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EDITOR'S NOTE 

John P. Anton, now Professor Emeritus of Philosophy, University of 
South Florida, is one of the most eminent Greek American intellectuals. 
Born in the U.S. in the state of Ohio in 1920 of Greek immigrant par
ents he was taken to their native Arcadian village of Zygovitsi at the age 
of eight in 1928. The child knew no Greek. His mother introduced him 
to the language by teaching him Greek folk songs and Greek dances. 
John was a gifted pupil in the local elementary school, daring and imag
inative enough to write a paper on the constellations when he was 
eleven years old. It is with a mixture of pride and amusement that he 
recalls a lengthy paper, "The Genesis of Art", which he wrote when he 
was twenty. He wrote poetry from early on, three volumes of it. Alas, all 
three remained largely unpublished. 

John returned to the U.S. in 1946. Details of his undergraduate and 
graduate studies will appear in his forthcoming autobiography which 
will be published in the next volume of the Charioteer. Yet the capstone 
of his graduate studies deserves mention even in this brief editorial note. 
John studied philosophy at Columbia University and in 1957 he earned 
his Ph.D. upon completion of his dissertation on Aristotles Theory of 
Contrariety. The dissertation was eventually published by prestigious 
presses. An incisive contribution to the study of Aristotle, it brought dis
tinction to its author and sealed his career in the field of Greek Philos
ophy. His latest book, American Naturalism and Greek Philosophy, 
published in 2005, is not only a landmark study of the origins of Amer
ican Naturalism but also, in many ways, the paragon of the distin
guished prolific career of]ohn P. Anton the philosopher. His latest book 
is separated from his first one by a stream of publications not only in 
philosophy but also in several other areas which engaged John's interest 
throughout his life. A comprehensive list of his many and diverse pub
lications is to be found in the present volume of the Charioteer. 

John's contact with the ancient Greek world goes back to Zygovitsi, 
his parents' and practically his own native Arcadian village. Indeed it 
was in Zygovitsi that he read the Iliad in a Modern Greek translation 
published in a daily newspaper in short pieces. The Odyssey came his 
way not long after this most significant encounter. John knew that 
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6 THE CHARIOTEER 

Homer's epics lay at the very foundations of Hellenism. They nursed his 
soul and guided his intellect when, much later in his life, he explored 
the complexities of Greek Philosophy, especially Plato and Aristotle, as 
well as many of their intellectual descendants not only in antiquity but 
in modern times as well. This explains the fusion of the philosophic and 
the poetic insight in John's work throughout his academic career. Poets 
are, above all, seekers of the truth. john the student of philosophy, went 
beyond the bounds of his academic discipline to look for the truth in 
poetic utterance. Some of the greatest Greek poets, such as Palamas, 
Seferis, Elytis, Varnalis, and, especially Sikelianos and Cavafy became 
his lifelong companions in the search for truth and beauty. In the works 
of Kazantzakis poetry and philosophy united in epic ways. For John this 
union should be traced all the way back to the foundations of Hel
lenism. He delved into Greek folk song with a passion to be found only 
rarely among Greek scholars. In the folk songs of Greece the Philoso
phy Professor saw a rich repository of robust strains of the poetic genius 
of the country which survived independently of the scholarly tradition 
which, for the most part, treated them with disdain. 

Especially now that Greek folk song is fighting a losing battle for its 
survival and is rapidly stored as archival material, the Charioteer would 
like to invite john to share his favorite folk songs. These we would 
gladly publish in the next issue of the journal. 

From being enchanted by the magic of the Iliad at Zygovitsi to sub
mitting to the rigors of studying Greek Philosophy as a graduate student 
at Columbia and to publishing, at the apex of his career his very signif
icant book on American Naturalism and Greek Philosophy in 2005 there 
is obviously a very long, a very arduous road. 

john PAnton is an American as well as a Greek intellectual. For his 
many contributions to philosophy and literature he has been honored 
with many prestigious awards and positions. Only a few are mentioned 
here. He served as Professor and Chair of the Department of Philosophy 
at Emory University. At the University of South Florida from which he 
retired he was also Chair at the Department of Philosophy and Distin
guished Professor of Greek Philosophy and Culture. For many years he 
was President of the International Society of Neoplatonic Studies. The 
Academy of Athens made him a corresponding member. The Charioteer 

is proud to present Professor john P Anton's work. 



PLATO'S PHILOSOPHICAL USE OF MYTH* 

It is this writer's conviction that an adequate-if this is possible
account of Plato's philosophy must explore all the major and minor trib
utaries which lead to the vast sea of his wisdom. Among them, myth is 
a major one. I am aware that this emphasis is not widely shared among 
contemporary students of Plato's works, though as we shall note there 
are happy exceptions. The purpose of this paper is to suggest certain 
reasons why the student must explore this side of Plato and why it is 
reasonable to say that Plato himself would expect us to do so. 

The main thesis of this paper is that Plato is a landmark in the intel
lectual tradition that sought to justify myth and assign it a central role 
in the affairs of man. Furthermore, he appears to have been the first 
Western thinker who understood fully what its philosophical function 
ought to be in the rational vision of the good life. It is hoped that the 
reader will not take what is said in this paper as either final or complete. 
I can only promise in a future study of this theme to try to do less injus
tice to so demanding a philosopher. 

In a celebrated passage in the Poetics, Aristotle puts forth the chal
lenging thesis that poetry is more philosophical than history In his own 
words: 

"The historian relates what happened, the poet what might 
happen." 

And he continues: "That is why poetry is more akin to philosophy and 
is a better thing than history; poetry deals with general truths, history 
with specific events."l 

When the passage is read as both a defense of poetry and an attempt 
to elevate poetry to a role superior to the one assigned to history, and 
then compare these views with the position Plato takes, we have the 

*This is an expanded version of a lecture given at the invitation of the University 
Lecture Committee and the Department of Classics of Colgate University, Nov. 1, 1962. 
The author wishes to thank Professor john E. Rexine of the Classics Department of that 
University for his encouragement to put it in publishable form. Reprinted with changes 
and additions in Greek Orthodox Theological Review, IX (1964) 161-180. 

1Poet. IX, l451b. 

7 
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apparent paradox where Aristotle agrees and disagrees with this great 
teacher. To restore poetry and assign it a serious philosophical role runs 
counter to Plato's sustained harsh attack on the poets. To deny history 
the role of an inquiry capable of disclosing general truths appears very 
much in line with Plato's explicit reluctance to concede the possibility 
that ideas originate in the changeable domain of empirical fact. Though 
our main concern is not addressed to the problems associated with this 
apparent paradox, the attitudes which lurk in the background are highly 
pertinent to the discussion of our theme. It is only after a close inspec
tion of Plato's views on myth is well under way that the paradox gradu
ally disappears and a closer affinity between the two philosophers is 
securely established. 

The shared view that history occupies an inferior position, that it is 
less philosophical than other disciplines and activities, does not derive 
from identical premises. Plato follows a somewhat different path than 
Aristotle. To put the difference in a preliminary way, while Aristotle 
weighs history against poetry, Plato carefully avoids open comparisons 
in favor of implicit judgment. Now, if the deeper affinity is what one 
wishes to establish, a sure way, if not the surest, would be to show how 
closely connected are Plato's theory and practice of myth and Aristotle's 
philosophy of poetry. Admittedly, this topic deserves the sort of analy
sis that cannot be undertaken here; only certain suggestions along gen
eral lines which also bear on our theme can be made. 

It has been a widely shared view among many modern commenta
tors on Aristotle that not only does he view history from an unduly nar
row perspective, but that he even fails to treat deservedly the ancient 
historians Herodotus and Thucydicles. The criticism is based on what 
recent writers call a failure on Aristotle's part "to make any distinction 
between history and chronicle."2 Professor Grube believes it may well 
be that Aristotle is "consciously rebuking the historians of the school of 
!socrates for whom history was a form of rhetoric and who certainly had 
little respect for fact." Whether Aristotle's indictment of historians 
applies to Herodotus as well need not concern us at this point.3 What is 

2G.M.A. Grobe, in his Introduction to Aristotle on Poetry and Style (New York: Lib
eral Arts Press, 1958), p. 18, n. l. 

3However, it is possible to make a good case for the thesis that Herodotus is not Aris
totle's target. In the first place, Herodotus is not explicitly mentioned. Furthermore, it is 
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central here is the Aristotelian thesis that the highest disclosures of 
poetry are closer to the general truths of philosophy than even the least 
"tenuous connections" that obtain in events in history. Where poetry at 
its best aims at revealing in organic unity the possibilities of a type of 
action, history records the acts of men without explicitly attempting to 
arrest the wisdom concerning the dramatic overtones of typical acts. 
When elaborating on a resemblance between epic poetry and history, 
Aristotle states that the former 

must be concerned with one complete action ... in order that 
the whole narrative may attain the unity of a living organism and 
provide its own peculiar kind of pleasure. Its structure must be 
different from that of history. History has to expound not one 
action but one period of time and all that happens within this 
period to one or more persons, however tenuous the connection 
between one event and the others. The battle of Salamis and that 
of the Carthaginians in Sicily took place at the same time, but 
they had no common purpose; similarly, events may follow one 
another in time without having any common end in view. Yet 
nearly all our epic poets adopt this historical structure. 

When we turn to Plato's dialogues to find out what he does with his
torical facts in his quest for wisdom, a surprise awaits us. The reader 
slowly confirms what was initially a guess only. Plato, carefully and 
almost deliberately, refrains from attempting the sort of discussion that 
leads to arguments requiring appeal to evidence from the facts of his
tory. That Socrates' interlocutors may do otherwise is consistent with 
both Plato's dramatic art and philosophic outlook. But when Plato 
reaches a crucial point and dialectic must temporarily pause, he ushers 
into the foreground not some historical event but a "historical" myth. 
His is the unwavering technique of enriching the scene with a new and 
original actor: the myth. This dramatic device when understood in all 
its complexity throws special light on Plato's radical reconstruction of 

not without good reason to conjecture that Aristotle did not fail to see the tragic perspec
tive from which Herodotus understands and writes history. On this tragic aspect of 
Herodotus see David Grene, 'Herodotus: The Historian as Dramatist,' journal of Philoso
phy, Vol. 58 (1961), 477-488. 
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the role of man's poetic powers. If we admit for a moment that Plato 

casts a new role for poetry to perform, namely to become the philosophic 

Junction of mythical imagination, then, in its reassignment, it is more 

philosophical than either the poetized experience or the para tactic nar

rative of historical events. If so, then Aristotle came to express a view he 

inherited from his, teacher, however modified it became in the light of 

his own inquiries. 
Central to understanding the continuity from Plato to Aristotle with 

regard to this issue is Plato's view of myth. Here is where we must begin, 

rather than with their differences in attitude toward poetry. The diffi

culty begins to wither away once we see that for Plato, myth, though 

vital to poetry; has wider functions and hence does not belong exclu

sively to the poets, as tradition would have it. Actually, Plato has a two

fold task before him: to rescue myth from poetry and do so by 

demonstrating practically its unsuspected philosophical functions, and 

then proceed to show the comparative superiority of its new role. If to 

Plato goes this credit of making myth available to philosophy; it is Aris

totle who rendered intelligible the conditions under which poetry, pri

marily as tragedy; can be seriously philosophical. Be this as it may, the 

fact remains that Plato took myth seriously as something to be explored, 

liberated and understood. Once Plato came to realize the philosophical 

possibilities of myth, he saw how it surpasses in profundity; suggestive

ness and scope all that could be gained through a study of historical 

events. 
Plato turned to philosophy under the irresistible influence of the 

great master of dialogos, Socrates. Prior to this encounter the turning 

point in his career, as legend wants it-he was a poet. This radical 

change in Plato's orientation led to fundamental transformations of his 

views toward man's intellectual powers, the functions of creative imag

ination, and the place of mythmaking in the examined life. Whether or 

not Plato became totally disillusioned in the claims of poetry to reach 

the supreme heights of truth as such is not particularly relevant here. 

What is most pertinent indeed is the fact that while developing and 

enriching his philosophical thinking, he preserved myth-making and 

found for it a special place. The fact that he came to assign greater value 

to the myths within the art of philosophical discourse rather than that 

of poetic discourse, is best understood in the light of his dominant inter-
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ests. But the fact that he did not reject mythmaking from the art of phi
losophizing is most essential and should serve as a corrective of those 
interpretations of Plato's philosophy that take the myths literally and a 
warning to those that omit them totally 

Three basic features of Plato's myth-making activity in the art of phi
losophizing must be singled out here. (a) In Plato's way of carrying out 
the philosophical task, myth enters primarily as a plausible and sugges
tive way of talking about things as they are in their dramatic aspects. 
Hence mythical talking is not to be taken in the sense of offering the sort 
of thing we may call "an alternative hypothesis." Myth, in this respect, 
is meant as a likely story that illumines rather than explains a domain 
which rational discourse explores. (b) Plato demonstrates his complete 
mastery over the literary devices for handling and introducing myths in 
the process of constructing a dialogue. Specifically, the place myths 
come to occupy in the diverse dialogues is uniformly one that comes 
after discursive reasoning and talking have done all they could with the 
materials at hand. We find it when and where the dramatic setting of the 
rational pursuit justifies its introduction. At all events, it never takes 
precedence over the subject matter and situation into which logos first 
spreads its net. In this respect, Plato's practice affords abundant evi
dence that he regarded myth as a dramatically necessary supplement to 
logical discourse, conjoined to the total work of grasping and following 
through with the possibilities of subject-matter. (c) There seems to be 
no internal evidence to the effect that Plato ever meant myth to be a sub
stitute for or perform functions beyond and above those of philosophi
cal reasoning. Nor did he see myth as something a-logical and irrational. 
To be sure, he sees myth as intelligent disclosure, its logic being that of 
drama, of imaginative language, of philosophical mythologein. 

just as philosophical logos is addressed to things whose status and 
value are permanent, mythical logos communicates the drama of that 
universe of discourse. Negatively, we gather what philosophic myth is 
not through a careful remark he inserts in the earlier part of his attack 
on poetry in the Republic. Socrates makes the observation that all the 
things the mythologoi or the poets say turn out to be a narrative of past, 
present and future events.4 

4Rep. at 392d2. 
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Plato grants the poet and the mythologos the world of becoming as 

their proper domain, but the gesture is a charge in disguise. Their myths 

remain tied to events in time, to the tenses of verbs, to past, present and 

future happenings; as such, they do not and cannot be of the timeless. 

What has already been accomplished in the reconstruction of the func

tions of logos by Socrates, Plato will elaborate and extend to the func

tions of mythos. Logos and mythos must both attend to the timeless 

objects of knowledge in order to serve in a genuinely philosophical 

capacity. The poetic tradition from Homer down, so Plato maintains, 

kept myth in bondage, chained as it were to the changeable world of the 

narrative. 
Plato's radical innovation consists in introducing novel possibilities 

in the use of myth and in constructing myths of his own exclusively 

intended to dramatize the idealities he came to see in the timeless world 

of the dialectic. It is important to note that as Plato's philosophical 

momentum carries him beyond the probings characteristic of his early 

"Socratic" dialogues and strikes rich veins of creativity. we witness the 

swelling wave of inspiration inviting myth to render visible what intu

itive logos establishes in the conceptual domain. 5 Finally, myth waxes 

strong until it becomes the imaginative incarnation of noetic discovery. 

Once myth found its new setting in Plato's philosophy, it attained a sta

tus and a freedom no longer marred with the defects of poetic doxa. By 

raising myth to a supra-empirical and supra-historical level of activity, 

Plato accepted it as no longer open to the charge he hurled against 

poetic myth: unstable opinion and contradictoriness. 

The line separating the myths of sense experience from the ones 

begotten in the ivory chambers of intelligence has been definitely 

drawn. It is here then that we must look for explanation of Plato's pas

sionate preference for setting the dramatic action displayed in his myths 

on a stage which bedazzles us with its supra-empirical and supra-his

torical dimensions. He transposes us in the world of imaginative time

lessness where the soul still gropes in restless search yet always in ways 

that remain relevant to the burning concerns of human aspirations. If 

myth draws its warmth from the fermented imagination, its daring 

5P. Shorey remarks appropriately that "Plato does use myths in supplementary 

expression of rational hopes. But never sets intuition above reason, in the fashion of mod

ern mystics:" Platonism: Ancient and Modem (California, 1938), p. 92. 
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wings spread wide to sail across the skies of the a-temporal which philo
sophical knowledge has already made the firmament of dianoia. 

II 

Plato succeeded in reconstructing the poetic tradition by wresting myth 
from its initial strictures, and gave it a radical philosophic function only 
after a long and painstaking development during which he thought 
himself a relentless critic of traditional myth. When in his most 
"Socratic" moments, never does he use myths to close any of the 
aporetic dialogues. Here Plato remains faithfully true to the historical 
and non-mythical Socrates. It is the Socrates with whom eventually 
Plato will say, in the opening of the Phaedo, "I am not a mythologist, not 
a teller of stories." just the same, the Phaedo is dominated by the Pla
tonic Socrates, as can be shown by the fact that despite Socrates' open
ing declaration, the dialogue is filled with philosophical mythology Of 
the earlier dialogues, it is not until we come to the Gorgias that we find 
Plato giving the dialogue a "non-Socratic" and nonaporematic twist, 
where talking is carried to its end on the wings of a myth. Coming back 
to the Phaedo, Plato has Socrates examine the accepted view that the 
true poet must create stories, not speeches.6 Yet to be critical of the poet 
means to question the whole enterprise of story-telling, which is admit
tedly the core of poetic creation. Elsewhere Plato remarks, how myth 
though not free from pseudos, is not altogether without some truth. 7 

There is a sort of myth that Plato steadily singles out for criticism. 
This is the genetic myth as told by the poets. Plato came to suspect, and 
for a good many reasons, all the "origin" or "creation" myths, so pro
fusely circulating in the poetic accounts, but chiefly because the poetic 
portraiture of the divine entities hardly elevated the soul of the hearer 
to the heights of aspiration as required of moral excellence. Further
more, the reckless growth of so many different accounts concerning the 
divine origins of things cosmic and human not only played havoc on the 
ethical relevance of religious belief, it even led to contrived antagonisms 
among the poets themselves. Now even if we admit, as the texts seem 

6At 6lb. 
7Rep. at 377a. Toum 5£ rrou we; TO 6/..ov drrdv tj1£65oc;, £vt5£ Kat aAr]Sr']. 
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to allow, that Plato grew skeptical toward the gods of myth and legend, 

he clearly understood the necessity for preserving myth and recon

structing the experience of the divine. To this aspect we shall return 

later in this paper. 
It is no sheer accident that what seems to be the earliest myth is also 

a genetic myth concerned with the origins of human institutions. This 

myth we find in the Protagoras. 8 Significantly enough, Plato was careful 

to see that a sophist undertook the assignment of relating the myth. It 

is Protagoras who tells it to the gathering. The fact that Protagoras and 

not Socrates tells the myth seems to reflect Plato's reserved attitude 

toward mythical accounts and genetic myths in particular. It appears, 

however, that Plato has finally come to the point where he feels free to 

utilize myth as part of his materials to construct a dialogue even if his 

Socrates will eventually tear it to shreds. Nevertheless, Plato the critic 

of myth is probingly tasting its hidden flavors. What is more, there are 

many elements in the Protagoras myth that seem to anticipate the more 

elaborate Platonic "origin" myths in the Statesman and other later dia

logues. Quite aptly, Friedlander remarks: 

Just as the general position of the Sophists is not only opposed 

to Socrates as something to be fought and overcome, but is, at 

the same time, a first approximation to the problems discussed, 

so the myth of the Sophist is a first hint though not more than 

that-not altogether estranged from Plato's thoughts, but some

thing that continues to grow within him throughout the years.9 

The Protagoras mirrors perfectly Plato's initially ambivalent attitude 

toward myth. Even if Plato does not seem at this stage of his develop

ment to have fully realized the power and significance of the philosoph

ical function of myth, he is no doubt aware of the critical work that had 

to be done to clarify and justify the constructive relevance of myth to 

human aspiration and the attainment of ethical excellence. At least one 

thing stands out clearly from his way of handling the Protagoras myth: 

8Beginning with 320c. On the historicity of this myth, chiefly P. Friedlander, Plato, I 

(New York, 1958), pp. 368-9, note 7; G. Vlastos' Introduction to Protagoras (New York: 

Lib. Arts Press), pp. ix if., esp. notes 10, 11. 
9Friedlander, p. 177. 
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the sophist's use of myth terminates in abuse. Instead of giving dramatic 
support to true logos, it degenerates into a substitute for the needed 
argumentation. There are many instances where Plato introduces myth 
only as part of the literary material of dialogue, yet always with some 
hidden ulterior motive. An illustration of this we find in his Republic, 
Book I, where myth appears to have no direct philosophical bearing. In 
this case it is interwoven with apparent irrelevancies, and correctly so. 
Cephalus, now an old man, chances to utter some views about the 
"beyond" in the light of what he regards as justice and injustice. Then 
we see Socrates carrying on with the conversation on the theme of jus
tice as if Cephalus never told his story Later on, when the moment is 
ripe, Socrates will relate some superb stories on the very "beyond" 
Cephalus' myth had lightly touched. 

On the critical side, then, Plato has two targets: the poet and the 
sophist. His critical program shapes up in a way that will demand the 
final rescuing of myth from both its poetic and sophistic use. A careful 
perusal of the dialogues, particularly those in which myth begins to fig
ure with increasing volume, reveals how Plato has mastered the art of 
introducing mythical material at the most opportune moment. How
ever, the sophist as a dramatis persona within the dialogue is handled in 
accordance with what Plato believes should be expected of him under 
comparably real circumstances. Thus, in the dialogue, the sophist has
tens to offer his myth, displaying thereby his misunderstanding of the 
relevance of myth to argument and the relationship of myth to the 
rational pursuit of wisdom. As one writer puts it, "One of the great dan
gers confronting the whole philosophical enterprise is the tendency to 
indulge in myth too quickly, before the resources of dialectic have been 
fully exploited" 10 

As it turns out both Plato and the Sophists employ myths seriously. 
Plato as a critic of myth directs his attacks against certain types of myth
ical content as well as traditional modes of using myth. However, the 
fact of Plato's reconstruction of the use of myth does not permit us to 
attribute this concern to Socrates himself. We must, therefore, pose the 
question and be prepared to face the strong possibility that the histori
cal Socrates was not so fond of or even puzzled by the philosophical 

10]. Wild, Plato's Tbeory of Man (Cambridge, Mass., 1948), p. 73. 
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issues surrounding myth as the Platonic Socrates would have us believe. 

The main issue, however, is to understand how and why Plato became 

increasingly critical of the place of myth in human conduct and 

thought, and how he decidedly re-assigned it a vital role in the affairs of 

wisdom. 11 

The upshot of Plato's constructive criticism resulted in a set of 

demands which stipulated what conditions must be satisfied before 

myth in its novel philosophical use could be woven into the fabric of his 

own teachings. (a) It should never enter as a substitute for logical argu

ment, whether as premise or evidence. (b) Myth must not be appealed 

to for re-inforcing opinions prematurely adopted or insufficiently exam

ined. (c) Myth should not be used as a facile persuasive tool, for then it 

degenerates into indiscriminate story-telling in the service of unbridled 

speculation or, even worse, of vested interests. Plato is firmly convinced 

that when the opinions a myth is called upon to serve suffer from false

hoods, so will the myth. As a means to elicit response and excite the 

favors of imagination, myth contaminates itself proportionately to the 

impurity of the end in view. In this connection, Plato's strictures are con

tinuous with his caustic objections to abusing art in general. 

The principle which steadily guides Plato as a critic and a creator of 

myth and myth-telling, may be formulated as follows: If myth is to be 

told, let alone created, it must be done within the philosophical frame

work of a radically critical approach to the examined life. Nothing less 

is involved than the conscious and most conscientious pursuit of wis

dom. Since every dialogue Plato wrote must be taken at its face value as 

a genuine product resulting from his total dedication to the philosophic 

11 As a creator of myth, Plato goes beyond the Socratic skepticism. Friedlander sug

gests that Plato's new myth perhaps grows "out of the image of the Socratic existence" 

even if "it seems to contradict the Socratic way of speech" (p. 173). On the basis of the 

evidence he uses, for instance the comparison of Socrates to a mythical image (Sym. 215a 

et seq.), the suggestion is too conjectural. He also appeals to the brief mythical allusions 

about judgment of the dead in a world beyond; found in the Apology, Gorgias, Phaedo 
(the emphasis on reward and punishment) and Republic (choice of the lots of life) to 

make his thesis good: "Here, too, Socrates, apparently remote from anything resembling 

the mythical world, becomes the awakener of the Platonic myth" (p. 175). The explana

tion is interesting but not altogether free from question-begging. If the Socrates in the 

dialogues from which Friedlander draws his clues can often be shown to be the Platonic 

Socrates, then at least part of his evidence consists in using Plato's Socrates to explain the 

historical Socrates' influence on Plato. 
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life, it would be safe to insist that when Plato introduces a myth he does 
so for a good reason and a definite end. Furthermore, Plato as a philo
sophical artist invariably surrounds the critical and creative introduc
tion of mythical materials with the utilization of the following 
ingredients, in varying combinations: (a) hortative speeches to awaken 
the thirst for self-knowledge; (b) the examination of inadequate con
ceptions of the cognitive life; (c) the search for ways to extend the impli
cations and applications of the Socratic method and doctrine; (d) the 
employment of artistic devices to embody dramatically the true "reali
ties" dialectic has already revealed. Once the task of attaining the good 
life is understood as requiring both initial materials and ultimate ideals, 
it should be of little surprise that Plato's myths gravitate around two 
imaginative poles: the dramatic envisagements of genesis and epekeina, 
origin myths and destiny myths. Such then is the philosophical func
tion of myth in Plato's dialogues: to intensify the experience and com
municate dramatically the significance of our rational discoveries. The 
ideal possibilities of life which reason has been able to articulate 
through dialectic, myth is invited to enliven in the realm of illumined 
imagination. 

When we speak of Plato's use of myth we must remember that we 
are dealing with a very complex theme. Myth is discussed and criticized 
even when none of the participants in the discussion has appealed to it. 
At other times myths are put in the mouths of certain dramatis personae 
only to become the objects of careful scrutiny and final dismissal. 
Finally we come to Plato's own myths, the ones he never disowns. To 
the sophist, myth was a convenience. But for Plato it became a neces
sity. So serious a part of philosophy did it become that the irresponsible 
use of this expression of man's creativity and art was something he 
decided neither to practice nor to condone. Again, his universality and 
scope of interests convinced him that the pursuit of knowledge leaves 
no area of human involvement outside its orbit. Nor is myth-making 
something men can dismiss lightly. He came to see that the removal of 
obsolete and parasitical modes of mythical thinking must begin in the 
field of politics and ethics, for no problem could be more pressing than 
that of the future of the state and the welfare of its citizens. But his bold 
reconstruction of virtues and ideals involved him in the more ambitious 
undertaking of a critique of his own culture's modes of thinking and act-
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ing. Inevitably he had to come to grips with the ancient and established 

institution of poetised social experience. 12 

The new philosophic ethos he sought to make available to his fellow 

citizens needed the best dramatic means for communicable embodi

ment. The imagination of the public could not readily rise to the new 

challenge-actually it never did-without dramatic concreteness. The 

logical permanence and mathematical coherence of the world of dialec

tic stood in need of a myth of its own. Without it the Socratic-Platonic 

discovery of a universe of ideal values lacked the means of translating 

itself in a living social experience. Plato saw clearly what he had to do. 

Eventually he met the demand by offering both a philosophy of myth 

and a new mythology. The impact of these two creations was not so 

much felt by his contemporaries. They became a great heritage of West

ern Civilization. 

III 

It was mentioned in the previous section that Plato's main motive for his 

critical and creative re-orientation of mythical thinking will be best 

found in his uncompromising dedication to the attainment of ethical 

and social excellence. It can hardly be denied that myth for Plato 

belongs to the sort of thing that comes under educational means. As 

such, no matter what the content, myth's function is to terminate in an 

act of alerting, a warning, an appeal, in becoming relevant to each 

human individual, to our predicaments, situations, and aspirations. 13 

12For a recent and challenging analysis of this entire problem, see E. A. Havelock, 

Preface to Plato (Cambridge, Mass., 1963); esp. Chs. I-III, and XIII. 
13L. Edelstein in his excellent article "Myth in Plato's Philosophy" (Journal of the His

tory of Ideas, Vol. x, 463-481), correctly argues in favor of the thesis which we share in 

this paper, that Plato sees the need for a reconstruction of myths, in so far at myths are 

educational means. However, I have found it difficult to accept a certain qualification he 

implies to the effect that certain myths were not meant to serve in this capacity. Edelstein 

distinguishes between two groups of stories in the dialogues: (a) myths dealing with "an 

account of the creation of the world and with an account of the early history of mankind; 

and (b) those dealing with the fate of the soul before and after this life and have a bear

ing not on metaphysics or science but rather on ethics." The inferences he is able to draw 

from this distinction cannot be criticized here. Suffice it to say that the position I have 

taken is that all myths are ultimately meant to bear upon ethics and primarily so. 
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The remainder of this paper is devoted to showing how this is the 
case. 

In a recent paper, Professor G. Plochmann has scored a fine point 
which is intimately related to our discussion. He writes: 

In his dialogues the movement is from persons to ideas and back 
to persons; but equally it is, from ideas and back to ideas. This, 
of course, is not all: which ideas (I mean here Platonic ideas) are 
presented in connection with which persons and how they are 
substantiated or refuted, clarified or obscured, lies deep in the 
nature of Platonism, and manifests the rhetoric-dialectical 
genius of Plato in its uniqueness rather than in its accidental sim
ilarities to other writers of dialogue. 14 

What Plochmann correctly observes is the case about the movement 
from persons to ideas and vice versa, can be safely extended to our pres
ent theme. The device applies equally well as a movement from persons 
to myths and back to persons, just as there is a movement from ideas to 
myth and back to ideas. Yet the manner of movement should not mis
lead us into concluding that the objectives for whose sake all this takes 
place are flexible or shifting. The end remains: self-knowledge and eth
ical fulfillment in harmony of soul. 15 

In the light of these considerations, let us take a close look at the 
philosophical function of the mythical elements in the pattern of the 
Republic. The analysis of this paradigm case should suffice for our pur
poses. The first book of the Republic admittedly an earlier independent 
dialogue ("Thrasymachus"?), seems convincingly closer to the histori
cal Socrates. That the character of this book is inconclusive goes with
out saying. But the pervasive and unifying theme of the entire Republic 
is the nature of "justice"; the practical end is to understand what it is to 
be a just man, a just soul. The point we are trying to put across here is 

14G. Pluchmann, "Hiccups and Hangovers in the Symposium," Bucknell Review, Vol. 
XI (1963), No.3, pp. 7-8. 

15Cf. Friedlander. "Socrates, at least Plato's Socrates, in contrast to the Sophists, does 
not participate in the process of dissolving the myth. He rejects his companion's curious 
statement (Phaedrus 229b, whether Socrates believes the myth about Oreithyia's, rape by 
Boreas) because it is more important for him to use even this phenomenon in the serv
ice of his single goal-self-knowledge-than destroy it," Op. cit., p. 172. 
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quite simple; the myths in the Republic revolve around this fundamen

tal quest in order to illumine it dramatically Noticeably, there are three 

sorts, or if one prefers, levels, of myth in this work: (1) The stories told 

in Book I, the "Thrasymachus"; (2) the stories tied in with the gradual 

construction of the "ideal state," the latter being, as Plato himself 

admits, a half-logical and half-mythical entity; and (3) the stories in 

which action is set against the cosmic background of the "beyond." 

The gradual "building" of the ideal state is patterned after the nature 

and composition of the soul. It turns out that the ideal of social justice 

is envisaged and "largely writ" that we may come to see what justice is 

like if and when attained by the individual soul, the person. As the state 

mirrors the nature of the soul and takes on the structure of the harmony 

characteristic of the just soul, we eventually are led to envisage how the 

cosmos discloses "the same thought on a still large scale." We have the 

impression here that Plato is quite apprehensive about the effectiveness 

of his undertaking lest he fail to educate the earnest souls of the beloved 

young men. And like the master-teacher who puts his best means forth 

for the most difficult of tasks, he drives the theme home by compound

ing myth upon myth. Mythical thinking here waxes spectacularly 

expansive. It swings full circle from the individual soul to the state, to 

the cosmos, returning to rest at the end in an appeal to the soul of Glau

con. Even the very last myth in the Republic, the marvelous myth of Er, 

ends anticipatorily of the Republic itself. Its final twist is most signifi

cant: the lots of individual souls. To read Er's account of famous souls 

choosing their lots of new lives is at once instructive and breath-taking: 

"a sight to move pity and laughter and astonishment; for the choice was 

mostly governed by the habits of their former lives." 16 Let me single out 

a few cases. 
A soul steps forward to choose the life of a swan. We recognize it. It 

is the soul of Orpheus, the religio-artistic martyr. Never again will he 

want to be born of woman. Not for a thousand years could he forget how 

he was torn to pieces by the female worshippers of Dionysus, the Mae

nads. 
Here is a soul that decides upon the life of a nightingale. Once it was 

the soul of Thamyras, the singer who was blinded and his gift of song 

16Rep. X, 619. 
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taken away from him for the hubris of challenging the Muses to a con
test. 

Another soul approaches and takes lot No. 20. Written on it is a dif
ferent destiny: the life of a lio~. Long time ago, in its sojourn on the earth, 
it belonged to Aias, son of Telamon. It could never again suffer the pain 
of being born of man and chance to experience the bitter disappointment 
of the day he was deprived of the prize he wanted most: the superb arms 
of Achilles. How well he remembered the day of the contest with 
Odysseus, how he was defeated and all ended in suicide. Homer has told 
us a moving tale in the scene of Odysseus' visit to the gates of Hades 
when he summoned the souls of the dead to seek guidance. 

The only soul that stood aloof was that of Aias, son of Telamon, 
still embittered by the defeat I had inflicted on him at the ships 
when defending my claim to the arms of Achilles, whose divine 
mother had offered them as a prize, with the Trojan captives and 
Pallas Athene for judges. Would to God I had never won such a 
prize-the arms that brought Aias to his grave, the heroic Aias, 
who next to the peerless son of Peleus was the finest Danaan of 
all in looks and the noblest in action. I called him now and 
sought to placate him .... But Aias gave me not a word in answer 
and went off into Erebus to join the souls of the other dead. 17 

Plato reworks the tale masterfully He lifts Aias' soul from Erebus in 
Hades and gives it a chance to have another life. This time it will be no 
other than the life of a lion, a decision made long time ago. 

Now comes the turn of another soul. It is Agamemnon's, great leader 
of men and conqueror of Troy who no sooner returned triumphant to 
Mycenae than was to be murdered by the hand of his wife, queen 
Clytemnestra, assisted by her lover Aegisthus. This soul, full of hatred 
for mankind, will choose no human lot. His will be the life of an eagle. 

Next, the soul of Atalanta reserves for herself the life of an athlete, 
hoping to understand the very pains she inflicted upon the boys she 
destroyed upon their losing the contest of running which they accepted 
only for love of her. Epeius, son of Panopeus, chief engineer of the 
wooden horse, moves quickly to grab for himself the lot promising the 

170dyssey XI, 543 ff. Rieu's translation (Penguin), p. 186. 
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life of a craftswoman. Among the last souls there moves awkwardly that 
of Thersites, the buffoon in the Iliad. He got his wish: the body of an ape. 

There was only one lot left. Finally a soul dares to step out front for 
the refuse and gladly makes it its own. It was the soul of Odysseus, 
happy now to have done away with ambition, adventure and the haunt
ing heap of memories from endless travel. The myth continues and ends 
with the ratification of the new lives and their preparation for re-entry 

Now we may step back to ask ourselves some questions. What has 
Plato succeeded in doing by opening the gates of mythical imagery at 
three successive levels? Are we supposed to take the last myth at its face 
value and acquiesce in its supra-empirical bewitchment? How are we to 
connect Er's story with the quest of the good state and the ideal possi
bilities of the political facts of life as we know them on this earth? Did 
Plato expect us to succumb to the heavenly panorama disclosed 
through a mythical account of the universe and the harmony of its 
spheres? Should we then conclude that philosophical logos terminates 
where mythical logos begins? We need answers, and good ones at that. 
Insight into these questions not only will throw more light on the rela
tionship of mythologizing to philosophizing; it will give us a new per
spective from which to view the much-discussed theme about the 
purpose of the Republic as a work on political philosophy 

Here I beg to differ from all those modern interpreters of Plato's 
Republic who think of its author as a political dogmatist, infatuated with 
the idealization of the state and prepared to sacrifice the individual on 
the altar of regimented forms of government. A better answer-and 
more just to Plato at that-might have been reached had his critics 
taken the trouble to consider as part of the evidence needed, before final 
judgment is passed, the literary and artistic dimensions of the Republic. 
Even a quick glance here reveals how carefully and appropriately Plato 
brings this work to its close. The end is prepared by way of a myth to 
introduce the last word of exhortation. After the myth ofEr, we are back 
in Athens, in the midst of a gathering of a handful of Athenians, and this 
is where we started. Socrates speaks the last words. They are addressed 
not to Thrasymachus; for we know by now the sort of soul he has, just 
as we can anticipate the sort of choice his will be a thousand years hence 
at the solemn hour of decision. Socrates' appeal is made to Glaucon, a 
gentle and eager soul, and asks of him to join in philosophic inventory 
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of the present opportunities for the sake of living the good life: "to pur
sue justice with wisdom." 

As we reflect over this last scene, we suddenly realize that no single 
soul of any of the people present was even as much as mentioned as hav
ing ever been in that cosmos which Er's myth had just so vividly 
recounted. Actually, nowhere has Plato ever said that Socrates' or any of 
his companions' soul has really been in that world before. Theirs are 
young souls, much inexperienced, as it were. When Socrates readies 
himself to address Glaucon, one suddenly begins to feel that here we 
have two fresh-born souls just about to embark on their first journey; to 
have their first try on the stuff oflife. It is as if they are rising slowly from 
a half-dream to size up their surroundings, to alert themselves to doings 
that will affect nothing less than their interminable future. And Socrates 
says to Glaucon: 

And so, Glaucon, the tale was saved from perishing; and if we 
will listen, it will save us, and all will be well when we cross the 
river of Lethe. Also we shall not defile our souls; but, if you will 
believe with me that the soul is immortal and able to endure all 
good and ill, we shall keep always the upward way and in all 
things pursue justice with the help of wisdom. Then we shall be 
at peace with Heaven and with ourselves, both during our 
sojourn here and when, like victors in the Games collecting gifts 
from their friends, we receive the prize of justice, and so, not here 
only, but in a journey of a thousand years of which I have told 
you, we shall fare well. Eurrp6:nopc:v. 18 

We are confronted with a strange and baffling problem if we read the 
Republic solely as a treatise on political theory: we are forced to scrap its 
very end. If so, the joke is on the literal reader. But this is hardly Plato's 
way of irony There is irony, to be sure, in the Republic, but it can be felt 
for what it is only when we realize what happens to the political mythos. 
Plato wove around it the eschatology of a cosmic web. The technique of 
myth-making here is the inversion of the one he will use in the Timaeus. 
In the Timaeus, the line of the myth leads from the divine to the human; 
in the Republic, the myth spreads out like an encompassing spiral luring 

18Rep. x, 620. Cornford's translation. 
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the soul to envisage its hidden divinity. There is awakening of aspiration 
at its dramatic best. Truly enough, Socrates turns to address a young 
man only to instruct him to attend the noble desire in the soul which 
the myth was invited to excite. If so, Plato's warning is clear: life does 
not terminate in myth, whether political or cosmic. Like all journeys, it 
aims at the soul's native Ithaca: the good life, a life full of philosophic 
vision and noble action. 

If Plato shifts to cosmic myth toward the end of the Republic, he does 
so for good reasons. After we had the opportunity to see justice writ 
large in the broader vision of the good polis, Plato will enlarge the les
son in mythical instruction, as if he had cause to doubt the lasting effects 
of the previous effort. When we read the Republic this way, we realize we 
are listening to the Athenian philosopher, not to a Western metaphysi
cian; and then the possibility that this book about justice may be anthro
pocentric and not cosmocentric, grows sweet and attractive. But Plato 
hardly concerned himself about posthumous misinterpretations. The 
problem before him was the future of a young soul. He was even pre
pared to invert in myth the natural order of things and ideas, no matter 
what the intellectual risk, if it meant getting through to some noble 
Glaucon. 

Thus, in creating the myth of Er, Plato will weave together the ways 
of individuals and the ways of cosmic happenings. In the eternal schemes 
of myth, necessity and personal freedom sing in unison. Er's revelations 
are unmistakable: three are the goddesses of Fate. First, Klotho the spin
ner; then Lachesis the caster of lots; third is Atropos, the one who ren
ders irrevocable the ways of souls once the lots are cast. They are all 
daughters of Necessity. The souls who qualify await now for their turn. 
We can just see them approaching one by one coming up to the lap of 
Lachesis to pick a lot. Next they proceed solemnly to pass under the aus
tere throne of Necessity and then stop in front ofKlotho and Atropos, the 
former to confirm, the latter to make the choice irrevocable. The stage is 
dominated by Divine Necessity, governor of all stars and souls. This is 
Ananke. On her knees turns the spindle of the universe! 

Earlier in the Republic, whenPlato was outlining the educational 
program for the citizens of the good state, we were told of a science 
which was propedeutic to dialectic: 19 astronomy. This science, viewed 

19Ibid. VII, 529c ff. 



Plato's Philosophical Use of Myth 25 

in terms of strict mathematical relations and concepts, is followed by the 
science of music, the .knowledge of pure proportions and cosmic har
mony. If the science of astronomy is propredeutic so is its mythical 
counterpart, the myth ofEr. The human pursuit will not fold upon itself 
like a perfect circle until the knowing soul has learned that it must go 
beyond the mathematics of nature and the myth of the cosmos. If the 
soul sees; and hears the drama of the universe in which it breathes, its 
destiny is not to rest on the wings of ecstasy but to bring the lessons of 
harmony to bear upon the ethical fulfillment of the person, of each man. 

Ultimately, the basic question remains this: of the many paths oflur
ing adventure that lie open before the soul which is the one that leads 
back to its very self? How do we know we have chosen the ethical path 
that alone brings the person to its own? It is within the framework of 
these questions that Plato shows the full value of the ethical function of 
myth. It provides the dramatic means of connecting man to himself after 
he has ventured to traverse the civic and cosmic circumferences that 
contain life. The nostos of the soul is itself. There is no point of perma
nent rest in between, not even the ecstatic vision of Beauty itself, as in 
the Symposium-the experience was shattered when that scandalously 
handsome Alcibiades walked through the doors. For precisely the same 
reason Plato could never end the Republic with the bold and absorbing 
brushstrokes with which he painted the cosmic panorama of the myth 
of Er. Socrates, the midwife giving birth to self-knowledge, philosophy 
incarnate, must address Glaucon. The person must fold upon himself. 
Man belongs to himself by virtue of the same principle that he belongs 
to his polis and his cosmos. It is for the sake of grasping this principle 
that he envisages the continuity of existence. It makes possible the dra
matic unity man gives to his myths, his works and his institutions, the 
soul and its universe. It is small wonder then that our own notions of 
alienation are so alien to Plato. They were never part of his soul. Those 
who like to believe he had them, invariably read their Plato upside
down, and not in Greek at that. 

Myth has come to serve many gods in our times, including the false
hoods we love best. Of this sin Plato was blessedly free. We seem 
presently unable to find room for a philosophical function of myth, nor 
can we create myths after Plato's fashion. When our myths die of dis
honesty, we seem ready to resurrect a dead one only to watch our cul-
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tural skin reject it in slow pain. Our disillusionments seem natural 

enough. The alienations we have manufactured for ourselves have pen

etrated the deeper strata of our souls and threaten serious corrosion. 

Our selves, though not born this way, turn eventually into many-splin

tered things. True, as one of our most acute philosophical observers has 

remarked, "the reconciling power of the human mind knows no lim

its. "20 But so far, the recent generations of Western Man have seemed 

quite incapable of bringing forth an adequate mythos, whether through 

science, statesmanship or art. Nor did Hegel's self contradictoriness help 

very much to mitigate the rising skepticism when he associates myth 

with man's stage of cultural adulthood and Plato's myths with the child

hood of philosophy. In the process of discarding bit by bit our sense of 

drama-in exchange for pathos?-we have gone so far as to render the 

world of religion playfully irrelevant and almost useless, save for the 

rather dubious role of a second-rate therapist and volunteer associate in 

social work. Our modern artists struck a promissory note when they 

went decisively esoteric only to discover there a self, more often than 

not, eager to admire itself and its home-made explosives. Whether these 

things and all the others we have done and keep doing deserve human 

gratitude, is not for me to say, though time will. One thing stands out 

clearly: we have yet to do the preliminary work of re-defining for our

selves the philosophical function of myth. 

At least we know how Plato did it for his Athens. On the negative 

side, he tried to disabuse his fellow-citizens from taking myth literally. 

On the positive, he gave it its profoundest ethical relevance. He even 

told us what a myth is: a mixture of truth and poetic fancy. He also 

warned us that the surest way to destroy it is to turn it into a piece of 

reality for intelligence to worship. He was in earnest when he said in the 

Meno: "I will not stand up for it completely." And all along he knows 

that myth is what myth does. In its fountain the soul drinks to freshen 

the will. It illumines the landscape where intelligence erects in splendor 

the temple of knowledge. Plato will lastly say in the Laws: "We have 

need of myths for the enchantment of soul. "21 

20John Herman Randall, Jr., The Role of Religion in Western Culture (Boston, 1958), 

p. 136. 
21Laws, 903b. 



THE AGATHON INTERLUDE* 

The Symposium follows a definite pattern of development. After setting 
the opening scene of the narrative, Apollodorus, the narrator, recalls 
Aristodemus' account of the symposium, the event itself and the 
speeches given on that evening in 416. The speeches discussed in this 
paper are the last in the sequence, delivered by a writer of comedies, 1 a 
writer of tragedies? a philosopher, and an ambitious young statesman.3 

This central part of the pattern shows Plato's masterful way of string
ing together poetry (mainly practitioners of dramatic poetry), philoso
phy, and politics. After the encomium delivered by a late comer, the 

*Greek Roman and Byzantine Studies 37 [Falll996], 3. 
1Aristophanes, who had already presented Clouds at the Dionysia of 423, when he 

was in his mid-twenties and Socrates was forty-six, is now in his early thirties. He must 
have known when he wrote Clouds that Socrates was no longer the physikos he carica
tured. Probably the comedian meant nothing more than a portrait of the early Socrates 
when he was thinking in the manner of Anaxagoras. But Aristophanes needed a stereo
type of a rising Athenian thinker, and he got it by reviving the youthful image of Socrates, 
little suspecting that some day the playful distortion would cause the older friend 
irreparable harm. That Aristophanes knew Socrates well should be evident from his pres
ence at the gathering in honor of Protagoras at Callias' house in 433, when he was no 
more than seventeen and Socrates thirty-five, defending his thesis of the unity of virtues. 

2Agathon is mentioned in the Protagoras as a meirakion. In 433, the dramatic date of 
the dialogue, he was probably around thirteen. Seventeen years later, at the time of the 
celebrated symposium, when he won his first major victory at the Lenaea in 416, he was 
close to thirty. The latest date of his birth must be placed ca 445. He died in 401 in Mace
donia. The expressions used in the Symposium, vmvimwc; (l98A), J.lElpUKlOV (223A), 
are in jest. He is described as a v£oc;, at 175 E. It was not unusual for a dramatic poet to 
win the first prize at his age. Euripides produced his first work at the age of twenty-eight 
and Sophocles at the age of twenty-six. On the other hand, the production of comedies 
seems to occur earlier. Eupolis appears as a writer of comedies at the age of seventeen, 
in 429, Aristophanes at the age of eighteen or nineteen (cfNub. 530, hinting at his first 
comedy; Dailales (now lost], which, on account of his youth, was produced in 427 by 
Kallistratos) and Menander at the age of twenty in 322. As Wilamowitz noted, "it is per
fectly normal for a comic genius to produce his works sooner than a tragic poet: U. von 
Wilamowitz Moellendorff, "Uber die Wespen des Aristophanes," SBBerl19ll.l, 286; see 
also K.]. Dover, Aristophanic Comedy (Berkeley 1972) 13. 

3 Alcibiades ( 450-404) is now thirty-five. At Prot. 320 A-B. Socrates remarks that Per
icles feared lest Alcibiades-then much younger-might corrupt his younger brother, 
Cleinias, and decided to place him in Ariphron's house to be educated. The move failed, 
for Ariphron, after trying for six months, decided that Cleinias was not given to learning 
anything and asked him to leave. 

27 
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statesman, the event ends in an exchange that adumbrates the concili

ation of poetry and philosophy; the latter became the real victor. 

The Agathon interlude in the middle of the Symposium consists of 

the following parts: the end of Aristophanes' speech, a brief exchange 

between Socrates and Agathon, the latter's encomium, Socrates' refuta

tion of Agathon's definition of Eros followed by Phaedrus' decision to 

end the session of dialectic. At the beginning of this sequence, Socrates 

had departed from the convention of the series of epideictic and 

epainetic speeches by shifting to his mode of questioning.4 It was an 

illicit move. Phaedrus notes that the theme of Eros, disconnected from 

the celebration of the poet's victory, is transferred to the poet himself. 

Socrates had focused attention not on the art of the poet but on his soul: 

a move from creation to creator. A special thesis is now at work. If the 

creator is not virtuous, it is only by accident that the creation is good. 

In fact, the literary product can be good only when the intention of the 

creator is controlled by wisdom ~nd goodness. The same holds for the 

relation of the man of politics to his resultant political actions. 5 

There are two important parts in the Agathon-Socrates exchange: 

(l) Agathon's speech and what comes immediately after the end of 

Aristophanes' speech, and (2) the interlude itself, i.e., the dialectical 

exchange, the only example in a Platonic work that is not itself a dia

logue. It may be said in anticipation that the delivery of Agathon's 

speech is deliberately placed between two distinct moments. The first 

sets the trap just after the end of Aristophanes' speech at l94A-D, when 

Socrates asks Agathon about courage and shame when facing the mul

titude and when addressing a few "people like us." The second 

exchange directly follows Agathon's speech. Socrates, it seems, will not 

4In anticipation of Diotima's questioning of Socrates as a young man (20 l D), who 

soon will admit to having held views once similar to Agathon, Socrates' questioning is a 

replica of a model already familiar to him. 
5It may be objected, as Diskin Clay has done per !itt., that the Agathon episode is 

more concerned with Agathon's conception of Eros than with his character. In view of 

the Socratic principle of the intimate relation between person and ideas, conceptions and 

character intertwine to meet the demand for coherence. Socrates' exchange with Calli

des in the Gorgias has already prepared us for the encounter with Agathon in the Sym

posium. To think and act by employing two different sets of principles, even if they are 

not in opposition, violates the rule of coherence in conduct and prevents the person from 

maintaining unity of character. I wish to thank Professor Clay for drawing attention to 

this issue and also for making useful suggestions on an earlier version of this paper. 
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speak unless he has his moment of dialectic to clear the air and prepare 
the audience for what he has in mind to deliver as a eulogy to Eros. One 
wonders at this point, after what Agathon has said concerning the 
virtues of Eros, whether there is anything left for the last speaker to add. 
It is significant that Agathon endows Eros with all the cardinal virtues 
save eusebeia, but what he praises is a version of Eros far removed from 
the human scene. He speaks about a god. 6 

What, then, is the real function of the dialectical scene? I would like 
to put the question this way: Socrates cannot begin his own encomium 
where Agathon left off. He needs to establish the ambience for a new 
beginning. The new approach has to be functional. The correlative 
object of Eros must be stated explicitly. Eros, made the equivalent of 
desiring, must always be the pursuit of something, for if Eros were per
fect, it would only have the status of a Form. Socrates must show that 
Eros is neither man nor god, but a daimon, and as Diotima told him at 
202 D, a great daimon7 . If the daimon is to be somehow in us, the Aristo
phanic conclusion l92E, wu 6.\ou ouv Tr] mt8uri.a Kat 6t6sa 6vora 
("Eros then is a name for the desire and the pursuit of wholeness," 143), 
has to be woven into the Socratic view: Since Eros as desire is not the 
whole man, it can only be a part, albeit basic and special. Agathon, the 
poet, had gone too far. Socrates inserted a note of irony when referring 
to Agathon's speech: "who could fail to be astonished at hearing the 
beauty of its words and phrases?" Agathon had made a serious blunder. 
He transferred the beauty of Eros from Eros himself to the words and 
phrases of his speech. Socrates must soon weave his way between the 
Aristophanic formulation of eros as desire of wholeness and Agathon's 
view of Eros as divinity. 

6In Agathon's encomium, Eros as a god does not need the virtue of eusebeia. Aristo
phanes has correctly tied this virtue to the human need to relate to the gods (193D): 
I]J.I<DV naprxortvwv np6s 8wus cuotpnav; and naVT' 6:v5pa XPiJ anavm 
napaKV...ruw8at mm:pdv npos wus 8wus (193A). 

7When Socrates asks what power Eros possesses, she answers (202E): rp}lf]V£uov 
Kat 5tanop8rruov 8wis T£ Ta nap' av8pcimwv Kat av8pcilnms m napa 8~:cilv ("inter
preting and conveying things from men to gods and things from gods to men" [ 146]). 
The translation here and throughout is by R. Allen, The Dialogues of Plato, II. The Sym
posium (New Haven 1991: hereafter 'Allen'). 
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A NoTE ON THE EvENT 

We must distinguish between the event of the symposium of 416/415 in 

Athens, and the narration of the event in 401 or 402 when Socrates was 

still alive.8 Perhaps this is Plato's way to let the reader know that a per

tinent and important witness could authenticate the narrative. The 'dra

matic' narrator, Apollodorus of Phaleron,9 on account of his age alone, 

could not have been at the banquet. He heard about it from Aristode

mus, who was there but no longer on hand in 402, when Apollodorus 

described the event to a group of friends. Nor was Agathon present. 10 

The narrative returns to the symposium celebrating Agathon's vic

tory for tragedy (6n: TIJ rrpciniJ cpaywoia £VtKI]O£V, 173A) at the 

Lenaea of]anuary 416. At this time Plato was eleven or twelve years old. 

Socrates, in his ironic way, states that the event brought a moment of 

glory for Agathon, as some 30,000 Hellenes (rrA.£ov IJ cpt0]1Uptot<;, 
175E) were present at the theater of Dionysus, although the capacity of 

the theater could seat no more than 15,000. 11 In 416 Agathon is about 

thirty, no longer the young boy (pnpaKtov) of the Protagoras. 12 Details 

of Agathon's career are lost in the folds of events. He probably died in 

Macedonia in 401. 
We need at this point to settle at least tentatively chronological 

issues and the ages of the symposiasts, all of whom are conspicuously 

8lf the dramatic date is 402, it is probable that Agathon also was still alive. See Allen 
4. 

9 Ap. 38B, where he offers 30 minae to free Socrates; also Phd. 1170, where he bursts 
into crying after Socrates drinks the hemlock; Xenophon (Mem. 3.2.17) refers to Apol
lodorus as Socrates' constant companion. 

10Agathon had left Athens in 411, the year of Antiphon's trial: Arist. Eth. Eud. 
l272b6. He was still at the court of Pella in 40S and probably attended Euripides' Bac
chae in that year as a guest of King Archaelaus. Besides Euripides, who wrote an Archelaus 
during his stay in Pella, other illustrious guests were the Athenians Plato (epic poet) and 
Andocides (orator), the Milesians Melanippides (dithyrambic poet) and Timotheus 
(musician), and Nicoratus of Heracleia (epic poet). 

usee]. Sykoutris, Plato's Symposium (Athens 1934) 21 n.1; n.5 ad 175D. The inflated 
numbers serve the two implied ironical asides: (a) Socrates calls the viewers "Hellenes" 
instead of Athenians, and (b) he doubles the number of the audience. The expansion 

makes the flattery obvious but draws no protest from Agathon. 
12Prt. 315D-E: napEKCr8f]vtO 6e auTw mi. Tate; n.Ar]oi.ov M.i.vatc; ITauaavi.ac; TEo 

Kepa}!E<DV Kat rna ITauoavi.ou vrov n £n rnpaKtov, we; }lEV EYW}lat KaA6v TE 
Kaya86v Tf)V cpuotv, Tf)V 6' ouv t6rav IICrVU KUA6c; £6ot;a UKOUOat 6vora amw 

Aya8wva, Kat ouK av 8aurai';ot}lt, n nm6tKa ITauaavi.ou ruyxavn wv. 
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young, except for Socrates. Phaedrus is very young; he was still living 
in 385, when he was the target of a comedy by Alexis and when Plato 
was writing or had finished writing the Symposium. Eryximachus, son 
of Socrates' friend, is at this time in his mid-twenties; Pausanias, just 
over thirty-five. 

THE AGATHON-SOCRATES EXCHANGE 

At the end of his own speech (193 E), Aristophanes turns to Eryxi
machus and says (193D-E): "That's my speech about Eros, of a different 
kind than yours. As I begged you, don't poke fun at it, so that we may 
also hear what each of the remaining speakers will say-or rather, what 
each of the two will say: for only Agathon and Socrates are left" (134). 
Aristophanes is not staving off criticism but preventing "poking fun" 
that could obscure or lessen the importance of his message. Agathon, 
self-confident, makes no such request at the end of his speech. Socrates, 
however, does not hesitate to make his move; instead of "poking fun" 
he engages in refutation. Yet Agathon is the man of the day. As victor 
and host, he receives at 198A the best applause, which suggests another 
victory. this time for his rhetoric. Agathon had said that Dionysus will 
decide between him and Socrates, and indeed the prophecy is fulfilled 
later with the coming of Alcibiades. 13 

In the sequence of the encomia the tragic poet follows the comic 
poet. Plato designs the Symposium so that Agathon's claim that Eros is a 
god will be refuted later by Socrates. Phaedrus made a similar statement 
at the beginning. The refutation aptly comes after Agathon's speech, 
which had summarized everything that could be said about Eros as god. 
Agathon, before giving his speech, turns to Socrates and says propheti
cally: "we will be judged on the matter of wisdom by Dionysus" ( 175E), 
which is indeed what eventually will happen, though contrary to his 
expectations. 

13When this favorite of Dionysus entered and was about to crown the tragic poet 
with the garlands he had brought, he recognized Socrates, took some of the garlands, and 
honored the beloved (2l3A). See H. Bacon, "Socrates Crowned,"' Virginia Quarterly 
Review 35 (1959) 415-30;]. Anton, "Some Dionysian References in the Platonic Dia
logues" C] 58 (1962-63) 58. 
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ANALYSIS OF THE EXCHANGE 

In the first brief exchange between Agathon and Socrates, at the end of 

Aristophanes' speech, there is a surprising and unexpected testing of the 

young tragedian's character. Socrates presses Agathon on his sense of 

shame before the multitude and the sensible few and their ideas, 

whether willfully misleading or honest and sincere. Socrates reminds 

the symposiasts that yesterday he was a member of the mob at the the

ater while Agathon was bold, self-confident, anything but intimidated. 

Today, Agathon insinuates, Socrates is the intimidating intellectual who 

might make Agathon self-conscious (l94A, 134): "Really, Socrates, said 

Agathon. You surely don't believe I'm so full of theater that I don't even 

know that to a person of good sense, a few intelligent men are more for

midable than many fools." 
A member of yesterday's mindless multitude is present today as one 

of the intelligent few. How is it that the same person can be both and 

that so sudden a change can happen in a day's time? There is more to 

the phrase "who intimidates whom," suggested in Socrates' earlier 

remark. Aristodemus had remembered the following (135): "So 

Socrates said: Yes, Eryximachus, because you yourself competed so 

well; but if you were where I now am, or rather perhaps where I'll be 

once Agathon also speaks, you'd be very afraid and quite as bewildered 

as I am now." Agathon takes this to mean that Socrates is trying to intim

idate him (135): "You mean to cast a spell on me, Socrates, so that I'll 

be thrown into confusion by thinking my theater has great expectation 

I'll speak well." 
Socrates' praise of Agathon's fearless demeanor at the theater helps 

introduce the feeling of fear in relation to shamelessness. What Socrates 

is trying to do is to shift attention to Agathon's character. Agathon 

showed self-confidence at the theater but today he exhibits a different 

attitude; the signs indicate that he is indeed capable of being intimi

dated. As he says, today he is not facing yesterday's multitude, which 

included Socrates as well as tonight's fellow symposiasts, indeed a gath

ering of sensible people. 
Socrates is leading up to a case of self-refutation: Agathon is and is 

not self-confident. Whereas Socrates, who was a member of yesterday's 

multitude and one of today's sensible few, remains the same person, 
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Agathon does not. There are two Agathons; and each behaves differ
ently, depending on what each addresses, the multitude or the sensible 
few. Agathon admits that he intends to behave differently today, because 
"a few intelligent men are more formidable than many fools." 14 Socrates 
appreciates the admission and assures Agathon that he does not there
fore think him boorish. But he also seizes the opening to expose 
Agathon 'one' to Agathon 'two'. The characters of the two Agathons dif
fer significantly: one is shameless, the other shameful. But Socrates 
takes it a step further. He insists that those present, because they were 
part of yesterday's multitude, are not wise, and if so, they are not intim
idating, given Agathon's understanding of "intelligent people." Hence, 
there is no reason to be afraid of them (l94C, 135): 

-I know well that if you met someone whom you believed wise, 
you'd give heed to them rather than the multitude. But maybe 
we're not they-for after all, we were also there, and among the 
multitude-but still, if you met others who are wise, you'd per
haps feel shame before them, if you thought you were perhaps 
doing something shameful. Do you agree? 

-You're right, he said. 
-But wouldn't feel shame before the multitude if you 

thought you were doing something shameful? 

Phaedrus, being the symposiarch, senses the dangerous turn and urges 
Agathon not to reply, reminding him that his duty is to present his 
encomium, not to engage in dialogue. 

Let us suppose for a moment that the present exchange between 
Socrates and Agathon had continued. What would Agathon's answer 
be? No matter what the reply, the self-contradiction would follow and 
ruin the festive atmosphere once the host is ridiculed. But what does all 
this have to do with how the Symposium ends? Agathon the tragedian 
and Agathon the citizen are two different persons. If so, which of the 
two is worse or less trustworthy than the other? Can the art of dramatic 

14The point of calling all speakers at the party "senseless" is also pointed out by W 
Cobb, Plato's Erotic Dialogues (Albany 1993) 68: "Socrates. . catches him in a mindless 
platitude that implies he would have no qualms about doing something shameful as long 
as it was not witnessed by anyone who knows better." 
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poetry from the pen of a bifurcated person be good and true, edifying 
and useful? Perhaps the time has come to raise the issue about the sym
posiasts' affinity to truth and beauty and the role of dramatic poetry as 
the new undisputed educator of the multitude. Yet Phaedrus saved the 
day for Agathon and tragic poetry (194A, 136): 

-My dear Agathon, if you answer Socrates it will no longer 
make the slightest difference to him how anything else turns out 
there, if only he has someone to converse with, especially some
one handsome. But though I enjoy hearing Socrates converse, I 
am necessarily concerned about the encomium of Eros, and I 
have to extract a speech from each one of you; so the two of you 
may talk this way only after rendering what is due to the god. 

-Why you're right, Phaedrus, and nothing prevents my 
speaking; for it will be possible to converse often with Socrates 
later. 

Thus Phaedrus, in the name of the god, stops the exchange. Piety 
demands so; but the consequence is still the same: Agathon, the host, is 
not embarrassed. Nor will he absolve himself before the symposium 
ends; not even later in his life. It was reputed that, like Alcibiades, he 
took part in the mutilation of the Herms and left Athens to escape pun
ishment. Later he went to the court of Archelaus in Pella. 15 

15 A. Daskalakis, The Hellenism of Ancient Macedonia (Thessaloniki 1965) 234: 
"Archaelaus was the best disposed towards Athens of the Macedonian kings, in this 
respect following the example of his grandfather, Alexander the Philhellene." Archaelaus 
ascended to the throne in 413, in which case we may surmise that Agathon arrived in 
Pella close to this date. We have no reliable information about this residence after the 
beginning of the move to persecute the perpetrators of the mutilation. Thrasymachus of 
Chalcedon, who lived in Athens during the second half of the fifth century-the Thrasy
machus of Resp. Bk !-refers to Archelaus in his For the Larissaeans as a "barbarian," 
accusing him of wanting to subjugate Larissa and the whole ofThessaly. The use of "bar
barian" in the speech is a bit excessive, given that Archaelaus and the Macedonians were 
as Greek as the rest of the Hellenes. Daskalakis explains Thrasymachus' "barbarian" as a 
metaphor to suggest a difference between advanced and backward Greeks. 
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THE STRUCTURE OF AGATHON'S SPEECH 

The speech entails two quests: what Eros is and what Eros does. 16 The 
opening insinuates a subtle criticism of the preceding speakers for 
addressing the effects of Eros on human beings and the fruits of his 
favors to them (l94E-95A, 136): 

I wish first then to say how I must speak, and then to speak. For 
all who spoke before seem to me not to offer encomium to the 
god, but to felicitate men for the good things of which the god is 
to them cause; but of what sort he himself is who gave them, no 
one has spoken. There is one right way to praise anyone in any
thing, namely, to describe in speech the nature of the subject of 
the speech, and the nature of that of which he is the cause. It is 
right then for us to praise Eros this way to: first his nature, then 
his gifts. 

Agathon is right; he is also pious. The previous speakers failed to 
focus their attention on the identity of the cause. Agathon deserves 
credit, just as Socrates does, for aiming at the right target: to reveal in the 
manner ofhymnic poetry (a) a god's nature and (b) his aretai. In this way, 
Agathon sets the stage for Socrates' speech, except that he is ignorant of 
the logical grounds of the procedure. Later, Socrates will show that the 
nature of Eros is not as Agathon claims; rather, Eros is the lover, not the 
beloved; the desiring subject, not the desirable object. Hence, the prop
erties Agathon attributes to Eros are not what defines Eros. It will take 
the skills of Socrates' dialectic to get Agathon to admit that the emphasis 
must shift from the nature of Eros' aretai, read into him qua divinity, to 
what Eros is, an intermediate, a daimon, in pursuit of what is needed and 
not yet possessed. By calling Eros a god, Agathon inadvertently commits 
a contradiction, one that invalidates his own criticism of his predeces
sors. He rejects what he seeks by confusing the nature of his subject. 
Socrates will also seek the causal origin but it will not be Eros; the cause 
is that which Eros loves, the beloved: Beauty as Idea. 

16The literature on the refutation of Agathon's thesis is vast, and commentators have 
repeatedly discussed Socrates' logic to drive the argument home. For a recent discussion 
see Allen 41-45. 
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THE TRAITS oF ERos AS Goo 

The tone of the speech gives Agathon an air of apparent superiority. In 

a moment of barely concealed self-flattery. Agathon exclaims in the mid

dle of his speech: "the god is a poet so wise that he also makes others 

poets." And a few lines later he adds: "one could not give someone else 

or teach another what one neither has nor knows" (196 E, 138). Eros 

has all the virtues; therefore Eros is the right teacher. If we take the pas

sage literally, however, as declaring a general principle, we need to deter

mine whether Agathon understands what he thinks he knows, before 

we can say for certain that he can also teach it. If what he possesses is 

shamelessness, a trait that now seems a long stride from the gracious

ness mentioned at 175D, then this is what he can teach. But perhaps the 

god can come to his rescue and save him by suddenly turning him into 

a wise poet. Continuing in the mode of self-reference, 17 Agathon adds: 

"do we not also know in the craftsmanship of the arts that he of whom 

this god becomes teacher turns out to be notable and illustrious, but he 

whom Eros leaves untouched remains in the shade?" (197 A, 138). 

If being famous and illustrious are signs of having been loved by the 

god, then Agathon is certainly one of the blessed. Agathon leaves no 

doubt that he is one of the god's works. He thus speaks with authority 

about the god. The effect reveals the nature of the cause. The other side, 

the multitude, has confirmed god's choice. And the speech ends in a 

panegyric of Eros. Agathon, being in the god's service, expresses grati

tude for the favor. The speech, as Socrates says with a touch of obvious 

irony, was worthy of a Gorgias: "The speech reminded me of Gorgias" 

(198C, 140). 
Agathon claims to know the nature of this god. He is the poet turned 

theologian. 18 And here in summary is what he knows: Eros is the hap

piest and most beautiful of the gods, also the youngest of the gods. Eros 

loves the young and the talented, not the old and decrepit or barren. 

Eros is beautiful, soft, delicate, supple, pliant. Agathon can claim that 

17]. Arieti, Interpreting Plato: The Dialogues as Drama (Savage [Md] 1991). 
181 think we should add this to the other features of Agathon's treatment of the nature 

of Eros. The style of his speech is Gorgian, as many have shown; the mode of disclosure 

is that of the poet-priest, an old tradition that Agathan follows faithfully. The poet may 

not be speaking for god but he speaks of god confidently and with the authority that tra

dition has established. 
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he has received his beauty and suppleness directly as a gift from Eros 
and that the model for Eros' beauty is Agathon. Eros possesses all the 
cardinal virtues: justice, temperance, courage, and wisdom-though 
not, of course, eusebeia-but is still perfect. For a god, possession of 
eusebeia would be superfluous. Eros is the locus of the unity of the 
virtues. Eros is the poet, in fact the best poet, and in his wisdom Eros 
creates all living things and practical arts, just as he inspires all poets to 
create in beauty; they are the effects of Eros. Eros also produces in 
human beings peace and kinship, gentleness and goodwill, generosity 
and graciousness, the desire for beauty and the love of order. 

THE BASIS FOR SOCRATES' REFUTATION 

Eros, to be understood correctly; must be treated as a relative, a pros ti 

thing, always as eros of something. 19 Eryximachus had already spoken 
of the power of Eros: p.<lAAov 0£ rraoav ouvap.tv txn suAN'J~OI]V, also 
TI]V p.r.ytOTI]V Ouvap.tv (188D). If Eros is desiring and possesses the 
dynamis to pursue something, to know what Eros is requires the iden
tity of the object to which it is attracted. Diotima will reveal that this 
object is Beauty; and by extension the Forms. The value of Eros lies in 
what it can do for the lover: to lead the lover from what is desirable in 
the sensible world to the desirable or beloved objects in the intelligible 
world. Though not a Form, Eros leads to the Forms, and though not a 
knower, it stirs the soul to know, and though not wise, it moves the soul 
to seek wisdom. Eros, seen for what it is, a relative and a disposition, 
should be taken out of the mythical dress and its nature made clear. As 
Eros is always in need, in a state of privation, desiring is a movement 
towards that which fulfills the wide range of human needs in their order 
of priority. By way of 'theology', as the gods are perfect, Eros must be 
excluded from the order of divine beings, and hence Eros cannot pos
sess all those attributes Agathon had claimed, especially wisdom and 

19 Allen ( 45 n. 71) has correctly pointed out that this is Aristotle's original source for 
the genus of being rrp6c; n, the symbebekos translated as "relatives." I should like to add 
that eros, being a disposition, would also be a case of qualium. The genus relative calls 
for stating the correlative object of Eros, whereas the genus poion or poiotes. requires the 
identification of dispositional being, and hence the identity of eros could also come 
under this genus. 
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the other virtues. Therefore, the range of the desirable must be carefully 
redrawn. In the speech within the speech, Diotima's own disclosed to 
Socrates the proper objects on each rung of the erotic ladder that are 
available and native to the soul in love. 20 The ascending order leads the 
aspiring lover from beauty in a single body to the same in all bodies, 
then to the beauty in the soul and to that of laws and institutions, ris
ing then to reach the beauty and order of the sciences and the beauty 
manifested in dialectic and philosophy, ending with the vision of knowl
edge of Beauty itself. 

A fundamental difference emerges at this point. Whereas Agathon 
calls Eros a sophos, Socrates insists that Eros can only be a philosophos. 
It gradually surfaced in the course of the evening that at least one of the 
arts, dramatic poetry, had to be compared with philosophy. If wisdom 
was what these activities pursued and dispensed, the value of their ben
efits to the citizen as their recipient had to be brought out in the open. 
Hence, this parallel theme in the Symposium may be understood as 
anticipating the quarrel between philosophy and poetry in the Republic. 

It would be unfair to treat Agathon's speech mainly as a bag of empty 
words, merely an imitation of Gorgias' style. Clearly, Agathon is not a 
subscriber to Gorgias' relativism and subjectivism, although he has imi
tated his rhetorical model. It would seem that Agathon is sincere, 
although enthusiastic, hasty, and conceited. What he says, however, 
about Eros, when viewed in the context of human, not divine, experi
ence, and especially in the context of Socrates' (=Diotima's) speech, 
makes sense and shows a high degree of understanding of what human 
beings do as they try to be lovers at their best. Agathon is fully aware of 
what noble deeds human beings in love can do. It is his theorizing about 
Eros that is wrong-headed. 

A COMPARATIVE NOTE 

Agathon, the dramatic poet-artist, trained in Gorgian rhetoric, proves 
unskilled in the art of definition. Despite his valuable insights, he does 
not know how to draw the line between the nature of the works of Eros. 
He failed to offer the functional definition he promised at the opening 

2°For parallels and distinctions in Diotima's disclosure, see Allen 39f. 
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of his speech. He left Eros in the lofty region of rhetorical praise of a god, 
not human desire. Socrates gently elicited Agathon's admission to error 
after making him aware of the wrong way to pursue the truth about the 
nature of Eros. Agathon may be flamboyant and facile in bestowing 
praise, but as an account of Eros his is far from empty. Hasty and con
ceited, in the hour of intoxication more with victory than wine, this gra
cious host of the symposium, after falling prey to his own craving for 
applause, masked his fallacy with the best of perfumed flowers. 

Socrates was long prepared to speak of Eros, and when the right 
occasion presented itself he gives a true account. The implication of 
what he shared with his friends that evening would not become clear 
until the night was almost over; but he could not discuss it until what 
he said about the nature of Eros was understood. If Eros is essentially a 
philosophos, so are the arts and the activities that bring us close to the 
corresponding objects of desire. 

This concurrent theme, forming as it does part of the background of 
the Symposium, emerges with full force in Plato's critique of the poets in 
the Republic, where it is argued that the poets who cannot give an 
account of reality are limited to representing appearances. The criticism 
there sounds harsh; all the flights of the poet's imagination never quite 
succeed in taking him beyond the limits of the sensible world. Like the 
painter, the dramatic poet presents his themes without knowledge of 
their reality. What, then is the truth, if any, contained in the poet's cre
ation? At Resp. 60IA-B Plato has Socrates speak as follows: 

the poet, knowing nothing more than how to represent appear
ances, can paint in words his picture of any craftsman so as to 
impress an audience which is equally ignorant and judges only 
by the form of the expression; the inherent charm of metre, 
rhythm, and musical setting is enough to make them think he 
has discoursed admirably about generalship or shoemaking or 
any other technical subject (tr. Cornford). 

On the night of the symposium, some years before the dramatic date 
of the Republic,21 Socrates had kind words to say about Agathon's 

21As WK. C. Guthrie points out, the dramatic date is still a matter of conjecture: A 
History of Greek Philosophy, IV: Plato: The Man and His Dialogues: Earlier Period (Cam
bridge 1975) 437. 
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encomium of Eros but nothing about the tragedy that won him the vic
tory His mind had been made up about tragic works, but the speech of 
Agathon was a different matter. It was making a point. Agathon had cor
rectly drawn attention to what was to be defined: the nature of Eros. Yet 
no sooner did Agathon promise to deliver the result of the quest than 
he switched to embellishments: nobility, solemnness, richness, magnifi
cence, and variation. Although the speech failed to find its target, it was 
received with a great round of applause, indeed, 86pu~os. Soon 
Agathon was to feel the cutting edge of elenchus. Socrates said (l98E-
99A, l40f): 

It was earlier proposed, it seems, not that each of us should offer 
an encomium of Eros, but that each of us should seem to offer 
an encomium to him. That's why, I suppose, you stir up every 
kind of story and apply it to Eros, and claim he is of such sort 
and cause of such great things, so that he may appear as beauti
ful and good as possible; and clearly to those who do not know 
him-not, surely, to those who do-your praise is beautiful and 
impressive. But I really didn't know the manner of praise, and 
not knowing, I agreed with you to take my turn in praising him 
too. So, "the tongue swore, but not the mind." But let it go. For 
I don't any longer offer encomium in this manner-indeed, I can
not, but I am nevertheless willing to tell you the truth, in my own 
way, if you wish, though not in competition with your speeches, 
so that I may not incur your laughter. 

The fusion of Agathon, the dramatic poet, and Agathon, the orator, 
was obvious to Socrates. Agathon's two sides work with appearances to 
produce what Plato's Socrates calls (Resp. 5.497D) "the many conven
tional notions of the mass of minding about what is beautiful or honor
able or just" (cj esp. Resp. l0.604E). The issue is put squarely. An 
informed and intelligent audience would not accept Agathon's account 
of the nature of Eros. Socrates implies that the speech is designed for 
people who do not understand that truth demands more than rhetori
cal and dramatic skills. Agathon's art has no wisdom to impart nor does 
it lead to wisdom. By saying this, Socrates is scolding his fellow sym
posiasts for indulging in enthusiastic applause, implying that they are 



The Agathon Interlude 41 

not the "chosen few," the OAtyot. Agathon has persuaded them without 
the benefit of truth. Socrates is 'willing to tell the truth'. Those who pre
ceded him praised appearances. 

In Agathon's speech the force of the appeal is that of the poet, akin 
to the orator; both stir the appetitive, not the rational, part of the soul. 
Had Agathon known this, he might have come closer to the truth, 
namely that Eros is a philosophos, not a sophos, and indeed not a theos. 
But Agathon is a dramatic poet and can only work with the tools of his 
craft. Functionally, all he can do is persuade. But acceptance of themes
sage of the dramatic poet is due to powerful evocation, not confirma
tion of its claim to truth. 

At this point we expect Socrates to take over and show the way of 
truth. Before taking his turn, he must clear the path. First he shows that 
the nature of Eros is that of a relative term requiring always a correla
tive: lover and beloved. As stated earlier, if Eros is desiring, Eros is in 
need of that which it does not have: the correlative. Without explicit ref
erence to the latter, desiring becomes opaque. Agathon had at some 
point declared that Eros is the love of beauty. If so, Eros does not pos
sess, only wants to possess beauty. He is neither rich nor poor, neither 
beautiful nor ugly. By occupying an intermediate position, Eros lies 
between two contraries, good and bad, beautiful and ugly, knowledge 
and ignorance, richness and poverty. Socrates insists that Eros cannot 
be a divinity, not even the youngest of the gods, as Agathon believes. 
Eros is only the intermediate power that secures the needed connection 
between the soul and its beloved ideal beings. We do not possess beauty, 
goodness, wisdom, but the gods do, and hence we can depend on Eros 
to show us the way from mortality and immortality. Everyone can learn 
from Eros, including those who handle the arts of the prophet and the 
priest, their sacrifices, mysteries and charms, and all prophesy and 
incantation (202E-203A). 

Eros is a philosopher, a seeker of wisdom. This being the case, there 
is no way out of Agathon's difficulty except to try the new path of philo
sophical Eros. This is the way the new poet must choose in place of the 
old tradition. The time has come for both poetry and philosophy to lis
ten to the rational part of the soul and by so doing learn how they dif
fer in the results they produce. The ultimate source of inspiration is the 
same for both poet and thinker: it is the good and the beautiful and the 
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true, the permanent Forms. Only thus can the new poet, like the true 

philosopher, become a noble lover, a lover of wisdom. 

SOCRATES AND 0IOTIMA 

At the end of Agathon's speech and before relating the story of how Dio

tima set him straight, Socrates tells Agathon (2010-E, 144): 

It is necessary then, Agathon, as you explained, first to recount 

who Eros is and of what sort, and his works afterwards. Now, I 

think I can most easily recount it as she used to do in examining 

me. For I used to say pretty much the same sort of thing to her 

that Agathon was saying now to me, that Eros would be a great 

god, but of beautiful things; but she refuted me by these argu

ments I offered him, that Eros by my account would be neither 

beautiful nor good. 

As Socrates concedes that he too held at one time a position similar 

to Agathon's, that Eros is a beautiful and good god, what, we wonder, 

can we make of this statement? Does it have any autobiographical 

value? Was it meant to comfort Agathon and set him at ease after the 

refutation? If it contains a germ of autobiography, what was the original 

version of that view and when did Socrates hold it? Assuming that he 

once held such a position, this must have been, as he informs the syrn

posiasts, prior to the encounter with Diotima. But, then, when did the 

two meet? To put the question differently, if Diotima is a piece of Pla

tonic fiction, when did the Platonic Socrates develop the new thesis he 

is about to disclose in his speech? A few lines earlier, as part of the pre

amble, he says (201 D, 144): "But the account of Eros I once heard from 

a Mantinean woman, Diotima, who was wise-in this and many other 

things-she once caused the Athenians, when they offered sacrifices 

before the Plague, a ten-year delay in the onset of the disease, and it was 

she who instructed me in the things of love." 

Which plague? Where was Diotima at that time? Either she had vis

ited Athens at the invitation of the Athenian authorities or a delegation 

visited her in Mantinea. If the latter, was Socrates, one of the delegates? 
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Nothing is said about this in his speech and no hint is provided. Thucy
dides (2.4 7) says that many oracles (rravn:i.m) were in circulation 
about the war in the Peloponnese and the plague that occurred ca 440. 
At that time Socrates was twenty-nine. If so, one may conjecture that he 
was still modifying and extending the theory of Forms he once held, the 
one Plato wants us to think he had developed in 450 at the age of sev
enteen, as the dramatic date of Plato's Parmenides allows to conjecture.22 

What was his theory of the Forms and what were its implications for a 
view on Eros and the correlative values when Diotima induced Socrates 
to reflect on the erotic lessons? Was her teaching, aside from what Par
menides had said, responsible for initiating a new phase in his recasting 
of the original theory of the Forms? If so, then either Diotima or 
Socrates, in a mood of self-examination, corrected his early theory of the 
Forms especially by adding the psychology of desire and introducing 
the theory of contraries with intermediaries to strengthen the part that 
makes Eros relational. The result, to speak in mythic terms, was to think 
of Eros as a daimon. 

Even if Diotima never existed and hence did not instruct Socrates, 
we must infer that it was ca 440, when he was twenty-nine, that he 
recast the theory of the Forms, after seeing what was needed in order to 
include forms of values, contraries, and an account of desires and their 
objects. If Diotima is not an historical figure and hence there is no bona 
fide identifiable teacher of Socrates, what is the alternative? 23 We must 
resort to another source or accept the possibility of self-illumination.24 

In the absence of information about the existence ofDiotima, we are left 

22For discussion of the dramatic date of the Pannenides, see W.K.C. Guthrie, A His
tory of Greek Philosophy, V: The Later Plato and the Academy (Cambridge 1978) 34f. 

23Sykoutris (supra n.ll: 152-59) does not reject the possibility that Diotima was a 
real person. He notes that the encounter between Socrates and Diotima must be placed 
ca 440, when Socrates was close to thirty years old. The historicity of the event aside, 
Socrates' performance in the Protagoras at the age of thirty-five requires that we imagine 
Socrates trying-or at least making the first public attempt-to apply the erotic lessons 
in the form of a dialectical refutation of a rival theory concerning the teaching of virtue. 
It would seem that by the time he talked openly about Eros in the Symposium, at the age 
of fifty-two, he had at least twenty years of experience during which to train himself in 
self-illumination and translate the erotic lessons into traits of personal conduct. 

24Symp. 2lOE may actually provide the needed clue: oc; yap av ll£xpu:vrau8a rrpoc; 
ta EpurUKCr rrmoaycuyr]8ij, 8a:iJ}!EVOS EcpE9'JS tE Kat op8ffic; ta KaACr, rrpoc; tl':Aoc; t']OI] 
lWV tCUV EpCUtlKWV El:;aicpVI]c; KatO\jJEtai n 8aU}laot6v ti]V cpumv KaAOV. What the 
soul sees suddenly is Aut6 Ka8' aut6 }!E8' auwu }!OVoaotc; ad ov (2llB). 
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with the latter. Still, for self-illumination actually to occur two elements 

are needed: a certain disposition or state of personality; such as a 'trance 

state', and the stimulus to selfenlightenment, assuming that the right 

disposition exists. The narrator says that Socrates had a tendency to fall 

into a state of trance. Aristodemus informed Apollodorus that Socrates 

experienced such a state before entering Agathon's house. There are 

other instances as well, e.g. the incidence in Potideia, as Alcibiades 

reports in the Symposium. 25 

If we accept the age of twenty-nine as the dramatic date of the 

'encounter' with Diotima, then six years later, Socrates meets Protago

ras, and presumably is ready for the great debate about education and 

the unity of the virtues. That victory remained in balance at the end of 

the Protagoras need not surprise us. Socrates was too new in the art of 

dialectic to score very highly; as we see him doing in other dialogues. He 

certainly had to overcome the difficulties of articulating the insights 

gained while in states of trance. In the Protagoras the stakes were high 

and the hour was pregnant with signs for the future. 

At the time of the Symposium, Socrates is in his mid-fifties and recalls 

events that had taken place twenty-four years previously; events related 

to his development during a period when learning was still under way 

and apprenticeship, most likely the teacher being his own disciple, was 

far from finished. But how does it follow, from the early view of the 

Forms as seen in the Pannenides, that the Platonic Socrates once held a 

view similar to the one Agathon presents in 415? The admission made 

in passing remains opaque. Perhaps more important is the question how 

Socrates at the age of twenty-nine began to ascend the ladder of Eros, if 

he did, for the potential was there, as Diotima's gesture intimates at 

209E-210A. One cannot help but wonder on which rung of the ladder 

Socrates found himself when he tried refute the great Protagoras by 

adding to the power of the dialectic the persuasive force of his under

standing of Simonides' poem. That education, his own as well as that of 

25There is a passage in Ep. 7, where Plato gives us a clue as to how self-illumination 

happened to him at a certain stage in his life. He talks about the written words and why 

"there is not, nor could there ever be, a treatise of mine concerning the things I care about 

most deeply; for this is nothing that can be set down like other subjects of instruction. 

Rather it is something that from much conversation about the matter itself, and from a 

life lived together, suddenly, like a light kindled from a leaping flame, is born in the soul 

and thenceforth feeds on itself' (tr. WK.C. Guthrie, "Plato," Paideia 5 [1976]11). 
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his friend Hippocrates, was at stake we have no reason to doubt. But that 
poetry had to be included in the counterattack is a bit more than the 
reader can accept, unless of course one is prepared to admit that 
Socrates at the age of thirty-five was still exploring ways to make his 
method and thesis stronger. Put another way, Socrates could still be seen 
climbing at the age of thirty-five. If so, it would be an injustice to him 
to dismiss as fallacious the arguments in the Protagoras by assuming 
that he had full command of the higher dialectic we see in the Sympo
sium or the Republic. The problem here is not when Plato wrote these 
dialogues but rather how carefully he constructed the philosophical 
development of his celebrated dramatis persona. 

Eros-Diotima, a special event in Socrates' life, is used in Plato to 
mark Socrates' development that goes back to the latter's early period of 
pre-Socratic theorizing, beginning with the Parmenides, where Socrates 
qua dramatis persona makes his debut. Socrates, at the age of seventeen, 
conceived the Forms to be mainly physical constants. But when he 
makes his second dramatic appearance in the Protagoras at the age of 
thirty-five, his main concern is the unity of the virtues and whether the 
virtues can be taught. In the foreground the Forms of values take prece
dence over the Forms of natural things. How can we account for this 
theoretical refocusing from nature to culture? The explanation may well 
be due, if we believe Plato, to the 'encounter with Diotima', to a 'turn
ing point' that happened several years before Socrates' performance at 
the famous meeting of the sophists in Callias' house in 433. But what is 
important in this connection is that Socrates never spoke of such an 
encounter before Agathon's symposium. 

We may now return to the two Agathons. Going back to this remark 
about the host in the Symposium, we may also entertain the possibility 
that there is not one Socrates but two, in this case without the self-con
tradiction of Agathon. In the Socratic speech and via Diotima's disclo
sure, in particular, we have Socrates the narrator who instructs by 
sharing his experience, and also Socrates the pupil who on the surface 
of the narrative is Diotima's disciple. The odds are more in favor of the 
view that Socrates has been the pupil of himself. He is engaged in self 
education as an on-going movement-as Aristotle would have it-from 
first to second entelechy towards autarkeia. The trances we hear of are 
perhaps major events in the process of self-discovery, and these in turn 



46 THE CHARIOTEER 

are the disclosures that lead to the revisions in the theory of the Forms. 
Assuming that Diotima is a fictional persona, even if such an historical 
person existed, it is unlikely that she was Socrates' teacher of the erotic 
mysteries. How, then, are we to explain the origin of his speech? The 
only reasonable alternative is self-illumination. 

A close study of Socrates' speech shows that the lesson in erotic mys
teries is not carried out in the form of argument. The doctrine is not 
demonstrated. It is reported as an event in the course of personal his
tory. What is disclosed is the nature of Eros, together with the range of 
its beloved objects. It seems that the nature of desiring had to be under
stood first and properly defined before the results of its effects could be 
assessed. The nature of Eros is primary as well as primitive. The objects 
that Eros pursues, the values that constitute the desirable, are discov
ered in the course of life, instituted in culture and confirmed through 
experimentation in experience and social interaction. Whereas the 
nature of Eros is non-debatable, its effects are open to discussion and 
call for justification, whereby the justifier must appeal to the modes of 
understanding the pursuit of the desirable. The need to understand 
what these values are-centered on the beloved-involves justification 
of the preference of one over other alternative systems of values. In the 
Symposium only the path is prescribed. 

A note must be added here: the Symposium continues the cultural 
and educational revolution Socrates began when he made his appear
ance in the Protagoras. A rete, in order to be taught to the citizens of the 
polis, cannot be left to the established ways of the poets, be they epic, 
lyric, or dramatic. In the Protagoras, Plato had occasion to emphasize 
this point. Socrates introduced the new mode of educating the citizens 
of the future. Poetry, he argued, was obscure just as the rising trends of 
rhetoric, though not parallel, were similarly lacking in critical depth. If 
the Ion is read as a critique of the educational efficacy of epic poetry to 
inculcate arete, the Symposium crowns the attempt to complete the cri
tique by raising the issue of the validity of the educational claims that 
comedy and tragedy, the darlings of the Athenian polis, make on behalf 
of their efficacy. 

Socrates has gradually introduced the new mode of education: phi
losophy. A new opportunity presented itself at the celebration of a 
poetic victory of a young, brilliant, rising star in the art of tragedy. In 
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effect, the theme of education is introduced in the Symposium through 
the back door, painlessly as it were. The scene is set, and the actors are 
all there, especially the comedian and the tragedian. In fact the most 
important points made in the speeches are those of the dramatic poets. 
Furthermore, Socrates has entered the lion's den, and the chances that 
philosophy will survive the other modes seem rather slight. It is 
expected that the victory of poetry will be reconfirmed together with, 
and its claims to, superiority. The soul of the multitude belongs to the 
poet. It is an old story. Homer had been for centuries the acknowledged 
educator of Hellas. 

It is not expected that philosophy will in fact replace the established 
modes of educating the citizenry; but a beginning had to be made, and 
it was. Socrates, the radical reformer crossed the line. Whether the new 
movement succeeded in changing the character of Hellenic culture is 
not the issue, but making a beginning in understanding the need and 
how to proceed was. In a broader sense, the target was Eros: in the nar
rower sense, the identity of the human soul and its telos, the heights to 
which it can rise. In the Symposium the debate, or rather the agon, is 
between dramatic poetry and the new way of assessing what poetry puts 
before the citizens for the improvement and understanding of their 
souls. The philosophos that Diotima expects to act in the future is not so 
radical as to demand the replacement of all the values Agathon associ
ated with the god Eros. The names of the values are the same, and in 
certain respects so is the content. 26 The reliance on facile forms of 
understanding and pursuing the aretai in association with the deepen
ing of their meaning needs to be eliminated. But so long as Eros is con
sidered a god, none of these things can be done, and the poet will 
continue to rule supreme over the future of the citizens' souls. 

The theater is the teacher. But the theater, just like the courts of 
kings in older times, is not a philosophos. And now that Athens has 
developed the theater arts to an unprecedented height, the future of the 
city, its citizens and institutions, must not be left in the hands of the 
demagogues and untutored legislators. To do so seals the city's fate, and 

26At 205B poetry is one ofthose as it was for Diotima: oio8' 6n rroiqou; £ati n rroAu. 
H yap TOt £K TOU J.lll OVTO') etc; TO ov lOVTl urwouv auia rraoa £atl rroiqmc;, Wat£ Kat 
at urr6 rraomc; Tmc; 1:£xvmc; cpyaoiat rroi]oac; aai Kat m TODTwv 5qptoupyoi rraVT£<; 
IIOlfJTUi. 
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Socrates knows it. The situation can only get worse unless philosophiz

ing enters the mainstream of public education to prepare the citizens to 

face their future as thinking beings. That the movement remains to be 

led by few, even by one, is another story, but it did not detain Plato from 

seeing what could be done once the message is communicated and 

shared. But Plato was only eleven years old when the symposium he 

later commemorated sometime after 385 took place. 
What happened that night in 416 was more than a drinking party 

Socrates finally succeeded in extracting an agreement from both tragic 

and comic poets that the most qualified person to write either type of 

dramatic poetry is the philosophos, and if so the day will come when crit

ical intelligence using its own combination of dialectic and myth will be 

trusted to clarify the direction that the education of the soul must fol

low to secure human fulfillment. It was almost dawn when the agree

ment came, but wine and too much talking had rested heavily on the 

eyelids. "So after putting them to sleep, Socrates got up and left, and 

Aristodemus as usual followed him. He went to the Lyceum and bathed, 

passed the rest of the day as he would any other, and after that he went 

home in the evening and rested" (225D, 170). 
Some years later, Plato informs us, Socrates completed the argu

ment.27 The full story is told in the Republic, towards the end in the 

famous quarrel between poetry and philosophy. Socrates led the way in 
dismissing the peculiar and unnecessary bifurcation of the creative 

powers of the soul. Following the example of the teacher, the disciple 

also sought to keep the soul's power in harmony and remain a poet

philosopher or philosopher-poet, depending on how the reader per

ceives the focus of the dialogues. As for Agathon and Aristophanes, their 

careers came to different ends: Agathon died an unhappy man, and of 

27See n.22 supra. Because there is general agreement that Plato composed the Sym
posium before the Republic, only the dramatic date of the latter is of interest at this point. 
However uncertain that may be, it would seem unreasonable to accept A. E. Taylor's dra
matic date of 421 (Plato, The Man and His WarP [London 1927] 263), i.e., about six years 
before that of the Symposium. An earlier dramatic date for the Republic would imply that 
many of the topics and critical themes discussed there-especially the quarrel between 
philosophy and poetry-would by 416 have been familiar to at least some of the sym
posiasts, especially the poets. It is better suited to the argument developed at the end of 
the Symposium and the criticism of poetry at the end of the Republic to assume that the 
latter work comes after the former in both types of dates. I am prone to think that the 
earliest dramatic date for the Republic would be 414. 
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his entire production only fragments now exist; Aristophanes fared 
much better, but despite his brilliant and astute powers of observation, 
he never overcame the limits of comedy The other members of the sym
posium survived only through the grace of Plato's flair for drama. The 
triumph of political waywardness came with Alcibiades' rise and fall. 
Nor did it stop with his assassination at the hands of the mortal enemy 
of Hellas, the Persians-ironically at a time when he was finally able to 
prove that there was more to his restless soul than the lack of genuine 
nobility Neither poetry nor philosophy could direct the dynamis of his 
Eros to meet the tasks of authentic political leadership. He did some
thing unheard of to Eros. Legend has it that he had the image of Eros 
with the lightning bolt of Zeus painted on his shield-another instance 
of hybris. 28 

THE LAST EXCHANGE: How THE SYMPOSIUM ENDS 

The exchange between Socrates, Agathon, and Aristophanes was 
renewed in the wee hours of the morning when Socrates had argued and 
persuaded the two poets that the same man can compose tragic as well 
as comic poetry a task that under the circumstances had been unthink
able, given the opposition between the two types of dramatic poetry 29 

The Symposium, as others have noted, ends in a paradox, leaving the 
reader pondering an unsolved riddle: "Perhaps we shall never know just 
how Socrates managed his argument, but the character of his paradox 
is clear in its outlines" (Clay 199). 

The reader is disappointed if not perplexed by Plato's reluctance to 
state clearly the solution of this "paradox." Instead, we have an anti
climatic ending: Aristodemus falls asleep and does not hear the argu
ment from the beginning. Waking up later close to daybreak and still 

28Plut. Ale. 16.1: "He had a golden shield made for himself, bearing no ancestral 
device, but an Eros armed with a thunderbolt" (tr. B. Perrin, LCL). 

29B. Knox notes: "For the fifth-century Athenian, tragedy was tragedy, and comedy 
was comedy, and never the twain should meet": "Euripidean Comedy," in A. Cheuse and 
R. Koffler, edd., The Rarer Action: Essays in Honor of Francis Fergusson (New Brunswick 
1970) 69 (cited in D. Clay, 'The Tragic and the Comic Poet of the Symposium," in]. 
Anton and A. Preus, edd., Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy [Albany 1983: hereafter 
'Clay') II 199). 
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in a state of drowsiness, he caught only the tail end of the argument. 

Gathering from what he heard, he concluded that Socrates had con

vinced Aristophanes and Agathon to accept the soundness of his the

ory of the unity of the art of the tragic and comic poets. By that time 

the hall was in disarray. Other roaming celebrants found the door 

open and crashed the party. Everyone was drinking wine beyond any 

measure, ignoring the etiquette of the symposium. Eryximachus and 

Phaedrus had already left. The other guests were either gone or asleep. 

Agathon and Aristophanes were still alert and drinking from a large 

cup while listening to Socrates. Then Aristophanes first fell asleep, 

and later, when daybreak had come, so did Agathon. The tragedian, 

symbolically enough, surrendered last. After quoting 223C-D Clay 

comments (187): "And after Socrates had spent his day as usual and 

returned home at nightfall to get some sleep, the dialogue between 

Plato and his reader begins. For we are brought to ask what comedy 

and tragedy have to do with one another; and what the last argument 

of the Symposium has to do with its central argument: the praise of 

Eros." He suggests that "the answer to our riddle lies submerged in the 

dialogue itself," provided we arrive at a proper description of the Sym

posium. He calls it (194) "a tragicomedy or a new form of philosoph

ical drama which, in the object of its imitation, comprehends and 

transcends both tragedy and comedy." It would be difficult to disagree 

with Clay's solution if the argument were meant to address the mode 

of literary transcendence of the duality in the dramatic types of poetry 

by introducing the new genre of "philosophical drama." Perhaps the 

problem rather than the solution may be taken a step further or 

explored from a somewhat different perspective. 

Transcending the duality of tragic and comic poetry may solve a seri

ous problem in literary composition but it does not necessarily address 

the deeper issue of education in the polis, the didashalia needed in the 

period of crisis when things for Athens were not faring well. The man 

that Socrates said was to be able to compose both tragedies and come

dies, prophetically speaking, was to be Plato. But Plato, though he began 

his career as a tragic poet, was to write neither type of dramatic poetry. 

not because he did not know their respective canons of composition, 

but rather because his concern and commitment, after meeting 

Socrates, went beyond literature and the written word in general. He 



The Agathon Interlude 51 

identified with Socrates in trying to uncover the true nature of Eros and 
use the findings to build a new education for the polis. If in practice 
tragedy and comedy were miles apart, despite the fact that both address 
the public in their capacity of a didaskalia, as education as well as enter
tainment, the Socratic quest for a solution to the paradox cannot be lim
ited to effecting a comprehensive theory of literature. We need to seek 
its ultimate concern in the comprehensive art that Eros prescribes: the 
relation between the philosophical life and the good of the polis.30 If the 
duality 'tragic-comic' is a dangerous division that affects education in 
political virtue, especially in view of the established tradition, then the 
time had come to pass the crown to a new authority. In this sense the 
theme of the Republic is adumbrated in the Symposium. 

Whatever principles of a "unified theory of dramatic poetry." if we 
may call it that, were set forth at the end of the Symposium (and already 
articulated in the Ion), they could not counter the principles embedded 
in what was said about Eros as creator, a point that Agathon had 
defended and Socrates did not challenge. What Socrates had insisted at 
the time of the 'interlude' was that all arts, especially the art of life in the 
polis, must originate with Eros as philosophos. But the argument worked 
out in support of the new conception of creative Eros could only come 
at the end of the Symposium, not somewhere in the middle, and defi
nitely not immediately after Socrates' speech, although Diotima had 
connected Eros to poiesis. The celebration of the evening called for 
encomia, not arguments. Phaedrus insisted on keeping to the epideic
tic, non-dialectic plan, when the exchange between Socrates and 
Agathon was about to get out of hand. Bringing the paradox of poetry 
into any of the encomia would have been out of place. Nor could it 
occur after Alcibiades' encomium. 

If we admit that the solution to the paradox presupposes the quest 
of the nature of Eros, its dynamis, and the range of the hierarchy of val
ues on the rungs Diotima described, it is not out of place to ask a differ
ent question: did Socrates, who knew the solution to the paradox, ever 
become an artist, or rather a poet? In the Phaedo, on the last day of his 

30This is not to suggest that Clay has ignored the broader range of the paradox. In 
fact, he goes beyond the limited application of the solution in literature to bring up indi
rectly the issue of education in the context of imitating the new model of conduct 
Socrates provides. 
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life, the Muse bid him to compose verses, which he said he did. He ver

sified one of Aesop's fables, hardly an impressive feat. 

But there is more to the creative side of Eros than the production of 

literary works, as Diotima brought to Socrates' attention at 205Cff. 

Hence we may return to the question: how far did Socrates climb up on 

the ladder of Eros? If he became a creator, what was he a creator of? The 

answer should be that his creation, in a primary sense, was the shaping 

of himself and, simultaneously, helping to shape other souls. But to say 

that he climbed the ladder and remained permanently on the highest 

rung would be tantamount to hybris. Not unlike that of the man who 

left the Cave never to return. But he did attain a vision of the Forms and, 

in the case ofthe Symposium, the Form of Beauty We may want to speak 

here of obstacles that interfere with the climbing, not just that of 

Socrates, but of all human beings. There is the condition of humanity, 

in which the soul is prisoner of the body, and therefore the completion 

of the climb remains problematic. There is also the problem of the exter

nal conditions, of the institutions in political life, especially when they 

do not favorably support the pursuit of the philosophical life. But now 

we have gone beyond the Symposium and have entered the discourse of 

the Republic and the Phaedo. 

It would be unfair to say that Socrates intended to degrade the poets. 

His concern was about the effects of their poetry and their lack of 'self

awareness' as artists. What the tradition had left unexamined was the 

relation between the source of poetry and knowledge about the nature 

of the soul. Socrates argued for a higher set of principles from which the 

significance of poetry, its subject matter and intent, can be properly 

understood and assessed. Insofar as the poets did not know the com

mon source of their principles, they do not work from episteme, and 

hence their output does not qualify to be entrusted with the molding of 

public opinion and the education of the appetites, the £m8upi)nK6v. 
Exciting the appetites and the emotions is one thing, directing and tam

ing them in light of the logistikon, quite another. The demand Socrates 

makes on both types of dramatic poetry is that they must learn to cre

ate from knowledge (mimao8m rrmdv), not by some divine dispen

sation (8d.a poipa). The point of the argument was to make clear that 

both modes of poetry address the same object, the same human soul, 

not two different souls and not two altogether different divisions of the 
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same soul. Such is the basic meaning of the higher principle that covers 
the arts of tragedy and comedy 

Plato, the dramatist-philosopher, knew about the lesson Socrates 
was projecting at the end of the Symposium -wo am:o-6 av8p6s dvm 
Kcupcu8{av Kat Tpaycu8{av rrou:{v, with which both poets agreed. And 
he put it to good use, but not by creating dramatic works. There is also 
the possibility that Plato invented if not sharpened the 'literary' issue, as 
he has done with many other philosophical quests, by extending and 
enriching the teachings of Socrates. It was convenient to let Socrates 
speak of the foundations of the art of composing dramatic poetry, 
acknowledging thus the source of his own theory of literature, but for 
one thing: Plato puts the teacher in a difficult position when the demand 
is made that the author of a theory demonstrate in action the truth of 
the theory There is no problem in the case of Plato. He wrote master
pieces;31 Socrates did not; he became one. 

February 1997 

31Sykoutris (supra n.ll: 20) notes that "the Phaedo is the tragedy, the Symposium is 
the comedy of the philosopher [Plato]" (my translation). Sykoutris follows Wilamowitz, 
Platon I (Berlin 1920). 





GREEK PHILOSOPHY, INFLUENCE OF* 

The case of the influence of Greek philosophy in America is somewhat 
similar to that of the European Enlightenment in selecting strands of 
classical thought relevant to current cultural interests. In general, the 
classical tradition in America, less conspicuous during the Colonial 
period, grew more appreciative and useful in the decades preceding and 
during the revolutionary years. After the mid-point of the nineteenth 
century, when philosophy became an independent academic discipline, 
Greek philosophy gradually gained recognition with the rise in the uni
versities of different philosophical trends and especially with the devel
opment of American Pragmatism. However, the question of influence 
has to be treated with a note of reservation. Gradual assimilation of 
select ideas borrowed from the classical philosophy had a slow start, 
almost hardly noticeable during the first three centuries of the new 
nation. The more positive-"creative" might be a better word-phase 
became manifest at the end of the nineteenth century and continued 
through the first half of the twentieth and later under a different guise. 
More precisely, the question of influence in the sense of being a factor 
in the way that philosophy was taught and written in America remains 
a controversial, if not debatable theme. 

COLONIAL PERIOD 

The place of Greek philosophy in the communities of faith in the early 
life of the Colonies was restricted to the education of the seminarians 
and mainly as preparation to Biblical studies and learning New Testa
ment Greek. Before proceeding with issues of influence, a distinction is 
needed between usefulness of the classics in the Colonies and the lim
ited interest in philosophical ideas. On the whole, philosophy as a sys
tematic discipline was not cultivated in colonial America although the 
classics were taught in the established schools. The early interest in 
Greek subjects was limited mainly to the language and to a lesser extent 

*Published in American Philosophy, an Encyclopedia. Eds. ]. Lachs and R. Talisse. 
New York: Rutledge, 2008, pp. 340-46. 
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to rhetoric and poetry, usually imported by scholars educated in Eng
land. Smatterings of philosophical ideas, when considered acceptable to 
the religious culture in the Colonies, only occasionally found a serious 
place in the mainstream of the values the Puritans held. Whatever pres
ence such ideas enjoyed is better understood as limited extensions of 
the English response to the European renaissance movement. Classical 
political philosophy, for instance, became an object of interest in the 
pre-Revolutionary period, mainly in the modern form it took through 
the writings of Cicero and Seneca. 

A distinction can be made between the modes of responding to the 
classical tradition that mark the earlier period on the one hand and the 
transition to the responses, on the other, that characterize the second 
half of the eighteenth century and after. The intellectuals in both peri
ods proved quite eclectic in what they found in the classics as useful to 
their cultural, religious and political needs. The dominant religious 
interests in the Colonies exercised considerable restraints over what 
could be beneficial to the believers and contribute to stabilizing their 
faith. Whatever of the classical tradition was successfully absorbed after 
the middle of the eighteenth century was actually limited to the features 
of the European Enlightenment that helped promote new political 
ideas. Aristotle's social thought, for instance, was read only in the way 
it was accepted in the writings of Locke. Platonism, on the other hand, 
found its place in Puritanism through the seventeenth century Christ
ian Platonists of Cambridge University, Benjamin Whichcote, Ralph 
Cudworth, Henry More and others. In sharp contrast, the Americans 
while using the doctrines of the Cambridge Platonists to accommodate 
religious interests, made no scholarly attempt to study Plato himself 
apart from their puritan credo. 

A note of caution is perhaps needed at this point. Whatever was 
absorbed from the classical tradition during that period and later had 
already undergone serious changes during the late Hellenistic and 
Roman periods of intellectual history, and the end result was that the 
classical tradition in general became available to modern times prima
rily in Roman dress. This historical change is particularly important to 
understanding the limited presence of Greek philosophy in America 
during the colonial and post-colonial periods. The same reservation 
holds true for the reception of other features of the classics, from lan-
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guage and rhetoric to poetry and architecture. With regard to philoso
phy, the Greek thinkers that eventually held the interest of American 
intellectuals were Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, and to a lesser degree 
the Stoics and the Epicureans. Again the preference for special classi
cal philosophers differs from one period of American thought to 
another. For instance, the works of Aristotle during the colonial period 
were virtually ignored and not solely because of lack of texts and trans
lations, in contrast to the influence that Greek philosophy was exert
ing in England. 

Viewed in retrospect, the cultivation of the Classics in the Colonies 
played a significant albeit inadvertent role in the intellectual preparation 
of the political outlook of the Revolution, although initially such a role 
was not intended. Once the Colonies passed the initial phase of settle
ment and communities were made adequately secure, the educational 
needs led to gradual enrichment for the cultural advancement beyond 
the outlook of the frontier fighter. The nine pre-Revolutionary colleges, 
mainly educational institutions for men, required all entering students 
to be trained in Greek and Latin. In New England the Boston Latin 
School, founded in 1635, contributed largely to this preparation, and 
Harvard College, founded in the next year, added in 1723 to its curricu
lum, besides Greek, Latin and Hebrew, courses in logic, ethics and meta
physics. Princeton, closer to a classical curriculum than Harvard, taught 
philosophy in the second year and moral philosophy in the third; added 
to these were lectures on Aristotle's theory of the mixed form of govern
ment. In various combinations of courses the same pattern was followed 
in the curricula of other sprouting colleges, from William and Mary to 
Cornell and Yale. Adding to the quality of teaching was the continuous 
exchange of students between the Colonies and England in addition to 
the influx of teachers from the standard institutions of Cambridge and 
Oxford and ones in Scotland. Stated in another way, philosophy in the 
Colonies was not a special preoccupation of teaching in the colleges. In 
the popular use of the term, "philosophizing" as an activity was also 
pursued in the other walks of life, from the farmers and the clergy to the 
holders of office in the governing of the land. Whatever the agent, the 
wisdom sought after was not an original system but a personal account 
of lively affairs meant to throw light on events of the affairs of public life 
in an environment of constant expansion and novel opportunities. 
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The importation of ideas from Europe, especially from England 

played a significant role in the area of practical thinking, especially as 

these ideas had an impact on the already highly organized religious 

communities. While it may be incorrect to speak of a "philosophy" of 

the Puritans or of other religious groups, it would be correct to speak of 

the use of philosophical ideas for the elucidation of their religious com

mitment. Basically, in all religious congregations, the faithful members 

exhibited unquestionable confidence in the unshakable truth of their 

beliefs and their ultimate dependence on the providence God had 

granted to humanity. 
Philosophy, as a subject matter, however, was mainly taught in the 

courses of colleges but in a somewhat different way than as ideas in 

support of the beliefs held by the religious communities. A special fea

ture of Protestant thought related to the classical tradition was the reli

gious individualism whereby the salvation took the form of personal 

attainment. This was an important feature as it entered the set of beliefs 

that proved influential for the political developments in the next cen

tury. It was a type of individualism that gained further support when it 

was combined with the doctrines of john Locke. The Puritans, through 

their adherence to Calvinism, expected the lessening of the impact of 

individualism to prevent heresies. But it was not a philosophy of indi

vidualism as it was an extension of their theology of revelation in the 

sacred confirmation of faith. What might have been an unacknowl

edged indebtedness to Greek philosophy, namely the place of reason in 

community life, was accepted only as a principle to confirm the truths 

of faith, as in the case of God's covenant with human beings. The reli

gious employment of reason asserted the acceptance of human knowl

edge primarily as knowledge of nature to show its harmonious 

connectedness with the Will of God and the divine rule. This blending 

of faith and reason, non-Hellenic is essence, once again brought reason 

under the dictates of religion, re-asserting the medieval priorities, 

which was another way of accepting not philosophy but the faculty of 

reason within the frame of religious faith. To be sure, the individualism 

that sprouted under the cover of Protestantism was quickly tempered 

by the religious community to prevent misinterpretations of the bibli

cal truth. 
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Interest in science was accepted as the study of God's work. How
ever, no significant contribution was made to science. Locke's theory of 
knowledge made inroads in the outlook of the Puritans just as did New
ton's work as "natural philosophy," not physics. Both thinkers were con
temporaries: John Locke (1632-1704), Isaac Newton (1642-1727). 
Locke's Essay concerning Human Understanding published in 1690 soon 
found its way to New England. Jonathan Edwards read it at the age of 
fourteen in 1717. In 1695 Locke published his The Reasonableness of 
Christianity in which he claimed that Christianity deriving as it does its 
teachings from biblical sources contains nothing contrary to reason, 
thus making it the most reasonable institution for the benefit of human
ity Equally appealing was Locke's theory of tabula rasa, a doctrine he 
nowhere admitted as having its original source in Aristotle. Jonathan 
Edwards absorbed in his own way Locke's views and formed his theo
logical outlook by bringing it in line with his Neoplatonism as a Trini
tarian theology while leaning on a reconstruction of Ramus. 

Greek philosophy began to make its presence felt in the decades 
before the Revolution. It made its appearance within the set of the polit
ical ideas of the Enlightenment. Classical models of freedom and con
stitutional rights were made stronger through the study of antiquity 
However, no systematic study of either Plato or Aristotle was done in 
preparation for the impending social change. American leaders, when 
they referred to the ancients, did so by way of prudence and common 
sense rather than a carefully phrased new political philosophy When 
the American Philosophical Society was founded in 1742, with Ben
jamin Franklin being one of its founders, its purpose was to promote 
"Useful Knowledge." Besides exchanging information by "physicians, 
botanists, mathematicians, chemists," the clause stating the inclusion of 
"a natural philosopher" had nothing to do with Greek philosophy The 
same was true of a similar society founded in 1748 in Charleston, South 
Carolina. During this phase an emigrant Presbyterian minister, James 
Wilson, with a love for Aristotle, and James March, a professor at the 
University of Vermont, who taught Plato, Aristotle and Kant, did much 
to keep Greek philosophy alive. 
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AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

Locke's theory of natural rights was far more influential in America than 

any aspect of Greek political thought, Platonic or Aristotelian. The clas

sical conception of political government exerted only a mild appeal. 

Actually it was Cicero's conception of government that influenced the 

Americans. This conception had already been influential in Locke's 

thought. Francis Bacon and John Locke were the two thinkers who 

instructed the Americans what to value in Greek political philosophers. 

Bacon and Locke were convinced that everything of value in classicism 

had already been revived, a view the Americans readily accepted while 

articulating the "practical" wisdom of happiness including the "pursuit 

power" (Hamilton) and "the taming of power" (Madison). Jefferson 

thought about happiness as "a dynamic balance between power and 

morals" (Koch 1961: 22). The more certain the Americans became of 

their political success in forming a constitution of states, the more inde

pendent they felt from ties to historical traditions. They had not "suf

fered a blind veneration for antiquity" (Madison). Actually, the 

founding fathers reached back to Athens via Rome by adopting the 

political ideal of Cicero's concordia, not Aristotle's homonoia. Intention

ally left out of the revival of classical ideas were the ethical doctrines of 

Plato and Aristotle, which explains the vagueness that was allowed to 

linger in the part of the Declaration of Independence that stated "the 

Pursuit of Happiness" as an unalienable Right, endowed by the Creator. 

In fact, no theoretical foundation was provided to specify the precise 

meaning of happiness. Jefferson appealed to "common sense" rather 

than consult what the Greek philosophers had to say about the theory 

of happiness as eudaimonia in its ethical and political context. Thus, the 

use of the idea of happiness in the literature of the period as a Right 

remained undefined while it continued to suit the pursuit of the new 

freedom and whatever fruits it could yield. John Adams came closest to 

the Greek view as he mixed his borrowing from Locke and Aristotle to 

conjoin his ideas of power and morals. In preferring monarchy to aris

tocracy he conveniently distorted his Aristotle to fit the Lockean

Hobbesian view of the common good. Briefly stated, the American 

leaders put definite limits to the wider use of the political wisdom of 

classical humanism. In their view, ancient democracy had certain mer-
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its but could not adequately serve the goals of the Revolution, as Jeffer
son admitted in a letter to Isaak Tiffany written in 18I6 that representa
tive democracy made every political structure, including Aristotle's 
Politics, "almost useless." The eclectic approach to Greek political phi
losophy should not be overlooked although Thomas Paine did not hes
itate to declare that he saw no reason why Americans should go "two 
thousand years back" for lessons and examples. In a comparable vein, 
John Taylor of Virginia insisted that the political perfection of the Greek 
government and thought was irrelevant to America. The distance 
between the "present" and the "tradition" increased after the early post
revolution era only to be gradually modified after the middle of the 
nineteenth century. 

Nineteenth century and the rise of academic philosophy Two move
ments around the middle of the nineteenth century deserve mention for 
their efforts to relate to the study of Greek philosophy and its pertinence 
to the intellectual life of the new nation: the Hegelian movement of St. 
Louis that led to the programs of the Concord Summer School of Phi
losophy, and the Transcendentalists of New England. Much in these 
new trends was due to an encounter with German philosophy and the 
advanced classical scholarship of the German universities as the latter 
continued during the last decades of the nineteenth century and the 
early ones of the twentieth. 

The Transcendentalists' criticism of utilitarianism and their attack 
on commercialism bear no relation to the type of Platonism they 
espoused. As a movement, Transcendentalism is best understood as a 
different expansion of idealism vacillating between a reasonable theol
ogy and philosophical inspiration. As such, its post-revolutionary 
stance aimed at strengthening the confidence in the new freedom for the 
spiritual gains of the common citizens. It may be said that it was an off
spring of the Romantic Movement, but with a twist of its own. What is 
of special interest about its role as an intellectual attitude is the way it 
understood a connection between the Kantian theory of pure reason 
and a special interpretation of Plato. Although Transcendentalism did 
not succeed nor did it try to become a technical philosophy, it attracted 
followers who thought that with its help they could discern the conti
nuity from the rationalized faith of Jonathan Edwards' puritanism to 
Emerson's way of receiving in the soul's reason the flow of the divine. 
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Emerson was confident in his effort to blend into a harmonious unity 
the Bhagavad-Gita and the Platonism of Plotinus in a vision of idealism 
that would provide the democratic individual with a solid basis for 
rational faith and a new universality. Once again, the movement, dom
inated as it was by the metaphysics of Kant, as siphoned through 
Coleridge, had only limited room for Greek philosophy beyond what 
Plotinus' Plato could render appealing. Emerson could hold Plato and 
Plutarch in high esteem, yet the ancients never occupied a respectable 
place in the foreground of his thinking or his goals anymore than did 
the recent growth of the experimental science of nature. Still, Emerson 
set the tone for the transcendental understanding of progress as advanc
ing humanity to a higher plateau of freedom, beyond nature, history and 
science. In the closing part of his famous "The American Scholar" 
address he confidently exclaimed: "in yourself slumbers the whole Rea
son; it is for you to know all; it is for you to dare all." The Greeks 
remained luminaries in the background, a view that had already become 
firmly established in the American intellectual outlook. 

The other movement, the Hegelianism of the Philosophical Society 
of St. Louis, established formally in 1866, worked out a different philo
sophical program. Its members launched the journal of Speculative Phi
losophy and while advocating German Idealism, the group also 
promoted the serious study of Aristotle. Two of its members, Denton]. 
Snider and Hiram K. jones, organized a "Plato Club." Another group 
created in 1879 the Concord School of Philosophy It included W T. 
Harris, A Bronson Alcott and Thomas Davidson, who abandoned Hegel 
in favor of Aristotle. Among the younger teachers who lectured at the 
Concord School was john Dewey It can be argued that it was the vigor
ous and open philosophizing of these thinkers that broke the rigid pat
tern of text-book teaching, mainly by ministers at the colleges. The 
activities of this group should be credited with alerting the younger gen
eration of students to the outstanding work of the university professors 
at the leading universities of Germany, France and England that were 
doing advanced research in classical philology and philosophy. The 
influence of the Greek philosophy in America was in large measure due 
to the fresh interpretations of the Greek mind in Europe. While we can
not speak of a direct Greek influence in the case of the St. Louis 
thinkers, their way of pursuing philosophy left its mark on the next gen-
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eration. The contributions of classical philology during the second half 
of the nineteenth century were due to American scholars who had stud
ied in German Universities. Lane B. L. Gildersleeve and others received 
their doctorates from Gottingen, and so did M. W Humphies, H. W 
Smyth, and Paul Shorey during the 1880s. Their work was strictly 
methodical and scientific with no explicit concern for the development 
of a new cultural character. As such, ethical philosophy was left outside 
the scope of philological research. In his Presidential Address "The 
Province of the American Philologist" before the American Philological 
Association in 1878, Gildersleeve outlined its goals as dealing with the 
texts and aiming at understanding the wisdom of the ancients. The eval
uation of the ancient wisdom was better left to those philosophers who 
were qualified to meet the demands of the task. The volumes of the 
American journal of Philology from1880-1919 provide a fair picture of 
the limited interest of the philologists in philosophy In fact their inter
est deepened after the philosophers had made Greek thought a 
respected field of studies. The Platonic studies of Paul Shorey are an 
exception, as are those of Harold Cherniss in later years. Both had 
responded to the philosophy of humanistic values of the Greeks and 
were followed by the contributions ofF Solmsen and Philip Merlan, also 
in the twentieth century. 

Parallel to the philological studies was another encounter with Ger
man philosophy during the second half of the nineteenth century, con
tributing to a trend that coincided with the establishing of graduate 
studies in American universities. A number of gifted American students 
went to Germany, among them josiah Royce, who after receiving his B. 
A. in 1875 with a graduation thesis on "The Theology of Aeschylus' 
Prometheus," immediately went to Germany to study philosophy for two 
years. Upon returning, he went to johns Hopkins and received his PhD 
in 1878. Greek philosophy, however, remained peripheral to his reli
gious idealism. Others who went to Germany were G. S. Morris from 
johns Hopkins, G. Santayana from Harvard, and F].K. Woodbridge 
from Columbia, They were deeply affected by the new interpretations 
of Plato and Aristotle. Upon his return, Morris brought back with him 
an Aristotle radically different from that of the scholastic version. Devel
oped as a dynamic idealist, Morris following the model of his teacher F 
Trendelenburg, It was Morris who later influencedjohn Dewey to mod-
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if'y his Hegelianism in favor of Aristotle, a move that was reinforced 
through Dewey's association with Woodbridge at Columbia. 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 

A preliminary note is needed on the extent and power of "influence." 
What happened in the twentieth century is not much different from 
what took place early in the intellectual history of America. For 
instance, the philosophical trends that reached America from Cam
bridge and Oxford, or Paris, Berlin and Heidelberg, were conveniently 
absorbed in revised form through critical reconstruction and adjust
ment to the American established needs. As importations, the currents 
of value theory, existentialism, phenomenology and other winds of doc
trine, were influential but not converting forces. In a similar way, though 
not as powerful as in the past century, the same mode of receiving the 
currents of English and European trends, continued. The influx of the 
classical tradition and especially Greek philosophy, rather than being a 
catalytic force, generated a creative response that at best may be called 
one of creative accommodation. In this respect, the power of influence 
bears the signs of a mild effect rather than a revolutionary beginning in 
a new direction. The Greek philosophers were available to whatever 
purposes the American intellectuals thought proper. The "living" past 
entered the scene mainly as a fertile reservoir of ideas than a relevant 
"present" doctrine. In this sense, the mild acceptance of Greek philoso
phy is better viewed in the fashion in which the trends of rationalism 
and empiricism were treated in the nineteenth century. 

Of all the new philosophical currents in the late nineteenth century, 
it was the naturalistic side of Pragmatism that made extensive use of 
Greek philosophy, Aristotle in particular, and felt a strong attraction to 
it. The affinity can be explained as resulting from the naturalistic strand 
that soon was to become the dominant feature of Pragmatism. The early 
Santayana and the mature Woodbridge are the two American philoso
phers who came close to building their work in response to Aristotle. 
Dewey, although a leading pragmatist, was freely using the Aristotelian 
tradition together with the Socratic dialectic within the spirit of his nat
uralistic humanism. In all three cases we see an adjustment of Aristo-
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tle's most usable principles to the contemporary cultural and theoreti
cal problems. If we can speak of "influence," we find it here in the most 
creative features of the school. 

Santayana, who taught courses on Plato and Aristotle at Harvard, 
was the first to present a defense and espouse advocacy of Greek philos
ophy as a rational mode of life in the five volumes of his The Life of Rea
son (1905-1906). The work was inspired by a blending Hegelian 
phenomenology and Plato with Aristotelian ethics and aimed to project 
the full story of the progress of the human mind. Still, Santayana's intel
lectual position owed more to James' Principles of Psychology than to 
Aristotle's De Anima. It was the closest any American thinker had ever 
come to understanding the naturalism of the Greeks, especially at a 
time, as he stated, when "the philosophical and political departments at 
Harvard had not yet discovered Plato and Aristotle." Woodbridge, after 
studying with Paulsen in Germany, returned to America and used Aris
totle's ontology to liberate his thinking from the last strains of idealism. 
Like Santayana but more persistently, he contributed largely to the study 
of Greek philosophy as the reliable model for the new naturalism. Still, 
Woodbridge's indebtedness was not only to the ancients but also to 
Spinoza, Locke and Santayana. Although neither he nor Santayana were 
members of the emerging Pragmatism, both helped build the bridge that 
made Greek thought understandable to students working on either side 
of Pragmatism. Their work was continued by the students who wrote 
dissertations at Columbia, among them Herbert W Schneider, John 
Herman Randall, Jr., Sterling Lambrecht, Richard McKeon, Irwin 
Edman, and A. Edel. 

John Dewey's affinity to Greek philosophy was a blend of critical 
reservations and fruitful engagement. He borrowed an expression from 
T. Veblen to characterize the Greek epistemology as being a case of the 
"spectator's theory of knowledge." At the same time he came closer to 
the Greek view of philosophy as a way oflife, a thesis he was eventually 
to posit within the context of social life. Dewey brought philosophy 
under the banner of democracy. Actually, of all the pragmatists it was 
Dewey who succeeded in making use of the Greeks while trying to 
transform the educational norms through the rational understanding of 
the changing cultural conditions. Dewey's instrumentalism prevented 
him from appreciating the Greek view of reason in the full meaning of 
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its humanistic value. But like the Greeks, he still sought to transform 

experience and raise it to a heightened understanding of the pressing 

problems of life. His response to Plato took the form of an urgent rec

ommendation to adopt the Socratic command for relentless inquiry 

without the dualism of the Platonic theory of transcendent Forms. 

Dewey found it impossible to accept what he believed was the Greek 

confidence in ultimate values. As a result he dismissed this essential part 

of the philosophy of the Greeks at the critical turning point of his own 

thinking. It was this view he passed on to the next generation of natu

ralists, some of whom wrote sustained works on Greek philosophy. 

Dewey wrote none; Woodbridge wrote at least two, among them The 

Son of Apollo (1929), which delighted Dewey and irritated Paul Shorey. 

By the middle of the twentieth century the scholarly interest in the 
ancient Greeks had reached a high plateau of productivity. A great num

ber of books and articles had been published expounding on select 

themes and offering full treatments of the philosophies of the ancients. 

However, it is difficult to speak of Greek influence in the mode of phi

losophizing of the Americans comparable to the way Descartes, Locke, 

Hume, Kant, and Hegel had exerted. Critical studies of Greek philoso

phy abounded, but few tried to place the Greeks within the scope of 

their own intellectual loyalties, as did P. E. More, for instance in the case 

of Plato. Far more interesting proved the historical approach of Dewey's 

student, John Herman Randall, Jr. who as a leading historian of philos

ophy wrote books on Plato, Aristotle, also the Hellenistic thinkers by 

applying the principles of his naturalistic cultural relativism. What dis

tinguishes Randall's reading of the ancient is an open and critical discus

sion on the role of the ancient philosophers in effecting changes in 

ideas, methods and objectives. The results, though not generally 

accepted, were nevertheless illuminating as, for instance his seeing 

Plato's theory of Forms as imaginative perfections, or Aristotle's ethical 

excellences as special cultural responses to changing conditions. Ran

dall himself remained confident that he understood both Dewey and 

Aristotle while deepening the historical evaluation of their contribu

tions. Much different were the studies on ancient philosophers that R. 

Demos, R. McKeon, A. Edel, M. Greene,]. Owens, john Wild, R. Brum

baugh, Charles Kahn, Reginald Allen, and others worked out, always 

seeking to come close to the substance of the original. 
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A cross between philosophy, philology and analysis began by the 
mid-point of the twentieth century with the creation of the Society for 
Ancient Greek Philosophy in 1954 with G. Vlastos as its first president. 
Vlastos' publications on Plato and the Presocratics bear the marks of the 
application of the analytical tools to the evaluation of philosophical 
arguments in the philosophical texts of the Greeks. The analytical 
movement succeeded mainly as an interpretive undertaking rather than 
one seeking to reach beyond the perimeter of professional expertise. On 
the other hand, the cultural impact the pragmatic naturalists sought to 
bring gradually lessened during the latter part of the twentieth century. 
The only exception seems to be the approach of the existentialists deriv
ing from their study of Nietzsche a different intensity to reach the mind 
of the ancient thinkers of Greece, poets as well as philosophers. 

Understanding philosophy as a way of life was a Greek achievement 
and grew out of the conditions of that particular cultural setting. The 
primacy their philosophy assigned to reason survived in a variety of 
ways after the decline of the classical world. They viewed philosophy as 
the pursuit of wisdom, at once a personal affair and a political concern. 
Still, it was reason as the method the Greeks had developed for the pur
suit of wisdom, including science, which proved adjustable. As a dis
tinct "way of life," however, the original conception of philosophy 
remained non-transferable to alien conditions. Thus, recasting the 
methods of philosophy did not entail the incorporation of the original 
Greek "way of life" despite efforts to claim its applicability and rele
vance. The meaning of "influence" in the case of American philosophy 
calls for special evaluation when discussing the continuous interest in 
the study of ancient thought. The closest, it seems, the American 
thinkers came to being influenced by the Greek philosophers were ini
tially certain members of the St. Louis Hegelians and the naturalistic 
pragmatists in their attempts to see philosophy as a way of life. Both 
were cases of imitations of a model that did not aim at bringing about 
wider public acceptance. The Greeks have been studied, often very seri
ously, but more often than not without any explicit intent to grant their 
"way of life" a leading role of substantive influence in culture. 
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PosTsCRIPT 

A complete picture of the place of Greek philosophy and its role in the 

development of American thought is still a vast subject for investiga

tion. Without such a close study it is difficult to specify with precision 

what may be called, even in a loose sense, "influence." Be that as it may; 

the academic interest has grown to the point where American scholar

ship in this field is now internationally recognized. As for the cultural 

role of Greek philosophy and its influence as "a way of life," that 

remains an open issue. 
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THE UNIVERSAL VALUES OF THE HELLENIC 

TRADITION IN THE AGE OF TECHNOLOGY* 

I should like to begin with a statement on the Hellenic meaning of 
human values as arete, usually translated as "virtue" or "excellence." 
Aretewas viewed as a pervasive value as well as the fulfillment of human 
entelecheia, our potentialities, including reason. As such this entelecheia 
constitutes the native endowment of all human beings. Culture, under
stood in its social and political mission, aims at securing the conditions 
for the development of the human potentialities. Seen as education, cul
ture or paideia is tested by the role it assigns to science, art, and all insti
tutions in general, including the government itself. The success of 
paideia is measured by the degree of integration of human excellences 
it achieves as a consistent unity that renders the human personality har
monious. The Greeks were similarly confident in their idea of arete as 
the achievable value that sustains political well-being. Yet, they were 
equally aware of the difficulties that more often than not prevent the 
people from reaching their highest plateau of development. But to move 
steadily on the path of their fulfillment human beings need the cooper
ation of episteme, techne and praxis: science, art and action. All three in 
their proper mode of interaction is what grants any given constitution 
whatever value it can claim to possess. Hence, statesmanship, as Plato 
and Aristotle insisted, is the highest, the architektonike art, where the 
logos of techne and of science meet as philosophia. 

I will now proceed to comment briefly on the role of technology in 
the shaping of values in the contemporary world. There can be no doubt 
about the spectacular developments of technology and their influential 
role in human affairs. However, without the new scientific discoveries 
and their applications to meet projected human needs the immense 
expansion of technology in our times could not have taken place. Given 
this practical function of technology as an enterprise, its cultural use is 
still limited to providing solutions to certain basic needs. While it con
tributes to the spread of leisure it also fosters coordinately the pursuit 

*Presented at the Academy of Athens Second International Symposium on "Science, 
Technology and Human Values" Athens, Greece. May 2-4, 2007. 
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of profits through organized industry and the business establishment. 
To be sure, there is a working alliance between science and technology, 
including business, as they facilitate communication, create job oppor
tunities and expand educational programs, to which we should add new 
forms of international cooperation and competition. 

The basic question may now be cast as follows: can technology serve 
as the source of universal values? In exploring the related issues, we 
soon become aware of a crucial difficulty. It comes to a head as soon as 
we realize that the values of technology as they constantly expand to 
provide satisfactions for new demands, even when they meet certain cri
teria, they fail to gain recognition as universal values. They do not 
become valid for all human beings, for all times and all circumstances. 
It is not difficult to admit why the values that technology generates are 
not universal, even if technology serves many human needs in a variety 
of ways. Despite their wide appeal, their status remains that of means to 
other purposes and other higher values. 

The philosophers of Greece were right to introduce the distinction 
between values that are only means and values that qualify exclusively 
as ends. I take it that the expression "human values" in the title of our 
Symposium refers to values that are at once universal and ultimate. 
Without this distinction, the expression "human values" is reduced to 
a slogan conveying nothing of higher significance. What we are after, 
and with the help of scientific inquiry. is precisely the identification of 
values that are ultimate and universal. If technology does not and can
not provide such values, we must still ask the question of what it con
tributes to our quest. Whatever the answer, it would still be folly to deny 
technology its place in human affairs. But that is not the issue. 

Since technology is inevitably limited to providing mainly a variety 
of values as means, it does not and cannot function as a fount of ulti
mate and universal values. Hence, these "human values" as we are now 
calling them, must come from another source. This quest has by now 
become an urgent and basic demand, especially in view of the constant 
series of crises humanity has been experiencing throughout its history. 
The problem has taken new dimensions in our times after the two world 
wars of the last century and the deterioration of our environmental con
ditions as they continue to worsen with the expanding global pollution 
in the twenty-first century. To these we may add the utter complexity of 
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our national and international political affairs as they raise new prob
lems for the process of globalization and conflict resolution. 

Science has been declared by many a thinker as being value-neutral. 
Perhaps there is reason for proposing such a claim. But its consequences 
and applications raise doubts about its validity. The politics of technol
ogy, as the agency that explores and exploits the applications of scien
tific discoveries, usually end up as the politics of power and profit. In 
light of this discrepancy, let us then turn to another source in hope of 
locating universal values, namely culture. Even here we encounter new 
problems when we leave unexamined the concept of culture. Consider, 
for instance, the historical fluidity of cultural patterns. A current dom
inant view about culture sees it mainly as a phenomenon in constant 
change. How, then, can we arrive at universal and ultimate values to 
serve the emerging global community when culture succumbs to the 
forces of technology that cause constant change? To add fuel to fire, the 
very diversity of these forces continues to act as a destabilizing factor. 

We may find it advisable to return to science as the rational inquiry 
into the nature of things and all subject matters, including the nature of 
humanity. The special constancy that science enjoys is its trust in 
human intelligence. That alone, when fully understood, is one of our 
ultimate human values although, as such, science exercises little, if any, 
control over its applications. Being uses, they lie beyond the scientific 
pursuit of truth, even when the applications themselves become sub
jects of scientific investigation. 

There is much more to the range of human faculties that affects our 
conduct and our pursuits. This is an old and still perplexing part of 
human nature that almost continues to defy our power of understand
ing. We remain in no small measure subject to the capricious outbursts 
and explosions of our passions, regardless of their usefulness for sur
vival, pleasure and self-promotion in life. In its own inevitable way, the 
passionate nature of our existence has its own voice in the creation and 
cultivation of values, some good, some unstable, some highly volatile, 
and at certain times leading to catastrophes as well as exalted poetic 
visions and heroic actions. But it is their dark nature, to speak with 
Plato, which makes the non-rational forces in us open to justifiable sus
picion. It is only with the generosity of the human mind that the pas
sions acquire a status of legitimacy as founts of universal values. But are 
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they ultimate as well? The sciences continue to do their best to under
stand the forceful nature of the emotions, but controlling or turning 
them into constructive forces falls outside the scientific endeavor, the 
role of medicine notwithstanding. Here is where the heritage of the Hel
lenic culture and philosophy finds its perennial relevance. 

Now for the last and ultimate question: Can we go back, even bet
ter, bring back the universal values of the Greek mind and their ultimate 
character as they were defended on the basis of a rational theory of 
human nature? One thinks of Plato's Republic and Aristotle's De Anima, 
of the tragedies of the dramatic poets and the epics of Homer. Once 
modern and contemporary science underwrites and adopts a constantly 
changing view of human nature, the Hellenic tradition of ultimate val
ues with permanent validity becomes inexorably and irretrievably lost. 
The same holds for its philosophical understanding of human nature. If 
so, there is no room for the classical culture in our lives nor is there any 
reason to expect anything to be gained from another renaissance of the 
Hellenic tradition. This brings me to Nietzsche as the spokesman for the 
modern. If he is right, all posited values are subject to constant re-eval
uation. Furthermore, if evolution is extended into an absolute thesis, 
beyond the biological meaning it had for Darwin, and is understood as 
pertaining to all civilized life, to human intelligence and the reliability 
of reason, the same conclusion follows. The dogma of historicism and 
pervasive relativism continues to gain grounds and supporters. For 
some, however, the constancy of human nature, as the Greek sages 
understood it, continues to hold as the only precondition for the 
rational formulation of universal human values. 

If we are ready to admit that the Aristotelian thesis of entelecheia is 
indeed mistaken or false, we have no choice but to admit that the quest 
for constant and ultimate value principles is but a vain pursuit of 
unavailable constant principles and values. However, without the Hel
lenic vision of life, ethics will continue to remain divorced from politics 
and both from taming technology to prevent it from degenerating into 
an abysmal technocratia and a new type of tyranny. The history of polit
ical demagoguery has repeatedly demonstrated how the abuse and 
absence of reason terminate in legitimizing power as the final goal and 
chief authority on values. Would such an institutional trend, as it con
tinues to prevail, herald the coming of a new middle ages? Who knows. 



ART AND SOCIETY: HOMER AND 
THE DRAMA OF PREDICAMENT 1 

In times like ours, in which conflicts are so readily discerned, we are 
often reminded of an insidious gap between society and art. This gap is 
admittedly disturbing to all who in one way or another are engaged in 
serious activity whose aim is cultural quality. We are told of a cleavage 
in conduct and goals from which ensues bitter controversy and unpleas
ant impositions upon the practice and study of the arts. The artists 
themselves have frequently protested against expectations alien to the 
original intent of art as an irreducible institution. The artist, sensitive as 
he is, suffers deeply as he marches toward his objectives while at the 
same time he is torn between his impulse to express his precious world 
of feelings and the demand that he must remain within the orbit of 
social bondage and public acceptance, if only for assurance of commu
nication. This problem has taken on in the past a variety of forms: the 
view of art for art's sake to resist the infringement of utilitarian impuri
ties; the movement celebrating the sacred freedom of the artist against 
the encroachment of political totalitarianism; or even, the personal intu
ition defending itself against the accepted forms of worshipped tradi
tions. Aestheticians and historians of art, political and social thinkers, 
including social minded artists, have endeavored to give intelligent 
solutions to this problem, which, indeed, renders more difficult the 
already complex issues of our times. What is more shocking, however, 
is that we should feel compelled to defend the integrity of art in organ
ized society as though the two are secretly engaged in some undeclared 
opposition, the reconciliation of which must somehow depend upon 
the good will of philosophers of art. 

Fortunately, the opposition is only an apparent one, although we 
tend to take it literally, as much current literature on this topic clearly 
indicates, there have been other periods in human history where the 
most original talents were dedicated not to extricating artificial 
dualisms but to bringing to men visions of harmony and ideals of 
beauty. Where we tend to see diverging loyalties as the result of unre-

1Published in Western Humanities Review, XIV (Winter 1960), 3-10. 
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lated interests and exclusive pursuits, thinkers and artists of other more 

blessed times perceived opportunity to bring ideal unity to diverse activ

ity and variegated interest to make life both enlightened and rich. The 

mind goes at once to the attitude of the Greeks whose genius saved them 

from many a confusion. To those men, society was not in opposition to 

art, as though it were possible for civilization to fight against itself. They 

based their outlook on a broader perspective of society-an idea stand

ing for the total political reality which our modern definitions regret

fully miss-such as the sustaining structure of all creative currents. 

"The Greeks above all other people extracted from every human and 

natural experience its abiding spiritual significance," Paul Shorey 

remarked once. If their literature and architecture, their sculpture and 

theatre bear witness to this observation, their philosophy is doubtless 

its most eloquent articulation. Aristotle, carrying on the tradition of his 

predecessors and his great teacher, spoke both comprehensively and 

definitively for the Greeks when he pronounced the political organiza

tion of mankind the very soil in which values grow and blossom in 

excellence. Not political and social dogma, but the political nature of 

man is what sustains the drama of culture and its grandeur. And here no 

real opposition can possibly flourish. In the naturalistic outlook of the 

Greeks, human nature is continuous with the cosmos, and human 

achievement-technai they called them-are purposive extensions of 

natural possibilities. 
The continuity from nature to human society, from civic life to indi

vidual excellence, we find clearly stated in early masterpieces of their 

long literary tradition. If we turn to Homer and his epic poetry for state

ments of a view in which art and society blend cooperatively in an abun

dant vision of life, we do so because his poetry is the culmination of a 

long humanistic tradition rather than a timid experiment at great art. In 

this sense we may view Homer as both an end and a beginning, the peak 

of an epoch and the starting point of illumined imagination. After grasp

ing the significance of Homer we can see how this miracle led eventu

ally to the birth of science and philosophy, to moral clarity and the spirit 

of tragic poetry. His works taught the Greeks how to heighten their 

enthusiasm with the aid of directed reflection. Ernest Renan, an enthu

siastic though not uncritical lover of Greece, said once: "It is impossible 

to apprehend the true origins of science without having studied these 
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primitive savants, or to acquire the sense of the highest poetry without 
knowing Homer." In view of our own contemporary interests in the 
relation between art and society, and for the sake of re-establishing what 
seems to be the lost harmony and balance between them, we can still 
tum to Homer for insights and wisdom and still probe into his famous 
epics to discover ways of integration. 

II 

The ancient Greeks looked at the functions of the arts and the fulfill
ment of artistic talent as planned outgrowths of man's political nature. 
It is to their credit that they did not deliberately subordinate the unique
ness of artistic fruitions to some particular set of institutional goals. 
Apparently there are certain aspects in the philosophy of Plato which 
seem to run counter to this contention, but a closer inspection of his 
political vision, gathered from all his writings, supports rather than 
challenges the Greek respect for beauty as a consummative ideal yet 
coordinate with other excellences. Nowhere do we come closer to the 
connection between art and society than in those expressions of art 
where thematic content leans heavily upon or exclusively explores the 
crucial issues of social concerns. The problems of men constitute the 
very stuff on which Greek poetry since the days of Homer tested the effi
cacy of artistic imagination and its tools. The profundity of theme was 
first brought into the open in the epic form. The brilliant outburst of 
human intelligence in the epic seemed at first so unbelievably wonder
ful that the poet rushed to attribute it to divine inspirations. Truly only 
a miracle of intelligence in art could possibly tum the cumbersome and 
resisting social material into an admirable complete work of the aes
thetic type. 

There is no reason to deny Homer's attachment to the practical and 
social ideals as well as the accepted moral virtues in the age of heroes of 
which he sings. But the nature of his material in no way affects nega
tively the rare quality of his achievement. He worked with specific man
ifestations of social conduct tuned as they were to the needs and 
interests of a particular type of society, yet he was able to detect in 
human traits a universality of meaning which only art could enhance 
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through its magic. It is no news to acclaim once again the aesthetic 

worth of the epics of Homer. What I am about to explore is the mastery 

the epic exhibits in transforming crucial situations of human conduct 
into artistic components. On the basis of this virtue it is possible, I 
believe, to explain the distinctive character of the Homeric epic which 

makes it instructive without being didactic in the usual moralistic sense. 
This quality is easier seen in the Odyssey-the challenge was greater 

here on account of the nature of the material-where the dominant 
interests gravitate around the fate of determined men tossed in adven
ture while their minds and hearts were wholly set on the idea of nostos. 
This unifying element in the tight structure of the epic, attained through 

the careful exploitation of human predicaments while nostos is being 
sought, holds the secret of the classical answer to the relation of art to 

society 
Good poetry has always been expected to give through insights 

combining immediacy and universality successful expression to its the
matic content. Particular instances oflife, concrete relations and events, 

diverse excitements and experiences, all moments of uniqueness are 
converted by art into universal meanings and felicitous idealities. This 
principle of good poetry and art is equally true of the strange materials 
which Homer employed to build the story of his epics: (a) the heroic 
tradition where recognizable heroes of folklore were turned into char
acters with universal significance; and (b) experienced acute situations 

and events which were poetically enriched with impressive breadth sud
denly become typical of outstanding conduct, forms of predicaments 

representative of crucial cases testing the strength and worth of personal 
virtue. Whatever the nature of the pre-Homeric ballad, we have no evi
dence that these heroic songs had ever been qualitatively transformed 

as to claim value comparable to that found in the works of Homer. Of 
the ballads of primitive myth and heroic deed it cannot be said that 
either the personality or the situation had actually been poetically ele
vated. Personality there lacked both ideational outline and captivating 
intensity, while the situations, though appealing to the imagination of 

the people, were still wondered at as remarkable events rather than 
instances of pervasive predicament. Pre-Homeric poetry like all folk
songs never quite reached that level of articulate conceptual symbolism 

that comes only with the touch of poetic individuality 
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Both Homeric epics display a heightened concern for the drama of 
man organized around an intensely shared pathos thrown into shock
ing dimensions. There is wealth here which Homer's interpretive pow
ers made available in Greek literature for the first time. So broad is the 
disclosure of meaning here that one is compelled to surrender to the 
poet's perfectly saturated vision. It fulfills a demand that Santayana 
stated once in his work My Host the World: "the great question is not 
what age you live in or what art you pursue, but what perfection you 
can achieve in that art under the circumstances." In this case, Homer's 
perfection is the virtue of his imaginative grasp of the drama of predica
ments seen in all its glory and intensity. Perhaps it is for this reason that 
he has been called the father of all poets. His work is both an achieve
ment and an example of what is to be expected from inspired men. 
Good fortune had it so that more poetic wonders of this kind were given 
to mankind; Dante's Inferno and Milton's Paradise Lost, Goethe's Faust 
and Tolstoy's War and Peace come immediately to mind. 

The drama of terrifying wrath, deeply seated in the heart of a god
like hero, is displayed throughout the captivating rhapsodies of the 
Iliad. When we turn to the Odyssey we encounter another drama, that 
of the nostos, the great return of a leader whose unusual intelligence is 
challenged only by extraordinary events constantly threatening the 
completion of his goal. In both epics we see men of titanic energy whose 
careers are tossed between the extremes of natural elements and social 
demands, between triumphant survival and fatal destruction, impend
ing defeat and intoxication with glory. The torrents of rushing emotions 
and the prudent use of utter shrewdness, all these and more, involved 
in the twists and turns of swiftly moving events, are brought into action 
ready to tip the delicate balance of decision. Here is human life replete 
with awareness and craving for intensity, caught in the web of devotions 
and responsibilities, trying to disentangle its essence from the traps of 
confusion. And while the poet sings of deeds and men, his personality 
weaves into the melody the raison d'etre of all that enter his art: the 
attainment and enhancement of virtues and values that matter most. 

My purpose is not to unravel all the fine details which support the 
literary unity of these epics, for this much is clearly assumed. What is 
emphasized here as pertinent to our theme is their unity breathing 
through the evolving predicament and the emergence of arete or virtue. 



78 THE CHARIOTEER 

Aretein the epic is but an extension of aretein life. Without it, life, as the 
Greeks conceived it, would remain flat and uneventful, void of climax 
and lacking in significant excitement. When accomplished, it is recog
nized as courage and heroism, as honor and valor. This quest for per
fected aspiration makes man a candidate for personal excellence, but 
when present in poetry it turns it into a unique monument of art. Homer 
was simply the first Greek to say it in the delightful language of the epic. 
If Homer is the real creator of the Odyssey this is not so because he com
posed new versions of existing ballads, but only because of what he did 
to the heroic tradition, or rather what he did for it. He chose carefully 
from all that was available for the sake of giving this material the spirit 
of dramatic unity it lacked. He introduced such limitations that alone 
could intensify the meaning of predicaments. This contention finds 
support in the fact that both epics end exactly where and when the poet 
saw it fit: where the drama reaches its climax and only after it has been 
totally seen. Apparently he knew of the many versions of the death of 
Odysseus, but these ballads were irrelevant to the theme of the nostos 
and were excluded for that reason. The same holds true about the tales 
of Achilles' fate. Such omissions should be of little or no surprise at all, 
for what Homer sought to give his people was not more ballads but their 
epic. And he succeeded. 

III 

The same dramatic accent that permeates the development of the main 
predicament in the epic controls also the many subordinate episodes. 
These supporting crucial situations, far from being ornamental ele
ments, are essentially related to the basic theme while maintaining their 
completeness as structural units. They are put there to reveal unsus
pected modes and aspects intensifying the progress of the total idea, and 
also to disclose a splendid detail significant for its effects upon the 
careers of heroes. The hero encounters his world in all its intricacy and 
forcefulness, ready to step forward and meet the crises one by one. What 
makes him admirable and unusual is his panoply of personal powers. 
His manly manner of conduct grants him an awareness of triumph over 
such trying circumstances that swallowed in their swift currents other 
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comrades and companions whose only fault was a certain weakness of 
soul. While the hero rides the waves of predicaments, the followers dis
appear in the abyss of ordinariness to dissolve in ignominy. To impress 
upon his listeners this difference of human quality in the pursuit of 
meaningful adventure, Homer introduces with subtle mastery the series 
of secondary predicaments, equally significant in symbolic universality. 
He knew well what consuming effects distracting forces have upon 
those who embark on adventure with cloudy minds and untried wills, 
and spoke of them in warm and moving rhapsodies. The Odyssey 
abounds in such predicaments, three of which may now serve to illus
trate. 

Let us first turn to the story of the Cicones. It occurs in rhapsody IX 
of the Odyssey though it is the very first twist of fate since the hero's 
party left the shores of Troy. One would expect Homer to begin the story 
here. But the epic is not mere narrative unraveling the threads of events, 
for what is decisive here is not historical sequence but the life and scope 
of an idea. We already know from the previous rhapsodies what the 
qualities and powers of the hero were. This episode and the ones that 
follow are narrated by Odysseus himself, a king being a king's guest in 
the royal palace of the Phaeacians. It is an hour of calmness and leisure 
setting the imagination free to enjoy the tale. Homer picks the story 
where legend left it: men intoxicated with victory, impelled by the 
momentum of war and the habit of battle just starting on their way for 
the long journey of return. But what is it that really prevails in the minds 
of these men? Is it the destructive habit of war or the burning desire to 
go back to the occupations of peaceful life? And now comes the first cri
sis; it will test these men, and many will fall victims to these divertive 
forces. They are about to face the lure for another victory in war and the 
wild joy of capturing just another city. The poet sings as follows: 

From Ilion the wind served me to near Ismarus of the Cicones. I 
sacked the city and slew them. Their wives and wealth we took 
and divided precisely, so that no one of us, through me, should 
go short of his just share. I suggested then that we all flee, hot
foot: but my utter fools of men would not obey. There was much 
wine for the drinking, yet; and mutton or beef from the great 
droves of sheep and heavy screw-horned kine that they had 
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butchered by the shore. Whilst they so dallied, our Cicones cried 

for help to the inland Cicones, their neighbours, but more 

numerous and better men of their hands; men who could fight 

mounted, but also (when need was) on foot with foot-men. They 

were upon us, thick as the leaves and buds of spring-tide, at the 

first show of morning; while over us there hung a foreboding of 

disaster, by doom of Zeus who had further pains in store for our 

ill-fated heads. The troops set themselves to battle by the swift 

ships and rained thickly at one another their copper-bladed 

spears. So long as the dawn lasted and while the blessed day 

increased, just for so long we stood firm and repulsed their 

swarms; but when the sun had crossed his stage and brought 

near the hour for loosing plough-oxen homeward in the evening, 

then finally the Cicones caused the Achaean lines to waver and 

give way. Six warriors perished out of each ship's complement. 

We others who for that time fled our death and doom sailed from 

the spot with mixed feelings; rejoicing to have avoided fate, yet 

mourning our comrades for whose sake not one of those full-bel

lied ships of mine stirred thence till we had thrice invoked the 

name of each unhappy victim of the Cicones' violent hands, on 

the flats there by the shore. 

Those who died and those who were unable to learn from the death of 

others never really understood the meaning of war. Herein again we see 

the difference between Odysseus and his followers. As the tale contin

ues, the time will come eventually when Odysseus will proceed alone. 

One by one, all his comrades succumbed to the pressure of divertive 

forces. They vanished for lack of excellence and high-minded goal. It 

would be senseless to ask the poet to save them, for this would mean to 

sacrifice his art and yield to sentiment. He disposes of these men only 

as he sees fit: for the culmination of nostos. 

Next comes the episode of the Lotos-eaters. The song moves with 

ease here as it relates the divertive influence of enchanting forces hid

den behind the veil of abandonment and comfort. They are the grip of 

forgetfulness and the surrender of all activity. This episode comes imme

diately after that of the Cicones. In all its suggestiveness it is the extreme 

opposite of war intoxication. It is the picture of insipidness of utter 
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peace and of deadly apathy that come with the depletion of social adven
ture. Homer sings through the voice of Odysseus: 

On the tenth day we made the land of the Lotos-eaters, men who 
browse on a food of flowers. We landed there to fill our water 
butts, while my crews snatched a meal on the shore, beside their 
likely vessels. As soon as the first hunger for food and drink had 
passed, I chose out two fellows and added to them a third, as run
ner, that they might go inland to spy out and enquire what were 
the human beings there existing. Off they went at once and met 
a party of these Lotos-eaters, who had no notion of slaying my 
emissaries: instead they gave them a dish of their Lotos-flower. 
And so it was that as each tasted of this honey-sweet plant, the 
wish to bring news or return grew faint in him: rather he pre
ferred to dwell forever with the Lotos eating men, feeding upon 
Lotos and letting fade from his mind all memory of home. I had 
to seek them and drag them back on board. They wept: yet into 
the ships we brought them perforce and chained them beneath 
the thwarts, deep in the well, while I constrained the rest of my 
adherents to hurry aboard, lest perhaps more of them might eat 
Lotos and lose their longing for home. 

Yet here was a solution. One bite of the Lotos and all troubles would 
be over forever. The price is clear: negation of all objectives. The temp
tation is irresistible particularly to souls of tired soldiers battered by the 
rough seas, exhausted and tormented by the haunting memories of a 
homeland they left many years ago. There is death here, not violent and 
sudden, but death in the embrace of oblivion, in the arresting charms of 
kindness, in pure withdrawal and imperturbability, in the betrayal of 
nostos for a salvation in the soothing comforts of quietism. The leader 
seizes the situation quickly, understands its seriousness and leaves the 
place immediately. The Lotos cannot be fought with arms; one merely 
resists it by moving on while the heart aches and the eyes shed tears. 
Without wisdom and character, the game is easily lost. 

In the Calypso episode the theme is love, a consuming passion 
dressed in divine perfection. The design is clearly to capture the hero's 
heart and divert his soul from the permanent loyalty to the awaiting 
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mate, the earthly Penelope, and the people of Ithaca, for he is their king. 
Odysseus is repeatedly tempted by love, in fact three crucial loves, rang
ing from the lusty Circe and the innocent young Nausicaa to the har
monious blend of the two, the goddess Calypso. The erotic temptation 
blossoms fully in the Calypso episode because the hero is now alone, 
and alone must he face the crisis. There are no comrades here from 
whose failure he could profit and whose death he could learn. When he 
met with the luring Circe, it was his comrades who really suffered but 
his will was hardly tempted. He tamed the contagious passion, for the 
offer was obviously carnal. With Calypso everything is exotic and the 
heart is about to break before the inviting delights of the divine female. 
The promised pleasures of perfect love were no small blessing, yet 
Odysseus chose the human form: 

She found him sitting by the water's edge: his eyes as ever clewed 
with tears at this ebbing of his precious life in vain lamentations 
after deliverance-seeing that the nymph no longer pleased his 
fancy. True, that every night he would sleep with her: he had no 
choice while he lived in her vaulted cave. Yet he was not willing, 
and she willed too much: consequently day-long he haunted the 
rocks and pebble-beaches of the island's shore, retching up his 
heart with crying and sighs and misery. his gaze fixed upon the 
desolate main through a blur of tears. 

Love has no drama in the bosom of a goddess. Perfected pleasures 
can no longer have history; to reach ideality is to render adventure 
meaningless. Man may chase perfection, but all he can hope for is to 
experience fleeting moments of heightened delight and transient victo
ries over chains of obstacles. Homer speaks for the Greek way of life 
where the nostos of man is not the attainment of total completion but to 
envisage it and appraise in its image the doings of men. In the case of 
love, not the one of erotic desire in some ideal permanence, but the 
many loves as befitting to men is what they sought to ennoble. No doubt 
Odysseus felt torn between the two soul-burning alternatives. This 
inner crisis has been eloquently expressed in Archibald MacLeish's 
poem, "Calypso's Island": 
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IV 

I know very well, goddess, she is not beautiful 
As you are: could not be. She is a woman, 
Mortal, subject to the chances: duty of 

Childbed, sorrow that changes cheeks, the tomb 
For unlike you she will grow grey, grow older, 
Grey and older, sleep in that small room. 

She is not beautiful as you, 0 golden! 
You are immortal and will never change 
And can make me immortal also ... 

. . . You give the choice 
To hold forever what forever passes, 
To hide from what will pass, forever. Moist, 

Moist are your well-stones, goddess, cool your grasses! 
And she-she is a woman with that fault 
Of change that will be death in her at last! 

Nevertheless I long for the cold, salt, 
Restless, contending sea and for the island 
Where the grass dies and the seasons alter: 

Where that one wears the sunlight for a while.2 
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Homer the poet of man and the dramatist of predicaments, gave unity 
to his epics not only through ingenious literary devices but also through 
the wisdom of theme, or even better, a theme of wisdom: human strug
gle and crisis. The Iliad has its distinctive merits, but so does the 
Odyssey, and together they embrace a universe of rising virtue in soci
ety, of intelligence and feeling exalted in memorable action. The epics 

2Archibald MacLeish, Collected Poems (New York, 1952), pp. 146-7. 
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of Wrath and Nostos enchant us with the grace of palaces, the ways of 
the Gods, the contrast of manners, the fear of destruction, the fate of 
brave warriors, the traps of temptation, the power of speech, and the 
destinies of cities. Yet, above all, there is in them a rare fascination ris
ing from the inspired quest for goals, for what renders life worth living. 
The breadth of Homer's vision of the pursuit of lofty objectives is the 
very essence of his didactic effectiveness. The reward for a life directed 
by intensely felt attachments goes beyond apparent gains, thrones and 
glories. Its nature is identical with the inner fabric of mankind: it is a 
state of a mind that has seen and understood; it is experience become 
rich with the drama of adventure in all its ultimacy and immediacy The 
reward is one of revelation of life in which human limitations are no 
longer dark prisons of confinement, but heavenly boundaries of trans
parent sobriety 

It is to this idea of ennobled experience then that we should turn to 
discover the connection between art and society in the attitude of the 
Greeks. The Homeric epics are never grasped when interpreted merely 
as art for some human society Such utilitarianism could hardly do jus
tice to their genius. It would be better to say that with Homer, society; 
for the first time, became enhanced in art and humanity came to breathe 
freely through the grandeur of the epic. Art always manages to show 
more than what man actually is in concrete situations. It reveals to soci
ety its ideal possibilities and unfolds before it the vast range of the 
human drama. Plato, the passionate lover of social perfection, wanted 
all poets banished from his polity; yet he declared Homer the educator 
of all Greece. And this he did for good reasons. The Greeks-and all that 
is Hellenic in our Western tradition-saw art as the balanced perception 
of artistic excellence and social virtue united in rational insight and clar
ified experience, which alone could then become the measure of human 
dignity and achievement. In a definite way this seems to be exactly what 
Plato's philosophy intimated to his fellow citizens. 

It is not my purpose here to comment on how much of this view was 
lost or misinterpreted by subsequent generations, including our own. 
What is of importance here is the solution which the Greeks gave to the 
problem of unity between art and society Here art and ethics-or rather 
politics, in the Aristotelian sense-are inseparable yet distinct. They 
saw clearly that in a well-ordered society moral excellence calls for 
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exalted art, and artistic creativity when wisely conducted terminates in 
consummate social vision. For the art that succeeded in doing exactly 
this they had a special name; they called it psychagogia. At the same time 
they were convinced that the poet-the artist in general-owed it to 
himself, as a spokesman for mankind, to rise to the heights of poetic 
ecstasy for the sake of bringing to the world his glimpses of precious 
beauty. Plato expressed this artistic mission better than I could ever 
hope, so I prefer to conclude with the philosopher's words: "Possession 
by the Muses, and their madness, invade a gentle and chaste soul, 
awaken it, and bewitch it with songs and all kinds of poesy; and by glo
rifying countless deeds of men of old, educate posterity." 





MYTHOS, KATHARSIS, AND 

THE PARADOX OF TRAGEDY* 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Myth occupies a central position in Aristotle's theory of tragedy. Anyone 

who wishes to examine any part of the theory must inevitably look into 

the meaning of myth, examine Aristotle's treatment in some detail and 

distinguish what he says from what modern aesthetic theories introduce 

in their analyses of the art of tragedy and the meaning of the tragic. 

A great deal has been written on the subject of mythical thought, 

how it originates, how it functions in preliterary conditions and how it 

works in literature. The findings are still open to further debate. What 

I say in this paper is not so much about the nature or mythos or the kind 

of thinking it is and what it does. My remarks are intended primarily to 

focus on how mythos is related to certain basic concepts we find in Aris

totle's Poetics as a treatise on the theory of literary production and 

tragedy, in particular. The emphasis is on the concepts of mythos, 
katharsis and on the problem referred to as the "paradox of tragedy." 

The last is discussed mainly because it has received considerable atten

tion in modern theory as an issue that was initially raised by Aristotle. 

The thesis I defend tries to tie the effects of the tragic experience to the 

over-arching political quest for the good life and the common good, and 

also to show that catharsis is irreplaceable as a means for the refinement 

of political conduct. 
My paper is not another survey of the vast literature on the concepts 

of catharsis and the tragic emotions in Aristotle. This has already been 

done by competent scholars, and with the publication of Gerald Else's 

monumental study of Aristotle's Poetics in 1957 one has an excellent 

guide to recent controversies. 1 

*Proceedings Of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, I (1985) 299-325. 
1According to William Arrowsmith, Else's is "surely the most important book on 

Aristotelian criticism in the twentieth century and one which will inevitably shape and 
alter the whole tenor of modern explication of Aristotle. See his "The Criticism of Greek 
Tragedy," Tulane Drama Review, III, No.3 (March 1959), reprinted in Tragedy: Vision and 

Form, ed. R.W Corrigan (1956), pp. 317-42; esp. p. 337, n.l. 
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One of my central purposes here is to rejoin the Poetics and the Pol
itics, but not by means of a re-interpretation of Bernays' view which 
sought to illumine the meaning of the tragic catharsis in the Poetics by 
using the celebrated passage of Bk. 8 in the Politics to construct the 
inclusive sense of medical and therapeutic purging. Actually my goal is 
to connect tragedy to the broader doctrines of practical knowledge and 
productive knowledge. To put it differently, I will try to restore the con
tinuity which Nietzsche said in his The Birth of Tragedy is not to be 
found in these two treatises, the continuity Aristotle "the moralist" had 
carelessly cast asunder. 

The approach to Aristotle's Poetics I present in this paper was first 
worked out in rough form many years ago. My circumstances at that 
time did not permit its development in detail. When G. Else published 
his study of the Poetics, I found myself closely agreeing with his inter
pretation, especially the part that makes catharsis "a feature of the struc
ture of tragedy rather than an emotional end-effect upon the spectator. "2 

It is essential to my own thesis to say that what the plays do, when pre
sented, is built into the intention of the play, and should be regarded as 
an element of the total experience that involves the perceiver, whether 
viewer or reader, The effects of the play constitute what is in essence the 
communication or didaskalia. We can, I believe defend this interde
pendence of play-viewer by saying that the pleasure proper to tragedy 
(the oikeia hedone) is one with its own integrative force and clarificatory 
power of the pitiable and fearful incidents (eleeina kai phobera) human 
beings bring about and encounter in their private and public lives. The 
best way to begin in developing my theme is to accept Else's view of 
catharsis as "a feature of the structure of tragedy," and discuss catharsis 
as a feature of myth that reveals its fullness in the process of imitation 
of an action. My objectives are to show the following: 

l. Catharsis is made part of the consciousness of the dramatis 
personae in the fulfillment of mythos. 

2. Catharsis is perceived vicariously by the spectator through 
compassionate identification with the imitated action. 

2Ibid., Preface, p. xi. 
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3. The dominant emotions are fear and pity as the psychologi
cal vehicles accompanying the display of Incidents in logical 
arrangement of peripety and recognition. 

4. The final effect is multiple clarification. 

II. MYTHOS AND ITS USES 

89 

The English word 'plot' as a translation of the Greek word 'mythos' leaves 
much to be desired; I prefer to use 'mythos' not only because it is Aris
totle's own term, but also on the ground that the ear can become suffi
ciently adjusted to accepting it as we have done in the case of other key 
words in the Poetics, viz. catharsis, hamartia, peripety, and tragedy. 

That mythos is the centerpiece in Aristotle's theory of tragedy there 
can be no doubt. To begin with, the term had been used to cover the vast 
array of circulating myths of old about gods and heroes. With the Poet
ics the term regains much of its original meaning of logos or speech, in 
which a structured account of memorable events is related and trans
muted.3 The key to this technical use of mythos are the expressions sys
tasis pragmaton (I450a 16-3I) and synthesis pragmaton (I450a 4), 
indicating that we have here an activity of composing of incidents and 
events, thoughts and characters, and other elements in a structure con
trolled by tying and untying (desis-lysis), within which a change of for
tune or situation takes place determining the outcome of the total 
development. Mythos is also called the telos, the final cause of tragedy. 
He states in I 450a 22-23: "Thus the course of events, the plot [ = the 
mythos], is the goal of tragedy, and the goal is the most important of 
all. "4 [wan: m rrpaypma Kat o J..r68os T£Aos TIJS Tpay(i)6ta<y To 6c: 
TEAOS p£y10mv arraVT(i)V]. And a few lines down we read that mythos 
is the arche, the principle and, as it were, "the soul of the art of tragedy." 

Aristotle refers to mythos as imitation of life, of action, not of partic
ular men but of human beings in action. This conception brings mythos 

3Else states that the use of mythos to refer to "structure of composition of the events, 
quite apart from their mythical states, was a fairly radical departure ... " and hence "we 
may have here an innovation by Aristotle himself." Ibid., p. 243. 

4See Met. II.2.994a 9, df. of telos: "The final cause is an end, and that sort of end which 
is not for the sake of something else, but for whose sake everything else is." 
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closer to the language of the Categories and the central books of the 
Metaphysics, on the one hand, and the Nicomachean Ethics and the Pol
itics, on the other; it ties it to the language of ousia. The mimesis is of 
the ousia of man qua praxis, not as quality Aristotle expresses the dif
ference in Poetics l450a 16, explaining why mythos is of bios, i.e. the 
public side of life, not private experiences and personal qualities. A 
closer analysis of the predicates Aristotle employs to refer to mythos qua 
praxis, deserves special attention, but it is a theme for a separate study 
However, I must mention here a predicate subsumed under the genus 
of being called "quantity" in the Categories. In the sense of "quantity," 
mythos must function in the art of tragedy as a unity with a beginning, 
middle and terminus, and be of such length as to lend itself to be gras
pable by memory The incidents that constitute the components of a 
tragic myth must be of the sort that can arouse a special type of emotion 
and yield a special type of pleasure; they are pitiable and terrible inci
dents and arranged in a way that accommodates the peripety-recogni
tion rule of involvement, development and resolution. As for a happy 
ending, the so-called "poetic justice," whereby the innocent are 
rewarded and the guilty punished at the end, this is not necessary to the 
writing of a tragedy, and Aristotle was right to chide the fourth century 
poets for resorting too frequently to such superfluities. But what is of 
the essence to the art of tragedy is that the poet must secure the logical 
binding of the incidents of a mythos by means of either necessity or 
probability, the latter being more important as it amplifies the artist's 
freedom. The key thus is the concept of pithanon, to work with incidents 
that are probable in the sense that they may occur no matter how 
unlikely In fact the more unlikely to be anticipated by the spectators the 
greater the element of surprise. 

In light of these considerations we are in a position to appreciate 
Aristotle not so much as a writer of a handbook on the art of tragedy but 
as an original thinker and innovator, a genuine theoretician of the art, 
one who arrived at some exciting views by distinguishing carefully 
between the form and content of mythos. As content, mythos points back 

to the particular myths that abounded in folk traditions and which were 
transmitted orally It would seem that Aristotle had no problem with the 
mythic tradition or the fact that the poets were using such myths as they 
found in circulation and then introducing them as tragic themes or 
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inventing devices to reshape the old. We have no indication that story
telling was practiced in restricted and codified ways to disallow varia
tions and departures from the limits of credibility. The Greeks are 
notorious for not stretching their myths to satisfy the demands of 
streamlined theology. It was freedom of religious imagination that paid 
handsome dividends; it gave license to the poets just as it kept the 
philosophers busy in their speculative swinging from chaos to order. 

What Aristotle did in this case was to identify the form of mythos 
with its erg on, i.e. to view the function of the structure regardless of con
tent, and then tie structure to what could be suitable to the mimetic art 
of poetry. This way, the structure of tragic mythos was rendered as a con
cept to be defined with reference to mythical form in general, provided 
one could identify the differentiating feature of the tragic ergon. Aristo
tle's achievement lies in giving the problem a theoretical status in his 
broader philosophy of art. 

The technical sense of mythos is a significant innovation. The reality 
it presupposes is the actions that human beings perform, the signifi
cance they have, the criteria for their evaluation and the appeal they 
exercise for emulation. Our mimetic powers re-enact real actions and 
situations through a medium, be it body movement in dance, or 
through speech as narrative, or acting as in drama. What is effected 
through mimesis is the image of the action, much like a report which is 
an account of an event: the controlled expression of a representation. 
An action, praxis, repeated in real life is but another praxis, imitated, to 
be sure, but in real ways, reproduced with consequences analogous to 
the original act. For instance, a woman kills her children in a rage of 
jealousy to punish her husband's infidelity, and thus may set an exam
ple for another woman with the same problem. This would be real 
action. But this is life, not mythos. To return to our subject, what Aris
totle says in l450a4-5 is that tragedy is the imitation of an action, and 
as such it presupposes (a) actions that have occurred or may happen in 
real life, and (b) mimetic powers. Next comes the explanation of what 
the constituent parts are: 

By mythos [ = plot] I mean here the arrangement of events, and 
the 'characters' (ethe) are those indications by virtue of which we 
say that the persons performing the action have certain moral 
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qualities, and thought' (dianoia) the passages in which by means 

of speech they try to prove some argument or else state a general 

view (5-8, tr. Else). 

Since mythos in tragedy is a structure of elements, we need to know 

what sort of imitation this structuring is and what things it ties together. 

With regard to the former, the answer would be that the model imitated 

is nature's energy to compose, not the compositions nature effects, for 

this would not be possible. If so, qua composition, mythos is not a copy

ing; rather it is novel construction, one that works with necessities and 

probabilities. With regard to the second question, what things are imi

tated through art, what elements tragedy puts together, what Aristotle 

means by the term 'pragmata' the answer is given a few lines later. 
Mythos binds together incidents, and tragedy, of which mythos is the 

main element, its soul, effects its end by integrating character, speech, 

thought, visual appearance and song composition into an artistic whole. 

Aristotle's technical use of mythos may be made clearer with the aid 

of a distinction between myths transmitted as strands of the oral tradi

tion through formulaic devices, and myths as re-worked, recreated and 

enriched by the poets. The former are public creations and belong to the 

pre-literary stage and survive through folkways. The latter are inten

tional elaborations of the former or innovations based upon them, and 

as such they constitute the body of literary myths. The distinction is 

helpful in studying the differences and similarities between the mythos 

by the people and the mythos by the poet, and how the former con

tributes to the latter's work by providing the following: (i) models of 

condensed memorable social experiences, (ii) types of drastic involve

ment, (iii) instances of crucial action with a decisive and consequential 

import, (iv) images of the vulnerable side of human existence, (v) cases 

of pitiable and terrible incidents, and (vi) examples of heroic conduct 

and public beneficence. This body of myths supplies the artistic imagi

nation with the raw material it needs to proceed with its own work. The 

literary myths are essentially transformations and enriched grades of 

public myths. 5 Homer is simply the first poet whose name has survived 

50ne can do no better than speculate on the beginnings of mythos. I tend to believe 
that man's civilized life, whatever its beginnings, was never without mythos, which I use 
here to refer to the fruits of expressing in speech the early crystallizations of social expe-
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as being the original transformer of the oral tradition that had preserved 
and continued to transmit public myths; What the carpenter does with 
prepared wood the poet does with the raw forms of public myths. Both 
transform proto-aesthetic elements into finished wholes. In a way, Plato 
was right; art is an imitation of imitation, except that the second is supe
rior to the first. By recognizing this principle, Aristotle restored the arts 
to the lofty place in the life of the polis they had always occupied for the 
glory of the gods and citizens alike. 

Ill. THE PARADOX OF TRAGEDY AS MODERN PUZZLE AND AS 

ARISTOTELIAN PROBLEM 

The "paradox of tragedy" is not an Aristotelian term although the prob
lem to which it points was known to Aristotle. We find it in the Poetics 
but not cast in the form of a paradox. As a problem it belongs to a wider 
range of responses to art where the issue is how can that which is painful 
cause pleasure. Since the painful covers a wide range of unpleasant 
experiences, including that which appears ugly to us, the issue is how 
to explain a pleasant consequence from an unpleasant source. The tragic 
emotion is sui generis pleasant, and proper only to this art (oiheia 
hedone) . 

. . . one must not seek any and every kind of pleasure from 
tragedy, but the one proper to it. And since it is the pleasure that 
comes from pity and fear by means of imitation which the poet 
should try to produce, it is clear that this must be built into the 
plot. (I453b II-IS, tr. G. Else). 

The extant text makes it clear that tragic pleasure comes from pity 
and fear as elicited from the occurrence of pitiable and terrible incidents 

rience, of consciousness of events in group life. Mythos emerges as a firm form of bond
ing of the raw materials of human life elevated to the level of articulateness so that they 
can maintain diachronic and interpersonal continuity, which is one way of developing 
the natural power of memory. Through mythos human beings transmute their group exis
tence into a public image. Because of this structural power, mythos is also a proto-aes
thetic, proto-scientific, and proto-religious form of life. If so, public life, which is also 
civilized life, was never non-aesthetic, non-cognitive and non-ceremonial. 
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brought together in proper arrangement through the imitation of an 
action. We must exclude from what is pitiable and terrible such inci
dents as may effect horror, because this is not "tragic" fear. Of course 
there are people who derive pleasure from viewing or doing horrible 
deeds or having them done unto themselves, but the attendant emo
tions have nothing to do with the pleasure we associate with tragedy. 
For aside from excluding "love of mankind" (to philanthropon), pleas
ure from horror runs counter to the tragic sort; it is derived from actions 
unrelated to pitiable and fearful events. As such the emotions of pity and 
fear are painful, whether caused by real or "tragic" incidents. Only the 
process of imitation of incidents brought about by the action imitated 
in mythos, and with the aid of the other elements, can transmute pain 
into pleasure. Two things are of importance here: (a) the pleasantness of 
mimesis as such, and (b) the beauty effected by art in the object, i.e., the 
aesthetic result as unity, symmetry. order and completion of the inci
dents utilized in the development of imitation. Thus what art discloses 
in the case of tragedy differs from the way painful events occur in life. 
As for the specific character of the tragic pleasure, the position Aristo
tle takes is to call it proper in the sense that it is tied to a special kind of 
activity, the mimetic, one that is distinguishable from other mimetic 
activities not only in life but also in art (1448b 8-19).6 

There is an enormous body of literature that covers a rather simple 
yet peculiar problem, one that is as old as classical Greek poetry and 
which eventually came to be known as the "paradox of tragedy." The 
coinage is modern. The discussion on the problem in most cases was 
carried out in conjunction with the attempt to clarify the concept of 
catharsis. R. Wellek observes: 

Almost as important as the 18th century breakdown of the uni
ties and the shift to character analysis were the new conceptions 
of the effects of tragedy. The Aristotelian version of catharsis 
seems not to have been understood except by specialists. What 
interested the time was the question of why we derive pleasure 

from tragedy, joy from grief. The purgation of pity and fear was 
talked about, but interpreted not to mean purgation at all and not 

6Nicomachean Ethics, ll75a 2l-ll76a 29, where oikeia hedone occurs 8 times; for 
the oikeia hedone in epic poetry, see Poetics, l459a 19. 
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to refer to both pity and fear. Tragedy was increasingly consid
ered simply a means of arousing pity.7 
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In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche gave the paradox of tragedy an 
extreme formulation to be found nowhere in the works of classical 
tragedy, and hence it would be futile to expect to experience in classi
cal tragedy what Nietzsche has claimed. The problem cannot be 
ignored, and in this connection Aristotle was right to point out that an 
experience of pain, insofar as it produces pleasure, is a special situation 
that calls for an explanation. But Nietzsche put the emotion in a radi
cally different perspective.8 There is a key quotation in Nietzsche's The 
Birth of Tragedy where he describes the "attentive friend" or cultivated 
spectator. 

He beholds the transfigured world of the stage and nevertheless 
denies it. He sees the tragic hero before him in epic clearness and 
beauty and nevertheless rejoices in his annihilation. He compre
hends the action deep down, and yet likes to flee into the incom
prehensible. He feels the actions of the hero to be justified, and 
is nevertheless still more elated when these actions annihilate 
their agent. He shudders at the sufferings which will befall the 
hero, and yet anticipates in them a higher, much more overpow
ering joy. He sees more extensively and profoundly than ever, 
and yet wishes he were blind. 9 

7See R. Wellek, A History of Criticism, v. I, p. 118. Wellek offers a valuable discussion 
of G. Campbell, Burke, james, Hume and others. For material relevant to the paradox in 
Hume, Schopenhauer and other philosophers, see also W Kaufmann, Tragedy and Phi
losophy (1968) Ch, 9, p. 2961. Hume's formulation of the paradox of tragedy is of par
ticular interest: "It seems an unaccountable pleasure, which the spectators of a 
well-wrote tragedy receive from sorrow, terror, anxiety, and other passions, which are in 
themselves disagreeable and uneasy." The solution he offers is that "tragedy is an imita
tion, and imitation is always of itself agreeable." Again: "The passion, tho', perhaps, nat
urally, and when excited by the simple appearance of a real object, it may be painful; yet 
is so smoothed, and by the finer arts, that it affords the highest entertainment." (Quoted 
in W Kaufmann, op.cit., pp. 287-9). 

8Nietzsche refers to the Aristotelian catharsis as "the pathological discharge." The 
Birth of Tragedy, section 22, p. 132. (1969, tr. W Kaufmann). For a recent discussion on 
Nietzsche's response to the Poetics, see M.S. Silk and J.P. Stern, Nietzsche on Tragedy 
(1981), Ch. 8, pp. 225-38 

9The Birth of Tragedy, section 22, p. 131. 
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This and other passages in The Birth of Tragedy may serve to illus
trate Nietzsche's harsh critique of Aristotle's theory of tragedy, but the 
analysis of the merits of his arguments I must postpone for a separate 
study What is of special interest in this case is that Nietzsche not only 
took the entire issue out of its Aristotelian setting and gave it a different 
twist, but went beyond the classical conception of the tragic in order to 
assign to the concept an inclusive range and a metaphysical meaning. 
With Nietzsche, we have the legitimation of the expression "the tragic 
sense of life." 

The interminable discussions on the meaning of the Aristotelian 
catharsis were also interpretations of the paradox of tragedy in the sense 
that they sought to illuminate the problem of the emergence of tragic 
pleasure from painful antecedents. The French twentieth century poet 
Paul Valery added a special insight to the mystery of the issue, especially 
through his effort to associate tragic joy and the return from emotion to 
understanding: 

... I know of nothing more exalted in the annals of the aesthetic

in-action than what the Greeks did when, putting on the stage 
the most hideous stories in the world, they imposed on them all 
the purity and perfection of a form that insensibly communi
cates, to the spectator of the crimes and baleful act shown to him, 
an inexplicable feeling of watching these dreadful disorders with 
a godlike eye ... Between us and horror are interposed the power 
of intellectual awareness and the rich combinations of creative 
sensibility, and we can always return from emotion to under
standing, from disproportion to proportion, from the excep
tional to the normal, and from disordered nature to the 
unchanging presence of the profound order of the world. 10 

It will take our discussion too far afield to relate in some detail how 
Valery's explanation differs from Aristotle's, notwithstanding the for
mer's deep appreciation of the classical conception of order as a control
ling notion in the experience of the tragic. The idea of resolution is there 
but the metaphysical differences remain. Aside from the unwarranted 

10The Art of Poetry (1958), pp. 239-40. 
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assumption that the Athenian spectators were all equipped with a god
like eye, missing is the controlled context of Aristotle's analysis of the 
paradox. But more of this later. 

In more recent times we come across two writers whose views 
deserve mention here for the renewed effort they make to put the para
dox of tragedy in perspective: Henry Alonzo Myers and D. 0. Raphael. 
Myers refers to "the superficial paradox of tragedy," which he claims we 
can escape by maintaining that "tragedy is more than a spectacle of 
evil," and by considering "what the further element is and how it brings 
us pleasure." 11 What seems to be a paradox is that "the misfortunes of 
men like ourselves excite such unpleasant feelings as pity and terror, 
and yet the total effect of tragedy is pleasing." Aristotle recognizes "this 
apparent paradox" but, according to Myers, "he fails to explain it." The 
criticism may or may not convince the reader, depending on one's 
understanding of the Poetics, but Myers has an answer of his own which 
he bases on "the tragic attitude toward value." The "tragic" is for him 
more than an aesthetic concept, just as tragedy is more than "a specta
cle of evil"; it stands for the tragic attitude, which presumably Aristotle 
did not have. This new element replaces the superficial paradox and 
serves to explain the profundity of this pleasure. He writes: 

... it is this power to universalize-to present a tragic hero as 
the representative of mankind-which finally fits us, as we wit
ness the rise and fall of a man like ourselves, above envy and pity, 
filling us with a sense of an all-pervasive justice which brings to 
every man equal measure of suffering and joy.12 

The generalized moral framework is too obvious to need special com
ment. However, it is true that Aristotle did not have a tragic attitude 
toward value nor would he call the issue which in later times was cast 
in the form of a paradox "superficial."13 

ll Tragedy, A View of Life (Cornell, 1956). 
12Ibid. p. 47. 
13]. Stolnitz In his Aesthetics and Philosophy of Art Criticism (1969), agrees partly 

with Myers: see ch. 11, "Ugliness in Art," section two, "The Paradox of Tragedy," esp. pp. 
279-91. He refers to "the tragic aspect of human existence," but pays no attention of "the 
formal structure of tragedy to help resolve the paradox" (p. 291). 
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D.O. Raphael published in 1960 a brief book titled The Paradox of 
Tragedy, thus adding to the currency of the expression. In the first chap

ter titled "Why Does Tragedy Please?" the issue was stated in the form of 

the question "Why does one receive satisfaction from seeing the repre

sentation of misery?" Without the benefit of argument, the author sug

gests that Aristotle's answer was couched "in medical terms," and the 

thesis hidden in his treatment is that tragedy "effects through pity and 

fear the catharsis of such emotions." Professor Raphael's intention was to 

free the concept of catharsis from psychological criticism. He takes the 

paradox seriously and offers what he believes is the proper solution to it, 

i.e. one that does justice to Aristotle's aesthetics as well. Thus his purpose 

is to show that in tragedy that satisfaction is aesthetic and is effected 

through tragic beauty; which he calls "a species of the sublime." 

The inner conflict of tragedy is between the two forms of the sub

lime, the awe-inspiring strength of necessity and the grandeur d' 
ame which inspires admiration. Each triumphs on its own plane, 

but the triumph of the human spirit is the more elevating. And 

that is why the tragic fate of the hero gives us satisfaction. 14 

It may be argued that Raphael modifies the Kantian concept of the 

sublime to accommodate A. C. Bradley's insights concerning the rela

tionship between the sublime and the tragic, and also to formulate a 

view which preserves the aesthetic basis of tragedy while making it pos

sible to hold the position that catharsis pertains to the emotions of pity 

and fear. Actually, Raphael's view is a re-iteration of the traditional read

ing of Aristotle's expression para ten doxan, one that is responsible for 

the converting of what was originally a problem into a paradox. The 

passage where the expression occurs is the closest we ever get to what 

is suggested as a "paradox." G. Else renders the passage as follows: 

Imitation is not only of a complete action but of events replete 

with fear and pity ... brought about most particularly [and 

more] when they happen contrary to our expectation (yet) 

because of each other. 15 

14The Paradox of Tragedy (Bloomington, 1960), p. 28. 
15Poetics 9. l452a l-4. 
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The expression 'para ten doxan' simply means "contrary to what we 
believe is reasonable to expect." As such it refers only to the particular 
incidents proper to the mythos in tragedy, i.e. to pitiable and terrible 
events. The expression is not used to convey a special relationship 
between tragic events and the tragic emotion. The topic Aristotle cov
ers with the expression "contrary to expectation" is a subsidiary theme 
in the analysis of the elements in the plot and in connection with the 
viewer's normal or usual perception of comparable incidents as 
expected to occur in life. This expectation is shattered or frustrated by 
the manner in which familiar incidents as encountered in real life are 
handled in tragic arrangements. The result is one of surprise and shock 
because of the seemingly irrational twist which incidents take within 
the pattern of the tragic plot. By means of each other and taken together 
these incidents further surprise us when we discover that they can enter 
into a hitherto unsuspected cause-effect relationship and exhibit a logic 
of their own. G. Else correctly notes that "the requirement that the out
come be unexpected (but logical) is at the basis of his [Aristotle's] con
cept of the complex plot." 16 

I am therefore inclined to conclude that the paradox of tragedy is a 
modern problem due to miscasting a special problem concerning the 
sequential order of events in the mythos and in conjunction with 'normal' 
ways of perceiving actual events. There is no doubt that Aristotle is fully 
aware of the apparent incongruence between two emotions, the pain due 
to the "utilized" incidents and the pleasure which is proper to tragedy 
However, he does not treat the relationship as one of paradox. He views 
it only as a problem in poetic theory; it arises in connection with the spe
cial class of art objects whose content is thematically distasteful but 
whose impact on the viewer is aesthetically pleasant. The solution to the 
problem, as the case of tragedy shows, lies in the fact that the tragedian 
does not start out with pitiable and fearful incidents in the raw or with 
painful incidents artistically imagined. The artist's work commences 
with mythos, that is an initial complex of features whose compositional 
pattern develops and completes itself in the activity of making. This sort 
of work life cannot and does not do because in life the pitiable and terri
ble things occur unaffected by artistic intentions and aesthetic expecta-

16G. Else, Aristotle's Poetics, p. 331. 
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tions. Nature and life make things happen but not as tragedians or 
painters or sculptors, and certainly not as statesmen do. In short, the 
incidents with which the tragedians work are ab initio transformed for 
their use in mythos by virtue of their having been selected by the artists' 
imaginative power. Hence their function is to contribute to the special 
effect Aristotle calls "the proper pleasure of tragedy" 17 

IV. CATHARSIS AND THE TRAGIC EMOTIONS 

In Poetics 6 I 449b 27-28 we read: 

... carrying to completion, through a course of events involving 
pity and fear, the purification of those painful or fatal acts which 
have that quality (tr. G. Else). 

Logically the term 'catharsis' can refer to either of two things: pathemata 
or eleos and phobos. If so, catharsis is something that happens either to 
pity and fear or to the incidents that have the qualities that are pitiable 
and fearful, that is incidents pointing to acts that are destructive and 
painful. As is well known, the great controversy is about the meaning of 
the referent. With Else and others; I side with the reading of incidents 
or sufferings the personae undergo or do, e.g. hatred, murder, injury, 
insult, deception, and the like, acts that bring about a radical change in 
one's initial situation. With the alteration of the normal course of life, 
there comes a chain of consequences with shattering effects which in 
turn determine the development of the plot. 

Once we exclude the reading that makes catharsis refer to the emo
tions of pity and fear, we can ask the proper questions about these emo
tions. The first that comes to mind is whose emotions are they? We have 
three choices: (a) they are felt by the personae portrayed in the mimetic 
acts, (b) they are felt exclusively by the spectators, or (c) they are felt 
mainly by the personae as responses to the incidents and only secondar
ily by the spectators as responses modified by the consciousness of aes
thetic distance and suspension of disbelief. 18 

17Poetics, ch. 17, l453b 25. 
18G. Else has questioned the relevance of the concept of aesthetic distance in the case 
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Else's significant contribution was to demonstrate the case for "b," 
by making catharsis a distinct feature of the structure of tragedy. The 
results of recent scholarship point to the conviction that we can give sat
isfactory answers to the questions we have raised without danger of mis
reading the texts or introducing alien premises. To the question of 
whether the tragic emotions and the effect of catharsis can belong 
simultaneously to the personae (and by implication to the mythos) and 
to spectators as well, I think we can give an affirmative answer. 

While the unfolding of the so-called tragic events, or events-inci
dents suitable to a tragic mythos take place, it should be supposed that 
neither we as spectators nor the personae portrayed on stage fully under
stand where the mythos is going, and more importantly, whether the per
sonae can in fact prevent anything, the possibility of the effort to do so 
notwithstanding. Along with the personae we find ourselves in the grip 
of an inevitability whose causes and deeper logic lie outside the limits 
of direct comprehension and this because we have no access to a higher 
plateau from which to view detachedly from above the events as they 
sweep us along their course. And while they unfold, affecting both per
sonae and our perception, our sensibility, the undergoings take place 
actively and passively. 

The sweeping force belongs to the total event involving drama and 
viewer, and neither the spectators, nor the personae, nor the chorus can 
do more than what is theirs to bear. What we mean is this: personae, cho
rus and spectators, all from their distinctive position, are locked in their 
own frame of comprehension whose limits vary with the unfolding of 
the incidents and the pressure of the changing intensity of the tragic 
emotions of pity and fear. As a result no party can rise at any moment 
during the unfolding of the events to the heights of an Olympian view 
to attain the full glance from above, the sort the gods have in Odyssey 
Book l. "We." the personae or the chorus, may come to grasp whatever 
we may be able to see fully and wholly but only after all the pertinent 
events are earned out, completed. The fate of the personae is shown and 
sealed in full daylight, as it were, with the admission of responsibility 
and acceptance of consequences. It is then and only then that the pieces 

of the tragic emotions. He writes: "Aristotle nowhere emphasizes this factor of 'aesthetic 
distance'; he harps instead on the directness and immediacy of the dramatic form and the 
likeness of the tragic hero to us." Op. cit., p. 448, n. 133. 
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come together. All those painful events inevitably take place and have 
to occupy their proper position in the sequence of "sufferings" as 
though arranged by some invisible logic operating through the nature 
of human life once certain commitments and decisions are put into 
motion. 

As the "end" approaches the hidden order gains in transparency, but 
the revealing and the understanding it grants could not have taken on 
pertinence and depth without the aid of certain emotions indispensable 
to the personae. Significantly enough, the sharing in the quality of these 
emotions is a condition for the genuine and vicarious identification with 
the fate of the personae and the experiencing of their agonizing pain. 
Hence the essential function of pity and fear for the viewers is to help 
understand how these tragic emotions are transmitted and communi
cated. Not only do they keep the spectators on edge and the personae in 
agitation, they also cause our attention to operate at so high a pitch of 
receptivity as to be profoundly affected by the perceived events .. These 
emotions, as they persist through the unfolding of the incidents; pro
vide the psychic substance for the connecting we need to make in order 
to persevere in 'our identification with the action imitated on stage. 

For the spectator, the emotions are also the aids to perceive in vicar
ious involvement what is happening to the personae, just as the per
sonae, in a primary sense, experience the emotions as they act out the 
events which their decisions bring about and affect their stations in 
"life." What is true about the personae is also true for the chorus. What 
is therefore often left out of accounts of the function of the tragic emo
tions is that they operate in distinctive ways for the personae and the 
spectators. The distinction is between primary and derivative functions, 
the latter being the proper ones for the spectator. It is therefore a mis
take to try to explain what catharsis and the related emotions of fear and 
pity do by using the spectator as the sale or the main testing agency 
Aristotle's theory of tragedy was basically a theory of the productive 
process of a given techne, not a psychology of the aesthetic response of 
the viewer of tragedies. I should return to this theme. 

As the drama on stage draws to its close, the logic of the incidents, 
the hidden connections and links, the causes and consequences that tie 
the events together in what was initially an unsuspected pattern, a 
mythos in the making, is now fully displayed before all parties, the per-
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sanae, the chorus and the spectators. It is there to be seen fully and 
wholly, as if we were suddenly granted for a moment the privileged posi
tion of the Olympian glance, the spectator being fortunate for having 
lived the incidents only vicariously 

What, then, can be said about the emotions of pity and fear, once the 
grace of the Olympian glance has raised the entire theater to the fullness 
of knowing, of rendering intelligible the particular mythos? The emo
tions persist in a qualified sense. Their intensity is lessened in the minds 
of the viewers once the performance is over. The emotions have done 
their work as elements of the experience by assisting in the birth of 
tragic wisdom in the viewer, by opening new vistas to the wondrous 
nature of humanity They have sustained the effort to find a wisdom that 
finds its highest function in the political quest: the pursuit of the com
mon good, and as such it receives its honored place in the art and sci
ence of the good life. The catharsis as a feature of the mythos has done 
its work by effecting a clarification in the cumulative effect of the expe
rience in the spectator: it has contributed to the emergence of the les
sons and insights into the hidden logos lurking in the dark regions of 
human motives and commitments as they terminate in praxis. 

What, then, is this catharsis in the spectator as distinguished from 
the primary catharsis as a feature in the process of the mythos for the ful
fillment of its structure? In the first place, it is of the essence that we rec
ognize its derivative character so that it is no longer confused with the 
primary sense of catharsis. I am fully prepared to accept Else's interpre
tation and exclude the meanings of purgation and purification whether 
of emotions or anything else, whether in the play or in the spectator. It 
is only by so doing that we can void all those claims about catharsis as 
moral, intellectual, medical, religious, or aesthetic, inter alia. 

I introduce at this point the term 'political' not so much to propose 
a new theory of catharsis to discuss what happens in the play or in the 
viewer, but to isolate a basic component operating as part of the "final 
cause" in the art of tragedy and its experience. I am provisionally step
ping aside from the text of the Poetics in order to see what the activity 
Aristotle analyzes in this work has to do with the rest of his philosophy 

of human nature, especially his Ethics and Politics, and in connection 
with the De Anima. With the aid of the concept of catharsis, pity and 
fear, mythos and its incidents, the other elements of the tragedy, the the-
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ater and the spectators, we cover a wide ground to be sure. What 
emerges through their cooperation is a tragic experience, and without 
intending to subtract the least from its aesthetic, intellectual, religious 
and other aspects it is still correct to call attention to the possibility of 
doing fuller justice to it by viewing it as being political. 

There is one more hurdle to face: the use of catharsis in the Politics 
Book VIII: 

We accept the division of melodies proposed by certain philoso
phers into ethical melodies, melodies of action, and passionate 
or inspiring melodies ... Music should be studied, not for the 
sake of money but of many benefits, that is to say, with a view to 
(l) education; (2) purgation (the word 'purgation' we use at pres
ent without explanation, but when hereafter we speak of poetry; 
we will treat the subject with more precision); music may also 
serve (3) for intellectual enjoyment, for realization and for recre
ation after exertion ... In education the most ethical modes are 
to be preferred, but in listening to the performances of others we 
may admit the modes of action and passion also. For feelings 
such as pity and fear, or, again, enthusiasm, exist very strongly 
in some souls, and have more or less influence over all. Some 
persons fall into a religious frenzy, whom we see as a result of the 
sacred melodies-when they have used the melodies that excite 
the soul to mystic frenzy-restored as though they had found 
healing and purgation. 19 

The word 'catharsis' in this passage clearly refers to the effects of 
song, and particularly religious songs. Each type of song, ethical, prac
tical and enthusiastic, "contributes to education and to catharsis" but 
what the term means beyond its present use, Aristotle anticipates, will 
be stated more clearly in the Poetics, a promise, if we judge on the basis 
of the extant texts, he did not fulfill. In the Poetics, Aristotle mentions 
the catharsis effected through enthusiastic music; this is cathartic 
music. It is played on the flute and produces a harmless joy and pleas
ure. Hence we can understand it as being religious in the sense of relief 

19Po!iticsVIII. 7, l34lb32-l342a l2 (tr. B.jowett). 



Mythos, Katharsis, and the Paradox of Tragedy 105 

and calm that follows the violent excitement in telestic rites which use 
sacred melodies in dance songs (orgia). The rites end in curing (iatreia) 
and purgation (katharsis). 

The religious catharsis qua therapy is distinctly different from the 
catharsis effected in the tragic art in the following ways: (a) Tragedy dif
fers from the performance of dance by god-possessed persons. (b) The 
tragic emotions and the events-incidents which elicit these feelings are 
components of mythos, and as such they involve character, thought, dic
tion and other parts, fully developed as a whole play and acted before 
the viewers. The fact that Aristotle did not explain tragic catharsis in the 
quoted passage from the Politics should not mislead us into believing 
that he did not identify the political significance of the role of catharsis 
in tragedy. We know from Politics 133 7 a that "the purpose of education, 
like that of art generally, is simply to copy nature by making her defi
ciencies good." 20 And so it is with the deficiencies of students and the 
citizens, their activities and their constitutions. In fact we find in the last 
two books of his Politics the kind of blueprint for education needed by 
any type of constitution to make "nature's deficiencies good." Accord
ingly, the deviant types of states can hardly profit from Aristotle's blue 
print since the common good is not their dominant concern. But that is 
another matter. 

Perhaps the key that unlocks for us the deeper connection between 
the political good and the benefit the spectator derives from the tragic 
experience may be found in the qualities that Aristotle regards as being 
pertinent to the tragic emotion of pity: to philanthropon, love of human
ity: "pity and fear are directed towards certain kinds of men who suffer 
misfortune, to philanthropon is directed towards any man who suffers 
misfortune, just as such." 21 Without this capacity for the philanthropon 
the emotion of pity would lack direction and hence its effectiveness in 
the mythos would lose its force. 

20Translated in E. Barker, The Politics of Aristotle (Oxford: 1962), p. 331. 
21Else, op.cit., p. 369, italics in the text. Else has discussed the concept of the philan

thropon in the Poetics in detail and with reference to leading interpretations, in Chapter 
13, esp., pp:368-7a: His position is summarized In the following: "the philanthropon 
means a relatively generalized and indiscriminate fellow-feeling for humanity ... We can 
perhaps define it, therefore, as a diffuse disposition to sympathize with others, which 
when refined by judgement can become real pity." (p. 370). 
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Given the broader base of fellow-feeling for humanity, the tragic poet 

utilizes this common and pervasive dynamis to tighten the structure of 

the incidents that will arouse the special emotions of pity and fear. There 

are, however, certain requirements he must meet when shaping the 

character of the personae; they issue forth from an understanding of how 

human beings normally behave in civilized life, particularly as capable 

of feeling pity and fear, emotions at once self-directed and other

directed. Pity for the man who suffers undeservedly comes with the real

ization that what happens or may happen to others might happen to us; 

fear is felt for one who suffers and is like us, for we are instantly alerted 

to the Possibility that we also may suffer that which is about to happen 

to others like us. The tragedian assumes similarities that provide com

munity bonds in the spectators as he shapes the ethos of the tragic per
sonae. Thus the two requirements, i.e. that the personae be neither 
villains nor saints, and the incidents be of a certain sort, restrict the 

tragedian to types whose actions must stay within the orbit of social 

conduct capable of elementary philanthropia. As spectators we may still 

feel a degree of philanthropia toward saints and villains, but when 

viewed as personae in the play, they do not and cannot induce the req

uisite pitch of intensity to sustain the arousal of pity and fear. Once 

again, the occurrence of the tragic emotions is testimony to the fact that 

the dramatist consciously addresses the social side of the viewer in order 

that he may heighten his political sensibility and responsiveness to 

humanity in general. 
There is another and perhaps equally subtle contribution the expe

rience of tragedy makes in this regard. In the ordinary flow of daily 

affairs neither pity nor fear are given the opportunity to emerge with the 

intensity and clarity they do as responses to the developing action of the 

tragic spectacle at the theater. When threatening incidents or pitiable 

events strike close to home, we have neither the time nor enough 

detachment to put in perspective the impact of the facts and keep our 

emotions in proper measure. Rarely do the events in real life occur in 

ways that can arouse feelings of pity and fear as experienced at the level 

of intensity and clarity that tragedy affords. If tragedy copies the inci
dents of human nature, it does so with a purpose, "by making nature's 

deficiencies good." Therefore, in their social immediacy, pity and fear 

remain deficient as responses when left to the accidents of daily routine. 
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But as tragic emotions they contribute uniquely to the political educa
tion of the community The effected catharsis introduces opportunity 
for emotional ennoblement. As attainment, the catharsis is neither pur
gation nor purification; rather, it is a special kind of understanding that 
bonds the emotions to their undergirding rationality 

The structuring of the mythos with the proper selection of ethos, inci
dents, peripety and recognition, pity and fear as tragic emotions reach 
new heights. The total order of all the elements show their rationale 
with luminous clarity These considerations support the claim that the 
tragic experience is profoundly and inescapably political. Furthermore, 
only qua politics and endowed with philanthropia is the spectator able to 
profit fully from the lessons catharsis brings by clearing the path that 
leads to the attainment of the Olympian glance. Without the dialectic 
that political conduct promotes, without the intelligent participation in 
the affairs of the political community, attending dramatic performances 
never amounts to more than amusement, a thrilling experience, an hour 
of entertainment to relieve us from the monotony of diurnal chores. 

Aristotle, when introducing distinctions to discuss the art of making 
tragedies, gave ample evidence that he was careful not to hypostatize the 
factors he identified either in the process of making or in that of expe
riencing the performance of the plays. It would seem inappropriate to 
isolate a distinct element, such as the moral, intellectual, religious, or 
any other, with which to identify the essence of catharsis. Catharsis 
itself is but one of the elements needed to complete the structure of 
mythos. An adequate analysis must therefore proceed on the assumption 
that what the spectacle of tragedy offers is a unified organic experience. 
That tragedy contains intellectual, moral and other such components is 
hardly a mystery However, we must include the political when trying 
to understand the totality of the tragic. Knowing what we do of the 
Greeks it would be most surprising to discover that they had left the 
political concern out of the experience. 

I would like to state the connection in a more convincing way, by 
making use of the interdependence of the arts. We have it that drama
turgy is a special case of poesis and that tragedy occupies a place of its 
own in the spectrum of the poetic arts. What is predicated of techne in 
general is predicated of poesis and therefore of tragedy The series pro
vides a secure guide to identify the meanings of Aristotle's terms that 
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relate the uses of tragedy to the aims and functions of art in general. The 

ergon of tragedy is such that it cannot function in ways counter to the 

ends of the arts and the sciences. Aristotle also told us that the most 

inclusive art is the art of the good life, and here the same condition 

obtains as it does for all works of art: 

There is no art which is not a rationally creative state of mind, 

nor any such state of mind which is not an art ... 

Art, then, as we have said, is a creative state of mind under 

the guidance of true reason; and its opposite poor art, is a cre

ative state of mind under the guidance of poor reason. 22 

In writing the Poetics Aristotle remained faithful to his own directives. 

What emerges clearly from our reading of this treatise is the treatment 

of the factors that determine the writing of a good tragedy. Being an art, 

it is a creative state of mind and must therefore structure the mythos 

under the guidance of true reason. 

If the comprehensive art in the architectonic of the arts and sciences 

is the art and science of the good life, it would seem odd if tragedy did 

not contribute to the ends of the art of politics. What the oiheia hedone, 

the proper pleasure of tragedy, gives is ultimately tied to the same pleas

ure the attainment of eudaimonia brings. At this point aesthetics and 

politics interlock without losing their distinct character, and they func

tion in mutual support as coordinate pursuits in the ennoblement of 

humanity. 

V. A CONCLUDING NOTE ON POLITICAL CATHARSIS 

Professor G. Else has suggested that the controversy over catharsis 

should perhaps be viewed with the prospect of terminating the endless 

discussions it has generated over the years, and even "be declared offi

cially closed and debarred."23 There may be good reason to honor the 

suggestion though it is quite unlikely that scholars will be persuaded to 

cease and desist. There are issues that still await full illumination if only 

22Nicomachean Ethics, IViv, ll40a ll-23. 
230p. cit., p. 225. 
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because the framework of values characteristic of modern culture has 
forced upon us modes of sensibility the ancients did not share and prob
ably would not find engaging. The problem before us is not so much the 
determination of Aristotle's conception of catharsis in its original con
text, but how to draw attention to the complex nature of the effects 
dramaturgy had on the cultural outlook of the classical conception of 
life. 

The issues that Aristotle's text continues to raise before us reach 
beyond the concerns of philology. They alert us to vital problems we 
face in civilized life, and by so doing lead us to reconsider the adequacy 
of our conception of the broader function of art that the puristic tenden
cies in modern aesthetics sought to justify. Reservations towards social 
criticism in the arts perhaps would not have caused so much reaction 
from so many quarters had the place of art the Greeks assigned to it in 
the life of the polis been more fully understood. The present paper is 
essentially an attempt to draw attention to the political significance of 
the art of dramaturgy by re-opening the question of the meaning of 
catharsis and the role of the tragic pleasures in what is clearly a promi
nently public experience with edifying intent. 24 

It was Nietzsche, I believe, who forced the point of giving primacy to 
myth over catharsis, although for different reasons, which have since 

24R. Kuhns has defended this view by taking a somewhat different approach to the 
concept of catharsis in relationship to mythos. I am in agreement with his balanced 
account of tragic pleasure, apprehension of dramatic truths and political conduct: "The 
knowledge of what one is and what the human condition is (assuming this is of the order 
of truths revealed by tragic drama) is something the average man cannot cope with, for 
that knowledge is disturbing ... to all but the true philosopher. Thus the effect of tragic 
drama must be something more than the revelation of a truth, no matter how profound 
that truth may be. It must prepare the spectator to know that truth and to deal with the 
effect such knowledge will have. The process which is referred to as catharsis is an indis
pensable means to the acceptance of this truth, for it embraces a sequence of emotional 
states which conduct the beholder through a concern for self to and acceptance of the 
guilty hero. It places him in a position to understand the role of the polis in the reconcil
iation which must be accorded such men." The House, the City and the judge (N.Y., 1962), 
p.l26. See also the balanced judgement on the relationship of mythos and catharsis in 
H.D.F. Kitto's essay 'Catharsis" in The Classical Tradition, Literary and Historical Studies 
In Honor of Harry Caplan, ed., Luitpold Wallach (Cornell University Press, 1966), pp. 
133-4 7. Where I differ with Kuhns is in his emphasis on catharsis. I am inclined to say, 
with Else, that the center of gravity lies in mythos, the completion of which in tragic 
drama carries with it the effecting of catharsis in the sense I have tried to elucidate in this 
paper. 
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come under heavy criticism. His thesis, summarized in such pithy 

remarks as "only a horizon ringed about with myths can unify cul

ture .... the disappearance of tragedy also spelled disappearance of 

myth," and that tragedy "could be reborn only when science had at last 

been pushed to its limits, and, faced with these limits, been forced to 

renounce its claim to universal validity," have found a sympathetic ear in 

the twentieth century and been defended in a great variety of ways. 

Regardless of the philosophy behind it, the priority Nietzsche assigned 

to myth over catharsis brought him closer to Aristotle than he had real

ized. But whereas Aristotle saw mythos as a vehicle to serve the aesthetic 

expectations as well as the enhancement of political consciousness, Niet

zsche found in it the key to the metaphysics of the "will to power." On 

the other hand, the deeper connection between the demise of myth and 

the decline or death of tragedy, has gained many adherents in this cen

tury. As a topic it has received considerable attention but it still awaits a 

more thorough treatment. Catharsis, tragic and otherwise, can and has 

served many ends. Recognition of this plurality of functions brought in 

its wake a variety of interpretations; there is a medical as well as an eth

ical aspect to catharsis, yet both are more fully understood within the 

political dimension where ethics and medicine play supportive roles. 

Man, as Aristotle says, is by nature a political animal, a view that makes 

ethics a chapter in politics. Hence ethical and medical catharsis are not 

enough to cover the same terrain this concept did in antiquity. If cathar

sis is best understood when seen politically, so is myth. 

The supreme function of catharsis (tragic or otherwise) is to effect 

sophrosyne, the compromises or distorted versions of the public effects 

of virtue, often mistaken as states of success and power. Tragic cathar

sis is a cleansing of all diseased elements that if left unattended distort 

sophrosyne, and hence compromise our idea of well-being. 

Athenian tragedy aimed at inducing sophrosyne at a time when this 

virtue had become vital and central to the preservation of moderation 

in a constitution that demanded the active participation of all citizens 

in the pursuit of the common good. Tragedy was summoned to life by 

political praxis and gradually declined with the weakening of the con

sciousness that sustained it. The withering of the polis signaled the dis

membering of mythos, and not being a god, mythos could not resurrect 

itself. 



TRAGIC VISION AND PHILOSOPHIC THEORIA 
IN CLASSICAL GREECE 1 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The ancient Greeks were fully aware of the affinity between tragic 
poetry and philosophic thinking. Although the relationships between 
these two basic pursuits of the classical mind are far too intricate to be 
discussed within the limits of a brief essay, at least certain essential 
aspects that help us understand the points of convergence between 
tragic vision and philosophic theoria can be explored with some hope 
of success. The thesis of this paper is that there was a unified and inte
grated set of ideals expressed through the works of artists, poets, ora
tors, lawgivers, statesmen and philosophers of Greece. More specifically, 
the purpose here is to understand in what ways philosopher and trage
dian ultimately addressed themselves to the same lofty concern and 
served the same goal: to illumine the condition of man and set the lim
its of man's aspiration to perfection. 

The universe of the poets and that of the philosophers, despite their 
rhetorical differences and ways of approaching the wonders and splen
dors of man and nature, were one and the same cosmos. Emotional 
thought and rational passion both were considered gateways leading 
directly to the citadel of wisdom, to understanding being and becom
ing. As enterprises with special educational claims, tragic poetry and 
philosophic prose were alike pursuing the quest for harmony in the 
powers of man's soul. The assumed harmony of the celestial spheres, the 
order of the intelligible cosmos, is essentially akin to man's nature.2 The 
ideal of harmonia as the high point of conduct and aspiration was 
believed to be communicated through the effects of poetry and the dis
courses of philosophy When Plato taught that human beings can repro
duce the divine order only by knowing it he was repeating and 

1 Published in Philosophy and the Civilizing Arts: Essays Presented to Herbert W Schnei
der on his Eightieth Birthday (edd. C. Walton andj.P. Anton), Athens, Ohio: Ohio Uni
versity Press, 1974, l-23. 

2See also FM. Cornford, The Unwritten Philosophy and Other Essays (Cambridge: 
University Press, 1950), especially the essay "The Harmony of the Spheres," p. 20ff. 

lll 
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extending a deep conviction shared by poets and sages of long before 

his time. He said in the Republic that "familiarity with the divine and 

orderly makes the philosopher divine and orderly as far as man may be" 

(500c); and again in the Timaeus: "By learning to kinow them and 

acquiring the power to compute them rightly according to nature, we 

may reproduce the necessary revolutions of the universe and reduce to 

settled order the wandering motions in ourselves" ( 4 7 c). 
Tragic vision is most difficult to define. It stands for what the trage

dian himself has seen and understood to be the spectacle of life and 

what he wants us to see once we have reached the threshold of cathar

sis. The tragic feelings of pity and terror, brought about through action 

cast in poetic logos, lead to an experience beyond themselves. Cathar

sis is only the prelude to a dramatic kind of understanding. Here, the 

emotions brought to a peak suddenly fold upon themselves and with

out losing their qualitative intensity lead to a profound insight into the 

unexpected possibilities of the human situation fraught as they are with 

ambiguity and uncertainty. The difficulty with defining philosophic 

vision is comparable. Ever since the speculations of the Presocratics, 

Greek thought was a continuous and unbroken effort on the part of its 

leading practitioners to stretch the powers of the mind to their ultimate, 

the purpose of which remained unchanging throughout the ancient era: 

to see man and nature and to view both wholly and steadily. But philo

sophic logos for the Greeks was more than a passion for inquiry and 

flawless thinking. It was directed toward the noble goals of the good life, 

both individual and collective. The theoria, the vision of man and 

nature in which philosophers sought to find fulfillment, was always 

meant to have a public as well as a private dimension. The perspicacity 

of the philosophic statement was tied to an educational and persuasive 

concern. The philosophers were citizens as much as the tragedians. 

Both addressed their logoi to the problems of man.3 

My main objective in this paper is to discuss the background and the 

principles that kept together these two kinds of vision of human life: the 

philosophic and the tragic. The two visions are actually aspects of one 

and the same outlook, two sides of the same coin. Both were meant to 

3W jaeger, Paideia (New York: Oxford University Press, 1960) I, "Introduction", p. 
xxii, where he emphasizes the way in which the theoria of Greek philosophy was deeply 
connected with Greek art and poetry 
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serve the same end: to help individual citizens bring to perfection the 
wholeness of their humanity. The driving force of these visions was the 
passion for the enrichment of the Greek ethos. To say that the objective 
is the same for poet and philosopher is not to imply that the Greeks 
failed to perceive the differences that make art and ethics separate enter
prises, but only that they were convinced of the functional convergence 
between the two, even when these were spoken of as rivals. This adher
ence to the natural wholeness of man and the cooperative character of 
his cultural enterprises in the pursuit of total fulfillment provided a con
ception of life with an immunity against inner disintegration and frag
mentation in the ethos, at least from the philosophical point of view. 

II. GREEK ANTHROPOCENTRISM AND THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF 

CONDUCT 

It is virtually impossible for the intelligent student of classical Greek 
culture to examine the documents and monuments it left behind and 
not notice that the Greeks made the concern for man the pivotal point 
of their reflective and practical activities. On the whole, they conceived 
of their deities in anthropomorphic terms, placing them within nature 
and endowing them with limited power. The divinities were also 
notably preoccupied with tasks which had recognizable human rele
vance. It is significant that Greek art, sculpture in particular, found it 
delightful to work with the human form, so that when the gods were 
made visible in stone and marble no better way could be found than that 
of the idealized human body. Art was not the only activity that moved 
from the divine to the human and through the latter to re-state the 
divine. Philosophy as the quest for wisdom enriched its reflective course 
by making increasingly explicit the scope of its investigations into the 
cosmos when it gave primacy to the problems of men. Tragedy, what
ever its origins in religious rites and legends, settled for nothing less 
than the fate and fortunes of man. The essential characteristic, therefore, 
of the cultural development of classical Greece is its anthropocentric 
attitude, its humanistic consciousness. As Werner jaeger has aptly said, 
"other nations made gods, kings, spirits; the Greeks alone made men."4 

4 Ibid. I, xxiii. 
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When Aristotle defined ousia (substance) as designating a concrete 

and whole individual, he was summarizing in the neutral language of 

the newly formalized principles of the logic of nature what was all along 

the dominant classical conception of man, to wit, a unified and inte

grated being, one of the many types of natural beings, but with his own 

set of distinctive features. For the Greeks all specific human processes 

and cultural enterprises, political, social, ethical, artistic, scientific, 

philosophical and religious, and all resulting systems of values and prac

tices sanctioned through institutionalized conduct, refer back and per

tain to the total man as a concrete individual, whose nature is to be at 

once logical and political. This, I take, is the core of the classical Greek 

anthropocentrism or humanism. 
Clearly, then, there are four basic ingredients in this anthropocen

trism from the point of view of ontology: (i) human beings qua individ

uals exemplify one kind of substance in the spectrum of living things; 

they are one kind of natural wholes or onta physika. (ii) Taken together 

all the kinds of wholes constitute a system of interrelated and interde

pendent entities providing the maximum natural environment for any 

given individual or group within the total collection of kinds of animate 

and inanimate beings. (iii) Each concrete individual as a whole is itself 

a unified thing possessing a plurality of powers, exhibiting activities and 

capable of undergoing sufferings. (iv) The human individual in partic

ular appears to be the most complex entity of all the naturally unified 

beings the Greeks ever came to discover. 

This Greek anthropocentrism was circumscribed by a philosophical 

naturalism with built-in criteria for fixing the boundaries for human ful

fillment. The process whereby this fulfillment of the human potentiali

ties was brought about called for conscious design, deliberation, and 

discipline. Since it involved choice and an element of adventure, the 

Greeks soon found out that this activity was an art, not a science in the 

strict sense of the word, although as their men of wisdom kept remind

ing their fellow citizens, the activity could hardly advance its cause 

without the knowledge that science and experience give. As art it turned 

out to be a very unusual one. It became the art of the good life and was 

expected to culminate in cultural excellence. Its task was to enhance the 

human potential such as it happened to be in each case and heighten 

the quality of life through transformations of nature in accordance with 
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ideal ends. It called for candid evaluation of means and open debate 
about ends until nothing but the best could serve as the distinctly 
human good. Experience, failure as well as success, taught a good many 
Greeks the consequences of self-deception. Their intellectual record 
shows that they knew why it was that ignorance of the ways of nature -
and of the gods -led to distorted views of the ways of man just as the 
unexamined choices led to perverted pursuits in politics and ethics. To 
live and live well demanded a calling for energeia, putting to work the 
powers and aspirations denoted by the idea of man. This sort of life 
demands that the goals set forth be pursued with all the force of intelli
gence. In fact, intelligence itself must coordinately reach its own excel
lence. This is techne ariste, the highest of the arts, culture and education 
at their best. 5 

Since the early days of their civilization the Greeks learned that man 
has no choice over the factuality of his existence and the nature that sus
tains him. Both realms are regulated by nomos. If men, whether as indi
viduals or communities try to ignore the materials of existence Dike, 
justice, will seek them out. Herodotus speaks of the phthonos (envy) the 
gods feel against any man who boasts of his being more than usually 
successful. Pindar (fr. 169 DC) states that "Law is the king of all, of mor
tals and immortals alike, it carries all, judging the most violent deed 
with the victorious hand." The philosophers reasoned that the scheme 
of all beings depends on universal balance and all nature obeys an obli
gating and regulating necessity. Any disturbance in this balance was 
intolerable and had to be set aright. As Anaximander said: "For things 
make reparation and satisfaction to one another according to the 
appointed time" (fr. l DC); and Heraclitus: "The sun will not overstep 
his measure; if he does the Erinyes, the handmaids of]ustice, will find 
them out" (fr. 94 DC).6 Fortunately for the Greeks, all this thinking and 

5Ibid. I, 274: "Culture was for the Greeks the original creation and original experi
ence of a process of deliberate guidance and formation of human character. Understand
ing that, we shall also understand the power of such an ideal to inspire the imagination 
of a great poet. It was a moment unique in the history of the world when poetry and cul
ture came together to create an ideal." 

6The Orphic saga and Presocratic thinking spoke of the necessity of nature, the 
obligatory character of Nomos, which sets the limits of all process and hence makes pre
diction possible. The link between natural necessity and the principles of human justice 
was seen as the basis for condemning force and caprice in human affairs. Even in the hey-
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talking about nomos and physis, law and nature, did not trap them to go 

into the arid problems of determinism. Being still fresh and excitable 

knowers they took the more rewarding path of finding out what free

dom can mean when it stands for choosing to do something and work 

with the possibilities of nature and human nature. What impressed 

them most, evidently, was the discovery that they had the capacity to 

turn the totality of human endowment into a harmony of excellences, 

the sort of thing Plato came to mean by his idea of justice. But they also 

discovered that this task demanded not only a great deal of constant 

work but that it had to be a cooperative enterprise. The job had to be 

done in the polis, in the organized communities of men.Y 

The binding force of this conviction led to making the collective 

work of men a social and political excellence to which each citizen was 

expected to contribute and emulate. It fell upon the genius of Plato to 

articulate with inclusiveness and precision the philosophical founda

tions of the social aspects of excellence. In his Republic he came to call 

itjustice, the harmony of excellences and ideal values, pictured vividly 

in the model Socrates essayed so laboriously to put forth only to see it 

fall a bit short of the idea of Justice itself. Nevertheless, he proposed it 

as a human best with all the pains and sacrifices it can exact from those 

who may decide to take seriously the business of implementing it as 

social polity. Regardless of the degree of dialectical purity the model 

enjoys in the Republic, it clearly demands that all human capacities and 

attainments be able to exhibit with recognizable finality a pattern of cul

tural unity. The concrete embodiment of this pattern remains the same; 

ultimately, it is the individual man, citizen. That is why the Republic 

ends where it does and not before the myth of Er is introduced in the 

last book. 

day of sophistic thought when the demythologizing of Being and the sharp distinction 

between nature and convention were carrying the day, a radical sophist like Callicles (?) 

found it necessary to appeal to the nature of man to support his extreme position (Plato's 

Gorgias). Antiphon could speak of "laws implanted by nature" (fr. 44) which are being 

trampled on by artificial legal systems. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle paid special atten

tion to the grave problems generated by the sophistic separation of human nature from 

human laws, which rendered the latter variable, capricious, and non-universal. 
7W jaeger, op. cit., xxv-xxvi, for the social foundations of the Greek ideals. "Any 

future humanism must be built on the fundamental fact of all Greek education-the fact 

that for the Greeks humanity always implied the essential quality of a human being, his 

political character" (xxvi). 
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III. THE CoNCEPT OF JusTicE: THE LINK BETWEEN THE Two 

VISIONS OF LIFE 

We must now turn to the concept of justice in man and the polis. Here 
we hope to show can be found the link that unites the tasks of poet and 

philosopher and therefore coordinates their respective visions: the 
tragic and the theoretical. 

To understand Greek society and its institutions requires viewing it 
in the context of the city-state, the polis. Not only were the city-states 

many and diverse, but most of them presented a character of their own 

that gave a special emphasis to the plurality of institutions, social differ
entiations, degree of civic awareness, division of labor, modes of distri

bution of political power and forms of consecration of cultural values. 
As in the case of cosmic order where Dike oversees the balance in 

nature's forces, so it was with civic order where man's system of laws, the 
Nomos, keeps in check the diverse human interests, ambitions and 

drives. Institutionalized conduct was tuned only secondarily to the 
rules governing special professions and the acceptable ways of making 
a living, and primarily to the good of men as individuals and citizens of 
the polis. At least such was the ideal the wise men and venerated law
givers had in mind. The forces and tasks of human life the Greeks 

sought to institutionalize can be understood in two complementary 

ways. From the psychological point of view, they take us back to the 
traits of human existence, to the powers of the soul, the natural endow

ment of mankind, the drives, the appetites, the emotions, volitional 
capabilities and the reflective faculties, as they constitute together the 

functional whole, the psyche. From the cultural point of view, they take 
the concrete form of public roles and functions which the citizens per
form as members of a polis, the community 

The idea of justice, in theory at least, demanded the unbreakable 
alliance between the two. The best achievements of the Greeks reflect 
this conviction about the continuity between human nature and cul

ture, which may well be regarded the backbone of their theoria of life. 
Their failures, and there were many, can be attributed to the emergence 

of views and interests that tend to drive a wedge between the endow
ment of the psyche and the cultural crystallization of values; that is, fail

ures are related to the intellectual and political crises that caused deep 
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distortions and infected good judgment about the psyche or the culture 
or both. But the pattern of their ideals and values, their cultural ethos, 
was such that demanded a unification of roles and personal conduct; 
furthermore it exercised through its sanctions considerable control over 
noxious tendencies that could lead to what we have come to call in 
modern times phenomena of alienation and fragmentation. 

As long as the Greeks were able to think clearly and maintain the 
bond between nature and convention their visions enjoyed an inclusive 
authenticity and gave their lives an air of celebration. After the age of 
the sophists, the death of Socrates in 399 B.C. proved to be the turning 
point in the life of Greece. The Greeks, especially Athens, never really 
recovered from the crisis in statesmanship. Neither Plato nor Aristotle, 
with all their profound analyses and their wisdom, could cure the 
malaise. Exhaustion overtook the modes of public conduct. The gap 
between the ways of talking about the psyche and the ways of talking 
about culture grew increasingly disparate. This is why the fourth cen
tury discussed the problem of virtue with such passion . 

Yet the fifth century remains the crown and glory of the classical 
conception of the whole and integrated man. Commitment to it was 
every citizen's concern. Excellence and the performance of public roles 
were expected to converge. The individual citizen, whether sculptor or 
philosopher, statesman or historian, tragedian or admiral, contributed 
to the harmonious interdependence of institutions. Some evidently suc
ceeded more than others. Some men, like Cleisthenes, Aeschylus, Peri
cles, excelled in many ways, while others did so only in what they could 
do best. But what brought supreme honor to the citizen was not impres
sive specialization but wholesomeness of personality and wisdom made 
public. However, not all public roles were held in equal esteem. In this 
regard, the Greeks were in fact partisans of a distinctive hierarchical 
ordering of institutions. Let me explain. The Greeks admired excellence 
no matter who, or what, possessed it; ship or state, statue or athlete, 
speech or spear. Yet excellent as these may be, they take an appropriate 
place in the scale of values. Given this scale nothing surpasses man in 
excellence when he has become halos kagathos. But on the other hand, 
the Greeks also taught, at least Plato did, the isonomia of ideal values: 
the true, the good, the beautiful, the pious, the just are significantly 
enough on a par. The hierarchy of excellent things is a wonderful taxis, 
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an arrangement; the isonomic order of ideal values is a dialectic cosmos. 
In a just society the creation of excellence in taxis is sustained by philo
sophic devotion to the cosmos of ideals. That is why Plato insisted on a 
government by philosopher-kings. 

To do justice to one's own psyche, one's natural endowment, and also 
cooperate with other citizens to promote justice in society is precisely 
what the great tragic visions of the poets and the ethical theories of Plato 
and Aristotle sought to defend. This double aspect of the just as an end 
was made available to all citizens in the grand days of the Athenian 
democracy. When Plato came to spell it out in detail it became abun
dantly clear why justice as the coordinating excellence of other excel
lence could serve as the common ground for the visions of man the 
tragedians and the philosophers shared. Moreover, it provided the con
text for understanding and evaluating professional roles, particular 
functions and specialized work. Above and beyond the artist, the 
knower, the statesman, and the like, was the whole being that each man 
was expected to become as polites. 

The tragic poets no less than the philosophers did their utmost to 
support the same view and cast themselves in the role of teachers in this 
superb sense. Aristophanes has Aeschylus say in the Frogs "We poets are 
the teachers of men." Sophocles knew well how ignorance breeds self
deception and becomes one's worst enemy when he said: "The hardest 
evil to wrestle with is ignorance" (fr. 238 N, 924P). Yet, the tragedian 
did not distribute to the spectators handbooks on ethics; his task was to 
evoke justice dramatically either as a celebration of life or as a hair-rais
ing spectacle of grand failure. The techniques were many, the vision was 
one. 

The rise and development of Greek tragedy can be seen as a sus
tained and cumulative effort to state in a new medium the drama of the 
total Greek ethos. In this sense tragedy is one among other parallel 
expressions of the same ethos, one more way of articulating its rich con
tents. If the tragedians as artists have a philosophy, so to speak, it didn't 
have to come to them from the philosophers, nor did they in turn have 
to lend it to the historians. Their philosophy is rooted in the Greek 
ethos, in the wisdom that comes from trying to be fully human. It was 
theirs to bring to the citizens the drama of existence, help them see 
more, and also show them how to remain speechless before the specta-
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de of man and his possibilities.8 Philosophy, no less than tragedy, aimed 
at ideal human transformations, but somehow the philosophical fail
ures of Socrates' interlocutors do not quite excite passion as do the 
deeds of Sophocles' tragic personages. The point here is that regardless 
of the different ways in which tragedy and philosophy appeal to us, they 
both pursue the same ultimate end and both serve in the broader sense 
political functions. What makes the coordination and convergence pos
sible is the idea of justice, to use Plato's words. Aristotle aptly remarks 
that the characters of early tragedy spoke politically, not rhetorically9 

Aeschylus in the closing words of the Eumenides 10 "revealed the essen
tial political character of his poetry That was the basis of its educational 
force, a force at once moral, religious and purely human; for morality, 
religion and all human life were now aspects of the all-embracing life of 
the po!is." 11 The ethical vision in tragic poetry is not meant to convey 
or support a particular moralistic code. The tragic poet is profoundly 
ethical in the sense that he alerts us to the ethos of excellence in the life 
of the polis. It is noteworthy that the Oresteia ends in a special vision. 
Orestes sees more clearly and is restored to sanity But so does Sopho
cles' Oedipus see more after the pitiful act of self-blinding, and in his 
own way, Creon sees in the Antigone. These tragic personages face dif
ferent situations but they see the same spectacle: what happens in life 
when the pressure of passions and acts of hubris or ignorance force man 
to lose sight of the desiderated harmony of human wholeness. The 
vision, effected on the stage and communicated to the citizens is the 
fruit of purification, of understanding predicaments. The lofty goal of 
human fulfillment in excellence, if this be happiness, is what all men 
desire by nature, to speak with Aristotle. The political ethos is every
one's concern: it is what the art of the good life seeks to sustain. 

8Ibid., I, 251. 
9Poetics, vi, l450b 7. 
10"Again let the wine be poured/ By the glare of the crackling pine/ Now great, all

seeing Zeus/Guards the city of Pallas;/ Thus God and Fate are reconciled./ Then let every 
voice/ Crown our song with a shout of joy!" (Trans!. by Philip Velacott. The Oresteian 
Trilogy, Penguin Books, 1959). 

11Paideia I, 239. 
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IV. THE PHILOSOPHICAL REORIENTATION OF MIMESIS AND 

CATHARSIS 

121 

The rivalry between poetry and philosophy has a historical basis, to be 
sure, but is best understood in the light of the issues and circumstances 
to which it was tied. The contest served a genuine purpose which both 
antagonists felt they could meet adequately: to educate the citizens of 
Hellas and help them rise to the lofty ideal of excellence. We must not 
conclude from the spirit of this competition either that the two educa
tional agents were speaking at cross purposes or that the contest was 
cast in the way Plato sharpened the issues by dividing the rivals in the 
celebrated passages in his Republic. Plato's enthusiasm for cultural 
reform is one thing, the historical developments leading up to the col
lision as Plato saw it, quite another. The point I hope to make clear is 
that tragedy and philosophy were not separated by some unbridgeable 
chasm either by way of function or with regard to means. If that were 
the case then the convergence of their respective visions of life would 
be impossible and the unity of the cultural quality ofHellas only a pious 
dream of Hellenists. 

While tragedy is a distinctive Athenian achievement, philosophy 
was an importation from Ionia and other progressive city states. 
Chronologically their apogees overlap to some extent but do not coin
cide. Tragedy dominates the intellectual and artistic affairs of Athens 
almost throughout the century. Philosophy does not come to its own 
until the end of the fifth, and then mainly as living dialogos, and flour
ishes as written logos in the fourth century. In his attack on tragic poetry, 
Plato brought together certain crucial questions about the nature of 
education and statesmanship and extended the application of Socrates' 
thought. He declared his teacher's way of doing philosophy superior to 
any other method for examining the problems of man. By the same cri
terion, the function of poetry had to be reconsidered. By the time Plato 
unleashed his attacks against the poets and made tragic poetry the tar
get of his moral and political dissatisfactions, the last of the great trage
dians of Athens had died more than a generation ago. It makes more 
sense then to say that Plato's attack was intended against the popularity 
which the presentation of tragedies enjoyed during the fourth century 
and more specifically against the new crop of poets and the thousands 
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of plays written at that time. Harkening back from the time the Apology 
was written we hear of a judgment about Socrates uttered by Socrates 

himself in 399 B.C. but pronounced by Apollo's priestess at some ear

lier date: "Sophocles is wise, Euripides is wiser, but Socrates is the wis

est of all men". The comparisons no doubt served a purpose at that time 

but do not necessarily convey the antagonisms Plato spoke of in his sus

tained analyses of the place of poetry in public education. It does not 

strengthen our argument to add here that Plato, as the legend has it, 

tried his hand in tragic poetry but forsook all such thoughts after he met 

Socrates. just the same, his dialogues are living testimonies to the fact 

that the lessons of tragic thought were not wasted on Plato. What he 

attacked then was not the era that produced the visions of Aeschylus, 

Sophocles and Euripides but the decline of the art and its loss of educa

tional force. Yet Plato, the Athenian thinker, inherited and deepened the 

basic concerns of tragic poetry, retained its fundamental objectives and 

used the philosopher's way to theoria to man's fate and perfection in 

excellence. 
In a serious sense Plato became convinced that philosophy could 

supplant tragedy not only by taking over its sweeping themes and treat

ing human action in greater depth but also by showing how mimesis 

and catharsis -concepts that Aristotle will place at the heart of the analy

sis of tragedy -take on greater significance when treated in the light of 

the new method, the dialectic. The interesting thing to note, therefore, 

is not what Plato rejected but what he absorbed and extended. It would 

not be off the mark to say that the true inheritor of fifth century tragic 

poetry in Athens was not the run-of-the-mill playwright in the fourth 

century but the practitioner of a newly discovered mode of philosophy 

However, it is difficult to see this continuity when we isolate Plato's 

indictment of tragic poetry from the general climate of opinion of his 

time; but by missing the continuity one loses the deeper affinity 

between these two creative expressions of Athens. The fact remains that 

the tragedians were as much interested in educating the emotions as 

Plato was. His life-long cultivation of eros, also understood as one of 

Socrates' distinguishing features, requires no special comment at this 

point. But Plato did set out to illumine the human situation and the 

springs of action by declaring the superiority of the new approach. The 

great debate seems to have been about the adequacy of method rather 
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than the nature of the goals. But with the switch in method there 
inevitably came a change in the conceptualization of the basic ideas 
which tragedy had worked. 

The Athenian citizen, from the point of view that interests us in this 
paper, underwent a somewhat drastic change when the fourth century 
came into its own. With respect to his relation to tragedy, the Athenian 
of the fifth century was mainly a celebrant, even if a vicarious partici
pant in the dramatic rites, but his counterpart in the fourth century took 
the more distant attitude of the spectator. By this time, "the thyrsus
bearers were many but few the mystics," to twist Plato's own phrase to 
fit the situation (Phaedo 69d). The vision of the tragic celebrant gives 
way to the philosopher's rational synopsis of life. Mimesis and catharsis 
undergo a scrutiny in the fourth century to find a fresh place in the 
emerging modes of intellectual comprehension of excellence. 

Plato found it necessary to recast the meanings of mimesis and 
catharsis on the basis of a new educational scheme clarified with the aid 
of his dialectic. He came to the conclusion that the education of the pas
sions, including the ones appropriate to tragedy, belong ultimately to 
philosophikos logos, not to dramatikos logos. However, this implies a 
reserved criticism and not a rejection of the tragic worldview of the 
poets. 12 It carries with it the thesis that in the light of the dialectic, as 
method and ontology, the tragic vision is limited in scope and in many 
cases misleading as educational policy; furthermore, judged as a case of 
knowledge, tragic poetry is considerably inadequate since as mimesis it 
imitates corruptible, changing objects. Tragedy, being inferior as a grade 
of cognition, is unqualified to lead to the correct vision of the change
less and eternal forms, to the standards of excellence so basic to public 
and private life. Plato, no doubt, spoke with the authority of the ex-poet 
as well as with the excitement the new discovery brought. Even if we 
want to hold Plato literally to his most severe moments of censorship, 
we must acknowledge him as the first philosopher to raise the question 
of the adequacy of the tragic vision and its claim to wisdom. After Plato, 

12R.P. Winnington-Ingram takes the view that Plato rejected tragedy because he was 
against the tragic world-view of the poets. The point is too strong; it neglects, for 
instance, the fact that Plato absorbed many aspects of the tragedians, including concepts 
and techniques. Compare Winnington-Ingram's essay "Greek and Modern Tragedy," esp. 
pp. 102-103, in The Living Heritage for Greek Antiquity (LaHaye, Paris, 1967), 96-113. 
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it will never be sound practice to defend the claims of dramatic or any 
other poetic genre as cognitive disclosure without giving an account of 
the nature and function of its logos on either ethical, or ontological, or 
epistemological grounds, or all three. 

When Aristotle appeared on the scene the furor of the battle was 
over. He looked at the controversy far more dispassionately than his 
teacher did, and worked out in considerable depth an attempt to rein
state the logos of the tragic vision. In contrast to Plato, he assigned to 
the concepts of mimesis and catharsis a role in dramatic art closer to 
what the tragedians would have approved. In essence, he restored the 
truth claims and ethical relevance of both these concepts by making 
them theoretically respectable. We read in the Poetics 1451 b 6 -II: 
"Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical and a higher thing than his
tory: for poetry tends to express the universal, history the particular. By 
the universal I mean how a person of a certain type will on occasion 
speak or act, according to the law of probability or necessity; and it is 
this universality at which poetry aims in the names she attaches to the 
personages" (Bywater). 

There is still another way of identifying philosophical aspects in 
poetry. Aside from expressing the universal, tragic poetry, through the 
vision it discloses, brings to the open another element, ethical in its tex
ture. It belongs to the function of catharsis to make this clear. But the 
function of catharsis, as Aristotle understood it is not primarily what 
Lessing took it to be, i.e. to help the spectator become familiar with the 
passions of pity and fear, or what Weil and Bernays thought about it as 
being an outburst and spilling over of the passions. It makes good sense 
to relate the function of catharsis to the nature of human entelechy. 
What is needed then is to view the effects of catharsis as special acts of 
illumination, of intellectual enlightenment, of understanding conduct 
in the context of certain emotions. Catharsis is best understood as a case 
of fulfillment when viewed within the general framework of the educa
tional process leading to eudaimonia through the moral and intellectual 
excellences. Insofar as the presentation of tragedies was never in the 
class of sheer entertainment for the Greeks, we must regard the func
tion of dramatic poetry to fall within the orbit of the educational means 
by which it was possible to bring about the desirable harmonia in the 
powers of the soul. 
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It is not too difficult to see why Plato did not want to take any 
chances with educational curricula when the ethical and political stakes 
were high. He was making a good point when he insisted that only cit
izens who were sufficiently exposed to the theoretical disciplines and 
familiar with the dark forces of the soul are immune to the strong emo
tions of tragic poetry. He was equally aware of the fact that he had no 
power to legislate and impose his educational policies on his fellow 
Athenians. What he did instead was to open a school to train the philo
sophical statesmen of the future and place at the heart of the curricu
lum a doctrine of inquiry and conception of life that offered an 
alternative to the catharsis and mimesis of the tragic vision: the dialec
tic and theoria of the lover of wisdom. 

Aristotle not only came to the defense of the constructive role of 
tragic poetry but found his teacher's injunctions unnecessarily restric
tive. He went back to the dramatic plays to find there what was needed 
to resolve the conflict between tragic vision and philosophic theoria 
which Plato's critique had generated. His definition of tragedy13 con
tains new ingredients for the understanding of mimesis in tragedy and 
it also suggests a different approach to the way in which catharsis func
tions within the inclusive goal of eudaimonia. Actually neither Plato and 
certainly not Aristotle ever came to propose the condemnation and dis
missal of the tragic emotions. But once the problem of two different 
ways of handling these emotions for the sake of effecting excellence 
came up, the issue had to be faced. Plato's solutions proved to be more 
partisan and tougher. Aristotle's way was far closer to the nature of the 
facts and therefore more just. He gave the poet his ethical due and the 
philosopher the visionary scope that Plato was so reluctant to share with 
the dramatists. 

13Poetics, vi, 2. "A tragedy; then, is the imitation of an action that is serious and also, 
as having magnitude, complete in itself; in language with pleasurable accessories, each 
kind brought in separately in the parts of the work; in a dramatic, not in a narrative form; 
with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such emo
tions." (Bywater). 
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V. CoNCLUDING REMARKS 

Tragic catharsis and philosophic wisdom are ends, completions, fulfill
ments of enterprises rooted in the Greek experience. By way of ends, the 
enterprises converge. Socrates was proclaimed at Delphi the wisest of all 
men, yet the ones to whom he was compared were tragic poets. The con
tinuity was clearly recognized. Given the general trust of the Greek 
paideia in the love of excellence, the pursuit of the good life called for 
the involvement of all the powers and aspects of the human personal
ity, as Plato persuasively argued. This way of understanding the voca
tion of man precluded sharp divisions in the structure of the culture. 
Furthermore, it advised against the professionalizing of talent to be dis
tributed between, say, art and science, literature and philosophy, the the
oretical and the practical, the contemplative and the productive. To be 
sure, dramatists and philosophers, and generally poets as well as know
ers, sought to prevent the separation of the ideal of the good life from 
the task of illumining the causes of human failure. 

The Greeks believed that the desire to pursue the good life was best 
communicated through the power of personal example. The directness 
of personal witnessing worked more effectively than either theory or 
abstract talking. The magnetic personalities of Pericles, Socrates and 
other great men of Athens left lasting memories in the minds of their 
contemporaries. Somehow the immediate appeal and the sensuous 
excitement of the arts as vehicles for communication and education 
were not only perfectly known to the Greeks but were fully exploited 
for cultural purposes. There is a parallel between the power of the liv
ing example and that of the work of art. We learn what a beautiful statue 
is when we see one, just as we begin to understand what promise the 
good life holds for us when we encounter a good man. True, the excel
lent man needs no manual of ethics; no theoretical system of ethics can 
make him more virtuous than he already is. But the main concern of 
education is to impart excellence to those who do not possess it. Most 
men belong to the category of pupils, not teachers. Socrates throughout 
his mature years and down to the day of his death confessed his igno
rance and declared himself a lover of wisdom, not a wise man. He 
remained a pupil, and if others regarded him a teacher it was only 
because he was a more educable pupil. 
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It is most difficult to remain a pupil and by doing so, never cease to 
aspire to goodness. This realization comes with the aid of instruction as 
an awakening of our desire to rise to excellence; but it can be quickened 
through a sudden shock, a blunt encounter, as it were, with the drama 
of misfortune. People are shocked into the possibilities of existence not 
so much because of some systematic training or what promises to come 
with the exercise of perfected intelligence, but through the awesome 
consequences of self-deception, pains and evils that befall men in the 
absence of excellence. The tragedians, to be sure, offered no formalized 
systems of morality, and if they did we have no record of such products. 
What they shared with their fellow-citizens was their vision, their see
ing, their imaginative apprehension of the woes and weals of humanity 
They communicated their insights dramatically They aimed at invok
ing virtue existentially, by showing what happens to men and women 
when judgment breaks down and justice fails to maintain balance and 
harmony 

The catharsis which the tragic vision effects and the inculcation of 
hexis or habit which philosophic ethics offers, are functionally alike. 
They complement each other to produce a clearer view of the possibil
ities of human life. Aristotle's incontinent man, Sophocles' Creon or 
Euripides' Theseus, are not total strangers to each other. Any seemingly 
good man with an hamartia, a serious deficiency, when placed in a chal
lenging situation will sooner or later enter a course of suffering if not 
destruction. There is nothing fatal about such reversals in the affairs of 
men, nor such a thing as mysterious fate operating on its own as a sep
arate power among the elements of the cosmos. Oedipus or Creon, 
endowed with special powers of judgment to overcome the down-pull 
of hamartia-that is, if permitted to see and foresee correctly-cease 
being tragic personages. But now we are no longer in the realm of 
tragedy The determination to see wholly and steadily the wide range of 
human vices and virtues, and act on this basis, paves the way to the 
heights of excellence. But this is the way of the philosopher, not the 
tragic hero. The fundamental difference between tragic vision and 
philosophic theoria of ethical conduct is not one of function but of 
means and ways. To summarize the issues: (l) Tragedy intimates the 
road to ethical excellence through its dramatic advocacy for the nega
tion and removal of the hamartia or flaw that brings disorder in judg-
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ment and catastrophe in fortune; 2) Philosophy seeks to articulate and 
defend priorities of ends in human conduct, and specify the means for 
the attainment of the good life. 

Tragedy, as Aristotle informs us, functions to effect catharsis through 
pity and fear. Philosophy promises to disclose the ends of life in a theo
ria. Both help us see: the former through dramatic negation and resolu
tion, the latter through discursive and explicit affirmation. Consider 
Aeschylus' Oresteia and place it next to Plato's Republic. The first moves 
from the portentous news of Agamemnon's return to his murder, to the 
avenging of Orestes, the relentless pursuit of the Furies, the terrible tor
ment of Orestes, down to the reconstruction of social justice in Athens 
and the transformation of the Erynies to Eumenides. The Republic 
moves from Book I, the refutation of Thrasymachus' theory of justice, 
to the step-by-step construction of the paradigm of a just city so that 
Socrates may instruct Glaucon and Adeimantus and convey the new 
view of what it is to be a just man. 

Tragedy must persuade dramatically before it can point the way to 
excellence. After the citizen has seen enough, a change of attitude and 
a transformation of habit may begin to set in and hopefully effect that 
wonderful feeling of the sprouting of the soul's wings, as Plato expresses 
it in the Phaedrus. Philosophy, in order to instruct, must engage men in 
dialogos. Once certain conceptual gains are made, there emerges an 
expectation a promise that a hexis will really take hold and lead to the 
realization of self-knowledge. Aristotle called it the fulfillment of 
human entelechy. The teacher may, and often does, fail to communicate 
his ideal of excellence, but the pupil does not have to face the same hor
rors which follow the tragic hero's failure. Euthyphro fails to learn from 
Socrates; but when the dialogue bearing his name closes, we ponder the 
issues, not the dramatic consequences of Euthyphro's demeanor. In the 
Symposium, Socrates' concern for excellence and love become far more 
challenging than Alcibiades' excesses. 

Tragic art presupposes the quest for excellence and assumes as its 
proper context the concept of the whole person. Philosophic ethics 
articulates this idea in theoria. What the tragic poets, at least the great 
ones, evoke dramatically, Socrates, the philosopher, compels us to see 
logically. Because of his radical understanding of human limitations, 
Socrates offered a new conception of a theoria of man, an extended and 
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novel awareness of the dangers and the pitfalls of another sort of hubris, 
of excess intellectual pride. This discovery makes Socrates profoundly 
continuous with the tragic poets.l4 Like them, he offers no system of 
ethics, no handbook on excellence. The complete articulation of the 
good life will come with the thinkers of the fourth century: Plato, Aris
totle and the Stoics. The tragedians and Socrates presented the case for 
the pursuit of justice and the good life mainly by way of personal exam
ple or through the dramatis personae in their tragedies. After you have 
seen a good tragedy or heard Socrates conduct a dialogue with a fellow 
Athenian who claimed to know; you somehow become aware of what 
you mustn't do, what courses of action lead to hubris, what unbridled 
emotion can do to the power of judgment. After a good tragedy has 
unfolded the spectacle of human failure, one feels the need to remain 
speechless. Silence seems to follow on the footsteps of catharsis. The 
tragic vision has done its work. Philosophy; however, compels you to 
proceed with inquiry Plato's advice in the Seventh Epistle (344 b) is: 
"The study of virtue and vice must be accompanied by an inquiry into 
what is false and true of existence in general and must be carried on by 
constant practice through a long period." Failure to question is willing
ness to acquiesce in the dubious comforts of a new kind of hubris. 

Tragic hubris, we are told, can cause the fall of royal houses. Philo
sophic hubris can do something worse: it can bring down whole cultures 
and lay them in ignoble ruins. Such are the horrors of self-deception, 
whether of the passions or of the mind. 

14See my 'The Ultimate Theme of the Phaedo," Arethusa, I (1968), l, 94-102. 
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KAZANTZAKIS AND THE 
TRADITION OF THE TRAGIC* 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The philosophical ethos of the classical world, with its humanistic and 
rational orientation, has been a heritage which Western man rediscov
ered and redefined many times. Often this heritage has been used to 
serve as a criterion by which to measure the quality of the accomplish
ments of the modern, not only in the arts, but also in philosophy and 
ethics and social policy If the classical heritage is a source of funded 
experience, it is also a heavy burden, especially as it places before us 
standards by which to measure our own achievements in logical clarity, 
artistic excellence, and political insight. Opposed to the advocates of the 
Greek experience are those who find it overbearing, while others advise 
us to bypass or go beyond it, whatever the price. The modern Greeks 
are no exception to these trends. In a serious sense the modern Greeks 
are the direct heirs of the classical tradition, just as they are the rightful 
inhabitants of the land where this culture flourished. More than anyone 
else, they feel a deep need to respond to the heritage of Greece, impelled 
by necessity as well as choice. Nikos Kazantzakis, like other Greek poets 
and intellectuals, could not avoid this inevitable heritage. In fact, he 
faced it as a challenge. 

Kazantzakis was born in Crete in I883, when the island was still 
under the Turks. He matured during the first half of the twentieth cen
tury, as modern Greece was recovering from the defeat of 1897, when 
the Turkish army dealt a serious blow to both national pride and the 
hope to liberate the unredeemed Greeks still under Ottoman rule. 
Kazantzakis witnessed these developments as they affected the fortunes 
of the mainland and the political future of his own island after the turn 
of the century 

Much of the nineteenth century literary history of Greece reads like 
a series of chapters on the tensions between reactionary literati, the lin
guistic purists, advocating a "back to the classics" policy, and the emo-

*In journal of the Hellenic Diaspora, X,4 (Winter 1983). 

l3I 
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tionally charged reformers and staunch defenders of the "demotic" lan

guage of the people, who were trying their brand of romanticism in the 

realms of political and artistic expression. Kazantzakis saw the 

archeophiles carry the day 1 The genuinely reconstructive role that the 

classical heritage might have played during the critical period after the 

War of Independence in the early part of the nineteenth century is a 

topic too broad to be considered here. But the critical assessment of the 

place it came to occupy in the literary works of the post-liberation 

period, especially from the turn of the century onwards, deserves care

ful attention since it is germane to our theme. 
Kazantzakis could not avoid taking a position toward the value of 

the classical ethos. In his case, we have a special reaction to it. He was 

born a Greek, yet intellectually he became attached to the spirit of mod

ern Europe and an admirer of its finest expressions. But he also became 

an ardent student of the great men of the East, Buddha, Mohammed, 

Hideyoshi, and such countries as Russia, China, and japan. His travels 

made him a citizen of the world. He felt a close affinity to all people and 

all nations, but the challenge that spurred him ahead was a quest rooted 

deeply in his heritage. It has often been said that our period, with all its 

soul-shaking and catastrophic events, has not been able to produce 

tragedies comparable to the classical and Elizabethan periods. This is a 

curious phenomenon but only peripherally related to our topic. How

ever, insofar as classical tragedy was born in Greece and the experience 

from which it emerged is characteristically Hellenic, we want to ask two 

related questions: (a) how did the classical experience survive as part of 

neohellenic consciousness; and (b) how did the poets of modern Greece 

cope with the ancient conception of the tragic, and what meaning did it 

take in their vision of life? 
The answers to these questions take on a special significance 

because the classical heritage attained ecumenical value after its first 

major diffusion in early Hellenistic times. The problem here is to iden

tify the particular modes through which the poets of modern Greece 

sought to restate the ecumenical character of their heritage, particularly 

as responses to the tragic view of life. To press a Greek on this matter is 

tantamount to opening a wound, especially when that person is a poet. 

1See P. Bien, Kazantzakis and the Linguistic Revolution in Greek Literature, (Princeton, 

1972). 
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Yet, most contemporary Greek poets understand their mission the way 
Aeschylus did when Aristophanes had him declare in the Frogs: "We 
poets are the teachers of men." Kostis Palamas, one of the great poets of 
modern Greece, expressed the poet's mission with remarkable forth
rightness in an article he published in 1898. He stated there: 

Our younger poets seem to have understood with increasing 
clarity that the only patriotism becoming a poet is one which at 
the same time reflects a conscientious and unselfish devotion to 
the art of poetry They also seem to know that ... the Greek poet, 
by using his great ancestors as a model, must be able above all to 
preserve his humanity, and also that true national poetry is 
poetry that does not belong exclusively to anyone country2 

Evidently Palamas had in mind a poetry deeply attached to the search 
for meaning in life, the understanding of the human condition, treating 
themes of freedom and fulfillment, love and death, war and peace, loss 
and recovery of fatherland, and the great return home, a person's nostos. 

We will do well then to use the figure of Odysseus-that eternal 
Greek-and the concept of nostos to discuss the place of the tradition of 
the tragic in Kazantzakis's thought and poetry The hero and his nostos 

help us focus on the Hellenic conception of the nature of man and the 
demand it poses for self-knowledge. Comparably, close inspection of 
the idea of Ithaca, as the end of nostos, can safely assist us to identify cer
tain basic differences between the classical and modern modes of life. 
The intimation of this clue occurs repeatedly in Kazantzakis's writings. 
In a letter to his wife, dated january 1923, he wrote: "What you tell me 
is in truth my only worth-I struggle, I look forward like Odysseus, but 
without knowing if I shall ever anchor in Ithaca. Unless Ithaca is the 
voyage itself'3 There is a Cavafian ring to the last sentence, but the 

2Collected Works (Apanta) Vol. 2, (Athens, n.d.) p. 229; my translation. 
3The Saviors of God: Spiritual Exercises, translated, with Introduction and Notes, by 

Kimon Friar, (New York, (1960); quoted in Introduction, p. 18. Pandelis Prevelakis 
observes that "just as the Odysseus of Homer went in search of his native land, the 
Odysseus of Kazantzakis went in search of God .... the first found his Ithaca, the second 
became the slayer of gods, searching for the true God." Kazantzahis and His Odyssey: A 
Study of the Poet and His Poem, tr. Ph. Sherrard (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1961), 
p. 18 
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meaning Kazantzakis gave to it points in a different direction. Twenty
two years later he wrote to his literary friend A. Sahinis: 

No external passion ever upset me, be it wine, women, vanity or 
ambition. Only one passion excited me: contacting the Invisible 
Presence. At times it would be a struggle, at other times a concil
iation, and only occasionally an identification with it. Give this 
Presence whatever name you wish. Call it God, Matter, Energy, 
Spirit, Mystery, Nothing. My entire work is nothing but this 
struggle, this conciliation, this identification with the Invisible 
Presence which I always fought to make visible. 4 

2. KAZANTZAKIS AND THE TRAGIC 

Kazantzakis's relationship to classical Greece is not quite the same as his 
attitude toward his native island, Crete. To the latter he owes his "Cre
tan Glance," which is, as he explained so graphically in his Report to 
Greco, "to look upon fear with intrepidity" It is the Cretan determina
tion that transubstantiates horror, "turning it into an exalted game in 
which man's virtue, in direct contact with mindless omnipotence, 
received stimulation and conquered -conquered without annihilating 
the bull, because it considered him not an enemy but a fellow worker.5 

On the whole, his writings give the impression of a man whose self-con
sciousness as Greek is masked with waverings and ambiguities. Not 
everything that the term 'Hellenic' denotes found a place in Kazantza
kis' work. In fact, much that he discerned and felt about the Hellenic 
world is deliberately excluded from his poetry and prose. In this respect, 
he is significantly different from Palamas and Sikelianos, and, in surpris
ing ways, in sharp contrast to Cavafy's way of understanding the Hel
lenic experience. Kazantzakis took a very eclectic attitude towards the 

4Apostolos Sahinis, Prose Writers of Our Times (Pezographi tau hairou mas), (Athens, 
1967), pp. 33-34; my translation. See also The Saviors of God, Section III: "The Action," 
15. 

5N. Kazantzakis, Report to Greco, trans. P.A. Bien, (New York, 1965), p. 469; chapter 
31 is titled "The Cretan Glance," pp. 464-75. See also K. Friar's "Introduction" to 
Kazantzakis's Odyssey: A Modem Sequel, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1958), pp. xviii
xx. 
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more than three thousand years of Greek history. Yet, his synoptic 
appreciation of Greece, as he states it in his Report to Greco, is filtered 
through a radical understanding of its historic mission and struggles: 
"Greece's position is truly tragic." 6 Parts of his heritage he embraced 
with reservations, other unconditionally, and some he changed to suit 
his liking. There is a significant portion of it which he found quite for
eign to his poetic temperament. It did not seem to him relevant to the 
new ways of the world. His post-Homeric Odysseus declares: "Athena's 
helmet, boys, has now been smashed to bits I nor can it ever again con
tain the whole world's head." 7 

The idea that provides the best means to test Kazantzakis's Hel
lenism, its scope and quality, is the concept of the tragic. We may begin 
with the question: "What special meaning does 'the tragic' have in his 
work?" answering it would require a careful examination of his views, 
from his early philosophical reflections in The Saviors of God and The 
Odyssey: A Modem Sequel, to his dramatic plays and mature novels. 
However, to all this in one essay is simply impossible. But we can fol
low another path and begin by stating the various meanings of the 
tragic and then decide which one, if any, fits Kazantzakis's work. In so 
doing, I shall follow Albin Lesky's three types of "tragic conflict" to 
identify first the one that is properly associated with the classical view 

6Ibid. p. 211. See alsoP. Bien, "Zorba the Greek, Nietzsche, and the Perennial Greek 
Predicament," Antioch Review 25 (1965), 147-63. In this article, Professor Bien states 
that the novel best illustrates Kazantzakis's response to the perennial Greek predicament, 
"the clash and eventual fusion of the forces which -then and now -make up the Greek 
experience." He adds that Kazantzakis "sees Greece placed geographically and spiritu
ally between East and West; he defines the Greek experience as the constant struggle 
between these antithetical forces, with the acme of Greek civilization being their fusion" 
(148). In his Report to Greco, Kazantzakis states the following: "Greece's position is truly 
tragic; on the shoulders of every modern Greek it places a duty at once dangerous and 
extremely difficult to carry out. We bear an extremely heavy responsibility. New forces 
are rising from the East, new forces are rising from the West, and Greece, caught as always 
between the two colliding impulses, once more becomes a whirlpool .... At the end of 
my trip through Greece I saw more clearly the historic mission of Greece, placed as it is 
between East and West; I realized that her supreme achievement is not beauty but the 
struggle for liberty; I felt Greece's tragic destiny more deeply and also what a heavy duty 
is imposed on every Greek" (pp. 165, 166). 

7The Odyssey: A Modem Sequel, translated into English verse, with Introduction, 
Synopsis and Notes, by Kimon Friar (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1958), Rhapsody 
II. 1338-9. 
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and then distinguish it from the type of conflict that Kazantzakis iden
tifies as tragic. 8 

According to Lesky, the most extreme concept of tragedy is the 
totally tragic world view: "This can be provisionally defined as the world 
conceived as a place where forces and values predestined to come into 
conflict will inevitably be destroyed; a destruction that remains unex
plained by any transcendent purpose" (p. 13). Next comes the total 
tragic conflict: "Here also there is no escape and the end is destruction. 
But this conflict, however unalterable its course, does not embrace the 
whole world. It is only an occurrence within the world, so that what in 
this special case must end in death and destruction may be part of a tran
scendent totality, whose laws give it meaning. And if man should learn 
to recognize such laws and their workings, the conflict would be 
resolved on a higher level than the one on which it took its deadly 
course" (p.13). The third type is the tragic situation, exhibiting the same 
components: " ... opposing forces poised for battle: man, seeing no 
escape from perilous conflict, and realizing that he is doomed to 
destruction. But this anguished awareness of the inescapable, which is 
inherent in the tragic situation, need not be the end. The stormy heav
ens may break to shed the light of salvation" (pp. 13-14). 

What meaning from the above three does the "tragic" take in the 
works of a modern Cretan-Greek who adopts as his point of departure 
not Homer's Iliad but the Odyssey, who picks up only the name but not 
the substance of the Homeric hero and then sets him on a voyage of no 
return?9 Odysseus moves away from Greece after two intermediate 

8Albin Lesky, Greek Tragedy, trans. by H. A. Frankfort, and with a Foreword by E. G. 
Turner, second edition, (London and New York: Barnes and Noble, 1967), especially ch. 
1, "What Is Tragedy?", pp. 1-26. 

9 In a letter to Pandelis Prevelakis, dated February 12, 1951, sent from Antibes, 
Kazantzakis wrote that his spiritual development had for him a religious significance: "In 
The Report to Greco I made a confession ... and there I speak of the four main stages 
through which I have passed, and each of these stages bears a sacred name: Christ, Bud
dha, Lenin, Odysseus." SeeP Prevelakis, Kazantzakis and His Odyssey, A Study of the Poet 
and the Poem, p. 181. The question that is worth pursuing from the point of view of our 
topic is this: "In what sense is this Odysseus a Greek and how does he embody the tragic 
quality?" Different answers have been given to this question. In fact it has been a much 
debated issue. as Kimon Friar notes in his Introduction to The Odyssey, pp. x-xii. A. P 
Poulakidas suggests in his article, "Nikos Kazantzakis: Odysseus as a Phenomenon," 
Comparative Literature Studies 6, No.2, p. 130, that this Odysseus is shaped "in the mold 
of existentialism." The claim is too strong to carry conviction or to allow for fruitful com-
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stops in Sparta and Crete, on a course heading finally in the frozen 
regions of the South Pole. The vision of life in this sequel to Homer's 
Odyssey selects only certain aspects from the Homeric age of Greece, 
bypasses the golden age of classical Athens, only to reemerge in a totally 
foreign landscape. The chronology of Kazantzakis's historical heroes is 
a curious one, to be sure. After his courtship with Homer, we find him 
enamored with the vestiges of Byzantine Christianity then steeped in 
nineteenth century ideologies and vitalistic philosophies, and finally 
rolling with the currents of social radicalism during the first half of 
twentieth-century Europe. Almost all the great men he admired and 
sought to emulate in highly selective ways were not Greeks: Buddha, 
Christ, Mohammed, Lenin, Don Quixote, Moses, Dante, Shakespeare, 
Leonardo da Vinci, Tolstoy, Genghis Khan, Nietzsche, Bergson. El Greco 
is one of the exceptions. 

The tragic visions oflife, a creation of the classical age of Greece, and 
the philosophies about them, did not influence Kazantzakis. Yet we may 
still want to ask whether some aspect of the classical conception of the 
tragic ever came to find a place in his life and work. The answer to this 
question will provide the solution to another perplexing problem: to 
what extent and in what sense is Kazantzakis a Greek? Is this major 
voice in contemporary European letters a Greek voice as well? Is 
Kazantzakis extending and continuing an essentially Greek view of life 
when he assumes the truth of his Cretan Glance to declare that Greece's 
position is truly tragic? Can it be that he is telescoping what he accepted 
or rejected in the Greek experience through the eyes of a contemporary 
European? 

During the decade 1912-1922, Kazantzakis wrote three plays: 
Odysseus, Christ, and Nikiphoros Phokas. From the standpoint of histor
ical time, these literary heroes are separated by approximately 1,000 

parisons with the classical notion of the tragic. W B. Stanford remarks that Kazantzakis 
takes the non-Homeric position that Odysseus was "an incurable wanderer at heart," and 
adds: "This is the essentially romantic conception of the Odyssean hero, owing some
thing to Byron and Nietzsche as well as to Faust and Columbus .... Kazantzakis's hero 
is never the cautious statesman of the classical tradition." See his The Ulysses Theme, 
(Oxford, 1954, rev. ed., 1963), p. 222. However, Stanford seems to go too far when he 
intimates that this Odysseus has his ancestry in Stoicism. Colin Wilson discusses 
Kazantzakis's emphasis on the irrational forces in the hero and observes that this is "a 
Faustian Ulysses, and Homer would have found him incomprehensible." See his Mysti
cism and Poetry (London, 1970), p. 207. 
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years from one another. The first belongs to the Mycenean Age, the sec

ond to the Christian mid-point of history-or the first century-and the 

last to Byzantium, 1,000 years later. However that may be, it is 

Kazantzakis's conception of Odysseus that remains the pivotal point in 

his poetic universe. What needs to be considered is whether Odysseus 

as a modern hero satisfies the conditions of the tragic situation, as they 

prevail in classical dramaturgy Therefore, in order to decide the issue, 

we must take another look at the classical sense of the tragic and then 

return to Kazantzakis. 
Let us recall here what Aristotle says in his Poetics about the require

ments for tragic character. First, we must remember what the Greeks 

believed to be the functions of tragedy; to educate in ethos, to produce 

a certain kind of pleasure by means of arousing pity and fear, to effect a 

certain catharsis or clarification and illumination of the passions 

involved. But to succeed in his purposes, the tragic poet must present 

his character, the tragic heroes, in a certain light, otherwise the authen

tic nature of action in the play is lost. Thus, a tragic character must be 

neither a wicked man nor perfectly virtuous; rather, he must be some

thing between the two extremes: "a man who is neither outstanding in 

virtue and righteousness, nor is it through wickedness and vice that he 

falls into misfortune, but through some flaw. He should also be famous 

or prosperous, like Oedipus, Thyestes, and the noted men of such noble 

families." 10 

Is life ultimately tragic, in some sense of the word? The classical out

look precludes belief in a totally tragic world view. To speak of tragic 

possibilities of life is one thing, but the thesis that all life is ultimately 

tragic in the sense of being impregnated with antithetical forces at all 

times, is quite different. Lesky's position is that, of the three aforemen

tioned meanings of the tragic, only the one he calls "the tragic situation" 

primarily suits the Hellenic view of life as reflected in classical drama

turgy He writes: 

Attic tragedy ... may be considered genuinely tragic in so far as 

it presents a tragic situation, which may however be harmo

niously resolved. On the other hand its theme may be a totally 

10Aristotle on Poetics and Style, translated, with an Introduction by G. M.A. Grube 

(Indianapolis: The Library of Liberal Arts, 1958), ch. xiii, l453a. 
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tragic conflict ending in death. The final scene of Oedipus the 
King belongs to this category, and here it is particularly impor
tant to ask whether we must assume that it reveals a fundamen
tally tragic world-view or whether the poet leaves open a way to 
liberation, to enlightened acceptance. 11 

The evidence favors acceptance of the final enlightenment as the correct 
interpretation. For the classical Greeks, the human condition is such 
that it produces from time to time certain soul-shaking conflicts which 
may in a number of cases end in catastrophe. However, Greek realism 
saw nothing inevitable in all that. Evil, they believed, is due to igno
rance, not something absolute rooted in the nature of things. Life can 
be both comic and tragic, flat and superb. 

When we come to Kazantzakis's contemporary world, we are in a 
radically different landscape. The world must become what the world 
of the interpretive mind demands. This is not the Parmenidean view 
that equates thought and being. The post-romantic and contemporary 
poets went beyond the Kantian strictures that made science stay within 
the conditions of the possibility of experience and the categories of the 
understanding. The romantic imagination absorbed the universe within 
the infinite dimensions of its creative expansiveness. By extension, lit
erature can claim to reflect faithfully; and better than science, as well as 
project authentically, the deeper layers of the human situation. 
Kazantzakis subscribes to this principle, and this explains why there is 
a very close relationship between what this poet portrays though his 
heroes and how he himself understand the nature of life. Thus 
Kazantzakis creates heroes who are true to his vision oflife. He meets at 
the level of literature Nietzsche's criterion: "The great man is the actor 
of his ideals." 

The position that literature, and more so than science, discloses 
authentically the nature of man is more contemporary than it is classi
cal. On this issue we have the solid testimonies of Plato and Aristotle. 
Kazantzakis is contemporary in at least two senses: (a) his heroes are 
meant to reflect the very essence oflife; (b) his literary works mirror life 
at the peak of human experience and therefore its truest moment. This 
is so because literature is taken to be a supreme expression of life itself. 

nop. Cit., pp. 14-15. 
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After much searching and agonizing, he came to the conclusion that, 
since life is ultimately tragic, its irreducible antithetical forces define 

both the poet and his work. The tragic contradictions of life are the 

bread and blood of the artist. 
Kazantzakis as poet and philosopher was quick to explore the the

matic richness that the idea of the irreconcilable forces in life had for lit
erature. Often he would speak of them in mythic terms as the eternal 

conflict between the Apollonian and the Dionysian elements in man's 
struggle for freedom. When in a confessional mood, he would state and 
declare that his own personal problem was the enormous strength of the 

instincts he inherited from his ancestors, forcing upon him contrary 
actions in every turn of his life. The search for deliverance was decid
edly in favor of the ways of the spirit, urging him to transcend all anti
thetical and exclusive demands. This is not exactly Hegelian in its 
conceptualization but one would not hesitate in this connection to call 

it dialectical voluntarism. Be that as it may, the way of the spirit is to do 
the will of God and save God as the God-in-man, the same God who 
establishes order and makes laws and is also the God who turns the edi

fice into ruins to return it to chaos. It is this dynamic view of antitheti
cal constancy that makes difficult comparisons and contrasts with the 
classical conception of modes to resolve the tensions between conflict

ing forces. 
A certain similarity is still discernible even when the differences 

remain perceptibly stronger. We have here a case of subtle continuity 

and radical discontinuity with the classical heritage. Both aspects are 
worth exploring in detail -a task that will require the length of a special 

monograph because the fact is that Kazantzakis is significantly extend
ing what he found relevant in the classical tradition to his agonizing 

concern to clarify the meaning of human destiny. 12 One way of making 
a sharp contrast between a classical tragic poet and Kazantzakis as a 

contemporary would be to say that, for instance, Sophocles' Oedipus or 
Euripides' Medea issues a real warning and offers a lesson on what not 

to do. Somehow, imitative action in tragedy is presented as exposure to 

12Prevelakis remarks that " ... his spiritual struggle was to make of The Odyssey a 
'theology' Kazantzakis' Odysseus goes in search of God as Homer's Odysseus goes in 
search of his fatherland. Nostalgia consumed both of them .... The death of the modern 
Odysseus is his only transfiguration" (op. cit. p. 62). 



Kazantzakis and the Tradition of the Tragic 141 

the consequences of hamartia, of judgment gone wrong. Still, the con
structive possibility of contributing to the inculcation of sophrosyne in 
the souls of the attending public is one of the great moral and political 
assets of Greek dramaturgy In contrast, Kazantzakis's vision oflife ques
tions the valued finality of prudence and serenity His poetry embodies 
the urgency to bold action and makes it the nerve center of the literary 
expression of life. Thus, Kazantzakis tells his readers, through his 
heroes, what living is about and how to be true to the dynamic move
ment that life is. Consider, for instance, how this is tone in his novels. 
In all of them, the central hero must make the claim that the quintes
sence of life is expressed through his actions and decisions. In other 
words, the hero recapitulates the universe and completes it. The all is in 
man and all mankind is expressed through the heroic man, not as logos 
but as will. This is dialectical voluntarism. Here the contemporary and 
the classical models of microcosmos-macrocosmos are at polar opposites! 
No ancient Greek would have dared to call man "savior of God" as 
Kazantzakis did. Nietzsche issued the pronouncement, "God is dead!" 
Kazantzakis carne to herald the most radical message of resurrection: 
"Man becomes God and saves God." Man takes on properties of the 
divine by accepting his responsibilities of the divine to save God. 

After Kazantzakis there can be no higher form of hubris (excess 
pride). Within certain limitations, the self-deification of man can go no 
further. The limitation is this: it is man's responsibility to save God not 
to be all that God is. The old ideal of aspiring to be god-like, theoeides, 
the ideal of homoiosis theou, must be declared obsolete since the new 
dynamic conception of God makes him both the infinite and unfin
ished. The problem is not with man's limited perception of the infinite 
wisdom and perfection of God; the problem is with the unfinished 
nature of God. As a consequence, man is responsible for the completion 
of the divine process. Man is forced with the role of taking on whatever 
attributes of God he can by his nature and ability to apprehend his chain 
of duties. The conviction that God is the presence of the creative and 
fighting force in all beings and in every person carries with it serious 
implications for human action and thought. If everything is of God and 
has a portion of God in it, what differentiates one person from another 
lies in the potential to rise to the call of the duty to transmute the divine 
force into spirit. While passivity compromises the divine, correctly 
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guided activity (synthesis) gives to praxis its creative thrust. Since what 
is active is potentially creative, the attainment of higher levels of creativ
ity is a function of responsible activity to increase and intensify the 
spirit. Thus it would follow that the only criterion to ascertain the level 
and degree of moral worth in a person can be one of qualitative engage
ment in creativity as each person ascends or descends on the ladder of 
duties. These abstract expressions, assuming that they represent 
Kazantzakis' thinking, cannot take on real significance unless the divine 
force in a person's life is allowed to surface and climb upward towards 
the light of responsibility It is against this background that we can see 
why Kazantzakis embodied in his writings a radical approach to the 
concept of the tragic. As such, his answer may be seen as a synthesis of 
the old and the new, the classical and the contemporary 

For Kazantzakis, the tragic conflict is rooted in the fundamental 
antinomies that pervade nature and man. Among them is the continu
ous conflict between man's will to freedom and the knowledge that total 
freedom is unrealizable. Hence man is forced to consent to relative free
dom while the craving for the absolute persists without hope for relief. 
The challenge now is how to understand the human predicament with
out resorting to a passive pessimism or escaping to the region of opti
mism. The problem of understanding is not the art of analyzing 
alternatives but one of strengthening the determination to proceed with 
the life of praxis in spite of the belief in the unattainability of the end. 
In the Salvatores Dei, Kazantzakis declares that the highest virtue for the 
man of action "is not to be free but to fight for freedom." Praxis itself "is 
the wide gateway leading to deliverance." Whatever salvation there is 
for man it can only come though the determination to act against all 
odds, fully aware of the conditions that make the pursuit hopeless. 

The essential condition of the tragic in Kazantzakis is the awareness 
of conflicts from which there can be no final escape. Once man is caught 
in the snares of cosmic tensions and is fully cognizant of his situation 
he must reject both optimism and pessimism, and then be ready to arm 
himself with the defiance to face death itself. Like Captain Michalis who 
opts for "Freedom and Death," Manolios in Christ Recrucified accepts 
death willingly-Manolios in the name of a social ideal, Michalis while 
defending the fatherland. In both heroes we witness a meeting of free
dom and death as the peak experience of human life. 
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A closer look at the personae that populate his epic and his novels 
leads the reader to say that Kazantzakis essentially works with two types 
of man: the conventional type, variations of which fill the back
ground-not unlike Homer in this regard-and the heroic. The latter 
permits a distinction between the tragic persona, one who in due course 
becomes involved in the pursuit of impossible tasks, like julian, 
Capodistrias, Constantine Paleologos, and the authentically assertive 
persona, like Zorba, who acts spontaneously and moves beyond conven
tional morality and the world of safe values, as Odysseus does in the ear
lier books of the Odyssey. The important thing here is to grasp 
Kazantzakis's argument on which he bases his conception of the heroic 
man. A basic premise here is that even if the world forces upon us the 
paradox of freedom, 13 man can still be creative. We may now move away 
from the strong metaphor he uses in his Saviors of God to define the 
highest virtue. Actually, we are dealing with a bold recasting of Plato's 
view of courage, knowing what to fear and what not to fear. For 
Kazantzakis, courage is the highest virtue once it is recast to mean to act 
knowingly, not to fear absolute hopelessness, and not to be afraid to 
accept death as deliverance from the craving of freedom through the 
struggle to be free. Neither the tragic nor the assertive persona is pre
pared to settle for limited freedom. The difference lies in the circum
stances. Given the opportunity, the challenge, and the prospect of 
choice, the assertive man will unhesitatingly cross over the line and 
enter the domain of the tragic experience. 

As a result of the recasting of the meaning of virtue and the paradox 
of freedom, the classical view of hubris or excess pride no longer retains 
its original meaning. Kazantzakis has turned defiance, total and uncom-

13Colin Wilson also notes that limited freedom involves a paradox. Fichte in the 
nineteenth century made the observation that a strange and absurd paradox occurs here 
and it expresses in a nutshell the romantic problem which is the problem for modern 
man: admittedly, freedom does free modern man, however tautological this may sound, 
but once man becomes accustomed to freedom and his values become fixed, then free
dom ceases to function authentically; the paradox is that it becomes a block for man's 
evolution. As Wilson says, "this sleep is the greatest enemy of human beings." The above 
sets the context for Wilson's evaluation of Kazantzakis' work. He writes: "Kazantzakis is 
the only contemporary writer who saw the problem, faced it, and spent his life fighting, 
like a demon to solve it. The greatness of his work lies in this demonic quality. It is also 
heroic; Kazantzakis is the only modern writer of whom one could use the word 
'Promethean'." (op. cit., pp. 186,187). 
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promising, into a basic and necessary excellence of the hero-martyr. In 
other words, defiance is not a tragic flaw but a sweeping force and pri
mordial motive. It is the voice of the struggling god within man 
demanding to be set free. Defiance does not challenge the power of the 
gods; it is a heralding of the beginning of action to save the divine. 
When Kazantzakis's tragic hero meets death, he has fully realized the 
identity between hopelessness and freedom. In contrast, the classical 
hero, who loves life and abhors destruction, fights for the best and meets 
his destiny, not because he wills it but because things got out of control: 
his errors of judgment are due to his hubris and! or limitations. In con
trast, Kazantzakis has given us a radical concept of the tragic and, along 
with it a tragic vision appropriate to man's voyage setting out on the pur
suit of absolute freedom as a savior of God. This is the new nostos, if a 
nostos at all. Evidently; Sophocles' and Kazantzakis's views of human 
nature and man's place in the universe, indeed, what the world ulti
mately is, are not the same. The corresponding visions of destiny move 
in different directions. 

At his most expressive and authentic moments, man is a voyager with 
no Ithaca; rebel and restless, a desperado, scavenger, ravager and pirate; 
uprooted and estranged but only because he has no choice, thus making 
this his choice. For man to be true to his nature, to the divine in him, 
there is no situation, physical or human, in nature or in culture, that can 
fully arrest and contain the creative energy The conventional realities 
can only provoke this rebel-man to negate established values. Reality, in 
any case, is a problem, not the solution. Herein lies the external condi
tion for the paradox of freedom. But to effect a solution, however tem
porary; man as hero must step outside the circle of theories, ideas and 
ideologies, tastes and preferences. He must seal the quest to save the 
divine by means of his death at the moment of its transcendence. 

But now we are beyond tragedy In any event, the classical view of the 
tragic no longer obtains in this case of the contemporary conception of 
the relationship between man's development and the persistence of the 
conflicting forces in life. Kazantzakis, we tend to suspect, recognized the 
incongruity and intentionally bypassed the classical conception of 
resolving tragic conflicts. Therefore, it is no surprise that he advocated 
radical reformulations of the human quest in life and in art. 14 The mod-

14Comp. P. Prevelakis, op. cit., pp. 26-27. 
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ern Odysseus, or any hero like him, must keep going. "The essence of 
our God is STRUGGLE ... ". Again, we read in The Saviors of God the 
basic motif: "It is not God who will save ... it is we who will save God, 
by battling, by transmuting matter into spirit." 15 This itself involves a 
radical view of God. The traditional religions which made man depend
ent upon God are all rejected. Again and again, his Odysseus remains 
determined to cast down every idol and denounce every form of worship, 
philosophy, social value, and political structure, including those he will 
erect himself in the course of his adventures. He must be and stay free to 
reject and to seek: ready to transcend everything, including himself. This 
is true about Kazantzakis himself, the creator of his modern Odysseus. 
The true hero cannot turn back; he can never denounce the veracity of 
the demand for continuous self-transcendence. 

The problem of form must be raised at this point. In order to express 
his credo, Kazantzakis turns to art, and especially to song, tragoudi-the 

modern Greek derivative from the ancient "tragodia." Tragoudi is not 
tragic drama but lyrical action that takes us beyond tragedy The word 
now comes to signify a higher mode of art, the personal creative song. 
The supreme logos as song, while inescapably communicative and com
munal, is also the dramatic dialogue of inner conflicts, lyrical in its 
mood and individual in expression. Once again, in the selection of artis
tic media, Kazantzakis will part company with the classical view of 
tragedy and its dependence on external elements to present its hold on 
the fundamental problems that haunt humanity He is convinced that 
the vision of life does not blossom as rational philosophy and logic but 
emerges as art and tragoudi, as the creative act of transcendence. 

When Odysseus is ready to denounce everything, all that the world 
contains, the only creative act and reality he is still willing to accept is 
art as lyric drama. The value of song is repeatedly introduced in his 
Odyssey as a test of superior choice. In rhapsody X, the Egyptian king 
exchanges a whole empire for a song (lines 688-94). Captain Elias sac
rifices his seven sons in return for a song that will allow him to live as 
immortal flame (XIX, 1250). He believed what the cock-pheasant told 
him: 

15Section II, "The Vision," 34; Section III, "Action," 47. 
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All flow on toward the sea and drown in that dark stream, great 
towns and all their souls submerge, all women rot, all gold 
crowns rot, and even gods rot like trees; don't cling to them, 0 
Prince, they fade like whirling smoke, the only deathless flame 
is man's own gallant song! (XIX, 1224-28) 

Song alone reveals contemporary man to himself. But freedom demands 
that Kazantzakis go beyond it; the only thing awaiting there is death. 
Beyond art, when freedom becomes absolute, lies the Great Nothing. By 
knowing his hopelessness, man triumphs over all forms of temptation, 
conquers despair, and with a literal salta mortale saves the divine. With
out tragoudi, the highest form and substance of the creative life, the 
fighting man cannot save God. In this identification of art and holiness, 
we find the key to Kazantzakis's radical religion. The artist has a duty to 
remain defiant in the fight to transmute his being and his world into 
spirit. This duty must reign supreme above all else, for it aims at a value 
higher than beauty and truth. 

Tragoudi is more than form. It is the definitive statement on sub
stance which summarizes a whole culture. The fate of tragoudi, the fate 
of art, is inseparable from the destiny of Western man in his contempo
rary setting, as he looks intensely into the abyss only to see his reflec
tion before the balance is lost. Tragoudi becomes the first word of life 
and the first word of death; it is the record of the phases of God's salva
tion through the creativity of the human spirit. The romantic mind can
not go beyond this point. The artist as poet, Kazantzakis holds, has seen 
more clearly than either the philosopher or the statesman what the con
temporary ethos portends with its increasing dependence on utility and 
greed. It is the artist who sees freedom in all its dimensions, the risks it 
involves, the sacrifices it demands, the promises it holds, the horrors 
that attend its loss. 

Kazantzakis proved to be more Nietzschean than NietzscheJ6 He 
saw clearly the implications of the most terrifying diagnosis of the con
temporary scene: the Nietzschean interpretation of man, a view that 

16In his Report to Greco, ch. 23, where he discusses Nietzsche, he states why he felt 
compelled to dare go beyond Nietzsche. He chides the master for yielding to the temp
tations of pseudo-optimism by giving men false hope through the solution of the Eter
nal Return. 
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aspired to go beyond tragedy and comedy, beyond Dionysus and Apollo, 
and assert the self-deification of man. When Kazantzakis brought out 
into the open the implications of the Gothic and the late romantic philo
sophical visions of Nietzsche, Bergson, and other major European writ
ers, he did so in order to complete the portrait of contemporary hubris 
and help us learn to face its horrors. Once the romantic demand for total 
self-transcendence is accepted, man's ultimate goal becomes one of how 
to play at being God and make it stick! 

Kazantzakis completes the contemporary and concludes it. Yet there 
is more to the positive side of his contribution which often takes the 
form of a promise and a prophecy In a sense, his works are anticipations 
of a future, a foretaste of things to come. This poet who so bravely 
essayed to save the divine in him may also be seen as a prelude to a new 
classical era and his work as being at once pre-epic and pre-tragic. By 
scanning the full range of his self-consciousness, Kazantzakis found a 
way to pave the way to resurrect the concept of the tragic with the power 
of his own creative insights. It may well be that he mapped the way the 
literature of the future must follow in order to move from tragoudi 
toward the discovery of a new form of tragedy 

No matter what our reservations may be on particular issues, the fact 
remains that Kazantzakis has his own answer to Lesky's question about 
the quest for tragic resolution in non-classical drama. The way it works 
in his case is precisely what brings him closer to classical tragedy than 
one may initially suspect. Resolution is recast in the form of a series of 
syntheses to respond to a series of emerging conflicts in the unfolding 
of human action. 

The following steps may help to make the solution clear. 

l. Life exhibits a continuous series of conflicts due to the per
sistence of antithetical forces. 

2. A synthesis of antitheses must be brought about through con
structive action and avoidance of destruction. 

3. The agon, the struggle, leads to synthesis only if it enhances 
the spirit. 

4. The resolution announced with each creative action brings 
temporary relief and a provisional catharsis. 
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5. New antitheses emerge, demanding response to effect novel 
resolutions of tragic conflicts. 

6. The tragic situation continues its upward spiraling in each 
person's life when in the aftermath of each conciliation the 
hero's outlook remains uncompromising. 

7. Every human being is privileged to be a savior God and is 
therefore caught in the web of tragedy; though not every per
son is willing to pay the price of the virtue of courage. 

This outline of the concept of tragic resolution does not conform to 
the principles of dramaturgy as presented in Aristotle's Poetics. It is 
closer to the dramatic logic of the experimental novel than it is to clas
sical tragedy. Failure to transmute matter into spirit is not like effecting 
catharsis in the wake of hamartia. Failure in the former case, Kazantza
kis would say, is tantamount to failing God; in the case of the Greek 
tragedians, when we err in judgment, we fail ourselves, and in a funda
mental way; we fail our polis. 

On the one hand, Kazantzakis is a profound diagnostician of the bar
barism that follows when freedom is misunderstood and misused. His 
Odyssey portrays vividly what happens to cultures when the spirit dis
integrates or indulges in compromise of quality. On the other, he leads 
the way in the effort to study the unfinished work of the Renaissance in 
order to complete the creative rediscovery of the classical mind through 
a new synthesis. And it may well be that this enfant terrible of modern 
Greece stands firmly somewhere between the present and the future, 
like a vast ocean between two continents whose depth and span we 
must try to fathom before we may gain enough confidence to set out on 
our own voyage to Ithaca. 



C.P. CAVAFY'S ARS POETICA 1 

It is generally recognized that Constantine P. Cavafy (1863-1933) was 
not born a poet but became one only through persistence and labor, 
reaching his "first step" sometime after the midpoint of his life. In his 
effort to assess the quality of his earlier poetic production and sharpen 
his sensitivity in facing self-criticism, he decided to put in writing his 
personal thoughts on his work sometime in 1903. 

The text was written in English in a personal shorthand Cavafy had 
devised for his own use. It was found among the papers he left to A. Sen
gopoulos and published for the first time in 1963 by M. Peridis, who 
also supplied the suitable title Ars Poetica. 2 

It falls outside the scope of this essay to discuss the antecedents of 
this document. Taken as a whole, the text has all the clarity and direct
ness required of a testament designed to serve as a personal guide and 
handbook. The problems it discusses are limited to the needs of the 
poet. In this regard, the Ars Poetica has neither the range of topics nor 
the theoretical scope of, for instance, Aristotle's Poetics. It is quite cer
tain that the ideas that preoccupy Cavafy in the Ars Poetica had been on 
his mind for a period of years. However, the Ars Poetica is his first prose 
piece where he gives a systematic treatment to technical and critical 
issues directly related to the assessment of his work and his role as a 
poet. In order to project here a clear image of Cavafy's struggle to reach 
his technical maturity which came after 1910, we need first to discuss 
the persistent problems he faced during this crucial decade, then to 
examine the attitudes and values he embodied in certain representative 
early poems, and finally to relate them to the guiding principles he for
mulated in his self-addressed poetics of 1903. 

1 This essay is based on a chapter from a book now in progress: C.P Cavafy, His Poetry 
and Poetics. All rights are reserved by the author. 

2Ka~acp11c;, AvtK5om m:i;a Kctpna (Unpublished Prose Texts), edited and with 
comments by Michalis Peridis (Athens: Fexis, 1963) English text printed on the even 
numbered pages, with Greek translation facing, pp. 36-69. Reprinted, with an introduc
tion and notes by A. Decavalles in Charioteer lO (1968): 69-80. The reading of the short
hand was done by M. Petridis in cooperation with G.P Savidis and Gwyn Williams. 
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A number of interrelated problems confronted Cavafy in his late twen
ties and throughout his thirties. They emerged one by one, make more 
pressing the demand for a consistent solution and a complete recasting 
of his outlook. Coming to terms with them was extremely difficult. 
Aside from the emotional and sexual pressures he had to face alone, 
there was the absence of suitable ideas and conceptual tools to provide 
him with even the rudiments of an intellectual framework. Whatever he 
borrowed from Europe and England, or resurrected from his own Hel
lenic heritage, proved either beyond assimilation or insufficiently 
digested. The lingering issues fell roughly into four areas. 

(i) Despite his determination to devote his life to the writing of 
poetry, the quality of his work was discouraging. He knew 
this and as a result he often expressed uncertainty about his 
ability to proceed. Time and again he appeared suffering 
from a feeling of inadequacy; but nevertheless he sought to 
engage a reflective mood from which to draw encourage
ment and hope. 

(ii) On the theoretical side, he identified with the long tradition 
which assigned a coveted cultural role to the savant-poet as 
discloser of truth and spokesman for humanity; this despite 
the prevailing climate of opinion in his immediate environ
ment which recognized no such high position in his case. 
Cavafy knew that his standing with the Greek community 
of Alexandria had gradually dwindled with the loss of fam
ily wealth and his lowly employment, and also that his 
expectations to be respected in his role as a poet and leader 
in communal affairs were futile. This denial of personal 
recognition in a society dominated by commerce and 
finance contributed to his mood of depression. The feeling 
of being an outcast, despite his associations with the upper 
social circles of Alexandria, became a constant irritant to his 
sense of pride. 
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(iii) The course of culture, the destiny of human institutions 
and the workings of history, became puzzles as he tried to 
view them through the opaque glass of disillusionment. 
These were the grand themes actively discussed in the writ
ings of leading European intellectuals, but to the young 
poet they had a different personal urgency His vital concern 
in this connection was not understanding science and its 
effects on social reconstructions or the adjustments it 
forced upon religious beliefs. His problem was how to 
assign meaning to the idea of progress and show whether 
this was possible at all, especially when his personal expe
riences pointed to the conclusion that human effort, indi
vidual and collective, was all but futile. Following this trend 
of thought, he became convinced that the cosmopolis was 
cursed and that the very perfection of culture coincided 
with decadence. 

(iv) The last and perhaps the more crucial problem Cavafy had 
to solve was that of finding his real place in his environ
ment, something that would be tantamount to a polis, one 
to which he could belong physically and historically Con
stantinople, Liverpool, Athens, Paris, even Alexandria, 
could not come up to being an Ithaka to this poet of the 
Greek diaspora. His attitude toward the modern cosmopo
lis was an ambivalent one; he viewed it alternately as a 
source of opportunities and as a place of disappointment 
and loneliness. The place upon which Cavafy could fix an 
axis to give unity to significant events and experiences was 
lacking. Thus the search during the early years moved in 
random directions, anywhere and nowhere, roaming "in 
the same streets," ending behind the walls in a windowless 
dwelling; it brought the despairing poet to fear even the 
hope of finding an exit, and rendered him a prisoner cling
ing to the walls of the dark prison. It was a search without 
a clear concept of a nostos (homecoming), and with no 
other guide but a contrived sense of history and an empty 
myth. For all those years, Alexandria escaped him. So did 
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the other cities which figure in some of his historical 
poems: Rome, Syracuse, Antioch-poetically evoked 
locales, backgrounds, too shadowy to blend with the spirit 
of man. We have to wait until 1911, with the writing of 
"The God Abandons Antony," to witness Cavafy's discovery 
of Alexandria. With it came the liberating resolution of the 
other deep-seated problems. It heralded his Ithaka. 

It seems paradoxical that Cavafy was unwavering in his sense of cultural 
mission and yet so uncertain about his ability to articulate his thoughts 
and emotions with requisite perfection. Thematically as well as techni
cally, his early poems are thin and mediocre. The contrast with his 
mature years reflects admirably the quality of his later achievement, par
ticularly in the treatment of the theme of poetic loyalty. The poem 
"Young Men of Sidon (A.D. 400)," written in 1920, offers a terse sum
mary of Cavafy's unqualified dedication to poetry as the cause of his life: 

Give to your work-I preach-give all your power, 
And all your thought, and again in the hour 
Of trial think of your work, even when the time is so late 
That is what I expect of you, that is my call. 

(trans. Mavrogordato)3 

The words are those of a young man, spoken in the presence of five 
young Sidonians. It is meant as an answer to the epitaph Aeschylus 
allegedly wrote for himself, to wit, that the significance of the tragedian's 
life stems from his having done his duty to his country rather than his 
poetry. 

In another poem, written in 1915, "For Ammonis, Who Died Aged 
29 in 610," Cavafy reconstructs a scene in Alexandria: 

3The Poems of C.P Cavafy, translated into English with notes by john Mavrogordato 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1951; New York: Grove Press, 1952). Other available English 
editions include Rae Dalven, The Complete Poems of Cavafy (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and World, 1961) and C.P Cavafy: Collected Poems, translated by Edmund Keeley and 
Philip Sherrard, edited by George Savidis (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975). 
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They want some verses from you, Rafael, 
For the poet Ammonis, to put on his grave. 
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Here is the poet Cavafy calling on an imaginary poet of the late Hel
lenistic period, to compose the epitaph for another poet: 

... Of course you'll speak about his work-but do 
Say something for his beauty too, 
That delicate beauty that we loved. 

Your Greek is always good and musical. 
This time we want all your mastery 
Into a foreign tongue go our grief and our love as well. 
Pour your Egyptian sentiment into the foreign tongue. 

Your verses must be written, Rafael, 
So that they hold, you know; some of our life, 
So that the rhythm and every phrase will tell 
An Alexandrian is writing of an Alexandrian. 

(trans. Mavrogordato) 

The epitaph Rafael "wrote" does not matter, but the advice is clear. 
Cavafy dictates the content: reference must be made to the poet's work 
and his personal beauty; suitable rhythms and phrases are needed to 
gain perfection of expression; the character of the poem must embody 
the special circumstance of "an Alexandrian writing of an Alexandrian." 
The reader is drawn into the atmosphere of the poem and the effect is 
consummate. 

Let us now consider a poem written in 1895 and published in 1899: 
"The First Step," one of the "approved" early poems. The scene is in 
Syracuse, where the poet Theocritus lived in the third century B.C. A 
young poet, Eumenes, visits Theocritus and complains how after two 
years of persistent effort he did not advance beyond the writing of one 
idyll. His plaintive tone continues: 

" ... Alas, it's high I see, 
And very high the stair of Poesy; 



154 THE CHARIOTEER 

And from the first step here where I am now 
Unhappily I shall never go up." 

Theocritus, mature and experienced, retorts quite sharply: 

"These words of yours 
Are unbecoming words and blasphemous. 
Even if you are on the first step of all 
You should be happy and be proud of it. 
Here where you are is not a little way; 
The so much you have done is a great glory. 
And even this the first and lowest step 
Is much removed from the common world. 
In order to set foot upon this step 
You have to be and have the right to be 
A citizen of the city of ideas ... " 
(trans. Mavrogordato) 

The meeting of the accomplished and the novice-the future and 

the present-are both voices of the agonized Cavafy. Both speak from 

the Hellenistic age. Theocritus is firm, secure and wise, reprimanding 

young Eumenes for belittling the achievement of his first step on the 

ladder of poetry. The moral is carefully drawn: completing the first step 

brings with it a notable distinction, one that makes Eumenes a person 
removed from the common world. It is precisely this special elevation 

that now constitutes "a great glory" and one which can belong only to 

the artist even if the work is but one idyll. Theocritus speaks with 

authority. Eumenes is doubtful and uncertain. The problem is real, pal

pable, recognizable. Nothing appears out of place including the repeti

tion of Theocritus' appraisal and command at the end of the poem. It 

was for good reason that Cavafy kept it on the list of his approved 

poems. 
The same motif recurs in other poems written in the early and mid

dle nineties. Here the uneasiness about his ability to ascend the ladder 
of poetry has none of the crispness of tone or the direct human cast of 

"The First Step." There are several poems, which were later disowned, 

that illustrate this distance. We see here a Cavafy who is withdrawn, 
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engaged in artificial dialogue with himself, groping through the glim
mering shallows of confused imagery, outworn romantic cliches. The 
poems are worthless, except to serve as indicators of the ground he had 
to cover to make "the first step." In all the early poems which deal with 
the motif of the fate of the poet, we see moving in parallel lines the 
agony of personal inadequacy and the magic vision of poetic destiny In 
one titled "Singer," we find Cavafy wallowing in fantasy, grateful for the 
power of imagination which has built for him "a strong house of the 
spirit that destiny cannot shake," and whose walls "are of magic emer
ald." Life is cold and futile, but the poet can be of good cheer, for he is 
"a mystic apostle." 

The bitter consequences of his escape were felt shortly after Cavafy 
realized that there was no way of evading the realities of everyday life 
and the traffic of the cosmopolis. Faith in fantasy brought him nowhere 
near the first step of poetry; rather it hastened the transformation of the 
walls of magic emerald into the dark and dismal high walls in the poem 
"Walls." The desolate feeling is expressed in "The Windows": 

In these dark chambers here what weary days 
I spend. Walk up and down as in a maze 
To find the windows 

(trans. Mavrogordato) 

In the "Singer" there is no dramatic character like Theocritus; only 
the voice of fantasy, assuring the poet that "his nature is divine." All we 
see here is an artificial and shadowy world of Cavafy's own making, but 
it reveals that sad picture of a person on the verge of failure grasping pas
sionately for survival. Yet there is no mistake about the nobility of the 
effort. The concern runs so deeply and the search for adequacy persists 
so obsessively that they push themselves to the center of his conscious
ness and reign there as powerful though vain themes. These early poems 
show no critical understanding of the motif of the poet in the poem. Even 
the sentimentality of the tone is borrowed from the last waves of roman
ticism. Yet, they serve one function: to offer some sort of assurance and 
self-confidence, to help the poet sustain his belief that he can bring light 
and truth to a world which denies him significance. 

The earliest poem written in this vein goes back to 1886. It is enti-
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tled "The Poet and the Muse." The motif dialogue appears here for the 

first time, articulating the same agonizing question, but it is a far cry 

from the concreteness of the exchange between Theocritus and 

Eumenes. As a poem it lamentably fails to qualify Cavafy for the first 

step. The two sides of the immature Cavafy interlock in a mode of imag

inative promise and protectiveness. Fantasy, Muse and Mother become 

fused. The "poet" speaks first, not so much to extract assurances as to 

receive an explanation of why he was chosen. The admission of inade

quacy is striking: 

To what good, what gain did fortune seek, 

That in my frailty, I was made a poet? 

Futile are my words and the sounds of my lyre, 

Even the most musical ones, are not genuine. 

After mentioning how cold and crafty this world is, how painful life has 

become, the poet still sings oflove and joy, though he finds his harp mis

erable and its sounds a parody. Then the comforting Muse assures him: 

Poet, you are not a liar. The world you envision 

Is the true one. 

The consoling Muse confirms that he is "the priest of the world" and "a 

friend," one who is close to pleasures, flowers and valleys; what remains 

is to wait for the early dawn to dissolve the frightful mist. Nature is still 

eager to become his, promising garlands of roses and other rewards for 

his songs. 
There is no special reason to elaborate further on Cavafy's early 

poetic failures. The main point in tracing in reverse the successive lay

ers of the theme of inadequacy is to show the persistency of this prob

lem, how it was projected and finally understood as a significant topic 

for poetry and a personal obstacle in his development. By the time 

Cavafy accomplished the "first step," he divested himself of all the for

eign elements of Romanticism, Parnassianism, and Symbolism he had 

occasionally tried on in the process of transition. But the problem of 

poetic inadequacy was more than a question of native talent. It was 

closely connected to the broader issues that define the place of the poet 
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in modern society. These issues did not stand by themselves, for the sta
tus of the poet, as Cavafy saw it, was not simply a matter of social pres
tige and rewards, or a personal passion. The words of the young man of 
Sidon told of only one side of the poetic role. It was the public aspect 
that called for equal attention. No satisfactory answer could be given to 
this side of the issue without first coming to grips with the meaning of 
culture and the historical dimension of man. At the time that Cavafy felt 
the pressure of the issues, the debate had centered around the possibil
ity of genuine progress in the course of civilization. His reflections on 
this basic theme exhibit three distinct phases: the scepticism of the early 
poems, his reconciliation with the possibility of progress as expressed 
in the Ars Poetica, and the final post-1911 mature period which allows 
for a tragic view of history within the conditions of the cosmopolis. It is 
the last phase that holds the secret to his enigmatic statement: "I am not 
a Hellene, but Hellenikos". 

III 

We rarely see Cavafy willfully divorcing his ideals from the political side 
of human nature in order to immerse himself in the exotic pleasures of 
sensuality, to perfect the exquisite experiences of the aesthete. No doubt 
there are poems which lead the reader to draw such inferences. But 
unless they are treated as partial, though substantive, aspects of the total 
range of his poetry and personality, his full significance as a major twen
tieth century poet remains unilluminated. By way of heritage and social 
standing, to which we may add disposition and learning, Cavafy exhib
ited from his early manhood a detached yet intense concern for politi
cal and cultural issues as well as the understanding of historical 
developments. 

The England he knew from his adolescent years was a country in the 
full sway of the Industrial Revolution, with all its benefits and social 
evils. It was an England which reigned supreme as a world power, 
spreading its tentacles to all corners of the world, including Egypt. 
Alexandria, as he knew it as a child, had grown and prospered before 
the arrival of the British in 1882. His family played an active part in its 
social and economic progress long before the intervention. When he 
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returned to his city, Alexandria was still a growing cosmopolis, but with 

a different future, one that affected adversely the fortune of his family. It 

still remained the cosmopolis of vast commercial opportunity, where the 

ingenuity for making fortunes rivaled the complexity of political 

intrigues, the power of colonialism, the display of wealth, and the dete

rioration of the natives. The mingling of diverse nationalities and lan

guages continued to produce a colorful mosaic against the background 

of the local pattern of cults, superstition, and massive illiteracy. 

The Greek community to which Cavafy belonged fitted rather com

fortably into this maze. It had its own caste system, its range of social 

strata, and on the whole had amassed collective wealth and resourceful

ness for survival and success. Intellectually, however, it was an exten

sion of Athens, and to an appreciable extent, like Athens, the recipient 

of the overflow of ideas and movements originating in the cultural cen

ters of Europe and England. Greece as a young nation was a product of 

the nationalist resurrections of the nineteenth century and was still in 

the process of carrying out the "Great Idea": to free the unredeemed 

populations living under Turkish rule. The Greeks of the diaspora, no 

less than the mainlanders, freed or otherwise, shared passionately in 

this dream and gave generously to the cause. The growing body ofliter

ature in the mainland was tuned to a dual role. Internally, there was the 

need to summon the experience of the past in serving the goals of the 

free nation in attaining adequate education, moral regeneration, politi

cal enlightenment and social reform-all conjoined to the vision of 

regaining the land of the ancestors. Externally, there was the problem of 

establishing a spiritual continuity with the European nations whose cul

tural life had made spectacular gains, while Greece, left out of the 

Renaissance and the Enlightenment, had missed the benefits of progress 

by almost four centuries. The modern Greek poets had their role made 

to order. It grew naturally, so to speak, out of the facts of national life. 

The direction had been set by their national poet Dionysios Solomos. 

The tune was Greek but the tuning European. The problem was mainly 

one of consonance. The theme was public and the spirit optimistic. As 

the nineteenth century approached its close, the poet Kostis Palamas 

was in the lead. 
Cavafy, a British educated Alexandrian Greek, found himself at the 

outer perimeter of this redemptive nationalism. In more ways than one, 
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he was unable to identify fully with the cause. His historical conscious
ness and approach to his heritage could not generate the same patriotic 
enthusiasm which inspired the poets of the mainland. Nor could the 
problem of progress take its urgency for him from a cultural setting so 
different from his immediate environment, disposition, and upbringing. 
As a result Cavafy had to solve his problem in an individual way. At the 
very core of this issue was the need to relate his poetic mission to a 
broader conception of the nature of modern culture. However, he was 
aware that Alexandria was not London or Paris, where cultivation of the 
arts and letters bestowed a coveted assignment to the gifted. Not only 
was the cultural climate of Alexandria rather indifferent to such pur
suits, but there was no comparable public interested enough to support 
the work of the poet. Cavafy found himself in an environment which, 
while not lacking in energy or mild concern for the arts, had no organ
ized intellectual movement from which he could draw encouragement 
and sustenance. Particularly during the period of his early poetry, except 
for the small circle of friends and intellectual acquaintances, he was left 
to his own resources. There were his memories of England from his ado
lescent years, the Hellenic background of his parents' Constantinople, 
the social standing of his family, but none had the requisite depth and 
content to provide the self-image he needed to overcome the "degrada
tion" of having to accept a position as a clerk in the Irrigation Service. 

The task of defining his role as a poet proved difficult on two 
accounts. First, he had to grope for ways to raise the concept of poetry 
to a level of cultural seriousness and significance. The device of the 
Muse carried no real conviction since it belonged to Cavafy the dreamer 
talking to himself in the world of fantasy. Thus the pronouncements on 
cultural mission lacked the persuasive power his situation demanded. 
Second, the search for a theoretical basis held no promise if only because 
there was nothing of the kind readily available, except for what he could 
borrow from the artistic philosophies and manifestos of Europe. 

To an extent this is what he did, only to reject them later on. The fact 
remains that his own social and community circles could not and did 
not attribute to poetry or the arts in general the seriousness Cavafy's self
image expected. Having no wealth of his own, he could not become 
influential in the affairs of the Greek community. Progress and social 
affairs were in the hands of men of commerce and wealth and tied to the 
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larger enterprises of government. Given these circumstances, Alexan

dria could have no special relevance for his poetry; no significance and 

no appeal other than being a place, a cosmopolis, separate from the 

inner life of the poet. It was only a matter of time before his relations to 

the city deteriorated and lost whatever emotional and social color they 

had. They gradually took on the bleak, imprisoning and oppressive 

qualities we see in his poem "The City" It took him years to realize fully 

what miracles he expected Alexandria to perform, but until then he was 

unable to see what impossible gestures he demanded of a city that had 

no Goethe, Coleridge, Keats, Wordsworth, Hugo, Poe, Baudelaire, Mal

larme, Gibbon, Macauley, Rousseau, Arnold, Tennyson, Hardy, Ibsen, 

Zola, France, or Shaw-to mention some of the writers whose books 

were in his library. Because of what Alexandria had denied him he could 
not give it a place in his poetry It appeared timidly and for the first time 

in 1900, but not before he exhausted it in negation. However, the low 

point was not reached until Cavafy's several attempts to project his 

poetic self on the city-community ended in aesthetic failures. 

Cavafy discovered the meaning of Alexandria only after he finally 

learned not to beg from the cosmopolis what it could not give. A close 

look at some of his early poems reveals how his cultural estrangement 

was intimately related to his uncritical conception of progress and even 

more naive idea of nature. Suffice it to state at this point that in 1891 

Cavafy was under the sway of the anti-social views of Baudelaire and the 

firm belief in a mystical continuity between the inner human self and 

nature, accessible only to the poet. The affairs of civilization, 

inescapable and binding, had a historical rhythm of their own but were 

destined to transmute progress into futility His 1891 sonnet, "Builders," 

gives a vivid account of how the poet fits in this historical and cultural 

web. 

Progress is a great edifice-each brings 
His own stone-one man his reason and counsel, another 

His acts-and day by day it raises its head 
Higher. But if a tempest, or sudden tumult 

Break, in mass the devoted workers 
Rush on the scene to support their futile work. 
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Futile, for each man's life is given to caring 
For the pains and woes of a future generation. 

To make sure that generation will know happiness 
Pure, and longevity, and wealth, and wisdom, 
Without demeaning sweat or slavish labor. 

But this fabled generation will never come to be, 
Its own perfection will bring the work to ruins 
And then their own entire futile toil will begin.4 
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As a whole, the poem is unsalvageable. The contours are fuzzy and 
the historical landscape uncertain. There is no hint from which to glean 
specific instances of progress. The treatment is speculative but several 
strong beliefs stand out rather clearly. Whatever this "progress" means, 
it results from the cooperation of men of ideas and men of action 
(Cavafy obviously belongs with the former). If so, the poet is an indis
pensable agent, a creative force, in determining the course of progress. 
However, in the end, even the poet's contribution is of no help in avert
ing dissolution. The cause is noble: happiness, not his own, but that of 
a future generation. There is an element of sacrifice and social mission 
in this way of casting the cultural role of the poet, but it is not powerful 
enough to prevent doom. What is obscure in the poem is the cause of 
the demise of progress. More precisely, Cavafy tells us enough about the 
agents of progress but nothing concrete about the negative factors, other 
than to mention the intervention of "a tempest, a sudden turmoil." One 
suspects that the poet wants to suggest human flaws which operate mys
teriously to rob the future beneficiaries of the fruits of progress. As a 
result, the hoped for "happiness, longevity, wealth and wisdom" and the 
elimination of "sweat and labor" are forever beyond reach. Progress, 
except for the moral value it has in giving the toilers a sense of duty and 
direction, is ultimately a utopian pursuit. The theme of the poem is cast 
in the mould of Sisyphos' task; it is as futile as it is necessary. The boul
der of progress is destined to roll back to the base of the hill. 

4The Greek text reprinted in S. Tsirkas, Cavafy and His Times (Athens: Kedros, 
1958), pp. 205-206. 
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Cavafy, as this and many other poems indicate, was obsessed with 

the theme of culture as historical process in general, and the meaning 

of progress, the goal of civilization, in particular. It appears that these 

were issues which provided the context he needed to assign the poet a 

place in modern society After stating that leadership and responsibility 

were in the hands of men of theory and action, he avoided mentioning 

the poet. This aspect was made explicit later on in the Ars Poetica. In 

"Builders," his intent appears to have been to underscore the role of 

ideas in erecting the edifice of progress. The tone is declarative and indi

rectly one of warning. The message asserts the importance of men of 

reason and wisdom but is silent on the extent of their participation and 

effectiveness. The reader begins to suspect at this point that Cavafy can

not or does not know yet how to make his suggestion clear, namely that 

the sustenance of progress and the realization of its ends depend largely 

on men of wisdom to guide the men of action. The theme harkens back 

to Plato's political philosophy But there is another obscure issue in the 

poem, stated as a paradox, one which Cavafy restated as artfully as he 

knew how in his much admired "Waiting for the Barbarians"-a poem 

of striking drama and originality but still heavily burdened with the 

opaqueness of the same paradox. The issue touches on the fear of cul

tural futility Briefly stated, Cavafy's view suggests that the moment 

progress reaches the point of perfection it comes to exhibit fully its very 

imperfection, causing thereby the collapse of the edifice: "Its own per

fection will bring the work to ruins ... " The idea is intriguing and yet 

remains unclear. Did Cavafy mean to say that the process of progress is 

inherently defective precisely because the poet is either ignored or 

allowed a perfunctory role? Was the poem meant as a criticism of the 

pillars of the Greek community of Alexandria? Was Cavafy addressing 

himself to the inherent dangers of the progressive policies and philoso

phies of the European nations? At least this much seems to be certain: 

regardless of the nature of his warning there is no mistake about his pas

sion to assign to himself the role of high leadership in the cause of 

progress and civilization. If the end is futile, the mission of the poet is 

not. 
"Builders" expresses a position which, with minor variations, 

CavafY held for almost an entire decade. The futile cycle of progress, 

always ending in ruins, occurs again in "The Intervention of the Gods," 
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written in 1899. The cause has become more concrete but taken out of 
human hands. The poet uses the collective "we" to refer to a series of 
planned actions aiming for the better; yet 

... The more we try, the more we will undo, 
We will complicate things till we reach 
Utter confusion. And then we will stop. 
That will be the hour for the gods to work. 
The gods always come. 

The gods do their own work; some men are helped, others are removed 
from the scene. A new order prevails and the gods withdraw. In due 
course, men will embark on the same routine only to bring about 
another "intervention." Two years later, in 1902, the center of gravity 
shifted from mysterious, unknown, and impersonal forces to the specif
ically human factor. The reasoning deals not with futility but failure. 
Thus, in the poem "Interruption": 

We interrupt the work of the gods, 
We, the hurried and foolish creatures of the day ... 

The collective "we" of 1899 has now been replaced by the more specific 
"we" of 1902. The poet's expression has become direct and mellow, trac
ing the delicate outlines of the tragic face of mankind. This explains why 
Cavafy approved for publication "Interruption," whereas "The Inter
vention of the Gods" was only kept in his archives with a note scribbled 
in English on the paper: "This is a good poem."5 

The agonizing question of human progress had for Cavafy a deeply 
personal significance, and the final answer he gave to it decided his des
tiny as "the poet of the city." In the period between September 1893 and 
july 1896 he studied with considerable care the two volume Selections 
From the Writings Of]ohn Ruskin. Cavafy's comments on Ruskin take the 
form of an intimate dialogue on such fundamental themes as the nature 
of art and poetry. the problem of the good and the beautiful, the contro
versy over realism and idealism, the dynamics and direction of civiliza-

5This poem was published for the first time by M. Peridis in his book, The Life and 
Work of Constantine Cavafy (Athens: Ikaros, 1948), p. 161. 
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tion, the philosophies of individualism and human rights. 6 As other 

critics have noted, by the time Cavafy came to study Ruskin, he was ripe 

for a revision of his views and ready to become at least partly reconciled 

to the ideal of progress. However, the tendency to come to terms with 

progress emerged more clearly, but not without some reservations, in 

the Ars Poetica of 1903. 
Of all his comments on Ruskin we can only refer to the ones that 

bear directly on our theme. Where Ruskin castigates the rampant spread 

of industrialization as the chief threat to civilization, Cavafy comments, 

"The speed [Ruskin speaks of], the diverse and marvellous inventions 

are hardly superfluous. Ruskin makes the mistake of viewing them as 

ends whereas they are only means" (comment 202). 

Ruskin's moral and religious vision was not Cavafy's. Cavafy's 

predicament was rooted in a feeling of personal frustration. Ruskin's 

speculations were part of the romantic view that sought to ward off the 

onslaught of positivist science with its mechanical and materialistic 

conception of the universe. Cavafy had no special affinity for Ruskin's 

rhetoric extolling nature as the revelation of the divine unity of purpose. 

Neither does he share with Ruskin the inclination to lament the moral 

loss incurred when mankind fails to grasp nature as the manifestation 

of God. This religious and moralistic outlook, together with the wedge 

it drew between art and science, did not suit Cavafy, especially at a time 

when he wanted to raise the poet to the level of a statesman of ideas. In 

response to a passage from The Stones of Venice where Ruskin discusses 

the difference between the scientist and the artist, Cavafy objects to 

Ruskin's "mania to legislate what is art and what is not," and concludes, 

"Of the few things one can state with certainty is the fact that no one is 

able to say where art begins and above all where it ends" (comment 79). 

To Ruskin's thesis that our ideas of the beautiful depend directly on our 

state of purity, Cavafy replied that "purity of heart is not indispensable 

for seeing Beauty I have in mind the author's narrow conception of 

purity and heart, not the broader meaning of these words .. " (comment 

204). 

6The manuscript of these comments was preserved by Cavafy's friend, P. Anas

tasiadis. M. Peridis published portions of them in 1948; printed in their entirety in the 

1963 special issue on Cavafy of the journal Epitheorisi Technis, edited and annotated by 

S. Tsirkas, pp. 582-611. 
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These reactions reflect more than a difference in approach. They 
throw considerable light on Cavafy's persistent efforts to overcome the 
depressive thought of cultural futility while preserving intact the polit
ical and aesthetic stature of the poet in the cosmopolis which denies him 
significance. The clash between internal demands and external condi
tions kept the search for a final answer to the problem of progress in 
continual suspense. While the theoretical ambivalence remained unre

solved, the poetic mood struggled to find expression through the "cri
sis" themes of "The City," "Walls," 'Trojans," "The Windows," "Waiting 
for the Barbarians" and "Thermopylae," poems which received their 

final form after the writing of his Ars Poetica. 

IV 

Cavafy's visit to Athens in August 1903 coincided with two major events 
in his development: a psychological one having to do with "a great cri
sis of liberation" related to the final clarification but partial acceptance 
of his homosexuality, and an aesthetic one leading to the formulation of 
the basic concepts of his poetics, "the procedures of Emendatory Work 
and Philosophical Scrutiny" of his poems. With the writing of the Ars 
Poetica, Cavafy crossed at the age of forty into his transitional period 
which ended in 1911. But more significantly it helped him sever most 
of his ties to the trends and movement of the nineteenth century in 
order to develop his own original style and become one of the major 
poets of the twentieth century. 

What stands out with striking clarity in the Ars Poetica is how 
Cavafy was finally able to define and defend a conceptual framework to 
carry out a program of critical revision of his work and also to present 
his role as a poet with forthrightness and confidence. Briefly put, with 
his Ars Poetica Cavafy begins to put behind him the years of wavering 
sentimentality, dependence and imitative explorations. If the Ars Poet
ica is a statement of position, an account as well as a program for future 
revisionary work, the mood and climate which pervade it were clearly 
anticipated in the (unpublished) poem he wrote in June 1903, 
"Strengthening the Spirit": 
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He who longs to strengthen the spirit 
Must go beyond obedience and respect. 

THE CHARIOTEER 

He will not be afraid of the destructive act; 
One half of the house must be pulled down. 
This way he will grow virtuously into knowledge. 

It is evident that Cavafy never intended the Ars Poetica for the wider 
public, not even his close circle of friends. Aside from the fact that it was 
meant as a theoretical and laboratory guide, there is also sufficient evi
dence to show that the position he elaborated in 1903 underwent fur
ther changes by 1911. In this respect the significance of the Ars Poetica 
lies in being a key to his transitional period. As such, the Ars Poetica 
does not represent Cavafy's final views. However, without it, the deeper 
layers of his poetic work during the years of crisis can be neither fully 
explored nor properly understood. If Cavafy had made this document 
available at some point during his lifetime, probably the bulk of the lit
erature that grew around his "transitional" or "crisis" poems in partic
ular would not have been so wrong-headed or innocuous. But that is 
another story. 

In the opening statement of the Ars Poetica Cavafy mentions that the 
"Emendatory Work" is already settled and he should proceed with "a 
philosophical scrutiny" of his poems (p. 36). What he means by 
"emendatory" will be explained shortly. It is a canon to proceed "by con
sidering the poems attentively, reporting on them, making a batch of the 
reports, and afterward working at them on the basis and in the sequence 
of the batch" (p. 48). Since this is part of his laboratory work, so to 
speak, it need not concern us here. Furthermore, the text includes no 
papers illustrating the emendatory procedure. On the whole, the Ars 
Poetica consists of two parts, both dealing with the procedure of philo
sophical scrutiny. The first part explains and defends the concepts he 
uses; the second applies one special aspect of this procedure to a single 
poem, or rather to two formulations of a key verse in the (unpublished) 
poem, "The Pawn." 

On close inspection, this document reveals a reflective and critical 
side of Cavafy's personality one can hardly infer from a reading of his 
early poems. Another way of stating this issue is to say that Cavafy is a 
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"studio" poet to whom the qualities of lyricism and inspiration are 
totally foreign. He wrote with deliberate slowness. Most of his verse had 
to be reworked and belabored for precision and compactness of mean
ing. In this respect, Cavafy became a poet; he was not born one. His 
awareness of the imperfections of each new poem and the pressing 
demand to formulate canons and principles to guide the emendatory 
work led him to the complementary procedure of "philosophical 
scrutiny." It is both a procedure and a doctrine, a method for attaining 
technical precision and a theory of thematic truthfulness. It involves 
commitment to a philosophy of life, a discriminating utilization of per
sonal experience in poetic creation, and the employment of the formal 
rules for logical consistency. We will try to follow the order in which 
Cavafy develops these topics. The first canon he vows to apply is one 
which can render the thought units in the poems logically coherent and 
believable. 

Flagrant inconsistencies, illogical possibilities, ridiculous exag
geration should certainly be corrected in the poems, and where 
the corrections cannot be made the poems should be sacrificed, 
retaining only any verses of such sacrificed poems as might 
prove useful later on in the making of new work. 

Still the spirit in which the scrutiny is to be conducted should 
not be too fanatical. (p. 36) 

Bringing meanings in line with artistic cogency calls for the removal 
of all those flaws which interfere with the poet's intent to render his mes
sage exact and communicable. Overstating some aspect, intensifying 
another via qualifiers beyond the requisite limits of measure, are as dam
aging as they are useless. Yet undue austerity, when pursued fanatically 
can cause the collapse of a suggestive verse and flatten it to the likeness 
of prose. Aside from the keen concern Cavafy shows here for the logic 
of poetic verse, there is also that of preserving any verse, regardless of 
its initial ties to a given poem, for future use. Both concerns are related 
to Cavafy's practice of composition. As early as 1903 he recognized not 
only that canons of coherence and measure are required for the comple
tion and perfection of any given poem, but also that any given poem, 
even when it should be sacrificed, is not a total failure if it contains 
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usable units. Such units are like living cells of poetic thinking and can 
continue to live as functional parts of another body. This concept which 
recognizes wholeness in poetic units as individual verses with potential 
merits of their own, serves to indicate that by this time Cavafy had come 
to view his entire poetic program as an organic body growing and devel
oping so that each new approved poem signaled a new stage of his work. 

The model that emerged with the writing of the Ars Poetica brought 
to prominence the conception of poetry as a life-work in progress: a 
whole body to be realized in stages and cumulative phases as new poems 
are projected and completed, thus forming a chain of organic events like 
offshoots from the original seed. For this reason there are no "represen
tative" poems that summarize, as it were, the poet's work and views. 
This fact was ignored by his critics who thought of Cavafy as a pessimist, 
decadent, or hedonist, to mention only a few of their ill-fated character
izations. Evidently, Cavafy throughout his life adhered tenaciously to 
the organic model of a work in progress. And it may well be that this is 
what he had in mind when he asked of his critics to judge him "aesthet
ically." If our interpretation is correct, it seems that he meant by this 
term a judgment which assumes and evaluates not just the wholeness 
of individual poems but ultimately that of his entire oeuvre. In addition, 
the model helps us understand why Cavafy abandoned the "early" plan 
to publish special collections of poems in favor of a serially continuous 
set of editions, constituting at the end but one total collection: Poems. 

The next large topic of the Ars Poetica concerns the limits and value 
of personal experience for literary and philosophic activities, both being 
co-ordinate manifestations of the theoretical man. The problem he raises 
is whether it is necessary for the poet to restrict himself only to his own 
personal experience. The issue is frequently raised in theories of artistic 
creativity, but Cavafy feels it important enough to be answered anew. 
One suspects the reasons. He defends the poetic right to explore emo
tional states and historical events which by necessity cannot and should 
not be directly experienced: e.g., violent disease, old age, perturbed 
states of mind, events in the past-these are his own examples. The fact 
is that poets and philosophers do write about these things. It is just as 
well that they should for "the person who experienced them might not 
be the person talented to analyze and express them" (p. 38). What is at 
issue is not so much the fact that poets go beyond "personal experi-
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ence," but the rules and methods of doing it properly Hence the prob
lem of "guess work" and how to use it cautiously: 

Guess work indeed-when intelligently directed-loses much 
of its riskiness, if the user transforms it into a sort of hypotheti
cal experience. This is easier in the description of a battle, of a 
state of society, of a scenery By the imagination (and by the help 
of incidents experienced and remotely or nearly connected) the 
user can transport himself into the midst of the circumstances 
and can thus create an experience. The same remark holds 
good-though it presents more difficulty-in matters of feeling 
(sic, p. 40) 

The poet, with the aid of the knowledge he has of himself, can attain 
a high level of sympathetic understanding of the imagined conditions he 
seeks to reconstruct. Yet there is always a precarious element, especially 
when the objective is to penetrate into states of feeling, for such states can 
be "true and false, possible or impossible at the same time, or rather in 
turns" (p. 40). The challenge here is one of proper identification and cog
nition; it is closely philosophical, but not in the sense of replacing or com
peting with philosophy Somehow the poet has the certainty that what he 
envisions, the aspect of the state he discloses, is the truest, or perhaps 
nearest the truth. The issue is not a matter of the duration, recurrence, or 
transience of a situation, but how authentically the poetic guesswork is 
able to grasp its object. What Cavafy seems to be saying here is that the 
poetic goal in employing personal experience, which includes learning 
and erudition, is not to give a full description of the object or to work 
explicitly by way "of careful thought and weighing of causes and effects, 
and by inferences," in the manner of philosophers. Rather, it is to bring 
forth the tone and ambience of the object as condensed immediacy What 
the poet achieves is a genuine insight into an actuality, a credible and con
vincing reconstruction of a situation as it should have occurred: logical 
possibilities which invite assent in truthful communication. That such 
insights may often have the character of a suggestion, "a vague meaning," 
is not a detriment. Their fuller realization may come at a later time, and 
in some cases it may even require the work of generations. What is essen
tial is that the guesswork has proved fruitful. The contrast he draws with 



170 THE CHARIOTEER 

the philosophical type of guesswork is of minor importance. The real 

thrust of the argument is to underscore the interpretive power of the poet, 

the value of his mode of sympathetic recreation of human situations and 

the inherent fertility of his suggested meanings. The concept of guess

work leads directly to the defense of the major thesis of the Ars Poetica, 

which concerns the cultural role of the poet. 

Interestingly enough, the concept of guesswork comes in for further 

elaboration again at the end of Part One, and concludes it (pp. 48-55). 

As he points out, "the guesswork, or rather the intellectual insight into 

the feelings of others may result in the delineating of more interesting 

intellectual facts or conditions, than the mere relation of the personal 

experience of one individual" (sic, p. 48). This penetration into other 

persons and facts influences, in tum, the thinker and poet by creating 

new states of mind. The cumulative effect is an enrichment of personal 

experience. Cavafy is not claiming original psychological observation. 

Rather, he means to provide a basis for his poetic theory and practices. 

Once it is understood that guesswork is in principle capable of further 

correction and enrichment, personal experience can and must produce 

insight of wider validity. What is initially private and subjective 

becomes public in its reference and objective in its scope, provided that 

sympathetic understanding and intelligent penetration have been care

fully utilized to increase the ability of the knower as a poet. Although 

Cavafy does not engage in refutation of alternative theories about the 

nature of the poetic self, he does mean to say that poetry is not to be 

reduced to the expression of a private self and its lyrical states. The 

poet's world is his personal experience but it is at once private and pub

lic. Without the delineation and assimilation of other states of mind, the 

objective reference of the poet's insights lacks direction and validity. The 

objective side of personal experience makes poetry publicly significant, 

capable of communicating shared feelings, universal truths, the essen

tial nature of collective and private situations, whether unique or recur

ring. The special circumstances may be one's own or they may pertain 

to a group, but the needs and desires involved are common enough. 

The poet has no particular preference for the general and unchang

ing ways of things. He seeks truthfulness anywhere and everywhere. He 

controls his guesswork by transforming it intelligently into "a sort of 

hypothetical experience." 
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The poems one writes, though not true to one's actual life, are 
true to other lives-not generally of course, but specifically
and the reader to whose life the poem fits admits and feels the 
poem. And when one lives, hears and searches intelligently and 
tries to write wisely his work is bound, one may say, to fit some 
life (pp. 50, 52). 

Cavafy sees the problem of communicating the truthfulness of per
sonal experience as having two crucial aspects: (a) How is it possible for 
a poet to write about an emotion which he has perhaps never himself 
felt, or about an action, for instance, murder, when he has never killed 
a person? (b) How can the poet convey to others his own experience, 
whether of private states or historical events, inaccessible to others, 
when they have never felt or known such things? Neither aspect is 
treated in depth in the Ars Poetica. The discussion shifts to the more 
practical concern of how to attain truthfulness when writing a poem. It 
is a matter of sincerity, which he defines as "necessary truthfulness in 
art" (p. 52). The criterion is applied to some lines he had written in 1903 
but upon reading them over found them "flat," "not good" yet "sincere." 
Cavafy develops the concept of sincerity in order to resolve a serious dif
ficulty: how the element of time and the transitory quality of feeling are 
decisive factors in grasping correctly the special mood of truthfulness in 
a poem. Feelings, however fleeting, are true at the time of their occur
rence, if sincere. A personal state may change with the passage of time 
but that event as it actually occurred remains what it was, if properly 
recalled and genuinely re-experienced as memory. However, Cavafy 
notes, it is only proper that all feeling situations should not last, other
wise we would be "all of a piece" and stagnate "in sentimental inactiv
ity" (p. 54). To illustrate the point he mentions two sincere poems, both 
expressing truthfully the erotic feeling he had at the time of their com
position. They are the unpublished poems "September 1903" and 
"December 1903,"7 written, as he characteristically notes, after "the 
great crisis of liberation" (p. 54). The lover's indifference as it succeeds 
the period of passion does not make the poems false; "they remain true 

7Text and translations in Edmund Keeley and George Savidis, C.P Cavafy: Passions 
andAncientDays (New York: Dial Press, 1971). 
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to the past," "they will be applicable to the feelings of other lives" (p. 

56). He concludes by way of summary: 

The same, therefore, must apply to other works-really felt at the 

time. If even for one day, or one hour I felt like the man within 

"Walls," or like the man of "Windows," the poem is based on a 

truth, a short-lived truth, but which, for the very reason of its 

having once existed, may repeat itself in another life, perhaps 

with as short duration, perhaps with longer. If "Thermopylae" 

fits but one life, it is true; and it may, indeed the probabilities are 

that it must (sic, p. 56). 

Before we proceed with the third thesis of the Ars Poetica, which 

seeks to establish the cultural significance of the poet, we must draw 

attention to the fact that by 1903 Cavafy had formulated clearly and 

firmly one of the cornerstones of his art: the aesthetic and thematic sig

nificance of memory, not only as the storehouse of private experiences 

but also as a condition for the further refinement and expansion of his 

intellectual insights. In the net of memory he will capture, preserve and 

distill the cherished moments of the personal past and the forsaken 

events of his historical heritage. When we read Cavafy's poems we are 

constantly aware of the presence of a poet who is writing through mem

ory and recollection, and when the circumstance demands it, resorting 

to a recreation of dramatic incidents of past history to let them act as 

carriers of personal events recalled in reverie. The aesthetic value of 

memory is a controlling factor in the making and reshaping of his world. 

What he retrieves from the past is always an emotionally significant and 

sensuously charged situation. It is reborn through art, for art, and as art. 

It is recalled back to life, as it were, in all its dramatic freshness and com

pelling frankness. This wedding of aesthetics and memory is one of his 

chief characteristics. 
The poet remains an artist even when he works philosophically. 

Cavafy makes a special point to stress the rational side of the poet's per

sonality in order to settle two problems directly connected with his own 

crisis. First he had to brace himself through argument against his lin

gering skepticism about the futility of human culture, and second to 

defend the significance of the poet's mission. Without a positive answer 
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to the former, the latter would have remained unsettled. Unlike the aes
thetic theologians of Romanticism such as Coleridge and others who 
subscribed to the divine reconciliation of matter and spirit in nature and 
in God's Logos as a literal fact, and then viewed the poetic imagination 
as an analogue of divine creation, Cavafy has no religious thesis on 
which to rest his case. Neither Nature nor God as the Great Artificer is 
appealed to as the ultimate grounds of value; for Cavafy, there is no 
realm for poetry and art other than man's social and cultural setting. His 
poetry is a political and personal affair, and even when the works of man, 
often perverse and misguided in the unwieldy complexity of the cos
mopolis, fail to meet the demands of intelligence or satisfy human 
needs, the search must still continue inside the polis. Cavafy does not 
leave the town for Nature or the World or God any more than he con
siders the appeal to mysterious forces of inspiration a sufficient account 
for the poet's work. Cavafy does not take his disillusionments and feel
ings of despair to the doorstep of religion or the sanctuary of the absurd. 
The soundness of his argument is not the issue here, for what matters 
in the Ars Poetica is the manner in which he disposed of the case for 
extreme pessimism or, as he stated it, "the philosophy of the absolute 
worthlessness of effort and of the inherent contradiction of every 
human utterance" (p. 42). 

This "seemingly highest" philosophy the poet should by all means 
try to avoid, but he need not go to pains to deny it. By merely working, 
the poet denies it. Even if he accepts it, assuming he is still a poet, "he 
must work still, though with the consciousness of his work being but 
final toys-at best toys capable of being utilized for some worthier or 
better purpose, or the very handling of which prepares for some wor
thier and better work" (p. 44). To the true artist, this "philosophy" is at 
once logically untenable and incapable of being put to practice. As a the
orist, the poet can raise and debate the issue, but as artist he need not, 
for his main mission is the fulfillment of his work. The fact is, he 
observes, that few "natures" act on the belief in the vanity of human 
things, and even fewer can act accordingly, that is, "refrain from every 
action-except such as subsistence demands" (p. 44). The acts of peo
ple may and often do produce vain things but it does not follow that the 
impulse to act and the activities are vain. Echoing the distant voice of 
Aristotle, Cavafy grounds the principle of acting in human nature; 
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actions produce works which are valuable either for their immediate 
utility or their beauty. To produce the latter is the function of the poet. 
Hence the artist responds to the natural desire for beauty in all its 
diverse forms: "love, order in one's surroundings, scenery" (p. 46). Nei
ther disdain for the shortness of human life nor "separation" from one's 
work justifies the view of "absolute worthlessness," nor does the con
testable belief in an after-life, presumably better than this one, make that 
view any sounder. 

After repudiating this view of the worthlessness of effort, Cavafy 
proceeds next to explain its occurrence. It results basically from either 
of two errors: (a) the partial viewing of things and (b) an excessive 
emphasis on the individual. In a way, they involve each other, but the 
error of individualism appears to weigh the heavier since it persists by 
means of a partial view of the social and genetic nature of the human 
person. Individualizing the person and the work of art leads to feelings 
of futility. But once we regain our full view of things and see the indi
vidual within the broad concept of mankind, a created work of art no 
longer appears futile. Within the reality denoted by the inclusive notion 
of mankind, "there is no death." The species continues and endures. A 
body, atomon, has separate existence, but the concept of man does not. 
However, the individual as it exemplifies the species is a constituent of 
a society, a nation, all mankind, regardless of where or when it exists. 
On this premise then, absolute vanity disappears and only "a compara
tive vanity may remain for the individual." Yet when the individual 
"separates himself from his work and considers only the pleasure or the 
profit it has given him for a few years and then its vast importance for 
centuries and centuries, even this comparative vanity disappears or 
vastly lessens" (pp. 46-48). The problems Cavafy is facing here have no 
direct relationship to those associated with Marxist views on alienation 
and the Existentialist diagnosis of estrangement and meaninglessness. 
Hence an effort to press the comparison would be misleading. Cavafy's 
argument is clear: pessimism is ultimately an unsound view not only 
because it is incompatible with the common nature of human beings, 
their inherent drives to produce and act, their enduring historical and 
social continuity, but also because it is inconsistent with the facts of 
individual psychology of satisfactions, rewards and fulfillments. When 
all is told, the cure for such pessimism is more wisdom, more under-
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standing of the generic conditions of humanity and the concrete con
texts in which action occurs and pleasures are consummated. 

Part Two of the Ars Poetica re-introduces the distinction between 
the theoretical and practical person. The poet or philosopher is a man 
of ideas and fertile intellectual insights. The practical man of action 
accepts these ideas and insights, converts them into plans which he 
then pursues with determination and courage, and when the circum
stances demand it, even self-sacrifice. Cavafy is quick to add that the 
life of ideas is not without its own demands and tolls, for quite often 
the work of the theoretical man is not appreciated in his lifetime, and 
even after his death he may be ignored or underrated. Furthermore, 
one's discoveries, because imperfect, do not bring the recognition or 
profit they deserve. Of course, they are mankind's gain. But often it is 
other persons, who later perfect such insights, that come to claim the 
honor. The basic thesis, one which belies Cavafy's own aspirations and 
hunger for renown, is that the poet in his capacity as a theorist occu
pies an indisputable place in the forces that shape and guide the des
tiny of cultural politics. Where Plato denied the poet a place among the 
philosopher-kings, Cavafy comes to restore him by appealing to the 
richness and social usefulness of the poetic intelligence. And he does 
it by making the poet not a being of enthusiasm, inspiration and imag
ination, but a person of rational work and public relevance. He goes 
back to the Homeric tradition and the tragedians of the classical age to 
make the poet once again an educator of mankind. Thus as early as 
1903, Cavafy had arrived at a clear conception of the broad and polit
ically significant function of poetry: the didactic-a function which is 
not to be confused with the species of didactic poetry which purports 
to inculcate moralistic precepts. 

The remainder of Part Two is given to the examination of a verse in 
a poem, "The Pawn" (it has survived unpublished), in accordance with 
the procedure of philosophical scrutiny. The connection with the pre
ceding views is provided by the suggestion that the pawn in a game of 
chess is analogous to the man of action, since both may be called upon 
for an act of self-abnegation. Cavafy compares it to the case where a the
ory is translated into successful action through the sacrifice of a heroic 
man of action. Yet, without the hero of theory. the admirable action of 
the practical man could never take place. Conversely, without action, 
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the mere idea remains an idle insight. By comparison, works of theory 

precede those of action in order and value. It is this last point to which 

Cavafy appeals to decide whether the adjective ('great" applies with 

equal force to ideas and acts. Exclusive attention to sacrifices of action 

is not sufficient, since "the theoretical life, the life of the artist and the 

philosopher, have also their sacrifice, bitter and unjust" (sic p. 60). 

The discussion in this portion of the Ars Poetica is somewhat 

strained; but the general thesis is clear: the theoretical man is a great 

benefactor, the equal of the practical man and comparably heroic, if not 

more so. Without great theories, for instance, the system which the 

Spartan legislators conceived and established, the sacrifice of men like 

Leonidas would lose much of its significance. Ultimately; it is great the

ories which are translated into action and bring such rewards as "the 

complete happiness and success to which a human being can aspire" (p. 

66). Here belong the contributions of "the leaders of the American and 

the Greek rebellions, Pasteur, Garibaldi, and a few other instances" (pp. 

66, 68). Cavafy's examples are interesting in that they refer to wars of 

liberation and discoveries of great social benefit. Curiously enough, he 

does not refer to wars of conquest as paradigms of cultural stratagems. 

Napoleon, Caesar, even Alexander of Macedon, are omitted. The theo

retical work such cases involve, if one can speak of it in these terms, per

haps would have been thought of by Cavafy as grandiose rather than 

great. One suspects he would call it the work of ambition, not involv

ing a theory which aims at human happiness. In any event, the answer 

is not given in the Ars Poetica. The reader may retrieve it piece by piece 

from the "Hellenistic" poems, all of which take political wisdom to be a 

kind of theoretical work. It is the proper background against which the 

poet can screen and judge the loud claims of emperors, kings and lead
ers to fame, honor and greatness. The drama of hubris in history gener

ates its own pity and fear. 
What stand out in the Ars Poetica are the ideas Cavafy used in pro

ducing an argument in favor of his own importance as a poet. There is 

nothing in the Ars Poetica that directly relates to the commercial climate 

of opinion in Alexandria or the familiar cries of despair due to his loss 

of social standing. Similarly, there is no reference to the inner voice of 

the Muse; neither do we find the reassurance he had once sought by 

calling the poet "divine." By 1903 Cavafy had written but a handful of 
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good poems, all of which were in need of further work. Thus, he could 
not really appeal to this work in demanding recognition. The body of 
his accomplishment was still rather thin. The alternative was to resort 
to a defense of his role in theory. And we see him in theArs Poelica doing 
precisely that: dreaming of progress, contributing to human happiness, 
being a cultural leader, aspiring to the heroism of the theoretical man. 
His effort to elevate poetry to a noble place, to give it a cultural mission 
within the context of political life, was genuine and had the backing of 
a powerful philosophical heritage, but his secret claim of belonging to 
this class of man when he wrote the Ars Poetica rested more on desire 
than on actual accomplishment. The passionate concern to become a 
cultural hero made him dependent on wishful thinking. While this 
dependence persisted, the attempts to change his life were more of the 
nature of escapes. The end to his cultural fantasies came not with the 
emotional readjustments but with the slow and careful application of 
the most remarkable insight of the Ars Poetica: the procedure of the 
philosophical scrutiny of his poems. The cumulative result was the final 
discovery of his own voice and the radical change of his poetry. Only 
later, beyond this period of crisis, was he able to see the meaning of his 
own humanism embodied in a non-heroic hero, to put it somewhat par
adoxically This happened in 1910-1911 with the writing of "The God 
Abandons Antony" and "Ithaka," his extraordinary version of the mod
ern odyssey of the non-hero-for there is no anti-hero in Cavafy If one 
were still to speak of heroic acts, as defined in the Ars Poetica, these are 
his poems, at once aesthetic and political goods, his acts of poetry. 





CAVAFY: ALEXANDRIAN POET 

AND BRAVE MAN OF PLEASURE 

As early as 1891 Cavafy had worked out in the poem "Builders" his own 
"platonized" conception of mission of the artist. The archival materials 
that Savidis and others have made available, show that during the early 
phase of his career Cavafy exhibited a suppressed hedonism, a contrived 
image of the decaying self, and a Christian attitude of sinfulness and fear 
of loss of soul. Seeing that his "platonized" self-image had led to frus
trations, he borrowed ideas from Symbolism and other sources to enrich 
his conception of the poet and the role of eros in art. Later on, he real
ized that his clinging to the fusion of these heterogeneous elements still 
did not adequately express him. What marks his mature period is a 
reconstructed aesthetic Platonism of the "Builders" to which he turned 
to overcome his self-alienation. It was thus that he was able to assert his 
desires authentically and re-discover his cultural tradition to free him
self from guilt, contrived predicaments and pseudo-mystical escapes. 

As the poem "January of 1904" written in 1904 allows us to infer, 
Cavafy began to express the erotic side of imagination, but he still 
remained indecisive, giving the impression that his sensuality had been 
seriously, though not incurably, injured. Just the same, the first clarifi
cations signaled the beginning of a new a perspective, away from the sal
vational metaphysics of symbolism. The different poetic mode is 
reflected in "September of 1903": 

At least let me now deceive myself with illusions; 
So as not to feel my empty life 
And yet I came so close so many times. 
And yet how paralyzed I was, how cowardly; 
why did I keep my lips sealed 
while my empty life was weeping inside me, 
and my desires dressed in mourning? 

To have been so close so many times 
to the eyes of love, the lips 
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to the body dreamed of, loved 
so close so many times. 1 

THE CHARIOTEER 

In the I903 poem, "Strengthening the Spirit," the poet admits that: 

... the pleasures will have many things to teach him. 

The direction and the locale are about to become concrete, but not 

the conciliation with his city, Alexandria. There is an important differ

ence between Cavafy's experiential rediscovery of his city and the view

ing of Alexandria as a historical-mythical setting for poetic episodes. It 

was after I9ll that the city was no longer the city of 'The City." The 

transformation was completed by 19I6, when he wrote the poem 
"Alexandrian," revised and published in 19I7 under the title, "In the 

Evening": 

It wouldn't have lasted long anyway
the experience of years makes that clear. 

An echo from my days of indulgence 
an echo from those days came back to me. 

I picked up a letter again, 
read it over and over till the light faded. 
Then, sad, I went out on to the balcony, 
went out to change my thoughts at least by seeing 
something of this city I love, 
a little movement in the street, in the shops. (70) 

And in the poem "Outside the House," written in 1917 and pub

lished in I9I9: 

And yesterday 

1C.P. Cavafy, Passions and Ancient Days (New York: The Dial Press, 1971) p. 19. (Kee

ley and Savidis) The two verses in italics are my own translation. 



Cavafy: Alexandrian Poet and Brave Man of Pleasure 

When I walked down the old road, 
shops, the sidewalk, the stones, 
walls, and balconies and windows-
all were suddenly made beautiful by the spell of love: 
nothing ugly was left there. (90) 
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Eros had completely transformed the cityscape of 1894. "The City," 
revised and published in 1910 had long ago ceased representing the 
poet's sentiments. He knew that to be the case even when he wrote the 
poem in 1894. With the ugliness is gone, the heart was able to throb 
again. What brought Cavafy back to the actual city, its tangible things
houses. streets, the lights, the shops, the taverns-after the early disil
lusionment in the "builder-poet", was the liberation of eros as it 
gradually led him to undertake two tasks: (a) put some order in his 
inner world in relationship to his actual desires; and (b) accept the real 
setting of the city of Alexandria, its demands and opportunities. 

The process of conciliation and lasted for over two decades. The old 
feeling of resentment was replaced at first with an attitude of thought
ful resignation, which later changed to discriminating appreciation. Yet, 
the identification of the poet with the city never went beyond a certain 
degree of intimacy and affection. The fantasized exits, as heralded in 
"Ithaka," found their poetic fulfillment in the historic-mythical poems 
of hedonic cities: Alexandria and the other Hellenistic cosmopolitan 
centers. The actual exit, however, was not a rrqymp.6s, a voyage of 
enchanting symbolism, only a conciliation with the city 

In December 1905 he wrote the last poem of the year, "He Swears" 
(1915 ASS), an erotic poem that leaves the locale unspecified and shows 
the persona lost. The real mover is the mystique of the night. 

He swears every now and then to begin a better life. 
But when night comes with its own counsel, 
its own compromises and prospects-
when night comes with its own power 
of a body that needs and demands, 
he returns, lost, to the same fatal pleasure. (54) 

This is not exactly what is to be expected of a "brave" persona of pleas-
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ure. "He Swears" exposes the weakness of the will, the nagging anxiety 
over the divided self, painful uncertainty projected in the form of 
excuse. The appeal to understand indulgence as a motif is a later attain
ment, masterfully projected in the poem "For Ammonis, who died at 29, 
in 610" (1915/1917 A79) and "Tomb of Iasis" (1917/1917 A75). 

What the poet rediscovers in his city is restricted to what the pur
suit of pleasure can do to make life excitable at night and tolerable dur
ing day. Actually the persistence of guilt, gnawing as it does at both sides 
of the poet's divided self, diverted him from thinking about the fullness 
of life to which cities and individuals should aspire. Instead, he moved 
through the night to taste the forbidden fruits while turning his eyes 
away from the misshaped details of everyday life, the hustling and 
bustling of workers and masters, the sweat and toil of sheer living. The 
pieces are there but not in the foreground. What took precedence dur
ing the crisis period was the pursuit of sensual opportunities rather than 
blending with the realities of the city. The poet was not ready to put 
together the principles that give form to a total social and cultural envi
ronment. In fact, even the life of indulgence remained a problem until 
such time as he was able to include eros in the politics of civilized life. 
The mission of the "builder" continued to haunt him. 

In the poem "As Much as you Can"-initially titled "Life" (1905) 
before it was revised and published in 1913-the vague symbol "city" 
covers little more than the humbug of the world, the chatting and the 
mingling with acquaintances in social circles. The shift from the image 
of the desolate city of 1894 to the pedestrian concerns of "people" in 
1905 is remarkable. Cavafy had come to realize that leaving the city was 
wrong. Yet, the new solution was nothing more than a willful separation 
from the multitude. 

In 1907 Cavafy returned to his erotic themes, and in july he wrote 
"One of My Nights", (Eva ppa6u JlOD). The title was slightly changed 
to "One Night" when the poem was published in 1915. Another com
position, "The Window of the Tobacco Shop," originally titled "The 
Closed Carriage" (1907/1917), registers an important element: it spec
ifies the locale of the meeting of two persons within the city during day 
hours. There is the scene of their taking off in the closed carriage that 
provides the privacy for the initial acquaintance to become 
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The sensitive approach of body to body, 
Hand joined, lips meeting. 
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The reader is taken inside the city to witness the cravings of those who 
dare and have the courage to indulge sensual pleasures, explore and 
seek, buy and sell cheap and precious things, including their souls. The 
poet has become one of the people, fully aware of the human reality, 
with or without illicit desires. A way has been found to seek abandon
ment in the fleeting fragments of its sensual reality. 

The chronology of Cavafy's erotic poems supports the conclusion 
that prior to April1910, when Cavafy published the 1894 "permanent" 
imprisonment in the unnamed "city," he offered only a symbolic ana
logue of a dated state of mind. To be sure, the changes in his emotional 
states that came later required a different ars poetica. The turning point 
came after Cavafy's return from his visit to Athens in 1903. Once back 
in Alexandria, he wrote his poetics and found the courage to fathom the 
origins of his fears. Officially he closed that period with the publication 
of "The City" in 1910 by using the poem as a preface to his "editions." 
It served him well as a guidepost to mark the darkest hour of the cru
cial predicament of his life, the descent to Hades. He could have used 
an erotic poem instead if he wanted. The fact is that he had composed 
in 1895 such a poem, the "Chandelier" (1895/1914 A60). Evidently, it 
was not what his editorial designs needed. 

By 1902, Cavafy had become fully aware of the need to cope with 
the problem of self-denial and self-alienation. The "crumbling of the 
inner walls" that was to put an end to his self-imprisonment, had 

become imperative by June 1903, if we believe what the poet states in 
"Strengthening the Spirit," about a month before his second visit to 
Greece in August 1903. It is not an accident that the Ars Poetica was 
written about the same time he composed the first explicit erotic poem. 
It seems that the crystallization of his principles regarding poetic com
position took place concurrently with the opening of the new phase 
toward self-understanding. 

"In the Evening," (1916/1917 A87), though not an erotic poem, 
offers a clear example of how cherished memories, "an echo from the 
days of pleasure," brought the poet closer to his city, Alexandria. In the 
mellow hour of the evening the poet can pause in serenity and see 
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Something of the beloved city 
Part of the movement in the streets and the shops. 

The attitude toward the city changed profoundly since 1896, even 
after 1910, when "The City" was published. Another important detail 
belongs here: the original title of "In the Evening" was "Alexandrine." 
It was probably changed deliberately to keep in separate compartments 
the image of the bleak city of 1904 or 1910 from that of the "beloved" 
city of 1916 "In the Evening." Actually the new title directs attention 
away from the name of the city to the hour of the day, that graces the locale 
with a lovely countenance. This makes sense since Cavafy considered 
the titles as part of the meaning of the poems. 

With the poet firmly located in his city, we may turn to the essential 
component of his new stance. The poem "I Went" (1905/1913) contains 
no element of irony. In fact, the poem offers an alternative to the ancient 
virtue of courage. It asserts a response to eros that avoid the trappings 
of a self-defeating, self-contradicting ethical stance, as Plato would say. 

The implication is that, given the conditions of the modern, the clas
sical conception of andreios has outworn its relevance. Along with the 
demise of the polis vanished the conditions that sustained political 
virtue and its attendant andreia. Assigning new meaning to andreia in 
authentic conduct today calls for identifying fearful objects, "the 
enemy." But the enemy he saw bears little, if any, resemblance to the 
Medes the Athenians fought at Marathon and the Spartans faced at 
Thermopylae. The polis of the ancients has been replaced by the cos
mopolis. The modern transformations demanded that different content 
be assigned to the old cardinal virtues Plato and Aristotle defended. 
Much to Cavafy's regret, the cosmopolis did not resemble Athens, that 
Citadel of Wisdom, and even less the City of Ideas. The modern cos
mopolis could not summon a doctrine of virtues as the requisite means 
for the pursuit of the good life under the guidance of the common good. 
The new enemy turns out to be the pretentious institutions and the fal
sification of creative aspirations. The modern cosmopolis may be the 
undesirable reality but Cavafy believed its unexamined values must be 
castigated, as he does in the way he uses such symbols as the Laistrigo
nians, Cyclops and an angry Poseidon, in his "Ithaka." They are ques
tionable values and have become burdens lodged within the soul, 
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hypocritical attitudes, persistently preventing us from reaching fulfill
ment. They are the enemies. They delay, even cancel, the journey to 
Ithaka. The fearful objects, initially external, eventually become inter
nal, to dismember primordial Eros and dissipate the power to beget in 
beauty Something of the ladder of love in Plato's Symposium motivates 
Cavafy in many of his poems to make clear the misplaced mission of the 
erotic in the complex realities of the modern city The fearful objects are 
licensed to distort or frustrate the nature of Eros and push it into the 
abyss of self-alienation. 

Cavafy was confident that the stage was set for a new version of 
andreia, as well as convinced that without a central virtue the creative 
person falls easy prey to the absurd and the meaningless. In order to 
nourish eros and keep the daimon undistorted, acts of courage must 
become acts of deliberate choice, to speak with Aristotle. At this point 
sensuality acquires for Cavafy a novel and radical moral twist: the 
courageous person is one of pleasure. 2 The poet has a duty to save eros, 
the creative force in the human individual, especially when the deper
sonalized conditions of the impersonal cosmopolis and the crushing 
anonymity in the massive state threaten sensuality The first objective of 
courage redefined is to "tear down half the house," and denounce the 
idols that confuse eros. The stance of courage is one of defiance, yet 
open to the possibility of committing hubris, albeit of a different sort, as 
the people on the other side of the wall would say Once again, is insep
arable from knowledge of what to fear and what not to fear, i.e. the ene
mies of eros. 

No doubt Cavafy was puzzled when he set out to rediscover eros in 
his own Alexandrian cosmopolis of modern society He knew only too 
well that the modern modalities were unwilling to acknowledge the nat
ural rights of sensuality Still, he felt it was the new poet's responsibility 
to be "the brave man of pleasure" and through this virtue demonstrate 
possession of the others. The role of the new poet, as the spokesman for 
sensuality, includes the mission to know and to share his experience and 

2The expression is found in Plato's Laches at l9le4-7: "Now all these are coura
geous, but some have courage in pleasures and some in pains, some in desires and some 
in fears. And some are cowards under the same condition, as I should imagine." OuKouv 
av5pdm }lEV rravw; om:oi Elmv, aM' m }lEV EV I]5ovaic;, m5' EV Em8urimc;, 01 5' EV 
cp6pmc; TI]V av5pdav KEKTI]VTUl. 01 5' E y' oirm 5a.\iav EV Tote; auwic; TODTmc;. 
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knowledge even when he perfects them in imagination, as is in the case 

of poetry and art in general. And if poetic wisdom is of the latter kind, 

the flight to creative imagination and the visions it offers when the work 

is completed, are not lies. They are conscious yet privately staged illu

sions, not instances of self-deception designed to substitute escape for 

action. 
The poet masters irony and is fully aware of its limited use for the 

articulation of the human condition. Only episodes of misleading uses of 

self-deception call for the employment of irony. The poet as a wise person 

cannot be self-deceiving, especially when he intentionally resorts to 

constructing illusory experiences in privacy. The wise and courageous 

poet values the illusions of artistic fantasy And he is even more coura

geous, a select av6pd.os rv TatS f]Oovai.s, when he openly acknowl

edges what the world has become in remembrance, reverie and illusion. 

This is what perfecting acts complete in art while "prudence" admon

ishes and ultimately intends to prevent. It is against this background 

that we can explain, so it would seem, how and why Cavafy undertook 

in his poetry to redefine the concept of the virtue of courage. He appears 

to have done so not because he thought of denouncing the classical 

ethos-he was confident in its perennial relevance-and cross the line 

beyond good and evil, in the way Nietzsche did, but because he needed 

an alternative to fight the intrusions. The Alexandrian Cavafy came face 

to face with the new enemy: it was the invidious invasion of the cos

mopolis into the sacred domain of the erotic spirit of humanity 

july 20, 1991 



ALEXANDRIA: THE HISTORY AND LEGEND OF 
A COSMOPOLIS 1 

I. THE FouNDING OF ALEXANDRIA 

Alexandria was intended to be a Hellenic city but was born Hellenistic. 
From the day of its founding it became susceptible to the cultural and 
political pressures that altered substantially whatever plans Alexander 
had for it. By the time he died in Persia he was already markedly orien
talized. What the first Ptolemies set out to do, even if we assume their 
devotion to Alexander's initial vision to share the Hellenic achievement 
with the rest of the world he conquered, and what modifications and 
compromises the heirs of Alexander were led to make, are two different 
things. The actual events show clearly that the Hellenic was from the 
very beginning replaced by what the term "Hellenistic" came to mean. 
In fact, the roots of the Hellenistic are not an Alexandrian invention. 
The beginnings go back to the changes in the classical institutions and 
modes of life which mark the second half of the fourth century 

The cosmopolis that Alexandria was destined to become had its spir
itual ancestry in Athens. The centripetal forces that eventually shattered 
the cohesive substance of the polis were already at work when Plato 
wrote his Republic. Aristotle had just finished the writing of his Politics, 
when in 322 Alexander of Macedon gave orders to his chief city-archi
tect, Dinocrates of Rhodes, to build a city on the northern coast of Egypt 
and name it Alexandria. The philosopher's views on city-planning were 
left out, and Alexandria was launched as a non-Aristotelian city, and less 
classical at that. Its founding and completion coincided with the begin
ning of the age of Hellenistic empires. 

II. ALEXANDRIA, THE PRIDE OF THE PTOLEMIES 

The place where Alexandria was built was known to the Greeks of the 
Mycenaean age. Homer gave us a description of it in the Odyssey: 

1Conspectus of History 1:4 (1977); 13-23. 
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There is an island in the surging sea in front of Egypt, and men 

call it Pharos, distant as far as a hollow ship runs in a whole day 

when the shrill wind blows fair behind it. Therein is a harbour 

with good anchorage, whence men launch the shapely ships into 

the sea, when they have drawn supplies of black water. 2 

Alexander did not live to see the city to which he gave his name and 

where his body was finally brought for burial. His city followed the pat

tern for the political capitals of large states, like Rome, Constantinople, 

Cordova, Paris and Vienna. Alexandria, however, was never a city-state. 

It became a throbbing cosmopolitan center of the Mediterranean world 

where the molding of the Hellenistic spirit was to occur. It reflected the 

pride of the Ptolemies, as it grew as a great center for the blending of all 

cultural, religious, literary, artistic and phyletic traditions. Yet the 

Ptolemies saw to it that chief among them would be the glory of their 

ancestry; the pride of their Hellenic background, or whatever they 

remembered of it. 
It took about one hundred years and three generations of Ptolemies 

to make Alexandria a legend of splendor and luxury But the city became 

more than that. Ptolemy I, the Soter (323-285), was a prudent and prac

tical Macedonian, who made the expansion of his kingdom and the 

adornment of his capital city a lifetime ambition. Before the second cen

tury B. C. was over, Alexandria surpassed Athens as the leading intellec

tual and scientific center of the civilized world. The great places of 

learning, the Museum and the Library; established in 290 B.C., were 

manned within a matter of decades with hosts of industrious scholars 

and equipped with hundreds of thousands of volumes. The capital of 

Egypt was ripe for new adventures in literature, science, art, and archi

tecture. With the main harbor facing the Mediterranean, the inner lake 

Mariout directly connected with the Nile, and a water connection 

between the two seas, Alexandria attracted people and commerce from 

every land. By 200 B.C. it had a population that rose to about four to five 

hundred thousand, mostly Greeks, Egyptians, jews, Persians, Syrians, 

Arabs, and Africans. 
Every idea, value, practice, style, and attitude that was brought from 

Athens to Alexandria took on a different face, so to speak. The Greeks 

2Homer, Odyssey, Book IV (trans. By A.]. Murray) (London, 1946, 354-9. 
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who left their land to seek new fortunes and opportunities in the bud
ding cities of newly sprung empires in the aftermath of Alexander's con
quests experienced a transformation of character and a re-orientation of 
outlook. Like many other fortune-seekers with different backgrounds, 
they contributed to the rise of the open cosmopolis and were molded by 
it. They helped to consolidate the new spirit of the Hellenistic world
view. So strong and far-reaching were the new ways that they proved to 
be of great consequence to the subsequent transformation of the city
states of Greece, including Athens. 

There was a special flavor to the sense of loyalty the citizens of 
Athens, Sparta, Thebes and the other Greek cities felt for their polis. It 
was mainly a consequence of the tightly homogeneous character of their 
culture: their common language, their shared religious practices, their 
community of ideals, their public bonds of education, myths and val
ues. The cities of the Hellenistic age, like Alexandria, attracted diverse 
peoples who spoke different languages, worshipped strange gods, 
worked for different goals. Athens could cultivate excellence in depth, 
but not Alexandria. Athens developed like a cell, organically, so to 
speak, whereas Alexandria resembled more the accretion of molecules, 
to become a place where opportunities waxed proportionately to the 
influx of talent, wealth, and power. Yet, Antioch, Syracuse and other 
major cities, including Rome and Athens, each in its own way followed 
the same path as Alexandria. The new attitudes needed for success and 
survival in the cosmopolis slowly replaced the old virtues of the loyal 
Roman and the enlightened Athenian. Once all this was done, the clas
sical age became a thing of the past. 

Early in its history Alexandria became notorious as a city of celebra
tions. The coronation of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (287-246 B.C.), 
hardly a modest affair of public display, could never have taken place in 
Athens or Pella. No Greek city could provide the space or the actors for 
an event which required 57,000 infantry, 23,000 cavalry, and about 
l ,500 chariots drawn by a variety of animals from horses to antelopes 
and ostriches, which bore vessels of silver filled with perfumes. Chief 
among these chariots was a gigantic one, drawn by 300 men, carrying 
the image of Silenus. One can well imagine the spaciousness of the 
streets and open places of the city to accommodate the participants in 
the spectacle, from honored magistrates to the masses of onlookers. 
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Such was the growing cosmopolis of the Hellenistic age, with its new 
mores and promises, which gradually succeeded in replacing the classi
cal polis. While Alexandria grew in size and novelty it also created the 
conditions for inner decadence. By the time of Cleopatra's reign, the cel
ebrations lost all their early significance and the proclamations of royal 
titles were all but void of content. As the modern Alexandrian poet, 
Constantine P. Cavafy says in his "Alexandrian Kings," 

The Alexandrians were well aware, of course, that these were 
only words and theatrics. 

The Hellenic values which the Ptolemies and their Greek compan
ions brought with them to the newly erected capital of Egypt faded away 
slowly but inevitably. When transplanted in the new environment and 
mixed with other elements, the Hellenic myths and rituals lost their 
original flavor. Artistic imagination responded to the changing winds of 
cultural taste and missed no opportunity to explore the affected, the 
unusual, even the trivial, until enamoured of excitement for its own 
sake it indulged even in fears, superstitions and auguries. Yet, on the 
practical side, exploration in the centers of learning cultivated the 
applied sciences as the demands of a complex cosmopolis required. 
Despite this momentum and upswing of learning, erudition and use of 
practical information, the new needs which the conditions of the cos
mopolis introduced in the lives of its inhabitants made it difficult if not 
impossible to emulate the life of reason which the philosophers of the 
classical era had advocated with such passion. The rational ideal became 
an alternative for either the disillusioned, or the lonely; or the very 
bright. The Greeks were no exception. When Polybius visited Alexan
dria in the first half of the second century B. C., he said of the Alexan
drian Greeks: "they are mongrel Greeks, though they did have an 
exclusively Greek education." 

Even the worship of Dionysus and the mystery cults of Greece 
changed character after they were transported to Alexandria. They 
became part of a sacred underworld that had little to do with nature and 
the polis. The new religious amalgams promised flights that were not of 
this earth and they afforded a consolation which the spectacles, the 
emporium, the harbor, and the library did not. Those who could resist 
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the sensual surface of the cosmopolis sought salvation in the darker 
cults of the eternal. But those who wished to remain masters of men 
sought power and wealth while increasing their capacity for injustice, 
callousness, and ambition. The royal families and the administrative 
classes could maintain their status but not without a requisite amount 
of selfishness, conspiracy, and calculated abuse of human talent. But the 
cosmopolis continued to grow and with it emerged new styles of life. In 
due course, everything became monumental, including loneliness. 

Ill. THE ROMAN INTERVENTION 

The Romans noticed the gradual decline of the Ptolemaic dynasty and 
moved in and asserted their own interests. The first Roman embassy 
arrived at the royal court of Alexandria in 273 B.C., but the first overt 
intervention came in 200 B. C. under the disguise of friendly protection. 

The Romans found it easier to condemn the corrupt morals of the 
Alexandrians and the other Hellenistic centers of the empires than to 
share their own righteous standards. They preferred to exploit weak
nesses of others and expand the power of Rome. Her long-range designs 
on Egypt proved effective and the day came when a Ptolemy drew up 
his last will bequeathing the kingdom of Egypt to Rome! The long story 
of Rome-Alexandria relationships during the first century B.C., when 
each took advantage of the other's home rivalries, rose to a dramatic 
pitch during the reign of the last and most fascinating of all Cleopatras, 
the wife and sister of Ptolemy XIV, who ascended to the throne when 
her brother was only ten and she seventeen. The powerful leaders of 
Rome became directly involved in the Alexandrian intrigues, first by 
engineering Pompey's demise, after he sought refuge in the court of the 
Ptolemies, then with the victorious Caesar's direct and successful 
involvement in the power struggles of Egypt. The Caesar-Cleopatra 
affair is too well known to be retold, but she bore him a son, who was 
later crowned Ptolemy XVI, an event which Cavafy reconstructed with 
striking imagery and irony in his "Alexandrian Kings." As it turned out 
Cleopatra went on to new adventures after the great Caesar was mur
dered in 44 B.C. Mark Antony rose to power, his legions protecting 
Alexandria and he her queen. When the rivalry between Octavian and 
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Antony reached its climax the Egyptianized Roman went down in 
defeat, taking Cleopatra with him. Her seductive powers were tried for 
the last time on Octavian and failed. To the alternative of being carried 
to Rome to adorn Octavian's triumph, she chose suicide. Sometimes the 
sensual are not without good sense. 

With the last of the Ptolemies dead, Alexandria ended its career as a 
royal cosmopolis to become a crowded capital of a Roman province. 
Nevertheless, its characteristic culture had taken on a distinctive flavor, 
and three centuries of cosmopolitanism proved sufficient to give it 
enough momentum not only to work out a mode of political survival 
but also invent new patterns of mixing the most divergent species of 
Mediterranean tastes. The Roman conquest of the Hellenistic empires 
and their capitals only accelerated the transformation of what was left 
ofthe life ofthe polis. The ideals of wisdom and beauty ofthe old classi
cal days became erudition and decorative charm, and when the past was 
evoked it was mainly to enhance the seductive appeal of the present. 
That the sciences of medicine, mathematics, astronomy and other 
applied fields could grow and flourish to serve the pragmatic demands 
of the cosmopolis is no more curious a phenomenon than the appear
ance of new styles and genres in the arts and literature to satisfy novel 
interests and tastes. As scientific knowledge furnished more accurate 
details about the world and Roman expansion made the boundaries of 
states fluid, the bonds which could give the individuals a sense of 
belonging to stable communities fell apart. The philosophers, seeing 
that they had no polis to call their own, learned how to preoccupy them
selves with commentaries on the great books or withdraw to a garden 
community But the multitudes that had neither power nor the knowl
edge to save themselves, craved for different miracles to happen. Their 
frustrations prepared them for the wave of religious movements that 
swept the Mediterranean world after the Roman conquest of the Hel
lenistic empires. When Alexandria ceased being a center of intrigue and 
power, it served as the melting pot of religious cults and the spiritual 
home of theological controversy over the many sublime faces of the 
divine. And Alexandria changed. Rome divested it of its last Hellenic 
external remnants, but it took the arrival of the gospels from jerusalem 
and the theurgists of the East to appropriate the spirit. The experienced 
bishops of Alexandria did their homework early Thus the Egyptian 
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Church made its mark before Constantine the Great declared Christian
ity the favored religion of his Empire. 

The Roman victories had a profound effect on the external and 
material aspects of the Hellenistic cosmopolis which in turn proved to 
be decisive on the fate of Rome herself. In the closing decades of the 
Western Empire, Rome itself became the most parasitical cosmopolis. 
The other cosmopolises and the provinces which sustained them saw 
the Romans carry their riches as well as moods of disillusionment to 
Rome. But Rome eventually became the arena of arenas, slowly ready
ing herself for the coming of the barbarians. It was only six years before 
Alaric sacked Rome in 410 that the Emperor Honorius finally put an 
end to the gladiatorial combats. The spectacles declined and the public 
baths had already gone dry for lack of wood for heating. The chariot 
races were transferred to Byzantium, the new seat of the Empire. But 
before Rome deromanized herself, she had succeeded in defacing the 
external side of the Hellenistic cosmopolis. The internal side was left to 
religion to undo. The spiritual leaders of Alexandria, Antioch, and Con
stantinople were only too glad to finish the work. Within a few centuries 
the pagan gods were virtually forgotten, and the elements of their wor
ship carefully sifted to enrich the Christian ritual. What was left of them 
was used to fan the fires of fanaticism. The pagans lost the battle of the 
creeds. Centuries later, an Alexandrian poet would breathe life into their 
shadows and when he could find none, his imagination would create 
them from the fabric of historical plausibility The spiritual end of the 
Hellenistic world took place in Alexandria and Antioch, not in Byzan
tium, not even in Athens. This explains Cavafy's preference for Alexan
dria and Antioch as the settings for most of his historical poems. He 
belongs to that small band of poets who were saddened to see the Hel
lenistic world replaced by the City of God on earth. 

IV. OBSCURITY AND THE REBIRTH 

The last "historical" reference to Alexandria occurs in Cavafy's poem 
"Aimilianos Monae, Alexandrian: A.D. 628-655."3 This is an imaginary 

3Written in 1918 and published in the same year. 
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personage and the last of his Alexandrian dramatis personae. The poem 

tells us that Aimilianos Monae died in Sicily. By this time, Alexandria 

was still a livable city. The Eastern Emperor was unable to provide for 

adequate defense of Egypt. As a province it was divided into five parts 

governed by an equal number of rulers who had a greater aptitude for 

personal rivalries than ability for military tactics. Numerically adequate 

but deprived of leadership, the army was rendered even less efficient by 

poor civic administration and, as a result, failed to check the conquest 

of Egypt by the Arabs. Nor did it fare better later to prevent the capture 

of Alexandria by the Persians in 618 or 619. In 629, however, the 

Emperor Heraclius defeated the armies of King Chosroes and Egypt, 

Syria and Palestine were returned to the Byzantine Empire. In both 

episodes the city of Alexandria suffered no major calamities. In 641, the 

Arabian chief Amr occupied Alexandria and sent this message to Caliph 

Omar in Medina: 

I have captured a city from the description of which I shall 

refrain. Suffice it to say that I have seized therein 4000 villas with 

4000 baths, 40,000 poll-tax-paying jews and four hundred 

places of entertainment for the royalty.4 

Within a matter of a few years, the Byzantines withdrew from Egypt, 

never to return. The rest of the Byzantine provinces in North Africa also 

fell to the Arabs. Hera eli us died in 641 or 64 2. His successor tried to 

recapture Alexandria, taking advantage of certain signs of unrest after 

the Caliph recalled Amr. The imperial fleet arrived, the city revolted, but 

Amr returned and took Alexandria by force. The Arabs spared the city 

but time did not. For centuries it remained a minor port; but cut off from 

the centers of Mediterranean Christianity, the once bright cosmopolis 

declined. The Arabs concentrated their efforts on their own city, Cairo. 

In 1517 Alexandria was taken by the Turks and showed no spark of life 

to speak of until the French troops of Napoleon stormed the city on july 

2, 1798. Its population then had dwindled to about 4,000. What was 

once a great cosmopolis had shrunk to the size of a small town. 

Turkey, with the support of the British fleet, made an attempt in 1799 

to recapture Egypt, but this attempt ended in defeat. Two years later, the 

4P.K. Hitti, History of the Arabs (London, 1937), pp. 164-5. 
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British landed an expeditionary force, partly to protect their interests by 
keeping open the roads to the far East, partly to support Turkey in main
taining its position in the eastern Mediterranean. The French were 
forced to leave Egypt, and the British returned the country to the Turks. 
The modern chapter in the history of Alexandria begins with these 
events. 

A Turkish subject who was stationed in Egypt prior to these military 
developments had managed to rise from his position of tax collector to 
that ofViceroy of Egypt, in 1805, and to remain in power until1848 as 
virtual monarch. This man was Mohammed Ali, of Albanian origin, 
born in the small town of Cavala in Macedonia. This ambitious ruler 
almost succeeded in building an empire of the size of the Ptolemaic but 
the combined interests of the British and the Turks forced him to a more 
moderate role with sole jurisdiction over the land of Egypt, but still 
nominal subject to the sultan. For all his affection for Western civiliza
tion, Ali saw only the surface of its qualities, power and industry. While 
he attracted many Europeans to seek opportunities in Egypt and con
tribute to its modernization, he handed out privileges with a generosity 
that matched his donation of Cleopatra's Needles to the British and 
Americans and his indifference toward the plundering of Egypt's arche
ological treasures. While the ruling Egyptian aristocracy enjoyed the 
fruits of power, and the emerging cities of Alexandria and Cairo devel
oped into commercial centers, the natives continued to live in perpet
ual poverty The consequences were not felt until the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century when the movement of "Egypt for the Egyptians" 
ended disastrously with the British bombardment of Alexandria in 
1882. The British rule of Egypt was to continue well into the middle of 
the twentieth century. 

Alexandria entered the modern world of intrigue, commerce and 
trade as an international harbor with waterways and rail connections, 
but emerged as a city of random growth soon to become another mod
ern cosmopolis, with the foreign communities in the lead. Within a cen
tury the population of Alexandria grew from 4,000 to 400,000, with 
almost one-tenth of it consisting of foreigners, English, French, Greeks, 
Italians, Armenians, Syrians, jews and smaller groups from every cor
ner of Europe and Asia. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 and the 
building of the first dam at Aswan in 1902, proved decisive for the fur-
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ther development of Alexandria. Cultural pursuits and scholarly inter

est waxed strongly through the activities of the "Service des Antiquites 

de l'Egypte," the "Egyptian Exploration Society," the "Societe Royale 

Egyptienne de Papyrologie," which paralleled the appearance of a great 

variety of journals, newspapers in many languages, schools, bookstores, 

and lecture centers, museums and libraries. 
Next to the Egypt of the Pharaohs, the Ptolemaic Alexandria kindled 

the imagination of many writers and artists to find there material for 

their historical accounts and plots for their novels, from Bouch

Leclercq, J. P Mahaffy and E. D. Bevan, to P Louis and Anatole France. 

The discovery and publication of the papyri served many purposes, not 

least among them the sense of excitement of living in Alexandria. The 

glory of the past and the sensual possibilities of the present had found 

an enviable mode of mutual sustenance. Both awaited their poet. Con

stantine P Cavafy, from the Greek sector of Alexandria, answered the 
call. 

V. THE GREEKS OF MODERN ALEXANDRIA 

There was a small Greek community in Egypt before the Greek War of 

Independence broke out in 1821, and apparently it suffered repressions 

and punishment as a result. Ali's expeditionary force in the 1820s 

(1825-9) enslaved a large number of women and children and trans

ported them to Egypt but their fate was soon forgotten. Some of the chil

dren were adopted by prominent Egyptians and lived eventually to 

occupy positions of high power, preserving only a dim remembrance of 

their origins. Somewhere around the 1840s a Greek community was 

formed by immigrants who were encouraged by the liberal policies of 

Mohammed Ali's administration, and grew rapidly in numbers. By 1860 

the entire cotton industry was controlled by the Greeks who had in the 

meantime started their own banks, post-office, churches, hospitals, 

parochial schools, newspapers and journals. This was the golden age of 

Ismael's reign. But the cultural dependence on the fatherland continued 
as the community harkened back to the literary and intellectual models 

of liberated Greece, themselves uncritical imitations of the last roman

tic outbursts of Europe. 
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While groping for ways to satisfy their broader spiritual and creative 
needs, the Greeks of Alexandria spent most of their energy to establish 
themselves as firmly as they could in the economy of the land. Their 
efforts were successful beyond expectation, and their leadership in 
finance and commerce remained uncontested until the fateful events of 
1882, when the bombardment of Alexandria by the British, the defeat 
of the nationalist movement and the capitulation of the Egyptian lead
ership led to the encroaching control of English expansionist power. 
These events had far-reaching effects, especially for the future of Egypt. 
For the thriving Greek communities they forecast more than a change 
in style of life. They marked the opening of an era which was to signal 
the new status of the communities destined to become colonies within 
a colony. Fortunes changed hands, adjustment on all sides became 
inevitable. Yet life in Alexandria had acquired enough momentum of its 
own to maintain its busy and cosmopolitan rhythm, with the transac
tions of the day and pursuits of the night. 

As a whole, the Greek community responded to the crisis with con
siderable success and ingenuity. The fortunes of men like Averoff and 
Benakis were not only beneficial to the Alexandrian Greek institutions 
but also the source of generous assistance to meet the needs of the 
fatherland. Between 1886 and 1891, at least 34 important books were 
published, and they are among the best the Greek intelligentsia of Egypt 
produced. Generally speaking, in the decades that followed the Greeks 
consolidated their interests and assessed more clearly their opportuni
ties for cultural survival. As time went on, their feelings of attachment 
to their heritage and the ethnic ideals of modern Greece waxed even 
stronger. They improved instruction in the schools, built more 
churches, formed literary clubs, discussed with passion the political 
events of Greece, and when patriotic duty demanded, they rushed to 
fight in the wars in which the fatherland became involved, to help free 
the unredeemed brethren still under the Turkish yoke. 

The opening of the twentieth century found Greece agonizing over 
the issue of how to bring the unredeemed Greeks within the boundaries 
of a single state. European powers showed little concern for the Greek 
claims except in so far as they interfered with their own games of diplo
macy and expansion. National duty and hope for survival led the main
land to adopt a policy of patriotic vigilance. This nationalism of "the 
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Great Idea," as it was called, cast its long cultural shadow over the lives 
of the Greeks of diaspora. The community of Alexandria was no excep
tion. The generation of Cavafy lived its tensions to the hilt. 

Next to Arabic, Greek was the most widely spoken language, and to 
a lesser extent French, English and Italian, in that order. The 80,000-
member-strong Greek community of Cavafy's time had its share in 
defining the cosmopolitan character of the city without compromising 
its own ethnic identity The Greeks of Egypt had brought with them val
ues and attitudes which helped them to accommodate the special pride 
they felt for the Hellenistic culture of the Ptolemies, the softer religious 
tone of the Orthodox Church of Alexandria, and also to sustain the pas
sion to endure as a group or the desire to survive in economic competi
tion. Their main problem was how to stay close to the political and 
cultural developments of the mainland while working out ways of their 
own to prove their worth and independence of mind. 

Living in a city they could call their own, these Alexandrian Greeks 
felt the heavy demands of their heritage but their style of life had a fla
vor the Greeks of the mainland considered lacking in purity The Athe
nians were more than reluctant to recognize the intellectual output and 
literary attainments of their Alexandrian brothers. The poetry of Cavafy 
was no exception. Yet throughout their careers, the Greek communities 
in Egypt faced the two-fold duty of preserving their Hellenism while 
sharing with the fatherland the fruits of their labor and genius. They did 
so with devotion and eagerness without anticipating a return to the 
homeland. Yet, lures of Alexandria were stronger than the call of nostos. 
There was enough Hellenism in their cosmopolis to prevent them from 
becoming lotus-eaters. But the day came in the wake of the Second 
World War when the realities of the awakened nationalism of the Egypt
ian people demanded new solutions. The sweep of events forced the 
nostos, and the exodus followed. Fortunately, Cavafy didn't live to wit
ness the forced return. He died in 1933. 

VI. THE ALEXANDRIA OF c. P. CAVAFY 

By a happy coincidence Cavafy found much of the historical materials 
for his poetry in his own Alexandria, with its cultural richness, its cos-
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mopolitanism, its pretensions and decadence. Its parallels to our con
temporary ways and modes were too many and too suggestive for 
Cavafy's sharp eye to miss. With the openness of his Greek mind he let 
his heart cry out to the passions and ways of the Alexandrias in human 
history. The modern cosmopolis needed its poetry, and Cavafy provided 
it, direct, subtle, protean, as the case required, and crystallized in themes 
profoundly sensual and appealingly ecumenical. 

Cavafy loved his city. He became Alexandria's poet and made her his

tory an essential part of his poetic world. He is the lingering shadow of 
sagacity in Lawrence Durrell's Alexandria Quartet: "the old man of the 
city." Many a city in the history of man became famous for amassing 
riches, glory, and power. Yet Alexandria perhaps will remain the most 
celebrated cosmopolis in the universe of poetry. Unlike other cities 
which owe their reputation to hosts of illustrious men in the arts, the 
sciences and politics, modern Alexandria won its prominence by a 
stroke of exceptional luck through a single poet, Constantine P Cavafy. 
Once the throbbing heart of the Hellenistic world, after many adven
tures, misfortunes, change of masters, threats of effacement, lapses into 
oblivion, loss of identity, it rose again from the ashes of the past as a 
modern city, full of promise, intrigue and drama, to capture the imagi
nation of one of the few unique poets of the twentieth century. It filled 
Cavafy's vision and he in turn raised it to a lasting symbol of the mod
ern cosmopolis; the reality of Alexandria formed the mythos of his 
world. 

As his poetry expanded, one by one the compelling features of the 
contemporary and the grand dimensions of the past found their niche 
in the spiraling movements of Cavafy's imagination and took their 
place in his poetic panorama. The haunting history of the city, its phys
ical setting and human drama follow the reader like faithful shadows 
forcing upon him the realization that Cavafy's voice, immediate, 
authentic and intelligently selective, could only belong to a person 
whose every sentiment and thought was Alexandrian. His city remains 
the center of gravity even when the imaginative flights lead one to 
Nero's Rome, a court in Cappadocia, a night in Antioch or a theatre in 
Sidon. By the time he wrote his last poem, Alexandria had taken in his 
poetic universe the dazzling scope of a dramatic universe, where past 
and present, and the many metamorphoses in between, were made the 
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boundaries and contents of the cosmopolitan consciousness in a per
sonal vision of life. 

After the German armies occupied Greece in 1941, the poet George 
Seferis, like many other Greeks, fled to Egypt. Reminiscing on the 
events of his visit, he wrote: 

I found there in Alexandria a capital where Greek was still spo
ken, a capital at the outer limits of Greece, like ancient Seleuceia 
on the river Tigris, and also a Greek-speaking population which 
had found its poet. His shadow had not yet vanished from the 
streets and the gathering places of the city: but perhaps it was a 
somewhat different hellenic world ... 

Seferis goes on to relate that twelve years later-the year must have been 
1953-when he visited Alexandria for the second time, he went to visit 
the house where Cavafy lived, at 10 Rue Lipsius, only to find that the 
entrance to the house was half-blocked by a pile of rubbish. A sudden 
feeling of sadness overcame him and he realized at that moment that 
"the city of Cavafy had already gone; it was no longer there." 5 

It is interesting that Seferis thought of Alexandria as a Greek city at 
the outer edge of Hellenism, because in a serious sense that is precisely 
the character it had for Cavafy although the modern city itself was a 
mixture of a dominantly Egyptian population and numerous minority 
communities. The Alexandrian poet could not help but seize on the spe
cial similarity between the modern Alexandria and the changing char
acter of the cities of the Hellenistic empires. Yet his experienced eye 
could leisurely size the contours of the swelling waves of the inevitable. 
He knew that modern Alexandria was marked to lose its short-lived 
Greek flavor. Modern Alexandria held much promise for poetry though 
less for glory: Thus, in his poem "In the Year 200 B.C.," Cavafy could 
speak in the tone of a paean but only for the Hellenistic glory: 

And out of that wonderful panhellenic expedition, 
The victorious, the illustrious, 
The renowned, the glorified 

5See Seferis, Dohimes (Essays), p. 290. 
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As none has been glorified else, 
The incomparable expedition: we have come out 
A new Greek world and great. 

We the Alexandrians, the men of Antioch 
The Seleucians, and the numerous 
Greeks over above of Egypt and of Syria, 
And those in Media, and those in Persia, and all the 

others. 
With our far-reaching dominations, 
With various influence prudently adapted. 
And our Greek Common Speech 
Into the midst of Bactria, we carried it, even to the 

Indians. 

201 

Q. Mavrogordato's translation) 

This is the style of speech Cavafy finds appropriate to an Alexandrian 
Greek of the year 200 B.C., a boastful spokesman of the conquest and 
Hellenization of Asia, proud of the remarkable feats of cultural expan
sion and skillful adaptations. For more than one hundred years after the 
death of Alexander, the confidence in the lasting power of the "incom
parable expedition" in the minds of those who had inherited "a new 
Greek world and great," was still strong though it proved foolhardy. 
Ominous clouds were gathering on the other side of the Adriatic Sea. In 
197 B.C. the Romans won the famous battle of Magnesia, causing the 
turn of the tide which gradually displaced the Hellenistic order of influ
ence. It took Rome less than two centuries to complete the conquest of 
Alexander's world. But in the year 200 B.C. the style was suited to the 
feeling, and the hybris justifiable. Yet, the "skillful adaptations" went on 
until they ran out of ingenuity. 

Cavafy's Alexandria, his contemporary cosmopolis, and themes, 
deserve a close and detailed analysis. They draw attention to the histor
ical interplay between two persistent trends in the development of west
ern man's culture: the Hellenization of the Orient and the 
Orientalization of the Hellenic tradition. Some prefer to call it the on
going confrontation between mind and spirit. In the poetry of Cavafy, 
this interplay unfolds its drama with Alexandria at the center. The back-
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ground, however, is constant: Cavafy's Hellenic vision of humanism; 

how a Hellen becomes Hellenikos and how he gradually fails, once the 

march of events combine with a false sense of history-bad judgment

to make the defeat inescapable. But such falls are never total. Some day, 

a poet appears and he undoes the work of a hundred conquerors. The 

poets and their Alexandrias are more lasting than the powers of kings 

and rulers, and more vocal than the shouts at the forum. 
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Despo Magoni at Nonson Gallery during her "Winter of 79 ... 

Day after Day ... " exhibition. 



HEAD TO HEAD: MAGONI, BASQUIAT, 

AND A FORGOTTEN SOHO 

by JOHN ANGELINE* 

When one thinks about the art world of the 80s, ironies and paradoxes 
abound. Although this is a period that falls well within most readers' 
lifetimes, and indeed its art is still categorized as "Contemporary," it is 
more than a generation removed from today and in many ways seems 
like a very different time and place. The entire zeitgeist of the early 80s 
downtown art scene, where the cultural establishment lived, worked, 
and socialized, is so far removed from the New York City of today (with 
the possible partial exception of Williamsburg) that it has already been 
thoroughly mythologized and canonized in the major historical sur
veys. One result is that a large majority of the artists who came into 
prominence during this time, dominated the art world's attention, 
became minor celebrities, and commanded unprecedented prices for 
living artists, have fallen into a general kind of obscurity, irrelevance, or 
premature retirement. Such names as Scharf, Haring, Longo, Clemente, 
and Cucci no longer command the attention, prices, nor wall space they 
once did and others such as Sherman and Holzer have long since made 
their most groundbreaking work and seem to simply rehash established 
ideas these days. 

Given the mercurial fortunes and reputations of many of these 80s 
artists it is all the more ironic that the artist who probably emerges from 
this period as having the strongest body of work and one of the most 
enduring reputations is someone who personally did not even survive 
the decade itself: Jean-Michel Basquiat. Personification of the artistic 
and cultural fluidity of the day, beneficiary of the booming market and 
its need to quickly establish careers, and victim of the scene's wretched 
excesses, Basquiat can be argued to more successfully than anyone 
embody this cultural moment. As a recent traveling retrospective has 

*joHN ANGELINE earned his Ph.D. in Art History from the Graduate Center of the 
City University of New York. He currently teaches at Parsons School of Design and] ohn 
jay College of Criminal]ustice and is a regular contributor to Art Nexus. 
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revealed, his best work has not diminished in vibrancy, intensity, and 
engagement of the general public, collectors, and historians alike. His 
art reconciles text and image, the personal and the universal, plebian 
"street" sources like rap and graffiti with high culture practices. Quite 
possibly it is because of its layered, rich complexity that his art still has 
the capacity to confound its audience, as critics and historians strive to 
decode what remains a largely personal and cryptic body of work, art 
that the artist himself never lived long enough to assess and explicate. 

Basquiat, Jean-Michel, 1960-1988 
Untitled, 1981 
acrylic and mixed media on canvas 
81 x 69l!4 inches 
The Eli and Edythe L. Broad Collection, Los Angeles 
Photography credit: Douglas M. Parker Studio, Los Angeles 
©2008 The Estate of jean-Michel Basquiat I ADAGP, Paris I ARS, New York 
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One of the seminal works of Basquiat's career, a painting that intro
duces what would become one of the key recurring motifs in his art, is 
the 1981 painting Untitled (Head). This large isolated head, rendered in 
an expressionistically graphic style, is considered to be so important 
that it has been suggested that "With its public presentation, this paint
ing declared Basquiat's arrival as a new and authentic voice in the world 
of contemporary art" (Hoffman, 130). While few would dispute Hoff
man's assessment of the relative importance of the head in Basquiat's art 
and he also makes the equally valid point that this figure should be read 
as a head, not a skull (as it sometimes has been in the past), he unfor
tunately goes on to declare the image to be a "breakthrough," one "hav
ing little, if any, precedent in modern art history" (130). With this 
statement one sees the author relying on the standard mythology for 
Basquiat, in which the need to validate his genius is achieved by stress
ing its unprecedented uniqueness. However, a broader and yet more dis
cerning look might suggest otherwise. 

In january-February of 1980, the Nonson Gallery located on 
Wooster Street in SoHo, mounted an exhibition of 25 artists entitled "A 
New Decade In Art." One of the very young artists included in the show 
was jean Sarno, as Basquiat was then referring to himself, combining his 
first name with his graffiti tag. Another artist in the exhibition was 
somewhat older than Basquiat and was a regular in the Nonson stable 
at that time named Despo Magoni. Magoni is a Greek-born artist, active 
since the very late 60s, whose reputation has never even closely 
approached that ofBasquiat's. Nor does her name come up in any of the 
histories or biographies that are devoted to Basquiat and his art. Never
theless, during the heady days of SoHo at the dawn of the 80s Magoni 
was a visible figure and her work could be seen at the Nonson Gallery 
and the Alternative Museum. One of her admirers in those days was the 
young Basquiat. Based upon gallery guest lists and the personal recol
lections of George Staples, the director of Nonson, Basquiat was a fre
quent and appreciative visitor to Magoni's solo exhibitions that were 
held there. One show in particular stood out for Basquiat at the time, a 
1978 exhibition of works from a series that Magoni had entitled "Peo
ple in the News". This series is comprised of works of varying sizes and 
mixed media which features different combinations of heads and faces 
in exaggerated, expressionistic poses. What is visually compelling is the 
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Despo Magoni 
About Men, 1978 (People in the News series). 
Oil pastel, charcoal, colored pencil on pages of the NY Times, 
mounted on a linen sheet 64lf2 x 86". 
Collection of the artist. 
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Despo Magoni 
Saks Fifth Avenue, 1977 
(People in the News series). 
Oil pastel on a page of the NY Times, 23 x l4lf4". 
Collection of the artist. 
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style of the heads-rendered in bold slashing strokes and overdeter
mined lines, they convey an effect both painterly and graphic. The faces 
have a gaunt skeletal quality, almost as if they were conveying a sort of 
transparency effect like an X-ray, yet they are in fact faces and heads, not 
skulls. Most of these heads emphasize the eyes and mouth, and those 
with open mouths clearly define both upper and lower rows of teeth, 
sometimes rendered in canine-like spikes. As one can see, many of these 
formal aspects are equally true ofBasquiat's canonical Untitled (Head) of 
1981 and subsequent ones. While Basquiat's piece may be more 
intensely colorful and layered, there is an undeniable affinity in the tex
ture, graphic quality, articulated eyes and mouths, and transparency 
effect, to say nothing of the obviously shared subject matter. 

According to Magoni, the young Basquiat shyly approached her dur
ing the run of her 1979 show and told her "I likeyourwork very much." 
Even more tellingly, he approached her on another occasion and 
requested a piece of hers for inclusion in an exhibition he was co-curat
ing at St. Mark's Church. The work chosen by Basquiat, Hostages Held 
for Unknown Reasons, is intriguing because it demonstrates how fully 

Despo Magoni 
Hostages Held for 
Unknown Reasons, 1978 
(People in the News 
series). 
Oil pastel, charcoal &: 

pencil on pages of the NY 
Times mounted on a linen 
sheet 73lf2 x S81f2". 
Collection of the artist. 
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Basquiat, jean-Michel, 1960-1988 
Boy and Dog in a]ohnnypump, 1982 
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©2008 The Estate of Jean-Michel Basquiat I ADAGP, Paris I ARS, New York 

Basquiat absorbed Magoni's art and the true extent to which Magoni's 
art seems to have laid a foundation for Basquiat's paintings. Rather than 
an isolated head, this piece features two full-length figures standing in 
poses of surrender. The bodies have a flat cut-out quality to them 
although they are filled in with rich layers of gestural linear strokes. The 
ground is a page from the New York Times and much of the text has been 
covered although some random words and phrases are visible. At the 
top is a handwritten "headline" that reads "hostages held for unknown 
reasons." One can see parallels between this type of piece by Magoni 
and many of Basquiat's early works, including Untitled (We Have Deter
mined . .. ) from 1979-80 which collages a news photo with acrylic and 
blood dripping down the surface, and a hand-stamped "headline." The 
icon of the flattened frontal figure with arms raised in surrender 
becomes a recurring motif throughout Basquiat's work almost as ubiq
uitously as the heads, and of course the combination of evocative 
phrases with the figural imagery is another shared element between 
these two artists. 

One can see many other works that show these parallels between 
them. A painting like Basquiat's Six Crimee from 1982 combines the 
sequencing of the heads, the layering of the gestural strokes, and even 
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the palette of pale blues and grays that Magoni employs throughout her 
series Echoes of the Past Are Always Present from 1980. We can also see 
a continued deployment of the surrendering figure in such works as Boy 
and Dog in ajohnnypump from 1982. 

Despo Magoni 
Echoes from the Past are Always Present #3, 1980. 
Charcoal, oil pastel, colored pencil, paper & Xerox collage on paper 26% x 
481(2". Collection of the artist. 

Basquiat,] ean-Michel, 1960-1988 
Six Crimee, 1982 
©2008 The Estate of Jean-Michel Basquiat I ADAGP, Paris I ARS, New York 
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To be sure, Basquiat and Magoni are far from the only two artists in 
the history of modern art to fetishize the head for expressive purposes. 
And Basquiat was nothing if not prolific in his sources of inspiration. Yet 
as Hoffman and others have stated, thus far no other antecedent for this 
leitmotif of Basquiat's has proven fully satisfactory. Magoni's art stands 
out because of the obviously shared formal strategies, as well as the 
chronological and personal proximity. The formal comparisons are truly 
compelling, yet the affinity Basquiat felt for Magoni's art, if we accept it 
to be so, transcends the merely formal. As Maria Fox Hausman has 
noted, "Like Basquiat's [Magoni's] work conveys human energy and 
emotion ... Magoni and Basquiat both go below the skin to inspect, 
expose and reveal the human condition" (6). Another affinity between 
the two artists is how they reconcile the prevailing art trends surround
ing them. After decades of single-minded formalism in the art world, 
one sees with these artists an engagement with social content and the 
human condition. Both artists, coming from the margins (a man of color 
and a woman) are happy to "depurify" their artistic practices. Both 
artists, coming out of the 70s and anticipating the 80s, evince elements 
of conceptual, text-based projects with a newfound reaffirmation of 
expressionist exuberance and engagement with the figure. Both artists 
use a variety of styles, marks and gestures to reference different sources 
and both were early practitioners of "postmodern"-era appropriation. 

Of course, given what appears to be overwhelming evidence of the 
connection between these two artists and what can be argued to be the 
crucially influential role that Magoni's art played upon the developing 
Basquiat, one may ask why this has gone unnoticed heretofore. This can 
be explained in many ways, beginning with Basquiat's own premature 
decline and death. Many artists keep their ideas and sources very close 
to themselves, and Basquiat was one who did not choose to effusively 
over-explain his work. He is also an artist whose biography was shaped 
with little input by the man himself. Basquiat had died before the art 
world had even fully absorbed his complex and powerful work and cer
tainly before any true consensus was formed concerning its lasting rel
evance. By now his life and art have been rather hastily reified into a 

master narrative that, like most master narratives, eschews the intrica
cies of a fuller story for the manageability of a streamlined discourse. 
Thus any sources not known to the broader public but more personal 
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to the man himself are likely to be written out or simply overlooked. 
This of course raises a larger issue-that an artist with as consistently 
strong a body of work and an exhibition history that covers three 
decades and is global in scope such as Magoni can still be thought of as 
a relatively unknown, and therefore unimportant figure. No one can 
fully account for the vagaries of fate and fashion in the art world and 
certainly only a select few can be thought of as top talents and seminal 
historical figures, yet if one only looks to these artists to tell the whole 
story of artistic development then one can only perpetuate the same tau
tologies. 

The period of the late 70s-early 80s has proven to be notoriously dif
ficult to contain with neat labels and categories. This was a time that was 
potentially the most pluralistic in terms of style, practices, and voices in 
the history of art. Supposedly the end of modernism yet replete with the 
lessons and practices that defined the modern period, called in its day 
the era of postmodernism although that is now increasingly considered 
to be a useless and false label, inflated by the self-importance of a mar
ket that violently crashed, this is a period that evades easy, complacent 
treatment. just as many of the careers that were very quickly established 
and have at this point diminished or faded into obscurity, there were 
other artists who were active at this time that clearly merit a second 
look. Some of them may not have been the darlings of the marketplace, 
which in turn led to neglect by the media; some, like Magoni, were rep
resented by spaces that failed, like Nonson. Furthermore, despite the 
increasing openness of the time, women were still underrepresented in 
the larger scheme of things, resulting in such phenomena as the Gorilla 
Girls. 

One of the lessons that we should be learning now that we have the 
benefit of historical hindsight into the whole of the 20th century is just 
how much the modern period is in need of revision and reconsidera
tion. The standard story of modern art as told in most textbooks or by 
institutions such as The Museum of Modern Art is overly essentialized 
to the expense of entire careers and movements that were wrongly neg
lected because they could be easily subsumed into the flow of the mas
ter narrative or they challenged prevailing theories of artistic 
development that held sway at the time. The same error has been per
petrated with the SoHo art world of the early 80s. For the pioneering 
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role she played in exploring trends and ideas that would shape the art 
of this time, the intrinsic strength of her own vision, and now the virtu
ally undeniable influence she exerted on the art of jean-Michel Basquiat, 
Despo Magoni is certainly without question an artist who merits a 
renewed consideration. In this way as in so many others, she comes to 
personify the period itself. 

The author would like to acknowledge the work of Mariah Fox 
Hausman, who got the ball rolling. 
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