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0  Love, how manifold and mighty are your powers! 
... What philosopher, what artist could ever have 
conjured up all subterfuges, all the explanations 
that you offer spontaneously to those who nail their 
colours to your mast?

Boccaccio, Decameron

606cXa aCiTi*|v xf\v gvhpn vd Tf|v no...
[I'd like to speak of this memory...] 

C.P.Cavafy

INTRODUCTION

In his struggle to overcome anxiety over time, change, and decay, 

man has consistently turned to myth-making and s to ry - te llin g . The poet 

and the philosopher, spokesmen fo r  humanity, seek to create a balance 

that would provide a sense o f control over what mortals have no power to 

con tro l. They want to create a sense o f permanence in the midst o f 

change and an a lte rna tive  to the passive acceptance o f the process o f 

dying. This a lte rna tive  comes as a revelation which constitu tes an 

escape from decay through an attempt at stopping time -- the time o f 

calendars and clocks. The revelation thus created is  the emergence o f a 

moment o f im m orta lity.

Memory and love are expressions o f human thought, emotion, and 

c re a tiv ity . They il lu s t ra te  the human potentia l and represent experience 

that the a r t is t  seeks to record as proof tha t we have existed. Together 

with mythical in te r te x tu a lity , memory and love constitute the language 

the authors invent fo r  th e ir  purposes. The philosophical, metaphysical,
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or aesthetic solutions they provide to  questions which are, in fa c t, 

unanswerable point to  th e ir  d is t in c t orientations and views o f l i f e .

In th is  study I have chosen to work p rim arily  with P lato 's 

Phaedrus, the corpus o f Seferis 's poetry, and Joyce's UTysses because o f 

the manifold preoccupation with language and w ritin g , myth, h is to ry , and 

time, and mainly because o f the prominence these works assign to memory 

and love. Among other common approaches, I w il l discuss the dua lity  

inherent in l i f e  and the human soul as a source o f balance, w ritin g  and 

speech as expressions o f a rt, and the representational power o f 

language, the power o f i ts  ambiguity, which preoccupies not only the two 

modernist w rite rs  but also Plato. The s im ila r it ie s  and differences in 

o rien ta tion , v is ion , and form that l in k  and also separate these three 

authors is  traced through a ll these and other themes, but especially 

through memory, love, and language.

For Plato memory and love are proofs of man's d iv ine potentia l 

and p o s s ib ility  o f elevation fo r the sake o f both man and the c ity -  

sta te . In a comparable vein but through methods fo llow ing modernistic 

practices, Seferis seeks to reveal before our eyes our innate divine 

po ten tia l, so we can rise  our humanity to a higher le ve l. Through an 

in tr ic a te  symbolism he conceives these concepts as in a s t r i fe  o f 

warring opposites seeking equilibrium , or " ju s tice " as formulated by 

Pre-Socratic and classical thought. Love and memory are means of 

semantic and structu ra l importance but most importantly they establish
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3
human nature as capable o f transcending the e ffec ts  o f time, decay, and 

h is to ry , through knowledge tha t the memory o f the past makes possible. 

Plato and Seferis s tr iv e  in th e ir  d is tin c t ways to  give man a second 

chance by inculcating new fa ith  and self-confidence in his emotional 

s e lf  equated to his a b i l i t y  to love and remember.

By contrast, Joyce avoids providing solutions to the ex is ten tia l 

problem. For him, memory and love are important s itua tions tha t move 

l i f e  but have no philosophical or moral im plications. Mustering the 

wisdom o f the world tha t words have preserved through the centuries, he 

equates l i f e  to language. Memory and love are experiences o f the mind 

and the heart and as experiences they are the s tu f f  o f a r t is t ic  

transformation. They are lik e  any other word except they have the double 

power o f representing l i f e  and the a r t is t ic  process since both words, 

besides embodying human experience, are symbols o f c re a tiv ity  and unity. 

Language and l i f e  are fa ith fu l,  yet equally unpredictable and ambiguous 

re flec tion s  o f one another. By arranging and rearranging the words that 

record time and human h is to ry , Joyce is  try ing  to escape from h istory 

and time into a rt, p la y fu lly  creating the sense o f im mortality Plato and 

Seferis seek in ideas.

A ll three authors are preoccupied with the p o s s ib ilit ie s  and 

lim ita tio n s  o f the language at th e ir  disposal and go back to  th e ir  

cu ltu ra l and lite ra ry  past to  recreate i t  according to th e ir  purposes. 

Plato was the f i r s t  to attempt to reconstruct the p o te n tia lit ie s  and 

weaknesses of language, to p u rify  its  metaphors and ambiguity and render
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i t  suitable to  a rticu la te  new ethical concepts th a t were c ruc ia l to  the 

moral well-being o f the c itiz e n . He does the same w ith  myth by 

correcting tra d it io n a l mythology or, as is  more often the case, by 

creating his own myths. P lato 's "myths" and the conventions o f his genre 

are the vehicle not only o f in s t i l l in g  reason and e th ica l values in the 

c itize n  but also o f v e ilin g  a certain rea liza tion  th a t i t  is  impossible 

to shed lig h t  on the mystery surrounding man through reason. The tension 

between re a lity  and appearances, and knowledge and the im p o ss ib ility  o f 

knowledge is re flec ted , among others, in Socrates's p layfu l use of 

etymologies, irony, the d i f f ic u l t y  of defining concepts, and the 

aporetic nature o f the Platonic dialogue. Memory and love are in 

Platonic thought forces tha t propel the soul's ascent to self-knowledge 

and the means o f transforming thinking and speaking in to  "d ia legestha i"- 

- the a rt that uses the power o f questioning to a rrive  at an ins igh t.

Whereas Plato and Seferis s trive  to ensoul man's mechanistic 

behavior and persuade him that he is  capable o f action surpassing his 

human lim ita tio n s , Joyce looks at these lim ita tio n s  w ith sympathy and 

humor, as something w ith which one can come to terms by simply 

crea tive ly  arranging the words that describe i t .  Whereas Plato builds 

his world on ideas, and Seferis on emotion, Joyce presents us with the 

problems of w ritin g  and a r t, as a lternatives to change and m o rta lity . 

What Plato and Seferis demonstrate through elaborate th ink ing , Joyce 

attempts mostly through manipulating the language at his disposal. In 

th e ir  d is tin c tiv e  styles and techniques a ll three authors deal with the 

same struggle to unite the opposites -- myth and h is to ry , words and
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action, patterns o f speech and w r itin g , l iv in g  l i f e  and w ritin g  about 

i t .  A ll use a technique o f reve la tion . Plato and Seferis attempt to 

empower human l i f e  with d ig n ity  in the face o f death by emphasizing the 

sou l's  po ten tia l. The former does i t  through creating "anamnesis" and 

"d ia legestha i," "tru ths" devised to  propel the soul upwards, the la t te r  

by resurrecting man's forgotten a b i l i ty  to love and use memory 

constructive ly. Joyce, instead, collapses co lle c tive  culture in to  

skepticism. L ife  is  as unpredictable as language --  both are v ictim s o f 

change and re fle c t in s ta b il i ty .  His answer, the answer o f an author 

increasingly effacing him self, can only be a solution that comes through 

language, that is  ha lf-serious and often mocks the effectiveness o f the 

cu ltu ra l in te rtex ts  tha t re fle c t our thought and, in the process, 

subvert philosophy and lite ra tu re  as applied to modern man's l i f e .  

Joyce's a ttitude  toward language and representation of re a lity  strangely 

echoes the doubt tha t informs P lato 's rather than Seferis 's way o f 

th ink ing .

These authors' thought seems to have been shaped by certa in  

common powerful influences. The idea o f logos as the cons titu tive  force 

o f man and o f social in s t itu t io n s , h is to ry occurring in cycles tha t 

imprison us, the tension o f contraries as the cause of l i f e ,  death and 

the p o s s ib ility  o f a symbolic re b irth , a ll o rig ina te  in common seminal 

ideas to which these authors have subscribed d ire c tly  or in d ire c tly . The 

influences, d is t in c t o rien ta tions, and practices o f my authors carry 

over, o f course, not only in to  th e ir  respective genres and s e n s ib ilit ie s

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



6

but most importantly the h is to r ic a l, c u ltu ra l, and in te lle c tu a l 

circumstances under which they wrote.

I w il l  attempt to i l lu s tra te  these impressions through a close 

reading o f the works mentioned above, s ta rting  w ith P la to 's  Phaedrus, 

and focusing on the way th is  dialogue a rticu la tes  the philosopher's 

quest fo r the soul through the language o f myth, memory, and love.
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I .  P L A T O :  The Phaedrus

7

1. THE PLATONIC MYTH

In th is  chapter I w il l  attempt, i f  not to define Platonic myth, at 

least to deal w ith the concept o f what is  mythical in Plato and to 

delineate the function o f the philosopher's myths.

The P latonic dialogue displays a number o f p e cu lia ritie s  tha t mark 

i t  as a d is t in c t  lite ra ry-ph ilosoph ica l genre. I t  is  distinguished, 

among other th ings, fo r  its  non-catechistic character, p layfu l irony, 

the self-effacement o f i t s  author, i t s  m ulti-layered often ambiguous 

meaning, and the tension between w ritin g  and speech. As Griswold has put 

i t ,  "P la to 's  dialogues look lik e  a buzzing confusion o f ideas, 

arguments, images, myths, digressions, and in te rjec tions  by characters 

meeting at a va rie ty  o f places and tim es ."1 The irony resu lting  from 

th is  confusion arises, in  fac t, from the tension between appearance and 

essence, tra d it io n  and h is to ry, the e f fo r t  to say something without 

being dogmatic, and P lato 's in tention to  defend some o f the ideas 

Socrates c r it ic iz e s .  I w il l  l im it  myself, here, to the use o f myth in 

the Phaedrus.

Mythology, fashioned mainly by Homer and Hesiod, was s t i l l ,  in 

fourth century Athens, the natural language and accepted re lig io n  o f the 

Greeks. I t  constitu ted tra d itio n  and the h is to ry  o f the cu ltu re . At a

1 Charles L. Griswold, J r . ,  Self-Knowledge in  P lato 's Phaedrus (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1986), p. 220.
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8
time when ra tiona l thinking was at i t s  highest po int and cruc ia l to the 

progress, laws, and education o f the c ity -s ta te , a restructu ring  o f the 

Homeric mode o f th inking was imperative. Instead o f shaping the future 

on the basis o f ex isting past ideas, the powerful cu ltu re  o f the 

Athenian Golden Age tr ie d  to adjust the past to accommodate on-going 

changes (p o l i t ic a l,  re lig iou s , moral, and e th ica l) sprouting from the 

ra tiona l th inking that d iffe re n tia te d  classica l from pre-classica l 

thought. Such a reformation would enable the in tegration o f myth and 

h is to ry  in a way as to make o f mythology (the word, in fa c t, appears at 

th a t time fo r the f i r s t  time) the eth ical foundation of a reformed 

society which, much as wants to  break loose from the imprisonment o f the 

past, i t  nevertheless wants to maintain i ts  cu ltu ra l con tinu ity  with 

tra d it io n .

In the new ethics that Platonic philosophy promotes, the myths and 

proverbs offered by tra d itio n a l mythology are viewed as ready-made ideas 

which teach deception instead o f reasoning, and m isin terpret the nature 

o f gods and heroes. They are dangerous to the youth and to  the po lis  as 

they undermine the purposes o f education --  the cornerstone o f the 

system. Socrates cautions against th is  danger: " . . .  the foul story 

about Ouranos and the things Hesiod says he did, and the revenge Cronos

took on him . . .  and what he suffered at the hands o f his son, is  not f i t

as i t  is  to be l ig h t ly  repeated to the young and fo o lish , even i f  i t  

were true ; i t  would be best to say nothing about i t ,  or i f  i t  must be 

to ld , t e l l  i t  to  a select few under oath o f secrecy ..."2

2 The Republic I I ,  378a-379a), t r .  Desmond Lee (New York: Penguin, 1984).
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Trad ition has to be respected as the treasure house o f knowledge, 

agrees Socrates. The ancients possessed wisdom and, although fa lse , myth 

has some tru th  in i t .  I f  reconstituted to express a moral p rin c ip le  or a 

philosophical tru th , mythology can be rendered useful to the state. In 

essence, Plato was try ing  to transcribe the ancient past and i ts  wisdom 

in to  a newly coined philosophical idiom and channel i t  in to  the 

p o lit ic a l organization o f the po lis .

Whereas in his dialogues Plato often uses tra d it io n a l myth to 

"correct" i t  {inavopdoOoOai, 229d6), he generally prefers to invent his 

own ta les which he has Socrates rec ite  in the form o f monologues. These 

myths, which Socrates often ca lls  " lo g o i,"  are la rg e ly  constructed on 

the tra d it io n a l mythological model. The metalanguage Plato seeks to 

create is  rooted in the existing language of myth and poetry, epic and 

ly r ic ,  which he transforms by mythicizing or ra tio n a liz in g  i t  according 

to his purposes. I t  is  fo r th is  reason that to construct h is myths Plato 

often borrows the very s tu f f  o f the lite ra ry  and mythological tra d itio n  

which he attacks in his Republic. P lato 's invented stories are products 

o f ra tiona l thought ca re fu lly  composed in w rit in g . As Havelock has put 

i t ,  "P la to 's  myths are "s tories o f invention [which] belong properly to 

the sphere o f logos, not mythos"... set in motion by the prosaic quest 

fo r a non-poetic language and a non-Homeric d e fin it io n  o f t ru th . " 3

3 Eric A. Havelock, Preface to Plato (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1963) p. 91.
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Plato creates h is myths or corrects those he borrows from his 

cu ltu ra l past. Myth becomes an instrument w ith a prescribed function: to 

serve his narrative when what he says has no h is to r ic a l precedent, when 

he wants to avoid dogmaticism, when he needs an image th a t, in te n s ifie d  

w ith mythical au th o rity , can show what appears to  be a tru th  established 

by tra d itio n  but mainly in his myths Plato seeks to invent "an abstract 

language of descrip tive  science to replace a concrete language o f oral 

memory."4

Although labe ling  his ta les "mythoi," Socrates draws our attention 

to th e ir  function as " lo g o i."  Describing the Homeric account o f the 

nether world in the Gorgias, Socrates says to C a llic le s : 'L is ten  to a 

fin e  story (7ogos) which you w il l  regard as a fable (mythos) , but I 

consider an actual account (logos)" (523al-2). Socrates wants his 

in te rlocu to r to endow his ta les with mythical au thority  and at the same 

time to take th e ir  contents as tru th . In fa c t, what the Socratic paradox 

o f using a myth to prove a tru th  may suggest is P la to 's  aversion to 

ce rta in ty  and dogmatism and his fancy fo r aporia.5 His thought shaped, 

to  a great degree a fte r  Parmenides and Heraclitus, admits at the same 

time permanence (in  the notion o f the Forms) and change (in  the 

Heralitean f lu x ) .

4 Ib id , p. 236.

5 For a discussion o f the hermeneutical dimension o f the Socratic 
dialogue as suggesting a confusion o f the author, see Hans-Georg Gadamer, 
Truth and Method (New York: Crossroads, 1988) p. 489.
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What is  "mythical" in a P latonic myth? There is  not, i t  seems, 

one theory that could be applied to  the to ta l i ty  o f P la to 's  myths and 

there is  also much disagreement on the c r ite r ia  o f the "mythical" in 

Platonic thought. F ru tige r's  d e fin it io n  of the "mythical" in Plato 

includes the npuB<35eq,” th a t is  everything tha t the poet exposes in the 

form o f p robab ility  and hidden ind irec tion . In th is  scholar's own 

words,

Prenant le  mot dans une acception tres large, . . .  nous 
appellerons done mythique--outre les re c its  nettement 
legendaires, mais a 1'exclusion des a lle g o ries --tou t ce que le 
philosophe expose, s o it d'une fagon symbolique, s o it en marge 
de la  "science" ve ritab le  et sans l'a id e  de la  d ia lectique, 
e 'es t-a -d ire  comme une p ro b a b ility , non comme une ce rtitude .

Elaborating fu rthe r on the position o f scholars who in te rp re t the 

Platonic expression " e f K u q  puBoq" as "vraisemblable," F ru tiger notes 

tha t in  Plato the vraisemblable usually appears in a f ig u ra tive  form and 

tha t the expression ”e ( k u q  puQoq" or koyoq "se trouve e tre , de fa i t ,  

riche en symboles q u 'i l  ne faut pas prendre au pied de la  le t t r e . "  In 

Plato, th is  scholar concludes, the "mythique" should be id e n tif ie d  with 

the "symbolique."7 The characte ris tics  of the Platonic myth are:

"symbolisme, lib e r te  de 1'expose, imprecision prudente de la  pensee

6 Perceval F ru tiger, Les Mythes de Platon; Etude philosophique et 
l i t te r a ir e  (New York: Arno Press, 1976) p .37. Disagreeing w ith those who 
id e n tify  myth w ith a llegory, Frutiger proposes the fo llow ing d is tin c tio n : 
The difference between the two l ie s ,  basica lly , in tha t the allegory is 
immobile and is  attached to e x p lic it  metaphoricity, as opposed to the 
f ic t io n a l m ob ility  and im p lic it  ind irec tion  o f the myth. Contrary to 
a llegory, in myth there is  no dogmatic meaning ( Ib id , p .66).

7 Frutiger, Les Mythes de Platon, p. 199 and n . l .
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volontairement maintenue en deqa de la  franche a ffirm a tion , te ls  sont, a 

notre avis, les tro is  caracteres essentiels des mythes p la ton ic iens."8

Based on F ru tiger's  d e fin it io n , Griswold d iffe re n tia te s  between 

the Platonic "mythos" and the Socratic "logos:" The Platonic myth, he 

argues, is  "a f ic tio n a l story whose symbolically expressed meaning 

requires in te rp re ta tion  in order to be understood. As a ru le , i t  cannot 

be understood l i t e r a l ly .  The Socratic logos, by contrast, may be among 

other things a factual account or an argument."9

But as the Phaedrus and other Platonic texts show, the d is tin c tio n  

in question (whereby "/t u d o q as opposed to "Xdyoq," designates a 

f ic t io n a l discourse, a true or ra tiona l account) is  not maintained 

substantively or term ino log ica lly , and the terms are often used by the 

author a lte rn a tive ly . Like mythos, logos seems to mean simply words, 

which are used by Plato fo r the purpose o f g iv ing an image to an 

abstract idea. The build ing o f a social system with ideas expressed in 

logos is  described in the build ing o f the Platonic c ity :  "/) noAirefa ffv 

puQokoyoOpev Ao'yp," that is , the c ity  which we construct as a myth in 

words (Republic, 501c).10

8 Ib id , p. 36

9 Griswold, Self-Knowledge in P la to 's  Phaedrus, p. 139

10 See also: "rtf koyy eg apxnq noioupev nokiv ,"  in words we build  the 
c ity  (Republic, 369c).
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Myth is  an integral part o f the Platonic dialogue. P lato 's early 

works, w ith the exception o f the Protagoras, do not contain any mythic 

ta le  at a l l .  In the la te r  dialogues-- Phaedo, Gorgias, Phaedrus, The 

Symposium, The Republic, Timaeus, P o liticus  - -  myths are introduced on 

rare occasions and in some o f them they hold a prominent place. The 

Phaedrus is  one o f the dialogues where myth is  pervasive.

The poet must construct myths, not logo i, Plato says in the 

Phaedo. Students o f Plato have distinguished his myths in purely 

philosophica l, a lle g o rica l, and popular accounts.11 The two larger 

categories o f Platonic myth, according to Edelstein, seem to encompass, 

on the one hand, the myths dealing with the universe and the soul, and 

on the other hand, those concerned with the perishable or ir ra tio n a l in 

our existence, which cannot be explained by reason.12

Myth, whatever i ts  o rig in  may be, serves, in  general, to create a 

language through a concrete example (napdSeiypa), as Plato goes on to 

explain la te r  in the P o liticu s :

11 Fru tiger, Les Mythes de Platon, p. 179 n.2

12 Edelstein distinguishes two kinds o f Platonic myths: the 
philosophical and the e th ic a l. The former kind includes the myths of the 
early dialogues focused on the nature o f the world and the h istory o f 
mankind - -  the perishable - -  which reason and knowledge alone are too 
powerless to explain. In those dialogues, myth functions, by necessity, 
as an in te lle c tu a l amusement. The la t te r  deals w ith  the immortality o f 
the soul and is  found in  the la te r dialogues, when the philosopher has 
already established his rules of conduct on the basis o f e th ics, which 
provide the power o f reason and knowledge through d ia le c tics  and 
investiga tion . See Ludwig Edelstein, "The Function o f Myth in Plato's 
Philosophy," Journal o f the H istory o f Ideas 10 (1949) 463-81.
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As the children recognize more easily the le t te r  in the 
syllables which are already fa m ilia r  to them, and decode the 
others so in  the obscure problems a concrete example 
de libera te ly chosen on the basis o f its  analogy with a certa in  
concept, fa c il ita te s  the study o f th is  analogy and allows the 
mind to  form an exact notion [dXrjdijc 5o|d, 278c, which does not 
re ta in  here i ts  technical sense o f "opinion" as opposed to 
"science."

The Platonic myth serves as a language. I t  presents a concrete 

example which is  free o f dogmatism and points to  p o s s ib ilit ie s  rather 

than conclusions, while i t  mocks in a playful way the assumption that 

man's predicament can be explained by language. This is  a notion that 

brings modernist claims, and in our case Joycean discourse as i t  w il l  be 

discussed la te r, amazingly close to the Platonic idea o f myth and the 

function of language, in general.

13 P o liticus , 277b. See also Frutiger, Les Mythes de Platon , p. 187
n l.
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2. MYTH, MEMORY, AND LOVE

Considered by contemporary scholarship to be among P la to 's  la te s t 

works,14 the Phaedrus15 is  known fo r  the va rie ty  o f i ts  themes and the 

complex and often controversial way in which i t  trea ts the question of 

w r it in g . Its  central theme is  rh e to ric , in both its  oral and w ritten  

expressions, as exercised by the "sophoi" - -  contemporary professionals 

as sophists, profit-making rhe to ric ians, and law givers, as opposed to 

the way philosophy proposes i t  should be used. Inherent in rh e to ric  is 

the way we th ink which in turn is  contingent upon our understanding o f 

human nature and man's position in the cosmos. Love and i t s  higher and 

lower forms, i ts  re la tion  and the re la tio n  o f memory to the sou l's  

im m ortality, and the way to speak about a ll th is , are the dialogue's 

basic themes, s k i l l f u l ly  woven in to  the fa b ric  of dialogue. To say a ll 

th is  Plato needs a metalanguage, which he seeks in the pre-existing 

cu ltu re , its  myths, poetry, and the concepts o f love and memory, 

material he corrects and transforms fo r  his purposes.

The Phaedrus is  composed o f e lenc tic  dialogue and monological 

re c ita ls  connected by in terludes. The monological re c ita ls , to  which we 

now tu rn , are termed by Socrates as both "logo i" and "mythoi." These 

monologues appear in the te x t when Socrates, suddenly stepping out o f

14 See G.J. De Vries, A Commentary on the Phaedrus o f Plato 
(Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1969), pp. 9-11.

15 A ll quotations in English from the Phaedrus are from H.N. Fowler's 
trans la tion  in the Loeb Classical L ibrary ed ition , Plato I ,  Euthyphro, 
Apology, C rito , Phaedo, Phaedrus (New York: Harvard U niversity Press 
[1914] 1982. Lines w il l  be given in parenthesis, in the te x t.
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character, puts his conversation w ith Phaedrus on hold in order to  give 

a set speech. The m ajority o f these speeches are myths which Socrates 

pretends to recall from the co lle c tive  memory o f the mythical past, that 

are in e ffe c t fabricated by Plato. To these invented ta les Socrates 

gives the form and appearance o f mythic f ic t io n  constructed according to 

the mythical vocabulary and images with which his audience was fa m ilia r.

There are three invented "myths" recited as monologues in the 

Phaedrus: the myth o f the cicadas, the myth o f Theuth/Thamus, and the 

"mythic hymn" contained in Socrates's second speech. According to 

F rutiger, the f i r s t  two myths, s ig n if ic a n tly  both in the same dialogue, 

are the only two pure mythical inventions in the en tire  Platonic 

corpus.16 The mythic hymn o f Socrates's second speech is  a poetic 

composition constructed on a metaphor. A ll three fables constitu te  

monologues addressed by Socrates to an audience represented by Phaedrus. 

The other monological re c ita ls  o f th is  work include two speeches o f non- 

mythical content: Lysias's speech and Socrates's f i r s t  speech. Both 

constitu te  important steps in the development of the Platonic themes 

and, most importantly, pave the way fo r  the palinode.

The Phaedrus also uses several a llusions and fragments o f popular 

ta les and legends o f the mythical past, as is  the myth of Boreas and 

O reithyia and the fragmentary a llus ion  to Typhon (230a5). Evocation o f 

legendary characters lik e  Helen, Odysseus, Nestor, and Palamedes (261b9-

16 " I I  n 'y  a, sem ble-t-il, que deux mythes platoniciens qui soient 
entierement originaux: la  fable des cigales dans le  Phedre, et ce lle  de 
Theuth dans le  meme dialogue." F ru tiger, Les Mythes de Platon, p 233.
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11), among others, are additional examples o f P lato 's in te rtex tua l use 

o f l i te ra ry  myth. With such mythical d ive rs ity , the Phaedrus lends 

i t s e l f  to the study o f the Platonic "mythical method" and the way Plato 

re la tes myth-to the concepts o f love and memory.

Love, or eros, is  meant as physical desire or seduction, 

in te lle c tu a l and s p ir itu a l a ttra c tion  fo r the beau tifu l, a ffec tion  fo r 

the Muses, and fondness fo r  in te lle c tu a l a c t iv ity  such as th ink ing , 

speaking, and w ritin g . I t  covers the en tire  gamut from carnal desire to 

the soul's longing fo r  the Forms. Most importantly, Eros is  the longing 

fo r  im mortality.

A disputed word in  the Platonic vocabulary, "love" kindles the two 

in te rlocu to rs ' desire to  define and understand i t  - -  in  fa c t, to 

redefine i t  fo r P la to 's  spec ific  purposes. Being the power tha t u n ifies  

body and soul, love o ffe rs  i t s e l f  as a proof o f the sou l's  po tentia l to 

elevate i t s e l f  to the level o f s p ir i t .

Whereas love occupies the f i r s t  part o f the dialogue, memory runs 

throughout the en tire  piece. Both are linked to  im m orta lity. Eros is  

f u l f i l le d  by contemplating the Ideas, in other words by transcending the 

lim ita tio n s  o f time and space which re s tra in t the freedom o f the soul. 

The transcendence which Plato seeks is  achieved by means o f knowledge, 

tha t is , the capacity o f the mind that exists in time to know the 

e te rna l. Anamnesis, the memory leading to internal knowledge is  the
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means of achieving th is  knowledge not once but repeatedly. This 

knowledge which establishes im m ortality was acquired by the soul before 

the soul was born in i t s  present human form but was fo rgo tten . Plato is  

recreating a memory which, by repeated reca ll, can e te rn iliz e  the soul's 

potentia l fo r im m orta lity.

I w il l take the "myths" - - o r  what amounts to a myth - - o f  the 

Phaedrus, separately and in the order these mythical constructs occur in 

the te x t, and w il l  attempt to  establish th e ir  re la tionsh ip  to my themes 

and th e ir  p a rticu la r function in the dialogue.

a. The nyth o f Boreas and O re ithyia  (227a-230e).

The myth o f Boreas and the early part o f the dialogue where i t  

occurs serve thematic, s tru c tu ra l, and se lf-con s titu tin g  purposes. I t  

borrows from the past and i t s  myths recognizable elements, bu ild ing 

blocks o f the author's new language. In modern s o c io lin g u is tic  terms, 

the opening section o f the Phaedrus functions as an "abstract" and 

"o rien ta tion ," the two f i r s t  parts o f oral narrative which summarize the 

content of the en tire  dialogue iden tify ing  the time, place, persons, and 

s itua tion  i t  invo lves.17 This part o f the dialogue introduces the 

themes of love, desire, and seduction, death and im m orta lity, memory and 

w ritin g , in th e ir  l i t e r a l  manifestation, before they develop in to

17 See William Labov, "The Transformation o f Experience in Narrative 
Syntax," Language in  the Inner C ity : Studies in  the Black English 
Vernacular, (Philadelphia: University o f Alabama Press, 1980) pp. 14, 20.
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symbols. I t  prepares us to fo llow  the transformation the philosopher 

attempts to achieve through his dialogue.

The dialogue opens w ith Socrates and Phaedrus, lovers o f speeches, 

running into each other outside the Athenian walls. Master and d isc ip le , 

who are mutually attracted to  each other because o f a discourse each one 

o f them uses to seduce the other, agree to continue th e ir  walk together 

so they can discuss the la te s t speech on love w ritte n  by Lysias, a 

popular rhetorician who, in Phaedrus's admiring words, is  "the cleverest 

w rite r o f our day" (S e i v o t o t o q  H v  t Q v  v u v  ypa^Etv, 228a). The w ritten  

speech (Aoyov, 228d) of Lysias, which Phaedrus is  carrying hidden under 

his cloak, is  referred to by Socrates as pharmakon (230d8); i t  is  the 

drug, poison or cure, with which Phaedrus has lured him out o f the 

c i t y .18 Although the two characters are unequal, from the point o f 

view o f education, in te lle c tu a l power, and age, Socrates's seductive 

power over Phaedrus is balanced by Phaedrus' a b i l i ty  to a ttra c t him away 

from the c ity  with the help o f the pharmakon o f Lysias' speech 

(230d8).19 The two in te rlocu to rs  have thus a power over each other 

because each possesses what the other desires. Phaedrus is  a character

18 The Phaedrus is  the only Platonic dialogue which takes place 
outside the c ity  o f Athens.

19 Jacques Derrida argues tha t behind the structured oppositions of 
pharmakon as poison and cure, lurks an older meaning o f the word 
associated with pharmakos, or scapegoat. I t  represents the expulsion o f 
the e v i l , i ts  exclusion out o f  the body (and out) o f  the c ity .  Linking, by 
exchange and substitu tion , a ll the pharmaceutical metaphors o f the 
dialogue, Derrida argues tha t Socrates is  pharmakos. Socrates' logographic 
re jec tion , concludes Derrida, makes w riting  a scapegoat, a necessary 
poison that society has to to le ra te . See Dissemination, trans. by Barbara 
Johnson (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1981) pp. 130 and 128-134.
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already established in  the Symposium, where he contributes a speech on 

love. As in the Phaedrus, so in the Symposium the young man gives a 

superfic ia l performance concealing his own voice under quotations from 

other authors. In both speeches he id e n tifie s  with the "beloved." I t  

seems that Plato has in te n tio n a lly  chosen the mediocre and rather naive 

youth o f the Symposium to establish a poorly balanced re la tion  with 

Socrates, which makes him an ideal subject fo r education by Socrates.

The theme of equality and balance is  thus established early in the tex t 

to enable the transformation the tex t seeks to achieve.

The story o f Boreas erupts spontaneously in Phaedrus's memory, 

stimulated by the senses as soon as his eyes make contact w ith the 

beauty o f the landscape: "Is  i t  not from some place along here by the 

Ilissus that Boreas is  said to have carried Oreithyia?" asks Phaedrus at 

229b5-7. The idea o f natural beauty perceived through sight appears 

f i r s t  on the natural, human, and dramatic leve ls, to  be raised, as the 

dialogue progresses, to  the level o f Beauty which nurtures love and the 

soul through s igh t. The s p ir its  o f love convey to the lover the image of 

the beloved. Something analogous happens with the landscape, which is 

described in d e ta il: a t a l l  plane tree, a shadowy w illow  in fu l l  bloom, 

the cool water flowing under i t ,  resounding with the s h r i l l  summer music 

o f the chorus o f the cicadas (Xiyupov i/mjjfef t $  t u v  t s t t i y u v  xuP$> 230b2 

c-4). The reader's a tten tion  is  drawn to the temporal markers o f a 

changing re a lity  through de ic tics  lik e  " th is ,"  " th a t,"  "here," "there," 

as fo r instance in " le t  us turn aside here and go along the Ilissu s" 

(229a), " th is " {rijvSe) time o f the year and the day (229a), "do you see
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tha t (iKeivrjv) very ta l l  plane" (229a), "there is  a shade the re ,"

(229b), a ll occurring in  the same rhesis. Phaedrus's insistence on 

urging Socrates to confirm whether i t  is "not from some place along here 

(dvdevSe) by the Ilissus  . . . "  and again "w ell, is  i t  from here 

(€v8ev5e)l. . . , "  at 229b, shows the intention o f th is  part o f the 

dialogue to h is to ric ize  the myth and at the same time mythologize the 

place. Socrates's confirmation at 229b8, and his statement, la te r ,  that 

the scenery "seems to be a sacred place of some nymphs..." (230b9) 

transform the profane landscape in to  a mythic, d ivine place and make i t  

a re flec tio n  o f the la rge r cosmos, part of which the in te rlocu to rs  are 

and with which they seek communion.

While the content o f the dialogue is thus mythicized, the myth of 

Boreas is  h is to ric ized  by way o f i t s  eruption in to  the concrete space 

where the two in te rlocu to rs  move. In th is  deliberate confusion o f myth 

and h is to ry , imagination and drama, Socrates and Phaedrus duplicate , in 

fa c t, the roles o f the two mythical protagonists--Boreas and O re ithyia . 

By his remark tha t "the streamlet is  very pure and c lear and f i t  fo r  

g ir ls  to play by" {dniri jSeia Kopaiq n a i f r i v  nap'aOra, 228b), Phaedrus, 

himself playing with the pharmakon o f Lysias's speech, is  id e n tif ie d  

w ith Pharmacea --  an invented name --  playing with Orytheia ju s t before 

the la t te r  was carried o f f  by the North Wind --here, Socrates.20 Place

20 Burger notes the association o f Orythyia and her g ir l is h  playing 
w ith Phaedrus playing, w ith  the speech of Lysias, whereas Socrates is  an 
analogue o f Boreas who w i l l  "carry o ff"  Phaedrus, to whom he was lured by 
the pharmakon o f Lysias' speech. Pharmacea is  associated w ith Lysias' 
te x t, or pharmakon, o f 230d6 with which Phaedrus "p lays." See R. Burger, 
P la to 's  Phaedrus: A Defense o f a Philosophic A rt o f  W riting  (Alabama: 
University o f Alabama Press, 1980) p. 14. The analogies between
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and dramatis personae are thus recast in to  mythical context as the 

reader is  induced to accord mythical character to the ta les  o f the 

dialogue.

Phaedrus's next question to Socrates, whether the la t te r  believes 

in the tru th  o f th is  "mythologema"(229c5)-- rather contemptuously 

re fe rring  to the myth o f Boreas-- exposes the young man's shallow 

approach to myth and his lim ite d  notion o f tru th . " I f  I disbelieved"

{ e l  dn ioroinv)  responds Socrates, " I  should not be extraordinary {oOk 6v 

e h ?v)... then I might give (fo/'/jv dv) a rational explanation" (229c8- 

10). The con tra ry-to -fac t conditional tenses formulate a confusing 

hypothesis which allows Socrates to sidestep the question. We are not 

c le a rly  to ld  whether he believes the myth or not, which is ,  o f course, 

in keeping with the Socratic position tha t myth has some tru th  in i t  

and has to be respected as a part o f the tra d it io n . Instead, Socrates 

o ffe rs  a "ra tiona l explanation," (termed a "logos," at 229d2), which 

demonstrates the sophistic treatment o f myth (oopi£6[ievoq)  and is  

introduced by a hypothetical tense {pafrjv dv, o r  I might t e l l ) ,  "tha t a 

b last o f Boreas, the north wind, pushed Oreithyia o f f  the rocks near by 

as she was playing with Pharmacea, and tha t when she had died in th is  

manner she was said to have been carried o f f  by Boreas" (229c7-9).

Boreas/Socrates and Phaedrus/Oreithyia are also proposed, as Griswold 
notes, by the Alexandrian scholar Hermeias in his Platonis Phaedrum 
Scholia, ed. P. Couvreur [Hildesheim: G. 01ms, 1971] p. 29. Also 
Griswold, Self-Knowledge in  P la to 's  Phaedrus, p. 252.
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But as soon as Socrates has said tha t he "might t e l l "  what he has 

already said, he subverts his own version w ith a broad generalization: 

"Such explanations a re ... the inventions o f a very clever and laborious 

(Xfav Seivou icaf dninovou) man," w ith a "ru s tic  sort o f wisdom" (229e3- 

4). He adds tha t to invent, or in te rp re t myths in accordance w ith 

appearances and p la u s ib ility  (Kard rd e Ikoq, 229e3), one needs a great 

deal o f le isu re  (noXXfjq adrq oxoXfjq Serjaei, 229e4). The hermeneutic 

model leads nowhere i f  there is  no su itab le ins truction  and preparation 

o f the in te rp re te r. The oppositional clauses introduced by "but" (€yo 

5 e ,.. .  ip o i 5e . . . )  stress the contrast between sophistic and 

philosophical practices and formulate the d is tin c tio n  between 

tra d itio n a l myth and the myths Plato invents. Socrates's f i r s t  p r io r ity  

is  to devote what time he has fo r the discovery o f philosophical tru th . 

Popular myth can be useful i f  corrected {inavopQouoBa/, 229d6) through 

reason, otherwise i t  should be accepted as i t  is : "...and so I dismiss 

these matters and accepting the customary b e lie f about them, . . .  I 

investigate not these things, but myself, to know whether I am a monster 

more complicated and more furious than Typhon or a gentler and simpler 

creature, to  whom a divine and quiet lo t  is  given by nature" (230a2-3).

The difference between his own mythical inventions and those of 

the enemies o f philosophy lie s  in tha t the practices o f the sophists 

were aimed at explaining symbolic images l i t e r a l ly ,  or according to 

appearances or p la u s ib ility  (Kara to efKoq), whereas the philosopher 

pays attention to the symbol and the meaning beyond appearances. 

Appearances alone that in te rest Phaedrus do not promote inner knowledge.
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In concealed irony, Socrates uses the same words with which Phaedrus, 

ju s t a few lin es  e a r lie r , praised Lysias as "the cleverest (deivoraToq) 

w rite r o f our day," who "took a long time to compose at h is le isu re , ( iv  

noXXQ xp6vV KaTi3 oxoXt\v auveQqKe," 228al-2) to attack the sophistic  mode 

o f w riting  and in terpre ting--and, o f course, to reprimand Phaedrus' 

praising o f Lysias's methods. The way to tre a t myths is to  in te rp re t 

them by in terna l c r ite r ia  and according to what is  human in order to 

reveal general tru ths about human nature.

The search fo r tru th  and self-knowledge is  the purpose served by 

the a llusion to the mythical monster Typhon.21 Hesiod's i l lu s tra t io n  

o f Typhon, or Typhoeus, is  the epitome of a complex {noXunXoKurepov) , 

arrogant and vain beast, the symbol o f mindless nature. Typhon's defeat 

by Zeus symbolizes brutal force subjugated to reason and the power of 

the mind. As w ith the myth o f Boreas, so with the Typhon example Plato 

is  preparing us fo r  the d is tin c tio n  between b e s tia lity  and s p ir i t ,  

violence and gentleness, soul and body, p o la ritie s  the dialogue seeks to 

harmonize.

The "ra tiona l explanation" o f the Boreas myth which Socrates 

ventures o ffe rs  useful ins igh t on the way Plato uses tra d it io n a l myth.

In fac t, i t  constitutes the only version o f th is  myth the reader hears. 

The myth o f Boreas had existed in Greek mythology, as shaped and

21 Typhon, according to Hesiod, was the fa ther o f the Winds--but w ith 
the exception o f Boreas ( Theogony, 869-70).
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recorded by Homer and Hesiod.22 But the rape o f Oreithyia appears, fo r  

the f i r s t ,  time in  P lato 's PhaedrusP As fo r  Pharmacea, she is  a pure 

Platonic creation . The phrase "as she was playing with Pharmacea," in  

fac t, is  not instrumental to Socrates's version. I t  is  evoked so le ly  fo r  

the purpose o f establish ing the re la tionships that maintain the tension- 

- and balance-- between the symbolic meaning o f things that reason 

cannot expla in.

The invention o f Pharmacea lin ks , through cu ltu ra l in te r te x tu a lity  

and on the leve l o f the s ig n if ie r ,  myth, death, love, memory, and 

w ritin g . The image, fo r  instance, o f nymphs playing before the rape, 

echoes another fa m ilia r  myth: the rape o f Persephone whom Hades abducted 

" . . .naf^ouoav Koupqoi oOv ’OKeavou" [as she was playing with the 

daughters o f Oceanus].24 The association may be also reinforced by the 

Phaedrus's "dniTijSeia Kdpatq nai^eiv nap'oUrd," at 228bl, [su itab le  fo r  

g ir ls  to play by] where "Kopaiq," echoes koupqoi and also Kopq [Kore], 

the other name o f Persephone.

The s im ila r ity  o f the two rape myths is  constructed on the 

a f f i l ia t io n  o f love w ith death. Boreas's own re la tion  to death (he and

22 Hesiod re fers to the b ir th  o f Boreas, a Titan ( Theogony, 379), 
whereas Homer depicts him as having fa lle n  in love and coupled w ith 
pasturing horses which bore him twelve young horses (J7.20.222).

23 Later accounts o f i t  we see in Apollodorus { I I I ,  199) and in Ovid's 
Metamorphoses (Book V I).

24 Cf. Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and 
Homerica, H.G. Evelyn-White trans. Loeb Classical Library, (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982).
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his brother Zephyros, the West wind, represent the mythical brothers 

Death and Sleep) re inforces th is  association. Love is  tra d it io n a lly  

tied to death - - we  only have to remember how close ly Eros, Hypnos, and 

Thanatos are re la ted  in Greek mythology. Pharmacea's name echoes 

pharmakon, a cure and a poison, like  Lysias' w ritte n  manuscript.25 

Writing is  a remedy against the loss o f memory, enables abstract and 

analytical th ink ing  and is  capable of maintaining human knowledge fo r 

poste rity . Yet, i t  is  also poison, because i t  commits liv e  speech and 

spontaneous thought to the dead le tte r  and because i t  destroys memory, 

an in te lle c tu a l a c t iv ity ,  as i t  w ill be argued in the las t section o f 

the dialogue.

The meanings o f "pharmakon" are established through the l i te ra ry  

tra d it io n , and p a rtic u la r ly  the Homeric, which seems to be constantly 

a live in the philosopher's memory. For in te r te x tu a lity  is  the returning 

memory o f a l i te r a ry  past. In the Odyssey, Helen casts "a pharmakon in to  

the wine to make one forget a ll sorrows" (4.220-21). S im ila rly , Circe 

offers Odysseus's companions a mixture o f "pdppaKO Auypa,” or malignant 

drugs, which make them fo rge tfu l of th e ir  own nostos (10.235-36). Both 

women are immortal goddesses, like  Calypso, whose o ffe r o f im mortality 

Odysseus re je c ts , opting fo r  the re a lity  o f Ithaca. Pindar, in Pythian 

IV.186f, re la tes the story o f Zetas and Kalais, the sons o f Boreas, who 

jo in  the voyage o f Argo to find  a "pharmakon" fo r  death i t s e l f  ( in t  K af  

davory pdppoKov). The drug they seek is  ca lled , simply, " im m orta lity ."

25 At 242e2 Socrates w il l  re fer to the bewitching e ffects o f th is  
speech with a past p a rtic ip le  (KarapappaKsuOevToq) in an emphatic form o f 
the verb fo r poisoning.
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"Lethe," or forgetfu lness, s ig n ifie s  the absence o f suffering, the end 

o f the a b i l i t y  to  be human. I t  is  the constant memory of Ithaca that 

keeps Odysseus's mind alive and f in a l ly  enables him to regain nostos - -  

emblematic o f l iv in g  and suffe ring . For human fa te  is  "the return to 

g r ie f tha t cannot be forgotten" {Odyssey 4. 108). Forgetting one's 

sorrows is  entering a utopian state o f existence fo r which both the 

palace o f Helen and Menelaus and the enchanted house o f Circe are 

metaphors. The word pharmakon, thus enables a m u ltip le  re la tionsh ip  not 

only with love, death, inm orta lity , and w ritin g  but also, in d ire c tly  at 

th is  state, w ith memory.

In keeping with its  propensity to reproduce on the pragmatic level 

what is  taking place on the mythical and symbolic leve ls, the scene ends 

in a sense o f im mortality established on the level o f the dramatis 

personae, as the two in terlocutors turn once more to the physical 

landscape; the plane tree, the shady w illow , the trees in bloom, the 

running water, the s h r i l l  {Aiyupov) chorus o f cicadas, a ll confirm the 

place as sacred ( fepov). But "the most d e lig h tfu l thing of a l l , "  

concludes Socrates, is  the grass, as i t  grows on the gentle slope" 

(230c3-5). In ancient myth and fo lk ta le , as Vermeule shows, grass is 

integrated in  Greek thought as a f ix tu re  related to im mortality. In 

examples taken from ancient myth, poetry, and vase painting, i t  

resembles a pharmakon to counteract death.26 Language thus brings out

26 Among the examples Vermeule presents is  that o f Glaukos o f 
Anthedon, a fisherman, who tasted a rare "everliv ing  undying grass" 
{deiZuv d fd irov  noav) and became immortal with the g i f t  o f prophecy 
(Aeschylus, Glaukos Pontios f r .  28N , 60 M). The Aeschylean te x t 
ch a ra c te ris tica lly  uses ”dfB itov," the ep ithet fo r imperishable g lo ry --
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a m ultip le  re la tionsh ip  between the a f f in i t ie s  and oppositions between 

love, death, im m orta lity, w ritin g , and memory, which are s tr iv in g  fo r  

balance.

But le t 's  re turn to the Socratic ra tiona l explanation o f the 

Boreas myth to see in what way i t  a ffects the tra d itio n a l Boreas myth.

A v io len t wind th a t pushes o f f  the c l i f f s  and k i l l s  a young woman is 

transformed by mythical imagination in to  a god burning with e ro tic  

desire who abducts her. Through metonymic displacement, death is  denied 

and euphemistically replaced by eros, a creative force. I t  is  

transformed in to  i t s  opposite. Socrates's version reversing the 

metonymies and euphemisms of myth restores things to th e ir ostensibly 

true dimension: death is  death and there are no metaphors fo r dying. His 

explanation postulates that a llegory and symbol are opposite to tru th - -  

that rape and death have only l i te r a l  meaning.

The e ffe c t o f the Socratic "ra tiona l explanation" and its  

withdrawal is  th ree fo ld : F irs t, i t  announces the fa ilu re  o f the attempt 

to reconcile myth and reason. There is more to myth than words can 

account fo r; second, i t  id e n tif ie s  v io len t love w ith death; th ird , i t  

creates Pharmacea. The fac t that th is  explanation was rescinded does 

not efface i t  from the reader's mind because i t  s t i l l  exists w ritten  and 

immortalized on the page. Socrates's revocation o f th is  explanation is  a 

confirmation o f the power o f myth and the im poss ib ility  o f reconciling

A ch illes ' choice-- to combat death. See Emily Vermeule, Aspects o f Death 
in  Early Greek A rt and Poetry (Berkeley: Univ. o f C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1981) 
pp. 131-32.
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i t  w ith reason i f  reason is  used unwisely, tha t is , not fo r the purpose 

o f promoting self-knowledge. In such cases, myth should not be touched 

at a l l .  In the myths and speeches to fo llow , Plato w il l  embark on the 

task o f gradually decreasing the distance between reason and myth, 

rendering myth suitable fo r the purposes o f philosophy, yet allowing i t  

to re ta in  i t s  a f f in i ty  with vagueness and indeterminacy.

The ta le  o f Boreas and O reithyia establishes myth as a s truc tu ra l 

device from which the Platonic themes and ideas, embryonic s t i l l ,  unfurl 

in to  th e ir  f u l l  shape. Love, memory, death, im m ortality, w ritin g , 

reason, a ll in  an unrefined stage here, seem to proceed from th is  po in t. 

Love is  introduced as linked to the flesh ; i t  is  v io len t, separating 

body and soul, whereas memory is  s t i l l  an external, mechanical, 

un re flective  function that fragments the s e lf .  As purely carnal love is  

v io le n t, asymmetrical, and id e n tif ie d  with death, so mechanical memory 

is , at th is  stage, a spontaneous function useful in maintaining the 

contact with tra d it io n  but external and not involving man's inner s e lf.  

As is  the case w ith love, memory too w il l  evolve, as the dialogue 

progresses, in to  "anamnesis," a property o f the soul. The attempt to 

reconcile myth and reason fa i ls ,  as everything else, at th is  stage. The 

tension between w riting  and te ll in g ,  mythos and logos, conveys an 

analogous sense o f d isun ity  and lack o f in teg ra tion . What happens at 

the conceptual level o f abstract ideas is  mimicked by the two 

in te rlocu to rs ' performance. The unbalanced re la tionsh ip  between Socrates 

and Phaedrus representing, among other th ings, the old tra d itio n  o f the 

oral past and the young, p layful a rt o f w r it in g , re flec ts  the absence o f
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un ity  and in tegra tion  on the other leve ls . A ll these themes brought 

together by myth, w i l l  evolve beyond th e ir  in i t ia l  state as the poet's 

quest fo r  balance, un ity , and language seeks fu lf i l lm e n t.

b. The non-mythic monologues: Lysias's speech and Socrates's 
f irs t speech

Before Socrates's major speech on love -- the palinode --  Plato 

in tro je c ts  two speeches: (a) Lysias' speech which Phaedrus reads to 

Socrates (230e-234c), and (b) Socrates's f i r s t  speech (237b-241d), which 

he improvises fo r  the purpose of re fu ting  Lysias's sophistic oratory.

The f i r s t  is  termed a "logos;" the second, both a "mythos" and a "logos. 

Neither o f these two speeches is mythic in the tra d it io n a l sense, except 

perhaps fo r the fa c t tha t they are both delivered by a f ic t io n a l 

character in the f i r s t  person, and represent a p ro b a b ility  rather than a 

ce rtitu d e .27 A ll speeches, however, are important to  the 

transformation and completion of the Platonic synthesis which progresses 

through small revelations occurring with each speech.

Lysias's speech

Lysias's speech is  referred to as a "logos" (234c6, 264e3, 227c4, 

234d3), nowhere as "mythos. Yet, i t  m erits, I th in k , our b r ie f  attention 

because i t  picks up and advances the themes and m otifs o f the myth of

27 Jowett has called a ll three speeches o f the dialogue "myths," 
whereas Couturat l is t s  the las t two along w ith a ll s ix  discourses o f the 
Symposium under the general t i t l e  "Hythi de amore." See F rutiger, Les 
Mythes de Platon, and his account o f the controversy informing the 
Platonic myth (p. 9 9 ff) .
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Boreas, and p a rticu la r ly  those o f love, memory, and w ritin g , placing 

them in to  a f ic t io n a l framework. I t  also redefines reason fo r  the 

purposes of philosophy.

Lysias was a contemporary speech w r ite r  who wrote fo r  others and 

did not de live r his speeches himself. His w ritte n  words, therefore, 

could be given l i f e  only through a reader-- in th is  case Phaedrus who is 

reading Lysias's manuscript he is  carrying under his cloak. The 

au thentic ity  o f th is  speech has been disputed by some scholars who 

contend that i t  is  a Platonic invention. Whether a Lysian authentic 

speech or a Platonic concoction, th is  speech is  another example o f how a 

monological tex t is  inserted into the dialogue to present an argument 

w ithout having to resort to didacticism . I ts  purpose is  to i l lu s tra te  

the d iffe re n t aspects o f love. Lysias's "logos," the pharmakon with 

which Phaedrus id e n tif ie s , presents a "nonlover" (oOk dpaorijq)  who tr ie s  

to seduce by a monological argument the "beloved" {dpupevoq), a young 

boy fo r  whom he does not feel the passion o f love: " I t  w il l  be bette r to 

y ie ld  to  me than to a lo v e r... I f  you y ie ld  to me, I shall consort with 

you, not with a view to present pleasure only, but to future advantage 

also, not being overcome by passion but in f u l l  control o f myself" 

(233b-c).

The speaker, here, is  try ing  to show how a re la tion  between 

lovers can lead to the benefit o f both nonlover and beloved (dpeAjov 

dptpoTv yiyveadai, 234c4). The concept o f love, as seen by the sophists 

who were enemies o f th inking, is  p ro fit-o rie n te d . A good, calculated 

management of one's love l i f e  can lead to a l i f e  free o f fr ic t io n s  and
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emotional stress. For the passion o f love, argues the nonlover, moves to 

acts beyond due measure (napd rd peAriorov, 233a8) and obscures 

judgement. Love amounts to jealousy, competition, in short, unreason (rd 

dfpov, 236a2) and destroys friendsh ip . Emotions are "e v ils "  tha t have to 

be removed from one's l i f e .  Lysias's "a rtless" speech tha t uses no 

metaphors or poetic images to convey the fee lings o f e ithe r o f the 

lovers re fle c ts  the dichotomy o f body and soul. I ts  s tr ik in g  

characte ris tic  is  the uneven-powered re la tionsh ip  between lover and 

nonlover and the absence o f love. This " love -re la tionsh ip" subverts the 

very notion o f balance and proportion inherent in  the very nature of 

love; i t  does not take the feelings o f the persons involved in to  

account; i t  equates love with unreason and d is to rts  the meaning o f what 

is  best (PeAtiotov) translated here as measure. In short i t  fa i ls  to 

define love, and even makes i t  resemble the v io le n t and one-sided love 

in the Boreas myth.

Lysias's speech projects an attempt to reconcile reason and love 

but i t  is  based on misconceptions and fa ils  to unite  the opposites in 

the human soul. I t  is  a consequence o f lack o f proper education. The 

nonlover has managed to  control his emotions and maintains tha t i t  is 

through reason that he can achieve love and friendsh ip . Reason thus 

becomes id e n tifie d  w ith  a kind o f love in which emotions and the s p ir i t  

are absent, a love d ictated so le ly by sexual desire (epithymia) , the 

basest kind o f love, because i t  involves only the senses. Although i t  

moves toward a kind o f a shared experience, some kind o f friendship, 

love is  s t i l l  u n ila te ra lly  inspired. This kind o f love dehumanizes and
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in re a l i ty  constitu tes a abuse against reason which is used to keep 

fee lings polarized. The kind o f love Lysias's nonlover is  fostering 

does not account fo r the wholeness o f human experience. What is 

revealed in th is  speech is  the absence o f the human soul and its  

struggle fo r balance.

Socrates's f irs t  speech (237b-241d)

Socrates's f i r s t  speech is  a speech on love, offered in re fu ta tion  

o f Lysias's speech. Socrates labels i t  both a "mythos" (237a(, 241e8, 

243a4) and a "logos" (241d3, 242e3, 243c2, 244al, 264e7, 265c6, d7, e3, 

and 266a3). This speech is  important in  tha t i t  establishes the ethical 

foundations and the necessary vocabulary to re -a rticu la te  the concepts 

o f memory and love in philosophical terms and to in s t itu te  the concept 

o f im m orta lity. I t  is  crucia l fo r our focus because i t  t ie s  memory to 

love and reveals these two forces as agents o f transformation. This 

speech is  fundamental in understanding the palinode and the mythic hymn 

--  the dialogue's rhetorica l and philosophical climax.

The themes o f the e a r lie r  parts o f the dialogue are reintroduced 

in the in terlude between Lysias's logos and Socrates's f i r s t  speech 

(234d-237b). The themes o f memory and knowledge are f i r s t  evoked through 

the p layfu l and iron ic  exchange o f roles between the two in terlocutors 

tha t characterizes the f i r s t  h a lf o f the Phaedrus, as in Socrates's 

remark: "0 Phaedrus, i f  I don't know Phaedrus, I have forgotten myself," 

[J  <t>af5pe, e f eyu QaiSpov dyvou, Kdt ipauTou dniXeXqopai, 228a6-7],
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which is  duplicated by Phaedrus's echo: "0 Socrates, i f  I don 't know 

Socrates, I have forgotten myself" (& luKpareq, ZuKpdTqv ayvoQ, Kat 

ipauroO iniXeXqapai) at 236c6-7. Socrates de livers his f i r s t  speech as a 

consequence o f forgetfu lness-- fo rge tting  himself he loses control o f 

h im self. He w il l  return to th is  notion pretending he has forgotten 

whether he defined love (od navu pepvqpai) as he was in such an ecstasy 

(263d4). Memory-- a mechanic reviva l o f impressions, as defined so fa r - 

- is  now linked to love as ecsta tic  madness nurtured through the senses. 

Both are transformed in to  inner a c t iv it ie s .

The speech i t s e l f  is  termed by Socrates a mythos (237al2) in spite 

o f the fac t that its  content is not mythical. I t  opens with an epic 

invocation to  the Muses and is introduced with the tra d itio n a l fa iry ta le  

formula: "Now there was once upon a time a b o y ...o f great beauty who had 

many love rs ." ( *Hv o O t u  5f\ naTq... paXa KaXoq' t o u t u  5 i ijaav ipaa ra i 

navu noXXof, 237b3). I t  is  a speech constructed on a hypothesis and 

delivered by an imaginary lover who is  in fa c t indistinguishable from 

Lysias's nonlover, since love appears as a desire (dnrtupia Tiq o Spaq, 

237d3-4) tha t both nonlover and lover are experiencing through a series 

o f concealments and revelations. With his head covered (to im ita te  

Lysias's nonlover who conceals his own desires-- and also Phaedrus who 

had concealed Lysias's speech under his cloak - -  Socrates de livers a 

speech which although techn ica lly  superior to tha t o f Lysias, i t  is  

s t i l l  an impersonal monologue. Socrates's mythos seeks to emphasize 

self-knowledge by revealing the nature of Lysias's nonlover who is
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ignorant o f his own desires and lacking in the a b il i ty  fo r s e lf-  

c r it ic is m .

The e f fo r t  to understand love w il l  lead to the understanding o f 

the nature o f the human soul. But eros, being among the things tha t are 

ambiguous or doubtful {tuv dptiopqrqoipuv, 263c8-9), as are the Ideas of 

Justice and Goodness (263al2), cannot be easily  defined.28 The 

Platonic l in k  between love and ju s tice  w il l  reappear in Seferis and the 

obsession with the indeterminacy o f language in Joyce.

To understand love and the essence o f Ideas, one must take in to  

account two ru ling  p rinc ip les , Socrates argues: the innate desire fo r 

pleasures {ippuroq in idup ia  r}5ovuv) and the acquired opinion which 

s trives  fo r the best {dniKTrjroq 5oga, tyiepevq tou dpiorou, 237d6-9)--  

in other words, human nature and what cu lture  has stored in us. I f  

innate desire ru les, the re la tionsh ip  w il l  be tyrannical and unequal: i t  

w il l  re su lt in  a bestial kind o f love tha t separates rather than unite . 

The proverb Socrates uses at 241dl-2 ( " ju s t as the wolf loves the lamb, 

so the lover adores his beloved") o ffe rs , l ik e  myth, a popular image to 

i l lu s t ra te  a po int.

The second ru ling  p rin c ip le , epiktetos doxa, is  knowledge acquired 

through the senses. To u t i l iz e  th is  knowledge, memory is  needed.

28 The Platonic dialogues often demonstrate the in a b il i ty  to  define 
ambiguous words. Examples o f th is  we see in the Euthyphro regarding p ie ty 
and ju s tic e , in Meno regarding v irtu e , in The Symposium with respect to 
love, and elsewhere.
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Socrates's f i r s t  speech stresses the ro le  o f the senses in the formation 

o f doxa through a profusion o f sight and hearing metaphors. Acquired 

opinion is  a ll Socrates has heard from the wise poets o f the past 

(Sappho, Anacreon, or some prose w rite rs) though he cannot remember by 

whom exactly: "Because o f my s tup id ity  I have forgotten how and from 

whom I heard i t "  (235d 2-4). Forgetfulness is  s tu p id ity , the numbing of 

the mind. This knowledge has f i l le d  him "through the ears" (5 id  T fjq  

dxorfq, 234c4-5) lik e  a second nature. What Socrates is  stressing by 

repeating again and again tha t he is  not responsible fo r the speech he 

gives because i t  was inspired by external sources is  tha t externally 

acquired madness motivates us mechanically to action without the 

pa rtic ipa tion  o f the whole person. Mechanical memory is  comparable to 

externa lly  acquired knowledge, or opinion (5o'£o), summoned to mind 

u n re flec tive ly . This kind o f memory resembles the sophists' 

mnemotechnic practices aimed at mere persuasion.

The power that transforms doxa, however, is  not only reason but 

also the madness of love. Doxa is the s tu f f  human thoughts is  made of. 

With the r igh t use o f reason, i t  can be given the potentia l to "s trive  

fo r  the best" {5o£r)q . . .  dnt rd dpiarov Aoyy dyouorjq, 237e). Recognizing 

and in te rna liz ing  what we are u ltim ate ly resu lts  in self-knowledge which 

leads to  sophrosyne (aufpoauvq) , or s e lf- re s tra in t.  Divine e ro tic  

madness (pavia) although provoked by an external object o f love, springs 

from the divine part o f the se lf, its  soul. This d iv ine part is  the 

force responsible fo r the elevation o f "epithymia" to eros and then to 

sophrosyne. S e lf-re s tra in t and reason are the forces that transform
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acquired opinion in to  knowledge. In Socrates's f i r s t  speech, reason has 

already come a long way since Lysias's nonlover: "But now tha t the time 

o f payment has come he has a new ru le r and governor w ith in  him, sense 

and reason in place o f love and madness ( voOv K a t  o u fp o o u v q v  d v T 'd p o r o q  

K a t  p a v i a q ) ,  and has become a d iffe re n t person" (241a3-5). But although 

he has now a d iffe re n t in te lligence and s e lf-c o n tro l, sense and reason 

are s t i l l  d if fe re n t from love and madness, mind and fee ling  are s t i l l  

s p l i t  apart.

The dialogue now in s titu te s  eros as an inner function and links  i t  

to anamnesis, while at the same time i t  establishes reason as the power 

that transforms doxa in to  knowledge. The dialogue, up to th is  po int, is 

structured in such a way as to prepare us fo r the palinode, and 

p a rtic u la r ly  fo r  i t s  mythic hymn. The d is t in c tio n  now arises between 

mechanical, unre flective  memory and anamnesis, reco llec tion  leading to 

the highest knowledge. According to the Platonic d e fin it io n  in the 

Phaedrus, anamnesis implies unity and balance:

co lle c tin g  in to  a un ity by means o f reason the many perceptions 
o f the senses; and th is  is  a reco llec tion  o f those things which 
our soul once beheld, when i t  journeyed w ith God and, l i f t in g  
i t s  v is ion  above the things which we now say e x is t, rose up 
in to  real being {d  nor'efSev i)puv ij fuxji oupnopeudetoa Oeif Kat 
OnepiSodoa 6  vuv e fv a i fapev, Kat dpaKuipaaa etq  rd dv dvruq 
(249cl0-13).

I t  is  the conscious and w illed  reco llec tion  o f an experienced moment o f 

transcendence which keeps motivation fo r  perfection a live  --  a moment o f 

e te rn ity  in te n s ifie d  by nostalgia.
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The movement toward self-knowledge that th is  part o f the dialogue 

in it ia te s  is  made possible, as Griswold notes, by a new vocabulary which 

introduces, fo r  the f i r s t  time, new words in th is  dialogue: "nous," 

"mania," (241a3-4) "d iv ine philosophy" (239b-4), "soul" (241c5), a new 

eth ical vocabulary tha t recreates memory as noetic v is ion , lin k ing  

"nous" w ith "sophrosyne", and "eros" with "mania" (241a4-5).29 By 

recognizing and naming the properties o f our soul which are innate but 

only inadequately known to us, we can become whole.

The co llabora tion  o f reason and desire (eros) and the 

insepa rab ility  o f lover and nonlover that Socrates's f i r s t  speech 

advances, set th is  speech apart from Lysias's concept o f reason as an 

instrument o f desire and mark a step forward in  un iting  body and mind. 

Desire fo r  the body is  gradually transformed in to  desire fo r  reason. On 

the level o f the dialogue's dramatis personae, th is  in te lle c tu a l desire 

is  represented by the two in te rlocu to rs ' longing fo r  each other's logos.

The structu re  o f Socrates's f i r s t  speech provides the formal and 

conceptual frame on which the image of the soul w i l l  be moulded. I t  

prepares a language fo r  the new ideas tha t philosophy is s tr iv in g  to 

establish. By naming things and thereby c a llin g  them into presence, the 

poet as creator w i l l  achieve, as the dialogue progresses, the union and 

balance between senses and in te lle c t, revealing them through d ia le c tics .

29 Griswold, Self-Knowledge, p. 63.
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c. The Palinode (243bl0-257b8) and the qythic hymn (245c6-257b8)

Socrates's second speech, or "palinode," is  the c lim actic  point o f 

the in te raction  o f myth, memory, and love in the poet's quest fo r  

language and balance. The palinode achieves a gradual transmutation 

whereby the external becomes in te rna l and thereby creates wholeness. I t  

redefines what is  human as being p a rtly  mortal, party immortal, and 

unveiling man's inborn potential to  harmonize the discordant forces in 

the human psyche. To understand th is ,  we must conceive our impulses as 

guided by an e n tity  both corporeal and incorporeal, complex but ide a lly  

whole, which depicts human nature as guided by a d ivine energy which 

makes i t  immortal. Plato ca lls  th is  energy "a sou l." In proving the soul 

immortal, Plato was proving the human potentia l fo r  elevation and 

perfection, fo r  the benefit o f the ind iv idua l and the c ity -S ta te .

The palinode, beginning with a discussion o f the tra d it io n a l forms 

o f "d iv ine madness" -- insp ira tion  and prophecy-- is  followed by the 

"apodeixis," or exposition which Socrates o ffe rs in the form o f a sim ile 

purporting to  describe the "form" ( (5ea) o f the soul and prove tha t i t  

is  immortal. In the process, the apodeixis, or "mythic hymn," 

reconstitutes love and memory in terms o f th e ir  re la tion  to the soul and 

establishes them as proofs o f the sou l's  im m ortality.

In ca llin g  his speech a "palinode," or recantation, Socrates turns 

fo r  the symbols and analogies, once more, to "acquired opin ion," which 

he had defined as what he had absorbed through his senses from the words
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o f the poets o f o ld. Here he borrows the example o f the poet Stesichorus

who lo s t his sight because he spoke i l l  o f Helen - -  an immortal goddess

representing Love and Beauty. In Platonic philosophy love is  defined in 

terms o f beauty. I t  is  desire o f beauty which becomes a key concept in 

the moral realm. Beauty was considered the resu lt o f harmony and 

proportion tha t holds a thing together. Realizing his sin , the poet 

atones fo r  his blasphemy by w ritin g  a recantation-- the "Palinode to 

Helen":

o U k  io r '  Srupoq koyoq odroq' 
ou5' ipaq dv vquafv edoekpoiq 
odd' fKEO nepyapa Tpofaq. ( f r .  192)

[That story is  not true /  You never sailed in the well-oared
ships/ You never went to the walls o f Troy].

Stesichorus regains his s igh t because he is  capable o f rea liz ing  

tha t i t  was only Helen's "eidolon" tha t went to Troy, not her true 

person.30 Like the poet, Socrates makes amends fo r  the e rro r he 

committed against Eros and Beauty, in his f i r s t  speech, by re c it in g  a 

recantation to Love. Eros, the son o f Aphrodite (242dl0), is ,  l ik e  

Helen, an immortal god, a fte r a l l .  As Stesichorus regains his v is ion 

because he was able to d istingu ish between an "eidolon" and i t s  true 

form, so Socrates makes believe he suddenly sees his e rro r and learns 

from i t  (pavQavu rd dpaprrjpa). But contrary to the myth o f Boreas, which 

can be neither morally interpreted nor ra tiona lized but should ra ther be 

le f t  as i t  is ,  S tisichorus' fable is  accepted and believed as hiding a 

deeper tru th . In the process o f discovering th is  tru th , reason combined

30 This is  a theme that had also inspired Euripides's comedy "Helen."
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with introspection becomes increasingly important as Socrates's acts are 

now guided by an inner voice, ra tiona l and mystical at the same tim e-- a 

daemonion, 242bl0. Sight id e n tifie d  w ith ins igh t is  a notion developed 

through tra d itio n a l lite ra tu re , as in the case o f Homer and T iresias.

The m otif o f blindness is contrasted w ith the p rinc ip le  guiding a r t: the 

a b il i ty  o f perceiving ( l i te r a l ly ,  "seeing") and bringing together in one 

idea the scattered particu lars o f the discourse, as when speaking o f 

Love, fo r  example { e tq  i i ia v  re  fd ta v  ouvopuvra dye tv ra  nokkaxq  

S ieo n ap p tva ,  265d). Socrates uncovers his head when he wants to show 

that he has perceived the meaning o f Love -- symbolically he has seen 

the l ig h t  o f tru th .

When Socrates has to describe the form o f the soul and its  

journey, he is  more pressingly than ever confronted with the problem o f 

choosing the appropriate kind o f language: "to  te l l  what [the 

idea o f the soul] re a lly  is would be a matter fo r u tte r ly  superhuman and 

long discourse but i t  is w ith in human power to describe i t  b r ie f ly  in a 

figure" fo iK e v ,  246a5-7).

The two kinds o f discourse he contemplates, image and narra tive ,

are opposed to each other. The b r ie f  kind fo r which Socrates opts is  the

symbolic/mythical image given here in the form o f a s im ile . This leads

to conceiving as human an autonomous liv in g  being, existing as a whole.

In Socrates's words,

the whole, compounded o f soul and body is  called a liv in g  being 
and is  fu rthe r designated as mortal (ftfov to  gupnav tKkrjdri, 
i/iuxi) < a t  aupa nay t v ,  Qvt\t6v r ' i o x e v  tn u v u p ia v ) .  I t  is  not 
immortal by any reasonable supposition, {odd' t l f tv d q  koyou
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AeAoyiafievou) but we, though we have never seen or r ig h t ly  
conceived a god, imagine an immortal being which has both a 
soul and a body which are united fo r  a ll time (dBdvardv ti 
£<3ov, ix ° v $uXnv> €x°v &€ oupo, rdv def 5 i xpovov raura 
\eiinefUKOTa, 246dl-3).

P lato 's  d e fin it io n  o f God is  based on inner un ity  and balance.

What is  human can also be godlike i f  body and soul are harmoniously 

united. Human nature is  the balanced coexistence o f the d iv ine and human 

elements in the psyche.

The language Plato constructs to  express what cannot be ju s t i f ie d  

ra tio n a lly  is  the language of myth. Immortality cannot re a lly  be 

explained, fo r  the soul is not immortal by any reasonable supposition. 

Not everything can be explained by "logos lelogismenos," reasonable 

speech. This myth is  b u ilt  around an image and on the idea tha t a human 

soul is  by nature de fic ien t, fa lle n , or cut o f f  from tru th , but capable 

o f discovering tru th  by remembering i t  from w ith in , by d ia le c tic a l 

re fle c tio n . I t  is  introduced by the same verb, " i o i K s r u " or " le t  [the 

form o f the soul be likened" (246a8). This same verb Socrates had used 

w ith  respect to the Boreas myth to disapprove a rb itra ry  in te rp re ta tion  

o f myths according to appearances (xord rd ioiKdq). Why is  Socrates now 

opting fo r  a method he had e a rlie r rejected? Why is  he resorting  to 

a llegory when he has already discouraged Phaedrus from doing so? This 

apparent contradiction forces us to  d iffe re n tia te  between a Platonic 

myth and one borrowed from tra d itio n a l mythology. The Platonic myths are 

created to be interpreted on the basis o f certa in guidelines tha t thwart 

the dangers o f indeterminacy and metaphoricity o f tra d it io n a l poetic
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language. I t  is  these monsters Plato is try ing  to  expel from the polis 

when he attacks the poets in his Republic. Plato makes two kinds o f 

complaints against poetry: a) i t  uses bad examples o f heroes and gods 

lacking in v ir tu e  b) the a rt o f im ita tion is  fa r  removed from the rea l.

As a re su lt poets create confusion in people's experience in th e ir

emotional id e n tif ic a tio n  with drama and the representation o f tru th . 

Plato customarily corrects language before he can accept i t ,  as is  the 

case w ith the in terlude here. The danger o f a rb itra ry  in te rp re ta tion  

feared in re la tio n  to the myth o f Boreas is  thus averted by o ffe ring  a 

key to the hymn's own hermeneutics. The explosive potentia l o f 

tra d itio n a l language is  thus detonated and a key is  provided by the 

philosopher fo r  the in te rp re ta tion  o f his constructed myths and those 

that he adopts from the stock o f tra d it io n . Ambiguity is  thus controlled 

but also acknowledged.

Image or myth, the b r ie f and human kind, is  the kind o f expression 

which is  w ith in  the potentia l o f human a rtic u la tio n . I t  provides Plato 

the poet w ith a spatia l location fo r  the abstract and the non-spatial, 

making i t  v is ib le  to the mind's eye. To explain the soul in words is

superhuman, fo r  i t s  form is  not known. The given language in not the

appropriate discourse. By resorting to an image o f likeness, Plato turns 

to  a symbolic language pretending to do away w ith an idiom which is 

loaded with preconceptions. As Griswold observes, myth, better than 

logos, affords a medium which can capture the whole o f the soul without 

necessarily assuming that the soul has an Idea-like  essence. There is a 

certain dimension o f the myth that "cannot in p r in c ip le  be accounted
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fo r . " 31 Avoiding the rational determinacy o f logos, myth leaves room 

fo r  the mystical and the inexpressible. In using the mythical image, 

Plato corrects and at the same time uses the indeterminacy o f language.

The Platonic myth is  a language tha t re -a rticu la tes  tra d it io n  by 

try in g  to turn i t  into a ra tiona l account tha t admits i ts  own 

lim ita tio n s  in explaining the world through words. Socrates c a lls  the 

mythic hymn, a lte rn a tive ly , a "mythos" (237c7, 253c8), an "apodeixis"32 

(245c5), and a "logos" (252b2, 265b8c6, d7, e3, 264e7, 266a3). These 

controvers ia l, in fac t, concepts in Socratic idiom describe the new kind 

o f discourse Plato is in s titu t in g  as unconventional, discouraging its  

categorization according to standard d e fin itio n s . P lato's myth is  the 

re su lt o f the fusion o f symbol, tru th , and p robab ility  o f what cannot be 

fu l ly  explained. I t  is  a new language that allows education about our 

human and d iv ine nature in terms understandable by man.

The "apodeixis" is purported to persuade his reader tha t 

perfection o f the soul is  w ith in  man's power:

Every soul is  immortal. For tha t which is  ever moving is  
im m orta l... For every body which derives motion from without 
(4  l i € v  € £ u 8e v  r d  K i v e f a d a i )  is  soulless, but that which has its  
motion w ith in  i t s e l f  5i  i v S o Q e v  a d r q  a O r o O )  has a soul, 
since tha t is  the nature o f the soul; but i f  th is  is  true , - 
- tha t that which moves i t s e l f  is  nothing else than the sou l,- 
-then the soul would necessarily be ungenerated and immortal 
( d d a v a r o v ) 245c-246a).

31 Griswold, Self-Knowledge, pp 149-150

32 Meaning exposition, making known, proof.
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The concept o f the soul (fuxn) is  f i r s t  brought up at the end o f 

Socrates's f i r s t  speech in re la tion  to love and the boy's education: 

Surrendering to  a non-reasonable nonlover would be "most harmful by fa r  

to the c u lt iv a tio n  o f his soul" (nokQ 5 i PAafiepuTOTV npdq t i)v rfjq tyuxnq 

naideuaiv, 241c5-6). Later on we see the soul as the seat o f d ivine 

madness {[pav fa ] at 245a2. Now, with the Hymn, Plato approaches the 

top ic metaphysically and theo re tica lly . I f  the capab ility  fo r learning 

and e ro tic  madness are in te rn a lly  sustained, i t  is  as i f  the soul were 

moving by i t s e l f .  The focus is emphatically on the d is tin c tio n  between 

motion o rig in a tin g  from outside and movement beginning from inside. The 

ins ide / outside dichotomy (the tension between €£o9ev and ivSodev) is  

used here, again, as was the case with memory and knowledge. The 

Phaedrus is , in  fa c t, the step by step description of the soul's 

a c t iv ity  springing from inside, its  innate potentia l which man has to 

acknowledge, c u lt iv a te , perfect, and preserve.

The mythic hymn repeats the Boreas ta le  and brings to completion 

its  fa ile d  attempt to  reconcile reason and love. The image, or look 

( f5ea) o f the self-moving soul is  likened "to  a composite image o f 

winged horses and charioteer" Suvdpei dnonrepou Zeuyouq re Kat

ifvioxou," 246a8-9). Horses and charioteer are na tu ra lly  united 

(ZuMUTy). The noble and obedient horse is  guided only by reason (Ady$> 

i^vioxefrai, 253d9,) whereas the unruly horse tends to pull the chario t 

down, toward the earth. The white horse symbolizes moral values, 

whereas the black one stands fo r uncontrollable sexual desire.
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The wings are nourished not only by eros longing fo r beauty, but 

also by memory. Symbols o f balance and upward elevation, sprouting on 

a ll parts o f the soul they represent eros (252b).33 They are linked to 

the body, are nourished by reason and desire, and feel pain as they 

grow. They unite the body with the soul. The complementarity o f love and 

memory established in Socrates's f i r s t  speech is  now in te n s ifie d .

Without reco llec tion  o f the absolute tru th  experienced once, love fo r  

the Forms degenerates in to  mere "epithymia and matter weighs the soul 

down to i t s  f a l l . 34 The chariot cannot continue its  upward f l ig h t ,  the 

soul loses i ts  wings and with them also the chance to be with God and 

the Beings. The theme o f seduction and death o f the Boreas myth, returns 

now in the image o f winged Eros seducing and carrying o f f  the soul tha t 

succumbs to e ro tic  desire and to s e lf- in te re s t. Oreithyia, passively 

carried o f f  by a god, is  replaced by the se lf-ac ting , self-moving Soul.

Reason, which maintains unity in the soul and makes its  ascent 

possible, is  personified in the figu re  o f the charioteer. He is the one 

who controls the horses and makes them move in unison and harmony to 

bring the chario t upwards at the highest point o f heavens, where the 

gods drive th e ir  chariots in the company o f the Forms. This is  the

33 The palinode uses sexual language to express the eros o f the 
s p ir i t .  Eros is a winged god. While representing bodily desire, he can 
also elevate him self in the a ir . His symbolic power of uniting is  noted by 
Arrowsmith: "Like I r is  and Hermes, Eros wears wings because he is  a god 
who links  heaven w ith earth" (p. 165). See W. Arrowsmith, "Aristophanes' 
Birds: The Fantasy P o litic s  of Eros," Arion, n .s. 1 (1973): 119-67.

34 P lato 's conception o f m o rta lity  as weight brings to mind Dante 
stepping in to  Charon's boat in Inferno  and causing i t  to sink s lig h t ly  as 
opposed to V irg il who, being dead, does not a ffec t the boat's 
displacement.
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vision the soul remembers from a previous journey upward and is 

endlessly seeking to see again. True knowledge is  the soul's utmost 

desire - -  to  contemplate the gods and the Hyperuranian Beings --which 

can only be achieved through memory and i f  the natural unity o f the soul 

is  maintained.

The mythic hymn is  try ing  to construct a cosmos of the absolute

tru th  tha t the soul can contemplate. I t  is  a means o f turning what is

in v is ib le  and inexpressible into something accessible to the senses:

the co lorless, formless, and in tang ib le  t ru ly  existing 
essence, w ith which a ll true knowledge (dXrjdouq ^niorqpqq) 
is  concerned, holds th is  region and is  v is ib le  only to the 
mind, the p i lo t  o f the soul. Now the d iv ine in te lligence 
[deoti Siavoia) . . .  rejoices in seeing tru th  fo r a space of 
time and by gazing upon tru th  is  nourished and made happy 
u n til . . .  i t  beholds absolute ju s tic e , temperance, and 
knowledge (SiKaioouvqv, au^poauvqv, eniarqpqv). . .  (247c8- 
247d8).

The utmost goal o f the perfect soul is  to behold fo r a short 

period o f time (tha t is  the most a human being can achieve) the d ivine 

Forms Dikaiosyne, Sophronyne, Episteme, in order to create a memory that 

w il l  e te rna lize  through repeated reca ll th is  potentia l o f the soul tha t 

endows i t  w ith im m orta lity. Socrates's myth concocts th is  vision o f 

perfect tru th  as an image of the twelve Olympian gods driving th e ir  

chariots and proceeding steeply upward to f in a l ly  take a place on the 

outer surface o f the heaven where the revolution carries them round and 

they behold the Forms outside of the heaven. Revolution and motion 

denotes timelessness. The eternal Forms and the gods are what the 

perfect soul which manages to arrive  at the highest point o f the heaven 

can see and cherish in its  memory as an incentive fo r its  perfection.
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The place o f the gods is  described as ly ing  beyond conceivable space and 

time. By taking a glimpse at the Hyperuranian Beings, the soul 

possesses "episteme," the absolute tru th  and knowledge. The Platonic 

conceptualization o f the most intense form o f desire is  illu s tra te d  as 

the reaching out o f the soul to recapture the memory o f beauty or love. 

In e ffe c t, i t  is  a moment o f transcendence in which man surpasses 

him self. Kazantzakis describes such a moment o f transcendence and 

absolute freedom in the description o f a painting he saw on the wall o f 

the royal palace at Knossos:

Numerous fis h  were cruising in the water w ith l i f t e d  ta i ls ,  
fro lic k in g  happily, whereupon a fly in g  fish  in  th e ir  midst 
suddenly spread i t s  l i t t l e  fin s , took a leap and bounded out o f 
the sea in order to  breathe a ir .  Too big fo r  i t s  slavish piscine 
nature i t  was, too big to live  a ll i ts  l i f e  in the water. I t  
suddenly longed to transcend its  destiny, breathe free a ir , and 
become a b ird  - -  fo r  a flash only, as long as i t  could endure. But 
tha t was enough; th is  flash was e te rn ity . That is  the meaning o f 
e te rn ity .

This desire to transcend man's destiny and un ite  w ith God is the 

human struggle fo r absolute freedom. According to Bergson, who 

profoundly influenced Kazantzakis' thought, our l i f e  is  a b r ie f moment 

between two abysses, one before we were born, the other when we die.

The struggle o f matter to become s p ir i t ,  as Bergson's elan v i t a l  theory 

postulates, is  represented by such a superhuman e f fo r t  fo r transcendence 

o f human nature. Kazantzakis does not believe in l i f e  a fte r death. His 

highest objective is  freedom, which apparently does not e x is t. But what

35 Nikos Kazantzakis, "Zorba," in Report to Greco, Bruno Cassirer, 
tra n s ., (Publishers L td ., London, 1965) p. 474.
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matters is  not freedom per se but the struggle fo r  freedom. I t  is  a 

struggle which, contrary to tha t o f the Platonic soul, occurs in the 

here and now.

Love and memory o rig ina te  inside the soul. They are the desires of 

the flesh and o f the s p ir i t  expressions o f our human and divine nature, 

and vehicles o f wholeness. For the poet, memory and love are metaphors 

o f immortality tha t can in s t i l l  in man the b e lie f in his a b i l i ty  to 

defeat time. The memory o f the sacred vis ion o f the Forms, kept away 

from corrupting influences, represents human achievement kept a live  in 

thought and stim ulating the desire fo r a re p e titio n  o f the experience. 

These two inner forces constitu te  the Soul's self-m otion.

Eros and human response to i t  make possible our approaching the 

soul through observation o f i t s  nadrj re Kat ipya  (245c4), the soul's 

acting out i t s  desires and the way i t  is  led by them. Love has by now 

been established as an inner a c t iv ity  through e ro tic  divine madness 

which springs from w ith in  and is  superior to  any kind of d ivine external 

madness because i t  leads to true knowledge. I t  reconciles and harmonizes 

the soul's parts (meri) , or desires. The struggle toward th is  harmony is 

illu s tra te d  by the impetuous horse's nature which is  constantly drawing 

the chariot downwards, fru s tra tin g  its  upward f l ig h t  toward which the 

wings are s tr iv in g . I t  is  a s t r i fe  between two kinds of love: 

ins tinc tua l sexual desire (epithymia) and the sou l's  love fo r  the Forms, 

a clash between opposite manifestations o f love.
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To ta lk  about love Plato depends fo r  his metaphors on tra d it io n . 

For unlike the s itua tion  related to the soul's im m ortality, conventional 

language is  appropriate fo r the human emotions and s itua tions o f love. 

The images o f the charioteer and o f the horse endowed w ith human voice 

(255e6) go back, in fa c t, to the epic and ly r ic  poetry. The Platonic 

horse tha t speaks to  his master-- "the unruly horse that has something 

to say to  the ch a rio te e r.. .the horse...says nothing," (256a) has its  

prototype in A ch ille s ' immortal horses tha t the gods had given as a 

wedding g i f t  to Thetis. One o f them speaks to Achilles and prophesies 

the hero's death ( I l ia d  19, 400-417). The verb "ijvioxeuu,” --  to be a 

chario teer-- is  used l i t e r a l ly  in the Odyssey (6.319) and I l ia d  (11.103, 

23.641). In using the word metaphorically, Plato was already subscribing 

to a post-oral technologizing feature which was already infused and 

in terna lized in the language available to him. The image o f the winged 

charioteer was already known from Greek poetry and a r t .36 In his 

pederastic poetry, Anacreon had imagined the soul o f the lover as a 

chariot contro lled  by the beloved: "Oh youth, with your g ir l is h  glances, 

(PAenvv) /  I long fo r  you, but you do not hear (o<J K o e T q ) , /  knowing not 

that you are the charioteer o f my soul (poem 360, Page tra n s la tio n ).

The senses, p a rtic u la r ly  seeing and hearing, are central metaphors 

here, as in Plato. But whereas fo r Anacreon the love re la tionsh ip  

appears to be asymmetrical, in Plato, when the soul reaches perfection, 

lover and beloved are one balanced whole. By borrowing from tra d it io n ,

36 See de Vries, apud 246a7.
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Plato rewrites i t  fo r the ends o f philosophy. In the process, he 

transforms doxa in to  episteme.

Like love, memory is  an innate qua lity  o f the soul that transcends 

time and unites experience. I t  d if fe rs , however, from love in that i t  is 

a manifestation o f d ivine in te lligence , not d iv ine  mania. I t  is  th is  

sp ir itu a l ra ther than emotional qua lity  which is  responsible fo r the 

soul's knowledge o f the Forms and its  im m orta lity. Forgetfulness is  

human weakness, whereas memory makes the access o f the fa lle n  souls to 

wholeness possible. Memory secures the in d iv id ua l, a fte r  having broken 

from its  past and forgotten i t ,  a chance to chose a higher kind o f l i f e  

in a fu ture  incarnation. Like love, i t  stimulates the growth o f the 

wings, fo r w ithout anamnesis, the knowledge the soul possesses is  lo s t, 

the wings w ithe r, and base desires dominate (256d4). I t  is  also related 

to reason since reco llec tion  secures se lf-con tro l (254e6). Like love, 

memory leads to  sophrosyne and absolute knowledge.

What preserves the soul's completeness and i t s  a b i l i ty  to remember

correctly  is  memory conceptualized by Plato in the act o f

co lle c tin g  in to  a un ity by means o f reason the many perceptions 
o f the senses; and th is  is  a reco llection  o f those things which 
our soul once beheld, when i t  journeyed w ith  God and, 
l i f t in g  i t s  vision above the things which we now way ex is t, 
rose up in to  real being." [Only] "the philosopher's mind has 
wings, fo r  he is  always, so fa r as he is  able, in communion 
through memory w ith those things the communion with which 
causes God to be d iv ine. Now a man who employs such memories 
r ig h t ly  (dnopvrjpoaiv dpOuq ypdpevoq) . . .  he alone becomes 
tru ly  perfect (249b9-d4).
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We have followed the evolution o f memory and love so fa r in the 

Phaedrus. From Boreas and Lysias's nonlover and from Phaedrus's and 

Socrates's mechanistic evocation o f doxa we have come to love fo r the 

Beings and to anamnesis. Love and anamnesis are id e n tif ie d  with tru th  

and knowledge, ascent above matter, and transcendence o f time and space. 

To quote Griswold again, im mortality should not be taken l i t e r a l ly .  I t  

means "to know the tru th  even i f  forgotten and to be able to know i t  

aga in ... to transcend the obstacles posed by the dimensions o f time and 

space."37 At i t s  highest emotional po int, the mythic hymn unites the 

senses and the mind, eros and reason, memory and im mortality and 

a rticu la tes  the soul's longing fo r a return to tha t nostalgic moment o f 

e te rn ity  which i t  had experienced fo r a b r ie f moment.

The mythic hymn is  an e f fo r t  to define human nature. The answer is 

given by Socrates. The d ia le c tica l probing in to  the s e lf has yielded an 

answer to  Socrates's question, whether, he is  "a monster more 

complicated and more furious than Typhon or a gentle r and simpler 

creature, to whom a d ivine and quiet lo t  is given by nature" (230a2-3). 

The answer is  tha t human nature is  both: complex and v io le n t, and gentle 

and d iv ine . In the same fashion, love which iso lated and fragmented the 

cohesiveness o f the to ta l human experience, is  now seen to coordinate 

the d iffe re n t desires in the soul; memory which was separated from 

thought, now fuses the d iffe re n t kinds o f knowledge. Desire and 

knowledge are the q u a litie s  that exemplify the human and divine aspects

37 Griswold, pp. 144-145.
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o f our existence and love and memory become the tie s  that bind the human 

and d iv ine elements together.

In the three monologues discussed up to now the analogies are set 

fo r the development of the themes o f love, memory, and doxa, which leads 

to the elevation o f the individual to  the level o f absolute tru th  and 

knowledge. One o f the crucia l d ifferences between the two non-mythic 

speeches and the palinode is  language. The mythical a llegory o f the 

palinode creates the language that allows the transmutation o f thought 

in to  abstract concepts which better serve philosophy's p o lit ic a l 

purpose. Socrates is  an enlightener. Plato provides the material by 

turn ing to the roots o f human knowledge, re lig io n , and language which 

the Master transforms into the values tha t breed moral and e th ica l 

th ink ing . Myth provides the image which is  needed to give shape not only 

to a thought uttered fo r the f i r s t  time, but also to the abstract, the 

hypothetical, and the imperfectly known, what is , in other words, 

inexpressible. Dogmatism, which monological preaching cannot avoid, is 

thus averted. The use o f myth resembles to a kind of gesture by which we 

point at things to create them.38

This dialogue's preoccupation w ith rhe to ric  and d ia le c tic s  is 

fu l ly  developed in the part o f the Phaedrus follow ing the palinode. As

38 I'm th inking of the forcefu l opening lines o f Garcia Marques's Cien 
Anos de Soledad which describe the flooding o f l i f e  in to  new v illa g e  of 
Macondo: "El mundo era tan reciente que muchas cosas carecian de nombre y  
para mencionarlas habia que senalarlas con el dedo" [The world was so 
recent, that many things lacked a name and to re fe r to them they had to be 
pointed at w ith the fin g e r" ].
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rh e to ric  becomes the focal po in t from now on, the top ic  o f love fa l ls  

behind, leaving memory, which remains consistently conspicuous 

throughout the work, to defend the un ity  o f the dialogue. Love and 

memory, instruments o f un iting  emotions and in te lle c t ,  constitu te  the 

language tha t moves the image toward conquering tha t longed-for moment 

o f perfection and turning i t  in to  permanence. This is  the apocalypsis 

tha t memory seeks to revive. I t  is  the nostalgia fo r  the perfect, fo r 

something unchanging amid change, uncorrupted by decay. I t  represents 

the longing o f the mortal man fo r a moment o f im m ortality endlessly 

recreated.

d. The tale of the cicadas (258e-259d)

As already mentioned, the cicada myth is  one o f the two o rig ina l 

P latonic inventions-- the other is  the myth o f Theuth/Thamus. These two 

myths (and the myth of the ring  o f Gyges) are termed "ordinary myths"

(koivof fiQQoi) that is , simple apologues {napaSsfypara) , as they have no 

speculative, or philosophical im port.39 The cicada myth is rather --  

but not c le a r ly --  labeled a "myth." I t  is  introduced by " lege ta i"

(259b6) which points at both myth (as a story being narrated) and logos 

(as a gathering together).

The cicada myth comes a fte r  an agreement between Socrates and 

Phaedrus to investigate what makes e ffec tive  rhe to ric . I t  is  actua lly  

occasioned by Phaedrus's remark tha t one should not bother to l iv e  i f

39 See related discussion in Frutiger, p. 179, n.2
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not fo r  the pleasure o f discourse. Evoked exactly at midday, as Ferrari 

observes, th is  ta le  is  s tru c tu ra lly  placed at the middle o f the dialogue 

and "marks the tran s itio na l point between the two parts o f the 

d ia lo g u e ,... in  order to o rien t our reading o f i t s  curious s truc tu re -- 

the brusque s h if t ,  that is ,  from celebration o f love to cerebration over 

rh e to r ic ."40 I t  has a function, comparable, we can say, to  tha t o f the 

in te rlude  preceding the Palinode. Both orient our reading so we can 

understand and in te rp re t be tte r the two key passages that fo llow , one a 

poetic speech, the other a rhetorica l study.41 They do i t  by ca llin g  

a tten tion  to the topographic and temporal aspects o f the scene: The

ta l l  plane tree , the " s h r i l l "  song o f the cicadas, the so ft grass by the 

Ilis s u s  brook on which the two in terlocutors are ly ing  comfortably.

A fte r the theoretica l venture o f the Palinode, the dialogue returns to 

i t s  human and dramatic action. What is  added to our already fa m ilia r 

landscape is  a sense of lingering  time and the paralyzing summer heat at 

midday, the backdrop against which the Socratic argument is  projected. 

Consistently, Plato moves from the landscape and the actual dialogue 

between Socrates and Phaedrus --  from h is to ry , tha t is , to myth --  to 

i l l o  tempore - -  which he turns when he wants to describe an experience

40 G.R.F. Ferrari, Listening to the Cicadas (Cambridge: Cambridge 
U niversity Press, 1987) pp. 25-26.

41 See de Vries, apud 258e6-7. The "myth o f the c icadas... serves as 
a re laxing intermezzo. But at the same time some fun in made o f Phaedrus' 
p h ilo lo g ia . . .  Further Plato ca lls  upon his readers to serve the Muses in 
the r ig h t way."
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he wants to present as new, charging his ta le  w ith the emotional 

in te n s ity  o f the f i r s t  time (ab o r ig in e ) . iZ

The story goes that these locusts were once men, before the 
b ir th  o f the Muses, and when the Muses were born and song 
appeared, some o f the men were so overcome with de ligh t tha t 
they sang and sang, fo rge tting  food and drink, u n til at la s t 
unconsciously they died. From them the locust tr ib e  afterwards 
arose, and they have th is  g i f t  from the Muses, that from the 
time o f th e ir  b irth  they need no sustenance, but sing 
con tinu a lly , without food or d rink , u n til they die, when they 
go to the Muses and report who honors each of them on earth 
(258b6-259c7).

Socrates had ju s t alerted Phaedrus as to the fac t that the 

cicadas, a censoring consciousness, were watching and hearing th e ir  

discourse, therefore, they should be careful not to doze o f f  and keep 

th e ir  dialogue in te llig e n t and a live . The Muses that w il l  learn o f th e ir  

devotion to philosophy are Terpsichore, Calliope, and Urania, tha t is 

the Muses concerned with thought d iv ine and human and with music. 

Philosophy is , as defined in the Palinode, the knowledge o f human nature 

and the soul, human and d iv ine, and as i t  is  to be established now, the 

sweet and appropriate voicing o f these thoughts fo r the purposes o f 

proper education.

Nowhere in the passage does Plato mention that the cicadas were 

awarded the g i f t  o f im mortality, as is  widely assumed by the readers o f 

th is  passage. The g i f t  the Muses gave the locusts was to sustain th e ir  

physical a b i l i t y  to sing, and ta lk , and report to them, in short, to

42 See Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, W illard R. Trask 
tra ns ., (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1959) pp. 68-70.
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speak but not necessarily to th ink. They were poets once led to th e ir  

death by the in a b i l i ty  to overcome the extreme de lig h t caused by poetry- 

- and here is  another Platonic jab against poets. The cicadas were not 

restored by the Muses to th e ir  previous human status but accorded the 

l i f e  o f an in fe r io r  species with no mind. They cou ldn 't even choose 

th e ir  next incarnation, a rig h t that Plato gives to  a virtuous soul.

The Muses chose fo r  them th e ir  next l i f e ,  a l i f e  in the service of 

philosophy. By reporting the good philosophers to  the Muses, the locusts 

make possible th e ir  reward with eternal l i f e  w ithout the need fo r food 

and without losing th e ir  humanity. In other words, they enable them to 

transcend th e ir  human nature and death and, not depending on material 

nourishment, tu rn  in to  s p ir i t .  The Platonic soul is  nourished ju s t by 

gazing upon tru th  (Qeupouaa T 'd X r j d r j  r p e ^ E T a i ,  247d5).

The mission o f the cicadas is  to demonstrate what happens to man 

who forgets his d iv ine potential - -  reason and s e lf- re s tra in t --  and 

indulges in excesses. The Socratic myth exemplifies the use of reason by 

juxtaposing bad poets and good philosophers. The former are abusers o f 

th e ir  natural g i f t  o f reason, the la t te r  use i t  co rrec tly  and are 

rewarded because they have honored th e ir  human and d ivine nature. The 

ancient notion o f measure as natural and moral balance that keeps the 

universe together is  emphasized by Plato as a product o f the mind. In 

the poetry o f Seferis , as we w ill see, i t  is  re lated to  love which, 

rather than reason is  the divine qua lity  o f human nature. The myth warns 

against the dangers o f forgetting one's nature, la z i ly  relaxing the
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in te lle c t,  and against the in a b il ity  to d iscrim inate among the d iffe re n t 

kinds o f in te lle c tu a l discourse.43

The themes o f the f i r s t  part o f the dialogue --love, memory, 

death and sleep, the dangers o f seduction, im m orta lity, d ia le c tics , 

unity and balance in the soul, the nature o f the human soul -- 

summarized in the mythic hymn are re ite ra ted  in the cicada passage. 

Moreover, Socrates, consistent with his strategy, te l ls  a ta le  using the 

language o f l i te ra ry  tra d it io n . His demonstration o f its  transformation 

into philosophical language is a demonstration o f doxa s triv in g  fo r  the 

best in the hands o f the philosopher. A close reading of the Platonic 

te x t, in fa c t, reveals a sustained in te r te x tu a lity  with the Homeric and 

ly r ic  tra d it io n , meaning acquired opinion. In the same way, fo r 

instance, tha t l i te ra ry  tra d itio n  has made fa m ilia r the image o f the 

winged horse and chario t, so i t  had associated the cicada with love and

death. In his fragment 347 the ly r ic  poet Alcaeus recasts Hesiod's poem

Op. 582-8 in a song about drinking and e ro tic  desire aroused in the heat 

o f the day:

Wet your w h is tle  with wine now, fo r the dog s ta r, wheeling the 
sky,/ brings back the summer, the time a ll things are parched
under the searing heat./ Now the cicada's cry, sweet in the
leaves, s h r i l ls  from beneath his wings . . . /  women in lush, ask 
too much o f th e ir  men,/ who grow lank, fo r  the star burning 
above/ w ithers th e ir  brains and knees.

43 A lluding also in d ire c tly , as Ferrari has i t ,  to the need fo r  a 
d iffe re n t reading o f the sober analysis to  fo llow , from the poetic and 
rhetorica l speeches up to now, en thus ias tica lly  accepted by Phaedrus, up 
to now. See F e rra ri, p. 29
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In consciously shaking o f f  sleep, the mythical brother o f death,

Phaedrus and Socrates f ig h t the death o f mental indolence and 

forgetfulness (259a). Eros and thanatos appear in  ancient poetry as the 

two aspects o f the same power.44 Erotic desire loosening the knees and 

undoing the members (AuoipeXijq £poq), is  a topos in epic and ly r ic  

poetry tha t also describes the hero's death in  b a tt le .45

In using these images, Plato constructs a system o f economy in 

which old concepts and rhetoric are re a rticu la te d  to f i t  his teaching. 

Here is  one more example of th is  transform ation: One characteris tic  o f 

early poetry, as Vernant notes, is  tha t i t  i l lu s tra te s  desire as pothos, 

using a word which belongs to the tra d it io n a l vocabulary of mourning. 

Abduction by some demon "involves a shock o f an irremediable absence 

which is  e te rn a lly  mourned."46 Tracing the o rig ins  o f words in 

Cratylos , Socrates reverses th is  established meaning: " . . .  the word 

noOoq (yearning) s ig n ifie s  that i t  perta ins not to  tha t which is 

present, but to  tha t which is  elsewhere or absent, and therefore the 

same fee ling  which is  called Tpepoq when i t s  object is  present, is  

called rio0oQ when i t  is  absent" (420a).

44 For a deta iled treatment o f the association o f Pothos, Hypnos, and 
Thanatos, see Emily Vermeule, Aspects o f  Death in  Early Greek A rt and 
Poetry (Berkeley: Univ. o f C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1981) pp 131-33.

45 See Odyssey, 18.212; Sappho fra g . 130; Archilochus frag. 118; 
Aleman "Partheneion," and Hesiod's Theogony, 120, 911. Also I l ia d  5.176, 
11.579, 16.332, 21.114, 22.335.

46 Jean-Pierre Vernant, "Feminine Figures o f Death in Greece," 
D ia c r itic s  16.2 (1986) 54-64.
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In the Phaedrus, the word "himeros" {Ipepoq) is  related to the 

sou l's  e ro tic  desire, f i r s t  through reference to  Stesichorus o f "Himera" 

(Town o f Desire) at 244a3, and la te r  by the use o f the pun 

"himeros/meri" at 251c8 ("meri" are the p a rtic le s  which excite desire in 

the sou l). "Himeros," here, expresses the yearning o f the soul fo r i ts  

beloved (251c8) "when i t  gazes upon the beauty o f the boy" (251c6), that 

is ,  when the boy is  present. With e ro tic  desire thus id e n tifie d  with 

the soul, Platonic love is  freed from its  t ra d it io n a lly  established 

pathetic kinship with death and becomes a mediator o f im mortality.

I t  is through the elements borrowed from epic and ly r ic  poetry 

form ally textualized in the Phaedrus tha t the cicadas are id e n tifie d  

w ith the Homeric Sirens. "A iy u p o q or s h r i l l  (230c) is  a word 

associated with seduction and death. The P latonic Muses with th e ir  

s h r i l l  song {Si'QSrjq efSoq X fy e ia i... yevoq t6 Aiyuuv, 237al0) can ju s t 

as eas ily  fo re te ll the death o f the mind i t  succumbs to idleness. The 

" s h r i l l "  (Alyupov) song (230c2) o f the cicadas, prophets o f the Muses 

(262d), id e n tif ie s  them with the Sirens (259a8) whose prophetic song 

Homer ca lls  "Aiyuprj doiSrj" (Odyssey, 12.44). Hesiod uses the word to 

describe the locust proper.47 The Platonic te x t,  and p a rticu la r ly  

Fowler's rend ition , enhances fu rthe r the Homeric analogy: " I f  [the 

cicadas] see us conversing sa iling  past them, unmoved by the charm o f 

th e ir  Siren vo ice s ..."  258e-259a). The Sirens, who have knowledge o f the 

fu tu re , sing the song that g lo r if ie s  and immortalizes the hero, in the 

presence of the hero. They d if fe r  from the bard who also sings the

47 Hesiod, Op. 583. See also Theognis, 939 and I l ia d  14.290.
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hero's prowess but a fte r his death. As Odysseus, tie d  on the mast, 

protects himself from the Sirens' fa ta l seduction while enjoying a live  

his immortality in th e ir  song, so Socrates and Phaedrus keeping th e ir  

mind awake, enjoy the song o f the cicadas tha t w i l l  immortalize them by 

reporting th e ir  good discourse to the Muses. The difference between 

Odysseus and a rigorously trained philosopher is  tha t the former cannot 

control the unruly horse in him except by using violence against his own 

body, by manacling the part o f himself tha t would succumb to the body, 

whereas the philosopher can coordinate and harmonize his desires by the 

power o f reason, re s tra in t, and self-knowledge. This is  the concept o f 

"sophrosyne," or nothing in excess (HqSev dyav) the second o f the two 

commands o f the oracle o f Delphi with which Socrates is  obsessed. 

Odysseus is  torn between the desires o f the body tha t the mind s trives 

to contro l. The philosophical soul, under the guidance o f reason, can 

please them both at the same time, reconciling the dual nature of man's 

soul.

These in te rtex tua l analogies va lidate  the message o f the passage 

o f the cicadas as a revelation of the need fo r wakefulness against a 

slavish love and the dangers o f sensory experience, which can make the 

s p ir i t  a slave o f the body. I t  is  also related to  memory, the fa ilu re  o f 

which resembles death. Odysseus' mind is  neutralized by sleep on two 

crucial moments o f his journey home: f i r s t l y  upon leaving the island o f 

Aiolos when he cannot overcome the bodily impulse fo r  sleep and succumbs 

to i t ,  g iving his curious companions the opportunity to open the flasks 

and le t  loose the manacled destructive aspects o f nature. Secondly, when
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he fa l ls  asleep on the island o f Helios and his ravenous ship-mates 

slaughter and eat the god's oxen. The hero's characte ris tic  struggle fo r 

survival and homecoming consists in a constant e f fo r t  to achieve a 

balance between the temptation to be godlike and the need to be human.

In Plato, these opposite forces s trive  fo r  harmony, which is possible 

only in  the perfect soul.

The struggle o f the human s p ir i t  against nature's paralyzing 

charms which th is  myth brings to the fore is  illu s tra te d  in the mature 

work o f the Greek Romantic poet Dionysios Solomos (1797-1857). His 

major poem, "The Free Besieged," celebrates the s p ir i t 's  v ic to ry over 

matter. This poem depicts the besieged Messolonghians at the end o f a 

two-year hopeless defense (1825-1826) struggling in vain to break the 

siege o f th e ir  town by the Turks. They are exhausted from hunger and 

th ir s t .  Moreover, i t  is  springtime when the beauty o f nature and the 

lu s t fo r  l i f e  lu l ls  th e ir  souls in to  a sweet swoon at the very moment 

when they should keep th e ir  mind v ig ila n t and a le r t to fig h t fo r th e ir  

freedom. The most ir re s is t ib le  temptation is  the sight o f blond A pril 

dancing and laughing hand in hand with Eros in v it in g  the besieged:

Hayepa q puoiq k i oveipo orqv opopjpia nai yap/, 
q paupq tier pa oXoxpuoq kqi to  £epd x o p ra p r  
pe y/'A/ec Ppuoeq yuvera/, pe y/'A/ec yteooeq K paive i'
'Onoioq nedavei aqpepa y/'A/ec 9opeq nedafvei.

[So sweet is  nature, and so fa i r ,  a dream o f Heaven's grace,
She makes the dry grass fresh and green, and g ilds  the rock's 

black face;
She murmurs in a thousand r i l l s ,  a thousand voices sing,
He dies a thousand deaths at once who dies amid the spring!]
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The desire fo r  l i f e  and love is the temptation to  which they must 

not give in . They could save th e ir  lives by surrendering to the enemy 

but th is  would be unworthy o f free souls; they choose, instead, to 

sa lly  and die. The famous Exodos of Messolonghi in 1826 resulted in the 

brutal massacre o f i t s  inhabitants. But i t  marked a moral v ic to ry .

To c ite  one more Platonic echo in Solomos, le t  me turn to "The 

Shark," one o f his la te s t poems, which te l ls  o f a young swimmer brought 

to a state o f mystical ecstasy by the harmonious beauty o f nature in the 

moonlight. As he swims, he becomes one with the sea and sky. Through 

nature he can look in to  the eternal presence o f God. But, ju s t as his 

mind and body are lu lle d  in to  a trance, a shark-- the menacing aspect o f 

nature-- s trike s . The swimmer frees himself s p ir i tu a l ly  from the 

enchantments o f nature, fo r a s p li t  instan t, ju s t  before he succumbs to 

his wounds. But at the very moment of his death, the young man is 

suddenly struck w ith a revelation:

flpiv naifi' q peyaXoifiuxq nvoij xopd y e p ifc i'
dorpaif /e  f d q ,  K 'e y v u p i o e v  o v io q  t o v  e a u r o  r o u ’

[Before the s p ir i t  o f his great soul ceases he is  f i l le d  with 
jo y ; /  l ig h t  shone, and the youth knew h im se lf;]

The fle e tin g  v is ion  o f nature's beauty and i ts  mindless force becomes 

the revelation o f his own inner soul-- the supreme knowledge that is 

acquired when s p ir i t  freed from its  earthy bonds is  united with the 

universe.

The ta le  o f the cicadas warns against excesses and teaches 

sophrosyne. S e lf-re s tra in t and a wakeful mind are needed not only to
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protect us from s tu p id ity  - -  an a ttr ib u te  o f the sleeping and the dead - 

- but also to secure the ind iv idua l a better l i f e  a fte r  death. This is  a 

promise that relieves the anxiety over the e ffects o f time and brings a 

sense o f equilibrium  to  counteract the in jus tice  o f death. The means to 

f ig h t the matter's tendency to take over and drive the chario t downwards 

lie s  in keeping in mind our d ivine po ten tia l. The myth cautions against 

re laxing the mind's supervision over the senses. "Laborious" dialogue 

and d ia le c tics , even in  the heat o f a summer afternoon, w il l  thwart the 

danger. In contrast to  the e a r lie r  part o f the dialogue which lin ks  

"le isu re  (ffyoA/j, 228al-2, 229e4, 258e6) to the sophists' practices, the 

vocabulary now stresses "laborious" dialogue and d ia le c tic s , as 

appropriate to philosophy. D ia lectics involves questioning through 

dialogue and re fle c tio n .

e. The myth of Theuth/Thamus (274c-275b)

In th is  passage, the ends of rh e to ric -- understood as education 

and persuasion-- are considered. In order to express him self use fu lly  

and e ffe c tive ly , man must know the tru th  about the things o f which he 

speaks or w rites and fin d  the discourse that is  "su itab le  to each 

nature." The passage examines d ia le c t ic a lly  a ta le  in an attempt to 

reconcile mythos and logos. The ta le  is  offered in the form o f a 

dialogue w ith in  a dialogue, which marks a moving away from the 

monological form o f the Socratic myth.
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This "e n tire ly  o rig in a l"  myth o f the Phaedrus d if fe rs  from a ll the 

e a r lie r  fables in that i t  leaves e n tire ly  behind the theme o f love, and 

s h ifts  to  Egyptian myth, turn ing i t s  back on Greek mythology. I t  also 

dispenses w ith poetic speeches and adopts a more technical discourse. 

Having elevated love to a perfection which excludes fu rthe r development, 

Plato now substitutes rhe to ric  fo r  love, in a way equating them in the 

philosophizing soul's desire. As w ith love, logos is  constantly 

perfected and f in a lly  elevated through techne to the status o f 

episteme.48 Memory and its  u t i l i t y  now becomes the object o f a dispute 

between Thamus and Theuth. The dialogue's concealed but sustained 

preoccupation with its  own status as a te x t f in a lly  establishes Platonic 

dialogue as a metalanguage o f philosophical discourse.

This la s t myth to ld  by Socrates, p a rtly  a Platonic invention,

reproduces a fic tio n a l dialogue taking place in Thebes. The

in te rlocu to rs  are Theuth, the inventor o f grammata (geometry,

arithm etic, astronomy, logismos, and w ritin g ) and Thamus, the wise royal

god o f a ll Egypt to whom Theuth shows his inventions. When the question

comes to the invention o f w r it in g , the follow ing conversation ensues:

Theuth: This invention, 0 king . . .  w il l  make the Egyptians w iser and 
w il l  improve th e ir  memories; fo r  i t  is  an e l ix i r  o f memory and 
wisdom (fivijfjriQ te koi oofiaq fdpfjaKOv) that I have discovered.

48 Griswold distinguishes between "Episteme," and "episteme." The 
f i r s t  is  understood as the absolute knowledge the souls have from 
contemplating the Beings, among whom the Idea Episteme, h e rse lf) . I t  is 
tie d  to  the Forms, immortality and anamnesis. The lower case "episteme," 
is  a teachable method fo r the exact analysis of the soul - -  a techne or 
a r tfu l rhetoric  -- not d iv ine or associated with anamnesis. The two 
notions described by the same word are two sides o f knowledge or approach: 
a) the metaphysical and b) the methodological. See Self-Knowledge, pp. 
232, 261 and passim.
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Thamus: Most ingenious Theuth . . .  you have been led by your
a ffec tion  to ascribe to [the Egyptians] a power the opposite o f 
tha t which they possess... This invention w il l  produce 
forgetfulness (XijBrj) in the minds o f those who learn to  use i t ,  
because they w il l  not practice th e ir  memory. Their tru s t in 
w rit in g , produced by external characters (Sid n fo riv  ypafffq 
dguOev) which are not part o f themselves w il l  discourage the use 
o f th e ir  own memory w ith in  them. You have invented an e l ix i r  not 
o f memory but o f reminding ( o J k o u v  pvqpqq dXX' Onopvrjoeuq 
fappaKOv);  and you o ffe r your pupils the appearance o f wisdom 
\oo fiaq  5o£av), not true wisdom fo r  they w il l  read many things 
w ithout instruction  and w il l  therefore seem to know many things 
(noXuyvupoveq efvai 5o£ouoiv) ,  when they are fo r the most part 
ignorant (dyvupoveq) and hard to get along w ith, since they are 
not wise, but only appear wise {Sogoaofoi yeyovdreq d v rt oopuv) 
(274c-275b).

Before we can deal with the te x t o f th is  dia logue-w ithin-a- 

dialogue, however, I would lik e  to look b r ie f ly  in to the o rig ins  o f th is  

myth and speculate on the possible reasons fo r P lato's in te res t in i t .

The characters of the myth are tru ly  Egyptian, but the myth's 

o r ig in a lity  lie s  in the invention o f the story and the contents o f the 

dialogue o f i t s  characters, not the characters themselves.49 Theuth -- 

who is  also mentioned very b r ie f ly  in  the PhiTebus --  is  the Egyptian 

Hermes, called by the Egyptians "the scribe o f the gods," "lo rd  o f the 

d iv ine word," and "w rite r o f t ru th . " 50 Thamus --  the name is  coined by

49 See Fru tiger, p. 233, n2: "Sans doute, les personnages de ce mythe 
sont reellement egyptiens, so it Thamus . . .  dieu deja connu d'Herodote 
( 11,42); s o it Theuth, en qui les Egyptiens reveraient, sous le  nom de 
Thoth, l'in ve n te u r de la  le g is la tio n , des a rts , des sciences et de 
1'e c t i tu re . . .  Mais l 'h is to ire  elle-meme --  les reproches que Thamus 
adresse k Theuth --  est surement une pure invention de Platon."

50 For the re lationship between Thoth or Theuth, Hermes Trismegistus, 
Plato, and Neoplatonism, see Frances Yates's Giordano Bruno and the 
Hermetic T rad ition , pp. 2-3, and 131. Thoth represents "Egyptian tru th ,"  
says Yates, magical tru th  (p .239).
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Plato - -  is  Ammon, an Egyptian d e ity  id e n tif ie d  with Ra, and represented 

as a ram. His oracle at the oasis in the Libyan desert r iv a lle d  the 

oracles o f Delphi and Dodona. This archetypal, so to speak, myth, 

fea turing  animal-gods, goes beyond phonetic alphabets and the w ritten  

image o f sound to the representation o f an idea, as depicted by the 

ideographic system o f Egyptian s c r ip t, in favor o f which Thamus refuses 

to accept the inventor's "modern" alphabetical sc r ip t. Thamus' wisdom 

il lu s tra te s  the spontaneous human reaction to anything extramental that 

enfeebles th inking and weakens memory. Anamnesis is  the noetic function 

tha t keeps the mind a live . Without i t ,  the soul loses its  knowledge and 

the potentia l fo r im m ortality, the a b i l i ty  to perceive the atemporal 

from inside ephemeral time.

A close reading of the passage above would better explain the 

P latonic concept o f memory at th is  stage. I ts  task is to help 

in te rn a lize  external knowledge through the technology of w ritin g  and 

thus transform w riting  in to  a useful reminder. As he did w ith the oral 

t ra d it io n , Socrates is  now teaching the r ig h t use o f memory in w rit in g .

The exchange o f arguments between Theuth and Thamus, above, is

characterized by a series o f oppositions emphasized through paronomasia

and echo, as fo r example:

XqBrj/fJvq^iri/OndiJvriaiq - (lethe/mneme/hypomnesis): fo rgetfu lness/
memory/ reminding

fjeAsTrj/diJEXeTqoia - (melete/ameletesia): study/lack o f study 
€gu9£v/gv5o9£v - (exothen/endothen) :from outside/ from w ith in  
ooffaq 56£a-5o£6oofOi/oofoi - (sophias doxa-doxosophoi/sophoi): 

appearance o f wisdom/those who appear wise/wise. 
noAuYVUfJov£Q/dYV6>iiov£Q - (polygnomones/agnomones): polymaths/

ignorant.
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These oppositions emphasize the difference.between appearance and 

re a lity .  Memory is  opposed to  forgetfulness and wrong use o f reminders, 

wisdom to  the appearance o f wisdom, education to  the impression o f 

knowledge. In short they stress the an tithes is  between internal and 

external. True knowledge comes from a virtuous soul but with the help o f 

education whereas fa lse knowledge is  acquired externally without 

ins truc tion  (drveu SiSaxnq). I t  re -a rticu la tes  and reforms the 

d e fin itio n s  o f acquired opinion and mechanical memory in terms o f 

w rit in g . Memory alone is  not wisdom. As knowledge is not achieved 

without memory, so memory cannot function w ithout knowledge. To Theuth 

who equates memory with wisdom (in  discovering w ritin g , he says, he has 

found the pharmakon of memory and wisdom), Thamus replies that w ritin g  

can only serve as a reminding o f knowledge, not a pharmakon o f memory; 

fo r  le tte rs  are external signs and not part o f the soul. W riting is  a 

s k i l l ,  techne, (he ca lls  Theuth "technikotatos" (229e6-7, 275b7), the 

a rt o f co llection  and d iv is io n , which is  in fe r io r  to episteme. Episteme 

is  achieved through anamnesis, the fusing together of the a c t iv ity  o f 

th inking and the nostalgic emotion fo r  v ir tu e . Writing can be 

acceptable, Plato, implies, i f  i t  becomes part o f the human soul and 

helps education. The goal o f questioning through d ia lec tics  is  to  

inscribe "the word [o f him who knows] with in te lligence  in the mind 

(yuxq) o f the learner, ([Aoyoq] dq pe r' im orqiiqq ypdfsrai t v  rq t o u  

pavdavovToq ifiuxq (276a). Logos in terna lized reta ins simultaneously 

external and internal charac te ris tics . Behind i ts  visual appearance, 

there is  i t s  true form: knowledge o f the soul.
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By serving to remind, w ritin g  immortalizes the thought i t  is  

recording. This involves the reader without whom w riting , and the 

Platonic dialogue, is  dead. The epigraph on Midas's tomb exemplifies 

th is :

A bronze maiden am I ;  and I am placed upon 
the tomb of Midas.

So long as water runs and t a l l  trees put fo rth  
leaves,

Remaining in th is  very spot upon a much lamented tomb,
I shall declare to passers by tha t Midas is  buried here;

The voice of the statue o f a bronze maiden is animated by the 

w ritten  epitaph, but turning to l i f e  cannot be achieved without the 

response o f those passing by. As Burger suggests, the epitaph points to 

the desired immortality and im m utability sought in the a c t iv ity  o f 

w ritin g , but the condition fo r the fu lf i l lm e n t o f that desire seems to 

require the seemingly impossible convergence o f the dead w ritte n  word 

and the liv in g  presence o f its  reader.52 Like Lysias's speech, Midas's 

inscrip tion  remains a group o f external, dead words without a human 

voice to  turn them a live . This is  an a llus ion , o f course, to  the tex t 

we are actua lly  reading, which poses as dialogue. Rather than b lun tly  

re je c t w rit in g , to which Platonic discourse owes its  existence, Socrates 

is  warning against the wrong kind o f w ritin g  and using i t  as a reminder 

against what is  mechanic and foreign to human nature. The way 

Stesichorus and Socrates were capable o f perceiving the true image

51 These lines are quoted by Dionysus Laertius, who gives c re d it to 
the poet Simonides fo r  c it in g  the poem as evidence fo r the b e lie f that 
"a ll things fa l l  short o f the might o f the gods." See Ronna Burger, 
P la to 's  Phaedrus: A Defense o f a Philosophic A rt o f U rit in g , pp. 28, 133 
n.33.

52 Ib id , pp. 28 & 133.
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behind the eidolon o f Helen, the reader should be educated to  search fo r 

the idea behind the words and, lik e  them, see the l ig h t .

The verb "anagignosko," compounded o f a preposition and a verb 

(dva +YiYvcioKu), means to  read and also to know again, as through a 

process o f recognition, or anagnorisis. This is  what the two 

in te rlocu to rs  do in recognizing and defining th e ir  ideas (228e7, 230e5, 

234d5). The verb y iYVuoku is  frequently evoked throughout the Platonic 

dialogues. To know yourse lf (Fvwdi a'ailrov), as the Delphic coirenand 

urges, is  the ind iv id ua l's  highest aspiration; In Socratic thought 

"gignoskein yourself" is  id e n tif ie d  with the awareness o f ignorance, the 

true and only knowledge Socrates admits to possess.53 There is  a th ird  

kind o f knowledge, Griswold argues, "tha t one might c a ll "gnosis" and 

tha t characterizes, in my view, 'self-knowledge."54 The purpose o f 

"gignoskein" in Platonic discourse is  superior to "e p is tas th a i." 

Episteme, Griswold goes on to  say, is  in the potential o f the gods, 

whereas gnosis " is  worked out in the ex is ten tia l context o f dialogue" 

and is  closer to "what i t  is  to be human."55

53 In Apology (23b) Socrates id e n tifie s  i t  as the greatest human
wisdom. Socrates' love o f wisdom allows him to recognize the playfulness
o f w ritin g .

54 Griswold, Self-Knowledge. . . ,  p. 261

55 "Is  there a sense o f self-knowledge that te l ls  us 'what i t  is to
be human' without transforming the soul in to a special type o f abstract 
object (whether an Idea or a complex of forms and causes)?" See Griswold, 
pp. 4-6, 261, 232 and passim.
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By reaching beyond Greek cu lture  and in to  pre-Greek myth, Plato 

can claim to use the language o f a tra d it io n  other than his own, which 

is  r id  o f the cu ltu ra l preconceptions and metaphors. In choosing a 

visual representation to  describe the form o f the soul, Socrates was 

also choosing an ideographic system which declares independence from the 

e x te rn a lity  o f the inscribable sign. The juxtaposition o f Greece and 

Egypt, according to Burger is  suggestive o f the antithesis between 

alphabetical w ritin g  as a combination o f partic les  to represent logos, 

on the one hand, and Egyptian hieroglyphic w riting  using symbols, each 

o f which constitutes a meaningful whole, on the other.56 The myth of 

Theuth/Thamus attempts a return to the orig ins of language and o f human 

thought, beyond h is to rica l and cu ltu ra l constraints, to s ta r t again the 

teaching o f new ideas w ith a tabula rasa and a new vocabulary.

In his quest fo r  language, Plato needs the reader to d iv ide  and 

c o lle c t the p ro life ra tin g  semantic and formal equivalences, solemn, 

iro n ic , or p lay fu l, poetic or technica l, which the tex t endlessly 

reproduces. He inv ites  his reader to  discover true knowledge as the 

philosopher reveals i t .  The revelation transpires in the process o f 

reading and lie s  in the paradox o f a "dialogue" verbally delivered by 

Socrates who does not w rite , and w ritten  by Plato who does not speak.

The cause o f the dialogue's preoccupation with the re la tion  between oral 

tra d it io n  and w riting  should perhaps be sought in Socrates's and P lato 's 

own h is to rica l context in  four and f i f t h  century Athens and the impact 

o f new technology on o lder tra d it io n .

56 Burger, P lato 's  Phaedrus. . . ,  pp. 22, 91.
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3. ISOCRATES AND SOCRATES

The Phaedrus ends with the sudden in troduction o f Isocrates in to  

the dialogue. The in troduction by Socrates o f the young orator comes 

p la y fu lly  as the f in a l revelation o f the dialogue. Plato ends his work 

by emphasizing the revelation  o f self-knowledge, "Truth," and balance as 

the achievement o f the a rt o f d ia le c tic s .

The tex t f i r s t  returns the reader to the top ic  of prophecy. 

Prophecy, encompassing the en tire  range o f expression and communication, 

o f reading and deciphering, has been one o f the persistent echoes o f 

th is  dialogue. The frequent evoking o f the two oracles -- the more 

p rim itive  oracle o f Dodona where prophetic utterance came in the sound 

o f the words o f the oak (275b7) and the Delphic grama involving the 

pa rtic ipa to ry  a c t iv ity  o f decoding, establishes hearing and reading as 

the two components o f prophecy and reve la tion . I t  is  Apollo, combining 

the poet', the seer, and the s p ir i t  that the tex t seems to worship now. 

Socrates making poetic myths, a fte r a l l ,  ends up being not only a 

prophet but also a poet.57 The a rt o f prophecy (mantike), which 

through a Socratic pun, at 244c2-5, was likened to the madness o f love 

(manike), is  established early in the te x t as " the noblest o f a r ts " 

which is  the philosopher's goal to achieve. I t  is  id e n tifie d  w ith s e lf-  

knowledge. When the Boreas myth was evoked Socrates had remarked: I am 

not yet (oO no) able, as the Delphic inscrip tio n  has i t ,  to know myself"

57 He admits the ro le  o f the poet in shaping the moral character o f 
the children by making myths (Republic, 378e).
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(229e6-7). The antic ipatory "no," meaning ye t, creates expectations 

which the te x t sa tis fie s  la te r  when an inner prophetic voice o f madness, 

the Socratic daemon ion, makes him suddenly aware that he is  "a seer, not 

a very good one, but . . .  good enough fo r  his own purposes" (242c6-8). We 

see Socrates f in a l ly  turn into a prophet fo re te llin g  (pavreuopai)  that 

Isocrates w il l  be able to realize h is inner philosophizing g i f t s ,  as he 

is  led by a d ivine impulse that w i l l  d istingu ish him from a ll the 

others: "a more d ivine impulse w il l  lead him to greater th ings; fo r . . .  

something o f philosophy is  inborn in  his mind" (279a-b). This is  the 

message that the master sends to h is companion (grafpov) Isocrates. I t  

establishes Socrates as a wise prophet and Isocrates as a philosopher; 

and comes r ig h t a fte r the two in te rlocu to rs  have agreed tha t the highest 

e p ithe t tha t b e fits  God alone is  "wise" whereas "philosopher" comes 

next, followed by "poet."

Scholars have struggled to fin d  reasons to ju s t i fy  P la to 's  

e n lis tin g  o f Isocrates among the dramatis personae o f the dialogue. They 

c ite  Socrates's lik in g  fo r him (he was nine years older than P lato), the 

younger man's an ti-soph is tic  oratory, his known g i f t  o f d iv ine prophecy, 

h is praise fo r  Helen in his Encomium to Helen, and a possible common 

l in k  with Pythagoras, whom Isocrates appears to have described in his 

B us iris  as the f i r s t  to introduce philosophy from Egypt to the 

Greeks.58 Other commentators in fe r tha t Isocrates' philosophy was very

58 Charles H. Khan, "Pythagorean Philosophy before P la to ," The Pre- 
Socratics , Alexander P.O. Mourelatos ed., (Princeton, N .J.: Princeton 
University Press, [1974] 1993) p. 164. Jebb adds another equally weak 
explanation: Isocrates taste fo r  mixing mythical subject matter with 
everyday matters as well as p o lit ic a l and moral issues, a method Socrates
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d iffe re n t from the one Socrates was advocating.59 S t i l l ,  are these 

q u a lifica tio n s  adequate fo r Socrates to id e n tify  w ith Isocrates? The 

suggestion o f th e ir  equality can hardly be taken seriously. Isocrates 

and Socrates are set apart by age, wisdom, experience, and philosophical 

ideas. They could even be opposites.

The answer should be sought elsewhere: in language. The way Plato 

used a pun-name (Pharmacea) to establish the re la tio n  with pharmakon, so 

he ends w ith the e u r is tic  invocation o f Isocrates mainly because i t  

echoes Socrates. The name o f Isocrates d iffe rs  from that o f Socrates 

only by i t s  p re fix  "Iso-" s ign ify ing  "equal" or "even." Isocrates, 

therefore, becomes l in g u is t ic a lly  "equal to Socrates." Plato, in fa c t, 

does what he did with love, which moves from a c o n f lic t  between the 

strong and the weaker and a lower conception o f eros to an even-powered 

symbiotic partnership between equals. This brings together the concepts 

o f equa lity , ju s tice , and Truth, which in Pre-Socratic thought are 

a lternate  expressions fo r balance and equilib rium , as I w il l  discuss 

more extensively in the next chapter.60 The idea o f equality is

favors. R.C. Jebb, A tt ic  Orators from Antiphon to  Isaeos, Vol. 11 (New 
York: Russell & Russell, 1962) pp. 55, 105-106. See also "Platon et 
Isocra te ," Revue des Etudes grecques, Vol. I ,  No. 1 (1888), (Paris: E. 
Leroux) pp. 49-60.

59 Griswold, Self-Knowledge 287; de Vries, Commentary 15-18; Burger, 
P lato 's  Phaedrus.

60 In defining dikaiosyne, Plato re jects the current meaning o f the 
word and reconstructs i t  according to  inner l i f e .  In his Republic (also 
su b -tit le d  "On Ju stice ,") dikaiosyne is  f in a l ly  defined a fte r several 
attempts as follows:

Dikaiosyne pertains to the inner action not the outer, to oneself 
and to the elements of the s e lf,  re s tr ic t in g  the specific
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fundamental to the doctrine o f "Truth" in the thought o f Parmenides. 

"Truth" is  understood as d is tr ib u tiv e  faov faovofjfa, equality in 

apportionment. As Mourelatos argues, the real is  foov, 'e q u a l/ in so 

fa r  as i t  is  d//ofov, 'a l i k e /  or self-contained, self-congruent, and 

se lf-cons is ten t. I f  one were to speak o f the real as ' j u s t /  the 

appropriate d e fin it io n  o f th is  term would have to  be obtained from Plato 

or from a ra tio n a lis t  - -  i t  f u l f i l l s  i ts  own appointed ro le ."  The 

sameness (dfioTov, raov) o f Parmenides' "T ruth," concludes Mourelatos, is 

re flex ive  rather than d is tr ib u tiv e ; i t  is  nothing short o f id e n tity , 

un ity , to ta l in te g ra tio n ."61

The sudden emergence o f Isocrates as an equal to Socrates, seals 

the series o f concealments and disguises o f characters and discourses 

and w itt in g ly  establishes Socrates as an hierophant o f the a rt o f 

mantike, the "noblest o f a rts" which represents the philosopher's 

highest achievement. I t  pa ra lle ls  the growth o f eros in to  manike, a 

higher form o f love. The fa c t, o f course, tha t the reader knows that 

Isocrates did not become another Socrates, or even the kind of 

philosopher Socrates had predicted, undermines the above conclusions,

elements in one's s e lf  to th e ir  respective ro les, forbidding 
the types in the psyche to get mixed up in one another's 
business; requ iring a man to make a proper d isposition o f his 
several properties and to assume command o f himself and to 
organize himself and become a friend o f h im se lf... becoming in 
a ll respects a single person instead o f many.

61 See Alexander P.D. Mourelatos, "The Deceptive words o f Parmenides' 
"doxa," The Pre-Socratics, P.D. Mourelatos ed. (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, [1974] 1993) p. 339. In th is  context, see also Gregory 
Vlastos, "Equality and Justice in Early Greek Cosmologies," Classical 
Philology  42 (1947), pp. 162ff.
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ending the dialogue in an unresolved tension between words and context. 

The Socrates/Isocrates pun thus seems to po in t to language and its  

ambiguous nature, both suggestive and subversive.
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4. CONCLUSIONS

The study o f the monological re c ita ls , myths, and interludes that 

connect and unite the speeches o f the Phaedrus, leads to the following 

conclusions:

The dialogue is  structured in two parts, the f i r s t  dominated by 

the subject o f love, the second by the theme o f rhe to ric . Memory is  one 

o f the themes which most e ffe c tive ly  than anything else contribute to 

the disputed un ity  o f the dialogue. I t  is  i t s  central theme, f i r s t  

connected with love, then with rhe to ric . The lin k in g  ring is  

in te llig e n ce  inherent in memory; th is  is  the force that elevates man 

beyond the bestia l condition.

Beginning w ith an e f fo r t  to define the "disputed" word "love," the 

dialogue manages to probe deeply into the soul and the way humans behave 

when they love and are loved. D iffe ren t kinds o f love emerge before our 

eyes: Se lfish  and one-sided love ends up in  "d ivine e ro tic  madness." The 

study o f the la t te r  leads to the conclusion tha t the human soul responds 

to external s tim u li by developing inner a c t iv ity .  What th is  proves is 

tha t creative love possesses a force comparable to self-movement, which 

enables i t  to transcend i ts  human lim ita tio n s . Memory also functions in 

an analogous way: The soul o f man is  p a rtly  human, pa rtly  d iv ine, since 

i t  possesses self-m otion. From its  d if fe re n t incarnations i t  has 

acquired knowledge o f the Forms (a ll human souls have seen God, even fo r 

a s p l i t  moment) but th is  supreme knowledge is  forgotten as a consequence
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o f time and human weakness. The soul, however, has the poten tia l to 

re ta in  th is  knowledge, i f  i ts  d ivine nature is  respected and maintained 

through education. I t  is th is  power coming from the sou l's  d iv ine nature 

tha t makes i t  immortal. Memory and love nourish the soul and make its  

wings grow enabling its  journey towards the lim its  o f the sky in search 

o f God.

To say a ll th is  -- what is human nature, how we feel and th ink , 

how we ta lk  about what we feel and th ink , and how we deal w ith time and 

m o rta lity  --  the philosopher needs a metaphilosophical language to ta lk  

about new philosophical concepts which cannot be expressed in words 

already burdened with the metaphors o f h is to ry . His answer, by 

necessity, has to move to "mythos." While logos is  the ra tiona l 

expression o f man, mythos is  more f i t  fo r  human discourse when the 

poet's world cannot be explained ra tio n a lly . The Platonic myth fuses the 

ra tiona l and the ir ra tio n a l, the d e fin ite  and the ambiguous; i t  makes i t  

possible fo r new ideas to be expressed and fo r  the greatest story ever 

to ld  --  the story o f the soul's im m ortality - -  to be taught to the 

u n in itia te d . Socrates's reluctance to admit that he knows re fle c ts  the 

impact o f the Pre-Socratics on Plato. The proclaimed Socratic in a b il i ty  

to  know in the face o f change is re lated to  the Heraclitean f lu x , 

whereas the knowledge with which he tyrannizes his young in te rlocu to rs  

emanates from the Parmenidian conviction o f permanence. Knowledge is 

possible only in a world that is not constantly changing. This 

contradiction is  reflected in the Platonic dialogue which makes enables 

the simultaneous operation o f aporia, the Socratic irony, and tha t

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



79
irreso lvab le  inconsistency that constantly marks the tension between the 

surface o f the te x t and i ts  context.

Having touched upon major questions - -  such as human nature, the 

nature and immortal in te lligence  o f the soul, what is  god, what is 

philosophy, self-knowledge and absolute tru th  - -  the dialogue enters i t s  

second part, which is  interested in preserving that precious 

in te lligence  and the mind that w il l  elevate man to a god-like status. 

A fte r warning against the dangers o f s tu p id ity  tha t destroys memory and 

the knowledge i t  preserves, the dialogue moves on to its  fin a l theme 

concerning the purpose o f rhetoric  and the way w ritin g  -- the technology 

o f the word - -  should be u tiliz e d  fo r  the benefit o f philosophical 

thought. This part is  concerned with the fear tha t w riting  w il l  weaken 

memory. The question is  how we can in te rn a lize  w ritin g  minimizing the 

dangers o f the w ritten  word and transforming external knowledge in to  

"knowledge w ritten  in the soul." The way memory and love are transformed 

in to  inner a c t iv it ie s , so w riting  should become a property o f the soul. 

Plato is  not condemning w ritin g ; he is  defending i t  against Socrates and 

his censoring, c r i t ic a l consciousness.

The dialogue thus moves through pa ra lle l transformations toward a 

progressive movement tha t reveals the p o s s ib ility  o f human perfection. 

The diagram that follows w ill i l lu s t ra te  th is  moral progress be tte r.
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I n i t ia l  stage 
Acquired opinion (doxa)

Epithymia

Mechanical memory 
Monological re c ita ls  
W riting as mere reminder

Progress marked 
Techne/episteme

Divine e ro tic  madness

Anamnesis
Dialogue (d ia legesthai) 
Reminder o f what we know 
(remembering co rre c tly )

Final stage 
Episteme, gnosis 
(s e lf-  knowledge) 
Longing fo r the 
Beings, Sophrosyne 
Absolute knowledge 
True knowledge 
Knowledge w ritten  
in the soul

These ideas have evolved from an in i t i a l l y  unphilosophical state 

to the highest level o f th e ir  perfection, which represents the 

philosopher's quest: self-knowledge and Sophrosyne tha t define the moral 

perfection o f the human soul. The fu l l  ascent o f the perfect soul 

ac tua lly  ends in a contemplation o f the motionless and immutable Ideas: 

Justice , Sophrosyne, and Knowledge. This is  the meaning o f the 

experience of a moment outside the conceivable lim its  o f space and time, 

or temporal duration tha t is  subject to change and physical decline.

Plato is  laboring to achieve here an act o f resurrecting in the 

human soul the b e lie f that man is  capable o f action ly ing  beyond his 

lim ita tio n s . This b e lie f a llev ia tes the anxiety tha t makes the future 

unexciting in view o f our absence from i t  and arrests a ll e f fo r t  crucial 

to social progress. In Platonic thought, myth, memory, and love are used 

toward creating th is  moment o f r e l ie f ,  th is  sense o f balance tha t weighs 

the f u t i l i t y  o f human existence against man's desire to see himself as 

part o f a la rger scheme in the cosmos, where the physical and moral 

order o f things is  secured by a se lf-regu la ting  and balancing mechanism.
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On the other hand, Plato tones down the seriousness o f his 

utterances by acknowledging the indeterminacy and ambiguity lu rk ing  

behind what Socrates says in the dialogue, the genre Plato has invented 

fo r  the purpose o f enjoying th is  freedom. What the inconclusiveness o f 

the Socratic utterances suggests is  the author's guarded a ttitu d e  toward 

a feared clash between the dogmaticism o f philosophy and the 

im p oss ib ility  o f defending metaphysical "tru ths" without being dogmatic. 

This way Plato, through the persona o f Socrates, sa tis fies  the d u a lity  

o f h is own position : his b e lie f in  knowledge and at the same time in the 

im po ss ib ility  o f knowing; the u ltim ate knowledge is  in fac t the 

knowledge o f ignorance. In the Phaedrus, the paradox results from the 

dialogue's iro n ic  s e lf-re fle c tio n  on i ts  own character as a product o f 

w ritin g .

By means o f a series o f revelations, Plato unveils the sou l's  

elevation to perfection through the p a ra lle l purgation o f myth, love, 

and memory. P lato 's enigmatic use o f the Socrates/Isocrates paronomasia 

w ith which, s ig n ific a n tly , he ends th is  dialogue, may be pointing to two 

th ings: the Parmenidian equa lity , another name fo r ju s tice , as the 

objective o f his philosophy; or - -  and I th ink  th is  is more l ik e ly  - -  he 

is  ca llin g  a ttention to the indeterminacy o f language which subverts 

dogmatic answers to l i f e 's  unanswerable questions.
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1. INTRODUCTION

S efe ris 's  poetry also grows out o f contemporary man's 

preoccupation w ith time and his desire to grasp something permanent in a 

changing world. The poet tr ie s  to answer th is  time-honored human need, 

which is  even more intensely fe l t  in our times, by using the language o f 

myth, memory, and love as a vehicle fo r  emotion. Memory and love are in 

S e fe ris 's  poetry the emotional language tha t leads to wholeness, human 

d ig n ity , and potentia l fo r  moral e levation. They can endure through time 

and defeat i t .  Love is  the soul's creative a b i l i ty  tha t makes l i f e  

to le rab le ; memory an example of the way love can be preserved and 

h is to ry  transformed in to  knowledge. S e fe ris 's  plea fo r an "authentic 

l i f e "  is  essen tia lly  a plea fo r the reviva l o f our forgotten potentia l 

fo r  fee ling and a correct use of memory, both s t if le d  in an emotionally 

s te r i le  world. Fragmentation, doubt, our tendency to fo rget, and the 

in ju s tice  o f death are the agonizing issues the poet evokes using a 

simple language in a complex network o f symbols. S eferis 's  poetry is  a 

"humble a rt"  tha t s trives to express the most complex thought in the 

simplest possible language, unadorned and stripped from the rhe to rica l 

ornaments o f the past.

The poet's argument sums up man's struggle against time and 

change. The human soul, he postulates, has an immortal qu a lity : the 

a b i l i t y  to  love --  a concept that goes, in fa c t, back to Plato. I f  we
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can acknowledge th is  d iv ine t r a i t  o f our mortal nature, in other words, 

i f  we can resurrect love in our soul, we w il l  defeat time related to 

change and decay, the time o f the clocks and calendars. The act o f 

recognizing tha t there is  a part in  us which change cannot touch w il l  

re lieve  man's e x is te n tia l anxiety and make l i f e  more rewarding. This 

" tru th " is  presented as a revelation under the b righ t Greek lig h t ,  

symbol o f knowledge. I t  coincides with a p riv ileged, enlarged "Moment" 

in  which time appears to stop. This is  the "m iracle" which the poet 

creates in words which stop, fo r a moment only, the devastating flow of 

temporal duration - - a  moment o f immortality created through poetic 

logos.

Seferis 's poetry seems to have received i ts  impetus from the 

Imagist movement and i t s  impact on modern Anglo-American poetry.62 "An 

'image'" wrote Pound, the leading theoretician o f Imagism, " is  that 

which presents an in te lle c tu a l and emotional complex in an instant o f 

tim e ."63 Elaborating on the im plications o f Pound's d e fin it io n , which 

helped him to formulate his "spatia l form theory," Frank posits:

An image is  defined not as a p ic to r ia l reproduction but as a 
un ifica tion  o f disparate ideas and emotions in to  a complex 
presented sp a tia lly  in an instant o f time. Such a complex does not 
proceed d iscu rs ive ly , in unison with the laws o f language, but

Pound's comment on a poem by H.D. regarding the "laconic speech of 
the Imagists" describes Seferis poetic d ic tio n : "Objective --  no s lith e r - -  
d ire c t - - n o  excess o f adjectives, e tc. No metaphors that won't permit 
examination --  I t 's  s tra ig h t ta lk - -s tra ig h t as the Greek!" See Hugh 
Kenner, The Pound Era (Berkeley: University o f C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1971) 
p .174.

63 Ezra Pound, Hake I t  New (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1935) 
p. 335
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s trikes  the reader's s e n s ib ility  w ith an instantaneous impact. 
Pound stresses th is  aspect by adding, in the next paragraph, that 
only an instantaneous presentation o f such complexes gives "that 
sense o f sudden lib e ra tio n ; tha t sense o f freedom from time lim its  
and space lim its ; tha t sense o f sudden growth which we experience 
in the presence o f the greatest works o f a r t.

This moment o f freedom from time is  tantamount to moving outside 

ephemeral time to replunge in to  i t  the next moment.

The revelation the poet attempts comes as a re su lt o f the 

recognition that human l i f e  is  defined by the d u a lity  o f things on which 

the order o f the world depends. I t  is  the p rin c ip le  tha t preserves the 

natural order in the cosmos, in sp ite  o f us, and in defiance o f our vain 

e ffo rts  to understand i t ,  tha t the poet is  acknowledging. I t  is  the 

s t r i fe  o f opposite tensions that f in a l ly  secures the balance tha t holds 

the world together and makes our tra n s itio n  in to  the "other l i f e , "  when 

we are called to pay our "debt" to time, a kind o f resurrection. The 

conscious awareness of th is  higher example o f balance o f which man 

partakes brings a feeling o f "g a lin i, "  or serenity, a key word in the 

poetry o f Seferis. This is  the only quest, a modest quest, contemporary 

man can have.

Like the human a b i l i t y  to love, memory is  re lated to the senses 

and the mind which the poet evokes in terms o f emotion. Homer invoked 

Mnemosyne, the mother o f the Muses, to  immortalize in song the heroes

64 Joseph Frank, The Idea o f Spatial Form (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1991) p. 11. The ag ricu ltu ra l f a i r  scene o f Madame 
Bovary is  c ited as an example o f the process in which three levels o f 
discourse s p a tia lly  presented are united and the broken con tinu ity  of the 
narrative is restored in a simultaneous in te rp lay o f meanings.
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and th e ir  fea ts . Operating simultaneously in the present and in the 

past, memory has the a b i l i ty  to move in an out o f time and recapture 

lo s t moments o f experience. I t  can preserve the s e lf 's  wholeness and 

sense o f con tinu ity  and id e n tity . What brings our profoundest memory 

a live , says the poet, is  language "the expression tha t ripens in the 

depth o f the soul, there, where feeling and mind meet on a word and 

charge i t  w ith emotion." This language o f emotion is  the language of 

poetry.65 Seferis seeks, to fuse, simultaneously, contemporary man's 

scattered s e lf and to grasp a to ta l glimpse o f d is in tegrated Hellenism 

in an unbroken con tinu ity . In a country lik e  Greece language and 

landscape are inseparable from the deep and enduring h is to r ic a l memory 

o f a long cu ltu re .

Love is  man's a b i l i ty  to use his innate potentia l fo r  fee ling  and 

thus keep the senses a live , whereas memory is  the means o f reca lling  

th is  past experience, personal and h is to r ic a l, and learning from i t .  

Memory enables us to ta lk  with the dead. The gramophones, the stones, 

and the m utilated marble statues are examples o f our struggle to  

communicate w ith  a part o f us tha t has sunk in to  o b liv io n . They 

constitute models o f resistance against time and decay, expressions of 

memory reaching back in to  the past to recapture a lo s t emotion, 

expressions o f wholeness.

65 Seferis, Dokimes B ', p. 170. Seferis 's two volumes o f essays w ill 
be referred to , from hereon, as Dokimes A' and B '. A number o f these 
essays were translated by Rex Warner and Th. D. Frangopoulos in the 
volume: George Seferis : On the Greek Style: Selected Essays in  Poetry and 
Hellenism (Boston: L i t t le  Brown and Co., 1966).
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Memory and love, lik e  everything else in the poetry o f Seferis, 

exemplify the s t r i fe  o f opposites tha t secures balance, a mechanism 

envisioned f i r s t  by the Pre-Socratics. Things and concepts are not 

sources of a single meaning, but products of the opposite tensions that 

define them. For example, love is  often undistinguishable from betrayal, 

hate, violence and revenge. In his poetry Seferis re fe rs , most o f the 

time, to love that is  debased, calculated, and wasted. Man commits 

hubris against i t .  S im ila rly , in sp ite  o f i ts  a b i l i t y  to sustain 

con tinu ity  and e te rn ilize  experience, human memory appears defenseless 

against pain: We w i l l f u l ly  repress and avoid what is  painful to 

remember. I f  we restore memory and love to th e ir  pure, uncorrupted 

sta te , we w ill have defeated decay. Love, exhorts the poet, should not 

be debased and memory should be used according to the lessons o f the 

past. In fac t, Seferis evokes here the Platonic anamnesis, the 

internalized memory o f the soul leading to self-knowledge. I f  we can 

keep memory uncorrupted, in S eferis 's  words " i f  we can remember 

co rre c tly ," we w il l  be able to keep in mind our re sp o n s ib ility  in 

allowing the s e lf 's  fragmentation to happen. In short, we should learn 

to respect the immortal q u a litie s  o f the soul, the only ones tha t can 

raise human beings "a l i t t l e  h igher."

The tension between contraries constitutes the rhe to ric  which 

expresses, obsessively in S e fe ris 's  poetry, humanity's ageless quest fo r 

equilibrium . A ll o f S eferis 's  symbols are dual symbols ex is ting  as a 

re su lt of th e ir  inherent oppositions, and s triv in g  fo r  equ ilib rium . The 

l ig h t  is  "black and angelic," the snakes are incarnations o f betrayal,
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yet they make passionate love; the rose is  a symbol o f harmony and 

passion, yet i t  wounds with i ts  thorns; blood is  l i f e  but is  also 

associated with violence. Both are parts o f our nature; "The f i r s t  

thing God made is  love, then comes blood /  and the th i r s t  fo r blood /  

roused by /  the body's sperm as by sa lt"  ("S tra tis  the Sa ilor Among the 

Agapanthoi"). Memory, love, l ig h t ,  blood, ju s tice , the sea, the rose, 

the statues, the swans and the angels, are symbols nesting th e ir  

opposites and s tr iv in g  fo r  equilibrium . Like Plato, Seferis seeks an 

answer in the opposites w ith in  the concepts and symbols tha t define l i f e  

and the human soul according to a higher system o f order tha t the Pre- 

Socratics have called " ju s tic e ."

Seferis 's poetry works through an in tr ica te  network o f symbols 

t ig h t ly  interwoven in to  the fa b ric  o f myth and contemporary h is to ry .

One o f the d is t in c t functions o f l ite ra ry  myth, which Seferis uses 

in te rte x tu a lly , is  to  awaken the profound memory which charges language 

with emotion. In a country lik e  the poet's own, where the layers of 

h is to rica l memory reach great depths, myth and h is to ry , present in the 

same enduring landscape and the same language tha t have prevailed 

through the centuries, become metonymies of memory and constitu te the 

natural language o f emotion. Like memory, myth runs in the veins of men 

with a long past.66 The ancient legends constitute a common means of 

communication, the natural language o f universal tru ths  s t i l l  found in

66 Since fo r Seferis the analogy with the human dimension is  Greece, 
th is  is  better understood i f  one considers the h is to ry  and endurance of 
the Greek language, a language with deep roots spoken by a people with 
deep h is to rica l memory.
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the spoken language and in the Greek landscape.67 Through the words o f 

his native tongue that time has hardly touched, the poet defeats time.

He exp lo its  the emotional component o f myth to enhance the impact o f the 

language o f poetry, the language of emotion.

*

*  *

George Seferis (1900-1972), poet, essayist, nove lis t, and c r i t ic ,  

winner o f the 1963 Nobel prize fo r lite ra tu re , is among Greece's 

foremost w rite rs . The most important in te lle c tu a l o f his generation, 

Seferis is  also responsible fo r  revolution iz ing  modern Greek poetry.68

A b r ie f  reference to S e fe ris 's  major works w il l  fa m ilia rize  my 

readers w ith the poems I shall be discussing and th e ir  place in the

67 Derrida sees the eruption o f myth as an unconscious e ffe c t o f 
return counteracting the "violence o f w r it in g ."  Of Grammatology, trans. 
G.C.Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press [1974], 1976) p. 37.

68 I'm re fe rring  to the so-called "Generation o f the T h ir t ie s ,"  
w rite rs  mostly from Anatolia who matured between 1930 and 1940" and shared 
the personal experience o f consecutive wars and p a rtic u la r ly  the horror o f 
the Asia Minor Disaster in 1922. They also shared the b e lie f tha t Greek 
lite ra tu re  should move away from the narrow n a tio n a lis tic  concerns o f the 
past and open up to European influence. See Mario V i t t i ,  H rev id tou 
Tpitivra [The Generation o f the T h ir t ie s ]. Athens: Hermes, 1989, p. 46 and 
passim; also see George Theotocas's Free S p ir i t , considered as the 
"Manifesto" o f th is  generation.

Seferis, who was born and grew up in Smyrna, experienced the loss both 
o f a fatherland and the memories o f a childhood, both swallowed by the 
flames tha t destroyed Snyrna in 1922. For the re la tion  o f the lite ra tu re  
o f that period to h istory see Thomas Doulis, Disaster and F ic tio n : Modern 
Greek F ic tion  and the Impact o f the Asia Minor Disaster o f 1922 (Berkeley: 
University o f C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1977).
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Seferian corpus.69 "Turning P o in t," the poet's e a rlie s t important work, 

is  a co llec tion  o f poems published in 1932 and has been characterized as 

a real turning point in Greek poetry. I t  introduced rhymed poems 

composed in the manner o f the French Symbolists, in an unadorned 

language, and making l i t t l e  or no use o f ancient mythology. The 

co llec tion  includes his longer ly r ic a l work Erotikos Logos, which more 

than anything else bears the influence o f Valery and o f "poesie pure," 

but i t  also echoes E ro tokritos , Vincenzo Kornaros's verse romance.70 

Like Erotokritos , "Erotikos Logos" is  w ritten  in the tra d it io n a l 15- 

sy llab le  meter o f the Greek ballads. "The C istern" (1932) a ra ther 

obscure poem in iambic pentameter bearing, again, the influence o f 

Valery, and especially o f his "Cimetiere marin," introduces the 

le itm o tif  o f a desiccated world dying in our soul and around us. A 

second, and more important turning point came with "Mythistorema"

(1935), a sequence o f twenty-four ly r ic a l and dramatic u n itie s  in the 

pattern o f the Homeric epics, using fo r  the f i r s t  time free verse and 

the modern techniques of E lio t (p a rtic u la r ly  The Haste Land) and Pound. 

In the interwar period, Seferis published the co llections Book o f

69 For a ll S eferis 's  poems I w il l  be using the Keeley /Sherrard 
trans la tion . See George Seferis : Collected Poems, tra n s ., ed., and 
introduced by Edmund Keeley and P h ilip  Sherrard (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1957). Other trans la tions from the Greek o rig in a l are 
mine.

70 Erotokritos  is  a seventeenth-century heroic verse romance o f 10,052 
lin es , o f the Cretan Renaissance, w ritten  in Crete by Vincenzo Kornaros 
and is  considered a milestone in the h is to ry  o f Greek lite ra tu re . 
Inspired by the oral tra d it io n , i t  employs the tra d it io n a l 
"depentasyllabos" --an iambic lin e  o f fifte e n -sy lla b le s  w ith a caesura 
a fte r the eighth sy llab le  and two main accents, one on the s ix th  or eighth 
sy llab le  and one on the fourteenth. This meter, called also "p o lit ic a l 
meter," is  traced back d ire c tly  at least to  the Byzantine period and is  
the dominant form o f Greek fo lk  poetry.
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Exercises and Logbook I ,  the second including "The King o f Asine," one 

o f his most important poems constructed on Homeric allusions. The next 

co llec tion , Logbook I I  (1944), comprises poems w ritten  during the poet's 

ex ile  in  the Middle East, where he fle d  w ith the Greek government during 

the German occupation. In "Thrush" (1947), a longer E lio tian  poem 

marking a breakthrough in the poet's work, the clash between myth and 

h is to ry  reaches an impasse, but is  resolved in the prediction, fo r the 

f i r s t  time, o f an apocalyptic vision o f tru th . The poems o f the 

co llec tion  Logbook I I I  (1953-1955), characterized by a greater c la r ity ,  

precision, and directness, mark the apex o f S eferis 's  a r t is t ic  

evolution. I t  contains poems w ritten  in  Cyprus between 1953 and 1955. 

S eferis 's  la s t co llection  Three Secret Poems, published in 1966, is  

characterized by mystical and cryp tic  overtones presenting a harmonious 

synthesis o f the great oppositions tha t govern the world and man.

S eferis 's  poetry has been widely translated, but trans la tion  often 

mutes i ts  c ryp tic  and complex symbolism. As his translators E. Keeley 

and Ph. Sherrard observe, "the combination o f the modes o f everyday 

speech with the forms and rhythms o f tra d it io n a l usage," which creates 

the e ffec t o f both density and economy, is  hard fo r the foreign reader 

to appreciate.71 As fo r the poet's o rig in a l Greek, Seferis uses only 

those words which have survived through time in a long tra d itio n  and 

have come to express the poet's personal experiences. He has managed in 

th is  way to hone the modern Greek language, a fte r i ts  endless adventures

71 George Seferis, Collected Poems, ix .
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and abuses, " in to  what perhaps may be the purest and leanest o f modern 

Greek idioms.72

Before I attempt a look in to  S e fe ris 's  poems, I w il l  discuss the 

relevance o f the concept o f ju s tice  as envisaged by the Pre-Socratics 

and Aeschylus tha t permeates Seferis 's thought.

72 Kimon F ria r. Modern Greek Poetry: From Cavafis to E ly tis  (Simon and 
Schuster: New York 1973) p. 72.

A note on the long h istory and idiosyncracy o f the modern Greek 
language is  necessary, I th ink, at th is  po in t. Modern Greek lite ra tu re  had 
long been plagued by the scourge o f d ig lossia  -- the simultaneous 
existence o f two forms o f language: the "katharevousa" (p u r is tic )  and the 
"demotic" ( v ir tu a lly  the la te s t version o f the Hellenic and Byzantine 
Koine.) But although "demotike" was the language spoken by the people 
w ithout in te rrup tion  since H e llen is tic  times, i t  was "katharevousa" that 
held the t i t l e  o f the o f f ic ia l language fo r  w riting  fo r 200 years. In 
fa c t, i t  was an a r t i f i c ia l  language using vocabulary from the spoken 
language, forms and words from classica l Greek, and grammar from the 
Western languages, p a rticu la r ly  the French. This was seen as a way to 
"p u rify " and "embellish" the spoken language and was chosen by Adamantios 
Korais (1748-1833) as the "middle road" during the period o f the Greek 
Enlightenment preparing the 1821 Revolution, to promote education and save 
the language from the excesses o f A ttic ism  (a tendency traced back to the 
Byzantine scholars to recreate the a t t ic  d ia le c t o f c lassica l a n tiq u ity ). 
The demotic language, by contrast, had only sustained changes in 
pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar tha t resulted na tu ra lly  from its  
long usage during the centuries and the successive invasions o f foreign 
cultures the country had suffered. Demotiki was the liv in g  idiom o f the 
fo lk  tra d it io n  and poetry, but due to  four centuries o f Ottoman domination 
(1453-1821) i t  had remained undeveloped grammatically and s ty l is t ic a l ly  
and therefore was unsuitable fo r lite ra tu re . A fte r passionate wars over 
the language issue between the "p u ris ts " and the "dem oticists," the 
demotic language became f in a l ly  the medium o f Greece's best modern poetry, 
s ta rtin g  w ith i t s  national poet Dionysios Solomos. I t  was only recently 
tha t i t  was deepened fu rthe r and perfected by the poets Seferis and 
E ly tis . Demotic Greek was declared the o f f ic ia l  language both fo r speaking 
and w ritin g  only as recently as 1976.
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2. THE POETICS OF SEFERIS

S eferis 's  poetry and poetics owes a great deal to many influences. 

The poet found his mature voice in the technology and free s p ir i t  o f the 

West, p a rtic u la r ly  the French Symbolists, T.S. E lio t and Ezra Pound, 

which he fused w ith the cu ltu ra l inheritance and landscape o f his own 

country. But his thought was also shaped through his id e n tifica tio n  w ith 

a number o f l i te ra ry ,  mythical, and h is to r ic a l figures and ideas, such 

as Homer and Odysseus, Pre-Socratic thought, the ancient tragedians, 

Dante, Don Quixote, the Greek fo lk  tra d it io n , General Makryannis, and 

his compatriot poets Sikelianos, Karyotakis73 and Cavafy.74 " I am a 

stubborn man," w rites the poet to his friend  Katsimbalis, "who, fo r 

twenty years now, has not stopped saying again and again the same 

th ings; things tha t are not even h is ."75 The poet's trag ic view of 

re a lity  is  enhanced by his immersion in to  the Greek culture and its  

h is to ry  which he lived  conscientiously, w ith a sense o f re spo ns ib ility

The poetry o f Nikos Karyotakis (1896-1928) had an impelling impact 
upon the young in te lle c tu a ls  o f his generation, mainly because o f his 
pessim istic v is ion o f the function o f the poet who is  unable to express 
him self and his time. This obsession, together with the boredom and 
f u t i l i t y  o f everyday l i f e  - - l ik e  Seferis he was a public servant - -  led 
him to commit suicide at the age o f th ir ty - tw o .

74 I t  took Seferis a long time to appreciate Cavafy's poetry because 
he could not understand how the la t te r 's  an ti-poe tic  language could convey 
emotion. Later he saw that i t  was Cavafy's dramatic style that conveyed 
emotion. See Seferis, "Cavafy and E lio t:  A Comparison," On the Greek 
S ty le , p. 121-161 and in Dokimes A' , p. 17-46.

75 Seferis, "A Staging o f the Thrush," Dokimes 8 ', p. 56
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and g u i l t .76 Since h is to ry  was too close to  the poet to be presented 

ob jective ly, he seeks in classical mythology the dramatic personae that 

would provide the necessary distance. I w i l l  begin discussing the poetic 

o f Seferis by focusing on the Pre-Socratic and Aeschylean concept o f 

ju s tice . Then, I w i l l  examine the poet's use o f myth, the influence o f 

French Symbolism and o f modernist poets, and the impact o f contemporary 

Greek h istory tha t shaped Seferis thought and formed his language.

a. The ancient concept of Justice

The ancient concept o f jus tice  has provided Seferis with a model 

and vocabulary tha t empowers his symbols. Words and concepts lik e  

jus tice  and in ju s tic e , decay (fflopd) and re tr ib u tio n , hubris and ate, 

debt, fa te , s t r i fe ,  measure, the Furies, equa lity , un ity , and many 

others, are re lated to balance and serve as a language o f economy that 

descibes love. They are borrowed come from the Pre-Socratic conception 

o f the physical universe which was developed in to  the moral regu la rity  

o f the world, p a rt ic u la r ly  the Aeschylean view o f l i f e .

As a career diplomat, Seferis could experience h istory from a 
privileged pos ition . But his career was also a cause fo r a fee ling  o f 
imprisonment and lack o f freedom as i t  impelled him to do things that did 
not express him. This fee ling  o f imprisonment from which he could not 
detach himself is  often expressed in his D iaries and poems. In "Last Stop" 
he sees public o f f ic ia ls  as souls "shriveled by public sins /  each holding 
o ffice  lik e  a b ird  in i ts  cage." His career, in a way, represented fo r  the 
poet what he ca lled "unauthentic l i f e , "  against which he never stopped 
warning his reader.
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Before the Pre-Socratics, ju s tice  {dike) had a purely non-moral 

sense, as in Homeric usage. With Hesiod, the concept becomes linked to 

social organization and prepares the ground fo r  a moral re flec tio n  which 

finds i t s  f u l l  expression in Aeschylus, and la te r  in P lato .77 I t  is  

th is  incorporation o f moral ju s tice  into natural ju s tice  and the 

combination o f the two that in terests Seferis. In Works and Days, dike 

develops as a moral re flec tio n  standing opposite two vices: "hubris"78 

and "a te ."79 The d iv in ity  Justice80 had lived  upon the earth during 

the golden age, often called the age o f Astraea, but the wickedness and 

impiety o f mankind drove her away in the brazen and iron ages. The 

yearning fo r the "return o f Astraea" has ever since become a lite ra ry  

topos. I t  is  the golden age topos in V irg i l 's  Aeneid, in Ovid's 

Metamorphoses, Cervantes' Don Quixote, and V o lta ire 's  Candide. In 

modern Greek lite ra tu re  i t  is  found in the w ritings  o f the Generation of 

the T h irtie s .

The Pre-Socratic philosophers, guided by s c ie n t if ic  cu rio s ity  and 

the need to establish the pattern and structure o f the world in order to

77 In the Theogony, Zeus takes Themis (the person ifica tion o f law and 
order) as his w ife , and has three daughters w ith her, Eunomia (Law and 
Order), Dike (Justice) and Peace (Eiprjvn) who represent the ideals of 
human community. The Presocratics, P h ilip  Wheelwright ed. (New York: 
Macmillan, 1966) p. 328.

78 The outrageous disregard fo r others, whether god or man, that 
resu lts  from man's lack of regard fo r his own lim ita tio n s .

79 The infatuated delusion that leads man to fo l ly  and his own ruin 
(W&D 213-18).

80 She is  represented by the d iv in it ie s  "Aidos" and "Nemesis" --the 
consciousness o f what is  ju s t and the embodiment o f moral sentiment, 
respectively. Another name fo r personified Justice is  Astraea.
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create something permanent in a world o f changing re a lit ie s , see ju s tice  

as a cosmic p rin c ip le  tha t governs the physical universe and preserves 

the "cosmos."81 Anaximander (610 BC) believes tha t the opposite powers 

in the universe "are inev itab ly  and continua lly  at war with one another, 

and the advantage o f one is  the decay ( f Qopa) o f i t s  r iv a l . " 82 

"Ad ik ia ," or "adikima,"  ( in ju s tic e ) results  in decay and establishes a 

debt (ypeoc). id e n tif ie d  w ith re tr ib u tio n  --  revenge, or Fate --  which 

equals death balanced by b ir th .  Justice and the g iv ing o f sa tis fac tion  

[ t i s i s )  express the quasi-moral nature o f the universe83

Contrary to Anaximander, Heraclitus (576-480), crucial in 

Seferis 's conception o f ju s tic e  and love, sees s t r i fe  as the highest 

ju s tice . For him, "Aphanes harmonia” that holds the universe together 

lie s  in "the un ity  tha t subsists in apparent opposites."84 I t  works 

together with "palintonos harmoniS" --  equal tension from inside and 

outside-- to create the interdependence and u n ifica tio n  o f apparent 

opposites. The resu lting  e ffe c t is  that a ll things are one, and happen 

by s tr i fe  and necessity.85 Fragment 94 gives an example o f natural 

ju s tice : "The sun w i l l  not overstep his measures (metra); i f  he does, 

the Erinyes, agents o f Dike, w il l  find him out." Born from the f i r s t

81 In the early f i f t h  century the word meant "o rder," or " re g u la r ity " .

82 F.M. Conford, "Mysticism and Science in the Pythagorean T ra d itio n ," 
in The Pre-Socratics, p. 150.

83 Heraclitus, f r .  BI.

84 G.S. K irk, "Natural Change in H eraclitus," in The Pre-Socratics, 
p. 189.

85 W.K.C. Guthrie, "Flux and Logos in H erac litus," The Pre-Socratics, 
p. 198.
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blood crime o f the world, the m utila tion  o f Uranos by Cronos, the 

Erinyes, or Furies, were s p ir its  o f vengeance and guardian o f moral 

ju s tic e . The balance o f the underlying un ity  o f the cosmos depends on 

metron which controls change.86 The single formula, or law, according 

to which a ll things happen and coexist harmoniously is  "logos" 

(proposition, gathering-together, as the verb legesthai suggests, or 

mere utterance). According to H eraclitus 's ra ther obscure aphorisms, 

logos can mean proportion, or measure, which regulates the cosmos and is  

id e n tifie d  w ith a " l iv in g  f i r e  kindled in measure and quenched in 

measure."87 Logos is  the broader aspect o f the metron which regulates 

change. According to Parmenides (504-500BC), the keys o f the gate from 

which Day and Night enter are held by Dike and Justice is  that "Truth" 

which is  grounded in equa lity , as already discussed in the previous 

chapter. The Pythagoreans also re c ip ro c ity  as equivalent to absolute 

ju s t ic e .88

Seferis id e n tif ie s  w ith the Aeschylean application o f the 

ontological and cosmological aspects o f the Theogony and the Pre- 

Socratic ideas. The Oresteia , fo r instance, which constitutes a major

86 H eraclitus 's " r iv e r  fragments" emphasize change, opposition, 
balance, and un ity . Here is  fragment B12, the most representative, in th is  
respect: "Upon those who step in to  the same r iv e rs , d iffe re n t and 
d iffe re n t waters flow" {norapotoi toTo iv  aOrofaiv Spflaivouoiv i r e  pa Kaf 
Srepa tJSara Snipper.”

87 "Koapov rovSe, t o v  adrov dnavruv, oJre r iq  Qetiv odre dvQpdnuv 
dnofrjoev, dAA'/fv dei Kaf Sot iv <at Sarai ndp def^uov, dnropevov per pa Kat 
dnoojlevvupevov per pa .” See Heraclitus B30.

88 P h ilip  Wheelwright, The Presocratics (New York: Macmillan 
Publishing Co., 1966) p. 217.
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in te rte x t in the poetry o f Seferis, moves away from the violence o f the 

p rim itive  vendetta in to  the f i r s t  human court o f law, the Areopagus, 

in s titu te d  by Athena. The violence o f p rim itive  re ta lia t io n  is  thus 

tempered in to  orderly  conduct, seen by the poet as love. The Erinyes, 

s p ir i ts  o f revenge, change th e ir  name to Eumenides, s p ir its  o f love, and 

invoke the dark s p ir its  o f blood to "come to l ig h t "  and jo in  in praise 

o f the g if ts  o f god.89

With Plato, ju s tic e  becomes a state o f inner harmony, which bears 

a crude analogy w ith the organization o f the s ta te . The Platonic moral 

theory tha t places the human soul at i ts  center is  adopted by Seferis to 

id e n tify  ju s tice  w ith love. Socrates's sa c rifice  on the a lta r  o f jus tice  

in the Republic makes him a captivating figure  fo r  Seferis.

In Platonic discourse, Justice is  one o f the immutable Forms that 

the soul once saw when in the company o f the gods and ever since longs 

to see again. Love and the nostalgia fo r the Forms is  the re su lt of 

remembering a moment o f mystical transcendence th a t the soul once 

experienced and wants to recapture through memory. This nostalgia o f a 

lo s t paradise is  often id e n tifie d  with the longing fo r  the return of 

Justice.

Se fe ris 's  indebtedness to the Pre-Socratic and Aeschylean concept 

o f ju s tic e  is  well established through his own w ritin g s :

89 Aeschylus, Eumenides 948-960.
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" I  th ink  o f the mechanism o f ju s tice  which [Aeschylus] sets before 
us, th is  a lte rna tion  o f Hubris and Ate, which one w il l  not find to 
be simply a moral law unless i t  is  also a law o f nature. A hundred 
years before him Anaximander o f Miletus believed tha t things pay 
by de te rio ra tion  fo r  the " in ju s tice " they have committed by going 
beyond the order o f time. And la te r  Heraclitus w i l l  declare: "The 
sun w il l  not overstep his measures; i f  he does, the Erinyes, the 
handmaids o f Justice, w i l l  find  him out" [HXioq oJx OnepPnoerai rd 
per pa’ e f S i pfj, 'Epivueq p iv SiKriq iniKoupoi igeupijoouoi."

Moreover, the poet sees th is  ancient sense o f ju s tic e  as a

component o f Greekness:

The free man, the ju s t man, the man who is  the "measure" o f 
l i f e ;  i f  there is  one basic idea in Hellenism, i t  is  th is  
one. I t  is  born in the dawning o f Greek thought; then i t  
receives in  the work o f Aeschylus i ts  f u l l  and firm  
extension. Whoever goes beyond the measure is  g u ilty  o f 
"h u b r is " ... w il l  feel the thunderbolt o f "A te," the stern 
fate tha t provides fo r  the balance and equ ilib rium  o f the 
universe.

The embodiment o f ju s tice  in the modern Greek world is  General 

Makryannis, a hero o f the Greek War of Independence, and the epitome of 

in te g r ity . He was a man o f unique courage, the " ju s t man," and also the 

victim  o f fla g ran t in ju s tice  by the emerging young na tion .92

90 Seferis, On the Greek Style, trans. Rex Warner and Th.
D. Frangopoulos (Boston: L i t t le  Brown and Company, 1966) p. 104.

91 Ib id , p. 57.

92 Although i l l i t e r a t e ,  Makryannis learned to  w rite  at the age o f 32 
fo r  the purpose o f recording his "Memoirs" (1797-1864) o f the 1821 
Revolution and the story o f the formation o f the new nation. Makryannis 
was grossly neglected by the Bavarian king and his environment, who were 
called to ru le  the new nation. Having orchestrated a successful protest 
against king Otho who was refusing to sign the C onstitu tion , Makryannis 
was accused o f "conspiracy," given a t r ia l  that was a parody o f ju s tice , 
and condemned to  death. His accusations were never proved. A fter a 
prolonged imprisonment he was set free, shortly  before his death, as a 
resu lt o f in te rnationa l pressures because o f the fes te ring  body and head 
wounds he had received in b a ttle .
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The s t r i fe  o f the opposites, decay and re tr ib u tio n , nature as a 

m irror o f the moral world and o f the human soul, memory, love, and the 

movement toward lig h t  have come to constitu te  the rh e to ric  o f ju s tic e  

tha t expresses in the best o f modern Greek lite ra tu re , and obsessively 

in Seferis 's poetry, humanity's ageless quest fo r harmony, permanence, 

and equilibrium  in a decaying and unbalanced world.

b. Seferis and myth

To give expression to the human condition and establish the 

distance between l i f e  and h is to ry , Seferis turns to l i te ra ry  myth, 

mainly the Homeric epics and A tt ic  tragedy.93 In a landscape 

highlighted by ru ins, "fragments o f a l i f e  which was once complete" 

("D elphi"), the ancient world and contemporary re a lity  "meet in  a 

metaphor without s tra in  or contrivance."94

Myth and h istory converge and fuse natura lly in the poetry o f 

Seferis --  and in Greece.95 As Keeley and Sherrard note, the native

93 He is  not interested in Latin mythology because th e ir  gods, Seferis 
says, grew out o f d iffe re n t emotions and were the products o f a d iffe re n t 
m entality. We shouldn't confuse the Greek gods with th e ir  Renaissance 
versions. See Dokimes, pp. 240-241.

94 George Seferis, Collected Poems, Foreword x.

95 Commenting on the poetic yet "unreal" le tte rs  Lawrence Durell was 
w ritin g  Henry M ille r from Greece, the la t te r  w rites: "They caused a 
certa in  confusion in me owing to  the fac t that the dream and the re a lity ,  
the h is to rica l and the mythological, were so a r t fu lly  blended. Later I was 
to  discover fo r  myself tha t th is  confusion is real and not due e n tire ly  to 
the poetic fa c u lty ."  Henry M ille r ,  The Colossus o f Marousi (New York: New
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Greek poet has a d is t in c t advantage against his non-Greek colleagues. He

can evoke characters and settings tha t have mythological overtones 
with less danger o f being merely l i te ra ry  in doing so, w ith 
less danger o f a rb it ra r i ly  imposing gods and heroes on an 
a lien landscape --  T iresias on the Thames or Prometheus in 
Pennsylvania, fo r example --  since his own natural landscape 
is  tha t to  which these gods and heroes themselves once 
belonged and in which they s t i l l  confront the mind's eye 
p lausib ly.

S e feris 's  own explanation o f the term "a certain mythology" and of 

the t i t l e  o f "Mythistorema" may shed some l ig h t  on his mythopoietic 

method:

Mythistorema--it is  i t s  two components that made me choose the 
t i t l e  o f th is  work: MYTHOS, because I have used, c le a rly  
enough, a certain mythology; ISTORIA [both "h is to ry" and 
"s to ry") because I have tr ie d  to express, with some 
coherence, circumstances tha t are as independent from myself 
as the characters in a novel.

Keeley sees myth as employed by Seferis, p a rticu la r ly  in 

"Mythistorema," as what E lio t has ca lled "objective c o rre la tiv e ,"98 in 

the sense the term was introduced by E lio t to describe James Joyce's 

mythical method in Ulysses. "  E lio t,  in fa c t, had argued th a t the

D irections, 1941) p .4.

96 Seferis, Collected Poems, x.

97 Seferis, On the Greek S tyle , pp. 167-168. In modern Greek, the 
word "Mythistorema" means "novel."

98 "A set o f objects, a s itu a tio n , a chain o f events which is  the 
formula o f the p a rticu la r emotion." See T.S. E lio t 's  "Hamlet," in 
Selected Prose o f T.S. El io t ,  Frank Kermode ed., (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace, Jovanovich, [1932] 1975) p .49.

99 S e fe ris 's  mythical method, argues Keeley, is  not simply
a s truc tu ra l element but "a continuous framework, an overa ll structure" 
tha t gives the poem the "kind o f coherence that narrative supplies in the 
tra d it io n a l novel," as E lio t suggests in his review. In a la te r 
reappraisal o f his statement, Keeley w rites: "The presence o f myth in
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method - -  which consists in  "manipulating a continuous p a ra lle l between 

contemporaneity and a n tiq u ity " - -  is  simply a way o f c o n tro llin g , o f 

ordering, or g iv ing shape and a significance to the immense panorama o f 

f u t i l i t y  and anarchy which is  contemporary h is to ry ."100

Seferis seems to have been th inking o f ancient myth as a poetic 

language even before 1928, when he f i r s t  used i t .  I t  is  around tha t time 

tha t he re fers to Homeric a llusions as a potential "language."101 

Those among the Homeric characters who play a key ro le  in Se fe ris 's  

poetry are Odysseus, Elpenor, and Circe. From A tt ic  tragedy he prefers 

the Aeschylean vision but he also uses Sophocles and la te r  in his 

poetry, Euripides. Seferis is  also interested in Plato and p a rtic u la r ly  

in  Socrates, who acquires p a rticu la r importance fo r the poet, because he 

is  a model o f in te g r ity , ju s tic e , and love. Tragedy provides personas

Seferis is  sometimes overt, sometimes covert, but w ith or w ithout the 
benefit o f d ire c t illu s io n , the 'ce rta in  mythology' is  always there to 
give the poet's image o f contemporary re a lity  a p a rtic u la r shape and 
sign ificance, as i t  does throughout Joyce's novel."

S e fe ris 's  mythical method has been deemed by many more e ffe c tive  and 
diachronic than Joyce's and Pound's. Aware o f the innovative techniques in 
l ite ra tu re , the poet himself had w ritten  that the mythical method was used 
by Cavafy "long before the appearance o f Joyce's Ulysses, and also long 
before Yeats. See E. Keeley, "T.S. E lio t and the Poetry o f George 
S e fe ris ," Comparative L ite ra tu re  (Summer 1956) 214-26. 215. Also G. 
Seferis, "Cavafy and E lio t - A Comparison." On the Greek S ty le , p. 137 and 
Dokimes A' ,  p. 340. In th is  respect see also Vayenas, 0 f l o i i j T / j c  koi  o 
Xopeurrjq [The Poet and the Dancer] (Athens: Kedros, 1979) p. 152.

100 The Dial  (November 1923) 483; reprinted in Selected Prose o f T.S. 
El io t ,  Frank Kermode, ed. (New York: 1975) 175-178.

101 See Days 1, February 16, 1925-August 17, 1931, p. 44; February 14, 
1926; and September 22, 1925, p. 15.
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l ik e  Agamemnon, Clytemnestra, Orestes, Oedipus, Antigone, Helen,

Teucer,102 characters with intense personality who represent the

s e n s ib ility  o f the poet's tim es.103 They are chosen ca re fu lly

according to  the psychological and symbolic s ituations they portray,

which make them poetic symbols o f the human condition tha t seeks

expression. S e fe ris 's  own words explain th is  bette r:

...men o f inconstancy, o f wanderings and o f wars, 
though they d if fe r  and may change in terms o f greatness and 
va lue ... always move among the same monsters and the same 
longings. So we keep the symbols and the names that the myth 
has brought down to us, re a liz in g  as we do so that the typ ica l 
characters have changed in  keeping with the passing o f time and 
the d iffe re n t conditions o f our world -- which are none other 
than the conditions o f everyone who seeks expression.

Their s ituations and emotional experiences il lu s tra te  "the 

primordial drama" which, l ik e  the curse haunting the fam ily o f Atreus, 

continues to plague our liv e s . I t  is  the drama of the loss o f inner 

un ity  and o f the a b il i ty  to love and to res is t se lf-des truc tion  and the 

scattering o f the s e lf .105 In "Saturday," the poetic voice is  a stage

102 Teucer, Ajax's brother, was the famous archer o f the Trojan war. 
When Ajax loses the arms o f A ch illes  to Odysseus, he k i l l s  him self with 
Teucer's sword. Upon his return home to Sal amis a fte r the war, Teucer is 
exiled by his fa ther who holds him responsible fo r A jax's su ic ide. Apollo 
then orders Teucer to go to Cyprus and found there a new Sal amis, his 
second fatherland. Teucer thus provides the analogy fo r  war and the 
k i l l in g  o f a brother, e x ile , the search fo r a lo s t fatherland, themes 
re la ting  to both the poet's personal l i f e  and, in a wider aspect, to  the 
fa te  o f Greece and of man, in  general.

103 See Dokimes B', p. 32.

104 "A Letter on 'The Thrush,'" Ayy^o-eAAqviki\ Enideupqoq [Anglo-Greek 
Review) (July-August 1950) 501-506.

105 The idea o f scattering is  expressed throughout S e fe ris 's  poetry 
through the symbol o f the pomegranate, mutilated statues, shattered ru ins, 
and Odysseus's companions who, dispersed among the elements never achieved 
nostos.
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d ire c to r preparing the performance which blends many myths and tra g ic  

characters who share the human drama and the experience o f frus tra ted  

love which generates bitterness and d isun ity .

- -  I haven't forgotten anything,
everything's in i ts  place, waiting fo r  the hand to choose;
only I cou ldn 't find  the childhood years
nor the place where the hero o f the drama was born
nor the f i r s t  impressions
those he reca lls  in the f i f t h  act
a t the height o f the d isaster.
A ll the res t, there i t  is , in order: 
the masks fo r the three main emotions 
and fo r the intermediary ones 
the pleated costumes ready to  move, 
the curta ins, the lig h ts ,
Medea's slaughtered children, 
the poison and the kn ife .
In that box there 's  l i f e  when i t  s ta rts  getting unbearable:
I f  you put your ear close y o u 'l l hear i t  breathing;
Make sure you don 't open i t  before the Furies w histle .
In tha t glass y o u 'll find  love o f the body
and in tha t glass -- the blue one -- love o f the soul:
make sure you don't confuse them.
And in tha t drawer is  Nessus' s h ir t
(Act Five Scene Three);
you remember the speech that begins:
"Enough o f l i f e !  Io! lo ! 10
Here's the trumpet that destroys the palace
revealing the queen in her in iq u ity ;
th a t 's  the microphone switch - -
th e y 'l l  hear you at the fa r end o f the world.
Le t's  go. Lights! Good luck!"

106 Nessus's s h ir t  represents poisoned love and b it te r  memory as in 
the poem "In the Manner o f G.S.": "Wherever I travel Greece wounds me. /  
On Pel ion among the chestnut trees the Centaur's sh ir t /  slipped through 
the leaves to fo ld  around my body. Nessus, a centaur, had sexually 
a ttracted Deianira, the wife o f Heracles. Responding to her c rie s , the 
hero fa ta l ly  wounded the centaur but before dying, Nessus o ffe rs his blood 
to  Deianira as a love charm. When Heracles returns from a war bringing 
w ith him a captive nymph, his wife smears a s h ir t  with the centaur's blood 
and sends i t  to  Heracles hoping tha t th is  would make him love her again. 
But the poisoned s h ir t ,  which the hero cannot remove without tearing his 
flesh w ith i t ,  burns him to death.

107 "ApKEiTO f i i 'o q ,  "  Agamemnon 1314. This is  from Cassandra's speech, 
already mourning her own death and the death o f Agamemnon, before walking 
in to  Clytemnestra's palace herse lf to  be slaughtered.
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--Just a moment, who am I going to play? Who w i l l  I k i l l?
And these people looking at me --
what w il l  make them believe that ju s tice  protects me?
What w il l  make them believe it?
0 could we only love 
lik e  bees at least 
not lik e  pigeons 
lik e  shells at least 
not lik e  sirens 
lik e  ants at least 
not lik e  p lane-trees...
But don 't you see them, the 're  a ll b lind!
The b lind are s le e p in g ..."

--  Wonderful. You can continue."

We have no choice but to  keep moving in an ex itless c irc le ,  as h istory 

repeats i t s e l f  from murder to murder, war to war, violence to violence.

The e a rlie s t e x p lic it  use o f mythical in te r te x tu a lity  appears in 

the form of Homeric a llus ions, f i r s t  in the poem "The Companions in 

Hades" (1928) and la te r  in  "Reflections on a Foreign Line o f Verse" 

(1931) where Odysseus appears fo r  the f i r s t  time. The most important 

mythical poems in S e fe ris 's  poetry mark the poet's in te res t in an 

Odysseus who combines the classica l hero of nostos and the post-Dantean 

denial o f nostos. 108 In h is analysis o f three mythical poems, 

"Mythistorema" (1935), "Thrush" (1947), and "Helen" (1955), a ll related 

to  nostos and to los t fatherlands, Nikolaou shows a tra n s itio n  in the 

poet's evolution. In the f i r s t  two poems Odysseus, Elpenor, and Circe 

hold a central part. In the la s t, a radical change occurs: Odysseus

108 Seferis seeks in  l i te ra ry  expression the various incarnations o f 
the Homeric hero -- from the classical Homeric view o f Racine to the 
poetic use o f the myth by the French symbolists, W.B. Yeats, Ezra Pound, 
T.S. E lio t, and James Joyce. A. Nikolaou. HudoXoyfa f .  Eefepq [G. 
S eferis 's  Mythology] (Athens: Daedalos, 1992) pp. 16-18.
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disappears and is  replaced by Teucer, a hero unknown so fa r  to  modern 

lite ra tu re , who represents the negation o f nostos and the loss o f a 

fa the rland .109 The purpose o f th is  substitu tion  is  the discovery o f 

the only possible tru th : tha t fo r contemporary man there is  no 

homecoming but only e x ile  and the endless quest fo r  a new country.

Myth in the poetry o f Seferis provides the characters and 

s itua tions related to  love and memory as weapons o f resistance against 

time. The poet seeks to  s itua te  again these emotional and mental 

functions in the human soul so that humanity may become not a reminder 

o f death but a condition fo r regeneration.

c. The French Symbolists, Eliot, and Pound

The new technique the poet sought to express his ideas can be 

traced in the tenets o f symbolism and the modernistic trends o f the 

West. The French symbolists' preoccupation w ith the poet's task and with 

language, th e ir  re jec tion  o f description and s p e c if ic ity , the 

ambivalence and novelty o f the symbol, the power o f suggestion, a ll 

these answered S e fe ris 's  quest fo r a new technique. Valery (whose idea 

o f "pure poetry" had attracted Seferis) and Laforgue were the strongest 

influences on the Greek poet among the French Symbolists.

What bas ica lly  characterizes Seferis 's understanding o f the 

function of language is  the way he handles emotion. In his own words,

109 Ib id , p. 125 and passim.
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the poet's s e n s it iv ity  " is  a welding tha t takes place deep inside him, 

o f many emotional and in te lle c tu a l elements, lik e  s ta la c tite s  in  the 

depth o f a cave."110 Aesthetic emotion is  fo r  Seferis lik e  any other 

everyday emotion. He sees the expression ripening in the depths o f the 

soul, "there, where fee ling and in te lle c t  meet upon a word and charge i t  

w ith emotion."111 This is  where th is  poet c le a rly  d iffe re n tia te s  his 

position from that position from those among the French Symbolists who 

advocate impersonality, as Mallarme's sonnet i l lu s tra te s : The poet is  

l ik e  a swan caught in the icy dream o f a frozen lake and try in g , 

s o lip s is t ic a lly  (as he denies the existence o f the outside world) to 

free himself. He turns in to  a ghost enveloped in the midst o f his 

"useless e x ile ,"  together w ith the lin g u is t ic  sign (signe) which a pun 

equates to the swan (cygne).112

Seferis had translated, but never published, Valery's essay 

"Propos sur la  Poesie," in which the la t te r  distinguishes between 

ordinary and poetic emotion: " I I  nous importe d'opposer aussi nettement 

que possible 1'emotion poetique a 1'emotion o rd ina ire .1,113 The 

doctrina l position that the autonomy o f a rt demands that aesthetic

110 Seferis, "E ro tokritos ," in Dokimes A' ,  p. 32.

111 Seferis, "Language in our Poetry," Dokimes B' , pp. 165-66, 170. 
For S e fe ris 's  views on the language o f poetry see also his essays in 
Dokimes A ', and B' :  "Dialogue on Poetry," and "Monologue on Poetry."

112 Fantome qu'a ce lie u  son pur Sclat assigne,
I I  s'immobilise au songe fro id  de mepris 
Qui vet parmi l 'e x i l  in u t i le  le  Cygne.

(Le vierge, le  vivace et le bel aujourd 'hu i)

113 Oeuvres de Paul Valery I ,  Jean H ytier, ed., (Paris, 1957-1960) p.
1363.
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emotion be independent from its  cause is  a position Seferis re jec ts . He 

tr ie s ,  instead, to avoid "a dangerous separation between the language of 

poetry and tha t o f l i f e  which would resu lt in an adulteration o f the 

poetic language through a r t i f ic ia l  elements unsuitable to express the 

en tire  range o f human fe e lin g s ."114

The poet, however, who accelerated the formation o f S e fe ris 's  

mature voice and brought him "back to a more temperate zone" a fte r the 

experimentations he had witnessed in France,115 was T.S. E lio t,  whose 

dramatic manner o f expression offered Seferis something much deeper and 

inev itab ly  moving."116 I t  is  a fte r his acquaintance with E lio t and 

his work tha t Seferis abandons rhyme and writes in free verse. In th is  

respect, "Mythistorema" re fle c ts  the impact o f the "Waste Land" on the 

Greek poet, both in terms o f form and content.

E lio t 's  technique helped Seferis to perfect his mythical method, a

method based on the power o f the mythical word:

At a time when myth was common s e n s ib ility , the poet had at his 
disposal a l iv in g  medium, an available emotional atmosphere, in
which he could . . .  express himself  We have nothing in our
contemporary languages that can equal in impact, completeness, or 
emotional wealth Aeschylus's simple word Eepvai (Furies) or 
Dante's "eterno dolore."

114 See Vayenas, 0 floinrijq k o i  o xopeurijq [The Poet and the Dancer].
p. 21

115 Seferis, On the Greek Style, p. 167.

116 G. Seferis, "Le tte r to a Foreign Friend," in Journal o f a Poet, 
pp. 167-68. See also Dokimes A ', p. 139, and B' , p. 12.

117 Seferis, Dokimes A ', pp. 43-44.
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E lio t also in s t i l le d  in Seferis a respect fo r language and its  

po ten tia l, and confirmed his conviction tha t the poet's ro le lie s  not in 

describing but in creating things by naming them. 118 The poet, 

believes Seferis, "must constantly develop the consciousness o f the past 

as i f  i t  were present, sa c rific in g  his own personality in a process o f 

self-effacement. " 119 Seferis 's  personal mythology involves the 

introduction o f contemporary personas l ik e  Mathios Paschal is  and S tra tis  

Thalassinos [S tra tis  the Mariner], modern versions o f Odysseus in search 

o f an id e n tity  and a country. Like E lio t 's  A lfred J. Prufrock and 

Gerontion, these personae achieve a dramatizing, distancing, and s e lf-  

o b lite ra tin g  e ffe c t.

Seferis had also read and admired Pound. Besides the la t te r 's  

contribution to Imagism that had attracted him, as discussed above (p. 

76), the Greek poet had translated "Canto 1" in to  Greek. Pound's "Hugh 

Selwyn Mauberley" had also influenced S e fe ris 's  view o f Odysseus and 

Elpenor. For Pound, Elpenor is  "a man o f no fortune, and with a name to 

come;" Mauberly, a modern poet, is  reduced to Elpenor's fortune because 

he is  unable to re s is t C irce's deceptive promises fo r happiness. His 

l i f e  is  epitomized in the inscrip tion  on his tomb:

" I  was
"And I no more ex is t;
"Here d r ifte d
"An hedonist."

Seferis too, ca lls  his Elpenor a hedonist (qSoviKOQ EAnrjvup).

118 Ib id, p. 139.

119 Ib id , p. 43.
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A ll these influences, seminal as they may have been, did not 

obscure Seferis 's d is t in c tiv e  voice. They were adjusted and fused with 

the poet's own nature and experiences and transformed in to  Greek re a lity  

and universal symbols. Seferis combines the European symbolist and 

modernist t ra i ts  w ith elements closely attached to the h is to ry , 

landscape, and psychology o f contemporary Greece to create a d ic tion  

tha t is  ch a ra c te ris tica lly  his own. 120

d. H istory and contemporary Greece

Seferis 's view o f the world is  re flected in the images o f ex ile , 

uprootedness, fragmentation and, most emphatically, war, the opposite of 

love as a symbol o f un ity . Having intensely experienced war and e x ile , 

the poet sees the past as sinking into the s o i l , 121 whereas the

120 This is  cha ra c te ris tic  also of other modern Greek poets, as is  the 
case also with the poet Odysseus E ly tis  (1979 Nobel fo r  l ite ra tu re ) . 
Influenced by Eluard and French Surrealism, E ly tis  mingles in a su rrea lis t 
mode such concrete ideas as the Aegean sea and i ts  islands which he 
constantly evokes to  create a new image under the b lind ing l ig h t  o f Greece 
in  an eternal present constantly revealed in expressions o f the Greek 
landscape.

121 When Seferis v is ite d  Anatolia in 1950, fo r  the f i r s t  time a fte r 
1922, he wrote:

"In these parts you cannot help but reca ll constantly the old 
Hellenism. Four or fiv e  archaeological periods in Asia Minor: 
Preclassical, C lassical, H e llen is tic , Byzantine --  and the 
Neohellenic. This la s t one you can grasp the very moment i t  sinks 
into the ground. You can s t i l l  discern the um bilical cords that t ie  
i t  to the world above and are severed one a fte r  another. Greek 
language, churches, houses, tra d itio n a l ges tu res ..."

See Days 5, 1945-1951, Athens, Ikaros [1977] 1986, p. 204, and A Poet's 
J o u r n a l p. 171. The poet's Diaries (7 volumes) w il l  be referred to 
hereafter as Days 1 through 7. A portion o f them was translated by Athan 
Anagnostopoulos under the t i t l e  A Poet's Diary (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1974).
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"house" becomes a metaphor fo r the soul and i t s  serene existence, which 

the poet endlessly "seeks" to recapture . 122 The memory o f th is  

experience generates nostalgia and g r ie f fo r  a vanished l i f e  which can 

only be conceived in abstract terms through memory and a rt when the 

actual place ceases to e x is t . 123 As Macridge argues,

This sense o f timelessness... seems to  have developed in the 
w rite rs  from Asia Minor, in to  something akin to the Platonic 
sense o f the eternal existence o f the soul before b ir th : the 
reminiscence o f childhood becomes the anamnesis o f that other 
world ," tha t "other l i f e  beyond the statues," fo r which 
S e fe ris 's  voyages are va in ly seeking, a Garden o f Eden from 
which they have been cast out. 24

As Seferis w rites, his generation tha t was "getting  old between 

wars," was haunted by the feeling that everything in the soul and the 

s p ir i t  is  eroded and ready to collapse any moment; i t  is  a generation 

which "does not have the time u n til the other war tha t is  coming. " 125

122 Gaston Bachelard, La Poetique de 1'Espace (Paris, 1958), pp. 77 
and 18. Bachelard equates the house w ith  the topography o f the inner 
s e lf: "La maison, plus encore que le  paysage, est un e ta t d'ame... e lle  
d it  une in t im ite ."

123 The nostalgia fo r a house is  ch a rac te ris tic  o f the w rite rs o f the 
Generation o f the Th irties  who found themselves caught in an intense 
longing fo r a return to a place that could enable them to recapture th e ir  
lo s t childhood. But such a place had ceased to  e x is t physica lly . See Peter 
Macridge, "The Two-Fold Nostalgia: Lost Homeland and Lost Time in the Work 
o f G. Theotocas, E. Venezis, and K. P o l i t is . "  Journal o f Modern Greek 
Studies. Vol. 4, No. 2 (October, 1986) 75-83. S e fe ris 's  poem "The Return 
of the Exile" (1938) expresses the idea o f nostalgia as a d is to rtin g  force 
in the process o f recapturing a past which has become unrecognizable.

124 Macridge, "The Two-Fold N o s ta lg ia ...) p. 76.

125 Days 3, p. 287.
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His la te r  poem "Euripides the Athenian" (1953), constitutes a commentary

on war, pointing also in the d irec tion  o f the poet: 126

He grew old between the f ire s  o f Troy127 
and the quarries o f S ic ily .
He liked  seashore caves and pictures o f the sea.
He saw the veins of men
as a net the gods made to catch us in lik e  w ild  beasts:
he tr ie d  to break through i t .
He was a sour man, his friends were few;
when his time came he was torn to pieces by dogs.

Like the ancient trag ic  poet who grew old between the Trojan and 

the Peloponesian wars, the poets who matured between 1930 and 1940 in 

Greece grew old between the Balkan wars and the F irs t World War, (1913- 

1918) on the one hand, and the Second World War followed by two c iv i l  

wars, on the other (1940-1946). The Trojan war and the burning o f Troy 

are often depicted in the w ritings o f th is  generation as an analogy to 

the Asia Minor expedition and the burning o f Smyrna, in 1922.128 Both 

catastrophes took place on the same coast o f Ionia, Homer's land, both

126 This poem had o r ig in a lly  been w ritten  in the f i r s t  person and 
la te r  changed to the th ird . See X.A. Kokolis, Seferika 1, 1982. pp. 63-75.

127 Seferis is  using here also a lin e  from Paul Eluard's poem "Comme 
Beaucoup d 'Autres," and s p e c ific a lly  i ts  lin e : "De guerre en guerre je  
v ie i l l i s  /  comme beaucoup d 'au tres."

128 The personal experience o f the burning o f Smyrna in 1922, is  fo r 
the poet "but one cruel episode in a more grave Odyssey." As F ria r has 
put i t ,

Seferis is  most Greek when his experiences in Europe and Asia 
and his involved awareness o f the Greek past are related to  
the nostalgic longing fo r the homeland in an attempt to define 
what Greece is , under the l ig h t  o f timelessness. "No matter 
where I tra v e l,"  he has w ritten  in one o f his poems, "Greece 
wounds me s t i l l . "  This is  one o f the main reasons why 
S efe ris 's  poetry is  at once profoundly Greek and profoundly 
un iversa l."

Modern Greek Poetry, trans. and w ith an Introduction by Kimon F ria r (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1973) pp. 66-67.
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were the resu lt o f a m ilita ry  expedition, and both marked the end of an 

ancient c iv il iz a t io n .  Like Euripides, Seferis sees man trapped in his 

Fate and the in trigues o f the gods, symbolically in the powerful nets 

from which we cannot escape. 129 The poem ends with the mention o f the 

tra g ic  poet's "sparagmos," [ t o v  onapa^av ra  OKuXia] and the comment that 

he was a "sour man" and "h is friends were few. " 130 The in a b i l i t y  to 

love is  at the root o f a ll wars. The anti-war commentary is  sustained 

by the allusion to "sparagmos," which in the modern Greek language 

carries the meaning o f the ancient Dionysian dismemberment over to the 

c iv i l  war experience commonly known as "dpfuXioq onapaypoq," or " c iv i l  

sparagmos," and in a more generalized sense to the massacre among fellow 

countrymen and fellow-men. Anti-war sentiment permeates the poetry of 

Seferis. Among the poet's most vociferous statements in th is  regard is 

h is poem "Helen," (1953) in which Teucer k i l ls  his brother Ajax and the 

causes o f war, since Homer, are reduced to "a linen undulation, a film y 

cloud, a b u tte r f ly 's  f l ic k e r ,  a wisp o f swan's down, an empty tun ic, 

Helen" (entire  tex t in the Annex).

The p lig h t o f Greece fo r survival during the centuries brings a 

sorrow which Seferis has called "c Kaqpoq rqq Pupioauvqq,” - - a  term 

roughly meaning "the g r ie f  o f Greekness." I t  is id e n tif ie d  w ith the 

awareness "o f how vulnerable our world is  where a ll achievements are 

suddenly ruined by war, destruction, e x ile . . .  a fee ling , so often

129 Agamemnon dying trapped in the nets o f Clytemnestra comes to mind.

130 Another short poem, "Pentheus," is  linked with the Euripides poem 
through the idea o f "sparagmos."
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incomprehensible to nations w ith shorter and less tra g ic  h is to rie s  or 

w ith more superfic ia l memories. " 131

131 Seferis, Collected Poems, Foreword, x i i .
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3. THEMES AND SYMBOLS: Myth, memory, and love

114

I would lik e  now to introduce, in more d e ta il, the themes and 

symbols o f S e fe ris 's  poetry, s ta rting  with an early poem, "Reflections 

on a Foreign Line o f Verse" (1931). This poem, uncomplicated by the 

in tr ic a te  density o f la te r  works, affords a glimpse in to  Seferis 's 

poetics and h is mythical method, in s t itu t in g  his themes and symbols in 

the form of oppositions that guarantee th e ir  balanced function through a 

constant s t r i fe ,  as the Pre-Socratic model demonstrates. I t  establishes 

the themes and symbols that w ill appear again and again in the poet's 

attempt to a rtic u la te  his quest fo r the "m iracle" he antic ipates.

REFLECTIONS ON A FOREIGN LINE OF VERSE132

Fortunate he who's made the voyage o f Odysseus.
Fortunate i f  on setting out he's f e l t  the rigging of a love 
strong in his body, spreading there lik e  veins where 
the blood throbs.

5 A love o f indissoluble rhythm, unconquerable lik e  music
and endless:
because i t  was born when we were born and when we die 
whether i t  dies too neither we know nor does anyone else.

I ask God to help me say, at some moment o f great happi- 
10 ness, what tha t love is ;

sometimes when I s i t  surrounded by e x ile  I hear i ts  d istan t 
murmur l ik e  the sound of sea struck by an inexplicable 
hurricane.
And again and again the shade o f Odysseus appears before me, 
his eyes red from the waves' sa lt,

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

132 The foreign verse alluded to is , in fa c t, the f i r s t  lin e  o f th is  
poem. I t  is  taken from Joachim du Bellay 's  (c .1525-1560) poem "Les 
Regrets" (1558), sonnet XXXI, which reads: "Heureux qui, come UTysse, a 
f a i t  un beau voyage."
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A large man, whispering through his whitened beard words 
in our language spoken as i t  was three thousand year ago.
He extends a palm calloused by the ropes and the t i l l e r ,  his 

20 skin weathered by the dry north wind, by heat and snow.

I t 's  as i f  he wants to expel from among us the superhuman 
one-eyed Cyclops, the Sirens who make you forget 
w ith th e ir  song, Scylla and Charybdis: 
so many complex monsters that prevent us from remembering 

25 tha t he too was a man struggling in the world with soul and body.

He is  the mighty Odysseus: he who proposed the wooden 
horse w ith which the Achaeans captured Troy.
I imagine he's coming to te l l  me how I too may build  a 
wooden horse to capture my own Troy.

30 Because he speaks humbly and calmly, without e f fo r t ,  as
though he were my father
or certa in  old sa ilo rs of my childhood who, leaning on th e ir  
nets w ith w inter coming on and the wind raging,

used to re c ite , with tears in th e ir  eyes 
35 the song o f Erotocritos;

i t  was then I would shudder in my sleep at the unjust fa te  
o f Aretousa descending the marble steps.

He te l ls  me o f the harsh pain you feel when the sh ip 's sa ils  
swell w ith memory and your soul becomes a rudder;

40 o f being alone, dark in the n ight, and helpless as cha ff on
the threshing f lo o r ;

o f the b itterness o f seeing your companions one by one
pulled down in to  the elements and scattered;
and o f how strangely you gain strength conversing w ith the

45 dead when the liv in g  who remain are no longer enough.

He speaks... I s t i l l  see his hands tha t knew how to judge
the carving o f the mermaid at the prow
presenting me the waveless blue sea in the heart o f w in ter.

The themes introduced by th is  poem are love, memory and language, 

the journey in to  the past and knowledge; they a rticu la te  the poet's 

search in to  language and memory to recover knowledge and restore the 

un ity  that w i l l  enable him to re s is t the plunder o f time. To express a ll
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th is , Odysseus's character is  preserved, but the emphasis is  placed on 

values which Homer had shown but not emphasized: the hero's a b i l i ty  to 

love and to remember co rre c tly , to avoid excess, and to  possess the 

r ig h t language to ta lk  about love. Odysseus is  the character who 

expresses Seferis the most, and with whom the poet id e n tif ie s . Seeing 

himself as an ex ile  most o f the time away from Greece, the poet saw l i f e  

as an Odyssey and man as a wanderer in search fo r  the soul and, lik e  

Teucer, fo r a country. On the other hand, Odysseus is  the complete man, 

with body and mind integrated harmoniously, who can achieve his purpose 

through the r ig h t use o f memory and language.

Du Bel lay, on whose verse Seferis constructs his poem, had 

detached himself from the post-Dantean image prevalent in Western 

lite ra tu re , which was shaped according to Christian m ora lity . Seferis 

chooses du Bellay fo r his pagan approach, to which the Greek poet f e l t  

closer. Seferis 's paganism takes him deeper in to  the roots o f his 

cu ltu re , embracing a ll o f the influences i t  had received.

The poem's opening lin e  introduces the reader immediately in to  the 

theme o f love, the main focus o f the poem: The anaphora o f "fortunate" 

(euruxiofjevoq) in the f i r s t  two lines and the re p e tit io n  o f i t s  cognate 

"euSaifJoviaq” ca ll a tten tion  to an anticipated moment o f happiness that 

comes not only from the experience o f love but also from the a b i l i ty  to 

speak about i t  ( lin e  9). The issue o f language is  thus brought in to  the 

p icture from the opening lines o f the poem. I f  love is  the motive fo r a 

man's journey to his Ithaca, th is  man is  fortunate not because he
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manages to find  his destination, but because he is  capable o f 

lo v in g . 133

Love, the central metaphor in th is  poem, is  id e n tifie d  w ith the 

sea voyage o f Odysseus. 134 The poet describes th is  love in quasi- 

P latonic terms, as an innate q u a lity  o f the human soul: " I t  is  born with 

us and spreads in our body lik e  veins where the blood throbs." The 

compound metaphor --  "the rigg ing o f a love spreading lik e  veins in his 

body"-- inv ites  comparison with the Platonic wings nurtured by love 

which equip the soul fo r i ts  journey. Like the chariot o f the Platonic

soul which is  pulled by two horses, Odysseus's passion becomes the

rigg ing  that pushes the ship homeward, but also the net that traps the 

wanderer. A subtler in te rtextua l a llus ion  may be at work here i f  we 

th ink  o f the song o f Demodocus re la tin g  the adultery o f Aphrodite and 

Ares, whom Hephaistos caught in the nets he devised to prove th e ir  

betrayal -- the nets o f th e ir  destructive lu s t . 135 The symbol o f nets 

appears again in the poem "Euripides the Athenian" (1953), discussed 

e a r lie r  in a d iffe re n t context, who "saw the veins o f men /  as a net the 

gods made to catch us in lik e  w ild  beasts:/ he tr ie d  to break through

i t . "  Euripides, who was torn by w ild  dogs, is the poet who is  try ing  to

133 This brings to mind Cavafy's "Ithaca" (1920), which sees 
Odysseus's achievement as ly ing  not in the homecoming proper but in the 
experience and the knowledge gained on the way home.

134 For a detailed study o f the symbolism of the journey as a quest 
fo r  love in Seferis 's  poetry, see C. Capri-Karka Love and the Symbolic 
Journey in the Poetry o f Cavafy, E lio t, and Seferis. (New York: Pella, 
1982).

135 The Odyssey, 8 . 266-332.
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break through the net o f the senses th a t entraps him. The ancient poet 

is  torn apart by the Furies because o f the hubris he has committed 

against the natural a b il i ty  o f man to love, as suggested by the comment 

"h is friends were few."

In try in g  to define love, the speaker, lik e  the in te rlocu to rs  in 

the Phaedrus, declares his d i f f ic u l t y  in find ing words to  explain th is  

fe e lin g . Like the ancient bard who invokes the Muse, daughter o f 

Mnemosyne, the modern poet ca lls  upon God to help him by giving him the 

actual experience o f love and the language to put i t  in to  words and 

immortalize i t :  " I  ask God to help me say at some moment o f great 

happiness what tha t love is . "  Love is  described as "unconquerable, " 136 

"eandless" lik e  music, and o f an "ind isso lub le " rhythm. 137 The 

adjectives describe its  eternal nature which lie s  beyond corruption and 

ob liv ion . I t  is  human and d ivine a t the same time, lik e  Platonic love.

I t  is  l ik e  music, 138 or l ik e  the language o f poetry, and i t  can 

transcend time. I t  has a tempo and a rhythm, sounds and silences, themes 

and motifs tha t are repeated in terms o f sound and meaning tha t l in k

136 The word "a/carav/K/7777,"  (unconquerable) is  used by Sophocles to 
describe love in Antigone, 786 { ’Epoq dviKore gdxav..., Love 
unconquerable in b a ttle ). In fa c t, Antigone is  used by Seferis in "Thrush" 
as a symbol o f love.

137 A Diary entry explains th is  fu rth e r: "Things tha t can neither be 
described nor drawn in a pa in ting, perhaps one could render them through 
musical images." Days 3, p. 189.

138 N. Christodoulou shows in  d e ta il the re la tionsh ip  o f Seferis 's 
poetry to  music. See "0 Mouoixoq Eeipepnc;" [The Musical S e fe ris ], 0 Zeyepqq 
orqv fluAq rqq Appoxuorou [Seferis at the Gate o f Ammochostos], (Athens 
1987).
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past present and fu tu re  through the events and the words remembered. In 

a sense i t  is  l ik e  memory too.

The re la tion  o f rhythm to memory and love is  ruled, as with a ll

Se fe ris 's  symbols, by the p rinc ip le  o f d u a lity . We f i r s t  saw i t  in

"Erotikos Logos" (1929-1930) where the symbol o f the rose is  used to

describe fa te  in the sense o f a love th a t was lo s t and "remained in

memory only, a heavy rhythm;" in "Mycenae," (1935) the ancestral

g lorious past erupts as the "memory o f t o i l  rooted in the rhythm /

beaten upon the earth by feet /  fo rgo tten ." The poet conceives as

"rhythm" also the process o f transformation o f the "given language"

which has taken root inside the s e lf and becomes the language of

emotion. But "rhythm" also describes death. The sense o f a "deeper"

rhythm o f "Sirocco 7 Levante" (1936) is  the hour "when the roses darken;

i t  permeates w ith dew "our silence in the n ig h t." This hour is  often

related to  the image o f mutilated hands tha t reach out fo r  something ("A

Word fo r  Summer," 1936, "Mycenae," "Mythistorema 4 "). In "Engomi" (1953)

the heavy and s w ift rhythm o f the excavators' picks digging out a dead

past is  likened to "the wheel o f fa te  . . .  passing through the ru ins ,"

whereas in  "On a Ray o f Winter L ight" o f "Three Secret Poems" (1966) the

moment o f the f in a l consummation in f i r e ,  at the hour o f death, is lik e

the rhythm in music that stays 
there at the center lik e  a statue

immovable.

The "Three Secret Poems," espousing a view closer to Heraclitean 

cosmology and Platonic metaphysics, show man struggling to capture the
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rhythm in to  which he is  transubstantiated at the hour o f death -- the 

moment when the soul, free at la s t, can f in a l ly  acquire self-knowledge 

in a single flash , at once, as in the poem o f Solomos, above.

Love is  f e l t  through the senses lik e  a "d is tant murmur," heard 

" l ik e  the sound o f sea struck by an inexplicable hurricane." The 

id e n tif ic a tio n  o f love with the sea is  one o f the central concepts in 

the poetry o f Seferis. Even in "R eflections," the only poem in which 

the happiness o f love dominates, love 's negative side is  not minimized: 

Love is  a mysterious, sudden storm tha t frustra tes the sea's endless 

s t r i fe  fo r serenity. The sea, a polyvalent symbol in the poetry of 

Seferis, is related to love, ju s tice , wisdom, and measure. In his essay 

on Hakryannis, the poet w rites:

Whoever goes beyond the measure is  g u ilty  o f 'h u b ris ," and 
"hubris" is  the worst thing tha t can befa ll a man... The image 
that I contemplate w ith the greatest emotion o f a ll is  to  be found 
in The Persians. Xerxes, according to the old story, was defeated 
because he was g u ilty  o f "hubris ," because he performed the 
outrageous act o f flogging the sea. And so his ru in  came to him 
from the sea, from th is  element tha t, although always tormented, 
never stops s tr iv in g  towards a balance, towards a "measure."

The re la tionsh ip  between love and sea w il l  be discussed in a wider 

context la te r  in th is  chapter.

The poet reconstructs his hero by gradually putting together 

Odysseus fa c ia l characteris tics , his calloused hands, his mind and the 

language he speaks-- "our language spoken as i t  was three thousand years

139 Seferis, On the Greek Style, pp. 57-58.
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ago. " 140 Seferis describes here a very human Odysseus, a man who won 

the s t r i fe  against the waves, the nymphs, and the monsters because of 

the love he f e l t  fo r  h is country and fam ily. He is  a symbol o f 

completeness "strugg ling in the world with soul and body," who can teach 

us how to achieve our purpose in l i f e  (29), but also the v ic tim  o f time: 

the signs of t o i l  have branded his calloused hands and his skin is  

weathered by the elements. Seferis 's  Odysseus is  mortal and "god like ," 

as Homer ca lls  him --  as Plato understands the human soul.

The superhuman Homeric monsters are symbols o f destruction caused 

by blindness, forgetfu lness, and lu s t that constitu tes hubris against 

love. The one-eyed Cyclops is  a version o f blindness or sleep tha t lu l l  

the senses; the Sirens, who make you forget with th e ir  song represent a 

negative side o f love and forgetfulness; Scylla and Charybdis swallow 

the tra v e lle r in a whirlpool --  they represent greediness and lu s t. In 

The Haste Land, which Seferis translated some th ir ty  fiv e  years la te r  

( in  1969), Phlebas the Phoenician, who has merged w ith the one-eyed 

merchant, drowns in a w h irlpoo l, drawing his symbolic meaning from the 

sea dogs of Scylla and the whirlpool o f Charybdis. Since the dog is  seen 

as a symbol o f lu s t throughout E lio t 's  poem, lu s t is  the reason behind 

the shipwreck. 141 In order to f ig h t the superhuman monsters we have 

to keep a w illed  memory a le r t ,  l ik e  the in te rlocu to rs  in the "cicada"

140 This method o f constitu ting  the hero coincides w ith the technique 
Seferis uses to construct the unknown and never before described image of 
the king of Asine, in h is la te r  poet o f the same t i t l e  (1938-40).

141 See Robert Sencourt, T.S. E lio t: A Memoir (New York: Dodd, Mead 
& Co., 1971) p .38.
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passage o f the Phaedrus who tend to fa l l  asleep in the afternoon heat, 

running the r is k  o f fa ll in g  in to  the permanent sleep o f forgetfu lness.

In Platonic language, "anamnesis" protects man from se lf-a n n ih ila tio n  by 

reminding him o f the d ivine potentia l in him. Like Plato, Seferis 

assigns memory the task o f keeping a live  in the individual the mind and 

the imperishable q u a lit ie s  o f the human soul.

Memory transforms the Homeric hero, ( in  lines 30-31), in to  a 

fa ther fig u re 142 tha t the poet/speaker confuses with the modern bards 

o f his childhood who, in tu rn , awaken the memory of a more recent past 

preserved through the fo lk  epic o f E ro tokritos . 143

The reference to "the unjust fa te  o f Aretousa descending the 

marble s ta irs " [ r rjv avriSiKrj poipa rqq ApertjQ va Karevafvei ra 

pappapevia oxaXontiTia, 31-37] probably refers to the maiden's 

imprisonment in a dungeon by her cruel fa the r, who did not approve o f 

her beloved. The protagonist o f another poem is  inspired by P irande llo 's

142 Odysseus is  a paternal figu re  also in "S tra tis  the S a ilo r 
Describes a Man," an autobiographical poem w ritten  in 1932 and published 
in the co llec tion  Book o f Exercises in 1940. As a young man, S tra tis  the 
S a ilo r, the poet's persona, sa ils  fo r  a year with captain Odysseus, who 
takes him to the p ros titu te s , symbolically leading him on an in it ia to ry  
journey in quest fo r  a love that is  ne ither sa tis facto ry nor f u l f i l l i n g .  
But, "They to ld  us y o u 'l l conquer when you love. /  We loved and found 
ashes," the poet concludes b it te r ly .

143 This romance te l ls  o f the "power o f love" and o f "the t r ia ls  o f 
arms," o f the t r ia ls  and tr ib u la tio n s  o f the love o f Aretousa, the 
daughter o f a king, and the va lia n t E rotokritos (his name derives from 
eros). In his essay on E ro tokritos , Seferis writes tha t th is  poem had 
created fo r him an atmosphere o f "a l iv e  mythology" that he was breathing 
in  his childhood years. See "E ro tokritos ," in Dokirns A ', p. 269.
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novel The Late M attia  Pascal, a character who, in an act o f s e lf-  

destruction had rejected love. He is  portrayed descending the s ta irs , 

symbolically sinking in to  the underworld, avoiding the roses tha t 

surround him. Aretousa --  l ik e  Aphrodite, and Antigone --  represents 

love and the p o s s ib ility  o f regeneration. Descending the s ta irs  stands 

fo r debased love and the decline o f senses and moral values, in 

general. 144 The fa c t that in the o rig ina l the poet uses the name 

"Arete" (Aperrj), meaning "V irtu e ,"  instead o f "Aretousa," the more 

popular version o f the heroine's name which the trans la to r prefers here, 

may be o f s ign ificance. Endowing love with possitive and negative 

meaning evokes the Heraclirean cosmic balance in which un ity  subsists in 

apparent opposites.

Like love, memory operates on several levels and has dual 

im plications. F irs t ,  there is  the mythical leve l: The memory o f Ithaca 

that keeps a live  Odysseus's desire to return home. The kind o f love tha t 

enables his homecoming is  re lated to the Penelope whom you cannot 

forget, not to the Circe who lu l ls  you in to  forgetfulness. The hero's 

love is  not lu s t and submission to the excesses o f the senses, but a 

deeper, enduring love tha t involves the whole person. Odysseus yearns to 

see "once more the smoke ascending from his warm hearth and the dog

grown old waiting by the door. Odysseus' desire is  a product o f memory;

i t  is  generated by the remembrance o f what he had seen once. The image

144 T.S. E l io t 's  "Prufrock" comes to mind:
And indeed there w i l l  be time
To wonder, "Do I dare?" and, "Do I dare?"
Time to turn back and descend the s ta ir .
With a bald spot in the middle o f my hair . . .
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o f the smoke ascending evokes the ascent o f the Platonic soul to  the 

realm o f the Forms which i t  had seen once and wants to see again. 

Odysseus's desire is  "ripened by tim e." This is  an example o f 

remembering co rre c tly . Only by remembering co rrec tly  and s e lf ­

consciously, man can defeat forgetfulness and acquire a sense o f control 

over tim er's  ann ih ila ting  power.

Then, there are the narra to r's  memories revived by the sa ilo rs  

nosta lg ica lly  recounting, w ith tears in th e ir  eyes, the love story of 

"E rotokritos, and the resurrection o f fo lk  lite ra tu re . Homer's epic and 

the seventeenth century Cretan poem il lu s tra te  the process o f memory's 

awakening when i t  is  touched by language.

Past and present --  personal and national --  are brought together 

through "words o f our language spoken as i t  was three thousand years 

ago," and the Cretan d ia lec t in which Kornaros' romance epic is  

w ritte n , 145 while the themes o f loss, war, e x ile , scattering, give the 

poem a diachronic and universal character.

But memory, the pharmakon against non-existence, also brings 

"harsh pain." The Platonic image of the soul's wings nourished by love 

cannot grow w ithout pain. The companions scattered and perished because

145 Being under Ottoman ru le  from 1453 to 1821, Greece had no part in 
the European Renaissance, while Europe, iro n ic a lly , was re-discovering the 
Greek and Roman models. Whereas the Renaissance had favored Latin in the 
place o f ancient Greek, the Greek modern w rite rs  maintained a d irec t 
contact with c lassica l a n tiq u ity , bypassing the patterns o f the 
Renaissance.
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they avoided the pain o f memory. To forget th e ir  sufferings, Helen's 

guests drink her mixed drugs and Odysseus' companions eat the lotus 

f r u i t .  With the pain o f memory, they also fo rget th e ir  humanness. This 

is  what Seferis warns against. The id e n tif ic a tio n  o f the s e lf with a 

ship sa ils  swelling w ith painful memories shows precisely that suffering 

is  a condition fo r  the a rriva l at one's destina tion.

Further on in our poem, the appearance o f the "shade" o f Odysseus 

to  the speaker constitu tes a reversal o f the Homeric Nekyia scene, where 

the shades o f the dead appear to Odysseus. The one who is raised now 

from death and ta lks  o ffe ring  his wisdom to the l iv in g  is Odysseus. In 

the modern poem, the poet/narrator converses w ith the dead Odysseus and 

learns from him about love. Odysseus is thus given the place o f T iresias 

whose inner v is ion  and wisdom he appropriates because of his a b il i ty  to  

love. Knowledge is  thus acquired through the repeated imaginary 

encounter w ith Odysseus, whom the speaker sees "again and again."

In the la s t three lines "He speaks... I s t i l l  see his hands...

presenting me ( va you xapifruv) the waveless blue sea in the heart o f

winter" the continuous subjunctive denotes continuation and re p e titio n . 

Since the poem does not specify any pa rticu la r season of the year, the

"heart o f w in ter" acquires symbolic value.

In his prayer to God, the poet asks fo r a language to describe the 

experience o f love. Speech and language are repeatedly stressed through 

sentences such as: "whispering . . .  words in our language spoken as i t  

was..." (17-18), "he is  coming to te l l  me" (38), "he speaks humbly and
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calmly" (30), "to re c ite ,"  he te l ls  me” (38), "conversing with the dead" 

(39), "He speaks..." (46). The poet seeks a language not only to 

a rtic u la te  the deeper emotions love s t ir s ,  but to resurrect the profound 

memory that helps him reconstruct id e n tity  and con tinu ity . In a country 

l ik e  the poet's own, where the layers o f h is to rica l memory reach great 

depths, myth and h is to ry , present in the same enduring landscape and the 

same language that have prevailed through the centuries, become the 

natural language o f emotion tha t is  the same language fo r l i f e  as i t  is  

fo r  poetry. The "rhythm" that is  love becomes an inner a ttr ib u te , l ik e  

language pre-existing man-imposed meaning.

Odysseus speaks humbly and with serenity ( raneiva koi fje yo^rjvr}), 

without e ffo r t ,  in the language o f the past tha t teaches lik e  that o f a 

fa ther or a bard. Homer's Odysseus is  proud o f his g u ile fu l rhe to ric  and 

Dante's Ulysses is  burning in he ll because he had sinned by glibness o f 

tongue, wasting the divine g i f t  o f speech. S eferis 's  version of Odysseus 

is  a model o f balance and metron. He is  incapable of hubris against 

e ithe r love or speech. That's why he "speaks humbly." This Odysseus 

incarnates balance o f the opposite tensions, and a perfect harmony o f 

fee ling , words, and actions, the la s t represented by his hands. Whereas 

Odysseus speaks, the narrator looks at the hero's hands --  a m otif w ith 

which the poem begins and ends: "He speaks... I s t i l l  see his hands tha t 

knew how to judge /  the carving o f the mermaid at the prow /  

presenting me the waveless blue sea in the heart o f w in te r." Man's 

claim, Seferis suggests, should be modest. A ll a mortal can ask is  

serenity -- a respite from t o i l .  This moment o f serenity that comes
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with knowledge is  a fle e tin g  vis ion o f integration and un ity ; i t  is  

nothing more than a momentary glimpse o f im m ortality, transfixed in 

poetic logos.

As already seen in "R eflections," the un ity  and balance the poet 

seeks comes as a re su lt o f the d u a lity  o f his symbols. In the poetry o f 

Seferis, th is  equilibrium  takes the form o f a "rhythm" o f l i f e  and 

death, a cycle in which nothing is  lo s t and where the poet seeks the 

seeds o f some kind o f permanence a fte r our short and ephemeral 

existence. Odysseus and Elpenor, memory, love, l ig h t ,  death, blood, 

ju s tic e , the sea, the rose, the statues, swans and angels, are symbols 

nesting th e ir  opposites and s tr iv in g  fo r balance, as i t  happens in 

nature. The struggle o f the Platonic charioteer to maintain a s tra igh t 

upward f l ig h t  in  sp ite  of his horses pu lling  in opposite d irec tions is 

the philosophical analogy o f the struggle fo r  un ity  and in teg ra tion .

I w il l attempt to look in to  the nexus o f opposites tha t maintain 

the balance the poet seeks. Such opposites can be seen in the 

Odysseus/Elpenor p o la r ity , memory and forgetfulness, love and non-love, 

to mention only the most important fo r my context. What characterizes 

these ideas is  tha t they are not separate or autonomous but in terlocking 

concepts w ith no clear boundaries separating them, often defin ing one 

another. They are held together in  a dynamic and creative whole by the 

tension between inner and outer forces and between tendencies w ith in  

each one o f them -- the kinds o f harmony Heraclitus has called apahnes 

and palintonos , respectively. The in teraction o f these conceptual
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elements can only be described in terms o f an integrated and un iting  

rhythm -- something lik e  love. Through " tra n s it io n ,"  or "modulation," 

the poet tr ie s  to trans fe r on to poetry a purely musical phenomenon. 

Modulation is  in music the passing from one to n a lity  on to another.

Seferis himself points to  the d i f f ic u l ty  o f th is  method when applied to

poetry: " I t  is  not so much the verses," he w rites "but certa in  

combinations, certa in tra n s itio n s  that exhaust me. " 146 The 

interdependence o f my thematic concerns makes i t  d i f f ic u l t  to tre a t them 

separately and avoid, a ltogether, redundance and overlapping.

a. Odysseus and Elpenor

I f  Odysseus is  fo r  Seferis the example o f wholeness, measure, 

balance, and the correct use o f memory. Elpenor is  the opposite, the 

negative embodiment o f a ll these concepts. The two mythical characters 

thus serve as representations o f co n flic tin g  ideas. The youngest o f 

Odysseus's companions is  described by Homer as weak-hearted and fo o lish . 

Drunk and overcome by sleep, he loses his balance and fa l ls  to his death 

from Circe's roof. He is  the f i r s t  shade that appears to Odysseus, whom 

he begs to return to C irce 's island and bury his dead body, p lanting an 

"oar" on his grave. 147 As in Homer's epic, in asking fo r a marked 

grave, Elpenor asks fo r  an act o f memory to counterbalance the d isaster

o f death. This is  what the modern poet asks o f us.

146 Days B \  p. 42 (Aug. 24 1931-Feb. 12, 1934).

147 Odyssey 11.77-78.
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The youngest o f Odysseus's companions represents lack o f measure, 

weakness, scatte ring , and lower in te lle c t .  In "Thrush" he is  called "My 

poor, id io t ic  Elpenor!" Elpenor is  the incarnation o f our natural desire 

to  be remembered when we leave th is  world. In S e fe ris 's  poetry he is the 

symbol o f forgetfulness and hedonism, a man who cannot keep his balance. 

Seferis takes the l i t e r a l  meaning o f the word and transforms i t  in to  a 

metaphor tha t has moral im p lica tions . 148 Contrary to Odysseus,

Elpenor is  incapable o f measure. Being at the mercy o f his in s tin c ts , he 

is  closely re lated to Circe, the goddess who transforms man in to  beast. 

Circe is  the vehicle fo r  the journey to the world o f the dead. "C irce," 

w rites Seferis, "the senses o f the body, pleasure, sends us to the other 

world, to the dead who w il l  show us nostos. 149 People are sent to  the 

underworld by th e ir  uncontrolled sensuality, he says elsewhere, lik e  

Elpenor who "did not know how to control his carnal desires, and he went 

through the metamorphosis o f a pig during the f i r s t  days on C irce 's 

is la n d ... his nostalgia is  fo r the p igsty . " 150 This weak companion is 

the incarnation o f m ediocrity, a t ru ly  un-heroic man o f our times.

But flawed as his humanity may be, the Elpenor character is

sympathetic to the poet:

I do not say lovable or admirable, I say sympathetic, 
sentimental, mediocre, wasted... He symbolizes those to  whom we

148 In te rtextua l embedding often re lie s  on a transposition or reversal 
o f fig u ra tive  and l i te r a l  speech. See Laurent Jenny, "The Strategy o f 
Form." French L ite ra ry  Theory Today, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, New York, 1982), pp. 34-63, esp. 41.

149 Seferis, "A Staging fo r 'Thrush.' Dokimes 8 ' ,  pp. 49-50.

150 Ib id , p. 37.
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re fe r in d a ily  conversation w ith the expression: 'the  poor 
d e v il. ' However, le t  us not forget that these gu ile less men, 
exactly because they are 'easy,' are often the best carrie rs  o f 
an ev il which has i t s  source elsewhere."

Elpenor's presence in the poetry o f Seferis can be traced to his 

early poems "The Companions in Hades" and "Denial" o f the "Turning Point 

co llec tion  (1932). Later we find  him in poem 4 o f "Mythistorema," and in 

"Thrush." He appears e ith e r as an individual or as a co llec tive  

character. Odysseus's companions were scattered in the elements because 

they did not respect the oxen o f the sun as Tiresias had warned. They 

abused the l ig h t .  In the symbolic language of Seferis, they offended 

love and mocked self-knowledge. They died avideot icai xoprdroi, mindless 

and with a fu l l  b e lly . 152 They are g u ilty  o f hubris committed against 

the moral balance o f things and against metron, therefore they had to

151 Dokimes B' , p. 41 and Foreword n. 5, p. 502.

152 "The Companions in Hades" uses an epigraph borrowed from the 
opening lines o f The Odyssey:

v ijn io i, o f  KOTd fiouq 'Ynepiovoq ‘HeXioio 
ffodiov adrap 6 ro fa iv  dpeiXero voaripov fipap.

(Odyssey I ,  8 -9).

[The b lind foo ls , they devoured the ca ttle  o f the Sungod 
and the Sungod b lo tted  out the day o f th e ir  re turn ]

(R. Fagles trans la tion )

Homer a ttrib u te s  to the sacrilege the fa ilu re  o f Odysseus's 
companions to achieve nostos. Discussing th is  association in his essay 
"Seferis 's  Elpenor," Edmund Keeley notes: "The hedonistic v io la tion  o f the 
ju s t order o f things l i t e r a l ly  precludes the return o f these modern 
Elpenors to a lo s t Paradise. The im plication is  tha t no man can aspire 
toward s p ir itu a l lib e ra tio n  u n til he learns to control his animal 
appetites, the beast in  him tha t Homer's Circe exploited so c ru e lly . The 
Kenyon Review (Summer 1966) 389.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



131
pay. "They are not heroes, they are Elpenors, * 153 he says, and as such 

they are caught in  an absurd world which hands them an absurd ju s tice : 

to be forgotten. There is  no redemption in memory fo r  them:

Their oars /  mark the place where they sleep on the shore.
No one remembers them. Justice.

(Mythistorema 4)

I t  is  ju s t tha t they perish . 154

The "Argonauts" s u b tit le  o f th is  poem id e n tif ie s  Odysseus's 

companions w ith Jason's. Seferis often refers to  "the companions, by a 

sweeping generalization transforming the word in to  a metaphor fo r the 

qua lities  o f a ll who are weak, slaves to th e ir  desires, and incapable to 

reconcile mind and body. The f i r s t  person p lu ra l pronoun in the 

"Elpenor" poems --  a t r a i t  o f Seferis 's d ic tio n  - -  also e n lis ts  the 

poet himself in th is  category. 155 In fa c t, Seferis seems to have seen 

himself as struggling to harmonize his " sensualite" with his 

"ce re b ra lite .1,156 The poem "Denial," a contra-rima from the same 

co llection  ("Turning Po in t"), is  one more example evoking images of

153 Seferis, "A Staging fo r 'The Thrush,' Dokimes B ', p .39.

154 Seferis, Days 5, p. 54. A d iffe re n t view is  expressed by L.V. 
Karapanayotis who does not see "Justice ," th is  iso la ted word in the middle 
o f a lin e , as a statement but as a voice o f protest, or irony. L.V. 
Karapanayotis, "Mythistorema '61: A Reading," f /a  t o v  Zepept] [For 
Seferis ], (Athens, n .p .) 215-230, esp. 224.

155 Concerning Elpenor, the poet, s ig n if ic a n tly , comments: "Elpenor 
is  me, as Bouvard and PScuchet are F laubert... [He] belongs to me as much 
as the co lor which the chameleon shows belongs to  i t s e l f .  Seferis, "A 
Staging fo r  "Thrush," Dokimes B ', p. 41.

156 Seferis, Days B ', p. 65.
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th ir s t  fo r an unnamed love that ends in fru s tra tio n . 157 The 

protagonists are "Elpenors" who are involved in the drama o f l i f e ,  

b lin d ly  without awareness, without love, or entangled in a complicated 

and destructive love re la tionsh ip . The Elpenor theme, linked w ith the 

denial o f nostos, excess, ob liv ion , and the decline o f the senses 

expresses what Seferis c a lls  "unauthentic l i f e . "

Seferis 's modern wanderer is  neither Odysseus nor Elpenor, but a 

combination of the two. The two characters exemplify the simultaneous 

existence in contemporary man of the noble and the base, the godlike 

potentia l fo r elevation and achievement o f purpose and the a ll human 

tendency to succumb to lu s t and excess. These aspects ex is t 

undifferentia ted in us as contraries in the perpetual s t r i fe  fo r 

harmony.

b. Memory and forgetfulness

Torn by his tendency to forget and his need to preserve his bonds 

with the past, man is  constantly tossed and hurled between these two 

poles o f mental a c t iv ity .  For the poet, memory becomes a means o f 

con tro lling  time, h is to ry , and the fig h t w ith in  the in d iv id u a l, o f

157 This poem became extremely popular since Mikis Theodorakis put i t  
to music and endowed by the public with an ti-d ic ta to rsh ip  sentiments. I t  
was sung at Seferis 's  funeral by thousands o f young people voicing through 
i t s  verses th e ir  protest against the m ilita ry  regime tha t had taken power 
in 1967. The poet had denounced the junta in a public statement issued on 
March 28, 1969.
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resurrecting love, and creating a r t.  Since Homer and his Muse, daughter 

o f Mnemosyne, memory has been re lated to  timelessness and im m orta lity. 

Capable o f moving both inside and outside temporal duration, memory 

allows freedom from "recorded tim e," to  remember Shakespeare, which is  

precisely what the poet needs to create tha t b r ie f moment o f knowledge: 

the knowledge of death which comes at the moment o f death and therefore 

is  freedom from time. Memory affords the poet to be rooted in h is to rica l 

re a lity  and also use i t  to show the p o s s ib ility  o f a renewed sense o f 

present. I t  becomes a model o f transcendence and un ity . But memory is 

also w ilted  by time which k i l ls  the senses and reduces the a c t iv ity  o f 

the mind. I t  is  often prompted by our conscious decision to fo rge t, fo r 

we repress the memory o f what is  p a in fu l. Man is  ambivalent between 

memory and forgetfu lness, between a spontaneous, Proustian memory and a 

w illed  act o f recreating an experience sunk in ob liv ion . On the other 

hand, the need to remember places suffering among the unavoidable 

consequences o f the human condition.

A ll the above dimensions activated through in te rte x tua l images 

motifs and trans itions  from one th ing remembered to another, describe 

the rhythm o f l i f e ,  the same rhythm that describes love. I t  is  a rhythm 

that is  conscious and unconscious at the same time, spontaneous and 

lo g ica l. I t  can be explained in log ica l terms or in terms o f a foggy 

sensation, such as the b it te r  taste o f in ju s tice ,

. . .  A thought that is nourished by nothing new, but is  made o f 
memories, the most ardent nosta lg ia, and the sense o f in ju s tice  
tha t swells and drowns you. Nothing can name th is  condition 
bette r than Aeschylus's verse which roams in my mind since
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yesterday: S t i l l  there drips in  sleep against the heart /  
g r ie f  o f memory.

I t  "hurts wherever you touch i t "  the poet says ("Memory I " ) .  I t  

resembles the poisoned sh ir t o f Nessus on your body, and is described as 

a nightmare:

I woke with th is  marble head in  my hands; /  i t  exhausts my elbows 
and I don 't know where to put i t  down.. I look at the eyes: 
ne ither open nor closed /  I speak to the mouth which keeps try in g  
to  speak... My hands disappear and come toward me m utila ted.

("Mythistorema 4 ").

Orestes's hands --  as contemporary man's -- cannot carry the 

weight o f an inherited curse, a mutilated past, which appears in  the 

form o f a /marble head, representing l i f e  and h istory immortalized by 

a r t. I t  is  a past from which the poet can neither free himself nor 

communicate w ith . Tormenting suppressed memories operate on a l l  leve ls . 

They are linked to a childhood that was lo s t, ancient g lo ries tha t 

vanished, moral values that cannot be regained, and painful war 

experiences we want to  forget. At the same time, i t  represents the keen 

awareness o f our short existence, the purpose o f which evades us. The 

in te raction  o f memory and love emphasizes fu rthe r the q u a lit ie s  inherent

See Days 4 (9.22.1941) p. 130. The la s t lin e , Z tq ^ e i 5'dv0'dnvou 
npd KapSiaq pvqainrjpuv novoq," is  taken from Agamemnon 179-180). The same 
lin e  appears also in "Last Stop," a poem w ritten  while the poet was s t i l l  
in e x ile  w ith the Greek Government, which had fled  upon the Nazi invasion.

And i f  I  ta lk  to you in  fables and parables
i t ' s  because i t ' s  more gentle fo r  you that way; and horror
re a lly  can 't be talked about because i t ' s  al ive,
because i t ' s  mute and goes on growing:
memory-wounding pain
drips by day drips in sleep.
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in these concepts. Memory is  associated w ith the disillusionm ent 

fo llow ing a love re la tionsh ip  tha t could not defeat the passage o f time. 

The end o f a love re la tionsh ip  is  often a self-conscious decision to 

forget. The only possible love is , in  fa c t, the memory o f a rhythm that 

emulates the sh o rt- live d  happiness in  love: "Red rose of the wind and of 

fa te, /  you remained in memory only, a heavy rhythm."

But fo r  a l l  the agony i t  generates, memory is the path th a t leads 

also to  the discovery o f love and o f the "miracle" that reverses, i f  

momentarily, the impact o f time. The awakening o f memory is  ly r ic a l ly  

expressed in "Erotikos Logos:"

The secrets o f the sea are forgotten on the shores 
the darkness o f the depths is  forgotten in the surf; 
the corals o f memory suddenly shine purple . . .
0 do not s t i r  . . .  lis te n  to hear i ts  l ig h t

motion . . .  you touched the tree w ith the apples
the hand reached out, the thread points the way and guides you ...
0 dark shivering in the roots and the leaves
i f  i t  were but you who would bring the forgotten dawn!

The repeated caesuras and strong enjambment stress the emotion th a t the 

recovery o f a forgotten moment o f love arouses.

Among the poet's created symbols that activate memory are the 

gramophones th a t bring back the voice o f dead friends. They function 

lik e  a m irror tha t gives back the re fle c tio n  o f our decay as also 

exemplified in the image of the statues and the ruins, dominant symbols 

of S eferis 's  poetry. A ll these are examples o f the d iffe re n t dimensions 

of memory, reminders o f decay but also o f endurance through time o f a 

dead past tha t fo re te lls  our future presence in a world from which we
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w il l  be absent. Gramophones are true incarnations o f memory. They 

function in the present but use material from the past; they create a 

moment o f permanence -- an instance o f im m ortality in which time stops. 

In th is  respect memory functions lik e  love: i t  "cuts time in two." The 

way love can transcend time because i t  is  an innate immortal q u a lity  o f 

the human soul, so memory functions outside temporal duration, achieving 

freedom from time, necessary fo r a moment o f epiphany, a fte r which 

everything returns to the present.

Memory brings fo rth  fragments o f thought, l i f e ,  and fee ling tha t 

have to be meaningfully connected by the remembering ind iv idua l, as i f  

he were the reader o f a te x t. I t  reminds the way in te rte x tu a lity  and 

music operate. I t  is  touched by language w ith which i t  grows together in 

the dark corner o f the soul, "a t the root o f a cry, there where one 

s ta rts  shouting "mother" or "help" or there where the small white cries 

o f love" are born ("Matthios Paschal is  among the Roses"). I t  is re lated 

to love. For Seferis language, love, and memory are offsprings o f the 

deepest side o f the human soul where mind and emotion meet.

The opening lines o f "Mythistorema 1 (1935), w ritten three years

a fte r the la s t lines o f "Erotikos Logos, attempt to unite past and

present time through memory awakened by language.

The Angel [ t o v  tfyyeAo]
three years we waited in te n tly  fo r h im ...
we were searching to rediscover the f i r s t  seed
so that the ancient drama could begin again.
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"Angel" [dyycAoc] is an ancient word tha t has survived through 

time in to  the modern Greek vocabulary co ns titu tin g , lik e  many others, an 

example o f con tinu ity  with the past, which the poet exp lo its fo r his 

purposes. Whereas in classical Greek the word means "messenger," the 

actor who brings the news o f death and d isaster in Greek tragedy, i t s  

modern Greek meaning, w ile maintaining the ancient meaning, also re fers 

to  the angel, the Christian messenger of love and redemption. Classical 

and C hristian, the two great tra d ition s  tha t took root in Greece, are 

here united in a word that fuses a n tiq u ity , Byzantium, and contemporary 

times re ta in ing  a ll the semantic and emotional layers of i ts  diachronic 

meaning. 159 Such words, examples o f endurance through time and o f 

verbal economy, are the "messengers" who touch our profoundest memory 

and emerge on the surface with a specific  halo around them. 160 

Contrary to the e ffo r t  o f modernist texts to r id  th e ir  language o f the 

weight o f tra d it io n  by collapsing syntax and destroying the l in e a r ity  o f 

the te x t, in the poetry of Seferis language and tra d itio n  become m irrors 

o f each other. The fragmentation that characterizes th is  poet's work 

comes from the content rather than the textual dimension o f his a r t.

In an essay explaining the poet's method o f "charging the word," 
A lk is  Angelou, using the word ndyaXpan [s ta tu e ], suggests tha t S e fe ris 's  
method consists in two functions: a) the technical (emphatic jux tapos ition  
o f the h ighly symbolic with the l i te r a l  meaning o f the word) and b) the 
contextual (playing o f f  a word against a meaning which the poet assigns i t  
through re p e titio n . The word, even when i t  is  isolated from its  content, 
re ta ins the meaning the poet assigns i t ,  w ithout transporting us in to  an 
ir ra tio n a l or u n re a lis tic  realm. See "H ^opnon t t\c, Xe£n<; otov noiqon tou 
le fepn." [The charging o f the word in the poetry o f Seferis ]. XpoviKd 1972 
[ Chroniko 1972] 16-20.

160 Seferis, Dokimes B' , p. 178.
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Words awakening the memory o f a dead past is  the subject o f "The 

King o f Asine," in  which the poet t r ie s  to  find what, i f  anything, is  

le f t  beneath the "gold cover of our existence" in the country "w ith the 

ancient monuments and the contemporary sorrow," as S e fe ris 's  famous lin e  

goes. He seeks to  define the “void" inside the poet, the "selva oscura" 

before he can name things and thus create them in his own voice. I t  is 

the moment the poet can say " le t  there be lig h t"  and lig h t  is  

created . 161 Based on a word from the description o f the gathering of 

the Achaean ships in book I I  o f the I l ia d , the poet s trives to  resurrect 

th is  minor king:

we've been try in g  to find fo r two years now, 
unknown, forgotten by a l l ,  even by Homer, 
only one word in the I l ia d  and tha t uncertain, 
thrown here lik e  the gold buria l mask.
You touched i t ,  remember its  sound? . . .
The king o f Asine a void under the mask 
everywhere w ith us everywhere w ith us, under a name: 
Aoivqv re .. .  Aoivqv re .. .

The e x is te n tia l agony is illu s tra te d  by the emphatic anaphora and 

the repeated echo o f the words unapxei, unapxei, unapxouv, unapgqq 

[e x is t, e x is t, e x is t, existence]: 

does there re a lly  ex is t
among these ruined lines , edges, points, hollows, and curves 
does there re a lly  ex is t
here where one meets the path o f ra in , wind, and ru in 
does there e x is t the movement o f the face, shape o f the 
tenderness
o f those who've remained the shadow o f waves and thoughts...
or perhaps no, nothing is  le f t  but the weight
the nostalgia fo r the weight o f a liv in g  existence...

161 Ib id , p. 164.
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The uncertainty surrounding the p o s s ib ility  of leaving a memory

behind us includes the poet and his work:

. . .  or perhaps no, nothing is  le f t  but the weight
the nostalgia fo r  the weight o f a l iv in g  existence 
there where we now remain unsubstan tia l... 

image o f a form that the sentence to  everlasting bitterness
has turned to stone: 
the poet a void.

The poet is  actua lly  forgotten. A ll tha t is  le f t  is his a rt:

Your l i f e  is  what you gave, 
th is  void is  what you gave: 
the white sheet o f paper.

("Summer Solstice, 8 ")

Memory enables a rt and immortalizes. Trying to resurrect both the 

forgotten king o f Asine and Homer the poet urges us to remember.

S tarting w ith the sound o f a word, he slowly turns the mythical fragment 

in to  a mental image, naming and thereby creating the king 's large eyes, 

curved lip s  and c u r ls . 163 By mentioning his imaginary children who 

became statues, his desires and thoughts which have now become the 

f lu t te r in g  o f b irds, the poet endows him w ith emotions, going fa r beyond 

the Homeric scanty image o f the king. The words are transformed in to  a

162 Only when Dante steps aboard the s k i f f  o f Phlegyas, the Boatman 
o f Styx, does the boat s e ttle  in to  the water under his human weight 
( In ferno , V I I I .  27-28).

163 This a r t is t ic  function o f memory reminds Cavafy's "Kaisarion," in 
which the poet creates the image o f the young son of Cleopatra:

Because so l i t t l e  is  known about you from h istory,
I could fashion you more fre e ly  in  my mind.
I made you good-looking and sens itive ."

C.P. Cavafy: Collected Poems., Edmund Keeley and Ph ilip  Sherrard, tra ns ., 
George Savidis, ed., (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975).
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character, as the portrayal is complete w ith  even a soul with which the

ancient bard was unconcerned:

Shieldbearer, the sun climbed warring,
and from the depths of the cave a s ta rtle d  bat
h i t  the l ig h t  as an arrow h its  a sh ie ld :
Aoivqv re . . .  Aoivqv re ... Would th a t i t  were the king o f Asine 
we've been searching fo r so ca re fu lly  on th is  acropolis 
sometimes touching with our fingers his touch upon the stones.

The two forgotten words, "Aoivqv re” repeated tw ice, im itate the sound 

o f a s ta rtle d  bat dashing out o f the cave o f ob liv ion  into the v ib rant 

l ig h t  o f the Greek landscape. As with Odysseus in "Reflections," the 

resurrection is  achieved through the sound o f language (an ancient 

language which had existed before the poet) which now takes l i f e  from a 

rea l, l iv in g  landscape: that o f the c itade l o f Asine, near Argos, in 

which the poet is  reportedly present. The word "touching," a key-word in 

Seferis repeated here twice, restates the poet's b e lie f that "our 

ancient ancestors are part o f our deep memory, a memory that has to  be 

touched by the word to turn a liv e , " 164 while exemplifying the process 

o f transmutation o f the language o f tra d it io n  in to  a r t.

The d u a lity  o f memory is re flected in the ambiguous t i t l e  o f the 

poem "H Andfaoq rqq Aqofioviaq" --  l i t e r a l ly  "the Decision of 

Forgetfulness" - -  o r ig in a lly  translated by Keeley and Sherrard as "The 

Decision to  Forget" and la te r corrected to  read: "The Decision to be 

Forgotten . " 165

164 S e fe ris , "The Language in our Poetry" Dokimes B, 'p . 163ff.

165 The t i t l e  was borrowed from a phrase from "Mythistorema 7," 
rendered in  English: "Uho w ill calculate fo r  us the cost o f our decision 
to fo rge t?"
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Like the poet, so language and the past, sources o f wisdom, should 

not be buried in an unmarked grave, Elpenor's nightmare. This fa ilu re  o f 

memory which is  tantamount to death is what the poet urges us to fig h t 

against:

Those who w i l l  some day liv e  here where we end --

le t  them not fo rget us, the weak souls among the asphodels,
le t  them turn  the heads o f the victims towards Erebus:

We who had nothing w il l  teach them peace.

("Mythistorema 24").

The "Decision to  Forget"166 begins with an in v ita t io n  to the 

passerby, v ic tim  o f forgetfu lness, to stand before the calm lake and 

remember the myth o f the swans "that slaughtered the v illa g e  g ir ls . "  The 

poem, w ritten  between 1939 and 1940, alludes, as suggested by a number 

of c r i t ic s ,  to the Nazi invasion o f Europe and the unbridled violence of 

war:

And night suddenly tightened around [the swans'] arched necks 
which d id n 't  sing because there was no way to  die 
but beat, threshing men's bones 
b lin d ly . And th e ir  wings cooled the te rro r .

Our only possible reaction to the te rro r o f h is to ry  is  engraving 

the experience in our memory, which is compared to  the function o f a rt. 

Our in a b il i ty  to control the destruction is  to consider our power of 

"carving a few signs on the stones /  which now have touched the depths 

under memory." Whereas Plato creates a memory, the supreme knowledge to

166 A deta iled analysis o f the poem appears in Nora Anagnostaki's "0 
le^epnQ titc MviipnQ t HQ Anopovidq" [Seferis  o f Memory and
Forgetfulness] from which I'm borrowing here. In f /o  to v  Ie^epr\ [For 
Seferis ], pp 231-142.
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which man can keep return ing in his e ffo r t to create a new l i f e  detached 

from the past, Seferis uses the memory o f the past, and a r t, as a source 

o f knowledge with the purpose o f con tro lling  and improving the qua lity  

o f h is present and fu ture  l i f e .

The poem ends by apostrophizing, once again, the passer-by who is 

unaware of the drama o f l i f e  and death buzzing in his veins which is 

compared to the sa c rifice  o f l i f e ,  necessary fo r l i f e  to go on:

- - -  stop, passer-by, 
beside the s t i l l  lake w ith the spotless swans 
that travel l ik e  the white ta tte rs  through your mind 
and waken you to things you lived yet don 't remember.

Nor do you remember as you read our characters on the stones;
even so you're astonished together with your sheep
that emerge your body w ith th e ir  wool
now that you feel in  your veins a sound o f sa c rif ice .

The only way out o f the impasse is  remembering and with the poet's 

help transla ting our vague or confused memories in to  meaning. Like 

Plato, Seferis inv ites  the reader, v ictim  of forgetfu lness, to transform 

a memory without shape in to  self-knowledge. The apostrophe to the 

passer-by brings to mind the statue of the bronze maiden on the tomb of 

Midas, who has no voice and re lie s  on a reader to make meaning out of
i

the epigraph. 167 The preservation o f memory is the poet's mission, as 

is  suggested by H S lderlin 's lin e  which Seferis uses as an epigraph to 

th is  co llec tion : (Logbook I ) :  " . . .  and what is  the use o f poets in a 

mean-spirited [ d u r f t ig ] time? "168

167 Phaedrus, 264C-E.

168 H filderlin, "Bread and Wine".
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The swan is  related to the poet and the poem, memory and ob liv ion . 

For Seferis i t  also becomes the symbol o f violence and death . 169 The 

b ird 's  spotless wings wound us ("Mythistorema 1 "); Kyknos (the Greek 

word fo r  "swan") was, a fte r a l l ,  the son of Ares, god o f war. The swan 

is  also associated with Helen, a symbol o f war and destructive  love. She 

was born from the union o f Leda and Zeus, who transformed him self in to  a 

Swan. The in te n s ity  of the symbol resu lts  from the in t r in s ic  tension 

between smoothness and violence, p u rity  and blood, and provides another 

example o f the s t r i fe  that maintains jus tice  in the natural and moral 

order o f the world. The point is  to remember co rre c tly , the poet reminds 

us:

He who w il l  rediscover l i f e  . . .  w il l  be someone l ik e  us, only with 
a s lig h t ly  tougher memory. We ourselves can 't help s t i l l  
remembering what we've given. H e 'll remember only what he's 
gained from each o f his o ffe rings" ("Man").

But who can remember co rrec tly  besides Odysseus? ” . . .  A flame,"

the poet says: 170

I f  i t  remembers a l i t t l e  less than is necessary, i t  goes out; i f  
i t  remembers a l i t t l e  more than is  necessary, i t  goes out. I f  only 
i t  could teach us, while i t  burns, to remember c o r re c t ly . . . "

("Mr. S tra tis  Thalassinos Describes a Man")

169 "The swans, whom I have always treated as very cruel creatures, 
are revengeful," writes Seferis. See Alex. Argyriou. 'TiupYog EefepnQ, 
floiqTiKh Texvq Ka| lOTopfa", [George Seferis, Poetic A rt and h is to ry ] 
KukAoq le fspq  [Seferis Cycle] pp. 45-46. The swan appears as a powerful 
symbol in  Yeats, Mallarme, and R ilke.

170 One could detect here an in tertextua l a f f in i t y  w ith  Dante, whom 
Seferis read constantly but w ithout the moral im plications o f the 
F lorentine 's  a llegorica l verse. In Canto XXVI o f the In fe rno , Ulysses 
appears (w ith Diomedes) in h e ll,  burning in the g u ilty  conscience o f his 
g lib  tongue.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



144

In the same poem, he explains why:

The body dies the water clouds the soul hesitates 
and the wind forgets always forgets 
but the flame doesn't change."

I f  co rrec tly  used, memory is  the weapon against change. The

fa ilu re  o f memory is  a princ ipa l source o f e v il and the cause o f various

social and p o lit ic a l i l l s  throughout Seferis 's poetry, against which

Seferis gives warnings. 172 But perhaps his most ardent plea to

remember co rrec tly  comes in "Salamis of Cyprus" o f "Logbook I I I " :

Lord, help us to keep in mind 
the causes o f th is  slaughter: 
greed, dishonesty, selfishness, 
the desiccation o f love;
Lord, help us to root these o u t...

To which, a contemporary Elpenor re to rts :

- - . . .  i t ' s  better to fo rge t; 
ta lk ing  doesn't do any good; 
who can change the a ttitu d e  o f those with power?

The poem's dialogue ends with a prophecy re ca llin g , once again,

Aeschylus's "Persians" and the destruction o f Xerxes at Salamis:

- -  True. But the messenger moves s w ift ly , 
and however long his journey, h e 'll bring 
to those who tr ie d  to shackle the Hellespont 
the te r r ib le  news from Salamis.

171 Three o f the Heraclitean elements tha t compose the universe and 
are responsible fo r  its  constant renewal are present here: F ire , water, 
a ir  (the fourth  is  earth). Cosmic f ir e  is  the great force in which 
everything must be consumed in order to assume a new form o f existence.

172 See fo r  instance: "In  the Manner o f G.S.," "An Old Man on the 
River Bank," "Salamis in Cyprus,", "On Aspalathoi."

173 The poet explains in a note that he took th is  "prayer" from the 
ship o f Commander Lord Hugh Beresford, R.N., who fe l l  in  the b a ttle  o f 
Crete.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



145
Fusing the ancient Salamis, where Xerxes was defeated by the 

Greeks, with contemporary Cyprus, where the poet had experienced war and 

in ju s tic e , Seferis fuses myth and h is to ry  w ith the Aeschylean and Pre- 

socratic notion o f ju s tice  in the sense o f a debt tha t has to be paid 

every time measure is  threatened. What the " te r r ib le  news o f Salamis" 

teach is  tha t self-knowledge is  made possible through "correct" memory, 

which, l ik e  Platonic "anamnesis" is  re lated to the soul's pa rtic ipa tio n  

in knowledge.

c. Love and non-love

Love is  the announced object o f the poet's quest. And i t  is  a 

fa c t, as many instances show, that what we ca ll eroticism  weighs much on 

the nostalgia and man's e ffo r t  to reach an ultimate redemption, which 

some ca ll a return to a lo s t paradise and others a union w ith god. " 174 

I ts  unique power comes from its  immortal nature and i t s  capacity to 

unite the agents of separation --  violence, tyranny, war and in ju s tice  - 

- harmonizing them. Love, treated both on the re fe ren tia l level and as 

an abstraction, stands fo r the human a b i l i ty  fo r fee ling , o f both our 

humanity and our im mortality. The quest fo r love is  a quest fo r a 

balance between the perishable and the eternal. In the poetry o f Seferis 

love appears to be a composite o f several co n flic tin g  ideas and symbols 

s tr iv in g  fo r balance.

174 S e fe ris ,' "A Staging fo r "Thrush," in Dokimes B' , pp. 49-50.2
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The speaker can only define love in terms o f a "rhythm" which 

describes a fee ling ra ther than an actual experience. Through the poem's 

trans itions  and modulations, however, love appears as a la rger rhythm 

which encompasses ju s tic e  and symbols such as the l ig h t ,  the house, the 

sea, a ll in th e ir  pos itive  and negative aspects. S e fe ris 's  symbols do 

not have a single, unequivocal meaning; otherwise h is poetry would be a 

two-dimensional d idac tic  a llegory. His symbols representing dramatized 

instances of the theme, embody its  fundamental paradox. S eferis 's  method 

is  comparable to E lio t 's  in The Haste Land, in which dual symbols 

dominate.

A positive  v is ion o f love is  very rare in Seferis --  "Reflections" 

is  an exception because Odysseus is an integrated personality therefore 

capable of loving. Love in Seferis 's  poems is usually crippled by the 

passage o f time and w ilte d  by habit. I t  erupts through memory as wasted, 

betrayed, or abused and a human re la tionsh ip  as a short moment of 

remembered happiness, or the mental image of a woman suddenly 

in te rrup ting  the speaker's thought to be forgotten immediately a fte r 

("Mythistorema 7," and "16"). On the level o f abstraction, love stands 

fo r our a b il i ty  to be whole. I t  represents human d ig n ity , moral 

e levation, and respect fo r  l i f e  and man. Abusing the natural g i f t  of 

love constitutes in ju s tic e  and hubris.

Like Plato, Seferis distinguishes between s e lfish  love, or lu s t, 

and agape, the opening up to the other. The passage o f time and our 

tendency to forget cripp les the a b il i ty  fo r fee ling , turning

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



147

contemporary men in to  statues with blind eyes and amputated limbs,

symbolic o f the decline o f the senses. The keen awareness o f th is  b it te r

experience results  in  a sense o f g u ilt  emanating from the conviction

tha t we are unable to love and that we are trapped in  a c irc le  from

which no escape is  possible:

I f  someone is  born the c irc le  w ill widen
i f  someone dies the c irc le  w il l  shrink ..........
i f  we were to love, the c irc le  would break, 
we'd close our eyelashes a second 
But we can 't love.

(Wednesday)

Sartre 's  h e ll,  in A Huis Clos, recreated through eyes tha t cannot b link 

in a p it i le s s  a r t i f i c ia l  l ig h t  comes to mind.

Chinese philosophy was crucial in S e fe ris 's  conception o f love as 

ju s tic e  and balance. He had read I.A . Richards' book Mencius on the 

Mind175 dealing with the theories o f Meng Tzu (372-289), the Chinese 

philosopher second in importance a fte r Confucius, who believes in the 

power o f good w il l  as the only force that can harmonize the centrifugal 

tendencies o f the body and o f the soul tha t enable love and ju s tice  to 

re ign. Man's happiness is  contingent upon his good w i l l  and his a b il i ty  

to keep the opposite forces in balance. I f  ju s tic e , or inner harmony, 

reigns, then love and the external order o f things w i l l  be maintained. 

Justice is  not the achievement o f an external order o f things but the 

attainment o f an inner harmony that w il l  lead to  th is  order. Ancient 

Chinese orthodoxy on matters o f ethical and social order moves around 

two basic notions: tha t o f love (jen ) and that o f ju s tic e  ( y i) .

175 Seferis, "Notes on 'Thrush,' in A Poet's Journal, p. 42.
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In ju s tice  is  the d isruption o f th is  balance; i t  is  equated to the 

overstepping o f measure tha t leads to  hubris . 176 Mencius re fers to 

love as "the serene house o f man," a phrase Seferis quotes in his 

Diary . 177

As love applies to  the narrower, personal experience but also 

reta ins a wider abstract meaning, so ju s tice  in Seferis - -  id e n tifie d  

with love - -  goes beyond i ts  narrow social ends, tha t can be achieved 

through judgement and punishment, to a higher system o f moral 

equ ilib rium . In th is  sense, ju s tice  is comparable to  the Heraclitean 

cycle o f l i f e  and death regulated by time: "Death has i t s  own ju s tic e " 

("Mythistorema 21")-- an absurd but nevertheless log ica l ju s tic e . The 

companions are caught between such a jus tice  and th e ir  human desire to 

be remembered, but, "no one remembers them. Ju s tice ." Death and 

o b liv ion , a fte r  a l l ,  are necessary fo r the ever-renewed human sa c rifice  

to time. This idea is  taken up again in "Three Secret Poems"(1966), 

where old age and decay become synonyms of ju s tice  and a rt the means to 

redeem what time destroyed.

The white sheet o f paper, harsh m irror, 
gives back only what you were.

Maybe y o u 'll find  there what you thought has lo s t:  
youth 's burgeoning, the ju s t shipwreck o f age.

176 See Nasos Vayenas. The Poet and the Dancer. Athens: Kedros, 1990, 
pp. 177-178 and 277. For a discussion o f th is  influence on Seferis see 
also Mario V i t t i 's  QDopti koi Aoyoq: Eioayuyrj orqv flofqaq rou riupyou 
lefepq  [Decay and Logos: An Introduction to the Poetry o f George Seferis] 
(Athens: Hestia, 1989), pp.232-233.

177 Seferis, Days 5, p. 54.
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On the other hand, death constitutes in ju s tic e : "We sink in 

obliv ion w ithout the r ig h t even to choose our own death, or, "we found 

ourselves naked, holding /  the scales tha t tipped towards in ju s tice " 

(S an to rin i). Or, "Just a moment, who am I going to  play? Who w il l  I 

k i l l?  /  And these people looking at me --  /  What w il l  make them believe 

that ju s tic e  protects me?" ("Saturday"). While espousing the 

Heraclitean conception o f "debt" as a component o f ju s t ic e , 178 the 

poet admits the im poss ib ility  fo r human reason to  accept death without 

the b it te r  fee ling  o f one who suffers in ju s tic e . In perceiving death 

both as ju s tic e  and in ju s tice , Seferis was subscribing to the views o f 

both Heraclitus and Anaximander who saw s t r i fe  leading to death as 

jus tice  and as in ju s tic e , respectively. At the same time he is 

attempting an act o f reconc ilia tion  with death.

Among the array o f dual symbols tha t define love, the most 

important perhaps is  the sea. F irs t in the l i s t  o f nouns, the word "sea" 

occurs 80 times in the Seferian corpus. 179 I t  is  not a coincidence 

that the poet chose the name "Logbook I ,  I I ,  and I I I ,  fo r three o f his 

major co lle c tio ns , and the name of S tra tis  Thaiassinos (S tra tis  the 

Mariner) fo r  one o f his dramatis personae. The "Mythistorema" sequence 

ends w ith the id e n tif ic a tio n  o f the sea with love: "Here end the works

178 " . . .  And i f  catastrophe is to f a l l  upon me, le t  i t  f a l l  as i t  /  
is  r ig h t - -  in  ju s t ic e ,"  w rites Seferis in a poem which appeared only in 
his Diary. See Days 3, 1934-1940, pp. 193-94.

179 See X.A. Kokolis, "nivoKaq Ae^euv t u v  'lloinpdTuv' tou  riupyou 
Ze^epq" [Concordance o f George Seferis 's 'Poems'] (Athens: Hermes, 1975). 
The word ayanri [lo ve ], i t  should be noted, occurs 33 times, while eros 
only three. Mvijpr) [memory] appears 23 times and SiKaioouvq [ ju s tic e ] 
three.
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o f the sea, the works o f love ." As already said, the sea is  a resu lt o f 

s t r i fe  as the poet's fa v o rite  example from Aeschylus's The Persians 

shows. The sea stands fo r  such warring opposites as love and death, 

mother and death, seren ity  and s t r i fe ;  i t  is  the unreachable and 

inexhaustible means o f nostos, yet the only one tha t makes the journey 

possible. The id e n tif ic a tio n  o f love with the journey is  c le a rly  

established by the poet:

The f i r s t  thing God made is love
then comes the blood
and the th ir s t  fo r  blood
roused by the body's sperm as by s a lt.
The f i r s t  thing God made is the long journey."

( "S tra tis  Thalassinos among the Agapanthi"180) .

The id e n tif ic a tio n  o f love with the sea and death finds its  

u ltim ate expression in the mythical character o f the Aeschylean 

Clytemnestra. In "Reflections" we saw, through Odysseus, love and sea in 

th e ir  positive  symbolism. To show th e ir  negative aspects, the poet turns 

to Aeschylus and to a d iffe re n t return myth - -  tha t o f Agamemnon. 

Agamemnon is  himself a v ic tim  o f a cruel fa te  and o f his own Ate, and 

therefore has to pay a price fo r his hubris. Unlike Odysseus, he 

returned home an arrogant war hero, bringing along Cassandra, Apollo's 

priestess, as his slave-concubine. He was unmindful o f the hubris he had 

committed in s a c r if ic in g  Iphigenia, leading a war w ith countless dead, 

and offending Apollo. In Agamemnon, Clytemnestra, pa tie n tly  waiting to 

take revenge, spreads out under the feet o f her returning husband the

180 "Agapanthi" are the African l i l i e s .  The word means "flowers of 
love."
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red carpet, symbol o f his hubris, before slaughtering him.

Clytemnestra's cry "the sea, the sea, who w i l l  be able to  drain 

i t " , 181 becomes in Seferis 's  poetry a haunting echo o f the primordial 

drama o f blood vengeance, hubris and re tr ib u tio n ; i t  is  l i f e  and death 

toujours recommences, l ik e  Valery's sea.

Most ch a ra c te ris tica lly  in th is  respect, we see Clytemnestra in 

"Mythistorema 16," which depicts Orestes at the moment o f his return, 

fo llow ing Apo llo 's  admonition, with the purpose o f k i l l in g  his mother. 

The poem's epigraph "The name is  Orestes," taken from Sophocles's 

Electra, re fers to the story the pedagogue te l ls  Clytemnestra: that 

Orestes had been k ille d  in a chariot race at the Pythian games. His 

purpose is  to create an a lib i fo r Orestes and thus thwart suspicion. 

Seferis uses the l ie  o f the pedagogue to dramatize Orestes' dilemma.

Here is  a excerpt from "Mythistorema 16".

The name is Orestes

On the track, on the track again, on the track, 
how many times around, how many blood-stained laps

181 This lin e  is  taken from Clytemnestra's speech encouraging 
Agamemnon to  tread on the crimson carpet and thus ju s t i f y  his death:

There is  the sea
and who w i l l  drain i t  dry? Precious as s ilv e r ,  
inexhaustible, ever-new, i t  breads the more we reap i t  --  
tides o f tides o f crimson dye our robes blood-red.

(Agamemnon 958-960).
(Robert Fagles trans la tion )

The ostensible connection between the sea and the carpet lie s  in the fact 
that s h e llf is h  from the sea furnish the crimson dye fo r  the coloring of 
the tapestries.
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When w il l  the reins break, when w il l  the hooves 
tread flush on the ground 
on the so ft grass, among the poppies 
where, in the spring, you picked a daisy.
They were love ly, your eyes, but you d id n 't know where to  look 
nor did I know where to look, I ,  without a country,
I who go on struggling here, how many times around?

no one can escape, there 's no point in being strong, you 
can 't escape the sea that cradled you and tha t you search fo r 
at th is  time o f t r ia l ,  with the horses panting,

the sea you cannot find  no matter how you run
no matter how you c irc le  past the black, bored Eumenides,
unforgiven.

Orestes is  trapped inside a c irc le  tha t cannot be broken because 

he is  involved in a loveless act, the endless drama o f murder and 

revenge. The transformation o f the tra g ic  hero fo r the poet's purposes 

begins w ith a hypothesis: I f  Orestes had in fac t been k il le d  at th is  

chario t race, as the pedagogue says, there would be no m atric ide. The 

l ie  o f the tu to r  becomes a s itua tion  tha t the hero experiences in 

seeking his death at the race tha t would save him from murdering his 

mother, m atricide. Whatever the re s u lt, Orestes can only move between 

death and murder. The agony o f the racer and the violence o f the race 

end suddenly on the grass when grammar s h ifts  to the second person and 

memory turns momentarily to a love scene: " . . .  but you d id n 't  know where 

to  look /  nor did I know where to lo o k . . . " .  Seferis often uses th is  

image o f lovers lowering th e ir  eyes in  uneasiness, confusion, and a 

sense o f g u i l t ,  because they cannot save th e ir  love from the decay of 

the senses, and themselves from s e lf-e x ile , as the sudden s h if t  to "I 

w ithout a country," in the next lin e , suggests. Such scenes show the 

fa ilu re  o f love and memory to achieve wholeness and un ity , fo r  the
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lovers are Elpenors. The drama o f Orestes --  his in a b il i ty  to love and 

to break the c irc le  o f non-love is  the drama o f the ind iv idua l o f our 

times trapped in violence, war, and fate - -  the debt to be paid to time.

The sea that "cradled" Orestes is Clytemnestra, the mother in her 

dual incarnation as the source o f love and the l ife -g iv in g  p rin c ip le , on 

the one hand, and her primal id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith death, on the other. 

Orestes and contemporary man cannot escape th is  double ca ll o f blood 

tha t the mother represents in the primordial drama tha t bores the Furies 

with i ts  endless re p e tit io n . 182 On the other hand, he cannot find  th is  

sea, the "waveless blue sea" o f "Reflections" as love and serenity, 

since inescapable death is  waiting fo r him. For what else is  liv in g  our 

l i f e  day by day than seeking our death? In another poem, the sea 

follows the poet wherever he goes: " . . .  I climbed the slope and the sea 

came a fte r me," w rites the poet, 183 whereas elsewhere, he regrets that 

he "d id n 't fo llow  the sea" ("Thursday"). The sea is  inexhaustible fo r i t  

contains b ir th  and death at the same time. A fte r a l l ,  l i f e  and death are 

one and the same th ing , as Heraclitus says. Clytemnestra's agonizing

182 Gabriel Garcia Marquez illu s tra te s  the re la tion  between mother and 
son in terms o f a blood ca ll through an extraordinary image: When Jose 
Arcadio is  murdered, mysteriously, in his bathroom, a thread o f his blood 
ro lls  under the door and through houses, steps, and terraces finds his 
mother Ursula, who follows i t  back to a house she had never been before to 
find  her son dead. Cien Anos de Soledad [One Hundred Years o f S o litude], 
(Barcelona: Plaza & Janes, S.A., 1975) pp. 129-30.

183 "In the Manner o f G.S." [the in i t ia ls  stand fo r  George S e fe ris ]. 
In the same poem, the sea is  id e n tifie d  with the dead and the negation o f 
nostos, through a lin e  taken from Aeschylus ( K i'dv "dpapev dvQouv nekayoq 
AlyaTov veKpofc ," Agamemnon 659): "Meanwhile Greece goes on trave ling , 
always trave ling  /  and i f  we see 'the Aegean flower w ith  corpses'/ i t  w il l  
be with those who tr ie d  to catch the big ship /  by swimming a fte r i t  /  
those who got t ire d  waiting fo r the ships that cannot m ove...".
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question, " icrriv  Bakaooa --  t iq  6e v iv  K a r a o f ie o e i [the sea, who is  

going to  exhaust it? ]  keeps coining back, obsessively, in "Mythistorema 

20," in "Monday," and in "Wednesday." As a chain o f related or 

a n tith e tica l meanings activate one another, the symbol is  charged with 

opposite meanings that deepen i t .  The poet's quest fo r  love is  a quest 

fo r  an answer that would balance o f f ,  in language, these c o n flic tin g  

d e fin itio n s  o f the human predicament and make some compromise w ith i t .

But lik e  the sea, love and i t s  metonymic substitu tions cannot be 

exhausted. Besides its  id e n tif ic a tio n  with the sea and a ll the sea 

stands fo r, love is u ltim ate ly symbolized by l ig h t ,  and therefore 

id e n tif ie d  with knowledge. The absence o f love, and our in a b il i ty  to 

love, are often related to blindness, the absence o f l ig h t  and the 

decline and death o f the senses. In "Monday" we see a crowd o f b lind 

people sleeping among the asphodels, the flowers o f the dead. Everything 

around them has turned in to  marble and "the r iv e r  doesn't r o l l ,  i t  has 

forgotten the sea/ and yet there is  the sea and who w il l  drain i t  dry?" 

These people are blind because they are involved in the drama o f l i f e  

without awareness, without love, or entangled in a complicated and 

destructive love re la tionsh ip . They are lik e  Odysseus's companions, "the 

b lind foo ls , who ate the Sungod's c a ttle  and lo s t th e ir  homecoming. The 

poet's longing fo r a simple love is  a rticu la ted  in "Saturday:"

0  could we only love 
lik e  bees at least 
not lik e  pigeons 
lik e  shells at least 
not lik e  sirens 
lik e  ants at least
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not l ik e  p lane-trees...
But don 't you see them, they 're  a ll b lin d ! 
The b lind  are s leeping...

The m o tif o f blindness and love combined w ith the symbolism o f the 

sea is  developed fu l ly  in  "Thrush," the poem which marks the f i r s t  e x it  

in to  the l ig h t  ( th is  poem w il l  be discussed in  de ta il la te r ) .  L ight in 

"Thrush" is  "angelic" and "b lack," l i f e  and death, blindness and 

illum ina tion . The recurrent imagery o f black and white expresses th is  

idea. I t  appears in the poem "Les Anges sont blancs:"

And yet everything was white because the great sleep is  
white and the great death 

calm and serene and isolated in an endless silence —
The whole sky, empty and w h ite ... and do lph ins ... dark l ik e  the

sou l's  movements___
"The angels are white flaming white and the eye 

tha t would confront them shrivels 
and there 's  no other way you've got to  become lik e  stone i f  

you want th e ir  company 
and when you look fo r  the miracle you've got to scatter your 

blood to the eight points o f the wind 
because the miracle is  nowhere but c irc u la tin g  in the veins 

o f man."

I w il l  end with the poet's numerous compound symbols that compose 

the rhythm o f l i f e  and death, memory and love: "Erotikos Logos,"

184 Capri-Karka o ffe rs  an explanation fo r  the choice o f the three 
pairs o f creatures. Bees, she lls, and ants have a minimal preoccupation 
with sexual matters, whereas pigeons, s irens, and palm-trees represent 
destructive erotic ism . Love and the Symbolic Journey in the Poetry o f  
Cavafy, E lio t,  and Seferis  (New York: P e lla , 1982) pp. 221-22.

185 The M ilto n ic  imagery o f l ig h t  and darkness and p a rt ic u la r ly  the 
image o f God "whose top /  Brightness had made in v is ib le . . . "  (PL V, 599) 
comes to mind. The flaming Angels, Progeny o f L igh t, who burn the eye when 
looked a t, is  p a rtic u la r ly  suggestive in  view o f the English poet's own 
physical blindness --  and o f the tra d it io n a l idea o f the poet-prophet, in 
general.
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apostrophizes the rose as a symbol o f love, fa te , knowledge, l i f e  and 

death. As a l l  binary oppositions tha t form the poet's language, the rose 

has a dual function:

Rose o f fa te , you looked fo r  ways to wound us
ye t you bent lik e  the secret about to be released ..........
and your smile was l ik e  a ready sword,

and again in  the closing line s  o f the same poem:

. . .  Red rose of the wind and o f fa te, 
you remained in memory only, a heavy rhythm 
rose o f the night, you passed, undulating purple 
undulation o f the sea . . .

The rose is  not only the symbol o f love and fa te . I t  also stands 

fo r  the great secret, a secret w ell-kept in the heart o f i t s  t ig h t ly  

folded petals and revealed when the rose dies and i ts  petals, withered, 

open and f a l l  o f f .  I t  is  l ik e  knowledge revealed at the hour o f death, 

when man has exhausted the " tra g ic  hour glass" and the soul, free o f i ts  

bonds, acquires the knowledge o f i t s  completeness. The moment o f our 

death is  id e n tif ie d  in "Erotikos Logos" with the time when we are 

p a tie n tly  waiting fo r the m iracle:

On the stone of patience we wait fo r the miracle 
th a t opens the heavens and makes a ll things possible 
we w ait fo r  the angel as in  the primordial drama 
at the moment when the open roses o f tw il ig h t

disappear . . .
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The hour o f death is  often related to  images o f separation, 

silence, hands tha t stretch to touch something, but also to the 

knowledge acquired through a sudden illum ina tion  as the great secret is  

revealed at tha t la s t moment o f consciousness, a moment o f wholeness, 

when the cycle o f human l i f e  is  complete.
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4. "LET THERE BE LIGHT!"

The struggle w ith darkness and the movement toward l ig h t  

constitutes a metaphor fo r the a rriva l o f love. Light is the "miracle" 

that heralds the resurrection o f love, the hour o f death when the human 

l i f e  becomes complete, and the moment when the poet is  able to say " le t  

there be lig h t"  and l ig h t  there is ; 186 when he creates things by 

naming them. I t  is  the moment that coincides w ith the celebration o f 

the a rriva l at the language the poet seeks in order to express, in his 

own inner voice, the conditions o f our world "which are none other than 

the conditions o f everyone who seeks expression . 1,187

a. "Trush"

The poet has been antic ipating th is  "m iracle" since "Erotikos 

Logos:"

On the stone o f patience we wait fo r  the miracle 
tha t opens the heavens and makes a l l  things possible 
we wait fo r  the angel as in the primordial drama,

but the f i r s t  attempt to turn in the d irec tion  o f the lig h t appears with 

"Thrush" (Ki'x^q) - -  see annex fo r f u l l ,  b ilin g ua l te x t. Written in 1946 

(published in 1947), two years a fte r the end o f the Second World War,

186 Seferis, Dokimes B' , p. 164.

187 Seferis, "'Eva YP<tyMQ Y|a Trlv KixXr) [A Letter on "Thrush"], 
AyyAoeAAqv i tcq Emdsupqoq IV [Anglo-American Review, IV], (July-August 
1950), 501-506.
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"Thrush" is  a poem o f war memories, a return to  the dead o f the past, 

who w il l  guide us in to  the fu ture. The poet's essays "A Letter on 'The 

Thrush,'" and "A Staging fo r 'The Thrush'" illum ina te  some obscure parts 

o f th is  poem, in sp ite  o f Seferis 's claim tha t he is  not try ing  to give 

"an authentic in te rp re ta tion" o f his work. 188

This poem mixes the characters and s itua tions  o f Odysseus,

Elpenor, Circe, Socrates, Antigone, and Oedipus w ith the purpose o f 

accomplishing a step toward love represented by Socrates and Antigone. 

I ts  major symbols are the house and the l ig h t . 189 Both s ig n ify  love, 

which is  made possible when man's soul is  libe ra ted  from any blinding 

separation.

"Thrush" (Ki'x^n) is  the name fo r a small unimportant b ird  (Ki'x^n)y 

the v ictim  o f hunters; our world, as Seferis puts i t ,  is a world o f 

hunters and hunted. "Thrush" was also the name o f a small ship serving 

as a fe rry  between the island o f Poros and Piraeus, which was sunk 

outside the island o f Poros during the war. I ts  wreck remained at the 

bottom o f the sea, v is ib le  through transparent waters.

The poem is divided into three parts: "The house near the sea," 

"Sensual Elpenor-The Radio," and "The Wreck "Thrush"-The L igh t." The two 

central and in tersecting  symbols o f th is  poem are the house and the

188 Seferis, On the Greek Style, p. 101

189 As the poet w rites, lig h t is  symbolic o f the conceptual world of 
his house. Seferis, "Mia IxrivoGeoia y ■ a thv "KixXn," CA Staging fo r 
"Thrush," Dokimes B ', p .30 ff.
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l ig h t ,  a ttribu tes  o f love. The narrator Is , again, a modern Odysseus who 

has no home to return to . He Is a man devastated by the memory o f the 

past; his acts and dreams are represented by the houses he has lived  In , 

tha t place o f un ity  tha t can defy fragmentation and scattering; i t  is  

the place o f " g a lin i, "  where the s e lf,  memory, and love seek shelter.

Part One --"The house near the sea" - -  opens on a house, or ho te l,

on Poros, named, s ig n if ic a n tly , "G a lin i. " 190 Like every other binary 

symbol, houses evoke co n flic tin g  memories: The protagonist "remember[s] 

" th e ir  joy and th e ir  sorrow." The mood o f the f i r s t  part is  set by the 

opening lin e : "the houses I had they took away from me. The times /  

happened to be unpropitious: war, destruction, e x ile ;"  and the 

statement, a few lines la te r , that "the world 's become an endless 

hotel

"Sensual Elpenor," the second part, opens w ith a modern Odysseus 

observing and hearing from his window the conversation o f two shadows: a 

man --  obviously Elpenor, as the t i t l e  suggests - -  and a woman. The

Hesiodic epithets "gAiKopAefapq” (w ith quivering eyelashes) and

"PaduZovrj" (slim-waisted) id e n tify  her with C irce. Elpenor, stereotype

190 Poros is  an island near Athens. Seferis had spent in "G a lin i,"  
once a hotel, part o f the autumn o f 1946, a fte r his return, with the Greek 
Government, from Egypt and A frica , where the p o lit ic a l leaders o f the 
country had fled  during the German occupation. This island is  associated 
w ith hedonism, sensuality, and marriage, p a rt ic u la r ly  when its  fragrant 
lemon grove is  in blossom, as is  confirmed also by the poet in his essay 
on "Thrush." I t  creates an analogy w ith the palace o f Circe. Referring to 
"G a lin i,"  Seferis w rites : " . . .  tha t V ictorian house in Pompeian red gave 
me, fo r  the f i r s t  time in many years, the fee ling  o f a so lid  bu ild ing 
ra ther than o f a temporary te n t."  See "A Letter on 'Thrush," AyyAoeAAqv i  K i j  

EmQeopqoi), IV, (July-August 1950), 501-506.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



161
o f hedonism, is  preoccupied with his passions and memories, try ing  in 

vain to  make Circe lis te n  to him. The Circe o f "Thrush" is , lik e  

Odysseus and Elpenor, a free adaptation o f the Homeric enchantress. 

Circe, the daughter o f Sun, is  also an incarnation o f "pandemos" 

Aphrodite -- the embodiment o f "a common symbol o f pleasure, the 

in s tin c t and the sorrow o f sensualism . " 191 As Thaniel comments, she 

is  "a figure between the seductress and the priestess whose sexual 

g ra tif ic a tio n  is  the only concern. " 192 In the second section of part 

I I ,  the song heard over the radio is  a kind o f commentary on the 

s itua tion  of waste and corruption tha t precedes a ll wars. I t  is 

interrupted by a news break acknowledging the superio rity  o f war over 

love: "overwhelmingly stronger/ The w a r... 'S0ULM0NGER. " 193

Elpenor and Circe carry out a conversation which proves th e ir  

in a b il i ty  to communicate --  a consequence o f senses declin ing. They are 

experiencing the a lienation o f a frus tra ted , unsatisfying love. The 

fa m ilia r  image o f th e ir  in a b il i ty  to look in to  each other's eyes is 

evoked here, once again. Unresponsive to  Elpenor's sentim entality,

191 Seferis, "A Staging fo r 'Thrush," Dokimes B' , p .36.

192 George Thaniel, "George S e fe ris 's  'Thrush:' A Modern Descent," 
Canadian Review o f Comparative L ite ra tu re , 4, 1 (1977) pp. 89-102.

193 "Soulmonger" is  a coinage by Seferis. The word "VuxapoifidQ, " is  
a modification o f the Aeschylean nxpuoapoiPdQ,”ar\ epithet o f Ares, the war 
god. "XpuoapoiPoQ 5'*Apnc; o«paTUv"[war.. .  goid-broker o f corpses] re fers 
to the trade Ares was carrying out accepting gold and giving back the 
ashes o f dead men (Agamemnon, 438). In S e fe ris 's  transcrip tion  "iiiuxapoifloQ 
noXepoq" (soulmonger war) refers to  the se llin g  out o f souls by war, "to  
reap reward from the blood o f the others" ("Last Stop").
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"C irce" walks away along the beach toward corruption and lack o f values, 

as suggested by the song heard over the ra d io . 194

The la s t part o f the poem describes the wreck o f the ship 

"Thrush." I t  opens w ith the voice o f Elpenor, the f i r s t  companion 

Odysseus meets in Hades. From the wreck o f the ship, sea voices o f the 

dead r is e . They are the memories o f a past th a t demands blood to come 

a liv e . Around the "black ship" the calm (g a lin i) o f the dead 

spreads. 195 Let us say, Seferis w rites, tha t the black ship is  "The 

Thrush." I t  is  the wreck which the poet ca lls  "memory o f dreams" that 

w i l l  take us to  the Homeric "country o f dreams" (Flapti 5f\pov dvefpav, Od. 

24 .12),196 and teach us.

Among the confused whispers emerging "from the other side o f the 

sun, the dark s ide ," a recognizable voice reaches Odysseus:

And then the voice o f the old man reached me; I f e l t  i t  
q u ie tly  fa ll in g  in to  the heart o f day, 
as though motionless:
"And i f  you condemn me to drink poison, I thank you.
Your law w il l  be my law; how can I go
wandering from one foreign country to  another, a ro ll in g  stone.

194 The song evokes the theme o f declin ing senses and decay: "0 woman 
deprived o f your eyes, /  Hear me, the singer is  b lind . See Alexandros 
Argyriou, "flpoTaoeiQ yia Tqv KixXrf [Suggestions fo r  'The Thrush'], pp. 
250-291, esp. 274.

195 When Circe advised Odysseus to v is i t  the underworld to learn from 
T iresias how to return home, the hero asks her: "Circe, who w ill be our 
guide on tha t journey? No one /  has ever yet in  a black ship gone a ll the 
way to  Hades." Odyssey, 10, 501-2 (Lattimore tra n s la tio n ).

196 See "A Staging fo r  "The Thrush," Dokimes S ', p. 51. The Homeric 
phrase describes the silence o f the underworld also in "S tra tis  
Thalassinos Among the Agapanthi."
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I prefer death.
Who'll come out best only God knows."

The old man speaking is  not T iresias whom the Homeric hero seeks, 

but Socrates speaking the words by which he accepts his sentence to 

death. These words are based on P lato's Apology and Socrates's fin a l 

statement. " 197 In his own words, Socrates dies "a v ic tim  o f the 

in ju s tice , not o f the laws, but o f men;" th is  is  a d is tin c tio n  that 

keeps him from "paying in ju s tice  with in ju s tic e  in a shameful way. " 198 

Odysseus's homecoming is  related to knowledge and memory. 199

Socrates's defense is  complemented by a b it te r  tw o-line statement 

which lin k s , through its  syntactical structure and grammatical 

equivalences, love with l ig h t :  "Countries o f the sun yet you can 't face 

the sun. /  Countries o f men yet you can 't face man." Justice, harmony, 

self-knowledge are the prerequisites o f elevation above our human 

lim ita tion s  and weaknesses.

197 'AXAd ydp i\5p <2pa dnievai, dpoi p iv  dnoQavoupevy, dp Tv 5 i 
fSiuoopevoiq' ’dnorepoi 5 'e  dpuv ipxovrai in f  dpeivov npdypa, dSrjAov navrf 
nXrjv ff tq Qea." (Apology, 42).

[But now the time has come, to go away. I to d ie , and you to liv e ; 
but which o f us goes to  the better lo t ,  is  known to God alone].

198 Plato, C rito  XVI.54. (H.B. Fowler tra n s .) .

199 On the re la tio n  o f the Socratic sense o f ju s tic e  and the concept 
of homecoming, see the myth o f Er in  The Republic, J.-P . Vernant's Hythe 
et pensee chez les Grecs (Paris, 1985) p .108, S e fe ris 's  Six Nights on the 
Acropolis (p. 16) and Nikolaou's HudoXoyia T. le^epp [The Mythology o f G. 
Se feris ], p. 90 and n.58.
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The in te rp re te r o f nostos, here, is  not T ires ias, but Socrates --  

a person who is  more human and closer to the poet's own convictions. The 

way o f return tha t Socrates is  called to show is  the way to  love, s e lf-  

knowledge, and ju s tic e . Seferis prefers Socrates to  T iresias because, as 

he says, "he was human, the ju s t man. " 200 We should keep in  mind tha t 

a central ro le  Plato assigns Socrates is the discussion and d e fin it io n  

o f love and ju s tice  (The Symposium, Phaedrus, Euthyphro). By turning to 

Socrates, Seferis turns to the Platonic view o f absolute ju s tic e  which 

enables Odysseus to look at the road leading to l ig h t . 201 T ires ias 's  

warning to Odysseus --  tha t the only condition fo r h is and his 

companions' return and his companions was tha t they respect the oxen o f 

the sun -- is  echoed by A n tic le ia 's  urging her son to  return to l ig h t  

and keep the memory o f the dead a live . " I  also be lieve ," w rites the 

poet,

tha t the whole matter is  how one can respect the l ig h t  o f every 
day tha t God gives him. The companions did not respect i t ,  they 
ate them, the foo ls , and they vanished. Now they remain "mindless 
and th e ir  be lly  is  f u l l ,  "aviSeoi k o i  x o p t o t o i , "  forever with no 
return adrdp <5 t o To i v  dfefXero vooripov fipap [but he took from 
them the day o f th e ir  homecoming.] (Od. 1.9) scattered, wasted; 
they can face neither the sun nor man.

Odysseus is  tra d it io n a lly  iden tified  with the q u a litie s  o f the Old 

Han o f the Sea, Proteus - -  the par excellence symbol o f disguise and

"A Staging fo r 'The Thrush,'" Dokimes B ', p. 52. The Apology had 
influenced Seferis deeply, perhaps because his generation "had grown up 
and lived  in an age o f in ju s tic e ,"  as he says in the same essay.

201 Nikolaou, MuBoXoyia f .  lefepq [The Mythology o f G. S e fe ris ]. p.
89.

202 Seferis, On the Greek S ty le , pp. 101-105.
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deceit, and the one applying ju s t ic e . 203 We are dealing with ju s tice  

as a kind o f harmony progressively achieved through successive 

trans itions among contradictions that move the rhe to ric  o f the te x t.

From the Elpenor/Odysseus antinomy, and the world o f Proteus and the sea 

we have moved to the Socratic tru th  on what constitu tes absolute 

ju s tice . I t  is  a tra n s itio n  from cosmic ju s tic e  to  social ju s tice  with 

the se lf as the center.

"L igh t," the la s t section o f "Thrush," throws in to  bold r e l ie f  the

antithesis inherent in  the concept o f l ig h t ,  i t s e l f .  This part opens

with a description o f darkness and lig h t ,  followed by images o f death

and the descent to the underworld:

And the boys who dived from the bowsprits
go lik e  spindles tw is ting  s t i l l ,
naked bodies plunging in to  black lig h t
with a coin between the teeth, swimming s t i l l ,
while the sun w ith golden needles sews
sails and wet wood and colors of the sea;
even now they are going down obliquely,
the white leky tho i,
towards the pebbles on the sea flo o r.

With a coin between th e ir  teeth to pay the fee to Charon who w il l  

transport them across the lake o f Acheron to the land o f the dead, young 

men, victims o f war and violence, go down in to  the water lik e  "lekytho i" 

- -  ancient funereal urns. "You gaze at the sun," says the poet a few

203 The association between the sea and the concept of ju s tice  is  
traced back to  archetypal Indoeuropean symbolism, which had already 
formulated a l i te ra ry  topos re la ting  the Old Man o f the Sea d iv in ity  with 
a sense of cosmic ju s tic e . See D. Briquel, "Vieux de la  mer grecs et 
Descendant des eaux indo-europeen." In D'Herakles a Poseidon: Mythologie 
et Protohisto ire  (Geneva-Paris: R. Block, 1985), pp. 141-158.
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lines e a r lie r , "then you're lo s t in  darkness." I t  is  the same lig h t  

tha t is  angelic and black, dark and b rig h t, as punctuation suggests:

Light, angelic and black
laughter o f waves on the sea's highways,
tear-stained laughter,
the old suppliant sees you
as he moves to cross the in v is ib le  f ie ld s - - -
lig h t  mirrored in his blood,
the blood tha t gave b irth  to Eteocles and Polynices. 
Day, angelic and black;
the brackish taste o f woman tha t poisons the prisoner 
emerges from the wave a cool branch adorned with drops.

This is  a passage o f s tr ik in g  oppositions, dense mythical 

in te r te x tu a lity , and in tr ic a te  symbolism. As Savidis points ou t,204 

the "tear-sta ined laughter" - - a  contrad ictory image --  is  taken from 

Homer;205 the "laughter o f ways on the sea's highways" is  borrowed 

from Aeschylus;206 and the "old suppliant sees you as he moves to 

cross the in v is ib le  fie ld s "  is Sophocles' Oedipus walking in the 

d irec tion  o f his mysterious death.207 The f i r s t  two a llusions lin k  

through th e ir  verbal echoes war and the sea. The th ird  presents the sea

204 See ridpyoq Ze^epqq. noiqpara [Poems], G. P. Savidis ed. (Athens: 
Ikaros, 1992), p. 334.

205 "SoKpuoev yekaoaoa" [sm iling in her te a rs ]. I l ia d , VI. 484 
(Lattim ore). I t  re fers to Hector going to war and bidding farewell to his 
w ife and ch ild .

206 "novrfuv  re  Kuparuv dvqpidpov yekaopa,” [The complete sentence 
reads: 0 R iver-spring, and multitudinous gleam /o f  sm iling Ocean] Thompson 
trans la tion . Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound 89-90.

207 "pqre novroq dvreKupoev, /doKonoi 5€ nkaneq dpaptj/av / i v  d fa v e f  
t i v i  popy fepopevo v.” [ . . .  neither war /  nor the crashing waves struck him 
down but he was snatched away by the fie ld s  unseen . . . ] .  I t  is Antigone 
describing the sudden and mysterious disappearance o f her father "swept 
away by a strange, sw ift doom." Oedipus at Colonus 1680-81 and 1907-1910 
(Fagles tra n s la tio n ).
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as a possible cause o f death. The sea is  evoked as laughing and deadly, 

preparing us fo r  the poem's fin a l turn and the re b irth  o f "smiling 

Aphrodite" from the sea.

This passage re lates also blood to l ig h t .  Blood carries positive  

and negative meaning. I t  denotes l i f e ,  "tha t current which goes i ts  way 

and which is  not so /  d iffe re n t from the blood o f men," and is  the 

nourishment o f memory ("Mythistorema 24 " ) .  Statues cannot see or ta lk  

but they "are dripping blood" ("Summer S o ls tice ," 3) l ik e  human beings 

whose senses are decaying. In "Reflections," the throbbing blood in 

Odysseus' veins is  id e n tifie d  with love; in "Our Sun" beauty is  likened 

to "veins a live  beneath the skin, /  with love;" in "Les anges song 

blancs:"

. . .  when you look fo r the miracle you've got to  scatte r your 
blood to the e ight points of the wind because the miracle is 
nowhere but c ircu la tin g  in the veins o f man.

But blood also stands fo r  the opposites o f love; violence, and 

war. Han's in s tin c t fo r violence is  born with our blood: "The f i r s t  

th ing God made is  love, then comes blood /  and the th i r s t  fo r blood /  

roused by /  the body's sperm as by sa lt"  ( "S tra tis  the Mariner among the 

Agapanthi"). I t  is from the sa lty water, however, tha t Aphrodite was 

born. In the "divided" blood of Oedipus, standing fo r  his two sons who 

k il le d  each other, l ig h t  angelic and black is  re flec ted , love that was 

spoiled. By merely pronouncing the word "man," the poet says, Oedipus
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had solved the ridd le  o f the Sphinx and destroyed the monster.208

Now he is  seeing crossing "the in v is ib le  f ie ld s ."  At the hour o f his

death "the old suppliant" acquires the knowledge o f l i f e ,  the secret

tha t the rose reveals as i t  d ies. In one o f his "Secret Poems," Seferis

returns to the idea o f blood fusing with l ig h t  as l i f e  ends and a new

existence is about to  begin:

The blood surges now 
as heat swells
the veins o f the inflamed sky.
I t  is try ing  to go beyond death,
to discover joy.
The l ig h t  is  a pulse beating ever more slowly 
as though about to stop.

(Summer Solstice 12)

Seferis ' pa rticu la r in te res t in the Platonic idea o f memory as 

knowledge is corroborated by the fact tha t he transcribed passage 274c- 

275a from the myth o f Theuth in the Phaedrus, re fe rrin g  to w riting  as a

visual representation of memory and a "pharmakon" o f wisdom - - "//V/7///7C

T E . . . K O I  O O fiOQ fdppO K O V . " 209

Seferis 's "Mythistorema 4" turns to  a Platonic te x t to  constitu te

self-knowledge as an object o f a contemporary Odysseus's quest:

And i f  the soul 
is  to know i t s e l f  
i t  must look

208 Seferis, "Acceptance speech at Stockholm" Dokimes S ', p. 161.

209 George Seferis, Meraypafec: [T ranscrip tions],
Y iorgis Yiatromanolakis ed., (Athens: Leschi, 1980) pp. 98-101 and 286.
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in to  a sou l:210
the stranger {xenos) and enemy, we've seen him in the m irror.

The opening lin e  o f th is  poem focuses on the im possib ility  o f 

achieving self-knowledge i f  in the m irror o f the soul --  or in the soul 

o f a loved one - -  the companions" can only see the re fle c tio n  o f s e lf ­

a lienation . This is  a statement o f the im po ss ib ility  o f love in an 

estranged world. The word "xenos" in Greek denotes both a stranger and 

an e x ile . The singular o f the personal pronoun (him) te l ls  us they are 

one and the same person.

Self-knowledge is  the prerequisite fo r  the elevation of the soul 

toward what Plato envisioned as immutable Forms --  among them Justice 

and Love. In reaching its  goal --  seeing again the Beings in th e ir  o rb it 

in a space the description of which is outside the conventional 

conception o f space - -  the soul which has achieved self-knowledge 

elevates i t s e l f  above the domain o f change and decay, entering the realm 

of e te rn ity .

But le t  us return to "Thrush" and its  most in te resting  passage, 

the la s t part o f the poem. I t  is  exactly a fte r  the apostrophe to Day, 

angelic and black" tha t the metamorphosis begins and the tone s h ifts  to 

a hope fo r  resurrection. An entry on Seferis 's  Diary informs us that

210 From P lato 's  Alcibiades, 133B. In a note on the poem, Seferis also 
draws a tten tion  to the poem's in te rte x tu a lity  w ith Baudelaire's "La mort 
des amants":

Nos deux coeurs seront deus vastes flambeaux,
Qui r6 fl6 ch iro n t leurs doubles lumi6res
Dans nos deux esp rits , ces m iroirs jumeaux.
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the in i t ia l  ending o f "Thrush" seemed too dark, and he changed i t  to a 

more op tim is tic  tone.211 The woman that poisons the memory o f the 

prisoner now "emerges from the wave a cool branch adorned with drops," 

as the poet addresses Sophocles's heroine:

Sing l i t t l e  Antigone, sing, 0 sing . . .
I'm not speaking to you about things past, I'm speaking 

about love; 
decorate your h a ir with the sun's thorns, 
dark g i r l ;
the heart o f the Scorpion has set 
the ty ran t in  man has fle d ,
and a ll the daughters of the sea, Nereids, Graeae, 
hurry toward the shimmering of the r is in g  goddess: [rrjq 

avaSuoyevriq] 
whoever has never loved w il l  love, 
in the l ig h t :

and you find yourself 
in a large house with many windows open 
running from room to room, not knowing from where to 
look out f i r s t ,
because the pine-trees w il l  vanish, and the mirrored 
mountains, and the chirping of birds
the sea w il l  drain dry, shattered glass, from north and south 
your eyes w il l  empty o f daylight
the way the cicadas suddenly, a ll together, f a l l  s ile n t.

Poros, " Gal i n i , " 31 October 1946

Although there is  no sense of homecoming in  the poetry of Seferis, 

th is  poem a rticu la tes  the hope fo r a return to a house th a t's  fu l l  o f 

l ig h t .  To remember, again, Bachelard's "poetics o f the house," space now 

replaces a memory which does not record concrete temporal duration. 

H istorica l time is  destroyed and cannot be recovered except as abstract 

time through space, which contains compressed time.

. . .  La m6moire - -  chose strange! --  n 'enreg is tre  pas la  duree

211 Seferis, A Poet's Journal: Days o f 1945-1951. A. Anagnostopoulos, 
trans. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1974) p. 59.
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concrete, la  durge au sens bergsonien. On ne peut revivre les 
durge abolies. On ne peux que les penser, que les penser sur la  
ligne d'un temps abstract privg de toute gpaisseur. C'est par 
1'espace, c 'e s t dans l'espace que nous trouyons les beaux fossiles 
de durge concrgtisgs par de longs sgjours."

The turn from a dark past to a fu ture tha t restores man to his 

lo s t humanity is  marked by the introduction o f Antigone. Antigone 

embodies love. Through love she unites her two brothers who are 

separated in the blood o f th e ir  father by th e ir  mutual hatred, war, and 

by the fa th e r's  curse. Love w ill return w ith the emergence of 

Aphrodite, as in the ce le s tia l phenomenon o f the r is in g  o f the 

conste lla tion o f Aphrodite on the one side o f the sky when the heart o f 

Scorpio has set on the other side. Symbolically, Scorpio, associated 

with poison and death, is  defeated by love.213 In i ts  s t r i fe  with 

tyranny, "unconquerable" love reasserts i ts  un ify ing  strength.214

The departure o f the tyrant restores the lo s t balance in the soul, 

a balance tha t can be maintained only when there is  un ity and harmony 

between the senses and the mind. Seferis seeks th is  equilibrium  in the 

pagan image o f Aphrodite ris in g  from the water and the nymphs o f the 

sea, the Nereids and the Graeae, running toward the "shimmering o f the

212 Bachelard, La Poetique de 1'Espace, p. 27-28

213 Alexandre Argyriou, "flpoTaoeiQ yio Tqv KixXfh" [Suggestions fo r
'Thrush'] p. 228-289.

214 A long note by the poet on the margin o f the poem's f i r s t  ed ition 
includes the explanation: "The tyrant inside man has gone" and refers the 
reader to I.A . Richards' book concluding tha t "In  the Chinese mind, there 
is  no o f f ic ia l ly  recognized war between the soul and the body." I.R. 
Richards, Mencius on the Mind, 74-5. See also Argyriou "flpoTdoEiq yia Tqv
K i W  ["Suggestions fo r Thrush"] p .287.
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r is in g  goddess." I t  is  a vision o f Aphrodite r is in g  in the lig h t .  The 

love symbolism is  enhanced by another in te rtex tu a l a llus ion , through a 

lin e  paraphrased from the Latin poem "Pervig ilium  Veneris" [Eve o f 

Venus].215 The poem "celebrates the triumph o f spring, the resurgence 

o f l i f e  in the world, and the next day's fe s t iv a l;  i t s  s p ir i t  is  summed 

up by the passionate re fra in  "eras amet qui numquam amavit, quique 

amavit eras amet" [tomorrow he who has never loved and he who has loved, 

le t  them both lo v e '] . " 216 The poet substitutes here the word 

"tomorrow" w ith " in  the l ig h t . "  The next lin e  s h ifts  to a verb in the 

present tense and to the second person singular to include the reader: 

" koi e fo a i,” and you fin d  yourself, followed by three more verbs in the 

future (w ill vanish, w i l l  drain dry, w il l  empty) which simulate 

prophetic utterance. I t  is  a vision o f the fu tu re  when the senses w il l  

have fa llen  s ile n t.

The a rriva l o f love is  a vision described in the present tense: 

the sea nymphs "hurry, "(rpeyot/v), and you fin d  yourse lf (e foa i), whereas 

in the la s t ten lines  o f the poem, the dominant tense is  that o f the 

fu ture : "w ill love,"(0'aKam joe/), w il l  vanish (6a fiiyouv,) w il l drain 

dry (6'aSeidoei,)  w i l l  empty [9'aSeidoouv). The re b irth  o f love thus 

coincides w ith the a rr iva l to lig h t,  but also w ith the end of l ig h t ,  

when the eyes are emptied from lig h t.  The moment o f revelation fa l ls  

together with the hour o f death. The serenity tha t the house o ffe rs

215 A Latin poem o f author unknown, w ritte n  a fte r  the second century
AD.

216 The Oxford Companion to Classical L ite ra tu re , p .425.
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becomes one w ith the sudden silence o f the cicadas. I t  is the hour when 

past, present, and fu ture transcend the lim its  o f ex is ten tia l time and 

enter the realm o f e te rn ity .

The hour when lig h t  becomes angelic and black is  the moment when 

the secret is  revealed. In th is  poem th is  crucia l moment is marked by an 

in te n s ifie d  compression o f the poetic properties o f the te x t: Strong 

enjambment, a progression of long and short syllab les (/a / and / i /  

vowels) and the a ll ite ra t iv e  patterns o f the / 0 , /  /? , and /£ /  sounds now 

take over, m u ltip ly ing  the echo o f key words lik e  "agapise" (loved] 

"th 'ag a p is i" [w i l l  love], fos ( l ig h t)  and tnalassa (sea). Here is  the 

closest possible visual representation o f these echoes: noXXd

nopdSupa ovoiyid . . .  ano xapapa oe ttdpapa... da puyouv...

KaflpepTjopeva.. .  TjLTiPjopa.. .0 'a5e jdoe i n 0aXaooa 0puppaTjopevo yuaX i... 

0'a5ei6oouv to  p a T ia ... pdq . . .  oiapoTouv ^a^viicd Ki'oXa pa£l to  

t^ ItU k io .

The po lysy llab ic  words and the dominant /a /  sound slow down the 

rhythm and heighten the timbre as i t  b e fits  a prophetic utterance and 

the eruption o f an apocalyptic moment in which the divine and human are 

revealed and fused. At the same time and by the same act the poetic 

process is  brought to completion, as the poem ends. In his essay on the 

language o f poetry, he describes the words emerging from the poet's 

deeper s e lf  w ith the same word he uses to  describe the ris ing  goddess 

(avaSuoiievri): "The messengers, I would say, who can show that an object 

has touched [the poet's] profoundest s e lf,  are the words, "the r is in g
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ones" (oure'c 01 avaSuo^eveq) , which emerge on the surface with a 

specific  halo around them."217

As he did in  the case o f love, when i t  comes to l ig h t  the poet 

employs a vague but enlarged d e fin itio n : "We arrived at the lig h t .  And 

the lig h t  cannot be explained; i t  can only be seen."218 Light has a 

humanizing e ffe c t. The Erinyes w ill hunt down the sun, ju s t as they 

hunted down Orestes, he says, elsewhere, " ju s t th in k  o f these Words 

which unite man w ith the elements o f na tu re ... Suppose the lig h t  were 

suddenly to become Orestes? i t 's  so easy, ju s t th in k : i f  the lig h t o f 

the day and the blood o f man were one and the same th ing?"219 In the 

same symbolic nexus love and lig h t,  house and blood explain one another.

"Thrush" is  a clear example of the way mythological elements, 

memory, and the opposites s trive  fo r balance and meaning. I t  is  a m u lti­

layered composition, in which the poet's d is t in c tiv e  voice dominates 

through polyphonic in te rte x tu a lity . He brings together Homer,

Heraclitus, Aeschylus, Hesiod, Sophocles, Socrates, Meng Tzu and Jen, 

"Pervigilium  Veneris," and many more, breaking and reun iting  the 

temporal sequence o f the narrative, as he does w ith time on the semantic 

leve l. Through the re lentless charging o f the symbols through th e ir  

in ternal and external tensions, the tex t is  held together in a deep 

meaningful thought tha t can retain a ll i ts  in te n s ity . Everything exists

217 Seferis, Dokimes B ,’ p. 178.

218 Seferis, Letter on "The Thrush," On the Greek S tyle, p. 105.

219 Ib id , p. 104.
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as a resu lt o f i f  inherent oppositions s triv in g  fo r  equ ilib rium . Love is  

thus perceived in the to ta l i t y  o f i ts  p o s s ib ilit ie s , but is  i t  always 

evoked through memory: i t  is  defined by happy memories, memories o f 

betrayal, o f war, o f a house lo s t, or destroyed. Only the l ig h t  is  a 

sensation related to present time and a future hope. The l ig h t  is  the 

double redemption tha t involves the reader as a pa rtic ipan t and the poet 

as a creator. The a rriva l o f l ig h t  as love and knowledge, the 

completeness tha t the hour o f death brings, and the moment the poet can 

create things by naming them constitu te  the "m iracle," the "angel" the 

poet has been p a tien tly  an tic ipa ting .

b. The 'Cypriot poems'

In the poems o f Logbook I I I * a process comparable to the one 

demonstrated in the case o f "Thrush" takes place. The seventeen poems 

o f th is  co llection  constitu te  yet another turning point in the poetry of 

Seferis; With the exception o f "Memory A'" and "Memory B ', these poems 

were w ritten  in Cyprus where he was posted, mostly between 1953 and 

1955, and are also known as the "Cypriot poems." The poet has dedicated 

th is  co llection  "To the [world] o f Cyprus: Memory and Love."220 Lost 

but remembered, as Seferis w rites, Cyprus stands fo r him as the 

revelation o f a world which unveils the experience o f a drama that 

awakens the memory o f our humanity. He finds in Cyprus "Homer's world,

220 I have chosen "world" rather than the trans la to rs ' "people," since 
the word "cosmos" o f the o rig ina l Greek connotes more than the inhabitants 
o f the island.
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not ours ,"221 a world of cohesion, organic un ity , where gods and men, 

l i f e  and death ripen and begin again, simultaneously.222 Cyprus 

offered the poet a vision on a scale "small enough to  prevent i t  from 

evaporating and at the same time wide enough to contain the m iracle." 

Myth and h is to ry , past and present, the poet goes on to  say, met there. 

Cyprus was a place where "the miracle was s t i l l  poss ib le ."223 As 

Maronitis notes, in  Logbook I I I  Seferis evokes ancient myth in only 

e ight poems, often correcting i t . 224 The in te rtex tua l sources o f the 

poet become here more h is to rica l-o rien ted , descrip tive , d id a c tic , 

l i t e r a l ,  w ith p o lit ic a l overtones; in general, they move away from 

erudite symbolism, staying closer to h is to ry .225

221 This phrase is borrowed from W.H. Auden's "Sketch fo r  an ' i d y l l , '  
which Seferis uses as an epigraph to his poem "In the Kyrenia D is tr ic t ."

222 See G.P. Savidis, "Mia nepi5idpaop" [A Wandering], "T/o t o v  
leiepq* [For Seferis] pp. 304-408, esp. 305.

223 See S eferis 's  "Note" in  the f i r s t  ed ition o f th is  co lle c tio n  whose 
o rig ina l t i t l e ,  taken from Euripides's Helen 148-150, was " . . .  Kunpov, oJ 
p 'id 'e o n io e v ... [Cyprus, where i t  was decreed by Apollo th a t I should 
l iv e . . . "  See Seferis 's Note in the F irs t ed ition quoted by the ed ito r in 
ridpyoq lepepqq, floirjpara (Athens: Ikaros, 1992) p. 336.
To the wars the poet had experienced, now the drama o f Cyprus i t s e l f  had 
to be added. Maronitis reads the Cypriot poems as "a progress from a 
mythological hearing and touching o f the lig h t  to a real and h is to rica l 
s ig h t."  flfou Mnpoq [Backward-Forward] pp. 95-99.

224 See D.N. Maronitis, fliau-Mnpoq [Backward-Forward] (Athens: Stigmi, 
1986). Maronitis uses the poem "Agianapa a '"  as an example o f the new 
"apocalyptic poetry" that Cyprus offered to Seferis. The opening line  of 
th is  poem immediately follow ing "Thrush" constitutes such a revelation as 
the poet now sees in a d iffe re n t l ig h t  the things he had seen through 
myth: "And you see the l ig h t  o f the sun, as the ancients used to say. /  
And yet I thought I was seeing . . .  I t  was the blood th a t forced them to 
ta lk , the ram /  tha t I slaughtered and spread at th e ir  fe e t; /  but that 
red carpet was not the l ig h t . . . "

225 D.N. Maronitis, H floiqoq rou riupyou lefepq [The Poetry o f George 
Seferis] (Athens: Hermes, 1989) p. 135.
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During th is  period, Seferis turns away from Aescylean and 

Sophoclean drama to Euripides, the New Testament, and the chronicle, 

borrowing, often, from the Byzantine years and the Frankish occupation 

o f the island. The poem "Helen" o f th is  co llection  voices the poet's 

agony on the problems o f man's fa te , today. Helen is  the heroine o f 

Euripides's play which assumes tha t i t  was only her eidolon who went 

w ith Paris to Troy, while the real Helen was in Egypt. The Greeks' honor 

was thus saved through a poet's ta le  which reversed myth. D idn 't 

Stesichorus in the Phaedrus find  his sight a fte r w ritin g  his Palinode to 

Helen? This poem illu s tra te s  love as the cause o f war, and deals with 

questions as to what is  tru th  and what deception, what is  god and what 

n o t;226 its  themes include also e x ile  and the search fo r  a lo s t 

fatherland, and man's fa te  ruled by warmongers -- the equivalent o f the 

c ra fty  ancient gods. I t  seeks love to heal "some much su ffe rin g ," and to 

prevent so much l i f e ,  from going " in to  the abyss, fo r  an empty tu n ic ." 

Struggling with a "b lind voice" tha t "gropes in the darkness o f memory /  

fo r  footsteps and gestures," the poet questions his own effectiveness in 

engraving the lessons of h is to ry . Memory serves to re ta in  in mind 

knowledge that w ill prevent fu ture  suffe ring . Like Plato, Seferis sees 

the human mind, and a rt, as having a mission: to  a lle v ia te  suffering and 

elevate the qua lity  o f human l i f e .  But fo r the sake o f man not o f the 

c ity -s ta te . Whereas Plato sees freedom from the bonds o f the past as 

necessary fo r the soul's new l i f e ,  Seferis urges tha t we re ta in  past 

experience and h istory in  our mind as a guide fo r the fu tu re .

226 Expressed in Teucer's question "What is  god? What is  not god? And 
what is  there in between them?" (taken from Eurip ides', Helen, lin e  1137).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



178

The "m iracle" the poet longs fo r is  re la ted , as already said, to 

the enlarged moment alluded to in "Thrush" and f u l ly  revealed in Logbook 

I I I ,  especia lly in "Engomi." In lite ra tu re , memory has often been 

a rticu la ted  as a moment o f unity suddenly revealed to the mind --  i t  is 

a moment o f heightened emotion. As Vayenas observes, Yeats sees the se lf 

and non-self united through a vision he ca lls  "great memory"; Ungaretti 

ca lls  "Moment" the recapturing o f a lo s t innocence. I t  functions in the 

sphere o f myth. In Baudelaire, memory is  recaptured in a moment o f 

in tox ica tion  which transcends time lo s t .227 Bergson finds a s im ila r 

function in memory: "By allowing us to grasp in a single in tu it io n  

m ultip le  moments o f duration, i t  frees us from the movement o f the flow 

o f th ings, tha t is  to say, from the rhythm o f necess ity ... An individual 

consciousness, continuing and reta in ing the past in a present enriched 

by i t ,  thus escapes the law o f necessity."228 Proust, la s t ly , 

recovers through the senses the time which was lo s t because o f habit and 

o f the fa ilu re  o f memory. For Proust, Genette w rites , " lo s t time" is 

not the 'p a s t' but time in a pure state, which is  regained by the fusion 

o f an instant o f the present with an instant o f the past, evoking the 

contrary o f time tha t flows: the extra-temporal, e te rn ity . He seeks to 

find  the "common essence" o f the objects tha t awaken the memory o f the 

sensation. In Le Temps retrouve, th is  re la tionsh ip  between present and 

past sensation is  the effacement o f the temporal distances necessary to

227 Vayenas, The Poet and the Dancer, p. 285-286.

228 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, Nancy Margaret Paul and W. Scott 
Palmer tra n s ., (New York: Humanity Press, Inc ., 1970) pp. 303, and 313.
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the blossoming o f a "minute freed from the order of tim e."229 

Proust's use o f spatial form, argues, Frank, arose from an attempt to 

communicate the extratemporal q u a lity  o f his revelatory moments.230 

Curtius c a lls  Proust "a P la to n is t;" fo r  his ultimate value, l ik e  that o f 

Plato, was an existence freed from a ll submission to the flu x  o f the 

temporal.B1

In the poetry o f Seferis the notion o f "moment" {oTiyph) is  linked 

to memory and related to the poetic act o f escaping temporality subject 

to  decay. I f  memory is  a "rhythm" tha t preserves the re la tionsh ip  

between past and present, the moment, says the poet, is  "an 

in fin ite s im a l obstacle, a grain o f sand, shrinking and shrinking yet 

unable to  disappear completely" ("Man"). The same phrase appears in an 

entry under Sunday, 6 February 1944: " . . .  the universe is  a grain o f 

sand and inside th is  speck an eye in which the universe is  

contained."232 But th is  idea had been preoccupying Seferis even at an 

e a r lie r  time. In the "Turning Point" (1931), he w rites:

Moment, sent by a hand 
I had loved so much, 
you reached me ju s t at sunset 
l ik e  a black pigeon

at the close of a la s t supper 
Moment, grain o f sand,

229 Gerard Genette, Figures o f L ite ra ry  Discourse, Alan Sheridan 
trans. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982) pp. 40 and 209.

230 Frank, The Idea o f Spatial Form, p. 61.

231 Ib id , 352.

232 Days 4’ , p. 324.
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alone you kept the whole 
tra g ic  clepsydra dumb 
as though i t  had seen the Hydra 
in the heavenly garden.

The memory o f betrayed love appears as an intense moment that 

makes the hourglass turn "dumb." In th is  unspecified stretched moment, 

the hourglass appears to stop i ts  backward and forward movement, time 

stands s t i l l  as i f  stunned by the gaze o f a mythological snake. This 

te r r ib le  moment sustained by the tension o f opposites, changes our 

e n tire  l i f e  ("the whole trag ic  c lepsydra").233 E lio t 's  conception of 

such an overwhelming moment as a surrender to  lu s t, ju s t i f ie s  the 

existence o f his s o lip s is tic  protagonist while defining his in a b il i ty  to 

love:

. . .  what have we given?
My frie nd , blood shaking my heart 
The awful daring o f a moment's surrender 
which an age of prudence can never re tra c t 
By th is ,  and th is  only, we have existed.

("The Haste Land")

In S e fe ris 's  "Three Secret Poems," which stand closer to E lio t 's  

"Four Quartets," the "moment" is  id e n tif ie d  w ith cosmic ju s tice  and the 

hour o f death:

And even what has not passed 
must burn
th is  noon when the sun is  rive ted 
to  the heart o f the many-petalled rose.

233 "One grain o f sand can change a whole l i f e , "  writes Seferis in 
Days 7, p. 135.
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I t  is  also linked to the resurrection fo llow ing th is  moment o f 

tra n s itio n  which the poet ca lls  "birth-pang o f resurrection ," - -  

"Avaaraoiprj u5ivt\" ("Summer Solstice 13").

S eferis 's  verse seeks to capture and reveal such a moment in  which 

time is  expanded in to  a v is ion o f wordly im m ortality. As the poet 

w rites,

the idea o f im m orta lity ... appears lik e  an in terruption o f our 
worldly l i f e ,  a lightening which s trikes us inside the present 
moment, rather than an endless temporal u n fo ld in g ..."234

The experiencing and revelation o f such a moment o f e te rn ity  is 

the highest point o f "Engomi" ( fu l l  te x t in the Annex). This poem opens 

on a scene o f archaeologists excavating an ancient v illage  o f Engomi, in 

Cyprus. Using the language o f "The Book o f James"235 re la ting  to the 

V irg in 's  b ir th  o f C hris t, the poet describes the emergence o f an ancient 

statue --  perhaps o f Aphrodite.

Suddenly I was walking and did not walk
I looked at the fly in g  b irds, and they had stopped stone dead
I looked at the sky's a ir ,  and i t  was f u l l  o f wonder
I looked at the bodies laboring, and they were s t i l l
and among them a face climbing the l ig h t .

  and the body
emerged from the struggling arms stripped 
w ith  the unripe breasts o f the V irg in , 
a motionless dance.

And I lowered my eyes to look a ll around: 
g ir ls  kneaded, but they d id n 't  touch the dough 
women spun, but the spindles d id n 't  turn 
lambs were drinking, but th e ir  tongues hung s t i l l  
above green waters that seemed asleep

234 Seferis, Dokimes A ', p. 122.

235 or Protoevangeliurn, X V III, 2, o f the Apocryphal New Testament.
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and the ploughman transfixed with his s ta f f  poised. 
And I looked again at that body ascending; 
people had gathered lik e  ants,
and they struck her with lances but d id n 't wound her.

The world 
became again as i t  had been, ours: 
the world o f time and earth.

Aromas o f terebinth 
began to s t i r  on the old slopes o f memory 
breasts among leaves, lip s  moist; 
and a ll went dry at once on the length o f the p la in , 
in the stone's despair, in  eroded power, 
in tha t empty place with the th in  grass and the thorns 
where a snake slithered heedless, 
where they take a long time to die.

On the "Island of Aphrodite," there where the goddess was born, 

love is  born again in to  a symbol o f love encompassing paganism and 

C h ris tia n ity  that is  indestructib le  and indissoluble by time. I t  emerges 

unhurt by the lances and blows o f the excavators' axes. This is the 

long-awaited return o f Astraea.

The return o f love coincides w ith a freedom from the time o f the 

clocks and calendars, created im a g is tica lly , through the in tens ity  o f an 

a verbal image. This b r ie f moment is  the poem's contribution toward 

inventing im m orta lity, fo r Seferis created from inside actual 

experience, Bergsonian duration, contrary to  the Platonic struggle to 

escape in to  a world o f abstraction. Se fe ris 's  - - a s  Kazantzakis's, fo r  

th a t matter, moment o f transcendence is  perpetually recreated from 

experience, whereas Plato's is  e te rn a lly  recurring in memory.

A fte r the vision o f the Assumption, the tran s ito ry  suspension o f 

a ll movement and o f decay -- the "motionless dance" --  is  aborted and,
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with an abrupt j o l t  in the rhythm o f the poem through an unexpected 

decapentasyllabic lin e  (25) - -  the only one in the poem --  our fam ilia r 

world o f time and clay, senses and memory, dryness and th ir s t ,  rushes 

back in to  the momentarily paralyzed consciousness o f the nostalgic 

reader.

The emergence o f love in the figure o f Aphrodite appears as a 

hopeful prophecy in  "Thrush" in 1946, and predicted again in "Memory I" 

(1953):

and again I whispered: Some morning the resurrection w il l  come 
dawns's l ig h t  w il l  blossom red as trees glow in spring, 
the sea w i l l  be born again, and the wave w il l  again f l in g  
fo rth  Aphrodite.
We are the seed tha t dies. And I entered my empty house.

In fa c t, the poet's e a r lis t  quest fo r love goes back to 1924:

"Love, where's your church?" he exclaims in "Fog;" In one o f his

essays, he speaks o f the "desiccated so litude" a fte r Helen's (love 's)

departure:

ftppdTMV 6 'fcv dxnviaiQ 
gppet nfio'*A9po5 iT a ...

[and from the empty gaze o f the eyes 
a ll Aphrodites f le d ] (Agamemnon 418).

Almost a ll o f the poet's nostalgia fo r  love anticipates a 

redemption tha t comes through the experience o f love tha t brings about 

the "miracle" o f time: "Where is  love tha t w ith one stroke cuts time in 

two and stuns it? "  ("The Mood o f a Day"); Or, in "Erotikos Logos:"

236 Seferis, Dokimes B \  p. 238.
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Where is  the double-edged day tha t had changed every-thing? . . .
Won't there be a sky to drop refreshing dew
fo r  the soul benumbed and nourished by the lotus?

On the stone o f patience we wait fo r  the miracle 
tha t opens the heavens and makes a ll things possible 
we wait fo r the angel as in the primordial drama —

In "Fires o f St. John" we see th is  experience as "the hour when one day 

ends and the next has not begun /  at the hour when time is  suspended," 

and in "Thrush" as a "n ight tha t s p l i t  open, a blue pomegranate, /  a 

dark breast, and f i l le d  you with stars, cleaving tim e." A ll these 

moments are returns through memory to a lived  P la ton ic -like  experience 

which is  endlessly sought as a redemptive revelation of im m orta lity.

The poet's comment in the Introduction to his trans la tion  o f the Haste 

Land is  e lucidating in th is  respect:

i t  is  not without merit to ask ourselves whether i t  wouldn't be 
bette r to approach [the meaning o f the "redemption o f tim e"] 
more d ire c tly  by turning to  the experience we had at moments when 
love stunned us'."237

The experience o f love is  equated to im m ortality. " I  ask God to 

help me say, at some moment o f great happiness, what love is , "  says the 

poet in "Reflections," praying fo r  the experience o f love and the 

a b i l i t y  to put i t  into words and immortalize i t .  A rt resembles an 

hierophany through which we can return to i l l o  tempore, ann ih ila ting  

decay. Logos, creating the eruption o f the numinous in to  the

237 T.S. E lio t, The Haste Land and other poems, George Seferis 
t ra n s l. ,  (Athens: Ikaros, 1969).
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profane,238 constitutes immortality as part o f human experience. At 

th is  moment, time becomes d ila ted  as "On Stage 7" o f the metaphysical 

"Three Secret Poems:"

Yet there, on the other shore,
under the cave's black state,
suns in your eyes, birds on your shoulders,
you were there; you suffered
the other labor, love,
the other dawns, the reappearance
the other b ir th , the resurrection.
Yet there, in the vast d ila tio n  o f time,
you were remade
drop by drop, lik e  resin,
l ik e  the s ta la c tite , the stalagmite.

In "On a Ray o f Winter Light 7" o f the same group o f poems, tha t

"rhythm," that is  ex is ten tia l time, becomes almost v is ib ly  "immovable"

as i f  frozen in the middle o f the lin e :

the rhythm in music that stays 
there at the center lik e  a statue

immovable.

This breath o f l i f e  is  not a tra n s it io n : 
the thunderbolt rules i t .

To resurrect love --  a metaphor fo r  bringing in to  l ig h t  the 

a ttr ib u te s  o f our humanity that can defeat decay -- the poet has f i r s t  

to awaken the deep memory ly ing in the co lle c tive  knowledge beyond

238 Mircea Eliade considers "sacred" time as "an onto log ica l, 
Parmenidean time; i t  always remains equal to  i t s e l f ,  i t  neither changes 
nor is  exhausted," as opposed to e x is te n tia l time which has a beginning 
and an end and cannot repeat i t s e l f .  See The Sacred and the Profane, 
W illa rd  R. Trask trans. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovic, 1959) pp. 69- 
71 and passim.

239 Cf. Heraclitos, "Al l  things are ru led by the thunderbolt."
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personal experience. To reach these deep layers, he turns to  myth and 

language in which th is  profound memory dwells. His plea fo r  happiness 

is  essentia lly  a way o f strengthening our fa ith  in the human potentia l 

which is  s t if le d  in an emotionally s te r i le  world. Memory w i l l  bring to 

l ig h t  th is  forgotten a b i l i t y  to feel and be whole, which the poet ca lls  

" love ." I f  we can achieve a supreme act o f memory we w ill be able to 

"cut through time" and discover, beyond the cycle o f h is to ry , the 

creative power of love. I f  memory can be activated, an ideal love and 

even resurrection may be glimpsed and the means to salvation in the 

social and even p o lit ic a l sphere may be found. The synthesis Seferis 

attempts brings to mind Plato. I t  reconfirms the struggle to  recapture 

through a vision o f tru th  and permanence kept a live by memory the los t 

balance o f the moral world. The poet a rticu la tes th is  lu c id ly  in his 

Diary:

Try every day to remember and to m aterialize your b e lie fs . And i f  
you have, fo r the sake o f your l i f e ,  to forget, to turn on 
the other side and take a breath, then abandon yourse lf 
e n tire ly  and liv e  as a b lind man fo r some time. Perhaps the 
tra n q u ility  you are seeking is  to  be found exactly in the 
balance o f such a position and i ts  reversal. Live as a whole 
human being.240

c. Historical poems

Certain poems from among those o f Logbook I I I , turn to  chronicle 

to establishing some kind o f parable tha t reveals a concealed but clear 

p o lit ic a l commentary. Even so, they too evoke love as a sense o f balance 

and memory as the means o f learning from h istory and the past, tha t

240 Days 3 ',  pp. 22-24.
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preserves our humanity. As an example, I would lik e  to c ite  "The Cats 

o f St. Nicholas."

This poem was w ritten  in 1969 when the m ilita ry  d ic ta to rsh ip  was 

in power ( fu l l  te x t in Annex). I t  draws upon material from d ia ry  entries 

on Cyprus by French trave lle rs  around the fifte e n th  and sixteenth 

centuries, i t  employs m ultip le  leve ls o f narra tion, two levels o f time 

(past and present), mixes chronicle, fo lk ta le , the oral t ra d it io n , and 

h is to ry , and uses memory operating in a Proustian way. The poem's 

epigraph, a quotation from Agamemnon 990-994, recreates the moment when 

Agamemnon is ready to walk on the crimson carpet and the chorus voices 

i t s  premonitions o f pending doom. As Krikou-Davis observes, the poem 

seems to i l lu s tra te  "the s t r i fe  a ris in g  and the heavy price paid as the

re su lt o f a struggle between the forces o f good and e v i l" .241 In the

captain 's unnamed in te rlocu to r the poet depicts himself as a tra ve le r. 

The captain, the actual poet D. Antoniou, Seferis 's  friend , is  re la ting  

the story, as his ship is  sa ilin g  past the Cape of Cats in Cyprus, on 

Christmas day:

There was a monastery on tha t promontory b u ilt  by the Duke o f 

Cyprus who gave the monks one hundred cats to  f ig h t the serpents tha t 

ravaged the area.242 There was a great war every day between the cats

241 Katerina Krikou-Davis, "Cats, Snakes and Poetry: A Study o f 
S eferis ' "The Cats o f Saint N icholas," Journal o f Modern Greek Studies, 
Vol. 2, No. 2 (October 1984) 225-240, p. 236.

242 Popular imagination has i t  that the snakes were sent by St.
Catherine.
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and m illions o f poisonous snakes, a war that lasted an e te rn ity . A fter 

centuries of f ig h tin g , the cats " 'ann ih ila ted  the snakes; but in the end 

they disappeared themselves; They ju s t couldn't stand tha t much poison 

. . .  Generations o f poison; centuries o f po ison.'" The cats had to pay 

w ith th e ir  own live s  fo r  the destruction they had caused. This is  the 

natural process whereby elements in the universe have to pay w ith th e ir  

ann ih ila tion  to maintain the world in balance. The poem ends in an 

impersonal tone, echoing the captain 's d istant command, "Steady as you 

go," which, in fa c t, repeats an e a r lie r  lin e : "Don't stop, tra v e le r ."  /  

"Le ft ten degrees rudder," muttered the helmsman."243

In the "Decision to Forget" (1939-1940), the poet emphasizes the 

need to remember by in v it in g  the passerby {Siapdrrjq) to stand by the 

lake and remember the war and h is to ry . In "The Cats" the poet addresses 

the h is to rica l tra ve le r {TagiSivrriq) to go on liv in g  with the examples 

o f historyu in mind. "The Decision to  Forget" was w ritten  at the time 

Germany was invading Europe; The Cats of St. Nicholas," a t the height o f 

the power of the m ilita ry  d ic ta to rsh ip  which had seized power in 1967 

and ruled over the country u n til 1974. Katerina Krikou-Davis shows that 

the poem adumbrates ideas expressed openly in the public "Declaration" 

o f the poet against the junta  on March 28, 1969. Both poems evoke an 

image o f Greece under oppression, prophesy the fu tu re , and evoke the

243 Seferis, as his w ife confirmed a fte r h is death, had in mind 
Breughel's painting "Landscape with the Fall o f Icarus" in  which a 
ploughman, a shepherd, a fisherman, and a passing ship, turn away 
le isu re ly  from the scene o f Icarus who is  drowning unhelped, w ith one leg 
out o f the water. W.H. Auden's "Mus6e des Beaux Arts" and W.C. W illiams's 
"Landscape with the Fall o f Icarus" depict th is  cycle o f l i f e  that 
continues oblivious to  su ffe ring .
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perennial clash o f the two opposing worlds o f ju s tice  and love --  the 

world o f Socrates and the world o f Anytos.244

Seferis returns to the idea o f man's resistance to  violence o f 

which contemporary h is to ry and p o lit ic s  provides so many examples, with 

another poem e n tit le d  "On Aspalathoi." This poem is  Seferis 's "swan 

song," w ritten  a few months before the poet's death and published in the 

Athenian newspaper To Vima the day a fte r h is fu ne ra l:245

"On Aspalathoi"

Sounion was lovely that spring day --  
the Feast o f the Annunciation.
Sparse green leaves around rust-colored stone, 
red earth, and aspalathoi
with th e ir  huge thorns and th e ir  yellow flowers 5
already out.
In the distance the ancient columns, s trings o f a harp 
s t i l l  v ib ra tin g ...

Peace. (ToA/jV/?)
What could have made me th ink o f Ardiaios? 10
Possibly a word in Plato, buried in the mind's furrows: 
the name o f the yellow bush 
hasn't changed since his time.
That evening I found the passage:
"They bound him hand and fo o t,"  i t  says, 15
"they flung him down and flayed him,
they dragged him along
gashing his flesh on thorny aspalathoi,
and they went and threw him in to  Tartarus, torn to
shreds." 20

244 See Katerina Krikou-Davis," 2, No.2 (October 1984) 225-240, esp. 
pp. 235-236. S eferis 's  novel '££/ Nuxreq errriv AxpdnoXq ["S ix Nights on 
the Acropolis"] (Hermes: Athens, [1974]. 1989), re fers to  Socrates, in the 
same sense .

245 With the poem was published also an interview  Seferis gave to Anne 
Philippe, on the rock o f Sounion, where he discusses his poem. See G. 
Valetas's a r t ic le  in Aiol ian Letters , Vol. A ', issue 5-6. p. 38.
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In th is  way Ardiaios, the te r r ib le  Pamphylian ty ran t, 
paid fo r  his crimes in the nether world.

31 March 1971

The t i t l e  and content o f the poem are taken from P lato 's Republic 

X 616, s p e c if ic a lly  from the myth o f Er and his description o f what he 

saw in the other world. According to  what Er remembers when he returns 

to the mortal world, Ardiaios, a ty ran t who had k ille d  his fa ther and 

elder brother, was punished fo r his crimes when he died by being flayed 

and dragged along the thorny bush o f aspalathoi. In Seferis 's  poem i t  is 

spring, the time o f the Feast o f the Annunciation, March 25th, which is  

also the day on which Greece's national Independence day from Ottoman 

Turks is  celebrated. The connection between nature's reb irth  and the 

resurrection o f his country is emphasized also by the date tha t ends the 

poem. The poem constitutes a veiled protest against the colonels who 

were s t i l l  in power and are here equated w ith the ancient ty ra n t. As 

seen in "Thrush," the tyrant --  an a llus ion  to  Creon there --  is  a 

symbol o f oppression and a resu lt o f men's in a b il i ty  to feel tha t inner 

harmony which leads to the external order o f things. The crime fo r which 

Ardiaios has to pay becomes one w ith those o f the contemporary 

oppressors o f freedom at the h is to rica l moment the poet was w ritin g  -- 

tyranny and the desiccation o f love. The Erinyes, whom the poet mentions 

to his in terviewer as part o f a landscape tha t lin ks  d iachron ica lly  the 

past w ith  the present, are the agents o f moral ju s tice  s t i l l  a live  among 

us.
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The process o f remembering occurs through a movement tha t embraces 

the e n tire  time span o f the Greek tra d it io n . The ancient and Christian 

tra d itio n s  are harmoniously united w ith the modern nation under the 

ancient columns, "s trings o f a harp s t i l l  v ib ra tin g ..."  What generates 

the association o f the contemporary oppressors with the ancient ty ran t 

is  memory awakened by language and the longing fo r balance. The memory 

o f Ardiaios is  revived by "a word in Plato, buried in the mind's 

furrows," the word "Aspalathoi," which reinforces the re la tionsh ip  

between nature, landscape, and language a ll three unchanged through time 

se tting  them in juxtaposition with h is to ry  which, although constantly 

changing, i t  always returns to an equilibrium , lik e  l i f e  in the 

universe. As w ith the word Aafvqv re, which was borrowed from a Homeric 

te x t, the Platonic "in'donakaBuv" has been preserved, unchanged, through 

time, the way the passion fo r democracy and freedom has remained a live  

in the hearts o f men, in s t i l l in g  fa ith  in the human potential fo r 

happiness and human d ign ity .
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5. CONCLUSIONS

Plato and Seferis use the themes o f love, memory, ju s t ic e , s e lf-  

knowledge, the p o la rity  o f opposites, im mortality, and language in a 

comparable way. For both o f them love and memory are inner a ttr ib u te s  

serving as proofs o f man's po ten tia l to transcend his own lim ita tio n s , 

symbolically to make man capable o f im mortality. Both authors use memory 

and love as means o f human perfection , philosophical, moral, or 

emotional, while they describe the creative process o f w r it in g .

For Plato i t  is  love tha t strengthens the soul's wings enabling 

i t s  ascent to the Forms, in  other words to what is  permanent and 

unchangeable. S im ila rly , fo r  Seferis love grows in the human soul and we 

don 't know i f  i t  dies with i t .  For him, too, love is a testimony o f 

man's d ivine potential which involves not only the soul but also the 

senses. I f  we become aware o f our a b il i ty  to love, we can save the 

senses from decline transcending time and r is in g  above human weakness; 

symbolically we can reverse the e ffec ts  of time and make the m iracle o f 

im m ortality happen.

Plato establishes anamnesis, or re fle c tive  memory, as the means of 

preserving in te lligence and a rriv in g  at the absolute knowledge 

represented by Sophrosyne, Justice , and Episteme, the immutable and 

immortal Ideas ly ing beyond conceptualized space and time. Anamnesis, 

lik e  love is  an e ffo r t to a rrive  at what is  permanent and lie s  in the 

fu tu re , fo r  the purpose o f improving the human lo t .  S im ila rly , fo r
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Seferis, "co rrect memory" emanates from previous experience. I t  is  close 

to P lato's contemplative re fle c tiv e  since its  purpose is  inner 

knowledge. However, i t  is  not a means o f reaching in to  the fu tu re  fo r 

the inaccessible, as Plato envisaged the p lig h t o f the soul, but a 

reworking o f the past, in spite o f the pain th is  evolves, to  improve our 

sense o f s e lf  in present time. S e feris 's  ascent is  at a l l times attached 

to the pain o f l iv in g .  Plato creates a memory tha t w il l  e te rna lize , 

through repeated reca lls  the potentia l o f the soul fo r  in s ig h t, and 

detach i t s e l f  from the earth, whereas Seferis creates a balance between 

the corporeal and s p ir itu a l dynamics o f love and memory in order to 

control tim e's ruinous impact. For Plato "anamnesis" is  in f in i te ly  

repeatable; fo r  Seferis is  is only a b r ie f respite  tha t only breaks the 

in tens ity  o f t o i l ,  fo r a moment; Plato creates an idiom to serve the 

ethics promoted by his philosophy by purify ing the language o f the 

existing tra d it io n , whereas Seferis stresses the corporeal q u a lity  of 

man's natural language --  treasury o f our memories and emotions.

In S e fe ris 's  poetry the "rhythm" that describes love is  also the 

"rhythm" tha t describes death, memory, lig h t,  blood, music, and poetry. 

The harmonious in tegration o f these concepts is  dependent upon th e ir  

in teraction w ith  one another. In Seferis memory and love, and what they 

represent become metaphors tha t cross over in to  th e ir  opposite meaning. 

This creates polyvalent and images that enlarge and deepen the emotional 

impact o f the poem. Hence the tension in a poetry tha t s trives  to 

reconstruct a s e lf  scattered in fragments by the fa ilu re  o f memory and 

the im poss ib ility  o f love, yet held together precisely by memory and
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love. I t  is  the fusion of these contraries tha t transforms love and 

memory in to  the "miracle" the poet seeks in his e ffo r t  to  a llev ia te  

e x is te n tia l agony. Poetry can indeed transform the ephemeral and 

trans ien t in to  permanent --  those words engraved in stone. What the poet 

does here is  place under a r t 's  control the object o f man's anxiety, his 

overpowering sense o f impotence in the face o f decay and death.

Is there a grain o f optimism in S eferis 's  verse generally termed 

as "guardedly pessim istic" poetry? Seferis venerates human d ign ity  as 

he respects the power o f poetry to transform. He believes that one 

should reverse the haiku. Instead o f saying

A dragonfly; 
remove its  wings -- 
pepper,

why not rearrange the words to create a moment o f transformation - a 

moment o f epiphany?

a pepper;
add wings to i t  -- 
a dragonfly.

"We shouldn't humiliate God's creatures," the poet concludes. This is  a 

rather modest way o f elevating the a r t is t  to  the level o f God, something 

Joyce does, a lb e it w ith a cheek-in-tongue a ttitu d e .

In the darkness and corruption surrounding the human condition, 

Seferis agrees that there is  always a hope o f brightness and p u rity . In
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his essay "Our Seafaring Friend" (1936), devoted to his friend  the poet 

D .I. Antoniou, the captain o f a cargo ship, Seferis w rites:

And we thought o f that d istan t n ight in the fog when, speaking o f 
the coal tha t had to be loaded next morning, we agreed tha t, 
a fte r a l l ,  at the bottom o f every coal p i t  there is  always a 
white horse, and that the duty o f every one o f us is  to find  
his white horse, at any cost.

The white horse coming out o f the black coal p i t  is  the l ig h t  o f 

hope in  the midst o f darkness. The poet is  te ll in g  us to l iv e  the l ig h t  

o f the day w ith awareness: "The lig h t  is  a pulse /  beating ever more 

slowly /  as though about to stop ("Summer Solstice 12"247). We want 

from the poet to discover and show us th is  white horse, to seek and 

reveal to  us th is  moment, which makes death appear a ju s t continuation 

o f l i f e .  As Rilke concludes,

What they want o f me is  that I gently remove the 
appearance o f in jus tice  about th e ir  death - -  which 
at time s lig h t ly  hinders th e ir  souls from 
proceeding onward.

246 Seferis, "Our Seafaring Friend," On the Greek S tyle, p. 71, and 
Dokimes A' ,  p. 49.

247 The t i t l e  o f th is  la te  co llec tion  o f fourteen short poems refers 
to the period beginning on July 22, the heart o f the summer, which marks 
the completion o f the ripening o f time. A fte r th is  date and up u n til 
December 22 dayligh t declines gradually. The so lar system thus becomes a 
metaphor fo r l i f e  which a fte r bodily and s p ir itu a l maturation declines 
toward death. The summer so ls tice , the eve o f the longest day, is  the 
"noon when the sun 1s rive ted /  to the heart o f the many-petalled rose" 
(poem 14). This is  described as a moment outside temporal duration 
belonging ne ither to  the before nor to the a fte r. See Anthoula Daniel, The 
Three Secret Poems o f George S e f e r i s (Athens: E p ika iro tita , 1988) p. 67.

248 "ifas s ie  m ir wollen? le ise s o il ich des Unrechts 
Anschein abtun, der ih re r Geister
reine Bewegung manchmal e in wenig behindert.
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This moment o f transcendence tha t the poet creates is  his solution 

fo r a way to  "r is e  a l i t t l e  higher," above the senses that have declined 

and the love tha t has died in the hearts, in the d irection  o f a l i f e  he 

ca lls  "au then tic ."

Rainer Maria R ilke, "The F irs t Elegy," trans. by Stephen M itche ll, Duino 
Elegies (New York: Vintage, 1982) p. 153.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Joyce's themes are not d iffe re n t from those o f Plato and Seferis. 

Among the basic themes Ulysses evokes are the clash w ith  h is to ry , the 

problems o f the a r t is t  seeking a language, the s t r i fe  o f opposites, and 

man's essential survival in the face o f time and change. Plato evokes 

love and memory to prove man's d ivine potential that makes the soul 

immortal. Seferis id e n tif ie s  love with humanity's salvation from

249 I'm using Hans Gabler's Ulysses: The Corrected Text ed ition , New 
York: Random House, 1986. The number and lines o f episodes w il l  be given 
in parenthesis, in the tex t.

Gabler's Ulysses: A C r it ic a l and Synoptic Ed ition  (1984), and 
Ulysses: The Corrected Text (1986) have been consis ten tly  under f i r e ,  
mainly by John Kidd, who accused Gabler o f fa u lty  use o f copytext, 
(photoreproductions of the Rosenbaum MS), factual errors and spelling 
inconsistencies. Among the claims Gabler and his associates have put fo rth  
in defense o f th e ir  ed ition  is  tha t i t  o ffers a "dram atically new reading 
experience," which creates a new understanding o f the novel by elucidating 
passages and words not treated before. The energy o f the s ty le  that has 
enhanced character i l lu s tra t io n  has also been cited by pro-Gabler c r i t ic s .  
See Michael Groden, "A Response to John Kidd's "An Inqu iry Into Ulysses: 
The Corrected Text, and John Kidd, "Gabler's Errors in Context: A Reply to 
Michael Groden on Editing Ulysses,"  both in James Joyce Quarterly, vo l. 
28, No. 1 (Fa ll 1990) 81-110 and 111-151. Referring to  "Eumaeus," 
Brockman notes: The changes [Gabler's ed ition ] makes to  the tex t o f [the 
Random House e d itio n ] bear on c r it ic a l issues... : the id e n tity  o f the 
narrator, the ro le  o f ambiguity and e rro r, the re la tionsh ip  between Bloom 
and Stephen, and the wordy and clu ttered s ty le  o f the episode." See 
William S. Brockman, "The new Bloom in "Eumaeus:" The Emendations of 
Ulysses: A C r it ic a l and Synoptic Edition. In James Joyce Quarterly, vol. 
28; No. 1 (Fa ll 1990) 153-168, esp. 154.

I have opted fo r  the "Corrected tex t" which I was studying before 
Kidd published his attacks, in view o f the inconclusiveness o f the debate 
around i t ,  the more practica l format i t  employs, and especia lly because i t  
gives prominence to the theme o f love. A fte r a l l ,  Kidd has claimed that 
the "Corrected Text" incorporates the corrections he himself had 
suggested, which should m itigate the "irreverence" o f which Gabler is 
accused.
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dehumanization and memory with emotion and knowledge; since poetry is 

fo r him the language o f emotion, memory becomes the means o f poetic 

creation. How is  Joyce trea ting  these concepts?

Joyce sees human nature as neither d iv ine nor heroic. Love and 

memory are mainly words that enable a rt, the only possible answer to 

man's predicament. Love and memory, p lo t elements tha t move the story 

on the pragmatic and the symbolic levels, are, unlike in Plato and

Seferis, words and texts that form other words and tex ts . They are the

art o f w ritin g  in to  which l i f e  is transformed and in to  which the w rite r 

escapes.

Love is  the creative force of l i f e  tha t unites i ts  fragments. I t  

is  contextualized in Ulysses as the nostalgia fo r completeness and 

a r t is t ic  freedom. Something is  missing from the l i f e  o f Stephen Dedalus 

and Leopold Bloom that prevents the a r t is t 's  evolution and the practica l 

man's happiness. What is  missing is  the a r t is t 's  freedom to grow, the 

mother's fa ilu re  to  love, the son's longing fo r  an absent fa ther and 

what he stands fo r , the betrayal o f a w ife , the loss o f a beloved son, 

and the frus tra ted  desire fo r integration in to  a prejudiced society. For 

Stephen the quest fo r love represents se lf-asse rtion ; For Bloom i t  is 

the struggle fo r  surv iva l, in Homeric terms, a homecoming.

Memory has an analogous e ffe c t, as i t  unites present and past,

res is ting  d is in teg ra tion . Memory is  h is to ry . The reca lling  o f one's 

cu ltu ra l past fo r  the purpose o f il lu s tra t in g  p o s s ib ilit ie s , are crucial
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too ls fo r  the a r t is t .  W riting and reading presupposes memory.

Remembering is  the force behind what Plato ca lls  the co llec ting  together 

o f the p a rtic le s  o f w ritin g  in one kind, that is , logos. Like memory, 

h is to ry  - -  what has happened, as opposed to what might happen, according 

to the A r is to te lia n  d e fin it io n 250--  lim its  one's p o s s ib ilit ie s  and 

keeps us imprisoned in the past. I t  is  the nightmare from which Stephen 

is  try in g  to  awaken, 251 the memory o f a personal and national past 

tha t arrests his a r t is t ic  and emotional development. 252 Like Seferis, 

Joyce acknowledges the pain o f memory but, unlike the Greek poet who is 

try ing  to keep memory a live  to control h is to ry, he is s tr iv in g  to escape 

from i t .  Stephen's p lig h t may point to Joyce's own struggle to find  a 

balance between the pain o f memory and the need to remember.

Contrary to i t s  simple p lo t, Ulysses's narra tive  method depends 

heavily on in te r te x tu a lity , in tr ic a te ly  entwined cross references, 

kaleidoscopic images, and complex lite ra ry  echoes. Joyce had, in 

e ffe c t, characterized his novel as a work o f "enormous bulk and more

250 A r is to t le , Poetics, Chapter 9

251 Among the sources o f Stephen's subversive metaphor, Laforgue is 
cited as the most important: "L 'h is to ire  est un vieux cauchemar barioU  
qui ne se doute pas que les meilleures p la isanteries sont les plus 
courtes." Another source "was World War I ,  during which "nightmare" was 
used widely as an expression o f cu ltu ra l malaise." See Spoo, James Joyce 
and the Language o f H is to ry : Dedal us's Nightmare (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1978) pp. 99 and 177; also G iffo rd , Ulysses Annotated, 
p. 39.

252 Ire land 's  long struggle fo r  p o lit ic a l independence from England, 
i ts  b itte rness over losing i t s  o rig ina l language and national heritage, 
and the in a b il i ty  o f the Ir is h  to restore th e ir  country to  i ts  autonomy 
are re flected  in Joyce's anger and re jection o f Ireland which, though, 
never managed to  quell his nostalgia fo r his country.
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than enormous complexity. " 253 The p ro life ra tin g  in te rtex tua l sources 

tha t con tinua lly  enlarge the frame o f the work are drawn from Ir is h  

h is to ry , myth and fo lk lo re , sensational journalism, Dante, Vico, Bruno, 

Pater, Shakespeare, the B ible, popular songs, Jewish ta les , nursery 

rhymes, Mozart's Don Giovanni, Blake, Yeats, A r is to tle , Aquinas, Plato, 

and the general stock o f la te  nineteenth-century ideas. These a llusions 

to  philosophy, lite ra tu re , music, re lig io n , and mass cu lture constitu te  

the langue on which the author draws fo r his idiom.

Ulysses works not only through the contextualization o f

in te rte x tu a l a llusions but also through the detextualization o f these 

same sources. The re a lis t ic  le ve l, dealing with the facts o f the 

characters' liv e s , unfolds in pa ra lle l w ith the symbolic le v e l, whereas 

the l in g u is t ic  constantly undercuts them both. The ensuing polyphony 

establishes m ultip le  layers o f semantic relationships that permit the 

author to  re tre a t behind the te x t and le t  the p ro life ra tin g  words, 

sty les, and meanings take over, as the a r t is t  becomes increasingly s e lf ­

effaced and unobtrusive.

Everything in Joyce appears to be words arranged and rearranged, 

quoted and misquoted, remembered and misremembered. The quest fo r 

experience, Stephen's quest, remains the unresolved drama o f the man of

words, whereas Bloom, better equipped to survive than the in te lle c tu a l

a r t is t ,  comes home to face, w ith "equanimity" the enigma o f l i f e .  Love

253 Letters o f James Joyce, Stuart G ilbert ed., (New York: Viking 
Press, 1957), p. 146.
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is  thus the quest fo r a word or the memory o f songs and stories te ll in g  

about love and betrayal, or a love le t te r  - -  Boylan's or Martha's - -  

haunting Bloom's memory. The union o f fa ther and son is  a word un iting  

th e ir  two names; the forward and backward movement o f l i f e  and death is 

words in  a chiasmic arrangement. Thought is  texts  remembered; death is  

the memory o f a tongue-twister, or words replayed by gramophones; A ll is  

words, w ritte n  or spoken, remembered. The great "tru th s" o f l i f e  are 

words, words, words. The answer can only be words, a to rren t o f words in 

a language th a t im itates the sound and noises o f l i f e .

Joyce's themes are the same ones tha t have puzzled man since times 

immemorial. Only that the Irishman handles them in a way that brings to 

the fore a pervading skepticism and doubt, cha rac te ris tic  o f modernist 

w ritin g , tha t seeks ju s t if ic a t io n  in the indeterminacy o f language, 

making any attempt at providing an answer superfluous.

Joyce's language is  composed of everything tha t defines man --  his 

speech, thought, emotions, body, the s tu f f  o f l i f e .  In employing such a 

wide array o f in te rte x ts , Joyce voices his doubt whether anything can be 

o r ig in a l, antic ipated or predicted, whether man can explain l i f e  a t a l l ,  

and whether ideas expressed long ago say the same thing today. The new 

language created fo r th is  purpose, Ulysses seems to be suggesting, 

cannot be a te x t but the d is in tegration o f many te x ts . In short, Joyce 

points at the d if f ic u lt ie s  o f nove lis tic  w r it in g  since emotions, 

thoughts, and knowledge are lik e  everything else affected by change. The 

re su lt can only be irony, parody, and a "jocoserious" representation o f
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l i f e .  Such treatment creates the e ffe c t o f a distance from what is  

represented, making i t  possible fo r  the author to sidestep c lea rly  

defined and unbending conclusions. In Joycean discourse the a r t is t  is  

transformed in to  God who is  in d iffe re n tly  paring his fin g e rn a ils , 254 

while the world keeps spinning, f u l l  speed ahead.

254 In "Hades," the apparent seriousness o f th is  remark is  undercut 
by the replacement o f God not by Stephen, the a r t is t ,  but by Bloom! Joyce 
says something, then laughs at what the words have said. I t  is  the 
detextualization o f the source tha t often moves the te x t.
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2. JOYCEAN INTERTEXTS

The Ulysses tex t is  composed o f various in te rte x ts  --  mythical, 

philosophical, l i te ra ry  --  and o f an in f in ite  number o f styles and words 

in  constant transformation. In te rtextua l harmonization, as Jenny w rites, 

un ifie s  form and content. The bridges the te x t creates, or isotopies, 

e ith e r "m u ltip ly  the links introduced to integrate the borrowing on 

several levels at once, or else the in te rtex tua l fragments w il l  p ro f it  

from th e ir  ambiguity to project a range o f combinatory p o s s ib ilit ie s  

towards the context. . . .  These isotopies are more s ty l is t ic  in nature 

than narra tive , says Jenny. 255 I t  is , I th ink , th is  constant in terp lay 

o f overdetermination and ambiguity that moves Joyce's technique 

sometimes toward creating such semantic or metaphorical analogies, and 

some other times toward allowing the in te rtex tua l fragments to free ly  

create combinations o f p o s s ib ilit ie s  that pro ject the power and also the 

indeterminacy o f language.

Myth, lite ra tu re , philosophical and humanistic thought, music, 

songs, the c ity  o f Dublin, Ir is h  h is to ry , and contemporary ideas are the 

author's textual sources fo r p lo t and characterization and p a rticu la r ly  

the symbolic dimension o f his work. Joyce's preoccupation with symbols 

which he constantly juxtaposes to  re a lity  underlines his in te rest in a 

language tha t emphasizes the d u a lity  o f th ings. Gabriel Conroy's gazing 

at his w ife Greta descending the s ta irs , and "asking himself what is  a

255 Jenny, "The Strategy o f Form," p. 53
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woman standing on the s ta irs  in the shadow, lis te n in g  to d istant music, 

a symbol o f"256 is  an example o f the author's w ith symbol.

I w il l  focus on the way myth, p a rticu la r ly  the Odyssean myth is 

used in Joyce's novel, then I w i l l  discuss the u t i l i t y  o f philosophical 

thought as an important source o f in te r te x tu a lity ; f in a l ly ,  I w il l  look 

into language and the way i t  forms an in te rte x t which functions lik e  a 

theme. A ll these in te rte x ts  become the means tha t establish the Joycean 

themes, and p a rtic u la r ly , fo r my purposes, the themes of memory and 

love.

a. Homeric in te r te x tu a lity

The two keys, in Ulysses are Dublin and The Odyssey, corresponding 

to the re a lis t ic  and the symbolic levels on which the novel moves. The 

Dublin guide reveals a lite ra l-m inded it in e ra ry  o f s tree t l i f e ,  whereas 

the Odyssey enables the author to manipulate "a continuous para lle l 

between contemporaneity and a n tiq u ity ,"  and to give shape "to the 

immense panorama o f f u t i l i t y  and anarchy which is  contemporary h is to ry ," 

as T.S. E lio t had described Joyce's mythical method.

The Homeric themes are developed in te rte x tu a lly  and 

simultaneously w ith many other s tories, a ll o f which te l l  basica lly the 

same ta le ; but Odysseus's legend is  the novel's most ca re fu lly  

elaborated in te r te x t. I t  o ffe rs  a medium that a ffords thematic

256 Joyce, The Dead, (New York: Penguin, 1988) p. 210.
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polyphony and economy. The Odyssean myth is  c lose ly  related to the 

themes o f love and memory, and provides the masks needed fo r the textual 

disguises and the parodic function of the te x t. The re fe ren tia l 

analogies w ith  the Homeric epic, however, are meager and whimsical.

Joyce had given indeed to Budgen and G ilbe rt de ta iled  information on his 

motives fo r choosing The Odyssey as his key n a rra tive , information, 

though, which cannot be taken e n tire ly  seriously, since the author 

himself, on other occasions, saw to i t  that i t  be undermined. 257 Such 

c o n flic tin g  statements have resulted in d is b e lie f in Joyce's intentions 

to apply a deeper meaning through the use o f the epic, which, i t  seems, 

in te rests him more as a structura l framework.

Joyce had prepared, indeed, two schemas to help his biographer. He 

sent one to Carlo L ina ti in 1920 and the other he gave to Benoist-Mechin 

in 1921, which was published by Stuart G ilbe rt in  1931. These schemata 

assigned the name o f a Homeric episode to each o f the novel's eighteen 

chapters . 258 Although deleted by the author p r io r  to  the work's 

publication in  1922, these Homeric headings are s t i l l  used by the

257 Ellmann re fe rs , ch a ra c te ris tica lly , to  a conversation during which 
Joyce had said to  Nabokov "something disparaging about the use o f 
mythology in modern lite ra tu re . 'But you employed Homer!' Nabokov retorted 
in amazement. 'A whim,' Joyce's answered. "But you collaborated with 
G ilb e r t, ' Nabokov ins is ted . 'A te rr ib le  m istake,' said Joyce, 'an 
advertisement fo r  the book. I regret i t  very much.'" Ellmann, James Joyce, 
(New York: Oxford University Press , 1982) p. 616.

258 Ellmann, Ulysses on the U ffe y  (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1972) p. 186ff; also Stuart G ilbe rt, James Joyce's "Ulysses," rev. 
ed., (New York: Vintage, 1952). Besides the Homeric headings, G ilbert 
te l ls  us tha t the author also assigned the name o f a bodily organ, an a rt, 
a symbol, and a technic fo r each chapter.
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c r it ic s  as working t i t le s .  But the t i t l e  has remained. 259 As Kenner 

has put i t ,  Joyce "permitted him self one extraneous element only, 

attached to the book i t s e l f :  one word o f seven le tte rs : the t i t l e :  

Ulysses. That t i t l e  we may describe as an auctoria l comment, the sole 

remark the author (otherwise in v is ib le , paring his finge rna ils ) permits 

himself amid a quarter-m illion  words. " 260 In Ulysses, the 

foundational in te rtextua l trope comes from the realm of l i te ra ry  myth 

and p a rtic u la r ly  the legend o f Odysseus. Joyce had confided to  Val6 ry 

Larbaud tha t the t i t l e  o f his novel was a key and that "the epic 

conception would impress its  form upon the confusing substance o f modern 

l i f e . " 261 The myth o f the wanderer and ex ile  in search o f home and

a ll tha t home stands fo r --  sets not only a structura l --  but also a

semantic and, to a certain extent, in te rp re tive  frame. The Odyssey

focuses on the hero's homecoming, the son's coming of age and his quest 

fo r the fa ther and id e n tity , the w ife 's  fa ith fu lness, e x ile , re tu rn , and 

usurpation. The Odyssey is a domestic epic, a story focused on fam ily 

which, according to Vico, is the force tha t moves society.

259 The la tin ize d  version o f the name o f Odysseus suggests the use of 
a tra n s la tio n . Not knowing classica l Greek - -  though he could speak modern 
Greek - -  Joyce worked with a tra n s la tio n , the S.H. Butcher and Andrew Lang 
prose rend ition  o f The Odyssey, published in  1879. On Joyce's knowledge of 
the Greek language see Manto Aravantinou, Ta EXXqviKd tou T^airj^Q T£ouq 
[James Joyce's Greek], (Athens: Hermes, 1977. See also Ellmann, James 
Joyce, pp. 408 and 512.

260 Hugh Kenner, Joyce's Voices (Berkeley: University o f C a lifo rn ia  
Press, 1978) p. 59.

261 Harry Levin, James Joyce, rev. ed. (New York: New D irections, 
1960) p. 65
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The twenty-four books o f the Homeric epic are compressed in to  

eighteen chapters loosely dealing w ith the Homeric m ateria l. The te x t is 

divided in to  three parts, one fo r each one o f i ts  main characters. The 

three opening chapters thus form the "Telemachiad" in which Stephen 

Dedal us is  introduced; the central twelve chapters form the Joycean 

Odyssey proper, or "Bloomiad," which focuses p rim arily  on Bloom and 

brings Stephen in to  a relationship with him, whereas the la s t three 

chapters, referred to as "Nostos," return Bloom to his home and to 

Molly.

The Odyssey seems to have attracted Joyce because i t  is a story

involving homecoming, love, memory, se lf-assertion  and social id e n tity

which become metaphors fo r a r t is t ic  fu lf i l lm e n t.  Joyce admired Odysseus

because o f his "completeness" and c ra fty  mind. "Odysseus, compared to

Faust, Hamlet, or C h ris t," the author had to ld  Budgen, is the only

complete man, not in the sense o f a perfect man, because he has a ll the

defects o f the ordinary man, but as a man who is

"a ll-round" and "k ind ly ." Ulysses is  son to Laertes... father to 
Telemachus, husband to Penelope, lover o f Calypso, companion in 
arms o f the Greek warriors around Troy, and King o f Ithaca. He was 
subjected to many t r ia ls ,  but with wisdom and courage came through 
them a l l .  Don't forget that he was a war dodger who tr ie d  to evade 
m ilita ry  service by simulating madness.

262 Frank Budgen, Jams Joyce and the Making o f Ulysses, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1989) pp. 15-18, 191.
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Moreover, he is  surrounded by a fam ily, but can also be alone, as 

opposed to Faust, who "can 't be complete because he's never alone. 

Mephistopheles is  always hanging round him at his side or heels . " 263

The id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith the Homeric hero enables Bloom's portrayal 

not only as the universal "Everyman," but also as OJt i q , or No-man, a 

q u a lity  that brands the unheroic twentieth-century ind iv id ua l. Through 

the use o f the Odyssean model, tra d itio n a l models are thus juxtaposed 

w ith the inadequate, and incomplete qua litie s  o f today's l i f e .

Moreover, the epic form o ffe rs another escape from h is to ry . According to 

what Havelock observes about the epic, is  "innocent o f any concept of 

time in the abstract [as] the epic depicts [a] course o f events in terms 

o f a single stream," as is  the 'day ,' "Homer's preferred symbol. " 264

Ulysses te l ls  the same story as Homer, a lb e it in a d iffe re n t way 

and tone: He te l ls  o f a family seeking reunion, o f a sexually estranged 

w ife surrounded by su ito rs , e x ile , a lienation, usurpation, the 

persistent memory o f home and o f the past, and o f the psychological and 

physical ordeals tha t the contemporary hero has to overcome with 

resourcefulness, p ractica l sense, and humor. The Homeric s ituations and 

epic tone are played down as the contemporary s itua tio n  emerges. The 

sharpened stake w ith which Odysseus bravely takes out the eye of 

Polyphemus becomes, fo r  example, the cigar which Bloom keeps brandishing 

in fro n t of the c it iz e n 's  eye.

263 Ellmann, James Joyce, p. 435.

264 Havelock, Preface to P lato , p. 193n.
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But Homer's epic is  by no means the only myth Joyce uses. 

Cosmological myth re ly ing on archetypal images, other ancient Greek and 

Ir is h  myths and ta les, or any ta les fo r tha t m atter, are evoked fo r  the 

same purpose. Like Plato, Joyce sometimes creates his own stories --  his 

epiphanies: "The Parable o f the Plums," fo r example, recounted on two 

d iffe re n t occasions (7 .920ff and 17.640) is  contextualized from the 

merging o f a s tree t scene in Dublin ("Aeolus") and the epiphany o f the 

two "mid-wives" crossing the beach that Stephen had seen in "Proteus." 

Contrary to the invented Platonic myths, such concocted ta les are 

examples o f a rt created out o f personal experience.

I would lik e  now to turn to the characters tha t Joyce borrows from 

Homer. This w i l l  also serve the purpose o f an in troduction o f the 

protagonists and th e ir  respective s itua tions, p a rt ic u la r ly  in connection 

with the themes o f memory and love. Besides Odysseus, represented by 

Leopold Bloom, th is  contemporary epic has i ts  own Penelope, Telemachus, 

Circe, Elpenor, Calypso, Nausicaa, Polyphemus, Sirens, and Agamemnon.

Leopold Bloom is  "polytropos," lik e  his mythical counterpart. 

Although his thought is  less complex and profound than Stephen's, he is 

more in teresting than the young poet because h is mind can range over the 

whole of experience. The thoughts that preoccupy Bloom are centered 

around love, friendship , and human re la tions . He is  Odysseus, wandering 

in the tu rn -o f-the  century Dublin and fig h tin g  the monsters o f his 

jealousy and doubts s tir re d  up by his w ife 's  in f id e l i t y .  Looking at l i f e  

with openness, p ra c t ic a lity , generosity, and kindness, Bloom represents
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aspects o f m aturity that set him apart from Stephen. Taking the longest 

way round to find  the shortest way home, as he muses (13.1110), he 

delays his homecoming, unw illing  to break in to  M olly 's in terview  with 

Boylan, which Leopold knew would take place at 4:30 p.m. Bloom is , in 

re a lity ,  try ing  to give himself time to  deal, psychologically, with the 

s itua tion  and the pain tha t memory breeds. While strugg ling to come to 

terms with re a lity ,  his mind d r i f ts  over his lo s t son Rudy, who died ten 

years ago at the age o f ten, and whom he seeks to replace with a new son 

--  presumably Stephen. The thoughts tha t preoccupy Bloom are centered 

around love, friendship, and human re la tions.

Penelope is  evoked in the character o f Molly Bloom, who, contrary 

to the Homeric heroine, cuckolds her husband e a rlie r tha t same afternoon 

w ith the "su ito r" Blazes Boylan. Bloom has avoided fo r ten years a fu l l  

sexual re la tionsh ip  with his wife to avert another pregnancy, unwanted 

a fte r the death o f th e ir  son Rudy.

The Telemachus o f the story is  Stephen Dedal us, the young a r t is t  

o f A P o rtra it. His name, un iting  the Christian and the pagan myth, is  

important in that i t  establishes a symbolic analogy w ith the 

fa ther/creato r. Stephen was the f i r s t  Christian martyr265 and Dedal us 

the "cunning a r t i f ic e r "  o f Greek mythology, who escaped from his prison

265 St. Stephen Protomartyr, a Jew educated in Greek, was the dominant 
figu re  in C h ris tia n ity  before Paul's conversion. G iffo rd  w ith Seidman, 
Ulysses Annotated (Berkeley: Univ. o f C a lif .  Press, 1989) p. 14.
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on wings o f wax. 266 Daedalus is known fo r works o f genius lik e  the 

labyrin th  and the wings, which Stephen has in mind when he refers to his 

father as "the hawklike man" and "the fabulous a r t i f ic e r . "  These are the 

two q u a litie s  in the symbolic fa ther figure that in te res t Joyce - -  the 

f i r s t  is  related to  freedom, the second to a r t. Icarus was the young 

id e a lis t who was given wings by his father to soar skyward. We know how 

central the theme o f fa l l  in Joyce's work is . Stephen, id e n tifie d  with 

Icarus, represents the young a r t is t 's  quest fo r freedom away from his 

country, fam ily, and church and from the ideas tha t threatened to keep 

him a prisoner o f the Ir is h  "para lys is ." This id e n tif ic a tio n  also 

associates him with fa ll in g , the a r t is t 's  fa ilu re  to  create leading to 

his s p ir itu a l death. Daedalus becomes a symbol o f the a r t is t ,  the 

cunning craftsman, who f l ie s ,  as Joyce had vowed to do, by the nets that 

hold him down. Icarus associates Stephen with fa ll in g  --  the a r t is t 's  

fa ilu re  to create and his sp ir itu a l death. As the son o f Simon Dedal us 

in Ulysses, a fa ther who is  constantly absent, Stephen is  the poet 

s tr iv in g  fo r a r t is t ic  maturation through atonement w ith  the only one who 

can create. By combining the Icarus myth with tha t o f Telemachus who 

sets out on a t r ip  to seek the absent fa ther, Joyce allows his 

in te rlocking  symbols to speak fo r one another.

266 Dedal us, the c ra fty  a r t i f ic e r  exiled in  Crete, was commissioned 
by King Minos to build  the Labyrinth in which he was subsequently 
imprisoned with his son Icarus fo r having displeased the king. To escape 
from the Labyrinth Dedal us fashioned wings which he glued w ith wax and 
feathers to his body and the body o f his son. The father managed to 
escape to S ic ily  where he was re-established as the fabulous a r t i f ic e r ,  
whereas Icarus, f ly in g  in his youthful enthusiasm too close to the sun, 
caused his wings to  melt. He fe l l  in the Aegean sea and drowned.
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Other minor Homeric characters have also symbolic functions. They 

are employed to throw in to  bold r e l ie f  the Joycean image o f everyday 

l i f e  and human re la tions, p a rticu la r ly  regarding love. The "Circe" 

episode dramatizes the chaotic workings o f the unconscious. Placed near 

the end o f the journey, and marking the meeting o f fa ther and son, th is  

episode constitutes the climax o f the novel. The Homeric Circe is  

incarnated by Bella Cohen, the owner of a brothel in Dublin 's Nighttown. 

The goddess o f magic who turns men into beasts stands fo r  ins tinc tua l 

l i f e ,  lu s t, and the uncontrollable, suppressed emotions in  the human 

psyche. "Circe" epitomizes what Seferis has seen as abused love, except 

that in Joyce there are no moral undertones.

The Homeric Elpenor has his Joycean counterpart in  "poor Paddy 

Dignam," the embodiment o f excess and weakness, who died unexpectedly 

because o f too much drinking. Bloom w ill go to his funeral at 11:00 am 

that day. Like Odysseus, he meets his dead companion in the underworld, 

appropriately the "Hades" episode o f the book. Bloom has feelings o f 

compassion toward Dignam, who died lik e  Elpenor:

- As decent a l i t t l e  man as ever wore a h a t...
- Blazing face: redhot. Too much John Barleycorn. Cure fo r a red

nose. Drink lik e  the devil t i l l  i t  turns a d e lite . . .
- No suffering, he said. A moment and a ll is  over. Like dying in

sleep (6.303-314).

S im ila rly , Nausicaa, the Phaeacian princess, is  evoked in the 

character o f Gerty MacDowell whose self-conscious exhibitionism  on the 

beach wakes the voyeur in  Bloom. She embodies another kind o f love -- 

incomplete and wasted. Agamemnon, iden tified  with Parnell, completes the
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p icture  with betrayed love. Both he and Parnell were ruined by a

267woman.

Other Homeric characters, nymphs, and monsters, include Calypso --  

represented by Martha C lif fo rd , Bloom's pen-pal whom he never met and 

prefers to love from a distance. Calypso, the Cyclops, the Sirens, the 

Lestrygonians, and Scylla and Charybdis also give th e ir  names to various 

chapters of Ulysses. They a ll have rather th in  and a rb itra ry  analogies 

with the novel's s ituations and characters but sustain, through an 

established symbolic pattern, the work's thematic o rien ta tion . The 

"Cyclops" chapter, thus depicts a scene in Kiernan's bar, in  which Bloom 

meets the "c it iz e n ,"  the incarnation o f the in to le ran t Ir is h  m ilita n t 

who abuses Bloom in a v io len t way, verba lly  and physica lly. The "Sirens" 

episode features two f l i r t in g  female singers in a bar called "The 

Mermaids." "Lestrygonians" likens Bloom's fe llow  Irishmen at lunch time 

to cannibals; "Scylla and Charybdis" re fers to the two poles o f Western 

philosophy: Plato and A r is to tle , mysticism and scholasticism, according 

to the L inati schema.

Charles Stewart Parnell (1846-91) was the leader o f a n a tio n a lis t 
m a jority o f the Ir is h  members o f Parliament and the hero o f the Ir is h  
struggle fo r independence. His career was destroyed when h is ten-year 
lia iso n  with K itty  O'Shea was revealed and her husband, Captain William 
Henry O'Shea, brought divorce action against her on the grounds o f her 
adultery with Parnell. Parnell was deposed as a leader and denounced by 
the Catholic church and three weeks la te r  died brokenhearted in  a divided 
country. Joyce, who increasingly id e n tif ie d  his own p lig h t w ith P arne ll's , 
never forgave the Ir ish  Roman Catholic church and his countrymen fo r 
P arne ll's  "betraya l." The word "betrayal" became central in the author's 
work and thought, ever a fte r.
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Comparing Seferis 's treatment o f the Homeric monsters with 

Joyce's, we could say that the former sees them as symbols o f 

forgetfu lness and lu s t tha t make nostos impossible because they destroy 

love and ob lite ra te  memory, whereas in Joyce these monsters describe, 

parod ica lly , a certain behavior, a thought, or an aspect o f l i f e .  In 

e ffe c t, they serve as metaphors, s ty les , and modes o f expression that 

describe human actions. The c it iz e n , fo r example, blinded by his radical 

nationalism, appears as one-eyed, l i t e r a l ly  and metaphorically. One o f 

the isotopies enabling in te rtex tua l embedding is  the passage from 

fig u ra tive  to l i te ra l meaning. 268 To convey the idea o f one-eyed 

perspective, Joyce transforms his character l i t e r a l ly ,  in to  the one-eyed 

mythical monster. Monsters in Ulysses are in fac t the words when, 

detached from feeling, are le f t  to take over.

This id iosyncratic drawing o f Homeric characters and situa tiona l 

analogies contributes, most o f the time, to an iro n ic , parodic, or 

s a t ir ic a l e ffec t. The author's in ten tion  was to enlarge, through 

comparison, Dublin's everyday l i f e  in order to generalize meaning. But 

w ith myth as a backdrop, the serious side o f what is  handled p la y fu lly  

is  at a l l  times impressed upon the reader's mind without the need to be 

a rticu la te d . Joyce's loose treatment o f myth allows f le x ib i l i t y  in the 

transformation o f tra d itio n a l mythical symbols and enables the 

simultaneous operation o f m u ltip le  in te rtex tua l references which are 

u ltim a te ly  fused together in the mind o f the reader through sound, 

s ty le , and even the visual image o f the words on the printed page. I f

268 Jenny, p. 41.
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Joyce's use of myth fa i ls  to  go beyond the surface, i t  must be because 

l i f e  experience is  subjective and therefore a rb itra ry , complex and 

ungraspable, lik e  language. Situations involving love, betrayal, memory, 

and other expressions o f l i f e  thus o ffe r a modified myth o f return that 

is  open-ended.

b. Philosophy and literature

Philosophy and lite ra tu re  serve in a way analogous to myth, 

allowing the themes that in te rest Joyce to emerge. Philosophy and 

lite ra tu re  serve to constitu te  his characters and project the a r t is t 's  

dilemma. Stephen's language, fo r example, is  a product o f what he reads. 

His vertiginous syllogisms on love, death, a rt and the a r t is t ,  re lig ion , 

nationalism, and patern ity  are based on established philosophical, 

l i te ra ry  and re lig ious narratives in which he is  well versed. Having 

read everything, the young in te lle c tu a l thinks in words and sentences 

borrowed from his l i te ra ry  sources - -  Thomas Aquinas, Shakespeare,

S w ift, A ris to tle , Bruno, and Vico. By contrast, Bloom's so liloqu ies , are 

"a jumble of b its  o f advertisements, popular science, music ha ll 

re fra in s . " 269 Among several examples o f lite ra ry  in te r te x tu a lity  

re lated to love are the story o f Shakespeare and Hamlet, victim s of 

betrayal, usurpation, paternal and f i l i a l  id e n tity , and countless 

fragments borrowed from poetry, the opera, proverbs, nursery rhymes, 

fo lk  ta les , and so on. In th is  respect, the author also uses myth in its

269 G ilbert, p. 77.
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wider context, the B ible, h is to ry , and contemporary l i f e :  The story o f 

Helen o f Troy, the tr ia n g le  Aphrodite-Ares-Hephaestus, Adam and Eve, 

Parnell and K itty  O'Shea, Admiral Nelson, Penelope Rich, and others, a ll 

symbolic o f love and betrayal.

The use o f l i te ra ry  and philosophical in te r te x tu a lity  is  be tte r 

illu s tra te d  in Scylla and Charybdis." In the National L ibrary scene tha t 

th is  chapter depicts, Stephen seems to be impatient with Plato: 

"A ris to tle , P lato 's schoolboy," he argues emphatically, "would find  

Hamlet's musings about the a f te r l i fe  o f his princely soul, the 

improbably, in s ig n ifica n t and undramatic monologue, as shallow as 

P lato 's" (9.76-78). Stephen re jects Platonic abstract th inking in favor 

o f A ris to te lian  concrete l i f e  experience: "Hold to the now, the here, 

through which a ll fu ture plunges to the past" (9 .89).270 Scylla and 

Charybdis, the two monsters between which Odysseus struggles to pass 

unharmed, become in chapter nine Plato and A ris to tle  --  the two minds 

from which philosophy sprouted. Stephen does not know which o f the two 

"monsters" better serves the purposes of the a r t is t :  A r is to tle , or 

Plato? "Which o f the two," Stephen asks his P laton ist friend  A.E. (the 

poet George Russell) "would have banished me from his commonwealth?" 

(9.82). Odysseus wouldn't have known how to stay a live  had not Circe 

to ld  him to stay close to  Scylla or otherwise Charybdis would swallow 

him. Stephen c le a rly  steers away from Plato, the w h irlpoo l, staying 

closer to Scylla 's  crag, opting fo r the freedom o f ind iv idua l experience

270 Kenner id e n tif ie s  Joyce's "synchronicity" with his aversion fo r 
the "diachronic" and the past, which goes, as he says, as fa r as the 
memory o f his fa ther. See Joyce's Voices, pp. 49-50.
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ra ther than be assimilated in the "cauldron over a raging f i r e "  tha t 

describes Charybdis. 271 The chapter ends by suddenly s h ift in g  to 

l ite ra tu re  and a revealing poetic language which ends the heated 

dispute. From Plato and A ris to tle  the te x t moves to Homer and 

Shakespeare: "F ra il from the housetops two plumes o f smoke ascended, 

pluming, and in a flaw o f softness s o ft ly  were blown. Cease to s tr iv e . 

Peace o f the druid priests o f Cymbeline: hierophantic: from wide earth 

an a lta r"  (9.1219-1222). The Heraclitean s t r i fe  ends and peace ensues.

This tran s ition , effected through in te rtex tua l allusions from The 

Odyssey, Blake, and Shakespeare (Macbeth, and Cymbeline) refers  to  the 

fu lf i l lm e n t o f a prophecy. 272 The smoke ascending from Odysseus's 

home signals the end o f the journey, the end o f the s tr i fe  about which 

Blake and Circe speak. The augury and prophetic revelation o f peace 

enhanced through the Shakespearean references, suggest the p o s s ib ility  

o f balance and unity.

In a comparable mode Joyce adopts the thought of la te r  

philosophers and h istorians, such as Giordano Bruno (1548-1600) and 

Giambattista Vico (1668-1744), who combine Pre-Socratic, neoplatonic, 

and cosmological thought. The dualism o f things promoted by Bruno,

Vico's notion that h istory occurs in  cycles and that language m irro r 

h is to ry  and social in s titu tio n s , the c e n tra lity  o f human experience in

271 The Odyssey, 12.237 ( lin e  256 in  Fagles trans la tion ).

272 The in te rte x tu a lity  o f th is  passage is  explained in d e ta il in 
G iffo rd 's  Ulysses Annotated, p. 256.
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which A r is to t le  and Bruno believed , 273 P lato 's and Bruno's idea o f a 

universal in te lle c t274 --  a ll converge and digress in Ulysses. They 

compose the material that separates and brings together the ra t io n a lis t  

and the mystic, the real and the magic, sustaining the work's symbolic 

dimension. In terms o f our protagonists, i t  is  manifested in the union 

o f Bloom and Stephen, the rational bourgeois and the dreamy poet.

Bruno's theory o f an ultimate un ity  divided in to  opposites is  

another key to the structure o f Ulysses. In Joyce's words, Bruno's 

system is  "by turns ra tio n a lis t and mystic, th e is t ic  and pan the is tic ," -

For a detailed discussion o f the re la tionsh ip  between Bruno, 
A r is to t le , and Joyce see Theoharis Contantine Theoharis, Joyce's Ulysses: 
An Anatomy o f the Soul (Chapel H i l l :  University o f North Carolina Press, 
1988) passim. Joyce and Stephen sought the re a lity  o f loss through 
experience. As Theoharis observes, Joyce's unusual id e n tif ic a tio n  o f 
symbolic and re a lis t ic  representation follows the d is t in c t id e n tif ic a tio n  
o f the soul by A r is to tle  and Bruno. The two theories appear in Stephen's 
and Bloom's way o f th inking, respectively, and in the symbolism 
surrounding them. "Relying on both theories," th is  c r i t ic  concludes, 
"Joyce recapitu lates in his a rt Bruno's a n tith e tica l development o f 
A r is to t le 's  conception o f the soul and so dramatizes his own conviction 
that a l l  being is  un ified , and tha t i t s  un ity  is  preeminently displayed 
and understood in the human soul." Ib id , p. 55

274 The idea of the "world-soul,"  a kind o f universal in te lle c t  is  
neoplatonic. In his Timaeus, Plato fosters the notion o f a "world soul" 
compounded by the Demiurge ( Timaeus 34A-36B). Timaeus, developing a 
cosmology based on a central force tha t envelops the human body and soul 
was cruc ia l in the formation o f la te r  cosmogonic b e lie fs . Unlike Bruno, 
A r is to tle  has no concept of "w orld-soul." For P lato 's d isc ip le , the soul 
has no power o f un ity . For A r is to tle  nature was undergoing physical 
permutations to perfect i t s e l f ,  which leads to  the idea of God: "A ll human 
h is to ry  moves towards one great goal, the manifestation o f God," says Mr 
Deasy in  "Proteus" (2.380-811). Joyce, o f course, undercuts the word by 
replacing i t  w ith the function o f the creative a r t is t .  The evolutionary 
process tha t replaces God is  a nineteenth century idea that modified the 
sense o f time, as Bergson's elan v i ta l  theory exemplifies.
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• a system o f opposites. 275 As Ellmann has shown 1n a schema o f 

Ulysses which he proposed, Ulysses is  la rge ly constructed on contraries 

and th e ir  balancing coincidences. 276 In Ulysses th is  union o f 

opposites is  portrayed in i t s  three characters and what they symbolize: 

in te l le c t ,  experience, flesh . The union the tex t is seeking culminates 

in  the b r ie f  union of Stephen and Bloom --  the anti h is to rica l poet and 

the practica l man concerned with h is to rica l time, thus un iting  words and 

experience, the a r t is t  and the s c ie n tis t, the old and the young.

Giambattista Vico had fascinated Joyce because o f h is views of 

h is to ry  and p a rticu la r ly  his idea tha t language is a means o f 

discovering the forgotten human in s titu tio n s . Vico's theories share 

Joyce's preoccupation with language, fam ily, myth, h is to ry , and human 

experience. In his New Science, Vico propounds a natural law o f growth, 

decay, and regrowth through which a ll nations and c iv il iz a t io n s  must 

pass. 277 He found h is to ry c y c lic a l; each revolution o f h is to ry 's  

cycle consists o f four ages e te rna lly  repeated: a divine age, a heroic 

age, a human age, and a period o f confusion, the ricorso, a t once the 

end o f the old cycle and the beginning o f the new. The la s t heralds 

renewal and is  represented by the darkness that follows the f a l l  o f 

c iv il iz a t io n s  and precedes a new divine age. Finnegans Hake (1939) turns

275 James Joyce: The C r it ic a l Writings, Ellsworth Mason and Richard 
Ellmann eds., (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1989) p. 133.

276 Ellmann, Ulysses on the L iffe y , pp. 177-183.

277 Giambattista Vico, La scienza nuova, 1725-30. The New Science o f 
Giambattista Vico, trans. Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, [1948] 1988) p. 106.
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on th is  Vichonian metaphysical p ivo t o f the corso-ricorso theme. 

Reproducing a dream or an allegory about f a l l  and resurrection, Joyce's 

la s t work features such Heraclitean elements as the r ive r and the 

thunderbolt - -  the voice o f God that terminates the old age and s ta rts  

the cycle o f h is to ry  anew. The story moves against a cosmic backdrop, in 

a c irc le , w ith the la s t word merging in to  the f i r s t :  "rive rru n ." This 

f i r s t  word, the essence o f the book, is  not only a beginning but becomes 

a continuation o f the sentence with which the novel ends, o ffe ring  an 

eloquent example o f words transformed in to  themes.

In Ulysses, V ico's thought is evoked in the cyclica l reappearance 

o f objects tha t go through th e ir  ind iv idual Odysseys in time, but do not 

always return. Bloom had once marked a coin with three notches " fo r 

c ircu la tio n  on the waters o f c iv ic  finance fo r  possible, c ircu itous or 

d ire c t, return" (17.980-84). "Had Bloom's coin returned?" the "Ithaca" 

narrator asks, and the answer comes without hesita tion: "Never" (17.987- 

8 8 ) . The lemon soap tha t Bloom keeps in his pocket, the potato he 

carries around, the man in the Macintosh, the clown in search o f 

pa tern ity , Throwaway --  a race horse --  a ll become motifs with 

unexplained functions. They make th e ir  appearance in the narrative as 

detached, iso lated words tha t im ita te  the tra je c to ry  of the lonely 

wanderers o f the book. Vico's deep look in to  the h is to rica l structure 

through the public language o f those who recorded i t  was a stim ulating 

aspect that Joyce adopted and used fo r  his purposes. For Vico, h isto ry 

is  inseparable from the performative aspects o f language in the 

etymologies o f which we find  the mental vocabulary o f human social
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In s t itu t io n s . 278 In Joyce's statement tha t i t  was Vico who made his 

imagination grow the w rite r was acknowledging the lin g u is t ic  medium o f 

the social context o f Vico's science which was based on human 

experience.

The Joycean pattern o f forward and backward movement, recreated 

through the arrangement o f words describing action, evokes Vico's 

p rin c ip le  o f cyc lica l repe titio n . I t  is a m o tif constantly recurring 

throughout the novel. At Prospect Cemetery Bloom contemplates the image 

o f a ra t and muses about the endless cycle o f transformation that 

fo llows d is in tegra tion  o f matter, which reminds us o f the Pre-Socratic 

conception o f cosmic ju s tic e : "Of course the ce lls  o f whatever they are 

go on liv in g .  Changing about. Live fo r ever p ra c tica lly . Nothing to feed 

on, they feed on themselves" (6.78-82). The idea is  picked up la te r  as 

Bloom watches a typesetter at the newspaper o ff ic e  read backwards, which 

in  turns trigge rs  the memory o f his fa ther reading his Hagadah book 

backwards, and now prompts a nursery ta le : "And then the lamb and the 

cat and the dog and the s tic k  and the water and the butcher and then the 

angel o f death k i l ls  the butcher and he k i l l s  the ox and the dog k i l l s  

the cat. Sounds a b i t  s i l l y  t i l l  you come to  look into i t  w e ll. Justice 

i t  means but i t ' s  everybody eating everyone else. That's what l i f e  is  

a fte r  a l l "  (7.210-214).279 While expressing his skepticism on

278 Ib id , p. 106

279 Joyce had expressed his usual skepticism during a party in Zurich 
where the guests were admiring the perfection o f the starry sky, which was 
evoked by a p ries t as a cosmological explanation o f God and cosmic order. 
"What a p ity , "  remarked Joyce, "tha t the whole thing depends upon 
reciprocal destruction ." Ellmann, James Joyce, p. 299.
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cosmological and philosophical attempts to  explain l i f e ,  Joyce uses here 

Vico's idea o f c irc u la r  motion illu s tra te d  through the backward/forward 

movement which appears again in  Rudy's reading Hebrew, in "C irce ." The 

tra in  at Amiens Station in "Ithaca" (17.2085-89), or the fo llow ing 

passage in "Aeolus" are fu rthe r examples o f the chiasmic use o f language 

and the sound o f the words fo r  the purpose o f creating a theme: 

"Grossbooted draymen ro lled  barrels du ll thudding out o f Prince's stores

and bumped them up on the brewery f lo a t .  On the brewery f lo a t bumped

dullthudding barrels ro lled  by grossbooted draymen out o f Prince's 

stores" (7.22-24).

Whereas Bruno and Vico provide models fo r patterns o f speech, 

Platonic in te r te x tu a lity  is  a source o f characterization and theme, 

often in re la tio n  to love . 280 June W. A llison  posits that the 

Symposium is  a source fo r the "Oxen o f the Sun," as the s tru c tu ra l,

thematic, conceptual, and s ty l is t ic  s im ila r it ie s  o f the two works show.

Central in both o f them is  the theme o f "Eros," which a group o f 

drinking men is  try in g  to define. But contrary to P lato 's id e a lis t ic  

drawing of Eros, Joyce evokes in th is  episode the mundane, 

m a te r ia lis tic , even monstrous experiences o f human sexua lity . "What is  

conspicuously absent from the "Oxen," A llison  argues, " is  love . " 281 

Ussher, who sees in Joyce "a hyperborean incarnation o f P la to ," finds

280 Some Platonic allusions occur at 7.1035, 9.52-53, 9.76-78, 9.82-
83, 9.84-85, 9.86, 9.233-37, 9.1139, and 14.1111, most o f them in "Scylla
and Charybdis."

281 June W. A lliso n , "A L ite ra ry  Coincidence? Joyce and P la to ," James
Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 25 No. 3 (Spring 1988) pp. 267-282, esp. 270
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tha t Leopold Bloom resembles less the w ily  Odysseus than the Platonic 

Socrates. 282 A s lig h t ly  d if fe re n t view of Bloom is presented also by 

Whittaker and Jordan who see Bloom as an incarnation o f Odysseus via  

Book X o f The Republic, precisely the myth o f Er. In th is  myth, Er, who 

has ju s t come back from the other world, describes the im m ortality o f 

the soul and its  reincarnation. When Odysseus's soul comes to choose a 

pattern o f l i f e ,  Er recounts, "the memory of his former sufferings had 

cured him of a ll ambitions and he chooses the uneventful l i f e  o f an 

ordinary man" l i t e r a l ly ,  "the l i f e  o f a private and id le  man" (620c-d). 

The description can apply e ith e r to  Socrates, or to Bloom. "Joyce 

reincarnates th is  same soul as one Leopold Bloom," Whittaker and Jordan 

conclude. 283

But while heavily depending on mythical, philosophical, and 

l i te ra ry  in te rtex ts , Joyce, w ith a sudden stroke o f the "lancet o f his 

a rt"  (1.152), subverts the reference as though he were try in g  to stop 

himself short o f trea ting  l i f e  seriously. The uniqueness o f human 

coupled with the inadequacy o f the language makes representation a 

dubious self-defeating e f fo r t .

282 See Arland Ussher, Three Great Irishmen (London: V ic to r Gollanz, 
L td ., 1952) p. 120.

283 Whittaker Stephen and Jordan Francis X., "The Three Whistles and 
the Aesthetic of Mediation: Modern Physics and Platonic Metaphysics in 
Joyce's Ulysses," James Joyce Quarterly Vo l . 33, No. 1 (Fa ll 1996) 27-47.
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c. Language and linguistic intertextuality
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Plot, characterization, and point o f view are achieved not only 

through thematic in te rte x tu a lity  but also by means o f s ty l is t ic  

in te r te x tu a lity  - -  the borrowing o f s ty l is t ic  and l in g u is t ic  elements 

from other texts --  which, together w ith the work's "modulations 

d 'e c r itu re ,"  the invention o f "portmanteau words," puns, reversed 

syntax, and invented lexicon, act as i f  they were themes. In th is  way, 

the author demonstrates the process by which l i f e  is  transformed into 

a rt.

Whereas the early chapters, as Lawrence observes, are concerned 

with p lo t and character, the second h a lf o f the book breaks in to  an 

opaque and self-dram atizing language; from story the te x t s h ifts , 

increasingly, to the process of w ritin g . As the surplus o f d e ta il takes 

over, she argues, an im ita tion  o f l i f e  takes e ffe c t. She concurs that i f  

nothing v ir tu a lly  happens in the end, i t  is tha t l i f e  is  a rb itra ry  and 

p lu r is ig n if ic a n t and concludes that i f  there is  not an absolute pattern 

o f meaning but only a choice o f p o s s ib ilit ie s , i t  is  because l i f e  is 

meaningless and inexp licab le .284

Joyce had expressed his in tention to "prove the inadequacy of 

English."285 In the process, he underlines the power o f the word and

284 Lawrence, pp. 9-13.

285 Ellmann, James Joyce, p. 155.
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the polysemeity tha t resu lts  from lin g u is t ic  ambiguity. This double 

function of language is  consciously exploited by the a r t is t .  Through his 

iconoclastic treatment o f a ll l in g u is t ic  aspects, syntax, vocabulary, 

sound, and s ty le , and especia lly through the use o f various narrators, 

he proved tha t the l in g u is t ic  medium is  more than words and sentences. 

Language becomes l i f e ,  a live  and v ib rant. As Beckett wrote w ith 

reference to Finnegans Hake - -  and th is  applies also to Ulysses --  "here 

form IS content, content IS fo rm ... [Joyce's] w ritin g  is  not about 

something; i t  is  tha t something i t s e l f .  . . .  Here words are not the 

p o lite  contortions o f 20th century p r in te r 's  ink. They are a live . They 

elbow th e ir  way on to the page, and glow and glaze and fade and 

disappear."286 But th is  l i f e  is  represented as inexplicable, 

unpredictable and opaque beyond the reach of any language. U ltim ate ly, 

what Joyce shows is  tha t language and l i f e  are parts o f the same puzzle. 

Otherwise, we would be witnessing Joyce's confessed fa ilu re  in proving, 

as he had intended, the inadequacy o f the English idiom.

Style changes the way l i f e  changes --  i t  wanders, veers and bends 

according to the character speaking. This is what Hugh Kenner has called 

the "Uncle Charles P rin c ip le ,"  defined as "the narrative idiom [th a t] 

need not be the n a rra to r 's ."287 The s ty le  constantly s h ifts  to mock, 

to  parody, or to  accommodate a new narrator. In "Nausicaa," fo r

286 "Dante... Bruno. V ico ... Joyce." Cited by Marjorie P e rlo ff, in  The 
Poetics o f Indeterminacy: Rimbaud to Cage (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1981) p. 213.

287 Kenner, Joyce's Voices, p .18.
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example, the romantic s ty le  used to convey Gerty MacDowell's th inking 

pattern substitutes the romantic love the Phaeacean princess feels 

toward Odysseus. This chapter 1s w ritte n  1n two d iffe re n t sty les, the 

f i r s t  adopting Gerty's Skaz idiom (normal human speech not uttered in 

formal s itua tions), a sentimental, woman's magazine s ty le  which blends 

sa tire  and pathos to reproduce the rom antically dramatized th inking o f a 

young uneducated g i r l . 288 The second h a lf o f the same chapter is  

expressed in Bloom's characte ris tic  narra tive  mode: the movement through 

metonymic associations from theme to theme. In "Oxen of the Sun," the 

e n tire  development o f English prose s ty le  is  jammed in to  fo rty  

paragraphs parodying English prose from its  Gaelic orig ins o f the 

fourteenth century to our times. I t  corresponds to  the fo rty  weeks of 

human gestation which is  the theme o f the chapter. Through the evolution 

o f language which ends with the b ir th  o f the "Word," the episode 

develops simultaneously the theme o f the b ir th  o f a ch ild  at the 

"Maternity Hospital" o f Dublin. As Lawrence notes, w ritten  under the 

sign o f Vico, the chapter ends in ricorso (chaos), where a ll languages 

are present in a breakdown of lin g u is t ic  form:289 "Telemachus" 

introduces a series o f s ty l is t ic  masks which assign to language a 

"pub lic" ro le  and contradicting the conventional concept o f language as

288 Ellmann refers to  i t  as "a namby-pamby jammy marmalady drawersy 
(a lto  la !)  sty le  with e ffects of incense, m ario la try , masturbation, stewed 
cocklers, pa in ter's  p a lle tte , ch itcha t, circumlocutions, e tc ., e tc ." See 
Ellmann, Jams Joyce, p. 473.

289 Lawrence, p. 113
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the "signature" o f the w r ite r ;290 "Proteus," using the stream o f 

consciousness291 (or male in ternal monologue technique) to  convey 

Stephen's thoughts is  an exploration in to  the pre-verbal, simulating 

unshaped and ever-changing patterns o f thought and language, as the 

mythical t i t l e  o f the episode implies. "Aeolus" is  an inventory o f 

rhetorica l figures (G ifford and Seidman count at least 113 o f 

them);292 The "Sirens" episode abandons English syntax in favor o f 

sound and rhythmic combinations; "Eumaeus" gives a catalogue o f 

commonplaces, employing a t ire d  rhythm tha t im ita tes the mood o f the 

exhausted protagonists at the end o f th e ir  wanderings. In "Ithaca ," 

constructed in the fashion o f a ca tech is tic  dialogue, Joyce uses the 

language o f science and mathematics to develop the illu s io n  o f objective 

r e l ia b i l i t y ,  then shatters his own bombastic pose by introducing errors 

and inconsistencies in to  the te x t;"  and "Penelope" reproduces the 

outpouring o f the subconscious in to  words inorderly  juggled across 1610 

lines o f a v ir tu a l ly  unpunctuated tex t arranged in eight sentences!

290 Ib id , p .8

291 The term was coined by William James in  Princip les o f Psychology 
(1980) to denote the flow o f inner experiences. In L ite ra ry  c r it ic is m  i t  
refers to tha t technique which seeks to depict the multitudinous thoughts 
and feelings which pass through the mind. Joyce took, in fa c t, Flaubert's 
"s ty le  in d ire c t lib re "  and applied i t  on a g igan tic  scale in Ulysses, 
developing i t  in to  " in te rna l" or "s ile n t monologue," which proceeds by 
free association to  reproduce the flow o f unconscious thoughts s tr iv in g  to 
become words.

292 G iffo rd  with Seidman, Ulysses Annotated, p. 642.
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During the w ritin g  o f Ulysses, Joyce was obsessively preoccupied 

with the arrangement o f the words on the prin ted page.293 Budgen 

reca lls  a characte ris tic  dialogue he had w ith  the author one night in 

Zurich:

" I 'v e  been working hard on [Ulysses] a l l day," said Joyce.
"Does tha t mean that you have w ritten  a great lo t? " I said.
"Two sentences," said Joyce.
" I  looked sideways but Joyce was not sm iling. I thought o f 
Flaubert.

"You've been seeking the mot ju s te !” I said.
"No." said Joyce. " I  have the words already. What I am seeking is  the 
perfect order o f words in the sentence."

According to another anecdote, Joyce "spent hours rearranging fifte e n
J A P

words, but knew from the s ta rt what each o f the words was to be."

In Ulysses l in g u is t ic  imagination becomes even more important than 

thematic imagination. Joyce relegates metaphysical questions to 

language: The only way o f insuring im m orta lity, he te l ls  Budgen, would 

be to in se rt so many enigmas and puzzles in his novel that would keep 

the scholars busy fo r centuries arguing over what he meant! Narcissism, 

not skepticism, one could re to rt. But beneath the apparent 

s u p e rf ic ia lity  o f such statements, one can suspect the th inker's  

pondering about the uncertainty o f metaphysical tru ths and the a r t is t 's

The "Arranger," an established Joycean term re fe rring  to a kind 
of authoria l voice behind the ingenuity o f the te x t 's  organization, is 
eloquent enough in th is  respect. The term was f i r s t  proposed by David 
Hayman in  "Ulysses": The Mechanics o f Meaning (Englewood C lif fs ,  N .J.: 
P rentice-H a ll, 1970), and la te r taken up by other c r i t ic s ,  notably Hugh 
Kenner.

294 Budgen, James Joyce and the Making o f  Ulysses, pp. 19-20.

295 Hugh Kenner, The Pound Era, (Berkeley: University o f C a lifo rn ia  
Press, 1971) p. 67. Elsewhere Kenner refers to  Ulysses as a book o f "words 
arranged and rearranged." Joyce's Voices, p. 49.
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ambivalence between the object o f representation and the way to 

represent i t .  Whereas Plato rewrites tra d itio n a l language to serve 

educational purposes and to perfect the soul fo r  the aims o f philosophy, 

and Seferis id e n tif ie s  language with memory, Joyce reveals "the 

labyrin th and ambivalence o f [man's] thought and emotions."296

296 Lawrence, p. 10
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4 . EPIPHANIES297

The Joycean epiphany is  an example o f the way the a r t is t  uses 

memory to convert autobiographical material to a r t .298 They are paths 

o f escaping in to  a r t, moments brought together through sim ultaneity and 

correspondence. A discussion o f the nature o f th is  Joycean p e cu lia rity  

w i l l  enable a better i l lu s tra t io n  o f the way memory turns experience 

in to  a rt in Joycean poetics, and also help d iffe re n tia te  Joyce's notion 

o f revelation from that o f Plato and Seferis.

The epiphanies included dreams and reveries, visions and 

ha llucinations, and were predominantly based on memory. As Day has 

pointed out, the Joycean epiphany has, most l ik e ly ,  as i ts  source the 

method o f the ars memoriae, a v ita l tool throughout a n tiq u ity  fo r 

organizing vast masses o f heterogeneous material in your head... [a 

to o l] which survived in  the teachings o f Loyola and the Jesu its ."

Joyce's practice, Day goes on to say, is  based on the p rin c ip le  o f "the 

composition of place," organized "by association around v iv id  images, or

297 This theological term comes from the Greek word "Epiphaneia" 
meaning manifestation, especia lly o f a d iv in ity .  I t  re fe rs , p a rticu la r ly , 
to the manifestation o f Christ on the Feast o f the Epiphany, on January 6.

298 Joyce had also used another term fo r epiphany: e p ic lis is ,  the word 
fo r  the invocation o f the Holy Ghost to  transform the host in to  the body 
and blood o f Christ. Referring to th is  term, Joyce had said to his brother 
Stanislaus: "Don't you see there is  a certa in resemblance between the 
mystery o f the Mass and what I am try ing  to do? I mean tha t I am try ing  
. . .  to  give people some kind o f in te lle c tu a l pleasure or s p ir itu a l 
enjoyment by converting the bread o f everyday l i f e  in to  something tha t has 
a permanent a r t is t ic  l i f e  o f i t s  own... fo r  th e ir  mental, moral, and 
s p ir itu a l u p l i f t .  S. Joyce, My Brother's Keeper, pp. 103-4.
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l i t t l e  pictures . . .  which are very personal and a rb itra ry ."299 The 

modernists rediscovered th is  ancient tool o f the a r t is t  which was 

apparently invented by the Greek poet Simonides.300 E lio t 's  objective 

co rre la tive , Wordsworth's "spots o f tim e," Hemingway's "moment of 

t ru th ,"  Yeats's "great memory," Ungaretti's "Moment," and S eferis 's  

"Moment," discussed above, are, lik e  Joyce's epiphanies, moments o f 

revelations based on image-strings that stim ulate the memory and control 

the imagination.

Joyce collected the epiphanies from the experience o f h is own l i f e  

and la te r  numbered and renumbered them according to a certa in  

progression. In The Workshop o f Daedalus, Scholes and Kain reproduced 

fo rty  epiphanies from Joyce's manuscripts at Buffalo and Cornell, the 

only ones that remain o f an estimated o f seventy-one o r ig in a lly  recorded 

by Joyce. A study o f the purpose o f th e ir  treatment leads to  the 

conclusion that th e ir  "arrangement was not a h is to r ic a l or biographical 

one but a creative one, in  which the materials were organized according 

to th e ir  esthetic relevance."301

The actual epiphanies that Joyce recorded are described as " l i f e  

observed caught in a kind o f camera eye which reproduced a s ig n ifica n t

299 Robert Adams Day, "Dante, Ibsen, Joyce, Epiphanies, and the Art 
o f Memory," James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Spring 1988) 357-362, 
esp. 358. On Joyce's Jesuit memory tra in ing  see Kevin Sullivan, Joyce 
Among the Jesuits  (New York: Columbia U niversity Press, 1957), pp. 81-83.

300 The story o f Simonides is found in C icero's De oratore , 2.86.351-
54.

301 Scholes and Kain, The Workshop o f Daedalus, p. 31.
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moment without comment. But such moments, once recorded, could be placed 

In an a r t is t ic  framework and used to enrich w ith re a lity  a f ic t io n a l 

n a rra tive ."302 Stanislaus, confirms tha t his brother's "angle o f 

vision was new. The revelation and importance o f the subconscious had 

caught his in te res t. The epiphanies became more frequently subjective 

and included dreams which he considered in some way reve la to ry ."303 

The epiphanies included dreams and reveries, v is ions, and 

ha lluc ina tions, and were predominantly based on memories. The only 

d e fin it io n  o f epiphany tha t we have is  the one from Stephen Dedal us: "a 

sudden s p ir itu a l manifestation, whether in the vu lga rity  o f speech or o f 

gesture or in a memorable phase o f the mind i t s e l f , "  when the metaphoric 

potentia l o f an object, a moment, gesture, phrase, is  rea lized .304 

Those which involve the w r ite r 's  mind ( i ts  "memorable phases") are the 

most important.305 Stephen's d e fin itio n  does not describe what the 

c r it ic s  mean by the term today. In Dubliners, fo r  instance --  in which 

there is  not even one epiphany among those recorded by Joyce --  scholars 

have found many, the most well known, perhaps, among them, in the 

closing scene of the "Dead," when the true meaning o f love is  revealed

302 Ib id , p. 4.

303 Stanislaus Joyce, My Brother's Keeper, pp. 125.

304 James Joyce, Stephen Hero (New York: New D irection, 1963) p. 211.

305 As Scholes and Kain w rite , in a variegated work lik e  A P o rtra it , 
Joyce's peculiar concept o f the epiphany as a moment in  which is  revealed 
e ithe r the vu lga rity  o f the non-artis t or a memorable phase o f the 
a r t is t 's  mind," may have derived from "F laubert's emphasis on 
impersonality and his careful avoidance o f the autobiographical, balanced 
against Wilde's assertion tha t autobiography is  ir r e s is t ib le . "  The 
Vorkshop o f Daedalus, p. 241.
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to  Gabriel Conroy through his w ife 's  confession that the young boy who 

loved her died fo r her.

Host o f the epiphanies Joyce recorded found th e ir  way in to  his 

e a r lie r  works. A P o rtra it is la rge ly based on a series of epiphanies, as 

the so-called "pu ll out his eyes" epiphany exem plifies.306 A good 

number o f images from A Portra it and Stephen Hero surface as major 

m otifs in d iffe re n t episodes o f Ulysses: The apparition o f Stephen's 

dead mother, fo r instance, the in a b il i ty  to pray at his b ro ther's  

deathbed, scenes at a bordello, recorded by the author as early  as 1902, 

foreshadow major motifs in Ulysses.207 Epiphany #21 describing the 

funeral o f Joyce's mother was used in Stephen Hero (p. 167) and la te r  as 

part o f Bloom's in te r io r  monologue at Paddy Dignam's funeral (6.517- 

20).308 The smashing o f the chandelier in "C irce," or Gerty's 

suddenly revealed lameness on the beach, or the two midwives tha t find  

th e ir  way in to  the Plums Parable, or the woman and "the g ir l  w ith the 

f is h 's  face bloodless and l iv id "  at the cemetery, or Rudy's apparition 

in "Circe" respond to the princ ip le  o f sim ultaneity that describes an 

epiphany as a moment where correspondences bring certain ideas together.

306 I'm re fe rring  to the scene where Hr Vance te l ls  Hrs. Joyce that 
her son has to  apologize or "the e a g le s 'll come and pull out his eyes," 
used la te r  in  A P o r tra it , exemplifies the way Stephen finds refuge from 
au thority  in a rt turning his predicament in to  a poem chiasm ically 
arranged: "Apologise, Apologise, Pull out his eyes /  apologise, Pull out 
his eyes, Apologise." See Scholes and Kain, The Workshop o f Dedalus,
p. 11.

307 See epiphanies Nos. 33, 34, 35, 20, 22, 23 in Scholes and Kain.

308 Stanislaus Joyce, My Brother's Keeper: James Joyce's Early Years. 
(New York: The Viking Press, 1958) p. 235. See also Scholes and Kain, The 
Workshop o f Daedalus, p. 31.
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An epiphany has to do w ith some kind o f "magic" illum ina tion , 

coincidence, and correspondence. As T indall notes,

Magical in o r ig in , the correspondence, whether magical or 
l i te ra ry ,  is  an evocative agreement among things, one more or less 
re lated to others. . . .  Epiphany, correspondence, symbol, image, 
metaphor - -  ca ll i t  what you w il l  - -  th is  happy combination o f 
things came down to men o f le tte rs  from the magicians. Baudelaire 
got i t  from Swedenborg and he from Thoth.

The idea goes back to  the imagist technique, discussed in 

connection w ith S eferis 's  poetry, consisting in  the un ifica tio n  o f 

d is t in c t  images in to  a complex presented s p a tia lly  in an instant o f 

time, which produces a sense o f sudden lib e ra tio n  (see page 232, above).

As seen in Seferis 's  poetry, the moment o f revelation is  often 

associated with an impression o f sudden s t illn e s s . In Joyce, however, 

th is  moment is  aesthetic. In A P o rtra it, Stephen advances the theory 

tha t "aesthetic emotion" is  "s ta t ic ."  This term comes from Stephen's 

in te rp re ta tio n  o f A r is to tle  who emphasized "ca thars is ," or purgation, as 

the re su lt o f pure emotions such as those aroused by tragedy. The kind 

o f aesthetic emotion, which causes catharsis, constitutes a "s ta s is ,"  or 

a rrest o f the emotions, as opposed to those emotions excited by 

"improper a rt"  which are "k in e tic ."  This state o f the mind which is 

"arrested and raised above desire and lo a th in g ,"(p . 205) brings our

309 William York T inda ll, A Reader's Guide to James Joyce, p. 82 
As Yates also notes in th is  connection, the Renaissance ideas, involving 
alchemy and magic derive from Hermes Trismegistus - id e n tifie d  with the 
Egyptian Thoth (Theuth), inventor o f language, whom Plato depicts in the 
Phaedrus. The epiphany is  thus related to  language. Frances A. Yates, 
Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition  (Chicago: Chicago Univ. Press, 
1964). pp.191-92, 48 and passim. See also note 50, above.
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emotions "in to  a state o f balance or equilibrium " - - a  state of 

s ta b i l i t y .510 The preponderant image o f "epiphany" in A P o rtra it is  

the v is ion  o f the wading b ird g ir l who seems to  stand immobile: She 

"seemed lik e  one whom magic had changed in to  the likeness o f a strange 

and beautifu l seabird," and stands "alone and s t i l l . "  She appears ju s t 

when Stephen realizes tha t he has found his vocation and represents a rt 

c a llin g  him to " l iv e , to e rr, to f a l l ,  to triumph, to recreate l i f e  out 

o f l i f e ! "  (171-73).

Contrary to Seferis and Plato, who reveal a philosophical or 

poetic " tru th " to make a point in th e ir  argument, the Joycean epiphany 

is  an example o f a minute piece of a rt tran s fix in g  the experience o f 

l i f e  in to  w ritin g  and eterna liz ing i t .  Rather than pred ictive  

apocalypses o f a determ in istic end, they often come to nought.311 I f  

the Joycean epiphany reveals something, i t  is  change transformed in to  

permanence made possible by a rt.

510 Joseph Brennan, Three Philosophical Novelists: Side, Joyce, Mann 
(New York: MacMillan, 1964) 6-7.

311 Lawrence, in e ffe c t, finds Ulysses "de libe ra te ly  a n tire ve la to ry ," 
a book tha t does not a rrive  "at even a Pisgah sight o f meaning. Or, to put 
i t  d if fe re n tly , Joyce presents p o s s ib ilit ie s  o f meaning rather than a 
f in a l reve la tion ." The Odyssey o f Style, p. 7.
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In Ulysses the quest fo r love and memory is  a quest fo r wholeness 

and se lf-assertion . Functioning in a d iffe re n t way fo r each one o f the 

protagonists, th is  quest represents man's struggle fo r in te lle c tu a l, 

emotional, sexual, and a r t is t ic  fu lf i l lm e n t.

The fac t that Ulysses commemorates the 16th o f June 1904

(10.376)312 has often been cited as a proof that the novel's central

theme is  love. Love, "a subtle insinuating f i r e , "  according to

Joyce,313 is  the creative force against the d iv id ing  tendencies that

prevent completeness and se lf-assertion . Kristeva id e n tif ie s  love with

"a process o f id e n tif ic a tio n ,"  which "presupposes the tendency specific

to the speaking subject to assim ilate, in symbolic and real terms,

another being separate from i t s e l f . "  I t  consists, she goes on to say, in

the two variants o f amorous experience as they are illu s tra te d  
by Stephen Dedal us and Leopold Bloom -• in Stephen's Agape and 
Bloom's Eros-- that I would see the most pertinent and, 
a n a ly tica lly , the most successful attempt that Joyce undertook in 
order to explain the id e n tif ic a to ry  movement specific  to 
a r t is t ic  existence... Amorous experience and a r t is t ic  
experience, as two interdependent aspects o f the id e n tifica to ry  
process, are our only means o f preserving our psychic space as a 
' l iv in g  system,' that is , open to the other, capable o f adaptation 
and change.

3 "Bloomsday," as th is  day is  called today, was the day o f Joyce's 
f i r s t  meeting with Nora Barnacle. Several aspects o f Joyce's l i f e  converge 
upon th is  day which he chose fo r  the action o f Ulysses. Ellmann, James 
Joyce, p. 155.

313 Ib id , p. 139.
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To achieve th is , Kristeva argues, Joyce resorts to polyphonic 

id e n tifica tio n s  such as the ultim ate id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith an archaic 

mother, the supreme authority  in which the id e n tity  o f the constantly 

defiant narrator takes refuge, and, pe rs is ten tly , the law o f paternal 

Id e n tity , the guarantee o f a ll normative id e n t ity .314

Love in Ulysses comprises the fu l l  array o f the word's denotation. 

I t  refers to b io log ica l', in te lle c tu a l, sentimental, psychological, and 

fam ily love, to friendsh ip , compassion fo r humanity, unselfish love that 

transcends rac ia l and re lig ious d iscrim ination, and "Good Samaritan" 

love. Joyce sponsors a universal concept o f love.315 In Joyce, as 

with our other authors, love res is ts  equation w ith a simple positive  

meaning or function: i t  refers to positive love as much as i t  connotes 

self-centered, calculated, wasted, empty, or incomplete love, betrayal, 

b igotry, and hatred, in short i t  encompasses the to ta l i t y  o f the 

positive  and negative meanings o f the word. The quest fo r love coincides 

w ith the in d iv id u a l's  yearning fo r equilibrium , selfhood, and a r t is t ic  

fu lf i l lm e n t.

314 Ju lia  Kristeva, " Id e n tifica tio n  and the Real," trans. by Shaun 
Whiteside, in  L ite ra ry  Theory Today, Peter C o llie r  and Helga Geyer-Ryan 
eds., (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990) pp. 168, 172-73.

315 In the love trea tises o f the Renaissance, "love is  a concept o f 
m ultip le  deriva tion : Christian charity , P lato 's love, the friendship of 
A r is to tle  and o f Cicero, and the love o f stilnuovo poets and o f Petrarch 
are a ll importantly represented." John Charles Nelson, Renaissance Theory 
o f Love: The context o f Giordano Bruno's E ro ici fu ro r i (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1958) p. 73.
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One o f the most examined - -  and most disputed --  passages of 

Ulysses is  the so-called "love passage:" "Love, yes. Uord known to a l l  

men" (9.429-30), a phrase uttered by Stephen as he begs his dead 

mother's ghost to  confirm her love fo r  him. The image that is constantly 

evoked in Stephen's memory involves his dying mother's request tha t he 

kneel by her deathbed and pray. Reacting to Stephen's refusal to  please 

her, she had cursed him before dying. This f r ig h t fu l scene is  usually 

accompanied by the memory o f the Fergus song, a song about love Stephen 

had sung fo r her.316 The disputed phrase, omitted by Joyce but 

ex isting  in the Rosenbaum manuscript marginal notes, was restored by 

Gabler, as authentic, in 1984. I t  has become, ever since, the source o f 

interminable discussions about love in Ulysses, a rt and l i f e ,  fathers 

and sons, and mothers and sons.317 In looking fo r love, Stephen seeks 

selfhood, as Seferis seeks to resurrect love in the hearts o f men to 

give them back th e ir  lo s t fa ith  in man.

" . . .  And no more turn aside and brood 
Upon love 's b it te r  mystery 
For Fergus rules the brazen cars."

From W.B. Yeats's poem "Who goes w ith Fergus.' I t  is  a song about abused 
love, love 's power and redeemed time. Collected Poems (New York, 
Macmillan, 1956).

317 The idea, however, was not e n tire ly  new. Ellmann had in 1972 
id e n tifie d  the word known to a ll men as "love ." By contrast, while 
accepting love as a possible answer, Kenner retained his o rig ina l position 
tha t the word was "perhaps," "death." Kenner, Ulysses, (London: Allen and 
Unwin, 1980, p. 129). Kimball finds the middle road in admitting both 
words, love and death, as the answer. See "Love and Death in  Ulysses: 
"Word known to a ll men," James Joyce Quarterly , Vol. 24, No. 2 (Winter, 
1987) 143-160; and Fox is  convinced tha t the word known to a ll is  not 
"love" but the word "yes" --  the admission by which we a ffirm  ourselves 
and others, thereby achieving selfhood. See Cheryl Fox, "Absolutely: 
Redefining the word Known to A ll Men." James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 29, No. 
4 (Summer 1992) pp 779-804, esp. 803.
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The opposite tensions w ith in  the concept o f love are linked with 

i ts  positive  sides in every turn o f the Joycean te x t. The Latin phrase 

which follows the controversial passage in "Scylla and Charybdis" bears 

th is  out: "Word known to a ll men Amor vero a liq u id  a lic u i bonum vu lt 

unde et ea quae concupiscimus (9.429-30). The Latin phrase, as G ifford 

comments, conjoins two sentences from Thomas Aquinas's Suima Contra 

Gentiles, "That in God there is  Love." Aquinas is  d istingu ish ing  here 

between "true love," which "requires one to w il l  another's good," and 

s e lf  love, which "w ills  another's good fo r one's own pleasure."318 

Desiring a thing and not loving i t ,  is  equal to loving oneself. This 

passage gives iro n ic a lly  opposed de fin itions  o f love. Love, therefore in 

Joyce evokes the same p o la r ity  between the "nonlover" and the "beloved" 

exemplified in the Phaedrus, and encompasses what Seferis ca lls  

"degraded," "abused," and "wasted" love.

In Ulysses, Joyce re fe rs , at 14.1494 and 15.1705, to  "Venus 

Pandemos," who, as a goddess o f lu s t, belongs to  a ll people. She stands 

in contrast to Aphrodite Urania, "the goddess o f the highest and purer 

love.319 Aphrodite is  also re la ted to Helen o f Troy whom she gave as 

a g i f t  to Paris in return fo r  his choosing her as the most beautiful 

among the goddesses. Helen and Aphrodite are symbols o f love, adultery, 

and destruction (see 3,483, 9,268, 12.1271). According to Homer, 

Aphrodite was caught in bed w ith Ares by her husband Hephaestos, who had

318 For the fu l l  tra ns la tio n  o f Aquinas passage see G ifford with 
Seidman. Ulysses Annotated. Cheryl Fox also discusses th is  phrase p. 799.

319 G ifford with Seidman, p. 444
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devised in v is ib le  nets to  trap the adulterers and expose them to the 

laughter o f the Olympians.320 S im ila rly , Helen is  a symbol o f love 

and betrayal - -  also re lated to the a b il i ty  to heal the pain o f 

memory.321 They are both symbols of love and beauty. Love re la tions 

subject to human f r a i l t y  cannot be perfect, but l ik e  l i f e  and beauty, 

love should be worshiped, Homer and Joyce preach.

Regarding memory, Joyce equates i t  to imagination --  the working 

over o f what is  remembered --  and regrets having not enough 

imagination.322 The apparent controversy is  but a confirmation o f his 

preference fo r  the creative wanderings o f the mind over the mere return 

to  an already lived  and known experience, perhaps an attempt to escape 

h is to ry . Memory is  the tool o f the w rite r and the reader a like . Crucial 

in the process o f selecting and recording, and also o f unravelling the 

codes guiding our reading, i t  makes permanent what would have been 

swallowed my ob liv ion . Memory, providing the evidence o f cu ltu ra l 

con tinu ity  establishes id e n tity  libe ra ting  and enslaving, as Stephen's 

longing fo r freedom and bitterness over ex ile  underlines. The h istory of 

Ire land, "an immortal serving her conqueror" (1.405), the fa te  o f 

Parnell, the loss o f the Ir is h  language and d ig n ity  are b it te r  memories 

from which Stephen --  and Joyce -* are try ing  to escape through the art 

o f w ritin g , very much the way Seferis is  try ing  through his a rt to

320 The Odyssey, 8 :265ff

321 Ib id , 4:221.

322 Ellmann, James Joyce, pp. 661n. and 250.
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reconcile the pain o f a memory tha t wounds w ith the need o f remembering, 

in the "country w ith the ancient monuments and contemporary g r ie f ."

I w il l  now turn  to a more analytical discussion o f the symbolic 

meaning memory and love have fo r  Stephen and Bloom.

A. Stephen

In Ulysses Stephen sets out to a tta in  the prophetic mission the

young poet envisioned in A P o rtra it, expressed more c le a rly  in Stephen

Hero: To liv e  his own l i f e  according to what he recognized as the voice

o f a new humanity, active , unafraid and unashamed, and to create his own

authority by the l ig h t  o f his senses, free from an oppressive fam ily,

country, and church as expressed in his famous "Non serviam":

I w il l  not serve tha t in which I no longer believe, whether i t  
ca ll i t s e l f  my home, my fatherland or my church: and I w il l  t ry  to 
express myself in some mode o f l i f e  or a r t as fre e ly  as I can and 
as wholly as I can, using fo r my defence the only arms I allow 
myself to use, silence, ex ile  and cunning. (P o r tra it , 246-47).

Stephen is  obeying an inner command to express himself "free in 

some mode o f l i f e  o r a r t . "  " I  go," he says, "to  encounter fo r  the 

m illion th  time the re a lity  o f experience and to  forge in the smithy of 

my soul the uncreated conscience o f my race" (P. 252-53). As Kain 

w rites, Ulysses's deeper purpose "beneath the complex o f r ib a ld ry  and 

sentiment, blasphemy and aspiration, mockery and tenderness, so
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strangely compounded... is  to analyze the reasons why Stephen's hopes 

have been buried."323

The mother and fa the r are symbols of the past tha t l im its  the 

young man's growth in to  m aturity. This is  why he had le f t  Ire land, but a 

misspelled telegram from the fa the r, "Nother dying come home fa th e r,"  

brings him back from Paris to  the mother's deathbed. This is  where 

Ulysses picks up. In "Telemachus," Stephen is  dealing exactly w ith these 

two things: the longing fo r  the mother and the fa ther and at the same 

time the desire to set him self free from them and a ll they stand fo r.

His struggle is  an attempt to run away from h istory and memory, to 

detach himself from time. This is  textualized through the nightmares, 

v isions, and ghosts o f the past tha t haunt him: The specter o f the dead 

mother who had cursed him, the "ghost" o f the fa ther, evoked through the 

ghost o f Hamlet's fa the r, and the "nightmare o f h is to ry ."

In fac t, i t  is  h is dreams tha t have turned in to  ghosts and haunt 

Stephen. In Ulysses, he defines a ghost as "one who has faded in to  

im palpability through death, through absence, through change o f manners" 

(9.147-149). His mother is  dead, the father is  absent, the cu ltu re  he 

abandoned is  now alienated from him. Himself an e x ile , he is  a ghost 

too, a ghost by absence. Stephen's symbolic quest fo r the mother and the 

father represents his longing fo r  experience, selfhood, and a r t is t ic  

maturation. These ghosts, symbols o f authority, cu ltu re , and the tyranny

323 Richard M. Kain, Fabulous Voyager (New York: V iking, [1947] 1959), 
p .241.
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o f the past are memories which the young poet, a slave o f words, is  

struggling to f ig h t w ith words through his quest fo r  love.

a. "Aaor ■a tris "

Stephen's longing fo r the mother's love dominates the te x t since 

i t s  e a rlie s t appearance in the opening episode. Beneath th is  longing 

lu rks his own in a b il i ty  to love. In "Telemachus" he refuses to wear gray 

because a year a fte r his mother's death he was s t i l l  in  mourning 

(1.120.)324 Mulligan contributes to his sense o f g u il t  by constantly 

accusing Stephen o f having "k il le d "  his mother (1:88, 122). The death 

scene returns to Stephen's memory, ty rann ica lly , with more v iv id  detai.l 

at the end of "Telemachus" in the words o f the prayer he refused to 

sing: L ilia ta  ru tilan tium  Turma circumdet. Iubilantium  te virginum" 

(736-38).325 This prayer fo r the dying and the song he sung to his 

mother, become le itm o tifs  repeatedly evoked throughout the novel to keep 

the mother's memory tormenting. The dead mother, in fa c t, becomes an 

avenging Erinys who haunts Stephen with images o f h e ll,  not fo r  the sake 

o f restoring ju s tice  in the Aeschylean sense, but to  destroy completely 

a l l  traces o f her past love tha t lin g e r, nosta lg ica lly , in  the son's

Stephen's mother must have died on 23 June 1903 so Stephen was 
free to go into "second mourning" when gray was acceptable. His behavior, 
notes G ifford , reca lls  Hamlet's insistence on dressing in black in 
mourning fo r his fa ther when the whole court had stopped to do so. See 
Ulysses Annotated, p .15.

325 "May the g lit te r in g  throng o f confessors, b righ t as l i l i e s ,  gather 
about you. May the g lorious cho ir o f v irg ins receive you." This prayer 
could be said by the bedside o f the dying during the death agony, in the 
absence o f a p rie s t, by any responsible person, man or woman. Ib id , p. 19.
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memory. Two opposite functions o f memory struggle fo r  dominance. 

Stephen's struggle to restore the in ju s tice  done him by the mother's 

betrayal, is  a struggle here fo r  ju s tice  and equ ilib rium . Words, his 

weapon with which he had vowed to forge the conscience o f h is race, now 

becomes the means o f reconciling  these con flic tin g  memories in h is mind.

In "Nestor," Stephen th inks lov ing ly  o f his mother (2.140-147) and 

remembers Cranly's words th a t maternal love is  the only true th ing in 

l i f e :  "whatever else unsure in th is  stinking dunghill o f a world a 

mother's love is  not" (P o r tra it , pp. 241-242). But in h is deeper heart 

Stephen questions not only her love fo r him; he also doubts his own 

a b i l i ty  to love her: "amor m atris: subjective and objective genitive" 

(2.164), he ponders.326 Love, in the re flex ive  form o f the Latin , can 

mean both the mother's love fo r  Stephen and Stephen's a ffec tion  fo r  his 

mother. Not re a lity  but the word and its  a b il i ty  to say two d iffe re n t 

things at the same time is  the cause o f Stephen's emotions. His claim 

tha t he values experience more than theory is but an expression o f his 

desire to escape the nightmare o f language and the tyranny o f the words.

The re la tion  o f past and present is  obsessively associated by 

Joyce with a female fam ily member r is in g  from the grave. Joyce 

associated the mother w ith the nightmare of h is to ry (punning is  always

326 - Have you never loved anyone," Cranly had asked him.
- Do you mean women?
- I am not speaking o f tha t, Cranly said in a colder tone. I ask

you i f  you ever f e l t  love towards anyone or anyth ing ...
- I tr ie d  to love God, Stephen had rep lied. I t  seems now I 

fa ile d , (d P o rtra it,  240)
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there to strengthen the association, in th is  case, "night-mere" or 

"grand-mfcre"). H istory is  a ghost, the "grandmother" whom the fox o f 

Stephen's r id d le  is  try ing  to bury under a hollybush (2.101-15). This 

ghost is  h is to ry , the memory o f the past tha t Stephen cannot bury in 

him.

The mother's specter appears again and again, through the memory 

o f the words Stephen did not say and a series o f verbal motifs and 

in tratextua l echoes associated w ith the sea often evoked as "snotgreen" 

(1.85, 78), the co lor o f the dying woman's vomit. The sea, as in 

Seferis 's poetry, is  related here to the mother, death, love and 

betrayal; she is  "our great sweet mother" (1.77-78, 1.85, 3.31-32) who 

drowned Icarus. The cry " Thalatta! Thalatta !" (1.80) o f the ten thousand 

Greeks who escaped out o f Persia to the Black Sea because they were 

betrayed by the Persians, makes the sea also a symbol o f salvation.

The nightmare turns a live once again in the restored passage o f 

the Library scene: "Do you know what you are ta lk in g  about? Love, yes. 

Word known to a ll men" (9.429-30). The passage restoration in "Scylla 

and Charybdis," as Gabler pointed out at the "Miami Conference on the 

C rit ic a l and Synoptic Edition o f Ulysses," provides a “contrapost to 

Bloom's d e fin it io n  o f love" in "Cyclops."327 In the "Cyclops" episode 

love, equated w ith  b igotry and rac ia l in to lerance, is  defined by Bloom 

as "the opposite o f hatred," on account o f which he is  accused by the 

Citizen as advocating "universal love" (12.1483-85).

327 See James Joyce L ite ra ry  Supplement, No. 3 (Fall 1989).
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But Stephen's most dramatic nightmare comes in "C irce ," where the 

emaciated ghost o f the Mother rises through the b ro th e l's  f lo o r, " in  

leper grey and a torn bridal v e i l . "  She opens her toothless mouth 

"u tte rin g  a s ile n t word," while the cho ir is  singing the song o f the 

dead: " L il ia ta  ru tilan tium  te confessorum.. ."  (15.4163). In th is  

epiphanic episode, given in the form o f a p la y ,328 the fo llow ing 

dialogue ensues:

Stephen
They say I  k i l le d  you, mother. He offended your memory. Cancer d id  

i t ,  not I .  Destiny.
The Mother

You sang that song to me. Love's b i t te r  mystery.

Stephen
Tell me the word, mother, i f  you know now. The word known to a l l  

men. (15.4191-92)

What is  important here is  tha t Stephen seeks to  fin d  the meaning 

o f love in a word. In A P o rtra it "monstrous reveries came thronging into 

h is  memory. They too had sprung up before him, suddenly and fu rious ly , 

out o f mere words" (90). Stephen's development as an a r t is t  presupposes 

iso la tio n  and gradual detachment from emotions to  the po in t where he 

loses sense o f id e n tity  and the memory o f h is childhood (92-93). By 

hearing the word, he w ill be able to reverse the process o f iso la tion  

and go back to the mother he has lo s t.  I t  is  the a r t is t 's  struggle 

between words and emotions. We know tha t at the opening o f A P o rtra it

328 The dramatic form is  used by many epiphanies. I ts  cool 
impersonality hightens the emotional power o f the experience presented.
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Stephen had sung tha t song to his dying mother, a song about love. He 

knows the word as well as his mother does. Stephen asks the question 

because he needs to hear the word "love", not because he does not know 

i t .  The son's plea to the dying mother, Gordon argues, is  an invocation

to the bard's Muse to say the story everybody knows329.

Love is  emphasized as a word that only the mother can u tte r  also

in Ulysses, a play by Stephen P h illip s , which was h igh ly thought o f in

1902, and Joyce might have read.330 Here is  the crucia l Hades scene

from the play, where Odysseus asks his mother about Penelope:

Ulysses: Alas, alas! and mother, she? she live s  -- 
But stays she true to me?
A n tic le ia : Child, I  have come
But la te ly  to th is  plea, and when I  died
S t i l l  was she true to thee, and knew not time.
Ulysses: At la s t, at las t the word that lig h te th  h e ll!
One word! and thou alone, mother, couldst speak i t !
Thy voice alone: thine out o f a l l  the dead!

In the Homeric version, as in P h il l ip s ' play, the mother gives to 

her son the answer tha t w ill make his l i f e  complete. A n tic le ia  advises 

Odysseus to  continue his voyage home return ing to l ig h t  and fo rg e ttin g  

the dead past, whereas in Joyce's novel she withholds the answer.

Although he knows the word, Stephen may not know how to create 

meaning out o f i t ,  as his mother does not know how to communicate her

329 John Gordon, "Love in Bloom, by Stephen Dedalus," James Joyce
Quarterly, Vol. 27, No. 2 (Winter 1990) 241-255.

330 Stephen P h illip s , Ulysses: A Drama in  a Prologue & Three Acts 
(London and New York: John Lane, 1902) p .90.
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love to  her son. Their re la tion  is  one in which love has fa ile d . 

Stephen's mother perpetuates re lig ious fanaticism , h o s t i l i ty ,  death -- 

non-love. Stephen is  trapped between the pain o f memory and i t s  healing 

power, between the loving memory o f the mother who denied the son and 

was denied by him. I f  Stephen could wake from th is  nightmare, he would 

perhaps be able to fo rget and free himself from his agenbite o f inw it. 

A ll he needs is  a confirmation o f what a word means in terms o f real 

l i f e ,  a word which w il l  come from his own heart and mature thought i f  he 

could only "remember c o rre c tly ." .

Stephen's nightmare is  the agony o f the poet imprisoned in words 

and longing to a tta in  freedom from past experiences through l i f e  

experience. The arrogant young in te lle c tu a l re fra ins  from action, 

desperately try in g  to  substitu te  words fo r  fee lin g . He can only say no: 

He w il l  not serve the church, w il l  not be a prisoner of Ireland and o f 

his fam ily, w il l  not kneel to pray. He does not know how to transform 

the word "love" in to  l i f e ,  keeping i t  instead, l i t e r a l ly ,  a dead word. 

But the mother can only respond with "a s ile n t word." The word "silence" 

or "s ile n t"  implies the end o f a cycle when the thunder begins Vico's 

divine age and another cycle o f h isto ry is  completed. I t  forebodes, 

perhaps, a turning point in Stephen's l i f e ,  as th is  episode suggests.

b. "Old father, old artificer"

The main in te rtex tua l sources tha t constitu te  Stephen as a son and 

the fa ther as a creator come from the Homeric and Daedalean myths, and
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from Shakespeare's Hamlet.15' Telemachus's coming o f age and se tting

out on a journey to Sparta in search o f the absent father to establish

his id e n tity  pa ra lle ls  Stephen's symbolic quest fo r the fa ther tha t w il l

set him free . But i t  is  the Daedalean myth tha t is  more important in

th is  respect. For i t  constitutes the fa ther as the superb a r t i f ic e r  who

can equip the son with wings to soar out o f his ca p tiv ity . The Daedalean

"ecstasy o f f l ig h t , "  is  "a metaphor o f sexual fu lf i l lm e n t and a r t is t ic

c rea tion ."332 The father is  the archetypal model o f the s k i l l fu l

creator whom the young man invokes to  help him in the la s t lines o f A

P o r tra it : "Old fa ther, old a r t i f ic e r ,  stand me now and ever in good

stead" (p. 253). Like Kristava above, Epstein evokes the symbolic ro le

o f the fa ther as a creator:

Log ica lly , since there can be only one fa ther-creator in a "race" 
at a time, the son is  debarred from creation, e ither physical or 
s p ir itu a l,  by his own immaturity and by his s t i f l in g  presence o f 
the paternal creator. When, however, the son breaks through his 
"v irg in a l"  lethargy, when he is  ready fo r  creation, the fa ther 
gives way and the new father begins to create."

Although Stephen's quest fo r the fa ther permeates the en tire  te x t, 

three episodes focus more emphatically on Stephen's p lig h t fo r selfhood 

and a r t is t ic  se lf-assertion : "Proteus," "Scylla and Charybdis" and

To Telemachus, Daedalus, Hamlet, and Christ, who serve as model 
figures fo r Stephen, Herring adds Rimbaud, with whom Joyce had an 
obsession on account o f biographical, ideo log ica l, and aesthetic concerns 
they had in common. P h illip  F. Herring, Joyce's Uncertainty P rinc ip le  p. 
150.

332 Harry Levin, "The A r t is t , "  in  James Joyce: A P o rtra it o f the 
A r t is t  as a Young Han, (New York: Penguin, 1981) p. 412

333 Epstein, The Ordeal o f Stephen Dedalus (Carbondale: Southern 
I l l in o is  University Press, 1971), p. 161.
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"C irce." In "Proteus" Stephen is  try ing  to  deal w ith the problem o f 

id e n tity  by pinning down "the signature o f th ings" - -  understanding them 

in spite o f the constantly changing visual perception o f th e ir  nature.

He is  only a son w ith confused id e n tity .334 This is  brought up in 

Stephen's in te rna l monologue as he walks alone on Sandymound Strand 

contemplating, in  synaesthetic terms, change and a r t 's  a b i l i ty  to 

tra n s fix  the moment in to  something permanent:

Ineluctable modality o f the v is ib le : at least that i f  no more, 
thought through my eyes. Signatures o f a ll things I am here to 
read ... Snotgreen, b luesilver, ru s t: coloured s igns ... Shut your 
eyes and see.

Stephen closed his eyes to hear his boots crush crackling wrack 
and s h e lls . . .  A very short space o f time through very short times 
o f space... tha t is  the in e lu c tib le  modality o f the aud ib le ... My 
ash sword hangs at my side. Tap with i t :  they d o ... Am I walking 
in to  e te rn ity  along Sandymount strand?...

Rhythm begins, you see. I hear... Acata lectic  tetrameter o f 
iambs marching.
Open your eyes now. I w i l l .  One moment. Has a ll vanished since? I f  
I open and am fo r  ever in the black adiaphane. Basta! I w il l  see 
i f  I can see.

See now. There a ll the time without you: and ever shall be, 
world w ithout end (3:1-27).

Stephen shuts his eyes to sense through time and space the a r t is t  

inside the rhythm o f l i f e .  The m otif o f blindness appears here in the 

opening and shutting o f his eyes and through the l ig h t  and blackness 

imagery. The word "Tap" links  th is  imagery w ith the la te r  occurrences o f 

the blindness m o tif. The tapping o f Stephen's ashplant, symbol o f 

c re a tiv ity , an tic ipates the figure o f the b lind  s tr ip lin g  in la te r

This is  established, among other means, through Rimbaud's famous 
"Je est un autre" evoked in Stephen's " l u i  c 'e s t moi" (3:182-83), and "my 
soul walks w ith me, form o f forms" (3:279-80).
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chapters. In th is  chapter Stephen is  try ing  to experiment w ith words, 

become a seer to f u l f i l  the mission o f the poet, as also commanded by 

Rimbaud.335

To become an a r t is t ,  Stephen has f i r s t  to become a fa ther. In 

"Scylla and Charybdis" he tr ie s  to establish his id e n tity  in re la tion  to 

pa tern ity . In the L ibrary discussion, Stephen develops a complex theory 

about fatherhood through his id e n tifica tio n  with Shakespeare:

Shakespeare was not Prince Hamlet but Hamlet's fa the r - -  since as an 

actor Shakespeare had played the ro le  o f the ghost o f Hamlet's father. 

The bard, according to Joyce, had also a son named Hamnet, the twin 

brother o f Hamlet. As the dead king had been betrayed by his queen with 

his brother, so Shakespeare, as Joyce thought, was betrayed by Anne 

Hathaway with the poet's brother.336 Through the Shakespeare theory, 

the primordial sense o f re tr ib u tio n  gives its  place to  acceptance of 

hum iliation in the name o f a wider and non-selfish understanding of 

love.337 As a creator, the a r t is t  is  the fa ther o f his race and his 

characters. This makes Stephen --  who is in mourning lik e  Hamlet and

335 The word "snotgreen," also comes from Rimbaud. As Steiner writes, 
Baudelaire, Mallarm6, and Rimbaud are examples o f w rite rs  who employ a 
mode of s o iip s is t ic  in te g r ity  tha t endeavors "to deepen our apprehension 
by d islocating and goading to  new l i f e  the supine energies o f word and 
grammar." Geirge Steiner, On D if f ic u lty  and Other Essays (Oxford 
University Press, 1978) p .40.

336 As Ellmann puts i t ,  "Instead of making the a r t is t  Shakespeare an 
avenging hero, Joyce preferred to th ink o f him as a cuckold." Ulysses, p. 
155.

337 As Gordon observes, Stephen is d riv ing  a t the Aquinian amicita 
in te r  multos (agape) (9.771) which he wishes to trace developing from 
Shakespeare's "undoing" much as Christian agape unfolds from the F a ll,"  
John Gordon, "Love in Bloom, by Stephen Dedalus," p. 246.
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id e n tif ie s  w ith him338 --  an incarnation o f Shakespeare. I t  

constitutes him as an a r t is t ,  but also as a fa ther, since the a r t is t  

engenders his characters. Stephen and Hamlet s tr iv in g  to achieve 

selfhood fo r the author become the author's fa thers. Father and son thus 

become one and the same person, they are united "consubstantia lly ." They 

represent the Holy T r in ity : fa the r, son, and a rt. I t  is th is  idea that 

leads to  the paradox o f Shakespeare's ghost being Hamlet's grandfather 

(2.152) or, as Mulligan says to  taunt Stephen, Hamlet's grandson being 

Shakespeare's grandfather and Stephen himself the ghost o f his own 

fa ther (1.555-56).

In developing th is  theory, Stephen wants to prove that 

Shakespeare's private l i f e  as man had fused with his in ternal l i f e  as 

a r t is t  so as to make his a rt a m irror o f lived experience. Shakespeare, 

inadequate lover and betrayed husband, was able to reproduce the natural 

image o f re a lity  because he had lived  the s itua tions he reenacts in his 

plays. This way Stephen proves to  his Platonic in te rlocu to rs , A.E. and 

Eglington, tha t the soul does not have a Platonic but an A ris to te lian  

id e n tity  woven out o f experience and moving toward completeness.

Whereas in "Proteus" Stephen is  struggling to establish a sense of 

s e lf as a son and a r t is t  in search o f a father fig u re , in "Scylla" he 

gains freedom by establishing himself as a fa the r/crea to r. D ispelling 

the mother's memory and recreating the father are the f i r s t  steps toward

338 Joyce saw himself and the Stephen o f the early  chapters in a lin e  
MallarmS had w ritten : " I I  se promene, pas plus, lis a n t au l iv re  de lu i-  
m§me.", Ellmann, p. 138.
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achieving’ the freedom and detachment needed to create. This turning 

point comes in "C irce ,” to  which I w ill return, w ith the dismissing o f 

the Mother and the appearance o f a new father.

B. Bloom

Bloom's characteriza tion, p a rticu la rly  regarding his un ive rsa lity  

and incompleteness, is  s ig n if ic a n tly  determined by the way he perceives 

love and uses memory. Whereas Stephen's quest fo r love is  metaphorical, 

in te lle c tu a lize d , and s o lip s is t ic , fo r Bloom, the p ractica l "Everyman" 

and down-to-earth ex trovert, love has a strong corporeal dimension. I t  

envelops his re la tionsh ip  with Molly, Rudy, his daughter M illy , Stephen, 

his fa ther, Martha, and Gerty --  i t  is sexual, paternal, f i l i a l ,  

romantic, and humane. Bloom is  capable o f c a rita s ; he has a universal 

a b i l i ty  fo r compassion. He feels p ity  fo r Mrs. Purefoy, the mother 

g iving b irth  in "Oxen o f the Sun." Although he does not know her, he 

sends her a few words o f encouragement; he also helps se ttle  the a ffa irs  

o f Dignam's widow ("Cyclops") and is  concerned over Stephen's drinking 

when th e ir  paths cross in "Oxen;" la te r he rescues him from the brothel 

thieves. Love fo r  Bloom represents a universal regulatory system, 

something lik e  cosmic ju s tic e , that keeps l i f e  in balance. His musings 

bear th is  out:

Love loves to  love love. Nurse loves the new chemist. Constable 
14A loves Mary K e lly . Gerty MacDowell loves the boy tha t has the 
b icycle. M.B. loves a fa i r  gentleman. Li Chi Han lovey up kissy 
Cha Pu Chow. Jumbo, the elephant, loves A lice , the elephant. . . .  
You love a certa in  person. And th is  person loves tha t other person 
because everybody loves somebody but God loves everybody (12.1493- 
1500).
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By the end o f the day Bloom w il l  have understood tha t in 

in ju s tice  there is  ju s tic e  too. By having neglected his w ife  fo r  ten 

years o ffe ring  her only incomplete sexual re la tions, he v io la tes  the 

order o f conjugal l i f e .  M o lly 's  a f fa ir  with Boylan is  a kind o f ju s tice  

tha t can bring back the disturbed order of things. Bloom equates the 

absence of love w ith in ju s t ic e .339 Defending social ju s tic e  he had 

dared rebut the c itize n :

- And I belong to ’ a race too, says Bloom, that is  hated and 
persecuted. Also now. This very moment. This very ins tan t.

- Gob, he near burnt his fingers with the butt o f his old c igar.
- Robbed, says he. Plundered. Insulted. Persecuted. Taking what 

belongs to us by r ig h t.  At th is  very moment, says he, pu tting  up 
his f is t ,  sold by auction in Morocco lik e  slaves or c a tt le .

- Are you ta lk ing  about the new Jerusalem? says the c it iz e n .
- I'm ta lk ing  about in ju s tic e , says Bloom; (12.1467-74),

and turning to another member o f the group who urges him to  stand up to 

i t  l ik e  a man, he adds:

- But i t ' s  no use____ Force, hatred, h is to ry , a ll tha t.
That's no l i f e  fo r men and women, in su lt and hatred. And everybody 
knows that i t ' s  the very opposite o f that that is  re a lly  l i f e .

- What, says A lf .
- Love, says Bloom. I mean the opposite o f ha tred ... (12.1481-85)

S im ila rly , the use o f memory contributes to characterization in an 

analogous way. Whereas Stephen's mind is  a storage o f l i te ra ry  

quotations which he can re ca ll accurately, Bloom constantly misremembers 

fa m ilia r  sayings, proverbs, and advertisements, using his imagination to 

f i l l  the gaps by rewording them. In "Lestrygonians," fo r instance,

Bloom is  try ing  to  remember the proverbial phrase: born w ith a s ilv e r  

spoon in his mouth," which erupts in his thought as he sees a fe llow  at

339 In his ha llucinations in "C irce," he ca lls : "Justice! A ll Ireland 
versus one!" (15.3201).
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Burton's ramming down his th roa t a kn ife fu l o f cabbage: "Born w ith a 

s ilv e r  knife in his mouth. That's w itty , I th in k . Or no. S ilve r means 

born r ic h . Born w ith a kn ife . But then the a llus ion  is  lo s t"  (8.684-86). 

Elsewhere we see Bloom misquote a ru le in physics: "Black conducts, 

re fle c ts  (re fracts is  it? )  the heat" (4.79-80). Moreover, he is  unable 

to  remember correctly  formulas from Catholic r itu a ls :  "Dominenomine" 

(6.595), or " . . .  Priest with the communion corpus fo r  those women. Chap 

in the mortuary, c o ffin  or coffey, corpusnomine" (11.1031-36).

Bloom's misremembered quotations from various love songs and 

stories also constitu te  him as incomplete. The duet from Don Giovanni 

which he constantly evokes knowing that Molly w i l l  sing i t  in the 

musical tour with Boylan, is  characte ris tic  in th is  context. Zerlina 's  

words " vorrei e non vo rre i,"  I want and don 't want,340 is 

misremembered eight times. Bloom's quotations underline his special 

a b i l i ty  to generate m eta lingu istic  discourse by rewording. Such use of 

quotations subverts the na rra to r's  in tent to authenticate the narrative 

s itu a tio n , assigning, in the process, a low value to language. With 

regard to Molly's in f id e l i ty ,  such repeated misquotations produce a 

mellowing e ffect on Bloom's anger and fru s tra tio n .

Bloom's in a b il i ty  to make a decision resu lts  in his delayed 

homecoming and leads to  incomplete love re la tionsh ips outside his home - 

- w ith Gerty and Martha. His re la tionsh ip  w ith Gerty does not go beyond

340 From Mozart's Don Giovanni and s p e c if ic a lly  the duet "La c i darem 
la mano [then they w il l  go hand in hand"] in which Don Giovanni is  try ing  
to  seduce Zerlina on the day o f her wedding to  Masetto.
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the purely v isua l, while tha t with Martha ex is ts  so le ly  on the verbal 

plane, in the exchange o f love le tte rs . Bloom's experience w ith Gerty 

ends w ith a mixed fee ling o f pleasure ("But i t  was love ly . Goodbye, 

dear. Thanks. Made me feel so young, 13.1272-73), and a re ticen t chagrin 

generated by the cuckoo clock reminding him o f his cuckolding by Molly 

(13.1286-1306).341 W ill Bloom pursue a re la tionsh ip  with Gerty? He 

answers his own question w ith another question: "W ill she come here 

tomorrow? Wait fo r  her somewhere fo r ever. Must come back. Murderers do. 

W ill I?" (13.1254). Remembering correctly  ra ther than avoiding painful 

memories, as Seferis would have i t ,  would bring back the love that was 

abused and rendered incomplete, can therefore can lead to betrayal.

These cen tripe ta l and centrifugal forces fin d  th e ir  expression in the 

irresoluteness o f Bloom. He says " I want and don 't want" to what he, and 

Molly, would l ik e  to say "yes."

Bloom wants and doesn't want. He wants to return the overdue book 

to the Library but doesn't do i t ;  he wants to  pick up M olly 's lo tio n , 

but he doesn't p ick i t  up; he wants to make a rendez-vous with Martha 

but never gets to  i t ;  he pines over M olly 's d is lo y a lty , but w il l  not 

in te rrup t her rendez-vous with Boylan. Bloom wants to forget his 

conjugal debt to  Molly because he is a fra id  to discharge i t .  The fact 

that he forgets to  take his key with him fo r  fear he might d isturb Molly 

indexes his shyness and kindness that keep him fixed in a position of 

submissiveness, servitude, and incompleteness. Instead o f asserting

On the significance o f the number nine as a figu re  o f completeness 
and e te rn ity , see G ifford with Seidman, apud 13.1289.
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him self, he withdraws between the yes and the no, "Voglio e non."

Whereas Stephen is  in constant negation, Bloom fluctua tes between 

remembering and misremembering, wanting and not wanting, acting and not 

acting - -  between yes and no. This is  the only way fo r Bloom to  feel in 

con tro l, the only balance he can achieve -- an incomplete balance. Bloom 

is  stuck between yes and no, in his voglio e non v o rre i, vorre i e non 

vo rre i, voglio e non.

Bloom's longing’ fo r  a complete home is  expressed through the 

persistent memory o f an advertisement he saw in that morning's 

newspaper: "What is  home without Plumtree's Potted Meat? Incomplete.

With i t  an abode o f b lis s ."  (5.144-147). Potted meat reappears in many 

contexts, as a recurrent m otif. The corpse in the c o ffin  in "Hades" and 

the embryo in the womb in "Oxen" are examples o f the way the m otif 

acquires additional meaning from each new context.

Bloom's characterization is  enabled also by the mythical 

comparison with Odysseus to whom Joyce adds the "wandering Jew," the 

ancient mariner, and Haroun A1 Rashid. Bloom is  the incarnation o f a ll 

a ttrib u te s  and aspects, concurring or opposed, inherent in man. Whereas 

according Joyce the id e n tif ic a tio n  with Odysseus is  intended to 

underline Bloom's completeness, her subverts th is  re la tionsh ip  by 

presenting him as an uncircumcised Jew, (17.373), an incomplete Jew, who 

was also a Protestant and a Roman Catholic three times baptized, and 

tha t he is  also a free-mason. His physical description revealed fo r  the 

f i r s t  time in "Ithaca" portrays him as a rather medium-sized man who
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wears weird sizes o f clo th ing --  or is  i t  tha t the size o f h is clothes 

is  simply misremembered e ithe r by Bloom or by the unreliable narrator o f 

"Ithaca?"342 Like another'Tiresias, Leopold is  represented as

belonging to  both genders (he has a female-sounding name, Paula, and is

the "womanly man" about to give b ir th . )  His incompleteness is  a

cha rac te ris tic  o f an a ll- in c lu s iv e  persona lity ; as Hayman has put i t ,  he

" is  perhaps the most particu larized character in a ll l ite ra tu re  but who 

is  also, and consequently, among the most generalized."343 In vesting 

his hero with a ll these co n flic tin g  q u a lit ie s , the author constitu tes 

him as a symbol.

Bloom's a ll- in c lu s iv e  personality is  important in his 

understanding o f love as harmony resu lting  from the s t r i fe  o f opposite 

forces: betrayal, wasted love, hatred. His sense o f love is  not lim ited  

to his narrow in tres ts  but defies chauvinism, racia l d iscrim ination , 

b igo try , and a lienation, products o f modern l i f e .  I t  becomes a metaphor 

fo r  balance, ju s tic e , and un ity tha t holds his world together. The 

dichotomy between the two protagonists lie s  in the d iv is ion  o f the s e lf 

between its  opposite aspects. We can see balance in Bloom and Stephen, 

fa ther and son, body and mind, the young a r t is t  and the p ractica l man, 

words and experience when the two are seen as one. S p lit up, they can 

only represent incompleteness.

342 We read tha t "he is  a gent about 4 0 ... height 5 f t  9 1/2 inches, 
f u l l  bu ild , o live  complexion" (17.2002-3), tha t his chest measures an 
impossible 28 inches (17.1818), and tha t a size 17 co lla r is  too small fo r 
his neck (17.1431).

343 Hayman, The Mechanics o f Meaning, p. 19.
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The "Circe" episode, already discussed in a d iffe re n t context, 

g rav ita tes toward the creation o f a moment, in which both protagonists 

undergo transformation, even i f  th is  is  in parodic terms. Stephen sets 

h im self free to  create a fte r symbolically destroying the old fa ther and 

the mother; Bloom does i t  by resurrecting in Stephen his beloved, dead 

son and becoming symbolically a fa the r. The transformation is  achieved 

through the dramatic in terp lay o f l ig h t  and darkness, metaphors o f 

blindness and illum ina tion , death and re b irth , and u ltim ate ly  the 

a r t is t 's  id e n tif ic a tio n  with God. Focusing on the scene o f the smashing 

o f the chandelier in Bella 's brothe l, I ' l l  attempt to point to the 

in te rac tion  o f these symbols which e ffe c t the apocalypsis taking place 

in  th is  scene.

Drinking and the whorehouse atmosphere bring about a confusion o f 

the mind tha t is  expressed in a series o f hallucinations which in turn 

bring in to  l ig h t  the protagonist's repressed desires. Stephen, drunken 

and ha lluc ina ting , performs his frenzied tripudium , a "dance o f death," 

which, as Epstein observes, is  symbolic o f the son's breaking through 

"h is  v irg in a l"  lethargy when he is  ready fo r creation .344 At th is  

po in t, when Stephen has symbolically libera ted himself from the old 

fa the r, the specter o f the mother appears more frighten ing than ever: 

"Her face worn and noseless, green with gravemould. . .  fixes her 

b luecirc led hollow eyesockets on Stephen and opens her toothless mouth

344 See Epstein, The Ordeal o f Stephen Dedal us p. 161.
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utte ring  a s ile n t word" (15.4157-61). When Stephen re ite ra tes his plea 

fo r the "word known to  a ll men," she reminds him tha t years and years 

she loved him, but does not pronounce the word "love" in the present 

tense since she is  dead. Love, momentarily recreated through memory, is  

subsequently destroyed by fanatica l fa ith . Strangled with rage, Stephen 

smashes the chandelier w ith his ashtree s tic k , a tree of l i f e  and 

creative power and a reincarnation of S ieg fried 's  magical sword. This is  

the moment when the a r t is t  frees himself and becomes a magician. This 

moment o f revelation is  described through a lte rna ting  images o f darkness 

and lig h t ,  time and space, in the same words Stephen used in "Proteus, 

at 2.9.10, to describe the end o f h is to rica l time: "Time's l iv id  fin a l 

flame leaps and, in the fo llow ing darkness, ru in  o f a ll space, shattered 

glass and toppling masonry" (15.4243-45). In breaking the l ig h t ,  Stephen 

performs an act o f d isp e llin g  the mother's ghost --  the v is ib le  and the 

audible that defines the actual space and time o f h is to ry . Stephen is  

now ready to achieve the freedom he had contemplated in "Proteus," as he 

was walking on the beach alone. This is  the time when the a r t is t  can 

disengage himself from the painful memories and emotions tha t drown his 

creative vigor. Stephen re ite ra tes  his rebe llious decision by 

iden tify ing  himself w ith Lucife r u ttering "non serviam," and by ca llin g  

the mother "hyena," and subsequently o b lite ra tin g  her image in darkness. 

The words create and destroy the things they name. Only when the l ig h t  

is  destroyed w il l  the mother's image be expelled and the son's fee lings 

purged. Stephen is  shattering the memory o f the past, h is tory and time, 

the way his boots crash the sea shells on Sandymound Strand.
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The "blindness" scene in  "Proteus" is  now re-enacted to re su lt in 

the metamorphosis, a revelation o f God, symbolically o f the creative 

a r t is t  who can stop the passage o f time. By oversim plifying the deep 

meanings and philosophies o f l i f e ,  sometimes reducing them in 

s im p lis tic , even comic sounds o f le tte rs , Joyce responds with humor and 

amusement to  the unanswerable questions that torment the poet and the 

philosopher. In "Proteus" we saw the agony o f the "b lind " poet who 

struggles to  gain control over darkness through his a rt longing, and at 

the same time fearing, to re-open his eyes; "My ash sword hangs at my 

side. Tap w ith i t . . .  Am I walking in to  e tern ity?  . . .  Open your eyes 

now... Has a ll vanished since? I f  I open and am fo r ever in the black 

adiaphane. Basta! I w il l  see i f  I can see. See now." There a ll the time 

without you: and ever shall be, world without end" (3:1-27).

We saw the blindness m otif recur also in "Cyclops" and re-emerge 

in the image o f the "b lind  s tr ip lin g "  twice - -  in "Wandering Rocks" and 

in "S irens." The "Cyclops" episode provides an image o f various kinds 

o f single v is ion  and darkness o f mind. The c itize n  has only a h a lf­

v is ion o f re a lity  because o f his b lind nationalism. He is  monocular and 

b lind in his rage when, fo r lack o f a rock, he hurls an empty b iscu it 

t in  at Bloom: "Mercy o f God the sun was in his eyes or he'd have le f t  

him fo r  dead" (2:739), says the hos tile  narrator. In the image o f the 

b lind s t r ip l in g ,"  the young piano tuner, whom Bloom assists to cross the 

s tree t, we can see Stephen, the young and immature a r t is t  helped by the 

fa ther. Trying to  l ig h t  his c iga re tte , in "C irce," Stephen remarks: 

"Must get glasses. Broke them yesterday. Sixteen years ago" (15.3628-
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29). The reader only now discovers tha t Stephen has been without glasses 

a ll day, symbolically unable to see c le a r ly , when he regressively turns 

the memory clock sixteen years ago when he had broken his glasses at 

Glongowes College, as we know from A P o rtra it. Now he becomes aware o f 

his "blindness." Joyce was h a lf-b lind  at the time he was w ritin g  

Ulysses, which made him id e n tify  a ll the more w ith b lind poets l ik e  

Homer and M ilton, and th e ir  keen sense o f inner vis ion and the luminous 

world o f a r t: "Ce qu'apportent les yeux n 'e s t r ie n ,"  Joyce had said, 

"J 'a i cent mondes a creer, je  n'en perds qu 'un."345 Insight replaces 

in the maturing a r t is t  the external v is ion  o f th ings.

The emergence and evolution o f the a r t is t  tha t "Proteus" and 

"Scylla and Charybdis" promote, is  brought to  completion in "C irce." I t  

comes through language and the arranging o f words and le tte rs . Stephen's 

id e n tif ic a tio n  with dog is  an example o f th is :  As he looks in the 

m irro r, he sees himself as a "dogsbody": "Who chose th is  face fo r me? 

This dogsbody to r id  o f vermin?" (1.136-37). Every pa rticu la r form is  a 

manifestation o f what Bruno has called the "world-soul" representing, 

l ik e  in Pre-Socratic philosophy, the union o f a ll opposites. His cry 

"Dooooooooooog! . . .  Goooooooooood!" (15.4711-16) at the peak o f the 

confusion reenacts in lin g u is t ic  terms the ab o litio n  of the s e lf, and 

the r is in g , in  its  place, o f God -- or the a r t is t  who can recreate the 

world w ith words and thus control i t .  "Dog" an anagram o f God, has been 

repeatedly evoked in re la tion  to God's cyc lica l se lf-re a liza tio n  through 

h is to ry . In "Nestor," the c irc lin g  dog" moves to one great goal, the

345 Ellmann, James Joyce, 664.
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manifestation o f God," says Mr Deasy (2.380-81).346 As Zukofsky 

w rites, "Dog can sometimes be read backwards, and reading the le tte rs  

forwards and backwards is  the w orld ."347

The b ir th  o f the a r t is t  is not complete without a new fa ther to 

replace the o ld . In "Circe" i t  is  re la ted to  the emergence o f love and 

compassion. I t  comes at the moment Stephen is  ly ing  on the f lo o r  in  a 

foetal sleep position - -  presaging his re b irth  - -  and mumbling "Who Goes 

with Fergus" while Bloom, grasping the ashplant stands guard over him. 

During his ha lluc ina tions, comic ra ther than dramatic, Bloom's 

subconscious thoughts had a moment ago brought to l ig h t  his own 

experience o f love and his need to be loved. Various persons, sources, 

objects, or victim s o f love in his l i f e  had appeared through a series o f 

v isions: His fa ther Rudolf who committed suicide, his "poor mother," his 

daughter M illy , Martha, Gerty, and Molly in Turkish a t t ire  being seduced 

by Boylan. He had also pictured him self as a v ic tim  o f the In q u is itio n  

sa c rific ing  himself by burning fo r the salvation o f mankind. The 

d ive rs ity  o f Bloom's hallucinations as opposed to Stephen's, which are 

lim ited  to his mother and s is te r, points not only to the d is t in c t way 

the minds o f the two men work, but also to  the way they respond to love 

and use memory or imagination. The parade o f masks culminates in Bloom's

346 This is  fo llow ing the A ris to te lia n  d is tin c tio n  that there is  no 
world-soul" un ify ing p a rticu la r souls but l i f e  in nature undergoes 
physical permutations to  perfect i t s e l f ,  which leads to the idea o f God. 
Joyce, o f course, undercuts the word by replacing i t  with the function o f 
the creative a r t is t .  The evolutionary process that replaces God is  a 
nineteenth century idea, as Bergson's elan v ita l  theory exemplifies.

347 Zukofsky, Louis. Bottom: On Shakespeare (Berkeley: U nivers ity  o f 
C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1987).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



264
emergence as "a fin ished example o f the new womanly man... " who " is

about to  have a baby" (15.1798 and 1810) - -  obviously a prophecy about

his developing re la tion  with Stephen - -  which Bloom acknowledges by

saying: "0, I so want to be a mother" (1818). The moment he stands

p ro te c tive ly  over Stephen and resumes his ashplant, Bloom's paternal

fee lings toward Stephen are born. The emergence o f the creative fa ther

is  followed by another epiphany, Rudy's v is ion , which is  created out o f

darkness and l ig h t :

Against the dark wall a figure appears slowly, a fa iry  boy o f 
eleven, a changeling" kidnapped, dressed in an Eton s u it with 
glass shoes and a l i t t l e  bronze helmet, holding a book in his 
hand. He reads from r ig h t to le f t  inaudibly, sm iling, kissing the 
page.

Bloom

(Wonderstruck, ca lls  inaud ib ly.) Rudy!

Rudy

(Gazes unseeing into Bloom's eyes and goes on reading, k iss ing , 
sm iling. He has a delicate mauve face. On his su it he has diamond 
and ruby buttons. In his free le f t  hand he holds a slim  ivory cane 
w ith a v io le t bowknot. A white lambkin peeps out o f his waistcoat 
pocket) (15.4956-66).

Through his love and constant memory o f his son, Bloom is  able to 

reconstruct the concrete image of the boy as he would have been had he 

not died ten years ago. The boy, who acknowledges the fa ther but 

continues his own way, as Stephen w il l  do in "Ithaca," m aterializes as 

an amalgamation o f other characters, w ith  a part o f him turning up in  

the image o f the "b lind  s tr ip lin g "  o f the "Sirens" episode. The epiphany 

erupts as darkness is  transformed in to  the exquisite colors o f sparkling 

jew els.
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The re la tion  o f l ig h t  to reb irth  is  also depicted by Stephen 

P h illip s ' Ulysses in his own version o f the c lim actic  scene o f the 

chandelier. P h il l ip s ' Ulysses, "urged by h is mother, "rushes to the foot 

o f the descent, and stumbles upward," f ig h tin g  o f f  the throng o f ghosts 

surging around him and pu llin g  him back as he struggles to escape: I 

gasp and f ig h t toward th e e !...  Think me not dead! The l ig h t ,  the lig h t !  

the a ir , the blessed a i r ! 348 Stephen and Bloom seek th e ir  freedom out 

o f the asphyxiating crowd o f ghosts and the house o f "degraded love," 

in to  the open a ir .  Let's remember that the v is ion o f pure love that Rudy 

represents, appears not in Bloom's encounter with the other shades 

inside Bella 's whorehouse, but in the open a ir .

The lig h t  is  a metaphor also fo r the fa ther and his symbolic ro le . 

"The father in Ulysses," argues Epstein, " is  re lated to symbols o f 

whiteness or paleness and lig h t ,  as in A P o r tra it ."  Blond or bleached 

ha ir, the pale sea (Old Father Ocean), white clothes, the sun and 

sunlight are related to "old wisdom." In the long l i s t  o f symbols o f 

patern ity associated w ith l ig h t ,  we find  Mr Deasy, id e n tifie d  by Stephen 

as a cold seafather, whose blond ha ir is  "bleached" by the sunshine. He 

is  anti-Sem itic because the Jews sinned against the l ig h t .349 The 

smashing o f the lig h t  ends not only the tyranny o f the mother but also 

the reign o f the old fathers who have been obstructing the son's growth 

to personal and a r t is t ic  m aturity. I t  fo llow s, as we remember, the

343 P h illip s , Ulysses, p. 91-92

349 Epstein, The Ordeal o f Stephen Dedalus, p. 165.
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symbolic dance o f death, the tripudium  tha t Stephen dances. The son, who 

is  represented by darkness, destroys the l ig h t  o f the old fa the r.

The symbolism o f l ig h t ,  which reappears in "Ithaca," infuses with 

a sense o f balance and renewal the ending o f the novel. When Bloom and 

Stephen go out into the garden, th e ir  a ttention is  attracted by 

d iffe re n t l ig h t  sources: The stars among which they imagine themselves 

o rb itin g , the " f i r s t  golden limb o f the resurgent sun perceptib le low on 

the horizon" (17.1267-8) (a pun with the son is  at work here) and the 

moon "denoted by a v is ib le  splendid sign, a lamp" (17.1178), M olly 's 

lamp, which catches the gaze o f Bloom and Stephen as they look together 

at the stars. M olly's lunar powers to transform have been established 

through her a b il i ty  to renew and also to  be consistent, "to  enamour" and 

"to  render insane" (17.1157-70); Lunita, her mother's name, is  

evocative in th is  context (18.848). Discussing Odysseus's re turn to 

Ithaca at lykabas, tha t is  the day of the fe s tiva l o f Apollo o f the New 

Moon (Apollo Noumenios) when "the old moon wanes and the new is  

born,"350 Norman Austin has shown that the epic poem's denouement 

comes at the "moment o f equilibrium  between one moon and the next;" i t  

is  a moment tha t also marks the beginning o f spring, and a new b ir th  of 

the returning hero.351

350 The Odyssey, 14.160-2, 19.305-7.

351 Norman Austin, Archery at the Dark o f the Moon: Poetic Problems 
in  Homer's "Odyssey." (Berkeley: University o f C a liforn ia  Press, 1975) p. 
244-247.
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The darkness/light imagery o f Ulysses resu lting  in epiphanic 

moments is  based on the in te raction  o f the themes o f love, memory, and 

a r t. The essence o f epiphany "turns out to be a luminous point in 

darkness l ik e  the epiphanies o f a l l  the other modernists or lik e  Dante's 

God, a rb itra ry , often grotesque or seemingly inappropriate, but serving 

to unlock the door o f memory and tr ig g e r an appropriate and copious flow 

o f words."352

352 See Day, "Dante, Ibsen, Joyce, Epiphanies, and the Art o f 
Memory," p. 361.
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6. THE LAST CHAPTERS

The two la s t episodes o f Ulysses, introducing spectacular 

experiments with sty le  and narra tive techniques, also mark a noticeable 

turn in three important aspects o f the work: The union o f fa the r and 

son, the p o s s ib ility  o f homecoming, and the epiphany o f a rt in  M olly 's 

so liloquy. These p o s s ib ilit ie s  are often undermined by an unre liab le  or 

too esoteric narrator, nevertheless they are present in the "Ithaca" and 

the "Penelope" chapters.

a. "Ithaca"

Whereas "Circe" is  the high point in Stephen's process o f becoming 

as an individual and an a r t is t ,  the seventeenth episode establishes what 

is  commonly seen as a union o f the father w ith the son, and provides a 

series o f clues related to  Bloom's achievement of nostos through memory 

and love. The penultimate chapter o f Joyce's novel, considered in 

re a lity  i ts  las t episode, is  the la s t episode in which we see the 

characters involved in some action. I t  is  w ritten  in a cold and 

impersonal sty le  seen by some as a kind o f Platonic dialogue using a 

ca tech is tic  question/answer technique.

Following Stephen's rescue from the brothe l, and a fte r stopping 

fo r an "undrinkable coffee" at the cabman's shelter in the "Eumaius" 

episode, the two men a rrive  at 7 Eccles Street -- Bloom's house. There, 

over a hot cup of cocoa tha t Bloom prepares fo r  Stephen, they have a
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discussion on a va rie ty  o f topics a fte r which Stephen departs without 

making any promises o f re turn . This b r ie f meeting constitutes the long 

anticipated union o f fa ther and son.

Abundant ink has been sp ille d  on whether Bloom and Stephen 

actua lly  unite as fa ther and son and whether th is  was the purpose o f the 

book. Some c r i t ic s  are skeptical about whether the "fusion" achieved 

"consubstantia lly" should be construed as a successful resolution o f the 

paternal quest.353 The union o f the symbolic father and son occurs 

"consubstantia lly ," says the narrator. The father and the son, body and 

mind, old and young, s c ie n t if ic  and a r t is t ic ,  experience and words, a ll 

fa l l  together fo r  a b r ie f time before they go th e ir  separate ways again. 

But the two men also represent s im ila r it ie s : They are both fathers and 

sons, creators and even a r t is ts ,  since "there 's a touc^ o f the a r t is t  

about old Bloom!" (10.582-3).

Given the u n re lia b il ity  o f the "Ithaca" narrator and Joyce's own 

tongue-in-cheek a ttitu d e  toward his characters and p lo t, we would rather 

accept another answer Joyce seems to o ffe r: He unites the two men 

verba lly , in "Blephen" and "Stoom," by rearranging the le tte rs  o f th e ir  

names. Joyce, who had an obsession with words and names, had been 

looking fo r such a symbolic union fo r  years and was determined to 

achieve i t .  I am re fe rring  to  another example, that o f James Stephens,

353 P h il l ip  Herring argues tha t, iro n ic a lly , "the son fa i ls  to 
recognize the fa ther" (174); Patrick McGee ca lls  th e ir  union a "missed 
encounter, a double revelation in which nothing, the nothing, is  
revealed." Joyce's Uncertainty P rinc ip le , p. 164-65.
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the real person Joyce had discovered (mentioned also at 15.1532) whose 

name unites those o f Stephen Dedal us and the author himself. James 

Stephens, who was born on the same day, year, time, and hour w ith the 

author and lik e  him had two ch ildren, fascinated Joyce who considered 

him as his double.354

"Ithaca" is  about a meeting which is uneventful, undramatic, ju s t 

a symbolic moment o f repose in the journey o f the two men. I f  homecoming 

is  accomplished here, i t  is  only as fa r as Bloom is concerned and even 

so, i t  is inconclusive and ambiguous. Stephen had actua lly  returned his 

key to Mulligan and leaves Bloom's house without saying where he was 

going to spend the n igh t. We don 't even know whether he is  enjoying, fo r 

the moment, his newly gained freedom from the ghosts o f his past. What 

we know is that Stephen is  as keyless as before and s t i l l  incomplete, 

without a house, a woman, or a job. Stephen leaves the "fa ther" and the 

house Bloom o ffe rs him, to  seek his own place in the world o f the mind, 

s t i l l  try ing  to reconcile experience and words. There is  no homecoming 

fo r  him, only e x is te n tia l loneliness inherent in freedom.

The "Ithaca" episode ends with Stephen's departure in an 

unspecified d irec tion  toward an unspecified future, leaving us to ta l ly  

in the dark regarding his thoughts and feelings a fte r the encounter with 

"the fa th e r." As Epstein has argued, "Ulysses is , in part, the story of 

a fa th e r's  search fo r  a son, but the easy para lle l must not be drawn -- 

the son is not in search o f a fa ther. The son is s tr iv in g  to become a

354 Ellmann, James Joyce, pp. 23, 592.
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fa ther, to f u l f i l l  his A ris to te lia n  drive toward completeness. In 

Finnegans Wake, he reminds us, the only reason the sons seek the father 

is  to destroy him.355 Stephen has to leave Bloom's house. Accepting a 

ro le  as Bloom's son, or a re la tion  w ith Holly or M illy  would compromise 

his freedom exposing i t  to the danger o f new emotional complications. To 

be able to create, the a r t is t  has to separate himself from l i f e ,  to 

in te lle c tu a liz e  experience and transform i t  in to  words. Stephen is  

interested only in his own escape in to  the timelessness o f a r t.  As he 

vouched in A P o rtra it: his weapons are e x ile , silence, and cunning. One 

could add: and solitude.

Whereas the reader is  le f t  in  the dark regarding Stephen's 

thoughts, the text gives out a deta iled account o f Bloom's movements and 

re flec tio n s  a fte r Stephen's departure. When le f t  alone, he turns to 

memory and love to regain his sense o f s e lf and establish his own un- 

Homeric but deeply human nostos. In sp ite  o f the la te  hour, Leopold 

delays going to bed. Before returning to  M olly 's bed he needs to 

reconstruct his sense o f id e n tity  and to order the thoughts o f his past 

l i f e  and re lationships which he revives through memory. He seeks an 

a ffirm ation  o f love and o f his sense o f id e n tity  shaken by the events of 

the day. In th is  respect, the house becomes important. Bloom comes home 

from a state of ex ile  and homelessness, from a brothel, which, even more 

emphatically than S eferis 's  hotel in "Thrush," is  a symbol o f

homelessness. Bloom, ex ile  and stranger in Ire land, is re ferred to  as "a

foreign gentleman" both by Gerty McDowell (13.1302) and by Molly

355 Epstein, The Ordeal o f Stephen Dedalus, pp. 156-173, esp. 173.
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re ca llin g  in her monologue her f i r s t  impression o f him. The Homeric 

return is  rearticu la ted  and reformulated according to the p a rticu la r 

character's a b i l i t y  to readjust to the environment from which he was 

estranged. This is  an essential d ifference between Odysseus and Bloom. 

Bloom has been th inking a ll day o f tha t advertisement about home being 

incomplete w ithout potted meat and comes home only to fin d , iro n ic a lly , 

crumbs o f potted meat in his bed from her.p icn ic  with her lover! What 

does he do about it?  He simply brushes them o f f  his bedsheets, wiping 

adultery from the conjugal bed! A fte r a l l ,  "every married man is  in 

danger o f being a cuckold [and] cuckoldry is  one o f the natural 

a ttrib u te s  o f marriage." This is  the superb knowledge Panurge seeks in 

order to f ig h t the te rro r o f cuckoldry which keeps him from 

marrying.356 Homecoming, i f  there is  such a thing in Joyce, is  only a 

moment o f repose between l i f e 's  crises. Joyce appears, in th is  context, 

closer to the post-Dantean view o f Odysseus as a restless wanderer 

continua lly  se tting  on a new journey in search o f freedom and 

experience.357

Bloom achieves his unorthodox nostos by assembling through memory 

the proofs o f his a b i l i ty  to love and be loved. From the unlocking o f 

the garden gate we are taken inside the house to the unlocking o f his 

priva te  drawers - -  the intimate domain o f the ind iv id u a l's  thought and 

emotions. The unlocking o f Bloom's two private  drawers is  an act o f

356 Rabelais, Gargantua & Pantagruel (New York: Penguin, 1983), p .377.

357 Important illu s tra tio n s  thereof are Tennyson's "Ulysses," and 
Nikos Kazantzakis's OSuooeia [The Odyssey: A Modern Sequel], Kimon F ria r 
trans ., (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1958).
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reconstructive memory. According to Bachelard, drawers function as 

in te lligence  and replace memory as well as in te lligence . Once you put 

something in them, Bachelard says, you could find  i t  again, magically, 

as many times as you wished, untouched by the passage o f time. Drawers 

hold an en tire  w e ll-c la s s ifie d  world of positive  knowledge.358 Like 

memory, drawers and cabinets preserve the past and transport i t ,  

magically revealed, in to  the present, unchanged. This is  a description 

o f epiphany.

In going through the contents of his drawers, Bloom reconstructs 

his thoughts and fee lings through the memory o f the past and the proofs 

o f his a b il i ty  to love and be loved. Talking with the dead, as he does, 

is  an act which contradicts Stephen's wanting to put an end to the 

communication with the dead mother because i t  had become too painful and 

despoiled his freedom. Listening to the dead is what Homer's hero and 

Sefe ris 's  personae do. Whereas Stephen turns away from h is to ry  re jecting  

the past,359 Bloom counts on the memory o f the past from which the 

tra n s itio n  into the fu tu re  seems to be easier.

C iting the example o f Henry Bosco's novel M. Carre-Benoit a la 
campagne, Bachelard w rites : "C'est le meuble a t i r o i r s  qui est une 
in te lligence . . . .  La, du moins, tout re s ta it solide, f id e le . On voyait ce 
que l'o n  voyait, on touchait ce que l'o n  to u ch a it... I I  te n a it lie u  de 
to u t: c 'e ta it  une m6moire et une in te llig e n ce ... Ce qu'on y m etta it une 
fo is , cent fo is , d ix  m ille  fo is , on pouvait l ' y  re tro u va it d'un cl in 
d 'o e il,  si j'o se  d ire . Quarante-huit t i r o i r s !  De quoi contenir tout un 
monde bien classe de connaissances positives. M. Carre-Benoit a ttacha it 
aux t i r o i r s  une sorte de puissance magique. "Le t i r o i r ,  d is s a it - i l  
pa rfo is , est le  fondement de 1'e s p rit humain (loc . c i t .  p. 126). See 
Gaston Bachelard, La poetique de 1'espace, p.81-82.

359 As Joyce was never able to do, having remained a prisoner o f 
Ireland and his cu ltu re .
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Bloom is  try ing  to regain his shaken sense o f s e lf and his house 

that had been taken over by a usurper. M illy 's  and Martha's le tte rs , 

which he finds in the drawers o f his memory, reestablish him as a fa ther 

and a lover. The documents and b ir th  c e r t if ic a te , the anagrams and 

acrostics tha t he makes w ith his name are emblematic of his inner desire 

to recognize himself and regain his id e n tity  which was challenged by the 

events tha t took place during his absence. Lastly, a le t te r  from his 

dead fa ther addressed "To My Dear Son Leopold," resurrects the ghost o f 

the fa ther who te l ls  him, among other th ings, to "be kind to Athos," his 

dog (17.1881-5). Is n 't  th is  what he has ju s t done with "dogsbody" 

Stephen? Contrary to Stephen, who asks the mother to assert her love 

fo r  him, Bloom is asked by the father to give love to others.

Searching in the drawers fo r tokens o f the dead is tantamount to 

resurrecting th e ir  voices through memory. Drawers are lik e  gramophones 

and photographs: "Besides how could you remember everybody?" muses Bloom 

in the "Hades" episode, "Eyes, walk, voice. Well, the voice, yes: 

gramophone. Have a gramophone in every grave or keep i t  in the house... 

Remind you o f the voice l ik e  the photograph reminds you o f the face 

(6.962-967). "Is  i t  the voice /  o f our dead friends or /  the 

gramophone?,11 asks Seferis ("Sixteen Haiku, 4 " ) .360 The gramophones 

are contemporary man's communication w ith the dead. Functioning lik e  

memory, they create out o f real time a moment tha t had existed in the

360 or: "At every corner a gramophone shop 
in every shop a hundred gramophones 
fo r each gramophone a hundred records 
on every record
someone liv in g  plays w ith someone dead." ("Tuesday")
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past. Seferis must have read Joyce. Their common bonds through E lio t,  

Pound, and the Symbolists' preoccupation w ith the suggestiveness o f 

language may have inspired the Greek poet's coinage o f such common 

symbols w ith Joyce as the sea, the b lind , the gramophones, and the 

l ig h t .

Among the objects Bloom contemplates are objects related to  time:

A timepiece on the mantelpiece, a dwarf tree , and an embalmed owl. A ll 

three objects are symbols of time, wisdom, and permanence. As already 

seen, Bloom is  concerned with the here and the now, with lived 

experience, which Stephen los t in theories and abstractions in vain 

tr ie s  to  estab lish .

Joyce purposely avoids metaphysical questions, such as time and 

decay, cosmic order, and change. What he does is  in fact transforming 

symbolic meaning in to  l i t e r a l ,  carica turing the issue, or mutes, the 

question which is  jocosiously taken up by a language of epistemology and 

double entendre: Bloom, fo r example, dreams o f stopping time, on the way 

to buy a kidney fo r  his breakfast, by resorting to imagination - - a  

lesser kind o f a r t appropriate fo r Bloom, yet a higher kind o f memory, 

according to  Joyce. Savoring the warmth o f the morning sun he meditates 

on an imaginary se tting  o f f  at dawn: "Travel round in fron t o f the sun, 

steal a day's march on him. Keep i t  up fo r  ever never grow a day older 

techn ica lly" (U4.83-86). Traveling w ith the sun means counteracting the 

process o f ageing; i t  implies the stopping o f time and o f decay. But 

Bloom's preoccupation with time is mainly related to the memory o f
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M olly 's encounter with Boylan, a memory which is  in tens ified  as the time 

o f the rendez-vous approaches. We see such a preoccupation w ith time in 

"Wandering Rocks" (120.389-96) unfolding about 3:00 o 'c lock, in the bar 

a c t iv it ie s  depicted in "S irens," around 4:00 p.m., and in Bloom's 

musings about the relevance o f words in the crucia l question o f time: " I 

woo, la s t my race. M illy  young student. Well, my fa u lt  perhaps. No son. 

Rudy. Too la te  now. Or i f  not? I f  not? I f  s t i l l?  He bore no hate. Hate. 

Love. Those are names. Rudy. Soon I am old" (11.285). This brings to 

mind the antithesis with Stephen who is  try in g  to understand l i f e  

through "the signature o f th ings," and to experience love through words. 

F in a lly , in "Nausicaa" Leopold's watch stops at ha lf-pas t-fou r, the hour 

o f the adulterous meeting (13.847). Time has l i t e r a l ly  stopped.

In the same comic vein, Bloom's se lf-recogn ition  also involves the 

discovery on his body o f a "c ica trice " from a bee s ting , which reca lls  

the scar by which Odysseus was recognized. Lastly, a look in the m irror 

o f the fro n t room returns to Bloom only an image o f disorder: "inverted 

volumes improperly arranged" (17.1358). Contrary to Stephen, Bloom does 

not believe the idea that the rearrangement o f words, even o f volumes of 

words, w il l  order the chaos o f human re la tions . He is  not try ing  to 

arrange the improperly arranged books because he is  interested in the 

experience o f love rather than the words tha t represent i t .  Part o f the 

disorder he sees in the m irro r is  a "s o lita ry  man whom he cannot 

recognize" his own re fle c tio n ; lik e  Seferis who sees in his own 

re fle c tio n  "the stranger and the enemy."

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



277
I f  Seferis' quest culminates in "se re n ity ," we can say that 

Joyce's advice to  man's struggle fo r se lf-assertion  in the face of 

change and adjustment is  "equanimity" - -  the unheroic and unmelodramatic 

resignation w ith which Bloom accepts l i f e .  I t  is  based on love. Among 

other ways of dealing w ith M olly 's in f id e l i ty ,  Bloom contemplates 

re tr ib u tio n , humorously evoking through the "mechanical bed"

Hephaestus's device to catch Aphrodite and Ares in in v is ib le  nets 

(17.2202). But he opts fo r  equanimity, with which Bloom confronts a ll o f 

his problems. I t  is  a state o f composure, evenness o f mind, and calm 

resignation tha t comes as a re su lt o f an experience and m aturity. What 

Joyce celebrates in Bloom's equanimity is  the generosity of s p ir i t ;  what 

he mocks is the man o f violence. Love fo r Bloom is  more than the a b il i ty  

fo r feeling and compassion. His decision to do nothing about M olly's 

cheating results from such a love that transcends egocentric th inking 

and presupposes hum ility  and sacrifice . Le t's  not forget that Joyce had 

referred to Homer's Odysseus as "k in d ly ."361 To be able to love 

ind iscrim inate ly means to conquer through self-effacement the se lfish  

desire fo r re tr ib u tio n , as is  the case with Bloom. I t  is  with th is  

decision that Bloom enters M olly 's  bed, bravely scoffing at established 

a ttitudes that re la te  honor to  violence. There is  a sense of heroism in 

th is . Whereas Stephen attempts to achieve freedom by destroying the 

fa ther and the mother, Bloom seeks freedom from his "scruples" in 

submission.362 I t  ends in a humanizing view o f man.

361 Ellmann, Jams Joyce, p. 436

. 362 "I'm  doing whatever I want; I'm obeying," [Kavu o , t i  0eXo‘ 
unaKouu" (p. 425), says a Cretan hero, when he recognizes the f u t i l i t y  of 
unbridled pride and useless heroism. Nikos Kazantzakis, Kanerdv Miyd^riQi
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Bloom's homecoming is  complete through an escape o f the discourse 

in to  symbolism and his in tegra tion  in to  the realm o f the female, Mother 

Earth and the p o s s ib ility  o f symbolic re b irth . Having recounted to Molly 

what he did during the day - -  hiding the episode w ith Gerty in 

"Nausicaa," as Odysseus had hidden everything about Nausicaa --  Bloom 

kisses M olly 's rump and lie s  down to sleep, assuming a foeta l position 

at M olly 's fee t, ready to be reborn in the womb o f "Gaia Tell us." 

Lempriere describes Gaia Tellus as "a d iv in ity  the same as the earth . . .  

generally represented in the character o f T e llu s ... She also appeared as 

holding a scepter in one hand, and a key in the other, . . .  while at her 

feet was ly ing  a tame lio n  w ithout chains.363 Like Penelope, Molly 

holds the key to her husband's homecoming. But whereas Odysseus seals 

his return with a bloody slaying o f the su ito rs , Bloom enters M olly's 

bed, a meek, tame lio n ! In "Circe" Bloom had recalled Mrs. Breen's 

words: "You were the lio n  o f the n ight" (15.448) --  and his name, o f 

course, is  Leopold.

The "Ithaca" chapter ends with Bloom and Molly ly ing  in opposite 

d irections in bed "each and both carried westward, forward and rereward 

respectively, by the proper perpetual motion o f the earth through 

everchanging trac ts  o f neverchanging space" (17.2307-10), symbols o f the 

eternal wanderer united w ith  Mother Earth in timelessness, beyond 

change. Bloom's Odyssey ends here. "He has tra ve lle d ."  He is  ready to be

translated by Jonathan G r if f in  as Freedom or Death (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1956) p. 367.

363 John Lempriere, Lempriere's Classical D ictionary  (London: Bracken 
Books, 1984)
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reborn "a manchild in the womb." Leopold has vanquished his opponent 

Blazes Boylan by confronting his doubts, and because he is  the f i r s t  and 

the la s t in H o lly 's  thoughts as she fa l ls  o f f  to sleep. M olly 's  a ffa ir  

in fac t restores Bloom to his r ig h tfu l place as a more tender and 

sensitive partner than vulgar Boylan. The heroic code is  reinscribed to 

project a new sense o f heroism that coincides w ith unselfish love. As in 

Plato and Seferis, i t  is  th is  kind o f love tha t makes human inadequacy 

bearable.

Although the "Ithaca" chapter appears as the chapter in which 

things come to an end, i t  in s titu te s  th is  "closure" as indeterminacy.

Its  pretentious s ty le , unreliable narrator, and i t s  ending with a 

question -- "Where?" --  followed by a mysterious dot at the beginning 

o f the next lin e , suggest that everything is  questionable. A fte r a ll 

action stops, the reader is  le f t ,  indeed, with a number o f questions: 

Have the protagonists o f Ulysses achieved completeness and equilibrium? 

W ill Bloom and Molly find  again th e ir  past re la tionship? Nothing shows 

that Stephen's ghosts w il l  not return to haunt him, or that he w il l  come 

back to Bloom's house. Chances are, in fa c t, that l ik e  Bloom's notched 

coin thrown in the water he w il l  "never re tu rn ." The atonement with the 

father was only a coincidental encounter.

Joyce's conclusions, i f  any, are non-committal, muted, dropped 

casually in to the flood o f facts and thoughts. Remaining in his hiding 

corner, the author avoids to allow any projections in to  the fu ture . I t  

is  only on the symbolic level that he le ts  the impression o f
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regeneration erupt. In the "Oxen o f the Sun" episode, fo r example, we 

read tha t the s ta r o f Venus w il l  r ise  on the 17 o f June 1904 (14.1099- 

1103), signaling a new day and perhaps a new l i f e  supported perhaps by 

the fa c t that Bloom asks Molly to  "get his breakfast in bed," which 

would get him out o f h is ambivalent, in-between position on l i f e .  But in 

most cases the narra tive  undermines, through wry or iro n ic  commentary, 

any eventual tendency to  take these themes seriously.

The "Ithaca" chapter is  closer to Plato than one can realize at 

f i r s t  sight. Yet, nothing is  deeper than what meets the eye. Its  form 

resembles a Platonic dialogue not only because o f i t s  question/answer 

technique, but also because o f i ts  catechism and dogmatism, exactly the 

opposite of what Plato was try ing  to avoid by resorting to Socratic 

irony. Joyce seeks the same e ffec t by means o f overstatement --  thus 

showing us the e ffects  o f such a use o f language. Other notes the two 

texts s trike  are th e ir  playfulness and the se lf-e ffaced author who 

resorts to lin g u is t ic  solutions when s itua tions are unanswerable. 

Although the purposes such strategies serve are d iffe re n t, the 

underlying problem is  the same: The problem o f w ritin g  about man and 

try in g  to draw conclusions on the unpredictable and ambiguous human 

element.
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b. 'Penelope"

The la s t chapter o f Ulysses constitu tes a demonstration of the 

a r t is t ic  process and p a rticu la r ly  the transformation o f memory and love 

in to  a r t - -  and o f Molly Bloom in to  an a r t is t !  The a r t is t ic  process is

represented through the taking over o f involuntary language and o f a

sense o f timelessness which th is  new dimension o f the story introduces. 

This is  made possible mainly because o f the chapter's technique: The 

stream o f consciousness, or "female in terna l monologue" which enables 

the s u rre a lis t ic  dramatization o f the way the human mind - -  memory, 

imagination, and the unconscious - -  work.

Joyce seems to have been ambivalent as to which o f the two

dimensions in  his heroine, the re a l is t ic  or the symbolic, he wanted to

emphasize most. In "Penelope" he had described Molly as "human, a ll too 

human," he says, but la te r he changed his mind: " I  have rejected the 

usual in te rp re ta tio n  o f her as a human a p p a ritio n ... In conception and 

technique I tr ie d  to  depict the earth which is  prehuman and presumably 

posthuman."364 This symbolic dimension to which Joyce refers here is 

the description o f a technique.

This chapter, in fac t, not only in te n s ifie s  the symbolic dimension 

established in "Ithaca ," but also, paradoxically, descends the story to 

earth. M olly 's  earth ly meditations and outpourings o f subconscious 

exemplify the a r t is t 's  creative way o f bringing together the d iffe re n t

364 James Joyce, Letters / ,  G ilbe rt Stuart ed. pp. 160 and 180.
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levels o f discourse, re a lis t ic ,  symbolic, l in g u is t ic ,  in to an expression 

o f a r t. What is  moving the discourse toward an end is  not p lo t any more 

but the rhe to ric  o f memory and love. Let's look in to  the nature and 

content o f th is  so liloquy and the rhetoric  o f memory and love that 

organizes i t ,  and speculate whether th is  la s t chapter constitutes a kind 

o f closure to  Joyce's novel.

Late as i t  comes, th is  is  the f i r s t  time tha t we have a d ire c t and

more sustained view o f M olly 's character. U ntil now, Joyce's l ite ra ry

heroine had existed in an embryonic state since whatever the reader

knows about her came almost exclusively through Bloom's subjective 

memories and thoughts. These images have constitu ted Molly as a 

character to the same extent they have characterized Bloom who generated 

them. M olly 's l i te ra ry  l i f e  actua lly begins as early as chapter four, 

with an incomplete and in a rticu la te  sound she issues, "Mn" (4.59), her 

f i r s t  "word" as she is  coming out o f the previous n ig h t's  sleep. 

"Calypso" is  the only episode before "Penelope" tha t gives us a glimpse 

o f M olly 's d ire c t thoughts, which reach th e ir  highest point in her 

asking Bloom to explain the word "metempsychosis" (4.331-343). I f  the 

"Calypso" episode marks the b ir th  o f Joyce's heroine through the way she 

understands language and speaks i t ,  the "Penelope" chapter concludes 

with M olly 's m aturity as a character born and developed through 

language. From her o rig ina l rudimentary speech, we are taken to a gush 

o f words surging, again from half-asleep reminiscences, flashing 

thoughts between sleep and awakeness, tha t come to the surface 

unrestrained by the log ic  o f syntax and grammar. The completeness the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



283
characters o f Ulysses seek is  best exemplified by H o lly 's  

transformation, in a s t r ic t ly  lin g u is t ic  sense, from an incomplete stage 

in to  m aturity in  "Penelope." The s tu ff  tha t transforms i t  and she 

transforms in to  a rt is  memory and love.

M olly 's monologue is  a product of memory and love. I ts  themes are
4

b u i l t  on memories o f love re la tions and emotions which span her entire  

l i f e  as a woman. They s ta rt with the sensual l i f e  o f her days in 

G ib ra lta r before her marriage and end with her la te s t love experience of 

tha t same afternoon, going even beyond present time in to  a kind of 

speculative antic ipa tion  regarding her future love re la tionsh ip  with 

Bloom. M olly 's monologue is  a transformation o f forgotten experience 

in to  language --  "fabled by the daughters o f memory. And yet . . .  in some 

way i f  not as memory fabled i t "  (2 .7). This is  what comes to Stephen's 

mind as he lis te n s  to a student s triv in g  to reca ll a h is to rica l d e ta il. 

Molly is  a composer o f epiphanies and poetic images, an a r t is t  whose 

eloquence lie s  not in sophisticated, in te lle c tu a lized  patterns of speech 

but in  the spontaneous a b i l i ty  to  transform l i f e  in to  words. She can do 

in tu it iv e ly  what Stephen is  s tr iv in g  to achieve in te lle c tu a lly  with much 

t o i l  and agony. Moreover, she is  free, in control o f her emotional 

attachments. The Homeric Penelope's a b il i ty  to t e l l  s tories is  depicted 

in  M olly 's  weaving past, present, and future in terms o f love and memory 

- -  fee ling  and thought --  in to  the fabric  o f language. Penelope was 

famous on account o f her weaving and unweaving, a metaphor o f the tales 

she was composing. Text" comes, a fte r a l l ,  from texere, or to  weave.
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Id e n tified  with love and also with adultery, Molly is  an 

incarnation o f Aphrodite. Bloom's act o f o ffe ring  her, in an 

Amphitryonic mood, to Stephen makes her a kind o f "Pandemos Aphrodite." 

As the personification o f love, she has unifying and creative powers 

manifested in her a b il i ty  to  unite time past, present, and future and to 

bring together in her semi-conscious speech Bloom, Stephen, and herse lf: 

" I  wonder," she mumbles "why [Stephen] wouldnt stay the n ig h t.. .  itd  be 

great fun supposing he stayed with us . . .  Id love to  have a long ta lk  

w ith an in te llig e n t well-educated person . . .  (18.778-80). "Daedala 

T e llus , " 365 the ingenuous earth, is  a great name fo r  Earth that Joyce 

would have envied. I t  u n ifies  verba lly  Stephen and Molly, r iva lin g  and 

perhaps surpassing the pedestrian "Blephen" and Stoom!" As fa r as 

M olly 's reunion with Bloom is  concerned, he emerges repeatedly in her 

remembered or imagined love re la tions with other men, but c learly  

dominating her thoughts. I t  is  Bloom, ambivalent between yes and no, fo r 

whom Molly reserves the la s t words o f her so liloquy, her famous "yeses."

Molly is  also the symbol o f nature, lik e  a r t .  As such, she is 

e terna l. As the la s t chapter shows, she can jump in  and out o f the past, 

in and out o f time and mix memories with dream and re a lity  transporting 

a ll o f them, through her spontaneous language, in to  a time that has no 

temporal duration, the eternal time o f a rt. That her two appearances in 

the novel depict her e ith e r waking up or fa ll in g  asleep te l ls  us that 

the author wants us to id e n tify  her with the timeless q u a lity  o f dream 

in which involuntary memory and subliminal thought ru le . As Gaia-

365 Vico, New Science, p. 237.
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Te llus ," an embodiment o f nature and its  cycles, H o lly  is  in d iffe re n t to 

time past, passing, and to come, and can barely re ca ll her own youth: 

"Lord how long ago i t  seems centuries" (18.666).

The Joycean characters cannot escape from time, or h is to ry , as 

long as they remember - -  "Think you're escaping and run in to  yourse lf," 

says Bloom ; the only way out is  to  become a symbol, myth, or a r t. In 

"Penelope" language is  a way o f escaping into a r t and im m ortality. The 

transcendence o f time and space achieved in "Circe" through the 

ha llucinations and fantasies o f i ts  characters, is  attained in 

"Penelope" through the forms o f speech and thought tha t in th is  chapter 

move outside time subject to  decay. These two chapters present an 

e f fo r t  to break out o f calendar time into eternal time, im ita ting  a rt. 

Dealing with the unconscious "Circe" and "Penelope" seek to  create a 

ha lluc ina ting  e ffe c t where epic time --  not attached to a spec ific  place 

and chronology --  is  spelled out in a dramatic im ita tion  o f time.

G ifford recognizes tha t both the dramatic dialogue o f "Circe" and 

M olly 's so liloquy in "Penelope" are "radical experiments w ith the 

d isp a ritie s  between clock time, psychological time, and the im ita tion of 

tim e . " 366 "There is  u ltim a te ly  no escape," concludes Spoo, fo r

366 Bloom's ha llucinations in "Circe" " la s t only a moment in dramatic 
time but are spelled out in  a dramatic im ita tion  o f epic tim e," that is 
the two years or so in which actua lly  his ha lluc ina tions o f that night 
would have unfolded. S im ila rly , "M olly 's so liloquy belongs at once in the 
dramatic and the epic dimensions o f tim e ... Read aloud, the duration o f 
the episode is  three hours," whereas M olly's spell o f insomnia would have 
not lasted more than an hour by the clock." See G iffo rd 's  Introduction, 
Ulysses Annotated, p. 3.
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Stephen or fo r Joyce, anti h is to rica l Icarus or pragmatic Daedalus -- 

from the nightmare, only the ceaseless e f fo r t  to awake from 'h is to ry ' 

oppressive texts through the weaving and reweaving o f a lte rna tive  

ones. b367

367 Spoo, James Joyce and the Language o f H is to ry , pp. 12-13.
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IV. MORE COMPARISONS
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Plato, Seferis, and Joyce construct th e ir  a r t is t ic  syntheses with 

the purpose o f creating an a lte rna tive  that would counteract the anxiety 

over man's impotence in  the face o f change and death. This a lte rna tive  

appears as an act o f reve la tion , in which time sym bolically stops, or 

experience is  transformed in to  a rt and immortalized. I t  is  the counter 

transformation the a r t is t  performs to mock change. Memory and love, 

embodiment o f the human potentia l and experience exemplify the process 

of transmutation o f experience in to  a rt. The author's answer expressed 

in philosophical, metaphysical, or aesthetic terms through poetic logos 

is , in fa c t, a statement o f man's power to create. This is  the hour when 

the a r t is t  becomes omnipotent, l ik e  God.

More a n a ly tic a lly , love becomes fo r Plato and Seferis a property 

of the soul. This awareness in s t i l ls  fa ith  in the human poten tia l fo r 

progress and moral perfection ( fo r  Plato) and of a s lig h t r ise  (fo r 

Seferis). Plato invents anamnesis to keep the mind a live  and to create a 

means through which the ind iv idual can e terna lly  renew self-knowledge. 

S im ila rly , w rit in g , an external method, has to be eternalized in order 

to preserve memory. Id e n tifie d  with man's natural language and emotion 

memory in Seferis lin ks  the suffering and pain o f existence w ith the 

wisdom o f the past. While Seferis holds on to memory as a constructive, 

integrating force, Joyce shuns i t  as an obstacle to personal and 

a r t is t ic  freedom. In Joyce's work, a ll answers involving man, even a rt,
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are acknowledged and questioned, the only thing tha t remains, in the 

end, is  a cheerful celebration o f l i f e  as i t  is .

For Plato and Seferis the answer to man's p lig h t is  seen as part 

o f an overall balance which enables the soul to achieve d ig n ity  and 

n o b ility  fo r a better l i f e  in the ephemeral world o f in  an imagined 

fu tu re  beyond th is  world. For Joyce, who believes in humanity but 

natural lim ita tio n s  in reaching the superhuman heights tha t the western 

cu ltu re  has seen possible, the answer lie s  in doubt and skepticism. 

Language, which he wants to prove as inadequate, is  a m irro r o f l i f e ,  

w ith a ll i ts  changes, ambiguities, and u n p re d ic ta b ilit ie s . Used lik e  a 

theme, language becomes l i f e  whose ambiguity and indeterminacy the 

author approaches conscious, at a ll times, o f the im p o ss ib ility  o f 

grasping and explaining.

Like Joyce, Plato is  preoccupied with language as a means o f 

philosophical expression. Aware o f the lim ita tion s  o f language, he 

concocts a new idiom by changing tra d itio n a l modes o f expression. Both 

use texts and thoughts o f previous thinkers which they modify or subvert 

through irony, the Socratic au thority , unreliable narra tors, modulations 

o f s ty le , misquotations, a ll purported to exp lo it both the subversive 

power o f the words and th e ir  capacity to propagate meaning. Contrary to 

Plato and Joyce who depend on verbal fireworks, Seferis re lie s  on the 

steady emotional meaning o f the words, favoring a language tha t "can be 

whispered." The development o f the a r t is t  who is  seeking his own voice 

involves, by necessity, questioning language's presumptions tha t i t  can
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represent l i f e  and human thought. I f  l i f e  and language, products o f 

repe tition  and change, can only be temporary tru th s  and unstable 

impressions, i t  fo llows tha t a ll the nove lis t can do is  convey th is  

impression o f f lu id i t y  tha t defines l i f e .  Plato is  an example, though 

in d iffe re n t terms, an e a r lie r  il lu s tra t io n  o f modernism's a ttitude 

toward language. He has Socrates voice his b e lie fs  - -  often questioning 

P lato's own --  but when a w ritten  im ita tion o f what Socrates teaches is 

needed fo r the purposes o f philosophy, he is  ambivalent between a 

language he professes he can control but in fa c t fears i ts  independence. 

He invents the "dialogue" to attack both Socrates and w ritin g , resorting 

to p layful irony, while keeping himself se lf-e ffaced  and unobtrusive, 

lik e  Joyce paring his fin g e rn a ils !

Plato deals w ith the h is to rica l re a lit ie s  o f his times and the 

impact o f time by escaping in to  the eternal and the immortal, leaving 

the past behind; Joyce attempts to do i t  by escaping in to  a rt, which can 

transform "dog" in to  God! Seferis by seeking tha t white horse in the 

coal p it  of the past, and in the darkness o f the human soul. Man, 

manipulator o f words, can make death miraculously disappear and 

immortality come fo r th . Plato presents a philosophical solution, whereas 

Seferis o ffe rs a metaphysical one, and Joyce conjures up an aesthetic 

a lte rna tive . Through d iffe re n t d e fin itio n s , o rien ta tions , and 

s e n s ib ilit ie s , v is ions and epiphanies, what these three authors create 

through the in te rp lay  o f memory, love, and language is  the "miracle" o f 

immortality - -  a v is ion  o f God.

* * *
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V. ANNEX
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I IA N Q  2 ’ E N A N  H E N O  2 T IX 0

Ettjv 'EXXtj, Xpwrrouyewa 1931

EuTuxia(jLevo<; xou £xave x6 ra^iSi too ’OSuaala.
Euruxiafi^vo<; av a r b  ^extvTjfia, £via>0e yeprj rrjv ipfzaxaxna 

fiia? dya7nj?, axXci>fx£v»} p£aa a x i xopptI  xou, aav xlq 
<pXepê  67Tou (loul^et x6 a lpa.

Mia<; dyd7njq y .k  axax£Xuxo puOpto, axaxavlxTfjxr]*; aav xrj 
ftouaixrj xal 7C«VTOTlVrjq

ytaxl y£vvr)0y)xe Sxav yevv7)0f|x«fi.e xal aav Tce0attvoup.e, av 
7ce0a(v£i, 8£v to  ££poup.e ouxe epietc; ouxe £XXo<; xavsl*;.

riapaxaX&xb 0e6 va \ i h  auvxp£l;et va xto, a h  [ztd axcyfz'}) 
peyaXnjs EuSaipiovtat;, w oii elvat aux>) ^ ayaxr)'

xaOofiai xaxoxs rptyupitrptlvoq a n b  rJjv ^Evixeia, xi* dxoooi 
xb ptaxptvb fJouiapia rrj^, aav x&v d^6 rifc 0aXaaaa<; 
xou ia fM i^ E  [ i t  r b  avE^yjjTO SpoXaxi.

Kal xapouaiaCfixai fixpoaxa piou, xaXi xal xaXi, x8 <pav- 
xaapta xou ’OSuaaea, paxia xoxxivtapi£va ax& xou 
xufxdxou xijv appuipa

x i’ ax& x i  fieax6>(x£vo x 60o va £ava8et x&v xaxv& xou fiyal- 
vei dx6 xdj £eaxaata xou axixiou xou xal x i  axuXl xou 
x o i y£paae xpoapi£vovTa<; axf) 0upa.

REFLECTIONS ON A FOREIGN LINE OF VERSE 

For Elli, Christmas 19 3 1

Fortunate he who's made the voyage of Odysseus.*
Fortunate if on setting out he’s felt the rigging of a love 

strong in his body, spreading there like veins where 
the blood throbs.

A love of indissoluble rhythm, unconquerable like music 
and endless

because it was born when we were born and when we die 
whether it dies too neither we know nor does anyone
else.

I ask God to help me say, at some moment of great happi­
ness, what that love is; 

sometimes when I sit surrounded by exile I hear its distant 
murmur like the sound of sea struck by an inexplicable 
hurricane.

And again and again the shade of Odysseus appears before 
me, his eyes red from the waves* salt, 

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



Exlxexai peyaXo?, i|/i0t>pt£ovTa? avapeaa ax’ aa7rpia{AEva 
tou yevcta, XAyia xrj? yXtoaaa? pa?, o7rto? ttj piXouaav 
7tptv xpei? xiXiaSe? ypovia.

'A n X d iv e i  pia 7taXap7) po^taapevr) axA xa axoivta xal xA 
Sotaxi, pA Seppa SouXepevo axo xA £epop6pi axA rrjv 
xaij/a xt’ axA xa ^iovia.

0 a ’Xeye? xto? OeXei va Sito^ei xAv uxepav0pGJ7co KuxXcoxa 
7cou (iXexei pi’ Eva paxi, xl? Zeiprjve? n o i>  aav xl? a - 
xouaei? 5eXv®<>> ExuXXa xal x ĵ Xapu(38r] arc’ ava- 
psaA pa?*

xAaa 7t£p[7tXoxa xlpaxa, 7iou 8A pa? a<pyjvouv va axojraaxou- 
pe, xto? Etxav xi* auxA? Eva? av0pt»>7ro? 7too 7taXE<f<e pe- 
aa axAv xdapo, pA ttjv xai pA xA atopa.

EZvat 6 peyaXo? ’OSuaaAa?” exeI vo? 7tou eI xe va ylvei xA 
£uXivo dcXoyo xai oi ’A^atoi xepSlaave x-Jjv Tpoia.

4>avxa^opai xoj? Ipxexai va (a‘ appr]vet{/ei tcw? va <pxia£ti> 
xi* dyto £va £uXivo aXoyo yia va xep8laa> xrj Sixtj pou 
Tpola.

Ttaxi ptXa xaxciva xal pA yaXTjvr), rtpoaroxOeia, XA?
|AA yvo>pl£ei aav xaxApa?

etxe aav xaxi ylpou? OaXaaaivou?, xou dxoup7uap£voi axa 
8ixTu* tou?, xtjv <&pa rcou xeifJt<̂ vta^e xal Oupuvc 6 
dyApa?,

pou XAyave, axa rcatSixd pou x p S v ta ,  xA xpayouSi xoo *E- 
puxAxpixou pA ra  Saxpua axa paxia*

A large man, whispering through his whitened beard words 
in our language spoken as it was three thousand years 
ago.

He extends a palm calloused by the ropes and the tiller, his 
skin weathered by the dry north wind, by heat and 
snow.

It's as if he wants to expel from among us the superhuman 
one-eyed Cyclops, the Sirens who make you forget 
with their song, Scylla and Charybdis:

so many complex monsters that prevent us from remember­
ing that he too was a man struggling in the world with 
soul and body.

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

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

Because he speaks humbly and calmly, without effort, as 
though he were my father

or certain old sailors of my childhood who, leaning on their 
nets with winter coming on and the wind raging,

used to recite, with tears in their eyes, the song of Erotocri- 
tos;*

toVOto
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x6xe<; 7tou TpofiaOx fx£aa ax6v ukvo fiou axouyovxac; xtjv av- 
tiSlxtj fxotpa tt)<; ’Apexvjt; va xaxs(3a(vEt xa fi.app.aps- 
vta axaXo7raxia.

Mou Asst x& SuaxoAo tc6vo va vicoOct? xa 7ravia xou xapa- 
PioG aou <pouax<op£va arui x>j flufjnqoTj xal xyjv <J'UX1Q 
aou va ylvcxat xiu6vi.

Kal va ’aat p.6vo<;, axoxetvi^ p laa  axrj vu/xa xal axu(3ep- 
vt]xo<; aav t* <5tXeP° CTT’ aAcovi.

Trjv Ttlxpa va PA t̂cek; xou^ oruvxp6<poû  aou xaxa7covxia[i£- 
vouc; (xeaa axa axot^eta, axopmaplvou^: 2vav-evav.

Kal xoao 7tapa^eva avxpeieusaai {xiXwvxa? xoix; 7CE0ap.e- 
vous, oxav 8 h  cpxavouv 7tia oi ^tovxavol tcou aou axo- 
pivav.

MiAa... px£rca> dx6fir) xa x^P1** T0U 7ro’-) ^pav va 8oxip<£- 
aouv olv Eixav xaXa axaAtap£v7) ax^jv KX<op>) ■$) yopy6va

va jxou xapl^o^v X"Jjv axufiavxY] yaXa^ia OaXaaaa p iaa  axrjv 
xapSta xou xeip^va.

it was then I would shudder in my sleep at the unjust fate 
of Aretousa descending the marble steps.

He tells me of the harsh pain you feel when the ship’s sails 
swell with memory and your soul becomes a rudder; 

of being alone, dark in the night, and helpless as chaff on 
the threshing floor;

of the bitterness of seeing your companions one by one 
pulled down into the elements and scattered; 

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

He speaks . . .  I still see his hands that knew how to judge 
the carving of the mermaid at the prow 

presenting me the waveless blue sea in the heart of winter.
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aAXa xxuxouae 6epl£ovxa? xa x6xxaXa xciv avOptoxcov 
xu<pX<£. K a l 8p6at£av xa 9xepa xou? x-J) 9p[xij.

Kt* auxa xou ytvovxav etx<*v t Jjv E8ta yaX7)V7) (x& xouxa xou 
pX£xei?

ctxav x9jv E8ia yaXiqvTr) YiaTt raplaacue <J/uxf) va auXXo-
yiOTOUfJLE

Ixx i?  Ax’ xf) SuvapiTj va )rapa{;oufze ^ Y a  
x£xpe?

xou fiyyi^av xtopa x ia  x6 Pu06 xaxto a x ’ xtj [iv/jp/T].

Ma£t xou? xi* £pcl? paxpia xoXu paxpia, oxaoou Siaflaxi) 
pxpoaxa arijv fjaux?) XCpvjj p£ xou? AaxiXou? xtixvou? 
xou xa^tSeuouv aav Aaxpa xoup£Xia p ia a  0x6 vou aou 
xal a£ ^uxvave a t  xp iypaxa xou ICqac? xal xou 8& 8u- 

(xaoai.

Mrjxe Oupaaai 8ia(3a£ovxa? xa p.a?xAvd axl? x£xpe?*
<00x600 p£vei? 6xaxaxtx&? fxa^l p£ x’ Apvta aou 
xou (xeyaXc&vouv x6 acopa aou p i  x i  paXXl xou? 
xtopa xou vtcoOei? axl? 9X£fle? aou pta poi) Ouala?.

but beat, threshing men's bones blindly.
And their wings cooled the horror.

And what then happened had the same tranquillity as what 
you see before you 

the same tranquillity because there wasn't a soul left for us 
to consider

except the power for carving a few signs on the stones 
which now have touched the depths under memory.

We too with them, far away, very far away—stop, passer-by,
beside the still lake with the spotless swans
that travel like white tatters through your mind
and waken you to things you lived yet don't remember.

Nor do you remember as you read our characters on the 
stones;

even so you're astonished together with your sheep
that enlarge your body with their wool
now that you feel in your veins a sound of sacrifice.
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0  BAEIAIAE TH E ASINHE

’Aalyr/v it...
IAIAAA

Kotraqafie 6X0 t b xptol yupoi yupo> xb xxaxpo 
apxtCovraq d n i t6  piepoq too ta x tou exet xou rj 0a- 

Xaaaa
xpaatwj xal ^cupt  ̂ avaXapix^, r i  aT>j0oq oxotc«>{x£vou xa- 

yoviou
p.aq Se^Tijxe oxuq & xaio&q XWP^ xav£va x * aV a - 
01 9Xcf3eq tou Ppd^ou xar£(3atvav a x i  yrjXa 
arpipifjieva xX^para yupva xoXiixXtova £a>vTaveuovraq 
ax’ dy'^tYji.a tou vcpou, xa0<hq t6  p a n  axoXouOwvraq nq  
xaXeue va ^ecpuyci t& xoupaanxA Xlxviapa 
Xavovraq SuvapLTj oXo£va.

’Ax& to p£poq tou tjXiou Ivaq paxpuq YiaX&q 8XavotXToq 
xal xb 9Gq TplfSovraq Siapavnxa axa. peyaXa x^X 7!- 
Kav£va xXaapa ^covravi t*  dypioxeptarepa 9euyaTa 
xt’ 6 (laatXiaq TTjq 'Aatvrjq xou tov yupeuoupc Sub XP^vl* 

Ttopa
dtyvcooroq X7)(7povT]p£voq ax ’ oXouq xi* ax6 t&v "OpTjpo 
p6vo [ua Xe^rj trdjv ’iXiaSa x i’ ixe iv rj af}£(5xir) 
ptyjiEVT) e8£> aav ttjv £vTa<pia XPU(rf) xpoatoxiSa.
Trjv dtyyi^cq, Oupaaat t8v ^x° ^  i X01J910 (jiaa  ov 

9  wq
aav t b axsyvb  xiOapi aTo axaupevo X^'.xx

TH E KING OF ASINE

’Aaivrfv « . . .
ILIAD*

All morning long we looked around the citadel* 
starting from the shaded side, there where the sea, 
green and without luster—breast of a slain peacock— 
received us like time without an opening in it.
Veins of rock dropped down from high above, 
twisted vines, naked, many-branched, coming alive 
at the water's touch, while the eye following them 
struggled to escape the tiresome rocking, 
losing strength continually.

On the sunny side a long empty beach
and the light striking diamonds on the huge walls.
No living thing, the wild doves gone 
and the king of Asine, whom we’ve been trying to find for 

two yean now, 
unknown, forgotten by all, even by Homer, 
only one word in the Iliad  and that uncertain, 
thrown here like the gold burial mask.
You touched it, remember its sound? Hollow in the light 
like a dry jar in dug earth:
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xi* 6 tSioc; CTT̂  GaXaaaa pi£ xa xouxta ptaq.
'O  paaiXta<; xrfi ’Aoivr\q i v a .  xev£> xaxto ax ’ xrjv xpoato- 

xlSa
xavxou y.aZ,l piaq xavxou {xâ C fxaq, xaxto axo eva ovopta : 
« ’Aaiv>jv xe... ’Aafvrjv xe...»

xa l xa xaiSia xou ayaXptaxa 
x i’ oi x66oi xou <pxepouytapiaxa xouXitov xt* o ay£pa<; 
axa SiaaxTjpiaxa xtov axoxaaptcov xou xal xa xapa(3ia xou 
apayptlva a ’ &<pavxo Xtptavi’ 
xaxto a x ’ xf)v xpoatoxtSa eva xev6.

niaco a x i  xa pieyaXa piaxia xa xapixuXa xe^ ta Tou^

Poaxpiixou<»
avayXutpa axo paXapaxevto axexaapia xtj? uxap^rjq ptat; 
eva CTjpteto axoxeivo xou xa^iSeuet aav xo tj/api 
pteaa axrjv auytvrj yaXrjvr) xou xeXayou xal to  (3Xexei<;: 
eva xev6 xavxou pta^l fta<;.
K a l x6 xouXl xou x£xa£e x&v dXXo xetpwova 
pi£ axaaptiv>) yxepouya 
axrjvcopla ^tor4?,
xi* ■#) vea ‘fuvalxa xou £<puye va xa(£et 
pih xa axuX68ovxa xou xaXoxaipiou 
xi* xou y6pe<{/e xotpf£ovxa<; xov xaxto xoapio
xi* o xoxoq aav xo pieydXo xXaxav6cpuXXo xou xapaaepvsi 

6 ^elpwcppo? xou fjXiou 
x’ apxata ptvrjp^ia xal ttj auyxpovrj OXlyTj.

K l*  o xon jT 7)(; apyoxopsi xoixa£ovxa<; xlc xexpec x i ’ ava- 
ptoxt£xai

the same sound that our oars make in the sea.
The king of Asine a void under the mask 
everywhere with us everywhere with us, under a name:
tt P m t I  4 /  HA&ivrjv tc • . . A aivifv  re . • .

and his children statues 
and his desires the fluttering of birds, and the wind 
in the gaps between his thoughts, and his ships 
anchored in a vanished port: 
under the mask a void.

Behind the large eyes the curved lips the curls 
carved in relief on the gold cover of our existence 
a dark spot that you see traveling like a fish 
in the dawn calm of the sea: 
a void everywhere with us.
And the bird that flew away last winter 
with a broken wing: 
abode of life,
and the young woman who left to play 
with the dogteeth of summer 
and the soul that sought the lower world squeaking 
and the country like a large plane-Ieaf swept along by, the 

torrent of the sun 
with the ancient monuments and the contemporary sorrow.

And the poet lingers, looking at the stones, and asks himself
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u7rapxouv £paye
avapeaa axl<; )raAaap£veq xouxeq ypappet; Axji&q xlq

atxpie? Ta xotXa xal xlt; xapxuXc? 
uxap^oov <Spaye
eSto xou auvavxtfxat x6 x£paapa tt)<; ppox% tou ayepa 

xa l ttic, <p0opac 
U7capxouv, 7) xlv7)onf) tou xpoacoxou x i ttj? axop-

£xeIv<ov xou Aty6axet{/av x6ao xapa^Eva p£<; axT)
£c07) ^

auxtov xou  axopetvav o x ik q  xupaxcov x a l trxoxaapo l pe T7)v 
axepavxoauvT] xou xeAayou  

7) p-qxtot; 6 y i 8ev axop£vet x lxoxs xap a  p6vo x i  p<xpo<;
7j voaxaXyta xou fiapouc; pta<; uxap^Tjq ^tovxavrjq 
exet xou p^voupe xtopa avux6axaxoi Xuyt^ovxac; 
aav xa xAcovapia xrjs <ppiXT7js irio iq  atop'.aapeva p£aa axT) 

SiapxEia xr^ axEXxtalat;
£vto x6 pepa xlxptvo xaxePaCei apya poupAa £epi£topeva 

pe^ axo Poupxo 
eix6va poptpTjt; xou pappaptoae pe ttjv dnocpaar/ fiiaq 

xtxpaq xavxoxivT)^
‘0  XOt7JT7]̂  Iva XEv6.

’AaxiSocpopo; o 7)Xio<; avePatve xoAeptovxat; 
x i’ axo xo Pa0o; x9)<; oxTjXia? pta vu^TEplSa xpopayp£vr( 
XxuxTjaE xavto axo <pto? aav ttj aatxa xavto axo axou- 

xa p i:
tt’AatvTjv te ’AatvTjv x£...». N a ’xav auxT) o PaaiXia? xr,: 

’Aatvr^

does there really exist
among these ruined lines, edges, points, hollows, and curves 
does there really exist
here where one meets the path of rain, wind, and ruin 
does there exist the movement of the face, shape of the 

tenderness
of those who've shrunk so strangely in our lives, 
those who remained the shadow of waves and thoughts with 

the sea's boundlessness 
or perhaps no, nothing is left but the weight 
the nostalgia for the weight of a living existence 
there where we now remain unsubstantial, bending 
like the branches of a terrible willow-tree heaped in 

permanent despair 
while the yellow current slowly carries down rushes up­

rooted in the mud 
image of a form that the sentence to everlasting bitterness 

has turned to stone: 
the poet a void.

Shieldbearer, the sun climbed warring, 
and from the depths of the cave a startled bat 
hit the light as an arrow hits a shield:
" 'Aalirqv « . . .  ‘Aa-lirqu «  . . Would that it were the king 

of Asine
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«KIXAH»

Aalporoq tmnfrrov xal xtJjpjc xaienifc IqnfpeQov axiQfia, xt fie 
/JidCeafa Uyetr, & dfitr dgeiov fii) yr&rai.

O ZEIAHNOE ETON MIAA

“ T H R U S H

Ephemeral issue of a vicious daemon and a harsh fate, why 
do you force me to speak of things that it would be better 
for you not to know.

SILENUS TO MIDAS•
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T6 tra in  x o r r i  ori) OdXatrtra

T a  axlxia xou efya jxou xa 7rr)pav. "Exu^e 

va ’vat xa xpovta 8£®exTOt‘ rco?ijxoi xot̂ otrrtJL°'- ^ewxejxol' 
xa7coxe 6 xuvtjyii; pplaxet xa 8ia|3axapixa xouXia 
xarcoxe 8&v xa Pplaxei* x£> xuvrjyi
eixav xaX6 axa xp6vta (xou, 7nrjpav 7roXXou<; xa axayia  
ol aXXoi yupl^ouv 7j xpeXa£vouvxai axa xaxaqpuyta.

M-Jj jxou jxiXxq yta x’ ob)86vi jxtjxe yta x iv  xopu8aX6
jx^xe yta x̂ j jxtxpouXa aouaoupa8a
7rou ypa<pet voujxepa a x i <pco<; jx£ xijv oupa ryjq*
8 k v  £epco xoXXa xpayjxaxa dt7c6 enrlxta 
££pa> 7rcaq e^ouv x̂ j (puXrj xou<;, xlxoxe aXXo.
Katvotjpyta arrjv apxrj, a<£v xa (xtopa 
7Tou 7cat^ouv axa xepp6Xta jx& xa xp6ata xou fjXtou, 
xevxouv icapxQup&puXXa XP<*>jxaxtaxa xal x6pxe<; 
yuaXtaxep^ 7tava> ax^j fx£pa"
6xav reXettoact 6  ap)£ix£xxova<; aXXa^ouv,
£apd>voov ^ ^ajxoyeXouv f )  Ax6(xtj 7retajxaxa>vouv 
jx* Ixetvou^ 7iou £jxctvav jx’ £xetvouc 7toi> f<puyav 
jx’ iXXou<; 7tou 0a yup££ave 3v (xxopotiaav 
^ 7Tou gaB^xav, xtopa 7cou £ytve 
6 x6ajxo<; £va dutfpavxo ^evoSo^eto.

A i v  % £p(o 7toXXa 7rpdtyjxaxa <47x6 arcfxta,
Oujxajxat r i j  ^apa xouq xa l xi) Xutoj xouq

The house near the sea•

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

Don’t talk to me about the nightingale or the lark 
or the little wagtail
inscribing figures with his tail in the light;
I don’t know much about houses 
I know they have their own nature, nothing else.
New at first, like babies
who play in gardens with the tassels of the sun, 
they embroider colored shutters and shining doors 
over the day.
When the architect’s finished, they change,
they frown or smile or even grow stubborn
with those who stayed behind, with those who went away
with others who’d come back if they could
or others who disappeared, now that the world’s become
an endless hotel.

I don’t know much about houses,
I remember their joy and their sorrow
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xapta <popa, a a  ara(xaT7jao)"

(XXOfXTJ
xapua <pop<x, xovxa or?) BaXaooa, ak  xapape^ 
p’ Sva xpePP<xxt aiSepevto X^P^ TlxoTe 8tx6 pou 
xoixa^ovxaq r?) ppaSivrjv dtpa^vrj auXXoyiepai 
7i<b<; xaxoiot; £xoipa£exai va ’pflct, xox; t 6v axoX(£ouv 
p’ dcaxpa xal paupa pouxa p& xoXuxp^pa xoapiqpaTa 
xal yupo> tou ptXouv aiya aepdapiei; Seaxotvec; 
yxpl^a paXXia xal oxoxetvi^ Savr^Xeq,
7t&><; £xoipa£exai va ’p8et va pi’ a7tox<xiperf)9ci*
1), p ia yuvatxa £Xtxopx£<papr) pa0u£a)V7) 
yupl^ovras a n b  X ipivia peaTjpPpiva,
2)p6pvi) P 6 S 0  £upaxouoe? ’AXe^avrpeta,
i n b  xXeior^ 7roXtxeie<; aav ra  £eaxa.xapa0up6<puXXa, 
p i apcjpaxa xpuacov xapx&v xal p6xava,
7rojq avepalvet xa oxaXta x ^ p k  va pXexet 
ixelvou^ xou xoifXTf)07)xav xax<o ax ’ r?) axaXa.

Eipeiq xa axlxia xecapaxcovouv eCxoXa, aav xa yupvc&act^.

sometimes, when I stop to think;
again

sometimes, near the sea, in naked rooms 
with a single iron bed and nothing of my own, 
watching the evening spider, I imagine 
that someone is getting ready to come, that they dress 

him up*
in white and black robes, with many-colored jewels,
and around him venerable ladies,
gray hair and dark lace shawls, talk softly,
that he is getting ready to come and say goodbye to me;
or that a woman—eyelashes quivering, slim-waisted,
returning from southern ports,
Smyma Rhodes Syracuse Alexandria,
from cities closed like hot shutters,
with perfume of golden fruit and herbs—
climbs the stairs without seeing
those who've fallen asleep under the stairs.

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

LOO
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B '

'O  ijdovino- ' EXnfjvujQ

Tov eiSa XT£S v<* ffTajzara <TT7)v x6pra 
x a r c o  axo t £> xapaOupo jzou' 0a ’ rav  
ecpra xsptxou’ pua yuvatxa eirav pa££ t o u .

E l^e  t o  9 epai(jio t o u  ’ EXxyjvopa, Xtyo xp iv  xeaei 
va TaaxiaTEC, x i '  6(xw<; 8 e v  cuav (XE0ua(XEvoq.
MiXouos xoXu ypyjyopa, x i ’ exstvy) 
xoiTa^E apyprjixevrj np6<; to u < ; 9 tovoypa<pou(;‘ 
t 6 v  exo (B e  xapua 9 opa va x e i  (jlloc 9 paay)
X l’ EXElTa XOtTa^E fJl’ aVU7tOfAOVTJOta 

Exet xo u  T Y jyav '^o u v  (j/a p ia ' a a v  ty) y a T a .

A u t o y i O u p t ^ e  p.* s v a  a x o T a i y a p o  ctP y j o t o  a r a  x s ^ t a

—  ^ A x o u o e  a x o fx y )  t o u t o .  Z t o  9 E y y a p t

v  t ’  a y a X p a r a  X u y t ^ o u v  x a x o T E  a a v  t o  x a X a p i  

a v a fA E a a  a k  J p o v r a v o u i ;  x a p x o u s —  t ’  a y a X p a r a *  

x i ’  Y) 9 X o y a  y f v E T a t  Spoaeprj x ix p o S d h p v y j ,  

f j  9 X 6 y a  x o u  x a £ e i  t & v  a v O p w x o ,  6 cXa> v a  x c 3 » .

—  « E I v a i  t 8 (pojq... t a x i o i  t %  v u x r a q . . . » .

—  « ' ' I com; r ]  v u x * r a  x o u  a v o id s ,  y a X a ^ t o  p o S t ,  

a x O T E iv i^  x 6 p 9 0 <;, x a i  a e  y c p i c s  a a r p a  

xo {3 o v T a < ; t & v  x a i p 6 .

K i ’  o p to c ; t ’  a y a X p a r a

II

Sensual Elpenor

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

— “Listen. There’s this too. In the moonlight 
the statues sometimes bend like reeds
in the midst of ripe fruit—the statues; 
and the flame becomes a cool oleander, 
the flame that burns you, 1 mean.’’

— "It’s just the light . . . shadows of the night.”

— “Maybe the night that split open, a blue pomegranate, 
a dark breast, and filled you with stars,
cleaving time.

And yet the statues

u>
oM
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Xuyt^ouv xaxoxe, poipaCovxa? xiv x 6 0 o
a x d  8ui, a a v  xi poSaxivo' xi* rj <pX6y a
ylvexai (ptXrjpa axa (jteXvj x i ' avacpuXXTjxi
x 1.’ exeixa <puXXo Spoaepi x o u  xalpvet 8 (Svepo?'
Xuyl^ouV ylvouvxai <xXa<ppia p ’ £va avOpwxivo J3apoq.
A i v  xi £exva<;».

— « T ’ ayaXpaxa eivai a x i pouaeio».

—  ̂ O j p ,  a£ xuvrjyouv, nto<; Skv xi |3X£xei?;
0£Xo> va 7C6> p i xa axaapiva ( x iX i) xou?,
(ik xtjv aXXoxivl) (xopcp^ xou? x o u  8i yvtopiae? 
xi’ 8pa>? rJjv ^epei<;.

’’Oxo)?. 5xav 
a x a  xeXeuxaia x?j? viixr]? aou ayaxrjaet? 
yuvalxa x o u  £pteive 5pop<pTj, xi’ 6X0 <po|3aaai, 
xaOoj? xtjv xpaxrjae? yupvfj xi pcarjpipi,
XT) pvTjpT) x o i  J;uxva aidjv a y x aX i a aou'
qpoPaaai xi <pikl [ ii] a£ xpoStoaei
a d X X a  xpe(3pdxia x e p a a p i v a  xtopa
x o u  toaxiao 0a  p x o p o u a a v  va axoi^ettoaouv
x iao  eC x oX a  xiao  eC xo X a xal v’ avaaxrjaouv
etScoXa axiv xa0p£9xrj, acopaxa xou etxav pta <popa’
rijv rjSovfj xou?.

"Oxto? 6xav 
yuplCei? a x ’ x a  ££va xal xiiyei v* Avol^et? 
xaXia x a a i X a  xXei8cop£vT) a x i  xaipi 
xal Ppet? xoupiXia d x i  x a  p o u ^a  x o i  tpopouae? 
ak 6(xop<pe? &pe?, ak yiopxi? p £  (ptoxa

bend sometimes, dividing desire in two,
like a peach; and the Rame
becomes a kiss on the limbs, a sobbing,
and then a cool leaf carried off by the wind;
they bend; they become light with a human weight.
You don’t forget it.”

—“The statues are in the museum.”

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

recognize 
yet know.

It's as though 
in the last days of your youth you loved 
a woman who was still beautiful, and you were always afraid, 
as you held her naked at noon, 
of the memory aroused by your embrace; 
were afraid the kiss might betray you 
to other beds now of the past 
which nevertheless could haunt you 
so easily, so easily, and bring to life 
images in the mirror, bodies once alive: 
their sensuality.

I t’s as though
returning home from some foreign country you happen 

to open
an old trunk that's been locked up a long time 
and find the tatters of clothes you used to wear 
on happy occasions, at festivals with many-colored lights, 303
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7coXiixp<*)(xa, xa0pe<pxiap£va, xou 0X0  xap*jXtuvouv 
xal (iEvei (aovo xi> &pa>p.a x9j<; aizo\>ola.q 
jjua<; vea<; p.op<prjt;.

’AXrj0eia, xa auvxplppia  

Sev e ivai £xeiva* eau ’a a i x& prjpaSr 
ak xuvtjyouv [xta Kapa^evrj 7rap0 tv ia  

a x i  a7clxi axo ypoifeio ox'u; Se^uuaeis 
x<5v (xeyKrTavtuv, axov avo(*oX6Y7)xo <po(3o xou u7cvou‘ 
(jliXouv Tcepioxaxtxa 7tou 0a Yj0eXe^ va fxrjv U7rap- 

Xouv
■Jj va Yi'ŵ v'rouo:av xP^vta 0avaxo aou,
x i’ auxi elvat SuaxoXo y i«t I...»

— «T’ aYaXuaxa eivai ax i pouaeio.
KaXrjvuxxa».

— «...Y iaxt x ’ aYaXpiaxa S iv eZvai m a  auvxplppia, 
eiuaaxe ejjLetq. T’ ayaXfJiaxa Xuy^ouv aXa<ppia... xaXrj- 

vuxxaw.

’ESS XOiptCTTTJXCCV. Auxis £7t^pe 
x'Jjv avrjtpopa 7tou xpa(3aei xaxa xtjv "Apxxo 
xi* ocurfj 7cpoxcopeae 7rpi^ x i  7toXi<pcoxo axpoytaXi 
07cou x i xu(*a Kviyerat art) {3o9j xou pa8to<pcovou:

TA QoAtiyxuwo

— a llav ia  ax i <puarj|xa xou aYepa 
i  vou<; Siv xpaxrjae 1SXX0  dbri ttj pipa.

"Apcofjia tteuxou x a l aty^)

mirrored, now becoming dim,
and all that remains is the perfume of the absence
of a young form.

Really, those statues are not 
the fragments. You yourself are the relic; 
they haunt you with a strange virginity 
at home, at the office, at receptions for the celebrated, 
in the unconfessed terror of sleep; 
they speak of things you wish didn’t exist 
or would happen years after your death, 
and that’s difficult because . . .”

— "The statues are in the museum.
Good night.”

— " . . .  because the statues are no longer 
fragments. We are. The statues bend lightly . . . Good 

night."

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

The radio

—“Sails puffed out by the wind 
are all that stay in the mind.
Perfume of silence and pine

u>
o■»>
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euxoXa 0* aTCaXuvouv xtjv tcXtjy-}) 
tcou exapav cpeuyovxac; o vaunrjq 
yj aouaoupaSa o xoxo[3i6<; x t ’ o piuyoxdipxTjc;.
Tuvafxa tcou Epcecvs  ̂xwP ^  * 9*11
OtXOUCE XtOV (XVEpKOV XTJV Xa<pY).

"ASeiaoe x& XPU®& (3apeXi 
6 yqXtoc; £ycve xoupsXt 
ak ; piea6xoTCY)<; Xaipii 
tcou xa * exet TeXeio>(i.6*
t6 xaXoxatpi tcou xa£l&s<J/e r l j  0Xl(3ei 
pi& Ta piaXapiaTa axouq wjxouc; x a l ctxtjv tj(Jtj.
Tuvatxa tcou iyaaEc; x i  iptuc;,
(Sxouae, xpayouSa 6 xu<pA6<;.

Xxoxelviaac' xXetae xa x^apua’ 
xave aoupauXca pi£ xa yreatvA  xaXaptca, 
xa l fiYjv avolyeu; oao x t’ <k x TU7t0’-*V 
96>va£ouv pea Skv iyouv  x l va tcouv. 
riape xuxXaptcva, tceuxo(}sA6ve<;,
xptva <xtc’ xtjv (Sptpto, xt* cxtc’ xyj 0aXaoaa avepttovEc;- 
yuvalxa tcou iyaae<; t6 vou, 
dtxou, TCspva x i  £<S$t xou VEpou...

—’A0Tjvai. ’AveXlooovxai paySalox; 
xa yeyovixa tcou tjxoucje pik Skoc; 
f) xoivJj yvtopiT). *0  xiipioq UTCoupyix; 
eSyjXcooev, Aiv p£vei tcX£ov xaipiq...
—...Tcape xuxXapuva... tceuxo(3eX6ve^...

will soon be an anodyne 
now that the sailor's set sail, 
flycatcher, catfish, and wagtail.
O woman whose touch is dumb, 
hear the wind's requiem.

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

"Close the shutters: the day recedes; 
make flutes from yesteryear's reeds 
and don’t open, knock how they may: 
they shout but have nothing to say.
Take cyclamen, pine-needles, the lily, 
anemones out of the sea;
O woman whose wits are lost, 
listen, the water’s ghost . . .

—’’Athens. The public has heard 
the news with alarm; it is feared 
a crisis is near. The prime 
minister declared: ‘There is no more tim e.. 
Take cyclamen . . . needles of pine . . .
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xptva a it ' ttjv 7reuxoPeX6ve<;...
yuvatxa...
—... UTCepTepei ai>vrpi7mx<5s.
'O 7c6Xe(xoi;...»

' F T X A M O I B O S .

the lily . . . needles of pine . . .
O  woman . . .
— . . .  is overwhelmingly stronger 
The war . . .”

S O U L M O N G E R *

306
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P

T6 vavayto rrjc «K lxfo)i»

«T& £uXo *ut& tcou 8p6ai£e t8 jx6tg>tc6 jxou 
ti<; o»p£<; tcou t& jxeo>jfxepi TCupcove t'k; <pXef3e<̂ 
ak £eva j^epia 0eXsi avOiaei, riap’ to, aou to j^api^W 
8£<;, el vat £uXo Xejxovta<;...»

" A x o u a a  ttj (ptov-J) 

xa0o><; exotTa^a art) O a X a a a a  vi {*ex<opta<o 
eva xapa(3t tcou t8 (louXia£av I8a» xal XP^via’ 
to ’Xeyav «KIxXt)»* eva jxtxpi vauayto' T®  xaTapTta, 
arcaajxeva, xujxarlOxve X o£ a  ari (3a6oq, a a v  TCXoxajxta 
r) (xvtjjxtj ovetptov, Ssl^vovTa^ t6 axapt tou 
aTojxa QauTCi x<xtcoiou jxeyaXou xtqtoui; vexpou 
a^Tjajxevo ot8 vepo. MeyaXif) xitXtovouvTav yaX/jvi).

K t’ &XXe<; <po>v£:<; otya a tya  jx i rJ) aeipa tou<; 
axoXou07)aaV t^i0upot (pTevol xa l 8u{;aa(x£voi 
tcou Pyatvav <xtc& tou ^Xtou x ’ &XXo jxepo<;, t& axoxeiv6’
0a ’Xeye  ̂yupeuav va tciouv aljxa jxia aTaXa' 
elrave yvcoptjxe  ̂ txa 8&v jxTCopouaa va tI? ^excoplao).
K t’ 9jp0s tpcovj) tou y£pou, aurJ) ttjv evttoaa 
TC^TOvra? arJjv xapSta t t js  jx£pa<;
Tjauyjfj, aav axlvrjTrj:
« K t’ 5 jx£ Stxaaere va tcico <papjxaxi, euxapiaTco' 
t6 8lxto'aa<; 0a ’vat t6  Slxio jxou' tcou va 7njyalv&» 
yupl£ovra<; ak ££vou<; t6 tcou<;, £va arpoyyuXi Xt0apt.

I l l

The wreck "Thrush"

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

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

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

And gradually, in turn, other voices followed,* 
whispers thin and thirsty
emerging from the other side of the sun, the dark side; 
you might say they longed for a drop of blood to drink;* 
familiar voices, but I couldn’t distinguish one from the 

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

stone.



T8 Gavaxo xov TCpoxiuto'
tcoi&s rcaet yta to xaXuxEpo o 0eo<; x i l;epE'.».

X&pc^ xou ijXiou xai B kv {iTtopeixc v’ dvxixptaexe tov i]Xio. 
X&jpe? xou avGpcoxou xal 8ev fixopetxe v’ dvTixptaexe tov 

avGpCOTCO.

Td 9x05

KaGox; Kepvouv xa xpovia 
7rX7}0atvouv oi xpixeq tcou cte xaxaSixa^ouv' 
xaGax; TCepvouv xa ^p6via xal xou(3evria£eiq (ie Xiy6xepe<; 

<pcove<;,
pXeTCEt̂  x&v ijXto ft* aXXa ptaxia*
^epen; tcon; exeivoi tcou Epsivav, a k  yeXouaav, 
t6  TCapa(xlX>)(xa xijs oapxaq, 6 opop9oq xoP̂ S 
tcou xeXatuvei ax^ yupvia.

mOtc&) ,̂ tt) vuxxa oxptPovxa? ottjv gpjxi) 8i)[i.oatd, 
a£a<pva pX̂ TCEtq va yuaXlCouv xa paxia £wou 
tcou e<puyav xioXaq, fxai vicoOek; xa (xaxta aou' 
x8v ijXio x5v xoixa<;, iTCEtxa x*VEaai pkg  axi axoxaSi"
5 8o>ptx6<; xtT^ va^
tcou ayyl^ave xa SaxxuXa aou xal Xiyiae aav xa Pouva, 
elvac eva pappapo o r b  <p£>g, pa x8 xeipaXi xou elvat ax6 

axoxaSi. '■
Kt’ auxou<; tcou oupijaav xtjv TCaXalaxpa yta va TCapouv xa 

So^apia
xal xTU7njaav x i GeXijptaxtxi papa0tovo8p6po 
xt’ exetvoq e18e t 9) a^EvSivrj v’ appEvl^Ei o r b  alpa  
v’ aSeta^Ei 8 x6opo<; otcox; t 8 9Eyyd.pt

I prefer death.
Who’ll come out best only God knows."

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

The light

As the years go by
the judges who condemn you grow in number; 
as the years go by and you converse with fewer voices, 
you see the sun with different eyes:
you know that those who stayed behind were deceiving you 
the delirium of flesh, the lovely dance 
that ends in nakedness.
It’s as though, turning at night into an empty highway* 
you suddenly see the eyes of an animal shine, 
eyes already gone; so you feel your own eyes: 
you gaze at the sun, then you’re lost in darkness.
The doric chiton
that swayed like the mountains when your fingers touched it 
is a marble figure in the light, but its head is in darkness. 
And those who abandoned the stadium to take up arms 
struck the obstinate marathon runner 
and he saw the track sail in blood, 
the world empty like the moon.

308
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x a l va papalvouvxai va vtxi)<p6pa xep(.p6Xia' 
xou<; pXe7Tci^ p it; a x iv  i^Aio, niaai a.nb x iv  ^Aio.
K a l xa ~ a i8 ia  tcou xavav paxpoPoiixta a x ’ xa (i.7taaxo6via
7nf)yalvouv aav aSpa^xia yveGovxa^ axofXT),
awuaxa yupva pouAta^ovxac; peaa axo paupo cpcSc;
jx* eva vopuapa axa Sovxia, xoAup7tcovxa<; axopT),
xa6<o<; o y/)Ato<; paPei p& PeAovt£<; paAapaxev.es
7cavia xa l £uAa uypa x a l xpw paxa 7reXaylaia'
axo(X7j xtopa xaxeflalvouve Ao£a
xpos xa xaX lxia xou (3u0ou
ol &anpzq ArjxuBot.

’A yyeA ix i x a l paupo, <p£)S>
yeAto xtov xupaxoav axis Sirjpoaies xou tc6 v x o u ,
8axpuapevo yeAio,
a t  pXeTtet 8 ylpovxas IxexTjs
Tajyalvovxas va SpaaxeAlaei xlq d 6paxes xAaxes
xaBpetpxtapevo axi> a lp a  xou
7tou yevvrjae xov ’ExeoxXij xa l x8v rioXuvelxirj.

’AyyeAixT) x a l pauprj, p£pa'
rj yXu<p9) ye^Tj xijs yuvafxas 7rou <pappaxa>vei x& tpuXaxi- 

apevo
Pyalvei a7r ’ x£> xupa Spoaep& xXcovapi axoAtaplvo oxaXeq. 
TpayouSTjae pixp?} ’A v x ty iv jj,  xpayouSiqae, xpayouSTjoe... 
8£ aou p i A to y ia  xepaaplva, piAto y ta  x t j v  ayd7nj' 
axoAiae xa paXAta aou f i t  x ’ ayxaOia xou ^Xtou, 
axoxetvi) xoxiXXa*
■#) xapSta xou Zxop7tiou PaolAeiJ/e, 
o xupavvos p£aa dac* x iv  dvOptoxo ify61 <P’̂ Teti

the gardens of victory wither:
you see them in the sun, behind the sun.
And the boys who dived from the bow-sprits
go like spindles twisting still,
naked bodies plunging into black light
with a coin between the teeth, swimming still,
while the sun with golden needles sews
sails and wet wood and colors of the sea;
even now they’re going down obliquely,
the white lekythoi,
toward the pebbles on the sea floor.

Light, angelic and black,
laughter of waves on the sea’s highways,
tear-stained laughter,
the old suppliant sees you
as he moves to cross the invisible fields—•
light mirrored in his blood,
the blood that gave birth to Eteocles and Polynices.
Day, angelic and black;
the brackish taste of woman that poisons the prisoner 
emerges from the wave a cool branch adorned with drops. 
Sing little Antigone, sing, O sing . . .
I’m not speaking to you about things past, I’m speaking 

about love; 
decorate your hair with the sun’s thorns, 
dark girl;
the heart of the Scorpion has set,* 
the tyrant in man has fled,

309
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x i’ o k e q  oi x6pe<; xou x6vxou, Nr}prjl8e<;, Tpais;
Tp£%ouv axa XafAXuptapaxa rrje; avaSuopivrj^' 
okoco<; xoxe tou Slv ayaxirjae 0’ ayaxrjarei, 
a x i <paiq'

xa l cZcrat
a’ eva peyako axlxi p i xoAAa xapaOupa avoiyxa 
Tpeyovxaq a x i  xaptapa a k  xapapa, S k v  £ £ povxat; a x i  xou 

va xoixa^eiq xptoxa, 
yiaxl 0a <puyouv xa xeuxa xal xa xaOpeqmapeva (3ouva xal 

x i xixipiCTpta xcov xouXi&v 
0’ aSeiaoei rj GaXaoaa, 0puppaxiap£vo yuaXt, a x i (tapia 

xal v6xo
0’ aSeiaoouv xa pax ia  a o u  a x ’ x i  quo? ty)£ pipat; 
xox; axapaxouv £aqmxa x i ’ oXa palp xa xlpxlpxia.

F Iip o j, tT a X »)»>;», 31 1 0 D 'O xtio jp r, 1946

and all the daughters of the sea, Nereids, Graeae,* 
hurry toward the shimmering of the rising goddess: 
whoever has never loved will love,* 
in the light:

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

look out first,* 
because the pine-trees will vanish, and the mirrored moun­

tains, and the chirping of birds 
the sea will drain dry, shattered glass, from north and south 
your eyes will empty of daylight 
the way the cicadas suddenly, all together, fall silent.

Poros, "Galini," 31 October 194O
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E A E N H

TEVKPOI: ...Is yijr IvaXiar K vxqov, or f t ' Idiaxiatv
olxeir 'AnoXXior, drofta vrfmwxixor 
laXaftira difievor xrjs Ixet zaQir naxQas.

EAENH: O v x  r]X fro r I s  y i j r  T Q ffiu b ', <MA’ eh lw X ov f f r .

ArrEA03 : T i q>fc !
NapiXrfs &o' dXXtvs efzofstr novovs h I qt ;

ErPIDIAiir, EAENH

« T  <X7]S6vlx 84 o’ a<piQvouvs va xoi(i.Tj0£i<; <rrl<; nXarpeq».

’Aij86vi vrpo7caX6', p.4<; <rriv avaaaajii t£»v 9uXXa>v, 
au  tcou 8copl£eic rJ) pououd) Spoota tou Sxaou^ 
o r a  xtoptapiva atoparot xal em<; <|/u^<;

. auxaiv xou ££pouv nosq S i 0a yuplaouv.
TuqpX'Jj (pcovrj, xou tJ>T]Xa9 et<; picja trd j vu^xcopivr)
P^para xal xEipovoplec;' S i Od roXpouaa va xeS 9 iX^paxa‘ 
xal x6 x ix p i xpixuptopa xrjq ^aypiEfiivTjq axXa(3a<;.

«T ’ ar)86via 84 a’ a9 ^vouve va xotpyjQsit; arlq riXaxpeg*.

floti^ elvat ol IlXdTpec; Iloi&c; t o  yvtopCCei t o u t o  t 6 vtjo£ ; 
’'E^rjoa rlj ^o)7j p o u  axouyovxat; 6v6[iaxa xpGixdxoucrra:

HELEN

t e u c e r :  . . .  i n  sea-girt Cyprus, where it  was decreed 
by Apollo that I  should live, giving the city 
the name of Salamis in  memory of my island home.

h e l e n :  I  never went to Troy; it  was a  phantom.

s e r v a n t :  What? You mean it  was only for a cloud that we 
struggled so much?

EURIPIDES, HELEN•

"The nightingales won't let you sleep in Platres.”*

Shy nightingale, in the breathing of the leaves, 
you who bestow the forest's musical coolness 
on the sundered bodies, on the souls 
of those who know they will not return.
Blind voice, you who grope in the darkness of memory 
for footsteps and gestures— I wouldn’t dare say kisses— 
and the bitter raging of the slavewoman grown wild.

“The nightingales won't let you sleep in Platres.”

Platres: where is Platres? And this island: who knows it? 
I've lived my life hearing names I've never heard before:
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xxivoupytou? toxou?, statvoupytc? xp£Xe? t£»v dv0pd>7T6»v 
r( tGv 0e<uV

f; poipa (iou tcou xupaxi^ei 
xvxpeaa ax i axepvi O7ta0l kvbq AEavra 
xzl piav iXXij £aXs|x(va 
[L ftpcpc cSfi a’ auxi t& yupoyidAt.

T6 (pcyyapi 
?yr,xe dtir* t6 TziXayo aav ’AqppoStrrj’ 
ax.zna.ac x* darrpa tou  T o £ 6 tt), rtupa react va 'Pp« 
rf]v xapSta tou ZxopTCioo, xi* SXa x* <£AAa£ei.
IIou elv* ^ dXijOcta;
Efpouv xi* £yi» otAv reAXcpo to^6tt)<;’ 
tA pc£ix6 (xou, 4vA? avfipcoreou tcou ^aarixTjac.

’Ai]S6vt 7roi7]TapTj,
aav xal ptd x£xoia vuxT® <rr* dxpoOaXdaoi tou IIpo>T£a 
a’ dxouaav ol axXdpet; ZreapxtaTiaae? xt’ £aupav tA 0p?)vo, 
xi’ ivapea6 tou?— reoti? 0a t6  ’Xcyc; — *EX£vi)!
Aut ĵ reou xuvrjYOuaapc xp6vta arA Sxctpavxpo.
Elxav £xet, axa gclXta x?j? Iprjpou* rijv Siyyil̂ a, pou plXrjae: 
(A lv  civ’ dX^Ocia, Slv civ’ <fcXiQ0etaJS fdva^c..
«A£v prerjxa arA Y ^ C ^ X u p o  xapdfii.
Ilox i Stv redmrjaa t^v avxpcuopfvi) Tpo(a».

M l t& PaOu 0X1)668(0110, xAv ^Xto oral paXXt<£, xt’ auxA x i 
ivdcanjpa 

taxtoi xal xo^YtXa reavxou 
axou? <Spou? axou? (iTjpou? a x i yivaxa*
£o>vravA S£p(xa, xal x i  p ixta

new countries, new idiocies of men 
or of the gods;

iny fate, which wavers 
between the last sword of some Ajax . 
and another Salamis, 
brought me here, to this shore.

The moon
rose from the sea like Aphrodite,
covered the Archer’s stars, now moves to find
the Heart of Scorpio, and changes everything.
Truth, where’s the truth?
I too was an archer in the war;
my fate: that of a man who missed his target.

Lyric nightingale,
on a night like this, by the shore of Proteus, 
the Spartan slave girls heard you and began their lament, 
and among them—who would have believed it?—Helenl 
She whom we hunted so many years by the banks of the 

Scamander.
She was there, at the desert's lip; I touched her; she spoke 

to me:
"It isn’t true, it isn’t true,” she cried.
“I didn’t board the^blue-bowed ship.
I never went to valiant Troy.”

Breasts girded high, the sun in her hair, and that stature 
shadows and smiles everywhere, 
on shoulders, thighs, and knees; 
the skin alive, and her eyes
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p£ xa peydiXa (3X£<papa,
etxav £xet, trdjv ox0x) £vA? A£Xxa,

K a l axrjv Tpo la;
Tlxoxe rrrrjv Tpofa — eva eiSwXo.

■'Exai x i 0£Xav ol 0eo£.
K i* 6 riapTj^, jx* £vav Zaxio xXdcyia^e aa va etxav 7rXaapa 

ax6<pto'
xi* epet? a<pa£8paaxav yta x^v *EX£vtj 8exa xpAvi*.

MeyaXo? x6vo? eZxe x£aei arJjv 'EXXaSa.
T6aa xoppia piyp£va
axa oay6vta x9)? OaXaaaa? axa crayAvia X7j? y9j?* 
x6ae? <pi>x£?
Soapeve? arl? puXAxexpe?, aav x6 a irap i.
K t’ ol xoxapol tpouaxc&vav p£? ax-J) Xdiaxrj tA alpa  
y ia  £va XivA xupaxiapa y ia  pia ve<p£X?j 
pia? xexaXouSa? xlvaypa xA xouxouXo £vA? xuxvou 
yta Iva  xouxdtptao aSsiavA, yta piav *EX£v7j.
Kt* 6 &8ep<p6$ pou;

’AtjSAvi <*7)86vi ar)86vt, 
x’ eZvat 0e6?; x£ p^j 0e6?; xal x£ x* <£vapea6 xou?;

«T* <£»]86via 8£ a’ a<p7jvouve v i xoipijOet? axi? IlXaxpe?*. 

Aaxpuap£vo xouXl,
ot9)v KAxpo x-J) 0aXaoaoq>tXi)xi) 

xou traSfiLv yta v i pou 0upl£et rj|)v xaxplSa,
<5pa£a povayA? p* auxA xA xapapufli, 
iv  eivai aXrjOeia x<o? aux6 elvat xapapufli,

with the large eyelids,
she was there, on the banks of a Delta.

And at Troy?
At Troy, nothing: just a phantom image.
The gods wanted it so.
And Paris, Paris lay with a shadow as though it were a 

solid being;
and for ten whole years we slaughtered ourselves for Helen.

Great suffering had fallen on Greece.
So many bodies thrown
into the jaws of the sea, the jaws of the earth*
so many souls
fed to the millstones like grain.
And the rivers swelling, blood in their silt, 
all for a linen undulation, a filmy cloud, 
a butterfly’s flicker, a whisp of swan’s down, , 
an empty tunic—all for a Helen.
And my brother?

Nightingale nightingale nightingale, 
what is a god? What is not a god? And what is there in- 

between them?

"The nightingales won’t  let you sleep in Platres.”

Tearful bird,
on sea-kissed Cyprus 

consecrated to remind me of my country,
I moored alone with this fable, 
if it’s true that it is a fable,



av elvat ocXtjQEta ico>̂  ol avOpconot 8k 0a ^avaTuaoouv 
t& v  7CaXt& 86X0 tcov 0etoV

av eZvat aXyjOeta 
xcx; xowcoto  ̂ iXXot; Teoxpoq, Goxepa octc6 yjp6via, 
rj xaxoto^ AZavra? ^ Ilplafioq ^ 'Exa(J->j 
^ xaxoios fiyvciXJToq, avtovufioc;, itou <oerc8ao 
eZSe eva Exapavrpo va ^e/eiXaet xouipapia,
8£v t6  ’x ei <rrJj (xoipa  to u  v’ axo iiaet 
fi.avraTo<p6pou<; tcou £pxouvrai v i  nouve 

7kJ>s t6oo? tc6vo? r6«nj £g>̂ j 
7t^y<*v trr̂jv ipuoao
y ta  eva 7tooxafu<xo a8etav6 y t i  p t iv  'EX£vtj.

if it’s true that mortals will not again take up 
the old deceit of the gods;

if it's true 
that in future years some other Teucer, 
or some Ajax or Priam or Hecuba, 
or someone unknown and nameless who nevertheless 
a Scamander overflow with corpses, 
isn't fated to hear 
messengers coming to tell him 
that so much suffering, so much life, 
went into the abyss
all for an empty tunic, all for a Helen.
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"ErKQMH

E'tocv tcXxxix; 6 y.itxnoq xal cxptoxoq' unb paxpia <pai- 
vovxxv

yup'.apx yepitov tcou axaPav.
Ex&v oopxvA ra  auvv£<pa 7toXXe<; xapTCiiXe<;, xdforou r.dnoo 

p ii aaX7tiYYa XPUfr̂ l xa& P^Sivt)' t6  8e(Xt.
2x8 Xiyo<tt8  yppxa.pi xal ax' avxaBia xpiyuplCav 
<J;iX  ̂aTCo{3pox<ipi<roe(; avaae?' 0 a 'y t  Ppe^ei 
Ttepa axlq ixpeq  ra  Pouva tcou Srraipvav xp&pa.

Kt’ eyo> 7rpoxtopeaa 7cp6q tou£ avOpuirou^ tcou SouXeuav, 
yuvaixs? xi* dvxpcq p8 t ’ a^lv ia  ak yavxaxia.
Etxav pta xoXixela TtaXia* ret^rta Sp6poi xal arclxia 
£exfc>p'.£av aav TCexp<op£voi puoive*; xuxXcotcwv,
^ xvaxoptx piaq £o$sp£v7}^ Suvapijs xaxto dor’ xb part 
too apxaioXiyou tou vapxoSixT) ^ tou xetpoiipyou. 
<t>xvTaopxxa xal utpaapaxa, y^ ’-Sij xal jrelXia, ^toveplva 
xxl xa 7txpaixeT<iapaTa tou tcSvou SiaTCXaxa avoij(xa 
aqnjvovrx; va <palveTai vopvic; xi’ a8ta<popo<; 6 xdipoc;.

Ki* a'/af3teipx npbt; xouq avOptonoin; tcou SouXeuav 
TOU$ Tcvrtopivou^ tSpOU  ̂xal T(X pTCpdxaa TCOU J(TUTCOUaaV 
p* eva pu6 p8  Papu xal yp^Y0 P° toiSttj rl) vlxpa 
ox va TCepvouae ora x^Xaapaxa & Tpoxi? Trjq pofpaq.

"A^aipva TCepTCaxouaa xal 8 8 v TCepTCarouaa

ENGOMI*

The plain was broad and level; from a distance you could see 
arms in motion as they dug.
In the sky, the clouds all curves, here and there 
a trumpet golden and rose: the sunset.
In the thin grass and the thorns
a light after-shower breeze stirred: it had rained
there on the peaks of the mountains that now took on color.

And I moved on toward those at work, 
women and men digging with picks in trenches.
It was an ancient city; walls, streets, and houses 
stood out like the petrified muscles of cyclopes, 
the anatomy of spent strength under the eye 
of the archaeologist, anaesthetist, or surgeon.
Phantoms and fabrics, luxury and lips, buried 
and the curtains of pain spread wide open 
to reveal, naked and indifferent, the tomb.

And I looked up toward those at work,
the taut shoulders, the arms that struck
this dead silence with a rhythm heavy and swift
as though the wheel of fate were passing through the ruins.

Suddenly I was walking and did not walk
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xoixa^a ra  Ttero'Sfxeva xouX'.a, xt’ etxav papfxapcjpAva 
xotxa^a xAv atOipat x* oupxvou, x&* etxave Oapxcopivo^ 
xaixa£a ra  y .o p (iio t xou xoXejxoAaav, xt’ etXav 
xi* avatxeao roue eva xpoatoxo to  9G5 v* avrjcpopC^ei.
Ta jxaXXia paupa x^vouvxav ottjv xpax^Xta, xa <ppu$ia 
ct/ave xi (pxepouyiajxa xrj? xeXtS6vac;, xa poufloAvia 
xapapuxa xavco a x ’ xa xeiXia, xai tA a&pa 
iPyaive axo tA gepoxaXepa £eyupv<i)p£vo 
p£ x* 5youpa Pu£ia t9}5 ASijy^xpa?,
Xop6? axtvijTo^.

Kt* eyw xap.^Xtoaa xa pdxta (tou xpiyupcj: 
xopixma $Sp<ovav, xa l ^upn) 8£v ayyi^av 
yuvaixe; yveflave, ?* aSpayxia 8£ yupt^av 
apvia xoxi^ouvTav, xt* ^  yXaxraa xou£ axexAxav 
xavca axA xpaatva vepa xou lpota£av xoifito(x£va 
xi* 6 £soya$ Ipeve p.* avaepi) xt) Poux£vxpa.
Kal ^avzxolxa^a tA atupa Ixetvo v* avepalvet*
etj[ave pa£euxet xoXXoi, peppVjyxia,
xai T7) xTUTroAaav p i xovtapta xa i Siv vij XaJ3<avav.
Teapa ^ xotXii tjj5 IXapxe aav tA <peyyapi
xal 7ciaxeua x&<; A oupavA? etxav ^  p-qxpa
xou xijv AyAvvrjae xal rljv £avaxatpve, pava xal pp£q)oc;.
T& xo8ia T ifi peivav ax6p7j pappap£via
xal yadrjxav’ pia dvdcXr](̂ T].

*0 xAopoc
£avayivAxav 6xa>5 etxav, A 81x65 pa t
p i xAv xatpA xal p i  xA X^F®-

*Apa>paxa AxA axivo

I looked at the flying birds, and they had stopped stone dead 
I looked at the sky's air, and it was full of wonder 
I looked at the bodies laboring, and they were still 
and among them a face climbing the light.
The black hair spilled over the collar, the eyebrows 
had the motion of a swallow’s wings, the nostrils 
arched above the lips, and the body 
emerged from the struggling arms stripped 
with the unripe breasts of the Virgin, 
a motionless dance.

And I lowered my eyes to look all around:
girls kneaded, but they didn’t touch the dough
women spun, but the spindles didn’t turn
lambs were drinking, but their tongues hung still
above green waters that seemed asleep
and the ploughman transfixed with his staff poised.*
And I looked again at that body ascending; 
people had gathered like ants,
and they struck her with lances but didn’t wound her.
Her belly now shone like the moon
and I thought the sky was the womb
that bore her and now took her back, mother and child.
Her feet were still visible, adamantine
then they vanished: an Assumption.

T he world 
became again as it had been, ours: 
the wodd of time and earth.

Aromas of terebinth
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7rf|pav va Jjexivrjaouv <rrls 7rXaytl? pvr)|JU}(;
x6p<poi p ica  <rra <puXXa, yetk ia  uypa*
x i* oXa oreyvcioav povopta^ ctttjv 7rXar<ooid too xdp7rou 
a rijq  neTpa? rJjv i iz 6yvti<n\ arJj SuvapT] r i j  <payto(iivij 
a rriv  dSeco t6tco t 6 X tyo a ri yopxa.p i x a i t ’ ayxaOia 
8nou yXtcrrpoucre ^eyvoiaerro eva <p(St,
6xou ^oSeuouve noXu xaip& y ia  va 7ce6avouv.

began to stir on the old slopes of memory
breasts among leaves, lips moist;
and all went dry at once on the length of the plain,
in the stone’s despair, in eroded power,
in that empty place with the thin grass and the thorns
where a snake slithered heedless,
where they take a long time to die.

317
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«En* AZriAAAOQN...»

t Htov dtpaio x& Eouvio rJj (x£pat Ix c lv r )  too EuayyeXiaiJiou 
TOxXl (Jtl xf)V fivOl̂ T).
Aiyocxa rrpaoiva cpuXXa y v p a  axl; axouptaap£ve; 7t£xpe; 
x& x6xxivo X^F1® X l ’  a<ncaXa0oi 
Selxvovxa; £xotpa xa peyaXa xou; ()eX6via 
xai xou; xtxpivou; av0ou;.
’Amipaxpa ol x p jc d z q  xoX6ve;, p ia ; 5pmx; o cvrr\-

Xouv ax6pr). . .

TotX^vij.
—T t (iitopec vat jxou 0upiae x&v ’ApSiaio £xexvov;
M ia X££t) ctt&v nXaxtuva 0app<5, xa(Ĵ v,J <rro^ t*u«Xou x* 

auXaxia* 
x* fivopa xou xlxpivou flapvou 
8£v &XXa^e aizb  £xetvou; xou; xatpou;.
T i  PpaSu Ppijxa xijv 7tepixoTC7j:
«T8v £8eaav xElP°^6Sapa» pa; X£ei
«xiv Cpî av x®FLt,> xot̂  CySapav
xiv £aupav xapapcpa x6v ,xaxa££axiaav
a7tavcd oxou; iyxaOepou; atnr<iXa0ou;
xal Tnjyav xal x&v 7r£xai;av erriv Tdtpxapo, xoup£Xi».

"Exffi trriv xaxca x6opo 7rX£pcove xa xptpaxi xou 
& riapepuXio; ’ApSiaio; 6 7rava0Xio; Tupawo;.

. 31 to o  lM pn| 1971

“ON ASPALATHOI. .

Sounion was lovely that spring day— 
the Feast of the Annunciation.
Sparse green leaves around rust-colored stone, 
red earth, and aspalathoi
with their huge thorns and their yellow flowers 
already out.
In the distance the ancient columns, strings of a harp still 

vibrating . . .

Peace.
What could have made me think of Ardiaios?
Possibly a word in Plato, buried in the mind’s furrows: 
the name of the yellow bush 
hasn't changed since his time.
That evening I found the passage:
“They bound him hand and foot,” it says,
“they flung him down and flayed him,
they dragged him along
gashing his flesh on thorny aspalathoi,
and they went and threw him into Tartarus, torn to shreds.”

In this way Ardiafbs, the terrible Pamphylian tyrant, 
paid for his crimes in the nether world.

31 March 1971
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