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HELEN PAPANIKOLAS- 1917-2004
Born june 19, 1917, in Utah, Helen Papanikolas personally experienced the
struggles and the suffering of the Greek immigrants she wrote about in her
historical work and fiction. When she was five or six she watched from the
front yard of her home in Helper, Utah, as a mob of bigots and racists
attacked Greek businesses. She went to public schools where the children
of Greek immigrants were treated as inferior, where saying one was Greek
could lead to a beating with a rubber hose. She witnessed, not fully comprehending, processions of Cretan workers carrying Greek flags protesting
the death of a Greek immigrant killed during the 1922 Carbon County
Strike. After the 1924 coal mine disaster, she followed the newly-orphaned
children of Greek miners to school. While most children of her generation
attempted to assimilate as quickly as possible and to forget their origins,
Helen rescued and celebrated the history of her people.
Helen decided to become a writer instead of a doctor "because I was so
squeamish." In 1941, in spite of warnings that an intelligent, educated
woman would be a bad "noikokyra" (housewife), she and Nick E.
Papanikolas, a business graduate from the University of Utah, married and
had two children, Thalia and Zeese. An invitation from the director of the
Utah Historical Society to contribute an article about the Greeks in Utah for
the Utah Historical Quarterly led to "The Greeks of Carbon County" (1954),
which was followed by numerous articles and books. She focused on the
difficulties faced by the Greek women who came to Utah to marry and raise
families. She made a place for the Greeks in the history of Utah, where once
it was synonymous with Mormonism. In particular, she drew attention to
the contribution of immigrant labor to Utah's economic development.
She insisted on presenting the facts no matter how unpleasant. "I'm a
realist. I don't write fantasy. I dislike fantasy. That's how I see it. It's life. I
have no other way to explain it." At the same time she felt she had a mission to make Greek Americans aware of the Romiosini culture brought to
America by the immigrants. "I want them to be aware that they have this
treasure. They should keep it."
A few years ago Helen invited my family to visit her in her home in Salt
Lake City. The feast she prepared for us and the warmth of her home will
remain indelible in our souls. She was a rare combination: a great Hellene
and a great American all in one.
Memory eternal.
- Theony Condos
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PREFACE
BY

E. D.

KARAMPETSOS

Whenever she had to warn us about life, my mother told stories
that ran like this one, a story to grow up on. She tested our
strength to e,stablish realities. Those in the emigrant generations
who could not reassert brute survival died young and far from
home. Those of us in the first American generations have had to
figure out how the invisible world the emigrants built around
our childhoods fit in solid America.
Maxine Hong Kingston, "No Name Woman,"
The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood among Ghosts.
New York: Knopf, 1977. p. 5.

In her essay, "No Name Woman," Maxine Hong Kingston investigates a
cautionary story her mother told her after she had her first period. The
story was about a Chinese aunt who became pregnant while her husband was in America and its tragic consequences. Her tnother's intention was to prevent her daughter from having sex outside marriage, not
the story of the aunt who remained nameless. In her essay, Kingston
imagines what the aunt was like and the social, economic and cultural
context in which she lived and died. Kingston wrote her essay, as she
says, because it is the duty of the children of immigrants to critically
examine the "invisible worlds" their parents bring with them from
abroad. It permitted her to understand her mother's story and make a
place for it and the aunt in her life. I grew up hearing similar stories. My
mother warned me to stay away from the Missouri River, because of the
Greek who drowned while swimming in it. She encouraged me to be a
good student with stories of Greek philosophers and poets. When I
seemed to be take her too literally, she warned me that too much reading would lead to glasses and, even worse, madness. She frequently told
me the story of the boy in her village who went mad from reading too
much. While she told the story, her friends would nod in agreement. It
seemed that every village in Greece had a bespeckled, but well-read,
madman. I loved reading. I had to take my chances.
5
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Children of immigrants feel the double pull of American sqciety and
of their parents' homeland. America has all the advantages. America has
power, prestige, and it is present in front of our eyes. The Old Country
is over there and invisible. Even so there were moments when I felt the
power of Greece as an almost overwhelming force. When my community had one of its occasional horoesperides in the church hall, everyone
would dance Greek folk dances. We had only a few scratchy 78s and
we'd play them over and over. I didn't count how many times we'd play
I Gerakina or Mana mou, matzourana mou, but the joy of the dance kept
us dancing until very late. I'd walk home in the dawn light totally exhilarated. I felt a similar power at Good Friday services or on listening to
the old folks tell about their villages and their early experiences in
America.
Unfortunately, the occasional experience of even the best of Greek
folk life isn't enough to constitute an identity or a way of life. If that was
all there was to it, it would have been better to get away and leave it all
behind as many did. Those who tried to keep alive the world the immigrants created were condemned to live in a world too cramped for their
dreams and aspirations. In my case, literature accidentally came to the
rescue. One day, when I was in my early teens, I went into a bookstore
and saw a book entitled The Greek Passion sitting next to the cash register. It was the first time I'd seen a book with the name of a living Greek
on it. The clerk told me a Greek priest had ordered it but hadn't come
to pick it up. Our priest, the only one for all of Montana, had died of a
heart attack a few weeks earlier, so I offered to buy it. It's hard to explain
the effect the novel had on me. I was actually in contact with a real
Greek author, some one at least as well educated as the people who
taught me in school. And the book was a lot more interesting and relevant to me than most of the literature we were assigned to read. A few
years later, I found out about the The Last Temptation of Christ when, a
few days before a visit from the bishop, I was in the office of our priest
and noticed he'd hidden a copy behind a bookself.
About the same time I came across Nicholas Berdyaev's The Destiny
of Man, which completely transformed my idea of the Orthodox Church
and of religion in general. Between them, Kazantzakis and Berdyaev,
took me out of the often narrow village society I grew up in and gave me
a sense of the reality and the vast potential of the world my parents came
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from. By now I wanted to visit Greece, but not just to visit my parents'
village-whi ch war had turned into rubble-so I could contemplate my
humble origins and rejoice over my brilliant good fortune in being born
American. I was a college student majoring in English and French. I
planned to become a teacher and imagined myself a great intellectual, a
renaissance man. If I were going to visit Greece, I had to meet people
who would be my equals. Considering that I went to Greece after my
sophomore year, as innocent a provincial as I could be, I was rewarded
beyond any of my expectations. Not everything I learned, especially
about myself and my limitations, pleased me, but I was finally beginning
to understand how difficult the search for self-awareness is. Even now,
forty years later, I am still caught in this struggle.
One of the most important things I learned was how American I was.
I had a long way to go before I could move easily from one culture to
another. I learned about my invisible American world the day President
Kennedy was assassinated. That day I was sitting in my uncle's home in
Palaio Psychiko when someone called to say the president had been
shot. I couldn't believe it, and I wouldn't accept the news even when I
heard it on a Greek radio station. I needed to hear it from real Americans. We turned the dial to Armed Forces Radio where the assassination
was confirmed. I started trembling violently and my relatives piled blankets on me and hugged me until I finally calmed down. Some of the
invisible truths I had grown up with had been destroyed. Even though
I had known America wasn't perfect, I had somehow assumed that to be
American meant being safe, the citizen of a well-run country where
ancient problems, such as those that plagued Greece and the rest of the
world, had been solved. Today I realize that for me, somehow, Kennedy's
assassination meant that the Vietnam War, Watergate, September llth
and Al Quaida were also possible.
In the end, while I was in Greece I became more Greek than ever and
I loved it. I also became more American and I loved that too, but I was
no longer an unworthy guest at an American feast prepared by my betters. One of the positive effects of trying to fit two or more cultures into
a single personality, is that it's difficult to be ethnic in the sense of being
closed off and hostile to other cultures. It puts us on speaking terms
with the rest of the world.
The first issues of the Charioteer also came out when I was in my
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early twenties. I remember my excitement at seeing the variety of arts
Greeks were working in. It was especially important to me that many
Greek Americans contributed to those first issues. I still have those first
copies. Like me, they're older and more brittle, but it still gives me pleasure to look through them. Thus it was a special honor for me when
Apostolos Athanassakis invited me to be guest editor for this issue. I
hope the readers and contributors will agree that I have proved worthy
of this responsibility.
I've long thought that before being an area of academic study as
Greek Studies or a sub-section of ethnic studies, the study of Greek culture and literature should be part of a missionary effort, not so much to
convert others to Greekness-But, what the hell! If they want to join,
let them-but as part of our responsibility to satisfy the Delphic maxim
of "Know Thyself." To be more complete we have to turn the light on in
our invisible worlds. Today, when so many Americans are frightened of
the world outside our borders, it's our responsibility to help shed light
wherever we can.

DAY OF DISEMBARKATION
BY GEORGE

EcoNoMou

It would be odd to call them Odysseys,
being outward, not homeward, bound,
lives made over by landfalls in strange cities
in spaces of magnitudes beyond magna.
Submission to a cyclopean physician
on an island more foreign than Phaeacia,
though penultimate stop of the passage,
certified the transference of homeland
and relegated Peloponnesos or Crete
to a recessive future in memory's eye,
despite a parenthetical return to bring
a woman away, not come back to her.
The couple married America and planted
a tree that would branch and burgeon into
complexions and tongues not seen or heard
before that momentous day of disembarkation.

9

THE ANATOLIAN SMILE OF ELlA KAZAN
BY DAN GEORGAKAS

Admirers and critics alike agree that Elia Kazan was ornery, charming,
talented, and unpredictable. Even his closest associates were often puzzled by what seemed inexplicable behavior. While at the considerable
heights he achieved at various moments of a career in theater, cinema,
and literature, he often seemed sexually, emotionally, and professionally
insecure. This volatility is often ascribed to political ideology. Far more
significant was Kazan's ethnic identity, a factor he underscored again
and again in his amazing autobiography, A Life. In that work, he reveals
that the wellspring of his character is linked to his Anatolian origins.
While that origin is not the absolute shaper of his life and art, it is a key
factor rarely accorded much weight by those who evaluate his work.
In A Life, Kazan writes that he reads photographs as a profession.
Referring to a photo of himself as a child dressed in foustanella and
wearing a fez, he writes, "A fez is hot. It doesn't protect the nape of the
neck from the sun or shield the eyes from its glare. But all the Greek men
of that time and place wore them. Why? A captive people since the fall
of Constantinople in 1453, their tactic for safety was to blend in with
the conqueror's culture." He continues a few sentences later, 'They survived by 'passing.' The tactic persisted when some of these people came
to America." 1 Hundreds of pages later, while discussing the making of
America, America in Turkey, Kazan comments that his cousin and other
Anatolian Greeks who had remained in Turkey were targets in times of
riot, "so it became essential for these Greeks to behave circumspectly in
the streets, to be above criticism at all times, self-effacing, and as near
invisible as possible." He ends by noting if his father had not brought
him to America in 1913, ''I'd now be what my cousin was." 2
The fear of thinking like a colonial subject, much less being a colonial subject, is at the core of Kazan's temperament. He resented being
considered an outlander by a society to which he generally felt superior.
His account of his years as a teenager is particularly painful ih that
Elia Kazan, A Life (NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988), p. 14.

1

2 Ibid.,

p. 560.
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regard. As an adult he came to prize the high culture of America, but he
always despised most of its social-political infrastructure. Although he
understood that one of the requirements of authentic patriotism is to
address a nation's ills, he was never quite sure about the limits and
nature of intellectual and artistic dissent. He often resorted to what he
called his Anatolian smile to mask his true sentiments, a bristling compound of guilt, ambition, resentment, and rage.
That rage found its most vivid expression in Kazan's brief acting
career of some eight years. Accounts of his stage work acknowledge
both his limited range and his enormous power within that range.
Rarely has the urban tough guy been portrayed as convincingly as
Kazan did in City for Conquest (1940). His greatest acting moment,
however, was when he leaped on stage to denounce the company fink
in the opening night performance in 1935 of Waiting For Lefty. The New
Masses magazine dubbed him, "the Proletarian Thunderbolt!" The Anatolian immigrant from a rug merchant's family who had graduated from
Yale was amused by that tag. He also savored it. His description of the
elation he felt that night reflects the glee of a political radical overjoyed
that an event has exceeded his wildest expectations.
Kazan's theatrical career had not come easily. He started studying
theater late in his college career and over his father's objections. The first
summer Kazan applied for admission to the Group Theater he was
rejected. He was kept the second summer only due to his ability to build
scenery and serve as a general handyman. The resulting nickname of
Gadget or Gadg was a sobriquet he came to despise. Over the course of
time he would eclipse the fame of all of the others in the Group, but he
was always resentful that he had been retained that second summer not
for his artistic abilities, but for his carpentry.
Kazan was involved in even more radical artistic organizations than
the Group. Most interesting of these was a circle of Communists who
made independent films throughout the 1930s. Even though Kazan
revealed much about his life in the theater and cinema in his eight hundred and forty page autobiography, only a single paragraph alludes to
his work as a filmmaker with Communist art groups. 3 That work
3 His credits include the screenplay for The People of
the Cumberland, (1935), a
twenty-minute short about social injustices played out in Appalachia. The most comprehensive account of this fimmaking circle is Russell Campbell, Radical Cinema in the
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included co-starring in Pie in the Sky (1935), a fourteen-minute film that
sarcastically attacked organized religion with a ceremony set in a
garbage dump.
The more he worked in theater the more Kazan realized his greatest
talent was directing rather than acting. Beginning with The Skin of our
Teeth, he directed a string of critical and popular hits that established
him as America's number one theatrical director. He would originate
nearly all of the most important plays of his time: All My Sons, Tea and

Sympathy, A Streetcar Named Desire, Death of a Salesman, Cat On a Hot
Tin Roof, Dark at the Top of the Stairs, andJB. A chronicle of his stage
work constitutes a mini-history of the American theater at mid-century.
Kazan wrote that it was during this period of his life that he was most
distant from his Greekness, but ethnicity may have been one of the tap
roots of the intense contradict ions he felt about his own character.
Rather than basking in self confidence from this unprecede nted stage
success, he describes himself as simultaneously wanting "the security of
4
domestic life" and " the freedom of the bachelor pad. " More generally,
he says of himself:
I want to be liked. I want to be feared.
I am cowardly. I am brave.
I am handsome. I am ugly.
I am vain. I am humble.
I am thin and wiry. I am bulky and big-boned.
I am slippery. I am reliable.
5
I am belligerent, but I don't fight because I know I can't.
Almost all of Kazan's early films were made with Twentieth Century
Fox then headed by Spyros Skouras who had come to power through
his family's ownership of hundreds of movie theaters. Bringing Broadway directors to Hollywood was a studio tradition, but Skouras was particularly anxious to get Kazan and sometimes used Greek to express his
United States, 1930-1942: The Work of the Film and Photo League, Nykino, and Frontier
Films. Ph.D. Dissertation: Northwestern University, 1978. Pie in the Sky is covered on pp.
193-202and People of the Cumberland on pp. 319-352.
4A Life, p. 217.
5 Ibid.,

p. 219.
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views to a patrioti who quickly became one of his top directors. As successful as the Skouras brothers had been in the film industry, Kazan
believed that, "In their guts, however, they remained newcomers to
America, with all the uncertainties immigrants have. . . . Like most
immigrants then, they would defend themselves by flaunting their
patriotism. I do not exclude myselffrom this characterization." 6
The films that made Kazan a Hollywood legend, however, were not
patriotic gore but challenges to American cultural myths. A Tree Grows
in Brooklyn (1944) examined working class ethnics immersed in but not
trapped by poverty. Gentlemans Agreement (1947) was one of the first
Hollywood films to directly address anti-Semitism and Pinky (1949)
took up the theme of African Americans able to pass as white.
Boomerang (1946) and Panic in the Streets (1950) featured heroic law
enforcement officers dealing with situations where democracy teetered
on mobocracy. Both films were shot on location to offer audiences a realistic taste of small-town and waterfront America.
Kazan's specifically political films have a similar edge. Wild River
(1960) deals with the terrible human costs of the best governmental
projects. A Face in the Crowd (1956) suggests a showbiz-political career
not unlike that of the Ronald Reagan to come. Man on a Tightrope
(1952) features an escape from Eastern Europe into an imperfect west.
Most interesting of all these overtly political films is Viva Zapata! ( 1951)
in which Kazan celebrates a revolutionary leader who is not only incorruptible but one who considers his greatest challenge to be the creation
of a movement that no longer requires his services. The script is by John
Steinbeck, who, like Kazan, was hostile to the soviet system. Among the
film's major characters is a professional revolutionary who starts as a
supporter of Zapata but becomes an advisor of Zapata's slayers.
His most famous films, of course, A Streetcar Named Desire (1950)
and On the Waterfront (1954) explore the underbelly of American society and the sexuality of working class males. Splendor in the Grass
(1960), in contrast, assails the very middle class culture that creates the
New Orleans, Dixie, and Hoboken of the other films. East of Eden
(1954) poses similar issues. Of course, none of his films can be reduced
to political screeds. The most successful contain some of the best per6 lbid.,

p. 45 l.

The Anatolian Smile of Elia Kazan

15

formances of some of the nation's best film actors, offering keen psychological as well as sociological insights. Nevertheless, none offer a celebration of America-as-is, only of the American promise, the immigrant
vision.
Of America, America (1964) Kazan writes, "This is my favorite
among the films I:ve made, not because it's my best film, but because I
wrote it and made it and because it's about the subject I spent years contemplating: how my family came to America. The incidents in the film
are all true if somewhat dramatized and were told to me by my grandmother and my mother. "7 He adds with dramatic capital letters that it is
a film to remind all Americans that, "We are all FROM somewhere, that
we are all IMMIGRANTS and that we all came here LOOKING FOR
SOMETHING. What is the responsibility of the dream to the dreamers?
This is the story of this country. "8 And perhaps of Kazan's entire life.
Worth noting is that America, America ends in New York harbor, the
beginning of what will be Greek America. Just as Kazan never was able
to present a worldview beyond Zapata's resignation from power, he also
never found the energy to tell us what happened to his Stavros after he
reached America. Put into his own framework: what are the responsibilities of that which is dreamed about and that of the dreamer? What
kind of pact is to be struck? Kazan was never able to decide.
The substance of the dream leads directly to consideration of the
issue that came to haunt Kazan's life, his friendly testimony before the
House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) in 1952. Like
tens of thousands of other Americans who thought socialism was the
answer to the economic ills brought on by the Great Depression of the
1930s, Kazan had joined the Communist Party ( CP) in 1934. He had
left two years later on a procedural rather than ideological matter. He
objected to a CP directive that the Communists within the Group seize
control of the organization. Kazan believed such decisions should be
made by members of the unit, not party bureaucrats. Nonetheless, he
continued to support most CP perspectives and remained on good
terms with his former comrades. He even defended the Hitler/Stalin
Pact as an action forced on the USSR by the unfriendly western powers.
Kazan, An American Odyssey edited by Michel Ciment (London: Bloomsbury.
1988), p. 82.
8Jbid., p. 125.
7Elia
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At the time he resigned from the CP, Kazan was a relatively minor
theatrical personality. By the time of the HUAC hearings, Kazan was the
most famous stage director in America and an emerging figure in Hollywood. The purpose of the hearings was not investigatory. HUAC
already possessed the membership list of the Communist Party and had
a very good sense of who the fellow travelers were. The hearings were a
stage on which Hollywood personalities were to state they had been
duped by Communist lies. By so doing, they announced their adherence
to the American side in the emerging Cold war with the USSR. To prove
their contrition was sincere, former Communists had to perform an act
of atonement: naming others with whom they had worked.
Many civil libertarians objected to the HUAC hearings on the basis
that the first amendment guaranteed the freedom of political association
and freedom of speech. Neither freedom meant much if it did not protect unpopular minority views and organizations. Civil libertarians
argued that if the Communists had done something against the law, they
could be tried under numerous existing criminal statutes. Many called
to testify said they would gladly speak about their own conduct and
beliefs but found it morally unacceptable to speak about others. The
film industry moguls further complicated matters by establishing a policy that those who did not testify satisfactorily could no longer work in
Hollywood.
As an artist whose works had always dealt with the ills of American
society; Kazan was a key player in the HUAC drama. If he defied HUAC,
others might also find the courage to do so. At the very least, his defiance would spotlight the charge that HUAC was attacking freedom of
artistic expression. That path seemed much easier for him to take than
for others as there was no blacklist on Broadway where he remained in
great demand. Close associates like Arthur Miller were certain that
Kazan would stand up to HUAC. Kazan himself gave that impression.
Just months before the HUAC hearing he ,had set up meetings with
Communist leaders in the longshoreman's union to lend authenticity to
a play he wanted to do about the waterfront that he was encouraging a
Communist to write. 9
At the last moment, however, Kazan not only decided to testify in a
9 Dan
Georgakas, "Reflections on a Half-Century of Script-Writing: Interview with
Walter Bernstein," Left Curve No. 26, 2002, p. 95.
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cooperative manner, he paid for a full-page newspaper ad in which he
denounced Communism. Kazan would always aver that the more he
learned of the soviet system the more he thought of it as a criminal
enterprise to be despised, indeed what Reagan would call an evil empire.
He thought it absurd to give up his film career to defend a system he
loathed. He further opined that it was braver to identify the soviet system as a threat when to do so was unpopular intellectually than to
remain safely silent by evoking constitutional privilege.
The Hollywood blacklist would last for ten years but debate over
Kazan's actions never ceased, still generating considerable public notice
as late as 2000 when his life-time achievement award at the Hollywood
Oscars generated vigorous protest. His films, particularly On the Waterfront, often are analyzed within the context of his being a cooperative
witness. Kazan remained a fulcrum of controversy, partly because he
would never apologize for his actions and often adamantly defended his
testimony. What he rarely dealt with openly was the question of honor
involved, what the Greeks might call philotimo. Only in an interview
that was not published until1999 did Kazan acknowledge, "Maybe I did
wrong, probably did."lo
Kazan's film career which had burgeoned throughout the 1950s
unraveled following the financial failure of America, America (1963)
and the collapse of the studio system in which Kazan had thrived. The
Arrangement (1969), even though scripted and directed by Kazan and
based on his own novel, was disastrously miscast and flopped. The Visitors (1971), scripted by Chris Kazan, his son, was a virtual home movie
shot in super-16 at their house in Connecticut. Although it dealt with
the effects of the war in Vietnam on civilian Americans at home, it had
virtually no distribution. The Last Tycoon (1976) provided Kazan a last
chance to work with a sizable Hollywood budget and an all-star cast
(Robert De Niro, Robert Mitchum, Ray Milland, and jack Nicholson),
but the old magic was gone. The film was a critical and financial dud.
Part of the failure of Kazan's later films was Kazan's growing dissatisfaction with the filmmaking process and his joy at the complete creative control he had as a novelist. In addition to the obvious control
studios always exercised over filmmakers, with the exception of Amer10Jeff Young, Kazan: The Master Director
Discusses His Films, Interviews with Elia
Kazan (New York: Newmarket Press, 1999), p.l75.

18

THE CHARIOTEER

ica, America, Kazan's best films usually involved high-profile collaborations with distinguished writers such as Budd Schulberg, John Steinbeck and Tennesse Williams. Or they were acclaimed for the great
performances that he evoked from actors such as Peggy Ann Gamer,
Marlon Brando, James Dean, Natalie Wood, and Warren Beatty. By the
time he wrote his autobiography, Kazan said the most important aspect
of the artistic experience for him was complete freedom of self-expression. The novels reflected his voice and personality in a way the films
and plays he had directed never had. He said that was more important
to him than whether his writings were as highly regarded as his stage
and film work.
Four of his six novels feature Greek characters. The best-selling The
Arrangement (1967) dealt with the sexual turmoil of the eldest son of a
man born in Anatolia. Although it is dangerous to conflate fictional passages with the actual life of the author, what Kazan writes about Greekness is amazingly stereotypical, but at the same time may shed some
light on his own troubled sex life, "Being Greek, blandness is my fetish.
I was given black hair, a little on the oily side, once very thick." In terms
of flirtations and affairs in relationship to marriage, he writes, "No
Greek man, ancient or modem would discommode himself in the least
for any such trifle, no matter how succulent. The Greek would simply
accept the fact that a man had to give up a lot of things in life to hold to
the main thing." 11
His America, America is a novelization of his film of the same title,
but in The Anatolian, he tries unsuccessfully to recreate the terrors of
1922 while seeking to give some insight into the Turkish-Greek relationship. In Acts of Love his main character is a Greek sea captain operating out of Tarpon Springs. Some of the captain's tales are fictionalized
variations of what Kazan later wrote about his sexual relationship with
Marilyn Monroe. In none of these fictions does Kazan carry forward the
story of a Stavros-like character in America. He never really addresses
the interplay of American and Greek sensibilities, what tradeoffs are
desirable or even possible and which are to be avoided.
By far Kazan's most significant literary work is the autobiography in
which he writes frankly of one of the most fertile stage and film careers
of the twentieth century. He is extraordinarily insightful in describing
11A

Life, pp. 66-67.
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all aspects of the creative process. Kazan is an artist of such talent and
achievement that his character and motivations cannot be neatly summarized, but there can be no understanding of his work, the contained
rage, even the fear to finally go the final mile in his film and literary
work, if we do not understand him as an American ethnic. When making America, America in Turkey he emotionally reconciled with a
deceased father with whom he had fought furiously in real life. He
writes:
Now that I was here and had some idea what it must have been
like for the Greeks, I asked myself if I'd lived here seventy-five
years ago, under the Turk could I have afforded to be angry? Isn't
it inevitable that he never displayed that gift outside his own
house? Wouldn't I have squelched it too? Of course. Silence is
safer for the outsider. 'Come on, I buy you lunch!" I remember
how he used to say that to the cocky American buyers who came
to his store, as he flashed his refugee smile. But what did he feel
beneath? Did he have the lump inside him too? 12
Elia Kazan was neither a Greek in America nor a Greek American but
an American Greek, who despite his outer bearing forever felt himself
to be an Outsider. That sense probably gives his work its most distinctive edge. Even as he triumphed on Broadway, won Oscars in Hollywood
and hit the New York Times Best-Seller List, Kazan's refugee's smile
masked a strange blend of contempt and fear as he sought to resolve the
tension between the responsibility of the dream to the dreamer and the
dreamer to the dream. In that sense he might be thought of as rebel who
could never quite define his cause. Elia Kazan was ever an Anatolian
with a lump inside him.

12Ibid.,

p. 590-91.

KYTHERA
BY CHRISTOS PAPADIMITRI OU

There are three images from Kythera that will always remain with
Alexandros: A naked girl, no more than ten, leaning on her elbow in a
deserted beach. An old woman clad in black, screaming, Munch-like, a
rock-and-roll song. And, most terrifying of all, an early morning flight
down a goatherd path.
She was the first big break of his career, he hauled her from the
Kythera shipwreck almost the first day. The Dean had called her "Little
Venus," exquisite statue of a girl, third century Hellenistic bronze. Sitting position nude, leaning on the right elbow, looking back. Very original, such flawless motion, slightly exaggerated as the period required.
School of Rhodos, it seemed, perhaps Antisthenes himself. Best of its
kind ever.
Even the Dean had come from Athens with the afternoon airplane.
Alexandros has no kind words to describe the Dean (pink piggy sweating in his tie and suit, a mediocre scholar, iron-fisted tyrant at the university, corrupt and spineless opportunist). Until, that is, the moment at
the beach, when his voice broke: "Welcome back, Little Venus from the
deep," the Dean had whispered to the bronze, voice cracking. And then,
after a long pause, to Alexandros -who had been watching this display
of humanity with surprise: "This little girl will make us famous, Dr. Dertilis." The decanal plural, he's back in business-b ut his voice had
cracked.
She was supposed to be the big break of his career-but then, why
the terrible dream and premonition, why is he now running down the
steep, rough path at dawn, panting in agony? Bronze is supposed to be
safe from exposure after long submersion, right? It doesn't disintegrate
like marble or wood or clay, the literature is unanimous OJl this. Then,
suddenly, his knees cannot sustain him any more, his pulse has stopped,
the world is dark, his mind is trying to erase this sight, the horrible
amorphous pile of turquoise dust and mud, right where his Little Venus
had been sitting just the night before.
Alexandros has fallen on his knees, weeping. Minutes go by. Or
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hours? Suddenly, a woman's voice pierces the morning, strong, shrill
and slow. It is Aunt Despina, the old woman who cuts his salad every
day. Little Venus was a ray of light in her life of dull toil, and now she's
tearing her cheeks, mourning the loss. She's singing an old dirge in local
dialect about a baby girl who drowned, the tempo is so slow the words
disintegrate into a sequence of disconnected shrieks. Despina is always
measured and composed, only at funerals she can relax, she lets her
mind loose, associates freely, and then she sings those dirges that you
can't forget, she sings and cries, she has so much to cry about. Her life,
all death and poverty and labor, devoid of pleasure and gratification.
She's crying for her mother, too, who lived a life much like her own, and
for her mother's mother, and then hers, for all the tortured Greek
women who (unwanted dowry burdens tossed by unsmiling fathers to
unloving husbands) toiled the arid land and chased the goats, women
who bore their children under olive trees while men were minding only
trouble-wars and vendettas, revolutions, banditry. She's even crying
for the ranks of all those other women who, bending under the weight
of their babies and belongings, wandered into this land following flocks,
or caravans, or armies-the women of Crusaders, of Bulgarians, Jews,
Albanians, Serbs, Romanians, Gypsies, Turks-all of these women now
exist in Despina and her song. And (even though she barely realizes it)
she's also crying for the slave girl Kyra, so beautiful yet so unlucky, who
died young and childless in Lindos centuries ago. And yet she had a
chance to live forever, a chance that has just perished, right here on this
beach. Kyra had paid dearly for this chance when, aged eleven, she lived
for eight long months in the workshop of Antisthenes, the famous
sculptor, scrubbing the floors, posing and shivering, warming the dirty
old man's bed.
But Alexandros does not hear the verse and tone of Despina's song,
mourning has brought him far away, concert in Tokyo few years back, a
scene he has visualized many times, history in the making, thousands
of fans holding their breaths in disbelief, even the bassist is looking on
in disbelief, enchanted, and the guitarist too, they improvise in A minor
trying to rise to the occasion, inspired, two stabs of G and back to A
minor then up, the Silver Voice is possessed, out of his mouth come
divine, haunting screams, Aaa-aaa-aaa, the dirge goes on and on,
Alexandros is weeping uncontrollably next to a pile of blue rust, and
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Gillan's voice is now low and soothing, sweet child in time he sings, then
comes a new explosion of high tones, harsh yet incredibly melodic.
Then, silence. Calm waves break, little distant sounds of life.
Alexandros stands up, he looks at the old woman, looks at the sea. Then
he starts walking towards his dinghy, slow but determined steps. "Never
dive before noon in these waters," his trainer had told him. "Never
alone." But the young man cannot wait, not now, he has to check that
pile of metal debris he'd spotted earlier in the shipwreck, lower aft.
The gearbox of Kythera is waiting for him.
*

•

*

Alexandros is suffocating, he's underwater, looking up to see the reassuring light blue surface, so irresistibly safe and attractive, haven and
home twenty yards above, but it isn't there, the same dark shade of blue
is all around, in all directions, he panics, wakes with a silent scream, sits
up in sweat. "What was this dream about?" He knows that it contained
something meaningful, something clever and liberating and momentous. But what?
Then he remembers, and the memory purges any remnants of sleep.
He gets off his bed, he walks towards his computer, groping in the dark.
No time for the relevance engine nonsense now.
"It is a RAP calculator, isn't it?" he types.
He waits, patiently and confidently. One minute. Two. Then, in a
flash, Turing's portrait appears on his screen.
Wise guy, this was a most unacceptable breach of protocol. But,
frankly, your message was too intriguing to ignore, I assume you are
referring to the Kythera mechanism, right? What an idea, what an
improbable, radical idea. Imagine, a machine for performing resource
allocation calculations. It is an interesting hypothesis, isn't it? We must
consider seriously the questions that it raises: Who? Why? And how?
"I have been thinking about it. There is this lost book by Archimedes, On the Phoenician Method, I have been studying the few surviving passages that mention it. It was supposed to be a blueprint for
something very useful and important, related to agricultural productivity. It had been always assumed that it was an irrigational device
invented by the Phoenicians--Archimedes was known to have an inter-
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est in such devices. But your RAP lecture got me thinking. Towards the
late years of Archimedes' life the economy of Italy had been changing,
land was cheaper after the devastation of the first Punic war, farms were
consolidating, growing in size, the Romans were leading the way in this.
Prices were fluctuating more than before, sophisticated decision-making could make a difference, could give the Greeks an edge."
But did the Phoenicians have the required mathematical sophistication to formulate and solve such an advanced problem?
"Right, from everything we know they didn't. But let us not forget
their obsession with commerce and profit, with doing things in the best,
most efficient way. According to the creation myth of Carthage, they
shaped their city as a semicircle- the flat side facing the sea-becaus e
this way, for the given area of the city, the perimeter of the city walls is
as short as possible, cheapest to build, easiest to defend." Alexandros is
thinking. "Besides, some sources attribute the book not to Archimedes,
but to the mathematician Chrysippos, famous problem solver. He was
also notorious for his poor written and spoken Greek, the man was a
Phoenician. It is possible that he formalized his countrymen's empirical
methodology and communicated it to Archimedes."
I see. If so, the great applied mathematician must have seen the
potential of the method, its generalization to three, to four dimensions,
four kinds of activities, of crops.
"Wheat, grapes, barley, and vegetables," Alexandros interrupts, "this
is what the Greeks grew in Sicily."
Except that the computation with four variables gets very complicated. But this was exactly Archimedes' unique strength among all sages
of antiquity, to build machines that put his ideas to work. The question
is, how can we be sure that your device can perform the required
computations?
"This will be hard to prove with all the missing pieces, but I think
it's plausible. Gears are good for multiplying by a fixed number, the
Greeks had used them this way for centuries, for converting between
the different calendars of the city states. And there is this more sophisticated device for adding the results, very much like the differential you
find in today's automobiles. The Kythera mechanism seems to contain
a number of these, I have spent years putting them together in all possible ways."
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I must confess, I have been playing with it myself a little, ever since
I came across a digital depiction of the gears in your computer files.
What a puzzle. But you are right, there seem to be several ,differentiallike adders there. Enough to make us believe that four variables were
involved.
But there's a catch: A device like this can only solve one resource
allocation problem, the one that is encoded in the radii of its gears. It
couldn't have been a general-purpose calculator, to be used and re-used
on different problems.
"Ah, but you forget the six conical gears," Alexandros replies,
excited. "They can be adjusted by their screws to change the problem a
little. In fact, I think that it was through these screws that the current
prices of the crops were brought into the picture. And the available
amounts ofland, irrigation, labor."
And then, you pull the lever forward, forcefully; and you can read the
most efficient combination of crops directly from the machine. Ingenious.
But one question remains, why on earth was this device on a ship?
Alexandros believes he has a good answer. "The foundries of Rhodos. That island had the most advanced metallurgy and war industry of
that era-remember the Colossus, one of the seven miracles, a giant
statue that was guarding the entrance of its harbor? I cannot think of
another place where such a demanding artifact could be put together."
Alexandros remembers the Little Venus. "Actually; there was another
bronze piece on the ship, but the alloy was weak, when we brought it
out of the shipwreck it disintegrated on the spot, broke everybody's
heart. The most exquisite statue of a little girl, probably from the school
of Antisthenes-coincidentally; a sculptor also from Rhodos. You see, it
all fits together now; Kythera is right on the route from Rhodos to Sicily.
I bet you that this ship was carrying to Syracusa pieces that were manufactured in a Rhodos foundry expressly for the court of Hiero--and the
custom gearbox Archimedes had ordered was among them. It was probably still in the design stage, God knows how many trips it had already
made, back and forth, how many years."
Alexandros pauses, he's thinking. What a terribly slow way to debug
a design. "Unless," he hesitates, "unless someone was overseeing the
project in Rhodos. Someone involved in the design. Maybe Chrysippos
himself."
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He closes his eyes, the image of an old man comes to his mind, a
lively chat next to a harbor temple. Alexandros smiles. He can at last
hear the man's voice, loud and clear. Barbarian accent and all.

* * *
Ethel is reading, Ian is sitting next to her, wearing her headset computer,
working. They are holding hands, Ian is humming absentmindedly.
Suddenly, Ian raises his voice, something has come up.
"I think you want to see this, love. Your friend Alexandros is living
his minute of fame."
Ethel clicks on a television channel. Alexandros is there, black
turtleneck shirt and grey jacket, relaxed and lively, looking a few years
younger than she remembers him. A little more handsome, actually. His
skin is now less tanned, and he has trimmed his beard a bit. His scars
are barely visible ("make-up probably," Ethel thinks). Models of the
Kythera box are everywhere around him.
"It is a very far-fetched hypothesis, of course," the journalist is saying "but I understand that it is gaining more and more acceptance
among archeologists and historians of science." She seems enchanted by
Alexandros, and a little intimidated. "But tell me about its possible connection to the great mathematician's death."
"Oh, it's just speculation," Alexandros replies. "According to the historian Plutarch, Archimedes died during the fall of Syracusa. Oblivious
to the battle raging around him, he had drawn several circles on the sand
and was absorbed in a calculation when a Roman soldier spotted him."
(The funny accent, the slightly crazy choice of words. Ethel smiles.) "As
the soldier approached, the sage scolded him for having stepped on his
geometric design; the legionnaire, enraged, killed him on the spot." His
eyes are shining, he's obviously having a ball. "And I cannot help wondering, what were these circles? Were they gears, per chance? Was
Archimedes redesigning the lost device?"
"Fascinating," the reporter says, fascinated. "One last question: I
know that you have been working on this project for almost thirty years.
How did you arrive only now at this ingenious hypothesis? Was it an
instant inspiration, or was it the result oflong deductive work?" ("She's
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starting to talk like him," Ethel thinks. She realizes that she's no longer
holding Ian's hand, she takes it again in hers.)
Alexandros thinks for a few seconds. Then he smiles into the camera,
little brown eyes amused, mischievous, conspiratorial. Ethel shivers.
"I did it with the help of a computer program."

INTER VIEW WITH ATHA N KARRAS
OCTOBER 29, 2003
BY MARIA KoTSAF IS

ATHAN KARRAS' name is synonymous with Greek dance. After dancing with major dance companies and researching Greek dance as an
exponen t of his career, he has successfully produce d and presente d folklore programs and events in the U.S. and Canada. Currently; he is an
instruct or of Greek Dance and Culture at Loyola Marymo unt University; and is the U.S. coordinator for Mazoxi, an annual Greek dance conference held on the Island of Crete. In the early sixties, he founded the
Intersection Folk Dance Center in Los Angeles, which subsequently
became the landma rk of folk cultures and a unique center for Greek
music and dance. He has also produce d and presented several major
Greek Festivals at UC Berkeley; UCLA, and Loyola Marymo unt University and created ethnic folklore programs for the Souther n California
Heritage Society. Mr. Karras has appeared on Broadway, television, and
in motion picture s-starri ng in one of the first Greek-American films,
Dark Odyssey, now available on DVD. He is the author of numero us articles on Greek dance and music that have appeared in several major ethnic and national publications. Currently, he has a regular column on
dance in the monthly periodical The Hellenic Journal. He has successfully compiled several recordings and dance videos to further widen the
scope of Greek folk music and dance appreciation. Mr. Karras has been
active as a board member with many cultural and traditional arts organizations in the US and has sponsored dance programs and tours of folk
ensembles from Greece. Athan Karras currently resides in Tarzana, California with his wife Jeanne. Their daughter Eleni is a fourth-year student at UCLA where she has studied Music, Vocal Performance and
American Literature and Culture. Their son George is a first-year student at UC Santa Cruz. Mr. Karras also has a daughter Daphne from his
first marriage to Sylvia. Daphne lives in Chappaqua, New York with
actor-husband Ralph Byers and their three children, Chloe, Phoebe, and
Lowell.
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For further reading see:
Athan Karras, "An Overview of Greek Folk Music and Dance." Greek
American Review. Nov 1993. p.l7-20.
Also look for:
___ , "A Greek Identity in Dance." Work in progress for an upcoming book.
___ , "The Intersection History." To be published in an upcoming
issue of the Greek American Review.

Let me start by saying what an honor it is to have such a distinguished exponent of Greek American society as yourself answer a Jew questions for us.
1. Would you give us some biographical background? In particular,
would you tell us about your experience "in-between cultures" and what this
meant and still means to you?
I was hom in Thessaloniki, Greece. My parents, Giorgos and Eleni
Karakitsos were both from the village of Litohoron, Macedonia, located
near the sea in the foothills of Mt.Olympus. This is where I spent some
of my happiest and most memorable childhood days. During the summer time, my family would camp on the beach where my three older
brothers and I would run barefoot on the rocky shore and enjoy outdoor
feasts with family and friends. As a result of the start of World War II
and at the age of twelve, I immigrated to America with my family and
lived in Brooklyn, New York. Because I did not know English, I had a
difficult time adjusting to school and was soon placed in a vocational
school in Harlem where I learned to get along with zoot-suited tough
guys. Always interested in dance, I loved American music and quickly
mastered the latest dance craze-the Lindy Hop. At the age of thirteen,
I was approached to dance in a Broadway show but my conservative
Greek parents turned down the offer.
Before completin g high school, I volunteere d for the OS Coast
Guard and served in the Pacific during the tail end of the war. When I
returned, I completed my high school studies and attended NYU where
I studied theater arts. I was encouraged to seriously study dance, which
I did, learning ballet, modem dance, and jazz. Soon, I started taking part
in off Broadway productions and semi-professional experimental dance
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concerts. My mentor- the Greek-American sculptor Michael Lekakis- introduced me to Eva Palmer Sikelianos who, together with her famous
poet husband Anghelos Sikelianos, began a revival of Greek tragedies
with the Delphic Festival of 1927. (An excellent account of her work is
her autobiography Upwani Panic edited by Professor John Anton.) She
encouraged me to study the Greek tragedies, especially the tragic chorus, which she believed contained the essence of all Greek tragedy and
the foundation of Greek dance. I attended the 25th Anniversary of the
1927 Delphic Festival with Eva and participated in the producti on of
Prometheus Bound. There I met many wonderful young artists. The
Greek National Theater was preparing two productions starring Katina
Paxinou and Alexis Minotis to go to New York. I auditioned was cast in
the chorus for Oedipus.
After returning to New York, I danced in several Broadway musicals
until! received an opportunity to join Greece's national dance company,
the Panegyrics Folk Dance Ensemble, headed by Dora Stratou. I returned
to Greece, joined the troupe, began my research into Greek dance, and
a more fundamental understanding of Greek tragedy. I found being a
member of a new dance company undergoing growing pains was a difficult way to earn a living. I returned to New York and again pursued a
career in theater as a performer, director, and choreographer.
When people learned that I had been a dancer with a Greek dance
ensemble, I was invited by various groups in the city to teach them
Greek dance. Eager not to forget all I had learned, I experimented with
being an instructor in Greek dance as a sideline to my theatrical career.
In time, I was asked to visit other cities and I traveled through the US
teaching at various summer seminars. My focus remained to make a
career in theater either as a performer or director with a view to experiment with Greek tragedies. Between theater engagements, I always
found time to do Greek dance workshops in New York and the surrounding areas.
I directed a producti on of Oedipus in the Greek language at the
Greek Theological Seminary in Brookline, Massachusetts. We worked
on it for several months while I lived at the seminary and when the production opened to a packed house, it was so successful that it was taken
on tour througho ut the New England area. I enjoyed many theater
engagements on Broadway and in summer stock but I always found
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time to conduct Greek dance sessions. While I was performing in the
original Broadway production of Most Happy Fella, I was asked to star
in an experimental movie about Greek immigrants called Dark Odyssey.
Two young men just out of film school shot this low-budget film in the
streets of New York. The film was never released but recently came to
light forty-five years later. One of the directors famous for early "erotica" films was having a retrospective and in the process of showing all
of his work, his first film Dark Odyssey was released for limited engagements across the country. It received wonderful reviews but these came
too late to boost my career.
I went on to join some of the most talented classical theater artists
of New York in the formidable Group Twenty Players Theater Company
based at Wellesley College. I was asked to direct several Greek tragedies
for them, which were widely acclaimed in the Cambridge/Boston area.
One memorable incident was when Sir John Gielgud, appearing in
Cambridge and later on Broadway in Much Ado About Nothing, asked to
see me. He had seen my production of Oedipus and wanted to meet the
young man who dared tackle "the Greeks" at such a young age. When
I met him, he confessed that in all his years in the theater doing Shakespeare and the classics, he feared "the Greeks," Greek tragedy was the
one thing he could never grasp. His kind words encouraged me to produce, direct and star in my own version of Oedipus off Broadway but the
NY Times critics lambasted me for thinking that I was another
"Lawrence Olivier." It was difficult to survive as a performer in New
York, and I often accepted jobs teaching dance. One time when I was in
northern California, I met Perecles Phillips who convinced me to direct
a major stage presentation of Greek music, song, and dance. A huge success, the show was a sell-out and we turned away several hundred people at the door. When I later taught a summer school course on Greek
tragedy at the University of California, Berkeley, we staged another
major folk dance production at their famous Greek amphitheater. This
began a passion for reviving Greek dance all over California that soon
made inroads into the Greek church communit ies changing small
"Greek food" festivals run by the women's groups into the major Greek
Festivals that are so popular now.
I left the Oakland/Berkeley area and came to Los Angeles to pursue
film, theater, and television. As much as I loved theater, I always
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despised publicity and promotion, and hated the "business end" of the
industry. Unlike New York, the west-coast theater politics were much
more intricate and tightly controlled by agents and managers. This was
a game I was never trained for, never understood, and never learned to
play. I had a lot of free time on my hands and much frustration until I
joined a repertory company at UCLA. It later moved to the Music Center under a new artistic director and we all were ousted. I met with
another folk dancer Rudy Dannes and together we worked out the concept of the Intersection Folk Dance Center. This was a good thing for me,
owning my own business provided me with security and gave me the
freedom to take on a film or TV engagement when they came up.
My experience "between cultures" was unlike that of my contemporaries John Cassavetes, George Maharis, and Telly Savalas, all of them
famous film directors who were hom in the US and made a niche in film
and theater that was poetically Greek even though they were still perceived as American. I, on the other hand, despite all my efforts to try to
be American could never shake off the fact that I was Greek. The tinge
of being "foreign" was a stigma that held me back and though they liked
my energy and spirit I stood apart from being recognized as an American. After twenty or thirty years in the US, people would still ask if I
came over on the "banana boat" last week. After meeting and mixing
with Greek American artists in New York, I began to investigate my
Greek culture and background. My American friends in the arts found
a Greek background impressive and this encouraged me to explore and
be proud of my identity and heritage.
The strongest identity I have is with things Greek. I look upon Greek
culture as not only having bestowed the greatest gifts for man-democracy and philosophy-but also as another way of identifying one's own
unique cultural expressions. My mother lived in this country almost
seventy years but never really learned to speak English. However, there
were times when she communicated far better with many of my American friends than she did with Greeks. She would often say to me, "You
do not mariy a flag, look into the spirit, soul, and character of the person you will make your life with."

2. How did your dancing career get started and what were the milestones on
this path?
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I started dancing as early as I can remember, during the summer
festivals on Mount Olympus. Dance and music were an inherent part of
village life and joining in the circle dance as a child was perhaps the very
first joy I experienced. I would not want to go to sleep until the last
dance was over.
When I served in the Pacific with the Coast Guard we visited islands
near Samoa. One way I found to communicate with the natives was
through dance. I knew what they wanted to say without me speaking
their language or they mine.
While in college, I started my highly disciplined and structured
dance courses. This was most difficult for me, but I knew this was
important and the only way I would eventually find my niche as a performer-through dramatic dance. Earlier in NY before any training, I
participated in church youth theatricals where dancing was an integral
activity and during my teens in NY there were Greek American horoesperides every weekend and I discovered that people began to relate to
me through dance. Later while in College, I took courses and became
an instructor at Arthur Murray's famous dance studio. My first serious
awareness of "Greek dance" came through Eva Palmer Sikelianos. She
saw me dancing at a Greek party in NY and called me over and said to
me, "Thanasi, you must dance, whatever else you do, dance!"
Dancing on Broadway and choreographing stage, TV and motion
picture productions that included Greek dance segments has been an
important focus of my life. I have enjoyed the challenges of making
Greek dance a powerful creative expression. Currently, I am working on
the choreography for the Aeschylus play The Persians to be presented by
the Theater Arts Department at LMU where we previously presented
productions of Helen of Troy by Euripides and Thesphoriazusae (the
Congresswomen) by Aristophanes.
3. From what you told me previously a sideline ofyour career led you to into

the film industry. Would you tell us about that?
Actually it is the other way around. I started acting first. Before
attending NYU, I secretly enrolled in Saturday afternoon course at the
Madame Irvine Theater Studio. This is where I had my first acting
classes.
Though I have had many high points in my career, I am very proud
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of playing the part of Nicola Sacco in the Sacco Vanzetti Case presented
by CBS television, which won an award in the Venice Film Festival. I
appeared in various dramatic and dance productions on TV and film but
I regret two missed opportunities. After many lengthy and precarious
auditions, I was a finalist for Jerome Robins' West Side Story, on Broadway. It was devastating when I didn't get the part. The other was when
Elia Kazan personally telephoned me in California to come to NY for an
audition for a lead in America, America. I worked with him for two
weeks doing improvisations and he invited me to join his cast, but said
that I would have to make my way to Greece on my own, without a contract or any schedule. This was the way he liked to work but I needed a
firm agreement so I passed up on the opportunity.
High points in my life have come while doing research and attending village festivals. Joining their dance circle, feeling the essential spirit,
the fervor, trying to viscerally understand the inner impulses and action
that motivated them to dance. Producing and directing festivals in the
early 60s in Oakland and Berkeley were the definitive highlights of
dance. Another highlight was introducing people to dance at the Intersection Folk Dance Center and Cafe. Here people were transformed while
dancing and they found a way of realizing their inner vitality.
In the film industry, I have had only one major role the Dark
Odyssey, but as an actor I always felt I needed dance to be part of it.

4. Now to a subject very close to your heart, Greek dance and its preservation. Would you share with us something of your experience in researching
Greek folk culture and thereby saving it from the claws of time? It would
also be interesting to hear about your travels in Greece for that purpose.
I'm somewhat perplexed about the notion of "saving" culture and I
am not quite sure that culture can be saved. Change is a constantly
evolving element, change is organic and natural, and we cannot stop nor
dam up the onslaught of any change. We have to find a way to work with
it. Cultural forms and expressions evolve from the needs of man at a particular time and place. I love, enjoy and respect all the work that people
do trying to "preserve" Greek dance. However, it often seems as though
preservationists are not involved in the present so they want to preserve
the past. The past cannot be totally preserved it should be reinterpreted
in the now.
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Take for instance that the video camera can be used to "freeze" a
movement, but that movement is frozen only in its exterior visual
aspects. The force and impetus behind it is not revealed. My feelings are
that we must try to recreate that environment from whence it evolved,
not imitate the outward picture. We should aim at finding the fundamentals that caused these things to happen. Folk dance cannot just be
preserved, participation is what is important, and the experience of
sharing the dance is far more important, even minor dancing mistakes
are acceptable, for all we know the ancestors whose movements we
want to recreate might have included some mistakes. I don't think that
time itself degrades cultural expressions, motivations behind the movements created these forms and should be analyzed. Today, commercial
interests control culture. Music is being encouraged not primarily
because of what speaks to our society, but by how many records sell.
Certain music is not available because music publishers believe it won't
sell. World music is becoming more homogenized. My travels to Greece
caused me to see many changes in dance as well. There are many dance
troupes trying to be "authentic." In reality, authenticity comes from
someone's stamp of approval. Once it becomes the standard, others try
to imitate it. For example, the Dora Stratou Dance Theater, has not
changed much within the last fifty years, it has not innovated or experimented with ethnography as way of trying to make folk dance relevant
to our times, but insists on being a "living museum." (There is no such
thing, living is life and museum is death.) One example of folk dance
successfully evolving, updating, and reaching out to larger audiences is
the Irish River Dance phenomenon.

5. In your opinion what role does Greek dance play in preserving ethnic
identity among Greek Americans and/or even Greek in Greece? How so?
Greek Americans are in a quandary and they can't be blamed. In
America we are considered to be very Greek; in Greece however we are
considered to be American. What then is our identity? When the
Ottoman Empire occupied Greece, it was vital for the Greeks to retain
their customs of language, religion, music, song, and dance. They felt
that if they lost these things, they would have become extinct. They
fought stubbornly to retain their Greek identity.
Greek dance preserves our ethnic identity by engaging our children
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in their heritage. It allows new generations to connect with the past
while moving into the future. Programs are now available in Greek communities to encourage young people to participate in a variety of traditional dance styles, learning customs, music, costumes, and folklore.
In America, the Greek Orthodox Church is the chief instrument in
preserving Greek heritage and culture. Thirty-five years ago I spent a
winter in Cleveland. I approached the priest at local Greek Church and
offered to start a Greek dance troupe. I knew these dances and wanted
to share them. He laughed at the idea of a church-sponsored dance program. Twenty-five years later, the Greek Cultural Council of Cleveland
invited me-all expenses paid-to organize a Greek dance youth program under their auspices in the very same church. This is what is happening all over America today. When I first came to America the
emphasis was on the "melting pot" now we know that different spices
add to its riches, so we have embarrassed our multicultural society by
emphasizing what is unique in our native culture. Greek Americans are
proud of being Greek. When I did the festival in Berkeley in the early
sixties, Mayor George Christopher said that when he first arrived, we
were afraid to tell anyone in the streets of San Francisco that we were
Greek. "Today you are presenting a major Greek cultural program in
one of the most prestigious universities in the US, and I am the mayor
of one of the most prestigious cities in the US, do you realize the difference?" He asked me.
6. In your role as researcher, dancer and teacher how do you see the future

of Greek dance?
Dance in any culture is motivated by music. In order for Greek
dance to survive it will have to produce music that will speak to the concerns of young people. It should use all elements of today's technology.
We cannot continue to bank only on the commercial success of the
Zorba theme. The songs of the once-outlawed rebetika captured the
imagination and spirit of the Greek populace in the villages and abroad.
Unfortunately, new musical compositions are following the "Tin Pan
Alley" success format of creating hit songs for commercial purposes,
rather than remain within the cultural expressions of regional musical
forms that are closer to traditional life. Then again, traditional life is also
being reevaluated and questions are asked as to what the need is. Tradi-
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tiona! music and dance might have a chance of surviving if new technology is used to create the quality of sound preferred by young people
today.
As a researcher, I need to know how dance forms originated, what
purpose they serve, and how they are executed. I try to see if the dance
can have life outside of its own indigenous environment. Many dances
from various provinces are provocative, others are dynamic, and others
remain obscure. In the need to collect forms of movement, they are done
for exhibition or as exercises without examining the meaning of the
dance. I am part of this process as well and in teaching I am compelled
to offer a greater variety of dances to my students, but I try to connect
them to the dance viscerally and emotionally so that it won't be just
obscure disconnected movements aimlessly repeated. As a teacher, I try
to stimulate every person guiding them to learn the importance of
improvisation in Greek dance, which is the creative element important
in making dance relevant in our time. When dance is fully structured
and choreographed it immediately begins to die. In order to have significant meaning in society, dance must remain creative.

7. More generally, with dance programs as an integral part of a wider curriculum, how would you augment a Greek American agenda with programs
in folklore, language or even Greek literature in translation?
The program must be relevant to the venue and the organization.
Different for a Greek community versus for a university or a cultural
event and different if it is pure entertainment. I have had great success
augmenting Greek dance programs with folklore, language and Greek
literature in translation. I have developed programs for school children
that use music and dance to interact with Greek myths and folktales.
The youth dance program I developed and still direct at St. Nicholas
Greek Orthodox Church in Northridge is often enhanced by the use of
traditional instruments and songs in Greek.
In 1995, I wrote and directed a Greek folklore celebration Ekdromi
for the Greek Heritage Society of Southern California at Loyola Marymount University. Presented in Greek, the theatrical presentation
explored the rich cultural heritage of the Los Angeles Greek communities just after World War II. The public responded enthusiastically to an
earlier Ekdromi version dramatizing a Greek wedding that was pre-
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sented at UCLA in 1989. I also was very pleased to be able to produce,
direct, and star in Nikos Kazantzakis' Capitan Mihaelis for the Hellenic
University Club. My aim was to bring attention to the contemporary
Greek language by a master author. The play was performed in Greek
to sold-out audiences.
Language is very important, but language can be maintained only if
interaction is evident. To keep language vibrant it needs to enter into the
daily life of the people. I have actively produced, directed and acted in
various Greek language plays so that Greeks and Greek-Americans
learning Greek can hear the language come alive.

Thank you very much for taking the time.
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DAY TRIPPERS
BY PENELOPE KARAGEORGE

Zoe sat by the phone, writhing and uncomfortable, even with the air
conditioner on, because it was Saturday, Memorial Day weekend inN ew
York City, and she had not made a plan for the holiday. She was at loose
ends, except for intending to clean out her bureau drawers, and write
the film script that would make her rich and famous, and give her a life
outside of Talking magazine, where she worked as director of publicity.
A hype artist, and good at her job.
Ironic, pushing talk of celebrities and sitting alone, paralyzed, while
the whole world went to the beach, made love, and gorged on buttery
lobster and crisp, savory hot dogs.
She should call somebody, but at this hour, it smacked of desperation. She wanted to escape. She wanted somebody to love her. She
wanted to confess, to spit out all her horrible feelings, like a lady poet,
Sylvia Plath, or Anne Sexton, two fierce, funny women who ended up
by sticking their heads in the oven, Sexton after splitting from her husband and attempting to meet guys through ads in the New York Review
of Books, Plath after being rebuffed by her husband, the womanizing
poet Ted Hughes.
The horror, the horror.
The phone rang.
It was Harry, her long-time associate from the Greek College Graduates Club, a tall, raw-boned, shambling, divorced high-school history
teacher, one of the perennial Greek-American bachelors. Zoe had
worked with Harry on various committees.
Harry did not sound at all tentative, but jumped right in.
"What are you doing?" Harry asked.
"Crawling up the walls."
"And after that?"
"I might take in a movie."
"And sit in the dark, half-empty theatre with the other creeps."
"What I like most about you, Harry, is your forthrightness."
41
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"I don't kid myself. That kind of stuff on a national holiday weekend
is a downer, and you know it. On these occasions, it's important to be
out, facing the world. So forget some drivel movie because there's nothing playing that you, an intelligent woman, would want to see. You like
art, don't you?"
"Love art."
"How would you like to drive up to Hartford? The Atheneum
Museum is having a special show of Italian painters."
"Isn't Mark Twain's house in Hartford?"
"I think it is."
"Maybe we can stop by there, too."
"If we have time, why not?"
Zoe hesitated.
"So, Zoe?"
"Sounds wonderful, "Zoe said.
"Great," Harry said. "Now I feel better. Now I'm doing something.
Now I have something to plan the weekend around."
They arranged for Zoe to meet Harry in Astoria, where he lived; he
would wait for her in his car at the subway stop. As Zoe walked to the
subway, she caught glimpses of herself in plate glass windows: black
pants, white blouse, black shades, black hair. The streets were so quiet
she felt as if she should tip-toe. No work crowds. No jackhammers. No
car crashes. Mentally, she ran through how she would spend the rest of
the weekend, and it began to look less formidable. On Sunday there
would be church, followed by the coffee hour. An afternoon walk
through the Greenwich Village art fair. She would save the Times crossword puzzle for Sunday night. Then she would gaze at the tube, catch
a Sopranos re-run, in between reading the paper. On Monday she would
get down to work on that screenplay: Maybe by then it would be possible to sit at the computer and think.
Harry did not get out of the car to greet her, but sat with his seat belt
on, map in hand. Zoe pulled open the car door and sat down next to
Harry:
Harry wore a red shirt with a crocodile insignia and white pants.
There was a tiny spot on the pants, and Harry was not fat, but had a
small belly, which could be construed by some as charming, but which
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bothered Harry. He had a long, craggy face, a prominent nose, jug ears,
and brown hair that he parted on the side and combed flat, accentuating the shape of his large head.
"Put on your seat belt," Harry said.
"I don't like seat belts," Zoe buckled herself in.
"It's for your own good. And I don't want to pay a fine if you're
caught not wearing it." Harry watched the road. "By the way; this is
Dutch treat."
"Of course." Zoe had grown up believing that the man should pay;
and had not come to take a feminist's delight in divvying up. "Going to
the Atheneum with you, I'm more than happy to pay my share. It makes
me feel free. In fact, I would like to contribute to the gas."
"No problem. I gassed up before we left."
"I like that we're sharing on this trip, Harry, but it does annoy me if
a man asks me out to dinner, let's say; and then suggests that we each pay
our own way."
"Of course," Harry said. "Because there's the possibility of sex. Dinner, and then sex. And if you're going to comply, you feel that you
shouldn't have to pay."
"Isn't that a rather crude analysis of the situation?" The hot sun beat
hotly through the car window.
"It's the truth. I'm a forthright person. You know that. Always have
been, and at this stage of the game, I believe life is too short-what's left
of it-to waste time on lies."
"You are merely middle-aged."
"I don't kid myself. Like I tell my kids, if we were living a hundred
years ago, I probably wouldn't be alive any more. I thank God for antibiotics and doctors."
"I would make love to a man if I wanted to, if I was attracted to him
and cared for him. It would not be contingent on his paying or not paying. I am not a whore or a semi-whore. Do you pay for Janice when you
go out with her?"
"Always. Otherwise, she wouldn't go."
"Are you still in love with her?"
"I would marry her in a minute."
"How long have you been going out with her?"
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"On and off, for ten years, and I knew her for years before that."
"She's not that far from the big four-oh, and never been married, and
seems happy with you. And comfortable. And she's Greek and you're
Greek and have all that ethnic thing in common. What's her problem?"
"Strange as it sounds," Harry said. "It's because she's skinny and
blond. She's been struggling for years to get this thin, and couldn't face
a wedding where she couldn't walk down the aisle with a prince. You
know what she gave me for my birthday? A book on men's style. Me.
The original K-Mart man."
"That's insensitive," Zoe said.
"Wishful thinking on her part," said Harry. "What the hell. I think
she has this residual desire to be married to a WASP. And have an American name. If she married me, she'd just be exchanging one ethnic tag
for another."
"I was married to a WASP," Zoe said.
"That's right," Harry said. "What was his name? Caldwell. If you
don't mind my saying so, that's a ridiculous first name. I mean it's awkward. Why do WASPS do that? Does it make them feel superior?"
"It's simply a way of keeping family continuity."
"We Greeks do it much better," Harry said. "We give the grandfather's name to the first son, etcetera, and the grandmother's to the
daughter. WASPS. They no longer rule."
"You believe it?"
"No."

Zoe could imagine Harry dressed in a robe and strolling through the
ancient Athenian agora, perhaps in the company of Aristophanes or
some other scathing and satiric wit who insisted on piercing pomposity.
They cruised along.
"What are you thinking so hard about?" Harry asked.
''I'm hesitant to say."
"Speak."
"I'm trying to imagine what it would be like to be married to you."
"Why?" Harry sounded annoyed.
"It's something that I always consider when I'm with a man. I can't
help it, trying to imagine the whole situation, like trips that we would
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take. Our lives. Getting to know your children. Making love with
you."
"We would never be married," Harry said decisively. "There's no
chemistry. No mystique."
"Thanks a bunch, Harry."
"I relate to you like, like-like a cousin."
"I didn't say I wanted to marry you. In truth, you are not my type at
all. Just for starters, my husband was a Princeton graduate. Not that it
really matters that you graduated from New Paltz State College."
"Does that make me a bad person? They have a superior liberal arts
program."
"It's just a game I play with myself. Like trying on shoes."
"Not to worry," Harry said. "Women."
"And it could never work for you and me. You have a cat."
"Poseidon. I love him. I named him that because he drinks from the
toilet bowl."
"I thought only dogs did that."
"Poseidon is special."
"Our wonderful Greek heritage. I could use a cup of coffee."
''I'll look for a diner."
"Do you think that the whole world is at the beach today?"
"Yes. Except for you and me, who are pursuing art rather than sunbums, which makes us different, and to my mind, superior. Besides, I
don't like the beach. I find it boring."
Five miles later, Harry pulled into the Neptune Diner, a large, stone
and glass structure set back from the road. The substantial parking lot
was packed with cars.
"Looks like this is where the action is." Harry undid his seat belt.
"More day trippers like us." Zoe checked her lipstick in a compact
mirror and reapplied a coat.
"I've never seen you without lipstick."
"And you never will. I feel naked without it."
They went into the crowded diner and found seats at the counter,
comfortable red leather stools with backs. Zoe looked around. The place
was filled with families with kids, and a variety of older couples, neatly
dressed, the men in khaki pants, pastel shirts, windbreakers, and caps,
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and the women in flowered blouses, pants and cardigans, their white
hair curled.
The red-haired waitress with a birthmark on her right cheek offered
them menus.
"I'll have coffee and an English muffin, butter on the side, please,"
Zoe said.
"Coffee and a com muffin." Harry put the menu down. "Lightly
toasted, but not burned, with butter on the muffin."
"Sorry: We're all out of com muffins," the waitress said. "We've been
real busy today what with the holiday and everyone on the road."
"Wish you had the day off?" Harry said.
"Sure. But I have a kid to support. I need the tips." The waitress
winked at Harry; causing her birthmark to move flirtatiously:
"What do you recommend in place of a com muffin?" Harry asked.
"The apple turnover is the specialty of the house."
"Give me a turnover and coffee."
Harry's huge, flaky turnover filled half of a dinner plate. While he
consumed it and Zoe ate her English muffin, he pulled out a map and
consulted it.
"There's the home of an art collector near here. He was an old New
England millionaire who loved the Impressionists. The house is open to
the"public, like a mini-museum. Do you want to stop there?"
"Sure."
"What's wrong?" Harry asked.
"Nothing." Zoe buttered a fragment of muffin.
"You look tragic."
"I'm Greek. It goes with the territory."
"Don't let me bug you. Okay, I said I wouldn't want to marry you,
but that doesn't mean that another man wouldn't want to marry you.
You're smart, and you have T &: A. I just happen to like skinny blondes."
"T &: A." Zoe managed a wan smile. "That's not it."
"What is it?"
"It's the old people, so many of them, and so brave, running around
in their pastel clothes, taking their pills. I look at them and I think isn't
it great that they're up and around and doing things, but they're olderolder and it hits me in the gut. It's scary."
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"Don't worry about it. When you hit old age, maybe you'll be gaga
and you won't know the difference."
"Sure, Harry."
"Just trying to cheer you up. Have a piece of tum-over. It's good, but
it could be heavier on the apples. Lots of crust, like me." Harry broke
off a piece and chewed.
Zoe broke off a piece.
"Delicious," she said.
"That's the spirit," Harry said.
"It's better to be an old person in Greece," Zoe said. "Over there, old
people matter more. They're rooted and a part of life. The younger people and old people all blend in together. You know, even at parties. there's
less ageism. You don't have to hang out only with oldies like yourself."
"You're talking families and the village. All that is changing now.
They're getting just like us."
"I hope not."
"It had to happen. Television. McDonalds in Athens. The Gap. Starbucks. The shepherd is finished. He's an anachronism. People don't stay
in the village anymore. All the kids go to college and move away for
good. When the old folks come knocking on the door, they only let
them stay long enough to book them a permanent room in the old people's home. The Greeks kick the oldies out of the house, just like us."
"I don't like it."
"It's inevitable. You can't fight city hall or globalization."
Zoe put down her four dollars for the muffin and coffee. "I added in
for the tax and tip," she said.
"Most generous," Harry said. "We'll leave the waitress a decent tip."
He left the money on the counter, paid the cashier and they left the
diner.
Harry took out the car keys. More than a few flakes from the
turnover drifted down his red shirt.
"Did you enjoy the turnover?" Zoe asked.
"Not bad," Harry said.
"You've got a few crumbs on you."
"So brush me off," Harry said. "That's what single people who live
alone do for each other."
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Zoe brushed Harry off, rather awkwardly. "There," she said. "Now
you're perfect, and the day is perfect. Why, it's absolutely sparkling, and
not too hot. In fact, too cool for the beach."
"That's the spirit." Harry started the car. "Onward to the Impressionists."
They got into the car, buckled on seat belts and proceeded down a
country road.
"I hope I'm not being a pain," Zoe said.
'just be yourself. "I don't know how to be myself. My mother was
always telling me to be myself, and Seventeen magazine. But I never
knew exactly what that self was. I've always taken my cues from other
people. What does he or she want me to be?"
"So you reinvented yourself for every Tom, Dick and Harry who
came along."
"You might say that. I wanted to please. That's the Greek thing, to
please other people. To bring the tray out when company comes. I
remember my grandmother. As soon as somebody walked in the door,
she would call to my mother to bring the tray. And the tray always had
to be perfect, silver with a lace doily on it, and coffee and water and a
sweet."
"Do you have a tray, Zoe?" Harry asked.
"No. I'm an American. What ever happened to that expression, 'reinventing' yourself? I don't hear it anymore."
"It was a fad. Now it's all 'multi-tasking,' and having 'issues.' What
does that mean? Having issues? I don't get it."
"I've never been sure. Maybe it means problems. 'I have a problem
with sex' would translate to, 'I have an issue with sex.'"
"Why not just say problem?"
"Perhaps it's too simple, or doesn't cover the territory. 'Issue' appears
to be a quasi-shrink term."
"Ever been shrunk?"
"Yes."
"Helpful?"
"I don't talk easily about myself."
"That's your issue.''
"One of them."
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"Why did you go?"
"Anxiety attacks."
"Oh."
They pulled up in front of the Winters House, a large, white-shingled New England mansion that exuded the wealth of its former Yankee
inhabitants, and an aura of belonging to the lush landscape that surrounded it. The house had green shutters, small-paned windows, a
green door with a brass knocker. The bam next door to the house had
been remodeled into a reception area. A young blond woman with a
ponytail, wearing a Swarthmore College T-shirt, occupied a desk, taking down the names of visitors.
"It's admission free," she said. "But you must go on a tour with a
guide. Please put your name down and wait till we collect six people.
Then Magda will take you around the house."
Zoe and Harry wrote down their names, and sat on a wooden pew
to wait.
"Are you sure we have time for this?" Zoe asked. "How about Mark
Twain's House in Hartford? Will we make it there and to the museum?"
"I'm crazy for the Impressionists," Harry said. "We'll wait ten minutes. If it's longer than that, we'll leave."
"The house looks like a bigger version of my ex-mother-in-law's
house in Connecticut. It's not far from here."
"You should feel right at home."
"I never felt really at home there, more like a fly on the wall. An outsider, an observer. Not that they weren't lovely and warm and receptive.
I loved them dearly. And they loved me."
"What was the problem?"
"It wasn't a problem, but just me, who I am. My husband had children from his first marriage. They loved me. So did his mother."
"Everyone but him."
"We were close. He was brilliant, but crazy."
"My ex-wife was Greek. She was a brilliant nut, too. I fell in love with
her big breasts and her mind, but underneath it she was a seething mass
of neuroses. You should see her now. Huge. She piled on the weight. She
reads and eats, reads and eats. My daughter-a beautiful girl-she gets
into these depressions. I think she inherited it from my wife, the
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depressed gene. What did I know? Why didn't you have your own
kids?"
"That was part of the deal. My husband didn't want more children.
I was the compliant Greek. He was always talking about my Greekness.
Sometimes that drove me crazy. Because I'm a full-fledged American,
just like him."
"Absolutely."
"I wanted his family to like me, and they did."
"Why shouldn't they?"
"Including my brother-in-law, Cabot, the former ambassador to Australia, considered by many to be a great man. They all went to the best
schools and wore tailor made clothes. I dug that stuff. It was like stepping inside a movie, or a book. I had always wondered what that world
was really like."
"Sounds like you got the full dose."
"I was right in it. Right in there with these upper class WASP intellectuals. Caldwell's father saved my life. Did I tell you that? He was a
doctor, a true scientist, taught at the University of Chicago. He went to
work for a pharmaceutical house and he was the one who got penicillin
on the market. It killed him, the effort. He died of a heart attack when
he was in his fifties. But the penicillin saved my life when I was a kid,
and had appendicitis."
"So yoJ.I didn't have kids."
"We drank too much. I don't think a baby would have survived the
booze."
"Now?"
"I don't drink."
"A.A.?"
"I stopped on my own."
"Can you do that?"
"I did it."
"Not even wine?"
"Not a drop."
"What do you do for escape?"
"Scream."
"You're a sketch."
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"You really think I'm funny?"
"Sometimes."
"Droll?"
"Not droll. Amusing. Entertaining. Your traumas have become anecdotal-! get that impression."
Six people had gathered. Harry and Zoe, with the rest of the group,
followed Magda, a tiny woman with short white hair, into the house,
awash with polished antique furniture. Each room had been painted a
different color to set off paintings by Renoir, Utrillo, Degas, Matisse, and
Monet.
Zoe marched dutifully along, appreciating the pictures, until they
arrived at a small bedroom upstairs. She was standing in a room that was
a double for the room that her ex-husband had shared with his brother,
Quincy, as a kid. Caldwell's mother had preserved it, like a shrine, replete with books and pictures, because Quincy, in between Caldwell and
Cabot in age, had died so young. A gifted mathematician, he had graduated from Harvard with honors and then proceeded to dissipate away
a trust fund by playing championship bridge, being psychoanalyzed,
and drinking himself to death. He had never worked a day in his life.
At fourteen, Zoe had started waiting on tables and washing dishes in
her father's restaurant. When she first heard about Quincy, she was saddened and yet strangely impressed by the possibility of a lifestyle free of
the work ethic.
Zoe remembered lying in the perfectly preserved room, on the late
Quincy's bed, her husband on the opposite bed, conversing like kids,
even though they were grown-up. At that moment she had yearned to
be Caldwell's brother or sister, somehow really connected, to be part of
his skin and flesh, and realizing that's why people have children. Zoe
could practically smell her mother-in-law's burned, tasteless roast lamb,
the aroma drifting up the stairs. The lamb was awful, inedible, could
only be consumed by putting ton of mint jelly over it to hide the flavor,
but she had swallowed it right down, and even asked for seconds.
The room started to blur. Zoe kept gulping, but couldn't breathe.
They must have turned the air conditioner off to protect the paintings.
And the windows were closed.
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"Sorry, Harry." Zoe ran down the stairs, out of the house, leaned
against the bam in the shade. The dread anxiety attacks. She reached
into her pocketbook, took out a small paper bag, held it to her mouth
and breathed into it. In and out. Better. Harry came down the steps.
"You missed the Utrillos in the last room," Harry said.
Zoe kept breathing into the paper bag. Harry patted her on the
shoulder.
"Hey, hey," Harry soothed. "Can I get you something? A cool soda?
There's a machine."
Zoe took the paper bag off from her mouth.
"Thank you, Harry. I'm better."
Harry kept patting her shoulder.
"Sure you are. You're with Harry. I'm what's known as a calming,
reassuring influence." He looked closely at her. "You're naked."
"What?"
"The lipstick is off. You look fine without it. Better."
"You're a nice guy, Harry." Zoe took out her compact and reapplied
lipstick.
"Nice. Who wants to be nice? I'm not nice."
"You're a dangerous man, Harry."
"That's better. Come on," Harry said. "We have places to go and
more great art to see. The Italians. Caravaggio, here we come."
"Do you think it will be crowded?"
"Could be. It's a major show. But first, let's get a couple of pictures."
Zoe posed in front of Winters House. Harry snapped her picture, and
then Zoe took one of Harry.
"I keep scrapbooks," Harry opened the car door for Zoe.
"Why?" Zoe was glad to be back on the road.
"I like the feeling of order, to know exactly where the pictures are,
chronologically arranged, not having them tossed in a jumble in a cardboard carton."
"You're a history teacher. You respect the past."
"Yes." Harry gave a slow nod of his head, touching his chin briefly
to his chest, where brown hair peeked through the open-necked shirt.
"Yes, I do."
"As a kid I kept scrapbooks because I cared so much about my life,
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valued every second, wanted to hang on to it," Zoe said. "And underneath each picture, I would write the date in ink and the names, and try
and write clever things about the people."
"And now?"
"I wouldn't dream of keeping a scrapbook."
"Why not?"
"Who needs a scrapbook? All those images are stuck in my head, the
good ones and the bad ones. Like to me, that house we were just in felt
haunted."
"You over-dramatize."
"Do you think that the secret to life is growing up with your arms in
soapy water?"
"Could be."
"At least we both know the ropes."
"Meaning?"
"We share an ethnic subtext. There are things we don't gave to discuss. The importance of Godparents. The insanely strong family ties.
The correct way to cook lamb, with the fat removed, heavy on the garlic, bathed in olive oil, lemon and oregano. And the men, God's gift,
spoiled by their adoring mothers."
"Don't forget the ladies with their fine moustaches."
"Puh-leeze." Zoe put her hand to her upper lip.
Harry laughed. "You had it coming."
Harry pulled into the parking lot directly in front of the Wadsworth
Atheneum. Large and splendid, the Atheneum was practically empty.
"It's like the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York before the
public relations geniuses destroyed it with crowds," Zoe said.
"How do you want to go around?" Harry asked.
"I'd prefer to do the Italians on my own," Zoe said, "because I would
rather think my own thoughts, not listen to a second opinion, which I
find intrusive. But, on the other hand, I do also enjoy sharing."
"Why don't we look at the I~lians individually, and then meet at the
American Wing in an hour?"
After an hour among the putti, bloody crosses, and Madonnas, Zoe
was happy to see Harry waiting for her in the American Wing, standing
by the Thomas Cole painting, "Mount Etna from Taormina."
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"See," Harry said. "Cole was an exotic. He dug Italy."
They stopped in front of a Winslow Homer painting of a young girl
in a white dress with a ribbon in her hair, cavorting by a Maine seashore.
"I'm a sucker for Winslow Homer," Zoe said. "There's a side of me
that's totally vulnerable to American nostalgia. And yet I know that
when Homer painted that picture, my own great-grandmother was
probably feeding a goat, or working in a field, while her father rode
around on a donkey, supervising. It's like a yearning for a past that
doesn't belong to me."
"Yadda yadda yadda," Harry said. "We had something better. We had
the gods."
They moved on to the "modems."
"When I'm in a new museum and I run into a Picasso or a Matisse
or a Van Gogh, it's like I'm being greeted by an old friend," Harry said.
"That's nice," Zoe said. "That's a nice insight."
"Thanks, pal," Harry said.
Finally, they arrived downstairs, at a large courtyard. The surrounding walls held portraits of bewigged notables and Yankee founding
fathers. Large tables had been set out in the courtyard. A staff of waiters
covered the tables with lace cloths and placed an arrangement of white
roses in the center of each table.
"What's happening?" Harry asked a stout waiter with a bald head
and thick black moustache.
"It's for a wedding," the waiter said. "This afternoon."
"It's grand," Harry said.
"It's a pain," the waiter said. "A wedding in a museum. Give me a
catering hall any day where you don't have to worry about tripping over
a statue. Listen, everybody's trying to be fancy. Original, they call it."
"Yeah," Harry said. "What's wrong with a catering hall?"
"It lacks style," Zoe sniffed. "It's fashionable now to have wedding
receptions in off-beat places, and even to get married in foreign countries, or on boats, you know, to get away from the conventional."
"Where was your wedding reception?" Harry asked.
"I didn't have one."
"Nothing?"

Day Trippers

55

"We went to a Chinese restaurant. Our best man and matron of
honor-they were China scholars-th ey spoke to the waiters in Mandarin and they brought us the most beautiful arrangemen t of fruit and
sherbet, special for good luck."
"I'm almost impressed. And the ceremony?"
"City hall. The Municipal Building, actually. They give you a number, and call it out, and you go in, like in the supermarket. But the ceremony was lovely, and there was a stained glass window and everything.
And then you leave by a different door."
"Like going to the electric chair," Harry grinned.
"Hmmmn." Zoe said. "My marriage was far from perfect, and yet it
was wonderful. I liked being married."
"Why?"
"We were special. We had a special relationship. And there were lots
of things that suited me. Including just the married state. Being able to
tell people I was married. The first thing another woman would ask me
when we met was 'Where did you meet your husband?'"
"Women. For them getting married is fulfilling a social convention."
"It should be more than that," Zoe said. "What was it to you?"
"A pain in the butt, followed by alimony and child support."
"For a guy who puts snapshots in a scrapbook, you're not much of
a sentimentalist."
"But I'm big-hearted."
"Is love just as thrilling as it used to be?"
"What do you mean?"
"I'm not in the world oflove anymore. I'm an outsider, like being the
high school nerd."
"Zoe. Zoe. Zoe."
"My marriage was important to me," Zoe said.
"Then why did you split?"
"My husband adored me," Zoe said, "but he had issues."
Harry shook his head. "Poor Zoe."
"I'in not looking for sympathy."
"How about dinner?" Harry said. "Dutch treat, of course. Any preferences?"
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"Let's go to a good restaurant," Zoe said. "After all, it's a holiday. And
maybe we can hit the Mark Twain House."
"After dinner."
Harry and Zoe walked across the street to a large restaurant that took
its decorating cue from the art museum. Colorful mobiles hung from the
high ceilings. They sat down and gazed at the mammoth menus brought
by the young waiter in black tie regalia, with bleached blond hair and
one gold earring.
"Let's order different things and share," Harry said. "And I'll have a
glass of Chablis."
"I'll have the same," Zoe said.
"I thought you couldn't drink."
"A drop of Chablis is okay, on occasion," Zoe said.
"So old Caldwell remarried." Harry clinked glasses with Zoe.
"Did you ever meet him?" Zoe quickly finished the first glass of wine
and ordered a second.
"I saw you with him once. His herringbone tweed jacket matched
his hair."
"How observant of you."
"I wasn't overly impressed."
"You didn't know him."
"Did you?"
"We were close."
"That Lara's a sexy bitch."
"Oh shut up."
"I'm sorry about the ex, Zoe, but that's life. To coin an old cliche, he
moved on."
"How could he marry again? He loved me." Zoe was on her third
glass of wine. "Caldwell adored me. He said I was the only woman he
had ever really loved, but he hated being married. He wanted us to get
a divorce and live together."
"That's a new twist. The eternal one-night stand."
"How crude."
"You're doing the talking."
"Okay, so I was never really married."
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"You wanted it so badly that you made up the big marriage lie."
"We had the ceremony and certificate and everything. But the marriage didn't take. It was more like I was Caldwell's mistress."
"You liked that?"
"No." She was drunk on three glasses of wine. "He hated marriage,
but he was obsessed with sex, as if he was scoring with me all the time.
He viewed me as a wild, sexy Greek. And I'm not that, even though I
tried to be. It's like he twisted me up, distorted me into something I
wasn't."
"You turned him on."
"He wanted my body and my mind-he thought I was witty,
absolutely hilarious-and yet he left me out. The real me was totally
excluded from the party."
"Crazy."
"I could not be myself, whoever that was."
"Egotistical bastard."
"I wanted to be an American and a wife. To serve guests with a silver tray. I wanted to belong."
"To an obsessed sicko? Eat something," Harry said. "The fish tastes
like lobster."
"You eat it," Zoe said. "I don't want a fish that tastes like lobster. I
want the real thing."
"Making love and feeling left out. Yes, it can be a lonely experience."
"After a while sex became so awful, not sensual or loving, but just a
heavy demand. And yet on my wedding day, I can't tell you how joyous
I felt, like my whole life was opening up-but it turned out to be doors
slammed in my face."
Zoe put her head down on the tablecloth now and sobbed into it,
blotting her face with the napkin from her lap. "Real love will never happen to me, not now."
"Maybe. I don't know," Harry said. "Try that nouvelle thing, that
souffle"
The young waiter came over. "Something wrong with the food?"
"No." Zoe gulped and put her head up.
"I'll be leaving now," the waiter said. "Going off duty. Wanted to let
you know. My mother's getting remarried this afternoon, at the Atheneum."
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"You're already dressed for the party," Harry said.
"Exactly," the waiter said.
Harry handed the waiter a twenty -dollar tip. "Enjoy," Harry said.
"Thanks." The waiter made a wry face. "Love springs eternal." He
walked away.
"Do you want more wine, Zoe?" Harry asked.
"No."
"Good."
"Don't worry, I'm not going to transmogrify into an alcoholic maniac
right under your nose, and burden you with dragging me off to rehab to
shake the DT's."
"Let me treat for desert. Pick anything you want, the flaming crepes.
Sky's the limit."
"That's most generous."
''I'm all heart, right down to my big feet."
Zoe ordered espresso and lemon gelato. She began to reapply lipstick, but changed her mind and put the lipstick and hand mirror back
in her bag.
"Relationships are weird. Maybe they're like snowflakes, each one
distinct and impossible to replicate," Zoe said.
"Yes," Harry said.
"Is it possible to be close and distant all at once?"
"Consider the sun. It touches you, even bums your body, and you
can experience it in all its variations but it remains a zillion light years
away. And if you did reach it, it would kill you."
"I have a friend, a naturist, who claims that older people should take
their clothes off a lot on public beaches and experience the sun." Zoe
spooned the silken gelato.
"Why?" Harry took a large mouthful of chocolate fudge cake.
"Because their bodies are in better shape than their faces, which
might be wrinkled, but their bodies are lovely and smooth."
"The beauties of old flesh," Harry chortled.
After dinner, Harry and Zoe strolled around the near-by park, admiring the enormous shade trees, and the old-fashioned bandstand.
Harry took out a cigar. "Mind if I smoke this?"
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"Not at all. In fact, I like the pungent aroma of a cigar on occasion."
They sat on a park bench. Two pre-teen black boys bounced a ball
back and forth, and an elderly gentleman with a Van Dyke beard walked
slowly around, leaning on his cane. Harry smoked.
Then Zoe and Harry walked around the park and read inscriptions
on the statues. "It really feels like New England here, not like New
York," Zoe said.
"I could live in Connecticut," Harry said, "but never in New Jersey."
"I would prefer the West," Zoe said. "California or Nevada. Las
Vegas. Tons of neon."
"Have you ever seen the Barnes Collection in Philadelphia?" Harry
asked.
"Never," Zoe said.
"It's a treasure trove of Impressionist paintings," Harry said. "Maybe
you'd like to go there sometime."
"Maybe."
"It can be done in a day, but that's really pushing things. We'd probably have to stay overnight." Harry puffed on his cigar.
"Hmmm," Zoe said.
"Who's your favorite Impressionist?" Harry asked.
"Probably Degas. His ballerinas make me cry."
"I'm more of a Monet man myself."
They sat for a while longer in the park, and strolled some more
before going back to pick up the car. Music from the wedding reception
drifted out of the Atheneum, Tea for Two.
Before leaving Hartford, Harry drove Zoe up to the Mark Twain
House, which was closed, but Zoe got out of the car and looked in
through the half-shuttered windows, then quickly got back into the car
with Harry.
"Thanks for bringing me, but I really couldn't see anything, standing there on the outside." She buckled her seat belt. "I've always been
intrigued by the Barnes Collection and I know a terrific Thai restaurant
in Philadelphia ... "
"I prefer Chinese, but what the heck, maybe it's time to try something new."

KYRA IRINI
BY

E. D.

KARAMPET SOS

"I found them in the flea market, in Monastiraki," Kyra Irini explained,
"and I went directly to the police station to report that the pillow cases
were stolen property, part of my dowry. The police brought the vendor
and the pillowcases to the station. After I described the grape clusters
right down to the mistakes I'd made in embroider ing them, the officer
gave them to me."
As she speaks, I think of Kyra lrini's photograp h hanging over the
bed. A large, black and white glossy print of the sort one used to see in
glass showcases at the entrance to nightclubs. It shows a statuesque ,
younger lrini wearing only a boa and a feathery headdress. It's not the
kind of photo I'd expect to see over my mother's bed, but Kyra Irini isn't
my mother.
Earlier, as she was showing us the bedroom, she pointed to the photograph. "Look at those breasts," she sighed. "I was young then. They
were so firm."
I looked, but not as carefully as I would have liked. My wife was
standing next to me and so was Kyra Irini. I wanted to look, to stare at
the picture without anyone speculating about what was on my mind. It
wasn't just her breasts I wanted to look at. It was the mystery of a woman
who revealed all.
I think of another Greek dancer, one I met almost twenty years
before in Tunis. She wanted me to visit her family in Greece. If they
asked, I was supposed to tell them that she was dancing with the Tunis
Ballet.
Ballet indeed! I never stepped inside Monseigneur, the nightclub
where she was a dancer. It would have cost me a year's savings back then
to pay for a cheap bottle of champagn e and for this woman to sit next
tome.
I imagined her wearing a very revealing dress. I feared I would stare
at her until I fell into the cleavage and got lost between her breasts. She
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would act like she didn't notice, however her contempt would be obvious. She would absentmindedly ask about my hometown, if my parents
were alive, did I have any brothers and sisters.
"What do you do?" she would ask. I'd answer that I was an English
teacher, and she would say "How nice. That must be interesting!" but
she wouldn't bother to pretend to be sincere. She knew that life takes
place outside classroom walls.
I wouldn't tell her that I was miserably paid and that, even if she
found me attractive, I couldn't afford to spend the night with her, not
even fifteen minutes.
"Oh, the sweet baby, he loves breasts," I imagined her saying when
my interest in hers got to be a bit excessive. But she wouldn't mind, her
job description included letting men look at her breasts, touching her
(extra charge), making love to her (client pays manager before leaving
club). That's how I saw it. I never had the money or the courage of my
desires to enter the club where she worked.
A few days later, I met her manager, the director of the Greek troupe, on
a flight to Athens. He was about forty, balding, soft, like those weary
people in Athens newsstands who sell Time and Newsweek along with
soft drinks, worry beads, ice cream and post cards.
As soon as he sat down next to me, he introduced himself and told
me how he'd fooled the Tunisian customs people. As proof he pulled up
a trouser cuff and extracted a wad of American dollars from his stocking. It was enough to buy a small apartment in a working class neighborhood of Athens.
I imagined myself paying him to be with the dancer. Breath mixed
with the smell of cigarettes and beer, he would lean confidentially into
my face to explain, "This is a special rate for Greek-Americans. For com.patriots." He'd smile at me cynically and nod to her that it was OK to
leave with me.
She was saving to build her own apartment on top of her parent's
one-story house. That would be her dowry, the purchase price of a husband. How many men did she have to sleep with to pay for each square
meter of construction? Nice breasts and chestnut hair tinted blond to
appeal to Mediterranean men looking for an inexpensive Marilyn Mon-
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roe, those qualified her to earn more than an English teacher. I met Magdalena in front of the Greek church of Saint George. When she found
out I would soon be flying to Athens, she gave me her address and asked
me to visit her parents.
She was wearing a modest cotton dress. Her eyes didn't say "exotic
dancer." The Magdalena I met was like any other woman. Nothing
about her suggested the seductress men look for in nightclubs. This was
all I knew about her. The rest I imagined. Her eyes were soft. Patient. It
was good that she was patient, because she'd have to wait until her
dowry was complete. It would have to be a big dowry, too, because she'd
be a little past her prime by the time she was ready to go home. Maybe
she'd have to throw in a car and some property in the countrysid e to get
herself a reasonably healthy plumber or low-level bureaucrat .
Three pretty young women came out of the church and told Magdalena that they were ready to go home. When they saw me, they
paused. I imagined they were giving me the once over: I was wearing a
threadbare jacket from an old brown suit, which I had forcibly mated,
with my only decent slacks. Obviously, I was a poor prospect.
Magdalena and the dancers walked off in the direction ofBourgui ba
Avenue. I put the scrap of paper with her family's address in my wallet.
"One day I decided I was ready to come home," said Kyra lrini, "I
put my furs in the Mercedes and drove to Athens. I bought this lot and
built the house. I personally bought the materials and supervised the
constructio n. And then I waited for my palikari, my brave lad."
Kyra lrini is in her early fifties. In her loose, flowery housedres s and
sandals, she looks like any other middle-aged, middle-class Athenian
housewife. Her profile is strong and proud. A handsome woman. It's
hard to believe she is a retired artiste who spent most of her working life
dancing in posh Swiss nightclubs.
From where she sits, hands folded in her lap, I see her in profile.
Something about this scene recalls vase paintings oflrini asking the beggar (Odysseus in disguise) for news of her wandering husband. "I
waited for my lad to appear, but the men only wanted ... " She lowers
her voice which becomes an almost inaudible hiss at the end of her
sentence.
All Greek men wiped off the map with a soft hiss. I knew what they
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wanted. I was embarrassed for them and myself. "One of the Englishmen who parachuted into Greece to help the Resistance hid in our
house for a night. His own people did him in after the war because he
supported the men who fought the fascists. The Italians came up to the
village the next day. Straight to our house. They looked everywhere for
him. As they searched, they took whatever pleased them. They took my
dowry. Anything they could carry with them. Then we watched from
the mountainside as they burned down our house."
"Someone in the village must have reported you."
"A man called Lakis. He worked for the Germans. After the war he
worked for the British and then, after they came, the Americans. Then
they killed my brother."
I thought of Marcel's comment that to live in Greece you have to
cooperate with whomever is the present occupier. Occupiers accommodate all collaborators no matter who their former employers were. Collaborators and fence sitters live best in Greece, those who stand up mark
themselves for destruction.
"You must have hated the fascists."
"The Resistance wasn't pure either. Scum from the cities came up to
fight along side the patriots. For them it was a chance to kill people and
to enrich themselves. They killed my sister Vasa. Three men came to our
house. They said they had come to check on the Jewish children we
were hiding in our stable." She anticipates my question. "After the Germans burned down the house, we moved in with our animals. We put
up a partition. The animals on one side and us on the other. It wasn't
comfortable, but at least we had milk and eggs."
"Vasa was sixteen. In full bloom. They caught her at the village tap
where she had gone for water and led her out of the village. I followed
and watched from a distance. One of the men was Lefteris. He'd come
by a few months before to ask Vasa to marry him. She refused. He asked
her again this time. When she refused again, the men beat her. One of
them tore open her blouse and they fondled her breasts while she cried
and begged them to leave her alone. Before leaving, they put out their
cigarettes on her breasts. Lefteris put his pistol ... there ... and shot
her. What could we do? My father was in the mountains. Our uncle was
dead. Who could defend us?"
The pillowcases, set in heavy gilded frames, hang over the love seat
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in her living room. "They were all I had at when the war ended. All that
was left of my dowry: They wouldn't even let us go back to the village.
During the civil war the authorities wanted to arrest my father so we hid
in Athens. We lived in people's spare bedrooms and storerooms and ate
their leftovers. My father died after a hunger strike in the prison in
Kerkyra. They forced a rubber hose down his throat to make him eat.
There was internal bleeding and he died a few days later. You can imagine what kind of doctors they had. Butchers. We were desperate. A
friend arranged for me to go to Switzerland to work as a maid."
She put her dowry, some old clothes, and a few personal effects in
an old valise, and took a ferryboat to Italy and from there a train to
Switzerland. "I was going to bring my mother after I got settled. But time
passes. What can I tell you? When I became a dancer, there was no way
I could bring her. She wouldn't have understood. She died after I
returned. At least, she saw me in my own house."
When I returned to Tunis from Athens, I cleaned out my wallet. A
thousand drachma note, three hundreds, a fifty and some small change.
The coins were shiny, newly minted with the symbols of the newly
minted junta. Museum tickets with the heads of Greek gods on them.
Theater tickets-one from the Athens festival: "Romeo and juliet" performed by the Vienna Opera Ballet. Bus tickets. The note from Magdalena with her parents' address and her phone number so I could call
her on my return with news of her family.
Magdalena's house looked like a construction site. The second floor
had been walled in with cement blocks, but not finished yet. Her mother
took me on a tour of the of the second-floor house. There was much to
tempt a prospective groom. A view of the sea from the living room window. A fireplace, too.
"When we came to Athens from the village, we didn't want to see
another fireplace. It would have reminded us only of how poor we had
been. Now, all the young people want them."
Magdalena had ordered custom furniture, which was being delivered a room at a time. Her mother showed me the bedroom set which
was already in place. Sheets of plastic covered the furniture to protect it
from the dust. The bed was huge. It reminded me of a movie set, some-
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thing a less affluent James Bond would use for one of his seductions.
The furniture was too big for the room and everything was crowded.
Along the walls there were boxes with tiles and fittings, doorknobs, handles, covers for electrical outlets. "Every time Magdalena comes home
to visit, she brings different things from Italy to decorate the house. You
can't find quality like this in Athens."
The mother looks in my eyes to see if I approve, if I'm tempted. She's
wondering how well I know Magdalena, even though I assure her we've
met only once, at the church. She crosses herself, "I pray to the Virgin
every day to take care of my daughter and bring her home safely."
Downstairs, I sit on the uncomfortable guest furniture in the formal
living room, while the mother serves me candied eggplant, Turkish coffee, and a glass of ice cold water. The room smells musty. She opens the
window. Sweet afternoon light, delicately scented with jasmine, pours
in. She asks about her daughter. I know nothing. Almost nothing, but
what I do know, I can't tell her.
On the side table next to me in a fancy silver frame is a picture of
Magdalena. The hair is darker. She is thinner, but very pretty.
The mother sees me looking at the picture. "That's Magdalena. There
she's only fourteen. She was like a boy then, but now ... " She looks in
my eyes to see if I agree.
She asks where I come from. She's never heard of Montana. "What's
it near?" "Boston?" "Chicago?" She has cousins in Chicago.
Her eyes glaze over with incomprehension as I explain that I come
from a place in the Rocky Mountains, in the northwest near the border
with Canada. "It's twice as big as Greece, but has a fifth of the population of Athens." I mention cowboys and Indians.
"It must be cold there," she says.
I agree. It's too much trouble to explain about dry cold and the rest.
She compliments my Greek. She has other questions of special interest
to mothers of young, single women. Am I married she wants to know.
Perhaps she's wondering if I'm interested in women, so I explain, almost
defensively, that I intend to marry some day. That I love children. However marriage and children are a long way off for me. I have graduate
school to look forward to. I want to travel more. I hope I've convinced
her that I'm not available.
"Magdalena was a good student," she says. "She always wanted to
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continue her studies." She sighs and looks out the door where the father
is sitting on a chair taking in the sun.
He hasn't worked for six years. His health won't permit it. Lost in
clouds of cigarette smoke, he takes almost no notice of me.
I say I have to go. I thank her for everything. She makes me wait a
few minutes, and when she reappears, she is holding an old, beaten-up
overnight bag cdvered with green tartan material. It contains some
things she wants to send to Magdalena, mainly homemade foods she
can't find in Tunis.
"I also put some needles in there and her favorite lipstick. She wrote
me she couldn't find needles to buy in the stores. What sort of country
is it where you can't even buy needles?"
I take the bag. I'll have to meet Magdalena again. I wonder what that
will be like.
I look at the note from Magdalena, crumble it up and throw it in the
wastebasket. How can I call her now? Having imagined what her home
would be like, I didn't go. I don't like complications. I hate being looked
over as a prospective husband. I'm afraid of getting to know Magdalena
better. Of my desires. Of my loneliness.
I'm in Kyra Irini's house, but now I have a wife. A son just old
enough to sit politely on a chair and sip an orange drink while we tell
her how much we like her house, but that we'll never be able to afford
it.
Lately we've come to the realization that we can't afford to settle anywhere in Greece. We like Kyra Irini. She'd be a great aunt. Who cares if
she has those black and white blow-ups of her magnificent nude self on
the walls?
She's going to sell the house and leave the country. "Some of my
friends, girls I danced with in Switzerland, bought apartments in
Phoenix. I'm going to buy one too," she says, "and live the rest of my
life with them. To hell with everything else."

THE OTHER EUGENIA 1
BY THEANO PAPAZOGLOU-M ARGARI

Translated from the Greek by Helen Dendrinou Kolias

If it weren't for Eugenia, I might not be living in Chicago today. I looked
for her as soon as I arrived in the New World: "She was a neighbor of
ours in Istanbul," I used to say.
"Do you know her address?" people asked me.
"No.I know only that her husband is very well-to-do and has a men's
clothing shop in a twelve-story building in Tsikago-Chic ago-something like that."
"In Chicago? But Chicago is about a thousand miles from here,"
they told me, and I wanted to cry. New York appeared even more dreary,
and its buildings (that seemed to touch the sky) heavier on my heart.
Eugenia would have been someone familiar among the many strange
faces-she would have been someone from my old world.
Before long I was in Chicago. I opened the telephone book and
looked for the Greek church (surely her husband would be a member,
I thought), and I found about ten Greek churches and started calling
one after the other.
"Do you know Eugenia from Istanbul, who hails from the Pontos,
the area around the Black Sea? Her husband, also from the Pontos, has
a men's clothing store and is very well-to-do."
"What's his name?"
"I don't know his name. I've heard, however, that his business is on
the first floor of a twelve-story building."
"But many Greeks have tailoring shops and cleaners, which they call
by different names to impress others, and many buildings in Chicago
are twelve stories high."
"And you don't know anyone whose wife is named Eugenia and is
very beautiful? She must be the most beautiful woman in your community. She was the most beautiful in all of Kontoskali-pe rhaps in all of
"H '.AAMJ Eoyevia" [The Other Eugenia] is the first in a collection of short stories
by Theano Papazoglou-Margari entitled Xpovu.<6 1:00 X6Aat£V1: l:1:pfJ1: [Chronicle of
1

Hallstead Street]. (New York: Ekdoseis Ethnikou Keryka, 1988).
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Istanbul! Tall, black eyes, black curly hair, face bright like the moon. She
came with a shipful of brides on the Alexander the Great-in 1922. In
the spring of '22, or in the summer."
I was not able to find Eugenia, but I found Chicago! Trees along the
streets, grass in front of the houses, flower gardens! And the buildings
did not hide the sky as they did in New York.
In New York, on the East Side where we had stayed, you could see
only blackened buildings and that skeleton over your head-the rusty
rails of the Elevated, which educated Greeks called "the aerial railroad."
The only green to be seen was the basil plants in the window pots of the
Italian neighbor across the street, and I used to sit for hours and watch
them. It was something familiar-and I felt that they recognized me too,
and felt for me, and sent their fragrance across the street to my window
as a greeting (or perhaps what I smelled was only in my head), but the
Elevated would fly by, the earth would shake, and hell broke loose with
the noise it made-and then the b~auty and the fragrance and the familiarity would be lost, and Istanbul would come to my mind, and tears!
Now-many years later-1 sometimes think that maybe I was unfair
to New York. It couldn't have been as I saw it then, since millions of people live in its huge embrace and many millions more dream of finding
themselves below its skyscrapers. But I felt pressed between cement and
steel (perhaps there were other reasons why I felt this way) and lost in
its immensity; all alone against a huge human colony! And there were
those famous lights of Broadway that did away with night, the night that
God made so we could watch the stars.
To get a glimpse of a little green grass, a green tree (and what trees
these-not at all like our trees in Istanbul!), I had to go to Central Park
on the subway (the underground railroad!), where the people stood like
sardines in a barrel! One pushed, another nudged, you lost your hands
and found them stuck in someone else's ribs!
But in Chicago you don't need subways and elevated railways to go
to a park, to find a little green grass. In Chicago, there are trees on every
street-huge trees, full of thick green foliage, and grass and flowers in
front of the doorways. And from the beginning I did not feel foreign and
lost as I did in New York. Perhaps because now I spoke some English,
and perhaps the wound of uprooting had healed somewhat. There was
also the hope that I would find Eugenia, and from the beginning I
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looked favorably on Chicago. Eugenia would become my sister here,
and we would speak of Istanbul, on whose cobbled streets we had left a
part of our young life.
Eugenia had become a legend in our neighborhood in Istanbul. My
aunt used to say to her daughters, "If you take after Eugenia just a little
bit, I won't have any concerns that you'll become old maids."
Her oldest was fourteen, but she was also concerned about her
youngest, who was still in diapers. "Look at her beauty," she used to say,
"her posture, her brains, her face, her eyes, her eyebrows." (I used to
pray to the Holy Mother to make my eyebrows touch one another like
Eugenia's.) We girls used to admire her for something else: Would our
blouses ever fill out in front like hers?
Her brother betrothed her to a friend of his who had been away in
America for sixteen years. Eugenia was a baby when he took off to prosper. When he saw her picture, he fell madly in love, they said. He sent
dollars for a ring, for dressy outfits for everyone, and for the bridal
dress-to be made by the best seamstress in Istanbul. He also sent the
necessary papers and money for the fare to New York, where he would
meet her at the ship with a priest and a witness and marry her before
she disembarked.
But her mother wanted to see her as a bride too, since she wouldn't
be able to see her other two daughters (they had died of typhus during
the war), and so they dressed her in her wedding dress, and they all wore
their best, and all the relatives and friends gathered to see her, to wish
her well, and to bid her good-bye. The next day she left for America.
It was almost a real wedding. And you might say that we were present. It was hot that evening, and they had opened their windows wide,
and the breeze fluttered past the curtains and brought us the wishes, the
talk, the singing, the crying. We sat at our front doors with our ears
pricked up.
Their songs were very sad. Perhaps their voices were very sad. It was
very heartbreaking to hear them sing, "If you were to sail away, to go to
distant foreign lands." And her brother kept making noises like "Ah"
and "Oh." And her mother, who was sitting next to the window, kept
wiping her tears.
Her btother loved Eugenia very much and would never have sent
her so far away if he were not planning to join her, along with his whole
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family. Eugenia would be the bridge that would ferry him acrossbecause at that time, after the first great war, they used to say so many
wonderful, strange, and unbelievable things about America.
The singing and the good wishes lasted till midnight. And we stayed
near our front doors till midnight too. Every once in a while we'd run
inside to check on Photis, who was sprawled on a chair and held his
head in his hands. My aunt used to tell him, "You're stupid to have fallen
in love with Eugenia, you good-for-nothing."
In the morning a buggy with a white horse stopped in front of their
door. They loaded Eugenia's trunk and helped her mother up. After kissing her nieces and her brother's wife (who was pregnant and would not
be going to the dock), Eugenia, walking proudly with her head high,
climbed in the buggy and sat between her mother and her brother.
Even if a thousand years go by, I will never forget how Eugenia
looked that morning -tall, very tall, and beautifu l-out of this world.
And she wore such a smile when the buggy took off and she waved her
handker chief to her brother's family. "A true goddess, " my aunt
exclaimed.
She did not tum to look at us at our front door. It was beneath her
dignity obviously. She was going to America -where the homes touch
the sky and have faucets inside with cold water, with warm water, with
lukewarm water, with hot water, any temperature you want, and the
women don't sweep the floors but stick something in the wall, and the
house gets swept.
But Photica, Marina, Sophitsa, and I decided to go to the quay to see
Eugenia one more time (perhaps she would wave to us) and, at the same
time, to see the Alexander the Great. We were impressed by the name of
this ship, which, they said, on this trip would be carrying "photograph
brides" to America. 2
We went on foot. To shorten the time it would take to get there, so
that we wouldn't miss the departure of the ship, we cut through the district called the Tsarsi; but we got lost in the Turkish neighborhoods, and
it was long past noon when we arrived at the dock. The ship, however,
2 "Photograp
h brides" is the designation given to young women whose husbands-tobe in the new world had asked (or had agreed) to marry them after seeing their photographs. Obviously. this method was much cheaper than returning to the homeland to
find a bride.
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had not left yet. The girls on deck waved their handkerchiefs: Thousands of people on shore-mothers, sisters, fathers, friends, relativeswere also waving handkerchiefs, and every once in a while they wiped
their eyes.
In the crowd we spotted Eugenia's brother. He was also waving his
hankie-but was more preoccupied with holding up his mother who
looked quite lifeless and whose eyes were swollen from crying.
We were not able to distinguish Eugenia from the other girls. "If we
are lucky too, we'll see her in America," Sophitsa said. But Photica, who
knew better because her brother was in America, said, "Don't expect it!
A new law was passed in America, and they won't allow any more photograph brides." Marina, who also knew a lot (her aunt from New York
even sent Greek newspapers), said, "We don't know what's in store for
us. Many Americans, even Greeks who have become Americans, adopt
war orphans, and maybe we'll be lucky." Sophitsa, who was not an
orphan like us, was stung!
That same summer or fall a whirlwind swept through Istanbul. It
came by way of a new word, retreat, and people pronounced it fearfully
as they walked bowed and thoughtful. A heavy cloud hovered over the
city, and then: "Smyrna is burning ... Asia Minor is deserted," people
cried chokingly, silently; and the old women wailed. They all wanted to
leave and to send their children, their girls, their sisters, their nieces
away-to Greece. The boats were leaving overloaded with terrified people, and we were all dispersed that autumn, and who knows where
Sophitsa, Marina, and Photica are now, but it wasn't long before I found
myself in the land that we all dreamed about when Eugenia left.
I wonder why New York made such a bad impression on me.
Chicago, on the other hand, found a place in my heart immediately!
Perhaps the statues of the Karyatides that I saw outside the museum had
something to do with it. 3J felt as if I was in Athens, which I remembered
with so much longing, even though I had been there for only a brief
period in very hard times-when Athens was overflowing with
refugees.
But the most important thing was that here in Chicago I would find
Eugenia, and we would talk about Istanbul-because, if you don't have
3 The statues that adorned the porch of the Erechtheum near the entrance of the
Acropolis in Athens are known as the Karyatid women, or the Karyatides.
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anyone to speak with about former years, it's as if those years didn't
exist, as if your old self is dead, as if you cut off your youth and buried
it deep in the ground. I would find Eugenia, and we would share our old
memories of Istanbul. Whenever I came across a men's shop, a tailoring
shop, a cleaners, I would go in and ask about Eugenia.
I asked all the people I met if they knew her or if they knew her husband-until I got tired of asking. I figured that she probably did not like
America, and she and her husband had gone to Greece, where her
brother must have gone also after the events of'22, and I stopped searching. Perhaps I even forgot her finally.
For years now, near the public school of my neighborhood, a short,
round woman with gray hair has stood at a white cart under a huge,
bright-colored umbrella and sold hot dogs. They are very tasty sausages.
At noon the schoolchildren surround her like bees. She takes their
dimes and puts in their hands a steaming hot dog. She has a warmer that
keeps them hot.
In the winter she wears a heavy winter coat that's long and wide. In
the summer she wears a long white apron. Her hands move very fast.
She first takes a paper napkin, puts on it a warm bun slit down the middle, sticks the warm sausage in the slit, and spreads mustard over it and
a forkful of sauerkraut-pickled cabbage, chopped fine, like kataifi.
The schoolchildren, children of all races, apparently like her. But she
seems to care for them also, and her face lights up when she hears them
chattering around her.
Since she was allowed to do business near the school, I figured that
she must be clean, and her hot dogs must be of good quality, and sometimes I stopped to get one also, and ate it right on the spot. At home they
didn't taste quite the same.
I knew that she was Greek, but I never exchanged words with her. I
used to give her my dime, take the hot dog, eat it quietly, throw the
paper napkin in the wire basket that she kept next to her, and leave.
But one day she spoke to me: "I heard that you are from Istanbul. I
come from there also," she said.
I glanced at her and said to myself, "My God, don't tell me," and I
asked her very coldly what part of Istanbul she was from.
"From Kontoskali," she answered. "We used to live near Ayia Kyriaki."
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"Really! We used to live there also," I told her as I looked her over
from head to toe and asked for her name.
"Eugenia Siniosoglou."
"I don't remember any family names, b~t there was a Eugenia in the
neighborhood. She was beautiful, very beautiful, with a lot of class," I
said as I looked at her sideways, "and tall, very tall. She married a rich
man from the Pontos who had a men's store here in Chicago. It seems
that she didn't like America, however, and they must have gone to live in
Greece, because I searched for her for years and was not able to find her."
"You don't say! My husband, too, God rest his soul, was from the
Pontos, and he had a tailoring shop here," she said.
"What a coincidence that you both have the same name! But the
Eugenia I knew was tall and beautiful," I said glancing at her againher head came up to my waist- "and had a lot of spunk. I'll never forget the air of confidence about her as she came out of her brother's house
like a queen and took the buggy with the white horse to go to Galata
where she was to get on the Alexander the Great. She was dressed in a
silk suit."
"Why, what a coincidence! I also came on the Alexander the Great,
and the buggy that took me from my brother's house had a white horse,
and I was wearing a silk suit," she said as she looked at me inquisitively.
"Really? But the Eugenia I knew was then just eighteen! She left in
the spring of 1922, or in the beginning of that summer."
"But that's when I left. I had just tutned eighteen. I came with the
last shipful of brides. Afterwards, with the new law, immigration was
restricted, if you remember."
"But how is it that you didn't meet Eugenia?" I asked.
"There was no other Eugenia from Istanbul on that trip. The woman
you knew must have left on another ship," she said.
"Impossible! I remember distinctly. I even remember her bridal
dress, which she wore the evening before so her mother would see her
as a bride. It was of white satin and tulle. Her niece, who was a friend of
mine, wore a white silk dress. Her name was Debora."
Her eyes opened wide. "You're talking about me," she said. "My
niece's name is Debora, and it's a very unusual name." She looked at me.
"Could it be that you are one of Kyria Elpiniki's daughters?" she asked
me, and the hot dog fell out of my hands.
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"Not one of her daughters. I am Kyria Elpiniki's niece," I said
amazed.
She looked at me. "No kidding! You are Nina? How could I recognize you! You've changed so much! You've grown taller, bigger! But
what am I saying? Your hair too has started to tum gray! Oh, my God!
How many years, how many years have gone by!"
I, still dazed, rushed to her and raised her apron. "What did you do
to your legs, Eugenia? What did you do to them?" I yelled even though
I saw them there. "Fine, you got older, wider. We all change with time.
But you got shorter as well! You're half of what you used to be. What
did they do to you?"
"What did they do to me? What do you mean? How did you get
the impression that I was tall? I just wore high heels then, and now I
wear flats so I don't get tired standing all day. I also used to wear my
hair up in a bun, and that made me look taller. And I used to walk
tall-I was young then. I was thin too, and a thin woman always looks
taller than she is. It must be that you were still growing, and you
weren't wearing high heels, as you are now, and you looked up to me
and thus formed the impression that I was tall, although I am quite
short."
"And your eyebrows, Eugenia, those heavy eyebrows that we were
envious of?"
"That's all I needed," she answered. "Today when women pluck even
normal eyebrows, should I be going around with those bushy, wildlooking things?" I thought instantly that I was lucky that the Holy
Mother did not listen to my prayers to make my eyebrows come
together in the middle over my nose.
"But how did you become a hot dog vendor, you who married a millionaire?" I asked her.
"Let us not talk about the dead! As for my work, during the nine
years that I've been a widow, I have earned my bread and butter honestly, and I am very content. Would it have been better if I worked in a
factory, or in a laundry, amidst the dirty clothes of who-knows-who?
Now I am mistress of myself, I work only a few hours out in the fresh
air among happy children that I love very much, for God did not bless
me with any of my own, and I am happy listening to their innocent
laughter and talk," she said.
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"And your brother, Eugenia? Did he come to America with his family, as he was planning to do?"
"No, he couldn't. He went to Greece. He is fine. His daughter Debora married Photis. Do you remembe r Photis?" Her expressio n hardened, and that wrinkle next to her mouth, a sign of the bitternes s
brought on by the passage of time, became deeper.
"Sure I remembe r Photis. Do you know that he almost died from sorrow when you left?"
She lowered her voice. "I was in love with him too. But my brother
would not hear of it. He thought I'd be throwing my life away if I married the son of a poor grocer. Now Photis has a factory in Greece," she
added in a strange, crakling voice.
I looked at her carefully. My God! Is this Eugenia?
"Eugenia, since you have no children to tie you down here, why
don't you get up and go to spend the rest of your life near your own people. I'll help you with the fare if money is the problem. Why do you stay
here, all alone, a foreign woman selling hot dogs in the streets of
Chicago -you, the pride of Kontoskali!"
She smiled sadly. "Photis's aunt, huh, since he married my niece?
Oh, no! I'm fine here. Besides, I have a big grudge against my brother,
and I'm afraid I will not be able to keep it under control if I'm in close
proximit y to him, even though I know that it was for my own good that
he went to such great efforts to have me come to America. He did not
know that his friend borrowed the money he sent in order to impress
us, and he blinded us in the process. I'm fine here." And I love Chicago
now, you know, even though when I first came I considere d it my grave.
Now it seems beautiful, and that's what's importa nt-how somethin g
seems. It seems like a great big village, lying comforta bly near the
immense lake that looks bigger than the ocean-a great big village with
all the amenities of a city. And I consider its people the best in the world!
They came from every corner of the world to improve their lot, and they
all live peacefully side by side. And there are these children, the blond,
the dark, the black, the Chinese," and she patted a curly-hai red child
next to her, took his dime, slipped it in the pocket of her apron, took a
paper napkin, placed a small bun and a steaming hot dog on it, spread
it with mustard, and over it added a forkful of sauerkra ut as the young
man watched her, grateful for the hot dog and for her love.
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Noon came, and the children gathered around her like noisy bees,
with their dimes in their hands. I left.
I did not stop to visit with her again. She is not the Eugenia I used
to know. Perhaps I've changed too, and I no longer feel the need to talk
about the past. And there's also something else-someth ing like a fear I
experience d-a fear that all that is dear from the past is not the way I
picture it in my mind.

CONFESSIONS OF A HOMELESS,
OR ADRIFT IN A SEA OF CULTURES
BY MARIA KOTSAFIS

When people ask me these days "So where are you from?" I am always
tempted to reply "From my mother's womb," which is the simple and
straightforward answer. The long version is different: I grew up a mixed
breed (purists may scoff at us, but as we know from evolution, genetic
diversity makes for intriguing and resistant compilations that tend to, if
nothing else, disrupt a possibly seeping monotony). My Greek father,
hom and raised in Athens, migrated to Munich, Germany, for my German mother's sake, they married and I joined them. So technically that
makes me half and half? (Given the choice between milk and half and
half in your coffee, cholesterol apprehensions aside, which would you
rather choose?) Add to the mix that at the beginning of my twenties I
was hit by a severe case of Wanderlust that brought me to the American
continent where I met and eventually settled with my Greek husband.
(I had to come all the way from Germany to the US to meet a Greek from
Athens, go figure!!). Considering all that, how am I supposed to answer
the above question? The German language has a fitting idiom in this
respect, "sitting in between two chairs," although in my case, it would
already be more than that by now, I guess. Uncomfortable? It can be
at times, but it is also a peculiar vantage point from which one has a
different perspective on things in general and on life as an ethnic in
particular.
My first realizati on of myself as different must have occurred
roughly around the age of five after I returned from a five month stay in
Athens with my grandparents, where my parents had sent me to learn
Greek. Until then I had grown up mainly monolingual, and for the first
two weeks communication between my grandparents and myself took
place mainly with the help of gestures and constant phone calls to an
aunt who spoke both Greek and German. After that we managed on our
own and I immediately joined the club of Greek preschoolers in the
neighborhood. Even on the preschool's playground I stuck out from the
79
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crowd of well behaved girls in blue uniform dresses by braving the highest climbing poles, tomboy that I was, which soon earned me the nickname "Tarzan." At the time it did not feel like a compliment. When I
returned to my German preschool for the first two weeks I remember
understanding my peers' welcome back speeches and being unable to
answer. For once in my life I was literally left speechless, but that subsided after a week or two, and here I was back, the same old me, yet
different.
Digging through my childhood remnants a couple of years ago I
came across some old paintings which prominently displayed the Greek
flag (the old version, a huge white cross on a blue background) that
must stem from the time shortly after my return from Greece. In retrospect, it makes me wonder how many of those they must have made us
paint for me to choose it as a repeated subject after my return to Germany. It also brought into focus another aspect that had not occurred to
me until then. Growing up in Germany in the seventies, given Germany's recent history; it was unthinkable to have a child paint the German flag. The flag as a symbol of national pride was, if anything, taboo.
Even later, in adolescence I recall feeling vaguely uneasy whenever the
subject of my partly German nationality would come up and I think I
can say the same held true for at least some of my German peers at the
time. (Was the universal guilt about what happened during WWII
somehow subconsciously visited upon the later generations???) So here
for one, is a big dichotomy as far as my ethnic heritages are concerned:
"innocent ethnic pride," (although come to think of it, maybe not that
innocent, given that Greece was ruled by the military junta at the time!)
versus an indistinct sense of being haunted by your background and
almost feeling apologetic for belonging to that particular ethnic group,
especially abroad. Of course having the "German" perspective in this
context sometimes makes for comical moments. Especially when one
encounter s the fairly prevalent Greek expatriate who, full of ethnic
pride, extolls the virtues and glories of his native land sometimes ad
absurdum, sort of like the father in My Big Fat Greek Wedding.
My sojourn at my grandparents' being over, I would go back every
summer, at times at Easter as well, where I would pick up my rusty linguistic skills, dust them off, polish and shine them, only to mostly shelf
them again until my next visit. As I was going to German school and the
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language spoken at home was mainly German, I remember feeling a certain incongruity whenever my father decided to switch to Greek. If I
encountered Greeks in Germany I had no problem talking to them in
Greek, if anything it gave the whole thing an air of conspiracy which
seemed intriguing. I also remember undergoing culture shock every
time I would go back to Germany, which usually started on the plane
listening to the complaints of disgruntled German tourists about their
stay. Feeling like a secret agent and sort of in limbo between cultures
(literally, because I was suspended in the air in between the two countries) I recall being angry at the complaints and feeling total solidarity
with the Greek side in me. At that point I must have been trying teeth
and nails to keep the "Greek experience" in a prominent position,
namely on a high pedestal of hot summers, cordial encounters, and
dolce far niente, where it remained through the rough landing in a usually cold and grey place where school and the daily grind was awaiting
me. In retrospect I realize that the comparison between the two countries at this particular moment was totally biased, with Greece representing the Polyanna world view of sweet summers and Germany
standing in for reality. It usually was a tough awakening and I would
naively blame my being out of sorts on the people who were cold just
like the weather and who knows what else. Cultural differences aside,
don't we always crave what we do not have? Having now seen the grass
on the other side, by living in Greece beyond teenage summers, I can
see the fallacy of my reasoning back then. Here I was, assisted of course
by our family lore, behaving just like the father in "My Big Fat Greek
Wedding," talk about a split personality.
Continuing on this note, I have since encountered many Greek
expatriates in the US who seem to fall into this same category. Today's
fresh arrivals, usually graduate students stepping off a plane rather than
poor peasants fresh off the boat in search for an economic future, tend
to group together in Greek Associations keeping up the traditional
feasts of Easter, Namedays, Kathari Deytera, depending on the motivation of their Presidents and Vice Presidents. These meetings convey a
sense of belonging to a friendly group that shares one's cultural background, an asset to anybody finding him/herself in the unfamiliar waters
of a strange new surrounding. Since Greeks as a group tend to be a gregarious lot, more so perhaps than people from other ethnic back-
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grounds, it helps to have a safety net of equals with which to share the
culture shock and impressions of the new country. In my experience
though these groups at times degenerated into ghettoes of sorts, where
people accompanied by someone playing the guitar threw themselves
nostalgic pity parties, bashing the new surroundings and lauding to the
sky their old ones. (The underlying tenor could be summarized by the
motto "Have you kissed your Greek today" and there were people sporting the sticker, I had bought one too!) The high point of these encounters being the mutual display of the dates on their return tickets, I am
exaggerating of course! No, but seriously; having been there, I have
often asked myself whether by compulsively hanging out with one's
own ethnic peers, given the time restraints of graduate life, one is not
missing out on the opportunity of new encounters. Of course it is familiar, and human nature likes familiarity, but I have wondered whether
given the choice, one would associate with the same people if everybody
were miraculously beamed back to Greece. More often than not the
answer is, if anything, iffy; which makes those convenience assemblies
a sometimes rather fake sort of community.
The graduate students who due to their F-Visa Status cannot be classified as regular immigrants, eventually split into two groups: Those
who go back home and those who stay. The returners who are lucky
enough to find a good job back home, or those who choose not to stay
in their metier, but like prodigal sons take over their family's businesses,
usually undergo a reverse culture shock upon their homecoming, but
eventually adjust well and their stay abroad becomes a short interlude
that will make for a good story for their grandchildren. The more adventurous who stay on and are hence permanently displaced, again split
into two unequal groups. The smaller group consists of those who make
the best out of their current situation and who see their ethnic background as part of who they are, but not as the chain and ball that keeps
them from being happy in one place or another. One can tell those by
the fact that their friends are not Greek exclusively; by their culinary
adventurousness, and by their leisure activities that do not have a compulsive Greek undercurrent.
The majority by far, however, (always according to my personal
experience) do stay in the foreign country physically; but at the same
time keep one virtual leg stretched across to their native country, pre-
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tending to still be a vital part of what is going on there on a daily basis.
This is accomplished by checking in frequently, be it by visiting, watching satellite TY, reading newspapers on the Web, phoning and e-mail.
(How different to be an immigrant nowadays where all these possibilities exist and what a privilege!) Like Odysseus they live this voyage
always anticipating the "nostimon hemar" (the etymology of the word
"nostimo" which nowadays translates as "delicious", stems from
Homer's "sweet day of return" which I find rather revealing!) of returning home, but as Kavafy in his poem "Ithaca" teaches us, it is the journey not the arrival in Ithaca that really matters. Unfortunately, quite a
few, fall in the trap ofleading a split existence, belonging neither to their
native country anymore, nor to their adopted one, which psychologically must be a struggle indeed.
Extrapolating from the above said, it is possible to gauge what was
happening to the first immigrants to the US or to any other immigrants
for that matter. Their move usually being a one way affair for economic
reasons, not knowing the foreign language, and of course not having the
above mentioned connecting devices that nowadays function as a buffer
cushion, their situation was bleak indeed. The ethnic ghetto then was
more of a survival tool and their ethnic background being the only one
they really knew became their sole treasure, jealously guarded from foreign interference. Pretending one never really left by recreating a minute
replica of what one left behind seems to have been a way of coping with
the immensity of the loss. The first generation, i.e. the children of the
immigrants usually bore the brunt of their parent's violent displacement
as they had to play along their parents' charade, which undoubtedly left
deep scars that are now being increasingly documented in ethnic literature. The return as teleological quest finds its utter most tragic expression in the practice of sending a corpse back to be buried in the native
land, rather than having it rest in terra incognita. This was brought home
to me directly two years ago, when I went back in search of my Greek
roots and spent a couple of days in the small village that my grandparents came from on the island ofLesbos. On the Sunday I was there, there
happened to be a mnimosino for somebody who had been shipped back
in a hearse for burial from Boston. This person had left a young man
only to return for his interment and the villagers only vaguely remembered him as a youth. This tendency of never really leaving in spirit is
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one way of coping with the painful aspect of displacement, which of
course hinders one from really getting to know and interacting with the
new space.
The other common ruse for dealing with the experience of displacement of which I admit I was guilty myself for a while, is to deny your
ethnic roots completely and to assimilate as quickly as possible, which
can be seen to function as a form of emotional safeguard. I have encountered many ethnics belonging to that group, who find fault with everything that stands for their native country and who thereby attempt to
justify the rupture and accompanying loss of identity. Unfortunately
buried pain does not decompose and eventually it is bound to surface
again. When I left Germany to join my husband in the U.S. knowing full
well that this was a final move, initially I chose not to deal with the full
range of consequences. Ironically, living in the U.S., I fully embraced
and assimilated into the Greek expatriate community of which my husband was a member, all the while telling myself that this is where I felt
more at home anyway. (Once, in the very beginning, when I needed to
get my visa extended and was asked to give a reason, we jokingly said
we were going to put "To improve my Greek"!) However, eventually I
had to face the music. The realization of my stance of denial came,
when, after not going to Germany for three years, I went back to visit
and fell into nostalgic conniptions at the sight of a yellow German mailbox. Suddenly everything that was familiar, the sights, the smells, my
old haunts, flooded back to me, sweeping me up in a wave of recognition and in the process I really started to understand what all I had given
up by leaving. That is when I started mourning my loss, a necessary step
in order to move on.
My fake "new" identity as "wholly" Greek which initially functioned
as a crutch for dealing with the loss of Europe, shall I say, started to
unravel bit by bit as time went by. The occasional slips and little mistakes, after all Greek was my father tongue, that revealed me as the
impostor that I was (you cannot really tell by my accent!) at times led
to hilarious encounters with mother tongue Greeks. Then we went to
live in Cyprus for a couple of years, which turned out to be another eyeopener as far as language and ethnicity is concerned. Naively thinking
that moving there was a homecoming of sorts, I soon realized that this
was not so. The Cypriot cuisine for example with its pronounced Mid-
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dle Eastern elements, lots of cumin and coriander, (I still remember my
husband coming home from the bakery with a cheese pie once and having tasted it, exclaiming exasperatedly "Do they have to put mint into
everything?") differs quite a bit from that of Greece. Also, speaking
mainland Greek, I was very distinguishable and as such either respected
or at other times not particularly welcomed. First encounters with my
landlady and with students whom I was supposed to teach English (here
was this weird lady with an American accent amidst the other teachers
sporting nifty British ones!!) were traumatic inasmuch as I had trouble
communicating at first, but as time went by the beautiful, melodious,
Cypriot sing song version of Greek snuck into my own Greek which
then in tum earned me raised eyebrows back in Athens. Talk about
double exclusion! So to paraphrase Einstein, in the end everything is
relative.
At some point after moving back to the U.S. where we have resided
since (summers excluded which are devoted to trekking back to Greece
where my husband gets his annual "Greece injection" without which he
would get a bad case of withdrawal symptoms, yup he is one of those,
and our existence hence has yet again taken on schizophrenic proportions!!) and after pondering on the subject extensively, I have come to
the conclusion that identity is (as far as I am concerned) in continual
flux and needs to be negotiated constantly, even if you happen to never
leave home. Also, if you have left your country once, you can never
return to it in the status quo ante, much as Heraklitus said that you cannot step into the same river twice. It seems somewhat counterintuitive,
especially having grown up believing that identity is directly linked to
nationhood or other such abstract constructs. In fact more often than
not these abstract constructs serve as ruses for exclusionary practices
rather than for community building. The key to the connection one
feels with one's background, counter to what the "Nation State" would
have us believe, is familiarity. Aesthetic pleasure is directly linked to
recognition. The Nostalgia that assails us at times and which we often
think is related to our ethnicity primarily, is really a wish to return to the
familiar: First impressions, childhood memories that are of course
bound to cultural memories as well. It is also a sign of getting older, or
to be PC about it, of maturing. Most of all it is a yearning for the perceived simplicity of childhood, where life was coherent or so it seemed,
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and not besieged by questions and decision making-other s were doing
that for us at the time. Subconsciously we want to reimmerse ourselves
into a safe haven where everything is the way we remember it, all the
time forgetting that the remembrance itself has been tinged by time and
absence and, like an old, gilded photograph cannot be brought back to
life. It is just that, a fixed moment in time that has passed and cannot be
stepped back into. Identity as a fixed entity especially in a diasporic context becomes highly questionable and yet the yearning for wholeness
and coherence is a deeply felt human longing. Negotiating identity daily
and charting a course in unfamiliar waters is laborious, and mostly we
prefer familiar seas in which we know how to navigate blindly; but is it
not there exactly that the challenge lies? At a talk I attended last year at
Florida Atlantic University during a conference entitled "Global Diasporas" one of the speakers coined a phrase which resonated with my
own ruminations on the subject. He was speaking of "rooted Cosmopolitans" to describe ethnics who make themselves at home most
anywhere they are put and do grow roots again, even after the initial
more or less traumatic uprooting. (In a postmodern conception the
notion of roots seems to be passe anyway, having been replaced instead
by the rhizome which nestles and thrives in shallower grounds.) Maybe
exactly because I never belonged to just one culture, and since the initial perception of coherence was therefore lacking to begin with, I may
feel it is easier to live in yet other cultures, so playing at being a "rooted
Cosmopolitan" works for me.
It helps, I presume, that my looks cannot be easily classified as
belonging to one ethnic group or the other, although I must say that in
Greece everybody always said I look German and in Germany they said
that I looked Greek. I guess I just look different-perio d, and that can
be a stigma in itself. In the US people are always asking me about my
accent, which is not easily classifiable either, because I do not have the
typical German accent; having heard so much English spoken with a
Greek accent must have left its traces. Also what they say about language being stored elsewhere in the brain depending on when a second
language is introduced, must be correct, since I have always been a linguistic chameleon of sorts. Once a native Italian speaker mistook me for
one of her own kind (I did study Italian Literature) and was flabbergasted when I told her my real background. As I am writing this, I real-
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ize that basically I have spent my whole life as an outsider on many levels and still continu e to do so. Granted it was hard at times, especially
as a child, but once you are over the initial shock of not really belonging anywhere, this position holds a lot of potential as well.
So what about this life of mine in the U.S.? Do I feel integrated? My
first encount er with the real America was when we lived in the Midwest.
Suddenly there were not many ethnic stores where we could buy the
main staples for our daily sustenance, but this taught us to become
resourceful. We would swap insider tips with other displaced ethnics on
where to go or what to substitute, as well as sharing specialty shoppin g
trips. That is where making our own bread became a survival tool and
where I learned that for making Tiramisu instead of using Mascarpone,
a commodity impossible to come by without driving for at least an hour
one way, one could use a mix of cream cheese, whippin g cream and
sugar instead. (On the contrary, when we lived in Cyprus, Mozzarella
was hard to come by, so we figured out that boiling Halloumi Cheese
and letting it sit in the fridge would make a pretty authent ic alter version.) Besides the culinary issues, I felt that my sense of humor was radically different and that people just did not get my jokes and vice versa,
which would leave me with a sense of emptiness at times. Fortuna tely
being affiliated with an American university that tends to attract cheap
international labor in the form of graduate students, I had a conting ent
of people who actually did get my jokes which was consoling. But it is
also true that a university setting is peculiar in that it has a bell glass
effect that allows you to lead a life completely apart from the non-academic rest making for a rather unrealistic setting, yet another form of
ghetto so to speak
In California, where we lived initially and whereto we have returned
since our interlude in Cyprus, things are different, and especially in
Souther n California being ethnic is more the norm or at least does not
seem as exotic as elsewhere. Here we shop at a market place owned by
a Lebanese family that is a true treasure trove where you can find most
anythin g that you could possibly need. (They have Halloumi, Mozzarella, and Mascarpone!). I have also found places where you find German products, the result being that my daughter got hooked on Haribo
Gummibears just like myself, back when I was little. A German friend
who visited once told me after staying with us for a couple of weeks that
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she found it peculiar that we were living a life so removed from what
she perceived as mainstream American culture. I had to admit that she
had a point there, but on the other hand I told her that that was what I
think is so appealing about living here. You have the ability to lead the
life you want without anybody taking particular notice or caring one
way or the other. I do not experience living the life of an ethnic here as
carrying a real stigma, sometimes people are actually intrigued which
can be accredited to the "hipness" of multiculturalism these days, a
rather recent phenomen on and one maybe more prevalent in academic
circles. You might get a puzzled look here and there or a raised eyebrow
when you use a contorted idiom, but the worst that can happen is that
people take you as sort of an exotic eccentric. Once you accept this role,
it can be pretty freeing. I am certain that this has not always been the
case and I cannot say whether this carte blanche approach is due to the
fact that I have not really attempted to approach the inner circles of
mainstream culture, whatever this may mean. Or maybe I am just so
used to being perceived as an outsider that I have stopped realizing the
stigma? Sort of like the guy who entered on the wrong side of the highway and hears a warning on the radio about a guy driving in the wrong
direction and says, 'just one? Hundreds!"
However that may be, who can really say what mainstream culture
is in these days of globalization and cultural export? In Cyprus my students nine years ago were all excited at the prospect of the grand opening of a McDonalds in Lamaca (!),and Pamela Anderson was an idol
for even prepubescent schoolchildren. Starbucks is now globally ubiquitous, and in Germany people are starting to get into the Halloween
habit, pumpkins and all. In search of new markets big businesses have
taken it upon themselves to export "culture" for big profit so the cultural boundaries are somewhat more in flux than they used to be. Now
it is possible to find Nivea products in the US and these days it is perceived as chic, to sport a European flair, what with all the pseudo Italian brand names for clothing that nobody has heard of in Italy. Of course
there are the racist hardliners who refer to our lot as "Eurotrash," but
those are globally ubiquitous like Starbucks. In the end it all boils down
to finding a balance between protecting one's own, a tendency clan culture has had as its goal since time immemorial, and the realization that
we are all in the same boat irrespective of nationalities and that navigat-

Confessions of a Homeless, or Adrift in a Sea of Cultures

89

ing the waters can be treacherous indeed. The fact that we happened to
be born on different tectonic plates should not have us forget that at the
end of the day we all belong to a global community commonly known
as humanity and that the challenge lies in making humanity as a community more humane. A step in that direction is the willingness to get
to know other cultural backgrounds and interact with others, learning
about different approaches to mostly universal human concerns, and
this is what I am trying to teach our children.
If my own cultural background is somewhat muddy, imagine my
daughter's. She is almost three now and understands more or less competently (for her age) four languages. Since she was eight months old I
decided that it would make sense to speak to her in my own mother
tongue exclusively and her German is equal to that of my friends' children in Germany for now. Her dad speaks to her in Greek, the lingua
franca in our household interspersed with some English of course. (We
try to catch ourselves in the act when we do the mad switchings back
and forth and it is not always easy!) This summer she attended a Greek
preschool for a month and did fine. She also has a Mexican babysitter
who speaks to her in Spanish which she seems to apprehend well. Her
English may or may not be up on par with her American peers, but I'm
sure she will catch up once she goes to preschool. She is also very interested in translation and often asks me what so and so is in this and that
language. With Spanish I draw a blank more often than not, since I teach
Italian, which is similar but not the same, and my Spanish hence is a
pidgin derivative ofltalian. It remains to be seen what of all this she will
retain in the end, but the ground works are laid. It also remains to be
hoped that our son, now eight months old, will not be hopelessly confused by the Babel in our household. Admittedly they both are linguistic guinea pigs, but maybe being able to sing three versions of "Ring
around the Rosies," "Gyro Gyro Oloi" and "Ringel Ringel Reiher," will
make for a cosmopolitan outlook onto life. Maybe one day they will paraphrase Elia Kazan's beginning of America America with "I am American by birth, Greek! German by blood and a world citizen because my
parents made too many journeys."
Besides the languages, we attempt to retain the highlights of the
diverse traditions of the different cultures. We did go trick or treating
this year and we do celebrate Thanksgiving (although we do not do our
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Christmas Shopping the day after!). On the night of December the 5th
Nikolaus leaves goodies out for the children and the Christkind brings
gifts on the 24th in the evening. Even Agios Basilis makes an appearance on january first. (I attempted to introduce'la Befana, the good Italian witch that leaves gifts on the 6th of January, but that is where my
husband drew the line!) . We try to celebrate Carnival, or Mardi Gras,
and since a couple of years ago they even have floats downtown, but
security is tight and the spirit is somewhat distorted (All these college
girls flashing??!!), so it mainly boils down to eating doughnuts which
we do not have during the year. At the beginning of Orthodox lent we
have a picnic and fly a kite, and the Easter bunny usually rings twice.
Summers will be associated with trips to Greece and bathing in the
Mediterranean, much like my own childhood summers. The hope is
that keeping up all these traditional rituals will make "rooted Cosmopolitans" out of our children. Coming back to the expression of "sitting in between chairs," I would like to reframe this image for the
children who are growing up in a different age than I did. I want to imagine it as a game of musical chairs: when the music stops, you just pick
one of many options, and there will always be enough chairs to pick
from. Different, fluid subject positions rather than one fixed, immovable
center. It is an adventure and I do not know how it will tum out, but as
Kavafy says "When you set out for Ithaca ask that your way be long."

TO THE GREEK IN ALL OF US: THE LIFE AND
WORK OF WILLIA M PAPAS
BY REBEccA

S.

MoERMON D

I have enjoyed bouzouki music, in silence. Danced all night with Greek
friends yet not moved my body at all, and drank coffee in outdoor cafes
in Greece without leaving the US. I have opened my eyes to the work of
William Papas.
Whether it be a painting of a rodeo rider or an image of Captain
Manolis, every piece of Bill Papas' work contains the energy, life and
humor which he loved about Greece.
It was his favorite place and my favorite place to live, said his wife,
Tessa Papas. "He had such a love of life and he enjoyed the way of life
in Greece and the light-hearted sense of humor he found in the people
there."
As a "citizen of the world" according to Tessa, Bill communic ated
through his drawings, paintings and cartoons to people from every walk
of life, all over the world, using his sketchpad.
In his "Artist Statement" he recalls a time in jerusalem when, after
having a hard time being accepted by the inhabitan ts one child
explained, "He's not Israeli/Palestinian/Greek, he's an artist, silly!"
"It was his passport to people," said Tessa. "Everybody loved him
and his work."
"A sketchboo k demands respect and awe and instant communic ation in a way a camera cannot," wrote Papas. "It is a passport to people."
William Papas was hom in Ermelo, South Africa, in 1927 to Greek
parents. It was there, although his father was an affiuent member of the
community, that he endured ridicule as a Greek.
In the book Papas' Greece, written by Bill and Tessa Papas, Bill notes
"I learnt from an early age that Greeks were not people. They were animals, dark ones-dirt y ones-thie ves-liars with strange ways and
habits."
It was not until1960 at the age of 33 that he finally set foot on his
father's land. With apprehension, Bill Papas drove a VW Beetle into a
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land where cars were few on the streets and almost non-existent in the
mind of the people.
Soon after his arrival his negative notions of the Greeks were
assuaged. A hitchhiker graciously thanked him for a five-mile ride with
baklava, fruit and "Ejharisto!" after "Ejharisto!" His cousins greeted him
in excellent English with open arms and at his father's birthplace ofNeohori, villagers welcomed him with hugs, dancing, and celebration.
"What a life, what spirit, what hospitality!" he wrote. "Are these the
Greeks who I had feared meeting in the past? Are these the Greeks and
the village my father left? Why did he ever leave?"
It was also on this trip that he learned his last name was actually
Papadopolous Economou, and had been shortened to Papas at the
immigration office in South Africa.
Papas bought a house in Ermioni, a Greek town his father loved.
"Napoleon's house" right on the water on the south side of the village
was where he vacationed, and stayed over when he was covering stories
for the Guardian in Israel, the Sinai and Cyprus in the 60's.
Bill was one of the most well known political cartoonists in London
in the 60's. He worked for the Guardian, the Sunday Times and Punch
Magazine. It was in London in 1966, that Bill Papas met Tessa, the
woman who he would spend the rest of his life with.
Tessa was promoting Greek wine for the Greek Government when
she met Bill. After a romantic six months together, she moved to Australia to think things over upon her parent's request. Four years later,
after sufficient thought, she returned to England and married Bill.
Having stayed in Crete for a short time in her teens, she developed
a love for Greece. Now in love with a Greek, she moved to Ermioni
where Bill took early retirement at the age of 43.
"He had always maintained that to retire at 65 was foolish," wrote
Tessa, in Papas' Greece, "Because how, at that age, could one enjoy
women, booze and boats."
When I spoke to Tessa she described their life together as "magical".
The couple traveled all over the world together. Bill would sketch and
paint and Tessa being a photographer and writer would chronicle their
moments together.
In the book Tessa recalls a summertime in the small fishing port of
Ermioni, when their house would be so full of people that at least 15
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sleeping bags would litter their patio and lower bedrooms. Camping,
sketching and gambling in Mani, and telling tales over retsina from
Andrea's wineshop just a hundred yards from their front door.
While flipping through the colorfully animated pages and reading
tales of life in Greece, one can almost feel the warm sun and taste the
salty breeze of the sea,
"The first summer seemed to be an endless party," wrote Tessa. "I
have always thought that the siesta provided an excellent way to cram
two days into one."
They made the most of each second and saw life through young,
curious eyes.
Romantic as it was Bill was always ready for change. With political
corruptio n and the change of the political party in Greece Bill and Tessa
decided to make a move.
After a short time in Switzerland, they moved to Portland, Oregon,
where Bill continue d to sketch. Whether it was war ravaged Europe
where he traveled and worked in his earlier years or the streets of Portland, Bill drew crowds and made friends through his sketchpad.
Tessa recalled a time in Portland when, while taking pictures of the
homeless kids on the streets, she was threatened, but once Bill took out
his sketchpad, the kids stopped and even posed for the artist.
Although people might not have recognized Papas' face, they could
never forget his work. During time in jerusalem when Bill was sketching near the Wailing Wall, two men looking over his shoulder suddenly
interrupt ed him.
"His drawings are good," said the men in Afrikaans. "But he is not
as good as our Bill Papas."
William stood up and said back in Afrikaans, "I am Bill Papas."
Although the two boys ran away embarrassed, Tessa never forgot the
story and told me that Bill loved it when people enjoyed his work or
knew of his work; indeed many did, and still do.
Much of Bill's unpublis hed work, such as sketches from a walk the
couple took following the supposed path of Mary and joseph through
Egypt on their way to Bethlehem, Tessa may decide to narrate and publish in the future.
In June of 2000, Bill Papas died at the age 73 in a plane crash in
Canada. Yet, although this "change" in his life robbed the world of
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arguably one of last century's most prolific and inspired artists his work
will live on, adding a love for life, a bit of Greekness, and a good portion of Ke.fi to everything around us.

EXCERPT FROM AN UNPUBLISHED NOVEL
BY HELEN PAPANIK OLAS

The following is an excerpt from an, as yet, untitled novel. Lia and Jim are
married, children of Greek immigrant sheepmen in Utah and Colorado. Jim
has just returned home with a discharge from the army. His right knee has
been shattered during a battle in the Pacific theater of World War II. Kosta
is one of the family's sheepherders, a tall, hawk-nosed man with gray mustaches. He has tended the family's sheep since he came to America after the
Balkan Wars of 1912-13. He had never worn shoes until he had been
inducted into the Greek army to serve the regulation three-year stint and
taught himself to read and write Greek in his sheep camp. He speaks in part
Roumeliot Greek and his idea of English. He calls Lia, a one-syllable "Lya":
The early morning coolnes s came through the screen doors. Lia got up,
tied on a flower-p atterned cotton robe, and went into the kitchen where
she made coffee. From a crock on the drainbo ard, she took out a handful of koulourakia, and set the table. Then quietly she opened the bedroom door. Jim was awake, looking at the door with slitted eyes. Lia
walked to him and kissed his salty forehead and mouth. Overnig ht a
stubble had appeare d on his cheeks and chin.
"I have coffee ready and koulourakia."
"All right. But first come to bed. Just to lie next to me. God, I smell."
"It doesn't matter," Lia said.
About a half-hou r later, the back screen door slamme d and heavy
boots trudged over the porch. "What the hell?" Jim said.
"It's Kosta."
"Lya, Bebe, I come to see the Mitro!"
Lia sat up. "Kosta," she called, "pour yourself some coffee and eat
some koulourakia.
"I'll be there in a minute. " She pressed her palms against her face,
then hurriedl y dressed. When she went into the kitchen, Kosta was
smackin g his lips as he dunked a koulouraki into coffee and wiped his
great mustach es with a dingy handker chief. "Pretty good koulourakia,"
he said.
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"Who's watching the sheep, Kosta?"
"That no-good drunk Lud. I come to fix the knee. You make warm
the olive oil and get rags."
Lia looked at him with exasperation. 'jim needs to rest, Kosta. Let
him get enough rest first." She was afraid Kosta could smell Jim's sweat
on her.
"No, the better the sooner," Kosta said and loped into the bedroom.
Lia warmed a small pan of olive oil on the stove while Kosta's booming went on. In a mixture of Greek and English, he shouted, "Don't tell
me I don't know what I'm doing! In the old country I learned things doctors don't know! And my ship! You see better ship, healthy like mine?
Brioken legs, bad cuts, worms--1 know how to take care of my ship!"
"Yeah, like pissing in their eyes when they get infected. Well, I'm not
a ship, Kosta,
I'm a man."
"Lya, bring the oil!"
Lia brought the pan and an old bed sheet. Kosta lifted Jim's right leg
and placed the sheet under it. "Now look, Lya, every day; two times,
morning and night time, you do this. Watch me!"
Kosta poured a little olive oil into his left palm and carefully rubbed
his hands together. Lia remembered the softness on her head when she
was a child, soft from the lanolin of sheep wool. Slowly Kosta moved his
palms up Jim's leg and over the swollen knee, crisscrossed with white
and purple lines. Jim winced. Every three or four times, Kosta would
carefully try to bend the knee until Jim shouted, "Stop!"
A half-hour later, Jim lay exhausted. "Okay, now," Kosta said, a drop
of perspiration on the tip of his nose, "Now I help you wash yourself."
"That's all right, Kosta," Lia assured him with nods, "I'll help Jim
take a shower."
"What!"
"I'll do it, Kosta."
"A lady giving man a bath!"
"Well, Kosta, he is my husband."
"It's no right! In old country, old ladies wash dead mans with wine.
Never still alive!"
"Thanks, Kosta," Jim said. "Get back to the sheep. Don't worry
about us."
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Kosta looked dazed. He left the room shaking his head. "In America, women wash men! Tsk. Tsk. Tsk. My Virgin, did you hear what I
heard?"
America had assaulted Kosta's village propriety from the first time he
had seen a bathroom in a house. That people would relieve themselves
in the same place where they cooked! And here a woman was going to
wash her husband's naked body!
After Kosta slammed the back screen door, Jim said, "When he figures out that you hav.:: to get in the shower with me, we'll have a dead
man on our hands."

SURREALIST LUOICS IN NANOS VALAORITIS'S
PLAY: LES TABLES RONDES
BY VASSILIKI RAPTI

Nanos Valaoritis' play Les Tables Rondes (The Round Tables), written in
French by the Greek playwright, demonstrates the largely unexploited
theatrical potential of Surrealist theory. I will explore the significance of
the poetics growing out of the play-concept, or ludics, which permeates
Surrealist drama and constitutes one of its most serious endeavors in
terms of both creativity and self-reflexivity. Valaoritis's inter-textually
rich play has neither been published, nor performed. Even though,
Andre Breton, the leader of the Surrealist movement despised theater,
The Round Tables is an explicit homage to him in its conscious experimentation with Surrealist ludics in terms of both form and content.
Given Valaoritis's implicit audience, both French and Greek, I will discuss the significance of his experiment with the play-concept, in light
of the general theory of play, and more specifically, in light of the wide
gamut of Surrealist games, in which Valaoritis actively participated. In
the archives of Surrealism his name appears in the "Whom is it about?"
game that belongs to the series of the "cards of analogy" game, which
appeared inLe Surrealismememe (No 5, Spring 1959). These cards were
modeled after identity cards in order for the participants to identify
some celebrities, including Freud, Chateaubriand, Hyusmans,
Rousseau and Nietzsche among others, with the ultimate goal of showing the participants,' "state of sensory and affective resource" (Les jeux
surrealistes 38).
Introduced as a source of fun and a means of solidifying the bonds
among the members of the group by showing their common interests,
the experimental activity of playing games quickly became significant
research subject for Surrealists. As early as 1924, play was mentioned in
the Manifesto of Surrealism among the grounds of Surrealism in the form
of "the disinterested play of thought," next to "the superior reality of
certain forms of previously neglected associations" and "the omnipotence of dream" (Breton 26). Thirty years later, the founder of Surreal99
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ism explained, apropos of the new game called "one into another," why
Surrealists placed such a great importance on the activity of play. Play,
as opposed to seriousness, reflected the desire of Surrealists to break
with all obsolete antinomies of the type of "action and dream, past and
future, reason and folly, high and low etc" (Les jeux 217). Above all these
binaries Breton places Surreality, a supreme reality that fuses all contradictions. As Mel Gooding notes: "Most specially and remarkably, it was
through games, play, techniques of surprise and methodologies of the
fantastic that they [Surrealists] subverted academic modes of enquiry,
and undermined the complacent certainties of the reasonable and
respectable" (12). Thus, the play-concept opens the path to the "marvelous," the supreme aesthetic category in Breton's view, which in itself
guarantees Surreality.
Johan Huizinga defines man as a playful creature by nature. Thus,
he claims, culture arises in the form of play, and he proposes that play
is the primary civilizing factor, deeply rooted in ritual, a point that
offered solid ground to Breton's attempt in 1954 to link the Surrealist
game "one into another" with a sacred path. Roger Caillois faults
Huizinga among others, for having examined the games only as part of
the category of competitive games. To expand Huizinga's unified vision
of games, Caillois proposes a variety of games: agon (competitive
games), alea (games of chance), mimicry (simulacrum and mimesis
devoted to make-believe games) and ilinx (vertigo such as carnival
rides). The French sociologist also suggests that each of these categories
"should be conceived as stretching along a continuum between two attitudinal poles: paidia (characterized by fun, turbulence, free improvisation, and fantasy) and ludus (constraint, arbitrary rules, effort,
adroitness, ingenuity)" (Motte 7). Caillois's classification of games helps
us better understand The Round Tables, where Valaoritis employs some
of the most successful Surrealist games, particularly the one of "dialogue."
In the Manifesto of Surrealism Breton introduced the concept of dialogue as a sequence of two simultaneous monologues, which free the
interlocutors from any kind of obligations, such as politeness or normal
communication (34). The idea of a dialogue that advocates incoherence
according to the standards of rationality fascinated Valaoritis. He saw in
it a generator of pleasure deriving from surprise and disorientation of
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the senses rather than from successful communication. Surrealist dialogue satisfies because it reveals the most audacious clusters of arbitrary
images resulting from free improvisation and the release of the subconscious. In this light, The Round Tables is a self-conscious experiment
with the notion of Surrealist dialogue and its magic, a magic that conjures up a labyrinthine game in terms of both structure and theme. The
Round Tables is a frantic game conceived by impatient interlocutorsplayers who proceed from an innocent joke, resulting from an aleatory
moment, to tragic farce. The audience of this play is caught in a continuum of transformations of the game, in a process of infinite substitution.
The Round Tables focuses on a band of young men who hang out in
a cafeteria, where they play tricks on strangers to entertain themselves.
Their first victim is a country girl, Anabelle, whose name alludes to "la
Belle Helene," i.e., Helen of Troy. Their second victim is a robust, strange
man, Neron, i. e. Nero. This band of friends suggests its two victims are
romantically involved only to be entangled in an endless game, whose
rules constantly shift and are, in the end, turned against those who initiated it. The Round Tables, in fact, is about trivial events, and action is
only simulated, for nothing happens except for the constant talk about
action. This drama of inertia unfolds in a leisure space, which remains
unchanged, except for its name, which becomes either "Les Deux Perles," or "Les Deux Lauriers," or "La Petite Babylone." This constant shift
of the name of the cafeteria along with incongruent time references confuse the audience and function as a reminder of the Surrealist setting,
where all contradictions are absorbed, with no boundaries between reality and dream, life and death. In this setting Anastase, Pierre-Ponce, and
Andre, led by Niko, a filmmaker, play games in order to break the
monotony of their lives.
Anastase invites Pierre-Ponce to join them in teasing Anabelle, a
stranger who, by chance, is sitting at the next table: "We are teasing her.
Come, give us a hand, we are going to have fun!" Andre invites him in
the spirit of comradery: "Won't you play with us?" Pierre-Ponce replies,
"Not tonight" (7). Entertainment, the goal of their game, fosters a community and forges a strong bond among the three friends. Thus, the first
version of the game, the "teasing others as pastime" game in its various
variants follows the pattern of the Surrealist "object." Anabelle is treated
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as a being-object, whose qualities of the marvelous become obvious
after their "baptism" by these young men:
ANASTASE. Her leg is a fan!
ANDRE. And her ear is tiny!
ANASTASE. Her hands are mushrooms!
ANDRE. Her hair is the hair of a coach! (6)
Anabelle becomes a toy, or at best, a stimulus for the men's imaginations, reminiscent of Breton's poem "[Union libre" (1931), as well as
Valaoritis's own poem "Golem" (1987), in which "a female doll, is
evoked through its components" (Oilier 45). Each part of Anabelle's
body, scrutinized by the male gaze, activates the three men's creative
potential. Their linguistic ability is so intensely activated by Anabelle's
physicality that a ludic version gives expression to the competitive character of the men. They play a Surrealist game, introduced in 1922, in
which each participant responds to the question "Why do you prefer
this ... ?" applied to a list of thirty-seven objects/subjects, including the
categories of "woman," "body part" and "love" (Les jeux 53). The compiled answers constituted an anti-poem, similar to the anti-blason form.
The three friends in The Round Tables undertake a similar contest, full
of erotic allusions, in the images they use apropos of Anabelle's body
parts. These images surprise both the dramatis personae and the actual
audience with their extreme arbitrariness and their poetics of fragmentation.
In this "masculine discourse par excellence," to use jeffrey Charles
Persels's words, "Woman suffers further displacement from fetishized
body part to abstracted stimulus for self-gratification and glorification.
The blason is not a poem about women at all, it is about men" (133).
On the level of player versus player (or, of character versus character),
this contest among males provokes an inflammatory discourse that irritates Anabelle. Uneasy under their gaze, she engages in the game in
order to avenge herself.
These Surrealist images result from the linguistic game "Tell me
what her body is," which is related to another favorite Surrealist game,
the "one into another." The latter was played according to the following
rules: one player withdraws from the room, and chooses for himself an
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the path for the transformation of their mocking into a more sophisticated game of seduction.
The competitive character of the second game, which I call "the
seduction game, or an amorous agon," emerges gradually. It appears
when the three friends undermin e each other whenever one of them
flirts with the beautiful girl. Thus, when Anastase tells her that he has
at his home a complete collection of the classics of Duke Ellington,
Louis Armstrong, and Fats Waller, whom she adores, Andre interrupt s
to add that Anastase has a cute fiancee, while he himself is free. PierrePonce, in tum, responds to Andre's commen ts by revealing that Andre
is a "mama's boy," and that she should, therefore, avoid him. Andre tells
Anabelle that Pierre-Ponce will never become a famous journalis t. Nevertheless, the rules of their initial game have changed only slightly.
Instead of teasing the girl they tease themselves to comic effect. Only
when Anabelle shows her contemp t for them and reveals that she is
waiting for a strong man ("like a bull"), do they resolve their differences
and resume their game against her:
ANASTASE. Oh my God! We are lost!
ANDRE. Merciful God! Give me a gun!
ANASTASE. (He draws a revolver and hands it to him).
Careful, it doesn't work!
ANDRE. It's a museum specimen! (ll)
Anastase and Andre are involved in another game of mimicry at this
moment, one I call "Performing a Farce," the evidence of which is their
toy gun. In this disruptive farce, bourgeois values (the main target of
Surrealism) are criticized, as the mocking of museum- mania alludes to
the defiance of the bourgeois idea of the autonom y of the object of art.
The unsettlin g force of this farcical game also affects the traditional
mode of representation, as Anastase's words show, "Careful! It doesn't
work!" One would expect an affirmative sentence such as, "Careful! It
works! (It's loaded!) instead of the negative one, "Careful! It doesn't
work" (ll). When Niko enters with Maurice, his assistant, Anabelle, in
order to disturb the three men, pretends to be excited and says Niko is
the person for whom she was waiting. A game of "Acting out the Seductress" begins with Anabelle in charge. She flirts with Niko and asks him
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to join her game in order to teach his three bothersome friends a lesson.
She asks him to kiss her in front of them and then to escort her home.
Niko and Anabelle exit, leaving the three friends surprised, and in
agreement that she "played a nice 'trick' on them" (14).
The three friends decide to renew their "Teasing Others" game, by
directing it to Neron, who enters the cafeteria. His muscular body and
self-absorption, as if "walking in the clouds" (15), make him a rare
specimen who promises "a spicy spectacle," which will provide them
with enough "food" for the evening (15). Obviously Neron's name
alludes to the mad Roman emperor who set fire to Rome just to see a
work of art. This connection becomes stronger when Neron, referring
to himself in the third person, calls himself "august" and "enchanter,"
and acts as if affected by folly (17). Valaoritis endows Neron with a
power that intrigued Surrealists, that of a medium. Neron considers
himself "a medium," "You should thank the Supreme Being who is
talking through me, in general. Sir, I am but an instrument at your service" (17). On one hand, these strange words puzzle the audience. It is
dramatic irony that Neron is an instrument serving of the immoral
game the three men play. On the other hand, if these words are not the
words of an insane person, but those of a medium-or at least a cleverer person than the three youths-then, perhaps, another game, one
of suspense, is at issue.
The three friends start yet another game of make-believe in which
they make up a story about Anabelle. They pretend they are ready to
save her from suicide. Neron falls into their trap when he decides to save
the girl. When Neron leaves to save Anabelle long, convulsive laughter
celebrates the triumph of the three friends. Suicide is also part of the
Surrealist games. In the second part of the game, "The Dialogue in
1928," the participants ask, "Is suicide a solution?" Then, Andre insists,
"We should warn Niko so he can join our game" (25). They are so
amused that they want to make the game more complicated. PierrePonce writes a love letter, supposedly from Anabelle to Neron, to be
delivered by a waiter:
My dear beloved! You've saved me! I was going to throw myself
out the window when you appeared before me as a vision! And
you stopped me! How could I thank you! I will wait for you
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tomorrow at 3:00P.M. in the cafe "The Three Perles." Don't be
cruel, don't keep me waiting for you.
Signed, A Broken Heart! (25)
This brief love message, a parody of love literature, marks a turning
point in the game. Writing and reading have become part of the game,
as it was with the Surrealists, except that, in the case of the Surrealists,
all participants were aware of the rules.
Neron and Anabelle are not aware of the rules. The game involves a
cruel manipulation people's feelings and exploits their weaknesses.
More sensitive than his friends, Anastase, recognizes the inhumanity of
their joke: "Our joke goes beyond certain limits. It is inhuman to treat
him like this! I withdraw" (26).This is the first sign of resistance to the
game from within. Anastase becomes the voice of the audience. The
three young men undergo a crisis of conscience. Andre aligns himself
with Anastase and tells Pierre-Ponce: "It's all the more humiliating! We
do nothing, and then we have fun by attacking a poor guy. Anastase is
right. We must cut this game off!" (29). Pierre-Ponce admits that down
deep he does not like this game either, and they decide to abandon it.
For the first time the audience realizes the game's value as a corrective
measure, a tool of self-inquiry. Even though the game begins in an
escapist mood, it is transformed into a means of self-knowledge and
self-reflection. The game, however, has acquired a kind of autonomy
which makes it impossible for them to end it. The game imposes its
rules on them, rendering its initiators its prisoners. Thus, when
Anabelle returns, she arouses their curiosity with her secret, as if she
were a sphynx:
PIERRE-PONCE. She doesn't speak. Her secret becomes
deeper!
ANDRE. She is in a veritable black well!
PIERRE-PONCE. I throw myself into this dark well; there
is maybe gold at the bottom.
ANDRE. Mademoiselle, you are a sphinx, an enigma, a
mystery. Open-up our eyes!
ANASTASE. Please, Mademoiselle. Have pity on our
ignorance!
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PIERRE-PONCE. We won't harm you. It's just a matter of
curiosity! (30)
The story of the Sphynx, one of the favorite myths of the Surrealists,
appears here reversed. Instead of trying to solve her riddle, as Oedipus
did, they implore her to reveal the answer to them. This un-heroic
action-one that turns their mockery of Anabelle upside down-is only
a surface phenomenon , that is, a product of their ludic spirit. When
Anabelle, full of self-confidence, tells them she is there because she
desires them all, they suspect a trick:
PIERRE-PONCE. She's putting us on trial!
ANDRE. It's a game!
ANASTASE. You are making fun of us! (31)
Accustomed to making fun of others, the three youths cannot accept
themselves as the butt of the joke. The same game played by others
threatens their identity and becomes a destabilizing factor even more
dangerous when it threatens their masculinity. When Anabelle "confesses" that she desires them all, because together, they satisfy her standard of masculinity, they want to withdraw from the game. Anabelle
renews their previous poetics of fragmentation, dismembering each one
in her imagination in order to create a "perfect man," suitable for her.
Even though they are being humiliated, Anabelle's charms persuade
them to follow her. In the meantime, Pierre-Ponce remembers the affair
of the letter and realizes that he must end the game of romance between
Neron and Anabelle. However, enamored of Anabelle, he forgets about
it, thus further complicating the situation. When Neron reappears, the
young hands him Pierre-Ponce's message.
Following a bizarre conversatio n with the waiter, Neron sees
through the game and focuses on the play of appearance and reality, the
game of illusion versus reality. A game of "Hide-and-Seek" begins. The
conversation is followed by a strange, purely Surrealist incident: a
woman appears on the top of the music box when the waiter rings a bell.
She stays there as long as the jazz music plays and disappears when a
second ring is heard. When she reappears after the bell rings again, the
waiter concludes, "It's a hide-and-seek game! One is hidden, one is
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found. We hide ourselves, we find ourselves. You hide yourself, we find
you!" (40). The woman is fixed into the frame of the music box, and the
waiter disappears. This scene is perhaps the most surrealist in the play,
and its significance is crucial. It is evocative of the Surrealist game
"Ouvrez-vous?" that appeared in 1953 in Medium, according to which
the participants recorded their reactions each time they imagined that a
famous person suddenly appeared asking them to open the door. The
originality of this game lies in the effect of surprise and the free interplay between the real and the imaginary, as well as in the degree to
which each one of the participants is willing to reveal himself (Les jeux
35). This game also recalls the children's game, "hide-and seek," corresponding to the game of appearances versus reality, one of the permanent concerns of the Surrealists, who tried to bridge this gap by
inventing a supreme reality, Surreality. Similarly, this game illustrates the
way the protagonists pass their lives between game and seriousness,
hiding in the world of play. In the meantime, each character appears and
disappears at the moment another seeks him/her. In the final analysis,
"hide-and-seek," placed at the end of the first act, invites the audience
to participate actively in the play by seeking each one of the characters,
who appear and disappear while seeking others.
The second act takes place in the same cafeteria the next afternoon.
Maurice compares their miserable lives to, "fish in a bottle." PierrePonce offers to pay Anabelle to see him in that evening and she accepts.
A game of "money trap" begins. In the meantime, Anastase asks the
waiter if he has given the message to Neron. When he responds in the
affirmative, Anastase feels embarrassed and he asks the waiter to pretend that he knows neither Neron nor Anabelle in order to put an end
to their game which has become troublesome. The waiter agrees.
Anabelle asks men to sleep with her only to be turned down by all three.
They keep their appointments with her in the evening, however, but
Anabelle pretends not remember she agreed to meet them. At this point,
Andre again claims that Anabelle had "won another round in her game"
of the "seduced seductress" (51).
Neron enters and has a brief conversation with Niko and then with
the waiter, who pretends not to know. Neron indignantly seeks witnesses to prove he was there the previous night. Then Pierre-Ponce
appears and Neron pleads that he confirm that he (Neron) was in the
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cafeteria the night before. He tries the "Yes" game, according to which:
the participan t must always reply "yes" to Neron's questions in order to
win a bag of gold. The audience watches Anastase repeat the word "yes"
more than thirty times in hopes of winning the prize. The game has fatal
implication for Anastase's fiancee, who continues saying, "yes" to the
waiter's questions regarding various orders, all of which are translated
into a secret code:
WAITER. Does sir wish?
ANASTAS£. Yes, yes, yes,
WAITER. A lemonade?
ANASTAS£. yes
WAITER. A refined one?
ANASTAS£. yes
WAITER. An imperial sadness?
ANASTAS£. yes, yes, yes, yes. (65)
The game goes on vertiginously transformi ng Anastase into a puppet, while satirizing the corruptive effects of money. Ironically the game
ends with a "no," when Neron asks if he was present in the cafeteria the
previous evening. Anastase loses, and the game is repeated with Andre.
At the end of the second act, Andre says:
Oh, excuse me Lord, for not having seen you. I was blind. I am
miserable. I'm nothing, I'm just a fisherman. I suffer from lack of
attention. From lack of respect. I see nothing, oh what a misery!
I am perpetuall y condemne d. I plead with you, please warn me
when you reveal yourself again. Give me a sign by which I can
know that you are present so that I can see you. Don't be so cruel!
Don't humiliate me in this way again! I will give my life for this.
Don't abandon me in the dark.
Oh, Lord, please don't abandon mel (73)
This strange speech by Andre, a parody of a Christian prayer, puzzles the audience. Religion, as yet another bourgeois value, is a target of
Surrealists, including Valaoritis. This speech seems to be another game
of Andre's, who enjoys Neron's temporary sense of superiority for a
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moment. Neron feels superior when he replies that he "will think about
it" (73).
The third act has a faster pace, and sums up the previous two acts.
It takes place in the cafeteria the evening of the second day, when
Anabelle begins a new game of seduction with at least five versions, one
for each of the five men she sets out to seduce. Anabelle sits at the left
table and begins a conversation with the waiter, her first target, with
whom she has several verbal!flirting games. These word games, the
product of repetition and similarity of sounds (sous-fou-sain et sauffou-sain-ceint-sainte-enceinte), recall of the train sounds that Anastase
and Andre make in the opening of The Round Tables, and resembles an
anti-poem. I cite one of the games in French to show its effect:
ANABELLE. Enfin, voulez-vous etre paye ou non? C'est
votre derniere chance! Nommez la somme!
GARCON. Deux sous!
ANABELLE. Vous etes fou!
GARCON. Non,je suis sain et sauf!
ANABELLE. Non, vous etes foul GARCON.Je suis saint
ANABELLE. Vous etes ceint.
GARCON. Vous etes sainte.
ANABELLE. Non, je suis enceinte! (77, emphasis mine)
This word game is a microcosm of the Surrealist creative process as
a transformation of the basic game of poetry. These transformations,
Michel Beaujour explains, "should be viewed as 'traces' or 'evidence' left
behind by men -the Surrealists-wh o succeeded in acting poetically
in order to prove that one can be a poet without actually writing
'poems"' (62). The "poetic line," consisting of rhymes, at first seems
irrelevant on the semantic level, because it deals at the same time with
money, sanity and insanity, safety and closure, pregnancy and sainthood. In light of the previous prayer-like verbal game by Andre, I would
argue that this new game between the waiter and Anabelle is yet another
attack against religion insinuated by the connection between sainthood
and pregnancy (personified in the Virgin). Anabelle continues her flirting games with the waiter during which she learns that, during the previous evenings, a game against her took place without a loser. Their
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convers ation closes with their agreem ent to marry, provide d his
employer consents. When they receive permission, they exchange roles.
She is a waitress, ready to learn a "secret [drink] list"-a task given great
importa nce-wh ile the waiter leaves to find money for their marriage.
Pierre-Ponce arrives and begins another flirting game with Anabelle
whom he does not recognize in the waiter's uniform. In a long, amorous
dialogue, they pretend they have met in a movie theater where an American film is playing:
ANABELLE. I've always been the creature of the second. I
am a creature of a crossroads ... I knock at all doors. I
feel good. Everybody suits me provided that the affair
with him does not last long. I am not tough, but I
become tough against everything that tends to be
permanent. I like changing. Even changing a train. (95)
Anabelle is no ordinary woman, but the personification of freedom
itself. Her freedom explains her desire to play with all these me, not
merely for revenge, but as a reason for existing. Anabelle's character is
manife st in the anagram matic possibi lities of her name,
An!Analbelle/elle. In Greek and French means "If!Again!Beautiful!She."
It is not an exaggeration to claim that Anabelle stands as an allegory for
writing itself-o ne that ultimately defeats anyone who undertakes the
struggle, just as she by nature is unconquerable. Her confession to Anastase (Greek for rebirth) of her desire for constant change acquires a new
meaning from this perspective.
Anabelle starts another verbal game with Anastase in the form of
endless hypotheses of what might happen in case something does not
work, only to come to an agreement that she will give herself to Anastase provided that he find a secret treasure for her. This "if' game is
based on the Surrealist "if/when" game. More specifically, Anabelle asks
ironically how one can get rid of a very persistent person. Anastase provides several logical possibilities (as in the Surrealist "Game of Syllogisms") which soon become illogical. While Anabelle is insisting on an
answer to what will happen if these possibilities, including killing the
annoying person, do not work, the waiter enters looking for a secret
treasure. He and Anabelle lift the planks of the parquet one by one, only
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to find nothing. Andre enters and Anabelle asks him to play with her to
the accompan iment of music:
GIRL. We must play.
ANDRE. I don't play anymore. I stropped playing a long
time ago. I used to play baseball, to play race horses,
and cards. Now, everything has stopped. I don't even
play football anymore.
GIRL. But, yes, one must play the piano, the flute, the
accordion, the oboe, the clarinet, the guitar!
ANDRE. I used to play "hide-and-seek," soldiers, trains,
boats. I used to play theatre. Everywhere I played. Now,
I don't play anymore. (100-0I)
This dialogue brings together all possible combinations of the verb
"to play": society games, musical instrumen ts, and games involving,
including theatre, the most elaborate form of mimicry.
While everyone is looking for Neron to ask for money; he enters and
makes some signs on the parquet with the intention of making all five
young men appear foolish. A "Signs Game," with Neron in charge and
the youths as pawns, begins. As each one approaches him for money;
Neron invents various games to exasperate them. For example, he pretends to be deaf by reversing whatever they say; or by repeating their
words exactly to get on their nerves. Finally; after having marked the
entire parquet with various signs, Neron gives a message to the waiter.
The waiter reads it and tears it into small pieces. The five men frantically pick up the pieces to reassemble it, and then find the hidden treasure. While they are preoccupied, Ana belle and the waiter unsuccessfully
look underneat h the planks again. The curtain falls with both of them
breathing heavily and the five men searching for Neron's message, a
comic tableau revealing their vanity or, at best, their need for goals.
The ludic pattern examined in The Round Tables permeates Valaoritis's entire dramatic output, written mostly in Paris in late I950s. It represents an aspect of the Surrealist revolution, which was an expression
of vital and spiritual needs. In The Round Tables Valaoritis creates a play
that i~ not really a play, but a genre located somewhere in between the
theatre arid the novel, in the example of Breton's anti-novel Nadja. In

Surrealist Ludics in Nanos Valaoritiss Play Les Tables Rondes

113

fact, influenced by Ionesco's early plays, he consciously experiments
with anti-theatre, a form that despises action, especially, action within
the realistic tradition. One can clearly see the interplay between writing
and game, in the sense that the game enters in the service of writing and
the reverse, idea made explicit in Valaoritis's Gia Mia Theoria tis Grafts
(For a Theory of Writing, 1990), a collection of essays written in the
years 1985-1987. The playwright exploits the disruptive power of game
by putting all the characters in The Round Tables on trial with no apparent winners or losers, revealing only the power of the game as a protean
process of transformation that questions all preexisting values, including Greek myths.
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THE FAMILY BUSINESS: FOLKLORE AND
PSYCHOBIOGRAPHY IN HELEN PAPANIKOLAS'
AN AMULET OF GREEK EARTH
BY NICK SMART

It wasn't the most impressive thing my grandmother had ever done, but
it was television. The really impressive things, to me, a boy in Montana
who visited his grandparents in Salt Lake City for long weeks of the
summer, and waited anxiously every Thanksgiving for them to drive
their Jeep Wagoneer across the wintering West, was the way they controlled the elements. She cooled the intense Utah sunshine with popsicles and Coca Cola from the refrigerator freezer, and kept the crazy
moths that battered against the porch light away, singing American lullabies in a soprano warble suited specifically for the ears of grandchildren. My grandfather would have already gone to bed, to be ready to
work in the morning, and work furiously. When day broke he would
don a business suit and a hardhat and go off to inspect construction
sites-sometimes I got to go, in my own hardhat. On the site he would
dispense commentary by turns acerbic and praiseful, which is just the
way his voice would heat up the Montana winter as soon as they arrived.
His booming, excited voice would praise the virtues of our home, exaggerate the magnitude of a blizzard in the Gallatin Canyon through
which they had passed, and tease me for having grown into a giant (a
short, skinny, giant).
He was like the campfire, and we warmed our hands at his blaze,
while my grandmother got a furnace going, a stove on which every pan
she stirred was a cauldron of the delicious. Those were the impressive
things to me, and those things are also the pure meaning of my grandmother's latest book, An Amulet of Greek Earth. That the kitchen should
be my grandmother's mystical demesne, and the soul of the house, was
a dictate of something she, in Amulet, refers to as both duty and fate. She
was a Greek wife and mother, and the propriety of the home, a propriety demanding the establishment of order and the provision of abundance (abundant fresh fruit, cold meat, hot pastistio, iced tea, fresh
ll5
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linens, fresh flowers), seemed to consume her fully. My eyes were not
then trained to see the signs of a writer's life, but I see it all now.
As for my grandfather, he was a power station of peripatetic energy,
turned now to his business, now to his grandchildren, now to the headlines of the Salt Lake Tribune over which he might just curse. His causes
seemed always liberal, his democratic cleaving perhaps an expression of
the immigrant's original political dilemma, whether to favor the Royalists or the leftists-Venizelists-to which Amulet often refers. I know
what he scanned the headlines for; I know what he was hoping, for himself and his brothers, and for their children. His was the ambition, the
willfulness, the warmth and angst of the Greek-American; the altar boy,
AHEPAN, Mason, Veteran, member of the Associated General Contractors, who held season tickets for the triple A Salt Lake Gulls (once the
Bees, now the Buzz, but I like the name Gulls, a reference to a Mormon
miracle, this is a part of the mythic foundation upon which the Salt Lake
valley rests). We all loved baseball. All the boys and men.
These people, my grandparents and their parents, were distinctly
Greek and distinctly American. They were the kind of boldly drawn figures my grandmother likes in fiction. They were folk heroes. At a talk
given at Holy Trinity Cathedral in Manhattan in October of 2002, my
grandmother discussed the variety of ways in which Greek lives and
Greek culture represent themselves. Citing a critic of Nikos Kazantzakis who had complained that the novelist's characters were too boldly
drawn, too large and distinct to seem real, my grandmother said with a
laugh that she had known dozens of Greek immigrants who could have
stepped right out of life and into a Kazantzakis' novel. Those dozens and
many more are the characters of An Amulet of Greek Earth.
That a person is a representative of his or her people and their place
is the essence of folklore. This is the fine point of my grandmother's
work, both the fiction and the history; her commitment is to something
at once common and tangible, and specialized and formal. As folklorist,
as the author of An Amulet of Greek Earth, my grandmother evidences
an internalization, and perhaps a resolution, of a post-revolutionary cultural divide amongst Greeks at home in and America. Amulet adopts a
rough chronology that situates and describes the birth of modem
Greece in a climate of occupation and rebellion, the hardships and fierce
nationalism that make immigration a sad but irresistible siren song, and
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the inevitable dialectic of preservation and assimilation the Greeks in
America conduct with customary verve and pathos. But already a part
of this story is the question of how to tell it, how to preserve and define
the Greek experience.
Talking about the culture building of nineteenth-century Greece,
my grandmother identifies the deep historical currents which participate in the structuring of the Greek American experience and her own
work:
Adamantios Koraes, "the most important early investigator of folk
culture ... had little use for the vernacular ... Yet he wanted to retain
certain demotic forms of speech, in contrast to the neo-Atticists, who
fought to restore 'the classical Greek of Plato and the Attic tragedians to
daily use ... ' Scholars, poets, and politicians fought over the use of the
katharevousa (purist) and the demotic of the people for decades. Early
Greek folklorists erased vulgar words. Foreign folklorists challenged
their methods as being undisciplined. Yet the Greeks documented a
great number of songs and the customs and when later scholars began
their work, they retraced their predecessors' steps. Greek scholars succeeded in bringing together the remarkable folk culture of their people
and their ideology to form the roots of National Greek identity. A giant
among them was Nikolaos G. Politis, who established Greek folklore as
a separate discipline. He gave the word laography, a study of the people
(laos), rather than ethnography, a study of the nation, (ethnos) to Greek
folklore studies." (Amulet 48)To laos, to the people, An Amulet of Greek
earth adds the word topos (place). I think it is the feeling of the novelist
that makes her come back to this word again and again in the scholarly,
folkloric, Amulet. The word, in relation to her work becomes like the
genus loci, the spirit of place, which was a principle of E. M. Forster's Art
of the Novel. And it is like Virginia Woolf's observation in Mrs. Dalloway
that to know anyone one must "seek out the people who completed
them, even the places." (Mrs. Dalloway, 152). In An Amulet of Greek
Earth my grandmother can finally draw the map of the cultural topos in
the creation of which she has spent an invaluable career of writing. I can
see the foundations of this thinking way back in the television room, in
the Montana winter, as station KUTV, channel 2 from Salt Lake City,
broadcast a series of interviews with my grandmother, who was the editor, and the author of one chapter of a new book, The Peoples of Utah, a
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history of the settlement of the state by foreign immigrants as well as the
Anglo Latter-day Saints who dominate the official culture.
The host of the program asked polite questions, but pronounced the
word "Italian," Eye-talian, an error I knew to regard as a sign of his complicity in the misunderstanding or disregard of the immigrant and his
descendents. This was the second most significant moment of my own
life as the descendent of Greek immigrants. The first had been pouring
over the pages of a book of revolutionary portraits in my grandmother's
house one summer day. The house was full of books like these, and
Greek music on reel to reel, eight track, cassette, and vinyl, and manuscript pages piling up: interviews, articles, recollections, letters requesting permission to use the valuable photographs in the possession of
countless numbers of Greek-Americans across the country. This book
was interesting though, because the images were vividly rendered and
featured exotic scenes of battle, swordplay, and the bristling mustachios
of men who might well be my ancestors. One, it turned out, was.
Theodoros Grivas, mustachioed, handsome, was my great, great,
great, grandfather. The Grivaioi had left their bones in the forest, fighting the Turks. This was one side of my great grandfather's family, and
the other was the Zisimopoulases, the long-lived, who died with black
hair and their own teeth. Papou still had his teeth, at 97, I recall,
although his hair was mighty white. I wonder if the Zisimopoulos clan
all aged well or did some die young? What did it matter? You could be
Cary Grant or James Dean; that was the entitlement of your Greek
Americanness. It is that kind of childhood fantasy about the world, a
happy one, a proud and hopeful one, in most ways, and yet containing
the fear of fate and the anxiety over the mediation of Greek and American identity, that, as any reader of An Amulet of Greek Earth will understand, a folklorist helps to create. In the debate over folkloric language
and other protocols my grandmother, despite the seeming formality of
this latest work, chooses the aesthetic of Romios over that of Hellene.
She describes the historical choices in the chapter of the book from
which I have already quoted:
"Almost all Greek scholars thought of themselves as Hellenes,
descendants of the ancient Greeks. They abhorred the Romaioi,
whom they considered debased, uncultured Greeks. Kostis Pala-
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mas, Greece's revered poet, defended Romiosini. ... Hellene he
said, 'is dust thrown into the eyes of foreigners[ ... ] Romios [is]
reality. The word [he] urges, is anything but shameful. It may not
be garlande d with the victor's wild olive from the Olympic
games. But it is wreathed with the thorns of martyrdo m and
redolent with thyme and gunpowder. The name conjures up the
glories of Byzantium, but also its fall and all ensuing sorrows.'"
"Folk songs tell of important battles and fearsome leaders. They tell
of honor, respect, guile, and the fight for survival. Romiosini was a noble
culture and also one of secrecy, shame, and blame-throwing, both in battle and in ordinary life." (Amulet 48)The book is a psychological biography of the Greek experience in America, written in the language
Greeks invented. This is the literary dividend the book receives for its
investment in Romiosini. But this scholarly and artistic choice can create distress. I was with my grandmother at a talk given to the Greek
American Women's Network one evening at NYU when a debate sprang
up over the nature of a picture that hangs at Ellis Island. The picture
comes from my grandmother and Steve Sargetakis's collection in the
Utah Historical Society files, It shows a group of young Cretans brandishing pistols and bottles. These traditional signs of affluence, sent as
boasts and comforts to families in the village, were read by one woman
as "making us look like a Greek Mafia," violent and intemperate. But my
grandmother never even engages in debates like these. She just blinked
with astonishment, as she always does when such a question emerges,
and said "but that is what they did. That was the custom." Romiosini,
reality, the way it was. This is the terrain of An Amulet of Greek Earth.
Dozens of themes, hundreds of anecdotes, several more sophisticated scholarly, political, or theological debates could be the focus of the
rest of my discussion, so full is the text. Let me choose one or two of
these as being emblematic of my grandmother's relationship to her life
of study and writing. I want to think about the sense of separation and
loneliness that pervades the immigrant experience, and particularly the
experience of women in the Romiosini culture, and then we will return
to where we began, to the questions of cultural preservation, history,
and self-identification that fascinate so many of us.
First then, the theme of loneliness, set so well in the deserts and
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mountains of Utah, but a condition of that psychic tapas, the folk consciousness of the self-displaced, the immigrant. In the chapter "Picture
Brides," Amulet traces the large waves of late nineteenth-.century immigrants to the railroads and factories, the tenements and tent towns, and
the candy stores and restaurants into which these early ventures were
converted. The men needed wives; Greek food needed cooking; the parents of daughters in Greece and Crete needed some way of giving their
children a future, and improving their own. Here, in its contemplation
of the union of isolated and frightened strangers, An Amulet of Greek
Earth speaks poignantly of a wounded immigrant heart. My grandmother writes, "Not all women wanted to come. A song of those years
begs: Don't send me, Mother, to Ameriki/ I'll wither there and
die"(Amulet 122).
Several women wanted to become nuns, but their parents refused
permission. One ran away to a nunnery; her father followed and forced
her to board a ship and then travel to a Wyoming mining town, there to
marry a man she did not know. The father of another woman who
yearned to enter a nunnery took a stiletto out of his cummerbund and
told his daughter she would marry the man chosen for her in New York
or he would twist the knife inside her ... immigrant women pined for
their villages and their people. More than homesickness fed the longing
of women who had no male relatives in the country In Greece, fathers,
brothers, and uncles protected women against abusive husbands; in
America they had to depend on their husbands' filotimo (self-respect),
which was often lacking." (Amulet 123)This chapter is heartbreaking.
Its subject is heartbreak, and carrying on afterwards. Here are the beginnings of the intertwined roles of fate and duty:
Most couples accepted their lot as fated: the women, who otherwise would have remained unmarried and a servant to their relatives; the men because they would again have the comfort of
wives to cook Greek food, to wash their clothes, and to celebrate
their name days appropriately. They expected to return to Greece
soon with a young family and savings that would enable them to
become shopkeepers or owners of property and rise above their
birthright as laborers. (Amulet, 126)
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While describing the lean presence of tradition in these American
picture weddings, my grandmother locates the hinge of old and new
worlds, of here and there, of presence and absence, a hinge upon which
the rest of the text will swing:
The engagement and wedding traditions of patridha were absent.
There were no girls singing while the bride's hair was washed;
while the groom was shaved; while the decorated horse or mule
carried the dowry to the house of the groom's parents; while they
sang of the groom as an eagle, his bride as a dove or partridge;
while the bread for the wedding dinner was baked in the parents'
ovens; while the bride hesitated at the door of her new homeall were missing. Parents, brothers, sisters, the clan were needed
to fulfill the centuries-old rites. The brides at least were spared
having their wedding night sheets displayed in the light of day.
In their old age women related the 'homesickness that has no
cure' that they had suffered, alone in a strange land, strangers for
husbands, tears they cried when the autocratic men were not
around, the ache to be back in the familiar villages with their
own people.
True immigrant life began. (Amulet 126)
"True immigrant life" is a story of sacrifices, and just plain old losses,
and often compensations that might seem meager, such as the pinch of
Greek earth in the amulet around the sojourner's neck. It is the story of
abrasion, of something being worn away, as the pressure of fitting old
and new ways to each other, of living up to old and new expectations:
confuses but also thrills the soul. Here I would like to argue that the
loneliness that fueled the picture-bride tradition, but was not quelled by
it, has it roots in Orthodoxy itself, in the insistence of Orthodoxy upon
the mysteriousness of the divine, let alone the worldly. I thought this
connection my own invention, until I returned, preparing these
remarks, to the discussion of the Orthodox fate in one of Amulet's early
chapters. There, deftly discussing the cultural transition from the
Olympians to the Christian God and his servants, Amulet is already
marking the position of heartache.
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The Greeks kept much of the old religion, but in new forms. The
rites of spring became Easter; Zeus was transformed into the
Christian God; Helios, the sun, was now Saint Elias; Hermes, the
messenger, was Archangel Michael; Poseidon became Saint
Nicholas; and Heracles (of Theseus) the warrior was taken over
by Saint George. The goddess of love, Aphrodite, though, vanished. (Amulet l3)
Amulet, like much of the history of the West, gives great weight to
Greek contributions to the organization of American labor. The cause
of social justice often prevails in these stories of immigrant labor, despite
two ironic obstacles. The first is the villainous exploitation of fellow
Greeks by labor agents, like the notorious Leonidas Skliris, and his ilk,
whose removal was a goal of the Bingham, Utah, Strike just described.
(My grandmother's excoriation of the labor agent has always been particularly fierce, and so demonstrated the firmness of her commitment to
avoid idealizing the immigrant experience. She responds to the reality
she and her parents witnessed, just as Romiosini, as language and ethos,
responds to the reality of life as it is lived.) The second reason Greek participation in organized labor might seem unlikely, especially so for the
immigrant workers themselves is that, as Amulet wittily tells us "The
Greeks still intended to return to the fatherland. Their only interest in
labor was to get out of it ... " (My cutting is not quite fair, the sentence
above ends with the explanation "to each 'become his own boss'"
(Amulet, 143).
Here then we have the men's version of duty and fate, braving the
dangers of coal and hard-rock mining because it was their duty to work
and standing up to the corporation and the government because the
task of improving the worker's lot fell to them like fate. It was also the
immigrant's fate, man, woman and child, to feel the cold shoulder, or
worse, of so-called natives who wished to deny them their Americanness, and to struggle within themselves with the obligation of their
Greekness.
Americanization, assimilation, is an inexorable force, and my grandmother, in a late chapter of the book, locates in the World War II period
"The End of the Great Immigrant Era." The War opened up the world
to Greek servicemen, who served alongside fellow Americans of all
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stripes, acquired a mutual experience, and saw new parts of the world.
War industries were democratized by necessity; and here too Greeks
worked alongside peoples they had not previously known. At the same
time the homeland suffers from occupation and civil war that discourage return, and the wave of immigration from Greece slows to a trickle.
On his own now, more separate from his old topos, and closer to
making America into a new place, as the cranes and cement mixers of
my grandfather's construction crews did every day, the Greek-American's Romiosini becomes all but vestigial.

CROSSING ETHNIC BOUNDARIES: LANGUAGE,
ORTHODOXY, AND HISTORY IN THE POETRY
OF NICHOLAS SAMARAS AND DEAN KOSTOS
BY ANASTASIA STEFANIDO U

American poets of Greek descent of the second half of the twentieth
century, such as Nicholas Samaras, Dean Kostos, Theresa Pappas, Joy
Manesiotis, and Cleopatra Mathis, regard ethnic boundaries as at once
exclusionary and inclusive (see Barth, Cohen, and Verdery). Employing
their unique position as outsiders and insiders in relation to their ethnic culture, they consider markers of Greekness as conducive to their
identification with their ancestry and, simultaneously, responsible for
their alienation from it. That is, their knowledge of Greek language,
behavioral patterns, national history, tradition and customs, Orthodox
religion, and familial past is necessarily incomplete. Such knowledge is
largely informed by selectively or vaguely recollected stories they have
heard, their experiences while growing up in Greek American families,
or during brief personal visits to Greece. Accordingly, their view of their
ethnic culture is often static and past-oriented, if not ahistorical, and
results in ambiguous bonds with the culture, which they regard as
simultaneously arcane and familiar.
To deal with the more alien aspects of their ethnicity, they rely
mainly on the imagination to fill in gaps or transform what seems culturally obscure. Additionally, they often resort to fixed categories of ethnic identity and reified symbols of culture because they can be easily
discerned. This process of reification suggests that the poets usually
consider modem Greek culture as inferior to American and worthy of
criticism or rejection. In spite of their efforts to recover familiar images
of their ethnic roots that match their hopes, they often come upon a distorted and strange, or, sometimes a disagreeable and even loathsome
"reality." Unable to define themselves in relation to a Greek culture they
only partially comprehend, they may withdraw from it.
On the other hand, their American identity represents the everyday
lived reality against which their ethnic experiences and feelings are
125
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measured. The American context provides a standard against which to
measure the Greek homeland. As a result, the ethnic identity of these
poets is a paradoxical combination of memory and myth, objectivity
and prejudice, detachment and emotional commitment.
Most of the Greek American poets I have studied do not express an
interest in ties with other Greek Americans; there are no references to
their involvemen t in the Greek American community. Their ethnic
attachment is not a group phenomeno n but rather an individually
defined sense of belonging and a contingent form of ethnic consciousness (see Gans). The poets' concern with community is mainly directed
towards the valorization of their right to belong to their immediate family in America or in Greece.
Though a common language does not automatical ly guarantee
membership in an ethnic or national group or community, it is an
important aspect of ethnic identity (see Eriksen 138-39 and Waters
116-18). When they write about their weak Greek, or lack of other ethnic characteristics, second and third generation Greek American poets
are principally interested in coping with them in order to strengthen the
bonds with their family, or justify giving them up. When they need to
confirm and nourish their ethnicity, language is not an obstacle, because
they usually connect this crucial but not indispensable aspect of ethnic
identity with more sacred manifestations of Greekness, such as tradition, and in particular, the strong connection of customs, folk superstitions, and Orthodoxy. On the other hand, when they refer to their
disappointm ent with the current Greek reality, they emphasize the
boundaries they have to cross in order to establish close bonds with
their heritage. They often consider the Greek language as culturally
restrictive, emotionally inhibiting, and even intellectually intrusive.
This ambiguous relationship is dealt with in Nicholas Samaras's
poem "The Road of One Thousand Trees" (15). The speaker, who visits
Greece in a sincere effort to corroborate his ethnic genealogy, is put off
"when men walk arm-in-arm" or when "other men I look you in the eyes,"
but also by the pronunciation and meaning of the Greek words and
names which exacerbate his alienation:
All the stops here have exotic names:
Saint Pavlos, Three Hours of September ...
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I know no one, grow
invisible in that state.
Each time the language inverts
dyslexic on my tongue, I tell myself
I belong here.
But I lie. (15)
The speaker only pretends to belong to his ancestral home because
of his desire to prove that he is "a newcomer in an old house." The paradoxical idea that one is a newcomer to an already familiar house reinforces the speaker's perception of his perplexing relationship with his
ethnic roots. His American appearance may be "too obvious to native
eyes" (15) and, even though his encounter with Greece overwhelms
him, the bond the speaker shares with the people he meets is more profound than their apparent differences. However, he must slough off the
image of the tourist, which is disempowering for a person who claims
to have access to an "old house" and hence to his "roots." He must
become comfortable with the language and Greek behavior before he
can be a legitimate member of the group.
The issue of Greek language as an inhibiting factor in the construction of ethnicity is rarely treated with humor in Greek American poetry,
as it is exceptionally in Dean Kostos's "Kitty Greek" (28-30). This poem
is a tragicomic account of the speaker's efforts to understand New Testament Greek while hearing it as a young boy in church. At the beginning of the poem, the boy observes the people in church while trying to
follow his brother's advice about proper church behavior. He is both
confounded and intrigued and wonders what mysterious force drives
these people to follow silent orders and how they maintain such incredible coordination: "As if some genetic switch I alerts them, they move in
unison, ripples I in their black dresses whispering: I "'Kyrie eleison. ...
'" (28). Despite the boy's earnest attempt to imitate the others, the language defeats him:
But at five, what do I know
of New Testament Greek? And so, Kyrie:S
Greek "r" rolls into: kitty, eh?
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As soon as that idea pierces my thoughts,
movies unreel inside my retinas: Meet
Mr. and Mrs. Kitty and the Kitty children.
Enjoy their adventures: going shopping,
to the doctor, the PTA, the psychiatrist ... (28).
Delighted, the boy uses the imaginary Kitty family to escape his frustration with Greek and the church. Instead of trying to understand the
symbolism of the rituals, he resorts to fiction that emphasizes the incongruity between his American cultural identity and the unfamiliar Greek
Orthodox context, thus revealing Kostos's view of his ethnicity as too
complicated and mysterious to be dealt with in realistic terms or shared
with other Greek Americans.
The boy in Kostos's poem looks forward to church service, during
which-insp ired by the strange language-h e can make up new stories
about his invented American family. At the same time, his new interest
in church is interpreted as "church- I going fervor" by his grandmother,
while his relatives "rejoice" and excuse him for "not knowing I the
Lord's Prayer in Greek," allowing him to "pass" as a Greek and escape
the pressure to fit in.
Apart from the language problem, the boy in "Kitty Greek" views the
Orthodox Church as intimidating, constricting, and conservative for
him to feel a deep spiritual connection with God. His vivid imagination
cannot help him when he is asked by his mother to kiss an icon of Saint
George killing the dragon: "'No, I won't kiss I the icon, he's mean to the
dragon! /What kind of saint is he? I thought/ they were nicer than people'" (29). Repelled by the saint's behavior, the boy transfers his feelings
of fear and estrangement to the God of the Orthodox Church, the Pantokrator; whose image on the dome is so un-American:
For unlike the Christ of my Catholic friends
-smiling beatifically in the throes of crucifixion and unlike the Christ of my Methodist friends
-blue eyes and trim beard resembling
my teachers--th e Christ I stare up to scares

Crossing Ethnic Boundaries

129

me the way the infinity of sky scares me,
dark eyes singeing holes without end, (30)
However, the speaker, who recalls and reconstructs his church experience, is no longer a child; and so the explanation of his frank childhood response suggests his continuing ambivalence toward the Greek
Church. The poem ends with a comma, which implies that the issue of
faith and its religious symbolism is complex, but that the child is not
solely responsible for his rejection of the Greek Orthodox Church. The
Church itself, as Kostos seems to argue, must adapt to American culture
and assist Greek Americans to build connections between following
generations.
Unlike the other Greek American poets I have studied, Samaras does
not perceive his religious background as an obstacle to ethnic consciousness. For Samaras, the appeal of Orthodox religion and the imagined community of Christianity is spiritual. By constructing a
non-specific ethnic identity that includes an open and democratic
Orthodoxy, Samaras conceives of a borderless identity that advances his
efforts to affiliate himself with his cultural heritage.
The speakers in Samaras's poems often feel a loss of cultural connection with the ancestral home, but the Orthodox faith and its traditions
balance that loss with a more ecumenical vision. As Demetrios]. Constantelos remarks, universality arises out of the particular, because the
"particular, whether ethnic or religious, is natural and Orthodoxy as a
universal religion cannot achieve universality by leaping over the particular," without first affirming people's unity with their own group or
community (100). In contemporary America, where traditional forms
of social organization, such as the family and church, have been undermined by a secular, consumerist society, Samaras endorses a model of
life that protects ethnic integrity by embracing a universalized cultural
identity nurtured by Orthodoxy.
"In the Shell of a City Cathedral" (8-14), two men, the speaker and
Svetozar, enter a New York City cathedral about to be demolished. The
men, who are both "half-immigrants, I half natives" and "fluent in
assimilation," want to be the last pilgrims to this holy site, and, in the
process, they ignore ethnic, national, and cultural differences. They
resist "the same darkness I numbing the New York buildings in dusky
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silhouettes I and anonymity" (8). Reflecting on the historical time and
the demands of modem life that prevent people from communicating
with God and seeking self-awareness, the speaker wonders, "How such
a building, such solidity I can fall to man's priorities" (10).
Even in its present condition, the cathedral provides shelter to
"sleeping bodies along its alcoves" (8), an indication that the community of Christ cannot be easily dissolved. The men's bold act is meant to
preserve, even at this last moment before "the dry horror of change," the
sense of safety and comfort, of belonging to a spiritual community (10).
As the men climb through debris and broken stairs in the dark, Svetozar
"pulls largeness from himself: I a board, a nail gone dark and wet" and
the speaker realizes that "a splinter takes half my sleeve, I plucks my
forearm, and for a long second, I the skin is white like light" (ll). The
fact that they continue until the top floor is emblematic of the moral
strength and inspiration that comes from religion. Although the nave is
"a long floor of wreckage, tendrils of wires I from walls, dark tubings
like anacondas, the twisted filigree" with "the holy and the profane
strewn" at the speaker's feet (9), their ascent is a metaphor for the resurrection of the cathedral, because it recovers its purpose through the
religious commitment of the men.
Interestingly, however, this is not an Orthodox cathedral, because
Samaras universalizes the quest for God by rendering it meaningful
beyond social, cultural, political, or religious specifics. New York City
is momentarily transformed into one of the major bombing sites of
World War II, like "a picture of Dresden" and of Bratislava with "The
darkness of stones falling. I The air whistling for death, I The boys in
shiny buttons who went off to be I So quickly wounded" (ll). Yet the
speaker and Svetozar, driven by "reasons I beyond verbalizing" (8),
symbolically defeat death and tragedy by confronting them within the
cathedral, even within such a "complacent country" as America (13).
Standing for "the connected lives of others" (14), they fight against
social persecution, cultural homogenization, and spiritual fragmentation caused by modernization, history, ideology, religious particularism,
and other forms of fundamentalism.
Samaras employs not only the theme of the all-encompassing world
of Orthodox Christianity but combines it with a special emphasis on
Greek customs in "Easter in a Cancer Ward" (18-20). Impelled by his
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need to revive his memories of Easter celebrations with his family and
to challenge his own confusion in the face of death, the speaker visits a
children's cancer ward to teach the sick children "how painting Easter
eggs used to be done I in the Old Country" while people sang "hymns
for the Holy Thursday hours" (19). The traditional dyeing of Easter eggs
is presented by Samaras as a celebration of the hope that Orthodoxy
promises, even for dying children who are deprived of a loving and
secure home. A custom specifically associated with the speaker's Greek
heritage becomes a source of faith in God, creating thus a diverse community, including those who are between life and death. As the speaker
explains to the children why he preserves this Greek custom, he also
proclaims his deep faith in God:
When a white-faced boy asks from nowhere
if I believe in Christ and living forever,
I stop stirring and mix, answer, "Yes, I do." I answer
slowly
and when I speak, my own voice deafens me.
The simple truth blooms (19).
In imparting his belief in eternal life, the speaker helps the children
annihilate death symbolically by accepting the cycle of physical loss and
spiritual renewal dramatized by the celebration of the resurrection of
Christ. Furthermore, the two homophonous words "die" and "dye"
reverberate against each other at many instances and various forms in
the poem, thus merging their meanings. The cancerous cells of the body
are transfigured into spiritually cleansed cells and are redeemed from
their decaying earthly form through the symbolic red color of the
eggshells. As the ritual ends, the children shove the speaker's hands in
the red dye saying, "'You'll never get it off!'" and he realizes he does not
want to erase its traces, because:
Today,
we've painted eggs a lively color, not caring
about the body's cells and the cells' incarceration.
I lift my arms to embrace Elaine, dab her nose and
chin.
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And my hands are vivid red. My hands
are bloody with resurrection
and we are laughing. (20)
The poem does not end in resurrection, as George Held points out,
but with the speaker's priestly act of touching the face of Elaine, a girl
who died in her nineteenth year and to whom Samaras's book is partly
dedicated. While laughing at death, the speaker and the children participate in an all-inclusive transethnic ceremony that goes beyond the
common perceptions of health and sickness, secular and spiritual, and
unites the speaker's Greek heritage to the American context of the
poem.
In both "In the Shell of the City Cathedral" and "Easter in a Cancer
Ward," a communal Christian act obliterates differences between insiders and outsiders and between believers and non-believers. The sacred
boundaries of Orthodoxy are presented by Samaras as flexible spaces
conducive to a dialog between all people, regardless of ethnic, cultural,
or political identities. The tolerance inherent in Orthodox Christianity
is manifested in its specific religious rituals and customs; it is through
the latter, though, that the poet's ethnicity in enacted and invigorated.
Carrying on the familial history and validating one's ethnic roots
despite linguistic and other cultural obstacles is one of Samaras's concerns in "What Grandfathers Leave" (28-30). The speaker tries to
understand his ethnic identity in terms of the moral obligation to safeguard his genealogy, because the family name ensures the preservation
of family history along with the value system and traditions of its closed
community (see Isaacs, Dearborn 93, and Boelhower 81). The speaker
values his name as something sacred: "Samaras," which in Greeksamaras-means saddlemaker:
This is the gorse land left me
by my grandfather, the one
I never knew, the one
I learned of from yellowed photographs:
soft moustache, the eyes painted-in,
the one I resented for dying
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before I could tell him my name
Samaras from Samaria
Saddle-maker. (28)
Although he realizes that he is "from Boston, a stranger I to cracked
leathers on the wall" (28) and fears his uncle might laugh at his "halting language," the speaker is welcomed by relatives in his grandfather's
village who include him in their everyday activities. His elderly uncle
encourages him to grow "natural" roots to his ancestral home by cultivating the family land and by choosing "a bride tomorrow" (29), but the
American is primarily moved by the discovery of his grandfather's spirit
in the village and the old house. Near the end of the poem, he repeats
his grandfather's name, "Fotis, Samariti," which contains, "the music of
[his] name" (30) and thus maintains the story behind the name and the
family's origins.
The cultural and historical identification with their families not only
affirms the Greek American poets' ethnicity, but also ensures them a
place in the family's genealogy. However, the histories of the writers'
families also contain painful memories of expulsion and exile. The passage to America as well as the efforts to accommodate themselves to
their host country took place under unpleasant, often dangerous, circumstances filled with hostility that injured them psychologically and
physically.
In studying the history of migration and exile of their family members, Greek American poets engage in a dialog across generations. Due
to the fragmentary nature of their knowledge- many immigrants preferred not to speak of their suffering-th e poets have to re-create family histories and memories, made problematic because of silences and
gaps in information. Yet the poets enhance their ethnic identity, while
their work reaches the broader American audience, informing it about
a largely unknown aspect of many American people's past.
"Despina's Rug" is based on Kostos's personal experience. Despina
and Mayos are the names of his paternal grandparents, which is an
important fact in terms of his effort to understand his family history,
which stretches from Asia Minor to America. The poem reconstructs the
personal tragedy of Despina, the speaker's-a s well as the author'sGreek grandmother, and the bloodstained story of Asia Minor Greeks,
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who were forced from their homes during the fighting and later the
exchange of the populations between Greece and Turkey in 1922. The
poem has three parts, the first of which is entitled "What did I know?"
This section explains the speaker's interest in learning the family history: "Every snowy day, I wiped my stocking feet on the prayer rug, I not
knowing what it was, where it came from" (35). The rug, which furnishes an American house now, is a Turkish prayer rug with an arrow
"meant to point I to Mecca." The speaker digs into the past, imagining
all the tragic details of his family's expulsion, which ultimately, as it tells
the history of the rug, reveals their history. He is determined to understand why the place that "was Homer's soil, I my grandparents' home,
rising on Ionic shafts: Ephesos, Halicarnassos, Aphrodisias, Pergammon
... Smyrna" was "carved by victors into divisions of beef: shank, loin,
flank, round" (35). By emphasizing the rightful possession of this land
by his ancestors, the speaker reclaims a part of that history as his own.
At the same time he condemns those who brutally dismembered the
ancient Greek civilization of Asia Minor.
The second and longest section of "Despina's Rug" relates the massacre of the Greeks and other Christians by the Turks and, indirectly, by
the Allies. The title of this section "What did they know?" refers to the
defeat of the Greek army, its retreat, and the subsequent destruction of
Smyrna by the Turks. The question is obviously rhetorical because the
Greeks, unaware of the impendi ng disaster, did not expect to be
uprooted, or to suffer persecution and death together with the Armenians because of their Orthodox faith. Despite the desperate pleas of the
Christians for pity:
Mobs chopped off right hands that signed
the cross. Children were skewered with bayonets.
Mobs pulled priests onto streets, gouged out
their eyes, sliced off their penises,
fed them to dogs. Nightfall. A flame-wall razed
only the Armenian, the Greek, the Frankish quarters.
Soldiers raped, then knifed women, heaving
their corpses into the inferno. (35-36)
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More than a conflict between nations, it is essentially a religious war
between Christians and Muslims, with the latter intending to exterminate the former. The Christians fight for their lives as they make for the
Allied ships anchored in the harbor of Smyrna screaming, " 'Ta plia! Ta
plia! Voeethia! ...'['The ships! The ships! Help! .. .']." Insisting on a policy of complete neutrality, the recent allies of the Greeks- the British,
French, and Italians- drive back the desperate people. "Allies hacked
off I their arms" when they reached the ships. In the meantime "Inside
the ships: I waiters carried trays to tables," where luxuriously dressed
high class men and women were being entertained (36). The scene is
described with a tragic sense of irony:
Engulfed by smoke
mountains, Smyrna crumbled like a cremated
skeleton into a history neither History
nor my father would speak. I need
to understand: into the desert, men, women, children
marched with shackled wrists ...
. . . My grandparents, Despina and Mayos,
clutching their finest icon, fled. Caped in blankets
and rugs, they trudged away their soles,
continue d barefoot to Thrace, then to Kavala,
arced like a sickle round the sea. To shelter
his wife from pelting rain, Mayos
curved a Turkish prayer rug round her shoulders.
If only it could have flown! They rolled
the rug up, slept on it like a pillow,
carried it by day, led by its arrow ... (36-37)
The speaker directs the reader's attention to the discrepancy between
different versions of the same history: the constructed one, whereby
past events are recorded by the victors or the dominan t class of a society, suppressing or justifying genocide in the name of political and

136

THE CHARIOTEE R

national interests, and, on the other hand, the individualized and subjective rendering of history experienced by the defeated, individuals
such as his own grandparents. Convinced that this genocide must be
examined from the perspective of the victims, Kostos feels it is his moral
obligation and ethnic duty to his family, and indirectly to his family's
nation, to tell the truth.
As they flee, the grandparents carry with them their favorite icon
and a Muslim prayer rug, which symbolically implies that the boundaries between different cultures and religions can be easily crossed,
often unintentionally or unavoidably: The Byzantine icon and the Muslim rug are of immense symbolic importance. Muslims and Christians
co-existed for centuries in Asia Minor in mainly peaceful and mutually
supportive relationships. Mayos takes the prayer rug with him because
it is an indispensable part of his daily life, not because it has religious
significance for him. This fact suggests that the formation of ethnic
identity is rather a complex process in which culturally disparate elements combine and merge into one another as long as they serve social
and emotional needs. The icon is presented as a source of spiritual guidance, while the rug is a life-giving source of physical comfort. Both
objects harmoniously occupy the same human space, ignoring the religious and cultural differences they symbolize.
The Muslims, previously described as the fanatical murderers of
Christians, are now presented in a more positive light through the connotations that the rug carries for both the Greek refugee couple and the
speaker. If it were not for the rug, the speaker might never have
embarked on this project, and it was the rug that helped his grandmother survive the harsh weather during their exodus.
The speaker's grandparents do not stay in Greece long, because of
the appalling poverty and disease. Mayos, "who spoke five languages,
won passage to New York," while "Despina waited like Penelope, not
weaving a tapestry I in a citadel, but sewing rags together in a shack, I
boiling moss-soup from stones" (37). The comparison of Despina to
Penelope, despite the two women's different circumstances, denotes
the speaker's desire to present his family's history, which is also his own
history, as one that continues the long tradition of hardships the Greeks
suffered since ancient times. On the other hand, the fact that the two
women's husbands, Odysseus and Mayos, were away from home
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exploring unknown places and people, offers the hope of new beginnings.
However, in marked contrast to Penelope whose life ends happily
because her husband returns and she is not compelled to leave her
home, Despina has a sad end, revealed in the final section of the poem.
Here Kostos revises the Greek myth to suggest that history, particularly
as it is experienced by everyday people, is more culturally authentic and
ethnically valid than the stories told by the Greek myths.
The title of the last section of the poem asks, "What did she know?"
When, four years after her husband left for New York, an envelope
arrived, Despina "ripped it open, I gripping the ticket to America,"
dreaming of America, the land of promise and prosperity. Now Despina
feels she can indulge herself in "imagined images of her recreated life"
her host home (38). However, this reassuring image of America is subverted by the speaker who focuses instead on the migrant's ensuing disillusionment as the twice-exiled woman comes to America unprepared
for the shock of the new culture.
Despina, whose name means "lady, I sovereign, keeper of the
home," cannot live up to it because "her home I was extinct. She called
the new one 'exile' " (38). Unable to survive her social and psychological displacement, Despina "collapsed like a pile of laundry" before
being found by the speaker's father, who is fifteen at the time. Finishing his family's history, which is also the history of countless Greeks,
the speaker hopes he has newly illuminated the trauma of the Greek
refugees of Asia Minor in 1920s and that of his grandparents, in particular. It is no surprise that the questions attempting to explain Despina's
premature death are rhetorical: "Did she collapse under the weight I of
a mourning that couldn't be lifted? Did rage char I a hole through her,
like a Smyrna carried in her chest? I Or, was she so tired she just gave
up?" (38). In re-telling this history Kostos wants to convey the sense
of intense grief and incurable loss, of forced expatriation, and of shattered hopes. The poet perceives history not merely as past events connected by cause-and-effect, but as "an insistent present which keeps
revising our most immediate perception of where and who we are"
(Slowik 234). By understanding this collective and private tragedy and
by presenting what came before Americanization, Kostos crosses the
boundary separating him from his roots while reinforcing his sense of
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Greekness by protecting its common history and preserving its ethnic
legacy.
The maintenance or the eradication of ethnic boundaries as spaces
of sociocultural interaction and exchange is a matter of individual
choice for the poets, promising, in any case, the perpetuation of their
ethnicity in America. Even though their Greek is weak or non-existent
and other aspects of their ethnicity have faded away; the poets' cultural
heritage is not fractured, because tradition, history; and religion sustain
and reinforce their sense of ethnic consciousness. As a dynamic and
evolving aspect of identity; ethnicity is thus continually explored and
enriched by Samaras and Kostos in order to solidify their ethnic sentiment and support their cultural affiliations.

WORKS CITED

Barth, Fredrik. "Ethnic Groups and Boundaries." Theories ofEthnicity: A Classical Reader.
Ed. Werner Sollors. NY: New York UP, 1996. 294-324. Rpt. of Introduction. Ethnic
Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture Difference. Ed. Fredrik
Barth. Bergen: Universitestsforlag, 1969. 9-38.
Boelhower, William. Through a Glass Darkly: Ethnic Semiosis in American Literature. New
York: Oxford UP, 1987.
Cohen, Anthony P. "Boundaries of Consciousness, Consciousness of Boundaries: Critical Questions for Anthropology." The Anthropology of Ethnicity: Beyond "Ethnic
Groups and Boundaries." Ed. Hans Vermeulen and Cora Govers. Amsterdam: Het
Spinhuis, 1994. 59-79.
Constantelos, Demetrios J. "Ethnic Particularities and the Universality of Orthodox
Christianity Today." Journal of Modem Hellenism 7 (1990): 89-105.
Dearborn, Mary V. Pocahontas!; Daughters: Gender and Ethnicity in American Culture. NY:
Oxford UP, 1986.
Eriksen, Thomas Hylland. Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives. London: Pluto, 1993.
Gans, Herbert J. "Symbolic Ethnicity: The Future of Ethnic Groups and Cultures in
America." Theories of Ethnicity: A Classical Reader. Ed. Werner Sollors. NY: New
York UP, 1996. 425-52. Rpt. of ch. 9. On the Making of Americans: Essays in Honor of
David Riesman. Ed. Herbert Gans et al. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1979.
193-220.
Held, George. "A Pilgrim's Progress: Nicholas Samaras's Hands of the Saddlemaker." Rev.
of Hands of the Saddlemaker, by Nicholas Samaras. Hellas 5 (1994): 56-70.
Isaacs, Harold R. "Basic Group Identity: The Idols of the Tribe." Ethnicity: Theory and
Experience. Ed. Nathan Glazer and Daniel P. Moynihan. Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1975. 29-52.
Kostos, Dean. The Sentence That Ends with a Comma. New York: Painted Leaf, 1999.

Crossing Ethnic Boundaries

139

Samaras, Nicholas. Hands of the Saddlemaker. New Haven: Yale UP, 1992.
Slowik, Mary. "Beyond Lot's Wife: The Immigration Poems of Marilyn Chin, Garrett
Hongo, Li-Young Lee, and David Mura." Melus 25.3-4 (2000): 221-42.
Verdery, Katherine. "Ethnicity, Nationalism, and State-Making: Ethnic Groups and
Boundaries: Past and Future." The Anthropology of Ethnicity: Beyond 'Ethnic Groups
and Boundaries. Eds. Hans Vermeulen and Cora Govers. Amsterdam: Het Spinhuis,
1994. 33-58.
Waters, Mary. Ethnic Options: Choosing Identities in America. Berkeley: U of California P,
1990.

THE POETRY OF DEAN KOSTOS
IMMANEN T LEOPARD

after a mosaic from the House of Masks,
Delos, Greece

The Immanent Leopard is a chiaroscuro machine
leaping inside our muscles and thoughts:
a pattern of patters-yet unseenits scent clings to brown grasses as it careens.
Tintoretto rosettes spark from its pistons, its coat
a pattern of patterns, yet unseen.
Like wheels, its haunches grind and slink between
the oiled leaves of waking, the dark mud slide of sleep.
What
else is the Immanent Leopard but a chiaroscuro machine?
It's the beast Dionysus rides into our dreamsamphetamin e
star-paste churning in his blood. Afire, afloat:
its pattern of patterns remains unseen.
With the new-moon talons of a wolverine,
it tears Is from Is-not.
The Immanent Leopard is a chiaroscuro machine,
growling, "By Mnemosyne I was, have been
and can always be summoned, but never caught. ... "
A pattern of patterns-ye t unseenThe Imminent Leopard is a chiaroscuro machine.
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PANAYIA

at Evangelistria,
the Cathedral of Virgin Mary's Donnition
(Assumption), Tinos, Greece

Like opera gloves fringed in satin
blood, a saint's severed hands float toward you.
Your corpus sails
on a freshet of veils in this icon painted
with the tip of a monk's white beard.
Arriving in boats, people proclaim your death
"Great Sleep" and breathe
your prayer beneath eucalyptus trees. Your Son
no longer needs air as he
looms atop this icon's panel: Straight-backed
on a settee of flames, he is
a Pantokrator like none other I've seen: Christ
the Mother--de ath fusing
Madonna into Son, fe- and male into one.
His belly is a convex window revealing his womb:
Palming from inside its pane, a childyou mouths words I can't hear.
What are you trying to tell me? To understand, I stalk
this gallery of icons-paint ed
moments lined up in a sequence of freeze-frames.

The Poetry of Dean Kostos
I stop at the instant before infant
Jesus left your womb: His hand-pin k beak of fingertips already blesses. Not pacing
toward but from, I come upon another icon. St. John
the Baptist roosts on a cliff,
his future coursing from his neck: rinsed
by his own dying,
his head smiles like a conch. Finally I arrive
at your weeping icon:
healer of the crippled, the wheezing, the barren

"Parthena ... " "Platitera . .. "
"Panayia ... "The many names the many call you
summon your realm to ours.
Now a rose-scented sap streaks the glass
that guards your face
from time's discolorations. An opal blur arcs
above your shoulders:
Heaven painted with just one hair.
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SOMETHING FROM THE HEART

Life is just like old Bouboulina ... If you close your eyes,
you'd think you had a girl of twenty in your anns.
Nikos Kazantzakis, "Zorba the Greek"

You're not too old, Yioryos.
Don't think that all she wants
is what's inside your pants.
When I was on the boats,
there was a naftis from Xania
whose name was Costas Argyros.
I swear by the Virgin Mary
that when he reeled it out to piss,
he had a pragma like a horse.
He thought that this made him
a bigger man than all the rest of us.
But when we stopped in Piraeus or Patras
and paid our visits to the poutanas,
none ever wanted Costas back.
Do you know why, my friend?
Because he never laughed or smiled.
When he was done with them,
those ladies felt like dirt, skoupithia.
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Remember something elseyou can't expect it to get as hard
as when we were eighteen.
Those old men in the cafenio who say
they're still as good as stallions,
the ouzo and wine are talking.
And even if it won't stand up,
there are ways to give them pleasureyou understand? Katalavenis?
Next time you see your woman,
bring her a flower or perfume,
something from the heart.
When the lights go out,
tell her she still is beautiful
and you will both feel young again.
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HIS OWN EPITAPH

-Translated for my grandfather,
Nikolaos Pikios, 1881-1976

Ama erthi o thanatos
ke me valoune sto mavro homa,
thelo na xerete, paidakia mou,
tha sas agapane kai ta kokalakia mou akoma.
As soon as death comes
and they lay me in the dark earth,
I want you, my children, to know
my bones will go on loving you.
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THE RETURN

Vangeli was his given name,
but he was known to all as Shorty,
a bald headed cook who belonged
to a small enclave of Albanians in town.
Upon departure from his motherland,
he leafed through twenty calendars
and with each coming year resolved
he would return to his birthplace.
The monthly envelope he sent his wife
included a twenty dollar bill,
a lifeline extended to his family
that survived the ravages of war.
When he at last set out for home,
his children had children of their own,
the spouse was gaunt and gray.
The final letter from America
which preceded his arrival
contained a current photograph
so that his sons would recognize
the stranger on the train.
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THE STAY

-for Theo Mitzo

The war years of the 40's
at my father's restaurant,
Eau Claire, Wisconsin.
His cousin, a dishwasher,
toiled stretches lasting hours on end,
a Lucky dangling from his lips,
his ungloved hands a lobster red
from dipping them in scalding suds.
The downtown taverns solaced him
and when they closed at l AM,
he tottered to his rented room
to lapse into a sleep of torpor,
embracing a bottle of Whiskey Pete.
When the conflict ended,
he returned to his patritha,
and in his fifties wed a hulk
who in the photographs sent back
looked like she could have pinned
the Grecian grappler, George Zaharias.
By all accounts, they were a happy pair,
and he lived for ten more years,
awash in sunlight at Corfu
and bathed in breezes off the sea,
regaling younger countrymen
about his odyssey, the sleet and snow,
the streets paved not in gold but sheets of ice.
Although he never washed another dish,
he often raised the glass, a souvenir,
and filled the spirits to the brim.

THE POETRY OF NICHOLAS SAMARAS
THERE ARE FIVE WORDS FOR LOVE
IN THE GREEK LANGUAGE

I. Evot.a<p£pov I Enthiaferon
When I first met your light, we had always known each
other
II. AyCmr) I Agape
Everything successive was two magnetic poles, irresistibly
drawing us close. I am in every level of love with you.
III. L:•opyfj I Storghi
All of us have three ages to tell how old we are:

physical, emotional, intellectual ...
None of my years-old have ever matched.
IV Acpt.£pcum.<; I Afierosis
The heart has
four chambers.
Yet, the world of the heart
lies outside its walls.
V 'Epcum<; I Erotas
Here is my hand and five fingers open,
my heart and promise rising.
By seeing you, I come to understand myself.
By touching you, I can remember my lost body
that comes to life in your embrace.

149

150

THE CHARIOTEER

THE NAME IS CONSTANTIN OPLE

The Phanar. Rum Patrikhanesi.
In the oldest sector of the city, a winter-bearded man walks through a
dark garden, the season turning chill, the mouths of flowers deepening.
In this late, most deserted hour, the surrounding buildings show their
softness, show the way their scrolled architecture has been built upon,
how new cultures engulf, hard cement patching the greyness of settled
buildings, the old characters of old houses. Through the shadowed
courtyard, the elderly man lifts himself up steps, their concrete edges
crumbling.
Twisting a black knob for light, he shuffles into an office, into the worn
neatness of antique furniture. There is the smell ofleather-boun d books
and wrinkled pages. A cracked painting hangs on old wire: a dark eagle
with two heads, two necks both craning away from its canvas heart. A
black telephone sits heavily on the desk, forgetting numbers. The man
puts on thick glasses, collects a few papers and lists-each year, his
litany of names growing smaller. He has seen three generations of angry
men leave without suitcases. He wishes someone younger would help
wrench back the seized properties, the closed schools, take back the
altar. With no gold ring on his hand, the seeds of his own body have
dried. Where he was hom has been renamed.
A government will find the quietest, most deliberate ways to thin out a
rooted people. The Varlik Vergisi: Non-Muslim taxation. Confiscation.
Pogrom. A government will stare through a minority, not recognizing
those they attended school with. This bent man studies the creases in
his hands, thinks: History books measure an aphasic past. History
books are written in the victors' language.
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The smallest cracks thread through the walls. The walls are like old blue
china breathing in a cupboard. Needing permission to spackle the mortar, permits to replace light bulbs, the man runs his fingers over the
chipped years in the wall like Braille, closes the light, the worn door,
holds the papers to his body. He crosses the courtyard to his quarters,
bends to pull a weed from the threshold. His long, black sleeves catch a
breeze, fill, collapse, and fill. His hair is white fire in the moonlight. The
sanctioned wind is empty, sour, genocidal.
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FA RASA

Nothing recognizable exists here.
One small, greyed man
rests his long monk's shadow on the dirt road.
In the town of his parents' stories,
fifty years of expectations
settle on his dusty shoes.
Two hundred kilometers south of Caesarea,
there is one house, one cell he looks for.
He listens for voices in the distance,
for the empty diaspora of his people.
He looks for anyone who can
remember the Farasiotic dialect.
There are a few stone huts, stone walls
marking the boundaries of nothing,
trailing themselves into sod and flowers.
Standing before the rubble,
he has come to find
what of himself was left behind.
Anonymous clothes on a clothesline now,
wide Turkish trousers wading in the air.
Transient faces from the few thresholds.
A stray capon pecking the clay
beneath a Falanga tree.
In an autumn of the scythe and harvest,
they had fled under a crescent moon.
Syllables hurled to the wind.
What couldn't be carried out on mules
was buried.
Reliquaries remained.
Graves given to overgrowth,
the markers effaced and sunken.
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Seasons later, what squatters didn't carry off
was left to the slowness of gravity.
This is the softness of stones.
Time and man crumbling everything,
yet only one is patient.
Although Farasa is inhabited
by field mice, he understands
the need to return,
the tension of past and present that balances us.
Beyond the tautness we need to live,
he prays for history
and against the strain that may destroy us yet.
Remembering the rote of his father's voice,
he paces off beyond the alder stand,
curves right over the rise to the chapel-site:
It stands. Hobbled. A meditation of ruin.
Mounds of mortar and a newer minaret's
silence the wind wraps around.
He knows if he were to dig through the floor,
he would rediscover the cellar
In the buried basement, there is a space
of ancient air, unbreathed for decades.
The air of his parents and three generations.
In one dark comer, there lies
the mute glint of tempered gold:
A benign knife held against the side of waiting.
A chalice holding
darkness,
dust of the earth,
the history of it.
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RETREAT CENTER, HARRIMAN

The cabin door opening into a room of warm air.
Last year's lovely char of grey smoke marking the
threshold's top.
The firm chiming of a gold mantle clock in the twelfth
hour.
The snapping of green resin in kindling fire.
The delicate fragrance of incense and sweat.
In a sleeping field, the prayers for people.
Still hope for the world, in this still place.
The feeling in the chest, after being held deeply.
The season of being loved so warmly in the cold.
The night a deep cassock spreading its black sleeves.
A cascade of white, glinting hair against black cloth.
Someone tying back the treasure of his long, white mane.
Someone Orthodox walking crisply over blanketed snow.
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THE SOUND OF MY VOICE
LIKE A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

You sleep broken hours.
You are a voice
heavy with sleep and heavy with waking.
Winter rakes over the land, the fallow fields.
You are chaff.
In long years, you will whiten.
When wind carries in from far countries,
you hear whispering from a wilderness
a voice that sounds vaguely like yours.
Unclench your teeth, your bodyembrace the changing, the metanoia,
the terrible, pure light.
Work your way to nothing
until you are nude with freedom.
You will give
your hands away
without thinking
of what will be
returned to you.
You will give your bands
away.
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WEDDING GIFT

In the home of your parents, your world
was the kitchen and the measured duties
of your mother's hands. Your father
was a grey beard who gave his approval
to a younger version of himself.
It was what you were trained to expect.
But I didn't speak the dialect of your village
and I came with difficult cities
scuffing the suitcase.
So, we wore the wedding crowns
and let our fathers seal the ceremony.
You were content
to let me decide the rest of the story.
Instead, with your first passport,
I took you to the Salzach river,
the Theban tombs,
to learn the roads,
the forest and desert.
I gave you cities
to make you lonely.
A litany of capitols
to see the sameness of home
for the first time.
I gave you unfamiliar choices
to possess the horror of choice,
to name your discontent.
I had to take away your safety,
take you to where
you could never return from.
Not to the place of your parents
nor to the person of yourself.
But to a life to name
yourself woman,
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to name me husband,
to know the places
and distance between,
to come
this far.
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