needles sews 
sails and wet wood and colors of the sea; 
still now they're going down obliquely, 
the white lekythoi, 
towards the pebbles on the sea floor. 

In this panoramic image of mass death is presented the entire 
cycle of life. The boys with the naked, exposed bodies pass, in 
one dramatic curve, from the joy of the sea and the sun to the 
realm of Hades, as if they were continuing one and the same 
journey, victims of a black-kerchiefed fate. And the dead were 
so many that their ashes in the "white lekythoi" are still going 
down "towards the.pebbles on the sea floor." 

With the images just described, both the objective and the 
subjective picture of the catastrophe is completed. Thus, the 
psychological ground is set for the conclusion: 

Light, angelic and black, 
Laughter of waves on the sea highways, 
tear-stained laughter, 
the old suppliant sees you 

35The "bow·sprits," Seferis tells us in his notes, are the "jib-booms of the 
ships.'' 



92 THE CHARIOTEER 

as he moves to cross the invisible fields
light mirrored in his blood, 
the blood that gave birth to Eteocles and Polynices. 
Day, angelic and black; 
the brackish taste of woman that poisons the prisoner 
emerges from the wave a cool branch adorned with drops.36 

The conflicts presented in the previous parts of the poem between 
man, his fate and his environment begin to solidify. They are the 
conflicts of life, the conflicts that constitute it and unify it-we 
should not say, "and justify it." The light of the innocent and 
the black light of hell, the dual and contradictory aspects of the 
world, are seen by the deeply stricken Oedipus with the clarity 
granted to him by his approaching death. He feels that he carried 
this contradiction in his own blood, which gave life to his two 
children, brothers and enemies, Eteocles and Polynices, victimizers 
and at the same time victims of a misfortune, of their fratricidal 
conflict. 

Another expression of the contrast between the angelic and 
the black, the angelic and the black day, is the state and the 
individual, freedom and its denial. The prisoner, for the poet of 
"The Thrttsh," is not the one who committed injustice against the 
state but the victim of injustice. "Sometimes," he writes in the 
epigraph of Logbook II, "it crosses my mind that the things I 
write here are nothing other than images that prisoners or sailors 
tatoo on their skin." This recalls Solomos' lines,37 

And on the pillow I saw a head, motionless and thin, 

38For the "tear·stained laughter," the notes of "The Thrush" refer us to the 
Homeric 5aKpu6ev yEA.aoaoa ("smiling in her tears" Iliad, 6:484); for the 
"cool branch" to the Erotokritos passage "The cool branch started growing up/and 
its beauty, mind, and grace kept increasing" (A, 57); and for the "invisible fields" 
to Antigone's words to the chorus in Oedipus at Co/onus (1. 1679): 

Gone as ye most might wish. 
Not in battle or sea storm, 
But reft from sight, 
By hands invisible borne 
To viewless [invisible] fields of night. 

Thus, crossing the "invisible fields" means, in this case, heading toward death. 
37The Woman of Zakynthos, 6:14. [In order to better understand this reference, 

it should be mentioned that both Solomos and Seferis use the uncommon word 
1teA.ay[olOl (pelagians, mariners) for what is rendered here as "sailors."-Ed.J 
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like those that sailors tatoo with a needle on their arms 
and chest. 

In Seferis' mind, sailors and prisoners have one thing in com
mon: deprivation. And their deeper yearning, "the brackish taste 
of woman," conveys particularly this lost paradise. Thus, depriva
tion is a form of loneliness: 

The loneliness now a lake 
the privation now a lake. 

("Spring A.D.") 

And the prisoner is a twin brother of the prisoner of war: 

And if I talk to you in fables and parables 
it's because it's more gentle for you that way; and horror 
really can't be talked about because it's alive, 
because it's mute and goes on growing. 

(''Last Stop'') 

We have now arrived at the visionary ending of "The Thrush": 

Sing little Antigone, sing, 0 sing ... 
I'm not speaking to you about things past, I'm speaking 

about love; 
decorate your hair with the sun's thorns, 
dark girl; 
the heart of the Scorpion has set, 
the tyrant in man has fled, 
and all the daughters of the sea, Nereids, Graeae, 
hurry to the radiance of the rising goddess: 
whoever has never loved will love, 
in the light: 

and you find yourself 
in a large house with many windows open 
running from room to room, not knowing from where to 

look out first, 
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because the pine-trees will vanish, and the mirrored 
mountains, and the chirping of birds 

the sea will drain dry, shattered glass, from north and south 
your eyes will empty of the light of day-
how suddenly and all together the cicadas stop. 

In his notes, the poet writes: "the heart of the Scorpion
Antares: cor Scorpionis." However, we would say, the word 
scorpion evokes the image of the poisonous arachnid with the 
poisonous sting on its tail. ""Qcrn:Ep EXL<; 11 crKoprdoc; ~pKc0<; 
'lO KEV'lpov" (Hesiod). Also, the arrangement of the stars in 
the constellation of Scorpio recalls the respective insect from 
which the name of the constellation was taken. In the language 
of astronomy Antares may be called "heart of Scorpion," but in 
poetic language the words carry the weight of their origin. Thus, 
the heart of Scorpion here means the core of the evil that poisons 
human situations. 

In another note, Seferis says: 

Nereids Graeae-as in TheogonyJ 270: 

<D6pKu"l 6' 0::0 Kll'lQ rpaLa::c; "(EKE KCX:AAmap~ouc; 
EK YEVE'lfi <; 'ltOAlcX<;. 

(To Phorkys Keto bore the fair-cheeked Graeae gray 
from birth) 

Therefore, Graeae are young women born with white hair-a 
sign of old age. 

Seferis notes further: "not knowing38-as, for instance, in 
ErotokritosJ A 1365." This is again a lesson by Seferis, an answer 
to the mania for creating new words of times past-the enrichment 
of the poetic vocabulary with words or expressions that were at 
one time functional in our language. However, his poetic instinct 
helps him correctly reclaim words still alive and not irrevocably 
dead. 

38[In order to understand the meaning of the comment that follows, it should 
be mentioned that the Greek expression Seferis uses for "not knowing," E>E:v 
E,E.povra<;, has a very unusual syntax.-Ed] 
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And one more note, which was included only in the first edition 
of "The T brush." 

"The tyrant in man has fled." Compare: "The Will is for 
[Meng Tzu J a Ruler and the Confucian conception of an 
ideal Ruler is always of one who rules by benevolence, 
by caring for the interests of the governed, by consent. To 
take up arms against his subjects is the mark of a bad 
Ruler, who has not performed his duties and deserves to 
be deposed. Mencius keeps the conception unchanged in 
applying it to the will ... There is no officially recognized 
war in the Chinese mind between the Soul and the Body.39 

With respect to this comment, it would be worth remembering 
the view that Plato sets forth in his Republic: that authority 
creates heavy obligations and responsibilities for him who exer
cises it, and who must look always after the interests of those he 
governs. As for the war "between the Soul and the Body," I 
believe that it is used here to make a distinction from the Christian 
view, presented with admirable clarity by Paul in his Epistle to 
the Romans 7:14-24. 

For we know that the law is spiritual: but I am carnal, 
sold under sin. For that which I do, I allow not: for what 
I would, that do I not; but what I hate, that do I. If then I 
do that which I would not, I consent unto the law that it 
is good. Now then it is no more I that do it, but sin that 
dwelleth in me. For I know that in me (that is, in my 
flesh,) dwelleth no good thing: for to will is present with 
me; but how to perform that which is good I find not. For 
the good that I would, I do not: but the evil which I would 
not, that I do. Now if I do that I would not, it is no more 
I that do it, but sin that dwelleth in me. I find then a 
law, that, when I would do good, evil is present with me. 
For I delight in the law of God after the inward man: but 
I see another law in my members, warring against the 
law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law 

39I.A. Richards, Mencius on the Mind, 74-5, quoted in A Poet's journal. 
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of sin which is in my members. 0 wretched man that I 
am! who shall deliver me from the body of this death? 

Also noteworthy is the evidence found in the Poet's Journal for 
1946 (November) : 

I think the ending of the poem isn't bad (Part III) because 
it's well sustained by the first two parts and at times it 
comes close to the preciseness I want. As for the last lines 
of that part, the allegro, I would call it, or the "lyric," 
others would (a tone that I haven't used for several years) , 
this is strange: before I left yesterday afternoon for the 
garden, I left on my table very [dark] verses (emotionally, 
I mean) ; the tone was constantly diminishing. Coming 
down from the mountain I thought of BashO's teaching 
toKikakou: 

"we should't (humiliate] God's creatures. You must 
reverse the haiku, not: 

A dragonfly; 
remove its wings
pepper. 

but 

a pepper; 
add wings to it
dragonfly." 

When I picked up the pen again I did reverse the lines I 
had written; this was the right tone. 

In his "Preface to an Edition of the 'Odes' " (Alexandria 
1942; also included in the Essays40

), Seferis notes: 

It is quite moving to hear the same expression at the same 
time from two poets who followed so different paths. 

40It was published in the Essays (Cairo 1944). 
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"Movements of the imagination" is what Solomos wants 
"to portray," while Kalvos wants to "imitate" "movements 
of the soul." These expressions, at that time, represent the 
first breeze of a spring. Indeed, those two Zakynthians 
can be seen as the first swallows of modern Greek intel. 
lectuallife. You would think that they are accompanied by 
the ancient "Vespers of Aphrodite." 

"Tomorrow those who have never loved, will love." 

97 

This is from the Latin poem Pervigilium Veneris of c. A.D. 200 
by an unknown writer (perhaps Florus), which refers to the 
forthcoming festivities for the goddess Venus. The whole passage 
-because Seferis quotes only part of it-could be rendered, in a 
literal prose translation, as follows: 

You who have never loved, will love tomorrow 
You who have loved, will love again tomorrow 

This line recurs several times in the Pervigilium Veneris. It is 
obviously included in "The Thrush" as "the breeze of spring," as 
"the swallow of a new life in the future." 

The change of tone at the end of "The Thrush," to which 
Seferis refers in his Diary of 1946, starts, I suppose, with the address 
to Antigone; from this point on the horizon of the poem changes, 
as the poet moves, psychologically, from the dark present to a 
future where man is restored. He hopes that this same present 
contains the seed of tomorrow's flowering. It was the only way to 
tame our soul. 

Sing little Antigone, you within whom your two brothers, 
Eteocles and Polynices, are reunited. Try to understand that this 
harmonious unity is the only truth. Everything else-war, fighting, 
disaster-is a dark cloud that will pass. Let bygones be bygone. 
I am not speaking about things to come. I am speaking about 
love, which will prevail. Dress in festive clothes. Decorate your 
hair with the sun's thorns and rid yourself of the darkness of 
your soul. Because: 
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The heart of the Scorpion has set, 
the tyrant in man has fled. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

Evil has risen high in the sky and reached an apotheosis, but its 
time has come to set. The tyrant that is hidden inside man and 
has become his dynast will go away. This is why the maidens of 
the sea, Nereids, Graeae, hurry to welcome the rising goddess of 
love. On the one side of the horizon the heart of Scorpion sets, 
while on the other Aphrodite rises. The time to love has come for 
those who could not love during those years of cruel contempt. 

In those nine lines of the poem love is mentioned three times 
explicitly and once implicitly. It is the positive element of life, 
the foundation on which a better future can be built. The future 
that will appear, ready, "in the light." What is, however, this 
light, "the absolute light that clashes with life, mine as well as 
that of my country and our world," as Seferis tells Levesque, a 
clash that "is resolved" and becomes unity ("angelic and black 
light") with an affirmation of a brief moment and an eternal life 
(the last verses: the house flooded with light)? And, as he notes 
in the "Letter on 'The Thrush' ": 

Suppose the light were suddenly to become Orestes? It is 
so easy, just think: if the light of the day and the blood 
of man were one and the same thing ?41 . . . We could go 
very far; but I shall stop here; we have arrived at the light. 
And one doesn't explain the light, one sees it. Let the 
reader do the rest of this staging-he too should contribute 
something. First, however, let him recall Anticlea's last 
words to her son: "The soul, like a dream, flutters away 
and is gone but quickly turn your desire to the light and 
keep all this in your mind."42 Something like this was told 
me by the small ship, sunk in the harbor at Poros, that in 
the happy days used to sail on errands to supply the naval 
establishment. 

If we clear the fog from the air, for the sake of the poem, and 

41Walter Kaiser, introduction to George Seferis" Three Secret Poems (Cam
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969) xiii. 

42T he Odyssey, 11:222-4. 



Suggestions About 11The Thrush" 99 

stay with its facts, we can assume that the light represents our 
consciousness of our existence. It is our blood that fills us and 
assures us that we do exist. The metaphysical dimension of this 
light is the human presence. It is angelic light (not of the angels), 
life's good light. The black aspect of light is presented only in 
order to bring into focus its absolute value, the only one we should 
appreciate. If the world has spots, if man is wedged between the 
"black Clashing Stones," the day is coming when the heart of 
Scorpion will set and the tyrant will leave man, so that man can 
return free from the burden of evil, to the light, to the pure life 
which he was destined for by his fate, and which constitutes his 
matter and his spirit. For this reason, man should enjoy the great 
gift of life, this profusion of light. Our eternity is a unique 
moment. Death is lurking outside our windows. We should hurry 
to live before we are engulfed by darkness, the black light. 

It is the Epicurean view that is presented in the last lines. I 
believe that these lines constitute a positive conclusion about life. 
The final phase of life, death, does not negate its value. Your eyes 
will empty of the light, the world will disappear for you tomor
row, but now that you exist, for sure, open the windows to let the 
light in, run from room to room in this, your own space, enjoy 
with your senses the things that are yours, before they come to 
an end, before you depart from life, before our soul "sets sail" 
and you lose forever this angelic light, as Solomos also says: 

Light that treads joyfully on Hades and on Charon. 





NOTES ON THE .. THREE SECRET POEMS" 

BY COSTAS G. PAPAGEORGIOU 

Seferis' Three Secret Poems is a book that from the very 
first reading looks difficult to access, even entrenched. It keeps 
its meaning to itself obstinately, yielding with difficulty-if it 
finally does-to whatever interpretative intention the reader may 
have. These are indeed "secret" poems, hermetically closed, I 
would say, not only within their multifaceted and completely 
chiseled form but also within the sanctity of certain specific num
bers: seven are the sections of the first poem, seven of the second 
and fourteen (7 plus 7) of the third. 

The difficulty in approaching the Three Secret Poems was 
admitted by most scholars of Seferis' work; besides, it is easily 
realized from the fact that twenty years after their publication 
( 1966) they still remained almost untouched by the critics, who 
limited themselves to only a few hints, circumstantial and un
systematic, whenever they were obliged to speak about them. 

One of the basic reasons that make the approach to the 
last composite poem of Seferis problematic, is, I believe, the dual 
movement of the poet in areas that, until that time, seemed not 
to be particularly familiar to him, or at least not to preoccupy him 
specifically or openly. 

One of these two areas is related to deeper existential, es
sentially metaphysical anxieties of the poet, and the other to a 
direct interest in the events taking place in his social environ
ment: Greece, in the years he was writing the Three Secret 
Poems-in the early 1960s. It is a movement requiring, or rather 
imposing, a change in the point of view of the Seferian scholar 
who wants to penetrate into the deepest layers of these poems. 

Starting more or less from this premise, I venture this ap
proach, based on the following criteria: (a) the time of publica
tion of the Three Secret Poems, from which I can subsequently 
determine, even approximately, the time they were written, in 
order to emphasize the sociopolitical atmosphere of the time 

101 
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as well as the way in which Seferis, who was in a particular per
sonal situation or stance-at least from a certain point on
reacted to this atmosphere; (b) the whole body of Seferis' work
poetry, prose, diaries-in the belief that the individual elements 
that comprise it constitute an indivisible, unified entity; (c) the 
fact that the Three Secret Poems are his last complete work; 
and (d) the a priori acceptance of certain tendencies on the part 
of the poet, seen for the first time-at least so manifest-o£ a 
metaphysical-mystical nature. 

* * * 
The Three Secret Poems are divided into three sections, each 

of them having its own particularities and difficulties. For my 
part, since my intention is not to give a formal literary explica
tion or interpretation of the obscure points that one finds 
scattered throughout the book, I dare to break the superficial-in 
my opinion-separation, aiming toward the discovery of a dif
ferent kind of unity, related to meaning and, at any rate, 
more substantial. 

1. SEFERIS AND HIS SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT 

My companions had driven me mad 
with theodolites, sextants, lodestones, 
with telescopes that enlarge things
better if they kept at a distance. 
Where will roads like these lead us? 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 3) 

I am not quite sure, I simply suspect that these lines are 
hinting at the me gali idea (the great dream) and its illusionary 
vision, which flashed for a while like a firework, only to end, 
so quickly, in the tragedy of 1922. This tragically beautiful 
vision, for a long time after the end of the humiliating war of 
1897, suspended every substantial effort toward Greece's progress 
as a living organism. "Even now, after so many years, and after 
I have many times taken apart the mechanism of man and of 
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the Greek, I may find explanations, but I have not freed myself 
completely from that misery," 1 Seferis himself wrote. 

But maybe the day which began then 
has not yet died out 
with a rose-like fire in a ravine, 
with a sea ethereal at the feet of God. 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 3) 

Time here not only does not heal but even takes on the 
added capacity to undermine the future; it makes the past look 
like a wretched ghost, while at the same time enchaining tomor
row. The fire (of the 1922 disaster) has not yet been extin
guished; its potential for disaster still continues, incessantly, to 
instill fear. It can still exercise control, to this day, over the 
Greek state of affairs. 

then ... 

Gongs were heard 
and the messengers arrived
! wasn't expecting them, 
even the way they spoke beyond recollection
rested, their clothes freshly changed, 
carrying fruits in baskets. 

("On Stage," 1, 2) 

Seferis seems to have expected the messengers to be dif
ferent-panting, dirty, with their last word in their teeth: "twenty 
days and nights on the barren earth with thorns only jtwenty 
days and nights feeling the bellies of the horses bleeding/and 
not a moment's break to drink the rain water .. . jThey died 
saying: 'We don't have time,' touching some rays of the sun."2 

Now the times are antiheroic; in the contemporary "amphi
theaters" of history, things take place differently. The messengers 
arrive ''rested, their clothes freshly changed." 

1G. Seferis, XEtp6ypaq>o ::EE-n:. '41 [Manuscript Sept. '41] (Athens: Ikaros, 
1972) 11. 

2"0ur Sun." 
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The poet stands in the middle of the stage; he is 110n stage"
the protagonist of a tragedy that has already begun to be per
formed, with a macabre certainty about his personal deliverance
catharsis, on the one hand, and about the douptful and dark 
fate of his remaining companions and his country, on the other. 
Besides, he has already found himself in the past in this position 
of protagonist, at different times and, indeed, not only on stage 
but also behind the stage. He has known from close up the dis
guise, the maquillage and demaquillage of the actor. 

We put up theaters and tear them down 
wherever we happen to find ourselves 
we put up theaters and set the stage 
but our fate always triumphs in the end 

and sweeps them away as it sweeps us too 
actors and the actors' manager 
prompter and musicians all disappear 
scattered to the five hungry winds. 

("Actors, Middle East") 

A lot could be said about Seferis as a historic figure. I will 
limit myself, however, to only a few hints, using as a resource 
certain of his poems and other writings. 

It is a fact that Seferis found himself in the center of the 
political scene during some of the most crucial moments of con
temporary Greek history. For this reason, having an insider's 
knowledge of things, he agonizes more; his personal, existential 
anxiety blends with his other anxiety-that of the Greek. Indeed, 
this second anxiety is much stronger than that of any other 
citizen who simply experiences the political and social events. 
For, having been for many years a public official, he feels that he 
too has contributed to the development of certain painful situa
tions for Greece. He had also felt before how alienating the 
robe of any authority can sometimes become, both for him who 
wields it and for those who are subjected to it: 

-"Just a moment, who am I going to play? Who will I kill? 
And these people looking at me-
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what will make them believe that justice protects me?" 
("Notes for a Week") 
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Besides, there is also evidence of his own, indicative of his 
conflict: "Who knows; maybe my life has become what it has 
become, developing along two parallel roads-a road of obliga
tions, patience and compromise and another one, on which my 
inner self walked uncompromisingly, freely-because I have 
known and lived in those [childhood] years two clearly separate 
worlds: the world of the house in the city and the world of 
the house in the country."3 

The concave shell filled immediately 
and on the stage the light dimmed 
as though for some celebrated murder. 

("On Stage," 2) 

This 11celebrated murder" is easy to locate; besides, the next 
poem is helpful in this respect: 

You had just woken up 
leaving the sheets to grow ice cold 
and the baths of revenge. 

("On Stage," 3) 

Also helpful is the epigraph of an earlier poem: "Remember 
the baths where you were murdered," from Aeschylus' Libation 
Bearers (1. 491). Thus, this 11celebrated murder" is the murder 
of Agamemnon by Clytemnestra, which became the reason for 
the destruction of a royal house-a country. In our case, another 
country is in danger, Greece. The murder, the first murder, has 
already taken place. The greater disasters are to follow. 

* * * 
Seferis himself, discussing at one time the interpretation of 

poems, said that "they are not obligatory for anyone and one 
person's idea about the works of art can never be 100 percent 
correct." I also bear in mind that once, while trying to help 

3Manuscript Sept. '41, 8-9. 
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toward a better understanding of certain difficult parts of his 
poems, he made things more obscure with the explanations he 
provided rather than being helpful. I am saying all this to 
clarify my own position and interpretative intentions with respect 
to the Three Secret Poems, which are dictated, for the most 
part, by the particular demands of the times we live in.4 These 
demands do not permit me to approach this book of Seferis 
without a private motive, in the belief that a poet is susceptible 
to the interpretation that corresponds to the thirst of his in
terpreters. Thus, having defined my interpretative intentions, as 
well as my desire to quench the thirst of these times, I continue: 

What were you after? You look a stammer. 
You had just woken up 
leaving the sheets to grow ice cold 
and the baths of revenge. 

("On Stage," 3) 

On the basis of the time these lines were written-which one 
can surmise from the time of publication of the book-I arrive 
at the conclusion that Seferis, using the second person singular, 
is addressing Greece. 

For the first time after many years, around 1962, certain 
processes-rudimentary, it is true-started in motion toward a 
better future for Greece. It is the line 

You had just woken up 

that makes you think that he wants to say something about the 
years of occupation and the civil war that followed, many 
murders and atrocities that took place among the Greeks. Those 
are the events that make him turn to the Oresteia, where suc
cessive murders are committed among relatives, confirming re
spectively the bankruptcy of the gods then and the bankruptcy 
of the social system today. 

Clytemnestra claims that she acted at the command of her 
fate, while Orestes also invokes fate, claiming that it commands 

4The first version of this essay was written during the seven-year-long 
dictatorship and was published in 1972. 
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him to commit another murder. He knows well that if he kills 
his mother he will be haunted by the furies, while if he lets her 
live he will be pursued by his father's furies 

The other three-
the faces of brazen Hecate
tried to take you with them. 

("On Stage," 3) 

According to the myth, Hecate is the product of the union of 
light and darkness-something between life and death, related 
to Persephone. Most importantly, she was portrayed as having 
three heads on the same body, which was the reason why she 
was identified with the idea of '!ptcr'!pa'!CX: (road junctions) 
and her statues were placed at crossroads. I suspect, for all these 
reasons, that it is not unlikely for Hecate to symbolize the triple
edged question; furthermore, I think that the reference to her at 
this point by the poet may not be accidental because her worship 
was never generally accepted by the Greeks; it only flourished 
at times when the foundations of society, of the social system 
in power, were creaking. 

The three bellowed, 
you stood rooted to the soil. 
Their gesticulations rent the air. 

("On Stage," 3) 

The three faces of bold Hecate (the three great powers?) 
were trying, by bellowing, to win her over. Their gesticulations 
rent the air; and while she stood, in spite of all this, 11rooted 
to the soil," that is, faithful to her own history and her own 
tradition, proudly towering, like a cypress, over her dead, 

Slaves brought them knives, 
you stood rooted to the soil, 
a cypress. 

("On Stage," 3) 

At first, Greece refuses to enter the game of the artificial 
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possibility of choice. She refuses to choose because she knows 
quite well that all three of those who bellow are only variations 
of the same thing, three different faces of the same moon. The 
treason will follow: 115laves brought them knives." Then 

They drew the knives from the sheaths, 
looked for a place to stab you. 
Only then did you cry out: 
"Let anyone come and sleep with me who wants to: 
am I not the sea?" 

("On Stage," 3) 

Eventually the resistance collapses and there comes the 
moment of submission and acceptance of the inevitable. "And 
the Turks got me and I was forced to sleep with thirty-eight of 
them; and they ravaged me and the other women. Why did we 
suffer all that? For this country of ours; and now we find justice 
from no one-only fraud and deceit."5 

I think it is worth noting, at this point, the identity of the 
image in Seferis and Makriyannis C1to sleep with me"*), espe
cially since, within certain limits, there are some common cir
cumstances. This identity leads us to the realization that Seferis 
often asks for help from other, earlier voices, when he thinks 
he cannot offer something better himself. 

-Now, on this pebbled beach, it's better to forget; 
talking doesn't do any good; 
who can change the attitude of those with power? 

("Salamis in Cyprus") 

Then comes the moment of summing up, of evaluation of 
the experience. He wonders if one might say: what did he 
himself do for this common cause-for his country? He was away 
for so many years, and thus, far from the homeland, he imagined 
in his mind that things were different: somewhat idealized, 

5Makriyannis, Memoirs. 

*The Greek expression "va f..LE KOlf..LTJ9E'l" which is used by both Seferis and 
Makriyannis has a very unusual structure, combining a passive verb with an 
active syntax [tr.J. 
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beautified, especially for one who considers as real only what 
he can touch. But now, on stage, he lives and he is permeated 
by the drama. This is something that one can easily appreciate 
from a discussion of the poet with Timos Malanos in the Middle 
East sometime around 1943-1944: 

"We are missing the myth," he was saying pensively. "I 
wish I were in Greece. They are now near the myth, while 
we ... " 
"Does the myth exist within or outside of ourselves?" I asked. 
"Outside," he said.6 

It is for this reason that I think Seferis first had to finish with 
diplomacy, to stop having one of his selves in the world of com
promise, to finally cease being involved with the 11public sins," 
in order to be able to put his fingers on the wounds, to point at 
them and to protest without any fear of reprimand. The lines 
that follow are a kind of confirmation. 

The sea: how did the sea get like this? 
I lingered for years in the mountains; 
the fireflies blinded me. 

("On Stage," 4) 

It is, then, Seferis' prolonged absence from Greece that 
resulted in his maintaining a particularly sensitive eye, a "vir
ginal" political sensitivity while observing the tragic events 
occurring around him-tragic for anyone who followed the 
political developments from 1961 until the imposition of dic
tatorship in April 1967. As he had quit his diplomatic position 
and was a newcomer to Greece, he could see things in front of 
him with an unusual clarity and transparency, through which 
he could predict future ills. "Perhaps because he came every 
now and then from abroad, he saw things with the fresh and 
sure eye with which he did see them," Seferis himself once 
wrote about Dionysios Solomos. 

It seems as if he had been waiting for this hour of his return 
in order to work with his old companions. But all his hopes 
were betrayed: 

6Timos Malanos, ilELY!lO:'roA.6yLo [Sample Collection} (Athens: Fexis, 
1962) 98. 
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Now, on this beach, 
I'm waiting for someone to land, 
or a piece of flotsam, a raft. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

("On Stage," 4) 

Being deeply aware of the impasse of today, he turns to 
the nostalgia of yesterday, when hope was still alive: 

Yet the sea was sweet 
where I plunged in and swam as a child, 
and later, as a young man, 
while searching for shapes in the pebbles, 
trying to discover rhythms, 
the Old sea-god said to me: 
"I am the place you belong to; 
I may be nobody, 
but I can become whatever you want." 

("On Stage," 4) 

* * * 
Going back to the past also, one can see that there is a 

similarity in feeling and in the way it is expressed every time 
the poet returns home from far away: 

yet as a child 
I used to play on the grass 
under great shadows 

("The Return of the Exile") 

When faced with today's degradation, nothing can help him 
except memory-especially of his childhood years-as well as the 
ability he has to communicate with the dead-he may have 
learned the language of the flowers, because 

The dead know the language of flowers only; 
so they keep silent. 

("Stratis Thalassinos among the Agapanthi") 

The great shadows he mentions in the "Return of the Exile" 
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are the shadows of those who suffered and struggled for this 
country; and it is among them that the Old Man of the Sea 
now appears, manifesting the strong presence of Homer in 
Seferis' poetry-a poetry about which it would not be farfetched 
to say, I believe, that deep inside it is sketched the contemporary 
Odyssey of Greece, founded on the poet's unique sense of history. 
The Old Man of the Sea, on the other hand, can be none other 
than Odysseus, who has seen a lot, has known a lot and spent his 
life trying to return home. 

He is the mighty Odysseus: he who proposed the wooden 
horse with which the Aeoheans captured Troy. 

I imagine he's coming to tell me how I too may build a 
wooden horse to capture my own Troy. 

("Reflections on a Foreign Line of Verse") 

The fact that the Old Man of the Sea cannot but be Homer's 
Odysseus is also suggested by the term No one, which is the word 
used by Odysseus, the "man of many wiles," when Polyphemus 
asked him for his name: 

No one is my name, No one do they call me 
-my mother and my father and all my comrades as well 

(The Odyssey, 9:366-7) 

The use of the Homeric myth in this case is obvious; indeed 
I believe that it serves a dual purpose. What I mean is that 
Odysseus (No one) on one hand suggests the beginning of our 
poetic tradition, and on the other, again as No one and iden
tified with Greece ("I am the place you belong to"), it suggests, 
directly, our present historical nonexistence. Besides, Seferis has 
repeatedly alluded in his poetry to historical or mythological 
figures, seeking refuge, one might say, in their experience and 
their guileless love. For, at moments such as the one that dictated 
the Three Secret Poems, when the country was cracking, the 
objective division of time into past, present and future was 
abolished, just as the cleft between life and death was abolished. 
It is exactly in such moments that Odysseus appears in his real 
dimensions; we see him standing "upright on the bank, among 
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piles of bones, among heaps of yellow leaves"; "he's full of 
marks, like the road,"* and he knows us "as though he were 
[our] father."** 

"I may be nobody, 
but I can become whatever you want." 

("On Stage," 4) 

Confronted with today's nothingness, Seferis can only look 
to the dead for hope and encouragement: 

or 

... and of how strangely you gain strength conversing with 
the dead when the living who remain are no longer 
enough. 

("Reflections on a Foreign Line of Verse") 

It is painful and difficult, the living are not enough for me 
first because they do not speak, and then 
because I have to ask the dead 
in order to go on farther .... 
. . . the dead must guide me. 

("Stratis Thalassinos among the Agapanthi") 

* * * 
In Logbook I, Seferis uses as an epigraph a passage from a 

poem of Holderlin: "Meanwhile it sometimes seems better to 
mejto sleep than to be without companions as we arejto be 
always waiting like this; and what's to be done or said in the 
meanwhile/! don't know and what is the use of poets in a mean
spirited time?" This poem of the German poet, written in another 
time, refers, very likely, to a different kind of reality, when sleep 
was the exact opposite of wakefulness. Now, however, nightmare 
seems to have eroded the water-tight borders of sleep; it has 
penetrated into it. Sleep is no longer the domain of the dream. 
It is not a state different from that of wakefulness. We are deal-

*"The Old Man" [tr.]. 
**"Reflections on a Foreign Line of Verse" [tr.]. 
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ing with a sleep-while-awake, during wakefulness, where the 
dream, before it rises to become a picture, disintegrates into the 
nightmare of a painful reality: 

Yet in sleep of this kind 
dreams degenerate so readily 
into nightmares 

("Summer Solstice," 3) 

Only for a brief moment can it deceive, can it create pleasant 
illusions: 

Like a fish gleaming under the waves, 
then burying itself in the slimy depths, 
or the chameleon when it changes color. 

("Summer Solstice," 3) 

And all this because, 

In the city now turned into a brothel 
pimps and whores 
hawk putrid charms; 

("Summer Solstice," 3) 

The clarity with which the misfortunes to follow are predicted 
is admittedly tragic. The common root of the words 'ITOAl'HKO<; 
(politician) and 'ITOAl'rlKla (prostitute), as well as their iden
tical sound and the similarity in meaning-! would say that the 
one is almost a variation of the other (namely, 'ITOA.rnKla: 
prostitute, who wants and knows how to please everybody; and 
'ITOAl'nK6<;: politician, who tries to attract as many followers as 
posible) -helps the poet identify one with the other and equate 
them completely, thus expressing his deep contempt for the 
political world. 

However, it would be unreasonable to proceed with the 
analysis of these poems without taking into account the social 
unrest and the political impasses of the time they were written. 
A very brief account of the sociopolitical events of the first seven 
years of the 1960s is enough to make one realize the decline of 
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our political morals, the prostitution of ideologies, the shameless 
wheeling and dealing of everyone with everyone else; to make 
one understand how precisely everything was leading toward 
the abolition of democracy and toward dictatorship. The ex
pression "Eve of the longest day" has a dual meaning: it signifies 
Seferis' existential certainty for his own transition from here to 
the world beyond; it also suggests, however, another, ominous 
certainty: that the nation, the country, is on the threshold of its 
transition to darkness. 

I don't know whether the poet would have argued with this 
transposition of the meaning of his poem that I am attempting. 
I believe, however, that even if the explication I give is arbitrary, 
I do it in the conviction that a poem should allow an interpreta
tion suggested by the demands of the times. Moreover, I do it 
with the conviction that a poem is anyway susceptible to several 
interpretations from the moment it is written; that there exist in 
it certain loopholes-no matter whether consciously or not-so 
that the same situation exists as with laws, where the legislator 
deliberately leaves a loophole permitting a necessary change in 
their interpretation each time. 

* * * 
... the girl who rose from the sea 
puts on a cow's hide 
to make the bull-calf mount her. 

("Summer Solstice," 3) 

What makes the degradation of the country even more 
tragic is the fact, or rather the realization that whatever happens 
seems to happen forcibly, and not as a result of irrevocable con
ditions; in other words, that all these terrible things are unjus
tifiable, before their time. It is as if someone forces things in this 
direction for no reason. "The girl who rose from the sea" 
(Greece? Freedom?) voluntarily puts on "the hide of a cow to 
make the bull-calf mount her," so that she creates, voluntarily, 
the conditions for the fulfilment of Cassandra's frightful ad
monition, "cht:EXE 't~ <; ~oo<; -rov -raOpov" (keep from his 
mate the bull) . * What will follow can be easily guessed by 

*Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 1125-26 [tr.]. 
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everyone: Agamemnon and Clytemnestra-for it is them that 
Cassandra's prophecy concerned-will meet a horrible end, an end 
that will be followed by more and more murders among people 
who are blood related. This is why I say that when the maiden 
is in a hurry to wear the hide of a cow, she seems to prepare 
us for the arrival of another tragedy. She is forcing her fate, 
her destiny. What follows is the dark consequence that cannot 
be prevented by the agonizing plea of the poet: 

You've got to break out of this sleep, 
out of this flagellated skin. 

("Summer Solstice," 3) 

There are two dramas explicitly and implicitly suggested by 
these lines. One is the personal-existential drama of the human 
being-the poet who feels that the time has come for his de
parture from here and longs for his transition to the world 
beyond. The other is the collective drama of the country; the 
country ("now turned into a brothel") must-and can-get rid 
of this destructive syndrome; it must change its course. 

The possibility, however small, that the "girl who rose from 
the sea" might break out of the "flagellated skin" and thus avoid 
the intercourse with the young bull, could signify the existence 
of a faint hope that the inevitable may be avoided. Maybe 
Seferis wants to say here that the degradation of the country 
has not yet advanced too far; that she (the maiden-Greece) 
could still, if she wanted to, rid herself 11of this sleep," 11this 
flagellated skin." But in vain: 

Litter swirls 
in the mad scattering wind 
right left, up down. 
Fine lethal fumes 
dissolve men's limbs. 
Souls 
longing to leave the body 
thirst, but they can't find water anywhere: 
they stick here, stick there, haphazardly, 
birds caught in lime-
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in vain they struggle 
until their wings fail completely. 

("Summer Solstice," 4) 

The course of progress has not materialized; there is no hope 
it will continue. The plan was destroyed. The souls, which be
fore used to ''struggle to become your soul," now, in these 
horrible moments of decline and death, in this drought, this 
disintegration, not finding where to quench their thirst, are 
"longing to leave the body." The soul is no longer lost and 
homeless only on earth but also in heaven. For, the time 
the Three Secret Poems were written is the time of 
homeless consciences. 

This is the second time that Seferis feels betrayed by ideas 
and by persons. On both of these occasions the times were 
loaded with deadly dangers for the nation. One was shortly 
before 1936 and the other before 1967. "The most saddening 
fact, in those hours, was that V enizelos himself was closing 
that chapter of our history and of his with the gesture of a small 
man, indicating-no matter whether he was misled or not-that 
his participation in the coup d'etat was an act lacking faith, a 
thoughtless act. Venizelos recognized the authority of the king."7 

The second time, regardless of the reservations he had about 
George Papandreou, Seferis had believed that he could create 
some basis for a change for the better. But again nothing came 
of it. 

Thus, the unfolding drama is of dual nature. On the one 
hand it is the drama of a country that sees again so many 
sacrifices and so much pain remain unvidicated; and on the other 
it is the personal drama of a man, disillusioned by the alienation 
and the ways in which this alienation operates, who is seeking 
salvation elsewhere. The difference is that in the first case no 
catharsis, metaphysical or otherwise, is possible, whereas in the 
second the poet is certain about his own ultimate salvation. 

And he concludes: 

7Manuscript Sept. '41, 22. 
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This place-earthen pitcher
gets dryer and dryer. 

("Summer Solstice," 4) 
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The same fear, the same anxiety, is expressed a few years 
later: "I see in front of me the precipice."8 It is an anxiety 
expressed in a direct but low-key manner, in the familiar voice 
of an old man, becoming Seferis' idiosyncrasy. No matter how 
great his sorrow for what is taking place around him, and also 
inside him, he cannot express himself other than in his own 
familiar, one might say "homey," manner. He seems to "listen 
to what the things of the world are telling [him], see how they 
interact with [his] soul and [his] body and express them"9 in 
a manner dictated by his ethics (the poetic ethics) and 
his idiosyncrasy. 

This world wrapped in soporific sheets 
has nothing to offer 
but this ending. 

("Summer Solstice," 5) 

The dual, parallel course of the individual (the poet) and the 
group (the nation) toward the unattainable is continuing. Noth
ing can create or prop up a buttress; the world, inside and out, 
is "wrapped in soporific sheets," it "has nothing to offer but 
this ending." The end. And the result: 

In the hot night 
Hecate's withered priestess 
up on the roof, breasts bared, 
supplicates an artificial full moon, 
while two adolescent slave girls, yawning, 
mix aromatic potions 
in a large copper pot. 
Those who relish perfumes will have their fill tomorrow. 

("Summer Solstice," 5) 

BFrom Seferis' statement of March 28, 1969, condemning the Greek dictatorial 
regime. 

9G. Seferis, aoKl!lE<; [Essays] (Athens: lkaros, 1974) 2:50. 
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Hecate, whose worship, as already mentioned, was revived 
only in dark and uncertain times, acquires followers again; her 
priestesses are revived and thus, withered, perform the ritual of 
her worship. The time of the "aromatic potions" has come again; 
the time of the pimps and the whores; the time of those who 
"relish perfumes." Yet: 

Her passion and her make-up 
are those of the tragic actress
their plaster has peeled off already. 

("Summer Solstice," 5) 

As the make-up is false it does not last long-just as that of 
the tragic actress does not last and often peels off before the 
end of the performance, leaving her exposed in front of 
the audience. 

Down among the laurels, 
down among the white oleanders, 
down on the jagged rock, 
the sea like glass at our feet. 

("Summer Solstice," 6) 

The laurel, which used to be a symbol of glory, in today's 
degradation becomes a bitter memory; it becomes an oleander.* 
And then the poet goes back to the past: 

Remember the tunic that you saw 
come open, slip down over nakedness, 
fall around the ankles, 
dead-
if only this sleep had fallen like that 
among the laurels of the dead. 

("Summer Solstice," 6) 

The sea is likened, or rather identified, here with the tunic
and we know quite well the magnificence of what the tunic 
stands for and also what it symbolizes-perhaps because the 

*The Greek word for oleander is mKpoB6:q>VT] (bitter laurel) [tr.]. 
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sea, too, was at one time a symbol of power and glory. Only it 
now has grown old-it is an old tunic-and it falls like glass, 
d!=ad, around the ankles-it only reaches there-while at one time 
it could slip down over the nakedness of the body, like something 
very much alive. 

The tenses of the verbs used by the poet in these lines 
demand a closer look because of their external inconsistency: 
11Y ou saw [the tunic} come open, slip down, and it has fallen."* 
He may be trying to place the glory of the tunic somewhere in 
the past, probably sometime in his childhood years. He has 
known the splendor of the sea; he has felt it. But now the tunic 
"has fallen" -not "fall" as the sequence of tenses would require 
("you saw it ... fall"). It has fallen, which means that the 
disaster happened after years of happiness, that the sea has not 
always been like this-dead, falling like glass around our feet. 
Thus, in this manner he ascertains the death of the most beauti
ful and the most lively element of our country. As he continues, 
as if afraid that the dead will wake up and see our own dark 
present, he is praying that sleep will cover them with their 
laurels. Blood has for Seferis an existence of its own, a reality 
beyond ours: that of the statues. "Faces that shone, cool lips 
that laughed, voices [ ... } My God, have mercy on our dead. 
Such air, such tones, such warmth, such light that does not let 
you separate from them: that make you stay even later ... "10 

The sea is the foundation of the country. Now that it has 
turned into glass ("And I saw as it were a sea of glass mingled 
with fire ... " as John says in the Vision of the Seven Vials**), 
which means that the foundations have also become fragile: the 
sea, from an element of wealth and security, has been reduced 
to a source of misfortune for Greece, since it is the sea that 
makes it the epicenter of "interest" for the foreign "great powers." 

* * * 
Naturally, neither hatred, nor, consequently, a flamboyant 

*In both English translations of the Three Secret Poems this inconsistency does 
not exist, as the translators have restored in the English text the consistency of 
the tenses: "You saw [it} come open, slip ... [and} fall'' [tr.} 

10G. Seferis, 'EKA.oyT'J <hl:o ·de; Ll.oKt[lEc; [Selected Essays} (Athens: 
Galaxias, 1966) 144. 
**Revelation, 15:2 [tr.}. 
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style characterizes Seferis. All those temporal events that take 
place around him urge him to try and see their more important 
aspects hiding in their greater depths: to understand the mech
anism of destruction and degradation of man in general and of 
this country in particular. For this reason the questions he asks 
go beyond his personal anxiety, acquiring a universal character. 
And I have the impression that I see the poet, in the middle of 
the stage, like the leader of a chorus struck by disaster, asking
with heartbreak-questions about the reasons for the misfortune, 
which are in turn answered by the chorus-the nation, which has 
a centuries-long experience and knowledge. I hope I can be per
mitted to take the liberty that follows. 

Chorus leader 
who heard, at the stroke of noon, 
the knife hiss on the whetstone? 
What rider was it that came 
with kindling, with a firebrand? 

Chorus 
Everyone washes his hands, 
cools them. 

Chorus leader 
And who disembowelled 
the woman, the child, the house? 

Chorus 
There's no culprit, not a trace. 

Chorus leader 
Who fled, 
horseshoes striking the flagstones? 

Chorus 
They have annihilated their eyes, gone blind. 
There are no witnesses now, to anything. 

("On Stage," 5) 
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What those lines express are not mere ideas. They are 
realities experienced as deeply as the bone marrow. For Seferis 
asks, knowing the answers. After so many years of being a 
diplomat, after so many years of being himself enclosed rrin the 
cage of his public office" there is no doubt that he does know. 
Besides, he has already admitted that he knows: 

I know that they don't know, but I 
who've followed so many times 
the path from killer to victim 
from victim to punishment 
from punishment to the next murder 
groping 

2. SEFERIS' POETICS 

("Mycenae") 

"I have always had a sympathy for teaching. I guess 
that this is due, in the first place, to a real privation I 
experienced when in the years of my youth, as I was 
searching to find my way, I felt, like many others, I suppose 
the sense of loss and the loneliness of the self-taught .. .''1 

This is not the first time that Seferis is trying to compose, 
through his poetry itself, a kind of poetics; his own poetics. With 
the experience but also with the longing of the self-taught, he 
wants everything he has achieved to become available to the 
younger generation so that no time and effort be wasted for things 
already won. Now, however, as he feels that he is facing his 
poetic and biological end, he is trying to communicate everything 
that makes up his poetics, everything that he has gained with 
personal sacrifices, in a way that does not differ much, I would 
say, from that of a will. For this reason, it would not be an 
exaggeration if one characterized Seferis as the last Teacher of 

1Essays, 1:82. 
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the Nation, a characterization that he himself had attributed also 
to K. Palamas. 

When will you speak again ? 
Our words are the children of many people. 
They are sown, are born like infants, 
take root, are nourished with blood. 

("On Stage," 6) 

First the language: 11the element that defines us and leads us." 
The idea of the plant and the similarity of its function with that 
of language is expressed repeatedly in several writings. "The 
element that defines us and leads us, the one we should imitate, as 
we work on our means of expression, not externally as it has 
happened before to the point of abuse, but in its internal function, 
the way that Solomos applied to the intellectual form the concept 
of the plant."2 According to Seferis, the responsibility toward 
language becomes even greater because he believes that words 
have a permanent power that continues to exist even after the 
death of the person by whom they were spoken; they define his 
nature and give it substance. It is exactly this posthumous effect 
of the words that increases to the extreme the responsibility of 
the poet. 

As pine trees 
hold the wind's imprint 
after the wind has gone, is no longer there, 
so words 
retain a man's imprint 
after the man has gone, is no longer there. 

("On Stage," 6) 

This realization "forces" Seferis to work with full conscious
ness of the future significance of his words, of his great respon
sibility toward the coming generations; and above all it forges 
his didactic style without making it academic. Because we should 
not forget that the 11man' s imprint" that the words retain even 
after he is no longer there is nothing else but his style. "The 

2Essays, 1:70. 
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style is the man himself," Seferis says, "provided that you are a 
real man and you have style. Good or bad ... it doesn't matter, 
it is always a style. On the other hand, the man reduced to 
nothingness has no style. Lack of style is lack of humanity .... 
If we carry this distinction to the extreme, we find the distinction 
between the hand-made and the machine-made." 

Thus, Seferis, who always strove to make his work, his word, 
last, tried to stay away from the ephemeral or false passions, the 
mortgaging of his creation at the stock exchange of time. To bring 
this about, his work should provide some margins for interpreta
tion, since a poem, no matter how much it expresses the truth of 
its time, will inevitably include additional potential interpreta
tions and other seminal truths, which can be discovered each time 
by the scholars. 

* * * 
The meaning of the stars and the constellations is not easy to 

interpret in Seferis' poetry, as noted repeatedly by those who at 
various times dealt with this subject. Consider the following lines: 

Perhaps the stars are trying to speak, 
those that stamped your total nakedness one night
the Swan, the Archer, the Scorpion-
perhaps those. 

("On Stage," 6) 

The only thing I can say is that it refers, most probably, to a 
unique Greek phenomenon, whereby the stars (so close one feels 
with the universe) can touch your nakedness in the night, they 
acquire an intimacy with your body, they share your secrets. 

But where will you be the moment 
the light comes, here, to this theatre? 

("On Stage," 6) 

The moment the light comes is the moment of truth, of the 
final judgment. Only this light comes and shines when one has 
left the world, this theater that the world is. And then, the 
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judgment will weigh more heavily on what one has left behind
on his work, which will, of course, no longer be defended by its 
creator. 

It is apparent, moreover, that Seferis, in building his poetics, 
attributes special significance to language. It is about language he 
keeps talking; about the shaping of it, about the sometimes un
controllable attributes and function of words. 

Accept who you are. 
Don't 

drown the poem in deep plane trees; 
nurture it with what earth and rock you have. 
For things beyond this-
to find them dig in this same place. 

("Summer Solstice," 7) 

The search for the simple amidst the most complex circum
stances and processes is Seferis' most basic concern. And it is a 
fact that reading his poetry, even at its most dark moments, one 
realizes that he is dealing with a form of expression simple in its 
directness, from which even the least intention of creation of style 
is completely absent. For Seferis, style is the man himself, it is 
discernible in the natural expression of the one who possesses 
it, it cannot be pursued, for then there would be the danger of 
affectation. It is another story, of course, if behind the external 
simplicity of his expression exists a whole world, composed with 
complexity, which requires, in order to be explored and eventually 
understood, a vertical descent-from one level to the next-into 
each particular poem. 

The simplicity which the poet seems to suggest for himself 
here, attributing to it the force of an inviolable rule, he had also 
invoked in the past; or rather, he had sought it with great passion: 

I want no more than to speak simply, to be granted that 
grace. 

Because we've loaded even our songs with so much music 
that they're slowly sinking 

and we've decorated our art so much that its features have 
been eaten away by gold 
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and it's time to say our few words because tomorrow our 
soul sets sail. 

("An Old Man on the River Bank") 
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Like Valery's islands, fertile yet at the same time unexplored, 
always awaiting an alert and sensitive eye to appreciate their 
crop and their wealth-this is, more or less, how Seferis' place-body 
should be perceived. But this appreciation has to be made with 
criteria that are right and free of excesses. Emotion must be re
strained, sure of itself and serene in its humaneness; it must avoid 
emotionally charged situations and all kinds of greenhouses of 
preserved sorrow. Because: 

The white sheet talks with your voice, 
your very own, 
not the voice you'd like to have; 
your music is life, 
the life you wasted 

("Summer Solstice," 8) 

The painful problem of the poet in front of the white paper 
has also occupied Seferis several times in the past. Indeed, in his 
"Questions upon Reading Kalvos" he notes some particularly 
interesting thoughts about the various stages that the poet lives 
through when writing a poem. He distinguishes the experience 
of the moment he is writing the poem; the experience of reading 
the finished poem; and finally the experience of a third person, 
the reader in front of the finished poem. Naturally, the stage that 
concerns him most is the first, the one in which the poet stands all 
alone in front of the empty sheet, which is indifferent and un
yielding, like a mirror. "The poet," he writes, "may have been 
experiencing many important things, but what he felt most was 
the ease or the difficulty of expression; the fact that his work 
was progressing; that his work was finished. It would be a very 
bad artist who would let us feel these things in the same way. 
I am afraid that when we become conscious of these questions, we 
forget that the poet, when he works, has in front of him a white 
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sheet of paper which he must conquer, while all we have to do is 
to overcome a printed page."3 

Every attempt at expression through verse is nothing but a new 
beginning, an assault on the inarticulate and, no matter what the 
craftsman's resources might be, it can fail and fall apart in the 
chaotic inaccuracy of the feelings. The blank sheet of paper is 
a harsh mirror that reflects unchanged the image of him who 
bends over it; it speaks with the voice he actually has and not 
the one he likes or he would like to have. Whatever he has 
touched or known falls away to nothing and vanishes, unless he 
commits himself to this indifferent object 

that throws you back 
to where you started ... 
Maybe you' 11 find there what you thought was lost: 
youth's burgeoning, the justified shipwreck of age. 

You travelled, saw many moons, many suns, 
touched dead and living, 
felt the pain young men know, 
the moaning of woman, 
a boy's bitterness-
what you've felt will fall away to nothing 
unless you commit yourself to this void. 

("Summer Solstice," 8) 

Experience is useless if the meaning is lost, if all things that 
happen do not have a common center, which is the very same
and indivisible-self of the poet, which, throughout its successive 
alternations preserves-must preserve-a deeper, common and un
changeable core-according to the Heraclitean dictum, "the road 
up and the road down is one and the same."* 

The formulation of Seferis' poetics, after having traveled so 
much and nearing the end of his life, is in essence-it is worth 
noting-the outcome of novel mystical tendencies. In his judg
ment, what matters most is not his rich experiences but the mean
ing he gathered from them. It is as if he is talking about some 

3Essays, 1:56. Italics ours. 
*Fragment 69 (Loeb) [tr.]. 
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hints of eternity, about some manifestations of a god, as if he is 
trying now, in this phase of his life, to recapture and to interpret 
through a different prism. Through this prism he reaches deep 
into the roots of the existentialist view of the world, accepting 
exclusively the being and not the empty deontology of life: 

Your life is what you gave, 
this void is what you gave: 
the white sheet of paper ... 

("Summer Solstice," 8) 

You spoke about things they couldn't see 
and so they laughed 

("Summer Solstice," 9) 

The last two lines are indicative, I believe, of the bitter sorrow 
felt by the poet, when in the past, he became many times the 
object of scorn on the part of the intellectuals and the critics who 
were not yet ready to see or to understand what he could see and 
testify about in the form of an accusation. And this lasted almost 
twenty years (from 1931 until the end of the 1940s, if not 
longer) . It is the intellectuals and the critics that he seems to be 
aiming at, since for them "knowledge" is a pretext and it has 
deprived them of the ability to discern anything beyond the 
limited level of logic. "In our times," he writes, "the most 
maladjusted person in poetry is not the illiterate but the so-called 
man of 'average education' "; or " ... the divine grace-either 
one has it if he is completely innocent, or if he is not, he acquires 
it with great effort and dedication."4 Also: "We should not forget 
that there is a good education-the one that liberates and helps 
man become integrated in accordance with himself-and a bad 
education-the one that distorts and dries you up; this is the 
mechanical process that produces the pseudo-educated people and 
the nouveaux riches of knowledge, who have the same counterfeit 
nobility as the nouveaux riches of money."5 

4Essays, 1:151. 
5Selected Essays, 41. 
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... and the 
intellectuals clambering up their own heads ... 
like young men selling their souls in order to wear a 

monocle. 
("Letter of Mathias Paskalis") 

as for the poet-
urchins pelt him with turds 
while he watches the statues dripping blood. 

("Summer Solstice," 3) 

"After they set me free and I went to my ruined house and 
my wretched family ... my wounds flared up ... I went to the 
small cave in my garden to get some rest ... and after I got there, 
with great difficulty, leaning on my staff, they throw stones and 
human turds at me (eat them, General Makriyannis, and get a 
bellyful, since you wanted to make a constitution) ."6 

We encounter statues very often in Seferis' poetry, almost 
always invested with the same symbolism-"they symbolize noth
ing else but the human bodies which have been hardened by in
sensitivity, are bent by love or are mutilated by the waste of 
time." 7 One could add that for Seferis a statue is just the material 
residue of a man who, though he is not here anymore-he has 
left-can still receive the emotional weight of the present from a 
living man, when, of course, the latter is permeated by a deep 
sense of history, like Seferis himself. 

Yet to row up the dark river 
against the current, 
to take the unknown road 
blindly, stubbornly, 
and to search for words rooted 
like the knotted olive tree
let them laugh. 

("Summer Solstice," 9) 

6Makriyannis, Memoirs. Italics ours. 
7From a letter to his French translator Robert Levesque quoted by Alexandros 

Argyriou in "Suggestions About 'The Thrush,'" this issue, p. 74. 
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It is here that we find, I think, the most essential point Seferis 
is trying to make; for this reason, the verb "row" that he is using 
may not be incidental here, since it is directly connected with 
traditional poetic diction and the Greek tradition in particular. We 
find the same verb in demotic songs ("A6:~VE"CE 1taLf>L6:, A.6:~VE
"CE 1taAAYJK6:pt-a," keep rowing men, keep rowing brave young 
men), in Solomos ("A6:~vouv ~E K6:n Kouma "COaKLO~Eva," 
They are rowing with broken oars) and in Kalvos ("Et<; "COO 
Atya(ou "COU<; KOA1tOU<; A.6:~voVLa 0:56~c.u<;," rowing in
gloriously in the gulfs of the Aegean). He seems to be urging, in 
addition to himself, also all the young to journey through-and 
to get acquainted with-the darkened and lonely roads of our 
long tradition. It is there that they should seek and find words 
"pLsC.U~Eva aav "CO 1tOAUPLS0 AL65EV"Cpo" (rooted like the 
many-rooted olive tree), ignoring the radical tendencies of the 
present, defying the temporary fads of the ignorant and not sup
porting their inadequacy and their lack of sensitivity. "Because 
their life," he writes, referring to Palamas and others who 
carved the new paths of poetry in our country, "is such that it 
spreads, like the roots of the great trees and like the secret veins 
of water within their people, which is not a mere assembly of men 
of this or the other moment, but an organic whole which follows, 
shapes, submits to and subdues a unified life, no matter how 
wavy it may be: an endless solidarity of the dead and the 
living."8 Also, 

because I have to ask the dead 
in order to go on farther. 

("Stratis Thalassinos among the Agapanthi") 

The problem is that communication with the dead, in this 
"ravaged present," becomes increasingly difficult. 

And to yearn for the other world to inhabit 
today's suffocating loneliness 
this ravaged present-
let them be. 

("Summer Solstice," 9) 
8Essays, 1:215. 
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Admittedly these lines are a little difficult to comprehend. Perhaps 
the poet wants to say here that a prerequisite for an ascending 
course is the realization by as many people as possible of today's 
degradation; at the same time he may be wishing, deep inside, 
that we would fall to the lowest point, from where a new upward 
trend might be generated. Of course, there is also the "let them 
be" at the end, which leads to different interpretations. It is, in 
other words, possible that Seferis sets the poet apart from the 
crowd, urging him to ignore them, in order to advance, alone and 
undisturbed, through the difficult paths of expression. Personally 
I lean toward the second alternative, supported also by some other 
of Seferis' writings: "Perhaps ... they will call me faint-hearted 
because I support writers who 'have cut off any communication 
with the people' and because I don't think that the purpose of 
art is to provide some rest for the tired family man who returns 
home in the evening ... I have no sympathy at all for the so-called 
ivory tower; I believe, on the contrary, that art is the highest 
means helping men get closer to one another .... The only thing 
I claim on behalf of the poet is the very same right that the tired 
family man has, whether he is a carpenter or a shoemaker: the 
right to be permitted to make good furniture or good shoes in 
the best way he knows."9 And further down: "First, I am not 
indifferent to the public; it is the public that is indifferent; second: 
whoever is not wasting his time, let him throw the first stone; 
third: I like the sea and I like even more to throw bottles in the 
sea ... Whoever was good in our country was always alone."10 

In spite of all these clarifications and explanations, skilfully 
extracted from older texts of Seferis, it is difficult not to be sur
prised by this condemnatory rrtet them be." And it is not only this 
clearly condemnatory, for the crowd, statement that makes us 
wonder; it is also his wish that "the other world" inhabit "today's 
suffocating loneliness"; because 

The sea-breeze and the freshness of dawn 
exist whether or not we want them to. 

9Essays, 1:156·7. 

lOEssays, 1: 158·9. 

("Summer Solstice," 9) 
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Yet, sometimes it is not enough for all these to exist; we must 
also have the ability to enjoy them as we find them. 

3. SEFERIS AND HIS BODY 

Leaves like rusty tin 
for the desolate mind that has seen the end
the barest glimmerings. 
Leaves aswirl with gulls 
made wild by winter. 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 1) 

Leaves in Seferis' poetry have primarily erotic connotations. 1 

The poet himself seems to give the same meaning to the word 
"leaf" when he says: "The cool leaf, the leaf that breathes, in 
the sense of fulfilment of erotic desire." But also older verses in 
which the word "leaf" appears lead us to this version: 

or: 

... you touched the tree with the apples 
the hand reached out, the thread points the way and guides 

you ... 
0 dark shivering in the roots and the leaves 

("Erotikos Logos") 

I saw the leaves of the vine yellow 
fallen to the ground 
stuck to the flagstones to the humble mud 

("Mr. Stratis Thalassinos Describes a Man") 

In the second case, the times that "were unpropitious" were 

lG. Savidis, "MtO: nEpt!'nat3aor]" ["A Wandering"}, in rta '!OV ~ECJ>EPYJ 
[For Sefe,.is], eds. Leonidas Zenakos and George Savidis (Athens: n.p. 1961) 337. 
The Greek word for leaf, cp6A.A.o has a different spelling but the same sound as 
q>GA.o (sex). 
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responsible for the leaves being muddy, because there was no 
room for real love. But now the decay is biological and the leaves 
have become "rusty tin"-in other words, there is no hope that 
they will ever become cool, alive again. The rusty tin signifies 
irrevocable decay. And I think that it is precisely this weakening 
of the body that helps Seferis become, by now, able to see, discern 
(and foresee) the few glimmerings, and feel something like a 
premonition of death. Now he starts seeing, envisioning his 
approaching end and entering, little by little, into the world of 
high dream, not without some reproach to himself for being so 
late in realizing, in spite of the forewarnings, with pain but also 
with pleasure that 

The huge rose 
was always here 
beside you, sunk deep in sleep, 
yours and unknown. 

("Summer Solstice," 2) 

Whatever was once an inadmissible vision-

Everyone sees visions 
but no one admits to it 

("Summer Solstice," 2) 

now appears like an almost real experience. Touching the huge 
rose he touches at the same time, he feels the newly discovered 
force of a spiritual revelation, which until then he had at best 
thought about superficially or only felt intuitively. This new 
knowledge, purely spiritual, was to be acquired only after his body 
was stripped of the leaves-in other words, no longer had erotic 
desires. Before he was at a place of metaphysical drought, but 
now that 

the dancers turned into trees, 
into a huge forest of trees stripped bare 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 1) 

he realizes that the huge rose had always been deep in his side. 
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Because, what else could the dance symbolize here but the point 
and the way of erotic desire and union? It is in the dance that the 
coupling is accomplished between man and woman, who, keeping 
a rhythm and a tuning in their movements, symbolize the eternal 
rhythmic movement of the universe; and even further, the endless 
cycle of life, which starts with birth and, following its predeter
mined course, arrives again and again at the same point: the 
dance that ends in nakedness, the nakedness of death: 

the delirium of flesh, the lovely dance, 
that ends in nakedness. 

("The Thrush," The light) 

The body deprived of its leaves is like a tree stripped bare of 
its characteristic signs of life: the green element. It is also worth 
mentioning other cases in which Seferis identifies the human body 
with a tree: 

When I began to grow up the trees tormented me-
why do you smile? Were you thinking of spring, so harsh for 

children? 
I was very fond of the green leaves 

("Mr. Stratis Thalassinos Describes a Man," Child) 

And elsewhere: 

the pulse of nature sounds on the leaves 
(The Cistern) 

The body is mortal; it is created, it grows, it wastes away and 
it dies. Man can experience this eternal change from one pre
determined stage to another. The more biological decay advances, 
the more "the leaves fall off," the more the other part of one's 
existence, one's soul, becomes enriched and the more it takes heart, 
because the moment of the 11birth-pang of resurrection" draws 
nearer. 

But only now that your lips have touched 
its innermost petals 
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have you known the dancer's dense weight 
fall into time's river-
the terrible splash. 

("Summer Solstice," 2) 

The dance continues to exist as a meaning even after the 
dancer ceases to exist. The dancer's weight, which is the weight of 
his perishable body, falls into time's river. The soul is liberated 
as the leaves become fewer and the body, bared, nears the point 
of sinking. The same is true of Seferis: the "loss" of his body, 
in the sensual sense, results in a purely spiritual gain; the loss 
of the earthly root turns him toward the quest for another kind 
of root, just as the loss of this life creates the preconditions for 
the quest for another life, beyond this one.2 

Its course toward the VEKULa-the descent to the underworld
has already started. "What we call sensuality weighs a lot, as 
many examples show, in the nostalgia and the effort of man for 
a final liberation that some call return to a lost paradise and 
others call union with God .... My own sequence led me from 
sensual Elpenor to the underworld ritual of VEKULa."3 And a 
little further 

Don't dissipate the vitality 
that this breath of life has given you. 

("Summer Solstice," 2) 

Together with the realization of the approaching end, what 
increases in parallel is a sense of the duty not to waste the time 
that remains. 

White seaweed burns, 
gray-haired sea-nymphs, eyes lidless, rise from the waves
shapes that once danced, 
flames now crystallized. 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 2) 

The seaweed must signify here the ornaments ("embellishing 
2Philip Sherrard, "An Antithesis," Anglo-Hellenic Review, November-December 

1951. 
3Essays, 2:50. 
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their speeches as if by seaweeds," Themistios, Discourses; "the 
seaweed and the wax are the cosmetics of Thais and Lais," 
Philostratos). In this climate of decay, spreading within but also 
outside, in the sociopolitical environment, these ornaments are 
lost; they burn. Thus the fair-cheeked graeae ( <DopKu"l 5, o:o 
Krp:w rpo:(o:<; TEKE KO:AAmo:p~oU<; EK YEVET~<; TIOAlCx<;*) 
now rise from the water ugly, without eyelids-those that were 
once shapes of dancers, that is, sensual bodies. 

The sensual symbols are gradually diminishing. Bodies that 
once were the embodiment of passion and of the erotic flame 
are no longer that and the flame is now frozen. 

Snow has covered the world 
("On a Ray of Winter Light," 2) 

What turbid river took us under? 
We stayed in the depths. 
The current flows above our heads, 
bending inarticulate reeds. 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 2) 

The river of time has overflown for the poet and for the 
country and it carries everything away with it. The stream that 
runs over Seferis' head is life, which gradually diminishes. The 
stream that runs over the country is history, which leaves it out 
of the great events taking place in our times, eating its own flesh, 
alone, "like a lonely reed in the plain." Here we can, I think, 
make an indirect but very appropriate comparison, borrowing the 
Platonic myth of the cave: man is condemned to live under
ground, in a dark place, where only sounds and shadows of the 
other life can reach, the real one; and within this terrible present 

the voices 
under the chestnut tree turned into pebbles
pebbles that children throw. 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 5) 

*"To Phorkys Keto bore the fair-cheeked Graeae, gray-haired from birth," Hesiod, 
Theogony, 270 [tr.]. 
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This means that the voices no longer have any meaning, they 
have become voiceless pebbles, nobody listens to them; the chil
dren-representing tomorrow-are playing with them. 

I insist and I repeat that the drama being enacted is dual. On 
one hand, there are the objective reasons for the voices weaken
ing, losing their meaning and finally becoming silent, like pebbles. 
On the other, it is time, the biological time that renders the 
solitude unbearable, as it brings about a gradual separation of 
the individual from life, in which once was an important shelter, 
since the body is stripped of whatever could make it communicate, 
at least sensually, with its environment. Thus, the voices became 
pebbles. They have their own content and their own essence; 
but, just like the pebbles, in spite of the identity of their content 
and their essence they are now isolated; their individuality does 
not permit any communication whatsoever. And the children, the 
future that will judge this nothingness, will play with the voices 
and throw them like pebbles, since they have nothing worthwhile 
to tell them. 

A breath of air, then another, a gust 
as you put down the book 
and tear up useless bygone papers 
or lean forward to watch in the meadow 
arrogant centaurs galloping 
or nubile Amazons with sweat 
in all the runnels of the body 
as they compete at jumping and wrestling. 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 5) 

I believe that Seferis is perhaps the most classical case of a 
Greek man of letters who struggled and succeeded to stay in the 
middle, in the philosophical sense of this term. Consciously and 
persistently he managed, during his peak creative and physical 
years, to suppress any indication of his instincts and impulses. But 
this suppression, or else oppression, may have been able to keep 
them from expresing themselves or from appearing at the surface 
of his poems, but could not prevent the secret accumulation of 
these predominantly erotic forces in other, subconscious regions, 
from where they now spring into the light fearlessly and easily. 
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From the moment that the body becomes, biologically, a bare 
tree, while at the same time not willing to accept its defeat, its 
erotic annihilation, it resorts, in order to "preserve itself," to other 
alternatives, to other means such as those of imagination and 
memory. Love is now for Seferis a memory, a vision of a former 
life. Exactly in this memory or vision it is easy to discern the 
sorrow of the heathen, of the pagan who is not distressed because 
of the fear of death-he is actually longing for it sometimes-but 
for the "sinking" of old age-the drying up of life. Let us not 
forget that "~ALKta," age, "fALKLa" in the demotic language, 
means "robust stature." 

As the submerged memory is now rising, it is charged with a 
novel, for Seferis' poetry, eroticism and a great clarity, a reward 
one might say for the prolonged suppression. The erotic intro
spection is direct and the respective feeling primeval and impul
sive. Besides, the centaurs are not, I believe, unrelated to the 
prevailing sensual atmosphere if we consider that, because of 
their intense erotic pederastic tendency, Theopompos had iden
tified them with the male sexual organs. One can say the same 
about the Amazons, who, in mythology, were the female counter
part of the centaurs. 

Other elements, suggesting or defining the erotic charge of 
the poem, are undoubtedly the words "jumping" and "wrestling," 
which stand primarily for the sexual act. But all this took place 
sometime in the past, before the tree lost its leaves. For this reason 
they appear like 

the rhythm in music that stays 
there at the center like a statue 

immovable. 
("On a Ray of Winter Light," 7) 

The body decays and the soul dreams; the body is afraid of 
death and the soul agonizes about the imminent new birth. Thus, 
agonizing, getting ready, but above all, no longer unsuspecting, 
the soul can discern the portents even among the most simple 
everyday physical phenomena: 
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Gusts of resurrection one dawn 
when you thought it was the sun that had risen. 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 6) 

As far as the sea is concerned, it often assumes, in the poems 
of Seferis we are discussing, a carnal existence, sensual, as his 
most important memories and most of the experiences that marked 
his life are closely associated with it. "You must consider that for 
many of us, the bows of the ships have a place in the iconostasis of 
our childhood, just as for other children the image of a football or 
the pictures of the ancestors."4 

The sea that they call tranquility, 
ships and white sails, 
the breeze off the pine trees and Aegina' s mountain, 
panting breath; 
your skin glided over her skin, 
easy and warm, 
thought barely formed and forgotten at once. 

("Summer Solstice," 11) 

The sea is associated-at least here-exclusively with erotically 
charged memories. And it is probably not accidental that Seferis 
refers to a particular place, clearly defined-the island of Aegina, 
mentioning specifically the mountain of Aegina. I am saying this 
because I happen to know for sure that in this place the poet 
spent one of the happiest periods of his life, around 1937, with 
a woman who later became the companion of his life, Maro 
Seferis. And it is at this farthest point that memory, his own 
memory, is pierced by a spear like an octopus and turns dark from 
the ink it spurts. 

But in the shallow sea 
a speared octopus spurted ink, 
and in the depths-
only consider how far down the beautiful islands go. 

("Summer Solstice," 11) 

4Selected Essays, 150. 
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It is well known what meanings and symbolisms the octopus 
is associated with. As for the beautiful islands, beyond their geo
graphical significance, it is not improbable that they also suggest 
the human body, which comes to an end after its leaves have 
abandoned it. From the moment the octopus spurted ink, from 
the moment the last fortress of man-memory-is darkened, every
thing is ready for the light. 

4. SEFERIS AND THE LIGHT 

The poplar's breathing in the little garden 
measures your time 
day and night-
a water-dock filled by the sky. 
In strong moonlight its leaves 
trail black footprints across the white wall 

("Summer Solstice," 7) 

The little garden is the actual little garden of Seferis' house 
in Athens, but it is also the small world and country that keeps 
diminishing. The poplar is the tree that rises above the poet's 
little garden, but it is also a water-dock that the sky fills and is 
about to empty. The poet-a modern Odysseus-has by now re
turned home; he is enjoying his house and his garden. He is, 
however, getting ready, constantly, for the new great journey. 
The poplar's leaves, in the moonlight, become deadly footprints 
on the wall: death is near. Besides, the water-clock was counting 
moments of pleasure; the garden was heavenly: 

alone you kept the whole 
tragic clepsydra dumb, 
as though it had seen the Hydra 
in the heavenly garden. 

("Turning Point") 
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Now the water-dock becomes irrevocably empty. Time is 
reaching its limit. 

Along the border the pine trees are few, 
and beyond, marble and beams of light 

("Summer Solstice," 7) 

At this point one cannot help but stop and admire the manner 
in which the poet transforms his immediate environment into a 
metaphysical region. You can indeed see from his house the few 
pine trees interrupt the view at a certain point, beyond which 
another life starts: the other world. 

In this new agony he is alone; no one shares it and nature 
around him remains unchanged, indifferent about his imminent 
transition. The change takes place exclusively within himself: 

Yet the blackbird sings 
when it comes to drink 
and sometimes you hear the turtle-dove's call. 

("Summer Solstice," 7) 

Only at certain moments is the inevitable, death, surrounded 
by a sensual veil; it becomes the other side of sensuality. 

In the little garden-this tiny patch
you can see the light of the sun 
striking two red carnations, 
an olive tree and a bit of honeysuckle 

("Summer Solstice," 7) 

He has traveled, lived in exile, returned home, and now the 
whole country seems to have grown smaller; it has become just 
"ten steps." 

This place-earthen pitcher
gets dryer and dryer. 

("Summer Solstice," 4) 

From this point on, after having defined his social and strictly 
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personal-existential environment, the poet starts his great adven
ture with the light. His course toward the light had started some
time ago; he is now telling us approximately when this happened. 

Years ago you said: 
"Essentially I'm a matter of light." 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 4) 

... Op<i q>6:oc; 'liEA.toLo" (he looks at the sunlight) is how 
Homer puts it. But let us look at some earlier references of Seferis 
to the light: "Essentially I believe the light is the reason. There 
must be something in the light that makes us what we are. In 
Greece one is more friendly, more familiar with the universe. 
It is something difficult to express. An idea becomes an object 
with an amazing ease, one would think that it is incarnated, 
physiologically, on the spider-web of the sun."1 Or "There is a 
drama of blood played out between the light and the sea, all 
around us here, that very few sense. It is not sensualism ... There 
is a drama of blood much deeper, much more organic (body and 
soul), which may become apparent to whoever perceives that 
behind the gray and golden weft of the Attic summer exists a 
frightful black; that we are all of us the playthings of this black."2 

The light in the poetry of Seferis, the earlier as well as the 
later, assumes the form of fate, to which man, sooner or later, has 
to succumb; and furthermore, succumb not to the visible form of 
light but to its other side, the dark one, from where eventually 
the flame springs up. 

And still today when you lean 
on the broad shoulders of sleep 
or even when they anchor you 
to the sea's drowsy breast 
you look for crannies where the blackness 
has worn thin and has no resistance 
groping your search for the lance-

lSelected Essays, 153. 

2G. Seferis, A Poet's Journal: Days of 1945-1951, tr. Athan Anagnostopoulos 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1974) 31. 
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the last destined to pierce your heart 
and lay it open to the light. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 4) 

The living man is, in reality, in a state of constant sleep; it is 
impossible for him, immersed as he is in his daily worries, to 
perceive the absolute light, to break through this light here, 
which is actually the essence of darkness, of ignorance. This life 
here is not the real one; in the poem it is symbolized with "the 
sea's drowsy breast"-nothing can awaken it. The tempest in the 
sea is only an illusion of awakening; the sea will once again quiet 
down, once again become calm-without being able, however, to 
consciously experience these changes. Precisely the same happens 
with man. 

Seferis, nearing the end of his life, with the experience of a 
man who has seen and learned a lot, is asking, rightfully, to be-' 
come familiar, to know finally this real light, challenging his fate. 
He is groping to find "the lance destined to pierce (his] heart." 
The fact that the lance is a specific one ("destined") confirms the 
assumption that what we are dealing with here is fate. 

He is in a hurry to leave; perhaps he wants to hasten his 
departure-transition because he feels disappointed with the wretch
edness of his environment. He is waiting for the call. Once he 
was probably deceived by a ray of winter light; at that time he 
said: 

Gusts of resurrection one dawn 
when you thought it was the sun that had risen. 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 6) 

But now, when his blood has merged with the light, trying to 
become completely identified with it, he cannot be satisfied with 
conventional solutions. He is searching anxiously but without fear 
for the regenerating and purifying power of fire; because 

Flame is healed by flame, 
not in the slow trickle of moments 
but in a single flash at once; 
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like the longing that merges with another longing 
so that the two remained transfixed ... 

This breath of life is not a transition: 
The thunderbolt rules it 

("On a Ray of Winter Light," 7) 
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"Oi.aKLcr~6c;," from Heraclitus' "TO: 5£ TICxV'Ta oi.aKL~El KE
pauvoc;" (All things are directed by the thunderbolt) means 
to cut time in two: this one here, imprisoned by time limits and 
the other, the timeless and therefore eternal, where all that has 
happened can happen anew in the light. The Heraclitean thunder
bolt, which is the eternal fire, cuts in between life and death 
("by 'thunderbolt' he [Heraclitus J means the eternal fire"
Fragment 65, Diels). 

The ray of winter light is, then, for Seferis an irrevocable 
premonition of the end that is nearing. It is this premonition 
that causes a huge crack in his paganism and leads him into accept
ing the Eleatic philosophy, according to which the soul never 
ceases to exist-it only passes from the changeable to the immu
table, undergoing a series of transformations but never reaching 
nothingness. 

The distinction between being and not being is not acceptable 
to Seferis; for him only the being exists-which he divides, how
ever, into various levels, mostly qualitative. And it is exactly those 
levels that the thunderbolt "oi.aKL~EL," in other words, separates 
and directs. 

Sun, you are playing with me 
but this is no dance-
such extreme nakedness 
is blood almost, 
or some savage forest; 

("On Stage," 1) 

Seferis is on the verge of catharsis; he is facing the transition, 
for which an indispensable precondition is the free and conscious 
acceptance of the torture of flame. Until now, he has known and 
exalted the light, to the extent that his idiosyncrasy and his 
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senses permitted. From now on, the time of crisis begins: "After 
he has known . . . the great works of art, has become very 
familiar with them, has made them his 'bone marrow,' after he 
has cultivated and strengthened his imagination, knowing that a 
moment will come when he will find himself alone, without any 
help from either gods or men and naked."3 For, "whoever learns 
the finest details of an art, moves always forward in the dark, 
and without his initial knowledge, because had he not left it 
behind, he would never have been able to free himself from it."4 

We are not dealing here with the erotically charged nakedness of 
man that leads to the dance, the erotic act, but with the agony of 
a man who, having passed by far the middle of his life, feels that 
something he had been long wondering about is now realized or 
is tending to be realized: "If the light of the day and the blood 
of man were the same thing ?"5 

The line "or some savage forest," taken directly from Erophile 
[a seventeenth-century Cretan tragedy), 

And I stand here trembling, as if I had to cross 
an angry sea or some wild forest, 

is obviously intended to enhance the feeling of absolute naked
ness and loneliness to which one is led by the complete experience 
and deep knowledge of things here. This crisis is not something 
that happened suddenly and unexpectedly. It has been in prepara
tion for some time; a multitude of signs foretold it, which some
times were felt by the poet and sometimes not. He knew, then, 
about it, he was expecting it, only that now he is concerned that 
he cannot foresee or even guess its consequences. "I know that a 
crisis will occur whose consequences I cannot reckon . . . that 
perhaps I have done something like provoking the dead, or vio
lating the nature of things-a shameless act ... "6 

Yet there, on the other shore, 
under the cave's black stare, 

3Essays, 1:154. 
4St. John of the Cross. 
5G. Seferis, On the Greek Style, trs. Rex Warner and Th. Frangopoulos 

(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1966) 104. 
6A Poefs Journal, 166. 
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sun in your eyes, birds on your shoulders, 
you were there; you suffered 
the other labor, love, 
the other dawn, the reappearance 
the other birth, the resurrection. 

("On Stage," 7) 
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The symbols are by now clearly definable: the other shore, 
the cave's black stare-one can easily understand what they stand 
for. Behind the black opening of the Platonic cave one can now 
see more than just the shadows of the real life-the poet discerns 
the other shore, where everything seems to acquire a supersensory 
dimension. 

The new belief-if not pursuit-of Seferis can be summarized 
in three words: Love, presence, resurrection. First love, which 
in order to be experienced requires the struggle of the soul of a 
mystic; of a soul, in other words, freed from any bodily element 
that could prevent its union with the divine. Then, presence or 
reappearance (second coming), which implies a world where 
everything signifies love. And finally, resurrection or else the new 
birth, as Seferis, accepting an Eleatic view of things, cannot 
imagine that life is something that ends here. He is filled with 
horror at the idea of decay if there is no hope that it will lead to 
a new form of existence, if it is not destined to bring about a new 
birth. 

Yet there in the vast dilation of time, 
you were remade 
drop by drop, like resin, 
like the stalactite, the stalagmite. 

("On Stage," 7) 

The new birth will not be, like this one, fated to end in 
bankruptcy; it will take place in a world that is boundless, vastly 
dilated, timeless and indeterminable. Except that this birth does 
not occur all at once, but after it has been preceded by a difficult 
struggle founded in love-like resin, like the stalactite, the stalag
mite. 
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On one side the sun at its grandest, 
on the other the new moon, 

THE CHARIOTEER 

distant in memory like those breasts. 
Between them the chasm of a night of stars, 
life's deluge. 

("Summer Solstice," 1) 

Seferis keeps approaching the point where time stands still. 
This approach becomes evident between two poles-symbols of 
time: the sun, on the one side and the moon on the other, which 
stand for the beginning and the end of a day and by analogy the 
sunrise and sunset of a life. 

The center and the judge of the world is the sun. This is why 
Seferis chooses the longest day of the year (this is the meaning of 
the summer solstice) and makes it a symbol of the other light or, 
more correctly, considers it as the steady point between time and 
timelessness. As far as the moon is concerned, it is new because 
it is not far removed from the moment the poet realized that the 
end, the one he now envisions and expects, had always been 
lurking inside him; from the moment he realized that the huge 
rose (the flame) had always been near him, closely at his side. 

In order to go any further with the poem of Seferis I believe 
that we should take into account the possibility of a dual mean
ing-in other words, that we are dealing with a clearly phenomen
ological expression, in the sense that there are two dramas being 
enacted: one on the surface and another in the depths, which 
takes place within the poet and possesses him. Starting from the 
material existence of things, the sensible aspect of events, the poet 
is gradually elevated to other spheres, more substantial and 
broader. Given this fact, what could he mean when he speaks 
about the sun and the moon standing "distant in memory like 
those breasts"? What is certain is the fact that "between them" 
there is "the chasm of a night full of stars," that is, the "deluge" 
of this life, here, stripped from any meaning. Then, there are two 
explanations for their comparison with those breasts. One is that 
the beginning and the end are separated from each other like two 
lively young breasts; and the other that they are far apart, from 
each other, as far as is, by now, the moment of pleasure that those 
breasts offered the poet sometime in the past. The word those 
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makes us favor the second explanation, as it creates the belief
not quite unshakable, however-that Seferis is talking here about 
two specific woman's breasts. But let us proceed: 

The horses on the threshing floors 
gallop and sweat 
over scattered bodies. 
Everything finds its way there. 

("Summer Solstice," 1) 

The threshing floor is the place where, according to our 
popular tradition, man fights his last battle with death; it is, 
in other words, the place between life and death. Everything finds 
its way there. Moreover, the threshing floor can be seen as the 
steady point of the world, the axis around which everything 
rotates. This axis is the eternally immovable point that is not 
affected by any physical law, such as, for instance, the law of 
centrifugal force. Consequently, everything found on the thresh
ing floor is carried into an intoxicating whirlpool and disappears 
in its depths. Thus, the threshing floor, in the final analysis, repre
sents human fate. 

Everything finds its way there, 
and this woman 
whom you saw when she was beautiful, suddenly 
sags, gives way, kneels. 
The millstones grind up everything 
and everything turns into stars 

("Summer Solstice," 1) 

Nothing can escape its fate; not even the woman (Circe?) 
who was once beautiful, a symbol of frivolity and self-conceit
that is why I suspect it is Circe, the woman who represented the 
instinct and longing of sensuality and who never imagined, im
mersed as she was in her precious beauty, that the sensual pleasure 
she offered was, in essence, nothing but "the other side of decay." 
Even she cannot resist the fatal moment, she "sags, gives way, 
kneels" and is finally ground up indiscriminately, by the mill
stones, turning into a star. What the poet may be trying to suggest 
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by this is the absolute order and harmony that exist in the heaven
ly domain, the eternal serenity of the other life. 

Eve of the longest day 
("Summer Solstice," 1) 

The soul, freed now from all concerns, having walked the 
painful road of deprivation and absolute negation of life's plea
sures, has now assumed a passive stance, and, silently consenting, 
awaits another force that will help it cross to the other shore. 

At that time of dawn 
when dreams come true 
I saw lips opening 
petal by petal. 

("Summer Solstice," 10) 

We are dealing here with a joyful vision of the other world, 
where the poet believes that his dreams will come true. It is like 
being in the womb of this life, awaiting to be reborn, upon death, 
into the other world, where love is free of any limitation and any 
pettiness. Lips open there "petal by petal," creating an intense 
eroticism; they are self-existent, liberated from the confining and 
perishable body. And this erotic feast is closely associated with 
death, which is constantly getting nearer-a situation very often 
encountered in our popular tradition where the pagan element 
predominates. In this tradition too, a peculiar relation is implied 
between the dead and Charon ("Xapoc;," the personification of 
death), which indicates how closely associated are, in the popular 
view, the ideas of death and love; for instance: 

Don't say that I was killed, don't say that I perished 
but say that I got married in the desolate plain.* 

However, in spite of the often encountered pagan attitude of 
Seferis, his metaphysical tendencies keep increasing and gaining 
strength as the poem proceeds-of course never reaching the point 

*M~v -n:ij-rE m0<; oKo-rci>91']Ka, !l~V -n:ij-rE m0<; EX6:9T)V, 
va -n:ij'rE -n:w<; -n:av-rpEU1:T)Ka o-rov EPT)!lO 1:0V Myyo. 
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of a complete metaphysical belief. One gets the impression that 
the poet is a pagan who, shortly before his death, becomes aware 
of the existence of God. A Catholic would most probably expect 
his death as an indication of paternal affection, as some kind 
of providence whose purpose would be to bring him into a secret 
communion with the divine. In this process the body is absent, 
which we could not easily say about Seferis, who very often gives 
the impression that he envisions the other world as a place of 
fulfilment of erotic desires, freed from the destructive elements 
of everyday life. 

A slender sickle shone in the sky. 
I was afraid it might cut them down. 

("Summer Solstice," 10) 

As happens in many of our demotic songs, death assumes the 
form of a sickle. 

My fearsome, pitiless and dark appearance 
and the sickle I am holding ... * 

Thus does Charon appear in Erophile. Seferis' fear, as it is 
now being manifested, tends to free itself of his deep-seated 
syndromes. He is afraid that the visions he sees there, on the 
other shore, might degenerate into a nightmare. 

The blood surges now 
as heat swells 
the veins of the inflamed sky. 
It is trying to go beyond death, 
to discover joy. 

("Summer Solstice," 12) 

By now the distance to the end is minimal. Soon the light will 
be "riveted to the heart of the many-petalled rose." 

It would be worthwhile, however, to retrace the path. First 
came the realization that death, the "huge rose," had always been 

*'H aypto: K' TJ aveAET'!tT) K' TJ OKOTElvTJ 9Cilpt6: !-lOU, 

Ko:l -ro 5pETI6:vt Tiou C?>cxo-r& ••• 
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here, beside him but unknown; it was his but unknown. In order 
to feel, at a certain moment, its presence, he had to first touch 
its innermost petals. It is in this phase that the absolute identifica
tion of his blood with the light is realized. This is followed by 
the search for the spear, the one "destined" to pierce his heart 
so that his blood, or the light, could be united with the outside 
light, in a brilliant feast. The sky, the carrier of the outside light, 
is itself inflamed, troubled, by the expectation of this union; the 
sky even has veins-so intensely does Seferis' sensibility function. 
He projects and attributes his own agony and pain to the sky; 
he and the sky are like two organisms striving to unite, so that 
the death of one of them-since this will be the result of the 
union-would lead to the new birth. The blood 11is trying to go 
beyond death to discover joy." Because only through death is 
time repealed, its objective division as past, present and future is 
abolished and man becomes a middle ground between death and 
heaven. It is for this reason that we feel Seferis is seized by a new 
shiver of happiness in the first beckoning he senses from the sky, 
as he sees that everything leads to a joyful conclusion. The body 
has turned into an "empty cage," and the soul is ready to fly-if 
the soul is really the blood-the light and the thirst for light. 

Or, 

... He stands upright 
on the bank, among piles of bones 
among heaps of yellow leaves: 
empty cage that waits 
for the hour of fire. 

("The Old Man") 

The body dies the water clouds the soul 
hesitates ... 
but the flame doesn't change. 

("Mr. Stratis Thalassinos Describes a Man") 

Seferis, in order to enter the region of the high dream, must 
first fulfil certain essential requirements: (a) an acceptance of the 
insignificance of this life; (b) a humiliation in the face of finite 
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time and place; (c) the acceptance without any reservation of a 
possible torture during the passage through the unchangeable and 
eternal flame; and (d) the development of a special vision and of 
a technique forgotten in our times, a vision that can be acquired, 
by a profound experience of the universal unity and harmony and 
by maintaining one's memory in a state of constant alert, so that 
one can receive, at any time, the messages of eternity, within 
which things do not simply exist but also primarily have meaning. 

One particular point, however, that draws the attention of 
the "adequate reader" of the Three Secret Poems is that Seferis, 
facing the death he longs for, does not expect liberation but joy. 
This confirms what the reader suspected all along, that the poet, 
in spite of his conversion, does not succeed finally in becoming 
a genuine, full-fledged metaphysical believer. He accepts the idea 
of the downfall of the soul in this life and its agony; he de
nounces his body that has wasted in time, as he denounces, from 
a certain point on, worldly things. Yet he envisions an after-death 
liberation in another world-which is, however, in essence a mate
rial world, where pleasures are, to a large extent, sensual. "Sus
pended," unfulfilled "passions" await the second coming in order 
to be fulfilled, while souls, liberated by death, want "to become 
man and woman again," something one never sees happening in a 
western metaphysical writer. In Eliot, for instance, and more 
specifically in the "Four Quartets," Christ is a surgeon trying to 
cure man from the disease that is life. We are all sick, he says, 
but we cannot diagnose our sickness and we call this condition 
health. Man, after death, becomes immaterial, without any desires. 

The light is a pulse 
beating even more slowly 
as though about to stop. 

("Summer Solstice," 12) 

The tragedy is coming to its end; catharsis is being accom
plished. 

Soon now the sun will stop. 
Dawn's ghosts 
have blown into the dry shells; 
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a bird sang three times, three times only. 
("Summer Solstice," 13) 

One might say that Seferis, near the end of his life, feels 
betrayed by life. I am saying that because the three times that the 
bird sang lead me to the description of the scene of Christ's betrayal 
by Peter in the Bible: "And immediately, while he was still 
speaking, the cock crowed. And the Lord turned and looked at 
Peter. And Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had 
said to him, 'Before the cock crows today, you will deny me three 
times.' "7 Also, he once said that death is something one simply 
suspects; it comes suddenly and no one has a chance to experience 
it fully: "death, for us is a sudden wound ... "8 Perhaps it is 
because then he believed only in the light; he had not suspected 
a life beyond this, or that death requires a slow preparation that 
leads to a new birth: 

the lizard on a white stone 
motionless 
stares at the parched grass 
where a tree snake slithered away. 

("Summer Solstice," 13) 

There are other instances in Seferis' poetry where a lizard 
marks landscapes or situations immobilized in time, emphasizing 
the dead silence and the thirst of this life-the dryness of earthly 
life, which is expressed very eloquently by the image of the dry, 
parched grass. 

* * * 
Charon (death) in most of our folksongs has the form of a 

black horseman. Here, however, he is presented differently, be
cause the poet's eyes are always turned toward the sky that is 
ready to open: 

A black wing makes a deep gash 

7Luke 22:60-61. 
sselected Essays, 149. 
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high in the sky's blue dome-
look at it, you'll see it break it open. 

("Summer Solstice," 13) 

Finally the poet will cry out 

Birth-pang of resurrection 
("Summer Solstice," 13) 

153 

This is the moment when the ultimate spiritual experience is 
gained; an experience that can lead to a union with the divine, 
because "spiritual pleasure in the beginning is bitter like a medi
cine but at the end is like ambrosia."9 

The. poet is face-to-face with the miracle that is accomplished 
only by death. God, who in the "deluge of life" was conspicuously 
absent, now seems to present himself rising. Christianity and 
paganism coexist and, deeply experienced, lead the poet to a 
secret love. 

It should be emphasized that Seferis, in his previous life, was 
not a believer. He never felt-at least as seen in his poetry-any 
remorse for the desires of the body; he loved nature excessively; 
he even had a feeling identifying humaneness with the Greek 
landscape. It is perhaps for this reason that it was difficult for 
him to cut himself off from his natural environment, the one that 
shaped him. One gets the impression that this conversion, now, 
this acceptance of a metaphysical conception of the world, is the 
result of an overwhelming need to hold onto something-as he 
feels that he is alone amidst a savage forest-to find shelter in a 
safe and calm place. He, too, could-if his rich knowledge per
mitted him-come to an agreement with God, like Makriyannis 
did: "And I beg him [the Saint) to give me nice silver-covered 
arms and fifteen purses of money and I would offer him a big 
silver candelabra. After all the shouts I reached an agreement 
with the Saint."10 

By pointing out all these things I do not intend to cast doubt 
on the genuineness of the new Seferis; I am trying, gropingly, 
to locate its deeper roots. This is· quite difficult because, even if 

9Leaves from the Garden of Marcyas (Athens: Pyrinos Cosmos, 1972) 29. 
lOMakriyannis, Memoirs. 
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there were some warning signs-and I now realize that indeed 
there were-in his earlier poetry about this conversion, they were 
never paid the attention they probably deserved by the critics. 
Now, after the Three Secret Poems, I believe they should be 
reexamined on a new basis. 

Now 
with the lead melted for divination* 
with the brilliance of the summer sea 
all life's nakedness; 

("Summer Solstice," 14) 

Now that death is something already experienced, memory, 
or rather everything that memory is composed of, seems to be 
exposed upon an inclined plane, so that all is visible to the poet, 
both the nearest and the farthest. 

Our fate: spilled lead; our fate can't change
nothing's to be done. 
They spilled the lead in water under the stars, and may the 

fires burn. 
("Fires of St. John") 

At that time, fate could not be changed; it was molten lead 
already cast, it was shaped permanently, by others. But now every
thing can be born again, as the fire has not yet been extinguished, 
it has just been lit. This is what Seferis believes, setting this faith 
of his symbolically on the longest day of the year, the day of the 
summer solstice, St. John's day, when the children light up fires 
and perform the ritual of KAT]'f>ova<; (klidonas) to find out 
what lies in the future. On the day the lead is still molten and 
the fires are burning everything can be made anew. The fire 
provides the consolation of resurrection. It may cause pain, but 
deep inside it one can discern the hope of a rebirth into the light, 
which makes the soul endure its burden happily. 

*On the eve of St. John's day (June 24) the boys light up small fires and 
jump over them for good luck and the girls drop molten lead into water and 
from the shape it takes upon cooling try to guess the profession of their future 
husband [tr.}. 
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The transition and the standing still, the subsidence and the 
upsurge, 

the lips, the gently touched skin
all are longing to burn. 

("Summer Solstice," 14) 

Because 

Flame is healed by flame 
("On a Ray of Winter Light," 7) 
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And :J.S Heraclitus conceived it: "Fire lives the death of air, and 
air lives the death of fire; water lives the death of earth, earth 
that of water" (fragment 25, Loeb). 

As the pine tree at the stroke of noon 
mastered by resin 
strains to bring forth flame 
and can't endure the pangs any longer-

("Summer Solstice", 14) 

Similarly the soul hurries to leave its prison, as it has already 
been essentially separated from the body, now that everything is 
drowned in the vortex of fire. 

It is not accidental, I believe, that Seferis invokes here the 
agony of a tree to emphasize the agony of the soul, if we recall 
something he had written earlier: " ... it is incredible how this 
hum of the blood or the sap rises inside you; we must have been, 
in the beginning, trees." 

summon the children to gather the ash, 
to sow it. 
Everything that has passed has fittingly passed. 
And even what has not yet passed 
must burn 
this noon when the sun is riveted 
to the heart of the many-petalled rose. 

("Summer Solstice," 14) 
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Using as a starting point the custom of St. John's day, when 
after the fires are extinguished, the women collect the ashes and 
keep them, believing that thus their homes will be protected, the 
poet concludes with the message that death is probably the only 
event whose results concern others. While everything will be 
burned, the ashes will be the seed for the fire of tomorrow, which 
the children will light: the future; for the fire is the seed that 
never dies. 

Everything that has passed has fittingly passed 

Everything must burn this noon "when the sun is riveted 
to the heart of the many-petalled rose." The many-petalled rose 
assumes here a clearly erotic quality, symbolizing the divine reve
lation that is hidden behind death. The rose symbolizes something 
similar in Dante's Paradise, where its petals represent the liberated 
while in its center burns bright the light of God. 

All this takes place in the heart of the Eleatic summer and is 
£v{)-Ecx (full of God). The soul is a flaming mass, victorious in 
the struggle. And Seferis can cry out, like Valery does in his poem 
"The Graveyard by the Sea," 

With soul stripped to the torches of the solstice, 
I can withstand you, admirable justice 
Of light ... 



IN SEFERIS' POETIC WORKSHOP 

BY COSTAS G. PAPAGEORGIOU 

I sincerely believe that no effort, no care, 
no stylistic need should count when it comes 
to the precision of the Greek expression. 
Precision is the beauty that our generation 
has a duty to discover, just as the older 
generations brought color and light to the 
gray landscape that the puristic language 
had covered. 

G. Seferis, "Monologue on Poetry"1 

Precision is beauty. This sentence defines the upper limit 
that Seferis himself sets not only for his own poetic course but 
also for that of his generation (the "generation of the 30s' "). 
It defines the framework within which he and his fellow
travelers must define their poetic position; it constitutes, in other 
words, the most essential element of his poetry. 

The achievement or-on less happy occasions-the approach 
to this target has been adequately discussed by critics in a large 
part, if not in most, of his poetic work. However, what has not 
been emphasized, as much as it probably should, is that Seferis 
does realize his ideal absolutely (which is the perfect identifica
tion of precision with beauty) in his last composite work, the 
Three Secret Poems; perhaps because this work, already twenty 
years after it was published ( 1966), has very seldom become 
the object of attention by the critics of Seferis' work, and 
whenever any attention was paid to it, it was examined incidentally 
and, at any rate, insufficiently. 

This poetic work (the Three Secret Poems) constitutes, in my 
opinion, the highest poetic achievement of Seferis and one of 
the most important achievements in modern Greek poetry. It 
is only because one finds in it, condensed and profoundly as
similated, the experience of long years of both personal and social 

lG. Seferis, .60KL[lE<; [Essays}, 3d ed. (Athens: Ikaros, 1974) 1:111. 
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life as well as an accomplished poetic sensibility in its finest 
hour, but mostly because one ascertains, as already mentioned, 
the achievement by the poet of his loftiest poetic ideal: attaining 
precision of expression, which, in this case, is identical with 
beauty. A precision and, by extension, a beauty which, as they 
appear fixed in the final form of the poem, do not permit a 
third party, the reader, to realize or even to suspect the labor, 
the care, the decision to sacrifice even the style that were required 
in order to achieve this precision and beauty to the extent they 
were already achieved. 

Of course the agony, the struggle of the artist to subjugate 
his material to his poetic vision, to tame the matter and give it 
the form he wants seem to have disappeared from the finished 
poem. Besides, it would be a disadvantage to be able to discern 
in any finished poem the course the poet took in order to arrive 
at it-his difficulties of expression until he succeeds, whenever he 
does, in reaching the desired precision of expression. The reader 
should, conceivably, be able to do something like that only if 
he were lucky enough to have at his disposal written documentation 
of the poet's course from the original conception to the completion 
of a specific poem. Only then would he be able to stop at the 
various stages of the poetic process in progress and discern in 
them, with certainty, the remnants or only the traces of the 
painful effort that is summarized in the expression: "I write 
a poem." 

To be more specific, I come to the task at hand. The words 
of Seferis himself that I quoted as an epigraph apply exactly, 
I believe, to the earlier versions of the Three Secret Poems as I 
have them in front of me-handwritten, with their scratchings 
and deletions, from the first version, the seminal one, to the 
more mature and then the final, the one printed in the book. 

These words of Seferis, written in 1939, in addition to the 
fact that they foreshadow and to some extent direct his sub
sequent development and also that they outline his mature poetic 
technique at an early stage, have also been for me the guiding 
thread in my attempt to approach, whenever I wanted to, his 
poetry. In this particular case, I considered these early versions 
as a suggestion given in the form of a confession by the poet 
himself about the manner in which I could travel the difficult 
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distance between the initial conception and the final form of one 
of his poems (here the Three Secret Poems) and retrace, to the 
extent that this is possible, the path that the poet followed in 
order to reach his ultimate poetic goal: precision of expression. 

The fact that I had at my disposal the poet's original seminal 
material of the poem did not make me feel that I had been 
guaranteed a safer, more complete and more substantial under
standing of it. It is just that the possibility of entering, with the 
help of this material, into more private domains of the poet, 
into his poetic workshop so to speak, was the beginning of a 
challenging and stimulating-! would even say sadomasochistic
disposition, which led me next to abandon or rather to risk 
losing the "certain" emotional impact of the final printed poem 
in order to follow the poet in his arduous and painful effort 
to reach or only touch the utmost limits of his expressive ability. 

* * * 
The three stages of the creative process of a poem by Seferis, 

if we omit minor changes in details and present the general 
outline, can be summarized as the following: 

The first is the stage of poetic conception or, to put it dif
ferently, the stage in which the raw material for the poem is 
located; the first seed, as it is put on paper. One could say that 
this stage consists of the moment at which the poem is "given" 
to the poet-as Seferis liked to put it, considering the poet as 
an intermediary receiver of the "message," probably influenced 
by Eliot. 

It is at this moment that the "secret union" takes place
instantaneously or at a slow pace-between those elements that 
are essential for the creation of a poetic work: feelings, emotions, 
images, expressions, etc., elements that, as long as they exist 
independently, separate from each other, may create a diffuse 
poetic atmosphere but cannot create the poem. This material, 
from the moment it assumes its, albeit preliminary, poetic flesh, 
gives to the experienced and able artist the possibility to foresee 
whether it has or not, and to what extent, the potential for 
further elaboration, for a confirmation; to decide, in other words 
whether he will reject it, abandon it even temporarily, or whether 
it will become for him the starting point or event and also the 
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ground for a new effort toward poetic expression. Thus, for 
instance, the line 

where do the scattered words go? 

was retained and came to fruition, and subsequently spread and 
grew, holding on finally through the next two stages of processing, 
to finally end up, fully developed, in the finished poem (section 
6 of "On Stage") 

When will you speak again? 
Our words are the children of many people. 
They are sown, are born like infants, 
take root, are nourished with blood. 
As pine trees 
hold the wind's imprint 
after the wind has gone, is no longer there. 

On the contrary, absent from the final printed work are cer
tain lines or even whole poems, although they seem to have 
been through the entire sequence of processing stages; as, for 
instance, the poems 

::::E.pcu, 
Kl ETict-ra -B-O:p9a Y) EpTJ~O<;, 
OKEAc9pa £;;<0cuv 'ITOIJ aOTI:p((;;ouv 
aav ao~EO"rTJ<;, 
cm-rao(c<; 'ITOU a· appcuo-ra(vouv 
Kal -ro a-rcyvo A.apuyyt-
~0: civat -r6ao -ro q>wc;. 

* * * 
"OA.a -ra TiouA.oOv 
ooa ooa 
~aoavto~E.vc<; l!JUXE<; 
Kal Kop~tO: cXv-B'pc:mcuv. 

I know 
then the desert will come 
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animal skeletons shining 
like whitewash, 
visions that make you sick 
and the dry throat-
but there is so much light. 

* * * 
They sell everything 
at bargain prices 
tortured souls 
and human bodies. 

161 

These poems, although they quite obviously fit into the gen
eral spirit and climate of the book, were finally not considered 
worth including in it; one can only discern, with some dif
ficulty, the second one incorporated or I would say compressed 
in sections "3" and "4," especially "4," of the "Summer Solstice."2 

The second stage is the one in which the poet, having defined 
with some precision the central core of the poem, having preset, 
though with some flexibility, the upper and lower limits with 
which he intends to move, and, most importantly, having foreseen 
the potential of a significant poetic effectiveness, is getting ready 
to test his poetic means; he is ready for evaluation, precision and 
subsequently for a sounding of his own sensitivity. 

For Seferis, in particular, one gets the feeling that in this, 
the second stage, the main thrust of his effort is in trying to 
detach the man, who suffers and gets passionately involved with 
this material, poetically yet unshaped-though poetic in essence
from his close, one might say umbilical attachment to this material. 
Then, after he succeeds in detaching this man-who is actually 
himself-to subdue him and his passion, so that in composing 

2Section "3." Yet in sleep of this kind/dreams degenerate so readily into 
nightmares./Like a fish gleaming under the waves,/then burying itself in the 
slimy depths,/or the chameleon when it changes color./In the city now turned into 
a brothel/ pimps and whores/hawk putrid charms; ... 

Section "4." Litter swirls/in the mad scattering wind/right left, up down./ 
Fine lethal fumes/dissolve men's limbs./Souls/Jonging to leave the body/thirst, 
but they can't find water anywhere:/they stick here, stick there, haphazardly,/ 
birds caught in lime-in vain they struggle/until their wings fail completely. 
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the poem he cleanses it from all kinds of emotional but also 
rationalistic discolorations. 

From this point of view, the second stage is the most painful 
for the poet, because it is during it that he must eliminate, with 
the help of his personality and his accomplished style, this very 
same personality in the narrow sense of the word. Moreover, 
it is again in this same stage that he must sacrifice the emotional 
intensity of the poem in the name of its poetic function, while 
at the same time separating the genuine from everything un
necessary and intrusive and eliminating the latter; only God 
knows how difficult this is, since they also are his, they belong 
to him and that is why they exist and manifest themselves. In 
section 7 of the "Summer Solstice," one can easily discern the 
traces of this process1 if one compares it with one of its 
earlier versions: 

MCcll'E va llYJ yupEUEL<; 'reX 'TtOAAa. 
To 'TtOLl'Jlla 

lJ.YJV TO KaTa'TtOV'rl~El<; 
crt'a <?la-8-La 11:A.at'6:vLa 
-8'p£ljJE t'o lJ.E -ro <?~paxo Kal -ro xwlla 
'TtOU EXEL<;. 
Ta 11:EpLcrcr6-rEpa 
'TtEpllJ.EVE 11:pwt'a va croO oo-8-ouv. 

"A -8-EAEL<; aA.A.a Vt'UOOU TYJV apKOUOa t'~<; cX'TtOKpl'JCX<; 
ll lJ.aOKetpEljJOU Kal x6pEUE 
t'o ya·c-ravaKL. 

Learn not to ask for too much. 
The poem 

don't drown it 
in deep plane trees 
nurture it with the earth and rock 
you have. 
For things beyond this 
wait until they are given to you. 
If you want more, put on the costume of the 

Carnival bear 
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or masquerade and dance 
with ribbons around the pole. 
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Beyond the basic differences in individual details that can 
be easily identified between the above version and the final 
one, below, 

Accept who you are. 
Don't 

drown the poem in deep plane trees; 
nurture it with what earth and rock you have. 
For things beyond this-
to find them dig in the same place. 

our attention should be found mainly on the last three lines 
of the early draft: If you want more, put on the costume of the 
Carnival bear, etc., for the simple reason that these lines, al
though they stay with the poem through all the stages of its 
processing, are finally eliminated and do not appear even modified 
in the published book. One can also say the same about the last 
five lines of section 3, which have also suffered the consequences 
of a process of elimination by the poet. Thus, we see that from 
the lines 

•0 'ltOll"JT~<; 

yup(~El crTa croKaKla 11' Eva E,EKouptncrTo A.ayo6To 

xallLVla Kat AlllaplKa O'KUAlCx TOV KUV'YJYOUVE 
ToO 'ltEToOv llayaplO'lE<; 
Ka{}'~c; ... 

The poet 
wanders in the streets with a lute out of tune 

urchins and hungry dogs chase him 
they pelt him with turds 
as ... 

the second is entirely absent from the final version of the poem 
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and so is also most of the third (and starving dogs chase him), 
perhaps because the poet himself felt that these verses belong 
to a climate different from that he sought to create; also that 
they may reflect some influences from Makriyannis or others and 
a variety of memories as yet unresolved but definitely entangled 
with his absolutely personal voice. 

The third stage, finally, is that in which the poet, having 
given poetic substance to his material and with the picture of 
the poem complete in front of him, is trying to make it work 
also musically; he is aiming at the creation of an undulating 
musical sensation deriving effortlessly not just from the inten
tional or accidental relation of the words or verses to each other 
but-above all-from his already accomplished and settled 
"poetic idiom," from his personal style. To this attempt should 
be attributed certain evident or imperceptible-and perhaps in
significant to a third person-changes or transpositions of words, 
sentences and lines. To a poetically untrained sensibility these 
changes or transpositions do not seem to change anything. 

I believe that in order to confirm these observations it is suf
ficient to quote at this point in its entirety section 5 of the 
"Summer Solstice," copied from the poet's manuscript, which 
bears the inscription "penultimate writing and last corrections": 

Ka-rcu cr-rov Tt:A.<XLa~wva 
Ka-rcu 01:0V ayKa~EpO ~paxo 
KL fJ ~aA.acrcra cr-ra TI6Ena tJ.ac; yuaA.LVl} 
9 H-rav ~6vo 5uo cr-raA.Ec; yaA.a au-ra. 
XO:~Y]Kav cr-rov Tt:Aa-ru yaA.aE,(a. 
"O~cuc; crav 1:0 XL1:WVa 
'ITOU avo(ya Kal yA.Lcr-rpa 'ITWCU cr-r~ YUtJ.VLa 
Kal TIE<J>1:EL yupcu cr-rouc; acr-rpayaA.ouc; VEKpoc;
~Tt:OpEl va 'ITEOEL au-roc; o U'ITVO<; 
va q>uyouv -r• avEE,U'ITVY]1:a 
yEvv~~a-ra -r~c; Ko(-rY]c;. 

Down under the plane trees 
down on the jagged rock 
the sea like glass at our feet. 
These were like two drops of milk. 
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They were lost in the wide galaxy. 
Yet like the tunic 
that comes open and slips down over nakedness 
and falls around the ankles dead-
this sleep could fall 
the unwakable figments of the bed 
could disappear 
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Now, compare it carefully with its final version 111 the book, 
as section 6: 

Down among the laurels, 
down among the white oleanders, 
down on the jagged rock, 
the sea like glass at our feet 
Remember the tunic that you saw 
come open, slip down over nakedness, 
fall around the ankles, 
dead-
If only this sleep had fallen like that 
among the laurels of the dead. 

Following Seferis closely through all three stages into which 
I have divided-perhaps somewhat arbitrarily-the process of 
creating and elaborating a poetic work, one gets the intense 
impression that he is dealing mainly with a poet-craftsman and, 
above all, with an empirical artist, no matter how strange this 
may appear at first. His poetry almost always has a concrete 
material foundation, which is also made up of concrete experi
ences, events and circumstances. It is, in other words, a poetry 
in whose depths are realized, acquire poetic substance, these 
always concrete experiences, events and circumstances; thus, in 
order to penetrate into the deepest layers of his poetry, those 
are the ones one should first identify. This identification, how
ever, could eventually be achieved only during the first two stages, 
when the first, the original material, the first clay is still fresh 
and the poet has not yet had a chance to escape from the in
tense emotion that this particular material has evoked; at the 
moment he is just starting to evaluate the potentialities of the 



166 THE CHARIOTEER 

new vein he discovered, before the process of elimination is set 
in motion. For instance, the lines 

Ma{}E va [l~ yupEUEl<; -cO: ']"[oA.A.a. 
To ']"[OLYJ[J.CX 

[l~V 'tO KCX'tCX'ITOV'tLSEl<; 
a-ca 0a{}t0: ']"[ACX'tavta 
([l~V -co Ka-ccrnov-c(sEL<; [lE<; a-ca A.6yta) 
{}p£4JE -co [J.E -co xwlla Kat -co 0paxo ']"[ou £xElc; 

([1£ -co A.(yo ']"[OlJ EXEL<;). 
90: [lELVEl [lOVO ~ AEUKCX 
~ AEUKCX (f>E:v ayy(l:El -c· acr-cpa) 
90: [lELVEl<; [lOVO AEUKCX 
a-co [llKpo ']"[Ept06A.t 
C'Om.:>c; ~ A.cuKa a-co [ltKpo ']"[Ept06A.t) 

cXVCXO'CXLVEl (O'CUO''ta) 
KO:l 'tOO'O apKEL 

O'E X'tU']"[Y]O'E 
Ka-ccu <XTio -c~ A.cuKcx 
[J.tcravotf:E -co p6f>o 
- EKEL O'E x-cumlO'E 
']"[pw-cYJ ~opa -co p6f>o 
chav A.a0Elc; ']"[Eptcrcr6-ccpcx 
{}0: -coO ']"[pompE.pct<; ']"[Eptcrcr6-cEpa 
'tcX ']"[EplO'O'O'tEpcx- ']"[cpl[J.EVE 
']"[p0.hcx va croO f>o{}oOv. 

Learn not to ask for 
The poem 

don't drown it 
in deep plane trees 
(don't drown it in words) 3 

nurture it with the earth and the rock you have 
(with the little you have) . 

Only the poplar will remain 
the poplar (does not touch the stars) 
You will remain simply a poplar 
in the little garden 

3The lines in parentheses are crossed out in the manuscript. 
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(just as the poplar in the small garden) 
breathes (rightly) 
and this is enough 

it hit you 
Under the poplar 
the rose half-opened 
- there the rose hit you 
for the first time 
when you receive more 
you will offer it more 
for better things -
wait until it is given to you 
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are the clay from which section 7 of the "Summer Solstice" 
finally emerged, after several changes, transpositions and rear
rangements of lines, phrases, words, etc.: 

The poplar's breathing in the little garden 
measures your time 
day and night-
a water-dock filled by the sky. 
In strong moonlight its leaves 
trail black footprints across the white wall. 
Along the border the pine trees are few, 
and beyond, marble and beams of light 
and people the way people are made. 
Yet the blackbird sings 
when it comes to drink 
and sometimes you hear the turtle-dove's call. 

In the little garden-this tiny patch
you can see the light of the sun 
striking two red carnations, 
an olive tree and a bit of honeysuckle. 
Accept who you are. 

Don't 
drown the poem in deep plane trees; 
nurture it with what earth and rock you have. 
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For things beyond this-
to find them dig in this same place. 

Between the initial version, which was quoted earlier, and 
the final, that of the book, several other transformations will 
intervene; the emotional and also the empirical Seferis will 
detach himself more and more from the poem; the traces of his 
personal mark will gradually diminish until they disappear. 
What will also disappear is the sense of difficulty that this poem 
caused until it reached its final form. The initial "giving" of 
the poem is followed by the struggle for purity, for precision of 
expression, for beauty. Thus, the theoretical Seferis will prevail, 
without succeeding, however, in eliminating the other: the 
empirical one. 



WAR IN THE POETRY OF GEORGE SEFERIS 

BY CARMEN CAPRI-KARKA 

INTRODUCTION 

George Seferis, a modern poet with a painful awareness of 
history, conveys in his work a tragic sense of life but also a belief 
in balance and measure-the violation of which constitutes hubris. 
War, as reflected in his poetry, is the ultimate complication of the 
tragic human condition and is presented as a hubris, an excess that 
causes a destruction of this balance. In this sense, Seferis' vision 
has a lot in common with that of the Greek tragic poets, 
especially Aeschylus. 

In his poetry, Seferis was able to portray the overwhelming 
reality of war as only a man of unique sensitivity who had lived 
through it as an uprooted and an exile could have, but he also suc
ceeded in conveying through each poem his condemnation of war. 
He believed that the value of man has always been in his refusal 
to accept the law of destruction. In his speech in Stockholm, at the 
time he was awarded the Nobel prize (October 10, 1963), the 
first thing he stressed was that as a Greek, he belonged to a long, 
uninterrupted tradition characterized by humaneness and having 
justice as its rule. In ancient tragedy-he said-which is organized 
with so much accuracy, whoever exceeds the measure must be 
punished by the Erinyes. The same law is valid even where phys
ical phenomena are concerned.1 

Seferis goes deep into human motivation and sees war not 
only as a conflict of nations and interests or as the work of im
personal forces but also as a conflict in human relations resulting 
from human weakness, greed, dishonesty and selfishness. In the 
lines of the poem "Stratis Thalassinos among the Agapanthi,''2 

1G. Seferis, L'.OKl[!Ec; [Essays], 3d ed. (Athens: Ikaros, 1974) 2:159, here
after referred to as Essays. 

2In Greek, agapanthi means Jove flowers (from ay6:n:T] [love] and &v9oc; 
[flower]). 
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the first thing God made is love 
then comes blood 
and the thirst for blood 
roused by 
the body's sperm as by salt 

love is seen as a primary need for man, along with his thirst for 
blood, which is also a part of his nature. But Seferis goes one step 
further and connects the two: the thirst for blood is "roused by 
the body's sperm." Uncontrolled sensuality or frustrated love can 
lead to violent passion, blood, murder. This view is as old as the 
Iliad, where Achilles' grief for the death of Patroclus transforms 
him into a bloodthirsty avenger. Seferis alludes to this in the poem 
"Memory I." Shakespeare also, in Troilus and Cressida, presented 
the general disorder of war as a reflection of the personal disorder, 
the lack of balance in the minds of the protagonists-Paris, 
Achilles, Troilus and Cressida. The polarity of love and war is 
treated by Seferis in his own poem on the Trojan war, "Helen." 

In several other poems Seferis presents human relations as a 
conflict. In "Mr. Stratis Thalassinos Describes a Man" he sees 
society divided into victims and aggressors, like a flock of sheep and 
a pack of wolves. The only exception he points out is a young 
couple he once saw on an island "who did not have that rapacious 
or hunted look which [he] has observed in everyone else," and 
he "wondered whether these people knew that they escaped from 
the nets of the world .... " This is a quite pessimistic statement 
about human relations, very relevant to the question of the in
evitability of war. Society is divided for him into victims and 
aggressors; and sometimes the same person can be a victim in one 
instance and an executioner in another, and everyone is caught in 
"the world's nets." These nets appear again and again in Seferis' 
poetry. It is significant that the two people mentioned in the poem 
above managed to escape from the nets presumably through their 
love. It should be pointed out, however, that this pessimistic view 
of the world in "Mr. Stratis Thalassinos Describes a Man" may 
reflect a personal crisis in the poet's life and not something that 
he believed all his life. 

In the poem "The Thrush," the killing of birds by hunters 
is used as a metaphor for war: 
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The houses I had they took away from me. The times 
happened to be unpropitious: war, destruction, exile; 
sometimes the hunter hits the migratory birds, 
Sometimes he doesn't hit them. Hunting 
was good in my time, many felt the pellet; 
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"Sensual Elpenor" is a carrier of evil who destroys balance and 
opens the door to injustice. In the relationship between the pro
tagonist of "The Thrush" and a woman, war prevails. Thus, the 
destruction of balance in human relations is extended before the 
end of the poem to the theme of injustice and images of war. 
Besides "The Thrush," images of nets and trapping alluding to 
human relations are found also in several other poems, such as 
the "Fog," "An Old Man on the River Bank," "Agianapa I," 
"Euripides the Athenian" and the Three Secret Poems. 

Seferis also very often uses references to ancient Greek trag
edies in order to present the general disorder of war as a reflection 
of personal human relations. In his Mythistorema poems "3" and 
"16" he alludes to the conflicts within the Atreus family in the 
Oresteia using the vicious circle of revenge as a metaphor for the 
perpetuation of enmity between nations and for war. He does 
something similar in his poem "Helen," where he refers to the 
conflicts in Euripides' tragedy Helen, and in his "Notes for a 
Week" (Euripides' Medea) and "The Thrush" (Sophocles' 
Oedipus at Co/onus). 

The symbolism used by Seferis is very complex. A central 
symbol in the poems associated directly or indirectly with war is 
that of birds and in particular birds' wings, around which he 
builds the theme of deceit (56A.oc;). This wing imagery, which 
is often used by Seferis to symbolize love and sensual pleasure, 
can be traced back to Plato's Phaedrus. In this dialogue, Socrates 
describes the soul of man when he falls in love as growing feathers 
and quotes two lines attributed to Homer: 

Mortals call him Winged Love but the immortals call him 
the Winged One, because he must needs grow wings.3 

3The similarity of the two Greek words "~pUl-ra" (love) and "mEpUl-ra" 
(Winged One) cannot be conveyed in translation. 
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In the same speech, Socrates mentions also the destructive side of 
love. It is very probable that Seferis had Socrates' speech and 
these lines of Homer in mind when using wing imagery, often 
associated with trapping, to represent love and its destructive side. 
While in "The Thrush" the birds are the victims of the hunter, in 
"Helen," in "The Decision to Forget" and in "Kerk Str. Oost, 
Pretoria, Transvaal" the birds are destructive or birds of prey. 

When Seferis attributes the disaster of war to Helen or to her 
phantom he hints by the reference to a "swan's down" to Zeus' 
whim to make love to Leda, metamorphosed as a swan. From this 
union Helen was born, a birth that attributes the cause of war not 
only to the "idiocies of men" but also the idiocies of the 
gods-Zeus and indirectly Aphrodite. Yeats parallels the ravish
ing of Leda to the fall of Troy. Seferis also uses the swan symbol 
of German mythology, the transformation of men into swans, in 
a prophetic image of the invasion of Greece by the Germans 
during World War II in his poem "The Decision to Forget." 

The technique Seferis uses in most of the poems to be dis
cussed is allusive and symbolic; only occasionally is he simple and 
direct. He has written that "[he} want[ s} no more than to 
speak simply," but also that he often has to talk "in fables and 
parables" because "horror really can't be talked about" and what 
predominates in the war poems is the horror of man's destructive
ness, which leads men to self-destruction and threatens the whole 
human race with self-extinction. The poet is often sad, angry 
and indignant as he realizes that man has not learned from history 
or from his own mistakes. 

The number of his poems that contain direct statements is 
limited. In "An Old Man on the River Bank" he uses plain lan
guage-although there is also a symbolic level-to suggest that 
man ought to consider how he goes forward in order to avoid 
chaos and destruction, implying that all nations on earth must 
think reasonably for a peaceful coexistence. In "Salamis in 
Cyprus," on the other hand, he uses simple metaphors, such as 
the rising of yeast for the rising bitterness of those who suffer 
injustice and finally revolt, and a well-known example from 
history-Xerxes' fate-to suggest that there is no injustice 
without retribution. 

In most poems, however, Seferis uses elaborate techniques and 
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complex symbolism. Flowers, birds, angels, snakes, cats, often 
with dual meaning, are used as allusions to human conflicts. Trees 
dance; exotic flowers rattle like snakes; human souls stick in lime, 
like birds, and struggle in vain; birds of prey4 personifying 
political personalities walk in cages in zoological gardens; beau
tiful swans slaughter village girls; angels trap men's souls like 
thrushes or run in the veins of sleeping blind men and drink their 
blood; snakes are crossed with vipers; while cats fight with deadly 
snakes. With all this flower and animal imagery the poet is sug
gesting that the danger of conflict and war is present everywhere 
and even lurks behind apparently beautiful or serene scenery. His 
bitterness over the enmity of war is expressed epigrammatically 
in a line of "The Cats of St. Nicholas": "Centuries of poison, 
generations of poison." The poem, in which the cat and snake 
imagery is used, is an allegory for the time of the dictatorship in 
Greece and for every similar conflict or war. 

Seferis is aware of ·the dark and destructive forces that man 
carries within himself and also of the fact that preserving a bal
ance is not an easy task. This knowledge resulted not only from 
his reading of the classics but also from his contact during his 
career with many different cultures and, most importantly, from 
his personal exposure to contemporary Greek history. In his life
time the poet witnessed some twenty years of "wars, destructions, 
exiles"; he was also aware that ·this was only one more layer in the 
palimpsest of ruins and suffering that over the centuries has 
covered the great Greek past. 

As Seferis was not only a Greek diplomat but also a poet, his 
personal exposure to war must have played an important role in 
his evaluation of the human condition in general. War brings out 
the worst in man, his brutality, greed, cruelty, and the poet can 
learn a lot about human nature by observing the unleashing of 
these dark powers. "Man frays easily in wars," he writes in his 
poem "Last Stop." It is not surprising, then, that war is one of 
the major subjects of Seferis' poetry. 

The purpose of this study is to trace the subject of war and 
the related themes of death, exile, corruption and injustice 

4In his novel UEI;Tj wxtc.<; <TITJV , AKpOT[QAT] [Six N·jghts on the Acropolis] 
one of the main characters, Logomanos, is nicknamed Y erakas, which in Greek 
means "hawk," because of his rapaciousness (Athens: Hermes, 1974, p. 126). 
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throughout the poetry of Seferis and to try to correlate them with 
his tragic sense of life and also his belief in man's potential for 
shaping his fate and avoiding disaster. 

The task of isolating this subject, or any other, in the work of 
a poet as complex and hermetic as Seferis is not easy. He does 
not like, as he has said, "to speak like a fanatic" on any subject. 
Most of the time he speaks in a low, discreet voice and only two 
occasional lines or a stanza such as: 

or 

Countries of the sun and yet you can't face the sun. 
Countries of men and yet you can't face man.5 

When the dice struck the flagstone 
when the lance struck the breast-plate 
when the eye recognized the stranger 
and love went dry 
in punctured souls; 
when looking round you see 
feet harvested everywhere 
dead hands everywhere 
eyes darkened everywhere6 

alert the reader to the poet's anger and despair at the slaughter 
and destruction. 

His technique is that elaborated by Pound, Joyce and Eliot: it 
works on many levels simultaneously, utilizing multiple symbols, 
metaphors and, most important of all, recurring motifs. These 
motifs appear repeatedly, not only in a single poem or collection 
but throughout all of his poetry and even his prose writings and 
his Journals, and make it possible to interpret some cryptic lines 
and trace certain central ·themes. There is also a constant blending 
of ancient myths and present experience, each adding new dimen
sions to the other. From this kind of poetry it is not easy to extract 
the poet's view on any particular subject or to reconstruct his 
philosophical outlook in a concise form. Seferis says: 

5"The Thrush." 
6"Santorin." 
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I am not a philosopher. My job is not to deal with abstract 
ideas but to listen to what the things of the world are 
telling me, to see how they interact with my soul and my 
body and to express them.7 
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To express these interactions means, among other things, to 
express the subconscious; and this cannot be done in simple and 
concrete terms but in the indirect and cryptic language of symbols. 

It should also be noted that this kind of "difficult" cryptic 
poetry loses a lot in translation. Many of the carefully chosen 
words lose some of their allusiveness or connotations when trans
lated. Lines alluding to other Greek poets go unnoticed by the 
unfamiliar reader of the translation. When, for example, at the 
end of the "Last Stop" Seferis presents a soldier named Michael, 
who fled from the hospital with his wounds still open and drag
ging his foot, the non-Greek reader perceives the general anti
heroic mood but misses the specific allusion to a well-known 
poem by Karyotakis, "Michael," which intens,ifies the antiheroic 
feeling for the Greek reader. Walter Kaiser underlines another 
difficulty facing the translator and the non-Greek reader of Seferis: 

Whereas normally in poetry of such classicism we perceive 
the particular and move on from there to the universal, in 
this case the process is curiously reversed. Most probably, 
it is the general applicability of Seferis' message which 
reaches us first, as these poems become almost instantan
eously our poems and we relate them to our own experience 
of the world. To see how they are also his poems, to com
prehend, that is, how they grow out of the personal and 
specific experiences of an individual Greek-this is what 
poses the greater difficulty for a foreigner.8 

This is particularly true when one deals with the subject of 
war. To use another example, the non-Greek reader can see the 
universal themes of wandering, exile and war in M ythistorema 

7Alexandros Argyriou, "npo-r6:aw; yLa -rT]v KtxA.rJ" ["Suggestions About 'The 
Thrush'"], rla TOV ~E<f>EPTJ [For Seferis], eds. L. Zenakos and G. Savidis 
(Athens: n. p., 1961), 253-4. English translation, this issue, p. 58. 

8George Seferis, Three Secret Poems, tr. Walter Kaiser (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1969), ix-x. 
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but fails to recognize its relation to the Asia Minor disaster of 
1922, which does not escape the Greek reader. For this reason, it 
seems appropriate, before discussing any individual poems, to 
give a brief history of Seferis' personal exposure to wars. 

Seferis was born in 1900 in Smyrna, which was then Turkish 
territory. In this part of the world, war started two years before 
World War I, with the Balkan wars of 1912-1913, and continued 
for five years after its end with the Greek-Turkish conflict. The 
wars ended in 1923 with the defeat of the Greeks and Smyrna 
being laid waste by warfare and fire.9 Seferis' family had moved 
from Smyrna to Athens in 1914, and the poet himself was study
ing in Europe at the time of the destruction of his hometown; 
but this disaster, the death of many of his relatives and friends 
and the tragedy of the refugees were a profoundly traumatic 
experience for him. 

The years of peace did not last long. In 1940 World War II 
reached Greece. The approach of this war is reflected in several 
poems of Seferis' Book of Exercises (1940) and Logbook I 
( 1940). After fighting for five months and defeating the Italians 
on the Albanian front, Greece was occupied by the German armies 
in the spring of 1941. Seferis followed the Greek government, 
which fled first to Crete and then to Egypt and South Africa. 
From this new exile, he watched with anguish the drama of 
occupied Greece and witnessed with despair the corruption and 
petty political maneuvering of the exiled Greek politicians and 
military officers. He felt very frustrated as he gradually realized 
that his hopes to contribute to the effort for the liberation of his 
country had proven futile. Logbook II and several essays appeared 
during this period (1941-1944). 

After the end of the war and the first phase of the Greek civil 
war that followed, Seferis had a chance to rest briefly, for the 
first time, on the island of Poros, in 1946. There he wrote "The 
Thrush" ( 1946), which, although a personal poem, deals on a 
general level with war. Peace had not come yet for Greece, as the 
civil war erupted again and developed into an ugly and very 
bloody confrontation that lasted until the end of 1949. 

Finally, Seferis visited Cyprus several times, when the fight for 

9This defeat and the ensuing slaughter is referred to by the Greeks as "the 
Asia Minor disaster." 



Wctr in the Poetry of George Seferis 177 

independence from British rule had already started. This struggle 
is reflected in some of the poems of Logbook III ( 195 3). 

Of the several poems of Seferis connected directly or in
directly with the subject of war, five will be included in this 
essay which is an excerpt from a book that will appear shortly. 
In four of them the connection can be traced more easily while 
in the fifth, "Les anges sont blancs," which is a very complex 
poem, the relation to the war is indirect and a complete analysis 
is necessary in order to appreciate this relation in its proper context. 

AN OLD MAN ON THE RIVER BANK ( 1942) 

In "An Old Man on the River Bank," Seferis is making an 
appeal for a dispassionate and responsible choice of direction: 
"We should consider towards what we go forward." What he 
implies is that all nations should work for a peaceful coexistence 
on the basis of the common "Logos" in the Heraclitean sense, 
instead of each nation projecting its own subjective logic, which 
is in conflict with what other nations consider right and results 
in the absurdity of war. Seferis feels that people are too much 
entangled in the immediate ugly and despairing realities of the 
war and are probably unable to think clearly and objectively. He 
is asking them to become detached and to examine where they 
are going with perspective and responsibility. 

And yet we should consider how we go forward. 
To feel is not enough, nor to think, nor to move 
nor to put your body in danger in front of an old loophole 
when scalding oil and molten lead furrow the walls. 

And yet we should consider towards what we go forward, 
not as our pain would have it, and our hungry children 
and the chasm between us and the companions calling from 

the opposite shore; 
nor as the bluish light whispers in an improvised hospital, 
the pharmaceutic glimmer on the pillow of the youth 

operated on at noon; 
but it should be in some other way. 
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What Seferis is saying here is that under the pressure of dra
matic events or traumatic experiences such as those of war, people 
lose their ability to think objectively; their vision is blurred by 
the painful sights around them and they can no longer see things 
in their proper perspective; they are dominated by the powerful 
emotions of the moment. And although the poet does not spell 
it out, the implication is that our actions under such circumstances 
are governed by our feelings of pain, anger or revenge and may 
be very wrong; also that our evaluation of the meaning and pur
pose of life is bound to be one-sided-we may resign into an 
acceptance of despair as the only reality in life. 

We should, Seferis suggests, examine our direction, where we 
are heading, not guided by our emotional reaction to the painful 
events of the moment but "in some other way." This "other way" 
is introduced with the image of the Heraclitean river, which 
flows continuously and yet remains constant, symbolizing reason. 

But it should be in some other way, I would say like 
the long river that emerges from the great lakes enclosed 

deep in Africa, 
that was once a god and then became a road and a bene

factor, a judge and a delta; 
that is never the same, as the ancient wise men taught, 
and yet always remains the same body, the same bed and 

bhe same Sign, 
the same orientation. 

The river that "is never the same" alludes to the famous 
Heraclitean fragment: "You could not step twice into the same 
rivers; for other waters are ever flowing on to you";10 and Seferis 
makes this quite clear by his reference to the ancient wise men be
cause he wants to bring in not simply this fragment but the whole 
concept of the Greek philosopher of preservation of balance in 
the universe in spite of the eternal flux. The river analogy illus
trates this concept: although the river flows and therefore con
stantly changes, it is characterized by an element of permanence 

lOfragment 41, Hippocrates and the Fragments of Heracleitus, tr. W.H.S. 
Jones, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1931) 4, 483. 
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because it remains the same body, the same bed, the same 
sign, the same orientation. By repeating four times (in the 
Greek text) the word same, the poet wants to emphasize this 
"preservation of the river's identity in spite of the constant change 
of its parts," as G.S. Kirk puts it, which "is due to the regularity 
and balance of that change, just as the preservation of a KOOtLO<; 
(cosmos) is due to the tLE:rpa (measures) which govern all 
meteorological and cosmological change."11 In Seferis' poem the 
river symbolizes the A.6yo<; (logos), or measure according to 
which the eternal flux is taking place. In a later poem, "Memory 
II," Seferis repeats the same motif using bhe contrast "same ... 
different ... same" to refer again to the Heraclitean logos, the 
universal formula of things that preserves a continuous 
world order.12 

Thus, the river illustrates the idea of the persistence of unity 
through change, and in the poem it represents the logos, law or 
reason, which stands in contrast to the subjective emotions and 
pain that may distort man's view of reality. The dictates of reason 
remain the same, just as the river remained the same in time and 
space from the time it was "a god ... a road, a benefactor, a 
judge" to the present and from the "lakes enclosed deep in 
Africa" to the delta. It 'is this logos that should govern our 
decisions, the poet says, and not our feelings. This has again been 
expressed by Heraclitus in another fragment: "Therefore one 
must follow the common. But though the Word is common, the 
many live as though they had a wisdom of their own."13 By 
reacting automatically to pain or anger instead of thinking in 
terms of logos man can revert to the law of the jungle, which 
is what happens in times of war. According to C.H. Kahn, for 

11G.S. Kirk, Heraclitus: The Cosmic Fragments (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1954) 366. 

12Compare also a reference to this logos-the cosmic order-by a different image 
in the poet's Journals, at the time he visited Ephesus, the birthplace of Heraclitus: 

... the cyclamen, and the undulation which they still preserve, of the 
great soul of Heraclitus. These belong to that permanent element that 
seems to lie behind every religion. (A Poefs Journal: Days of 1945-1951, tr. 

A. Anagnostopoulos, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1974, p. 
185). A Poet's Journal is a translation of the fifth volume of Seferis' MEpc:<; 
[Days} (Athens: Ikaros, 1973-77). The Greek series will be referred to hereafter 
as Journal A, Journal B, etc. 

13fragment 92 (Loeb). 
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Heraclitus "There is no split in principle between law (nomos) 
and nature; as an institution, law is neither man-made nor con
ventional." Kahn traces Heraclitus' political doctrine to Hesiod 
in the f?llowing very illuminating passage: 

[Law} is the expression in social terms of the cosmic order 
for which another name is Justice (Dike). Heraclitus' 
political doctrine can be seen as a development of Hesiod' s 
old insight, that the order allotted by Zeus to mankind is 
to follow justice and shun violence: "for to fish and beasts 
and winged birds he gave the rule (nomos) that they eat 
one another, since there is no justice among them; but to 
human beings he gave justice (dike)" (Works and Days, 
275 ff.).14 

Using logos (A.6yo~, which in Greek means also "speech") 
people can communicate and come to rational agreement and 
this is what the old man on the river bank seems to suggest. 

With the voice of the old man, Seferis goes on to make the 
most explicit statement of his artistic credo that he has ever 
included in a poem. 

I want no more than to speak simply, to be granted that 
grace. 

Because we've loaded even our songs with so much music 
that they're slowly sinking 

and we've decorated our art so much that its features have 
been eaten away by gold 

and it's time to say our few words because tomorrow 
our soul sets sail. 

Seferis did not believe in the ars gratia artis principle. Art 
for him is a form of communication, "a boundless solidarity."15 

He is not ,talking to himself or using art as an escape; he has 
something to say and he wants to say it in an unpretentious man
ner. In keeping with the classical tradition, in which he feels 

14Charles H. Kahn, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1979) 15. 

15£ssays, 1:91. 
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deeply involved, he wants to exercise restra:int. Simplicity is for 
him the highest grace. He wants "to speak simply." However, 
this is not always easy or possible. The reason is not that esthetic
ism distorts his criterion but that "horrorjreally can't be talked 
about" and thus he often has to speak in "fables and parables."16 

But even in those cases he avoids esthetic embellishments, which, 
as in the metaphor of the icon that he uses in the above-quoted 
lines, 17 can hide the essence. He does want to get his message 
across. He is not a militant of an ideology, but on the other hand 
he is a poet preoccupied not only with himself but with suffering 
and the human condition in generaU8 Among the "few words" 
the old man on the river bank wants to say is that 

If pain is human we are not human beings merely to 
suffer pain. 

Man should not accept suffering as the only human condition. 
This statement is not a reminder, at this time of despair, that 
better things lie ahead and all a man has to do is to show a little 
patience until the wheel of fortune turns. What he is trying to say 
is that man should not accept the inevitability of war and pain as 
the only natural state of events; while a better life is possible, 
it will not come by itself. Man has to do something about it, to 
"consider towards what [he} go[esJ forward." 

At this point the old man returns to the image of the river, 
giving it new dimensions. 

That's why I think so much these days about the great river, 
that symbol which moves forward among herbs and 

greenery 

16"Last Stop." 
17Seferis does not use the word "icon," but the source of his metaphor is 

quite obvious to the Greek reader. Old icons, in Greece, especially those believed 
to possess healing powers, are covered by layers of gold or silver decorations so 
that only the face can be discerned under all the embellishments. 

180ne might mention in this respect Seferis' answer to the critic Timos 
Malanos, who had used in a letter to the poet the phrase "Fortunately there is 
always literature." 

For me art is not an isolated entertainment. It is an interaction with the 
others ... For me literature does not exist-"fortunately"-because literature 
is not a chamber where I can find shelter. (Essays, 2:354·5) 
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and beasts that graze and drink, men who sow and harvest, 
great tombs even and small habitations of the dead. 
That current which goes its way and which is not so 

different from the blood of men, 
from the eyes of men when they look straight ahead 

without fear in their hearts, 
without the daily tremor for trivialities or even for 

important things; 
when they look straight ahead like the traveler who is used 

to gauging his way by the stars, 
not like us, the other day, gazing at the enclosed garden 

of a sleepy Arab house, 
behind the lattices the cool garden changing shape, growing 

larger and smaller, 
we too changing, as we gazed, the shape of our desire 

and our hearts, 
at noon's precipitation, we the patient dough of a world 

that throws us out and kneads us, 
caught in the embroidered nets of a life that was as it 

should be and then became dust and sank into the sands 
leaving behind it only that vague dizzying sway of a tall 

palm-tree. 

The river, he says, is not different from the eyes of men, but 
only when they have no fear in their hearts and look forward, 
"like the traveler who is used to gauging his way by the stars"
in other words, when they have carefully considered and found 
their orientation. 

At this point the poet makes a confession by contrasting him
self to those people who always followed the right path. This may 
be another more personal reason for him wanting to "speak 
simply." He himself felt in the past "caught in the embroidered 
nets of a life" that was whole and then "became dust." This ad
mission is similar to that made in "Fog," where he said "Ah, were 
life but straight/how we'd live it then!" and also in the "Denial": 
"With what spirit, what heart,jwhat desire and passionjwe lived 
our life: a mistake!/So we changed our life," which meant deny
ing passion and adopting a life of restraint. Here also in "The 
Old Man on the River Bank," although confessing that his own 
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life was not guided in the past like that of the "traveler" by the 
stars but by "the shape of our desire and our hearts," he brings 
into the poem a message coming from the wisdom of his bitter 
experience, calling for a responsible appraisal of our direction in 
our life: "We should consider towards what we go forward." 

LAST STOP (1944) 

"Last Stop," the last poem of Logbook II, was written on 
October 5, 1944, in Cava dei Tirreni, when the poet was waiting 
to return to <Jreece . 

. . . in this our final port 
where we wait for the hour of our return home to dawn ... 
in th'iS Etruscan village, behind the sea of Salerno 
behind the harbors of our return ... 

On this last stop Seferis has a chance to look back on the 
troubled years of exile in the Middle East where he went fol
lowing the Greek government in 1941. "I sit here, idle, and 
think about it," he says, borrowing the , expression from the 
introduction to the Memoirs of General Makriyannis, one of 
the leaders of the Greek War of Independence. What he thinks 
about is the nightmare of war, its causes and its consequences, 
human weakness and corruption, death and degradation. It is 
not the detached, philosophical kind of reflection that one can 
engage in long after a war or other catastrophe is over. The war 
is still on, and although its end is in sight, at least for Greece, 
its horror is still alive. The "Last Stop" is a preliminary account 
on some of the subjects with which Seferis will deal later, in a 
calmer manner, in his "Thrush." 

"Last Stop" opens and closes with the same line: "Few are 
the moonlit nights that I've cared for." As the poet explains in 
the next few lines, moonlight frustrates one's effort to disentangle 
different meanings by reading the stars. This is presumably due 
to the fact that in moonlight the stars are less visible. On the 
symbolic level, in view of the frequently discussed identification 
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in Seferis' poetry of the moon and moonlight with fraud and 
deceit, one can interpret this line as an expression of the poet's 
distress at the vulnerability of man to the fraud and injustice 
associated with war, which is what this poem is about. There is, 
however, another interpretation, as suggested by Savidis.19 During 
the war, air attacks were more frequent on moonlit nights. Seferis 
himself comments on that in one of his essays. He mentions a 
discussion with an old man in May 1941. They were out in a small 
garden in Crete, because 

... As the moon was growing larger, the airplanes were 
increasing in numbers; like the moonlight, the houses were 
deadly. Under the shadow of the trees, this was the only 
way to spend those nights.20 

The poet-narrator is presented shortly before his departure 
for home. 

Yet here last evening, in this our final port 
where we wait for the hour of our return home to dawn 
like an old debt, like money lying for years 
in a miser's safe, and at last 
the time for payment comes 
and you hear the coins falling onto the table. 

The simile comparing the moment of return home at the end 
of war to the moment of repayment of an old debt with money 
from "a miser's safe" is of more than casual significance here; 
it is related to the financial causes behind most wars. Man's 
return home is not delayed only by the power struggle between 
opposing nations but also by the financial interests of those who 
stand to profit from the war. 

As the narrator begins "to speak of things [he J confess[ es J 
uneasily," he starts with the subject of the corruption of war, 
which can cause the vanishing of life from the face of the earth, 
the uprooting of whole cities and their transformation into 
a wasteland. 

19For Seferis, 344. 
20"Erotokritos," Essays, 1:269. 
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We come from Arabia, Egypt, Palestine, Syria; 
the little state 
of Kommagene, which flickered out like a small lamp, 
often comes to mind, 
and great cities that lived for thousands of years 
and then became pasture land for cattle, 
fields for sugar-cane and corn. 
We come from the sand of the desert, from the seas 

of Proteus, 
souls shriveled by public sins, 
each holding office like a bird in its cage.21 

185 

This passage can certainly have universal applications, but the 
immediate source of Seferis' experience in this case was, un
doubtedly, the history of the exiled Greek government in Egypt, 
engaged in intrigues and conspiracies, which the poet had wit
nessed. Although he uses here the plural "we" because he disliked 
the attitude of those who "wash their hands," Seferis always 
resisted and tried to fight these intrigues.22 

The rainy autumn in this gorge 
festers the wound of each of us 
or what you might term differently: nemesis, fate, 
or simply bad habits, fraud and deceif3 

or even the selfish urge to rea:p reward from the blood 
of others. 

By placing the word "or" between "fate" and "nemesis," on the 
one hand, and "bad habits, fraud and deceit" and "selfish urge" 
on the other, he equates them, thus implying that man is in 
essence responsible for his misfortunes. 

And then follows a reflection about human nature that is very 
characteristic of Seferis' attitude toward his fellow man: com-

21The last line of this passage is the main motif of the poem "Kerk Str. 
Oost, Pretoria, Transvaal," written a little earlier, in which government officials 
are portrayed as exotic birds in cages in a zoo. 

22Jn his diary he quotes his wife Maro saying: "We are all guilty ... " 
(Journal D, 94) 

23The expression "fraud and deceit" is again from Makriyannis' Memoirs. 
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passion and understanding for his frailty, mixed with a realization 
that weakness can open the door to injustice. 

Man frays easily in wars; 
man is soft, a sheaf of grass, 
lips and fingers that hunger for a white breast 
eyes that half-close in the radiance of day 
and feet that would run, no matter how tired, 
at the slightest call of profit. 
Man is soft and thirsty like grass, 
insatiable like grass, his nerves roots that spread. 

Man is vulnerable, thirsty, insatiable. It is important that man is 
not described here as an individual but only in terms of his lips, 
his fingers, his eyes, his feet, his nerves that spread like roots. 
He is exposed to life with his five senses naked and he reacts 
instinctively, like grass-one of the least complicated organisms 
in nature. This image brings to mind three lines of Costas 
Karyotakis, a Greek poet who had a definite influence on Seferis: 

We are some diffuse senses 
Without any hope of concentration ... 
In our nerves the whole nature is entangled.24 

Seferis' characterization of man here as weak, greedy, yielding to 
his impulses, more vulnerable than aggressive, inspires mixed 
feelings of sympathy and resentment because such qualities as 
greed and insatiability lead inevitably to conflicts of interests, to 
deceit, fraud, injustice and ultimately to war. 

After presenting man's infirmities the poet takes up man's 
attitude toward death. 

When the harvest comes 
he would rather have the scythes whistle m some other 

field; 
when the harvest comes 
some call out to exorcise the demon 

24Costas Karyotakis, "We Are," in •EA.EyE'la Kal ~C('rtpEc; [Elegies and 
Satires] (Athens: Athena, 1927). 
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some become entangled in their riches, others deliver 
speeches. 

But what good are exorcisms, riches, speeches 
when the living are far away? 
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There is, of course, a passive, more stoical way of approaching 
death. One could learn to look at it as an inevitable event in the 
pattern of nature, as a fact one has to understand and accept. 

Is man ever anything else? 
Isn't it this that confers life? 
A time for planting, a time for harvesting. 

The poet feels, however, that this approach may be possible 
for a detached person who has never been exposed to the brutali
ties of war, but it does not work for those who are suffering the 
consequences of injustice: the refugee, the prisoner of war, the 
man who is the victim of exploitation. 

"The same thing over and over again," you'll tell me, 
friend. 

But the thinking of a refugee, the thinking of a prisoner,25 

the thinking 
of a person when he too has become a commodity
try to change it; you can't. 

These people, who have, as a result of war and injustice, lost 
control over their own lives, would probably prefer not to be 
members of the "civilized" society that permits such exploitation 
and suffering. 

Maybe he would have liked to stay king of the cannibals 
wasting strength that nobody buys, 
to promenade in fields of agapanthi26 

to hear the drums with bamboo overhead. 

When man becomes a "commodity," he would probably prefer 

25Jn the original Greek the word "atx!laA.CUToc;," rendered here as prisoner, 
means more specifically, "prisoner of war." 

26Agapanthi (love flowers) are the African lilies Agapanthus umbellatus. 
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"to stay king of the cann1bals," to fight on his own in the jungle 
using his powers for his own protection and his own freedom. 
Seferis, witnessing the atrocities of World War II, became so dis
illusioned that, like many European writers, he questioned the 
value of "civilization." Let us not forget Albert Camus' words 
about the extinction of fifty million people in this war: "If God 
exists, he must have taken a long vacation." In a passage of his 
Journals Seferis writes: 

We say that we fight for European civilization. European 
civilization went bankrupt once and for all, with this war. 
Germany is European civilization and its doings are entirely 
European, in other words, scientific. They kill us, they dis
joint us, they ruin us with all the rules of science. And let 
us not waste time with niceties. The others, the flabby, 
the "Let-us-see" the "maybe-we-should-give-in" do not 
represent anything. They were not the defenders of Europe, 
they were the malignant abscesses of a bankruptcy. We 
don't have to save any part of this civilization; let it go: 
we must save man if we can.27 

And the poet continues to explain why it is impossible, at 
times like these, to think abstractly or philosophically about death. 
The horrible images of war and destruction and the memory of 
killed friends have covered up all consciousness and leave no 
room for detached reflections. 

But the country they're chopping up and burning like 
a pine-tree-you see it 

either in the dark train, without water, the windows broken, 
night after night 

or in the burning ship that according to the statistics is 
bound to sink-

this is riveted in the mind and doesn't change 
this has planted images like those trees 
that cast their branches in virgin forests 
so that they take root in the earth and sprout again; 

27Journal D, 224. 
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they cast their branches that sprout again, striding mile 
after mile; 

our mind's a virgin forest of murdered friends. 

189 

This image of the invasion of the mind by the horrible memo
ries of the war, which spread like a wild forest and finally occupy 
every little corner of it, suggests that this had become an obsession 
with him. Also it would leave no doubt about the overwhelming 
influence that war had on his sensibility, even if we did not have 
his direct statements on the subject in his letters and essays. As 
Seferis usually avoids portraying the horror of the war with stark 
realism, he feels the need to excuse himself for using 
metaphorical images. 

And if I talk to you in fables and parables 
it's because it's more gentle for you that way; and horror 
really can't be talked about because it's alive, 
because it's mute and goes on growing: 
memory-wounding pain 
drips by day drips in sleep. 

The poet speaks in fables and parables because it is very painful 
for him to speak directly about the appalling horrors of the war 
and the fact that man can become brutal and commit atrocities. 
The two lines from Aeschylus' Agamemnon that Seferis 
paraphrases 

But even as trouble bringing memory of pain, 
drips over the mind in sleep,28 

imply that disaster teaches man that he is responsible for his 
misfortunes. The haunting memories of the wars serve as a 
constant reminder that their perpetuation is a self-destructive 
act for mankind. 

The poem ends with a few words about heroism. "To speak 
of heroes to speak of heroes," Seferis starts. But he does not speak 

28Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 179-80: "cr-ral;;El B" liv a· lYrrV<fl Ttpo Kap5lac; 
[lVTJOlTITJ[lUlV rr6voc;" (literally: "memory-wounding pain drips in the mind in 
sleep"). 
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about heroes or heroism in abstract terms-he presents the re
alistic picture of a wounded soldier who leaves the hospital with 
his wounds still open, dragging his foot and howling. 

To speak of heroes to speak of heroes: Michael 
who left the hospital with his wounds still open, 
perhaps he was speaking of heroes-the night 
he dragged his foot through the darkened city-
when he howled, groping over our pain: "We advance in 

the dark, 
we move forward in the dark ... " 
Heroes move forward in the dark. 

For the Greek reader this passage carries with it echoes of one 
of the most well-known antiheroic poems in modern Greek lit
erature, "Michael," again by Costas Karyotakis.29 In this satire 
Karyotakis tells the story of a tragic comic figure, Michael, who 
is drafted into the army. He is illiterate, unable even to learn 
how to carry a gun; he keeps repeating: "Please Mr. Sergeant, 
let me go back to my village!" He dies in a hospital and is buried, 
but as he was tall and the grave short, his foot is left uncovered. 
Seferis is deliberately using both the name Michael and the detail 
of the foot in order to enrich with echoes of Karyotakis his own 
antiheroic picture. As for the meaning of the lines "Heroes 
move forward in the dark," Seferis quotes in his Journals the 
words of a soldier, wounded in the war, who grew weary of the 
hospital and decided to leave with his wounds still open.30 As he 
was walking away he was talking to himself: "Who is there to 
lead Greece? Greece goes forward in the darkness." In view of 
this passage and the fact that Seferis blends this incident with 
Karyotakis' antiheroic poem, one can assume that when the poet 
writes "Heroes move forward in the dark" he implies that the 
war leads nowhere, that it is a wholly mistaken cause. He 
saw the whole world involved in an absurd war and deteriorating 
as a result. 

Thus, the "Last Stop" can be considered as the poem most 
extensively and most directly dealing with war and its related 

29£/egies and Satires. 
30Journal D, 30. 
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themes. In a way, it epitomizes these themes as they run, in a 
more diffuse form, through the entire Logbook II. It should also 
be mentioned that the "Last Stop" first appeared separately as 
an "addendum to Logbook II" and became part of it only in 
tater editions. 

LES ANGES SONT BLANCS { 1939) 

War is only one of the themes of "Les anges sont blancs," 
blended with those of love and artistic creation. The treatment of 
war is rather unusual, one might even say paradoxical, because it 
is not presented as a conflict of interests or of violent passions but 
rather as the result of a gradual deterioration of life to the point 
where people do not care about anything and kill each other 
indifferently, without emotion. 

The poem is dedicated to Henry Miller and has as an epigraph 
a line from Balzac's autobiographical novel Louis Lambert. The 
connection between Miller and Balzac in Seferis' mind can be 
better understood by reference to his Journals, where the poet, who 
knew the American writer personally, quotes a passage from 
Miller's notes about Balzac.31 Certain parts of this passage, Seferis 
suggests, should be compared with the Tropic of Cancer.32 The 
passage refers to the decay of the "Parisian civilization" that Louis 
Lambert observed; Miller adds that "the death and disintegration 
Balzac sensed over a century ago, has only heightened since then." 
Miller also writes that "Today every great city of the world stinks 
to high heaven and it is from this death of the world that an artist 
is obliged to draw his inspiration."33 Thus, the common element 

31Journal C, 146. Later, Miller wrote an essay, "Balzac and his Double," based 
presumably on these notes. 

32What Seferis had in mind when suggesting this comparison must have been 
recurring images in the Tropic of Cancer related to cancer, such as those on 
pp. 1, 2, 4, 53 and 167, from which the following quotation can serve as an 
example: "Wherever there are walls, there are posters with bright venomous crabs 
heralding the approach of cancer. No matter where you go, no matter what you 
touch, there is cancer and syphilis. It is written in the sky; in flames and dances 
like an evil portent. It has eaten into our souls and we are nothing but a dead 
thing like the moon." (New York: Grove Press, 1961) 

83Journal C, 146. 
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is that both Balzac and Miller experienced and wrote about the 
disintegration of life. 

Seferis starts the poem with the image of his protagonist, who 
"Like a sailor in the shrouds ... slipped over the tropic of Cancer 
and the tropic of Capricorn." This allusion to Miller suggests a 
similarity with his persona in the two "Tropic" books; it implies a 
chaotic wandering amidst the deterioration and decay of the big 
cities (Paris in "Cancer" and New York in "Capricorn") and a 
loss of equilibrium. Seferis' protagonist cannot stand "at a man's 
height" but constantly alternates between two extreme levels, 
"from the height of a fire-fly" to the "height of a pine tree" 
or from "the dew of the stars" to the "dust of the earth." The 
presence of the "Naked women" surrounding the protagonist 
seems to suggest that this loss of balance, as in the case of 
Miller's persona, is not unrelated to his obsession with sex.34 

Also, the mention of the Centaurs (half-human, half-animals) 
alludes, most probably, to the grotesque way in which Miller 
often approaches sexuality.35 

34Miller writes that the Tropics are about "the Dionysian theme which ... 
must be the theme for the writers to come-the only theme permissible or 
possible." Quoted by Allan Friedman from a letter of Miller to Lawrence Durrell 
("The Pitching of Love's Mansion in the Tropics," in Henry Miller: Three 
Decades of Criticism, ed. Edward Mitchell, New York: New York University 
Press, 1971, p. 152). Miller chose his titles very carefully; impressed by the 
title of a book he once saw in the window of a bookstore, "A Man 
Cut to Slices," he wrote "we are all dead or dying or about to die. We 
need good titles" (Tropic of Cancer, p. 36). The title Tropic of Cancer has 
symbolic connotations connected either with astrology or with malignancy. About 
the zodiacal sign of the crab Miller writes: "I am Chancre, the crab which 
moves sideways and backwards and forwards at will. I move in strange tropics 
and deal in high explosives ... " and he goes on to say that he is very preoccupied 
with sex (Black Spring, New York: Grove Press, 1963, p. 29). The "tropic" of 
the title refers to "the meridian that separates the hemispheres of life and death" 
(Tropic of Cancer, 241). On the other hand, the recurring images of cancer, 
syphilis, decay and corruption suggest that the title refers to Paris as a symbol 
of a malignant megalopolis reflecting the decline of the Western world. (See 
Kingsley Widmer, Henry Miller, New York: Twayne Publishers, 1963, p. 26.) 

35According to the Encyclopedia Britannica (1971 ed., 5:170) the Centaurs 
were "wild, lawless and inhospitable beings, the slaves of their animal passions." 
Miller himself characterizes them as "monstrous" beings that "have upset the 
norm, the balance" ("The Time of the Assassins," Selected Prose, 2, London: 
MacGibbon & Kee, 1965, p. 86). In another essay, he writes: "At the bottom of 
everything there's some animal: that's our deepest obsession. When I see human 
beings squirming up toward the light like wilted sunflowers, I say to myself: 
'Squirm, you bastards, and pretend all you like, but at bottom you're a turtle or 
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The surrealistic image that follows a few lines later, when the 
narrator says that the protagonist "greeted usjtaking his head 
off and placing it on the iron table," implies man's disintegration. 
The narrator places the scene at about the time "the shape of 
Poland changed like ink drunk by blotting-paper," in other words 
the beginning of World War II. 

The poem continues with an image of people killing each 
other as if they were sleepwalking, and this is followed by an 
identification of sleep with death and an emphasis on silence. 

and the whole sky, empty and white, was a pigeon's 
huge wing beating with a rhythm of silence 

and dolphins beneath the colored water turned dark 
quickly like the soul's movements 

like movements of the imagination and the hands of men 
who grope and kill [each other J in sleep 

in the huge unbroken rind of sleep that wraps around us, 
common to all of us, our common grave 

And yet everything was white because the great sleep is 
white and the great death 

calm and serene and isolated in an endless silence. 
And the cackling of the guinea-hen at dawn and the cock 

that crowed falling into a deep welt36 

This image of war between sleepwalkers makes more sense 
when one reads in Seferis' Journals the poet's discussion with 
Miller when the American writer visited Greece in 1939. Seferis 
writes that one night they started talking about the war, and he 
himself mentioned "the feeling one sometimes has that everything 
is happening as if in sleep, as if we were sleepwalkers." "Yes, it 
a guinea pig.' Greece was mad about horses and if they had had the wisdom to 
remain half horse instead of playing the Titan-well, we might have been spared a 
great many mythological pains" ("The Angel is my Watermark!" Black 
Spring, 71). 

36The crowing of the cock is not a sign of vitality here since the cock is 
drowning in the well, which could be seen as symbolic of the death of Jove. In 
a passage of his Journals written on the island of Hydra, where "Les anges 
sont blancs" was also written, Seferis notes: "Even the cries of the animals seem 
to be born out of silence: the cock that crowed down in the village ... " 
Journal C, 143. 
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is curious," Miller answered. "In Paris some years ago, noticing 
how life every day becomes more abstract, we were saying with 
a friend: People will end up killing each other without realizing 
it. This is what is happening now."37 

This idea of war as a fight between sleepwalkers appears again 
in one of Seferis' essays about a book by Artemidorus (second 
century A.D.) on dream interpretation. He writes that the most 
profound oneirocritic comment he knows is one by Heraclitus, 
quoted by Marcus Aurelius ( 6:42): "I think Heraclitus says that 
even sleepers are workers and cooperators in the things that take 
place in the world"; and Seferis continues: 

I always kept in mind these words; at the time slaughter 
was being prepared; and at the time of the great crisis-! 
don't know if it is over. I kept seeing those "sleepers," 
armed with the most infernal means, eliminate each other 
without waking up and ... 

[Men's} hands groping and killing [each other} 
in their sleep 

inside the huge rind of sleep ... 

as I was writing at that time. And I kept wondering, per
sistently, with how much waking and how much sleep
walking does humankind handle what takes place in the 
world. I found the sleepwalking to be a lot and the waking 
little. It is in this small part of our life, the waking dreams, 
that our nightmares have been transposed.38 

The image of war is followed by another image, that of the 
protagonist lying in bed with fever, hallucinating or dreaming of 
people fighting and striking each other with axes and with their 
nails, without bleeding. This lack of blood implies a blunted 
sensitivity but also the kind of sterility Eliot alludes to in The 
Waste Land. The protagonist tortures himself with memories of 
the past when he sees his friends deep in the bottom of the sea; 
they are locked behind a door that does not open and they knock 
loudly, in great despair, and he sees himself as being with them. 

31Journal C, 142. 
3BEssays 2:330·31. 
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knowing nothing any longer among the white eyeballs 
of the blind and the sheets 

that you unfolded in fever to cover the daily procession 
of people who fail to bleed even when they strike 

[each other J with axes and nails; 
they were things isolated, put somewhere else, and 

the steps of whitewash 
descended to the threshold of the past and found 

silence and the door didn't open 
and it was as if your friends, in great despair, knocked 

loudly and you were with them 
but you heard nothing and dolphins rose around you 

dumbly in the seaweed. 
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The poem ends with the words of a man with "the teethmarks 
of the tropics in his skin," which by allusion again to Miller's two 
books must be the wounds of a hedonist, who was "putting on 
his dark glasses as if he were going to work with a blowlamp"
an implication of the spectacle of the flaming angels he is about 
to introduce. Seferis starts the last section of the poem with the 
line "The angels are white," which brings into the poem Louis 
Lambert's dream-like situation, a state of catalepsy induced by the 
sight of the angels. In order to understand the implications of 
this sentence, which is of great importance for the poem since 
it is part of the epigraph-and also, in its original French 
version, the title of the poem-one must refer to Balzac's novel 
and the circumtances under which these words were uttered by 
its protagonist. 

Louis Lambert is a young man with a rare and powerful mind 
who, from a very early age, detached himself from the world 
of everyday pursuits, searching out mysterious regions of abstract 
thought. When he falls in love with a young woman and is about 
to marry her he goes mad. He first falls into a state of catalepsy 
for three days; when he recovers, he is terrified and profoundly 
melancholic-he believes himself impotent and considers self
mutilation. The doctors pronounce his condition incurable and he 
dies a few years later. He spends the last years of his life under 
the care of the woman he loved, not recognizing anyone and 
speaking incoherently, except for some brief intervals of lucidity. 
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His companion writes down some of his thoughts, which are 
appended to the novel as "Fragments." When the narrator, his 
childhood friend, visits Lambert after several years of separation, 
he finds him silent, mechanically rubbing his legs against each 
other. Suddenly, however, he stops this movement and says only: 
"Les anges sont blancs." 

In his Journals, Seferis, right after the quotation from Miller's 
notes, quotes a line from Louis Lambert that provides us with a 
clue as to the meaning of the poem's ending, and this in turn 
throws some light on the whole poem. The line he quotes is "Cet 
X ou je me suis autrefois heurte," taken from passage 8 of the 
fragments at the end of the novel, which are supposed to be the 
summing up of Lambert's studies and thoughts. In this passage, 
Louis Lambert writes that man is composed of thought and will, 
but then he adds that "there is in man a primal and controlling 
phenomenon which admits of no analysis. Decompose man," he 
writes, "to the utmost, and we may perhaps discover the elements 
of Thought and of Will, but we shall also find, without being able 
to solve it, the unknown quantity, that X against which I vainly 
flung myself in earlier days. This X is the LOGOS whose touch 
burns and destroys all such as are not prepared to receive it. It 
ceaselessly engenders SUBSTANCE."39 

In view of this fragment, and especially of the line quoted by 
Seferis in his Journals, one can come to the conclusion that when 
he writes "The angels are white," adding that at the sight of the 
angels one's eye shrivels and he then turns into stone, he alludes 
to Lambert's disintegration in the face of love. What destroyed 
Lambert was the lack of the "factor X," the Logos. In its absence 
there could be no balance and "the life of the soul had annihilated 
the life of the body."40 A similar lack of balance41 can be seen in 
Miller's persona, who counteracted a traumatic erotic experience 
with a relentless pursuit of loveless sexual encounters. In Miller's 

39H. De Balzac, Louis Lambert, tr. K.F. Wormeley (Boston: Roberts 

Brothers, n.d.) 140. 
40Lou·is Lambert, 135. 

41Jn the Tropic of Capricorn, Miller repudiates the Logos and confesses his 

fascination with the "object." "Only the object haunted me," he writes, "the 

separate, detached, insignificant thing," even "the worthless thing," which, he 

believes, contains "the secret of [his] own regeneration" (New York: Grove 

Press, 1961) 5 3-4. 
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own words, "Whoever, through too great love, which is monstrous 
after all, dies in his misery, is born again to know neither love nor 
hate, but to enjoy. And this joy of living, because it is unnaturally 
acquired, is a poison which eventually vitiates the whole world. 
Whatever is created beyond the normal limits of human suffering; 
acts as a boomerang and brings about destruction."42 

The reference to the angels applies not only to Lambert's 
situation in Balzac's novel and indirectly to Miller's conception 
of love, but also to Seferis' persona. In order to appreciate this 
aspect it is necessary to trace the motif of angels throughout his 
poetry. Angels in Seferis are almost always associated with love, 
but while sometimes they are good, more often they are evil. In 
Greek the word "ayyEA.oc;" means both angel and messenger, 
and the word is sometimes used with dual meaning, especially in 
some of the early poems. Angels are often mentioned in connec
tion with a "miracle" or the "Second Coming," but these terms 
are used in a secular sense. 

In one of the earliest poems, "Fog," angels are invoked in love 
songs and cause suffering while the protagonist sees their love as 
a trap he is happy to avoid. In "Comments," the protagonist is 
attracted by a woman and wonders, in despair, why the miracle of 
love cannot take place and the angel that would bring it about 
never approaches. In the "Mood of a Day," a happy erotic moment 
vanishes "like an angel of the Lord." Near the end of "Erotikos 
Logos" ("Love Song"), the protagonist waits "On the stone of 
patience" for the miracle that would "open the heavens"; he waits 
"for the angel as in the primordial drama." In the poem 
"Hampstead," on the other hand, the phantasmagoria of love does 
not last and the metamorphosis of three thousand dancing angels 
"naked as steel" into a forgotten dog searching "for its masterjor 
the Second Coming/or a bone" suggests a tyrannical love. In 
"Man," the last section of "Mr. Stratis Thalassinos Describes a 
Man," the protagonist gives up any hope for a miracle or "Second 
Coming" associated with love. And in the section "Monday" of 
the "Notes for a Week," there is again a suggestion of a tyrannical 
relation as the angels, like vampires, run naked in the veins of the 
sleeping protagonists, "drink their blood and make them pru
dent." The Second Coming is invoked again in "Raven," this 

42Tropic of Capricorn, 67·8. 
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time by "suspended passions." This emphasis on passions rather 
than a person implies that love has permeated all existence and 
has become a torment. A similar situation revealing a destructive 
passion is suggested in the poem "Interlude of Joy," at the end of 
which an archangel is seen "practicing with a fiery sword" while 
one of the lovers watching him comments that the whole thing is 
inexplicable; he does not "understand people:jno matter how 
much they play with colors/they are all black," implying the 
dark forces hidden inside man.43 

Finally, another dangerous angel appears in the short poem 

43A short discussion of this poem is given here to help the reader see the 
motif in its context. 

The "Interlude of Joy" refers to the joy of an uninhibited erotic life in which 
the Dionysian element predominates but which does not last long and is followed 
by an awareness of the dangers lurking behind it. The poem, in the beginning, 
conveys the euphoria of a radiant morning, when the protagonist feels happy and 
free of care. However, after the first few Jines, some symbols appear that, as the 
description goes on, become more and more ominous. The huge sun is "all 
thorns," but they are "so high in the sky" that one might hope that the 
danger they represent is very remote-although the way the poem ends proves 
the opposite. Also, the "forest of Judas trees" is a symbol associated with 
betrayal; and although in this scenery "Young Loves and satyrs played there 
and sang," one could catch through the black laurel leaves (another ominous 
symbol) "pink limbs ... bodies of little children." The scenery depicts the 
wild life of satyrs, fawns and nymphs, while later in the poem a dangerous angel 
appears. Satyrs and fawns, being associated with Dionysus, are creatures of the 
wild, part men and part beasts in which the erotic and the destructive element 
coexist. The pink gleam of little children's limbs through the leaves hints at 
this destructiveness. The ominous overtones of this image, clearly discernable in 
the Greek original, "Kt' E~AETIE<; p6otva [lEAll [lEcra cr'tl<; t-taOpEc; M:q>vEc;/ 
cr6:pKE<; [llKp&'lv TiatOt&'lv," are not fully conveyed in any of the published 
English translations; "cr6:pKEc;" is the plural of "cr6:pKa" ("flesh") and cannot 
be rendered literally. 

The feeling of joy the protagonist expresses in most of the poem does not 
seem to anticipate the change that follows; the ominous overtones are suggested 
only by the scenery. Only later, toward the end of the poem, does the protagonist 
hint to the abyss hidden below the beautiful scenery and, in a way, the beat of 
the "tender hoof of a young fawn" is connected, symbolically speaking, with the 
opening of the closed well revealing the abyss. The protagonist tells his com
panion about the fawn: "Do you remember its laugh-How full of joy!" 
we were; but what follows is a quick change of scenery, the appearance of clouds 
in the sky, rain and the wet earth. The protagonist recalls how his companion, 
lying down in the hut, had stopped laughing when looking upon the archangel 
"practicing with a fiery sword." He hears his companion wonder why people, 
"no matter how much they play with colors, they are all black." Thus, the 
interval of joy does not last as the poet returns, in the last line, to the dark 
forces man hides inside himself. 
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"We Got out of the Walls,"44 written later than those mentioned 
above, which alludes to Cavafy's "Trojans." Unlike Cavafy's 
persona in that poem, Seferis' protagonist has overcome his fears 
and gotten out of the walls. However, in Seferis' poem the angel 
is the potential enemy outside, as in the "Trojans" it was Achilles. 
The fact that the "angel with the golden heels" dressed his naked
ness with a blue flutter of wings implies that, in this case, for 
Seferis' protagonist the temptation has ceased to exist. 

One can see from this very brief account of the way angels 
appear in Seferis' poetry that the poet's attitude-although am
bivalent, to some extent, from the very beginning-reveals a 
gradual shift from the expectation or at least the possibility of a 
"miracle" brought about by the angels to an ominous situation 
where the angels are threatening, trapping and torturing man, 
and the "miracle" is impossible without a destruction, without the 
"scattering" of one's "blood to the eight points of the wind." 

"The angels are white flaming white and the eye that 
would confront them shrivels 

and there's no other way you've got to become like 
stone if you want their company 

and when you look for the miracle you've got to scatter 
your blood to the eight points of the wind 

because the miracle is nowhere but circulating in the 
veins of man." 

The miracle itself has undergone a transformation. In the 
earlier poems it was associated with love, while in "Les anges 
sont blancs" love burns and destroys those who are not ready 
to receive it and, ironically, the only miracle left is the artistic 
creation that can come from the disintegration of the artist's life.45 

44W e got out of the walls. Who was terrifying us? 
No one out here; dark blue colors on the earth, dark blue birds. 
Here and there huge rocks, glittering like mirrors 
and the angel with golden heels 
dressed his nakedness with a blue flutter of wings. 

Like several other poems, "We Got out of the Walls" was not included in a 
collection by the poet himself. It appeared posthumously in the Journals ( E, 180) 
and was included in the Book of Exercises II, 33. The translation is mine. 

450n the connection between artistic creation and the life of the poet 
Miller writes: 

In our society the artist is not encouraged, not lauded, not rewarded, 
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Here again Miller's notes, quoted by Seferis, refer explicitly to 
this process: after writing that "from this death of the world the 
artist is obliged to draw his inspiration," Miller quotes a passage 
from Whitman's "Democratic Vistas": 

America has yet morally and artistically originated noth
ing ... In the future of these states must arise poets 
immense far, and make great poems of death. The poems 
of life are great, but there must be the poems of the 
purport of life, not only in itself, but beyond itself ... 46 

It is right after this quotation that Seferis inserts in his Journals 
the line from Louis Lambert mentioned earlier about the factor 
X, Logos, implying that this Logos is "the purport of life" to 
which Whitman refers. This is a very crucial point for the 
explication of the poem. 

Thus, what Seferis is trying to do in "Les anges sont blancs" 
is to draw a parallel between the situation of the people who kill 
each other in war like sleepwalkers, the torpor of the protagonist 
who lives in a state of psychological arrest, obsessed with 
memories of the past, and the state of catalepsy of those who, like 
Lambert, have lost their balance, in order to suggest that life 
declines and disintegrates in all three of these situations because 
of the absence of the Logos. 

SALAMIS IN CYPRUS (1953) 

Like most of the poems of the collection Logbook III, 
"Salamis in Cyprus" was written during the time Seferis spent 
on the island in the fall of 1953. 

unless he makes use of a weapon more powerful than those employed by 
his adversaries. Such a weapon is not to be found in shops or arsenals: 
it has to be forged by the artist himself out of his own tissue. When he 
releases it, he also destroys himself. It is the only method he has found 
to preserve his own kind ... He must create, by the sacrifice of his own 
being, the awareness of a value and a dignity which the word human 
once connoted. 
Patchen Man of Anger and Light (New York: Padell, 1946) 11-12. 
46Journal C, 146. 
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In a note accompanying the first editions of these poems, 
Seferis wrote: "Cyprus is a place where the miracle still works."47 

What he implies is that, in spite of the changes of time, the 
island has retained some of the qualities of harmony and balance 
of ancient Greece. He says in "In the Kyrenia District": "this 
world isn't ours, it's Homer's."48 The difference between the two 
worlds becomes evident by the juxtaposition of the following two 
passages, as pointed out by Savidis.49 

Our world ... is a world deteriorating, sick and anesthe
tized, where the senses evaporate and lose their reality in 
the chaos of impressions.50 

... In Homer everything holds together, the whole world 
is a woof of organic "umbilical cords"; the world of earth 
and the world of heaven, animals, plants, elements, hearts 
of men, good, evil, death, life, they all ripen, vanish and 
flower again.51 

When Seferis refers to a "miracle" he is not suggesting that 
modern man with his own background and experiences can be 
metamorphosed by going to Cyprus, but that one faces there a 
world whose grace makes him think that harmony and balance 
can still exist on this earth. 

Seferis' theme in this poem is injustice and the inevitable 
punishment of those who commit it and for this reason, he chose 
as the title "Salamis in Cyprus," which brings immediately to 
mind the other Salamis, near Athens, where the naval battle took 
place in which the Persians and their powerful king Xerxes 
were defeated. Seferis repeats several times in his essays his 
belief that if there is one idea that is basically Greek, it is the 
idea of justice: "the just man, the man who is the 'measure' of 

47This comes from a note accompanying the first editions of these poems. 
G. Savidis, For Seferis, 305. 

48The sentence comes from W.H. Auden and is also used as an epigraph in 
the poem: "'Homer's world, not ours' W.H. Auden." 

49For Seferis, 307. 
5°From Seferis' introduction to his modern Greek translation of T.S. Eliot's 

Waste Land (Athens: Ikaros, 1967) 33. 
51Journal E, 64. 
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life"; this idea can be traced back to Heraclitus and Anaximander 
as a natural law, and "it receives in the work of Aeschylus its 
full and firm extension. Whoever goes beyond the measure is 
guilty of 'hubris,' "52 and hubris leads inevitably to punishment. 
The poet uses as an epigraph of the poem, and also as the last 
verse, a line from Aeschylus' Persians, the tragedy that recounts 
Xerxes' destruction in Salamis. In this play, the words "There is 
an island" begin a speech by the messenger arriving in Persia to 
announce the defeat of Xerxes in Salamis. The poet wrote this 
poem in 1953 in "another Salamis,'' an old city in Cyprus, in order 
to remind the British, who occupied the island at that time, of 
Xerxes' fate. Xerxes committed hubris when he ordered his army 
to whip the sea, the element that presented an obstacle to his 
plans, and it was in the sea of Salamis that he met his disaster. 
This message, this warning, was what Seferis wanted to convey 
to the British, the "friends from the other war,'' who were com
mitting injustice against Cyprus. And one could say that this 
poem brings the same message-that the person who commits 
injustice perishes-to the Turks, who did injustice to Cyprus in 
1974. History repeats itself: Xerxes in 480 B.C., the British in 
1953 and the Turks in 1974. But the mechanism of justice 
functions, and what Seferis wants to suggest is that punishment 
is inevitable. 

The poem opens with the protagonist-the poet-walking 
alone on a beach covered with fragments of ancient jars-an 
immediate connection with the historic past of the island. This is 
contrasted two lines later with the sunken might of the "golden 
Empire,'' a subtle warning that the might of the British empire 
is also nothing permanent. 

Before bringing in the terror of the conflict, the poet presents 
an image of harmony and beauty. 

Young bodies, loved and loving, have passed by here; 
throbbing breasts, shells rose-pink, feet 
fearlessly skimming the water, 
and arms open for the coupling of desire. 

52George Seferis, On the Greek Style, trs. Rex Warner and Th.D. Frangopoulos 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co. 1966) 57. 
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The Lord upon many waters,53 

here upon this crossing. 
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With this erotic image he alludes to the fact that from the 
azure sea of this island rose, according to the myth, the goddess 
of love, Aphrodite-suggesting that in this earthly paradise, war 
and injustice should have no place. This rising of the goddess 
might have been another idea that Seferis had in mind-in addi
tion to those mentioned above-when he wrote that in Cyprus 
the miracle still works. On the other hand, by bringing God 
into this picture ("The Lord upon many waters"), the poet 
seems to suggest that there is something sacred about this 
ancient land. 

As the protagonist walks on the shore of Salamis of Cyprus, 
he hears a voice. He does not see any faces but only hears a 
"heavy" prophetic voice, which echoes again and again "in the 
sky's veins," in the sea's roll over the pebbles. It is the voice of 
Cyprus, the voice of history delivering a warning based on the 
inevitable process by which injustice leads to violence. 

"Earth has no handles 
for them to shoulder her and carry her off, 
nor can they, however thirsty, 
sweeten the sea with half a dram of water.54 

And those bodies, 
formed of a clay they know not, 
have souls. 
They gather tools to change them; 
they won't succeed: they'll only unmake them 
if souls can be unmade. 
Wheat doesn't take long to ripen, 
it doesn't take much time 
for the yeast of bitterness to rise, 
it doesn't take much time 
for evil to raise its head, 

53from Psalm 28 (LXX). 
54As mentioned by Nassos Vayenas, this line is a paraphrase of a sentence 

from Makriyannis' Memoirs ('0 'ltOlTJ'r~<; Kal o xopEu~c; [The Poet and the 
Dancer], 2d ed., Athens: Kedros, 1980, p. 319, note 53). 
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and the sick mind emptying 
doesn't take much time 
to fill with madness: 
there is an island ... " 

THE CHARIOTEER 

"Earth has no handles for them to shoulder her" is an image 
that Seferis borrows from Makriyannis' Memoirs55 to suggest 
how futile is man's effort to grasp, to dominate. It is a reminder 
to anyone occupying a foreign land that this land never really 
becomes his possession since he cannot carry it away. Conquerors, 
in their insatiability, tend to forget that they can never possess a 
country by occupying it physically; those souls in Cyprus that have 
not changed since the times of Homer will not be changed by the 
mechanical tools of a tyrant. 

Then comes the warning. The image of the corn that "does 
not take long to ripen" carries echoes of Aeschylus: "the seed 
of hubris flowers and the ripe corn is Ate, bringing a harvest of 
tears.'' 56 Cyprus' occupiers are committing injustice, and they are 
warned that the harvest of tears is near. The "yeast of bitterness" 
is rising and violence is unavoidable. Injustice is dangerous be
cause it can lead those who suffer it to desperate madness 
and retribution.57 

The voice concludes with four words that summarize the 
warning: "There is an island." 

After the warning comes the appeal. The voice of justice 
delivered the message, and now the poet makes a passionate 
appeal addressed to the British-the "Friends from the other war," 
who fought for freedom together with the Greeks a few years 
earlier and are now denying this freedom to the people of Cyprus. 

Friends from the other war, 
on this deserted and cloudy beach 

55This was pointed out by Savidis in a note in the 11th edition of Seferis' 
Poems ( 344) . 

56The Persians, 821-2. 
57Seferis quotes in an essay a passage from Makriyannis' Memoirs where the 

same idea is expressed about the Greek revolution of 1821. At the beginning 
of the revolution Makriyannis overheard a Turk official speaking to his friends: 

Pashas and beys, we shall be destroyed ... We have wronged the Greek 
infidel and taken away his wealth and his honor. And this darkened his 
eyes and he rose up in arms. (On the Greek Style, "Makriyannis," 58) 
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I think of you as the day turns-
those who fell fighting and those who fell years after 

the battle, 
those who saw dawn through the mist of death 
or, in wild solitude under the stars, 
felt upon them the huge dark eyes 
of total disaster; 
and those again who prayed 
when flaming steel sawed the ships: 
"Lord help us to keep in mind 
the causes of this slaughter: 
greed, dishonesty, selfishness, 
the desiccation of love; 
Lord, help us to root these out ... " 

In a note, the poet mentions that this passage is based on the 
wartime prayer of Commander Lord Hugh Beresford, R.N., who 
fell in the battle of Crete.58 The poet comes now to the British 
with a direct appeal, quoting their own words. (One might add 
that Seferis was the Greek ambassador to London when Cyprus 
gained its independence.) Although Seferis died in 1971, the plea 
of this poem could very well be considered as addressed to the 
Americans in 1974, when they were at the side of the Turkish 
invaders of Cyprus, asking them, as "Friends from the other war," 
to reconsider their position. His passionate appeal and the prayer 
with which he continues is the most direct antiwar message of his 
entire work. 

The antiwar statement is followed by a kind of argument in 
the form of a dialogue involving the voice of a hypothetical 
person raising an objection and an answer by the poet in his own 
voice. With this subtle device, Seferis anticipates the natural 
reaction of skepticism on the part of the reader and has a chance 
to refute it with his final words at the close of the poem. 

The unidentified objector suggests that pleas for peace are 

58The prayer, as quoted by Seferis, ends with a sentence not included in the 
poem but very relevant to its theme: "0 God our loving Father ... Help us to 
keep in mind the real causes of war: dishonesty, greed, selfishness, and lack of 
love, and to drive them out of this ship, so that she may be a pattern of the 
new world for which we are fighting ... " (Poems, 11th ed., 344). 
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futile because no one can change the decisions of those in power; 
one can only try to forget: 

-Now on this pebbled beach, it's better to forget; 
talking doesn't do any good; 
who can change the attitude of those with power? 
Who can make himself heard? 
Each dreams separately without hearing any one else's 

nightmare. 

This is "true," the poet replies; yet man should not accept 
injustice and adversity passively; he should fight it.59 Cyprus is 
for him an opportunity to hammer in, once more, the terrible 
message of history. 

-True. But the messenger moves swiftly, 
and however long his journey, he'll bring 
to those who tried to shackle the Hellespont 
the terrible news from Salamis. 

No matter how long it may take, those who violate justice are 
not going to escape punishment. To make his point, he uses 
Aeschylus' own words, written two and half thousand years ago. 
For every arrogant power "There is an island," a Salamis where 
all wrong is retributed. 

Voice of the Lord upon the waters. 
There is an island. 

HELEN {1955) 

In "Helen" Seferis, using the premise of Euripides' tragedy 
Helen, alludes to the Cyprus situation and emphasizes the futility 
of war and the tragic way in which men fall into traps and 
fight in vain. 

In his Helen Euripides presents a version of the cause of the 

59Journal C, 53. 
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Trojan war different from that of Homer. The gods in several 
of Euripides' plays are vindictive and try to deceive men-Artemis 
in Hippolytus, Dionysus in The Bacchae and Zeus in Helen. 
According to Euripides, Helen did not follow Paris to Troy. Zeus 
had the real Helen carried off to Egypt, and to Troy he sent her 
phantom, deceiving both the Greeks and the Trojans and in
volving them in a protracted war. 

The original title of the collection Logbook III, KtYn:pov oo 
~, E:3-E<J1tl<JEV ("Cyprus, where it was decreed by Apollo that I 
should live ... ") is used as a part of the epigraph of "Helen"
showing how important Seferis himself considered this poem to be. 

The complete epigraph consists of three quotations from 
Euripides' Helen that, in a way, summarize the whole poem. The 
first introduces the narrator Seferis uses: Teucer, a veteran of 
the Trojan War, half-brother of Ajax, the famous Greek hero. 
Ajax killed himself with his own sword.60 Their father, Telamon, 
King of Salamis, angry with Teucer because he did not prevent 
Ajax's death, banished him from his native island.61 After years 
of wandering he arrived in Cyprus, where Apollo had decreed 
that he should live, founding a new city and naming it Salamis, 

60Ajax was enraged when after Achilles' death his arms were awarded to 
Odysseus instead of himself. In a fit of madness, trying to take revenge on the 
Atreidae-whom he considered responsible for the injustice-he slaughtered a 
flock of sheep that he mistook for his enemies. When he regained his sanity, he 
felt that only death could wipe out his shame and committed suicide. 

61The seer Calchas had warned Teucer not to let Ajax out of his tent. 
The seer 

Leaving the council of assembled chiefs, 
From the Atridae drew aside and laid 
His right hand lovingly in Teucer's hand, 
And spake and charged him straitly by all means, 
For this one day whose light yet shines, to keep 
Ajax within his tent nor let him forth, 
If he would see him still a living man. 

(Sophocles, Ajax, 11. 749· 55)' 

Yet Teucer could not prevent Ajax's suicide, and he then blamed himself for it. 

Thy death, what seed of misery for me! 
Where can I turn, what race of men will house me, 
The wretch who failed to help thee in thy woes? 
How Telamon, thy sire and mine withal, 
Will beam upon me (can'st not picture him?) 
When I return without thee ! 

(Sophocles, Ajax, 11.1006-11) 
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"in memory of [his] island home." Thus, Teucer has a lot in 
common with Seferis himself: he has suffered in a war and has 
wandered much after it; he is an exile, with no hope of ever 
returning home; and he has found a substitute home in Cyprus, 
like the poet found a substitute home in Greece after the destruc
tion of Smyrna. Also, as will be discussed later, Teucer, like 
the poet, has had an opportunity to realize the meaninglessness 
of war. 

The second quotation, "I never went to Troy; It was a 
phantom" introduces the version of the myth that Euripides uses 
in his Helen. According to this version, usually attributed to the 
poet Stesichorus,62 Helen, as mentioned above, never went to Troy; 
instead, by order of her father Zeus, she was concealed by Hermes 
in a cloud and taken to Egypt, to the court of King Proteus. In 
the meantime, Hera had created "a breathing phantom, out of 
cloudland wrought"63 that looked exactly like Helen, and it was 
this phantom for which Troy was destroyed. It was this "counter
feit" Helen that Menelaus carried back with him, until he met 
the real Helen in Egypt. 

The third quotation contains in an epigrammatic form the 
essentia:l point that the whole poem is trying to make, the 
absurdity of war. 

What? You mean it was only for a cloud that we 
struggled so much ?64 

Euripides, Helen 

The poem opens with Teucer, the poet's persona, in his new 
home in Cyprus, haunted by the song of the nightingales. The 
line "The nightingales won't let you sleep in Platres," repeated 
three times in the poem, is enclosed in quotation marks, as if 
spoken by someone else, but Teucer himself addresses the night
ingales several times directly as he recounts his story. The song 
of the nightingales is taken from Euripides' Helen, where the 
chorus invites them to lament the dead of the Trojan War.65 It 

62See for instance Phaedrus, 243a. 
68He/en, 34. 
64He/en, 706·7. 
65Lines 1107-21. 
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brings to mind the memory of those lost in the war-for Teucer, 
his brother Ajax; for the poet, his dead friends. 

Shy nightingale, in the breathing of the leaves, 
you who bestow the forest's musical coolness 
on the sundered bodies, on the souls 
of those who know they will not return. 
Blind voice, you who grope in the darkness of memory 
for footsteps and gestures ... 

"The nightingales won't let you sleep in Platres." 

Platres: where is Platres? And this island: who knows it? 
I've lived my life hearing names I've never heard before: 
new countries, new idiocies of men 
or of the gods; 

my fate which wavers 
between the last sword of some Ajax 
and another Salamis, 
brought me here, to this shore. 

Platres is a modern summer resort in Cyprus, which did not 
exist at the times of Teucer. By bringing it in here the poet is 
trying to emphasize the fact, mentioned earlier, that his persona 
is a blend of the ancient Teucer and a modern version-himself. 
On the other hand, by his insistent questions ("Where is Platres? 
and this island: who knows it?") and especially by the account 
of his persona that he has lived his life hearing new names, 
new countries and new idiocies of men or of the gods, he is 
trying to make an important point: that war is perpetuated ir
respective of the fact that it changes location; the drama remains 
the same. 

The lines referring to the irrationalities of gods and men 
reveal a Euripidean point of view, since for Euripides both gods 
and men are subject to fits of madness. The whole Trojan War, 
as presented in Helen, was the result of a whim of Zeus, who 
ordered the abduction of Helen and then deceived both Greeks 
and Trojans. Helen, in Euripides' Daughters of Troy, says about 



210 THE CHARIOTEER 

Zeus that although he rules men, he is Aphrodite's slave,66 while 
Aphrodite herself is characterized in Helen as "insatiate of 
wrong" and destructive.67 As for the madness of humans, there 
are many examples in Euripides' plays, such as Medea, or Phaedra 
in Hippolytus. This will be discussed below. 

As mentioned before, Seferis attributes a symbolic meaning to 
the moon and the stars. 

The moon 
rose from the sea like Aphrodite, 
covered the Archer's stars, now moves to find 
The Heart of Scorpio, and changes everything. 
Truth, where' s the truth ? 

The image of the moon "covering" everything has im
portant symbolic connotations. The moon rising from the sea of 
Cyprus "like Aphrodite," the goddess of love, is here a symbol of 
deceit, which changes everything.68 The association of the moon 

and the deceit it represents with Aphrodite is not accidental here. 
In this poem-which, as will be discussed, is based on a Euripidean 

point of view-the goddess of love, setting the trap of sensuality, 
is at the root of the disaster of war. The moon blotting out the 

Archer implies that deceit makes people miss their target, lose 
their direction. "The Heart of Scorpio" is the star Antares, 
but also "the core of evil that poisons human situations" ;69 in 
"The Thrush" the Heart of Scorpio is the tyrant inside 
man. Thus, this image suggests that deceit leads man astray 
and causes war and destruction. The symbolic identification of the 
moon with deceit is reinforced by the question immediately fol
lowing: "Where' s the truth?" Having mentioned the constella
tion of the Archer, the narrator introduces himself as also 
being an archer. 

66That Goddess. Punish her !-be mightier 
Than Zeus, who ruleth all the Gods beside, 
Yet is her slave! (948-50) 

67Lines 1102-6. 

68Savidis, For Seferis, 342. The connection between the moon and deceit has 

been discussed before in connection with the "Last Stop." 

69A. Argyriou, "Suggestions About 'The Thrush,' •• this issue, p. 94. 
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I too was an archer in the war; 
my fate: that of a man who missed his target. 

The second line is another example of Seferis' ability to give 
universality to his symbolic characters. Teucer is patterned here 
like the Homeric prototype. In the Iliad Teucer, although a skilful 
archer, missed his target twice when he failed to kill Hector on 
two occasions70 and once again when he lost a contest with 
Meriones.71 Also, metaphorically speaking, he missed his target 
because he did not save his brother from killing himself. In 
Sophocles' play Ajax, Teucer considers himself a failure. 

As he continues with the memories aroused by the song of 
the nightingales, Teucer remembers his encounter with Helen 
in Egypt. 

Lyric nightingale, 
on a night like this, by the shore of Proteus, 
the Spartan slave girls heard you and began their lament, 
and among them-who would have believed it ?-Helen! 
She whom we hunted so many years by the banks of the 

Scamander. 
She was there, at the desert's lip; I touched her; she 

spoke to me: 
"It isn't true, it isn't true," she cried. 
"I didn't board the blue-bowed ship. 
I never went to valiant Troy." 

Teucer then continues with a description of Helen. This is one 
of the cases where no translation can preserve the music of 
the original. 

Breasts girded high, the sun in her hair, and that stature 
shadows and smiles everywhere, 
on shoulders, thighs, and knees; 
the skin alive, and her eyes 
with the large eyelids, 
she was there, on the banks of a Delta. 

70Book 8, 300-13. 
71Book 23, 859-83. 
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The way Seferis handles the presentation of this legendary 
figure is remarkable. Homer never gave a direct description of 
Helen. Instead he created the effect he wanted indirectly, through 
the reaction of the old men of Troy when they saw her.72 Seferis 
succeeds here in giving a description and yet preserves some of 
the original Homeric mystery. He avoids specific details. He does 
not speak about the features of her face, except for the eyelids. 
The picture is purposely vague: sun in her hair, the print of 
shadows, the print of smiles on her shoulders, thighs and knees, 
the lively skin; but it conveys the feeling of a fascinating sensual 
beauty. The sensual element dominates the whole description. 
Seferis had carefully started to build it up even before the actual 
description: he presents her at the desert's lip; and Teucer says 
that he touched her. Then, the first thing mentioned about her is 
her breast/3 and we are told that her skin was "alive." It is also 
remarkable that Helen has similarities with Circe, who was also 
described as deep girdled in the first part of "The Thrush." 
She is here, without any doubt, a symbol of sensual beauty; and 
beauty can sometimes be fatal, as Circe was for Elpenor and as 
Helen, either in person or through her phantom, was for thou
sands of Greeks and Trojans. It is not beauty or love itself that 
is fatal, but the excesses to which it can lead man. This is very 
eloquently supported by Helen herself in Euripides' Helen when 
she talks to Aphrodite, whom she considers responsible for the 
unhappiness that love causes men: 

... why, insatiate of wrong, 
dost thou use loves, deceits, and guile's inventions, 
and love-spells dark with blood of families? 
Wouldst thou in measure come, thou wert to men 
else kindest of the Gods.74 

72"Surely there is no blame on Trojans and strong-greaved Achaians if for 

long time they suffer hardship for a woman like this one. Terrible is the likeness 

of her face to immortal goddesses." (Iliad, 3:156-8) It is also worth noting how 

the chorus in Aeschylus' Agamemnon conveyed the feeling of looking at Helen 
( 741:2): "[laA.SaKoV O[l[lmc.lV CSeA.oc;,/f>T)t;[ST)[lOV epc.l-roc; av9oc;" (a darter, 

of soft glances from the eye, love's flower that stingeth the heart). 

73The Greek expression "[lE TOV csaeu CJTT)96f>ECJ[l0," which was rendered 

in English as "Breasts high girdled," in a free prose version would be "with a 

garment keeping tight an abundant breast." 
74Lines 1102-6. 
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Once he is convinced of Helen's presence on the banks of the 
Nile, Teucer thinks of the tragic irony that the Trojan war 
becomes after this knowledge. 

And at Troy? 
At Troy, nothing: just a phantom image. 
The gods wanted it so. 
And Paris, Paris lay with a shadow as though it were a 

solid being;75 

And for ten whole years we slaughtered ourselves for Helen. 

Great suffering had fallen on Greece. 
So many bodies thrown 
into the jaws of the sea, the jaws of the earth 
so many souls 
fed to the millstones like grain. 
And the rivers swelling, blood in their silt, 
all for a linen undulation, a filmy cloud, 
a butterfly's flicker, a whisp of swan's down, 
an empty tunic-all for a Helen. 

All this terrible massacre, which is depicted here with such 
intensity, did not take place for the reasons everybody thought it 
did. The gods deceived both the Greeks and the Trojans and had 
them fighting for ten years for "an empty tunic." As if it were 
not bad enough that they were fighting for a woman,76 Euripides, 
and Seferis after him, strip the war even of this pretext and 
expose its emptiness and absurdity. It was all for nothing, and 

75This line brings to mind Jean Giraudoux's treatment of the same theme in 
Tiger at the Gates, where the idea of Helen's phantom is given an ironic twist: 

PARIS ••. But Helen is far away from me, even held in my arms. 
HECTOR ••• Very interesting! But, one wonders, is it really worth a war, to 

allow Paris to make love at a distance? 
(Jean Giraudoux, Tiger at the Gates, tr. Christopher Fry [New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1955] 10) 

76Ezra Pound's version of Helen in "Hugh Selwyn Mauberley" is worth noting 
in this respect: 

There died a myriad, 
And of the best, among them, 
For an old bitch gone in the teeth, 
For a botched civilization. 
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Teucer discovers that only after so many years. Thus, Teucer 
becomes a symbol of all those who discover, too late, that they 
were victims of betrayal or deceit and that all their struggling and 
suffering were for nothing .This was exactly the mood prevailing 
in Cyprus in the early 1950s when the poet visited the island and 
wrote "Helen." The Greek Cypriots after fighting in World 
War II "for Greece and Liberty,"77 were denied, after the war, 
the right of self-determination and remained under British rule. 
Seferis' Teucer acquires, however, as a symbol, much more uni
versal dimensions. In most wars many people fight in the belief 
that they are serving a noble cause only to find out later, 
if they survive and if they are aware enough, that the real reasons 
for all this fighting and destruction were not at all what they had 
thought, but the interests of those in power or simply the "idiocies 
of men or of the gods." 

The universality of the theme of "Helen" becomes even more 
evident in the last part of the poem, where Seferis implies 
that he doubts whether men are learning from their misfortunes 
in war and are not always ready to become victims of a new deceit. 

Tearful bird, 
on sea-kissed Cyprus 

consecrated to remind me of my country, 
I moored alone with this fable, 
if it is true that it is a fable, 
if it is true that mortals will not again take up 
the old deceit of the gods; 

if it is true 
that in f1,1ture years some other Teucer, 
or some Ajax or Priam or Hecuba, 
or someone unknown and nameless who nevertheless saw 
a Scamander overflow with corpses, 
isn't fated to hear 
messengers coming to tell him 
that so much suffering, so much life, 

77In a note accompanying the poem Seferis writes: "A friend who read my 
manuscript remembered this: In those days, the official recruiting posters in 
Cyprus said 'Fight for Greece and Liberty' (House of Commons, Official Report, 
5 May, 1955)." (Poems, 11th Greek edition, 338) 



War in the Poetry of George Seferis 215 

went into the abyss 
all for an empty tunic, all for a Helen. 

War, then, is "the old deceit of the gods." One can interpret 
this in two ways. On the surface, the deceit of the gods was the 
substitution of the real Helen wi:th a phantom. On the symbolic 
level, however, the deceit may be much deeper. After all, whether 
Helen was present in Troy, as Homer wants her, or she was not, 
as Euripides says, the fact remains that both the Greeks and the 
Trojans believed that she was there. It is not accidental that 
Seferis twice in the poem does not stop after "all for an empty 
tunic" but adds "all for a Helen." In other words, it would still 
be a tragedy even if Helen actually were there. It should be pointed 
out that in the phrase "the old deceit of the gods," the Greek 
word Seferis uses is 56A.o<;. "Deceit" is only a secondary meaning 
of 56A.o<;; it primarily means "bait" and "trap." It is used for any 
device by which one tries to catch something. By implication, of 
course, the use of such devices is a deceit. But when Seferis says 
that mortals will take up "the old 56A.o<; of the gods," the 
meaning is that they will bite the bait or fall into the trap of the 
gods. The trap in this case is sensuality and the bait is Helen. 
Seferis states this very clearly in his poem about Euripides, where 
the most tragic of the three classic poets 

... saw the veins of men 
as a net the gods made to catch us in like wild beasts.78 

From this point of view, Helen becomes a symbol in which 
love and war are combined. She is the ultimate example of where 
uncontrolled sensuality can lead. She can make men lose their 
balance and commit injustice, which may bring on them-as on 
many others-incalculable suffering. "Helen" reflects the Eu
ripidean view of the universe. Early in the poem the expression the 
"idiocies of men or of the gods" suggested the Euripidean 
notion that the gods, far from trying to create harmony out of 
chaos, are as mad as men. Then, after this hint about the ir
rationality of the gods, Teucer, having presented a frightening 
image of war, asks the question "what is a god? What is not 

78"Euripides the Athenian." 
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a god? And what is there in-between them?" taken directly from 
Euripides' Helen79 and implying that if the gods are responsible 
for the massacre of war they cannot be superior, benevolent 
powers-they are destructive. These lines question the meaning 
of the gods' existence and their role. These questions could lead 
to the answer that men, after realizing the madnesses of the gods, 
could learn from their misfortunes, use their reason and create 
a new order out of this chaos. Seferis, however, does not end 
the poem with this existential suggestion but returns to Euripidean 
skepticism, implying indirectly that men will most probably be 
again trapped by "the old deceit of the gods." Yet the ending 
has a certain degree of ambiguity, which may suggest that the 
poet does not want to give up entirely on the human race; he 
puts his final statement in the form of a doubt, of an open 
question-''If it is true that it is a fable" -which, although pes
simistic, leaves a small possibility that Euripides' diagnosis may 
yet be reconsidered after so many centuries of senseless wars. 
The final poignant image of slaughter can be seen as the poet's 
last desperate appeal to man's sanity. 

CONCLUSION 

We have examined, so far, five poems related to the various 
aspects of war. We can now try to correlate them, as well as 
several other poems directly or indirectly connected to the same 
theme80 and arrive at a more unified picture of Seferis' views. 
Among the issues to be addressed are the causes of war, the 
role of fate and human responsibility, the influence of ancient 
tragedy and in particular of Aeschylus and the importance of 
justice. We shall also discuss the methods the poet employs, 
direct or indirect, to present and condemn war and his appeal 
for the preservation of human values. 

The first generalization one could make is that in Seferis' 
work it is not easy to isolate the tragedy of war from the overall 

79The question is asked by the chorus, line 113 7. 
sosee C. Capri.Karka, War in the Poetry of George Seferis (New York: 

Pella, 1985). 
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tragedy of human existence. War is the ultimate complication of 
the tragic human condition, the highest in degree but not different 
in essence. War, in other words, is the outcome of more or less 
the same causes that bring about the destruction of individual 
human beings, only it operates on a grand scale. 

What these causes are Seferis has told us through many clues 
and also through direct statements. He said in the "Last Stop," 
a key poem for the subject of war, that "Man is soft and thirsty 
like grass," "lips and fingers that hunger for a white breast," man 
is "insatiable," he would run, no matter how tired, at the slightest 
call of profit. His character Elpenor, who appears in some other 
poems, symbolizes this dangerous weakness. He is sensual and 
weak, and for this reason he is a potential "carrier of evil"; he can 
succumb to temptations, lose his balance and commit injustice. 

Because of his weakness, man loses his control over the dark 
forces that lurk within him-the forces that are always present, 
that coexist in him with the Apollonian element, as the "angel·ic" 
and the "black" coexist in the sunlight, or as serenity and murder 
coexist in the swans of the "Decision to Forget." These forces 
were present in him from the moment of his creation: "The first 
thing God made .is lovejthen comes bloodjand the thirst for 
blood." When unleashed, these forces can turn people, or on 
a grand scale nations, into packs of wolves;81 when "sorrow's 
dead like Patroclus" they can create murderers slaughtering 
"methodically, without passion" their fellow men. 

It is this weakness and inability of man to control the dark 
forces within him that Seferis sees as one of the main reasons 
for man's tragic condition; Greed, dishonesty, selfishness, which 
he lists as the immediate causes of war in "Salamis in Cyprus," 
are all symptoms of man's loss of balance. 

One might argue, at this point, that in some instances in his 
poems the element of fate or chance is the cause of man's tragedy. 
Orestes "cannot escape";82 the horses "circle ... blindfolded" over 
human bones;83 tragedy in these cases seems to be imposed on 
man by fate, as happens very often in Euripides' plays. However, 

8l"Europe became a pen full of wolves committing outrages and panic-stricken 
sheep." (July 4, 1941-Journal D, 114) 

82Poem "16" of Mythistorema. 
83"The Figure of Fate." 
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if we examine a little closer what fate represents for Seferis, 
we see that there is a significant difference. Fate is, in general, 
a power that man cannot control, because its source is outside 
of himself. But what is its source? In Seferis it is not God or 
the gods or chance alone. For the most part, man creates his 
own fate. Sometimes innocent people suffer because of other 
people's injustice. What is important, however, is that fate is 
not an impersonal force, which would wipe out human respon
sibility. This is in line with Aeschylus' view-as seen very clearly, 
for instance, in the Persians, where Xerxes' punishment was not 
his fate but the result of the hubris he committed. And the same 
is true in both the Prometheus trilogy and the Oresteia. In spite 
of the fact that Prometheus had noble motives for stealing fire 
from the gods and giving it to men, he commits hubris and is 
punished, while Orestes, although ordered by Apollo to kill 
his mother, is held responsible for the murder and haunted by 
the Erinyes. 

There is a direct connection between fate and human in
justice in the following lines from the "Last Stop." 

the rainy autumn in this gorge 
festers the wound of each of us 
or what you might term differently: nemesis, fate, 
or simply bad habits, fraud and deceit, 
or even the selfish urge to reap reward from the blood of 

others. 

"Bad habits," fraud and lack of honesty on the larger scale of 
society lead to injustice on the part of the various interest groups; 
and on the even grander scale of nations, they lead to the ultimat~ 
complication of war. In this vast, horrible and absurd conflict, 
innocent people who are not personally responsible for it and 
who cannot control it are caught and suffer or die, as thousands 
died "for a Helen" in Troy. People like the "prisoners" of war, 
"the exiled," the exploited, would prefer to live in a primitive 
society to be kings of the cannibals, so that their power would 
not become a commodity because there they would not have 
to suffer the consequences of a conflict of interests in which 
they had no part. In our highly organized societies, war assumes 
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the form of an impersonal, blind force, a machine that destroys 
indiscriminately. For the innocent victims it can be seen as "fate," 
but as Seferis sees it, the machine is set in motion by the in
satiability, rapacity and selfishness of other people: either "those 
with power" or powerful interest groups and nations. 

Thus, the source of evil is within man himself-because he 
constitutes the impersonal mechanisms. The idea appears first 
in Homer. In his first speech in the Odyssey, Zeus warns the 
mortals that they should not always blame the gods as the 
source of their troubles, "when it is their own wickedness that 
brings them suffering worse than any which fate allots them."84 

As long as man believes that fate directs his actions he does 
not question whether he could have acted otherwise, but if the 
source of evil is within himself, the element of responsibility 
emerges: if he could learn to exercise restraint and control his 
impulses he might avoid catastrophe. 

In this respect, Seferis comes closer to Aeschylus' and 
Sophocles' views than to those of Euripides. Only in two poems 
can one discern a Euripidean point of view. In poem "16" 
of Mythistorema the blame for man's suffering is put rather 
explicitly on the gods ("knees buckle easily when the gods so 
will it,jno one can escape, there's no point in being strong"), 
while in "Helen" it is placed on both gods and men ("New 
countries, new idiocies of menjor of the gods"). In most 
other poems Seferis comes closer to the Aeschylean view, that 
man is responsible for his own fate. In his later epigrammatic 
poem "Euripides the Athenian" Seferis in essence criticizes the 
Greek dramatist's attitude of attributing the responsibility for the 
misfortunes of men to the gods.85 He writes that Euripides saw 
"the veins of menjas a net the gods made to catch us in like 
wild beasts:jhe tried to break through it." In other words he 
believed that gods are trapping us through our senses. But then 
Seferis adds: "when his time came he was torn to pieces by 
dogs." Although according to one account Euripides actually was 

84The Odyssey, 1:32-4 (Penguin). 
85In one of his essays, Seferis, comparing the three Greek tragedians and the 

changes in their evaluation throughout the centuries, writes about Euripides: 
"The Greeks are not extremely fond of him, but both the Latins and the French 
classics imitate him. In our times ... " and he does not complete the sentence. 
("'A Monologue on Poetry," Essays, 1:132·3) 
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killed by dogs, the way the poem is written suggests that his 
accusing the gods was a hubris for which he was punished by 
the Furies. Seferis' own poetry is full of images of men trapped 
by their senses or by other men, but he does not attribute this to 
the gods-except in the two cases mentioned above-and in this 
respect he comes closer to Aeschylus' view that man invites 
catastrophe by committing injustice. 

Aeschylus' work has been the most crucial influence on Seferis. 
There are several quotations from Aeschylus in his poems and 
numerous comments in his prose work that manifest Seferis' 
high esteem for the "Father of Tragedy" and explain the reasons 
for the poet's preference for him. Some of the Aeschylean lines 
that Seferis inserts in his poems, along with those comments, are 
very illuminating regarding Seferis' own views, his emphasis 
on human values, the replacing of violence with justice and 
discord with harmony. In his essay on "The Thrush," for in
stance, he writes: 

I have a very organic feeling that identifies humaneness 
with the Greek landscape ... it is my belief that in the 
Greek light there is a kind of process of humanization; 
I think of Aeschylus not as the Titan or the Cyclops that 
people sometimes want us to see him as, but as a man 
feeling and expressing himself close beside us, accept
ing or reacting to the natural elements just as we aH 
do. I think of the mechanism of justice which he sets 
before us, this alternation of Hubris and Ate, which one 
will not find to be simply a moral law unless it is also 
a law of nature. A hundred years before him, Anaximander 
of Miletus believed that "things" pay by deterioration for 
the "injustice" they have committed by going beyond the 
order of time. And later Heraclitus will declare: "The 
sun will not overstep his measures; if he does, the Erinyes, 
the handmaids of Justice, will find him out."86 

The connection between the Greek landscape, the Greek light 
and humanization is iHustrated by the reference to Aeschylus 
that follows it. Under this light, in this serene landscape, 

860n the Greek Style, 103-4. 
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Aeschylus conceived the idea of transforming the Erinyes, the 
avenging forces, to Eumenides (the kindly spirits) -in other 
words, the idea of replacing revenge with mercy and justice. The 
reconciliation with which the Oresteia ends-with Orestes, after 
his persecution by the Erinyes, being acquitted by the jury-sug
gests Aeschylus' human approach, replacing force with persuasion. 
Seferis also rejects the idea that Aeschylus was superhuman, a 
"Titan" -an idea that seemed to prevail for a very long time. 
He felt that there were among scholars, Greek and non-Greek 
alike, many misconceptions and misinterpretations of Aeschylus 
who, because of his diction, filled with rare words, and the 
wealth and boldness of his metaphors, remained literarily inac
cessible until the beginning of our age. Seferis has also written 
that the relative positions of the Greek tragedians have been 
changing over the centuries and only recently has Aeschylus begun 
to be fully appreciated. In a comment in his Journals he writes: 

It is very impressive how Aeschylus sets aside the psy
chological anatomy such as we find it not in our times 
but even in Sophocles. In Aeschylus there is always be
sides man a symbol, an element that feeds on humanity, 
terribly alive. In Oresteia it is the evil (this would be the 
literal meaning of fleur du mal). In the Persians it is the 
sea, which is always striving toward a balance; in The 
Seven against Thebes it is the blood, which constantly 
turns around and fights itself, it divides and merges, 
merges and divides (look at the chorus that is divided 
in two at the end) .87 

What Seferis implies when he points out that Aeschylus did not 
rely on psychology is that in his work, instead of analyzing the 
psyche of his protagonists, he went deeper. He did not present 
men as they are, because he was interested in showing how they 
should act to avoid catastrophe. "The keystone of his fully 
developed art is his recognition of the causal connexion of char
acter, deed, and catastrophe," says H.W. Smyth.88 The conversion 
of the Erinyes to Eumenides in Aeschylus' Oresteia concerns 

87Journal D, 33. 
88Aeschylus, l:xiii (Loeb). 
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man's conversion as well. Man should also be tamed. The only 
way for man to avoid conflict and catastrophe is the way of 
justice and reconciliation. The alternative to the tragic thought 
that "man would better not exist" is for Aeschylus the evolution 
of mankind. Thus, he is concerned not with what man is, but 
with what he has the potential of becoming.89 

A similar idea is conveyed in another passage of the Journals: 

Feelings I find in Aeschylus which make me feel at peace: 
The security and balance of justice, without sentimentality, 
without moralizing, without psychology. Like a law of the 
universe, clean, with no rust. And the authority of this 
voice, the weight it carries. The greatest order I know.90 

This idea of order and justice is the central point, around which 
Seferis builds his images and metaphors in most of his war 
poems. In "Santorin," for instance, which alludes to the destruc
tion of Smyrna, he writes: "We found ourselves ... watching 
the red islands sink .. .jHere we found ourselves naked, holding/ 
the scales that tipped towards/injustice." In the "Figure of Fate," 
reflecting on the misfortunes of his generation in the successive 
wars, he concludes with an image of restoration of justice: 
" ... just wait: the blood, the bloodjwill rise some morning like 
Saint George the riderjto nail the dragon to earth with his 
lance." The annihilation of evil in the form of a dragon by a 
god is a common element of all Indoeuropean mythologies. In 
"An Old Man on the River Bank" justice is again the central 

89 Aeschylus wrote his own epitaph, in which he only mentioned that he 
fought the Persians in Marathon. One wonders whether it was only modesty that 
made him omit the fact that he was a poet or whether he stressed his role as a 
soldier because he wanted to suggest that the most important thing for Greece at 
that time was to secure its frontiers from the barbarians in order to survive and 
preserve its civilization. It is also possible that the interpretation of the epitaph 
should not be only literal and that the fight on the frontier against the Persians 
may also be a symbol for what he dramatized in his tragedies: man's fight against 
the dark forces inside him. Very relevant to this interpretation seems to be the 
following passage of R. Fables and W.B. Stanford: "As early as The Persians he 
had portrayed the Greek victory as a triumph over the barbarian latent in them
selves, the hubris that united the invader and the native tyrant as targets of the 
gods. Their donwfall, like the downfall of Agamemnon, called not only for 
exultation but for compassion and lasting self-control." (Introduction to Aeschylus: 
The Orest(!tia [New York: Bantam, 1977] 4) 

90Journal C, 125-6. 
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point. In this case Seferis brings in the Heraclitean concepts of 
the balance of nature, which is not disturbed by the perpetual 
flux, and the logos, or measure, according to which all changes 
take place. These concepts are introduced by the allegory of 
the river: 

If pain is human we are not human beings merely to suffer 
pain: 

that's why I think so much these days about the great river, 
that symbol which moves forward among herbs and 

greenery ... 
That current which goes its way and which is not so 

different from the blood of men, 
from the eyes of men when they look straight ahead without 

fear in their hearts. 

He thinks of the river as the symbol of reason, law, justice, and 
he believes that only by reason and justice can nations cooperate 
and avoid the suffering of war. 

In the "Last Stop," on the other hand, Seferis stresses man's 
refusal to accept injustice. After giving a realistic account of the 
process by which man commits injustice to his fellow man 
because of his cupidity and egocentricity, the poet conveys the 
reaction of those who were victimized by the clash of interests 
or impersonal forces that the war represents. "But the thinking 
of a refugee, the thinking of a prisoner, the thinking/of a person 
when he too has become a commodity-/try to change it; you 
can't." These people refuse to accept injustice fatalistically, 
they do not subscribe to the "pragmatists' " idea of "A time for 
planting, a time for harvesting," which serves the interests of 
those in power, reducing human lives to numbers in statistics. 

In "The Thrush," after the presentation of the conflict in 
human relations, the theme of justice is introduced when modern 
Odysseus descends to the underworld and meets Socrates. As he 
explains in his essay on "The Thursh," the poet chose Socrates 
as the personification of "the just man," the man who preferred 
to be the victim of injustice rather than to commit it. One of 
the most important things that Socrates has pointed out is the 
evil and injustice that people do to each other. War is such an 
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injustice, and this is what Seferis implies on a general level when 
he says that the "Countries of men" "can't face man" after the 
massacres and the atrocities of the war. 

Finally, justice is the main theme of "Salamis in Cyprus," 
where Seferis is referring explicitly to Aeschylus' play The 
Persians, which, as the poet has said, shows more clearly than 
any other of his works that he who commits injustice will perish. 
Seferis uses Xerxes' example and Aeschylus' own words to bring 
the terrible message of history to the British occupiers of Cyprus: 
for every arrogant power "There is an island." 

The only way, then, to avoid catastrophe is by maintaining 
one's balance. The call for restraint and responsibility permeates 
Seferis' poetry. He achieves this by stressing the idea of justice. 
He challenges the reader with cryptic images. He does not strip 
bare the horrors of war-he is very subtle, evoking tension with 
a kind of astrigent poetry that seems obscure but slowly unfolds, 
upon repeated readings, the insanity of war. 

In certain poems he uses a direct approach, employing simple 
techniques, simple arguments and plain language in order to 
appeal to man's reason. In the "Last Day," for example, he speaks 

·about death as something that people are not really aware of: 

How does a man die? Strange no one's thought 
about it 

... yet death is something that happens. 

In the "Last Stop" he writes on the same subject: 

But what good are exorcisms, riches, speeches 
when the living are far away? 

In "Salamis in Cyprus" he uses the prayer of a British commander 
who feH in the battle of Crete: 

"Lord, help us to keep in mind 
the causes of this slaughter: 
greed, dishonesty, selfishness, 
the desiccation of love; 
Lord, help us to root these out ... " 
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More often, however, he speaks allusively because, as already 
mentioned, he felt that "it's more gentle" for the reader "that 
way; and horrorjreally can't be talked about." He does not want 
to say outright that man is destructive; while it is true that there 
is unmentionable cruelty in war, it is also true that humankind 
has a choice between peace and war and Seferis is passionately 
striving to speak, in his own way, for peace. In several of his 
poems one encounters hidden images of slaughter or destruction, 
lines that appear at first enigmatic but when deciphered are very 
apocalyptic of the poet's view of human nature. Sometimes he 
surprises the reader with the serene quality of his war or blood 
images, revealing silent landscapes of death from which all 
violence is absent. In the following poem, for instance, he presents 
an image of' the blood shed in the Smyrna massacre through a 
personification of the city: 

Sometimes your blood froze like the moon 
in the limitless night your blood 
spread its white wings over 
the black roots, the shapes of trees and houses, 
with a little light from our childhood years. 

Seferis revolts against the senseles annihilation of the in
dividual that war brings about; he becomes angry and indignant 
and confronts man sometimes with irony and sometimes with 
reproach, but not with a negative attitude. When he writes 
"Countries of the sun, yet you can't face the sun.jCountries of 
men yet you can't face man," it does not mean that he gives up 
on mankind but that he tries to alert man to his potential for 
becoming better. The same is true for the lines "Centuries of 
poison; generations of poison" and ''I've seen snakes crossed with 
vipers/knotted over the evil generation,lour fate," which do not 
reveal a poet alienated or hostile but a person trying passionately 
to warn his fellow men that by tolerating such situations they all 
become accomplices to the perpetuation of wars. 

In the context of the poem "Santorin," the powerful image 
"the islands-rust and ash-are sinking" dramatizes the ugly reality 
of the destruction of a city or an island by fire, which often 
happens in wars. 



226 THE CHARIOTEER 

He writes in "Helen" that people slaughtered each other 

for "ten long years" for "an empty tunic" in order to challenge 

man. He stops in the crucial question, whether wars are ever 

going to end, and leaves it open. Are the people ready to die 
again for another mistaken cause, another "fable" set in motion 

by "the old deceit of the gods" ? 

AH these lines suggest that man has not learned from the 

wisdom of history; he says that quite explicitly in the poem "22" 

of Mythistorema: "So very much having passed before our eyes/ 
that our eyes in the end saw nothing." He sees man's drive for 

power, for control, as ruthless and all efforts for peace among 

peoples or nations as superficial, leading nowhere. This drive 

for power creates the superstructures, political or economic, that 

clash with each other, setting in motion impersonal forces that 

ultimately get out of control. Men suffer the misfortunes of war, 
but most of the time they either do not get a chance to choose 

between war and peace because the situation is completely out 

of their hands or they are not persistent enough to make their 

protests effective. They eliminate each other sometimes in a 
"justified" war, sometimes in the "quest for peace." Seferis, 
witnessing the tragedy of World War II, with the extermination 

of millions of people, wrote the lines 

Like the Dead Sea, we are all 
many fathoms below the level of the Aegean. 

These cryptic lines, which place "all of us," metaphorically speak

ing, at the bottom of the sea, show the degradation of all of 

us, the survivors, after the burial of millions of souls. In this 

poem, with the title "Stratis Thalassinos on the Dead Sea," Seferis 
suggests subtly that after all the atrocities of the war-the destruc

tion of villages, the burning of cities-the people who com

mitted them, even if forced to do it, feel degraded, nihilistic 
and have no other alternative but to join those who have 
a·lready perished. 

In the Dead Sea 
enemies and friends 
wife and children 
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other relations 
go and find them. 
They're in Gomorrah 
down on the bottom 
very happy 
they don't expect 
any message. 
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In "The Thrush," on the other hand, another sea image is 
used to illustrate the horror of the war, in a way that at first 
is puzzling and then suddenly becomes clear. The landscape is 
radiant and the young boys dive into the transparent sea, as if to 
swim, but then the scene is metamorphosed instantaneously as 
we realize that the young bodies are plunging into the abyss of 
death as victims of war. 

And the boys who dived from the bow-sprits 
go like spindles twisting st.i:ll, 
naked bodies plunging into black light 

... they're going down obliquely, 
the white lekythoi, 
toward the pebbles on the sea floor. 

Seferis does not believe that the cruelty of war is an outlet for 
man's repressed destructive instincts. He sees war more as an 
extension of the conflict in human relations and also as a result 
of the obsession of one man or a group of men with power. 
Such people, like Hitler, for instance, can transform their sub
missive followers into fanatics and killers and send them to the 
battlefield where 

they wake, shave, and start the day's work of slaughter 
as one prunes or operates, methodically, without 

passion; 

For this reason, Seferis condemns not only the aggressors but 
also the submissive people who do not stand up to injustice. 
Seferis in his Journals calls the Germans "sleepwalkers";91 in 

91Journal D, 169, 191. 
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his poem "Les anges soot blancs" he presents people fighting 

in the war and getting killed as if they were sleepwalkers and in 

general he sees those who accept the slaughter and discuss co1d

bloodedly the prospect of a new war as sleepwalking. 

The poet has commented repeatedly on the subject of men 

of power or tyrants both in his prose writings and in several 

poems like "The Thrush," "'E1ti 'AO"J'taA.6:8cuv" ("On 

Aspalathoi," published during the dictatorship in Greece92
), 

"Salamis in Cyprus" and the "Last Chorus": 

We drank our love little by little 
it seemed to us an aid to mithridatism93 

until it reached its end and came to a standstill. 
The truth is our [tyrants] always 
led us wisely !94 

This ironic remark implies that authority founded on threat and 

violence can only create enmity. 

At the end of the "Letter on 'The Thrush,'" after emphasiz

ing once more the importance of light, Seferis wrote that "[he 

is] a monotonous and obstinate sort of man who, for the last 

twenty years, has gone on saying the same things over and 

over again-things that are not even his own ... "95 The implica

tion is that he keeps talking about the human values of classical 

Greece, reaffirming what Aeschylus and other Greek thinkers 

wrote many centuries earlier. As R. Fables and W.B. Stanford 

write in their introduction to a recent translation of the Oresteia: 

What Aeschylus builds upon the house of Atreus is "a 
grand parable of progress"96 

••• ·that celebrates our emerg-

92Translated by John Chioles, Atlantic Monthly, May 1972 and by Keeley and 

Sherrard in the 1981 expanded edition of the Collected Poems. 

93Mithridatism: tolerance to a poison acquired by taking gradually increased 

doses of it. 
94The last two lines of this passage of "'The Last Chorus," which appeared first 

in Journal C (p. 14), were modified in a later version of the poem (Book of 

Exercises II, 60). An English translation of this later version by Edmund Keeley 

is included in this issue of The CHARIOTEER. 

950n the Greek Style, 105. 

96The quotation is attributed by the authors to Richmond Lattimore. 
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ence from the darkness to the light, from the tribe to the 
Aristocracy to the democratic state.97 
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And in another passage they write: "The Oresteia is our rite of 
passage from savagery to civilization."98 The same basic sym
bolism, the progression from darkness to light, is used by Seferis 
in his own poetry. On the eve of the war in "The Last Day," 
"the light was sinking" because humanity was heading toward 
barbarism while in "The Thrush," written right after the war, 
modern Odysseus meets Socrates, "the just one," in the under
world, who shows him the way of return to the light, to the 
process of humanization, and by the end of the poem "the tyrant 
in man has fled." This process of humanization is what Seferis 
stressed in the conclusion of his 1963 Nobel Prize address 
in Stockholm: 

In this world that keeps getting narrower, each one of 
us needs all the others. We must look for man, wherever 
he is to be found. 

When, on the road to Thebes, Oedipus met the Sphinx 
and she posed her riddle, his answer was: the man. This 
simple word destroyed the monster. We have many 
monsters to destroy.99 

One of them was definitely, in the poet's mind, the savagery 
of war. 

This attitude-and also Seferis' stance during the dictatorship 
in Greece when, in defiance of the martial law, he issued a state
ment attacking the tyranny of the military regime and warning 
that "tragedy lurks, inexorably, in the end"100-which is what 
actually happened with the tragedy of Cyprus-indicates his very 
serious commitment. As he said in that statement, he did not have 
any political ties.101 Yet his primary concern, and one of the most 

97Aeschylus: The Oreste<ia (Bantam) 6. 
9SAeschylus: The Oreste<ia (Bantam) 10. 
99Essays, 2:161. The address ends with the sentence: "Let us think of 

Oedipus' answer." 
lOONew York Times, March 29, 1969. 
101Seferis' statement included the following: "We have all learned and known 

well that in dictatorial regimes the beginning may seem easy, yet tragedy lurks, 
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important themes of his poetry, is justice and peace in the world. 
Like the French existentialist thinkers Sartre and Camus, Seferis 
believed that it is man's responsibility to create justice and order 
in the world. His basic thought, like that of these French writers
though he has significant differences with them in both convic
tions and methods-can be traced back to the classical Greek 
thinkers and the exertion of reason over the emotions. 

Aeschylus' idea of reconciliation, the resolution of conflicts 
not by violence but by justice and persuasion-reiterated by many 
great writers throughout the centuries-has had little effect, since 
wars continued in spite of the appalling horrors and the millions 
of violent deaths they caused. In our day, when the tension 
between the great powers is not just the polarization between the 
"wolves and the sheep"102 that Seferis wrote about in World 
War II but a polarization between two equally strong opponents, 
each armed with "terminal" weapons, the threat of extinction of 
man from the face of the earth is very real. 

What makes all the difference today is the perfection of tech
nology. In the past, even after the extinction of millions of lives, 
the world could still go on with the survivors. In the future, 
however, the destruction may be total and irrevocable. Thus, the 
problems that Aeschylus dealt with more than two thousand years 
ago are still very much with us, and the solutions that he proposed, 
avoiding excess and replacing violence with reconciliation, are very 
relevant today. The value of man, Seferis said, has always been in 
his refusal to accept the law of destruction. If he is right, mankind 
may still avoid the road to suicide. 

inexorably, in the end. It is the drama of this end that tortures us, consciously or 
unconsciously, as in the ancient choruses of Aeschylus .... I am a man without 
any political ties at all and I can say that I speak without any fear or passion .... 
This abnormality must come to an end. It is the nation's command." The military 
government quickly accused him of being a communist agent. 

102Journal D, 114. 







A TV Film Documentary Report 

NOBEL PRIZE WINNER GEORGE SEFERIS: 
TWO ANNIVERSARIES 

BY JOHN E. REXINE 

September 20, 1981, marked the tenth anniversary since 
George Seferis's death. February 29, 1980, would have been 
George Seferis's 80th birthday. He died in the Evangelismos 
hospital in Athens on September 20, 1971, in mental as well 
as physical anguish because his country was at that time still 
under the heels of the military dictatorship of Colonel George 
Papadopoulos. In 1969 he made his famous public statement con
demning the junta which was later broadcast over the BBC. He 
was Greece's first Nobel Prize Winner, having won that honor 
for Literature in 1963. His highest diplomatic post was as 
Greece's Ambassador to the Court of St. James (Great Britain) 
from 1957 until 1962. He retired from the Greek diplomatic 
corps in 1962 and returned to reside in Athens permanently. 
He was a poet, a literary critic and essayist, as well as a diplomat, 
a member of the so-called "Generation of the Thirties," whose 
life and work spanned almost three quarters of the twentieth 
century. He was a private person and a public figure who also 
represented the glory and the tragic loss of Ionian Hellenism 
that dated back three millennia. He was thoroughly Greek and 
thoroughly European at the same time. He was absolutely com
mitted to the demotic Greek language and its viable develop
ment and to the Greek folk tradition. 

Thanks to the resourcefulness and drive of producer George 
Sgourakis, with the assistance of director George Karipidis, di
rector of photography Nikos Petanidis, Takis Hatzis who was 
responsible for the montage, narrator actor Y annis Voglis, ad
visor Costas Papageorgiou, musical supervisor George Papadakis, 
and production director Hero Sgourakis, ERT (The Greek Radio 
and Television Service) offered the public a 58 minute 16mm 

233 
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color documentary film on "Eighty Years Since the Birth of 
George Seferis" on February 29, 1980, at 10:00 P.M. The film 
was shot in various Greek places that the poet Seferis loved, 
like Poros, Aegina, Athens (including Kaisarini, Moni Asteriou, 
Kerameikos, in the house of the poet near the Stadium). Much 
of the still photography came from the personal archives of the 
poet-some presented for the first time for public viewing
thanks to the cooperation and generosity of his widow, Maro 
Seferiades-from his childhood in Skala of Vourla (near Smyrna 
in Asia Minor), his adolescence, Koritsa (Albania), Crete in 
1940, in the Middle East, in London, with Ezra Pound in his 
home in Athens in Agra Street, from his diplomatic career, and 
others. References to the places in his "Diaries" are taken from 
the poet's own photographs. 

Cinematic material in which Seferis himself is pictured was 
drawn from sources after 1963 and included the announcement 
of the Nobel Prize Award, the award ceremony itself in Sweden, 
interviews with Seferis, and clips from the documentary which 
had been made in Sweden for the award-winning poet. Also 
shown were copies of the first draft of his anti-junta declaration 
of 1969 that was broadcast by the BBC, his personal diary
notebook which his wife supplemented with pages from the 
manuscripts of his diary. 

The musical portion of the film featured various classical 
pieces, including Stravinsky, Muller, and Peterson. A selection 
from the Cretan Erotokritos was delivered by Manos Katrakis in 
the N. Mamangakis version. 

The film was based on the personal diaries of the poet
diplomat and selections from these were used to illustrate the 
course of life of Seferis. Some of the material cited has been 
published and others remain to see the light of publication 
(notably the Cyprus material). Actor Yannis Voglis did the 
narration and all selections from Seferis' s poetry were read by 
the poet himself in recordings of the Poetry Room of Harvard's 
Widener Library and from records that circulated in Greece. 
One poem from the lviythistorema was read by Seferis in Sweden 
and the voice of Seferis in his 1969 anti-junta declaration was 
heard in its BBC recording. 

Seferis's widow was captured on film relating her original 
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meeting with the poet, the days of 1940-41, their departure for 
the Middle East, the Nobel Prize award and Seferis's reaction to 
it, meeting with Ezra Pound, the first years of the seven-year 
rule of the Junta, and his death. 

Greece's second Nobel Prize Winner, Odysseus Elytis (1979), 
spoke on Seferis' s contribution to modern Greek poetry and to 
its contemporary manifestation, including what he himself had 
learned from the great teacher, while Professor D. N. Maroni tis 
spoke of Seferis as a poet, citizen, and theorist. Fellow poet 
George Pavlopoulos spoke of his personal relation with the 
poet, especially moments of common concern during his final 
years, while former Ambassador Alexander Xydis, friend and 
co-worker of Seferis in Crete, the Middle East, and London, 
assessed him as a diplomat. 

It was the intention of the producer and director to provide 
the Greek viewing public with an overall view of the man 
Seferis. The program sought to give an objective view of an 
individual who had achieved international significance for Greece 
by highlighting certain events in the life of a man who painfully 
participated in those events first-hand and who recorded those 
events in political as well as poetic diaries-an unusual boon. 
Seferis never considered himself a "political person" but a servant 
of his government who espoused liberal ideas. He despised 
partisan politics. In his diplomatic career he was often attacked 
by both Right and Left, but he gained general recognition by 
the Greek people by the end of his life. The ERT film tries 
to show that Greece's political problems were a source of great 
agony for Seferis whose father had been close to Venizelos, and 
though the program was in no way a literary one, it did demon
strate that Seferis's vita activa was necessarily related to his vita 
contemplativa, that is, reflections of his political concern can be 
found in his poetry, and as more of the political diaries become 
published, we shall have to reread his poetry with these in mind. 

The ERT TV program was aimed at the Greek public. It 
wanted to make Sefer.is better known in Greece itself. It is not 
certain even now that t.~e poet Seferis is widely read in Greece 
and even now he is perhaps less understood by his countrymen 
than by outsiders. His Greekness needs to be emphasized, his 
importance explained especially to the Greek world. It is unlikely 
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that Seferis will ever become a "popular" poet, even though he 
is a poet of the people and for the people. The Greek newspaper 
Kathimerini (23/3/80) review hinted at his Hellenism but did 
not discuss it in its two column assessment of the program, while 
Eleftherotypia ( 3/3/80) in a much briefer review saw in the 
film the Greek TV producers' ability to produce first-rate docu
mentaries that bode well for Greek TV. Probably the longest 
newspaper review (five columns) appeared in Rizospastis 
( 3/23/80), where Seferis' s ideological position was discussed at 
length and the TV film acknowledged as "a good broadcast." 
The critic of this last review, M.M. Papaioannis, saw Seferis as 
representing only one aspect of his times, and though recogniz
ing the transition from capitalistic to socialistic society as an 
event of current history, because of his urban intellectual orienta
tion, Seferis was seen as having remained within capitalism. The 
Rizospastis reviewer acknowledged that Seferis's commitment to 
"ethical ideas" and values of the urban class of his day allowed 
him to maintain his humanity and offer a poetry that was im
mediately political, with its poisoned arrow aimed right at the 
urban class of military movements, fascist dictatorships, national 
servitude and betrayal, against the power of the dominant class 
where Greeks almost feel like refugees in their own country, sub
jected to foreigners. His poetry and life principles coincided in 
this respect. A man of unusual sensitivity Seferis certainly was, 
and even though very much a Greek of the Diaspora, he agonized 
over the tragic nature of Hellenism. The citation of the Univer
sity Orator at the Two Hundred Eighteenth Commencement of 
Princeton University of June 15, 1965, when Seferis was granted 
the honorary degree of Doctor of Letters, may encapsulate what 
could be said about his life: 

Like his countrymen of the Golden Age, he serves the 
twin mistresses of art and state, poiesis and polis. The 
wisdom and sure sensitivity that he has brought to the 
arts of diplomacy are reflected in the maturity of his 
poetry, which is as sharp in color, as sparse in ornament, 
as austerely beautiful as the enduring landscape it so often 
invokes. The long continuity of the classical spirit glows 
in his images that reflect the mood of modern man by 
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calling upon the legend and the history of the land he 
loves and nobly represents, the cradle of Western civiliza
tion. 

The Seferis TV documentary succinctly and effectively recalls 
for all of us the man Seferis in all his wholeness. In 1941 in his 
remarkable book The Colossus of Maroussi Henry Miller had 
prophetically noted: 

The man who has caught this spirit of eternality which 
is everywhere in Greece and who has embedded it in his 
poems is George Seferiades, whose pen name is Seferis ... 
He is languorous, suave, vital and capable of surprising 
feats of strength and agility. He is the arbiter and recon
ciler of conflicting schools of thought and ways of life. 
He asks innumerable questions in a polyglot language; 
he is interested in all forms of cultural expression and 
seeks to abstract and assimilate what is genuine and fecun
dating in all epochs. He is passionate about his own 
country, his own people, not in a hidebound chauvinistic 
way but as a result of patient discovery following upon 
years of absence abroad.1 

Seferis is now a part of that Greek heritage which he himself 
tried so hard to capture in his own Greek poetry and life. 

lPenguin edition, 1979, p. 49. 



~ Announcing a New Series from SVS Press: 

Contemporary Greek.. Theologians 
• Hymn of Entry 

Archimandrite Vasileios of Stavronikita 
This book on Liturgy and Life in the Orthodox Church 
looks at theology from a liturgical perspective - as the 
expression of the Church's mystical life. 

• The Deification of Man 
Georgios I. Mantzaridis 
This study of St. Gregory Palamas and Orthodox Tradi
tion focuses on the theological and anthropological basis 
of the doctrine of deification: of the "new man".in Christ. 

• The Freedom of Morality 
Christos Yannaras 
An examination of morality as the dynamic response of 
personal freedom to the existential truth and authenti
city of man. 

• Being as Communion 
J. D. Zizioulas Available Fall '84 
These studies in Persor.1hood and the Church focus on 
persons as "ecclesial beings," members of the Church who 
exist in relationship with others: God, man, the world. 

• The Vocation of the 
Human Person 

Panagiotis Nellas 

ISBN 0-88141-026-8 Hymn of Entry 
ISBN 0-88141-027-6 The Deification of Man 
ISBN 0-88141-028-4 The Freedom of Morality 
ISBN 0-88141-029-2 Being as Communion 

Available Fall '84 

144pp. 
144pp. 
272pp. 

$5.95 
$6.95 

$12.95" 
$12.95 

ISBN 0-88141-030-6 The Vocation of the Human Person 

~ St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 575 Scarsdale Rd., Crestwood, NY 107071j 



The latest m Greek American studies: 

The 
Greek American Community 

in Transition 
Edited by 

HARRY ]. PSOMIADES 
Queens College of the City University of N.Y. 

AND 

ALICE SCOURBY 
C.W. Post Center of Long Island University 

with a Bibliographic Guide by 
JOHN G. ZENELIS 

Contributors include: 

ALICE SCOURBY 

CHARLES C. MOSKOS, JR. 

EvA E. SANDIS 

PETER N. MARUDAS 

ARCHIMANDRITE NICON D. PATRINACOS 

CHRYSIE M. CosTANTAKOs 

VIVIAN ANEMOYANIS 

EMMANUEL HATZIEMMANUEL 

STELLA (PILARINos) CouMANTARos 

THEONI VELLI-SPYROPOULOS 

MANOS M. LAMPIDIS 

ATHENA G. DALLAS-DAMIS 

PELLA PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC. 290 pages, with Index 
337 West 36th Street • New York, NY 10018 Paper-$11.00 



New Books from PELLA PuBLISHING CoMPANY 

War 
in the Poetry of 

George 
Seferis 

A .Poem-by-poem analysis 

C. Capri-Karka 

PELLA PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC. 
337 West 36th St. • New York, NY 10018 

ISBN 0-918618-28-2 240 pp. Cloth 25.00 
ISBN 0-918618-27-4 240 pp. Paper $11.00 



New Books from PELLA PuBLISHING CoMPANY 

THE TEXT 
AND ITS MARGINS 

Post-Structuralist Approaches 
To Twentieth-Century 

Greek Literature 

CONTENTS: 

edited by 
MARGARET ALEXIOU 

and 
V ASSILIS LAMBROPOULOS 

Toward a Genealogy of Modern Greek Literature, by Vassilis 
Lambropoulos, Ohio State University 
C. P. Cavafy and the Politics of Poetry, by Gregory Jusdanis, 
Indiana University 

The "Humble Art" and the Exquisite Rhetoric: Tropes in the 
Manner of George Seferis, by Dimitris Dimiroulis, University 
of Birmingham 

The Narrator of Stratis Myrivilis' Vasilis Arvanitis: An Explora
tion into Emotional Response to the Reading of Fiction, by 
Pavlos Andronikos, University of Birmingham 
Telling, Speaking, Naming in Melpo Axioti's "Would you like to 
dance, Maria?" by Maria Kakavoulia, University of Birmingham 
C. P. Cavafy's "Dangerous" Drugs: Poetry, Eros and the Dis
semination of Images, by Margaret Alexiou, University of 
Birmingham 

Interpretation from Within: Metatext for a Cretan Quarrel, by 
Michael Herzfeld, Indiana University 
Nymphomania: Sexuality, Insanity and Problems in Folklore 
Analysis, by Charles Stewart, Oxford University 
The Organic Discourse of Nationistic Demoticism: A Tropolog
ical Approach, by Dimitris Tziovas, University of Birmingham 

PELLA PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC. 
337 West 36th Street • New York, NY 10018 

288 Pages 
Cloth $25.00 
Paper $12.00 



Past issues of THE CHARIOTEER are available 
Single issues $5. Double issues $10. 

No.3: 

No.4: 

No.5: 

No.6: 

No. 7/8: 

No.9: 

No. 10: 

No. 11/12: 

No. 13: 

No. 14: 

No. 15: 

No. 16/17: 

No. 18: 

No. 19: 

Complete set-3 through 26-$125.00. 

Excerpts of Pope Joan by Emmanuel Roidis, selections from three 
poets, satire by Argyrakis, sculpture of Michael Tombros. 

Excerpts of two novels and a play by A. Terzakis, seven short 
stories, "Modem Greek Prose"' by A. Decavalles, paintings of 
Spyros Vassiliou. 

Excerpts of novels and a play by G. Theotokas, essays and art by 
Photis Kontoglou, Greek Demotic Love Songs, short story by 
P. Kontoglou. 

Three poems by George Seferis, excerpts of novels by Thanasis 
Petsalis, Philodetes-a modem version, paintings of Gounaro-
poulos. 

Double Issue: Cyprus-Its Poetry, Prose and Art. 

Poems by George Seferis, excerpts from Smugglers of the Aegean 
by Y. Manglis, short stories by Yiannopoulos and Saranti, 
sculpture of Christos Kapralos. 

Thirteen poets of Salonica, the art of Jannis Spyropoulos, Cavafy's 
Ars Poetica. 

Double Issue: An Anthology of Kosmas Politis, the sculpture of 
Ikaris. 

An Anthology of Antonis Samarakis. 

Hours of Life by Ange Vlachos, story by Andreas Karkavitsas, 
selections from nine poets, woodcuts by Achilles Droungas. 

Greek Poems of the '40s and '50s, the sculpture of Natalia. 

Double Issue: Anthology of Pandelis Prevelakis, art of Yannis 
Kefallinos. 

Papatsonis' Ursa Minor, the sculpture of Michael Lekakis. 

"Odysseus Elytis and Modem Greek Poetry," Seven Beasts and 
Karangio:zis, essay by Georgios-Alexandros Mangakis, short 
stories, the art of George Constant. 

No. 20: The New Poets translated by Kimon Friar, "Modernity: the 
Third Stage." 

No. 21: Shaved Heads by N. Kasdaglis, poems by Yannis Ritsos, sculpture 
by K. Loukopoulos. 

No. 22/23: Double Issue: Kazantzakis: Life and Works. 

No. 24/25: Double Issue: Odysseus Elytis, Interview with Tsarouhis and 
Dionysios Solomos' "The Woman of Zakynthos.'' 

No. 26: An Anthology of Modern Greek One-Act Plays 

THE CHARIOTEER 
PELLA PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC. 

337 West 36th Street, New York, NY 10018 


