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EDITORIAL 

This issue of The CHARIOTEER presents excerpts from the 
work of four Greeks artists; three poets, George Vafopoulos, 
Olga Votsi and Spyros Milas, and a painter, Sotiris Sorogas. In 
addition, in order to allow the reader a better appreciation of the 
artists, a selection of critical essays, reviews etc. about their work 
is also included. 

* * * 
George Vafopoulos is one of the most important poets in 

Greece today. He has been called "The Poet of Thessaloniki" 
not only because he is considered by many as the most gifted poet 
of Grece' s second capital but also because of his multifaceted 
contributions to the cultural life of the city, where he spent his 
entire life. Indeed, when Vafopoulos first started writing poetry, 
Thessaloniki was, by his own characterization, an "intellectual 
waste land," while now it has developed a vibrant intellectual 
life of its own. Vafopoulos himself greatly contributed to this 
transformation, not only through his writings but also through 
his life-long involvement in every aspect of Thessaloniki's cul
tural life. He has been the director of Thessaloniki's Municipal 
Public Library for twenty-five years, the editor of the journal 
Macedonian Letters, a leading figure in the renown State Theater 
of Northern Greece, and last but not least, the creator of the 
Vafopoulion Cultural Center. The Center was financed by 
V afopoulos and his second wife, Anastasia, a very dynamic and 
sophisticated personality who has herself contributed to the in
tellectual life of Thessaloniki through the Institute of English 
Studies which she founded and still directs. 

Vafopoulos is primarily a poet, but he has also written a 
drama, short stories, essays and a remarkable four volume auto
biography which is, in essence, a chronicle of the intellectual life 
of Thessaloniki from the early twenties to the present. His poetic 
collections are few, eight altogether, and spaced far apart in 
time; they have received wide recognition by the critics and have 
received two prestigious awards: the Greek State's First Prize 
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10 THE CHARIOTEER 

in Poetry ( 1963) and the Poetry Prize of the Athens Acad
emy (1972). 

The CHARIOTEER has presented poems by V afopoulos be
fore, translated by Kimon Friar, as part of an Anthology of the 
poets of Thessaloniki (Volume 10, 1968). This time we are 
presenting twenty-three poems from all of his collections, trans
lated by Marjorie Chambers, Jack Gaist, Francis King, D. 
Michalaros and Aristotle Michopoulos. 

There has been, over the years, a real wealth of critical 
essays, articles etc. about Vafopoulos's work. Journals have 
dedicated entire issues to him, in which several Greek poets and 
critics, including Themelis, Spandonidis, Haris, I. M. Panayioto
poulos and others, have contributed. In this issue of 
The CHARIOTEER rather than presenting a collection of short 
essays, we have included two chapters from Thanasis Papa
thanasopoulos's book The Poet George Vafopoulos, which pre
sent an in-depth analysis of his collections The Floor and The 
Long Night and The Window. 

Vafopoulos's first collection, The Roses of Myrtali (1951) 
was written in traditional form and was influenced by the con
temporary European literary currents. One of the best examples 
of this collection, "The Return of the Satyrs" is included in our 
selection. His next collection, The Offering, later republished 
with the addition of the Resurrection Poems, was written after 
the death of his first wife, Anthoula, a poet herself. Having 
always been a solitary person, with few personal relationships, 
the poet was devastated by this tragic loss. Death became a 
major preoccupation of his poetry, but, as many critics have 
noted, this did not cause his poetry to be bleakly pessimistic. 
The poems "The Web," "The Image," "The Calendar," "The 
"Award," "The Ascent" from the collection Offering as well as 
the "Scales" from The Long Night and the Window selected and 
translated in this issue probably constitute the most dramatic 
moments of Vafopoulos's poetry. 

The "Web" conveys the poet's despair after the death of 
his wife. As the loss of his beloved becomes an obsession, he 
sees the black feather of a raven whirling in his room and be
coming a thick web which blurs his vision. He tries desperately 
to pierce this web, this darkness that threatens his life. Finally 
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a distant message of the approaching dawn reaches him in the 
form of a ray from the eyes of his beloved, coming from her 
picture in the room. 

In the "Reward" the poet feels as if his long suffering 
is a journey which will lead in the end to a union with his lost 
wife and probably with God. His longing makes him imagine 
that she stands at the top of a pyramid beckoning to him. "Above 
your head," he writes, "an Angel's feet/and above the Angel's 
head/the feet of God." He hopes to reach "the top of the 
pyramid" so that he may "touch [his J bloodstained head/upon 
the white stone of her feet/the first step of God" as a reward 
for his suffering. 

The theme of the "Ascent" is very similar but with a shift 
in the poet's attitude. The ascent is no longer desperate or 
agonizing and does not lead to union with God. He climbs up 
the rope ladder that his beloved has thrown him "feeling neither 
dizziness, pain nor grief" with the song of love on his lips. He 
is very calm, because he has come to know that the song of love 
and the song of death are the same. 

"The Calendar" is one of the finest poems of The Offering. 
It is a characteristic example of the kind of poetry that this col
lection contains in terms of both language and emotional power. 
The poet, looking at a small calendar on the sixteenth of April, 
recalls that three years have passed since the death of his wife. 
Here he uses an austere, puristic language with biblical expres
sions and an elegant style. In his grief he idealizes his wife and, 
in his eyes, her suffering prior to her death raises her to the 
level of a martyr. He refers to her death as "sleep": "my tearful 
gaze,jveiled in a mist of reverence,/ rests on the little calendar/ 
where the eyelid/of your last earthly day/fell asleep," which 
represents another idealization. In a similar vein, he ends the 
poem with the expression "whiter than snow" which is an allusion 
to the name of one of the three martyrs* whose memory is 
honored on the date of his wife's death. The puristic Greek ad
jective he uses for "whiter" has Christian overtones of angelic 
beauty. 

In the poems of The Floor, published ten years after the 

*The three martyrs are 'Ay6:1U] [love}, Etpi]v11 [peace} and Xtov(cx [snow-like, 
made of snow]. 



12 THE CHARIOTEER 

first appearance of The Offering, and of The Long Night and 
the Window, death is still a central theme. In these poems, 
however, the poet moves gradually from his personal pain and 
suffering to a more objective consideration of death as an 
existential phenomenon related to time, love and life. These 
two collections are discussed in the excerpts from Papathanaso
poulos' s book included in this issue. 

In his last collections, Death Songs and Satires, The Sequel 
and The End, Vafopoulos, while still dealing with the same 
themes, has become even more objective, adding an element of 
irony and even satire as he observes the world around him. 
Most remarkable among the poems of this last period is his 
"First Symphony in Red and White," translated for this issue 
by Marjorie Chambers. This is a magnificent poem inspired by 
the heroic 1973 uprising of the students of the Athens Poly
technic against the oppressive dictatorship which existed at 
the time. 

* * * 
Olga Votsi is an outstanding artistic figure of Greece's first 

post-war generation. Many critics consider her to be the most 
important Greek female poet of her time. In 1971 she was 
awarded the Greek State's Second Prize for Poetry. Her work is 
rooted in the ideas of the Christian and Classical Greek tradi
tion and particularly in the Aeschylean concept of justice. Her 
work is characterized by a deep sensitivity and an intensity that 
vibrates in the voice of her poetry making it especially dramatic. 
She is preoccupied with the most momentous problems of human 
existence: man's relation to a higher power beyond him, the 
struggle within his conscience between good and evil, his inner 
crisis, his search for self-knowledge, the importance of human 
communication and the process of poetic creation. 

The feeling of terrifying isolation and despair in her early 
collections Songs of Solitude, Songs of the Inner Self, turns into 
a search for self-knowledge in later collections such as Stairs 
and Bare Soles in which, as she puts it, she tries to step on her 
"soul with bare sole." Self-knowledge is achieved in the Other 
Knowledge which represents a real turning point in her poetry. 
Subtle signs of this awareness had already appeared earlier, as 
for instance in "Curriculum Vitae" of the Bare Soles, where 
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"the fiery rivers of the abyss, [ ... J emerge into the light," or 
in "Eternity" of the Stairs, where the persona feels the spell of 
God, the divine substance born inside her. She recounts the 
birth of a new consciousness from within the struggle of good 
and evil. A psychological awareness is reached in the Other 
Knowledge which starts as a painful experience and turns into 
an epiphany. In this and especially in the finest subsequent 
collections Clay Form and the Platform the persona faces, ac
cepts and gradually overcomes her predicament through suffering 
and self-knowledge. 

The forty-nine poems selected for this issue are translated 
by myself and my daughter Ilona Karka. They are preceded by 
an introduction which traces certain recurring themes among 
them and are followed by a selection of short critical essays, 
reviews and commentaries on her work. These are the work of 
the critics E. N. Moschos, G. Kotsiras, D. Konidaris, D. Zadhes, 
V. Skouvaras and D. Stamelos, all translated by myself. 

As this issue of The CHARIOTEER was ready for publication, 
it was announced in Athens that Olga Votsi was awarded the 
1990 First Prize for Poetry of the Greek State for Volume 1 of 
her collected Poems. 

* * * 
Spyros Milas is the third writer presented in this issue. His 

prose and poetry have a challenging quality and a unique in
tegrity. A significant fact about Spyros Milas, is that he is a self
educated man. After arriving with his family in mainland Greece 
as a refugee in 1923, he had to begin work at the age of six 
and could only attend night school through the third grade. 
Yet, he succeeded in developing his considerable writing talent 
completely on his own. He has written poetry, drama, short 
stories and several ,essays. Two of his short stories have received 
awards in international competitions. 

In this issue we have included two short stories from his 
book Before the Poppies, "They Took Our House" and "Fear 
Moves Even the Holy," translated by Maria C. Pantelia, seven
teen poems from various collections translated by Rick M. 
Newton and ten poems, most taken from the collection Fiery 
Voices translated by George Adams. We have also included a 



14 THE CHARIOTEER 

selection of short critical commentaries about his work by Markos 
Avgeris, Themos Kornaros, Nikos Pappas, Dimitris Siatopoulos, 
Helen Sofra and Dimitris Yiakos, translated by Rick M. Newton. 

Spyros Milas is primarily a social writer who grew up during 
times of war, destruction and deprivation. All his life he 
struggled for social change and justice. During the German oc
cupation he joined the resistance and then took active part in the 
Greek civil war in support of the leftist cause. As a result, he 
was persecuted by successive rightist governments and spent over 
twenty years in prisons and concentration camps. The writer 
struggled, suffered and risked his life for his beliefs but always 
remained faithful to the concept of moderation. Despite all the 
adversity he faced, one can discern in his work a spirit of op
timism and affirmation. His short stories and poems are simple 
and direct, characterized by a deep love for his fellow men. He 
often portrays the most appalling circumstances very realistically 
but without ever losing his courage, nor becoming bitter and dis
illusioned. He has a deep belief in humanity and the maturity 
to endure the burdens of life and to cope with extremely adverse 
conditions. Very characteristic of this attitude is his poem "How 
Can I'' where he admits that he cannot claim victory since he 
has not achieved the goals for which he was striving. He has 
not become the "flame to burn the world's ugliness," he has 
"not put decay in order." He acknowledges that he is human 
but adds that he does not "wear the majestic purple." 

Also worth noting is his attitude toward death. The poems re
lated to death have a particularly dramatic quality. This is the 
central theme of eight· poems selected from the collection Fiery 
Voices as well as the poem "Death and Myself" from Stream of 
Light in Hades. Most of these poems allude to special circum
stances in the poet's life. In 1943, during the German occupation 
of Greece, he was imprisoned by the Nazis and managed to escape 
on the eve of his execution. Having come so close to death and 
experiencing the terror and agony of it all was a revelation for 
him. He speaks of death, this overwhelming fact of reality, as 
something he has defied and has passed beyond: "Death ... yes 
my love!/You have not seen death standing at attention.jYes, 
you have not seen him, there where freedom sings." The poems re
lated to death suggest that such an experience transformed the 
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poet into a person who is not afraid of life. Along with the 
positive note "Hail, life! We've struggled for your smile!" and 
the optimistic message of "Who told you/that we cannot/ count/ 
the golden grainsjthat make up/life! ... " one can discern 
throughout his work a note of criticism directed not only at him
self and those who share the same ideology but at human rela
tions in general. 

We still have much to say 
and the hours grew weary 
waiting in the wings 
with the discord, 
the selfishness, the complexes. 

This kind of attitude is quite justified in view of his own 
endurance in life as well as his tolerance for human limitations. 
One can see these qualities in his short stories as well, where 
humor and irony add a certain degree of control to his work. 
His best moments are in his epigrammatic short poems and in 
the fine analysis of detail in his realistic prose. 

* * * 
Sotids Sorogas is one of the most original painters of post

war Greece, who has succeeded in creating a unique personal 
style. A most characteristic aspect of this style is his almost ex
clusive use of black and white. This sparse use of color imparts 
to his work a sense of restraint, in the classical Greek spirit. 

The sharp contrast of black and white creates the effect 
of an intense light, uniquely characteristic of the Greek land
scape. When he does use color-something which happens only 
rarely-it is like the intrusion of a dramatic element. The vivid 
red of a flower springing from the bareness of stone represents 
the blooming of life, while the blood under a door or ~n front 
of a statue symbolizes death or wounding. On the other hand, 
the sets of portraits of successively decreasing intensity convey 
the image of a fading existence, creating a dreamlike atmosphere; 
the impression created is that the face of the woman portrayed 
eludes him and almost vanishes. 

Half of the works reproduced and presented in this issue 
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are from a single series, "Old Timber." This was done pur
posely, as the accompanying chapter from Anna Kafetsi's book, 
The Poetics of Silence in Sorogas's Painting, analyzes these 
pictures in detail and shows them to be interconnected parts of 
an integral set. The rest of the works reproduced were selected 
from ,the artist's other series. 

The book by Anna Kafetsi mentioned above deals with 
several aspects of Sorogas' s work. Due to space limitation, we 
have included in this issue only the introductory chapter, "Silence 
and Language: Aspects and Positions," the chapter "Old Timber" 
and the last section, "A Critical Aspect of Silence: Conclusions." 

We have also selected two additional articles from the 
large number of articles, essays, commentaries etc. written about 
Sorogas's work: The one is Chrys. Chistou's prologue from 
an exhibition of the artist's work in the gallery Eirmos in Thes
saloniki. The other is a short commentary from the journal 
T erzo Occhio by the Italian critic Giuliano Serafini, written on 
the occasion of an exhibition of Sorogas' s paintings in the 
Brussels gallery Artemis. 

Finally, a presentation of Sorogas's work would be incom
plete without a sample of his own writings, since, in addition to 
being a painter, he is also an eloquent art theoritician. Thus, 
we have included, in its entirety, a translation of his essay 
"Modern Painting: Notes on Certain Areas of Impasse." 

There is one additional aspect of Sorogas' s work that de
serves mention here. This aspect has not been discussed in the 
essays included in this issue, although it is pointed out occasionally 
by some of the critics: this refers to the close kinship of his 
work with that of George Seferis, which is quite easy to perceive 
in spite of the different media in which they work. The title of 
his first personal exhibition was: Notes on Greece, Dedication 
to George Seferis, in memory and love. But the kinship goes 
beyond surface reference. Indeed, many of Sorogas's works ap
pear to be visual representations of lines or passages from 
Seferis's poetry. His black holes, surrounded by blinding light 
bring to mind the "angelic and black light" of The Thrush. The 
solitary poppy springing from a pile of boulders is reminiscent 
of Seferis's "flowers of the rock." And one cannot look at 
Sorogas' s old timbers without recalling Seferis' s lines "And that 
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cry,/brought forth from the wood's ancient nerves,jwhy did 
you call it the voice of our country?" 

As already mentioned, the subject of Sorogas' s kinship with 
Seferis has been touched upon by several critics. Very relevant 
to this issue is the following passage from an article by the 
critic Dimitris Haritos in the Athenian art review Zygos: 

I realize that in discussing Sorogas, I make frequent 
references to the work of Seferis. This is because they 
have some very obvious relationships, mostly in their 
moral stance and in the way nature, people and things 
of our country function in their work. They both insist 
in oiling the key, rusted by the centuries and the various 
events, in order to open the door of our history, from 
then until now. Seferis liked that; it constituted his 
unique grandeur. It is obvious that Sorogas, within the 
ways of his own art, likes it too. 

There is one more incidental bit of evidence: I 
quote from ·the Notes of George Savidis, the editor of 
the third edition of Seferis's Essays (Volume 2, p. 380): 
"The last time we talked for a while with Seferis, he 
was planning to write an essay about the rocks; not the 
boulders, he explained, nor the rare marbles [ ... J 
but our country's most humble rocks: the stones of a 
stone wall or the pebbles of the shore." 

Unfortunately he did not have the time to write 
his essay. But I am sure that, had he lived, he would 
have endorsed both Sorogas' s insistence on this sub
ject and the manner in which he handles it, the spirit 
and worldliness that he imparts on these casts of plastic 
forms, the most moving dialogue of solitude with 
eternity. 

But beyond the stones, the timbers and all other common 
elements in Seferis's poetry and Sorogas's painting, the most 
overwhelming in the importance of Greek light. "It is my be
lief," Seferis writes, "that in the Greek light there is a kind of 
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process of humanization." He further writes of "a very organic 
feeling that identifies humaneness with the Greek landscape."* 
Thus, the light is at fue core of one of the most fundamental 
values of the Greek tradition. 

* * * 
We wish to thank George Vafopoulos, Olga Votsi, Spyros 

Milas and Sotiris Sorogas for their permission to translate and 
present their work. We wish to ·thank them as well for their 
cooperation in the preparation of this issue of The CHARIOTEER. 

CARMEN CAPRI-KARKA 
Editor 

*This connection of humaneness with the Greek landscape and the Greek light 
is discussed by Seferis in his essay "Letter on 'The Thrush,' " On the Greek 
Style, trans. by Rex Warner and Th. D. Frangopoulos (Boston: Little Brown 
and Company, 1966), pp. 103-104. 



POEMS BY GEORGE V AFOPOULOS 

translated by M. Chambers, J. Gaist, F. King, 
D. Michalaros and A. Michopoulos 

H ZVrAPIA 

~TIJ '{llCX 1tAacr·nyya t;aA.E 1:011 ~A.to· 
t;aA.E 1:~ 9aA.acrcra· ·t;aA.E 1:0 -rpayouf>t. 
~-ro(t;af,E oA.a 1:Cx VTJO'LCx -roll Atya(ou, 
!J.E -rex KoxuA.~a 'r&11 eu-ruxucr{lEVc.l11 1tOtl')1:<7>11. 
T( CfAA.o {lEVE~; ·o ·Epc.l-rac;. BCxA.e, A.ot1t611, 
0'1:~11 KOpq>~, 1tCXVc.l a1t• oA.a, Kal 1:011 Epc.l-ra. 

"0(-lc.lc; ~ 1tupa(-l(5a -ro61:l') tile; xapac; 
Ka1:aK6puq>a ea (-l1t0p0UO'E vex Ul\'c.l8Ei, 
CX11 O'TIJV CfAAl') 1tA.acr'rtyya cXKOU(-l1tOUO'av 
EVa {ltKpo clv-rtKEL(-lE110 VOO'OKO(-lELOU. 

SCALES 

On the one scale put the sun; 
put the sea; put song. 
Pile up all the islands of the Aegean, 
with the sea shells of happy poets. 
What else remains? Love. Put then, 
at the top, above all else, love. 

But this pyramid of joy 
would be raised vertical 
if on .the other scale were laid 
the merest something from a hospital. 

translated by Marjorie Chambers 
from The Big Night and the Window 
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From THE ROSES OF MYRTAU 

THE RETURN OF THE SATYRS 

Lydia, upon the leaves where last night's rain dropped its tears, 
there slowly moves an ineffable and stately silence. 
And it is as if the soul of an ancient, but now dead, pastoral god, 
exalts the forest, with its ancient glory. 

We told you that the glory of the ancient times is gone, 
that the sweet fifes and the flutes are long vanished from the 

Arcadian woods? 
Lydia, my love, come close to me; Pan is still alive in the woods 
and his Satyrs' blood throbs to the bursting point in their veins. 

translated by Aristotle Michopoulos 



George Vafopoulos 

From THE OFFERING 

THE WEB 

Again that feather of the raven. 
Twenty days in this room, 
flapping in this gloomy air. 

What could it be then, 
that feather of the raven? 

Ceaselessly it whirls 
around this room, 
bouncing from wall to wall 
and off the furniture, 
scooping the fallen hair of my head 
into its whirling. 

What is it, after all, 
this feather of the raven? 

Black webs hang from the ceiling 
and black sheets from nails on the walls. 
Tar, smoke, webs. 
And the black feather of the raven 
is whirling, whirling, whirling, 
thickening the web. 

The tie, 
hanging on the bedpost 
was absorbed 
into the whirlpool of the black feather. 

Where are my hands, 
my pure white hands? 
They have been dissolved in the black 
material of my pants. 
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The feather goes on whirling. 
The web gets thicker. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

My skull creaks, close to being cracked 
by this black thickness. 

Darkness, darkness, darkness. 
Inside and outside darkness. 

What is it, after all, 
this feather of the raven? 

See! Can this word 
have some meaning in this darkness? 
See! I feel it on my face, 
I feel it on my eyebrows, I .feel it on lips, 
which are crushed under the weight 
of a piece of cold marble. 

I bring my hand to my face, 
my eyebrows, my lips 
and with my weakened fingers, 
I feel in this pitch blackness 
something thick, something gluey. 

Is it the melted tar, 
with which the feather of the raven 
has painted the walls of this room, 
this furniture, this great mirror? 

( Oh, how I wish I could nail 
that phantom 
to this great mirror!) 

Or is it perhaps 
the thick blood of my heart 
that has gushed up 
from the black skull? 
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( Oh, timid soul that hesitates 
to surrender through a confession. 
Come, admit it finally: 
It is the feather, 
that your fate sends to you 
from that dark place 
that is six feet under 
so that you can sign 
your sentence with it.) 

I get up, I jump. 
My hands, my feet, my spirit 
are enmeshed in the web, 
in the black web of the spider, 
in which has trapped me 
the black feather of the raven. 

Where are you, feather? 
Let me grasp you 
and stick you 
in the black ink 
of my eye-ball. 

I can't see my hands. 
Darkness, darkness, darkness. 
Inside and outside darkness. 

Is this web 
the materialization of your soul, 
taking revenge on me? 
Or is it the projection of my own 
dark soul? 

Where are you feather? 
Let me grab you 
and pluck out through you 
these dark balls 
that have lost their way. 

23 



24 

Is this web coming 
from the heavy curtains 
of your inaccessible room, 
where you sit on a stool, 
your hands 
in a divine position, 
waiting for my coming? 

~ere are you feather? 
Let me grasp you 
and use you to dissolve, 
like an egg yolk, 
these dark eye-balls of Oedipus, 
to bring out from inside 
the light of her eyelashes 
that she fixed on eternity 
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on the sixteenth day of the month of April! 

My hands, I can't see my hands, 
to hook my fingers 
into the dark depths of my sockets 
and pull out the ray of light. 

Is this darkness 
the darkness of my spirit, 
which has turned its back 
on the light 
and set its steady course 
for the Gates of Hades? 

In this room, 
where the black feather of the raven 
has printed the shape of night on the walls 
and hung her heavy gown 
from the ceiling, 
I suffer, I suffer, I suffer. 

Where are you, Ariadne? 
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But listen! -Oh, "listen!" again
Yes, listen! 
In my ears, the voice 
of a rooster sounds. 
I would probably not have believed it 
if at the same time 
in the black cavities of my eyes 
had not reverberated 
the distant message 
of the dawn, 
through the ray, 
that pierced like a sword 
my withered spirit. 

Thread of light, 
let me hold your end 
and follow you 
to your holy spring 
that will whiten my hands. 

(Where are you, feather? 
Let me grasp you, 
and tie the ray of light 
to the end of your quill 
and then, white dove, 
let you roam around this room.) 

But look- yes, "look!" again
the feather of the raven, 
in the middle of the black curtain, 
has left untouched 
a small surface, 
in the shape 
of a rectangle. 

Divine shape, 
work of a humble photographer, 
are you, then, 
the source of this ray? 

25 



26 

The window that sees 
into the garden of Saint Peter? 
Is your white opening the gate 

THE CHARIOTEER 

for the message of the morning rooster? 

Throw the high beam 
of your deep blue eyes 
into this room of gloom, 
of silence broken only 
where the thudding 
of the terrible pickax echoes. 

Vault of eternity, 
hiding place 
for the Seventh-Day smile 
of the Lord, 
are you merely 
an ephemeral act? 

Throw the high beam 
of your deep blue eyes 
to this terrible web, 
where the gloomy rustling 
from the motion of that feather 
has not been able to drown 
the breath of the Angel, 
that keeps . vigil and prays. 

I hear the hell tolling 
the twenty-first day. 

Light! Light! Light! 

translated by Aristotle Michopoulos 
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THE ROSE 

You had heard the calling 
of the holy voice. 
And your astonished blue eye 
had received the illumination 
of the lightning of His eye. 

My own voice? 
My own eye's supplication? 
Love's great enclosure? 
A human concern. 
You had already taken off your tunic. 

Coldness takes hold of my limbs. 
Darkness pours forth from my eyes. 
Did you then take with you 
the warmth of your love? 
Did you then take with you 
the light of my eyes? 

In this large icy room 
dressed by your sunset 
in darkness, darkness, darkness, 
I am searching for the exit. 

The frustration of my fingers 
gropes for the ruthless apathy 
of the door. 
But I can't find 
anywhere the key. 

Did you, then, take 
the door key with you too? 
Did you, then, take the hope 
of the light with you too? 
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Your absence 
asphyxiates me. 
The loss of light 
makes me wander around, groping. 

Till when shall I then be left 
to be drowned in the darkness? 
Till when shall I then accept 
the denial of the day? 

Out of my mind, I rush 
to break the door. 
Its knob I gra:b with force. 

But why the refusal 
of resistance to the force 
of my hand? 

My ear is pierced 
by the creaking of the joints. 

Well, then, the door was not closed? 
Well, then, there was no key? 
Why didn't I think 
to turn the knob? 
Why didn't I think 
of the escape? 

* * * 
Look, I go down 
to the flowerbed in our yard. 
I move forward to face the springtime, 
to face your face. 

White roses; everywhere white roses. 
Only white roses in the flowerbed. 
(As if it was ever possible 
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to receive me in a dress 
other than this in the garden.) 

I stoop, I bent my knee. 
I embrace a rose. 
With what longing 
my lips touch 
its white warmth. 

( Oh! Our love once again 
enjoys its own embrace. 
You give me again 
the kiss of your love.) 

Now that this rose 
has experienced the embrace 
of my longing, 
now that this rose 
has received 
the transfusion 
of my heart, 
how shall I be able 
to offer it to you? 

Holding the rose in my hand, 
I walk around the flowerbed. 
I walk around, seeking a way 
to send it to you. 

But how shall I send you the rose? 
On what Angel's wing 
shall I entrust the message of my heart? 

Suddenly, voices of carefree children 
distract 
the ,search 
of my spirit. 
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A demonstration of joy, 
an expression of sanctity 
surround my garden. 

My soul leaps 
to the sounds 
of the children's joy. 
My flowerbed white is dressed 
in the light of purity. 

Shall I send you the rose 
on the wings of the children's voices? 
Shall I send you the message 
with the mouth of divine purity? 

The children's cries of joy 
overwhelm the gate of my flowerbed. 
And at the peak of their shouting 
I see something falling into the garden 
from outside. 
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Oh! It must surely be the children's ball 
that they failed to catch. 
I must run 
and give them their ball. 

Holding the rose, I rush 
to find in the flowerbed 
the cause of the children',s joy. 
I rush to continue 
the divine expression. 

But my rush stumbles 
on the call of death 
by a small wounded bird. 

That poor plucked sparrow 
was then the ball 
of these children? 
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Oh! the unheard-of crime 
of purity! 
Oh! The antinomic e:x:pression 
of divinity! 

Through the touch of my fingers 
I feel the death agony 
of this little wounded bird. 

The opening of its mouth 
heralds its coming to you. 
Its gaze 
is fixed on your gaze. 

Look! I have found the means 
to send you the rose! 

And when with its immaculate beak 
it places this white rose 
on your white hand, 
and when the essence of my love 
totally fills your spirit, 
then you will see that the rose 
was red. 

Then you will see in your white hand 
rose-red, my blood. 
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THE IMAGE 

For how long have I been enclosed 
in this tower of isolation? 
Did I lose 
the sense of time, 
walking around 
in a state of anxiety, 
from room to room, 
from step to step, 
with my wakeful vision 
immersed in the expectation 
of your image? 

My eardrum vibrates 
to the whisper 
of your presence. 
My cloudy hair receives 
the touch of your fingers. 

But my insatiable spirit, 
lurking at the corner of my eyes, 
is waiting to catch a vision of you, 
in image form. 

Divine vision, 
the invocation of my heart, 
raised to a jet of blood, 
will it be strong enough 
to draw you before me 
from your holy crypt? 

Diffuse divine essence 
that surrounds me, 
will my heart ... flame 
have the power 
to crystallize your material self 
in the shape of a divine image? 

THE CHARIOTEER 
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With wakeful spirit I walk 
in this tower of isolation, 
in a continuous rotation 
of day and night. 
I walk around infusing 
your holy essence, 
with the hopeless invocation 
of your image. 

But my spirit 
recoils, terrified, seeing 
the outline of the ruthless shadow 
cast by the huge hand 
of weariness and sleep. 

Expected vision, 
will you then leave me unprotected, 
in the ambush of treacherous tiredness? 
Will you then leave me to roll down 
to the bottomless sinking of sleep? 

My eyeballs roll 
in a deathly struggle 
under the gloomy 
cover of my eyelids. 
Inside my skull 
a bat is preparing the bed 
for its winter sleep. 

Will, then, the lantern of my soul 
be extinguished 
in the asphyxia 
of this abysmal place? 
Will you then deny me 
the revelation 
of your celestial self? 
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Trembling, I shake off 
the numbness of my limbs. 
The arrows of my eyelids I raise 
and stretching to the utmost my soul, 
I hurl in an arrow's throwing 
my body's 
disjointed entity. 

An inspired spirit 
excites my limbs. 
A whirlwind of frenzy 
rushes through the tower. 

And in my stormy passing, 
from room to room, 
from step to step, 
suddenly I stumble 
upon a black curtain. 

Cheap material, 
banner of gloom. 
Are you then going to block 
my ordained way? 
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Are you then going to become the curtain 
of the celestial stage? 

Filled with horror 
I raise my arms. 
And my fingers' wrath 
in a frenzied entanglement, 
tears into tatters 
the black banner of oblivion. 

Catapult of light. 
Divine revelation. 
My limbs shudder 
at the unexpected vision. 
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At last, I look at you, 
image of my longing. 

Sublime image, 
desired vision. 
In this crystalline abode, 
from that day forward 
being veiled in black, 
are you waiting for the end of my journey? 

Rapture of holiness 
rushes through my spirit. 
My weary gaze 
finds its rest 
in the soft cradle 
of your blue eyes. 

Ideal vision 
on a divine nebula. 
White dove 
in your white hand. 

My supplicating hands 
call the white dove 
to bring me the message. 

But look, the nebula 
spreads around you. 
The apparition of your divine image 
is darkening. 

Are you going away, 
creation of my love? 

Yet my step 
is destined 
to follow 
your steps. 
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My touch 
to search 
for your touch. 

And I run after you, 
sublime spirit. 
And I pierce 
the crystalline barrier. 

Blood in my hands. 
Blood in my feet. 
Blood in my spirit. 

Eucharist. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

translated by Aristotle Michopoulos 
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THE REWARD 

I am a wayfarer 
knowing neither rest nor sleep. 
Night and day I travel on, 
night and day 
along the upward path that girds 
this dark mountain. 

I'm in no hurry to get there 
I know I shall get there. 
There can be no mistake 
since you followed the self same path. 

I recognize your footprints, 
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I recognize the footprints of your love. 

You stand ·there at the top 
stand and beckon me. 
Above your head 
an Angel's feet 
and above the Angel's head 
the feet of God. 

My Reward shall be 
to reach the top of the pyramid, 
weighed down with the flowers 
burgeoned in your path, 
and to rest my blood-stained head 
upon the white stone of your feet, 
upon the first step to God. 

translated by Jack Gaist 
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THE ASCENT 

From the height your longing for freedom 
has raised you, 
you have thrown me 
this ladder of rope 
and as I climb up 
rung by rung 
obedient to the call 
of your azure eyes, feeling 
neither dizziness, pain nor grief, 
my eyes calmly fixed upon you, 
your song is on my lips 
the eternal burden of love, 
the eternal burden of death. 

THE CALENDAR 

Behold, three full years 
have passed now since 
you were carried up 
into heaven. 

With reverence I open the little box 
of your sweet remembrances. 

Scent of holiness, 
musk of your martyrdom, 
its sacred essence permeating 
the cell of my loneliness. 

Before your humble remembrances. 
This holy libation of tears. 

translated by Jack Gaist 
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See, I take out 
your slim thermometer, 
stilled 
at its cold limits. 
See, I touch 
with trembling fingers 
your poor little comb, 
your hair' s gentle bridle. 

But my tearful gaze, 
veiled in a mist of reverence, 
rests on the little calendar, 
where the eyelid 
of your last earthly day 
fell deeply asleep. 

"The sixteenth day of April 
Of Love, Peace, Snow, martyrs."* 
The end of your suffering, 
the flowering again of mine. 

With reverence I close up the little box 
of your sweet remembrances. 
The richness of your poor remembrances 
mingles with the poverty 
of my wealth of tears. 

"Of Love, Peace, Snow, martyrs." 

Abide in Love. 
Rest in Peace. 
Whiter than Snow. 
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translated by Marjorie Chambers 

*The three martyrs whose memory is honored on the 16th of April are 'AyCm:r] 
(Love], EtpijVT) (Peace] and XLOV(a: (Snow-like]. 
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From THE SONGS OF RESURRECTION 

THOU IN ME 

A pile of ancient books. 
Darkened ikons on the walls. 
On my overloaded table 
the vigilant lamp keeps watch, 
image of my yearning. 

In this lonely dwelling 
sleepless I searched for You 
through the heavy wintry nights, 
among the piles of ancient books 
and the images of the darkened ikons. 
But nowhere did I find You. 

See, I wrap my heavy cloak 
round my bent body. 
In my sinewed hand I grasp 
the staff of my bitter quests. 

See, I leave the cave 
of my sterile worldly wisdom. 
Painfully I turn my steps 
to the air, the sun, and the stars. 

I bend down, I ask the flower. 
It heard your tread 
before ·the sound of my own footfall 
was heard. 

I raise my voice 
to the bird of heaven. 
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You had dazzled its sight 
before its wing flashed 
sword-like through 
my own eyes' persistent gaze. 

Despairing I invoke 
the patient scrutinizing stars. 
The music of their heavenly praise 
escorting You softly away, 
had just faded 
in the gentle ethereal distance. 

I quicken my pace. 
Age-old traveller 
gone before. 
I place my feet 
in the footprints 
of your silent steps. 

But see, 
an insuperable barrier 
marks the end 
of my untiring march. 
Dark, deep, indestructible 
the heavy-pounding sea 
rears itself before me. 

So, there comes between us then 
the indestructible fury 
of the cold tempestuous sea? 
The last footprints of Your sandals 
fade, dissolving slowly 
in the pommelling of the waves. 

I sit, my spirit watchful 
at the sheer and pitiless brink 
of the black abyss. 
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The deep, dark infernal well 
of my dolorous fate 
gapes before me. 

Above me the network of stars 
Behind me the wall of night 
Before me the barrier 
of the unconquerable sea. 

Despair 

Desperate I hurl my voice 
at the stars, the night, and the sea. 
Am I alone? 
"Alone!" 

THE CHARIOTEER 

My voice rebounds from the stars, the night, and the sea 
in the black infernal well 
tumbling and re-echoing. 

So you deny me 
the yearned for blessing 
of heavenly union? 

It has slipped then 
from the tips 
of my torn fingers 
the guiding thread 
of the divine long hoped for touch? 

My bloodstained forehead 
drops in dejection 
to the cold well's edge. 
Hollow-eyed 
my weary spirit 
sinks deep into dormition. 
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Then behold, in the painful numbness of my soul 
You, in all Your glory, 
on the wings of the wind 
stand upright, unfathomable 
there before me 
face to face. 

Out of the deep, infernal well 
of my grievous fare 
behold, the message of Your profound, 
mysterious, and prophetic voice 
floods through my spirit. 

The victory hymn 
of flowers, birds, and stars 
permeates the channels of my soul. 

Filled with the sounds of heaven 
I spring free of the chains of torpor. 
And I haul my painful body up 
again to the brink of the dark abyss. 

I send out my voice in triumph 
to the stars, the night, and the sea. 
Thou in me. 
The brotherly chorus 
of flowers, birds, and stars 
chants with me "Thou in me" 
to the blithely echoing heavens. 

Thou in me, 
the one besought. 
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From THE FLOOR 

THE FLOOR 

Black and white flags 
in alternating order 
suffer my tread. 

On this, my appointed place, 
like a child I play, 
trying only to step 
where the flags are white. 

Difficult exercise, 
skill-exacting game. 

Sometimes I lose the body's 
balance. 
Sometimes I lose the mind's 
calculation. 

And then I confuse 
the rhythm of my steps 
and my erring foot 
slips on to the black flags. 

I must once more start 
the game from the beginning. 
I must train my spirit 
to the perfect balance. 

But starting again and again 
my fatigued mind 
swoons 
in a whirling vertigo. 

THE CHARIOTEER 
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And now the motionless tray of the floor 
spins round and round 
and the alternating order of the colours 
is blurred. 

Chaos of the senses. 

Then like a child 
whose game is spoiled, 
then like a child 
whose patience is done, 
obstinately I trample 
on the order of the floor. 

With my sole I obliterate 
the lines separating 
the black and white flags. 

And I sit down 
with mind distraught, 
to steep in tears 
my broken faith. 

How much the unrelenting exercise 
has fatigued me. 

But now at last I see 
clearly the meaning 
of the whirling floor. 
Now I see the significance 
of the blending of the colours. 
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translated by Francis King 
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THE DOORS 

On this door too I knock. 
Silent ·the janitor bows, 
willing he draws the latch, 
behind me once again 
I hear the portals slide 
into their dying kiss. 

And then another door. 
And then another. 
Identical they slide, 
identical there comes 
the jangle of their kiss. 

How many are the doors 
through which I now have passed 
down this unending corridor? 
How many cross partitions 
in their successive 
sequence 
have dosed behind me? 

Naked parallels, 
the walls rub their icy backs 
on the groping of my open palm. 

I am cold. 
And I knock on the next door. 
I am cold. 
And I knock on the next door. 

"To him who knocketh 
it shall be opened." 

THE CHARIOTEER 
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But the knock on the door 
is not, by itself enough. 
The willing bow 
of the silent janitor 
is not enough, is not by itself enough. 
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translated by Francis King 

THE PORTRAITS 

Once again this year 
they have sent me from the studio 
a portrait rich with colours. 
The most recent likeness 
of myself. 

Yes, a beautiful portrait. 
The expression of a man 
who by conquest has wrested 
yet another foothold 
nearer to death. 

Now this too must be hung 
beside the other likenesses. 
Beside my former portraits. 

As they hang here on this wall 
in a single line, 
how closely they resemble each other. 
As a leaf resembles another leaf, 
as an eye resembles another eye. 

But if one were to knot the line in a circle 
so that the first likeness joined ,the last, 



48 

they would resemble one another less 
than a cradle resembles 
a coffin. 

Once again I try 
to count my portraits 
as each year I count them. 

But what meaning 
can there be in this counting. 
There will be exactly as many 
as there were last year, 
with one addition. 

Rather I should count 
the barren nails 
which in the self-same line await 
the irrevocable hanging 
of my future likenesses. 

But neither in this counting 
can I see any meaning. 

Iron keys of death. 
Sphinxes 
with a metal smile. 

As on a harp 
with my fingers I play 
on these hard iron chords. 

I play, trying to find 
on which nail will cease 
the hanging. 
On which hook will be hung 
the portrait without a sequel. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

translated by Francis King 
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THE RIVER 

This swelling river 
is not that river, 
river of Babylon that once we knew. 
Not this that stream 
where once we wandered, 
not these those waters 
where once we scattered 
our anguished tears. 

This swelling river 
will not enfold 
our tears within its being, 
but on its surface, alien, unabsorbed 
they float 
like drops of oil. 

Here, as occasion bids, 
I sit alone upon the bank, 
wearing serenity's hard mask. 
I sit alone 
and watch the silent skiffs 
move in procession on the river waters. 

So many vessels 
that sail with never-turning face. 
So many ferry-boats of death 
bearing 
the last, unalterable 
shape of man. 

While on this moving mirror 
still broods unmoving 
the image of myself. 
It floats and never stirs, 
yet with each moment changes, 
being time's fellowtraveller until 
that station where they part. 
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And still 
here on the margin of this brimming thoroughfare 
in readiness I sit, I wait. 
Wait 
for the boat which will unstitch 
my motionless image, 
wait 
for the ship 
with the broken chronometer 
that will carry away my last 
immutable form. 

THE CITY 

City drowned in night. 
Cemetery with successive 
many-storied graves of dead 
who snore. 

I muse, how many 
hear through that universal snoring 
the footfalls of the patrol? 

Seven soldiers march 
seven soldiers mark 
the hearts of the dead 
who have yet to die. 

And the first soldier 
and the second soldier are I, I 

translated by Francis King 

and the third and the fourth and the fifth, 
and I the sixth, the seventh. 
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With fourteen legs I walk, 
with fourteen hands I hold 
the seven rifles 
that can shatter 
the drum of the sleeping. 

In seven breast-plates, one. 
One, in seven belts girded, 
I walk about this night, 
like a polypous insect, 
on the sweating face 
of the city 'that snores. 
I walk about 
tickling it in the nostrils, 
tickling 
its sleeping conscience. 

THE WELL 

When I stoop over the throat 
of this black well, 
with sorrow comes the certainty 
of the split of my existence. 

And when I turn away my face, 
when I recoil with awe 
from this chasm of doom, 
it is only half myself 
that my one hand touches. 

Back again I turn, and my voice 
that is only half a voice, tumbles 
down into the well, to fuse 
with its other half 
in an integral word. 
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translated by Francis King 
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But still 
in final separation floats 
there, there at the bottom 
the solitary image 
of my split face. 

For how long 
shall I stay here, to hang 
my divided body over 
the edge of this well? 
For how long to stretch 
deep, deep, deep 
the hand that would clutch 
my other hand? 

Did I then have to reach 
the edge of this well 
in order that a leap, 
a single leap, 
would wrest for me 
the unfathomable meaning 
of unity? 

But dare I 
venture the attempt? 
Here is the leap. 
And here is the unity. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

translated by Francis King 
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THE ELEGY OF THE BROTHERS 

I. 

When you weep for the fate of your sons 
who have forgotten what it is to weep, 
you, their Creator, always hope 
a single tear may reach 
the hollow of a heart. 

But when I weep for the fate of my brothers 
who have forgotten what it is to weep, 
what hope can warm my heart 
that with even a single tear 
I shall mark another heart? 

With your tears, o Father, 
drop by drop, you can deepen the hearts 
which have not forgotten how to weep. 

With my tears I can deepen 
only my own heart, 
only my own heart prepare 
to receive in its hollow 
one of your drops. 

II. 

When in the evening I walk to this clearing 
to await the return of my departed brothers, 
I hear the fall of your steps 
in the rhythm of my steps. 

When in the night I call to my brothers 
knowing ·they can no longer hear me call, 
there still remains to me the bitter comfort 
that you at least can hear me. 
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You are the roof that covers the house, 
you are the fire that leaps in the grate, 
the candle that devours the darkness. 

But without my brothers the house is empty, 
is empty, is empty the house, o Father, 
without my brothers who have gone, 
clutching the bleeding knife. 

III. 

With the one eye they left me at their going 
I can welcome, neighbour, 
your peaceful smile. 

With the one hand they left me 
I can carry the basket laden 
with the rich fruit of your garden. 

I can still drag 
my wounded leg and come 
and talk with you over the fence. 

But when at night-time in my house 
among the empty beds I wander 
how, Father, shall I lay my body down in rest 
when those who so much wounded it 
can no more rest in beds, 
can rest in beds no more? 

tfanslated by Francis King 
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From THE BIG NIGHT AND THE WINDOW 

THE HEDGEHOG 

I had forgotten you, frightened little creature, 
when in my loneliness and silence, 
invoking the spirit of Helen Keller* 
I besought the dog's companionship. 

Love and fear were born at the same hour. 
And while love pours through your being 
like a river within, dividing into many channels, 
fear, to protect love's hiding place, 
has built a castle on your back: a horde of lancers 
keeps sleepless watch at the lookouts, lying in wait. 

Leaning over the hedge, I caress you, 
unsuspecting little vessel of love. 
You do not see, but only sense me. 
Or rather, you sense your safety. And so 
your lancers have fallen asleep at their posts. 

Loneliness helps me to enter your being, 
without your knowing it, and I learn the great 
lesson of fear: that it protects my love. 

My brother, how many times did you lend me 
this panoply of yours; how many times 
did your quills shoot up on my skin, 
when the fear trembling now within me 
sought the protection of love. 
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translated by Marjorie Chambers 

*Helen Keller 1880-1968. At age 19 months lost her sight and hearing. Anne 
Sullivan Macy 1866-1936 taught her relationship between words and things. 
Helen Keller first spoke at age ten. Graduated from Radcliffe College 1904. 
Received honorary degrees from universities world wide. 
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FEAR 

This loneliness and this silence are not 
the old loneliness or the old silence. Those are not even 
memories any more: they are sunk in the depths of night. 
These blossomed around you, like night flowers, 
when fear beckoned you to close the window. 

Before that, you were standing at its open frame watching 
the children playing in the yard below. Yet 
you didn't see their movements nor did you hear their voices. 
You were only remembering them, because they lay in your past. 
And you felt all the children's love reaching up 
to your whole being, because love 
is beyond time and beyond partition. 

Sometimes you saw there where you were seeing nothing. 
Sometimes you heard when you were hearing nothing. 
And your window suddenly found itself opening, 
like an astonished eye, high up in this tower, 
girded round with a moat of stagnant water. 
And you hastened to close the window, before 
the subterranean voices from the swamp drowned you. 

But you did not suspect you were guarding fear, 
that you were keeping all your love closed in. 
This loneliness comes of your fear. 
Love has sealed the lips of this silence. 

translated by Marjorie Chambers 
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THE LITTLE MADONNA OF THE ANGELS* 

These angels were not the Angels who sang carols 
over the manger that Winter night 
even though they too had learned to sing songs; 
Neither were they the dreaded sword-bearing Angels 
a mere touch of whose double wings 
would crush us finer than with a millstone. 

These children had just begun to become angels. 
Their tiny wings still folded moved 
within them, and fluttered their little hearts, 
but could not yet find their way up to their shoulders. 
And so in place of wings, they carried school bags 
and a sugar lily from the corner store 
bloomed in their tender little hands. 

To such angels which Madonna belongs? 
Not she, who saw her son descent from the Cross. 
The tender hearts of the small angels could not bear 
grief that could easily bent every church column. 

A single tear from such a mystic fire 
would instantly bum and evaporate their little hearts. 
For these small angels then, a little Madonna. 

And the little Madonna who in time was to learn 
and keep secret the message of the dreaded Angel, 
struck by divine grace, now wandered in the church 
where her parents dedicated her as a child. 
She was there the little Queen of the Angels, 
and all the hosts of Heaven were ordered to serve her. 

But she ·in whom humbleness itself dwelt 
how could she endure such humility? 
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*The poem refers to the disastrous fire of the Queen of Angels School in Chicago 
where over ninety children were burned to death on December 1, 1958. 
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The Great Logos who already lived within her, 
sternly reminded her of her divine fate. 
And the little Madonna made her decision! 
The great church was too small to hold 
her mighty destiny. And she came to live 
wi:th the small angels who had been expecting her. 

And then there came a day 
when her eyelids laden with infinite love 
fell heavily on her eyes; 
and even though in her sleep she would not forget 
to spread her little hand 
like a mother hen's wings over her small angels, 
it was then, in such a slumbering moment 
the horrible word "Fire" struck her like lightning! 
Struck her now reopened eyes. 

Fire! A simple word dropped from a dictionary 
but heavy in the mass terror of Death! 
A mere dick of a switch that changes all. 
A dismal Hell replacing Paradise! 

And the little Madonna for whom 
the word Hell was mere hearsay, 
but who now knew that it would be her fate 
to intercede for those whose steps led them there, 
suddenly saw the meaning of her mission! 
The heart of Rachel was smitten within her, 
and from the depths of her soul she let a cry out! 

And the small angels heard her. And their spirit 
was shaken. And their folded wings 
spread out through their burning clothes. 
And their great eyes widened still more, 
and they saw! And they understood! 
And strange to behold! From the depths of Hell 
an angelic song was heard: AVE MARIA! 
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But the little Maria now could not see any more. 
Her eyes had sunk in a lake of tears, 
deeper than lake Michigan a few steps beyond! 
With hands outstretched she walks through the flames, 
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she kneels and she seeks and she seeks the tender dead limbs 
of the small angels. But all her fingers could lift up 
was a flaming belt from a burned school bag 
and a sugar lily that had melted in the flames. 

And the Little Madonna of the Angels was now, She, 
who had seen her son's descent from the Cross. 

translated by D. Michalaros 
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From DEATH SONGS AND SATIRES 

THE DILEMMA 

When our unadulterated and only self 
comes face to face with the great dilemma, 
we nominate our two other selves, 
those creatures of convenience, 
to wrestle it out between them. 
And like a court order 
we accept the outcome of the match, 
joyfully acclaiming the winner, 
surrogate of our pious desires. 
Then we go quietly off to bed, 
quite certain of our inner integrity, 
persuaded that we were forced to our decision 
in accordance with the wishes of the winner. 

translated by Jack Gaist 
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IN THE NAME OF POETRY 

When at night, very late at night, 
you timidly open the window .that has stood guard 
against the relentless storm of the previous day, 
intending to empty out the heaped up collections of verse 
with their pages still unread and their respectable dedications, 
you know very well it is an act of hypocrisy. 

To mock at poetry in the name of poetry 
is at least a means of defence, a protection, 
but to shake out the dreams of poets, 
like a duster, onto the threshold of night-
that is to sink the sword you've been given _ 
deep and mercilessly into the very heart of poetry. 

If you can find it in you to empty your own shelves, 
your jacket pockets, even your heart itself 
and if you are capable of standing thus naked 
at your midnight window, 
you may chance to hear in the swell and surge of night 
the terrified whispering of poets' dreams, 
those you had shaken out in the name, you say, of poetry. 

translated by Jack Gaist 
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From THE SEQUEL 

FIRST SYMPHONY IN RED AND WHITE 

In ·this garden the roses were white 
because they wore the raiment of children's voices. 
But when the chirruping of infants 
was cut short by the roaring panzer' s clatter 
and the voices, garments, and the little bodies 
were ground in its metal teeth 
then all the roses in the garden suddenly turned red. 

And the sun has turned red too; red 
roses have sprouted in the breasts of adolescents. 
Red poppies have drowned the fields 
in the seed of the "sleep-bearing flower." 
And this white bl}ead of ours has reddened, 
since clean knives are no longer to be found. 

How to discern you, Lord of the world, 
in the midst of this red flood, 
my eyes covered 
with a veil of red tears? 

How to hear now your deep hidden voice, 
since shrieking metal stuns 
my hearing? How can I behold your countenance 
behind this crimson cataraot? 

Lord of the world, if by chance you have not moved 
to another world among your worlds, 
and if by chance red voices can still 
sprinkle your hearing with scarlet drops, 
I believe your miracles are possible, 
not indeed to whiten ·the soul of the world, 
but to give it a semblance of whiteness. 
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Give me then the eyes of happy poets, 
whose privilege it is to see 
only white snowflakes, white-petalled 
flowers, white cataracts, and white sheets. 

Give me the hands of those delicate princes, 
who possess the art of plucking the white 
down from your angels' wings 
to cover this gaudy 
red morass that offends their sight. 

Give me their sensitive white hearing, 
that catches only the whispers of wings, 
because the grinding roar of the panzer 
rides beyond their acoustic field. 

Give me too their charming white lips, 
that, while not disdaining to kiss red lips as well, 
whisper only white flowery verses, 
clothed in the white muslin of clouds. 

But, if Lord, you have indeed migrated 
to another world among your many worlds, 
or if by chance my drowned voice has not the strength 
to shatter this thick red crust, 
where the soles of my feet have sunk deep, 
or if you have lost the power for miracles, 
which is now enclosed in a metal fist, 
I think that my hands at least could 
wash the panzer' s metal teeth. 

And let me send you, by long distance missiles, 
as souvenirs from the world you have forsaken, 
the frozen chirrupings of infants, 
with their white garments ,that now are red, 
covering their little crushed bodies. 
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LONELINESS 

When the horse turns around 
the open well, with its eyes bound, 
absolute loneliness is the feeling it gets, 
even if, silently, an entire world lives dose by. 

·But how can you conceive the meaning of your loneliness, 
when even by stretching your spirit, 
you cannot get the feeling of that other world 
that your conscience only dimly feels? 

You never even suspected, when you raised 
around you walls to leave outside 
this tangible and well-known but foreign world, 
you did nothing else but install 
in your loneliness that other world, 
which you were unconsciously carrying within you. 

Now, as you walk around the empty rooms 
that you thought were empty, but are not, 
because in them dwell images of your past, 
and as you stretch out in the empty armchairs, 
which also are not empty, since they still hold 
the warmth of those that wore 
what was once your skin, with the same warmth 
you can then conceive the meaning of loneliness. 

This might well be the loneliness you longed for, 
when by keeping your windows closed, 
you were keeping out the world of common things 
and that of the even more common figures of speech. 

This might be the loneliness that is fit for you, 
since at those hours that go beyond the time, 
you can hear the secret voices 
that are coming from your own past. 
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And even more so, since you can feel the warmth 
of your previous bodies, which were carried 
within the womb of that other world, 
which appears to be your real world. 
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From THE POET GEORGE VAFOPOULOS 

BY TH. PAPATHANASOPOULOS 

translated by Rick M. Newton 

THE FLOOR 

This book by V afopoulos has received more critical atten
tion than all his earlier books and has been characterized as a 
landmark in his poetry. A considerable number of famous critics, 
including Themelis, K. Paraschos, Spandonides, Haris, and 
Hourmouzios, have underscored the poet's existential agony and 
spoken of the split personality of this solitary individual who 
staggers between the terrifying, antithetical powers of light and 
darkness. They have verified his great metaphysical agony. 
Hourmouzios has adopted a negative stance, and the poet will 
observe in his Autobiographical Pages ·that "this time too the 
critic had not managed to conceal his a priori intention to toss 
the poems from The Floor into the waste basket. There had 
survived a single poem, 'The Walls,' which, in his opinion, could 
be called 'philosophical poetry.' Hourmouzios enjoyed it because, 
as he wrote, 'it had the advantage of also being clever.' And he 
concluded that 'cleverness must also be considered in poetry.' 
I would add that the same element must also be considered in 
criticism. And I must confess that, in the entire 'symphony of 
praise' which had so bothered the distinguished critic, his 'sour 
note' has made me think all the more. For all its brevity, it was 
a tremendous lesson for me in self-knowledge.'' 

We will encounter all the characteristics of The Offering 
and The Resurrection Poems in this collection as well. The 
Floor and Other Poems, which includes his work from 1949-
1951, was published in 1951. The Floor, The Doors, The Portraits, 
The River, The City, The Mirror, The Glass Bell, The Well, 
The Roof, The Walls: these are some of the titles of his poems, 
but they are at the same time symbols-worlds of his unique 
and enchanting parasemantics. 

Themelis, with his profound critical acumen, unveils a 
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significant part of the poet's intentions .He observes that " 'The 
Mirror' is the basic key-poem which gains us entry into the 
poet's life problem. Here the image is my 'neighbor' who lives 
in ·the next room. An intervening wall with a 'crystal window' 
separates the T from his 'neighbor.' The wall represents the 
real 'barrier,' the 'crystal window' the barrier's transparency and 
the potential for a meeting: a barrier which is concomitantly in
surmountable and diaphanous. 'Wall' +'window' ='mirror.' 
Vafopoulos analyzes the real mirror into its internal component 
parts, which are both the barrier and the transparency. In this 
way, we can 'peer into the next room' and 'examine our neigh
bor,' The two areas are identical in every respect. Our 'neighbor' 
wears our 'mask.' The image here becomes a 'mask' in order to 
assume precisely its special significance, the personal aspect of 
the reflection. V afopoulos speaks with precision. His poetic 
expression is poetic literalness in the absolute sense: an austere 
structuring of ideas and symbols to the point that they take on 
a crystalline firmness." 

Themelis continues: "What then is this 'image' = 'neighbor' ? 
It is the other, the alien, the stranger who enters within us to 
reside there, who sets out to share our soul and body. Vafopoulos' 
drama is that of the T in relation to the other, not in relation 
to himself. The gap is vertical, not oblique. By that, I mean 
not between 'up and down,' between 'here and beyond,' between 
'man and angel,' but the chasm of internal division, toward 
otherness.'' And he elucidates: "Frenzied by ,the threat of an
nihilation through the theft of his soul, by the fear that he 
himself will be reduced to the 'empty shadow' of the neighbor 
and lose the surety of his existence, he hurls the plaster cast 
and within the 'shattering of the glass bits' now encounters the 
figure of the 'neighbor,' 

as if they have emptied 
a bottle of ink on him.'' 

In this selection the vertigo has not completely passed, and 
"the confusion of the senses" often continues. The black and 
white tiles, with their alternating pattern, receive the touch of 
his steps. While walking, he tries to step only on the white 
surfaces: 
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A difficult exercise, precision tightrope 
walking. 

In the realm of life, however, there are more than just the 
white tiles, the happy times. There are also black tiles: emotional 
distress, death, utter exhaustion, 

At times I lose my body's 
balance. 
At times I lose my spirit's 
calculation. 

And then the order of my steps 
is confused. 
And my foot strays 
and errs onto the black tiles. 

The poet begins the difficult game anew as he undertakes 
to exercise his spirit in perfect tightrope walking. But his ex
hausted spirit ",spins in a vertiginous whirl." The colors again 
become confused and he no longer recognizes where he is step
ping. This poem reminds me of Cavafy's "Ithaca." In that poem, 
the journey taught the poet the meaning of "Ithacas." In 
V afopoulos, the confusion of the senses emphasizes the notion 
of "the coition of the colors." There are no clear outlines in 
life: everything lies within its whirl, the good and the unpleasant, 
to refer again to Cavafy's "in part ... in part." 

In "The Portraits" the contemplation of death returns. 
Every year the factory of life sends the poet his new portrait. 
He stares at the nails on the wall which await their future 
portraits, and in a satirical mood, which is none too easily 
discernible, he runs his fingers over the rigid iron cords as if 
playing a harp. 

I play 
trying to find 
the nail on which 
the hanging will stop. 
The hook on which 
the portrait with no sequel 
will be hung. 
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The subject of death reappears in "The River." "Wearing 
the unflinching mask of serenity," he contemplates death. The 
poet will confess that there: 

On the banks of the dank boulevard 
I sit ready and waiting. 
I wait for the boat 
which will unstitch 
the motionless image of myself. 
I wait for the ship 
with the broken chronometer 
which will take my last form 
intact. 

In "The Mirror" he once again identifies his own fate with 
that of others. While searching for his neighbor, who lives in 
the next room, he rediscovers himself. Even as he is seeking to 
investigate "his neighbor's room through the glass barrier," he 
discovers that that person is wearing his own mask and envelop
ing his body in his own form. In a new blurring of consciousness, 
in a crucial surge of existential self-knowledge, he hurls "the 
plaster cast at the crystal barrier." And while looking for an 
answer in "the shattering of ,the glass bits," he meets the 
neighbor's outline soiled "as if they have emptied a bottle of 
ink on him." He awakes from his frightful deranged state and, 
panic-stricken, runs his hands over his face. It's his entire face, 
he assures, its intact outline "the unbroken unity" of his own self. 

In "The Glass Bell" there returns that blackout of thought 
and feelings. Again, oppression: 

Time and space have dissolved within me 
like indigo in water. 

His outer shell has reached an impasse. Will he endure the 
pressures from the bell's inner walls? Will life accept him or 
reject him? That is the question. The splitting of his personality 
which we saw in "The Mirror" returns like a vigilant Fury in 
"The Well." 
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When I lean over this opening 
of the dark well, 
in terror I confirm 
the great split of my existence. 

How will the unity of his face be restored? For how long will he 
plunge down his one hand in order to grab the other? Will he 
have to jump into the water to plunder "the secret meaning of 
unity?" Can he dare to do it? 

Here's the jump. 
Here's the unity. 

In "The Roof" he is threatened by a new oppression. Its 
causes are subjective. A phobia deeply rooted within him brings 
him tidings every moment of some anticipated disaster. Most of 
the times, the blow never comes. Nevertheless, the climate in 
which the poet breathes is one of disaster. He recalls Karyotakis' 
plaster meanders, that "humble art that lacks pretension." But 
he makes his panic something different. Kafka also wrote about 
a roof which compresses existence in his "Metamorphoses." His 
panic, however, has its roots in the cold, bureaucratic encountering 
of even the most pressing problems of suffering humanity. Let 
us not forget also the parallel target of Poe's terrifying pendulum 
which sweeps over the victim's bound body with the raw blade 
at its tip. 

In "The Walls" he varies Cavafy' s position and himself 
erects the walls around him, since so many things await him 
inside his stricken self. He prepares himself for a harsher reckon
ing with life and needs, above all, peace and contemplation. 

In "The Brothers' Elegy" he becomes delicate, tender, 
human. He sympathizes at the sight of human suffering and 
cries for his brothers who, in their catastrophic mania, "have 
forgotten the meaning of the word 'cry.'" It is a heart-rending 
poem taken from the grief and tears of all of Greece, whose 
fate it was-amid countless other misfortunes-to bear its cross 
and pay the price of fraternal bloodshed: 



George Vafopoulos 

But without my brothers the house is empty. 
The house is empty, my God, empty, 
without my brothers, who have fled 
with the bloody knife in hand. 

But at night, inside my house, 
when I wander among the empty beds, 
how can I give my body rest, my God, 
since the ones who have so wounded it 
can no longer find rest in beds? 

THE LONG NIGHT AND THE WINDOW 

71 

The year 1959 sees the publication of the collection of poems, 
The Long Night and the Window. In this volume Vafopoulos 
renews himself and attempts an exit, with intentions which are 
profoundly human and sincerely social. This may be a night 
exit, but its significance is enormous. Besides, does one see only 
a few things at night? One of the warmest characters in the book, 
the blind Helen Keller, sees an entire world of love and trust 
within her tranquil night. The poet, still timid and unaccustomed 
to triumphal floodlights, puts his existence on the line and sets 
out into the Long Night. There he meets a strange cast of 
living persons and mythical situations, such as the perplexity of 
time, the Father, the apartment building with its "multi-storied 
tombs of snoring corpses," Helen Keller, the dog, the gravity 
of human health and pain, the immortal dead teenager, the 
children. 

As the poet himself observes in the third volume of his 
Autobiographical Pages, this book 

constitutes the expression of agony of one tormented 
man who, upon tasting the bitter lotus of the world's 
"long day," seeks refuge in isolation and silence, timidly 
opening his window to the "other" side, to the "long 
night" of human fate. Therein lies the essence of things 
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"with their many dimensions and their single truth." 
Within the pages of The Long Night and the Window 
unfolds an ontological problematization, a juxtaposition 
of existence and time, an identification finally of 
existence with time in its unbroken unity. Time, death, 
isolation, and silence are the motifs which keep resurfac
ing within this collection. They seek, along with their 
aesthetic justification, their human endorsement within 
the womb of the "long night." The "window" is the 
symbol of man's alert consciousness, and the "long 
night" human fate itself, with no mask. The masks 
abolish themselves within the night. 

V afopoulos has shifted positions in this book. In his previous 
position he was "alone, dense, unremitting, undivided, a hard 
diamond." In the new position, his heart sweetens and becomes 
like "the heart of a girl in love." In "The Scale," a poem with 
many meanings, his world view dons the garb of poetry. Pain, 
he says, has the greatest gravity of all things in the world, of 
all joys and happiness together: 

THE SCALE 

In the one pan put the sun; 
put the sea; put the song. 
Heap up all the islands of the Aegean, 
with the seashells of the happy poets. 
What else is left? Love. Well then, put 
love too on the top, on top of it all. 

But this pyramid of joy 
could shoot straight up 
if they'd lay in the other pan 
a tiny hospital object. 

The "windows" are likewise dexterously managed, with 
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their boundless humanity and pleasant condescension to human 
pain. One mother makes her way in the night "with precaution 
and lays her infant in front of the door." 

She was the mother who has no right to be. 
Now she isn't. 

Another woman is having a baby m the night again. On the 
verge of giving birth 

she hangs on the despair of her loved ones, 
unable to grasp their help. 

Farther down, at the next window, the love-stricken girl 
"embroiders her love on her secret letter." In the next window 
"stands a mother's ghost" awaiting returns and news. And in 
the window farther down appears "an old man in a coffin." 
Who would have imagined that such a great variety of painful 
music existed within the bosom of the boundless, sacred night? 

V afopoulos concerns himself a great deal with •the problem 
of time. The manner in which he views it, furthermore, is in
dicative of his being down to earth. If time in Eliot purges our 
existence, in V afopoulos it is there "because of us": in other 
words, time does not essentially exist, except as a source of satire: 

Time is an excuse for a poem. Or 
time is something just to kill. Or 
time is a newspaper in Paris. 
But it can also be money. 

Pertaining to the concept of time in Vafopoulos' poetry, 
Themelis will make the astute observation: "·But unlike Eliot, 
who observes the immobility of time and the vanity of appear
ances from a religious viewpoint which does away with distinc
tions, V afopoulos, in my opinion, goes so far as to observe the 
immobility of time from the perspective of nonexistence. The 
'night,' which plays a deadly game with appearances, is perhaps 
nothing-as in a shadow theatre-or it may be eternity: vain, 
static, prearranged. The closed space of the single room in The 
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Floor has now become the closed space of an eternity sunken 
again within a form, with no way out." 

The second part of the book consists of "The Trilogy of 
Man," and the third, "The Chronicle of the Queen and the 
Little Madonna of the Angels." They are all replete with hu
manity and ennobled by the boundless pain of martyrdom. 

In "The Trilogy of Man" primordial memories inundate 
existence. Sounds of things and experiences, bitter memories 
from "the first isolation and the first silence," clothes now in
appropriate for our new body which have been left in the chang
ing-rooms of death. 

The tadpoles have not yet become frogs. 
The children similarly have not become people. 
They are the pre-humans who turn their face to us, 
but they keep their navel to the womb of the long 

night. 
They play together, but each one turns in his own 

isolation. 

But how is one to descend deep into the first death, through 
the diaphanous eyes of the children? How is one to move back
ward in time so heavily laden, so stiflingly buried in the dust 
of the ages? At the end of life, when the circle closes, man will 
again find his first clothes waiting for him: the clothes of the 
embryo and of the new man. But they will not have enough 
room for him. They will have become inappropriate, seeming 
too big with "their human memories" and the accumulation of 
so many blood-stained experiences. They will not understand the 
voice of these new bodies, 

because their meaning will lie ·in their past. 

In "Fear," another significant poem studying existentialism, 
the tadpoles proceed onto the circle of life which has previously 
been etched out. They have become frogs. In their maturity 
they gaze on the game of the small children in the yard. But 
neither do they see their movement nor do they hear their voices. 
They remember them only because the children lie in their past. 
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And they feel the fullness of the children's love spreading over 
them, 

because love 
is beyond time and every division. 

And then man, who was stooped and plodding on the tread
mill of the votive circle, saw the children, although he had 
seen nothing before. He heard their voices, whereas earlier he 
had heard nothing. 

And suddenly your window found itself 
opening, 

like a startled eye, high in that tower, 
surrounded by a moat of muddy water. 
And you rushed to shut the window before 
drowning in the swamp's submerged voices. 

"The Trilogy of Man" concludes with "The Border." Making 
his way, man approaches the critical point at which the circle 
will close. In order to cross this border, however, he must divest 
his memories, cast off his fear, and lay aside his love. Because 

the saints, you see, travel without baggage, 
stripped of the harvest of their senses. 
On ·their way, they stop for a moment; they turn 
their face back as if remembering: it seems 
that something from their clothing forgot itself on 

them. 
They shake it off and go on: beyond time, 
beyond isolation and beyond silence. 

We must, therefore, strip off the body for the great journey, 
just as the slain birds did who fell upon the border wall with 
,such force. Now 

they are not birds: they are their little empty bodies 
which they have taken off since they had no other 

clothes. 
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No one can pass to the other side in the clothes of fear, 
memory, and love. But how are we to remove the clothes since 
they have grown on us, since we have been irrevocably sentenced 
to wear them? You are leaving, 0 man, for the border, taking 
along your possessions which you will lose. 

You are a foliage full of memories; a cord 
drawn taut between the children and the saints, 
which time has erected, like an age-old tree, 
in layers out of rings of bark. 

You are a tree. And you know that trees 
do not travel; they only feel and remember. 

In the third part of the book we meet the brilliant poetry of 
"The Queen" and "The Little Madonna of the Angels." In "The 
Queen" the poet will sing of the steadfastness of man in his 
principles, whatever these may be, regardless of the cost at 
which this will be achieved. The message of St. John's Revelation, 
"Be thou faithful unto death and I shall give thee the crown 
of life," is also characteristic of the intentions and aims of the 
poem: this is its motto. 

A dozen or so White Russian emigres, officers from the 
health division, "these ragged remnants of the defeated army" 
of V ran gel, wait in a room 

marble columns set in a row, 

for the arrival of Olga, Queen of Greece, the former Russian 
princess, who had ihvited ·them: 

Suddenly a door opens its mouth 
and cries loudly: The queen is coming. 
And the birds of memories startled 
return with a rush to their old nest. 
The columns of men break in the middle 
and, for just a moment, there descends on the room 
the dense noise of the heavy heels 
which have not forgotten their old habit. 
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The Queen appeared with her heavy, aged gait, sunken deep in 
her own sorrow over the death of her king. But her memory 
functioned. "She saw without seeing." Once again she found 
herself mentally in the halls of Pavlovsk, amid bright lights, 
in variegated mirrors and solid-gold costumes, 

which women's dreams had hidden in their secret folds. 

She grew young again, a little girl, the beautiful fiancee of 
her darling blond Willy, as she affectionately called her king, 
dividing her soul between two fatherlands: the Russia of her 
parents and the azure Greece of her betrothed. At some point 
she came to her senses: 

But her fair Willy vanished from her side. 
She rediscovered him an old man, •slain 
on the damp pavement of an old city 
which shortly before had grown young again. 

The old city on whose damp pavement fair Willy, George I, 
had fallen in death, is Thessaloniki, which grew young again 
after the 1912 liberation. The Queen was now carrying so many 
tombs, so many unbearable griefs within her. Her memory was 
spinning her about in a heart-rending dance. Nothing but ashes 
and graves everywhere. 

Mausoleums of princes, kings, and grand dukes 
and the lost tomb of the last emperor. 
But the lightest tomb, located in Attica, 
was the heaviest. It was tumbling down inside her 
like a mountain into the bowels of the earth. 

The Queen found herself before her country's last soldiers. 
She no longer had the strength but to rule over "her memories 
and her dead." She was a shadow. In Thessaloniki, "in the Sea 
of Thermi, the boats dredged up their wounded cargo." They 
were the Greek refugees whom "the first power of the new 
times" had routed from their ancient hearths in the Caucasus. 
Now Olympus, "the mountain of the ancient twelve gods," was 
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reclaiming the loan of human matter it had once made to the 
mountain of Prometheus, and was bearing witness and confirm
ing the repayment of the debt. 

The Queen, old and miserable, whose sole power now lies in 
her tears-yet, "alas, even they no longer heed her commands"
asks them for a favor since they know about medicine, "to go 
to Thessaloniki to bind the wounds of those who, through the 
will of God, share the same fortune as they. Would they go?" 
"Yes, Your Highness," replies the head doctor. He realizes his 
inadvertent error, immersed as he was in the dream, and corrects 
himself, "Your Majesty." 

She understood. And a pale smile blossomed 
not on her lips; on the inside. And straightway it 

wilted. 

Pleased with his eagerness, the Queen forgets her grief 

and sinks naked into the soul of each. 
Heart is paid with heart. The cross 
with cross. But if the heart's offering needs go 
on the scale, it will be balanced by a tiny cross. 

The Queen nods to her courtier Garsen to hand her th~ 
basket he was holding in his arms. Her white hand, like a sea
gull, swoops up from the black sea of her mourning clothes and 
dives down into the basket. She picks up some small engraved 
colored crosses from Mt. Athas hanging on a fine chain, and 
these, instead of military decorations, are what she offers, a 
Queen 

who now was no Queen, to soldiers 
who now were no longer like the others. 

The men, deeply moved, accept the distinction and kiss her 
hand. From their lips falls a leaf from their heart onto the 
white of her hand. 

And her hand 
became a small basket with flowery leaves. 
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Little Semion, who was last in line, now bows before the 
Queen 

and imagines that he is hearing his mother's words: 
Only 19 years old? So young, of course, 
he can't be a doctor. And he says: 
My first year of medical school. Pe_r.haps even a male 

nurse. 
His homeland? Harkovo, he replies. And straightway 
the tender heart of Semion Fyodorovich Protiousin 
and the heart of the Queen travel hand-in-hand 
above the streets of Harkovo. 

The Queen .leaves, drawing her aged steps toward the door. 
But young Semion Fyodorovich had lost himself in his dream, 
kneeling in a state of oblivion 

clutching a wooden cross to his chest. And 
a black scar had appeared on his neck. 

That same scar would return to his neck on the day they 
found him dead in his room in the Harilau settlement of Thes
saloniki where the White Russian emigres live. Semion 
Fyodorovich Protiousin was now 59 years of age. "Within the 
palms of his hands, clutched over his bare chest, he was hold
inng a little wooden cross etched in faded colors. And his fine 
blackened chain, taut as it was, had marked his neck with a 
black scar." 

In reference to the poem's historical aspect, V afopoulos 
writes in the third volume of his Autobiographical Pages some 
of the most moving passages in this original prose work of his. 
It seems that he has a special weakness for this thematically 
constructed poem which was favorably received by a broad 
readership. Perhaps it needed a few "historical" explanations. 
But even without them, I would say that this poem functions 
with all its fullness, based in a mythical world of its own which 
succeeds in creating in an autonomous manner. It was written in 
1958, with the decisive inspiration coming not only from a 
humble memento-a little wooden cross-but also from his re-
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cent reading of the biography of Queen Olga by Julia Karolou. 
This wooden cross from Mt. Athos, which the poet's sister 

Marik:a hung among her icons, had frequently driven him to 
reflect on this Queen of the Greeks. And while reading her 
biography, he would recall the accounts by his sister's husband, 
Leonidas Y annofski, who had fled to Greece in 1921 after the 
Bolsheviks had dissolved Vrangel's czarist regiment. Leonidas 
Y annofski is none other than little Semion Fyodorovich 
Protiousin, who was at the time a young medical student at the 
University of Harkovo. He had come to Athens with a group 
of health officials from the czar's army. These Russian emigres 
had been taken under wing by their old compatriot Olga, 
Grand Duchess of Russia, who had come to our country some 
fifty years earlier to become Queen. 

The aged Queen, steeped in mourning over the death of 
so many of her loved ones, had summoned these fellow emigres 
to her palace to enlist their aid in supplying relief to the refugees 
whom the Bolsheviks had routed from the Caucasus. She knew 
that these health officials from the old czarist army would be 
of value to her in the hospital at Kalamaria, where the wretched 
Caucasian refugees were heaped up inside the huts. These men 
were moved when they heard her speak Russian and naturally 
displayed reverential obedience to her entreaty. It was then that 
the Queen hung a fine chain with a little wooden cross around 
the neck of each man. One of these crosses was to be found, as 
noted above, among the icons of the poet's sister. The motiva
tional force of its inspiration was decisive. Very significant poems 
often have their beginnings in such humble origins, and "The 
Queen" is one of them. 

There follows the chronicle of "The Little Madonna of 
the Angels," which recounts a great fire in Chicago on December 
1, 1958 which destroyed a school and in the wake of its destruc
tion engulfed some ninety pupils. 

What Madonna could be fit such angels? 
Certainly not the distraught Madonna of the Descent 

from the Cross? 
The delicate heart of the little angels does not endure 
such sorrow as totters pillars of big cities. 
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A single tear from such a secret fire can 
not only burn it; it can evaporate it. 
A little Madonna befits the little angels. 

81 

The little Madonna was wandering about inside the temple 
where her parents had dedicated her as a small child, while 
"angels had been marshalled to humbly serve her." And how 
could she, the veritable image of humility, bear such humiliation 
of her angels? 

And the little Madonna finally made up her mind: 
The great temple was too small to contain 
her great destiny. And she came to sit 
on the house of the little angels who were awaiting 

her. 

She came and sat. Then that blazing inferno of a fire sud
denly shot upward, rousing her from the temporary sleep in 
which she was immersed, "and it flashed before her eyes which 
had opened with a fright." The disaster occurred. Ninety little 
angels had turned to charcoal. 

And with arms outstretched she advances into the 
flames 

and kneels and runs her hands gently on the little 
angels' 

motionless limbs. And entangled in her fingers a strap 
from a satchel of burned books. 

And the candied lily had disintegrated in the flames. 

The little Madonna of the Angels grew up quickly: 
Now she was the distraught mother of the Descent 

from the Cross. 

* * * 
As a theme, death saturates all of Vafopoulos' poetry but, 

as an event, it not infrequently plunges him into the most severe 
grief. His stance toward death was not one of philosophical 
curiosity dictated by a sort of "intellectual trend of our age," 
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as he himself observes in his Autobiographical Pages. It was a 
sustained effort of his soul to ward off the terrifying threat 
which he felt ever approaching like the strange steps of some 
incomprehensible Fury. 

In his first poems, The Roses of M yrtale, death was not 
yet an event in his life. It was a simple but clear harbinger of 
the coming storm, to the point that when it appeared from a 
distance a gate crashed and the frightful whirlwind rushed into 
his flower garden. At some point the poet will comment on this 
intrusion of destiny: "My spirit was paralyzed by this great event, 
by the invincible power which swept over my designated space. 
I shut my eyes and surrendered myself to its mercy. And when 
I reopened them, my garden had been demolished." His 
Offering is the flower which grew up among the ruins of his 
first exaltations. 

In The Resurrection Poems Vafopoulos achieves that 
reconciliation with the great Opponent which he had so longed 
for and begins to encounter death as an ontological problem. 
In The Floor this problem becomes metaphysical agony and 
existential dialectic which gradually leads to the awareness that 
life and death are identical. The poet reaches the heart of the 
problem as he discovers death within his very consciousness and 
acknowledges it as his true and indisputable master. 

His coexistence with submission is realized in The Long 
Night and the Window. Death is identified with ourselves. It 
does not have an autonomy of its own. And the only way in 
which we can feel it is to watch the burning of the lighted fuse 
which exists within the secret channels of our existence: in this 
manner we can confirm that it is present in the explosion. Driven 
now by the sense of death' s "nonexistence," the poet addresses 
himself to his dead mother: 

Songs are only for the dead. 
But now that the dead do not exist, 
since not even death now exists, 
how can I write the song you asked of me? 

A new visitation from death will fill the poet with terror 
and set him onto new thoughts pertaining to the nature of his 
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great Opponent's essence. No, Death is autonomous. It is not 
identified with man's existence but lies, rather, beyond the ability 
of his consciousness to approach it and even more so to assimilate 
it. The poet has returned to self-knowledge and confessed death's 
autonomous existence. How had he dared to contemplate the 
equation of his consciousness with that which "was beautiful 
but faceless," "great but shapeless," and "as boundless as non
existence?" How had he denied the existence of that which 
"existed the way a thunderbolt exists, the way simple love exists, 
with its simple name: death?" 

"The Great Being" wears only its own face. "It is the 
perfect circle, the great cascade which inundates us and which 
we inundate, the broad bridge which unites presence and absence 
and identifies existence with nonexistence, the great miracle
worker, the beginning and the end, the inalienable truth." In his 
Death Songs the poet will humbly whisper: 

Hallelujah, Hallelujah, glory 'to Thee, 0 God. 
For death is God and my God is death. 

One of the most insightful critics of modern Greek poetry, 
Petros Spandonides, makes the following observations: 
"Vafopoulos studies .the night in a personal manner. For him, 
night is the time when human existence is compressed within 
itself by the darkness and isolates itself to contemplate its own 
pulse. Man then opens the window and feels things, as if 
animate, either whispering or half-crying certain incredible and 
incomprehensible words: that perhaps he should protect himself 
and remain enveloped in his night because he .is learning the 
"truth" about the day, about the space in which life lets loose 
its wickedness, its selfishness, its animosity. For V afopoulos, the 
spirit of the night is apocalyptic: the night is his very soul and 
its inner workings, where life's stigmata swoop down like sudden 
hordes of insects and betray their defiled origin." 

In this book the poet has reached the limits of his spiritual 
and intellectual potential and encountered life and its meaning 
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in a more substantial manner. He has wrestled with an ingredient 
intractable by its very nature and brought it under submission, 
.thereby creating his own personal situation and offering to us 
the path which he discovered.* 

*The translator extends his thanks to Ms. Stavroula Kiriakidou and Ms. Triadafilia 
Sofianou, who are at Kent State University on academic exchange from the 
Aristotelian University of Thessaloniki, for reading a draft of this translation and 
making suggestions for its improvement. 

All translations of lines from V afopoulos' poetry quoted in this article are by 
Rick M. Newton and differ from those of the same lines by other translators 
included in this issue. 



POEMS BY OLGA VOTSI 

translated by C. Capri-Karka and Ilona Karka 

INTRODUCTION 

BY C. CAPRI-KARKA 

Olga Votsi is one of the most artistically mature and sig
nificant Greek poets of our time. Her work has its roots deep 
in the values of the classical Greek and Christian tradition and 
it is characterized by a deep psychological awareness of the 
existential problems of modern man. It is a very well integrated 
poetry of rare sensitivity and inspiration. It expresses man's 
tragic predicament in trying to reconcile two opposite poles, the 
Dionysian and the Apollonian. Although it begins with despair 
it moves, in the last collections, toward affirmation. 

A thorough examination of a work as extensive and as 
complex as that of Olga Votsi would require much more than 
the limited space of an introduction to the selection of her poems 
presented here. Rather than trying to touch upon every aspect 
of her poetry, what will be attempted in this introduction is a 
discussion of three major themes in Votsi's selected work. A 
gradual change of attitude takes place in these themes as she 
moves from one collection to another. These three themes are, 
of course, not the only ones to be found in her poetry or in 
the poems selected for this issue. Furthermore, they are closely 
interrelated and not easy to separate from one another in the 
discussion. They are the theme of self-knowledge, the search 
for God, and human communication. 

In the . beginning, in her first three collections, her poetry 
has the sense of an escape from life, a search for inner peace 
through isolation. It is a longing for union with God, since only 
being near God gives her a feeling of security. The paradox is 
that she begs God "not to stir [her] solitude," while being aware 
that "solitude brings death" (sixth poem of the selection). The 
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general climate of these poems is one of despair. This is evident 
from the first poem in the Poems of Solitude, "Covered with 
wounds, my clothes in tatters, I return," through the Poems 
of the Inner Self, like the "Hesychast" where she says that 
"nothing enters [her} heart," or the poem "I Am a Poor Mad
woman" where pain makes her feel that her sanity is threatened: 
"I walk in the forests and laugh." 

In one of the poems of the early collection Poems of the 
Wind she writes that she wished she were a flower: This most 
probably represents a nostalgia for simplicity or even a longing 
for self-annihilation since she also wishes she were soil or water: 
"let me become soil, a flower, water." This longing for simplicity 
is similar to that expressed by Seferis' s persona in "Saturday": 
"0 could we only love/like bees." In Votsi's early poetry, this 
longing for simplicity seems to represent a desire of her persona 
to escape from facing the inner conflicts of a complex human 
being: good versus evil, light versus darkness. 

One of the first poems of the early collection Poems of the 
Inner Self has as an epigraph Marcus Aurelius's lines: "Search in
side yourself/the source of good is within." However, Votsi's 
real psychological inner journey takes place gradually, in later 
collections, starting with The Other Knowledge which can be 
considered as a turning point in her poetry. This "other knowl
edge" she refers to, is different from simple learning or know
ing, as becomes clear from the first poem of the collection, 
"Knowledge." It is self-knowledge, a kind of psychological 
awareness, an epiphany which starts as a painful experience but 
from which "is born something strong and sublime" the pro
found consciousness of good and evil. Further, in the second 
poem of the collection, "Learning," the protagonist feels like a 
plaything in the hands of evil forces but learns "[her} body,/ 
[her} soul,/[her} abyss." In "The Leap," "a leap in the bosom 
of Hades," the "other knowledge" is the awareness of the per
sona that she has wasted her life "scattering the real Light like 
seeds to the birds." Self-knowledge, however, does not permit 
evil to prevail: in "Medusa," where the mythological monster 
is a symbol of "dark passion," the persona, in the course of 
time, watches evil vanish: "Time removes one by one the teeth 
of Medusa's hideous face and she can no longer cause harm." 
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In her last three collections, The Other Knowledge, Clay 
Form and Platform, Votsi's use of words cuts deep into the 
soul. She writes not only for herself but goes deep into human 
motivation. She has become aware of errors and sins in what she 
had once considered to be only a sea of despair. Through this 
insight, this painful self-knowledge, man becomes able to face 
his Erinyes. His suffering was not in vain and he strives toward 
balance, though knowing all the while that this is not an easy 
task. Only by achieving inner peace, can he discover the harmony 
of the world. 

In the poems from the last two collections, Clay Form and 
Platform, that were selected for translation here, we see a 
struggle taking place in the center of human conscience; 
the struggle of light and darkness, good and evil. In "A 
Voice Exists" of Clay Form, the light that "gushes out" from 
a tiny hole of the soul is the voice of conscience that illuminates 
all of man's actions. It is like "a perpetually moving needle,/ 
always turning toward the white North Star,jalways yearning 
for heaven." This voice of conscience that man cannot escape, 
"even if [he} hide[s} in towers and oceans,/mixes Good and 
Evil before [him)" but also "raises in [his] foot steps moment 
by moment/like a trembling and superior column, the Good,/ 
that brings peace 'to [his} limbs ... " 

The same idea is expressed in the second of the poems 
selected from the same collection, "Her Hand Was Forever." 
There the poet has the feeling that her hand "was trapped in the 
sky" ever since that supreme moment of epiphany, that supreme 
knowledge when she reached the bottom of the world, and saw 
its terror "in that frenzied bolt of lightning which struck her/ 
in that burning" "with the hair of the Maenads undulating" 
and "the horrible laughter of the Furies." 

This sense of having reached bottom is conveyed in the 
third poem selected, "Through that Door." There she describes 
the dizzy sense of chaos, the terror of the fall of those who 
leave unguarded "the wild vaults of their desire." The protagonist 
confesses that he once wished to pass "through that unguarded 
door," the gates 'that separate order from chaos. 

The opposite idea, the idea of harmony in the world is ex
pressed in the poem "The Bough Is Trembling" where "the 
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fragrance of a flower" becomes the symbol of Nature's har
monious laws. There "in the fragrance of a flower" the poet 
experiences "the scent of the exquisite World," "tangible and 
ethereal." 

Also in the second selected poem from the Platform, "I Drag 
the Grass," .the protagonist talks about the same apocalyptic 
vision she had once had in which the whole world was reversed 
for her. Since then she "drag[s] the grass of the depths"; the 
nature of things was reborn for her because she saw "another 
sky [she] had never before seen." It was as if "heavy mountains 
were floating in the sky,jsharp white birds with great effort 
were tearing asunder the air of silence" and stones "whiter than 
dove feathers" hung still. And she felt as if she was being 
carried away by "myriads of white hands" in order to "step into 
another reality /immaculate and silent." 

The third selected poem from the Platform, "You 
Descended the Stairs" is probably the most important poem in 
all of Votsi's work and one of her finest. The slow descent down 
the stairs symbolizes the departure of the human being from life. 
The protagonist is a person who has suffered much and has 
learned from the ordeal. He has reconciled himself with his 
Erinyes who have now become friendly Eumenides and are 
ready to accompany him to his last dwelling place. What is 
important here is the change of attitude toward the Furies. In 
a number of Votsi' s poems the Erinyes a:id justice which is a 
central theme in her poetry. However, while in the earlier poems 
like "Erinyes" of The Stairs and "Her Hand Was Forever" of Clay 
Form the Furies are presented as ominous and fearsome, here 
they are full of "sweetness" and "kindness."* 

Another poem from the Platform, "Alone You Nailed" 
again conveys the conflict between darkness and light. The 
tremendous effort by the protagonist "to nail the huge wings 
of the eagle" stretching them cruelly from one nail to the other, 
symbolizes the will to control his impulses. 

An important theme in Votsi's poetry, as already men
tioned, is the search for God. In fact, some critics even charac
terized her poetry as "religious." It is true that the search for 
*This is reminiscent of the similar transformation of the fearsome Erinyes to 
friendly Eumenides in Aeschylus' Oresteia. 
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God and the longing for union with Him can be traced through
out her poetry, but there is a distinct difference in her approach 
to God between the early collections, Poems of Solitude, Poems 
of the Inner Self and the later ones. 

In the beginning there is a longing to approach God but 
her primary motive is to escape life, to live far from people 
and perhaps from passions, as, for instance, in the "Hesychast" 
and "Do not Disturb My Solitude." In the poem "Do not Keep 
Me Near You Any Longer" from the Poems of the Inner Self 
her attitude toward God is ambivalent: she writes "Do not 
keep me near you any longer.;. .. Let me walk alone to other 
places,/another God to find." Initially her desire for escape is 
so strong that she even wants to escape from God, while in 
later poems, her persona faces, accepts and eventually overcomes 
her predicament. Through self-knowledge she finds both herself 
and God. In the "Curriculum Vi,tae," of the collection Bare 
Soles (which precedes The Other Knowledge) the ability of 
the persona to direct "the fiery rivers of the a:byss,/crashing 
the gates of Hades/to emerge into the light" again implies that 
she has overcome her predicament. Her way into the light is 
the way to God, but this time it is in harmony with life and 
not an escape from it. 

The longing for light also appears in one of her greatest 
poems, "Eternity," the last of the collection Stairs which preceded 
the Bare Soles. Here, the "other holy spheres" toward which the 
persona raises her heavy eyelids have sprung "from the dome 
of [her own} soul" and from her own suffering, implying that the 
divine substance of God is born inside her soul. This is in con
trast to earlier poems where God is perceived as external, re
mote and unpproachable, as for instance in "Lonely God" of the 
Poems of Solitude. 

This evolving attitude toward God in later collections is 
also clearly seen in the "Byzantine Mosaics" of The Other 
Knowledge. The Byzantine mosaics with flowers, fountains and 
birds are symbols of the harmony of the world, "this sea of 
tangible happiness," which God has created and man can enjoy 
"so long as he is able to stand in the middle of things/ ... so 
long as he knows how to offer hymns." Also, in the last poem 
of Clay Form, "Testimony," the persona faces God and addresses 
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Him, after coming to terms with his predicament. "Here I am," 
he says, "to give You this cup of wine, my blood,/these bones 
[ ... ]" "Here I am with all my darkness and my longings." 
Again, this no longer represents an escape from unknown ter
rors, hut a confession which becomes a true catharsis. 

Finally in "The Master" of her last collection, The Platform, 
the persona's life becomes an airy thread "which took all the 
years of passion to create,ja vertical cobweb," a plaything in 
the wind. She feels that she is in the hands of the Master who 
comes "to take the frenzy of life away." The angels, she says, 
are not always a revelation of joy for man. "They also come 
from the unseen Laws of the World,/from the great Mind" to 
help man achieve balance. 

In contrast to Votsi's early poetry, for instance the col
lections Poems of Solitude and Poems of the Inner Self, in which 
solitude is sought and even cherished 

We are lost in the darkness and the mountains, 
separated from all people. 
We are the advanced out-posts. 
Beyond us there is no one* 

in later collections human communication becomes increas
ingly important. This can be seen in such poems as "People, 
People" and "I Place the Rose" from the collection Bare Soles, 
"Loneliness" from Clay Form, "Some Faces Gleam" and "Raised 
Abruptly" from the Platform. 

In "People, People" the persona no longer seeks solitude as 
before but, in contrast, sees other human beings as "a branch 
of salvation"; their presence make her inner fears and anxieties 
disappear. 

The poem "I Place the Rose" is permeated by a feeling of 
euphoria which the protagonist wants to share with others. She 
opens her arms and feels that everything harmonious comes out 
of her chest, the sun, the "great world," the blue vault of 
heaven. She offers people a rose, a symbol of love but also of 
joy. This joy that she places like a flower "on the hollow of the 
cross,/on the groove of the water" becomes the message of her 

*From "We Go Forward Breathing You In" of the Poems of the Inner Self. 



Olga Votsi 91 

poetry, which, carried by a flock of birds will reach other people
those who suffer and cannot speak. 

The appeal to God in an early poem mentioned before "Do 
not Disturb My Solitude," suggesting that isolation was some
thing desirable and precious, is completely reversed in "Loneli
ness" a poem of a late collection, Clay Form, which has the 
epigraph "you guard your loneliness like a wolf/yet it tears you 
like a wolf." 

A theme related to communication is that of self-expression 
through poetic creation which is also often seen as a path lead
ing to self-knowledge. One can see this in poems like "The 
Wave" of Clay Form but also in "Frenzy" and "Alone You 
Nailed" of The Platform. The anatomy of the soul revealed 
with so much subtlety to the reader in this fine poetry is also 
a source of fulfillment and a catharsis for the poet herself as 
"the miracle of the soul gushes out like an unstoppable spring 
of water." 
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Η ΑΙΩΝΙΟτΗτΑ 

"Αφηνε πάντα τό: δάχτυλά σου άνοιχτό: 
νό: μπαίνει ή αίωνιότητα σό: yόρη ~φωτός. 
ΠcΧνω στ' άλόyιστα χέρια σου, σό: σε ~~ράχια σκληρά, 
άφηνε νό: τσιμπaνε τό: χρυσό: πουλιά της, 
ποu θέλουνε στ· άγνωστο κορμί σου νό: 1τεp1τατήσοuν. 

·Ύψωσε τό: ~αριά σου τό: ~λέφαρα 
στlς άλλες ζωνες έκεί:νες τlς ayιες· 
το δάκρυ χόρτασες. 
τον 1tόνον ολο τον διάτρεξες. 

Σi]κω νό: ~έρευνi]σεις τοuς άyνωστους τοότους τόπους, 
οπου ~έλη πιό: δεν ύπάρχουνε, οϋτε πληγές· 
σπεΟσε στlς κρυστάλλινες ~ρόσες νό: συναντήσεις, 
τα πελώρια δάση τοΟ έλέους τό: μυστικά, 
κι aς είναι μέσα άτrό της ψυχης σου τιναγμένα το θόλο, 
κι aς είναι άπό τον άπελπισμο της κραυyης σου· 
yιατl πολu το πόθησες 
μες στ· <Χχραντα φορέματα νό: τυλιχτεί:ς, 
yιατl πολu το θέλησες 
τι) μουσικη μόνο τοΟ φωτός στ· αύτιά σου ν' άκοόσεις. 
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ETERNITY 

Always leave your fingers open 
so that eternity can enter like pollen of light. 
On your unbending arms as on hard rocks, 
allow its golden birds to peck, 
those that wish to tread on your unknown body. 

Raise your heavy eyelids 
to other holy spheres; 
you have had your fill of tears 
you have been through all sorrows. 

Rise and search for those unknown lands, 
where there are no longer arrows, nor wounds; 
rush to meet the crystal fountains, 
the huge secret forests of mercy, 
even if they have sprung from the dome of your soul, 
even if they are from the despair of your cry; 
because you have longed so much 
to wrap yourself in immaculate garments, 
because you have wanted so much 
·o hear only the musk of light in your ears. 
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From POEMS OF SOUTUDE 

COVERED WITH WOUNDS 

Covered with wounds, my clothes in tatters, I return 
from the roar of the crowd and I lean 
on the entrance to my cave, weeping softly. 

My humble self, a poor robe! 

No one has seen my celestial weaving 
like a sunborn soul I create dreamlike 
star-lit songs at the edge 
of the silver lake. 

No one has seen me, 
follow God's footsteps from afar, like a light shadow 
in his evening wandering 
when he goes to breathe in 
.the beauty of the earth and of the people. 

LONELY GOD 

Lonely God you spread your sigh 
in the desert like a wild river 
and the beasts become wild 
and flee to their dens, 
endure your grief like a god. 

Great ones like you have no place 
among the creatures you have loved! 

Curl up like a snake, in your solitude, 
like the North Wind at night, until other Gods 
also come to the Earth and you may open your embittered 
holy mouth and smile. 
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From POEMS OF THE INNER SELF 

I HAVE SPENT A LIFETIME LONGING FOR YOU 

I have spent a lifetime longing for You. 
I know not how to do anything else. 
I know not how to live another kind of life, only to 

long for You. 
But You walk behind me in the crowd. 
You too want warmth, 
You too want a smile and a warm tear. 
And I am freezing here everyday at the edge 

of the world, longing for You. 

HESYCHAST 

I am sitting in the warmth of the sun outside 
the rock that forms my cave, 

and the fragrance comes from the cherry trees, 
the jasmin and the sea, 

and does not enter my heart. 
Nothing enters my heart. 
Neither the sun, nor .the gentle breeze. 
Once I was all thunderstorm and splendor. 
Now I have learned to fold my arms quietly 

across my chest 
and to sit quietly in the warmth of the sun. 
Everything is quiet within me. 
I have become a hesychast, 
after tears and suffering. 
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And sometimes when the river of life murmurs 
sweetly in my deadened breast, 

I prick up an ear to hear it humbly, 
I softly close my eyelids to remember 
the feeling of intoxication and of being carried away 

in the flowerbeds of life. 

I AM A POOR MADWOMAN 

I am a poor madwoman calm as the waters that 
murmur sweetly over the earth. 

I walk in the forests and smile. 
A silence spreads through me, 
a stillness, leaning on the gates of Hades. 
I walk and caress the trees, the wind, the birds. 
My whole being is a smile. 
The day is warm. My demon far away. 
I am a poor madwoman. 
I walk in the heat of the sun, 
so as not to wake 
and throw myself into the sea of my despair. 

DO NOT DISTURB MY SOLITUDE 

Do not disturb my solitude. 
I have acquired this happiness at such great effort. 
I do not have the things that make others happy. 
I have what brings death to most: 
absolute loneliness. 
Do not take this too from me. 
I am slowly becoming accustomed to and entering 

deeper into Your mountains. 
I am happy. A happiness full of God. 
There is no happiness other than You, my God. 
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I CALLED FOR YOU IN EVERY WIND 

I call for You in every wind and You did not 
speak to me. 

I huddled for You like a dark lump, in 
a corner of the earth. 

You too are like men and do not hear me. 
Wherever there is power, You are intoxicated. 
I have become one with the wind, there is no longer room 

for me in this world. 
I wander everywhere in search of You, 
lighter than air, softer than clouds 
which dream up on ·the mountains. 

I WANT TO WORSHIP YOU 

I want to worship You, 
You, who passes by, invisibly, 
who made the creatures who feel pain 
and made me as well, 
I, who went by happiness and did not take hold of it, 
instead I pass over it and come to You like a breeze. 

WE GO FORWARD BREATHING YOU IN 

We go forward breathing You in. 
Your presence envelopes us like the night air; 
embraces our untouched hair, our long garments. 
We are lost in the darkness and the mountains, 
separated from all people. 
We are the advanced out-posts. 
Beyond us there is no one. 
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Below us, no one talks of us. 
No one has ever talked of us. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

Only now and then a comrade in solitude 
passes next to us like a shadow, 
looks at us silently and goes on his way. 
~e embrace 1rou, 
we spread our fingers wide in ecstasy 
and grasp at the dark air that surrounds us, 
and we are happy. 

From POEMS OF THE WIND 

FOR HOELDERLIN 

How beautifully you slept 
in the silent waters of your madness, 
sacred bird, a friend of the Gods, 
and you faded away into the distance 
of the beauty for which you have always longed! 
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From FIRST ROOT 

MY YOUTH 

You were wandering, restless, like the storms in the sky, 
like a huge bird searching for a place to nest your offspring, 
piercing the mountains like an eagle, leaving the canyons 

behind you. 
The world for you was too small. 
Until you found, suddenly, the narrow passage 
this blue ladder, to climb and pick the celestial flowers; 
you found the way to enter the secret clefts of the world 
where your ecstatic gaze reached maturity: 
My youth, my royal bird, I still hear your restless fluttering, 
I still hear you soar with cries of yearning toward the heavens 
to test the power beyond your great wings. 
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From BARE SOLES 

CURRICULUM VITAE 

The path taken 
by the fiery rivers of the abyss, 
crashing the gates of Hades 
to emerge into the light; 

The red-hot beatings, 
the arrows of sorrow, 
the unyielding wild thickets of life 

THE CHARIOTEER 

how you long to touch them again with your hands, 
to be caught again in their nets. 

A net full of lightning and weeping, 
cries and suffering 
and hidden tears of giants, 
from where like desire you erupted 
to discover the world. 

Night holy and rich 
with high locked doors 
and you were tearing your hands knocking on them 
and light and darkness was raining upon you; 
and you were happily stepping on nails 
as if on roses of desire 
intoxicated, you were weeping as you stepped. 
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YOU GROPE AT THE WALL 

You grope at the wall. 
This enormous torrent of power. 
You drag blind hands across it. 
Slowly you search its surface, 
hoping behind it to hear 
a breath of life, 
a knock from the realm of the living. 
This indestructible wall 
between things and you, 
which is torn down by itself 
and by itself rises, 
it shows you its steel fist, 
ready to shatter 
tears and dreams, 
to drag down souls 
under its horrible hoof. 

TEAR THROUGH THIS SUFFERING BODY 

Tear through this suffering body, 
dash with your sword's naked blade 
into its dark vertical crevices, 
if you can chase away the large birds of prey. 

The embryos, 
the horrible wolves' muzzles, 
the lacerated angels' wings 
try to raise them like tatters on your blade. 

If you can. 
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And there at the entrance, 
as at the entrance of Hades, 
throw yourself down and cry 
for the light that cannot enter, 
for this fiery river of passions 
that folds you seven times over. 

The tears wash away the monsters. 

PEOPLE, PEOPLE 

THE CHARIOTEER 

People, People, 
branches of salvation behind the door, 
unknown hands that I touch within me 
and escape from the noose of panic. 

Whoever you are, 
however you are. 
Foundation of the universe, 
safety belt, and warmth; 
then terror stops hissing 
under my feet. 

What would my eyes be without your gazes 
foreign, unknown 
and what would my ragged voice be 
without the near-by, dissonant, beloved roar 
of your existence. 
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THESE THREADS 

These threads 
that you pull from your depths, 
black and golden, inexhaustible, 
taken from scorched landscapes, 
that are now trailing off. 

These threads, 
garments of paradise, 
stolen from the robes of angels 
that you wrapped around yourself 
like a net of fire 
to burn you through 
so that you might know the human heart. 
Never let them run out. 

Plunge into the depths of pain, 
immerse yourself in your soul, 
scream desperately at its limits, 
stay beside it, like a dog, night after night. 

From within the heart-break 
the bare sole steps with more assurance, 
it carries the wealth of those both alive and dead, 
and narcissus 
uncontainable, seeks to become lost in heavens. 
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BARE SOLE 

To descend like an angel, slowly in the night, 
with a bare sole, 
down the long endless line, 
to walk in your own riverbed. 

To feel the sharp stones, 
the sound of the emptiness; 
to tear from the ribbons of the night, 
a tiny speechless being, 
a small hunted human. 

To step naked on your naked soul, 
to feel pain on the layers of your springs, 
from within the ravaged body, 
to feel again those divine shivers; 
humbly to approach 
The hidden forces, 
more titanic and alive than yourself. 

I PLACE THE ROSE 

I open my arms 
to the depths of my being. 
Everything emerges from my bosom, 
the great world, 
the huge sun, 
the sky. 

On the hollow of the cross, 
on the groove of the water 
I place my rose, joy. 
My joy would like to float like foam. 
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Around the watering holes, the birds are chirping, 
and the people bend 
over this handful of immense joy 
selflessly granted to them 
among bright colors, open seas, mountains. 

They want to leave their mark, 
the sound of their fluttering, 
to reach another world, 
a world of deprived limbs, 
of silent lips. 

ALL NIGHT WITH DREAMS 

All night with dreams, 
all night on the waves, 
struggling with the depths of the sea. 
You lose yourself in the vastness of the infinite, 
you fill yourself to the roots with awe and power, 
with titanic sound and the silence of the abyss. 

And the huge birds 
with their wild claws, 
with their wild beaks, 
want to tear into you, to possess you, 
they want to drag you 
to the depths of the deadly roar. 

How did you find yourself 
in this secret place of the elements 
and all of you wants to escape 
and all of you wants to remain 
sunken in the wave, 
in the womb of the holy surge, 
in the intoxication of the titanic sound, 
in the secret ocean of the soul ? 
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From THE OTHER KNOWLEDGE 

THE KNOWLEDGE 

Knowledge comes always like the powerful lash of a whip 
on your face. 

Your whole being shudders. 
Dry river beds split in two, walls come crashing 

down noisily. 

From within the wounds of this knowledge 
you look dizzily at that which blurry and 

pained is slowly being born, 
powerful and sublime. 

Your skin, beaten over and over 
curls itself on this knowledge like a dog 
not letting go, 
gazing always at the Dark hole 
from where the hostile, violent winds blew, 
cosmo gonic, 
changing the eyes, shifting the borders 
from where the powerful cracks of the Uknown make 

their mark on you. 

LEARNING 

The whips 
-the snakes-
that beat you wildly 
on the face like frenzied branches, 
ripping the curtains 
from the top of the sky to the bottom, 
while you stand upright, flogged and watch 
the old secure territories withdrawing 
and uknown seas rushing into their place. 
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And you, feeling like a ball being kicked around, 
throw yourself into the hands of blind forces, 
among the blinding lightning bolts 
continually discovering 
your body, 
your soul, 
your abyss. 

MEDUSA 

Time removes the teeth, one by one, 
from Medusa's hideous face 
and she can no longer cause harm. 

These wild sighs in the night, 
the swollen torrents of dark passion, 
the unyielding rein of domination, all calm down, 
the abysmal ravines of envy 
become soft valleys 
where birds can fly fearlessly, 
where the sun warms things in the winter. 

The harsh faces, 
the arrogant bridges 
become mellow with the passage of time, 
because the abysmal precipice roars continually 

near by, 
whirling everything around like garbage. 

And then, this sudden flowering of spring, 
a breathtaking flower and snow, 
blinding the gaze 
that lowers itself submissively 
to life's lightning flash 
to the never aging flow, 
to the trail of the wheel 
treading heavily to make its way further. 
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THE LEAP 

Mad woman, how did you dash to overcome the wind, 
hand to hand, 
how did you try to compete with the storms of the abyss, 
with a laugh and a glint in your eye? 

Mad woman, how did you throw the great light from 
your apron, like seeds to the birds, 

letting it fall in the void shattered like your sobs? 
Is the vastness more certain than our world? 

These precious gifts of life 
how did you kick them with a mad laugh 
in order to descend into the unreal joy of the other Forces? 

How did you not discover the rock of patience, 
the stone that every man holds tightly under his arm 
lest the waves snatch it suddenly away 
and the stone obeys and does not flee. 

Mad, holy leap into the bosom of Hades, 
our eyes following its orbit, 
so that we fill ourselves with the great courage 

of the little creature--
leap of life, of death, 
supreme freedom in the intoxication of the vortex. 

THE DARING LIFE 

How did you digest this huge mass of living 
that was heading toward you to crush you, 
that was too heavy to be held in your two hands 
and yet you were able to pass it all through your mouth ? 
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You tied it up with beautiful ribbons, 
you adorned it with roses, 
you sealed its cracks with perfume 
so that the stench wouldn't escape 
so that you wouldn't be destroyed by the power of its poison. 

Thus you've taken it all within your grasp, 
all in your measure, 
all in your rhythm. 
So that finally you would be able to live your daring life. 

THE LITTLE CHILDREN 

Like roses, the young eyes open to the new life. 
Dazzled they smile at the light, at the voices, 
at the undefinable stripes that furrow the day, 
at the gestures. 
The little bodies get entangled in the legs of adults 
as in the trunks of a magic forest. 

The pollen has not yet left their eyes, 
the swallow still circles around them 
as if to build its small nest on their lips. 
Everything is still floating in a dream, in dim music. 
The silken membranes have just been torn 
and the children do not know which road to follow. 

They stay there, motionless, all angelic smiles, 
Infinity still reaches 
in the eyelids of little children, 
in their tender existence 
to place this smile on the threshold of your world. 
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BYZANTINE MOSAICS 

The world should be dressed in gold today, 
so that the golden bird 
with the long brilliant feathers could pass 
through the dazzling gold 
and musical gates of the dream. 

Only to stand in the center of our gaze. 
Only for us to look at it. 
Only to fill ourselves with its beauty. 

This is the way the Glory of the World wants it today, 
to reveal for a while its great moment, 
its hidden ineffable folds, 
so that the sun and the stones could gleam even more, 
the multicolored fruits of the earth and the flowers 
and the little heart of man, that encompasses all 

the horrible things 
could only rest, could only rest in joy, in love. 

This golden background of the holy walls 
made the pain vanish from the earth 
and everything comes from the depths of the fairytale 

and of the dream 
and everything glorifies life 
the fountains, and the pebbles, and the humble 

flowers of the field 
and the birds, large and small, 
raised like unuttered symbols. 

Man asks for nothing more than this simple abundance, 
this sea of tangible happiness, 
so long as he is able to stand in the middle of things, 
so long as he knows how to warm so many gifts in his palms, 
so long as he knows how to offer hymns. 
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From CLAY FORM 

A VOICE EXISTS 

There exists a hole at the apex of our soul, 
tiny, tiny, imperceptible, like the head of a pin 
from where the light gushes out 
that illuminates all our acts like a blinding floodlight, 
merciless, omnipotent, 
inside which all things are caught like insects and bats; 
and whatever tries to escape struggles violently, 
limbs and screams and unholy bodies. 

There is a perpetually moving needle, 
always turning toward the white North Star, 
always yearning for heaven, 
even though people's hands break it, 
shatter it like madmen in their hands, 
like their heartbeat, so it can't be heard. 

There is an omnipotent voice, 
that you cannot escape 
even if you hide in towers and oceans; 
it mixes Good and Evil before you, 
it places you, like a wild beast transfixed at the crossroads 
not knowing where to hide your head 
to save yourself from the hunter's bullets. 

A Voice which raises in your footsteps, moment by moment 
like a trembling and superior column, the Good, 
that brings peace to your limbs as they rest 
on its trail. 
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HER HAND WAS FOREVER 

Her hand was forever trapped in the sky. 
She got angry, she laughed, she offered roses to others 
but deep down she was pale from the gashes of lightning 
which had left violent tatters in her eyes, 
blinding her . 
and she kneeled all day to a woeful cry. 

She caressed people, her friends, 
she treated them to love in big golden cups, 
yet, she wanted to get away from them, to throw 

herself from the cliffs, 
the same ones on which she had once been crushed, 

which she had groped with her thunderstruck fingers, 
which had pierced her clothes and her heart. 

In that frenzied bolt of lightning which struck her, 
in that burning, 
how much she had seen, 
how much she had touched,-
oh, what a terrible spectacle of the world she saw 

in the depths 
with the hair of the Maenads undulating, 
with the horrible laughter of the Furies. 

The bottom of the world is a horror 
and she still had to tremble like a reed in this world 
staring at this black, abrupt and unaging sun 
and breathing, not like the others 
but gasping, 
knowing. 
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THROUGH THAT DOOR 

What a dizzy feeling as you writhe in the claws of the void 
and your leg drifts wildly into the hostile air 
and you can hold nothing in your hands 
the memory of the secure and tangible, 
the soil on which everything rested so firmly before! 

Only your breath remains mad and desperate, 
not finding any branch to hold on to along the way 
and everything is swept away like an arrow in the void 

as you writhe 
and your eyes follow that downward slope with terror, 
your eyes painfully hold their frozen tears 
so as not to be torn as the icicles fell. 
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And so it seems, that those who cannot stand on their feet 
must perish, in the depths of their sighs 
those who left the wild vaults of their desire unguarded 
that pour out from blood's dark kingdom 
continually in turmoil, 
continually besieged and ravaged 
-gates and dead ends and tangled roads, 
omnipotent walls which you slowly read with your finger 

to learn your Fate, 
as if spelling out Laws on stone tablets. 
Silent and relentless Kingdom, 
with cries and sobbing of the desperate ones, 
with homeless armies of the defeated. 

Through that unguarded door you too had wanted 
one day to pass. 
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LONELINESS 

You guard your loneliness like a wolf, 
yet it also tears you like a wolf. 

First the desert. 
Thorns that make the heart ache. 
Then, you descend, little by little, sip by sip, 

inside yourself, 
silent, not wanting to descend, because you know. 
Yet you descend. 
A hand always pulls you further down. 
You are in its grasp. 
You do not say "No;" this no is caught in your throat. 

You descend backwards down the long narrow ladder 
listening more and more clearly 
to the hollow sound of the well, 
to the frozen splash of the water. 
You climb down holding the rope in your hands. 
How hard the stones around you! 
What a desert this is 
and you called solitude the world of the people! 

Now here at the bottom you must stop, 
you have to stay still and you face the eyes of 

the wild beast, 
to snatch from the mouth of the she-dragon 
the precious star and the sob. 
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THE WAVE 

A bird taps your hand, gently, with its beak. 
God is coming, 
the poem is coming. 
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Whatever had been laid down in the dark depths of the ocean, 
all the tumult and the dark, silent knowledge 
pours out as a huge, uncontrollable wave; 
there is no time to catch it in your hands, 
it will knock you down to get through 
with the splash of turbulent sea currents, 
with the roar of vast expanses, 
with the titanic force of the horrible, green depths. 

You are inside the wave, you are within its violent swell. 
It has laid down all of its foam inside of you, 
it has burst on your body, on your soul. It has chosen you. 
Now it subsides, serenely, at your feet, full of gratitude, 
for having filled you to the lips with such an 

unknown storm, 
such knowledge of awesome, sublime sounds, 
such happy smiles, 
such humility. 
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THE EARTH MORE REAL 

The earth more real than all else. 
Deep and solid soil, 
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trees amongst which you move from one to the other, 
embracing them. 

You lift a stone from the ground 
and feel the serenity which solidity inspires. 
You enter the azure water and your body radiates pleasure. 
You look people in the eyes 
and fill yourself with their beloved image. 

Yet what is it that makes you flee toward the sky 
like an arrow 

to avoid the stone and the water 
and all those solid things on which your hands 

rest so tenderly? 
What is it that you long to see coming, sublime and 

unworldly, 
a musical breeze filling your bones, pore by pore, 

with marrow? 
What relationship exists between you and that 

boundless chaos 
untrod den 
that you long for 
and when it floods through you, you are filled with 

all the waves of Creation, 
in the water, you fill excessive, 
in the air, you are too heavy-
and tenderness and love overflow from your 

motionless hand 
that froze entirely in order to receive the turbulent Breeze 
frozen alive in order to taste the exquisiteness 

of the Unutterable. 
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THE BOUGH TREMBLES 

The bough of spring trembles. The unatterable trembles. 
Man also trembles on his branch 
not knowing when he will fall to the earth like a twig. 
The spring winds, a sudden balsam for the soul 
enter into his chaotic depths, 
a link between the greater World and himself. 

What is the wind? An unknown message, 
a joyous plunging knife 
which tears membranes, rushing hurriedly into the 

vaults of the soul 
so that the World can enter. The World. 

What is greater than the scent of the exquisite World 
that you come upon suddenly, tangible and ethereal in 

the fragrance of a flower 
and you cannot go any further 
but abandon yourself entirely to its tremulousness. 
And your hearing-not your hearing but the wave of 

joy inside you 
attunes itself to the tranquil calm, the sweet stillness 
not the harsh one, but the one that cures, that heals, 
that fills to the brim, 
that brings joy to the creature which once in a while 

in its life can allow it in. 

Nailed to a particle of the earth, a particle that 
staggers while you 

fade away listening to the World's eternal secret. 
And through the pores of your humility 
the whole world passes. 

117 



118 THE CHARIOTEER 

THE PASSIONATE VOID 

God, the great passionate Void. 

On this sun-struck, inaccessible mountain, 
alone with the wolves and with the clouds, 
I pierce every stone with my fingers, hoping that water 

will spring out 
to reflect His Great Shadow. 

The two tatters of my dress, my two stormy sleeves 
rise like titanic eagles >toward the Aridness 
to peck at some hard food for me, 
to place it in my hands, hardened by deprivation. 

I sat on these high mountains, full of many passions, 
humming with uncontainable desire 
-the whole earth was wrung by the longing 

of my hands-
to uproot my passions, 
to become a mockery of perfection, 
to become a fine silk thread 
through which His delicate breeze would pass. 

My sacrifice falls aimlessly, like food from 
the claws of powerful eagles, 

into the abyss. 
No ear was there to listen 
to the sound of my footsteps; 
all roads were soft and empty. 

A whole lifetime alone, I kept dancing 
amidst the bitterest glitterings of the most 

misleading mirages. 
He never talked to me, 
He never took my hand. 
It seems I had fallen in love with the wind, 
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I had worshipped the enormous frenzy of my soul 
which tore my whole body apart 
and turned it into tiny, tiny pieces 
turned it into a thousand petals of a lacerated rose 
to be offered up to Him. 

Yet, I would do it all the same, If I were 
to begin again. 

TESTIMONY 

Within the dishevelled hair of sacrifice 
scratched by the claw of the north wind from the abyss 
the eye was glistening 
-the sparkle of a bottomless spring
like an eagle's sharp beak ready to strike 
the hard, vast breast of Eternity. 

To say "Here I am 
with all my darkness and my longings, 
with all of the earth pierced like an arrow by the sun. 
Here I am to give You this cup of wine, my blood, 
these bones, crushed for You 
by an incredible humility." 
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From THE PLATFORM 

AND FATE WAS HOLDING YOU 

And Fate was holding you like a small child 
from a wriggling body, 

from legs that were kicking, 
she was trying to hold you tight, 
to place you like a bloody sack in the light 
and you could not yet wave or smile at it. 

And you were falling, falling frenzied and wounded 
in the embrace of dizziness 

and from the great Universe 
you encountered only the white, indifferent eyes 

of the fish at the bottom of the sea 
and you did not want to shake the water of the fall 

off your hair 
a fall you loved, loved like a precious garment, 
you clung to it desperately. 

In such inhospitable vastness, your tears 
turned into blissful zones that you could not touch, 
they became reflections of a strange preparation 
that was escaping from your hands. 

Yet those silent Forces that you would later approach 
on tiptoe 

followed you from a distance, voiceless and restless, 
among so many threads of darkness 
to snatch you like a new born child from its mother's womb, 
to place you, heartbroken, in the light, 
bewildered, on the warm pebbles of the World 
on which you did not yet want to step, 
in order to grope for the mysterious thread of 

another ascent. 
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I DRAG THE GRASS 

I drag the grass of the depths. 
I have seen, my eyes have seen. 

Heavy mountains were floating in the sky, 
sharp white birds with great effort were tearing 

asunder the air of silence, 
stones in the air whiter than dove feathers. 
Another sky I had never before seen. 

Fixed to the earth I looked at it 
and all the hands of infinity, myriads of white 

hands were pulling me, 
they were dragging me with them that I might 

step into another reality 
immaculate and silent, where everything was 

passing by and going away. 
The heart of the void, the source of silence, was a huge mirror, 
a vast space, and the soul could stare into it, could breathe it, 
because the body was rolling, in the earth's suffering, 
in the frenzy of the abandoned body, 
because it was crawling frightened and hopeless 

upon the branches of the earth 
and only the highest stars of a mysterious, white sky 
were falling on its eyes like tear drops. 
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YOU DESCENDED THE STAIRS 

You descended the stairs with great effort 
and it was as if life was tiredly descending, 

from its glorious castles, 
the one that had turned infinite circles around 

its violent longing. 
You descended very slowly 
and it was as if the hundred-year-old saint 
were descending from the mountain top 
where his white hair had been sanctified by 

early morning frost. 

In your slow descent you brought us that holy 
and imperceptible shiver 

of another country 
that awaits with love to receive the living, 
those who can no longer endure the burden of life; 
those who are descending, descending slowly, the stairs 

of existence, 
bent under the unbearable years 
and outside the cave which awaits their entrance 
life's Eumenides sit calmly 
all with bright eyes, all full of sweetness and kindness, 
to accompany the human creature 
who was sanctified by suffering and by the world's struggles 
that now waits to be able to lean on something, 

on a rock, for eternity. 
They smile and sweetly let the scent of the beloved earth 
rush into the cave's hole and envelop him. 
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THE MASTER 

An ant, a straw, your life, at the end, 
an ethereal thread 
with nowhere to stand to avoid the threatening waves; 
a thread, silky and fine 
which took all the years of passion to create, 
a vertical cobweb, 
prey to the triumphant wind, to some dishevelled hair, 
to that man who arrives gasping, serious and silent 
to look you in the eyes, 
to take the frenzy of life away from you, 
to bring you forcefully in line with the faint trails of 

his footsteps. 

The angels do not always come from joy. 
They also come from the unseen Laws of the World, 
from the great Mind that balances everything like 

pebbles on His fingers, 
from Him who listens to the vibrations of life, 
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the millions of jumbled, small voices that rule the dawn, 
that try to break the barriers of the world, to sweep across 

the lands of the earth with their force. 
And He takes the days, takes the nights of mortals 

in order to grant them to those unknown. 

The Master of the World knows, 
He considers the bodies, He considers the souls, 
with His thoughtful gaze fixed upon the endless 

horizons of His hands, 
and He can do nothing else 
but be ready to take, ready to give. 
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ALONE YOU NAILED 

All alone you nailed the eagle's huge wings, 
you stretched them harshly from the one nail 

to the other, 
until the blood started flowing 
and your body was doubled over with pain. 

The turbulent current rose violently from the side 
of life 

claiming its rights 
but you choked it with your two hands, 
you terrified it with your violent cries 
and with the echoes of your utter solitude 
coming from within your throat that even Hades 

feared to hear, 
until, humiliated, it would withdraw, 
until, like a tamed animal, it would tumble 

helplessly to its own lair. 
You may have touched upon holiness in all this solitude, 

in such hidden pain, 
you may have caressed its airy, tattered garment, 
yet, with your blurry eyes, your weakened mouth, 

you may have wispered: 
"Was it worth it to have surrendered this handful 

of worn bones, all by myself 
to the brilliant Sun, 
was it worth it to have transformed myself into smoke 

at the edge of the abyss 
in order to entangle myself, as just a shadow, 

in His great Arms, 
since not a trace of a sound reached my sensitive eardrums, 
not a flash of lightning appeared before me?" 

Yet the huge flame that rose from within my entire body, 
from within my tears 

was His own nod, was His own answer! 
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THE ONE-WAY FLUX 

With their fingers, they open holes in the hard vertical walls 
heads by now turned toward the one-way flux, 
they open vaults to store the light of salvation, 

the sweetness and humility, 
because how can they carry such dark mountains 

on their shoulders, 
how can they endure such a fiery river of pain 

passing ·through their entrails? 

Beside us breathe the sweet, flogged souls 
raising with only their eyes, with only their sweetness, 
on their tormented fingers, like a crystal tower, their paradise 
made of thin, silken wool, 
that the wind whips violently back and forth 
ready to hurl it into the mud; 
but paradise is a dream and it resists and nothing 

can bring it down 
for it is rooted deep in the bitter blood 
and on it is raised the precious ascending ladder 
permeated by sighs and tears. 
And the tormented bodies stay motionless, listening 

to the splash of life 
that now excludes them 
that tries to wash them away with its powerful wave, 
and the bodies abandoned passive as pebbles 

being lulled by the water 
still grope with fragile fingers 
life's radiant and insatiable longing. 
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THE PLATFORM 

Holiness: sublime rain of ecstacy and snow, 
purest torrent of tears, 
frost of myrrh, 
mysterious vapor that enwraps man on its 

awesome platform, 
when he bends his whole body to look at the world 
from its highest cliff. 

Opening of hands like the stretching of an eagle's wings, 
when the fiery love of the huge bird violently 

pierces the depths of the abyss 
to taste its heart. 

Eyes that became drops of gentle honey 
to sweeten the untamed waves of the soul 
breaking painfully on the body's powerful walls 

carrying them away, 
until they see the wooden scaffold float, 
until they gaze with a secret shiver at the 

nakedness of the terrible chaos 
and pierce it with a transparent sob, 
a venerable twig carried slowly by the winds 
to be placed at the doorsteps of other worlds. 
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I STUMBLED 

I stumbled unexpectedly under the spell of your beauty, 
in the turbulent depths of your stunning image. 
I nearly drowned in your eyes 
and not a tree, not a stone was nearby for me to lean on 
not one of the familiar objects of our world. 
I was drawn by your eyes which rose 
victorious like two white water-lilies, 
inside Eternity's violent currents, unafraid. 

What pure lands, 
what blinding clouds rose from the roadways of 

your face 
and the fountains of your eyes, 
clusters of a mystery of the immaculate Whiteness, 
the slow flow of a silent and therefore bottomless 

Eternity 
that overwhelmed you. 
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The sweet knife of what attraction was piercing your heart 
every minute 

without ceasing to suck you all in, 
unexpected Vision, born from the womb of our 

cruel world, 
out of the victorious passage of unbearable pain 
to the deep Longing of Soul, 
raised up to the brilliant mountain of struggle 
that was sending us its torrents of reflection. 
And to think it was a man who was standing upright, 
it is human this head, 
one of us, 
one of our lacerated species 
who could say: I have reached this point 
with my weak body, my weak bones. 
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THE EAGLES SNATCHED YOU 

The eagles snatched you from the other side of the mountains 
from the gathering of frozen breaths. 
Oh, what a spectacle, what a sublime, cosmic breath, 

what exquisite dizziness! 
In your hand you were grasping the dense substance of the air, 
you were grasping the ribbons of your laughter in the air 
letting them waft to the ground, 
you were wrapping yourself in the ethereal velvet of your breath. 

Skyrider you were rolling on the wings of eagles 
intoxicated by the wine of ecstasy, 
a bacchic ecstasy 
that spread the rippling of its closed eyelids outside the body, 
outside the soul. 

And the forces you thought had denounced you 
were accompanying you like gigantic birds 
opening the way for you 
parting for you with their powerful hands 

the curtains of the horizon 
so that you could see the other side of the W odd, their side, 
the heart of love and of fire, 
they were showing you the way 
so that they would have you in their craddle 

theirs for one night. 
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THEIR GLANCE 

Suddenly the dark walls of the sky are torn apart, as if 
by a hard, violent sickle 

so that, for a moment, through their bright cracks 
there might shine 

the Eyes of the Great Passion, 
the restless, quick, black pupils, 
which come and go over our world 
in the incessant flux of light 
and fix us motionless with their glance. 

The glance we sought anxiously so that we could 
rest for a while 

for as long as the spark of a flame, the passing 
of a hurried bird, 

for as long as a bolt of lightning in the pitch-black ether. 

Terrible silence 
a boundless, extended wave 
and the spirit feels yet cannot touch 
the blissful Universe. 

HOW THE LIGHT FALLS 

Now from behind the folded eyelid, the eye 
looks inside a drop of silence at the dazzling beauty of 

the World, 
how the Light falls, like a torrent, hard and violent 
encompassing within it all of life's roses and swords 
and even crushing the ribbons of black darkness 

violently upon the rocks, 
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treading forcefully upon the steps of the Eternal Epiphany. 

The eye looks silently at the light and cannot embrace it 
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because very soon it will disappear into the ravine like a 
fiery moon. 

Yet the hand will tightly clutch a few of the light's 
eternal threads 

like a child that snatched them from his mother's table 
while she chases him in the fields of the sun but cannot catch him. 

SOME FACES GLEAM 

Some faces gleam with a joyful light. 
From whatever side you might look at them 
the honey-colored sunset is falling, 
the elusive essence of soul 
a tender quietness, 
a mysterious down on the surface of red fruit. 

Landscapes that the wild north-wind has not whipped 
but they came to smile and glow, 
to remind us 
that somewhere inside the mantle of Darkness 
also breathes the Whiteness. 

RAISED ABRUPTLY 

The hand ropes abruptly raise you. 
First your foot gets in the noose, then your hand, 
later you stay in the net, a huddled, motionless body, 
feeling a harsh sensation in your naked hands. 

You oscillate violently in the void 
until you suddenly tremble like an almond blossom in the wind 
until you find your balance in the eyes of the other, 
face to face, 
a gleaming glance within the gleaming of the other's glance 
lightning within lightning. 



A SELECTION OF CRITICAL COMMENTS 
ON THE WORK OF OLGA VOTSI 

translated by C. Capri-Karka 

By E. N. Moschos, Nea Estia (February 1, 1983) 

OLGA VOTSI: The Other Knowledge 

An alert wakefulness, a continual spiritual awareness, 
characterizes the poetry of Olga Votsi, as it is presented to us 
with her latest poetic collection, The Other Knowledge. There 
isn't only the positive knowledge that comes from science, learn
ing, study-which, naturally, is also necessary for a complete 
education-there is also the "other knowledge," perhaps more 
precious than the first, which completes it and integrates it, 
because this other knowledge sensitizes the antennae of our 
soul (the "antennae of sorrow" as Mrs. Votsi calls them in her 
book), making us appreciate man's deeper existential essence as 
we face his inner psychological sphere. Moreover, this "other 
knowledge" brings us ·to a more fruitful quest, leading us, most 
of the time, to the attainment of an inner unity. 

Furthermore, now that science itself has gone beyond a 
solely materialistic view of humanity and a one-sided concep
tion of its problems, it is certain that purely intellectual and 
existential poetry corresponds to the more essential questioning 
preoccupying and tormenting every thinking human being. 
Problems related to human direction, pain, the meaning of life, 
the mystery of death, God and the essence of human existence, 
are not only still relevant today, remaining unsolved as they 
are, but more than ever they create the need for a deeper and 
more responsible confrontation with them, and indeed with all 
those truly intellectual criteria leading us, whether we like it or 
not, to the sphere of metaphysics. 

If it so happens that a poet now has the kind of sensitivity 
permitting him or her to grasp critical human problems in their 
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deeper and perhaps more tragic dimension, then it's because this 
poet is possessed by a feverish and probably ever-growing inner 
crisis reaching the point of inner spiritual anguish. Rimbaud, in 
fact, notes at some point that this spiritual struggle is as hard 
as war because it goes on even during the night, and perhaps 
(one might say) mainly at night. 

This is the case of Olga Votsi and her book of poetry, The 
Other Knowledge. It is the eleventh collection she has published 
since 1951. With her Poems of Solitude, she forged a new 
direction in her poetic course. Since then, her poetry has become 
increasingly more internal, ever more agonizing, more existen
tial, until this last collection, which represents a high point 
when compared to her previous ones, not only in her expressive 
means, but in the quality and height of her thought, and in the 
intensity of her inner agony. 

Her verse is effective, concrete in some parts, in others 
restrained and elliptical, and in others simply modern, with an 
expression rich in verbal nuances and varied images that create 
a clearly breathless-and for this reason suggestive-language 
for the climate of her poetry. The words that Olga Votsi uses 
acquire a form of their own and take on their own special 
gravity. Thus this tightly knit poetic expression creates a special 
communication with the reader, who is warmed by the depth 
of her thought and the intensity of her agony. 

Poems expressing "the wild sighs of the night, the swollen 
torrents of dark passion, the unyielding vein of domination" (as 
the poet points out eloquently in her poem, "Medusa") are 
imprinted inside us and make us conscious of our deeper and 
most essential existence. Poems like "The Terror," "Time," "The 
Blinded Man," "Dreams," "The Final Place," "Insatiable 
Hands" and "The Little Children" stand out in the book and 
in the poet's entire body of work. These are the poems that one 
wants to read again and again when one reaches the last page 
of •the book. 
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By George Kotsiras, Efthini, No. 178 (Athens, 1986) 

OLGA VOTSI: Clay Form 

From Poems of Solitude (1951) to her collection Clay Form, 
the eleventh in the series of her ascending course, Olga Votsi, 
one of our most mature but also most significant women poets, 
has achieved a poetry of unique inspiration and expressive 
power. In ·this book, too, she is preoccupied with the problem 
of life and death in a "dramatic" juxtaposition with the clay 
form that she has to wear like all of us, in this luminous passage 
through our ephemeral life, about which the poet says: "Sud
denly your inner self shakes 1 like the back of a huge fish 
and wants •to spring into the light." 

An impressive affirmation of life springs up here, just as 
in all of her work, which has a consistent unity and proceeds 
uniformly toward the realization of a meaningful poetry. She 
rigorously gives meaning to those inner yearnings and desires 
of life that strive to rise to a godly force and spiritual essence. 
She brings from her inner world, not only God-spirit but also 
God-nature. Thus she often speaks as the betrothed of the 
"real Being." 

In general, her poetry starts from an elan vital, a vital 
impulse for life, and ends with the constrtuction of her poems 
through an elan global (of the total direction and behavior of 
her text), revealing and building up architecturally, as far as 
possible, her inner world, a world inspired by the over-all spirit 
of her inner resources, which have externally assumed the clay 
form. That is why she sometimes speaks as if driven by an 
inner command: 

Endure your ugliness 
hide your turmoil. 

Olga Votsi moves and exists inside her inner space-time, 
where, from the beginning, as in gradual petrified layers after 
coal, and a£ter processing, a diamond appears. The poet is fully 
conscious of this "secret center" and she expresses it in all three 
sections of her present book. Also, the reader has the impression 
sometimes that some of her lines are consonant with the Divine 
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Comedy's "Paradise." As an example, let us quote two lines 
from her Clay Form. 

I turn around the big wreath of light 
until I fall into the secret center. 

By Dimitris Konidaris, Porfiras, No. 17 (June 1983) 

OLGA VOTSI: The Other Knowledge 

Olga Votsi, an important representative of her generation 
and of our modern poetry in general, must be considered as 
our poetry's most genuine philosopher, a poet whose voice is 
defined by the absolute and the metaphysical. 

This book, the twelfth in the series of collections by Olga 
Votsi (including her first collection Hymns, published in 1946, 
which is not mentioned in the list in front of the book) , is 
divided into four unities. The first unity is "Knowledge and 
Sorrow," the second "Painful Vertical Line," the third "Insatiable 
Hands," and the fourth "Always Upward." The deepest division 
between unities is that between the third and fourth: the fourth 
unity is characterized by a feeling of exaltation, liberation, and 
happiness after successive cycles of sorrow: " ... Everything melt
ed inside the mortar of pain, I it turned into precious knowl
edge. I Now even the dead dare to get out of the ditches into 
the air I to sense this divine moment. I The snake's tail found 
its head, I the circle closed like a wreath." Meanwhile, from 
unity to unity, we are led progressively toward this triumph 
of the Good, wi,th a rare recording of savage existential strug
gle: "So much trash piled up in your soul, I useless things, 
bronze, golden and silver I things-you are drowning in things
ornaments of vanity, I monstrous bubbles of the mind, I -that 
is why now and then I move my hand and you become terrified." 
Olga Votsi has always been the poet of the absolute, and The 
Other Knowledge is a landmark in this rough journey with 
which she has become associated and which is by now classical 
in spirit. 
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By Dimosthenes Zadhes, Chronografos (April 25, 1970) 

OLGA VOTSI: The Vault and the Border 

135 

I think very highly of the poetry of Olga Votsi-and I have 
written about it before. It is a poetry based on philosophy, yet 
not philosophical, with high aims and fantastic extensions for 
the sophisticated reader. The reader not initiated into the divine 
ritual of poetry will not grasp its secret meanings, the secret 
resources from where this poetry draws its inspiration and 
charm. Because this is the characteristic of Olga Votsi's poetry: 
its roots feed on the inner depths of the human soul, from the 
eternal veins of individual and communal life, from that domain 
where the distinction between being and non-being becomes 
blurred and what remains is a dominant intuition, along with 
the revealing sight of beings and psychological hallucinations. 
It does not rise to the surface. It does not creep on its knees or 
its belly. It plunges into the essence of the dream and, led by 
the oversensitivity of the soul, touches with transcendental fin
gertips the "Vaults" and "Borders" where the human personality 
moves, lives, and creates. 

The questions Votsi probes touch on the borders of the 
divine from which man originates-because what else is the cycle 
of life than a blending of the divine and the human, the eternal 
and the perishable, the absolute and the partial? And how could 
the sensitive antennae of the poet's soul not receive this ex
quisite miracle of eternal transformation, of eternal flux? "In
side the eroded mountains I circulate the veins of the soul," 
the poet says at a curtain point, symbolically (p. 57). And from 
the eroded mountains, with the soul's veins she will nurture 
her poetry's edelweis, which makes us breathe its fragrance with 
shivers of esthetic pleasure. 

I do not know if in our poetry written by women since 
1940 there exists a more mature and more integrated body of 
work than that of Olga Votsi. The reader will not find anything 
embellished and forced. Nowhere does one see the artificial. A 
fine poetic vein flows everywhere, springing in multicolored 
fountains of lyrical verse of astonishing beauty and harmony, 
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music and integration. Olga Votsi's poetry has reached an ad
mirable maturity of form, image, expression, and esthetic beauty 
in harmonious union with her inspiration. I am really glad that 
I came to know her poetry when it reached full bloom, in other 
words, from her collection, First Root, and afterward. I have 
literally enjoyed a genuine poetry without coming across the 
weaknesses that she must have had when she first began to wdte. 

The climate of the collection, The Vault and the Border, 
is not the same as that of her two previous collections. For this 
reason, the aftertaste it leaves in the reader is different. In 
this collection, the movement is from the human to the 
divine, whereas in the previous ones this movement was in the 
opposite direction: "Only wisdom inside me like a huge eye 
keeps growing-like a spring that in its clearness keeps swallow
ing more and more" (p. 82). Here, from within the human, 
we approach the divine essence through ·the human. There, the 
approach to the divine led to transubstantiation; it was the 
touch causing the transformation. Here, the transformation 
takes place by itself. "Here everything visible and invisible I 
recycles perpetually I inside the terrified, mortal heart," she 
says on p. 16. The hope of liberation through "Learning" and 
"Knowledge" is in vain. People, tired, are in a hurry: "They 
all wrap themselves up, slowly, inside the earth" (Oh, the 
eternal cycle! In what soft, velvety fashion does Olga Votsi 
describe death-sleep for us in this poem!) , but how happy is 
he who has managed: 

Only for a little while 
your soul's steep rock 
to manage to experience the fire of the thunderbolt 
in order to know the sweetness of heartbreak 
in order to be able, softened by the tears, 
to have its fill, in all its depth 
of the bottomless bosom of the sky. 

Olga Votsi divides her collection into four sections: "The 
Fiery Line," "And the Sphinx did not Speak," "The Vault of 
Darkness," and "Waiting." I personally think that the third 
group includes the finest poems as far as thought, inspiration, 
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music, and poetic essence are concerned. At least, these are 
the ones I liked most. I would single out a few as the best 
poems of the series with difficulty because I loved them all so 
much-those of pages 50, 51, 52, 53, 54, 59, 60, 61, 62, and 66. 
Only with a comprehensive study dealing individually with every 
section and every poem-because each of them is worthy of 
separate analysis-could one fully evaluate this special contribu
tion by Olga Votsi to modern Greek letters. What can one say 
in a casual informational note? The moment you start developing 
your thought there is no more space. And Olga Votsi's poetry de
serves to find a scholar who will project her to the widest audi
ence. Here we will limit ourselves to the statement that we read 
an exquisite and mature poetry that has moved us. But this state
ment, even if made simply and without documentation, is en
tirely sincere. And the lack of documentation is due only to our 
inability to give in such limited space the necessary samples 
from this fine work by Olga Votsi. 

By Vagelis Skouvaras, Greek Panorama (Athens, 1973) 

OLGA VOTSI 

Olga Votsi from Piraeus, has written: Poems of Solitude 
(1951), Poems of the Inner Self (1953), Poems of the Wind 
(1955), Existence and Silence (1958), First Root (1962), The 
Great Sound (1965), The Vault and the Border (1970), and 
Bare Soles ( 1973). She studied literature at the universities of 
Athens and Bonn. In 1971, she was awarded the State Prize for 
Poetry. She has translated Kafka into Greek as well as French, 
English, and German poets. 

Possessing an outstanding intellectual and poetic tempera
ment, with a complete command of literature and a particular 
ease in contemporary foreign literature, Olga Votsi has enriched 
our poetry with creations of unique lyrical conception and execu
tion. In her work, the Spirit rises, in a wonderful-and in
tegrated-philosophical elevation and identification with the di-
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vine. An existential religiousness that permeates her verse places 
her in the first rank of contemporary lyrical poets in this domain. 
From collection to collection, with undiminished progressive 
stability and maturity "wOTIEp tnava~acr~o'lc; XPCU'~Evr]"
according to the Platonic scheme-she gives us new formations 
of psychological experience transubstantiated into a lyric taste. 
In Votsi' s work, we observe the gradual incarnation of lyrical 
reflections around a solid existentially seminal core. She inau
gurated her poetic contribution by living almost exclusively the 
tragic dialectic of the mystical relation between Ego and God. 
Nevertheless, she very quickly moved on without a gaping aliena
tion to the anguished existential questions regarding the critical con
tradictions of sophisticated humanity: Life and spirit; the inner 
light and darkness; the Ego and the World; the worldly and the 
beyond. Her lyrical messages move constantly in an unembellished 
and self-sufficient diction. Ilias Simopoulos writes that her poetry 
vibrates with an intensely tragic quality as she attempts to recon
cile into a harmonious unity the two poles between which she 
moves, matter and spirit. The comments of G. Themelis are also 
characteristic: "Deep down, this poetrty is a longing for life 
raised to a divine power and essence. It is justfied by a genuine 
and powerful pulse, which convinces you that it springs from a 
vital inner need and is not a schematic idea or empty words." 

By Dimitris Stamelos, Eleftherotypia (February 2, 1989) 

OLGA VOTSI: The Platform 

Olga Votsi's poetry has a deep inwardness, an alert and 
incessant search for the inner world of humanity and herself, 
for the human being in its ontological presence. We often discern 
a spirit of initiation penetrating into the realms of the abyss and 
darkness, in order to reveal and discover through exaltation the 
fiery suns and depth of creation. This search for the soul and 
for duration, for blinding eternity, is not only the refuge of 
the lacerated body; it is also the bravery of kindness and love, 
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the flame of memory burning away pain through emotional 
catharsis, and it is the echo of the powerful currents of our 
time. Certain critics have characterized Votsi's poetry as religious, 
but it is not religious in the narrow sense of the term. It is a 
search for resurrection from everyday deaths, the brilliant trac
ing of the existential quest, the cool breeze of hope in the fiery 
breath of everyday existence. It is poetry that is creative and 
liberating. And all these elements, which characterize her work 
in general, are also to be found in her new collection of poems, 
Platform ( AstrolavosjEfthini Editions). 

By George Kotsiras, Efthini, No. 211 (Athens, 1989) 

OLGA VOTSI: The Platform 

You have to immerse yourself deeply inward to find the 
"ultimate" light brightening the reflections of the inner soul 
with its brilliant iridescence. There you will encounter the secret 
vibrations emanating from the most recent (thirteenth in the se
quence) collection of poetry by Olga Votsi, one of the very few 
postwar women poets who can be considered to be at the very 
top. You will be the recipient of the never-setting light, about 
which she has written the line, "somewhere under the cloak of 
Darkness, the Whiteness also breathes." Her new book (which, if 
we leave out the titles of the various sections, constitutes a 
unified poem), The Platform, represents a peak in the upward 
movement of her poetry. From "Existence and Silence," it goes, 
with "Bare Soles," up "The Stairs" to encounter "The Other 
Knowledge" (these are actually the titles of a series of her 
poetry collections). And now, having arrived at "The Platform," 
"she is watching with a secret shiver the nakedness of the terrible 
chaos," as she puts it in her verse. Austere poetry, with an inner 
strength, it succeeds in a crucial and substantial way in the search 
for an inner serenity within the shining light of a perpetual 
eternity in the inner space-time of her existence, of our existence. 

The inner life of the poet is a reflection of a "magnetic 
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radiance" led toward the light of paradise by the initiating 
spirit of her integrated inspiration. The entire work is divided 
into three parts-"I Reached all the Way Down," "Redemption," 
and "Intact," -each fitting smoothly into the other as they re
alize a multifaceted poetry of inner searching, self-knowledge, 
and self-examination, a poetry of intence sensation that trans
forms human pain into a revelation and discovery of "Another 
Knowledge." 

Self-confessing here, too, in her spirit of initiation, the poet 
passes intact through the flames of a vivid memory, purifying 
pain through the search for a transcendental knowledge leading 
her to the sense of a hidden paradisiacal joy. Because, as she her
self underlines so characteristically, 

only the senses can taste the hidden 
joy of paradise. 



TWO SHORT STORIES BY SPYROS MILAS 

From BEFORE THE POPPIES 

translated by Maria C. Pantelia 

FEAR MOVES EVEN THE HOLY 

My mother has just walked into the shack where we have 
been living. She unties the black kerchief and wearily throws 
it on the back of the old chair. She looks at me, I look at her. 
I see two tears welling up from her eyes. They roll down her 
dry cheeks. 

I had been preparing my shoeshine box for my rounds. I see 
more tears in her eyes. 

"Why are you crying again?" 
"They are throwing us out." 
"Why?" 
"They are going to build a factory here. Where is Ourania ?" 
"She was here. Do you think she went ... " 
This time her eyes become a lake of tears. She dries them 

with her handkerchief. She curses Death, she looks at her preg
nant belly and shakes her head, whispering: 

"On top of everything else, I am expecting ... " 
She looks at me. From her expression I understand that she 

has placed all her hopes on me. It is as if she is saying, "Manoli, 
roll up your sleeves!" 

The time passes in silence. Lost in my thoughts, I begin to 
think of life like a man, even though I am not more than fifteen 
years old. Her pained voice brings me out of my thoughts. 

"Go, my son, bring the girl back." 
I put the shoeshine box in order and I make my way to the 

cemetery. I find Ourania leaning on the cross of our father's 
grave, just like that evening, last Saturday at sunset, when com
ing back home, mother and I found her leaning by the pillow 
of my dead father. I shake her. 

"Ourania, dear, let's go home. Mom wants you." 

141 



142 THE CHARIOTEER 

She doesn't move. I don't want to force her. I wait for time 
to bring her back to her senses. I don't know where I get the 
idea from and I kiss her on the cheek. Her black almond shaped 
eyes move, she smiles at me. 

"Ourania, dear, let's go home." 
She gets up. As we come out of the cemetery she asks me: 
"Why did daddy die?" 
"Because he was sick." 
"Father Theodore's brother was sick too. Why didn't he die?" 
"Because they took him to the hospital." 
"Why didn't mom take daddy to the hospital?" 
"She did but they didn't keep him there. There were no 

beds." 
"Couldn't he have taken ours, the wooden one?" 
What can I tell her? I raise my shoulders. As we enter the 

house, we see our mother folding her silk scarf and wrapping it 
in a piece of paper. Then she takes out of the tin box my 
father's wedding band, a ring and the golden earrings that she 
usually puts on my sister for celebrations. She puts them in her 
little cloth purse and tells me: 

"You stay here to watch the girl until I come back." 
She takes off. Ourania crosses her hands again. I think of 

our eviction. I try in vain to guess which harbor we are about to 
sail to. My sister jumps up and moves toward the door. I stop 
her. 

"Where are you going?" 
"To keep daddy company." 
I don't let her. She starts crying. I pat her head. She stops 

crying. I open the book to read my lesson. 
My mother returns. She throws what she has in her hands 

on the old table. The bells at St. John's announce the noon hour. 
We sit down to eat. Along with the olives, the herring and the 
halva, she has brought half a loaf of white bread. After only 
a moment, I realize that the wedding ring is missing from her 
finger. Immediately, I understand what happened to the silk 
shawl and her few pieces of jewelry. 

In the afternoon, she doesn't let me go around to shine 
shoes. Melancholy surrounds me more and more. What is very 
painful to me is that I will lose my teacher, Aristea. She is almost 
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two years older. Our houses are separated by a road 100 meters 
long. Her house looks like a little villa. The branches of the 
jujube tree, which lays a wonderful carpet when it sheds its 
·flowers, extend beyond the balustrade to the sidewalk. Her hair 
has the color of wheat. Her eyes are blue. The little mole on her 
right cheek enhances her beauty. Her smile is sweet. Her voice 
is a little hoarse. She is an only child. One more year and she 
will graduate from high school. One day I was so well prepared 
that she gave me a warm kiss in the cheek at the end of the 
lesson. I felt like crying! I go to her house at sunset, every day. 

I take the road to bid her farewell with my soul heavy with 
sorrow. My steps are like the steps of an old man, whose feet 
have lost their strength. As I approach the house, you would 
think that the blooming roses, the carnations, the jasmine and 
all the other flowers are sending their scent to welcome me. As 
I walk into the yard, I greedily inhale their scent. The door 
opens without me knocking at it. Her mother appears. 

"Welcome, Manoli! Did you come for the lesson?" 
"For Aristea." 
"She left this morning to go to my sister's. She will be back 

the day after tomorrow." I stand speechless. 
"I came to say goodbye. We are leaving tomorrow." 
"Where are you going?" 
"We are being evicted." 
"Why?" 
"They are going to build a factory." 
Deep pain shadows her .face. 
"Tell your mother that I want to see her before you leave." 
"And you tell Aristea that I will be coming to see her." 
"Come. Our house will always be open for you." 
"Goodbye!" 
"Goodbye, Manoli !" 
In the morning, we get up, before the morning star faded. 

We heave our belongings on our shoulders and take the road 
toward mountain Trelos, as the sunbeams first appear at the 
top of it. The day increasingly reveals the magnificence of 
May. My legs are heavy from fatigue. 

"Where are we going, mother?" 
"Wherever we find a roof." 
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"Can't we rest a little?" 
"There," she tells me, pointing to the scattered tents. 
"In the neighborhood of the gypsies?" 
I walk with my eyes constantly fixed to the tents. I see 

the wooden church and attached to it the shanty hut and I say 
to my mother: 

"Look! The gypsies have a church." 
"It's our people, refugees." 
We approach with our heart caught in our throat. A tall 

and skinny woman with a little gray in her hair, welcomes us. 
She is wearing a black robe. She has socks on her feet. The sparkle 
in her black eyes has a compelling gentleness and kindness. 

"Welcome. Are you coming from far away?" 
"From very far," my mother answers. 
She sighs shaking her head. 
"Come here to rest." 
She shows us to a dirtied tent. We unload our belongings 

from our backs and sit on the stools in the shadow of the tent. 
She makes coffee from roasted chick peas. With deep sighs my 
mother begins to tell her of our troubles. Then Mrs. Froso starts 
speaking. Her family is not small: two daughters, old enough 
to get married, two sons and the wife of her oldest son, who 
died in the sanatorium. The women work in the carpet factory 
an hour away and her sons in construction. Imide the tent, on 
the rug, two lovely little girls are sitting. They are holding their 
cloth dolls lulling them to sleep. 

"Is that right! So, the priest is the boss around here," said 
my mother. 

"He is. I think, if he sees you with two children and preg
nant, he may pity you and give you a tent. Let's go together." 

We get up. We look for the priest. Mrs. Froso knocks at 
his door twice. 

"Who is it again!" a woman's voice is heard saying with 
some indignation. 

As the door half-opens, a blonde woman appears with 
heavily painted lips. Her sleepy eyes are sparkling from within 
their deep black circles. The blush on her cheeks does not look 
natural. She is wearing a very tight house dress with a flower 



Spyros Milas 145 

print. From its provocatively low neckline, almost her entire 
breast can be seen. 

"The bayadere," Mrs. Froso whispers in my mother's ear. 
"What do you want?" 
"The priest." 
The expression on her face falls. She half-closes her eyes 

and says to my mother: 
"He has gone to bed. His feet got tired from all the running 

around he does for the people." 
"This is why he is God's man," Mrs. Froso says. 
Ourania is watching the bayadere with a wretched expres

sion. I look at her inquisitively. 
"If it's not a secret, tell me and I will tell him. Otherwise, 

tomorrow ... " 
She does not have time to finish her words .for the priest 

comes to the door. He is caressing his curly black beard. With 
his big round eyes half closed you can see that he is checking out 
my mother from her feet to her face. I am surprised, because I 
know that a man always looks a woman in the eyes. Their 
sparkle often reveals what the mouth hides. He takes his eyes 
away from my mother and looks at Mrs. Froso angrily. 

"Did you bring her to ask for a roof?" 
"She has come to you, God's man, to help her." 
"Homelessness is eating us up. Death has burned us. And I 

am expecting a bady." 
"I see it. You are not alone. If you knew how many are 

staying over there in the caves ... " 
"At least they are staying somewhere, Fr. John." 
He bites his lip with anger. The bayadere doses the door. 

We leave. 
"You should have talked to him nicely." 
"It's because you didn't catch his eye." 
"Isn't there another door I can knock at?" 
"The committee consists of the priest, a middle-aged, bearded 

man and an uptown woman. One worse than the other. If you 
pass some jewelry to the bearded one, in an hour you will have 
a tent. As for the lady, what can I say ... a ,sucker, damn her. 
V aso had to send her son, a young man, about so tall up, so 
that she could get a tent. An old woman and she still makes 
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eyes ... God, forgive me, let me not say any more. But don't 
worry. I will not leave them alone, until they take care of you." 

She leaves us in front of her tent and disappears. I begin 
to dislike the priest. Mrs. Froso comes back with two older 
women. They are holding brooms, old blankets, ropes and a 
bucket with white wash. 

"Follow me." 
We follow. They take us under the wooden bridge, some 

thirty meters away. 
"For now you can stay here." 
We start cleaning the dirt from the place which seems to 

have been occupied before. Before noon a room with walls of 
old blankets is ready. White washing immediately changes the 
repulsive appearance of the place. 

June has gone and we were still staying under the bridge. 
The priest is putting us off day after day. In the meantime ten 
tents have been put up. I've met the man with the beard and 
the uptown woman, a tall woman with a lot of lipstick on her 
voluptuous lips. Her age doesn't show, although she is not young. 
Her short boyishly cut hair is black like a craw's feathers. When
ever I see her talk with the priest, I say to myself, "What can 
I do. If only I were older ... " 

Mrs. Froso took my sister to the priest. He turned them away. 
To pay him back, at night, I threw stones at the door of his 
house. On the next day, he gave me strange looks; he under
stood it was me .... And I, with my angry looks, I showed him 
that he would have a hard time with me. 

My mother is expecting any time. My sister's condition 
deteriorates. Neither old Eudokia could cure her with exorcisms, 
nor the miraculous icon of Virgin Mary, which we held on her 
chest for three days and nights. 

All burdens of the house are on me now ... Bread-rings in 
the morning, shoeshining in the afternoon, I make it. Another 
ten days have passed. Today it is Sunday. God's joy is the day, like 
they say. In the afternoon I decided to go to Aristea. How 
much I've missed her. I was the first to set up a table to sell 
bread-rings in front of the church. I sell them in no time. Then 
I go around with my shoeshine box. I sit at the entrance of the 
barracks. I don't have enough time to shine all the soldiers' 
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boots. Noon time comes. As I pick up my brushes and shoe 
polishes, I see a girl coming. "Aristea," I say to myself. 

I have never seen her so beautiful. She hugs me and kisses 
me. My eyes get wet. Aristea has tears in her eyes too. 

"I thought I wouldn't see you again, Manoli." 
"I was planning to come to your house this afternoon." 
"You can't imagine how sorry I was that I wasn't at home 

when you came to say goodbye. How is your sister, your mother?" 
"Ourania's condition hasn't changed. My mother is expect

ing the baby these days." 
"''ll come see her. I will bring you books. Where do you 

live?" 
I point with my hand. without telling her exactly. She kisses 

me again. She goes away. I head back, toward the house, with 
Aristea in my mind. I do not want her to come and see how we 
live under the bridge. Anger grows in me at the priest. I make 
up my mind. As soon as I get home, I empty the money I have 
made in my mother's apron and I leave without saying a word 
to her. I run straight to the priest. I knock at the door. He opens 
it himself. I go in. He reads my intentions with his eyes half 
closed. I speak to him boldly: 

"Fr. John, you have to give us a tent. We can no longer 
live under the bridge. We can not stand the dirt any more. 
We are human beings. How is my mother going to have the 
baby there .... " 

He smirks, he touches his beard. 
"Who instructed you ... " 
"Nobody! If you don't give us the tent by tomorrow, I will 

set your house on fire. I am telling you so that you know." 
I saw a twitching in his face. His expression and his look 

began to soften. My look still had the wild flash of an angry 
beast. He lifts his hand and pats me on the head. 

"The devil has put this idea into your mind." 
ttNo!" 
"The devil, my child. He made you rush. Tomorrow morning 

I had in mind to call your mother and give you the little hut 
next to the warehouse, so that you will keep an eye on the stuff 
we keep there. Now go in peace and let no temptation put such 
thoughts in your mind." 
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I go away running. I am almost flying from excitment. 
Mrs. Froso is also at the bridge. I catch my breath and I tell 
them what happened. Mrs. Froso gets up, opens her arms to 
me and tells me: 

"Bravo, my young man! That was the right thing. 'Fear 
moves even the Holy.'" 
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THEY TOOK OUR HOUSE 

Crossing the railway tracks, I reach the barbed wire fence. I 
enter the field from its big opening. Stepping in the mud, I go 
up the hill and like a little deer, I start rolling down the grass 
which is embroidered with daisies and scarlet poppies. April has 
never before seen a more beautiful day, I say to myself, nor has 
Mother Nature ever laid a better carpet with all these kinds of 
flowers. As the sun touches the grass you can see tear drops of 
night dew shine like chandeliers. 

Suddenly I see my sister Chrysoula. She comes running. I 
get up. 

"Come, Dimanti. It's time to go to the hospital." 
My father has been in the refugee hospital, for the last two 

weeks, because of stomach bleeding. He used to work in construc
tion. His job was to carry cement to the workmen with the 
bucket on his shoulders. My mother also worked in the same 
construction. She was making forty drachmas a day. My father 
was making fifty. Then my mother quit because her. belly grew 
too much. 

I rush to the house. I see my mother waiting with her hands 
on her hips. Right away, I understand her intentions. 

"You, bastard, didn't I tell you. . .. " 
"I went to get some fresh air." 
"Look at yourself, damn you! I washed you, I changed your 

clothes, I put your shoes on to go see your father, and you went 
rolling all around ... Have you seen your face in the mirror .... " 

I say nothing. I play possum. She grabs me and makes my 
rear black and blue with spanking and pinching. As she sees that 
I don't say a word she shows me her open palm. 

"Here, you will never become a man! A man who is beaten 
and doesn't hurt, is not a man. Chrysoula, get some water for 
him to wash up." 

She brings the pitcher. She pours handfuls of water for me 
to wash. I go in the house. We live in an old wagon, one of those 
they use to carry horses with, cows and the rest. No matter how 
much we wash it, the smell of the horse manure mixed with the 
urine doesn't go away. Mrs. Pagona lives in the same wagon with 
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her only child, Thanos. He is ten years older than I. At night, we 
divide the wagon in the middle with an old half-worn blanket. The 
Turks took her husband away to the mines (AMELE TAMOU
ROU) and he vanished like so many others. 

I change my T-shirt, I put on my chaki shoes and I go out 
with Chrysoula. Her braids tied with red ribbons reach her 
breast which has started to swell. Here is my mother with the 
big hair bun and her barettes with the glass stones. Her robe is 
lifted in the front because of her swollen belly. She is carrying a 
paper bag with wheat crackers, four boiled eggs and the little 
cloth bag with finely chopped tobacco. As for the two small pack
ages of cigarette paper-that are illegal-, my sister has hidden 
them inside her waist band. 

We go out. As we leave the station behind us, the air lightens. 
The sun crowns the day. In the square, we see Thanos among 
the carriages whose tall slender horses glisten with ornaments 
dangling from their necks. He is shining the pointed black 
leather shoes of a guy with a red waist band and a coat tossed 
over his right shoulder. 

"Are you going to Kostis ?" 
"Yes." 
"Tell him, Eurydice, that one of these days I'll go over and 

see him." 
"All right," my mother replies, and we follow the road up. 
We sit in a shaded place to catch our second wind. Without 

any houses the landscape is all green. Chrysoula strays to pick 
wild flowers. 

We are on the road again. The refugee hospital appears in 
front of us, like before, silent, in the shade, with its facing 
covered with dirt and its roof covered with moss. We enter from 
the yard door. We walk toward the long shack right before the 
large tent. Hordes of flies fly around the garbage cans. In front 
of us passes a young voluptuous woman with firm bossom and 
bottom wearing a red cross on her right breast. As she walks, 
her hips sway seductively and reveal their charm. 

"Wow! Look at this piece of art!" I say, nudging my sister. 
"Shame on you!. ... " 
At the entrance of the shack, we come face to face with the 

doctor. The head nurse is standing behind him, a middle aged 
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woman, so skinny that you would think she has not even an ounce 
of flesh in her body. 

"Good morning doctor! How is .... " 
"We have an ulcer!" 
"So he has to have surgery?" 
"We will not avoid it," says the doctor and he moves on. 
At once a shadow of fear covers my mother's face. Imme-

diately I remember the discussion I heard last time from the bed 
across from my father, about the young man who died in the 
other hospital. They were saying that gauzes were left in his 
operated stomach. And the mother of the boy with the broken 
leg said that a doctor had forgotten his scissors in a girl's stomach. 

"Yes, I swear to you! The doctor forgot his scissors and <the 
girl was wasted needlessly, a young girl fresh like spring cold 
water." 

I think I am reading my mother's thoughts. I can bet, this 
is what she is thinking about. Remember what I said. On the day 
of the surgery, she will take the doctor aside and with this miser
able look she will tell him. 

"Doctor, have pi·ty on me. Tell the nurse to also keep it in 
mind, not to forget in his stomach any of those tools that you use 
to split, cut and sew together." 

And when he finishes, she will tell him again. 
"Doctor, you are sure, you didn't forget anything, did you? 

Not for any other reason, so that I don't worry .... " 
We are standing by my father's bed. My mother and my 

sister bent and kiss him. I hold his hand. I see a special joy 
reflected on his pale face. 

"How are you feeling, Kosti ?" 
·:!fow can I be feeling, Euridice! The doctor has found an 

ulcer. 
"Bad luck always follows the poor! ... " 
Chrysoula kisses him again. He caresses her. 
"Blessed was the time when you fathered this girl." 
I wait for my mother to say something good about me too, 

but no way!" 
"Diamantis, is a good boy, too. Especially, now that he is 

going to work ... " 
I swell with pride. 
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"If you knew how much trouble he gives me ... " 
"Don't listen to her, father! She wants me tied to her apron 

strings." 
My mother is bitter, my father is proud of me. The patients 

from the nearby beds are smiling. 
On the right, the old man waves at me to come closer. I 

know what he wants me for. He wants me to chase the flies away 
from his face and mustache. I go. 

"Diamantis, save me for a minute from these accursed flies. 
As if your pain is not enough, you also have them to .... " 

"They take you for honey! ... " 
I begin to chase them. But you don't know them! They have 

made a mess all over his white mustache. As if there is no other 
place to leave their droppings. 

Time has come for us to go. The old man gives me a choco
late. I give half of it to Chrysoula. 

"So, Diamantis, where are you going to work?" 
"Well, dad, I will work as an apprentice at the body shop. 

In the evenings, I will sell pumpkin seeds. And on Sundays, I will 
shine shoes." 

"You are all promises. Let's see how much progress you will 
make." 

"I keep my promises, like my dad." 
He smiles. My mother shows with a grimace that she didn't 

like what I said. 
We say goodbye to the other patients. At the exit, I see in 

front of me the nurse with the firm bottom. She caresses my head 
and I caress her bottom. 

"Charmer," she says with a sweet smile. 
"Don't you have any shame, you scoundrel!" Changing the 

tone of her voice my mother goes on. "Of course, crows don't bear 
nightingales. They make little crows. You are your father's son 
aren'tyou? ... " 

" ... And my mother's, Eurydice's," I answer back to her 
and I run away, lest I get a blow. 

We are already far away from the hospital. By now the sun 
is high up in the sky. The air breeze is no longer a soft touch. 
Our eyebrows have turned white from the dust. For a moment I 
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look toward the station. I take a good look but I don't see our 
house. I look again, may be I am wrong, but no. 

"Mom, they took our house," I shout. 
She looks. 
"Yes. They took it." 
My sister starts crying. We run. Agony is more noticeable 

in my mother's eyes and face. We get there out of breath. We see 
our baggage stacked up by the wire past the railway tracks. We 
cry as we look at them. Mrs. Pagona comes dose to us with 
Thanos. Her black kerchief is thrown on her shoulders, her gray 
hair is in a mess. 

"What happened, my friend, to our house?" 
"It's two hours now. The engine took it. Neither our beg

ging, nor our tears made any difference." 
"It was meant to happen one day," Thanos said. 
"And God chose this very day? Aren't all our hardships 

enough?" 
"God and everyone else has abandoned us, Eurydice." 
Night is falling. Yet no decision is made. 
"What are we going to do now, my friend?" 
"I have a cousin in Salonica. She is well settled. You see, 

she left with the first expulsion. If Kostis was not in the 
hospital ... " 

"That shouldn't stop you. You go. Why should we all 
suffer?" 

"We cannot do that, Eurydice. Now you need us to be on 
your side. You are due any day and your husband is fighting with 
death. No, no. Let's just see where we can find a shelter for 
tonight. Tomorrow, we'll see." 

"There, by the wall, mother," Thanos says. 
My mother and Mrs. Pagona wipe their tears on their skirts, 

and we start moving the bed clothes and other stuff by the wall 
next to the empty tar barrels. 



POEMS ΒΥ SPYROS MILAS 

From TWENTY EIGHT POETS* 

translated by Rick Μ. Ν ewton 

ΠΩΣ ΜΠΟΡΩ 

Πώς μτrορώ νό: τrώ τrώς νίκησα! 
Δε δάμασα τό χρόνο, δεν εγινα σκαλοτrάτι 
στ' άψήλω,μα της ζωflς, φωτιό: νό: κάψω 
τοu κόσμου την άσκήμ~α καl νό: ζέψω 
τοuς εξαλλους avεμους στό aρμα της λογικης. 
Πώς μτrορώ νό: τrώ τrώς νίκησα! 
Δεν εγινα κρήνη στην ερημο, 
~ροχη στη διψασμένη χλόη, 
χαρμόσυνο ~μήνυμα! 
Πώς μτrορώ νό: τrώ τrώς νίκησα Ι 
Δεν εγινα φωτοσυρμη στόν άδη, 
δεν έ~αλα σε τάξη τη φθορό: 
καl τοu θεοί) μου 
δε μτrόρεσα νό: γίνω δ θεός! 
Είμαι avθρωτrοςΙ Ναί, avθρωττοςΙ "Ομως γδυτός. 
Δε φορώ της μεγαλοτrρέτrειας την τrορφόρα I 

*The seventeen poems of Spyros Milas included in this set were taken from 
the anthology Twenty Eight Poets, published in Athens in 1980. Several of 
them had appeared previously in the poet's collections and in such cases the 
original source is identified under each poem. In some instances, howeνer, these 
are modified versions of the originals. 
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HOW CAN I 

How can I say I've won! 
I've not tamed time, not become a step 
to the elevation of life, a flame to burn 
the world's ugliness and yoke 
the wild winds to the chariot of logic. 
How can I say I've won! 
I've not become a spring in the desert, 
rain for the parched grass, 
tidings of joy! 
How can I say I've won! 
I've not become a ray of light to Hades, 
not put decay in order 
and not been able to become the God 
of my God! 
I am a man! Yes, a man! But without clothing. 
I do not wear the majestic purple! 
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I TOLD MYSELF TO :ESCAPE! 

Hopes, dreams, visions noth:ng beyond matter. 
Action incarnates them! 
In continuous renewal comes the solution! 
I told myself to escape! 
To know who you are, what you want, where you are going ... 
Denials and struggle. 
Struggle with the universe, with myself! 
I stir the swamp waters to awaken motion. 
I splash in the mud, wash in the gushing spring, 
merge with the sun, sink and rise again. 
I examine myself, rebaptize him 
in the qualitative change and cry: 
- 0, man, God of man! 

AND I WITH THE MORTALS 

And I with the mortals 
carry my tombstone 
under my arm and make my way 
to Hades on earth though I am not dead. 
The hours, days, nights, years 
speak of me also. 
With many meanings they speak 
in a synthesis of thunderbolts which offer respite 
and give to the unborn 
the spark for the flame ... 
My ship was not wrecked on the sea of silence 
for the Sirens to decimate me ... I know 
my wound does not heal 
in this Hades on earth! 
And I with the mortals 
carry my tombstone 
a book of prophecy written 
in the world's factory! ... 

from Fiery Voices (1973) 
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WE MAKE OUR WAY 

We make our way, our knapsack holding a bite 
from the last loaf of bread kneaded 
by our prehistory. We do not sink 
because we have not betrayed 
the rhythms which nurture us. 
Deep we descend 
raveling the outer edges to find 
the beginning of existence. 
Daedalus claps his hands. Icarus sheds a tear! ... 

157 

from Echoes (1974) 

YES BROTHER 

Yes brother! The calloused hands 
carry the ,factory's exasperation 
and shatter the slab that blocks the sun. 
The calloused hands, conflagrations ... 
Hell has begun turning to ash! 
The factories of the quest 
with conquest on their lapels 
feed the phalanx of change! 
The calloused hands 
of the world sculpt the true face 
with the chisel of justice. 
0, clear spring of right! 
Untameable river, you who rinsed the past 
bathe the present and bind the future 
with joy's azure factory! 

from Fiery Voices 
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CHANGE 

When my eyes learned to recognize 
the truth even in the mist. 
When my word became 
running water, the sun's mirror. 
When my thought shut 
the door to darkness. 
When I grafted my thought 
to the kernel of lightning. 
When I began distributing smiles 
to the downcast horizons, 
calm to the ships at sea, 
and setting fire to the animosities 
which nurture horror, I cried to life: 
- Receive me too for firm footing! 

FROM THE FIRST 

From the ,first blinking of my eyes 
I was bound with time. Time and I 
wayfarers on life's interminable road. 
Time does not see, does not listen ... 
Who records the earthquakes 
of my inner world! The flutterings, 
the calm, the storms of my soul! 
What I feel for man 
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when I become a step for him to mount, when I bleed, 
when a ray of sunlight pierces my cell 
to tell me: Another day 
and you haven't betrayed yourself! 

from Report (1978) 
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AT NO POINT 

At no point on the horizon will you find 
immobility. Even among the fallen leaves 
decay is sleeplessly at work, 
supplying material for renewal. 
There is no dead sleep. 
The stench from the swamp water 
like the system of sovereignty 
in the waste can of submission 
which is pregnant with the sun of harmony ... 
Movement everywhere. In countless forms. 

PRIDE 

The snow has clothed the bare trees 
and spring the almond tree 
heralding its arrival. 
In the new fruit 
we shall find the signs of change ... 
And this fiery circle 
will dose with its own glory. 
Like us too along with the circle 
in all the alternations of our time 
etching our presence 
on the tableu of existence 
with the gayest color of our sunset. 
Hail, life! We've struggled for your smile! 
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from Echoes 



160 THE CHARIOTEER 

CHILDREN OF NECESSITY 

Nothing within us has deserted. 
Our consciousness has already taken shape 
in the hammering of the struggle so 
that the pure metal now flows 
from the blast-furnace of our BEING ... 
We are heading for the gates of darkness 
with a bit of dawn concealed in our heart 
and blow on our palms to warm the callouses 
which clean the soiled horizons. 
We carry a commitment: to be human! 
With this commitment we'll reach the border 
where our goal becomes sun! 

TIME'S 

My time's trumpet call 
found me standing in the world's arena 
nurturing time with mute performances 
concealing my own projection 
behind the curtain of my emotions 
in order to escape the hero's image 
and win my own self! 

from Reflections ( 1975) 
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FROM THE SONGS OF LOVE 

You came like the spring 
to intoxicate my heart. 
To gather a sunbeam 
from its leaves, 
the night's dew. 
Fire in my freezing cold. 
You came with love's shiver! 
A firefly overflowing with passion! 
A butterfly rocking 
the flower'·s youthfulness. 
You did not become wind! Thank you! 

I set the dusk on fire 
to make the night lose its way. 
I imprisoned the winds 
that they not awaken the sea, 
on whose broad bosom 
the boat brings you 
with its white sails. My love, 
I strew lemon blossoms in the yard, 
jasmine on the bed 
and a warm, warm embrace! 
Brilliant morning star, my fragrant lily, 
I sing your coming 
with tearful joy! 

Leave the dirge to the fallen leaves. 
On the dumb shore the wind awaits us. 
The sails must swell 
with our songs. 
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from Report 

from Report 

from Fiery Voices 
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You remember! Our nostalgia was startled 
by the sea's sleeping on the secret shore 
where the moon dripped over us 
singing the sand's serenity. 
Our intoxicated eyes were speaking 
and our fingers writing the oath 
which the wave set to music 
on the harmonium of our heart! 

- I have the wind. 
You have the rose. 
I have the spring. 
You have the pollen. 
I pluck the rose for you. 
I scatter the pollen. 
What is left? 

-The scent! 

from Fiery Voices 

from Fiery Voices 
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MY SONG 

In the zephyr which caresses the fresh .foliage 
and awakens the skylarks, I hoist 
my faith like a banner and unite my steps 
with the blizzards to become their conflagration. 
In the azure of the boundlessness 
I paint my hopes. 
In the sun's glistening, my dreams! 
My path a volcano. From its lava 
I bear a lighted torch and merge 
with the galaxy to become reflection ... 
The winds offer me the wings of angels. 
I do not accept them. I shake the idols of.£ 
to reach the world's beginning with a single face. 
Bathed by myriad sunbeams. 
Adorned by all the graces 
and kissed by all the fatherlands 
to distribute sky and smiles. 
I give my breathing to this world 
and take the breath of spring 
to sing ha:ppiness. 
Trumpets of Jericho, sustain the note for me 
and you, echoes, load it onto 
the mighty winds' wings 
so they can rock it the whole planet over 
and even the wind-lashed crags witness new growth! ... 
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POEMS BY SPYROS MILAS 

translated by George Adams 

From FIERY VOICES 

I CHOSE IT MYSELF 

My path 
I chose it myself, 
like those 
before me 
who dueled 
with death, 
who terrified 
death! ... 

My path 
I chose it myself 
to give to those yet unborn 
something precious 
something more than I received 
to secure a place 
in the big table of the stars. 

From WITH THE CROSS 

2 

I too have known 
the laughter of death 
on the dirty walls 
and on the floors, where 
the haunted blood of my brothers 
speaks! 
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I too have known 
the laughter of death 
there where the sun could not 
pierce the high black wall. 

3 

Death .... Yes my love! 
You have not seen death 
standing at attention. 
Yes, you have not seen him 
there, where freedom sings. 
Everywhere! And behind the one 
who sets on fire with a smile 
the barrels 
of the projected guns. 
Yes, my love, 
you have not seen death 
standing at attention! 

4 

In the cell 
it seems as if time never changes. 
They count the sun 
with a key 
that kills your nerves .... 
Only in your thoughts you know 
that stars, flowers 
and children's smiles exist. 
The nights are always cold!. .. 

A cell, a cell and nothing else! 
On the tears of the wall 
death is playing the drum ... 
A cell, a cell and nothing else! 
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5 

In the prison camp we looked 
like shadows in single file 
carrying the stones 
to build our grave. 

In the prison camp I got to know 
the lash 
in the hand of the executioner 
and in the torn flesh of my brothers 
I saw my own wounds. 
I did not clench my teeth. I bent, 
picked up the chamomile, 
I kissed my blood 
I put it in my lapel, I smiled 
and the executioner got frightened! 
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From THE CHILDREN OF NECESSITY 

5 

Our offering to our times 
is our stature 
in place and time 
among all the bursts 
of the storm and the calm. 
Who told you 
that we cannot 
count 
the golden grains 
that make up 

life! ... 
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7 

Life and death march together 
since the one exists for the other .... 
But death is blind 
with its sense of distance lost. 
Death will also be set in order. 
With this self-confidence we walk 
against the wirid 
with torches 

that will never go out. 

TO THE DEAD BROTHER 

Never-setting light 
our brilliant star 
our most secret yearning 
our wind of joy. 

Good men in their strong hands 
revive life 
they never die. 
The stars never fade. 

White dove 
defeating the dragon. 
You hold like a sword 
the sun in your hand. 

Good men in their strong hands 
revive life 
they never die. 
The stars never fade. 
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From STREAM OF LIGHT IN HADES 

PRIDE 

The burden I bear on my shoulders 
is duty! 
I bear it ever since I was born 
and with it I walk, 
and with it I struggle 
until the holy path opens up 
and the night finds 
its lost star ... 
As I ascend 
you'd :think the sky stretches 
its airy hand to pull me up. 
I was born under the zodiac of Justice. 
When I reach my destination 
my wounds will sing 
of how much blood was shed 
in order to bring the reign of love 
to this world. 
It is in this kingdom 
that my own justification 
also exists! 

DEATH AND MYSELF 

When life smiled at me, 
death smiled at me 
at the same time. 
Death is in my blood, 
in my steps. 
Why should I be afraid of death, 
since he exists even in my shadow! 



A SELECTION OF CRITICAL COMMENTS 
ON THE WORK OF SPYROS MILAS 

translated by Rick M. Newton 

By Markos Avgeris (15 April 1971}: 

"Herodias and John the Baptist" is a theatrical work with 
a simple but skillful structure as well as a good deal of poetry. 
The drama is about the first Christian movement, when Jesus 
of Nazareth was taking his first steps as herald and teacher of 
a new earthly and heavenly world. John the Baptist was still 
alive, preaching the coming of the Messiah, the deliverer and 
new religious leader whom the Jewish tradition had been await
ing to restore Israel to its grandeur. 

The theatrical work "Herodias and John the Baptist" does 
not set out to present the divine drama of Jesus as we know it 
from the Gospels and the epistolary writings of the Apostles. 
This entire movement the author views not as religious but, 
rather, as political, and in his work he presents it as a political 
drama. John, baptizing the masses, was in reality a revolutionary 
in disguise, and in the name of Jesus, whom he was presenting 
as the long-awaited Messiah, he was propagandizing and sub
versively organizing a resistance movement against the Roman 
Empire for the liberation of Judaea and the creation of a new 
world. This world was to be free from the corruption of the 
political and religious leaders who were collaborating with Rome. 

In this interpretation of ancient history, Mr. Milas finds 
himself in accord with the opinions voiced by many scholars 
of the Gospels and Epistles today. I do not know what the 
author's level of education is, nor do I know whether his knowl
edge extends beyond the general lessons taught in Greece's 
secondary schools. I do know, however, that he was a student 
for many years in the "schools" of imprisonment and exile 
which lend themselves to self-education in a large variety of 
studies. Guided by his personal experience and his study of 
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Marxist philosophy, he was led to this highly contemporary in
terpretation which sees earthly, historical, and human sufferings 
behind the Divine Passion of the Evangelists. The author sees 
broad analogies between the age of the Evangelists and the 
world-wide revolutionary agitation of today. His drama thus 
presents itself as an allegory behind which modern passions 
lie concealed. 

The main characters are Salome, Herodias her mother, and 
Herod, king of the Jews. John, leading the secret life of a 
revolutionary, does not appear on-stage at the beginning. Teem
ing around him, however, is a horde of conspirators, both men 
and women, who are members of revolutionary organizations 
which the author calls "brotherhoods." Herodias, though wife 
of Herod, is a Roman working for Rome's interests. She col
laborates with a Roman superior officer, and jointly they try 
to learn where John is hiding so that they can annihilate him. 
In the end, they succeed and, with assistance from Salome, who 
enchants the king with her dance, they receive permission to 
execute him inside his prison. This episode is in complete ac
cord with the Gospel story: Herodias's daughter, Salome, re
ceives the head of John "on a platter" as a gift from the king 
for her dancing. 

The overall work and conspiratorial activity revolve around 
these characters. It ends with the revolutionaries trying to steal 
the corpse of their leader in order to bury it with all due honors. 
Jesus plays a minimal role in the entire plot. 

The work is well structured. The natural dialogue, lacking 
in verbiage and literary embellishment, effectively assists the 
work's movement. With their justified behavior, the characters 
present the development of the action as a natural necessity and 
hold the plot, without seeming forced, to its underlying 
verisimilitude. 

By Themos Kornaros (11 December 1960): 

Spyros Milas is, without question, a gifted story writer. A 
collection of twelve of his true-to-life stories recently came my 
way. They are written by the strong hands of a fighter of our 
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National Resistance. They were written in the prison which he 
entered as a child and in which he is now on the verge of grow
ing old. He has laid down his weapons and taken up the pen in 
order to help defend the sacred and persecuted resistance of our 
People. 

By Eleni A. Sophra (10 May 1989): 

Spyros Milas is a tireless laborer of the pen and of life. For 
years he has been working on a broad plain of expression and 
development with his spontaneity, lyric disposition, and love
unassuming, romantic, but also a combatant in the social struggle 
of our times. In all the genres which he has undertaken thus far, 
whether short stories, plays, poetry, or prose, he offers us genuine 
lyrical emotion and harmony with human messages. He attempts 
to mold a new world of love which, though free of blood and 
tears, is agonistic, revolutionary, and progressive. For the creation 
of Socialistic Realism which he believes to be a social necessity, 
he envisions an uphill journey which cuts through all areas of art 
and science. At the center of this progress he sees man: man the 
creator, man who evolves and progresses from within reality. 

Spyros Milas, a living example of the strength and endurance 
of a generation which has been through severe ordeals in its life 
experiences, gives us a poetry which is powerful, tme, and con
templative. Here are two excerpts from Spyros Milas' Collected 
Poems: 

No. We were not born in the wrong age, 
in the wrong world, 
in the wrong time and place. 
We were born riding the wave 
of the raging river. 

On duty's road 
the struggle has the say 
in all of time's phases. 
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Elsewhere he writes: 

Hey, you who are living 
beyond space and time. 
You will not drink pride's 
immortal wine 
on exaltation's road 
since you will not become a step 
for life to take the ascent. 

Hey, you who are scared 
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by the thunder of the fight for justice, 
your name 
will never be heard 
in the prayer for human glory. 

By Nikos Pappas 
Introduction to In The First Line (July 1986) 

Following the example of our great poet Costis Palamas, 
I have, not because of a tendency to imitate him but out of 
certain affinity in terms of humanity and temperament, often 
attached my signature to many writings in order to underline 
the presence of a remarkable new talent or one of mature 
distinction, which, in the final analysis, offers something dif
ferent from the everyday literary texts. 

Such is the case also with Spyros Milas' In the First Line. 
This writer is not young, nor is he making his initial appear
ance: he has already published poems, internationally awarded 
short stories, essays and the like. Yet, in In the First Line we 
are faced with a vital, real and human poetry which is epigram
matic and genuine. The reader is impressed with its completeness 
and its precision of expression. In a poetry of this sort, with so 
much social realism, it is very difficult to preserve so clearly 
the inspiration and the poetic spirit as Milas does. This is poetry 
and life, essence and responsibility. 
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By Dimitris Siatopoulos (10 April 1990): 

Spyros Milas' "Boy with the Harmonica" 
(Social awareness and emotional integrity) 
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Half a century of intellectual and spiritual toil, the greatest 
part of which is poetry. Spyros Milas' twenty one (to date) books 
reveal a persistent depth of emotion and a profound questioning, 
from his agonistic "Hymn to Peace" of 1955 through his equally 
poetic "Boy with the Harmonica." The poet, in the broadest sense 
of the artistic creator, is a message with a tripartite foundation: 
his conventional external side, his inaccessible internal world, and 
the creative sensitivity from which art proceeds. All three natures 
of the creator are fraught with concerns which not infrequently 
lead the creative process astray into mistaken impressions and 
confused feelings: such paths lie beyond art's main obligation 
which is the existing social moment. In the intellectual work 
which he has thus far offered us, Spyros Milas has not erred onto 
crooked paths. Fixing his attention on the great obligation of the 
artist, and following this as his rule, he articulates social space 
and speech in their most expressive dimensions. He tells us in a 
long, synthetic poem titled, "On the Battlements of Time": 

Our dreams, 
wearing the crimson of trust, 
have not been crushed, 
by taking the wrong road. 
They collided, 
doubled over, 
smiled 
and embracing the open spaces, 
with the scattered suns, 
became matter and light 
in the movement 
where changes 
pass on the shuttle. 
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All the poetry in this book reflects the steady journey of the 
creator toward the expression of agonistic social speech. The 
symbolic boy with the harmonica makes his way in song, using 
the music of the soul to dress "spring with its radiant beauty." 
He "sings an ode to love" and "sends the messages of creation 
everywhere" so that "the fruit from the struggle's fever" and 
"the undying glory of the song" may abide forever. 

It is a book of peace and truth, an art with visions which 
require that the reader entering into their ambience provide the 
following corresponding qualities: a refined emotion, the most 
profound questioning, and the internal disposition of the intel
lectual visionary. Above all, he must provide his own unique 
individuality in order to approach the artistic creation in its 
entirety, without prejudice, assumptions, or intentions. In the 
highest philosophical attainments, in the cycles of change which 
correspondingly disturb mankind in every time and place and 
throughout history, the poet wisely posits: "The cycle of change 
has neither beginning nor end. In its rotation lies the harmony 
of the universe. As the cycle revolves, it sets the balance of the 
new order of things and keeps them from losing themselves." 

The poet has a vision-a correct vision-with social aware
ness and emotional integrity. 

By Dimitris Yiakos 
Prologue to Spyros Milas' "Red Stallions" (1987) 

Some ten years ago I first came into contact with the short 
stories of Spyros Milas. I then noted ·that this unassuming and 
inexhaustible laborer (and likewise combatant) of the pen and 
of life was becoming a brilliant recipient of the contemporary social 
pulse and a wonderful vehicle of its artistic transformation into 
the medium of prose. Now, as I eagerly write the prologue to 
these poems called "Red Stallions," I would not hesitate to add 
the artistic ttransformation of the social pulse of our times into 
the lyrical language of this soft-spoken and humble combatant 
of the pen and of life. I say this because, just like his start stories, 
so too these inspired verses which are nearly six or seven .times 
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more numerous than his first collection of poems ("Hymn to 
Peace," 195 5), never cease to offer us, for all the occasional 
harshness of their images and expressions, genuine lyrical senti
ment, human messages and-above all-truths! 

The first truth which they offer us is this: that whatever 
the poet wishes or has to say, he says in a clear and straight
forward manner, with no flourishes, configurations, or faddish 
and incomprehensible acrobatics: the man speaking is a faithful 
believer in an ideology and an ideal. The esthetes would call him 
a militant! In the case of a writer, the question of militancy versus 
"exemption" from service is major indeed, and the reader 
would naturally not expect to see this issue developed 
in the present introduction. Nor shall I take recourse in 
Thucydides or Plutarch. The former, in the Funeral Oration 
of Pericles {II.40ff.), reminds us that the democrats of Athens 
in the fifth century B.C. considered as "useless" the citizen who 
did not involve himself in politics (i.e., the "unenlisted"). 
Plutarch, referring to the sixth century B.C. ("Life of Solon," 
20) , teaches us that the citizen "who does not side with one or 
another party in civil strife is totally without honor." Nor shall 
I make mention even of Kostas V arnalis, who assured us: 

I found happiness when I gave myself with no reward 
I found freedom when I enslaved myself to the right 

ideal. 

I shall only disdainfully mention a certain "associate pro
fessor" of modern Greek literature, who just recently (see T a 
Nea, Saturday, 22 June 1985, p. 6) raised the novel theory that 
"the view that a poet must avoid militancy is as great a crime in 
poetry as is the view which envisions the poet as a militant!" 
The poet, then, must be neither "enlisted" nor "exempt" from 
service. He must, in other words, be nothing, a cipher, if he is 
to be harmless, i.e., beneficial to some profound "scholars .... " 
Actually, this is but a new, and not so astute, variation of the 
belief that art should not enlist in causes, a belief which poets 
like Spyros Milas contemptuously dismiss as purely nihilistic or, 
if you will, as metaphysical. ... And this is because Milas (and, 
of course, every poet like him) is noted today as continuing the 
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tradition of the kleft heroes of the 1821 revolution. When he 
says that the guerrillas fighting for the leftist resistance "never 
ate their fill of bread. Their sleep was short and their awaking 
bitter," we are directly reminded of that heart-rending verse from 
the kleft ballad: 

I never ate warm bread, 
sweet wine I never drank. 

But certain "people" will be very slow to realize this-if they 
ever can-to the extent that their heart would break ... Paul, 
the apostle of the nations, has written (Romans 10.15), "How 
beautiful are the feet of them that preach the gospel of peace, 
and bring glad tidings of good things!" This is the path which 
is "preached" by the red stallions, by the steeds of the sun, and 
by Spyros Milas who is, above all, a human being: 

Open horizon, 
cool spring 
on the road to eternity, 
torrent of light, 
denial of every denial ! 

With this struggle, with this incitement against every in
justice, the people (and consequently the poet as well) reascer
tain their existence. With it they find their justification, with it 
they take control of their fate. Equipped with this panoply, as 
Milas also writes, and with this knowledge, they enter the fray 
and thus give value to life. He envisions his stallions, the steeds 
of the sun, as red: 

With flowing mane 
they gallop 
blazing their path 
with the flaming rose petals. 

He envisions a sublimity of great inspiration: 
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In their passing 
the trees grow tall 
the streets grow wide 
the plains, the mountains, 
the rivers, the waterfalls 
in destination's channel 
line up face to face. 
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Even "the rocks bloom," and "the anemones show us the road 
without crosses!" 

This is the poetry, this the vision, of Spyros Milas. And 
this is what he had vowed to his beloved, with all the wisdom 
of his lyrical simplicity and all the esoteric harmony of his verses: 

I promised you the sky with its stars. 
Diamonds and pearls 
to adorn your white neck 

A humble little blossom from the mountain side 
and a warm kiss 
from the leaves of my heart. 
What else do you want for a treasure from love? 

This is the starting point for everything in his poetry: love! 
And this is precisely where everything ends: love! For the lyric 
mode of Spyros Milas, the accomplished artist of verse, is sub
stantial. And, as Dimitris Siatopoulos has correctly observed, "it 
has the beauty and the purity of the people's soul." 



From THE POETICS OF SILENCE IN 
SOROGAS'S PAINTING 

BY ANNA .KAFETSI 

SILENCE AND LANGUAGE: ASPECTS 
AND POSITIONS 

Ce n' est pas un mediocre a vantage pour la peinture que 
de n' etre pas un art bavard. 

Eugene Delacroix 
Oeuvres litteraires 

Silence is a metaphor for a cleansed, non-interfering 
vision, appropriate to art works that are unresponsive 
before being seen, inviolable in their essential integrity 
by human scrutiny. 

Suzan Sontag 
The Aesthetics of Silence 

Can a painting be pure silence? 
If one is not to speak metaphorically, any affirmative answer 

to the above question would mean the abandonment of at least 
two conditions, which empirically and theoretically appear in
nate with the co-production of the pictorial work by the artist 
and the viewer. At the start, it would oblige one to discard the 
purely creative, constructive character of the work as this is 
embodied in its tanglible pictorial materiality. This would mean 
putting aside the work which demands from its creator a special 
use of the plastic elements, such as colors, drawing and light, 
all these which permit the shaping of an image. This observa
tion applies even when the "gesture" of the artist, that is, his 
intervention in the artistic event is limited to a minimum. Every 
work of art presupposes that something is made out of nothing; 
it is an action and therefore a presence. 

178 
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If one accepts the pictorial opus as pure silence, this means 
to misunderstand the visual experience offered to the viewer by 
the work of painting, even the most mute one, that is an en
semble of stimuli that may be creatively experienced by the 
viewer in many ways. In other words, a possible and literal 
identification of the work of art with silence, would deprive the 
artistic act from it~ necessary completion, i.e., its "reading," the 
presence of the reader who decodifies the pictorial text. In both 
cases, the work of art, just like complete silence, would be 
equivalent to nothing. 

In spite of all this, I recognize Silence in the work of 
Sorogas. To recognize it means first of all to distinguish it from 
what speaks in the work of art, or from what is "written." There
fore silence, by contrast to what speaks, speaks too through 
what it doesn't say. It is a form of Language. Even more, it is 
the invisible part of the language of painting. 

An articulate silence? A silence conceived and expressed by 
its creator in order to function as silence? A "made up" silence? 
Such a paradox if viewed in its correct dimension as an act of 
decision and choice by ,the creator among many possibilities of 
expression, would allow one to analyze a basic aspect of silence 
as aesthetics, as a linguistic style. 

However, in order to avoid the oxymoron, although it is im
posed by the things themselves, one could speak of a writing 
that signifies as much as it hides. A writing that appears simul
taneously like a "display" and concealment of meanings. And 
of course, every art form, every artistic expression, with sur
realism as the extreme example, is based on this rule. It is up 
to the viewer-reader to penetrate the silent space of art works, 
even if it is necessary to ask "indiscreet" questions. A par ex
cellence erotic game which becomes more interesting, the more 
functional and semantic are the mechanisms of concealment. 

One way to enter the apparently impenetrable "opaqueness" 
of Sorogas's painting, the source of its strength and its whole
ness, would be to start precisely with the silences and voids, 
exactly where the dialogue is interrupted; to study the ways and 
means of the interruption; to look for the rhetoric of silence. 
How is silence structured? This is the principal question for 
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someone who studies the absence of language as style. 
But I even recognize Silence in the par excellence places it 

is practiced, in the pictorial metaphor of the conventionally 
inanimate and silent places of nature. Stones, broken statues, 
weathered pieces of wood, mute faces, constitute through their 
initial reference voiceless elements. The speech of the creator 
appears here like speech in a universe of silence. The viewer 
becomes a witness of an active transformation, the dead, mute 
language of things is transmuted into expressive language; but 
again to ·the extent that silence exists both in things as potential 
speech and in pictorial speech as longing for silence. A poetic 
process in the original sense of the word poetry, that is, creation. 

The passage from silence to speech through writing is re
lated first of all to the creator's interpretation of reality; to the 
new codification of reality and in the final analysis to its aboli
tion. The abolition of Silence? This is one of the basic questions, 
that is, to inquire on ·the influence of the language of painting 
as the subjective intervention of the creator, on the absence/ 
silence, and in the end on reality; to examine the power and 
triumph of desire/writing on absence/void. 

However, ·the transformation of the world of mute reality 
into pictorial speech is also related to the personal mythology 
of the artist. And the questions multiply: Which are the places 
of silence and their significance? Which are its faces and which 
the masks? 

My own reading will be a continuous passage from the 
silence of language to the language of silence; from the paint
ing style to the new codification of reality. The attempt is am
bitious and risky: to bring the work of art out of its silence. An 
attempt which shows perhaps at least one common point with 
that of the painter. Both violate the object of their speech. And 
from my point of view, rational and theoretical by its very 
nature, the violation is as evident as it is unavoidable. My read
ing cannot take place except by substituting the silence of gazing 
with verbal language. An act of impiety for many who insist 
in the condemnation of a work of art to a passive acceptance 
of silence and meditation. It is sometime now that artistic works 
and the artists themselves have shed their "divine nature," and 
the human gesture-action is more than ever present in them. 



Sotiris Sorogas 181 

Not providing easy and ready meanings, the works of art demand 
today the participation of the viewer, and they impose the very 
need for interpretations and verbal investments. 

But why the Poetics of silence? 
I am borrowing this term from contemporary linguistics. 

Poetics, the science which studies the literalityl of a verbal mes
sage, the structural qualitative differences of the poetic function 
of poetry in relation to its other functions.2 How appropriate 
is the transfer of this term from painting to poetry? 

Of course, one could call attention to the widespread dis
semination of the terms "poetry," "poetic," "poetic emotion," 
etc., at least from the time of romanticism and after, to 
extralingual areas such as the visual arts, music, and even to 
nature itself. Passing from cause to effect, poetry may be iden
tified today with a particular manner of being conscious of 
things, a particular form of knowledge. After the phenomenolog
ical work of Bachelard or Dufrenne on the poetics of things 
themselves,3 on the general poetics based on the common charac
teristics of all objects, artistic or not,4 the transfer of the term 
"poetics" to painting is something more than legitimate. But 
the phenomenological analysis also showed that any poetic emo
tion derived from a work of art or from a poetic image, is not 
a matter of the subject experiencing it, in the sense of a specific 
spiritual condition that concerns the subject as "ego," but on 
the contrary, it is a property of the object that emits this emo
tion. Provoked poetic emotion is internal and inherent in the 
object which produces it, it is not added so to speak from 
the outside. 

But if poetic emotion or activity is internal, if it belongs 
to the object, this means that it can be described. This in any 
event is the aim of Poetics. From the poetics of poetry to the 
poetics of painting it is not a long way from the methodological 

1ToooROV, Tzvetan, Poetique, Editions du Seuil, Paris 1968, p. 20. 
2JAKOBSON, Roman, "Linguistics and Poetics," Speira magazine, No. 1, 

Athens 1975 (Greek translation by Aris Berlis), pp. 30·67. 
3BACHELARD, Gaston, La Poetique de Ia reverie, P.U.F., Paris 1973, and 

The Poetics of Space, Greek edition, Hatzinikolis, Athens 1982 (Greek transla
tion by E. Veltsos and I. Hatzinikolis). 

4DuFRENNE, Mikel, Le Poetique, P.U.F., Paris 1973, also Phenomeno/ogie 
de l' experience esthetique, P.U.F., Paris, Vols. I and II. 
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point of view. What is needed is to recognize the peculiarity 
of their languages, that is, what makes poetry and painting par
ticular forms of art. 

The association made here between poetry and painting is 
not as arbitrary as it may appear at first, and it is even less 
"innocent" concerning Sorogas' s opus. Can one, in other words, 
recognize appropriate correspondences? And in this case, what 
kind? 

The appropriateness of this approach is secured first of all 
by the following fact: the presence of a poetic quality, or other
wise put, of an intense poetic function appearing as a structural 
feature of his language. It is not fortuitous that in the reviews 
of his opus written over a period of ten years, the poetic char
acter of his painting constitutes the widest basis for agreement. 
Perhaps it is even less fortuitous that the opus spontaneously 
lures the viewer to the joy of conversation, and often of emo
tional conversation. Very frequently, reviews on Sorogas' s paint
ing respond to the opus with correspondingly emotional lan
guage. Besides, it cannot be accidental that among the critical 
attitudes of the artist himself, and in the demythifications he is 
led by his theoretical cogitations, the recovery of the aesthetic 
factor in contemporary art is one of the most important. 

The poetic function is practiced in silence, like a particular 
plastic writing, like personal mythology. The places of silence 
constitute the "emotional image" in the painting of Sorogas. 
The Poetics of silence aims at the description of this image, a 
structural description through the "grammar" and "syntax" of 
the works of art. 

How does the poetic function or the emotional use of lan
guage differentiate between poetry and painting? It is obvious 
that the two arts may agree as to the effect, but not as to the 
cause. Painting provokes fantasies through a language different 
from that of poetry. Even when the dialogue of the painter with 
the poet is conscious and evident for the viewer, what is of im
portance is to locate that which could not be expressed through 
words, that which creates a purely pictorial impression. 

Could what Delacroix would call the "immediate effect" of 
the art of painting, be "brevity" and "unity" of expression ? 
Properties which made the romantic painter classify painting 
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among the "silent," "non-garrulous" arts, by contrast to poetry ?5 

Perhaps, yes. What could one say, however, about modern 
poetry that counts precisely on a succint, ascetic use of lan
guage and submits as much as modern painting to the temptation 
of abstraction? 

The meeting of Sorogas' s art with this of George Seferis is 
particularly suitable for the study of the relationship between 
verbal and pictorial poetics. What is of interest above all, how
ever, is to discover not what the poet says, but what he could 
not say through his art, which was said by the painter, to quote 
here a relevant idea of Delacroix from his writings.6 The choice 
is surely not accidental, if one thinks of the enchantment poetry 
held for the French romantic painter. 

The relationship of the painter with the poet in specific 
poetic references to Sorogas's painting, is above all a relationship 
based on a common prototype of "beauty" which springs from 
the painter himself. Here the word prototype is taken in the 
sense given by Pascal,7 that is, the relationship between one's 
nature and the property of something he likes. The prototype 
defines a structure of aesthetic pleasure for someone, which is 
related to everything he loves. What would be for ,the painter 
Sorogas this identical structure between the poetry he enjoys and 
the painting he creates? 

Poetic function-revolutionary reading? 
This question leads one to the quest for the ideological 

aspect of language. Could it be that silence as a certain kind 
of aesthetics could be considered as a form of profound realism, 
in the widest sense of the word, the ideological constitution of 
which one is called to recognize? 

The relationship of silence with the object and empirical 

5DELACROIX, Eugene, Oeuvres litteraires, G. Cres et Cie, Paris 1923, Vol. I, 
pp. 63, 74, 94. 

6RJlvAULT D' ALLONNES, Olivier, "Les justifications theoriques: Eugene 
Delacroix," in La creation artistique et les promesses de Ia liberte, Editions 
Klincksieck, Paris 1973, p. 90. 

7"11 y a un certain modele d'agrement et de beaute qui consiste en un 
rapport entre notre nature faible ou forte, telle qu'elle est et Ia chose qui nous 
plait. Tout ce qui est forme sur ce modele nous agree: soit maison, chanson, 
discours, vers, prose, femme, oiseaux, rivieres, arbres, chambres, habits ... " 
Pascal, "Fragment 931"; see also MARIN, Louis, Etudes semiologiques, Editions 
Klincksieck, Paris 1971, p. 190. 
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reality, a relationship between language and reality, suggests 
a certain "reading" of the world on the part of the painter
creator. A reading based on the imposition through the painting 
act of a poetic vision-subversive by definition-of the world. A 
revolutionary reading. 

In summary: silence is a place of language/writing, a poetic 
and ideological place in the painting of Sorogas. 

OLD TIMBER 

Ce que nous repetons, c' est chaque fois une 
souffrance particuliere, mais la repetition meme 
est toujours joyeuse, le fait de la repetition 
forme une joie generale. 
G. Deleuze, Proust et les signes 

In its thousands of bee-hives, space keeps con
centrated time. 
G. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space 

I have collected as a last thematic typology Old Timber 
for many reasons but especially because it coincides with the 
most recent work of the artist ( 1980-1985). Aside from the fact 
that every thematic typology acquires a functional character in 
the pictorial system of Sorogas; the interest of the series on 
timber derives from the existence of certain differentiations 
which they present in the stylistic field. A basic object of the 
following analysis will be the octaptych with Old Timber 
(Pl. 1-8). 

A simple description of the work ought to point out first 
of all, that it is a series of eight pictures that follows the destruc
tion of a house, or mol'e specifically, the almost ruined wooden 
structure of the roof together with a half-demolished wall. One 
could speak therefore of a plastic "record" -the artist himself 
goes still further talking about a documentary-of an empirica 1 
event in eight independent episodes. A first method of approach 
would be to follow the movements of the painter-"cinema-



Sotiris Sorogas 185 

tographer" in the area of the ruin, the takes and "zooms" of his 
camera. In pictorial language one could speak of the visual 
angles, the directions, the rhythms which the organization of the 
plastic surface provides to the eye of the viewer. The organiza
tion, which presupposes to a certain extent the bodily interven
tion of the creator in the "recording" of his material, demands 
simultaneously a corresponding participation of the viewer in 
order to obtain a complete inspection of the pictorial event. With 
this observation, one notes that with the octaptych of old timber, 
the creator intends for a start to bring one to a pictorial en
vironment, where the viewer guesses the presence of the painter
cinematic director and actor, but without seeing him. In other 
words, one could speak of an environment with purely pictorial 
means. This feature is interesting not only regarding the rela
tionship of the viewer with the work, which from the nature 
of things is put on another basis, but even more regarding the 
development of the semantic axes of the multifold. 

Describing the theme of the work, I mentioned the word 
"recording" and even "documentary." The reader surely feels 
the curiosity and the temptation to wander in his turn in the 
spaces of the ruin, to verify with his own eyes the state of the 
remains, the extent of the damage they have suffered. How 
"coolly" is this event recorded by the creator, in particular to 
the extent that he wants it a "documentary," that is, a cinematic 
product of objectivity with the precision of a document? The 
question could be also expressed as follows: How "coolly" re
alistic is the writing of Old Timber, and how easily can the 
reader decodify it? 

I begin the reading-transposition of my body allowing a fair 
distance from the pictorial environment, as much as it is im
posed by the very large size of the plastic surface, a feature 
that has already prepared me psychologically for the importance 
of the "recorded" material. The same happens also with the large 
area taken by the increased number of pictures, which regulates 
the duration of the reading-standing up. The creator has man
aged with entirely external elements-size, area-to provoke the 
first impression, but also to apply the factor time as a real ele
ment which is corporeally experienced-fatigue from standing up. 

From a semiotical viewpoint, the large size of the picture 
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and especially the regulation of its dimensions using as scale 
the importance of the depicted object, are two features of great 
interest. If one looks for correspondences in other arts, then the 
enormous volume of a sculpture and the duration of a literary 
composition may very well be compared with and give meaning 
to a similar use of space in painting. On ilie level of rhetoric, it 
is easy to speak of a form of hyperbolic expression. A similarly 
hyperbolic usage one finds also in the representation of the 
plastic figures in the white of the picture, a feature the repeti
tion of which in all eight parts acquires a functional value re
garding the articulation of meaning. Nevertheless, the excessive 
appearance of the forms is differently "charged," to a greater or 
smaller degree, according to the extent of the written in relation 
to the unwritten. For example, the value of enlargement is 
greater when it pertains to a detail of the narration, and not for 
a long section of "speech," as for example parts 3 and 6. One 
may follow the organization of the plastic space starting from 
the first example. 

At the start, the multifold composition is constructed around 
the following syntactical subunits: I. The first three pictures 
present a greater contiguity of space-and hence semantic connec
tion-if the two basic conditions of the narration are taken into 
consideration, the timber and the wall, as well as the course of 
the "lens." The "lens" of the creator, and by extension the body 
of the viewer, starts the "recording" from a general plan with 
principal theme the depiction of a part of the wooden frame that 
still stands, and a small section of the wall down and right. 
Continuing, the "lens" moves towards the right, and from some
what lower down "films" in a close up plan a part of the first 
section, but showing simultaneously the largest part of the wall. 
In the third part, the "lens" has approached and records an 
enlarged detail of the wooden frame without the wall. That is, 
the presence of the timber is what gives primarily a syntactical 
self-sufficiency to the first subunit. II. The following three pic
tures constitute a second syntactical subunit, taking as basis the 
course of the "lens" which moves further right to record new 
material. The timber and the wall articulate again the plastic 
sequence, but the "lens" has already passed to the recording 
of the wall, which it establishes as principal condition of the 
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narration. With the wall as basis the rest of the "scenic" sur
roundings are articulated. The subunit ends with the take of a 
very large close up, a detail of the wood. III. The last two parts 
constitute ·the last syntactical subunit which offers a general 
aspect of the wall and of the whole ruin. In reality, with the 
last two pictures one follows the course of the "lens" as it 
moves downhill, in order to finally pass to the back of the wall. 

In the first subunit, the predominant direction in the three 
pictures gives also the corresponding shape to the plastic surface: 
for example, the horizontals of the first two pictures and the 
verticals of the other two. The visual impression of a relative 
balance observed in the first picture is mainly due to a good 
symmetrical structure of the figures; for example, in the figurative 
correspondence on the right and left section of the plastic 
surface, of an ensemble of plastic signs in X arrangement, on 
which rests the predominant horizontal direction. However, simul
taneously with this balance, an opposite tottering tendency is also 
suggested. This is the result of the accumulation on the left part 
of a multiformity of figures, mainly curvilinear, which as agents 
of movement, even if it is suspended movement, oppose the 
austere symmetry of the right part. Equally, the oblique, dynamic, 
upwards impetus of the parallelograms, no matter how much it 
is neutralized by the compensating momentum of the suspended 
timber at the center, finally never ceases to function as a basic 
agent of movement in the work. 

A similar equilibrium of forces, or otherwise a mutual re
peal of opposite actions, one sees also in the second picture, 
where despite the dominating presence of an enlarged detail of 
the first example-an ensemble of a vertical and a horizontal 
piece of timber forming a T -shape-new relationships between 
the figures appear in the syntactical field. At this point one 
should mention that the different size, the "take," as well as 
the position of a theme like the previously mentioned figurative 
ensemble, which is found in all three examples, lend to it a dif
ferent value. This is obvious in the third picture, where the 
absence of other syntactical terms gives to the depicted timber 
theme a primary place, but also a different meaning from this in 
the other two pictures. Needless to say that the depicted theme 
takes on its specific meaning from the relationships of contiguity 
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that are formed in the painting, and not at all from its refer
rential capacity. 

In this game of balances, a weighty role is played by the 
chromatic oppositions and correspondences, other than these of 
the figures. Thus the wise alternation of black and white func
tions like one more way of regulating the pictorial space. For 
example, in the first picture the dark tones of the "sturdy" parts 
reinforce even more this impression. On the contrary, the bright 
tones that reach the point of rendering the coloring matter at 
the lower sections of the composition incorporeal, repeal the 
weight suggested at first sight by the triple repetition of the 
parallelograms. According to the same logic, the mistiness of 
the white color in the second, and even more in the third example, 
functions like a compensating action, revoking the balance and 
weight stated through the absolute symmetry of figures. In fact, 
the increased presence of blue in the second picture functions 
as one more agent of movement, which enhances the predominant 
dynamic tendency of the work. 

In the second subunit, the repetition of the timber theme 
in T-form at least twice, a theme that seems to constitute the 
main branch of the narration, offers new metaphorical dif
ferentiations, since it is set in new spheres of syntactical rela
tionships every time. Having completed up to now the paradig
matic portion of this plastic sign, one could say that from the 
syntactical viewpoint a fluctuation of its value is observed, 
reaching its peak in the third and fourth part of the octaptych, 
where from a detail it becomes the principal narrative axis of 
the compositions. On the semantic level, this frequent repetition 
acquires a special meaning regarding the importance of the sign. 
No matter how much it moves "cinematographically" from one 
place to another, and in spite of the different surroundings in 
which it is set, the sign of the wooden T ensemble concentrates 
meanings of weight support, or in any event of an ascending 
vertical direction wich is abrogated by the horizontal direction. 
In other words, one has a declaration of a movement of free
dom, which is simultaneously pressed downwards. One could 
say the same thing in general lines for the figurative X-shaped 
ensemble which always accompanies the T group, since any 
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dynamic tension present is drowned in the absolute symmetry of 
the X-shaped figure. 

In the first two pictures of the second subunit, the height 
of intensity in the plastic narration which takes place through 
the presence of black, makes the abrogation of the ascending 
movement even more dramatic. The appearance of the triangular 
wall surface which gradually increases in the next example, 
functions like one more agent of dynamic tension, but which 
is also neutralized through the opposition blue-black regarding 
the density of the coloring matter. 

One observes this same position and simultaneous repeal of 
whatever movement, also in the third picture having as apogee 
the dynamic as much as deadend horizontal direction, which is 
dramatically immobilized at the entrance of the hole in the 
presence of black. The repetition of figurative X-shaped struc
tures intensify the predominant tendency for mutual repeal of 
opposing actions. 

In ·the last syntactical subunit and more specifically in the 
first picture, the unfolding of the drama takes two roads: one 
subterranean under the ruined wall, the other in the open air. 
In both places, the same visual impression is produced, as for 
example the obvious interruption of all action at the edge of 
the void, and the immobilized movement repeated with great 
frequency in the visible part of the picture. The insecure balance 
on the upper part is a visual effect achieved through the ex
treme or gradual passage from black to white, an action that 
functions here too like a mutual repeal of tensions. In the last 
example, the impression of foundering after an insecure tottering 
is achieved through an inclined right-angled plane, in which all 
the oblique ascending directions are trapped and suffocated. 
The dramatic repetition of the opposing agents of action makes 
this effect even stronger. 

However, the undeveloped movement of the trees does not 
manage to neutralize the impression of sinking. Similarly the 
lean presence of blue does does not repeal the visual superiority 
of the black, the tragedy of depth, where the struggle of op
posites finally takes place. 

One could say in summary, that the prevalent tendencies 
as they appear in the totality of the works are antithetical: 
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balance/tottering, risejfall, dynamism/inaction, outlet/impasse, 
immateriality (transparency) I darkness, tranquility /tension. 

The study of rhythms and of tendencies has shown that by 
contrast to the theme of the ruined building as reference, the 
multifold composition of Old Timber is based on a very strong 
architectural construction which obeys its own plastic rules and 
has its own significance context. The ultimate irony in the 
artistic intervention of the creator consists in the fact that out 
of a decomposed ensemble is born an austere organization of 
balances. The viewer is present in fact in the actual birth of a 
pictorial work, where the referent and initial pretext for creat
ing ceases to function like an external empirical object, and is 
subjected to a new plastic orchestration. 

The referential function of Old Timber takes second place 
among the works; what their plastic metaphor extolls is their 
ambiguous character. Sorogas's Timber are "pieces of timber" 
and simultaneously all these things contained in their new 
poetic transmutation. Ambiguity, however, from an inviolate 
assumption applicable to every painting, tends to become here 
a structural element of the system. In the last artistic produc
tion, the function of ambiguity becomes even clearer, as the 
reference indicators of the theme diminish-especially in Plates 
1, 3, 4-and as the writing itself becomes even more allusive, 
seductively shut in its internal self-sufficiency. 

It is difficult to confess at the end of the reading that one 
became a witness of a pictorial environment, the aim of which 
was the composition of a chronicle in the decay of a ruin. The 
truth is that the idea of decay, if it exists, it is either neutralized 
by the sensual gesture of the creator-the broad brushstroke of 
the wood-or it appears silently on the painted object like its 
potential "other" aspect. In both cases it functions like an ele
ment of the internal contiguity of the work. Sensuality and the 
creative power of the action of painting transgress and surpass 
the idea of the ruin, of the destruction which the theme of the 
work suggests in the first instance. The initial experience of the 
present time of the ruins as a ruined present, juxtaposed silently 
with a long gone time of completeness, the past, is neutralized 
through another time: that of the pictorial action in its double 
perspective of the creator-artist and of the reader-creator. 
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A CRITICAL ASPECT OF SILENCE: 
CONCLUSIONS 

The present study started from the basic working hypothesis 
that in Sorogas' s pictorial system silence functions under two 
aspects: as style, but also as a constituent of his personal 
mythology. The first step was to form certain basic thematic 
typologies, which either by convention, or by reason of particular 
plastic usage, constitute literally and metaphorically places of 
silence. Subsequently, in search of his rhetoric, the ways he ex
presses himself pictorially, I advanced to a structural analysis 
of his works. At the start, I would like to present a few basjc 
results of this analysis. 

Silence as language and as a special manner of writing 
appears like a many sided economy: an economy of the plastic 
message and of the plastic means. In the first case, one finds 
silence principally in the way the creator uses white empty space 
in relation to written space, and secondly, in the fragmentary 
and frugal depiction of the real. With reference to this case, 
one must make a distinction between a minimization of in
formation with quantitative criteria of the depicted object, and 
an abstraction of its reference indicators. The increased use of 
metonymies which favor the projection of only certain aspects 
of the object, constitutes in fact a functional element of the 
briefness of the system. Finally, one finds economy in the num
ber of subjects and generally of themes on which the artist 
labors during a period of twenty years. 

Concerning the frugality of pictorial means, this is trans
lated at the start as an ultimate economy of color, which is 
most frequently limited to the neutral white and black, followed 
by a relatively meagre use of red, blue and pink. Regarding 
the imprint of the plastic forms on canvas, here too one notes 
an extreme asceticism in the discreet use of drawing-principal 
manner of depiction-as much of the brushstroke, as of the 
coloring matter, which except for black is scanty, almost misty. 
However, in the works of the artist's latest production which may 
be conveniently placed in the period from 1980 on, there is a 
noticeable differentiation. It concerns mainly the intensively 



192 THE CHARIOTEER 

sensual character of the brushstroke-e.g., in the female portraits 
and in Old Timber-which co-exists with a well-controlled effort 
of gesticulatory painting and abstractionist depiction. 

Economy and its implications, such as the "minimal" forms, 
the voids, the black-and-white chromatic surfaces, in no way con
stitute a complete denial of painting. The obvious dearth of 
metaphors is "replaced" by the frequent presence of metonymies, 
as well as the use of rhetorical figures such as hyperbole and 
pleonasm. These are the themes expressed with the often ap
pearing multifolds and series of variations on the same theme. 
In the "minimal" forms from the viewpoint of drawing and 
color, Sorogas's system juxtaposes the frequent use of repetition. 
The repetition of one and the same motif one finds in either 
one picture, or in many pictures of the same theme exhibited 
in a row. This combination between the frugal forms and the 
repetition which multiplies them, constitutes one of the main 
structural elements of the poetic function in the work of the artist. 

Aside from frugality, another agent of poetic function is 
the symmetrical structure of the syntactical relationships between 
the representational signs. In the analysis of the works, simple 
and solid structures were recognized based on the circle, on the 
triangle and to a smaller extent on the parallelogram. The al
ternation between the austere and the variegated is strictly limited, 
while the austere correspondences are reinforced even more 
through the stereotyped repetition. 

The antithetical structures have a dominant position in the 
system simultaneously with the structures of symmetry, and 
constitute one more agent of poetic function. Many forms of 
antitheses belong in this category of structures, such as anti
thetical couples, figures in position and repeal and oppositions 
of successive or contemporary events. As one of the most func
tional structural figures, oppositions produce the effect of a 
restrained tension, that is a tension that simultaneously contains 
its own neutralization, or at least its diminution. The antithetical 
structures are these which correlate best with the poetic mythology 
of the artist. The oppositions noted in the syntactical field spring 
from a dialectical conception and comprehension of the world, 
on an individual and racial level, as well as on a cosmological 
and moral one. 





Old Timber (part 2 of octaptych). Acrylic and charcoal, 2.00 X 1.50 m. 



Old Timber (part 3 of octaptych). Acrylic and charcoal, 2.00X 1.50 m. 
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Old Timber (part 7 of octaptych). Acrylic and charcoal, 1.90 X 1.90 m. 





Horse with Rope. Acrylic and charcoal, 1.50 X 1.50 m. 



Horse. Acrylic and charcoal, 1.50 X 1.50 m. 







Well. Acrylic and charcoal, 1.50 X 1.50 m. 



Well at Amorgos. Acrylic and charcoal, l.SOX 1.50 m. 



Black Op-ening. Acrylic, 1.50 X 1.50 m. 
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One may generally say that the oppositions, the sym
metries and the repetitions constitute the figurative counterparts 
of the pictorial themes of the system, such as decay, fate, im
mobility, silence, privation, nostalgia, etc. 

In the intertextual reading-manysided and multisigned
which Sorogas' s work imposes on one, a basic place of "inter
pretant" (according to the usage of Riffaterre) has the poetic 
opus of George Seferis. Beyond the transfer of basic poetic themes 
to painting, as for example the stone, the statue, the ruins, ·the 
wells, the silent woman, etc., substantial affinities between the 
two arts were also noted on the structural level. They pertain 
to the antithetical structures and the economy of speech which 
are among the most functional characteristics as much in Sorogas 
as in Seferis,8 to whom E. Kapsomenos devoted a penetrating 
structural work. 

Naturally, the intertextual relationship between painter and 
poet could not be satisfied by the simple designation of similari
ties, even if they are structural ones. On the contrary, it was 
necessary to investigate the differences imposed by the different 
vernacular of the two arts. As it is well known, the poetic func
tion is based on the processing of this form which, according 
to Jakobson, "shows the tangible side of signs."9 The painting 
of Sorogas constitutes a visible and tangible revelation of Light 
and its innermost nature. This is the basic element that trans
poses the viewer to a boundary condition-if this is poetry
without the restraints of a rational inquiry. 

With the invisible faint passages from white to black, or 
by contrast to the tragic conflicts of light and darkness, his 
painting not only materializes Light, but it is also materialized 
by it. If the viewer gets the impression that he recognizes a 
natural code in the opus, particularly where light and its dif
ferent aspects and functions are concerned, this means first of 
all that he has managed to interpret the pictorial code of the 
opus. In other words, •the natural code having passed into the 
deep structure of a pictorial creation, it is conceived now only 
in relation to the pictorial code at its birth. 

8KAPSOMENOS, Eratosthenis, The syntactical structure of the poetic language 
of Seferis, doctoral dissertation, University of Thessaloniki, 1975, p. 455. 

9JAKOBSON, Roman, o.c. (see note 2), p. 39. 
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A:t the start of this study a large part of the inquiries con
sisted of the relationship of poetry with the painting of Sorogas. 
In the course of the analysis I tried to point out some corres
pondences between the two arts, which are found mainly in the 
common aesthetics of silence, as much in the modern post-war 
poetry, as in the corresponding painting. It is certain that in 
this manner, certain old attempts at classifying the arts in 
superior and inferior ones are smitten from the inside. No doubt, 
painting is not required today to legitimize its independence and 
to bring proofs for the adequacy of its apparatus of expression. 
On the contrary, it does not hesitate to adopt ways and means 
of the verbal arts in order to widen the field of its experiences. 
This is the case in the painting of Sorogas, when he attempts 
to bring in for example, the element of time. It was noted 
that through the experimentations of the multifolds, he manages 
to extend the duration of the plastic narration (external time) 
on the one hand, and on the other to include the temporal 
succession of events (internal time). As it is obvious, it is not 
only poetry, but also photography together with the cinema, 
which with regard to the factor time, offer to the creator the 
field of their own experiences. 

The affinities with non-pictorial realms noted, constitute a 
basic element in the critical functioning of Sorogas's work. The 
multifolds, the extension of the pictorial text outside the surface 
of the picture, its very arrangement within it, the use of non
pictorial signs-objects, photographs, etc.-compose a rich con
signment of demythifying elements as much of the relationship of 
the creator with his opus, as of the recipient with the work. 

Concerning the relationship creator/opus, the use of pho
tography undertakes to play with great effectiveness the demy
thifying role which the creator reserves for his opus. The demy
thifying intention of the artist is turned mainly towards the 
ideological connotation of the work of art in western society: 
inspiration, talent, etc. Photography, a mechanical art, helps the 
artist observe critically and sarcastically the sanctification of the 
art of painting itself. In fact, this effect becomes even more 
striking when the creator intervenes pictorially in the photograph, 
or on the contrary, when he reproduces the appearance of a 
photographic object with entirely pictorial means. 
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At the start one could think that the creator wants to use 
the fidelity and conviction of the analogical code of photography, 
and equally the objectivity which is suggested by the mechanical 
"recording" of a world already codified. In other words, one 
could consider the use of photography like a realistic rendering 
of actuality. Despite all this, the intervention of the painter one 
way or the other, proves that the presence of photography in 
his opus is subject to a new codification, projecting in fact the 
meanings which he himself suggests only silently. His aim is to 
achieve through the most discreet gestural intervention, the 
transformation of one visual system into another. Photography, 
just like any other referent, is used somewhat fragmentally, like 
a metonymy. The creator "exploits" the "realistic" means of 
photography, to inquire on realistic writing, and finally to 
propose his own creative version. 

This thought leads to the acceptance of a wider critical 
function, which the use of other "realistic" forms of reproduc
tion appear to recommend. As it was already observed, the object 
pictorially transferred on canvas does not lose its referential 
function, a feature which gives the viewer the possibility t~ 
recognize it immediately. On the face of it, there is no divorce 
between the empirical world and its plastic forms. In spite of all 
this, the analysis showed that the "realistic" code of the painter 
is the result of a permanent intervention on the known and 
recognizable, precisely that which the viewer thinks he grasps 
with immediacy and ease. 

Perhaps the referential function in the work is not inter
rupted, but it is eclipsed noiselessly and dynamically by the 
poetic function of a language that presupposes above all a 
disturbance in the semantic field. To mention the known view of 
Jakobson, the dominance of the poetic function in a work of art, 
does not efface its referential quality but makes it ambiguous.10 

This general feature tends to become the most functional char
acteristic of Sorogas's painting. The ambivalence and allusion 
of his language are the products of conscious choice in the syn
tactical field, as it was already shown. 

This notwithstanding, even in the most extreme case the 
ambiguity is never complete, and the work does not entirely 

10[bid., p. :58. 
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cut its traditional bonds with the viewer. In the same manner 
and in the multi-sense dimension which this analysis traced, 
silence is low-voiced and never reaches the complete abolition 
of either speech or figuration. From this viewpoint, silence as 
a particular kind of aesthetics is an element that brings the 
opus near, and simultaneously keeps it away, from the modern 
post-war painting and particularly the non-representational one. 

Silence functions as a form of questioning of the art itself 
and the terms of communication with the public. At the same 
time, however, and as Sontag maintains, it aims at "the widening 
of the experiences of the public.'11 It activates the reader re
garding the search for meanings, makes his contact with the 
work more substantial and conscious, and in the last analysis 
equally creative with the act of painting itself. Silence offers 
new ways of seeing. This is the purely creative, critical side in 
the personal interpretation of the real by the artist. It starts from 
empirical reality in order to subsequently surpass it, subjugating 
it to a new poetic codification which takes place in artistic creation. 

Thus silence, from being initially a stylistic convention, be
comes the visual equivalent of a personal interpretation of the 
world by the creator. At a time when "loquacious" speech is 
omnipotent, silence is imposed as the necessary "catharsis" of 
language and of reality. Silence in Sorogas's art functions as 
the most effective form of purification of language from the 
weight of the stereotypes of the past, out of the innocence 
announced by the act of poetry. 

How much has one been able to touch this innocence 
through analysis? This is the most pertinent anxiety at the end 
of an "anatomical" intervention in the opus. The attempt of 
the scholar appears trapped from the start, in the completeness 
which silence gives to the opus. It is an attempt condemned in 
advance to non-completion. No matter how many interpretations 
the reader discovers, the silence of the opus has in store many 
more. "Silence leaves things open.''12 

Sorogas' s painting provokes through silence the interven
tion of the gaze of the Other and simultaneously resists it. It is 

llSoNTAG, Suzan, "The Aesthetics of Silence," Speira magazine, No. 2, 1975 
(Greek translation by Monica Garraway and Aris Berlis), p. 133. 

12Jbid., p. 140. 
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the only-but omnipotent-resistance which the opus offers, be
fore the every time different form of alienation entailed by the 
emotional and ideological familiarity of the viewer with the opus, 
but principally before its inevitable commercialization. 

translated by John Phillipson 



MODERN PAINTING: NOTES ON 
CERTAIN AREAS OF IMPASSE 

BY SoTIRIS SoROGAS 

In Memory of Nikos Engonopoulos 

It is a matter of common knowledge that the world of art 
manifests itself as a sub-group of the overall mechanism of re
lationships, and, although it is an area of extreme individuality 
and of a special origin, it has no autonomy whatever. This sector 
produces and consumes its own highly individual form of labour, 
obeying laws and values predetermined by networks of factors 
which are most complex and frequently alien to it and by estab
lished ideological convictions which have, for centuries, kept 
its central nature unadulterated in spite of the modifications of 
detail brought about by socio-economic changes. 

The definition of the artist's work as mental rather than 
manual (with a corresponding ranking on the scale of values) ; 
the myth of the classless nature of art; the sanctification of art
works and artists; the conservation and protection of specific 
works of art and the production and establishment of exclusive 
criteria which are then reproduced through education and the 
information provided by authority; the commercialization of the 
art-work and its disposal in accordance with guided quality de
mands; the eventual negation of any "revolutionariness" the 
works may have by means of their incorporation into the dominant 
mode of thought-those are some of the features which com
prise the conditions in which art, as a whole, must today be 
produced and reproduced. Of course, despite its inevitable in
clusion, from time to time, in established social relations (which, 
as one would expect, aim to perpetuate themselves by concealing 
as far as possible their own internal contradictions) , art has 
never ceased to have some degree of disturbing effect, by the 
variation of its forms, on those relations for the production of 

198 
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which, shortly before, it had been one of the ethical stimuli or, 
in other words, one of the fundamental means by which the 
relations had confirmed their legitimacy. In today's relationship, 
however, the "agreement to compete" which assured both art 
and social relations of mutual confirmation has turned out to be 
one-sided, since the "seditiousness" for the social status con
stituted by the changing of forms which was one of the most 
material sources of the necessity of art has remained inactive. 

Whatever degree of "revolutionariness" art may have is in 
fact no longer capable of operating, since all its revolutions are 
accepted in advance. At best it can keep hold on a "disagreement" 
for a little while before the art-work goes on display in a 
fashionable gallery or a museum of the avant-garde, in which 
case it is automatically transformed from an act of questioning 
to an act which is subject to being called into question itself. 
Conjoined with this is the fact that its initial dynamic content 
is weakened through controlled promotion and repetition, thus 
becoming a "legitimate" aesthetic product and losing its absur
dity, which, too, is absorbed in the general acceptance of each 
of its versions. And so "the absurdity of modern poetry and of 
art in general is not the result of its opposition to existing forms 
of the super-structure and consciousness but to its inclusion in 
precisely those forms." 1 

Today, then, art, which by definition constitutes the "other
ness" of the world and continues to keep alive in our minds 
the potential that it could-acting as a protective membrane by 
means of the exercise of the emotions and the activation of the 
mind-constitute a way out of today's conformism and aridity, 
has reached the point of itself becoming one of the system's 
fetishes and of exacting awe of it in a tyrannical manner. 

Modern art is no longer an act of disobedience to the con
formist spirit of the times. On most occasions in connives at the 
beautification of that spirit, including itself within it either 
voluntarily or inadvertently or from ignorance or indifference. 
The minute amount of "free" potential which survives, preserv
ing traces of the reasons for the necessity of art and of its in
tentions, has been compressed not only into the minimum dura-

(The works referred to are in Greek except where obviously otherwise) 
1Vyron Leontaris, Proposals and Notes on Poetry, p. 30. 
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tion of free operation as a genuine undertaking which does not 
accommodate itself to misinterpretation and misdirection but also 
into a very restricted area. That, in fact, is the only gain from 
the process: for as soon as art today sets out to communicate over 
a greater range, it is eliminated by the mechanisms which seize 
hold of it either to dispose of it indirectly or to couple it with 
"cultural undertakings" of the type of the Pompidou Centre. In 
other words, the method of giving art greater communication 
carries within itself the suspension of art's effectiveness. 

In the midst of such impasses and repression, art has often 
been compelled to adopt a stance of indifference towards its 
communicative function, which has always been and still is the 
justification for its existence. In addition, abjuration of the 
language of art as a means of independent expression and its 
attachment to "expansion," "borrowing" and "co-operation" have 
led it to behave in a panic-stricken manner, since it rejected its 
own self-sufficiency along with its historical perspective. 

·It is, indeed, true to say that of all the arts painting has lost 
most of its points of reference, its constant definitions, the shape 
of its boundary lines, its semiotic requirements, its absolute claims, 
the very material of its existence. The painter, especially from 
the point of view of his professional security, has no safeguards 
whatever through what we might call specialized knowledge 
which would permit him to immerse himself, as was the case in 
the past, in the systematic study of his specialized training. This 
is precisely because there is no general agreement on a set of 
abilities, such as the capacity to draw the surrounding world, 
or approach it in colour, or mark it out with symbols. "We have 
the skeletal mechanisms of a profession but not the profession 
itself. We are writing the epilogue of a manner of construct
ing visual images which was a feature of certain societies for 
some three and a half centuries but which is now being swept 
aside by history."2 The world of painting is a minute point on 
the gigantic spectrum of the poster and of all the other images 
which have come to dominate our visual universe. 

Those, we believe, are the fundamental reasons for which 
2Peter Fuller, "The crisis in professionalism," from the open discussion on 

English art held at the ICA, London, in February 1978; Studio International 989, 
p. 78. 
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art has since the beginning of this century been particularly 
sensitive to anything involving a searching of the conscience. At 
the same time, its innate difficulty not only in "changing the 
world" or its own class-determined nature (since whatever form 
of "ideological" struggle it wages will be within conditions of 
social and cultural heteronomy) but even in protecting the 
slightest proportion of its goals from the deterioration brought 
about by the alienating terms of the multiplicity of dependences 
and antagonisms, consumers and distorters. It is this difficulty 
which has contributed to the impasses in current artistic produc
tion. Reaching a conclusion of this kind, art has been led to 
extreme statements-even to self-doubt and complete self-nega
tion. "Art is a poisonous product for idiots," as Francis Picabia 
put it epigrammatically. 

Yet although it has called its own existence into question, 
art has never ceased to be trapped within this ultimate oppor
tunity to escape, since in any case doubt of such a kind has be
come one of the many varieties of its existence. Whatever im
passe or rejection may exist-whether explicit or implicit-of the 
aesthetic rules is to be found in the world of art without the 
possibility of escape. The real or symbolic destruction of the 
means of art or of the idea of art or of its mythical status "is 
nothing more than the magical reversal of the old ceremonies 
in praise of art and the artist."3 

This inconsistency-attempt of art to abolish itself, but in 
a manner which keeps it alive as art-also manifests itself in 
the impasse reached today by its creators. Artists have for cen
turies been identified with the importance of their work and 
have been recorded in the memory of the social unconscious as 
figures more mythical than real. That is why their efforts to re
move that mythical status have been unsuccessful. "This charis
matic image reproduced by an academic and educational institu
tion devoted both in terms of its internal logic and its depend
ence on the ruling class, on the 'established' worship of 'genius' 
[ .... J was just what was needed for art to undertake the lead
ing role suitable for it in bourgeoise 'social justice.' "4 

3pierre Bourdien, "Disposition esthetique et competence artistique," Les 
Temps Modernes, February 1971, p. 1364. 

4Jbid., p. 1365. 
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Thus artists who maintain a permanent rift between them
selves and their social surroundings, who have an implacable 
claim for autonomy, whose instinct is infallible and who have 
visions, who are the natural cultural reformers and often the 
self-appointed instructors of the people (sometimes as direct 
representatives of the people, sometimes as intermediaries and, 
although themselves elements of established authority, "expressers 
of the infallible feeling of the people") suddenly stand forth in 
their true dimensions. 

The revelation contained in the knowledge of this "other" 
truth does not permit artists to continue to receive, automatically 
and in advance, approval of their role, since now they know 
that their sanctity is not something of necessity indentifia:ble 
with their work but the product of purely sociological condi
tions. As artists have become more and more aware of these 
social mechanisms, they have also discovered that it is not their 
fate alone to monopolize values and enjoy the privilege of respon
sibility. As they have thrown off-not because of lack of respon
sibility but from self-rejection of a mythical ego by means of 
the process of catharsis described above-a societal demand which 
had permeated their whole being and the way in which they 
had learned to experience the world, artists have become more 
and more tragic figures in their individual freedom, figures of 
self-negation and without identity. These artists are self-negatory 
because their conscience is no longer prepared to be satisfied 
only with self-knowledge through art-and consequently with 
the self-confirmation of art-since that conscience has developed 
further demands. The self-negation of art is a form of tran
scendence of the conscience which marks out the area in which 
its creators today are subject to Angst. 

This impasse, with its two fundamentally counterposed ten
dencies-which, having ceaselessly changed names, forms and 
purposes, have staggered down to us like skeletons supporting 
one another-first appeared in 1913, as is now common knowl
edge. The first manifestations were, on the one hand Malevitch's 
Black square on a white background, and, on the other, 
Duchamp' s gesture with an ordinary object in works such as 
Bicycle Wheel. The impasse in these two manifestations of modern 
art then went on to completion, finding its uttermost boun-
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daries in the work of the Russian Supremacists and Construc
tivists in one direction and of the Dadaists in the other. While 
the latter school never had any illusions about "new prospects," 
the others embraced the initial stage of industrialization, with 
its brilliant hopes for the future supported if not safeguarded by 
the promises of a communist international. They accepted this 
rationalizing incorporation (for as long as the dream lasted) for 
the sake of the revival and ecumenicity of the intentions and 
dimensions of the "building of the world." This utopia, which 
in effect began with Futurism and ended with the suicide of 
Mayakovski, continued through art as a kind of dotted line 
before being completely incorporated as "applied art" -that is, 
art dehydrated of all emotion and put to serve the industrializa
tion of taste at the end of the Bauhaus period, which was in 
reality its most polished version. 

While it seems that any meaningful dialogue between art 
and rationalism ends with Rochenko's Three paintings, three 
pure colours (red, yellow, blue, 1921), a large part of contem
porary artistic production continues to be entrenched solely be
hind the concept>..1al content alleged to exist in the work as its 
most substantive element. The decoding of the work is left to 
an arbitrary theoretical language through which alone it can 
be elevated relative to the corresponding social demand, since 
for industrial capitalism the meaning of progress is a potentially 
totalitarian rationalism and, to the extent to which that is of 
interest to us her~, an extreme "imperialism of meaning." 

Art, of course, cannot be articulated in terms of knowledge. 
Knowledge is contained in it in transubstantiated form, without 
rational ratification. The part of art which is accessible by 
analysis is confined to a number of starting-points on a lower 
plane which are rather a step in its transcendental transmuta
tion. "Art is that which cannot be explained in words," said 
Braque. It is an "other" world, one in which the artistic act, 
regardless of the cerebral elements which it may use, is vin
dicated only insofar as it succeeds in creating a relationship 
inaccesible to reasoning which gives substance to the non-existent, 
fills the void or gives body to silence. Art establishes a momen
tary delusion through which we can engage in dialogue with 
memories from centres of unknown spiritual profundity activated 
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by the painted surface, which has transmuted itself from an 
object to a feeling and from a feeling to an object. Lastly, art 
succeeds in activating these labyrinthine associational interi
winings through multiple distillations which in the end take 
us into the realm of instinctive and whose "objective" concep
tualization has only subjective force. 

Nevertheless, many theorists of art-writing in reputable jour
nals which indirectly acknowledge the correctness of such posi
tions-'have interpreted (and continue to interpret) the artistic 
act by starting from the purely theoretical philosophical system 
of thought which tended to state general laws and rejected or 
avoided the interpretative version of the work to be gained by 
visual perception. This visual perception is allegedly replaced 
by the meaning hidden in the content of the work, whose legit
imacy or internal necessity can be proved or confirmed only by 
the word, as an I'!Ssential condition for comprehension. 

Thus the painting becomes subject to the word which, in 
uncontrolled arbitrariness, has supplied artistic literature with a 
veneer of academic seriousness and has transformed itself from 
a metalanguage of the artistic expression into an autonomous 
language. That language claims its pictorial starting-point as a 
reason for its existence, but in fact is self-sufficient and self
defining as the object of its words-which, in the end, rather 
than facilitating access to the work of art, in fact makes the very 
few channels of approach even more difficult to enter. 

Art has indeed itself often deliberately collaborated in its 
theoretical transformation (or has alone become a theoretical 
thought claiming to be art on the basis of the stated "artisticness" 
of the manner and location of its presence) . Thinking of this 
kind, which claims to be reviving modern artistic expression 
from its decline or even revealing its hidden meanings in verbal 
form-since the impasses have led it to exercises in silence or to 
the assembling of fragments-pounced upon the ruins of art 
and, laying deadly siege to a large part of artistic production, 
in the end succeeded in gaining control of it after transforming 
it into scales of categories of meaning. In other words, whatever 
went to constitute the unuttered emotional oscillation that fed 
the "movements of the soul" in transcendence, and whatever to 
some extent vindicated our existential demands (identifying art 
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with life at its most supreme, or life with the myth) -those are 
precisely the elements which have been subjected to rationalistic 
reduction. 

Such an approach, however, is unable to anatomize the in
explicable regeneration of the unknown. It thus avoids doing 
so, and often focuses on the process, which in the end becomes 
an end in itself while the aesthetic product is seen as a finished 
object within these conceptual boundaries. 

Although the work of art is an entity, it is not autonomous, 
since its realization occurs in a system of compulsory dependence 
on the total network of conditions within which it exists and 
functions. The work of art is in any case related to the mean
ings of the things which it depicts or to which it refers us by 
means of visual perception, noting the elements which com
pose it, and to the previous production of pictures to which it 
refers directly or indirectly, or of which it is a part. It could be 
said that the work of art is conjoined with a system of relation
ships not only during the course of its production but throughout 
the time in which it functions. Economy of means, that is, and 
the transformation of the signified into signifier (over and above 
whatever is or is not part of our specific experience) together or
ganize a space, "a sudden interruption of the psychological 
climate,"5 an aesthetic area with a peculiar "poetic" system of 
rules through which, alone, we can re-connect with our familiar 
empirical world. It follows that any interpretation which reduces 
the work or its components to whatever other area without passing 
through this process of transubstantiation is depriving the work 
of its very essence. To put it another way, we could perhaps say 
that the work of art, as an active element, contributes to a form 
of participation whose fundamental condition is preparedness 
for surprise-which means that any experience of that kind is in 
an aesthetic category rather than a conceptual one. 

In this way the impasse in art assumes enormous dimensions; 
the mutilated expression of art often has to beg its existence 
from theoretical veneer with which it believes it will extend
not its emotional potential, which is usually absent anyway for 
internal reasons-but some kind of conceptual content which will 
allegedly "enrich" the work with complex and profound attribu-

5George Seferis, "Monologue on Poetry," Dokimes, Fexis, Athens 1962, p. 105. 
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tions of meaning by means of arbitrary and fraudulent reduc
tions. These elements are retrieved from their "invisibility" by 
a system of planned "scholarly" (and therefore incontrovertible) 
analysis of the work in the course of which the form-dominated 
categories produce in turn special and often contradictory codes, 
apparently logical objectivizations, classifiable categories of pri
mary elements, structures and substructures of pointless sub-divi
sions (both horizontal and perpendicular) of elements which are 
not there but which nonetheless can be shown by reduction to com
prise the work of art and which, in the end, give form, through 
the whole process of mystification embodied in the procedure so 
absurd in its rationality, to another world, which could, perhaps, 
constitute a self-sufficient value but is certainly not a fundamental 
characteristic of the work from which it starts and to which it 
refers. As it becomes-almost by definition-the object of theo
retical attention the work contracts, shrinks, is stripped of all its 
other meanings and becomes merely the reason (or perhaps the 
excuse) for analysis of it to develop; an analysis which over
turns all the ratios and the conditions and through comprehen
sion becomes an end in itself. 

It is in this way that art offers itself up for fraud and usur
pation: there is no longer a widely accepted set of aesthetic and 
ethical criteria or principles. Such a set of criteria or principles 
is a fundamental condition for the undertaking of creating a 
consciousness which, through art-that is, inter alia, through the 
innermost form of dialogue-tries to re-work the world, to in
vest it with significance, making its own mark, and which con
sequently guarantees the authenticity of its truth in all the areas 
in which art is exercised and acts. The world of art has been 
invaded by a whole host of usurpers of its myth and of modern 
opportunist minds from the intellectual establishment. All of 
these figures, self-proclaimed promoters of a culture allegedly 
demanding and difficult of access, have organized themselves 
into connoisseur centers in order to obtain registration, recogni
tion and classification among the .. revitalizers" of "expressive 
art," using monstrous mechanisms which know only too well 
how to magnify the negligible and mythicize the insignificant. 
In recent years, in which inventiveness has replaced inspiration, 
and in which the inventiveness of any undertaking claiming to 
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be artistic has automatically proved its outstanding quality (given 
that the reverse is undemonstrable, quite apart· from the risk of 
our being deemed barbarian or Boeotians if we cast doubt upon 
it), art has exhausted itself in an angstful and fruitless hunt 
for innovation and by its own setting out of the boundaries of 
a conceptual and scholarly significance claimed to be of the 
greatest importance but which is experienced and consumed on 
the same level as a newspaper investigation. 

In recent years, art has consisted largely of positions, trends, 
ideological stances, styles, people being presented, reviews and 
events, ephemeral discoveries and innovations, chicanery and 
revelations, inventions and tricks of various kinds and of insuf
ferable intellectual poverty; everything is done in a "different 
way" which has either never been seen before (which determines 
its standing from the point of view of evaluation) or is only 
marginally (or not at all) different but shoulders a burden of 
conceptual content which is significantly "different" or dia
metrically "opposed" to what has gone before as a result of a 
change in the broader context, seen culturally or in other terms. 
At the same time, attempts are being made by a number of 
other people (sociologists, art historians, critics and reporters, 
middlemen and merchants) to keep track of the tremendous 
production of this painting and fragmented "research" (an over
used word which nonetheless retains some traces of scientific 
veneer seized upon to attribute a kind of "validity" which ap
pears to be essential to bring art into the dominant use-orientated 
and rationalistic approach) with a vast range of explanations 
which negate each other, contradict each other, compete with 
each other, repeat each other, oppress each other and are sold. 
On top of the whole pyramid is a priest-caste of high culture 
which works out in all directions from the main artistic centers 
and exerts an intellectual tyranny, which is invisible at first sight 
but soon becomes unbearable. It fixes our panic-stricken aesthetic 
criteria so that any new options it may produce are automatically 
and self-evidently established thanks to the powerful promotional 
machinery it has at its disposal. This is possible because the 
same machinery then analyzes these new trends, classifies them, 
ranks them and in the end uses them to articulate the modern 
history of art: it is those trends, after all, which exist, those 
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trends which are publicized, and those trends which get them
selves into the museums. 

The crisis has affected not only what might be called classical 
aesthetics (in effect dead since the beginning of the century) 
but also the area of the limits of the absurd, whose charm has, 
through repetition, degenerated into platitude. Almost through
out this century the infinite number of schools, movements, 
trends, and happenings and performances of all kinds, with the 
extreme individualism of their artistic production, have exhausted 
themselves in "speaking" various pictorial languages without 
ever managing to organize a system of signals as a means for 
communication and the attribution of meaning. The new ele
ments which have been introduced and are still being introduced 
into art each day have no time to crystallize into a code which 
would give them solid form (in time) and would proclaim their 
meaning by allowing them to operate and, consequently, to 
exist. Thus these elements inevitably complete the impasse, 
especially since they often rule out any reference to the sort 
of common experience which would allow the new work to 
have the connections, even if loose ones, essential for it to be 
"read," not just in relation to the objective perceptual area but 
also with the corresponding artistic area which pre-existed. 

This nature of artistic production as self-imprisoning and as 
the creator of an unreadable system of signals (and one, in
deed, which is forever changing) makes it impossible for there 
to be any communication either with the uninformed, who make 
no reductions and identify their empirical world with art in the 
search for "realism," or with those who would like to believe 
that their previous aesthetic training and their familiarity with 
artistic circles allows them to interpret the new work with old 
codes. Although the impossibility of communication is built into 
these works and disorientation is complete, the reproduction of 
arbitrary admiration continues to function and perpetuates its 
intellectual tyranny over the initiated and the uninitiated. 

The history of art, of course, is "a sequence of successful 
excesses," as Susan Sontag has said. Yet the need arises that we 
should review the validity attributed exclusively retrospectively, 
because our aesthetic feelings cannot be aroused only by. situa
tions best suited to museums. 
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What, however, is capable today of guaranteeing the gen
eral validity of the criteria for a "correct" aesthetic judgement? 
If we leave aside the current barrage of pictorial production of 
all kinds (that with the sole intention of achieving, at all costs, 
modernity, provocation or in general commitment which exhausts 
itself in its own didacticism as well as that which has entrapped 
itself in its rationalism and cries out for scholarly approval), 
with what guarantee of validity can we claim that there is or is 
not today a quantity of art of a different quality, and through 
what angle of vision are we to recognize such art? How, especially 
in Greece, does such art fight back against (if it does fight back 
against) the corrosive definitions imposed by the fetishes and 
models of the expressive idioms of what might be called the 
"European" avant-garde, whose wish is to lay down the laws 
not only of artistic choice but of social choice as well? 

• 
The necessity of art has almost never been called into ques

tion. Quite the reverse; by the infinite number of its varieties it 
has provided positive coverage of a huge area-from the purely 
individual spiritual and intellectual equilibrium, the organization 
of emotional experience and the discovery of a concealed in
stinct to the establishment of new meanings sometimes for 
profane truths and sometimes for divine ones-using the paths of 
acceptance, protest, discovery or ecstasy. 

Human life today numbers among its features a more and 
more tangible absence of meaning, tending to exceed the limits 
of mere "time-wasting." The act of work, which as a funda
mental human capacity could elevate and complete the individual, 
has been degraded in its most basic aspects; firstly, its purpose 
is determined extraneously, by the need for entrepreneurial pro
duction,6 and secondly it is deprived of any creative initiative or 

&Entrepreneurial production, a dominant force and a constituent process of 
modern societies, succeeds (sometimes immediately and directly, sometimes in
directly and in the long term) in incorporating into itself, thanks to the variety 
of constantly renewed methods it employs, all the different undertakings which 
go to make up or attempt to make up non-predictable formations. In the poten
tially universal cycle of capitalism the various activities are converted into (or 
are destined for conversion into) merchandise, whose value is recapitalized in a 
nucleus of expanding accumulation. Thus capital, which is obliged to reproduce 
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meaningful participation; thus the worker becomes alienated 
from the act of work itself and its product, and so work is in 
the end experienced as a form of compulsion.7 

Art, however, although representing an area whch is by defini
tion inalienable, is itself alienated under the influence of a sys
tem which, where it does not determine, finds a way to weaken 
and to annihilate, placing art as a fetish next to the other 
fetishes of social life.8 As an equivalent in miniature of today's 
mechanisms of oppression and, at the same time, subject to the 
general pattern of power, art is forever in the grasp of the 
famous connoisseurs-the professionals of their kind-who make 
the most of the awe they provoke and distance art from their 
fellow-humans to such an extent that others can only participate 
in art as consumers or by proxy. 

In this way, and to the extent to which, as noted above, 
modern art has lost the codes of communication which could 
perhaps justify some degree of excess, all that is left to do is 
broaden the channels of access to the creative area of art itself
not simply for those who would like to have art as a profession
after dispelling fears of an act which has come to be seen as a 

itself more and more broadly in order to conserve itself, penetrates deeper and 
deeper into nature, which it treats, in the light of economic rationalism and ex
ploitation, as potential merchandise. At the same time it imbues with the world 
of its meanings-values, purposes, means, rules and definitions-the whole of 
social life, and pierces even the most personal planes of experience. 

7Labor, by downgrading its exponents to the level of merchandise producing 
merchandise, ceases to be a form of creative expression for them and falls to the 
level of a means to secure the material requirements for existence. It is trans
formed into an abstract magnitude, being at one and the same time the source 
and the means for a typical form of rationalism which, as an organizing principle, 
extends throughout social life. Nonetheless: "not even outside production can the 
individual choose or control the terms of his existence or determine the con
tents of his consciousness; frequently, indeed, he is not even in a position to 
define what those contents may be [ ... ], because the structure of relations 
within the process of s.Kial production extends, too, to the sphere of all collective 
functions, and even into the more personal areas of the life of the individual in 
such a way as to make the cycle of heteronomy universal and complete [ ... J. 
In other words, what we are dealing with is alienation of the very concept of 
freedom .... " From the essay by Yannis Kalioris, "An Introduction to the James 
Bond Phenomenon," Interventions, Kedros, Athens 1981, pp. 190, 189 and 198. 

8Inside the framework of potential universal rationalism, the social system of 
capital, with admirable expansiveness and cohesion, succeeds in controlling in
dividual activities which, to a large extent, it predetermines by means of complex 
but flexible norms, as parts of a general unity of the complex typical of its 
overall power structure. 
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myth but which is in fact the inalienable right of all of us and 
the outcome of an inner demand: an act which is just creative 
and not necessarily important, supreme or pioneering. 

Perhaps in this way it will be possible for people's emo
tional nuclei, which have become inert inside the system of 
alienating labor, to be activated by indulging in artistic crea
tion and from there to be transformed into foci of resistance. 
Such cells could rise up within people's consciousnesses (which 
have retreated under siege from the dominant type-fixated and 
conceptual models, from closed systems and from mechanisms 
of power with elitist ethics) to compose by such a process not 
simply a more profound ethic to provide an answer to the dic
tates of interest at any time but also a claim for the maintenance 
of the individual personality or its establishment through self
transcendence. Today, self-transcendence is rejected and su~ 
pressed by a system of relations which may be dominant but 
which has not yet succeeded in winning people's hearts and 
minds. 

The demand, then, for personality, which presupposes au
tonomy and liberation from specific relations of the guide/ 
transmitter-immobile/receiver type, may also in the end set up 
the conditions for a reform of social articulation, since art, as a 
lever in the process of mobilizing inner preparation, transfuses 
spiritual states purified of fraudulent processes and becomes a 
form of deeper self-knowledge. That in turn leads to the neces
sary contrast between the world as it should be and the world 
as it is, which may be a form of indirect commitment or what 
G. Lykiardopoulos would call "social sabotage." 

An act given meaning in this way will not behave solely as 
a substitute for the lack of breathing-space in a world in which 
time is asphyxiatingly short, but will go beyond those boundaries 
to be the transformation of an instinctive claim into a deliberate 
conscious form which will eventually function as a mechanism 
to reveal concealed alienating conditions and the fact that our 
needs are determined by others. It is our belief that in the case 
of modern man, despite the alienating conditions which distract 
his consciousness from its inner dialogue (through which ques
tions and claims for self-transcendence are forever arising) and 
for all that man's innate creative power is systematically un-
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utilized, there exists always a potential demand for the discovery 
of a new world which, however far its frontiers may vary in 
the direction of the impossible, remains a standing claim. 

On the above proviso, that is that life in whatever circum
stances is never fulfilled as a complete affirmation, art (and 
especially painting in this respect) could perhaps gain some new 
meanings with different claims, over and above the fulfillment 
of a role as important as that. 

These one-dimensional interpretations are, of course, highly 
unsatisfactory in dealing with the multiplicity of facets of such 
a problem. These notes, however-which take it as self-evident 
that the social strata pre-suppose aesthetic forms of varying de
mands, given that the manner of expression is the way of life 
of the corresponding social group-have been an attempt to refer 
to the need for spiritual exercise on any creative activity, beyond 
the terrorism of models. 

That, perhaps, is an expression of inner necessity correspond
ing to the experience, thinking and aesthetic training of the 
person concerned. This expression is such that if one happens 
to be in the area of painting one will be led to a statement, 
through a special way of illustrating the world, of one's par
ticular truth or the more profound way of experiencing this 
world, simultaneously confirming the value and unrepeatability 
of one's uniqueness, the deeper significances which eventually 
compose and give meaning to the sense of identity of the subject 
in its individual or collective dimension.9 

9The negation of promises and the unfulfilled desires for individual autonomy, 
on the basis of the significance of the uniqueness of each existence, have been 
undermined and invalidated by the contradictions of the system, which have con
verted the personal equivalent of an irreplaceable individuality-or of an inner 
truth which is the evidence of its specific difference-into faceless, measurable 
and replaceable units. What dictates the internal logic of the system (as an es
sential condition for its preservation, that is to say) is not its answer to claims 
for human fulfillment in which the material conditions for existence are merely 
primary requirements, but the reproduction and expansion of the system, as an 
end in itself and a value with an independent existence. And so dominant 
capitalist productivity-a mechanism for converting qualities into quantities and 
magnitudes, a creator of models of a rapid replacement of forms in our internal 
landscapes, a collaborator in depopulating "an uninhabited inner world," as 
Yannis Kalioris would say-lays down the obligatory terms within which modern 
life as a whole is consumed. Through these multiple and various delusions
whose necessary price is exhausting work and a pervasive system of morals-the 
industrialized work ethic and the confined horizons of social status "in a spirit 
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This multiple heterogeneity of creative variations (though 
not of course implying that these variations are unaffected by 
the exogenous definitions of other codified models, of a more 
humble style10 or pictorial rhetoric, perhaps) is not proposed 
in the sense of a multiplication of cultural products or of an 
even more liberating and uncommitted aesthetic concept. Nor 
of course is it propounded as a contribution to the creation of 
elevated aesthetic achievements which would demand persistent 
exercise, a profound aesthetic training, charismatic talents, a par
ticular love of art and suitable conditions. Its aim is simply to 
preserve, through this process, an inner dialogue which will 
keep some values inalienated and unpermeated by the harshness 
produced by the grinding down and commercialization of every
thing-a commercialization which tends to immobilize whatever 
reacts to the spirit of political economy, which casts out any
thing "different" by including it in extensive categories of similar 
things. 

These thoughts have reminded this author of a conversation 
he had on the same subject, some years ago, with Nicos 
Engonopoulos; Engonopoulos replied more or less as follows 
to a question from the fanatical "elitist" and "fighting" aesthetic 
school of the time about what on earth the artists of the kind 
who exhibit their works at the Parnassos gallery thought they 
were doing: "If one thinks for a moment of the barbarity which 
surrounds us, then it's comforting to remember that there are 
still people who, when all's said and done, are simply doing 
what they enjoy doing without harming anyone else." 

translated from the Greek by J. Solmen and G. Cox 

of political economy" entrap the liberating tendencies of man for more profound 
demands and stifle conscious or despairing attempts to seek out a different quality 
of meaning for life. 

lOStyle, even if humble, always indicates the human presence. Lack of style 
is non-human, like a machine or the mass sleep-walking of modern society. 



CRITICAL COMMENTS ON 
THE WORK OF SOTIRIS SOROGAS 

translated by C. Capri-Karka 

By Giuliano Serafini, Artemis Gallery, Brussels 

The poetic universe of Sotiris Sorogas is one of the most 
hermetic produced by European painting in the Eighties. The 
emerging form, which seems to owe a lot to radical realism 
and to photography, accomplishes, in effect, a kind of trans
position of the narration, diverting its meaning toward on
predicted domains. Thus the result is a tableau of points, in 
spite of the apparent stability of the picture and the "antiseptic" 
magnificence with which it appears on the canvas. Above every
thing else is the theme: megalithic stones, old timber, probably 
from shipwrecks-an obvious reference, at this point, to the 
Odysseus myth-constituting the metaphorical language of an 
absence and loss extending over the human condition and man's 
spiritual and ideological confusion. Also, the absence of color 
emerges as a hint about a state of mind, with the white signify
ing light and at the same time conveying a visual impression of 
dizziness and the metaphysical. In short, Sorogas accomplishes 
the task of evacuation of the picture within the picture itself, 
in order to cancel its tautological and objective quality. Every
thing seems to swell within a space that is no longer the con
ventional space of the canvas, but an abstract dimension, an 
imaginary level of consciousness. Finally, the gigantism of the 
theme provides an indication of that psychological "quantity" 
engulfing the archaic and irrevocable world of the Greek artist, 
confirming its epic dimension, according to the principle that 
from Nietzsche to von Hofmannsthal has been codified as the 
"depth of surface" -a principle that constitutes a primary criterion 
of human conscience. 

214 
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By Chrys. Christou, Eirmos Gallery (November, 1987} 

THE PAINTING OF SOTIRIS SOROGAS:A PERSONAL 
INTERPRETATION OF VISUAL REALITY 

There are not many creators, either in Greece or in the in
ternational artistic world as a whole, who distinguish themselves 
for the consistency of their quest and the quality of their ex
pression, as much as Sotiris Sorogas does. A genuine and spon
taneous artist, he pursues a clearly personal path that aspires to 
a new personal and poetic interpretation of visual reality, based 
on an inner approach to it. Because there is no doubt that this 
talented creator uses stimuli from reality as a starting point, 
transforming his encounters with the world into personal mor
phoplastic values that are set apart because of their inwardness 
and rich expressiveness. However, in no instance can one speak 
about a realistic rendition of these encounters, nor can one 
classify Sorogas' s artistic creation within any of the currents of 
contemporary art. The reason for that is because he always gives 
us a personal and poetic interpretation of objective reality in 
totalities that impose themselves on the viewer through the 
convincing power of their expression and the uniqueness of 
their voice. Several studies have already dealt with the "poetics 
of silence,"1 the "symbolism,"2 the "deep sense of the Greek 
landscape,"3 the "art of restraint,"4 the "poetics of understate
ment,"5 the "myth and its pictorial rendering,"6 "the dream and 
transcendence,"7 and several other aspects of Sorogas's painting. 
But his work has all this and much more; in it, an approach 
based clearly on experience of objective reality is transformed 
into a language of personal expression with archetypal charac
teristics and a content transcending time. Because, in Sorogas' s 
painting, the determining characteristics of the theme are cap-

1Anna Kafetsi, The Poetics of Silence in Sotiris Sorogas, Athens, 1985. 
2A. Xydis, Proposals for the History of Modern Greek Art, Vol. I, Athens, 

1976. 
ST. Spiteris, Catalogue of Sorogas's Exhibit, Hilton Gallery, 1972. 
4Stelios Lydakis, Eleftheros Kosmos, 14.2.1975. 
5Harris Karnbouridis, Ta Nea, 1985. 
6D. Haritos, Zygos, Vol. 12, 1975. 
7Pepi Rigopoulou, Eikastika, Vol. 47, 1985, p. 24. 
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tured, all properties of its material are put to use, while its entire 
set of questions is transferred to purely painting values and 
all its dimensions find expression. This occurs without the 
slightest trace of verbalism and without any external contact 
with reality and its content, but always with an internal contact 
based on experience. 

But let us approach Sorogas' s artistic creation a little more 
systematically, starting with his somewhat earlier efforts, the 
series, 'Trapped Horses and Ancient Statues," and continuing 
with more recent work, including the series "Stones, Holes
Wells, Openings," "Timber," and "Human Faces." What should 
be noted in this limited set of themes is that without being a 
conscious selection, it has, from its own origin, a multi-dimen
sional content. It is, in other words, a set of themes that not 
only stimulates the artist, but also challenges the viewer, com
pelling him into a dialogue and at the same time suggesting re
alistic elements, esthetic values, symbolic characteristics, and 
many other expressive extensions. If one wanted to go further 
in this direction of theme selection, one could also point out a 
kind of dialectic relation existing in these themes, and par
ticularly in pairs such as horses and statues, holes and stones, 
timber and faces. It is not difficult to see that with these groups, 
the elements taking shape are motion and immobility, present 
and past, negative and positive, natural world and human 
presence, as well as a great number of other clearly archetypal 
characteristics. 

With its asceticism of color, simplicity of form, and usually 
unstructured composition, Sorogas' s morpho plastic vocabulary 
succeeds in broadening and integrating the content of his work. 
Moreover, it succeeds in suggesting its inwardness and emphasis 
on the essential, universal, and timeless, a multi-leveled reality 
that is neither exhausted by, nor restricted to known limits. In this 
process, what plays a determining role is the use of media such 
as acrylics and charcoal, since acrylics do not offer the solidity 
of oil painting, transparency of tempera, or freedom of water
color, but, in combination with charcoal used by Sorogas, rein
force the impression of a dialogue introduced both through the 
subject matter and the artist's morphoplastic vocabulary. Essen
tially, Sorogas's artistic creation always offers us the artist's 
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dialogue with himself and the world, and with time and eternity, 
without a trace of verbosity, with only his morphoplastic formu
lations and expressive extensions. 

If we focus a little more on certain of Sorogas' s works, 
we realize that, in his series, "Horses-Trapped Horses and 
Statues" (with its perfect drawing, the emphasized fragmenta
tion, the merger of the representational with the real-the rope 
is real-and the undefined problematic space) a clearly personal 
surrealistic idiom predominates. There is no doubt that reality, 
the horse and the statue, are used as a means to suggest a whole 
series of contrasting elements: motion and immobility, present 
and past, life and death, the active and the passive, the multi
dimensional nature of reality. And it should be repeated that 
Sorogas, without trying here to philosophize, consciously or sub
consciously, gives us, with his subjects and morphoplastic vocabu
lary, works of art that compel us to make associations, while 
suggesting new directions of thought and provoking new inter
pretations of the world and life. 

Taking a more personal direction away from the climate 
of surrealism, the series, "Stones," suggests, by means both of the 
material depicted and the morphoplastic vocabulary used-unstruc
tured composition, problematic, undefined space, a combination of 
drawing styles and color values-a similar set of elements. By the na
ture of the material-stone-and also by the emphasis placed on 
the cold, grayish color (intensified by the interspersion of a 
little lively, warm red), what is pointed out is hardness, dura
tion, timelessness, but also gravity, immobility, and death. Sub
ject matter and formal elements are used again to initiate points 
of a dialogue with the world and with life, a dialogue opened 
by the artist but that has to be continued and concluded by 
the viewer. 

We are carried toward the same direction by Sorogas' s 
works of the series, "Holes, Wells, Openings," which, from a 
certain point of view, can be seen as an answer to the series 
"Stones." In the latter, we have closure, in the former, open
ings; in the latter, something that does not let you proceed, in 
the former, something that compels you to seek and discover 
what is beyond the opening; in "Stones," the known, in "Holes, 
Wells, Openings," an indication of the uknown, of adven-
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ture, and wandering. Now the discourse between white and 
black, drawing and color values, descriptive and expressive styles, 
becomes more intense and more convincing. At the same time, 
the use of wood next to stone-the openings are often sur
rounded by timber-introduces one more kind of dialogue among 
the materials depicted, which are distinguished by their different 
texture. 

The timid presentation of timber in "Openings" will lead 
Sorogas to the series, "Timber," where his expressive language 
is enriched with new extensions. Now, in addition to his other 
well-known features-the accomplished drawing and unstruc
tured composition, the undefined space and frugality of his 
color-we also note a characteristic emphasis on verisimilitude. 
Realistic descriptive features were not lacking in his other 
series, but now they are emphasized and give us not only the 
external fidelity of the timber depicted but also something of 
its texture itself, a definitive element of the realistic treatment. 
In this manner, in addition to the other elements-the cold colors 
and unstructured composition, the undefined space and combina
tion of open and closed sections of the painting surface~the 
material's decay is emphasized, and a kind of memento mori 
of the idea of death, and of the futility of any endeavor is 
suggested. 

What can easily be noted by a careful observer of Sorogas' s 
artistic creation is the ever-growing inwardness, multifaceted 
meaning, and completeness of his work. From series to series, 
his morphoplastic idiom appears to be increasingly frugal and 
elliptical, increasingly rich in all kinds of symbolic forms and 
expressive extensions, increasingly clear in its emphasis on purely 
painting values; Beyond any kind of analysis, one observes that 
in Sorogas' s work we find a kind of painting which is spon
taneous and based on personal experience, and distinguished by 
its genuine inspiration and truthful expression. Furthermore, it 
is a kind of painting that suggests all sorts of associations to the 
viewer, compelling and provoking a dialogue that is symbolic and 
expressive, realistic (in a new manner and new direction) as 
much as it is antirealistic, but remaining always a kind of paint
ing that does not sacrifice its individuality to any current. In
deed, it should be pointed out that, by placing its emphasis on 
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purely painting values and a multidimensional content, it be
comes essentially inexhaustible. As inexhaustible as is every 
genuine work of art that does not limit itself to quieting down 
the viewer or offering him easy solutions, that work of art 
that challenges him and becomes the starting-point for a dialogue 
with himself and the world, and with the artist's effort and his 
interpretation. All these elements are present in Sorogas's artistic 
creation, with its deliberately limited subject matter and simplicity 
of form, its asceticism of color, its undefined space, its delib
erately unstructured organization, and its multiplicity and multi
densional content. 
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have been translated into other languages and some of his poems 
have been set to music by Greek composers. 
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CONTRIBUTORS 
MARJORIE CHAMBERS was born in Ireland and educated at Trinity 

College and the Sorbonne. She teaches modern Greek language and 
literature at Queens University, Belfast. Some of her translations 
of Ritsos' poetry have appeared in the previous issue of 
The CHARIOTEER. 

ARISTOTLE MICHOPOULOs is an Associate Professor and Greek Studies 
Director at the Hellenic College I Holy Cross Greek Orthodox 
School of Theology. He has published many translations and 
articles on Greek Studies themes. Several of the books he authored 
or translated are used by the New York State Department of Edu
cation. He has published two books in Greek, For A New Delphic 
Idea and Government from the People, for the People. He also 
writes his own poetry. 

FRANcis KING* has been a president of the British Writer's Guild. 

JACK GAisT* teaches English in Nicosia, Cyprus. 

DIMITRIOS MICHALAROS was born in Alatsata, near Smyrna and emi
grated as a child to America. He was a leading figure in Greek
American letters as a poet, playwright, essayist and translator. He 
was the founder and editor, for many years, of the Chicago quarterly 
Athens. 

*Information on some of the contributors with whom we did not have direct 
contact is very limited. 



223 

TH. PAPATHANASOPOULOS,* a judge in the Greek court system, is a 
poet, essayist and literary critic. 

RicK M. NEWTON is a Professor of Classical Studies at Kent State 
University where he teaches language and literature courses in 
Latin, Ancient Greek and Modern Greek. His publications include 
articles on Homer, Sophocles and Euripides and translations from 
Makriyannis, Ritsos, Ioannou and others. Most recently his transla
tion of Ritsos' 3 X 111 Tristichs was published by PELLA. 

CARMEN CAPRI-KARKA, the editor of The CHARIOTEER, is an Assistant 
Professor of Foreign Languages at New York University. She has 
published four collections of poems, Ebb and Flow, The Age of 
Antipoetry, 0 Kaimos ti.r Romiosynis and My Mother, Peace, and two 
books of criticism, Love and the Symbolic Journey in the Poetry of 
Cavafy, Eliot and Seferis and War in the Poetry of George Seferis 
published by PELLA. 

ILONA KARKA is a Chief Resident in Psychiatry at the University of 
California, San Diego Medical School. She is the co-translator of 
Ritsos' The Body and the Blood which appeared in Vol. 29-30 
of The CHARIOTEER. 

MARIA C. PANTELIA is an Assistant Professor of Classics at the Uni
versity of New Hampshire, where she teaches language and culture 
courses in Ancient Greek and Latin. She is presently completing 
a book on Helen of Troy and the use of her story in Western 
Literature. 

GEORGE ADAMS has a doctorate in Comparative Literature from Colum
bia University. He is a poet and translator living at present in 
London. 

ANNA KAFETSI studied philosophy and aesthetics at the University of 
Athens and the Sorbonne (Paris I) and obtained a doctorate in 
aesthetics from the Sorbonne. The subject of her thesis was Greek 
Painting in the Thirties and the Problem of "Greekness," A Structural 
and Critical Analysis. She is a curator of the National Gallery of 
Greece and a member of the editorial board of the Spiral, a Greek 
review of art and art theory. 

*Information on some of the contributors with whom we did not have direct 
contact is very limited. 



Just Published 

Y ANNIS RITSOS 

3Xlll TRISTICHS 
translated from modern Greek, with an introduction, 

by 

RICK M. NEWTON 

Pella announces the publication of a bilingual edi
tion of Yannis Ritsos' 3Xlll Tristichs (Pella 1990). 
Originally published by Kedros Press in Athens in 1987, 
the Tristichs (composed in 1982) are the last poems 
which Ritsos published before his death in Novem
ber 1990. 

The poet may well have intended the Tristichs to be 
his final poetic legacy, as he himself writes in Tristich 
III.57: 

To you I leave my clothes, 
my poems, my shoes. 
Wear them on Sundays. 

Unique for their form and content, these three-line 
poems are the most "laconic" compositions of a poet 
largely known for his longer and even loquacious pieces. 
Writing in his mid-70's, Ritsos reviews the vicissitudes 
of his-and Greece's-life and, as he says of his 
Testimonies, expresses "silent gratitude toward human 
life, action, thought, and art, despite all tribulations and 
despite death-perhaps indeed on account of them .... 
Perhaps, in every time and place, this will be the testi
mony of every person who feels poetry and ministers 
in it." 

PELLA PUBLISHING COMPANY, INC. 
337 West 36th Street • New York, NY 10018 

ISBN 0-918618-46-0 173 pp. Paper $12.00 



ΗΕθΝΙΚΗ 
ΟΛΟΝΜΑΣ 
Ελάτε στον κόσμο της μεγαλύτερης ΕλληνΙκής Τράπεζας. 

Εθνική Τράπεζα της Ελλάδος. Μεγάλη και σύγχρονη. Βρίσκεται 
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