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O 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 spontanecusly to those who nail their
colours to your mast?

Boccaccio, Decameron

©480eAa auThv Thv gvijun va v no...
{r'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 story-telling. The poet
and the philosopher, spokesmen for humanity, seek to create a balance
that would provide a sense of control over what mortals have no power to
control. They want to create a sense of permanence in the midst of
change and an alternative to the passive acceptance of the process of
dying. This alternative comes as a revelation which constitutes an
escape from decay through an attempt at stopping time -- the time of
calendars and clocks. The revelation thus created is the emergence of a

moment of immortality.

Memory and love are expressions of human thought, emotion, and
creativity. They illustrate the human potential and represent experience
that the artist seeks to record as proof that we have existed. Together
with mythical intertextuality, memory and love constitute the language

the authors invent for their purposes. The philosophical, metaphysical,
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or aesthetic solutions they provide to questions which are, in fact,

unanswerable point to their distinct orientations and views of life.

In this study I have chosen to work primarily with Plato’s
Phaedrus, the corpus of Seferis’s poetry, and Joyce’s Ulysses because of
the manifold preoccupation with language and writing, myth, history, and
time, and mainly because of the prominence these works assign to memory
and love. Among other common approaches, I will discuss the duality
inherent in life and the human soul as a source of balance, writing and
speech as expressions of art, and the representational power of
language, the power of its ambiguity, which preoccupies not only the two
modernist writers but also Plato. The similarities and differences in
orientation, vision, and form that 1ink and also separate these three
authors is traced through all these and other themes, but especially

through memory, love, and language.

For Plato memory and love are proofs of man’s divine potential
and possibility of elevation for the sake of both man and the city-
state. In a comparable vein but through methods following modernistic
practices, Seferis seeks to reveal before our eyes our innate divine
potential, so we can rise our humanity to a higher level. Through an
intricate symbolism he conceives these concepts as in a strife of
warring opposites seeking equilibrium, or "justice" as formulated by
Pre-Socratic and classical thought. Love and memory are means of

semantic and structural importance but most importantly they establish
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3
human nature as capable of transcending the effects of time, decay, and
history, through knowledge that the memory of the past makes possible.
Plato and Seferis strive in their distinct ways to give man a second
chance by inculcating new faith and self-confidence in his emotional

self equated to his ability to love and remember.

By contrast, Joyce avoids providing solutions to the existential
problem. For him, memory and love are important situations that move
life but have no philosophical or moral implications. Mustering the
wisdom of the world that words have preserved through the centuries, he
equates life to language. Memory and love are experiences of the mind
and the heart and as experiences they are the stuff of artistic
transformation. They are like any other word except they have the double
power of representing 1ife and the artistic process since both words,
besides embodying human experience, are symbols of creativity and unity.
Language and life are faithful, yet equally unpredictable and ambiguous
reflections of one another. By arranging and rearranging the words that
record time and human history, Joyce is trying to escape from history
and time into art, playfully creating the sense of immortality Plato and

Seferis seek in ideas.

A1l three authors are preoccupied with the possibilities and
limitations of the language at their disposal and go back to their
cultural and literary past to recreate it according to their purposes.
Plato was the first to attempt to reconstruct the potentialities and

weaknesses of language, to purify its metaphors and ambiguity and render

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



4
it suitable to articulate new ethical concepts that were crucial to the
moral well-being of the citizen. He does the same with myth by
correcting traditional mythology or, as is more often the case, by
creating his own myths. Plato’s "myths" and the conventions of his genre
are the vehicle not only of instilling reason and ethical values in the
citizen but also of veiling a certain realization that it is impossible
to shed 1ight on the mystery surrounding man through reason. The tension
between reality and appearances, and knowledge and the impossibility of
knowledge is reflected, among others, in Socrates’s playful use of
etymologies, irony, the difficulty of defining concepts, and the
aporetic nature of the Platonic dialogue. Memory and love are in
Platonic thought forces that propel the soul’s ascent to self-knowledge
and the means of transforming thinking and speaking into "dialegesthai”-

- the art that uses the power of questioning to arrive at an insight.

Whereas Plato and Seferis strive to ensoul man’s mechanistic
behavior and persuade him that he is capable of action surpassing his
human limitations, Joyce looks at these limitations with sympathy and
humor, as something with which one can come to terms by simply
creatively arranging the words that describe it. Whereas Plato builds
his world on ideas, and Seferis on emotion, Joyce presents us with the
problems of writing and art, as alternatives to change and mortality.
What Plato and Seferis demonstrate through elaborate thinking, Joyce
attempts mostly through manipulating the language at his disposal. In
their distinctive styles and techniques all three authors deal with the

same struggle to unite the opposites -- myth and history, words and
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action, patterns of speech and writing, living life and writing about
it. A1l use a technique of revelation. Plato and Seferis attempt to
empower human 1ife with dignity in the face of death by emphasizing the
soul’s potential. The former does it through creating "anamnesis" and
"dialegesthai," "truths" devised to propel the soul upwards, the latter
by resurrecting man’s forgotten ability to love and use memory
constructively. Joyce, instead, collapses collective culture into
skepticism. Life is as unpredictable as language -- both are victims of
change and reflect instability. His answer, the answer of an author
increasingly effacing himself, can only be a solution that comes through
language, that is half-serious and often mocks the effectiveness of the
cultural intertexts that reflect our thought and, in the process,
subvert philosophy and literature as applied to modern man’s life.
Joyce’s attitude toward language and representation of reality strangely
echoes the doubt that informs Plato’s rather than Seferis’s way of

thinking.

These authors’ thought seems to have been shaped by certain
common powerful influences. The idea of Jogos as the constitutive force
of man and of social institutions, history occurring in cycles that
imprison us, the tension of contraries as the cause of life, death and
the possibility of a symbolic rebirth, all originate in common seminal
ideas to which these authors have subscribed directly or indirectly. The
infiuences, distinct orientations, and practices of my authors carry

over, of course, not only into their respective genres and sensibilities
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but most importantly the historical, cultural, and intellectual

circumstances under which they wrote.

I will attempt to illustrate these impressions through a close
reading of the works mentioned above, starting with Plato’s Phaedrus,
and focusing on the way this dialegue articulates the philosopher’s

quest for the soul through the language of myth, memory, and love.
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I. PLATO: The Phaedrus

1. THE PLATONIC MYTH

In this chapter I will attempt, if not to define Platonic myth, at
least to deal with the concept of what is mythical in Plato and to
delineate the function of the philosopher’s myths.

The Platonic dialogue displays a number of peculiarities that mark
it as a distinct literary-philosophical genre. It is distinguished,
among other things, for its non-catechistic character, playful irony,
the self-effacement of its author, its multi-layered often ambiguous
meaning, and the tension between writing and speech. As Griswold has put
it, "Plato’s dialogues look like a buzzing confusion of ideas,
arguments, images, myths, digressions, and interjections by characters

"' The irony resulting from

meeting at a variety of places and times.
this confusion arises, in fact, from the tension between appearance and
essence, tradition and history, the effort to say something without
being dogmatic, and Plato’s intention to defend some of the ideas
Socrates criticizes. I will limit myself, here, to the use of myth in

the Phaedrus.

Mythology, fashioned mainly by Homer and Hesiod, was still, in
fourth century Athens, the natural language and accepted religion of the

Greeks. It constituted tradition and the history of the culture. At a

' Charles L. Griswold, Jr., Self-Knowledge in Plato’s Phaedrus (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1986), p. 220.

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



8
time when rational thinking was at its highest point and crucial to the
progress, laws, and education of the city-state, a restructuring of the
Homeric mode of thinking was imperative. Instead of shaping the future
on the basis of existing past ideas, the powerful culture of the
Athenian Golden Age tried to adjust the past to accommodate on-going
changes (political, religious, moral, and ethical) sprouting from the
rational thinking that differentiated classical from pre-classical
thought. Such a reformation would enable the integration of myth and
history in a way as to make of mythology (the word, in fact, appears at
that time for the first time) the ethical foundation of a reformed
society which, much as wants to break loose from the imprisonment of the
past, it nevertheless wants to maintain its cultural continuity with

tradition.

In the new ethics that Platonic philosophy promotes, the myths and
proverbs offered by traditional mythology are viewed as ready-made ideas
which teach deception instead of reasoning, and misinterpret the nature
of gods and heroes. They are dangerous to the youth and to the polis as
they undermine the purposes of education -- the cornerstone of the
system. Socrates cautions against this 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 of his son, is not fit
as it is to be lightly repeated to the young and foolish, even if it
were true; it would be best to say nothing about it, or if it must be

told, tell it to a select few under oath of secrecy..."2

2 The Republic 11, 378a-379a), tr. Desmond Lee (New York: Penguin, 1984).
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Tradition has to be respected as the treasure house of knowledge,
agrees Socrates. The ancients possessed wisdom and, although false, myth
has some truth in it. If reconstituted to express a moral principle or a
philosophical truth, mythology can be rendered useful to the state. In
essence, Plato was trying to transcribe the ancient past and its wisdom
into a newly coined philosophical idiom and channel it into the

political organization of the polis.

Whereas in his dialogues Plato often uses traditional myth to
"correct" it (émavopBoioBar, 229d6), he generally prefers to invent his
own tales which he has Socrates recite in the form of monologues. These
myths, which Socrates often calls "logoi," are largely constructed on
the traditional mythological model. The metalanguage Plato seeks to
create is rooted in the existing language of myth and poetry, epic and
1yric, which he transforms by mythicizing or rationalizing it according
to his purposes. It is for this reason that to construct his myths Plato
often borrows the very stuff of the literary and mythological tradition
which he attacks in his Republic. Plato’s invented stories are products
of rational thought carefully composed in writing. As Havelock has put
it, "Plato’s myths are "stories of invention [which] belong properly to
the sphere of logos, not mythos"... set in motion by the prosaic quest

for a non-poetic language and a non-Homeric definition of truth."’

® Eric A. Havelock, Preface to Plato (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1963) p. 91.
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10
Plato creates his myths or corrects those he borrows from his

cultural past. Myth becomes an instrument with a prescribed function: to
serve his narrative when what he says has no historical precedent, when
he wants to avoid dogmaticism, when he needs an image that, intensified
with mythical authority, can show what appears to be a truth established
by tradition but mainly in his myths Plato seeks to invent "an abstract
language of descriptive science to replace a concrete language of oral

memory. "

Although labeling his tales "mythoi," Socrates draws our attention
to their function as "logoi." Describing the Homeric account of the
nether world in the Gorgias, Socrates says to Callicles: ’‘Listen to a
fine story (7ogos) which you will regard as a fable (mythos), but I
consider an actual account (logos)" (523al-2). Socrates wants his
interlocutor to endow his tales with mythical authority and at the same
time to take their contents as truth. In fact, what the Socratic paradox
of using a myth to prove a truth may suggest is Plato’s aversion to
certainty and dogmatism and his fancy for aporia.’ His thought shaped,
to a great degree after Parmenides and Heraclitus, admits at the same
time permanence (in the notion of the Forms) and change (in the

Heralitean flux).

 Ibid, p. 236.
> For a discussion of the hermeneutical dimension of the Socratic

dialogue as suggesting a confusion of the author, see Hans-Georg Gadamer,
Truth and Method (New York: Crossroads, 1988) p. 489.

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



11

What is "mythical" in a Platonic myth? There is not, it seems,
one theory that could be applied to the totality of Plato’s myths and
there is also much disagreement on the criteria of the "mythical” in
Platonic thought. Frutiger’s definition of the "mythical" in Plato
includes the "pubddec," that is everything that the poet exposes in the
form of probability and hidden indirection. In this scholar’s own
words,

Prenant le mot dans une acception trés large, ... nous

appellerons donc mythique--outre les récits nettement

légendaires, mais a 1’exclusion des allégories--tout ce que le

philosophe expose, soit d'une fagon symbolique, soit en marge

de la "science" véritable et sans 1‘aide de la dialectique,

c’est-a-dire comme une probabilité, non comme une certitude.

Elaborating further on the position of scholars who interpret the
Platonic expression "e/kw¢ uuBoc¢" as "vraisemblable," Frutiger notes
that in Plato the vraisemblable usually appears in a figurative form and
that the expression "efkuwc puBoc" or Adyoc “"se trouve étre, de fait,
riche en symboles qu’il ne faut pas prendre au pied de 1a lettre." In
Plato, this scholar concludes, the "mythique" should be identified with

the "symboh‘que."7 The characteristics of the Platonic myth are:

"symbolisme, liberté de 1’exposé, imprécision prudente de la pensée

¢ Pperceval Frutiger, Les Mythes de Platon; Etude philosophique et
littéraire (New York: Arno Press, 1976) p.37. Disagreeing with those who
identify myth with allegory, Frutiger proposes the following distinction:
The difference between the two lies, basically, in that the allegory is
immobile and is attached to explicit metaphoricity, as opposed to the
fictional mobility and implicit indirection of the myth. Contrary to
allegory, in myth there is no dogmatic meaning (Ibid, p.66).

7 Frutiger, Les Mythes de Platon, p. 199 and n.l.
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volontairement maintenue en deca de la franche affirmation, tels sont, a

notre avis, les trois caractéres essentiels des mythes platoniciens."®

Based on Frutiger’s definition, Griswold differentiates between
the Platonic "mythos" and the Socratic "logos:" The Platonic myth, he
argues, is "a fictional story whose symbolically expressed meaning
requires interpretation in order to be understood. As a rule, it cannot
be understood literally. The Socratic logos, by contrast, may be among

other things a factual account or an argument.“°

But as the Phaedrus and other Platonic texts show, the distinction
in question (whereby "uuBoc¢," as opposed to "Adyog," designates a
fictional discourse, a true or rational account) is not maintained
substantively or terminologically, and the terms are often used by the
author alternatively. Like mythos, logos seems to mean simply words,
which are used by Plato for the purpose of giving an image to an
abstract idea. The building of a social system with ideas expressed in
logos is described in the building of the Platonic city: "/ moArreia ifv
puBoioyouuev Adyg," that is, the city which we construct as a myth in

words (Republic, 501c)."

® Ibid, p. 36
% Griswold, Self-Knowledge in Plato’s Phaedrus, p. 139

1% See also: "r§ Adyy €€ apxric noioupev noAiv," in words we build the
city (Republic, 369c).
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Myth is an integral part of the Platonic dialogue. Plato’s early
works, with the exception of the Protagoras, do not contain any mythic
tale at all. In the later dialogues-- Phaedo, Gorgias, Phaedrus, The
Symposium, The Republic, Timaeus, Politicus -- myths are introduced on
rare occasions and in some of them they hold a prominent place. The

Phaedrus is one of the dialogues where myth is pervasive.

The poet must construct myths, not logoi, Plato says in the
Phaedo. Students of Plato have distinguished his myths in purely
philosophical, allegorical, and popular accounts.'' The two larger
categories of Platonic myth, according to Edelstein, seem to encompass,
on the one haﬁd, the myths dealing with the universe and the soul, and
on the other hand, those concerned with the perishable or irrational in

our existence, which cannot be explained by reason. '

Myth, whatever its origin may be, serves, in general, to create a
language through a concrete example (mapddeiyua), as Plato goes on to

explain Tater in the Politicus:

" Frutiger, Les Mythes de Platon, p. 179 n.2

2 fdelstein distinguishes two kinds of Platonic myths: the
philosophical and the ethical. The former kind includes the myths of the
early dialogues focused on the nature of the world and the history of
mankind -- the perishable -- which reason and knowledge alone are too
powerless to explain. In those dialogues, myth functions, by necessity,
as an intellectual amusement. The latter deals with the immortality of
the soul and is found in the later dialogues, when the philosopher has
already established his rules of conduct on the basis of ethics, which
provide the power of reason and knowledge through dialectics and
investigation. See Ludwig Edelstein, "The Function of Myth in Plato’s
Philosophy,” Journal of the History of Ideas 10 (1949) 463-81.
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As the children recognize more easily the letter in the

syllables which are already familiar to them, and decode the

others so in the obscure problems a concrete example

deliberately chosen on the basis of its analogy with a certain

concept, facilitates the study of this analogy and allows the

mind to form an exact notion (dAn@n¢ dd&a, 278c, which does not

retain her; its technical sense of "opinion" as opposed to

"science." '

The Platonic myth serves as a language. It presents a concrete
example which is free of dogmatism and points to possibilities rather
than conclusions, while it 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 it will be
discussed later, amazingly close to the Platonic idea of myth and the

function of language, in general.

3 politicus, 277b. See also Frutiger, Les Mythes de Platon, p. 187
nl.
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2. MYTH, MEMORY, AND LOVE

Considered by contemporary scholarship to be among Plato’s latest
works,'® the Phaedrus' is known for the variety of its themes and the
complex and often controversial way in which it treats the question of
writing. Its central theme is rhetoric, in both its oral and written
expressions, as exercised by the "sophoi" -- contemporary professionals
as sophists, profit-making rhetoricians, and law givers, as opposed to
the way philosophy proposes it should be used. Inherent in rhetoric is
the way we think which in turn is contingent upon our understanding of
human nature and man’s position in the cosmos. Love and its higher and
Tower forms, its relation and the relation of memory to the soul’s
immortality, and the way to speak about all this, are the dialogue’s
basic themes, skillfully woven into the fabric of dialogue. To say all
this Plato needs a metalanguage, which he seeks in the pre-existing
culture, its myths, poetry, and the concepts of love and memory,

material he corrects and transforms for his purposes.

The Phaedrus is composed of elenctic dialogue and monological
recitals connected by interludes. The monological recitals, to which we
now turn, are termed by Socrates as both "logoi" and "mythoi." These

monologues appear in the text when Socrates, suddenly stepping out of

“ see G.J. De Vries, A Commentary on the Phaedrus of Plato
(Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1969), pp. 9-11.

S A11 quotations in English from the Phaedrus are from H.N. Fowler’s
translation in the Loeb Classical Library edition, Plato I, Euthyphro,
Apology, Crito, Phaedo, Phaedrus (New York: Harvard University Press
[1914] 1982. Lines will be given in parenthesis, in the text.
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character, puts his conversation with Phaedrus on hold in order to give
a set speech. The majority of these speeches are myths which Socrates
pretends to recall from the collective memory of the mythical past, that
are in effect fabricated by Plato. To these invented tales Socrates
gives the form and appearance of mythic fiction constructed according to

the mythical vocabulary and images with which his audience was familiar.

There are three invented "myths" recited as monologues in the
Phaedrus: the myth of the cicadas, the myth of Theuth/Thamus, and the
"mythic hymn" contained in Socrates’s second speech. According to
Frutiger, the first two myths, significantly both in the same dialogue,
are the only two pure mythical inventions in the entire Platonic
corpus.16 The mythic hymn of Socrates’s second speech is a poetic
composition constructed on a metaphor. Al1l three fables constitute
monologues addressed by Socrates to an audience represented by Phaedrus.
The other monological recitals of this work include two speeches of non-
mythical content: Lysias’s speech and Socrates’s first speech. Both
constitute important steps in the development of the Platonic themes

and, most importantly, pave the way for the palinode.

The Phaedrus also uses several allusions and fragments of popular
tales and legends of the mythical past, as is the myth of Boreas and
Oreithyia and the fragmentary allusion to Typhon (230a5). Evocation of

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

¥ "I1 n’y a, semble-t-i1, que deux mythes platoniciens qui soient
entiérement originaux: la fable des cigales dans le Phédre, et celle de
Theuth dans le méme dialogue." Frutiger, Les Mythes de Platon, p 233.
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11), among others, are additional examples of Plato’s intertextual use
of literary myth. With such mythical diversity, the Phaedrus lends
itself to the study of the Platonic "mythical method" and the way Plato

relates myth:to the concepts of love and memory.

Love, or eros, is meant as physical desire or seduction,
intellectual and spiritual attraction for the beautiful, affection for
the Muses, and fondness for intellectual activity such as thinking,
speaking, and writing. It covers the entire gamut from carnal desire to
the soul’s longing for the Forms. Most importantly, Eros is the longing

for immortality.

A disputed word in the Platonic vocabulary, "love" kindles the two
interlocutors’ desire to define and understand it -- in fact, to
redefine it for Plato’s specific purposes. Being the power that unifies
body and soul, love offers itself as a proof of the soul’s potential to

elevate itself to the level of spirit.

Whereas love occupies the first part of the dialogue, memory runs
throughout the entire piece. Both are linked to immortality. Eros is
fulfilled by contemplating the Ideas, in other words by transcending the
limitations of time and space which restraint the freedom of the soul.
The transcendence which Plato seeks is achieved by means of knowledge,
that is, the capacity of the mind that exists in time to know the

eternal. Anamnesis, the memory leading to internal knowledge is the
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means of achieving this knowledge not once but repeatedly. This
knowledge which establishes immortality was acquired by the soul before
the soul was born in its present human form but was forgotten. Plato is
recreating a memory which, by repeated recall, can eternilize the soul’s

potential for immortality.

I will take the "myths" -- or what amounts to a myth -- of the
Phaedrus, separately and in the order these mythical constructs occur in
the text, and will attempt to establish their relationship to my themes

and their particular function in the dialogue.

a. The myth of Boreas and Oreithyia (227a-230e).

The myth of Boreas and the early part of the dialogue where it
occurs serve thematic, structural, and self-constituting purposes. It
borrows from the past and its myths recognizable elements, building
blocks of the author’s new language. In modern sociolinguistic terms,
the opening section of the Phaedrus functions as an "abstract" and
"orientation,” the two first parts of oral narrative which summarize the
content of the entire dialogue identifying the time, place, persons, and
situation it involves.' This part of the dialogue introduces the
themes of love, desire, and seduction, death and immortality, memory and

writing, in their literal manifestation, before they develop into

7 See William Labov, "The Transformation of Experience in Narrative
Syntax," Language in the Inner City: Studies in the Black English
Vernacular, (Philadelphia: University of Alabama Press, 1980) pp. 14, 20.
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symbols. It prepares us to follow the transformation the philosopher

attempts to achieve through his dialogue.

The dialogue opens with Socrates and Phaedrus, lovers of speeches,
running into each other outside the Athenian walls. Master and disciple,
who are mutually attracted to each other because of a discourse each one
of them uses to seduce the other, agree to continue their walk together
so they can discuss the latest speech on love written by Lysias, a
popular rhetorician who, in Phaedrus’s admiring words, is "the cleverest
writer of our day" (deci/vdraroc dv rdv viv ypdpeiv, 228a). The written
speech (Adyov, 228d) of Lysias, which Phaedrus is carrying hidden under
his cloak, is referred to by Socrates as pharmakon (230d8); it is the
drug, poison or cure, with which Phaedrus has lured him out of the
city.’® Although the two characters are unequal, from the point of
view of education, intellectual power, and age, Socrates’s seductive
power over Phaedrus is balanced by Phaedrus’ ability to attract him away
from the city with the help of the pharmakon of Lysias’ speech
(230d8).19 The two interlocutors have thus a power over each other

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

® The Phaedrus is the only Platonic dialogue which takes place
outside the city of Athens.

19 Jacques Derrida argues that behind the structured oppositions of
pharmakon as poison and cure, lurks an older meaning of the word
associated with pharmakos, or scapegoat. It represents the expulsion of
the evil, its exclusion out of the body (and out) of the city. Linking, by
exchange and substitution, all the pharmaceutical metaphors of the
dialogue, Derrida argues that Socrates is pharmakos. Socrates’ logographic
rejection, concludes Derrida, makes writing a scapegoat, a necessary
poison that society has to tolerate. See Dissemination, trans. by Barbara
Johnson (Chicago: University of 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
superficial performance concealing his own voice under quotations from
other authors. In both speeches he identifies with the "beloved." It
seems that Plato has intentionally chosen the mediocre and rather naive
youth of the Symposium to establish a poorly balanced relation with
Socrates, which makes him an ideal subject for education by Socrates.
The theme of equality and balance is thus established early in the text

to enable the transformation the text seeks to achieve.

The story of Boreas erupts spontaneously in Phaedrus’s memory,
stimulated by the senses as soon as his eyes make contact with the
beauty of the landscape: "Is it not from some place along here by the
ITissus that Boreas is said to have carried Oreithyia?" asks Phaedrus at
229b5-7. The idea of natural beauty perceived through sight appears
first on the natural, human, and dramatic levels, to be raised, as the
dialogue progresses, to the level of Beauty which nurtures love and the
soul through sight. The spirits of love convey to the lover the image of
the beloved. Something analogous happens with the landscape, which is
described in detail: a tall plane tree, a shadowy willow in full bloom,
the cool water flowing under it, resounding with the shrill summer music
of the chorus of the cicadas (Aryupdv Unnyel 1g rov rerriywv ywpy, 230b2
c-4). The reader’s attention is drawn to the temporal markers of a
changing reality through deictics like "this," "that," "here," "there,"
as for instance in "let us turn aside here and go along the Ilissus"”

(229a), "this" (rrvde) time of the year and the day (229a), "do you see
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that (éxeivpv) very tall plane" (229a), "there is a shade there," (éxel)
(229b), all occurring in the same rhesis. Phaedrus’s insistence on
urging Socrates to confirm whether it is "not from some place along here
(év@evde) by the Ilissus ..." and again "well, is it from here
(évBevde)?...," at 229b, shows the intention of this part of the
dialogue to historicize the myth and at the same time mythologize the
place. Socrates’s confirmation at 229b8, and his statement, later, that
the scenery "seems to be a sacred place of some nymphs..." (230b9)
transform the profane landscape into a mythic, divine place and make it
a reflection of the larger cosmos, part of which the interlocutors are

and with which they seek communion.

While the content of the dialogue is thus mythicized, the myth of
Boreas is historicized by way of its eruption into the concrete space
where the two interlocutors move. In this deliberate confusion of myth
and history, imagination and drama, Socrates and Phaedrus duplicate, in
fact, the roles of the two mythical protagonists--Boreas and Oreithyia.
By his remark that "the streamlet is very pure and clear and fit for
girls to play by" (€nirrdeia xopai¢c naileiv nap’adrd, 228b), Phaedrus,
himself playing with the pharmakon of Lysias’s speech, is identified
with Pharmacea -- an invented name -- playing with Orytheia just before

20

the latter was carried off by the North Wind --here, Socrates. Place

% gyrger notes the association of Orythyia and her girlish playing
with Phaedrus playing, with the speech of Lysias, whereas Socrates is an
analogue of Boreas who will "carry off" Phaedrus, to whom he was lured by
the pharmakon of Lysias’ speech. Pharmacea is associated with Lysias’
text, or pharmakon, of 230d6 with which Phaedrus "plays." See R. Burger,
Plato’s Phaedrus: A Defense of a Philosophic Art of Writing (Alabama:
University of Alabama Press, 1980) p. 14. The analogies between
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and dramatis personae are thus recast into mythical context as the
reader is induced to accord mythical character to the tales of the

dialogue.

Phaedrus’s next question to Socrates, whether the latter believes
in the truth of this "mythologema” (229c5)-- rather contemptuously
referring to the myth of Boreas-- exposes the young man’s shallow
approach to myth and his limited notion of truth. "If I disbelieved"
(ef dnioroinv) responds Socrates, "I should not be extraordinary (odx dv
efnv)... then I might give (g¢asnv dv) a rational explanation" (229c8-
10). The contrary-to-fact conditional tenses formulate a confusing
hypothesis which allows Socrates to sidestep the question. We are not
clearly told whether he believes the myth or not, which is, of course,
in keeping with the Socratic position that myth has some truth in it
and has to be respected as a part of the tradition. Instead, Socrates
offers a "rational explanation,” (termed a "logos," at 229d2), which
demonstrates the sophistic treatment of myth (gop:{duevoc) and is
introduced by a hypothetical tense (gasinv dv, or I might tell), "that a
blast of Boreas, the north wind, pushed Oreithyia off the rocks near by
as she was playing with Pharmacea, and that when she had died in this

manner she was said to have been carried off by Boreas" (229¢7-9).

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. OIms, 1971] p. 29. Also
Griswold, Self-Knowledge in Plato’s Phaedrus, p. 252.
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But as soon as Socrates has said that he "might tell" what he has
already said, he subverts his own version with a broad generalization:
"Such explanations are... the inventions of a very clever and laborious
(Aiav deivou kal €mindvou) man,” with a "rustic sort of wisdom" (229e3-
4). He adds that to invent, or interpret myths in accordance with
appearances and plausibility (xard rd e/xd¢, 229e3), one needs a great
deal of leisure (moAAff¢c alrg oxoArc derjoer, 229e4). The hermeneutic
model leads nowhere if there is no suitable instruction and preparation
of the interpreter. The oppositional clauses introduced by "but" (€yd
oc,... €uor O€...) stress the contrast between sophistic and
philosophical practices and formulate the distinction between
traditional myth and the myths Plato invents. Socrates’s first priority
is to devote what time he has for the discovery of philosophical truth.
Popular myth can be useful if corrected (é€navop6oudofa:, 229d6) through
reason, otherwise it should be accepted as it is: "...and so [ dismiss
these matters and accepting the customary belief 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 gent]er and simpler

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

The difference between his own mythical inventions and those of
the enemies of philosophy lies in that the practices of the sophists
were aimed at explaining symbolic images literally, or according to
appearances or plausibility (xard ro e/kdc), whereas the philosopher
pays attention to the symbol and the meaning beyond appearances.

Appearances alone that interest Phaedrus do not promote inner knowledge.
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In concealed irony, Socrates uses the same words with which Phaedrus,
just a few lines earlier, praised Lysias as "the cleverest (deivdraroc)
writer of our day," who "took a long time to compose at his leisure, (&v
noAA§ xpdvy kard oxoArv ouvelnke," 228al-2) to attack the sophistic mode
of writing and interpreting--and, of course, to reprimand Phaedrus’
praising of Lysias’s methods. The way to treat myths is to interpret
them by internal criteria and according to what is human in order to

reveal general truths about human nature.

The search for truth and self-knowledge is the purpose served by
the allusion to the mythical monster Typhon.?' Hesiod’s illustration
of Typhon, or Typhoeus, is the epitome of a complex (moAunAokdrepov),
arrogant and vain beast, the symbol of mindless nature. Typhon’s defeat
by Zeus symbolizes brutal force subjugated to reason and the power of
the mind. As with the myth of Boreas, so with the Typhon example Plato
is preparing us for the distinction between bestiality and spirit,
violence and gentleness, soul and body, polarities the dialogue seeks to

harmonize.

The "rational explanation" of the Boreas myth which Socrates
ventures offers useful insight on the way Plato uses traditional myth.
In fact, it constitutes the only version of this myth the reader hears.

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

2 Typhon, according to Hesiod, was the father of the Winds--but with
the exception of Boreas (Theogony, 869-70).
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recorded by Homer and Hesiod.? But the rape of Oreithyia appears, for
the first, time in Plato’s Phaedrus.® As for Pharmacea, she is a pure
Platonic creation. The phrase "as she was playing with Pharmacea,” in
fact, is not instrumental to Socrates’s version. It is evoked solely for
the purpose of establishing the relationships that maintain the tension-
- and balance-- between the symbolic meaning of things that reason

cannot explain.

The invention of Pharmacea links, through cultural intertextuality
and on the level of the signifier, myth, death, love, memory, and
writing. The image, for instance, of nymphs playing before the rape,
echoes another familiar myth: the rape of Persephone whom Hades abducted
"...nailouoav Kkouppoi! ouv ‘fikeavou" [as she was playing with the
daughters of Oceanus].? The association may be also reinforced by the
Phaedrus’s "éniriideia xdpaic naileiv nap’adrd," at 228bl, [suitable for
girls to play by] where "kdpaic," echoes kouvppor and also Kdpn [Kore],

the other name of Persephone.

The similarity of the two rape myths is constructed on the

affiliation of love with death. Boreas’s own relation to death (he and

2 Hesiod refers to the birth of Boreas, a Titan (Theogony, 379),
whereas Homer depicts him as having fallen in love and coupled with
pasturing horses which bore him twelve young horses (I7.20.222).

B Later accounts of it we see in Apollodorus (III, 199) and in Ovid’s
Metamorphoses (Book VI).

% 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) reinforces this association. Love is traditionally
tied to death -- we only have to remember how closely Eros, Hypnos, and
Thanatos are related in Greek mythology. Pharmacea’s name echoes
pharmakon, a cure and a poison, like Lysias’ written manuscript.®
Writing is a remedy against the loss of memory, enables abstract and
analytical thinking and is capable of maintaining human knowledge for
posterity. Yet, it is also poison, because it commits live speech and
spontaneous thought to the dead letter and because it destroys memory,

an intellectual activity, as it will be argued in the last section of

the dialogue.

The meanings of "pharmakon" are established through the literary
tradition, and particularly the Homeric, which seems to be constantly
alive in the philosopher’s memory. For intertextuality is the returning
memory of a literary past. In the Odyssey, Helen casts "a pharmakon into
the wine to make one forget all sorrows" (4.220-21). Similarly, Circe
offers Odysseus’s companions a mixture of "edpuaka Auypd," or malignant
drugs, which make them forgetful of their own nostos (10.235-36). Both
women are immortal goddesses, like Calypso, whose offer of immortality
Odysseus rejects, opting for the reality of Ithaca. Pindar, in Pythian
IV.186f, relates the story of Zetas and Kalais, the sons of Boreas, who
join the voyage of Argo to find a "pharmakon" for death itself (én/ xal

Bavdry edppaxov). The drug they seek is called, simply, "immortality."

% At 242e2 Socrates will refer to the bewitching effects of this
speech with a past participle (karapapuakeu6svroc) in an emphatic form of
the verb for poisoning.
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"Lethe," or forgetfulness, signifies the absence of suffering, the end
of the ability to be human. It is the constant memory of Ithaca that
keeps Odysseus’s mind alive and finally enables him to regain nostos --
emblematic of living and suffering. For human fate is "the return to
grief that cannot be forgotten" (Odyssey 4. 108). Forgetting one’s
sorrows is entering a utopian state of existence for which both the
palace of Helen and Menelaus and the enchanted house of Circe are
metaphors. The word pharmakon, thus enables a multiple relationship not
only with love, death, immortality, and writing but also, indirectly at

this state, with memory.

In keeping with its propensity to reproduce on the pragmatic level
what is taking place on the mythical and symbolic levels, the scene ends
in a sense of immortality established on the level of the dramatis
personae, as the two interlocutors turn once more to the physical
landscape; the plane tree, the shady willow, the trees in bloom, the
running water, the shrill (A/yupov) chorus of cicadas, all confirm the
place as sacred (/epdv). But "the most delightful thing of all,"
concludes Socrates, is the grass, as it grows on the gentle slope"
(230c3-5). In ancient myth and folktale, as Vermeule shows, grass is
integrated in Greek thought as a fixture related to immortality. In
examples taken from ancient myth, poetry, and vase painting, it

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

2 Among the examples Vermeule presents is that of Glaukos of
Anthedon, a fisherman, who tasted a rare "everliving undying grass"
(deilwv de81T1OoVv ndav) and became immgrta] with the gift of prophecy
(Aeschylus, Glaukos Pontios fr. 28N°, 60 M). The Aeschylean text
characteristically uses "de8/7ov," the epithet for imperishable glory--
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a multiple relationship between the affinities and oppositions between
love, death, immortality, writing, and memory, which are striving for

balance.

But let’s return to the Socratic rational explanation of the
Boreas myth to see in what way it affects the traditional Boreas myth.
A violent wind that pushes off the cliffs and kills a young woman is
transformed by mythical imagination into a god burning with erotic
desire who abducts her. Through metonymic displacement, death is denied
and euphemistically replaced by eros, a creative force. It is
transformed into its opposite. Socrates’s version reversing the
metonymies and euphemisms of myth restores things to their ostensibly
true dimension: death is death and there are no metaphors for dying. His
explanation postulates that allegory and symbol are opposite to truth--

that rape and death have only literal meaning.

The effect of the Socratic "rational explanation" and its
withdrawal is threefold: First, it announces the failure of the attempt
to reconcile myth and reason. There is more to myth than words can
account for; second, it identifies violent love with death; third, it
creates Pharmacea. The fact that this explanation was rescinded does
not efface it from the reader’s mind because it still exists written and
immortalized on the page. Socrates’s revocation of this explanation is a

confirmation of the power of myth and the impossibility of reconciling

Achilles’ choice-- to combat death. See Emily Vermeule, Aspects of Death
in Early Greek Art and Poetry (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1981)
pp. 131-32.
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it with reason if reason is used unwisely, that is, not for the purpose
of promoting self-knowledge. In such cases, myth should not be touched
at all. In the myths and speeches to follow, Plato will embark on the
task of gradually decreasing the distance between reason and myth,
rendering myth suitable for the purposes of philosophy, yet allowing it

to retain its affinity with vagueness and indeterminacy.

The tale of Boreas and Oreithyia establishes myth as a structural
device from which the Platonic themes and ideas, embryonic still, unfurl
into their full shape. Love, memory, death, immortality, writing,
reason, all in an unrefined stage here, seem to proceed from this point.
Love is introduced as linked to the flesh; it is violent, separating
body and soul, whereas memory is still an external, mechanical,
unref]e&tive function that fragments the self. As purely carnal love is
violent, asymmetrical, and identified with death, so mechanical memory
is, at this stage, a spontaneous function useful in maintaining the
contact with tradition but external and not involving man’s inner self.
As is the case with love, memory too will evolve, as the dialogue
progresses, into "anamnesis," a property of the soul. The attempt to
reconcile myth and reasca fails, as everything else, at this stage. The
tension between writing and telling, mythos and logos, conveys an
analogous sense of disunity and lack of integration. What happens at
the conceptual level of abstract ideas is mimicked by the two
interlocutors’ performance. The unbalanced relationship between Socrates
and Phaedrus representing, among other things, the old tradition of the

oral past and the young, playful art of writing, reflects the absence of
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unity and integration on the other levels. A1l these themes brought
together by myth, will evolve beyond their initial state as the poet’s

quest for balance, unity, and language seeks fulfillment.

b. The non-mythic monologues: Lysias’s speech and Socrates’s
first speech

Before Socrates’s major speech on love -- the palinode -- Plato
introjects two speeches: (a) Lysias’ speech which Phaedrus reads to
Socrates (230e-234c), and (b) Socrates’s first speech (237b-241d), which
he improvises for the purpose of refuting Lysias’s sophistic oratory.
The %irst is termed a "logos;" the second, both a "mythos" and a "logos.
Neither of these two speeches is mythic in the traditional sense, except
perhaps for the fact that they are both delivered by a fictional
character in the first person, and represent a probability rather than a
certitude.?’” A1l 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, it merits, I think, our brief attention

because it picks up and advances the themes and motifs of the myth of

27 Jowett has called all three speeches of the dialogue "myths,"
whereas Couturat lists the last two along with all six discourses of the
Symposium under the general title "Mythi de amore." See Frutiger, les
Mythes de Platon, and his account of the controversy informing the
Platonic myth (p. 99ff).
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Boreas, and particularly those of love, memory, and writing, placing
them into a fictional framework. It also redefines reason for the
purposes of philosophy.

Lysias was a contemporary speech writer who wrote for others and
did not deliver his speeches himself. His written words, therefore,
could be given life only through a reader-- in this case Phaedrus who is
reading Lysias’s manuscript he is carrying under his cloak. The
authenticity of this speech has been disputed by some scholars who
contend that it is a Platonic invention. Whether a Lysian authentic
speech or a Platonic concoction, this speech is another example of how a
monological text is inserted into the dialogue to present an argument
without having to resort to didacticism. Its purpose is to illustrate
the different aspects of love. Lysias’s "logos," the pharmakon with
which Phaedrus identifies, presents a "nonlover” (oUk €paorric) who tries
to seduce by a monological argument the "beloved" (€pwuevocg), a young
boy for whom he does not feel the passion of love: "It will be better to
yield to me than to a lover... If you yield 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 full control of myself"

(233b-c).

The speaker, here, is trying to show how a relation between
lovers can lead to the benefit of both nonlover and beloved (dpsAiav
dugpoiv yiyveoBar, 234c4). The concept of love, as seen by the sophists
who were enemies of thinking, is profit-oriented. A good, calculated

management of one’s love life can lead to a life free of frictions and
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emotional stress. For the passion of love, argues the nonlover, moves to
acts beyond due measure (napd rd BeAriorov, 233a8) and obscures
judgement. Love amounts to jealousy, competition, in short, unreason (rd
depov, 236a2) and destroys friendship. Emotions are "evils" that have to
be removed from one’s life. Lysias’s "artless" speech that uses no
metaphors or poetic images to convey the feelings of either of the
lovers reflects the dichotomy of body and soul. Its striking
characteristic is the uneven-powered relationship between lover and
nonlover and the absence of love. This "love-relationship" subverts the
very notion of balance and proportion inherent in the very nature of
love; it does not take the feelings of the persons involved into
account; it equates love with unreason and distorts the meaning of what
is best (B€Ariorov) translated here as measure. In short it fails to
define love, and even makes it resemble the violent and one-sided love

in the Boreas myth.

Lysias’s speech projects an attempt to reconcile reason and love
but it is based on misconceptions and fails to unite the opposites in
the human soul. It is a consequence of lack of proper education. The
nonlover has managed to control his emotions and maintains that it is
through reason that he can achieve love and friendship. Reason thus
becomes identified with a kind of love in which emotions and the spirit
are absent, a love dictated solely by sexual desire (epithymia), the
basest kind of love, because it involves only the senses. Although it
moves toward a kind of a shared experience, some kind of friendship,

love is still unilaterally inspired. This kind of love dehumanizes and
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in reality constitutes a abuse against reason which is used to keep
feelings polarized. The kind of love Lysias’s nonlover is fostering
does not account for the wholeness of human experience. What is
revealed in this speech is the absence of the human soul and its

struggle for balance.

Socrates’s first speech (237b-241d)

Socrates’s first speech is a speech on love, offered in refutation
of Lysias’s speech. Socrates labels it both a "mythos" (237a(, 24le8,
243a4) and a "logos" (241d3, 242e3, 243c2, 244al, 264e7, 265c6, d7, e3,
and 266a3). This speech is important in that it establishes the ethical
foundations and the necessary vocabulary to re-articulate the concepts
of memory and love in philosophical terms and to institute the concept
of immortality. It is crucial for our focus because it ties memory to
love and reveals these two forces as agents of transformation. This
speech is fundamental in understanding the palinode and the mythic hymn

-- the dialogue’s rhetorical and philosophical climax.

The themes of the earlier parts of the dialogue are reintroduced
in the interlude between Lysias’s logos and Socrates’s first speech
(234d-237b). The themes of memory and knowledge are first evoked through
the playful and ironic exchange of roles between the two interlocutors
that characterizes the first half of the Phaedrus, as in Socrates’s
remark: "O Phaedrus, if I don’t know Phaedrus, I have forgotten myself,"

[& ®ardpe, €f ey daidpov dyvod, xal gpaurou €niAsAnopar, 228a6-7],
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which is duplicated by Phaedrus’s echo: "0 Socrates, if I don’t know
Socrates, I have forgotten myself" (& Zuikpareg, Iwkpdrnv ayvod, kal
uauroU €niA€Anouar) at 236¢6-7. Socrates delivers his first speech as a
consequence of forgetfulness-- forgetting himself he loses control of
himself. He will return to this notion pretending he has forgotten
whether he defined love (oU ndvu u€uvnuai) as he was in such an ecstasy
(263d4). Memory-- a mechanic revival of impressions, as defined so far -
- is now linked to love as ecstatic madness nurtured through the senses.

Both are transformed into inner activities.

The speech itself is termed by Socrates a mythos (237al2) in spite
of the fact that its content is not mythical. It opens with an epic
invocation to the Muses and is introduced with the traditional fairytale
formula: "Now there was once upon a time a boy...of great beauty who had
many lovers." ("Hv oUrw o1} maic... pdAa kaAd¢' rtoutw O¢ rfoav €paarar
ndvu noAioi, 237b3). It is a speech constructed on a hypothesis and
delivered by an imaginary lover who is in fact indistinguishable from
Lysias’s nonlover, since love appears as a desire (€mibupia ri¢ 0 €pug,
237d3-4) that both nonlover and lover are experiencing through a series
of concealments and revelations. With his head covered (to imitate
Lysias’s nonlover who conceals his own desires-- and also Phaedrus who
had concealed Lysias’s speech under his cloak -- Socrates delivers a
speech which although technically superior to that of Lysias, it is
still an impersonal monologue. Socrates’s mythos seeks to emphasize

self-knowledge by revealing the nature of Lysias’s nonlover who is

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



35
ignorant of his own desires and lacking in the ability for self-

criticism.

The effort to understand love will Tead to the understanding of
the nature of the human soul. But eros, being among the things that are
ambiguous or doubtful (rdv dpgirofnrnoiuwv, 263c8-9), as are the Ideas of
Justice and Goodness (263al2), cannot be easily defined.?® The
Platonic link between love and justice will reappear in Seferis and the

obsession with the indeterminacy of language in Joyce.

To understand love and the essence of Ideas, one must take into
account two ruling principles, Socrates argues: the innate desire for
pleasures (£upuro¢ €niBuyia rdovdv) and the acquired opinion which
strives for the best (énikrnroc 60fa, €pieusvn rou dpiorou, 237d6-9)--
in other words, human nature and what culture has stored in us. If
innate desire rules, the relationship will be tyrannical and unequal: it
will result in a bestial kind of love that separates rather than unite.
The proverb Socrates uses at 241d1-2 ("just as the wolf loves the lamb,
so the lover adores his beloved") offers, 1ike myth, a popular image to

illustrate a point.

The second ruling principle, epiktetos doxa, is knowledge acquired

through the senses. To utilize this knowledge, memory is needed.

% The Platonic dialogues often demonstrate the inability to define
ambiguous words. Examples of this we see in the Euthyphro regarding piety
and justice, in Meno regarding virtue, in The Symposium with respect to
love, and elsewhere.
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Socrates’s first speech stresses the role of the senses in the formation
of doxa through a profusion of sight and hearing metaphors. Acquired
opinion is all Socrates has heard from the wise poets of the past
(Sappho, Anacreon, or some prose writers) though he cannot remember by
whom exactly: "Because of my stupidity I have forgotten how and from
whom I heard it" (235d 2-4). Forgetfulness is stupidity, the numbing of
the mind. This knowledge has filled him "through the ears" (4:d ri¢
dxonic, 234c4-5) like a second nature. What Socrates is stressing by
repeating again and again that he is not responsible for the speech he
gives because it was inspired by external sources is that externally
acquired madness motivates us mechanically to action without the
participation of the whole person. Mechanical memory is comparable to
externally acquired knowledge, or opinion (&dfa), summoned to mind
unreflectively. This kind of 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 stuff human thoughts is made of.
With the right use of reason, it can be given the potential to "strive
for the best" (ddénc ... €nl 1d dpiorov Adyy dyouong, 237¢). Recognizing
and internalizing what we are ultimately results in self-knowledge which
leads to sophrosyne (owepoouvn), or self-restraint. Divine erotic
madness (uavia) although provoked by an external object of love, springs
from the divine part of the self, its soul. This divine part is the
force responsible for the elevation of "epithymia" to eros and then to

sophrosyne. Self-restraint and reason are the forces that transform
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acquired opinion into knowledge. In Socrates’s first speech, reason has
already come a long way since Lysias’s nonlover: "But now that the time
of payment has come he has a new ruler and governor within him, sense
and reason in place of love and madness (vouv xal owgpoouvnv dvr '€pwro¢
ka! paviacg), and has become a different person" (241a3-5). But although
he has now a different intelligence and self-control, sense and reason
are still different from love and madness, mind and feeling are still

split apart.

The dialogue now institutes eros as an inner function and links it
to anamnesis, while at the same time it establishes reason as the power
that transforms doxa into knowledge. The dialogue, up to this point, is
structured in such a way as to prepare us for the palinode, and
particularly for its mythic hymn. The distinction now arises between
mechanical, unreflective memory and anamnesis, recollection leading to
the highest knowledge. According to the Platonic definition in the
Phaedrus, anamnesis implies unity and balance:

collecting into a unity by means of reason the many perceptions

of the senses; and this is a recollection of those things which

our soul once beheld, when it journeyed with God and, lifting

its vision above the things which we now say exist, rose up

into real being (d nor’eldev Audv i guxr ovunopeuBeioa 6cg kal

Unepidovoa d viv elvai eapev, kal duakvgaoa e/c 18 dv dvruc

(249c10-13).

It is the conscious and willed recollection of an experienced moment of

transcendence which keeps motivation for perfection alive -- a moment of

eternity intensified by nostalgia.
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The movement toward self-knowledge that this part of the dialogue
initiates is made possible, as Griswold notes, by a new vocabulary which
introduces, for the first time, new words in this dialogue: "nous,"
"mania,"” (241a3-4) "divine philosophy" (239b-4), "soul" (241c5), a new
ethical vocabulary that recreates memory as noetic vision, linking
"nous" with "sophrosyne", and "eros" with "mania" (241a4-5).29 By
recognizing and naming the properties of our soul which are innate but

only inadequately known to us, we can become whole.

The collaboration of reason and desire (eros) and the
inseparability of lover and nonlover that Socrates’s first speech
advances, set this speech apart from Lysias’s concept of reason as an
instrument of desire and mark a step forward in uniting body and mind.
Desire for the body is gradually transformed into desire for reason. On
the level of the dialogue’s dramatis personae, this intellectual desire

is represented by the two interlocutors’ longing for each other’s logos.

The structure of Socrates’s first speech provides the formal and
conceptual frame on which the image of the soul will be moulded. It
prepares a language for the new ideas that philosophy is striving to
establish. By naming things and thereby calling them into presence, the
poet as creator will achieve, as the dialogue progresses, the union and

balance between senses and intellect, revealing them through dialectics.

¥ Griswold, Self-Knowledge, p. 63.
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c. The Palinode (243b10-257b8) and the mythic hymn (245c6-257b8)

Socrates’s second speech, or "pa]inbde," is the climactic point of
the interaction of myth, memory, and love in the poet’s quest for
language and balance. The palinode achieves a gradual transmutation
whereby the external becomes internal and thereby creates wholeness. It
redefines what is human as being partly mortal, party immortal, and
unveiling man’s inborn potential to harmonize the discordant forces in
the human psyche. To understand this, we must conceive our impulses as
guided by an entity both corporeal and incorporeal, complex but ideally
whole, which depicts human nature as guided by a divine energy which
makes it immortal. Plato calls this energy "a soul." In proving the soul
immortal, Plato was proving the human potential for elevation and

perfection, for the benefit of the individual and the city-State.

The palinode, beginning with a discussion of the traditional forms
of "divine madness" -- inspiration and prophecy-- is followed by the
"apodeixis," or exposition which Socrates offers in the form of a simile
purporting to describe the "form" (/d0€a) of the soul and prove that it
is immortal. In the process, the apodeixis, or "mythic hymn,"
reconstitutes love and memory in terms of their relation to the soul and

establishes them as proofs of the soul’s immortality.
In calling his speech a "palinode," or recantation, Socrates turns

for the symbols and analogies, once more, to "acquired opinion," which

he had defined as what he had absorbed through his senses from the words
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of the poets of old. Here he borrows the example of the poet Stesichorus
who lost his sight because he spoke i11 of Helen -- an immortal goddess
representing Love and Beauty. In Platonic philosophy love is defined in
terms of beauty. It is desire of beauty which becomes a key concept in
the moral realm. Beauty was considered the result of harmony and
proportion that holds a thing together. Realizing his sin, the poet
atones for his blasphemy by writing a recantation-- the "Palinode to
Helen":

oUk €or’ €&rupoc Adyoc oUroc”

oud’ €Bac év vnualv eUoEAuoiI¢

oUd’ [Ixeo nepyaua Tpoiac. (fr. 192)

[That story is not true / You never sailed in the well-oared

ships/ You never went to the walls of Troy].

Stesichorus regains his sight because he is capable of realizing
that it was only Helen’s "eidolon" that went to Troy, not her true
person.’® Like the poet, Socrates makes amends for the error he
committed against Eros and Beauty, in his first speech, by reciting a
recantation to Love. Eros, the son of Aphrodite (242d10), is, like
Helen, an immortal god, after all. As Stesichorus regains his vision
because he was able to distinguish between an "eidolon" and its true
form, so Socrates makes believe he suddenly sees his error and learns
from it (pav@dvw rd dudprnua). But contrary to the myth of Boreas, which
can be neither morally interpreted nor rationalized but should rather be
left as it is, Stisichorus’ fable is accepted and believed as hiding a

deeper truth. In the process of discovering this truth, 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, rational and mystical at the same time-- a
daemonion, 242b10. Sight identified with insight is a notion developed
through traditional literature, as in the case of Homer and Tiresias.
The motif of blindness is contrasted with the principle guiding art: the
ability of perceiving (literally, "seeing") and bringing together in one
idea the scattered particulars of the discourse, as when speaking of
Love, for example (e/¢ uiav re [(0€av ouvopdvra dyeiv ra noAAaxi
d1eonapusva, 265d). Socrates uncovers his head when he wants to show
that he has perceived the meaning of Love -- symbolically he has seen

the light of truth.

When Socrates has to describe the form of the soul and its
journey, he is more pressingly than ever confronted with the problem of
choosing the appropriate kind of language: "to tell what [the
idea of the soul] really is would be a matter for utterly superhuman and
long discourse but it is within human power to describe it briefly in a

fiqure" (¢ €orkev, 246a5-7).

The two kinds of discourse he contemplates, image and narrative,
are opposed to each other. The brief kind for which Socrates opts is the
symbolic/mythical image given here in the form of a simile. This leads
to conceiving as human an autonomous living being, existing as a whole.
In Socrates’s words,

the whole, compounded of soul and body is called a living being

and is further designated as mortal ({gov ro Euunav €xArén,

yuxn xal odua nayev, @vnrov r’€oxev €nwvupiav). It is not
immortal by any reasonable supposition, (oUd’ €& €vdc Adyou
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AeAoyiougvou) but we, though we have never seen or rightly
conceived a god, imagine an immortal being which has both a
soul and a body which are united for all time (d@dvarov ri

laov, €&yov pév yuxrv, €xov 8¢ odpa, vdv dei 0€ xpovov raura
Eeuncpuxora, 246d1-3).

Plato’s definition of God is based on inner unity and balance.
What is human can also be godlike if body and soul are harmoniously
united. Human nature is the balanced coexistence of the divine and human

elements in the psyche.

The language Plato constructs to express what cannot be justified
rationally is the language of myth. Immortality cannot really be
explained, for the soul is not immortal by any reasonable supposition.
Not everything can be explained by "logos lelogismenos," reasonable
speech. This myth is built around an image and on the idea that a human
soul is by nature deficient, fallen, or cut off from truth, but capable
of discovering truth by remembering it from within, by dialectical
reflection. It is introduced by the same verb, "€o/kerv”™ or "let [the
form of the soul be Tikened" (246a8). This same verb Socrates had used
with respect to the Boreas myth to disapprove arbitrary interpretation
of myths according to appearances (kard rd €oirkd¢). Why is Socrates now
opting for a method he had earlier rejected? Why is he resorting to
allegory when he has already discouraged Phaedrus from doing so? This
apparent contradiction forces us to differentiate between a Platonic
myth and one borrowed from traditional mythology. The Platonic myths are
created to be interpreted on the basis of certain guidelines that thwart

the dangers of indeterminacy and metaphoricity of traditional poetic
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language. It is these monsters Plato is trying to expel from the polis
when he attacks the poets in his Republic. Plato makes two kinds of
complaints against poetry: a) it uses bad examples of heroes and gods
lacking in virtue b) the art of imitation is far removed from the real.
As a result poets create confusion in people’s experience in their
emotional identification with drama and the representation of truth.
Plato customarily corrects language before he can accept it, as is the
case with the interlude here. The danger of arbitrary interpretation
feared in relation to the myth of Boreas is thus averted by offering a
key to the hymn’s own hermeneutics. The explosive potential of
traditional language is thus detonated and a key is provided by the
philosopher for the interpretation of his constructed myths and those
that he adopts from the stock of tradition. Ambiguity is thus controlled

but also acknowledged.

Image or myth, the brief and human kind, is the kind of expression
which is within the potential of human articulation. It provides Plato
the poet with a spatial location for the abstract and the non-spatial,
making it visible to the mind’s eye. To explain the soul in words is
superhuman, for its form is not known. The given language in not the
appropriate discourse. By resorting to an image of likeness, Plato turns
to a symbolic language pretending to do away with an idiom which is
loaded with preconceptions. As Griswold observes, myth, better than
logos, affords a medium which can capture the whole of the soul without
necessarily assuming that the soul has an Idea-like essence. There is a

certain dimension of the myth that "cannot in principle be accounted
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for."! Avoiding the rational determinacy of logos, myth leaves room
for the mystical and the inexpressible. In using the mythical image,

Plato corrects and at the same time uses the indeterminacy of language.

The Platonic myth is a language that re-articulates tradition by
trying to turn it into a rational account that admits its own
limitations in explaining the world through words. Socrates calls the
mythic hymn, alternatively, a "mythos" (237c7, 253c8), an “apodeixis“32
(245c5), and a "logos" (252b2, 265b8c6, d7, e3, 264e7, 266a3). These
controversial, in fact, concepts in Socratic idiom describe the new kind
of discourse Plato is instituting as unconventional, discouraging its
categorization according to standard definitions. Plato’s myth is the
result of the fusion of symbol, truth, and probability of what cannot be
fully explained. It is a new language that allows education about our

human and divine nature in terms understandable by man.

The "apodeixis" is purported to persuade his reader that

perfection of the soul is within man’s power:

Every soul is immortal. For that which is ever moving is
immortal... For every body which derives motion from without

(& pév €&wbev 18 kiveloBar) is soulless, but that which has its
motion within itself (J 8¢ évdobev aurg €& adrou) has a soul,
since that is the nature of the soul; but if this is true, -
-that that which moves itself is nothing else than the soul,-
-then the soul would necessarily be ungenerated and immortal
(d8dvarov) 245c-246a).

' Griswold, Self-Knowledge, pp 149-150

32 Meaning exposition, making known, proof.
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The concept of the soul (guyrj) is first brought up at the end of
Socrates’s first speech in relation to love and the boy’s education:
Surrendering to a non-reasonable nonlover would be "most harmful by far
to the cultivation of his soul™ (noAU ¢ BAaPepwrdry npd¢ tiv T Yuxnc
naidevoiv, 241c5-6). Later on we see the soul as the seat of divine
madness ([pavia] at 245a2. Now, with the Hymn, Plato approaches the
topic metaphysically and theoretically. If the capability for learning
and erotic madness are internally sustained, it is as if the soul were
moving by itself. The focus is emphatically on the distinction between
motion originating from outside and movément beginning from inside. The
inside/ outside dichotomy (the tension between £&wBev and €vdoBev) is
used here, again, as was the case with memory and knowledge. The
Phaedrus is, in fact, the step by step description of the soul’s
activity springing from inside, its innate potential which man has to

acknowledge, cultivate, perfect, and preserve.

The mythic hymn repeats the Boreas tale and brings to completion
its failed attempt to reconcile reason and love. The image, or look
(79€a) of the self-moving soul is likened "to a composite image of
winged horses and charioteer" (&upeury duvdue:! UnontEpou (euyouc Te Kkal
fvioyou,” 246a8-9). Horses and charioteer are naturally united
(Eupeury). The noble and obedient horse is guided only by reason (Adyy
fvioxeirair, 253d9,) whereas the unruly horse tends to pull the chariot
down, toward the earth. The white horse symbolizes moral values,

whereas the black one stands for uncontrollable sexual desire.
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The wings are nourished not only by eros longing for beauty, but
also by memory. Symbols of balance and upward elevation, sprouting on
all parts of 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 of love and
memory established in Socrates’s first speech is now intensified.
Without recollection of the absolute truth experienced once, love for
the Forms degenerates into mere "epithymia and matter weighs the soul
down to its fall.> The chariot cannot continue its upward flight, the
soul loses its wings and with them also the chance to be with God and
the Beings. The theme of seduction and death of the Boreas myth, returns
now in the image of winged Eros seducing and carrying off the soul that
succumbs to erotic desire and to self-interest. Oreithyia, passively

carried off by a god, is replaced by the self-acting, self-moving Soul.

Reason, which maintains unity in the soul and makes its ascent
possible, is personified in the figure of the charioteer. He is the one
who controls the horses and makes them move in unison and harmony to
bring the chariot upwards at the highest point of heavens, where the

gods drive their chariots in the company of the Forms. This is the

3 The palinode uses sexual language to express the eros of the
spirit. Eros is a winged god. While representing bodily desire, he can
also elevate himself in the air. His symbolic power of uniting is noted by
Arrowsmith: "Like Iris and Hermes, Eros wears wings because he is a god
who links heaven with earth" (p. 165). See W. Arrowsmith, "Aristophanes’
Birds: The Fantasy Politics of Eros," Arion, n.s. 1 (1973): 119-67.

% plato’s conception of mortality as weight brings to mind Dante
stepping into Charon’s boat in Inferno and causing it to sink slightly as
opposed to Virgil who, being dead, does not affect 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 if the natural unity of the soul

is maintained.

The mythic hymn is trying to construct a cosmos of the absolute
truth that the soul can contemplate. It is a means of turning what is
invisible and inexpressible into something accessible to the senses:

the colorless, formless, and intangible truly existing

essence, with which all true knowledge (dAnBouc €niorijunc)

is concerned, holds this region and is visible only to the

mind, the pilot of the soul. Now the divine intelligence

(6eou d1dvoia) ... rejoices in seeing truth for a space of

time and by gazing upon truth is nourished and made happy

until ... it beholds absolute justice, temperance, and

knowledge (d/karoouvnv, owppoauvnv, enioriunv)... (247c8-

247d8).

The utmost goal of the perfect soul is to behold for a short
period of time (that is the most a human being can achieve) the divine
Forms Dikaiosyne, Sophronyne, Episteme, in order to create a memory that
will eternalize through repeated recall this potential of the soul that
endows it with immortality. Socrates’s myth concocts this vision of
perfect truth as an image of the twelve Olympian gods driving their
chariots and proceeding steeply upward to finally take a place on the
outer surface of 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 of the heaven

can see and cherish in its memory as an incentive for its perfection.
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The place of the gods is described as lying beyond conceivable space and
time. By taking a glimpse at the Hyperuranian Beings, the soul
possesses "episteme," the absolute truth and knowledge. The Platonic
conceptualization of the most intense form of desire is illustrated as
the reaching out of the soul to recapture the memory of beauty or love.
In effect, it is a moment of transcendence iﬁ which man surpasses
himself. Kazantzakis describes such a moment of transcendence and
absolute freedom in the description of a painting he saw on the wall of

the royal palace at Knossos:

Numerous fish were cruising in the water with lifted tails,
frolicking happily, whereupon a flying fish in their midst
suddenly spread its little fins, took a leap and bounded out of
the sea in order to breathe air. Too big for its slavish piscine
nature it was, too big to live all its life in the water. It
suddenly longed to transcend its destiny, breathe free air, and
become a bird -- for a flash only, as long as it could endure. But
that was gyough; this flash was eternity. That is the meaning of
eternity.

This desire to transcend man’s destiny and unite with God is the
human struggle for absolute freedom. According to Bergson, who
profoundly influenced Kazantzakis’ thought, our life is a brief moment
between two abysses, one befaore we were born, the other when we die.

The struggle of matter to become spirit, as Bergson’s élan vital theory
postulates, is represented by such a superhuman effort for transcendence
of human nature. Kazantzakis does not believe in 1ife after death. His

highest objective is freedom, which apparently does not exist. But what

3 Nikos Kazantzakis, "Zorba," in Report to Greco, Bruno Cassirer,
trans., (Publishers Ltd., London, 1965) p. 474.
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matters is noi freedom per se but the struggle for freedom. It is a
struggle which, contrary to that of the Platonic soul, occurs in the

here and now.

Love and memory originate inside the soul. They are the desires of
the flesh and of the spirit expressions of our human and divine nature,
and vehicles of wholeness. For the poet, memory and love are metaphors
of immortality that can instill in man the belief in his ability to
defeat time. The memory of the sacred vision of the Forms, kept away
from corrupting influences, represents human achievement kept alive in
thought and stimulating the desire for a repetition of the experience.

These two inner forces constitute the Soul’s self-motion.

Eros and human response to it make possible our approaching the
soul through observation of its ndfn re xal! €£pya (245c4), the soul’s
acting out its desires and the way it is led by them. Love has by now
been established as an inner activity through erotic divine madness
which springs from within and is superior to any kind of divine external
madness because it leads to true knowledge. It reconciles and harmonizes
the soul’s parts (meri), or desires. The struggle toward this harmony is
illustrated by the impetuous horse’s nature which is constantly drawing
the chariot downwards, frustrating its upward flight toward which the
wings are striving. It is a strife between two kinds of love:
instinctual sexual desire (epithymia) and the soul’s love for the Forms,

a clash between opposite manifestations of love.
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To talk about love Plato depends for his metaphors on tradition.
For unlike the situation related to the soul’s immortality, conventional
language is appropriate for the human emotions and situations of love.
The images of the charioteer and of the horse endowed with human voice
(255e6) go back, in fact, to the epic and lyric poetry. The Platonic
horse that speaks to his master-- "the unruly horse that has sémething
to say to the charioteer...the horse...says nothing," (256a) has its
prototype in Achilles’ immortal horses that the gods had given as a
wedding gift to Thetis. One of them speaks to Achilles and prophesies
the hero’s death (I7iad 19, 400-417). The verb "/fvioxeuw," -- to be a
charioteer-- is used literally in the Odyssey (6.319) and I7iad (11.103,
23.641). In using the word metaphorically, Plato was already subscribing
to a post-oral technologizing feature which was already infused and
internalized in the language available to him. The image of the winged
charioteer was already known from Greek poetry and art.3 In his
pederastic poetry, Anacreon had imagined the soul of the lover as a
chariot controlled by the beloved: "Oh youth, with your girlish glances,
(BAénwv) / 1 long for you, but you do not hear (oU kxoelc¢),/ knowing not

that you are the charioteer of my soul (poem 360, Page translation).

The senses, particularly seeing and hearing, are central metaphors
here, as in Plato. But whereas for Anacreon the love relationship
appears to be asymmetrical, in Plato, when the soul reaches perfection,

lover and beloved are one balanced whole. By borrowing from tradition,

3% see de Vries, apud 246a7.
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Plato rewrites it for the ends of philosophy. In the process, he

transforms doxa into episteme.

Like love, memory is an innate quality of the soul that transcends
time and unites experience. It differs, however, from love in that it is
a manifestation of divine intelligence, not divine mania. It is this
spiritual rather than emotional quality which is responsible for the
soul’s knowledge of the Forms and its immortality. Forgetfulness is
human weakness, whereas memory makes the access of the fallen souls to
wholeness possible. Memory secures the individual, after having broken
from its past and forgotten it, a chance to chose a higher kind of life
in a future incarnation. Like Tove, it stimulates the growth of the
wings, for without anamnesis, the knowledge the soul possesses is lost,
the wings wither, and base desires dominate (256d4). It is also related
to reason since recollection secures self-control (254e6). Like love,

memory leads to sophrosyne and absolute knowledge.

What preserves the soul’s completeness and its ability to remember
correctly is memory conceptualized by Plato in the act of

collecting into a unity by means of reason the many perceptions
of the senses; and this is a recollection of those things which
our soul once beheld, when it journeyed with God and,

lifting its vision above the things which we now way exist,
rose up into real being." [Only] "the philosopher’s mind has
wings, for he is always, so far as he is able, in communion
through memory with those things the communion with which
causes God to be divine. Now a man who employs such memories
rightly (Unouvipaoiv dp8ac xpépevoc)... he alone becomes

truly perfect (249b9-d4).
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We have followed the evolution of memory and love so far in the
Phaedrus. From Boreas and Lysias’s nonlover and from Phaedrus’s and
Socrates’s mechanistic evocation of doxa we have come to love for the
Beings and to anamnesis. Love and anamnesis are identified with truth
and knowledge, ascent above matter, and transcendence of time and space.
To quote Griswold again, immortality should not be taken literally. It
means "to know the truth even if forgotten and to be able to know it
again... to transcend the obstacles posed by the dimensions of time and
space."37 At its highest emotional point, the mythic hymn unites the
senses and the mind, eros and reason, memory and immortality and
articulates the soul’s longing for a return to that nostalgic moment of

eternity which it had experienced for a brief moment.

The mythic hymn is an effort to define human nature. The answer is
given by Socrates. The dialectical probing into the self has yielded an
answer to Socrates’s question, whether, he is "a monster more
complicated and more furious than Typhon or a gentler and simpler
creature, to whom a divine and quiet lot is given by nature" (230a2-3).
The answer is that human nature is both: complex and violent, and gentle
and divine. In the same fashion, love which isolated and fragmented the
cohesiveness of the total human experience, is now seen to coordinate
the different desires in the soul; memory which was separated from
thought, now fuses the different kinds of knowledge. Desire and

knowledge are the qualities that exemplify the human and divine aspects

37 Griswold, pp. 144-145.
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of our existence and love and memory become the ties that bind the human

and divine elements together.

In the three monologues discussed up to now the analogies are set
for the development of the themes of love, memory, and doxa, which leads
to the elevation of the individual to the level of absolute truth and
knowledge. One of the crucial differences between the two non-mythic
speeches and the palinode is language. The mythical allegory of the
palinode creates the language that allows the transmutation of thought
into abstract concepts which better serve philosophy’s political
purpose. Socrates is an enlightener. Plato provides the material by
turning to the roots of human knowledge, religion, and language which
the Master transforms into the values that breed moral and ethical
thinking. Myth provides the image which is needed to give shape not only
to a thought uttered for the first 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 of myth resembles to a kind of gesture by which we

point at things to create them.®

This dialogue’s preoccupation with rhetoric and dialectics is

fully developed in the part of the Phaedrus following the palinode. As

B 1'm thinking of the forceful opening lines of Garcia Marques’s Cien
Anos de Soledad which describe the flooding of 1ife into new village of
Macondo: "ET 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 refer to them they had to be
pointed at with the finger"].
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rhetoric becomes the focal point from now on, the topic of love falls
behind, leaving memory, which remains consistently conspicuous
throughout the work, to defend the unity of the dialogue. Love and
memory, instruments of uniting emotions and intellect, constitute the
language that moves the image toward conquering that longed-for moment
of perfection and turning it into permanence. This is the apocalypsis
that memory seeks to revive. It is the nostalgia for the perfect, for
something unchanging amid change, uncorrupted by decay. It represents
the longing of the mortal man for a moment of immortality endlessly

recreated.
d. The tale of the cicadas (258e-259d)

As already mentioned, the cicada myth is one of the two original
Platonic inventions-- the other is the myth of Theuth/Thamus. These two
myths (and the myth of the ring of Gyges) are termed "ordinary myths"
(xkoi1voi puBor) that is, simple apologues (mapadeiyuara), as they have no
speculative, or philosophical import.3° The cicada myth is rather --
but not clearly-- labeled a "myth." It is introduced by "legetai"
(25956) which points at both myth (as a story being narrated) and logos
(as a gathering together).

The cicada myth comes after an agreement between Socrates and
Phaedrus to investigate what makes effective rhetoric. It is actually

occasioned by Phaedrus’s remark that one should not bother to live if

3 see related discussion in Frutiger, p. 179, n.2
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not for the pleasure of discourse. Evoked exactly at midday, as Ferrari
observes, this tale is structurally placed at the middle of the dialogue
and "marks the transitional point between the two parts of the
dialogue,... in order to orient our reading of its curious structure--
the brusque shift, that is, from celebration of love to cerebration over
rhetoric."™® It has a function, comparable, we can say, to that of the
interlude preceding the Palinode. Both orient our reading so we can
understand and interpret better the two key passages that follow, one a
poetic speech, the other a rhetorical study.*' They do it by calling
attention to the topographic and temporal aspects of the scene: The
tall plane tree, the "shrill" song of the cicadas, the soft grass by the
I1issus brook on which the two interlocutors are lying comfortably.
After the theoretical venture of the Palinode, the dialogue returns to
its human and dramatic action. What is added to our already familiar
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 history, that is, to myth -- to

illo tempore -- which he turns when he wants to describe an experience

“ G.R.F. Ferrari, Listening to the Cicadas (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1987) pp. 25-26.

“1 See de Vries, apud 258e6-7. The "myth of the cicadas... serves as
a relaxing intermezzo. But at the same time some fun in made of Phaedrus’
philologia... Further Plato calls upon his readers to serve the Muses in
the right way."
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he wants to present as new, charging his tale with the emotional

intensity of the first time (ab origine).®

The story goes that these locusts were once men, before the

birth of the Muses, and when the Muses were born and song

appeared, some of the men were so overcome with delight that

they sang and sang, forgetting food and drink, until at last

unconsciously they died. From them the locust tribe afterwards

arose, and they have this gift from the Muses, that from the

time of their birth they need no sustenance, but sing

continually, without food or drink, until they die, when they

go to the Muses and report who honors each of them on earth

(258b6-259c7).

Socrates had just alerted Phaedrus as to the fact that the
cicadas, a censoring consciousness, were watching and hearing their
discourse, therefore, they should be careful not to doze off and keep
their dialogue intelligent and alive. The Muses that will learn of their
devotion to philosophy are Terpsichore, Calliope, and Urania, that is
the Muses concerned with thought divine and human and with music.
Philosophy is, as defined in the Palinode, the knowledge of human nature
and the soul, human and divine, and as it is to be established now, the
sweet and appropriate voicing of these thoughts for the purposes of

proper education.

Nowhere in the passage does Plato mention that the cicadas were
awarded the gift of immortality, as is'widely assumed by the readers of
this passage. The gift the Muses gave the locusts was to sustain their

physical ability to sing, and talk, and report to them, in short, to

“2 see Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, Willard R. Trask
trans., (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1959) pp. 68-70.
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speak but not necessarily to think. They were poets once led to their
death by the inability to overcome the extreme delight caused by poetry-
- and here is another Platonic jab against poets. The cicadas were not
restored by the Muses to their previous human status but accorded the
life of an inferior species with no mind. They couldn’t even choose
their next incarnation, a right that Plato gives to a virtuous soul.

The Muses chose for them their next life, a 1ife in the service of
philosophy. By reporting the good philosophers to the Muses, the locusts
make possible their reward with eternal life without the need for food
and without losing their humanity. In other words, they enable them to
transcend their human nature and death and, not depending on material
nourishment, turn into spirit. The Platonic soul is nourished just by

gazing upon truth (Bewpouoa r’dAnén rpegerair, 247d5).

The mission of the cicadas is to demonstrate what happens to man
who forgets his divine potential -- reason and self-restraint -- and
indulges in excesses. The Socratic myth exemplifies the use of reason by
juxtaposing bad poets and good philosophers. The former are abusers of
their natural gift of reason, the latter use it correctly and are
rewarded because they have honored their human and divine nature. The
ancient notion of measure as natural and moral balance that keeps the
universe together is emphasized by Plato as a product of the mind. In
the poetry of Seferis, as we will see, it is related to love which,
rather than reason is the divine quality of human nature. The myth warns

against the dangers of forgetting one’s nature, lazily relaxing the
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intellect, and against the inability to discriminate among the different

kinds of intellectual discourse.®

The themes of the first part of the dialogue --love, memory,
death and sleep, the dangers of seduction, immortality, dialectics,
unity and balance in the soul, the nature of the human soul --
summarized in the mythic hymn are reiterated in the cicada passage.
Moreover, Socrates, consistent with his strategy, tells a tale using the
language of literary tradition. His demonstration of its transformation
into philosophical language is a demonstration of doxa striving for the
best in the hands of the philosopher. A close reading of the Platonic
text, in fact, reveals a sustained intertextuality with the Homeric and
lyric tradition, meaning acquired opinion. In the same way, for
instance, that literary tradition has made familiar the image of the
winged horse and chariot, so it had associated the cicada with love and
death. In his fragment 347 the lyric poet Alcaeus recasts Hesiod’s poem
Op. 582-8 in a song about drinking and erotic desire aroused in the heat

of the day:

Wet your whistle with wine now, for the dog star, wheeling the
sky,/ brings back the summer, the time all things are parched
under the searing heat./ Now the cicada’s cry, sweet in the
leaves, shrills from beneath his wings .../ women in lush, ask
too much of their men,/ who grow lank, for the star burning
above/ withers their brains and knees.

“ Alluding also indirectly, as Ferrari has it, to the need for a
different reading of the sober analysis to follow, from the poetic and
rhetorical speeches up to now, enthusiastically accepted by Phaedrus, up
to now. See Ferrari, p. 29
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In consciously shaking off sleep, the mythical brother of death,
Phaedrus and Socrates fight the death of mental indolence and
forgetfulness (259a). Eros and thanatos appear in ancient poetry as the
two aspects of the same power.“ Erotic desire loosening the knees and
undoing the members (AvoiueAric €pwg), is a topos in epic and lyric

poetry that also describes the hero’s death in battle.*

In using these images, Plato constructs a system of economy in
which old concepts and rhetoric are rearticulated to fit his teaching.
Here is one more example of this transformation: One characteristic of
early poetry, as Vernant notes, is that it illustrates desire as pothos,
using a word which belongs to the traditional vocabulary of mourning.
Abduction by some demon "involves a shock of an irremediable absence
which is eternally mourned."® Tracing the origins of words in
Cratylos, Socrates reverses this established meaning: "... the word
ndfoc¢ (yearning) signifies that it pertains not to that which is
present, but to that which is elsewhere or absent, and therefore the
same feeling which is called Tuepo¢ when its object is present, is

called noBoc when it is absent” (420a).

% For a detailed treatment of the association of Pothos, Hypnos, and
Thanatos, see Emily Vermeule, Aspects of Death in Early Greek Art and
Poetry (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1981) pp 131-33.

% see Odyssey, 18.212; Sappho frag. 130; Archilochus frag. 118;
Alcman "Partheneion,” and Hesiod’s Theogony, 120, 911. Also Iliad 5.176,
11.579, 16.332, 21.114, 22.335.

% Jean-Pierre Vernant, "Feminine Figures of Death in Greece,"
Diacritics 16.2 (1986) 54-64.
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In the Phaedrus, the word "himeros" ([luepoc) is related to the
soul’s erotic desire, first through reference to Stesichorus of "Himera"
(Town of Desire) at 244a3, and later by the use of the pun
"himeros/meri" at 251c8 ("meri" are the particles which excite desire in
the soul). "Himeros," here, expresses the yearning of the soul for its
beloved (251c8) "when it gazes upon the beauty of the boy" (251c6), that
is, when the boy is present. With erotic desire thus identified with
the soul, Platonic love is freed from its traditionally established

pathetic kinship with death and becomes a mediator of immortality.

It is through the elements borrowed from epic and lyric poetry
formally textualized in the Phaedrus that the cicadas are identified
with the Homeric Sirens. "Aiyupdc,” or shrill (230c) is a word
associated with seduction and death. The Platonic Muses with their
shrill song (&1/¢d7fc €/80o¢ Aiyeiair... yévoc 1 Aryvwv, 237al0) can just
as easily foretell the death of the mind it succumbs to idleness. The
"shrill" (A/yupdv) song (230c2) of the cicadas, prophets of the Muses
(262d), identifies them with the Sirens (259a8) whose prophetic song
Homer calls "Aryupr doidn" (Odyssey, 12.44). Hesiod uses the word to
describe the locust pr‘oper‘.‘7 The Platonic text, and particularly
Fowler’s rendition, enhances further the Homeric analogy: "If [the
cicadas] see us conversing sailing past them, unmoved by the charm of
their Siren voices..." 258e-259a). The Sirens, who have knowledge of the
future, sing the song that glorifies and immortalizes the hero, in the

presence of the hero. They differ from the bard who also sings the

“7 Hesiod, Op. 583. See also Theognis, 939 and Iliad 14.290.
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hero’s prowess but after his death. As Odysseus, tied on the mast,
protects himself from the Sirens’ fatal seduction while enjoying alive
his immortality in their song, so Socrates and Phaedrus keeping their
mind awake, enjoy the song of the cicadas that will immortalize them by
reporting their good discourse to the Muses. The difference between
Odysseus and a rigorously trained philosopher is that the former cannot
control the unruly horse in him except by using violence against his own
body, by manacling the part of himself that would succumb to the body,
whereas the philosopher can coordinate and harmonize his desires by the
power of reason, restraint, and self-knowledge. This is the concept of
"sophrosyne," or nothing in excess (Mndsv dyav) the second of the two
commands of the oracle of Delphi with which Socrates is obsessed.
Odysseus is torn between the desires of the body that the mind strives
to control. The philosophical soul, under the guidance of reason, can
please them both at the same time, reconciling the dual nature of man’s

soul.

These intertextual analogies validate the message of the passage
of the cicadas as a revelation of the need for wakefulness against a
slavish love and the dangers of sensory experience, which can make the
spirit a slave of the body. It is also related to memory, the failure of
which resembles death. Odysseus’ mind is neutralized by sleep on two
crucial moments of his journey home: firstly upon leaving the island of
Aiolos when he cannot overcome the bodily impulse for sleep and succumbs
to it, giving his curious companions the opportunity to open the flasks

and let loose the manacled destructive aspects of nature. Secondly, when
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he falls asleep on the island of Helios and his ravenous ship-mates
slaughter and eat the god’s oxen. The hero’s characteristic struggle for
survival and homecoming consists in a constant effort to achieve a
balance between the temptation to be godlike and the need to be human.
In Plato, these opposite forces strive for harmony, which is possible

only in the perfect soul.

The struggle of the human spirit against nature’s paralyzing
charms which this myth brings to the fore is illustrated in the mature
work of the Greek Romantic poet Dionysios Solomos (1797-1857). His
major poem, "The Free Besieged,” celebrates the spirit’s victory over
matter. This poem depicts the besieged Messolonghians at the end of a
two-year hopeless defense (1825-1826) struggling in vain to break the
siege of their town by the Turks. They are exhausted from hunger and
thirst. Moreover, it is springtime when the beauty of nature and the
lust for 1:fe Tulls their souls into a sweet swoon at the very moment
when they should keep their mind vigilant and alert to fight for their
freedom. The most irresistible temptation is the sight of blond April
dancing and laughing hand in hand with Eros inviting the besieged:

Mdyeua n euoiIC¢ K1 Oveipo oTnv ouopeid Kkai xdpi,

n pavpn nErpa oAdxpuon kar ro Eepa xoprdpl’

e XTAIeC Bpuoec xuverai, pe XrAIEC YAWOOEG Kpaivel®

’Onoro¢ neBdvei onuepa XiAIe¢ QOpeEC nebaivel.

[So sweet is nature, and so fair, a dream of Heaven’s grace,

She makes the dry grass fresh and green, and gilds the rock’s

black face;

She murmurs in a thousand rills, a thousand voices sing,
He dies a thousand deaths at once who dies amid the spring!]
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The desire for life and love is the temptation to which they must
not give'in. They could save their lives by surrendering to the enemy
but this would be unworthy of free souls; they choose, instead, to
sally and die. The famous Exodos of Messolonghi in 1826 resulted in the

brutal massacre of its inhabitants. But it marked a moral victory.

To cite one more Platonic echo in Solomos, let me turn to "The
Shark," one of his latest poems, which tells of a young swimmer brought
to a state of mystical ecstasy by the harmonious beauty of nature in the
moonlight. As he swims, he becomes one with the sea and sky. Through
nature he can look into the eternal presence of God. But, just as his
mind and body are Tulled into a trance, a shark-- the menacing aspect of
nature-- strikes. The swimmer frees himself spiritually from the
enchantments of nature, for a split instant, just before he succumbs to
his wounds. But at the very moment of his death, the young man is

suddenly struck with a revelation:

Mpiv ndy’ n peyaAoyuxn nvor xapd yeuiler’
dorpaye @uc, K’ E€yvwpiosy 0 VIOC TOV €aUTO TOU’

[Before the spirit of his great soul ceases he is filled with
joy;/ light shone, and the youth knew himself;]
The fleeting vision of nature’s beauty and its mindless force becomes
the revelation of his own inner soul-- the supreme knowledge that is
acquired when spirit freed from its earthy bonds is united with the

universe.

The tale of the cicadas warns against excesses and teaches

sophrosyne. Self-restraint and a wakeful mind are needed not only to
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protect us from stupidity -- an attribute of the sleeping and the dead -
- but also to secure the individual a better life after death. This is a
promise that relieves the anxiety over the effects of time and brings a
sense of equilibrium to counteract the injustice of death. The means to
fight the matter’s tendency to take over and drive the chariot downwards
lies in keeping in mind our divine potential. The myth cautions against
relaxing the mind’s supervision over the senses. "Laborious" dialogue
and dialectics, even in the heat of a summer afternoon, will thwart the
danger. In contrast to the earlier part of the dialogue which links
"leisure (oxoArq, 228al-2, 229e4, 258e6) to the sophists’ practices, the
vocabulary now stresses "laborious” dialogue and dialectics, as
éppropriate to philosophy. Dialectics involves questioning through

dialogue and reflection.

e. The myth of Theuth/Thamus (274c-275b)

In this passage, the ends of rhetoric-- understood as education
and persuasion-- are considered. In order to express himself usefully
and effectively, man must know the truth about the things of which he
speaks or writes and find the discourse that is "suitable to each
nature."” The passage examines dialectically a tale in an attempt to
reconcile mythos and logos. The tale is offered in the form of a
dialogue within a dialogue, which marks a moving away from the

monological form of the Socratic myth.
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This "entirely original"” myth of the Phaedrus differs from all the
earlier fables in that it leaves entirely behind the theme of Tove, and
shifts to Egyptian myth, turning its back on Greek mythology. It also
dispenses with poetic speeches and adopts a more technical discourse.
Having elevated love to a perfection which excludes further development,
Plato now substitutes rhetoric for love, in a way equating them in the
philosophizing soul’s desire. As with love, logos is constantly
perfected and finally elevated through techne to the status of
episi:eme."‘8 Memory and its utility now becomes the object of a dispute
between Thamus and Theuth. The dialogue’s concealed but sustained
preoccupation with its own status as a text finally establishes Platonic

dialogue as a metalanguage of philosophical discourse.

This last myth told by Socrates, partly a Platonic invention,
reproduces a fictional dialogue taking place in Thebes. The
interlocutors are Theuth, the inventor of grammata (geometry,
arithmetic, astronomy, logismos, and writing) and Thamus, the wise royal
god of all Egypt to whom Theuth shows his inventions. When the question
comes to the invention of writing, the following conversation ensues:
Theuth: This invention, O king ... will make the Egyptians wiser and

will improve their memories; for it is an elixir of memory and
wisdom (uvriunc re ka1 oogpia¢ edpuakov) that I have discovered.

“8 Griswold distinguishes between "Episteme," and "episteme.” The
first is understood as the absolute knowledge the souls have from
contemplating the Beings, among whom the Idea Episteme, herself). It is
tied to the Forms, immortality and anamnesis. The lower case "episteme,"”
is a teachable method for the exact analysis of the soul -- a techne or
artful rhetoric -- not divine or associated with anamnesis. The two
notions described by the same word are two sides of 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
affection to ascribe to [the Egyptians] a power the opposite of
that which they possess... This invention will produce
forgetfulness (A7i@n) in the minds of those who learn to use it,
because they will not practice their memory. Their trust in
writing, produced by external characters (6:/d nioriv ypaeic
&£Ewbev) which are not part of themselves will discourage the use
of their own memory within them. You have invented an elixir not
of memory but of reminding (odxouv pviun¢ dAA’Unouvioewg
edpuakov); and you offer your pupils the appearance of wisdom
(oopiac S6kav), not true wisdom for they will read many things
without instruction and will therefore seem to know many things
(noAvyvéyovec €lvar d0Eovuoiv), when they are for the most part
ignorant (dyvdpovec) and hard to get along with, since they are
not wise, but only appear wise (d0&doogos yeyovdre¢ dvril oogdv)
(274c-275b).

Before we can deal with the text of this dialogue-within-a-

dialogue, however, I would 1ike to look briefly into the origins of this

myth and speculate on the possible reasons for Plato’s interest in it.

The characters of the myth are truly Egyptian, but the myth’s
originality lies in the invention of the story and the contents of the
dialogue of its characters, not the characters themselves.*’ Theuth --
who is also mentioned very briefly in the Philebus -- is the Egyptian
Hermes, called by the Egyptians "the scribe of the gods," "lord of the

divine word," and "writer of truth."*® Thamus -- the name is coined by

“ See Frutiger, p. 233, n2: "Sans doute, les personnages de ce mythe
sont réellement égyptiens, soit Thamus ... dieu déja connu d’'Hérodote
(I1,42); soit Theuth, en qui les Egyptiens révéraient, sous le nom de
Thoth, 1’inventeur de la législation, des arts, des sciences et de
1’éctiture... Mais 1’histoire elle-méme -- les reproches que Thamus
adresse a Theuth -- est sdrement une pure invention de Platon.”

0 For the relationship between Thoth or Theuth, Hermes Trismegistus,
Plato, and Neoplatonism, see Frances Yates's Giordano Bruno and the
Hermetic Tradition, pp. 2-3, and 131. Thoth represents "Egyptian truth,"”
says Yates, magical truth (p.239).
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Plato -- is Ammon, an Egyptian deity identified with Ra, and represented
as a ram. His oracle at the oasis in the Libyan desert rivalled the
oracles of Delphi and Dodona. This archetypal, so to speak, myth,
featuring animal-gods, goes beyond phonetic alphabets and the written
image of sound to the representation of an idea, as depicted by the
ideographic system of Egyptian script, in favor of which Thamus refuses
to accept the inventor’s "modern" alphabetical script. Thamus’ wisdom
illustrates the spontaneous human reaction to anything extramental that
enfeebles thinking and weakens memory. Anamnesis is the noetic function
that keeps the mind alive. Without it, the soul loses its knowledge and
the potential for immortality, the ability to perceive the atemporal

from inside ephemeral time.

A close reading of the passage above would better explain the
Platonic concept of memory at this stage. Its task is to help
internalize external knowledge through the technology of writing and
thus transform writing into a useful reminder. As he did with the oral

tradition, Socrates is now teaching the right use of memory in writing.

The exchange of arguments between Theuth and Thamus, above, is
characterized by a series of oppositions emphasized through paronomasia
and echo, as for example:

Arién/uvijun/dnduvnoic - (lethe/mneme/hypomnesis): forgetfulness/
memory/ reminding

ueAErn/duciernoia - (melete/ameletesia): study/lack of study

£&wBev/évdoBsy - (exothen/endothen) :from outside/ from within

oo¢iac d0a-doEdoogoi/oopoi - (sophias doxa-doxosophoi/sophoi):

appearance of wisdom/those who appear wise/wise.

noAvyveuovec/dyviyovec - (polygnomones/agnomones): polymaths/

ignorant.
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These oppositions emphasize the difference.between appearance and
reality. Memory is opposed to forgetfulness and wrong use of reminders,
wisdom to the appearance of wisdom, education to the impression of
knowledge. In short they stress the antithesis between internal and
external. True knowledge comes from a virtuous soul but with the help of
education whéreas false knowledge is acquired externally without
instruction (dvev d:1dayic). It re-articulates and reforms the
definitions of acquired opinion and mechanical memory in terms of
writing. Memory alone is not wisdom. As knowledge is not achieved
without memory, so memory cannot function without knowledge. To Theuth
who equates memory with wisdom (in discovering writing, he says, he has
found the pharmakon of memory and wisdom), Thamus replies that writing
can only serve as a reminding of knowledge, not a pharmakon of memory;
for letters are external signs and not part of the soul. Writing is a
skill, techne, (he calls Theuth "technikotatos" (229e6-7, 275b7), the
art of collection and division, which is inferior to episteme. Episteme
is achieved through anamnesis, the fusing together of the activity of
thinking and the nostalgic emotion for virtue. Writing can be
acceptable, Plato, implies, if it becomes part of the human soul and
helps education. The goal of questioning through dialectics is to
inscribe "the word [of him who knows] with intelligence in the mind
(yuxq) of the learner, ([Adyoc] Oc uper’€nioriqunc ypdeerai €v 1 rou
uavl@dvovroc yuxj (276a). Logos internalized retains simultaneously
external and internal characteristics. Behind its visual appearance,

there is its true form: knowledge of the soul.
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By serving to remind, writing immortalizes the thought it is
recording. This involves the reader without whom writing, and the
Platonic dialogue, is dead. The epigraph on Midas’s tomb exemplifies
this:

A bronze maiden am I; and I am placed upon

the tomb of Midas.
So long as water runs and tall trees put forth
Teaves,

Remaining in this very spot upon a much lamented tomb, 5

I shall declare to passers by that Midas is buried here;’!

The voice of the statue of a bronze maiden is animated by the
written epitaph, but turning to life cannot be achieved without the
response of those passing by. As Burger suggests, the epitaph points to
the desired immortality and immutability sought in the activity of
writing, but the condition for the fulfiliment of that desire seems to
require the seemingly impossible convergence of the dead written word

2 |ike Lysias’s speech, Midas’s

and the living presence of its reader.
inscription remains a group of external, dead words without a human
voice to turn them alive. This is an allusion, of course, to the text
we are actually reading, which poses as dialogue. Rather than bluntly
reject writing, to which Platonic discourse owes its existence, Socrates
is warning against the wrong kind of writing and using it as a reminder

against what is mechanic and foreign to human nature. The way

Stesichorus and Socrates were capable of perceiving the true image

! These lines are quoted by Dionysus Laertius, who gives credit to
the poet Simonides for citing the poem as evidence for the belief that
"all things fall short of the might of the gods." See Ronna Burger,
Plato’s Phaedrus: A Defense of a Philosophic Art of Writing, pp. 28, 133
n.33.

52 1bid, pp. 28 & 133.
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behind the eidolon of Helen, the reader should be educated to search for

the idea behind the words and, like them, see the light.

The verb "anagignosko," compounded of a preposition and a verb
(dvd +yi1yviéokw), means to read and also to know again, as through a
process of recognition, or anagnorisis. This is what the two
interlocutors do in recognizing and defining their ideas (228e7, 230e5,
234d5). The verb yryvdokw is frequently evoked throughout the Platonic
dialogues. To know yourself (/vd8: o’aurdv), as the Delphic command
urges, is the individual’s highest aspiration; In Socratic thought
"gignoskein yourself" is identified with the awareness of ignorance, the

3

true and only knowledge Socrates admits to possess.s There is a third

kind of knowledge, Griswold argues, "that one might call "gnosis" and

u54

that characterizes, in my view, ‘self-knowledge. The purpose of

"gignoskein" in Platonic discourse is superior to "epistasthai.”
Episteme, Griswold goes on to say, is in the potential of the gods,
whereas gnosis "is worked out in the existential context of dialogue"

and is closer to "what it is to be human."®

3 In Apology (23b) Socrates identifies it as the greatest human
wisdom. Socrates’ love of wisdom allows him to recognize the playfulness
of writing.

% Griswold, Self-Knowledge..., p. 261

55 "Is there a sense of self-knowledge that tells us ‘what it is to
be human’ without transforming the soul into a special type of 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 culture and into pre-Greek myth, Plato
can claim to use the language of a tradition other than his own, which
is rid of the cultural preconceptions and metaphors. In choosing a
visual representation to describe the form of the soul, Socrates was
also choosing an ideographic system which declares independence from the
externality of the inscribable sign. The juxtaposition of Greece and
Egypt, according to Burger is suggestive of the antithesis between
alphabetical writing as a combination of particles to represent logos,
on the one hand, and Egyptian hieroglyphic writing using symbols, each
of which constitutes a meaningful whole, on the other.®® The myth of
Theuth/Thamus attempts a return to the origins of language and of human
thought, beyond historical and cultural constraints, to start again the

teaching of new ideas with a tabula rasa and a new vocabulary.

In his quest for language, Plato needs the reader to divide and
collect the proliferating semantic and formal equivalences, solemn,
ironic, or playful, poetic or technical, which the text endlessly
reproduces. He invites his reader to discover true knowledge as the
philosopher reveals it. The revelation transpires in the process of
reading and lies in the paradox of a "dialogue" verbally delivered by
Socrates who does not write, and written by Plato who does not speak.
The cause of the dialogue’s preoccupation with the relation between oral
tradition and writing should perhaps be sought in Socrates’s and Plato’s
own historical context in four and fifth century Athens and the impact

of new technology on older tradition.

36 Burger, Plato’s Phaedrus..., pp. 22, 91.
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3. ISOCRATES AND SOCRATES

The Phaedrus ends with the sudden introduction of Isocrates into
the dialogue. The introduction by Socrates of the young orator comes
playfully as the final revelation of the dialogue. Plato ends his work
by emphasizing the revelation of self-knowledge, "Truth,” and balance as

the achievement of the art of dialectics.

The text first returns the reader to the topic of prophecy.
Prophecy, encompassing the entire range of expression and communication,
of reading and deciphering, -has been one of the persistent echoes of
this dialogue. The frequent evoking of the two oracles -- the more
primitive oracle of Dodona where prophetic utterance came in the sound
of the words of the oak (275b7) and the Delphic gramma involving the
participatory activity of decoding, establishes hearing and reading as
the two components of prophecy and revelation. It is Apollo, combining
the poet, the seer, and the spirit that the text seems to worship now.
Socrates making poetic myths, after all, ends up being not only a
prophet but also a poet.57 The art of prophecy (mantike), which
through a Socratic pun, at 244c2-5, was likened to the madness of love
(manike), is established early in the text as “the noblest of arts"
which is the philosopher’s goal to achieve. It is identified with self-
knowledge. When the Boreas myth was evoked Socrates had remarked: I am

not yet (o nw) able, as the Delphic inscription has it, to know myself"

7 He admits the role of the poet in shaping the moral character of
the children by making myths (Republic, 378e).
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(229e6-7). The anticipatory "nw,” meaning yet, creates expectations
which the text satisfies later when an inner prophetic voice of madness,
the Socratic daemonion, makes him suddenly aware that he is "a seer, not
a very good one, but ... good enough for his own purposes" (242c6-8). We
see Socrates finally turn into a prophet foretelling (uavrevoua:) that
Isocrates will be able to realize his inner philosophizing gifts, as he
is led by a divine impulse that will distinguish him from all the
others: "a more divine impulse will lead him to greater things; for ...
something of philosophy is inborn in his mind" (279a-b). This is the
message that the master sends to his companion (&raipov) Isocrates. It
establishes Socrates as a wise prophet and Isocrates as a philosopher;
and comes right after the two interlocutors have agreed that the highest
epithet that befits God alone is "wise" whereas "philosopher" comes

next, followed by "poet."

Scholars have struggled to find reasons to justify Plato’s
enlisting of Isocrates among the dramatis personae of the dialogue. They
cite Socrates’s liking for him (he was nine years older than Piato), the
younger man’s anti-sophistic oratory, his known gift of divine prophecy,
his praise for Helen in his Encomium to Helen, and a possible common
link with Pythagoras, whom Isocrates appears to have described in his
Busiris as the first to introduce philosophy from Egypt to the

Greeks.’® Other commentators infer that Isocrates’ philosophy was very

58 Charles H. Khan, "Pythagorean Philosophy before Plato," The Pre-
Socratics, Alexander P.D. Mourelatos ed., (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, [1974] 1993) p. 164. Jebb adds another equally weak
explanation: [socrates taste for mixing mythical subject matter with
everyday matters as well as political and moral issues, a method Socrates
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different from the one Socrates was advocating.®® Still, are these
qualifications adequate for Socrates to identify with Isocrates? The
suggestion of their 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 Tanguage. The way Plato
used a pun-name (Pharmacea) to establish the relation with pharmakon, so
he ends with the euristic invocation of Isocrates mainly because it
echoes Socrates. The name of Isocrates differs from that of Socrates
only by its prefix "Iso-" signifying "equal" or "even." Isocrates,
therefore, becomes linguistically "equal to Socrates." Plato, in fact,
does what he did with love, which moves from a conflict between the
strong and the weaker and a lower conception of eros to an even-powered
symbiotic partnership between equals. This brings together the concepts
of equality, justice, and Truth, which in Pre-Socratic thought are
alternate expressions for balance and equilibrium, as I will discuss

more extensively in the next chapter.“’The idea of equality is

favors. R.C. Jebb, Attic Orators from Antiphon to Isaeos, Vol. 11 (New
York: Russell & Russell, 1962) pp. 55, 105-106. See also "Platon et
Isocrate," Revue des Etudes grecques, Vol. I, No. 1 (1888), (Paris: E.
Leroux) pp. 49-60.

9 Griswold, Self-Knowledge 287; de Vries, Commentary 15-18; Burger,
Plato’s Phaedrus.

® In defining dikaiosyne, Plato rejects the current meaning of the
word and reconstructs it according to inner life. In his Republic (also
sub-titled "On Justice,") dikaiosyne is f1na11y defined after several
attempts as follows:

Dikaiosyne pertains to the inner action not the outer, to oneself
and to the elements of the self, restricting the specific
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fundamental to the doctrine of "Truth" in the thought of Parmenides.
"Truth" is understood as distributive foov foovouia, equality in
apportionment. As Mourelatos argues, the real is /[oov, ‘equal,’ in so
far as it is duofov, 'alike,’ or self-contained, self-congruent, and
self-consistent. If one were to speak of the real as ‘just,’ the
appropriate definition of this term would have to be obtained from Plato
or from a rationalist -- it fulfills its own appointed role." The
sameness (dpofov, [loov) of Parmenides’ "Truth," concludes Mourelatos, is
reflexive rather than distributive; it is nothing short of identity,

unity, total integration."®

The sudden emergence of Isocrates as an equal to Socrates, seals
the series of concealments and disguises of characters and discourses
and wittingly establishes Socrates as an hierophant of the art of
mantike, the "noblest of arts" which represents the philosopher’s
highest achievement. It parallels the growth of eros into manike, a
higher form of love. The fact, of course, that 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 self to their respective roles, forbidding
the types in the psyche to get mixed up in one another’s
business; requiring a man to make a proper disposition of his
several properties and to assume command of himself and to
organize himself and become a friend of himself... becoming in
all respects a single person instead of many.

61 See Alexander P.D. Mourelatos, "The Deceptive words of Parmenides’
"doxa," The Pre-Socratics, P.D. Mourelatos ed. (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, [1974] 1993) p. 339. In this context, see also Gregory
Viastos, "Equality and Justice in Early Greek Cosmologies," Classical
Philology 42 (1947), pp. 162ff.

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



76
ending the dialogue in an unresolved tension between words and context.
The Socrates/Isocrates pun thus seems to point to language and its

ambiguous nature, both suggestive and subversive.
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4. CONCLUSIONS

The study of the monological recitals, myths, and interludes that
connect and unite the speeches of the Phaedrus, leads to the following

conclusions:

The dialogue is structured in two parts, the first dominated by
the subject of love, the second by the theme of rhetoric. Memory is one
of the themes which most effectively than anything else contribute to
the disputed unity of the dialogue. It is its central theme, first
connected with love, then with rhetoric. The linking ring is
intelligence inherent in memory; this is the force that elevates man

beyond the bestial condition.

Beginning with an effort 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. Different kinds of love emerge before our
eyes: Selfish and one-sided love ends up in "divine erotic madness." The
study of the latter leads to the conclusion that the human soul responds
to external stimuli by developing inner activity. What this proves is
that creative love possesses a force comparable to self-movement, which
enables it to transcend its human limitations. Memory also functions in
an analogous way: The soul of man is partly human, partly divine, since
it possesses self-motion. From its different incarnations it has
acquired knowledge of the Forms (all human souls have seen God, even for

a split moment) but this supreme knowledge is forgotten as a consequence
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of time and human weakness. The soul, however, has the potential to
retain this knowledge, if its divine nature is respected and maintained
through education. It is this power coming from the soul’s divine nature
that makes it immortal. Memory and love nourish the soul and make its
wings grow enabling its journey towards the limits of the sky in search

of God.

To say all this -- what is human nature, how we feel and think,
how we talk about what we feel and think, and how we deal with time and
mortality -- the philosopher needs a metaphilosophical language to talk

~ about new philosophical concepts which cannot be expressed in words
already burdened with the metaphors of history. His answer, by
necessity, has to move to "mythos." While logos is the rational
expression of man, mythos is more fit for human discourse when the
poet’s world cannot be explained rationally. The Platonic myth fuses the
rational and the irratioﬁa], the definite and the ambiguous; it makes it
possible for new ideas to be expressed and for the greatest story ever
told -- the story of the soul’s immortality -- to be taught to the
uninitiated. Socrates’s reluctance to admit that he knows reflects the
impact of the Pre-Socratics on Plato. The proclaimed Socratic inability
to know in the face of change is related to the Heraclitean flux,
whereas the knowledge with which he tyrannizes his young interlocutors
emanates from the Pérmenidian conviction of 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 of aporia, the Socratic irony, and that
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irresolvable inconsistency that constantly marks the tension between the

surface of the text and its context.

Having touched upon major questions -- such as humgn nature, the
nature and immortal intelligence of the soul, what is god, what is
philosophy, self-knowledge and absolute truth -- the dialogue enters its
second part, which is interested in preserving that precious
intelligence and the mind that will elevate man to a god-like status.
After warning against the dangers of stupidity that destroys memory and
the knowledge it preserves, the dialogue moves on to its final theme
concerning the purpose of rhetoric and the way writing -- the technology
of the word -- should be utilized for the benefit of philosophical
thought. This part is concerned with the fear that writing will weaken
memory. The question is how we can internalize writing minimizing the
dangers of the written word and transforming external knowledge into
"knowledge written in the soul." The way memory and love are transformed
into inner activities, so writing should become a property of the soul.
Plato is not condemning writing; he is defending it against Socrates and

his censoring, critical consciousness.
The dialogue thus moves through parallel transformations toward a

progressive movement that reveals the possibility of human perfection.

The diagram that follows will illustrate this moral progress better.
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IJnitial stage Progress marked Final stage
Acquired opinion (doxa) Techne/episteme Episteme, gnosis
(self- knowledge)
Epithymia Divine erotic madness Longing for the
Beings, Sophrosyne
Mechanical memory Anamnesis Absolute knowledge
Monological recitals Dialogue (dialegesthai) True knowledge
Writing as mere reminder Reminder of what we know Knowledge written
(remembering correctly) in the soul

These ideas have evolved from an initially unphilosophical state
to the highest level of their perfection, which represents the
philosopher’s quest: self-knowledge and Sophrosyne that define the moral
pérfection of the human soul. The full ascent of the perfect soul
actually ends in a contemplation of the motionless and immutable Ideas:
Justice, Sophrosyne, and Knowledge. This is the meaning of the
experience of a moment outside the conceivable limits of space and time,

or temporal duration that is subject to change and physical decline.

Plato is laboring to achieve here an act of resurrecting in the
human soul the belief that man is capable of action lying beyond his
limitations. This belief alleviates the anxiety that makes the future
unexciting in view of our absence from it and arrests all effort crucial
to social progress. In Platonic thought, myth, memory, and love are used
toward creating this moment of relief, this sense of balance that weighs
the futility of human existence against man’s desire to see himself as
part of a larger scheme in the cosmos, where the physical and moral

order of things is secured by a self-regulating and balancing mechanism.
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On the other hand, Plato tones down the seriousness of his
utterances by acknowledging the indeterminacy and ambiguity lurking
behind what Socrates says in the dialogue, the genre Plato has invented
for the purpose of enjoying this freedom. What the inconclusiveness of
the Socratic utterances suggests is the author’s guarded attitude toward
a feared clash between the dogmaticism of philosophy and the
impossibility of defending metaphysical "truths" without being dogmatic.
This way Plato, through the persona of Socrates, satisfies the duality
of his own position: his belief in knowledge and at the same time in the
impossibility of knowing; the ultimate knowledge is in fact the
knowledge of ignorance. In the Phaedrus, the paradox results from the
dia]ogue'é ironic self-reflection on its own character as a product of

writing.

By means of a series of revelations, Plato unveils the soul’s
elevation to perfection through the parallel purgation of myth, love,
and memory. Plato’s enigmatic use of the Socrates/Isocrates paronomasia
with which, significantly, he ends this dialogue, may be pointing to two
things: the Parmenidian equality, another name for justice, as the
objective of his philosophy; or -- and I think this is more likely -- he
is cé1ling attention to the indeterminacy of language which subverts

dogmatic answers to life’s unanswerable questions.
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II. GEORGE SEFERIS

1. INTRODUCTION

Seferis’s poetry also grows out of contemporary man’s
preoccupation with time and his desire to grasp something permanent in a
changing world. The poet tries to answer this time-honored human need,
which is even more intensely felt in our times, by using the language of
myth, memory, and love as a vehicle for emotion. Memory and love are in
Seferis’s poetry the emotional language that leads to wholeness, human
dignity, and potential for moral elevation. They can endure through time
and defeat it. Love is the soul’s creative ability that makes life
tolerable; memory an example of the way love can be preserved and
history transformed into knowledge. Seferis’s plea for an "authentic
life" is essentially a plea for the revival of our forgotten potential
for feeling and a correct use of memory, both stified in an emotionally
sterile world. Fragmentation, doubt, our tendency to forget, and the
injustice of death are the agonizing issues the poet evokes using a
simple language in a complex network of symbols. Seferis’s poetry is a
"humble art" that strives to express the most complex thought in the
simplest possible language, unadorned.and stripped from the rhetorical

ornaments of the past.
The poet’s argument sums up man’s struggle against time and

change. The human soul, he postulates, has an immortal quality: the

ability to love -- a concept that goes, in fact, back to Plato. If we
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can acknowledge this divine trait of our mortal nature, in other words,
if we can resurrect love in our soul, we will defeat time related to
change and decay, the time of the clocks and calendars. The act of
recognizing that there is a part in us which change cannot touch will
relieve man’s existential anxiety and make life more rewarding. This
"truth" is presented as a revelation under the bright Greek light,
symbol of knowledge. It coincides with a privileged, eniarged "Moment”
in which time appears to stop. This is the "miracle" which the poet
creates in words which stop, for a moment only, the devastating flow of
temporal duration -- a moment of immortality created through poetic

logos.

Seferis’s poetry seems to have received its impetus from the
Imagist movement and its impact on modern Anglo-American poetry.62 "An
’image’" wrote Pound, the leading theoretician of Imagism, "is that
which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of
time."® Elaborating on the implications of Pound’s definition, which
helped him to formulate his "spatial form theory," Frank posits:

An image is defined not as a pictorial reproduction but as a

unification of disparate ideas and emotions into a complex

presented spatially in an instant of time. Such a complex does not
proceed discursively, in unison with the laws of language, but

€ pound’s comment on a poem by H.D. regarding the "laconic speech of
the Imagists" describes Seferis poetic diction: "Objective -- no slither--
direct -- no excess of adjectives, etc. No metaphors that won’t permit
examination -- It’s straight talk--straight as the Greek!" See Hugh
Ken;:r, The Pound Era (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971)
p.174.

¢ Ezra Pound, Make It New (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1935)
p. 336
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strikes the reader’s sensibility with an instantaneous impact.
Pound stresses this aspect by adding, in the next paragraph, that
only an instantaneous presentation of such compiexes gives "that
sense of sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits
and space limits; that sense of sudden growth which we experience
in the presence of the greatest works of art.

This moment of freedom from time is tantamount to moving outside

ephemeral time to replunge into it the next moment.

The revelation the poet attempts comes as a result of the
recognition that human life is defined by the duality of things on which
the order of the world depends. It is the principle that preserves the
natural order in the cosmos, in spite of us, and in defiance of our vain
efforts to understand it, that the poet is acknowledging. It is the
strife of opposite tensions that finally secures the balance that holds
the world together and makes our transition into the "other life," when
we are called to pay our "debt" to time, a kind of resurrection. The
conscious awareness of this higher example of balance of which man
partakes brings a feeling of "galini,” or serenity, a key word in the
poetry of Seferis. This is the only quest, a modest quest, contemporary

man can have.

Like the human ability to love, memory is related to the senses
and the mind which the poet evokes in terms of emotion. Homer invoked

Mnemosyne, the mother of the Muses, to immortalize in song the heroes

& Joseph Frank, The Idea of Spatial Form (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 1991) p. 11. The agricultural fair scene of Madame
Bovary is cited as an example of the process in which three levels of
discourse spatially presented are united and the broken continuity of the
narrative is restored in a simultaneous-interplay of meanings.
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and their feats. Operating simultaneously in the present and in the
past, memory has the ability to move in an out of time and recapture
lost moments of experience. It can preserve the self’s wholeness and
sense of continuity and identity. What brings our profoundest memory
alive, says the poet, is language "the éxpression that ripens in the
depth of the soul, there, where feeling and mind meet on a word and
charge it with emotion." This language of emotion is the language of
poetry.65 Seferis seeks, to fuse, simultaneously, contemporary man’s
scattered self and to grasp a total glimpse of disintegrated Hellenism
in an unbroken continuity. In a country like Greece language and
landscape are inseparable from the deep and enduring historical memory

of a long culture.

Love is man’s ability to use his innate potential for feeling and
thus keep the senses alive, whereas memory is the means of recalling
this past experience, personal and historical, and learning from it.
Memory enables us to talk with the dead. The gramophones, the stones,
and the mutilated marble statues are examples of our struggle to
communicate with a part of us that has sunk into oblivion. They
constitute models of resistance against time and decay, expressions of
memory reaching back into the past to recapture a lost emotion,

expressions of wholeness.

5 seferis, Dokimes B, p. 170. Seferis’s two volumes of essays will
be referred to, from hereon, as Dokimes A’ and B’. A number of these
essays were transiated by Rex Warner and Th. D. Frangopoulos in the
volume: George Seferis: On the Greek Style: Selected Essays in Poetry and
Hellenism (Boston: Little Brown and Co., 1966).
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Memory and love, like everything else in the poetry of Seferis,
exemplify the strife of opposites that secures balance, a mechanism
envisioned first 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 refers, most of the
time, to 1ove that is debased, calculated, and wasted. Man commits
hubris against it. Similarly, in spite of its ability to sustain
continuity and eternilize experience, human memory appears defenseless
against pain: We willfully repress and avoid what is painful to
remember. If we restore memory and lTove to their pure, uncorrupted
state, we will have defeated decay. Love, exhorts the poet, should not
be debased and memory should be used according to the lessons of the
past. In fact, Seferis evokes here the Platonic anamnesis, the
internalized memory of the soul leading to self-knowledge. If we can
keep memory uncorrupted, in Seferis’s words "if we can remember
correctly,” we will be able to keep in mind our responsibility in
allowing the self’s fragmentation to happen. In short, we should learn
to respect the immortal qualities of the soul, the only ones that can

raise human beings "a little higher."

The tension between contraries constitutes the rhetoric which
expresses, obsessively in Seferis’s poetry, humanity’s ageless quest for
equilibrium. A1l of Seferis’s symbols are dual symbols existing as a
result of their inherent oppositions, and striving for equilibrium. The

light is "black and angelic," the snakes are incarnations of betrayal,
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yet they make passionate love; the rose is a symbol of harmony and
passion, yet it wounds with its thorns; blood is life but is also
associated with violence. Both are parts of our nature; "The first
thing God made is love, then comes blood / and the thirst for blood /
roused by / the body’s sperm as by salt" ("Stratis the Sailor Among the
Agapanthoi”). Memory, love, light, blood, justice, the sea, the rose,
the statues, the swans and the angels, are symbols nesting their
opposites and striving for equilibrium.  Like Plato, Seferis seeks an
answer in the opposites within the concepts and symbols that define 1ife
and the human soul according to a higher system of order that the Pre-

Socratics have called "justice."

Seferis’s poetry works through an intricate network of symbols
tightly interwoven into the fabric of myth and contemporary history.
One of the distinct functions of literary myth, which Seferis uses
intertextually, is to awaken the profound memory which charges language
with emotion. In a country like the poet’s own, where the layers of
historical memory reach great depths, myth and history, present in the
same enduring landscape and the same language that have prevailed
through the centuries, become metonymies of memory and constitute the
natural language of 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 of universal truths still found in

& Since for Seferis the analogy with the human dimension is Greece,
this is better understood if one considers the history and endurance of
the Greek language, a language with deep roots spoken by a people with
deep historical memory.
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the spoken language and in the Greek landscape.®” Through the words of
his native tongue that time has hardly touched, the poet defeats time.
He exploits the emotional component of myth to enhance the impact of the

language of poetry, the language of emotion.

George Seferis (1900-1972), poet, essayist, novelist, and critic,
winner of the 1963 Nobel prize for literature, is among Greece’s
foremost writers. The most important intellectual of his generation,

Seferis is also responsible for revolutionizing modern Greek poetry.68

A brief reference to Seferis’s major works will familiarize my

readers with the poems I shall be discussing and their place in the

¢ Derrida sees the eruption of myth as an unconscious effect of
return counteracting the "violence of writing." Of Grammatology, trans.
G.C.Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press [1974], 1976) p. 37.

¥ I'm referring to the so-called "Generation of the Thirties,"
writers mostly from Anatolia who matured between 1930 and 1940" and shared
the personal experience of consecutive wars and particularly the horror of
the Asia Minor Disaster in 1922. They also shared the belief that Greek
literature should move away from the narrow nationalistic concerns of the
past and open up to European influence. See Mario Vitti, H levid rou
Tpidvra [The Generation of the Thirties]. Athens: Hermes, 1989, p. 46 and
passim; also see George Theotocas’s Free Spirit, considered as the
"Manifesto" of this generation.

Seferis, who was born and grew up in Smyrna, experienced the loss both
of a fatheriand and the memories of a childhood, both swallowed by the
flames that destroyed Snyrna in 1922. For the relation of the literature
of that period to history see Thomas Doulis, Disaster and Fiction: Modern
Greek Fiction and the Impact of the Asia Minor Disaster of 1922 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1977).
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Seferian corpus.69 "Turning Point," the poet’s earliest important work,
is a collection of poems published in 1932 and has been characterized as
a real turning point in Greek poetry. It introduced-rhymed poems
composed in the manner of the French Symbolists, in an unadorned
language, and making little or no use of ancient mythology. The
collection includes his longer lyrical work Erotikos Logos, which more
thap anything else bears the influence of Valéry and of "poésie pure,"”
but it also echoes Erotokritos, Vincenzo Kornaros’s verse romance.’
Like Erotokritos, "Erotikos Logos" is written in the traditional 15-
syllable meter of the Greek ballads. "The Cistern” (1932) a rather
obscure poem in iambic pentameter bearing, again, the influence of
Valéry, and especially of his "Cimetiére marin," introduces the
leitmotif of a desiccated world dying in our soul and around us. A
second, and more important turning point came with "Mythistorema"
(1935), a sequence of twenty-four lyrical and dramatic unities in the
pattern of the Homeric epics, using for the first time free verse and
the modern techniques of Eliot (particularly The Waste Land) and Pound.

In the interwar period, Seferis published the collections Book of

¢ For all Seferis’s poems I will be using the Keeley /Sherrard
translation. See George Seferis: Collected Poems, trans., ed., and
introduced by Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1967). Other translations from the Greek original are
mine.

™ Erotokritos is a seventeenth-century heroic verse romance of 10,052
Tines, of the Cretan Renaissance, written in Crete by Vincenzo Kornaros
and is considered a milestone in the history of Greek 1literature.
Inspired by the oral tradition, it employs the traditional
"depentasyllabos" --an iambic line of fifteen-syllables with a caesura
after the eighth syllable and two main accents, one on the sixth or eighth
syllable and one on the fourteenth. This meter, called also "political
meter," is traced back directly at least to the Byzantine period and is
the dominant form of Greek folk poetry.
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Exercises and Logbook I, the second including "The King of Asine," one
of his most important poems constructed on Homeric allusions. The next
collection, Logbook II (1944), comprises poems written during the poet’s
exile in the Middle East, where he fled with the Greek government during
the German occupation. In "Thrush" (1947), a longer Eliotian poem
marking a breakthrough in the poet’s work, the clash between myth and
history reaches an impasse, but is resolved in the prediction, for the
first time, of an apocalyptic vision of truth. The poems of the
collection Logbook III (1953-1955), characterized by a greater clarity,
precision, and directness, mark the apex of Seferis’s artistic
evolution. It contains poems written in Cyprus between 1953 and 1955.
Seferis’s last collection Three Secret Poems, published in 1966, is
characterized by mystical and cryptic overtones presenting a harmonious

synthesis of the great oppositions that govern the world and man.

Seferis’s poetry has been widely translated, but translation often
mutes its cryptic and complex symbolism. As his translators E. Keeley
and Ph. Sherrard observe, "the combination of the modes of everyday
speech with the forms and rhythms of traditional usage," which creates
the effect of both density and economy, is hard for the foreign reader
to appreciate.71 As for the poet’s original Greek, Seferis uses only
those words which have survived through time in a long tradition and
have come to express the poet’s personal experiences. He has managed in

this way to hone the modern Greek language, after its endless adventures

n George Seferis, Collected Poems, ix.
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and abuses, "into what perhaps may be the purest and leanest of modern

Greek idioms.”

Before I attempt a look into Seferis’s poems, I will discuss the
relevance of the concept of justice as envisaged by the Pre-Socratics

and Aeschylus that permeates Seferis’s thought.

2 kimon Friar. Modern Greek Poetry: From Cavafis to Elytis (Simon and
Schuster: New York 1973) p. 72.

A note on the long history and idiosyncracy of the modern Greek
language is necessary, I think, at this point. Modern Greek literature had
long been plagued by the scourge of diglossia -- the simultaneous
existence of two forms of language: the "katharevousa" (puristic) and the
"demotic" (virtually the latest version of the Hellenic and Byzantine
Koine.) But although "demotike" was the language spoken by the people
without interruption since Hellenistic times, it was "katharevousa" that
held the title of the official language for writing for 200 years. In
fact, it was an artificial language using vocabulary from the spoken
language, forms and words from classical Greek, and grammar from the
Western languages, particularly the French. This was seen as a way to
"purify" and "embellish" the spoken language and was chosen by Adamantios
Korais (1748-1833) as the "middle road" during the period of the Greek
Enlightenment preparing the 1821 Revolution, to promote education and save
the language from the excesses of Atticism (a tendency traced back to the
Byzantine scholars to recreate the attic dialect of classical antiquity).
The demotic 1language, by contrast, had only sustained changes in
pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar that resulted naturally from its
long usage during the centuries and the successive invasions of foreign
cultures the country had suffered. Demotiki was the living idiom of the
folk tradition and poetry, but due to four centuries of Ottoman domination
(1453-1821) it had remained undeveloped grammatically and stylistically
and therefore was unsuitable for literature. After passionate wars over
the language issue between the "purists" and the "demoticists," the
demotic language became finally the medium of Greece’s best modern poetry,
starting with its national poet Dionysios Solomos. It was only recently
that it was deepened further and perfected by the poets Seferis and
Elytis. Demotic Greek was declared the official language both for speaking
and writing only as recently as 1976.
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2. THE POETICS OF SEFERIS

Seferis’s poetry and poetics owes a great deal to many influences.
The poet found his mature voice in the technology and free spirit of the
West, particularly the French Symbolists, T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound,
which he fused with the cultural inheritance and Tandscape of his own
country. But his thought was also shaped through his identification with
a number of literary, mythical, and historical figures and ideas, such
as Homer and Odysseus, Pre-Socratic thought, the ancient tragedians,
Dante, Don Quixote, the Greek folk tradition, General Makryannis, and
his compatriot poets Sikelianos, Kar‘yotakis73 and Cavafy.™ "I am a
stubborn man," writes the poet to his friend Katsimbalis, "who, for
twenty years now, has not stopped saying again and again the same
things; things that are not even his."™ The poet’s tragic view of
reality is enhanced by his immersion into the Greek culture and its

history which he lived conscientiously, with a sense of responsibility

7 The poetry of Nikos Karyotakis (1896-1928) had an impelling impact
upon the young intellectuals of his generation, mainly because of his
pessimistic vision of the function of the poet who is unable to express
himself and his time. This obsession, together with the boredom and
futility of everyday life --like Seferis he was a public servant -- led
him to commit suicide at the age of thirty-two.

7 It took Seferis a long time to appreciate Cavafy’s poetry because
he could not understand how the latter’s anti-poetic language could convey
emotion. ‘Later he saw that it was Cavafy’s dramatic style that conveyed
emotion. See Seferis, "Cavafy and Eliot: A Comparison," On the Greek
Style, p. 121-161 and in Dokimes A', p. 17-46.

> Seferis, "A Staging of the Thrush," Dokimes B’, p. 56
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and guilt.76 Since history was too close to the poet to be presented
objectively, he seeks in classical mythology the dramatic personae that
would provide the necessary distance. I will begin discussing the poetic
of Seferis by focusing on the Pre-Socratic and Aeschylean concept of
justice. Then, I will examine the poet’s use of myth, the influence of
French Symbolism and of modernist poets, and the impact of contemporary

Greek history that shaped Seferis thought and formed his language.

a. The ancient concept of Justice

The ancient concept of justice has provided Seferis with a model
and vocabulary that empowers his symbols. Words and concepts like
justice and injustice, decay (¢8opd) and retribution, hubris and ate,
debt, fate, strife, measure, the Furies, equality, unity, and many
others, are related to balance and serve as a language of economy that
descibes love. They are borrowed come from the Pre-Socratic conception
of the physical universe which was developed into the moral regularity

of the world, particularly the Aeschylean view of life.

7 As a career diplomat, Seferis could experience history from a
privileged position. But his career was also a cause for a feeling of
imprisonment and lack of freedom as it impelled him to do things that did
not express him. This feeling of imprisonment from which he could not
detach himself is often expressed in his Diaries and poems. In "Last Stop"
he sees public officials as souls "shriveled by public sins / each holding
office 1ike a bird in its cage." His career, in a way, represented for the
poet what he called "unauthentic 1ife," against which he never stopped
warning his reader.
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Before the Pre-Socratics, justice (dike) had a purely non-moral
sense, as in Homeric usage. With Hesiod, the concept becomes linked to
social organization and prepares the ground for a moral reflection which
finds its full expression in Aeschylus, and later in Plato.” It is
this incorporation of moral justice into natural justice and the
combination of the two that interests Seferis. In Works and Days, dike
develops as a moral reflection standing opposite two vices: "hubris"™
and "ate."” The divinity Justice® had lived upon the earth during
the golden age, often called the age of Astraea, but the wickedness and
impiety of mankind drove her away in the brazen and iron ages. The
yearning for the "return of Astraea” has ever since become a literary
topos. It is the golden age topos in Virgil’s Aeneid, in Ovid’s
Metamorphoses, Cervantes’ Don Quixote, and Voltaire’s Candide. In

modern Greek literature it is found in the writings of the Generation of

the Thirties.

The Pre-Socratic philosophers, guided by scientific curiosity and

the need to establish the pattern and structure of the world in order to

7 In the Theogony, Leus takes Themis (the personification of law and
order) as his wife, and has three daughters with her, Eunomia (Law and
Order), Dike (Justice) and Peace (Eipivnh) who represent the ideals of
human community. The Presocratics, Philip Wheelwright ed. (New York:
Macmillan, 1966) p. 328. -

™ The outrageous disregard for others, whether god or man, that
results from man’s lack of regard for his own limitations.

” ihe infatuated delusion that leads man to folly and his own ruin
(W&D 213-18).

8 She is represented by the divinities "Aidos" and "Nemesis" --the

consciousness of what is just and the embodiment of moral sentiment,
respectively. Another name for personified Justice is Astraea.
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create something permanent in a world of changing realities, see justice
as a cosmic principle that governs the physical universe and preserves
the "cosmos."®' Anaximander (610 BC) believes that the opposite powers
in the universe "are inevitably and continually at war with one another,
and the advantage of one is the decay (¢8opd) of its rival."®
"Adikia," or "adikima," (injustice) results in decay and establishes a
debt (xpeoc), identified with retribution -- revenge, or Fate -- which
equals death balanced by birth. Justice and the giving of satisfaction
(tisis) express the quasi-moral nature of the universe®

Contrary to Anaximander, Heraclitus (576-480), crucial in
Seferis’s conception of justice and love, sees strife as the highest
justice. For him, "Aphanés harmonia" that holds the universe together
lies in "the unity that subsists in apparent opposites.“a‘ It works
together with "palintonos harmonié&" -- equal tension from inside and
outside-- to create the interdependence and unification of apparent
opposites. The resulting effect is that all things are one, and happen
by strife and necessity.®® Fragment 94 gives an example of natural
justice: "The sun will not overstep his measures (metra); if he does,

the Erinyes, agents of Dike, will find him out." Born from the first

8 In the early fifth century the word meant "order," or "regularity".

8 £ M. Conford, "Mysticism and Science in the Pythagorean Tradition,"
in The Pre-Socratics, p. 150.

8 Heraclitus, fr. BI.

8 6.S. Kirk, "Natural Change in Heraclitus," in The Pre-Socratics,
p. 189.

985 W.K.C. Guthrie, "Flux and Logos in Heraclitus," The Pre-Socratics,
p. 198.
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blood crime of the world, the mutilation of Uranos by Cronos, the
Erinyes, or Furies, were spirits of vengeance and guardian of moral
justice. The balance of the underlying unity of the cosmos depends on
metron which controls change." The single formula, or law, according
to which all things happen and coexist harmoniously is "logos"
(proposition, gathering-together, as the verb Jegesthai suggests, or
mere utterance). According to Heraclitus’s rather obscure aphorisms,
logos can mean proportion, or measure, which regulates the cosmos and is
identified with a "living fire kindled in measure and quenched in
measure."® Logos is the broader aspect of the metron which regulates
change. According to Parmenides (504-500BC), the keys of the gate from
which Day and Night enter are held by Dike and Justice is that "Truth"
which is grounded in equality, as already discussed in the previous

chapter. The Pythagoreans also reciprocity as equivalent to absolute

justice.®®

Seferis identifies with the Aeschylean application of the
ontological and cosmological aspects of the Theogony and the Pre-

Socratic ideas. The Oresteia, for instance, which constitutes a major

8 Heraclitus’s "river fragments" emphasize change, opposition,
balance, and unity. Here is fragment Bl12, the most representative, in this
respect: "Upon those who step into the same rivers, different and
different waters flow" (norauofa: rofoiv auroloiv upaivouoiv €repa xal
€repa voara Enrppel."

87 "Kdopov rtovde, tov adrov dndvrwv, odre Ti¢ Oedv odre dvlpunwv
énoinoev, dAA’ffv dei kal €oriv kal £orar ndp deilwov, dnrouevov perpa xat
dnooBevviuevov uerpa.” See Heraclitus B30.

8 Philip Wheelwright, The Presocratics (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Co., 1966) p. 217.
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intertext in the poetry of Seferis, moves away from the violence of the
primitive vendetta into the first human court of law, the Areopagus,
instituted by Athena. The violence of primitive retaliation is thus
tempered into orderly conduct, seen by the poet as love. The Erinyes,
spirits of revenge, change their name to Eumenides, spirits of love, and
invoke the dark spirits of blood to "come to 1ight" and join in praise

of the gifts of god.®

With Plato, justice becomes a state of inner harmony, which bears
a crude analogy with the organization of the state. The Platonic moral
theory that places the human soul at its center is adopted by Seferis to
identify justice with love. Socrates’s sacrifice on the altar of justice

in the Republic makes him a captivating figure for Seferis.

In Platonic discourse, Justice is one of the immutable Forms that
the soul once saw when in the company of the gods and ever since longs
to see again. Love and the nostalgia for the Forms is the result of
remembering a moment of mystical transcendence that the soul once
experienced and wants to recapture through memory. This nostalgia of a
lost paradise is often identified with the longing for the return of

Justice.

Seferis’s indebtedness to the Pre-Socratic and Aeschylean concept

of justice is well established through his own writings:

8 peschylus, Eumenides 948-960.
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"I think of the mechanism of justice which [Aeschylus] sets before
us, this alternation of Hubris and Ate, which one will not find to
be simply a moral law unless it is also a law of nature. A hundred
years before him Anaximander of Miletus believed that things pay
by deterioration for the "injustice" they have committed by going
beyond the order of time. And later Heraclitus will declare: "The
sun will not overstep his measures; if he does, the Erinyes, the
handmaids of Justice, will find him out" [HA/oc oUy dnepﬂﬁog;a/ rd
HeTpa: € &€ uni, ‘Epiviec piv diknc €nixkoupoi €&euprioouai."”

Moreover, the poet sees this ancient sense of justice as a

component of Greekness:

The free man, the just man, the man who is the "measure" of
life; if there is one basic idea in Hellenism, it is this
one. It is born in the dawning of Greek thought; then it
receives in the work of Aeschylus its full and firm
extension. Whoever goes beyond the measure is guilty of
"hubris"... will feel the thunderbolt of "Ate," the stern
fate that Provides for the balance and equilibrium of the
universe.’

The embodiment of justice in the modern Greek world is General
Makryannis, a hero of the Greek War of Independence, and the epitome of
integrity. He was a man of unique courage, the "just man," and also the

victim of flagrant injustice by the emerging young nation.”

% Seferis, On the Greek Style, trans. Rex Warner and Th.
D. Frangopoulos (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1966) p. 104.

! Ibid, p. 57.

% Although illiterate, Makryannis learned to write at the age of 32
for the purpose of recording his "Memoirs" (1797-1864) of the 1821
Revolution and the story of the formation of the new nation. Makryannis
was grossly neglected by the Bavarian king and his environment, who were
called to rule the new nation. Having orchestrated a successful protest
against king Otho who was refusing to sign the Constitution, Makryannis
was accused of "conspiracy," given a trial that was a parody of justice,
and condemned to death. His accusations were never proved. After a
prolonged imprisonment he was set free, shortly before his death, as a
result of international pressures because of the festering body and head
wounds he had received in battle.
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The strife of the opposites, decay and retribution, nature as a
mirror of the moral world and of the human soul, memory, love, and the
movement toward 1ight have come to constitute the rhetoric of justice
that expresses in the best of modern Greek literature, and obsessively
in Seferis’s poetry, humanity’s ageless quest for 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 life and history, Seferis turns to literary myth,
mainly the Homeric epics and Attic tragedy.”™ In a landscape
highlighted by ruins, "fragments of a life which was once complete"
("Delphi"), the ancient world and contemporary reality "meet in a

metaphor without strain or contrivance."%

Myth and history converge and fuse naturally in the poetry of

Seferis -- and in Greece.™ As Keeley and Sherrard note, the native

% He is not interested in Latin mythology because their gods, Seferis
says, grew out of different emotions and were the products of a different
mentality. We shouldn’t confuse the Greek gods with their Renaissance
versions. See Dokimes, pp. 240-241.

% George Seferis, Collected Poems, Foreword x.

& Commenting on the poetic yet "unreal" letters Lawrence Durell was
writing Henry Miller from Greece, the latter writes: "They caused a
certain confusion in me owing to the fact that the dream and the reality,
the historical and the mythological, were so artfully blended. Later I was
to discover for myself that this confusion is real and not due entirely to
the poetic faculty." Henry Miller, The Colossus of Marousi (New York: New
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Greek poet has a distinct advantage against his non-Greek colleagues. He

can evoke characters and settings that have mythological overtones
with less danger of being merely literary in doing so, with

less danger of arbitrarily imposing gods and heroes on an

alien landscape -- Tiresias on the Thames or Prometheus in
Pennsylvania, for example -- since his own natural landscape

is that to which these gods and heroes themselves once

belonged aag in which they still confront the mind’s eye
plausibly.

Seferis’s own explanation of the term "a certain mythology" and of
the title of "Mythistorema" may shed some 1ight on his mythopoietic
method:

Mythistorema--it is its two components that made me choose the
title of this work: MYTHOS, because I have used, clearly
enough, a certain mythology; ISTORIA [both "history" and
"story") because I have tried to express, with some

coherence, circumstances that are as independent from myself
as the characters in a novel.

Keeley sees myth as employed by Seferis, particularly in

"Mythistorema,” as what Eliot has called "objective correlative,"®® in
the sense the term was introduced by Eliot to describe James Joyce’s

mythical method in Ulysses.” Eliot, in fact, had argued that the

Directions, 1941) p.4.
% seferis, Collected Poems, X.

% Seferis, On the Greek Style, pp. 167-168. In modern Greek, the
word "Mythistorema" means "novel."

% #p set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which is the
formula of the particular emotion." See T.S. Eliot’s "Hamlet," in
Selected Prose of T.S. Eliot, Frank Kermode ed., (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, Jovanovich, [1932] 1975) p.49.

% Seferis’s mythical method, argues Keeley, is not simply
a structural element but "a continuous framework, an overall structure"
that gives the poem the "kind of coherence that narrative supplies in the
traditional novel," as Elijot suggests 1in his review. In a later
reappraisal of his statement, Keeley writes: "The presence of myth in

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



101
method -- which consists in "manipulating a continuous parallel between
contemporaneity and antiquity" -- is simply a way of controlling, of
ordering, or giving shape and a significance to the immense panorama of

futility and anarchy which is contemporary history."'®

Seferis seems to have been thinking of ancient myth as a poetic
language even before 1928, when he first used it. It is around that time
that he refers to Homeric allusions as a potential “1anguage."101
Those among the Homeric characters who play a key role in Seferis’s
poetry are Odysseus, Elpenor, and Circe. From Attic tragedy he prefers
the Aeschylean vision but he also uses Sophocles and later in his
poetry, Euripides. Seferis is also interested in Plato and particularly

in Socrates, who acquires particular importance for the poet, because he

is a model of integrity, justice, and love. Tragedy provides personas

Seferis is sometimes overt, sometimes covert, but with or without the
benefit of direct illusion, the ‘certain mythology’ is always there to
give the poet’s image of contemporary reality a particular shape and
significance, as it does throughout Joyce’s novel."

Seferis’s mythical method has been deemed by many more effective and
diachronic than Joyce’s and Pound’s. Aware of the innovative techniques in
literature, the poet himself had written that the mythical method was used
by Cavafy "long before the appearance of Joyce’'s Ulysses, and also long
before Yeats. See E. Keeley, "T.S. Eliot and the Poetry of George
Seferis," Comparative Literature (Summer 1956) 214-26. 215. Also G.
Seferis, "Cavafy and Eliot - A Comparison." On the Greek Style, p. 137 and
Dokimes A’, p. 340. In this respect see also Vayenas, O floinrii¢ kai o
Xopeuric [The Poet and the Dancer] {Athens: Kedros, 1979) p. 152.

190 The Dial (November 1923) 483; reprinted in Selected Prose of T.S.
Eliot, Frank Kermode, ed. (New York: 1975) 175-178.

01 See Days 1, February 16, 1925-August 17, 1931, p. 44; February 14,
1926; and September 22, 1925, p. 15.
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like Agamemnon, Clytemnestra, Orestes, Oedipus, Antigone, Helen,

2

Teucer,'® characters with intense personality who represent the

sensibility of the poet’s times.'® They are chosen carefully
according to the psychological and symbolic situations they portray,
which make them poetic symbols of the human condition that seeks
expression. Seferis’s own words explain this better:

...men of inconstancy, of wanderings and of wars,

though they differ and may change in terms of greatness and
value... 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, realizing as we do so that the typical
characters have changed in keeping with the passing of time and
the different conditions of our world -- which are none other
than the conditions of everyone who seeks expression.'

Their situations and emotional experiences illustrate "the
primordial drama" which, like the curse haunting the family of Atreus,
continues to plague our lives. It is the drama of the loss of inner
unity and of the ability to love and to resist self-destruction and the

f 105

scattering of the sel In "Saturday," the poetic voice is a stage

92 Teycer, Ajax’s brother, was the famous archer of the Trojan war.
When Ajax loses the arms of Achilles to Odysseus, he kills himself with
Teucer’s sword. Upon his return home to Salamis after the war, Teucer is
exiled by his father who holds him responsible for Ajax’s suicide. Apollo
then orders Teucer to go to Cyprus and found there a new Salamis, his
second fatherland. Teucer thus provides the analogy for war and the
killing of a brother, exile, the search for a lost fatherland, themes
relating to both the poet’s personal life and, in a wider aspect, to the
fate of Greece and of man, in general.

1% See Dokimes B’, p. 32.

104 wp Letter on ‘The Thrush,’" AyyAo-eAAqviki Eni6edpnon [Anglo-Greek
Review) (July-August 1950) 501-506.

5 The idea of scattering is expressed throughout Seferis’s poetry
through the symbol of the pomegranate, mutilated statues, shattered ruins,
and Odysseus’s companions who, dispersed among the elements never achieved
nostos.
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director preparing the performance which blends many myths and tragic
characters who share the human drama and the experience of frustrated
Tove which generates bitterness and disunity.

-- I haven’t forgotten anything, :
everything’s in its place, waiting for the hand to choose;
only I couldn’t find the childhood years

nor the place where the hero of the drama was born
nor the first impressions

those he recalls in the fifth act

at the height of the disaster.

A1l the rest, there it is, in order:

the masks for the three main emotions

and for the intermediary ones

the pleated costumes ready to move,

the curtains, the lights,

Medea’s slaughtered children,

the poison and the knife.

In that box there’s life when it starts getting unbearable:
If you put your ear close you’ll hear it breathing;
Make sure you don’t open it before the Furies whistle.
In that glass you’l1l find love of the body

and in that glass -- the blue one -- love of the soul:
make sure you don’t confuse them.

And in that drawer is Nessus’ shirt'®

(Act Five Scene Three);

you remember the speech that begins:

"Enough of life! Io! Io!'"”

Here’s the trumpet that destroys the palace

revealing the queen in her iniquity;

that’s the microphone switch --

they’11 hear you at the far end of the world.

Let’s go. Lights! Good luck!"

19 Nessus’s shirt represents poisoned love and bitter memory as in
the poem "In the Manner of G.S.": "Wherever I travel Greece wounds me. /
On Pelion among the chestnut trees the Centaur’s shirt / slipped through
the leaves to fold around my body. Nessus, a centaur, had sexually
attracted Deianira, the wife of Heracles. Responding to her cries, the
hero fatally wounded the centaur but before dying, Nessus offers his blood
to Deianira as a love charm. When Heracles returns from a war bringing
with him a captive nymph, his wife smears a shirt with the centaur’s blood
and sends it to Heracles hoping that this would make him love her again.
But the poisoned shirt, which the hero cannot remove without tearing his
flesh with it, burns him to death.

07 mapkeitw Bioc,” Agamemnon 1314. This is from Cassandra’s speech,

already mourning her own death and the death of Agamemnon, before walking
into Clytemnestra’s palace herself to be slaughtered.
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--Just a moment, who am I going to play? Who will I kill?
And these people looking at me --
what will make them believe that justice protects me?
What will make them believe it?
0 could we only love
like bees at least
not like pigeons
like shells at least
not 1ike sirens
like ants at least
not Tike plane-trees...
But don’t you see them, the’re all blind!
The blind are sleeping...”

-- Wonderful. You can continue."

We have no choice but to keep moving in an exitless circle, as history

repeats itself from murder to murder, war to war, violence to violence.

The earliest explicit use of mythical intertextuality appears in
the form of Homeric allusions, first in the poem "The Companions in
Hades" (1928) and later in "Reflections on a Foreign Line of Verse"
(1931) where Odysseus appears for the first time. The most important
mythical poems in Seferis’s poetry mark the poet’s interest in an
Odysseus who combines the classical hero of nostos and the post-Dantean
denial of nostos.'® In his analysis of three mythical poems,
"Mythistorema" (1935), "Thrush" (1947), and "Helen" (1955), all related
to nostos and to lost fatherlands, Nikolaou shows a transition in the
poet’s evolution. In the first two poems Odysseus, Elpenor, and Circe

hold a central part. In the last, a radical change occurs: Odysseus

18 geferis seeks in Titerary expression the various incarnations of
the Homeric hero -- from the classical Homeric view of Racine to the
poetic use of the myth by the French symbolists, W.B. Yeats, Ezra Pound,
T.S. Eliot, and James Joyce. A. Nikolaou. MuBoAoyia . Zegepn [G.
Seferis’s Mythology] (Athens: Daedalos, 1992) pp. 16-18.
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disappears and is replaced by Teucer, a hero unknown so far to modern
literature, who represents the negation of nostos and the loss of a
fatherland.'® The purpose of this substitution is the discovery of
the only possible truth: that for contemporary man there is no

homecoming but only exile and the endless quest for a new country.

Myth in the poetry of Seferis provides the characters and
situations related to love and memory as weapons of resistance against
time. The poet seeks to situate again these emotional and mental
functions in the human soul so that humanity may become not a reminder

of death but a condition for regeneration.

c. The French Symbolists, Eliot, and Pound

The new technique the poet sought to express his ideas can be
traced in the tenets of symbolism and the modernistic trends of the
West. The French symbolists’ preoccupation with the poet’s task and with
language, their rejection of description and specificity, the
ambivalence and novelty of the symbol, the power of suggestion, all
these answered Seferis’s quest for a new technique. Valéry (whose idea
of "pure poetry" had attracted Seferis) and Laforgue were the strongest
influences on the Greek poet among the French Symbolists.

What basically characterizes Seferis’s understanding of the

function of language is the way he handles emotion. In his own words,

109 Ibid, p. 125 and passim.
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the poet’s sensitivity "is a welding that takes place deep inside him,
of many emotional and intellectual elements, like stalactites in the
depth of a cave."''’ Aesthetic emotion is for Seferis like any other
everyday emotion. He sees the expression ripening in the depths of the
soul, "there, where feeling and intellect meet upon a word and charge it
with emotion."'"' This is where this poet clearly differentiates his
position from that position from those among the French Symbolists who
advocate impersonality, as Mallarmé’s sonnet illustrates: The poet is
1ike a swan caught in the icy dream of a frozen lake and trying,
solipsistically (as he denies the existence of the outside worid) to
free himself. He turns into a ghost enveloped in the midst of his
"useless exile,” together with the linguistic sign (signe) which a pun

equates to the swan (cygne).'

Seferis had translated, but never published, Valéry’s essay
"Propos sur la Poésie," in which the latter distinguishes between
ordinary and poetic emotion: "Il nousvimporte d’opposer aussi nettement
que possible 1’émotion poétique a 1/émotion ordinaire."'™ The

doctrinal position that the autonomy of art demands that aesthetic

M0 seferis, "Erotokritos,” in Dokimes A’, p. 32.

" seferis, "Language in our Poetry," Dokimes B’, pp. 165-66, 170.
For Seferis’s views on the language of poetry see also his essays in
Dokimes A’, and B’: "Dialogue on Poetry," and "Monologue on Poetry."

M2 rantome qu’a ce lieu son pur éclat assigne,
I1 s’immobilise au songe froid de mépris
Qui vét parmi 1’exil inutile le Cygne.
(Le vierge, le vivace et le bel aujourd’hui)

363 "3 Oeuvres de Paul Valéry I, Jean Hytier, ed., (Paris, 1957-1960) p.
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emotion be independent from its cause is a position Seferis rejects. He
tries, instead, to avoid "a dangerous separation between the language of
poetry and that of life which would result in an adulteration of the
poetic 1angﬁage through artificial elements unsuitable to express the

entire range of human feelings."'"

The poet, however, who accelerated the formation of Seferis’s
mature voice and brought him "back to a more temperate zone" after the
experimentations he had witnessed in France,'”” was T.S. Eliot, whose
dramatic manner of expression offered Seferis something much deeper and

"6 It js after his acquaintance with Eliot and

inevitably moving.
his work that Seferis abandons rhyme and writes in free verse. In this
respect, "Mythistorema" reflects the impact of the "Waste Land" on the

Greek poet, both in terms of form and content.

Eliot’s technique helped Seferis to perfect his mythical method, a
method based on the power of the mythical word:

At a time when myth was common sensibility, the poet had at his
disposal a living medium, an available emotional atmosphere, in
which he could ... express himseif.... We have nothing in our
contemporary languages that can equal in impact, completeness, or
emotional wealth Aeschy]ug's simple word Zepuvasi (Furies) or
Dante’s "eterno dolore."'!

14 See Vayenas, O Moinric kai o yopeutic [The Poet and the Dancer].
p. 21

M5 