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The aim of the present paper is to explore the exile poems of 
Ritsos, from the perspective of style and intertextual dialogue with 
Modem Greek poems hitherto unrelated to them, drawn from the 
ranks of literary modernism. Ritsos's ordeals with post-war 
rehabilitation camps for Left-wing ideologues came as a result of 
his life-long commitment to the Greek Communist Party. He was 
initiated into the communist ideology in 1927, when he was an 
inmate of the sanatorium "Sotiria", where he met a plethora of the 
bohemian intellectuals of his time. He became a de facto spokes­
man for the Communist Party in 1945 with the publication of his 
long epic encomium of the Party's head, "O ~uvcpo<p6c; µac; NiKoc; 
Zaxapt6.8ric;", upon the latter's release from Dachau. 1 By the time 
the Greek Civil War erupted in 1945-46, Ritsos was a reasonably 
well-known poet,2 having already published eight collections, 
namely TpaKr:tp (1934), Ilvpaµf&r:; (1935), Ermaqnor:; (1936), To 
r:payovJz r:11r:; a&Aq;1r:; µov (1937), Eapzv1 avµq;wvfa (1938), To 

1 See Angeliki Kotti, I'1avv11r:; Piwor:;: Eva axet5iaaµa /Jwyparpiar:; 
(Athens: Ellinika Grammata 22009), p. 54 ff. on Ritsos's initiation to the 
communist ideology and trade unionism; p. 105 ff. on his involvement in 
the formation and voicing of the party line through his poetry. 
2 On Ritsos's reception by Modern Greek criticism, which shaped the 
public response, see Christina Dounia, "O Phcm~ Kat rt KpmKiJ", in 
Aikaterini Makrynikola and Stratis Bournazos (eds.), L1ze0vtr:; J:vvtt5pw: 
0 ll01111:1r:; KW o llo2iqr:; I'zavvYfr:; Piwor:; (Athens: Benaki Museum­
Kedros 2008), pp. 220-41. Alafouzou and Karvounis, official Party 
critics of the time, were reserved about TpaKrtp and llvpaµi&r:;. Ritsos's 
most positive early critic was Chourmouzios. 
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sµ[Jar1pw rov w,ceavov (1940), IJa)cuJ. µa(ovp,ca as pv0µ6 /Jpox1c; 
(1943), and L10,c1µaaia (1943).3 

It is worth recalling the chronicle of Ritsos's years of exile, 
which runs as follows: in July 1948, when the third and by far the 
bloodiest round of the Civil War began, Ritsos was arrested and 
displaced to Limnos, where he was kept for nine months, an 
inmate of the camp of the town of "Kontopouli"; in May 1949 he 
was transferred to the harsher camp of Makronissos4 from which 

3 Chryssa Prokopaki, in her "Etcmyroyf]", Av0doyia I'z6.vv17 Piwov 
(Athens: Kedros 2000), offers a reliable periodization of Ritsos's work, 
according to the dominant stylistic traits of each phase: (i) 1930-36: 
apprenticeship phase. During this phase Ritsos oscillates between 
socialist realism and modernism, between the decapentasyllabic couplet 
and free verse; (ii) 1937-43: phase of "lyric explosion". Surrealist 
elements are fruitfully integrated in his poetry, now mainly written in 
free verse; (iii) 1944-55: phase of political commitment and bifurcation 
of lyric production. Two types of poems will from now on be discerned 
in his output: short, lapidary poems on imagist or mythological themes, 
and long, frequently confessional, poemes-fleuves; (iv) 1956-66: phase 
of "sophisticated meditations" and "inventive lyric tropes", i.e. the 
dramatic monologue; (v) 1967-71, while stylistically repeating traits of 
phase (iv), this phase witnesses a higher degree of irony, sarcasm and the 
use of the absurd in his poems, by way of response to the Colonels' 
dictatorship; (vi) 1972-83: phase of recollection and self-reflection. His 
love poems become more "open" now. He also tries his hand at prose: 
nine novels are left behind when he dies on 11 November 1990. His 
heirs also found fifty unpublished collections in his Nachlass (some of 
which were recently published in Ilm1µara JLJ' [Kedros: Athens 2007]). 
According to this literary-historical map of his work, by the beginning of 
the Civil War Ritsos had completed the second phase of his stylistic 
development, and was heading for the third. 
4 Concerning "Makronissos", the first post-war concentration camp in 
Western Europe, see: Stratis Bournazos and Tassos Sakellaropoulos 
(eds.), Jawp1K6 To1do Kai Mv1µ11: To n:ap6.&1yµa rr,r; MaKpov1rJov 
(Athens: Philistor 2000). According to Bournazos, "To 'Maya E0vtK6v 
I:xo11,siov MaKpovftcrou' (1947-1950)", inlmop1K6 Ton:io Kai M~µr,, pp. 
115-45: 117, the uniqueness of the Makronissos experiment consists in 
three factors: (a) the scale of the operation, which, by most accounts, 
dealt with some 50,000 detainees, over a period of three years; (b) the 
intensity of the physical and emotional tortures employed there; and (c) 
the organized nature of state propaganda implemented on the island, with 
the aim of securing the detainees' renunciation of communism. Also of 
interest is the article by G. Papatheodorou, ''H 'ITuKVoKm:otKT]µevri 
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he was released in July 1950 on account of health problems, only 
to be rearrested and deported back there a few months later. By 
1950 the Makronissos rehabilitation camp was falling into disuse, 
so the poet was, soon after he was rearrested, transferred to Agios 
Efstratios, from where he was released in August 1952. At this 
point his suffering for being a vocal supporter of the Greek Left 
during the Civil War came to an end. The next round of imprison­
ments for Left-wing dissenters began in 1967, a result of the 
Colonels' coup of 21 April 1967. A few days after the coup, 
Ritsos was deported to the island of Giaros, and on 30 June to 
Leros. But by this stage, Ritsos was far too famous to be treated as 
an ordinary political prisoner. The French Marxist/surrealist poet 
Louis Aragon headed an international campaign for his release, 
while Ritsos's own failing health provided ample excuse for 
special conditions of confinement in the comfort of his wife's 
home in Samos, to which he was moved in October 1968 (after a 
few months' hospitalization in Athens). There he remained 
virtually until the fall of the dictatorship on 24 July 1974. 

Ritsos was continuously writing during these seven years, and 
some of his most brilliant short poems, namely the collection 
Ilfrpc:c;, ErcavaA11fcl<;, Kzy1di&vµa, were produced during this 
second phase of confinement for political reasons. But since, by 
this stage, Ritsos had reached the status of a poet-laureate, who, 
while being a persona non grata for the establishment, could still 
afford to produce poetry in the comfort of his own home, his pro­
duction in this period falls outside the scope of my examination 
here. This is because I consider as core examples of "exile 

Epriµui' 'tCOV 1roi111:cov 1:ric; MaxpoviJcrou: fpa<ptc; 1:ric; El;opiac;", in: 
Bournazos and Sakellaropoulos, op. cit., pp. 227-44, which reads the 
poetry of Ritsos, Patrikios, Alexandrou as informed by a poetics of 
resistance from within the censored discursive domain, See also: Yannis 
Hamilakis, "The Other Parthenon: Antiquity and national memory at the 
concentration camp", The nation and its ruins: antiquity, archaeology, 
and national imagination in Greece (Oxford: Oxford University Press 
2007), pp. 205-41, with special reference to the Janus-faced discourse of 
classical inheritance, used both by the detainees and the oppressors on 
Makronissos. 
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poems": (a) texts that have been produced in the harsh physical, 
mentally taxing, conditions experienced by an ordinary camp 
prisoner, and (b) texts that deal explicitly with the theme of exile 
and related themes (such as the reasons that brought the inmate to 
his/her fate, and the expected outcome of his/her resistance), and 
hence reflecting/refracting the conditions of their production in 
their choice of subject-matter. It should be finally noted that I am 
aware of the theories that posit that the trauma of deportation and 
torture may be denied by its victim, and therefore "represented" in 
his/her creative output only by virtue of its meaningful absence, 
which has then to be read as a vestige of the trauma's ghostly 
presence. Yet the motive for writing in these dreadful conditions 
is precisely to keep suffering at arm's length, to reorganize trauma 
as rational explanation. So, while from the point of view of 
Ritsos's readership trauma may here be redeployed as redemptive 
suffering, as far as authorial intention goes, I would be wary of a 
"hermeneutics of suspicion" that would treat thematically 
unrelated poems from that period as pertinent to his "exile poetry" 
(e.g. the 21 short, impressionist poems of Ilo.pc:v0fo£Z<; [1946-47]), 
as codified chronicles of this experience. The fact that the 
communists offer pride of place to socialist realism as regards 
writing and reading literature, 5 and given that Ritsos is explicitly 
committed to Communist ideals at this stage (he is in exile for not 
renouncing them!), 6 makes more obvious my view that any 

5 Christina Dounia, "To I:uve8pto 'teov I:opu:i:tKcbv I:uyypmpfrov", 
Aoyorsxvfa. K<J.l 7COAZTIKJJ: Ta. 7Cspwi5uc<i Tr{r; Apzmsp<ir; mo µsao7C6Asµo 
(Athens: Kastaniotis 1996), pp. 311-64, offers a detailed account of the 
formation of the dogma of socialist realism at the 1 st Congress of Soviet 
Writers, which took place in Moscow, in September 1934. She also 
comments on the way the Greek Communist Party castigated Ritsos for 
not following it closely enough (pp. 442-50). 
6 On Ritsos's adventure with the compulsion to make a "repentance 
statement", see Kotti, I'z<ivvr,r; Pfwor;, pp. 111 ff. For a theoretical 
reading of its instrumentality in destroying solidarity among Greek 
communists, and its negative impact on the prisoners' subjectivity, see P. 
Voglis, "Avaµi:cm 0"1:TJV ApVTJO"TJ Kut •TJV au.oapVTJO"TJ: lIOAtTIKOi 
KpmouµtVot ai:riv EUa8a, 1945-50", in: Mark Mazower (ed.), Ms.a wv 
II6J.,sµo: H a.va.avyKpOUfOl'f Tl'{r; ozKoytvsza.r;, wv i:0vovr; Ka.z wv Kp<iwvr; 
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cryptic reading of his Civil War poetry should be put aside. 
Having defined the material that falls within the scope of my 
paper, it is now time to look at the texts as such. 

The data Ritsos's biographers offer us,7 in conjunction with 
the reading premises I posited above as regards the production of 
his "exile poetry", are as follows: 
1) November 1948: Hµepo26yw E(opfac; I (27 O1aw/3pfov-23 
Nosµ/Jpfov). The collection comprises thirty diary entries irregu­
larly scattered over a period of four weeks; it consists of poems of 
different length; the opening poem of the collection, which is its 
shortest, has fourteen lines ("27 Ox'tCoppiou 1948"), the longest 
has fifty-two lines ("14 Noi,µppiou 1948"). 
2) January 1949: Hµspo26yio E(opfac; II (24 Nosµ/Jpfov 1948-31 
Iavovapfov 1949). It comprises forty-nine diary entries distributed 
across sixty-eight days; the poems are much shorter than those of 
Hµepo26yw E(opfac; I, more elliptical in nature, and made up of 
very short lines ( e.g. six to seven syllables is the rule). 
3) February 1949: Kmrviaµtvo raov,aUi, later placed as postscript 
to Msrwav1asic;, a collection originally conceived in 1942. 
4) September 1949: llfrpivoc; xp6voc; (begun August) and early 
parts of Oi ysirovitc; wv K6aµov (completed in 1951). 
5) June 1950: Hµspo26yw E(opfac; III (I 8 Iavovapfov-1 Iovvfov 
1950). The collection comprises thirty-eight diary entries, con­
sisting of poems that thematically adhere to the minimalist poetics 
of Hµspo26yw E(opfac; II, yet tend to run to some length. (They 
are composed of more parts than the poems in either of the two 
previous diary collections, even though the parts are brief and they 
consist of short lines.) 
6) November 1950 (the poet is now in Agios Efstratios): I'paµµa 
aro Zo2i6 Kwvpf. 

m17v Ellaoa, 1943-60, trans. Eirini Theofylactopoulou (Athens: 
Alexandreia 22004), pp. 87-104. 
7 More scholarly in outlook, though less pleasant to read than Kotti's 
biography, is: Aikaterini Makrynikola and G. P. Savvidis, Epyoyparpia 
I'zavv17 Piwov - Xpovo).6yzo Epyoyparpiac; I'zavv17 Piwov (Athens: 
Kedros 1981). 
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7) July 1951: 01 ysrrovzec; wv K0(Jµov, a composition of epic 
aspirations, which takes the reader on a tour of 20th-century 
European history, from the battle of Stalingrad (1943) to the 
establishment of NATO, assessing the role of proletarians world­
wide, but primarily of the Greek people in materializing the ideals 
of justice and peace. 

It is time for some preliminary observations. First, let us note 
that, in the more humane conditions of Agios Efstratios, the poet 
is able to take his mind off the emergency situation that dictated 
Hµspo16yw., and produce works of wider scope, even if still 
fixated on the topic of war. A further proof of this opening-up of 
the poet's thematics in the improved living conditions of Agios 
Efstratios, as Civil War reprisals are drawing to a close, comes in 
"To n:01:aµt Kt i::µaic;", composed in late 1951. The composition, 
later incorporated in Aypvrcvw. (1954) along with "Pcoµto(Jl)VT]" 
(1945-47), deals with the Heraclitus-like topic of the passing of 
time, through the fragmentary recording of the experiences of a 
young couple; it is hence totally unrelated to the exilic situation 
from which it springs. Secondly, let us notice that Ritsos's exilic 
output comprises both short and longer collections. More import­
antly, Ritsos's exilic output comprises both collections that adhere 
to the pattern of engaged poetry that the Communist Party would 
have wished for, and collections that strike more subversive tones. 
On closer observation, one realizes that the "engaged" texts tend 
to be longer, and more narrative in scope, the "disengaged" texts 
(if I may call them so) tend to be shorter, fragmentary and cryptic. 
The shortest of all positively "engaged" texts related to the Civil 
War ordeal is Karcvz(Jµevo wovKaA1 (written in 1949 on Limnos; 
published in MsraK1v1(Je1c; [1961]), in which the poet presents 
scenes of the daily life in the prison and the camp, along with his 
feelings of solidarity for his comrades, boosted through the remin­
iscence of common resistance acts against the Germans during the 
Occupation. Certain extracts of Karcvz(Jµevo wovKaA1 have ac­
quired proverbial status, thanks to their literary merits. Such is the 
following: 
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Km va, a8eA-q,t µou, n:ou µueaµs va 1eou~EVnut;ouµe 
11cruxa-11crnxa Kl an:A.U. 
Km:aA.a~mv6µacr-re -rcopa - 8e xpe1ut;ov-rm n:ep1crcr6-repa. 
Kl aupto Mm ea yivouµe a1e6µa mo an:A.oi 
ea ~pouµs au-ru rn Myia n:ou n:aipvouv w i8w ~upoc; cr' 6Aec; 
nc; 1eapfatc;, cr' 6Aa -ra xeiA.Tt 
t-rcr1 va Mµe ma rn cru1ea: cru1ea, 1em 't1l crKuq,ri: O"KU(J)Tt, 
1e' t-rm n:ou va xaµoyeA-uve 01 uno1 1em va Mve: "-rfama 
n:0111µa-ra 
crou q,nuxvouµe €1Ca't6 -r11v copa". Au-r6 etA.ouµe lCUl µs1c;. 

fia-ri eµeic; -rpayouMµe yia va ~exmpicrouµs, a◊SA.(J)B 
µou, an:' -rov 1e6crµo 
sµeic; -rpayouMµe yia va crµi~ouµe wv 1e6crµo.8 

7 

The longest of all the exilic collections, positively "engaged" 
with the ideals of the Greek left, is, as we saw, 01 yin:ovif:c; wv 
,c6aµov. It is an epic synthesis on the prehistory of the Greek Left, 
which runs to 4,000 lines and occupies fourteen cantos of uneven 
length and uneven numbers of stanzas. 01 yin:ov1ec; wv ,c6aµov 
offers a panorama of modern European history, from the battle of 
Stalingrad (3 February 1943) to the Greeks' unanimous Resist­
ance to the Germans in Athens (terminating the Occupation on 12 
October 1944), and from there on to the Truman Doctrine (1947) 
and the days of the Marshall plan (1948), concluding with the 
1949 establishment of NATO. It is clearly an "exilic" com­
position, even if it does not thematize Ritsos's camp surroundings, 
since it is rooted in the communicative situation from which it 
springs: 01 yrn:ov1ec; wv ,c6aµov aimed at providing Ritsos's 
fellow prisoners on Makronissos and Agios Efstratios with a com­
prehensive narrative of their battles and their goals, which would 
make their suffering meaningful. Some sections of 01 ye11:ov1ec; 
wv ,c6aµov strike one as too programmatic and lacking in 
inspiration. Yet the collection as a whole boasts several merits, 
not least among them the successful, deliberate depiction of the 
anonymous, everyday, Elpenor-like individual, as main agent of 

8 Now in: Ka.7rVzrJµsvo wovK6.Az (Athens: Kedros 101976), p.12. 
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historical change. This strategy consciously undermines the 
significance so far attributed to the eponymous, Odysseus-like 
hero of the more orthodox, liberal strand of Greek modernism, 
and the repressive ideological repercussions harboured by his use, 
i.e. the view that only socially, or biologically, privileged indi­
viduals can make history.9 To illustrate this point, let us look at 
two indicative extracts from Oz yc:novzti:; wv 1C6aµov. The first 
comes from section I' of the composition, and refers to the time of 
the German Occupation of Athens, when a son's loss to the 
Germans turns the mother into an active member of the Resist­
ance. A resurrection of the lost youth thus occurs, figuratively, in 
the ideological domain: 

H 0sta-KMi] vniµevT] ma Km:aµaupa-
cpoum:covs T] <pOUCT'tU 'tT]c; µn:pocna ytoµa'tT] n:apavoµo 'tU1tO. 
0 spya-rl]c; µs w 1,;sµniA.t 'tl]c; oout..stac; 'tTJV KUAT]µtptcrs. 
Ehav ~psyµeva -ra µaUta wu spya-rlJ. 
Kan cr-ray6vsc; nfoav Ka0coc; ECTK:U\\ft 'tO Kc<paA.t 't01) va 
x:mpsncrst. 
Kt fo<ptss ouva-ra w 1,;sµniA.t wu. 
H KUpa-AEVT] µtcr6tlstcrs -r6va 'tT]c; µan Kat 'tT]V ns{pass: 
"II6-rs µs 'tO KaAO, 0 Katvoupytoc; ytoc;;" 
"Aµ 6nou vavm" A.Est TJ 0sta-KMi]. 
"Onou vavm" Km -rpa~TJSB w 8p6µo -rl]c;.10 

9 The point was first raised by G. P. Savvidis, Meraµoprpdxm,;; wv 
E).,rcftvopa: An-6 wv Ilaovvr awv Ezv6n-ovAo (Athens: Nefeli 1990). 
Savvidis suggestively notes that the anti-hero's revalorization began in 
1917 (the year of the October revolution in Russia), with Pound's revival 
of Elpenor in the Cantos. He argues that Ritsos's re-valorized Elpenor 
dates from 1964-65 and is related to his mythological collection, 
MapwpiE:,;; (L1wwp17 aszpa). Projecting this argument backward in time, I 
would suggest that Ritsos's view that the populace is the real agent of 
historical change (a view later on nicely expressed through the Homeric 
frame), was formed earlier on, during his first engagement with 
communism. 
lO Now in: Giannis Ritsos, Ta Em1Cazp11ca (Athens: Kedros 121987), p. 
50. 
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The second comes from section E of the composition and 
refers to the suffering on Makronissos, strategically coupled with 
the visualization of a better future, so as to make the prisoners' 
sacrifice meaningful. 11 The importance of the anonymous hero in 
procuring sociohistorical change is foregrounded in this stanza 
through the skilful, mixed reference to both fictional members of 
the proletariat worldwide, and to the real, historical personages, 
Ritsos met on the island: 

'Erm scpuys Kl O Ilfapoi; 0"€ µia ◊UCH] oMxpucrri. 
'frrm scpuys Kl o <DofrrmK Kl o Ilspi Kl ri Z6yw. 
~ycisovrai; an' ni; "CO"Ensi; "COUi; x,thcilki; npOKrJPUSEli; 
Km "COU't0i; 0 civsµoi; m:p1cpoyupisovrni; ni; npOKYJPUSEli; 
ncivm an' ni; O"'t:Eysi; 1:rii; no).11:siai; 
ncivou an' 1:a Kapci~1a 
ncivou an' 'CU Kpavri 't:O)V NasiJ8mv 
µnpocr1:ci crm KaµEVa napci0upa 
µsi; oni; n).a1:1ofai; 1:mv µaxa).ci8mv 
µsi; 01:a 01:pm6n1o8a ouyKEV1:pmorii; 
Kapcprovov1:ai; o civsµoi; ni; npoKrJpuss1i; om oupµawn).syµa1:a 
avs~cisovrni; 0 civsµoi; ni; npOKYJPUSEli; 
mi; w KEAi wu Aaµnp1vou Km wu 0sµou Kopvcipou ... 12 

01 yerrovd:<; wv K6Clµov adheres nicely to the definition of 
"Resistance poetry" given by the relevant specialist critics: the 
collection exudes a high degree of comradeship, a solidified 
feeling of the collective; this is achieved by recourse to the ritual­
istic invocation of shared ideological battles.13 But this is only one 
side of the coin, as we shall soon come to realize. 

11 Voglis, "Avciµsoa 01:riv A.pVT]CJY] Km 1:riv auwcipVrJCJY]", argues that the 
aim of the farewell letters left behind by those about to be executed was 
to vindicate their imminent executions, to make them meaningful. (That 
this process should take place through writing is related by Voglis to the 
fact that the humiliating renunciation of communism was also a textual 
act: the signing of the repentance statement.) 
12 Ta ErczKazpzKa, p. 60. 
13 For a comprehensive account of post-war poetry in Greece with 
special emphasis on the political strand, see Dora Menti, Mem1r:o).sµ1Kf{ 
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Ritsos's exilic output also comprises, at the other end of the 
spectrum, collections of shorter poems in which fragmentariness, 
at times bordering on speechlessness, becomes a compositional 
rule, mirroring the poet's loss of faith in the power of grand 
narratives. Such is the case of his diary-like Hµipol6yza E~opiac; 
I-III (Limnos-Makronissos, 1948-49), consisting of at times 
extremely short, minimalist poems that can be fruitfully read as 
"'rn-cpci8ta yuµvacrµci-ccov" towards the creation of his more 
accomplished (though only one year "younger"), yet no less dis­
illusioned Iltrpzvoc; xp6voc; (written 1949, published 1957). In 
order to illustrate the extremes to which such poetic brevity can 
go, let us look at the first part of the tripartite, eleven-line poem: 
"4 i1EKEµ~piou", from Hµipol6yzo K;opiac; II: 

Ilp6pmo, np6pmo TIJ<; naycowi<; 
µtKpO 1tOtT}µa 
mucrs µs an' 'CO xept. 
H auyiJ exst -c' ayK<i0t 'CTJ<; 
Kat w O"Kaµvi 'CTJ<;. 
Oc; w ppa8u a<; mcr-re\jfouµs. 14 

We may compare the bipartite poem "2 i1EKEµ~piou", from 
Hµepol6yzo K;opiac; II, which consists of just five lines: 

0 oupav6<; sivm µta -cpuna. 
!isv xcopaµs. 

1wlrmc1 11:0i17<Jf/: Jbf:oloyia ,cai 7fOlf/TZJC1 (Athens: Kedros 1995). Menti 
defines "IloilicrTJ 'CTJ<; Av-ricr-mcrric;" (op. cit., pp. 121-61) - as opposed to 
"Ilofr1crri 'CTJ<; 11oKtµama<;" and "Iloiricrri 'CTJ<; 'Hern<;" - by making 
reference to its proponents' (a) ideological commitment to the Left; (b) 
sense of collectivity, and nearly simultaneous first appearance in letters; 
(c) thematics, related to their contemporaneous historical background; 
(d) moderate stylistic modernism; (e) variegated class provenance; (f) 
differentiation vis-a-vis the Thirties poets as regards the programmatic 
value they attached to their poetry. Menti argues that, contrary to what 
one would have anticipated, post-war poets are less committed than the 
Thirties poets to maintaining their ideology intact in their poetry, when 
reality fails them. 
14 Ta Em,cazpz,ca, p. 228. 



Reconsidering Modernism 

8aypforvia. To -rmyapo. 0 ayEpa~. 
M: 0EA.CO va µtA.ijcrco. 
Iloto~ aKOUEt fam; 15 

11 

Combining the two aforementioned tendencies of Ritsos's 
earlier exilic poetry, i.e. his tendency towards compression, and 
his tendency to expand to epic dimensions, Ilfrpzvoc;; xp6voc;; com­
prises twenty-four poems of some length, ostensibly on a variety 
of themes ('Tvcoptµia", "II6.v-ra", '"E1:otµot", "O N-riK", "Ot pil;a<; 
1:ou K6aµou", "Bp6.8u", "McCTTJµEpta", "I:11µapa", "O A11,e~11<;", 
"1:uµBav,:a", "Ot yap6vrnt µa<;", "A11,11,ay11", "Xpfo<;", "<l>ayyapt", 
"O µnapµna-M111:ao<;", "Ta nat8t6. µa<;", "E11µepcoµa", "Xp6vo<;", 
"O µnapµna-Kapa<; Kt o yt6<; mu", "Ka0a Bp6.8t", "Aiyo-11,iyo", 
"Qa,:6ao", "Ta xepta 1:COV auvcp6<pcov", "A.B.f."), which share 
the common underlying feeling that memory and comradeship are 
annihilated when confronted with the sight of torture. This is a 
collection produced in Makronissos, and most definitely about 
Makronissos. It comes as close as one can get in Ritsos to the 
definition of the sub-genre of "exilic literature" .16 In Ilfrpzvoc;; 
xp6voc;; the poet removes all traces of verbosity and old-style lyri­
cism, in an attempt to dramatize, at the level of form, diction and 
choice of futile subject-matter, the devastation caused by separ­
ation and death, immanent in the camp experience. He also - on 
occasion - points to the new configurations of the self that can 
potentially arise from the exilic experience. Let us look at two 
characteristic poems from this collection, beginning with "O 
N1:tK": 

H nE-rpa crrnupcoµfrr1 an' wv 6.vcµo -
0 avcµo~, T\ myaA.ta -

15 Ta En:11cazp11ca, p. 226. 
16 For an historical overview of the notion of exile both as enforced 
banishment and as voluntary withdrawal, and some penetrating remarks 
on the changes the exilic situation brings to the exile's self-perception 
and to his/her texts ( also in terms of devising a literary mode that would 
procure a sense of continuity to the alienated self), see R. Edwards, 
"Exile, self and society", in: Maria-Ines Lagos-Pope (ed.), Exile in 
literature (London: Associated University Presses 1988), pp. 15-31. 
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OeV aKouys'!m '!l1tO'!a 
µ6vo w Kapotoxrurn '!T]c_; mhpac; 
Kl T] 1tE'!pa '!T]c_; Kapo1cic_; 1t01) 00l)A£US'!m 
µs w 0uµ6 Km µs wv n6vo 
pap1ci, myci Km crm0spci. 

Mn6A.lKTJ 1tE'!pa 
µn6A.tKTJ Kapoici 
va X'!icrouµs nc_; aup1avtc_; µac_; cpciµnp1Ksc_; 
'!a A.atKci µtyapa 
'ta KOKKlVa CT'!UOta 

Maria Athanassopoulou 

Km w µsyci)..o µvT]µsio '!WV TJprorov '!T]c_; EnavcicrwcrT]c_;. 

Na µT]v i;sxcicrouµs Km w µvT]µdo wu NnK -
vm, vm, '!OU crKuA.ou µac_; '!OU NnK, 
'!T]c_; oµcioac_; wu Mouopou, 
1£01) WV <JKO'!Wcrav Ol xropo<pUA.UKOl 
ymn aycinays noA.u wuc_; si;6p1mouc_;. 

'Eva µvT]µsio ym wv NnK -
tvac_; nfap1voc_; <JKUA.oc_; 
µs cpapolci Ka1tOUA.ta, 
µs ouo crrny6vsc_; acpocrirocrrt cr'!a µcina 
µ' avamiKroµtvo W JtUVO) WU xsiA.1 
odxvovwc_; w ssppi wu o6vn 
ew1µoc_; va oaYKcicrs1 
'!OV acr'!pciyaA.O '!T]c_; VUX'!Uc_; 
it '!T] <JKlU Wl) xropocpuA.aKa 
it '!TJ meV6µaKpTJ naumi wu KA.scpwcpcivapou 
nouPass µta 1tA.UKa 01,0)Jtit 

avciµscra ma Mym Km crrn xspm µac_;. 

Na µT]v i;sxcicrouµs, cruv'!pocpo1, wv NnK, 
w cpiA.o µac_; wv NnK 
1£01) yauytss nc_; VUX'!Sc_; CT'!T]V auMnopw civnKpu CT'!TJ 0ciA.acrcra 
Kl anoK01µ16wv '!a xapciµarn 
CT'!a yuµvci n6om '!T]c_; AcU'!Splcic_; 
µs '!TJ XPUcr6µuya wu auyspivou 
ncivro crw cr'!uA.roµtvo aun '!OU. 
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Tcopa o NnK Kotµli'mt cr-rri Aijµvo 
8Bixov-rai; mivrn -ro i;eppi wu 86vn. 

Mn:ope{ µe0aupto va '"COV aKoucrouµe 11:ClAt 
va yauyii;et xapouµevo<; cre µta 8ta8ij1crocrri 
n:epvo8tapaivov-ra<; Kawu an:' -rt<; crriµait<; µa<; 
SXOV'ta<; KpeµacrµSVTJ O"'"CO /;eppf '"COU ()QV'tt 
µta µtKplj n:tvaKi8a "KCl't(O Ot -rupa.vvot". 

Ei'tav KM6<; o NnK -
va µriv l;exacrouµe, cruv-rpo<pot, '"COV NnK 
'"CO <plAO µa<; '"COV NnK 11:OU O"KO'"CC00TJKE crn<; ypaµµs<; µa<; 
'"CO cpiAo µa<; wv NnK n:ou wv <>K6-rrocrav 
ytan ayan:aye 11:0AU '"COU<; cruv-rp6cpou<; µa<;.17 

13 

The poem's specificity in time-and-place depictions makes it 
characteristic of Ritsos' s exilic poetry of the Civil War (Moudros, 
in line 16, is a sizeable town on the island of Limnos, referred to 
in line 38, which also hosted a post-war rehabilitation camp). It is 
this particular aspect of Ritsos's poetry that I consider fully 
intentional and radically anti-modernist, when read against the 
monumentalization of place and time, primordial but by definition 
Greek, that one gets in Seferis's Mv01m6pr,µa (1935) or Elytis's 
IIpoaavawAiaµoi (1940). In "O N-ruc" the lyric subject addresses 
his fellow exiles (line 31: "cruv-rpocpm") enmeshed in the problem­
atic present they are all facing; for this reason he has no need to 
masquerade, hide, or bowdlerize any of the painful aspects of their 
common experience. Exposing is a way of castigating and exor­
cizing their shared, troublesome present. The collective subject of 
the comrades has nothing to hide; a subject that, incidentally, has 
little in common with Seferis 's trans-historical "auvrpocpot", 
vested in Homeric overtones (cf. "H µop<pft T11c; Moipac;", "O 
fapfrrric; 0aA-aamv6c; avaµiaa awuc; ayforav0ouc;", Logbook II). 
The immediacy of the poem's language likewise reflects the 
urgency of the situation from which it springs. On the other hand, 
the choice of the lowly, kitschified subject-matter of the dead dog 

17 Ta En:11cmp1K6., pp. 264-5. 
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and its monument hints at the debunking of the communist 
ideology some of his fellow inmates may have privately under­
gone in the face of extremities such as a body in pain. What is 
more, this poem, through the use of the trope of self-referencing, 
narrativizes an accentuation of earlier perceptions of exile by 
Ritsos himself, such as we get in Hµcpo),,,6yw E?;opiac; I, where 
this very same dog, "Dick", is depicted alive, and friendly with 
the inmates (the poem "23 Noc:µ~p{ou"). 18 I should finally like to 
note that two echoes of earlier poems in "O NnK" validate its 
reading as a critique of Ritsos's own earlier, at times too program­
matic, exile poetry of the type of 01 ysrrov1ec; wv Koaµov (1957), 
and of his poetry of projected national univocality of the time of 
the Occupation. The first echo is of Karyotakis's 19 anti-war satire 
"O MtXUAt6c;", from £),,,syeia Km 1:ar:ipsc; (1927).20 In this poem on 
the futility of the Great War, the unwilling victim of the 
battlefield, Michalios, is given the honour of a soldier's funeral, 
but as he is too tall (a total misfit) everything goes wrong: 

Amivco -wu cncEnacycriKeV o AUKKO~, 
µa 'WU U<j)l']c,av U1CS~CO 'CO 1CO◊apt: 

'Hmv Aiyo µaKpU~ 0 <pOUKapaKO~. 

Are we allowed to read dead Dick's ever-protruding "~c:p~i Mvn" 
(lines 24, 39, 43) as a jocose, if party-tainted, allusion to Mi­
chalios's protruding leg? How are we to interpret the parallel? The 
next echo comes from Ritsos's own En:rra(fJwc; (1936), a funeral 
poem on the death of a tobacco-worker during the 1 May 1936 
strike in Thessaloniki. The poem ends with the mother's vision of 
a triumphal march in which the resurrected young worker, her 
son, also takes part: 

18 Ta Ermco.zpuai, p. 221. 
19 On the early influence of Karyotakis on Ritsos, see Prokopaki, 
"Eicraycoyi(, Av0oAoyio. I'uivv17 Pfraov, p. 12. 
20 Now in: G. P. Savvidis (ed.), K. r. Kapvwra,c17c;;, Iloz1µo.m Km Ilst;a 
(Athens: Ermis 1984), p. 105. 
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Avaµccra 1:0uc;, yt6Ka µou, 0ropco O"t avacr'trtµsvo, -
"CO 0copt O"OU 0"'1:0 0copt 'WU(_; µupto/;roypaqncrµsvo 
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reads one of the last decapentasyllabic couplets of the poem.21 It 
is clearly the same motif: both mother and comrade experience an 
allegorical moment of resurrection of their beloved, dead fighter 
(the son, the dog), who is then visualized in full splendour amidst 
the crowds of a triumphal march (line 40: "va yauyi~et xapou­
µevoc; cre µta otaoft1-rocrri"). One may find the parallel risky or dis­
respectful; yet it illustrates the point that in certain instances of the 
exilic poetry of Makronissos, Ritsos appears disillusioned, hence 
parodic, as regards his earlier attempts at monumentalizing the 
struggles of the Greek Left through the lyrical diction, lofty 
themes and mythical landscapes of poems such as "Pcoµtocruvr]" 
(1945-4 7). It is a point I shall return to after the discussion of my 
second example, the poem "A.B.r.". The view that I am trying to 
put forward is that the reference point of the poems in llf:rpzvoc; 
xp6voc;, the "state of exception" in relation to the torture and exe­
cution that comrades are faced with, separates meaning from 
language and ideological belief. Poetry proves unable to compete 
with the extreme situations it is called to represent. "A.B.r.", the 
final poem of llf:rpzvoc; xpovoc;, amply illustrates this: 

Tpia µi,ya).,a ypaµµam 
ypaµµsva µ' acrpfo'trt O"'trt paXOKOKKUA.ta 'tyt(_; MaKpOVrtO"O<;. 

(Omv cpx6µacrrn µi, 1:0 KapaPt 
O"'tptµroyµsvot avaµi,cra O"'T:OU(_; µn6you<; Kat O"'tt(_; UnO'lflt(_; µac; 
'ta OtaPacraµc navou an' "CO KU"CUO"'tproµa 
KU'T:OU an' nc; pptmsc; 'WU xropo<pUA.aKa, 'ta Otapacraµc 
cKdvo 'to itcruxo nprotv6 1:0u Iou).,iou, 
Kt rt apµupa Kt rt µupOUOtU 'trt'.; piyavrtc; Kat "CO 0uµapt 
OtV KU"CUA.apmvav Ka06A.OU "Cl ea nouv au'tU 'tU 'tpia 
acrpccr'troµsva 
ypaµµam). 

21 Anthologized in: Prokopaki, Av0oJoyia I'16.vv17 Piwov, pp. 42-8, the 
specific quote on p. 47. 
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A' Tayµa. 
B' Tayµa. 
f" Tayµa. 

MAKPONHLm; 

Kt TJ 06:A.acrcm wu Aiya{ou iJ-rav yaM.'(,ta 61t0)(; navw-rE 
noA.u yaM(,ta, µ6vo yMa(,ta. 
A'-
A, vm, µtA.oucraµE Kano-re yta µta notT]O"T] mymnEA.ayinKTJ, 
B'-
yta w yuµv6 cr-riJ0oc; 'tTJ<; uyciac; KEV-rT]µtvo µE µiav ayKUpa Km 
µtayopy6va 
f'-
yta 'tO yMa(,to cpcoc; 7t0U 7tA.EK€t 'ta KOUpnvaKta 'tCOV yA.apcov. 
A.B.f. 
300 crKo-rcoµtvoi. 

MtA.oucraµE, vm, yia µta noiT]O"TJ mymonEA.ayinKTJ -
0 KU~OUpac; 7tOU pcµ~a'(,Et O"'tO voncrµtvo ~paxo, 
av-r{Kpu O"'tTJ µMaµa-rtvia OUO"TJ, 
Ka0coc; tva µtKpO µnpOU'tl,tvO ayMµa 'WU 0KcaVOU. 

A.B.f. 
600 'tpEMOt. 
(Ot yuaA.tvE<; yapi8cc; KUVTJYCOV'ta<; O"'ta PTJXU 'WV tO"Kto 'tOU 
npcotvou acr-rpou, 
w xpucr6 Km yMav6 KaA.oKaipi nE-rpo~oA.cov-rac; µE 
KOUKOUVapta 'tO µccrTjµEptanKO U7tVO 'tCOV KOpt'tcrtCOV, 
'ta 7tUA.ta 7t€UKa i;uvov-rac; 'tT] PUXTJ wuc; O"'tT]V acr~EO"'tcoµtvTj 
µav-rpa.) 

A.B.f. 
900 KOU'tO"Ot. 
ZiJ-rco 
o ~acrtA.rnc; IIauA.oc;. 

(Kt Tj Ilavayia 'WU 7tOV'tOU <pA.copoKa1tVicrµtvT] an' 'tO croupouno 
Va crcpytaVUEt SU1tOA.Tj'tTj O"'tT]V aµµou◊ta 
cruyup{(,ovwc; -ra crnina -rcov µiKpcov 'lfapicov 
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Kapcpci>vovw<; µ' tva 0a;\,acrmv6 m:aup6 TIJ cpsyyapima •rJ<; 
n:;\,ssouoa). 
A.B.f. 
A.B.f. 
(M1Aoucraµs yta µta n:oiricrri myawn:s;\,ay{nKrJ, vm, vm). 

MAKPONm:m: -
MAKPONm:m: MAKPONm:m: 

Kt ri 0Macrcra sivm aK6µri yaA.<i(;ta 6n:ro<; n:avww 
Kt o aµsptKavtKO<; m:6A.o<; 1:astosust crw Atyaio 
i]cruxo<;, i]cruxo<;, ropaio<;, 
Kut 1:' acr1:pa avapouv Ka0s ppaou µtKpE<; cpronE<; 
vu '!'iJcrouv ot 'AyysA.ot TlJV 'l'ap6croun:a TlJ<; IIavayia<;. 
A.B.f. 
A.B.f. 

Kt an:6 Kawu an:' 1:' acr1:tpta n:spvavs 
Kapapit<;-KapaPtE<; ot snomcrµsvot 
Km rnouPMtU µs Koµµsva n:ooapta 
Kut rnouPMta µs Koµµsva xtpta 
Km 1:crouPMta µs vsKpou<; 
ssPpa(;ouv Ot cpoupwuvs<; crn<; UXTE<; 1:01) Aaupiou. 

(Atymon:s;\,ayhtKO wn:io 
XPucr6 Km yUA.a(;w ). 

A.B.f. 

l:s 'COUTU 'CU ppaxta wucpsKtcr'ClJKUV Ot 300 1:01) A' Tayµaw<;, 
'COUTU 'CU cpuKta sivm µta 1:oucpa µa.Uta SSKOA.A.rJµsva µa(;{ µs 'CO 
otpµa 
an:' w KauKaAo sv6<; cruv1:p6cpou n:ou apviJ0rJKS vu un:oypa'l'st 
Oi]A.WCYlJ. 

A.B.f. 

Ta crupµmon:;\,tyµma. 
Ot vsKpoL 
Ot 1:pSAA.Ot. 

17 
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A.B.r. 

(foA6:sta, ri 06:Aacrcm - noAu yaA.6:sta. 
Xpucr6 myatoneAayh:tKo -ronio. 
Ot y1,.6:pot). 

A.B.r. 

Maupri, Ka.6:µaupri 0UAaCJCJU 
Maupo, Ka.6:µaupo -ronio. 
Ta crupµa-ronAeyµma. 

A.B.r. 

Maria Athanassopoulou 

Maupo, Km6:µaupo -ronio µe crcptyµeva 86vna, 
KOKKtVO, KU't"UKOKKtVO -ronio µe mptyµevri ypo0t6:, 
µaupri Kat KOKKtVY] Kap8t6: nriyµevri CJ'W a{µa 't"Yj~ 
Kt eva~ KOKKtVO~ l]Ato~ nrirµevo~ µe~ TO a{µa -rou.22 

It is a remarkable poem as regards the degree of formalist 
"abstraction", stylistic "nakedness", verbal minimalism Ritsos has 
achieved in it. Despite the fact that "A.B.r." presents itself, in 
terms of typesetting, as a long poem, much of its length derives 
from the partial or total repetition of its lines. Repetition is here a 
stylistic device employed to connote the impoverishment of a 
poet's language when faced with the inconceivability of the camp 
experience (it can be read as a depiction of stuttering, of com­
pulsive repetition as sign of trauma). Let us also note the poem's 
"lettristic" element:23 capital letters that do not mean much (unless 
they are rehearsed in the context of the poem), are thrown in the 
raw on the page, in order to suggest the impossibility for language 

22 Ta E7mcaipuca, pp. 299-304. The poem runs to 134 lines, of which I 
have quoted 81, adhering to the choice of Prokopaki, who in Av0o.foyia 
I'zavv17 Piwov, pp. 104-11, suppresses the second, and even more laconic 

art of"A.B.r.". 
~3 Lettrisme is a French avant-garde movement, established in Paris in 
the mid-1940s by Romanian immigrant Isidore Isou. It is called 
Lettrisme from the fact that its proponents' early works centred on letters 
and other visual or spoken signs. 
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to signify, in the face of terror. At the same time, to the historic­
ally aware reader, the three capital letters in the text form an 
exemplum of the poetics of specificity of landscape informing 
Ritsos's Civil War poems.24 Each of the three letters refers to one 
of the three battalions in operation on Makronissos, and to their 
respective wards; this division would be one of the first things one 
would become aware of upon arrival on the island. The same 
aesthetic principle applies to the use of Arabic numbers in the 
text, as opposed to writing them in full Greek script, when 
counting the poet's lost comrades to torture (cf. the dismembered 
limbs, lines 55-6) and executions. The quantification of casualties 
offers a commentary on the absurdity of loss and the impossibility 
for language to account for them. At the same time, it operates in 
very pragmatic ways; it may represent an instance of historical 
realism, almost testimony. I should finally like to note the 
conscious redeployment of an Aegean Sea "counter-discourse" in 
"A.B.f.", a counter-narrative that targets Seferis's and Elytis's 
depictions of the "quintessentially Greek" landscape of the 
Archipelago, and Ritsos's own earlier non-specific (in terms of 
time and place) landscape depictions of Pwµzo(J1)V1J. This stance 
becomes clear in the self-commentary of line 17: "A, vm, 
µtAoucmµe Kano-re yta µta noiriOTJ mymneAayi'ttKYJ" (repeated with 
small alterations in lines 24 and 43), which refers to Ritsos's past 
concessions to liberal-style modernism, forging links with Right­
wing poets that proved treacherous. It is by no means the only 
instance of a renunciation of the poetics of the Archipelago in 
Ritsos' s exile poems, but it is by far the most prominent and most 
often quoted.25 Other such instances include the hints in the poem 
"AAAayf]" (lines 3-4): 

24 Christopher Robinson, "The presentation of place and space in the 
poetry of Yiannis Ritsos, 1934-1947", Kaµnoc;: Cambridge Papers in 
Modern Greek 2 (1994) 73-94, discusses the various poetic languages 
Ritsos uses to articulate his personal perception of space. Robinson is 
one of a handful of critics to note Ritsos's temporality, i.e. his historical 
consciousness, in representing landscape. 
25 See E. Garandoudis, "Ta vrima wu Aiyaiou roe; -r61to<; µta<; av-ri0ecni<;: 
A1t6 TTJV 1tOlTJTIKTt yeVta 'toU 1930 O"TTJ µeTU7tOA.eµtKft 1tOlTJO-TJ", An:6 WV 
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AU1coc; Kome-rm TJ 0ciAacrcra an:6va n:apci0upo 
illtcoc; n:icrco an:' to crupµa-r6n:;\,syµa. 26 

or the depiction of the arid landscape of the camp island through 
the lenses of a Sinopoulos-like nightmare (as in "<Dsyyapt", lines 
3-4): 

f,VU ton:io µtcr6 µaupo, µtcr6 Kt'tptvO 
f,VU KOµµtvo n:6◊t \jlctX\'OV'ta<:; yta to crcoµa tou.27 

Let us, finally, note the haunting repetition of the place-name 
"Makronissos", in lines 2, 13, 44 and 45 of "A.B.r." (miming and 
subverting, in its striking use of capital letters, the feeling that a 
traveller gets from an approaching signboard at the entrance of a 
port to be visited on holiday). The haunting repetition of the 
place-name "Makronissos" stands as a signpost to an alternative 
Aegean islands geography, a dystopic topography, where civic 
consensus is replaced by conflict, travelling is overrun by torture. 

Ritsos's aesthetic positioning against his ideological op­
ponents, the literary modernists, appears decided and consistent in 
his exile poems.28 For some critics, the defining feature of the 
modernist text is the rhetoric of the visionary employed by the 
poet. For others, modernism in Greek letters can be best under­
stood through an enquiry into the poet's particular employment of 
myth, landscape-depictions, and the trope of orality. For a third 
group of critics, it is modernism's relation to tradition that should 

Movrnpvzaµ6 OT1l uvyX,Povr, n:oir,u17 (1930-2006) (Athens: Kastaniotis 
2007), pp. 227-46, specifically p. 236. Though in scope very similar to 
Papatheodorou's earlier article on the matter referred to above (n. 4), this 
study offers the benefit of a more detailed account of the presence of the 
Aegean sea counter-discourse in a variety of post-war poems. 
26 Ta En:11cwp11ca, p. 277. 
27 Ta En:11cwp11ca, p. 281-2. 
28 This stylistic division of labour between liberal modernists and anti­
modernist radicals, was first suggested by Mario Vitti, in his historic 
article "Ot 8uo n:pcoton:opisc; O"'tTJV sAATJVlKTJ 1roiricrri", 0 IIoJ..frr,c; 1 
(1976). 
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lie at the centre of critical attention.29 On all three fronts, Ritsos's 
exile poems present the reader with a counter-statement on the 
stylistic choices made by his liberal, bourgeois contemporaries, 
mainly Seferis and Elytis. Beaton has convincingly shown that in 
composing his tableau of the Greek landscape, in 1945-47, Ritsos 
pays tribute to the landscape of Seferis's Mv0urr:6p17µa (1935) 
(with special reference to sections 2, 15 and 17), Elytis's 
llpoaavawAiaµoi (1940) and Jiaµa 17pcoii<6 ,cai 11:f:v0iµo yia w 
xaµf:vo av0v11:0Aoxay6 r17c; AJ,,[Javiac; (1946), and further back in 
tradition to the landscape of Palamas's sonnet on Athens from his 
"Ila.pt◊cc;" (1895) and Solomos's Yµvoc; rnc; r:17v Ekv0spiav 
(1823). Beaton considers "the depth of intertextual allusion in 
Romiosini [ ... ] an integral part of the poem's treatment of its 
subject-matter, because all those poetic precedents, as they 
accumulate through the length of the text, come to be included in 
the overarching concept of 'Hellenism' as conceived within the 
poem". 30 Beaton attributes, correctly, the poet's all-inclusiveness 
in his choice of literary (and hence political) allusions in 
Pcoµwavv17 to the fact that its writing coincided with a period of 
truce in the Civil War, a truce that began with the Varkiza agree­
ment in February 1945 and ended with the outbreak of the third 
round of hostilities of 1947-49. He also notes that, as in the 
parallel case of Seferis's almost contemporary "KiXAYf" (1947), in 
Pcoµwavv17 Ritsos makes abundant, yet carefully imprecise, refer­
ence to the recent experience of the Second World War. It is also 
left purposefully ambiguous throughout the poem whether the 
concluding demand for justice should be understood in political or 
in national terms; i.e. whether the essential trait of Greekness, 
which is understood in this poem to be resistance, should be read 
as resistance against the outsider (national consciousness) or 

29 For a general overview of Greek criticism's theses on literary 
modernism, see D. Tziovas (ed.), Greek Modernism and beyond: Essays 
in honor of Peter Bien (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield 1997). 
30 See Roderick Beaton, "Modernism and the quest for national identity: 
The case of Ritsos's Romiosini", in: Makrynikola and Bournazos (eds.), 
0 Ilmrrr1c; 1ca1 o IloAiTf!<; I'zavv17c; Pirone; (see note 2), pp. 109-24, at p. 
116. 
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against the oppressor (political or ideological consciousness). To 
make his point, Beaton characteristically explains that, in the line 
"Orav crcpiyyouv 1:0 xspt, o f]1vto~ civm ~e~ato~ yta wv K6crµo", 
"the words themselves are ambiguous: the Greek could equally 
refer to the warmth of a friendly greeting, or to the iconic 
clenched fist of communist posters and slogans".31 Well, if the 
Axis Occupation presented Left-wing poets with the opportunity 
of a fantasized coalition across the political spectrum, the Civil 
War severed any bridges. 

It is my contention in this paper that, in the fragmentary narra­
tives of his poems of ( on) exile, Ritsos reconsidered the tropes of 
modernism, "setting the record straight" both vis-a-vis the 
depictions of the national psyche proposed by his political 
opponents, the Greek bourgeoisie, and vis-a-vis his own earlier 
concessions to the tropes, language and rhetoric of modernism. 
Moreover, while adhering to Beaton's argument, I should like to 
argue that this dialogue is deeper and more extended than has 
been suggested. For example, three of Ritsos's exile collections 
identify already by their title the project of rewriting Seferis's 
stylistic premises and related ideological bias. Hµepo26yza 
E(opiac; I, II, III make conscious allusion to Seferis's collections: 
(a) Hµepo26yw Kar:am:pdJµawc; A', a collection that contains 
poems written between 1928 and 1940, the best known among 
them being "O BacrtA.ui~ 'IT\~ Acrivri~"- In this poem, the persona of 
the poet, strolling through the ruins of the Homeric king's castle, 
contemplates the eventual disappearance of a work's creator 
(published Athens 1940); (b) Hµcpo26yw Kar:ampdJµawc; B', a 
collection that covers, in the covert style of Seferis, major World 
War II events, such as the German invasion and occupation of 
Greece, the flight of the Greek government to South Africa and to 
Egypt, the horrors of war, the April 1944 uprising in the Greek 
army stationed in the Middle East, etc. (published Alexandria 
1944); (c) Hµepo26yw Kar:ampdJµawc; r, Seferis's "Cypriot" 
collection, which negotiates his views on colonialism and 

31 Ibid, p. 121. 
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nationalism (published Athens, 1955). It has been noted that the 
repeated title word of Seferis's three most political collections, 
logbook, hints at the notion of a captain leading his ship through 
turbulent times to a worthy, hopefully safe, destination port. So, 
clearly, a shred of the Ulysses myth still accompanies Seferis as 
late in his poetic career as 1955. By contrast to this visionary con­
ception of history and of the poet's almost messianic role in it, 
Ritsos's textualized poet in Hµipd6yia E?;opiac; has nowhere to 
go. He finds himself stranded on a wasteland, a desert land where: 

Eocb -r' ayK<i0ta Eivat 1COAAU -
ayK<i0ta Kamav<i, Ki-rptva ayK<i0ta 
cr' 6'A,o TO µ<iKpo~ •TJ~ µspa~, co~ µfoa crTOv urcvo. 

and where: 

Ta Myta rcoD µa~ cp<iVT]KUV 6µopcpa K<irco-re 
x,<icrav TO x,pcbµa TOD~ crav TO ytABKO TOD yspoD O"TO O"EVTOUKl 
crav sva 'A,16yepµa O"~T]O"µsvo cr-ra -rs<iµta. 

This kind of desolate landscape, as Savidis has observed, bears a 
lot similarities to Sinopoulos's landscapes:32 

01 <iv0pcorcoi rceprca-r<ive µe m x,spta crn~ -rcrfae~ 
iJ K<irco-re x,e1povoµouv cra va oicbx,vouv µta µuya 
TCOD ~avaK<i0e-rat O"TO ioio µspo~ TCUAl Kat TCUAl 
O"TU X,EtAT] TOD UOElOD TCOTT]plOU l] mo µfoa 
cr' SVa O"T]µEtO arcpOO"OlOplO"TO Kl ercfµovo 
6cro Kl T] <ipVTJO"Tt TOD~ va TO avayvcopicrouv.33 

The parallel is overwhelming. In his three Hµipo).,6yia Kara­
mpwµawc;, Seferis, the diplomat, travels the world over and con-

32 Savvidis, op. cit., p. 29. 
33 This is the opening poem of HµspoA6yw Ec;opiac; I, "27 Ox,-rco~pioD 
1948", minus the second, more lyrical stanza, which I have omitted in 
the above quotation: womv rcepvouv TO O"Dpµa-r6rcAEyµa m VUX,TE~ I 
acprivouv µ1Kp<i KODp8Ata arc' TT] cpoucr-ra TOD~." See Ta E11:11<:a1p1Ka, p. 
201. 
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templates on issues relating to poetry, memory, collective history 
vs. private passing of time, as well as on nationalism, colonialism 
and war justice. Chained to his desert land, the implied poet of 
"27 Ox-rco~p{ou 1948" has no other option but to tum inwards, and 
to his minute surroundings (lines 10-11: "µta µuya / nou ~ava­
K<i0s-rm aw i8to µepoc; na1c1 Km na1c1") for a source of comfort 
and, if possible, for inspiration. As suggested in the opening poem 
to the three collections, the subjects of these collective ')oumaux 
intimes" are faced already from the first day of their coercive 
displacement with the threat of meaninglessness that mindless 
violence, and implicitly the enforced signing of the repentance 
statement, thrusts upon them (lines 13-14: "[ ... ] CiTjµsio arrpo0816-
pww Kl srriµovo / 600 Kl TJ <ipVTJCTll wuc; va w avayvcopiaouv"). 34 

It would be impossible for the poet to find refuge in the monu­
mental, generalizing world of myth ( even in the Brechtian use 
devised for it in Ritsos's later work),35 in the face of such sym­
bolic deprivation. It would likewise be impossible for a poet to 
fantasize for himself the role of a visionary, leading a nation.36 As 
the lyric "I" repeatedly notes in Hµt:poJ,,,6yw Er;opiar:;, reality 
around them hardly makes the stuff of poetry. The penultimate, 
self-referential stanza of "13 Nosµ~piou", Hµt:poJ,,,6yw Er;opiar:; I, 
is revealing in this respect: 

34 Is it too fanciful to read Ritsos's line 8 of"27 Ox-rco~piou 1948" as a 
semi-conscious echo, and hence inversion, of the epigrammatic lines 15-
16 ("The yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window-panes / The 
yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window-panes") of "The love 
song of J. Alfred Prufrock" (1917), Eliot's first major modernist poem? 
The poem became celebrated in Greek letters through Seferis's 1936 
translation. 
35 On Ritsos's use of myth, see G. Veloudis, "Auto~t0ypacpia, µu0oc; Kat 
tcnopia cno epyo tou fiavvri Phcrou", Ilpocmyyius1c; ow spyo rov I'uivv17 
Pfwov (Athens: Kedros 1984), pp. 43-74, esp. p. 58. 
36 Despite the somewhat Quixotic quality of the representation, or even 
because of that (line 18: "IlpoxcopEi, napmtatci>vtac;, 8axwloosixwu­
µsvoc;"), the image of the discredited yet proud walker of the end of 
"Mepsc; t' Anpilri '43", HµspoJ6yw Karam:pwµawc; B', now in: 
Ilm1µara (Athens: Ikaros 1994), p. 208, may be read as a version of the 
poet/visionary, a leader of his nation, that Seferis at times reserved for 
himself. 



Reconsidering Modernism 25 

Au-r<i ptpam Oe y{vovrnt 1wiriµa 
Kt eoco rn pixvco crw xapTi cra µta <ixprJCJTl] 1tETpa n<ivco crni:; 1tETpei:; 
nou icrcoi:; µta µtpa 0a Pori0ofoav va xncrTet EVa crnin. 37 

The parallels with (and the inversions of) topoi of seferian 
modernism can be easily multiplied. But it is not my aim in this 
paper to be exhaustive. All I am trying to do in it is raise the point 
that any reading of Ritsos's exile poetry would be incapacitated, 
unless its interpretative frame of reference shifts from the socialist 
realist paradigm propagated by his political allies, to include also 
the modernist paradigm of his political opponents. The topicality 
of Ritsos's exile poems, the specificity of the place names used in 
them, the historical specificity of the very recent events recorded 
in them, all target the mythical freeze-frame of history, and the 
universality of Greek landscape depictions in Seferis's poetry,38 

read by the communist poet as a stratagem of liberal, potentially 
repressive, "humanism".39 So as to extend the argument to 
hitherto uncovered territory, I should also like to note that the 
"futility" of many of the exile poems' topics, the "poverty" of 
their language, coupled with consistent attempts to subvert 

37 Ta E1rncmp11ai, p. 214. 
38 The most self-reflexive, and in this sense less suspicious of ideo­
logical bias, landscape depiction of Seferis is Mv01ar6p71µa IB' 
("MnotiAta crw ntlayo"): "Tpeti:; pp<ixoi liya KaµEVa 1teUKa Kt EVa 
pr]µotlf]m / Km 1tapa1t<ivco / TO toto 'W1tto avnypaµµEVO savapxi/,;et. / 
Tpeti:; pp<ixoi cre crxfJµa nulrii:;, CJKouptacrµEVot / liya KaµEVa neuKa, 
µaupa Kat Khpiva / Kt EVa TeTp<iycovo crntT<iKt 0aµµEVo crwv acrPfoTrJ. / 
Km 1tapa1t<ivco aK6µri 1tOAAEi:; <popti:; / w ioto wnio savapxii,;et tltµaKCOT<l 
/ coi:; WV opt/,;OV"Ca coi:; WV oupav6 1tOU pamAeUet. / Eoco ap<isaµe TO 

Kap<ipi va µancrouµe Ta crnacrµEVa Koum<i, / va mouµe vep6 Km va 
Kotµri0ouµe. / H 0<iAacrcra 1t01) µai:; 1ttKpave eivm pa0t<i Kt avesepeUVl]Tl] / 
Km seOt1tACOVet µtav a1tEpaYTl] YaAT]Vl]. / Eoco µfoa crm P6rntla 
ppf]Kaµe €Va v6µtcrµa / Kat TO naisaµe CJ"Ca l,;<ipta. / To KEp◊tcre 0 
µtKp6Tepoi:; Km x<i0l]Ke. / 3avaµnapK<ipaµe µe rn crnacrµEVa µai:; 
Koum<i". 
39 "Humanism": a system of thought criticized as being centred on the 
notion of the rational, autonomous self and ignoring the un-integrated 
and conditioned nature of the individual. (Humanism's potentially 
repressive nature relates to its enforcement of universal principles, 
rationally deduced, to the neglect of particularity and locality.) 
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received ideas on what passes as poetic form (these poems' lines 
can be very short, or very long; embedded "metrical" verses are 
very rare and randomly thrown into them), offer a corrective to 
Ritsos's earlier concessions to Thirties modernism, in Pwµzo(JVV'7. 
Interestingly, Ritsos' s neglected poems of the Civil War period 
provide the seed of most post-war political poetry, making a de 
facto case in favour of their oddly avant-garde nature. By way of 
conclusion, let us remind ourselves of Titos Patrikios's short 
poem "II", from "Ilpoaxeom ym 1:ri MaKp6VT]ao", which indicates 
the extent to which the father-poet's anti-modernist Civil War 
poetry proved a viable path for poetry of years to come: 

BETO, AETO, fETO, 1:<:DA, "CO fciµµa Kev-rpo 
an' 'tT\V Kopcp~ coi; rn vuxia m;-rpa 
-r' av-rimcTjva cra ~6A.ot AcicrnTJ 
eva KOµµcin A.UCT1tTj ot civ0pC01tOt 
-rpcµ6cr~TJVS T\ '!'DX~ ytv6rnv xroµa 
cpacrµanKei; A.ciµnci; K6~avc rn np6crcona 
cpconsovrni; µcina 'tpcA.A.ffiV 
cr-r6µarn nou ~c;d>vav evwµa 
Kt o civcµoi; µc ni; xov-rpei; ap~uA.ci; wu ~acravtcr~ 
µacr-r{ycovc "CO ciypto ~OUVO µc 'tT\ scom~pa "COU.40 

40 Titos Patrikios, Iloz1µaw I (1948-1954) (Athens: Themelio 1990), p. 
175. The parallel is also noted in Papatheodorou, op. cit., p. 236. 


