Sculpture and stones in the poetry
of Seferis and Ritsos

Liana Giannakopoulou

his paper concentrates on selected poems by Seferis and

Ritsos in which sculptural imagery and references to stones
are prominent. Both poets frequently use the symbol of the statue
in their work. This is more obvious in the case of Seferis;
however, although the importance of the statues has been
acknowledged by various scholars, there has been no systematic
attempt to discuss their function or symbolism in his poetry.!
Ritsos’s voluminous work makes it more difficult for a single
symbol to dominate, but a careful reading shows how important
the statues and other relics from antiquity become in his work
after the 1950s. The poems discussed here are not an exhaustive
list of course, but my aim is to provide, together with some
detailed close readings, an analysis of the dialogue between
these two poets and, particularly, Ritsos’s response to the way
ancient Greek tradition is perceived in the work of Seferis.

Statues are a dominant but also a negative symbol in Seferis’s
poetry. With the exception of “Epwnkdg Adyoc”, in which the
symbol appears for the first time, and the Cyprus collection,
which marks a radically different approach to statues, what we
are left with in poems such as Mv6ioropnua (Mythistorema) and
“KigAn"” are mutilated corpses haunting an already desolate
landscape, threatening nightmares which persecute the viewers,
masses of inorganic matter implying attrition and death. This is
particularly true of Mythistorema and the first part of my paper
will concentrate on a discussion of the symbol of the statue in
specific poems of that “book”, as Seferis used to call it.

1 For a detailed discussion of this matter see A. Giannakopoulou, Ancient
Greek sculpture in Modern Greek poetry (1860-1960) (unpublished
doctoral dissertation, King’s College London, 2000). The Seferis section of
this paper is an important part of Chapter I'V of the thesis.
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What is different in Mythistorema, compared to the pre-
vious poems, is the transition from the individual to the collect-
ive sphere. Consequently, the symbolism of the statues, which,
so far, was more personal and more abstract, now centres on the
issue of tradition and the modern poet’s relation to it. The statues
are transplanted into a realistic landscape which acquires a
special dramatic intensity from the recurrent encounters between
statues and humans.2

I shall argue that these encounters in fact dramatize the
modern Greek’s confrontation with the past, which no longer
leads to spontaneous communication, as it did in the case of
Sikelianos. The wars, and particularly the Asia Minor Disaster,
put an end to the unconstrained drawing from the well of
tradition (compare the imagery of Mythistorema 2). The statues
are no longer perceived as whole or restored, and their fragment-
ed condition reflects the nature of actual, modern experience.
They confirm, and indeed become the symbol of, a lost wholeness,
the fall from an original unity and totality.3 As such, they
become a heavy burden for the modern artist intent on de-
ciphering their meaning, as part of his attempt to restore the
troubled relationship with the past.

Interestingly, though, Mythistorema is more haunted than
actually peopled with statues. Indeed, the word dyaipa itself
occurs only three times (5: 16, 20: 9, 21: 2), though other words
related to sculpture, such as pdapupapo (6: 89, 15: 21, 23: 3) or
kohdva (6: 9), also appear. More pervasive, and indeed more
suggestive of the adverse effects of war, is a sense of amputation,
dismemberment or fragmentation conveyed by references to
statues but seeming to extend also to human beings. The references
to stones seem to supplement the overriding impression of ruin
and desolation. As we can see in poem 18, for example, stones
define a landscape which is dry and arid. In poem 10, this land-
scape is described in greater detail: it is a suffocating enclosure,

2 For the affinities between the dramatic character of Mythistorema and
that of Eliot’s The Waste Land, see Edmund Keeley, “T. S. Eliot and the
poetry of George Seferis”, Comparative Literature 8.3 (1956) 214-26 (pp.
219-20).

3 Linda Nochlin, The Body in Pieces. The fragment as a metaphor of
modernity (London: Thames and Hudson 1994), pp.7-8.
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without water again, a landlocked country whose inhabitants
have lost contact with nature and are alienated from the funda-
mental functions of life: birth, love, marriage and death. In poem
22, finally, the context in which stones appear again reflects a
negative experience: the speakers have lost their roots, they
have also lost their memory, and struggle to recover something
from a life that seems to proceed in absentia.

The statues themselves have nothing in common with the
ideal and radiant statue of “Epoukdg Adyoc”. We are faced
instead with what appears to be a second population of
aydApoto, sexless, clearly fragmented, and standing on the
ground. Their sole characteristic —and an important one- is their
mysterious smile, aptly described by Karyotakis as “mapaniovn-
nx6”, an attribute confirmed, as we shall see, in Mythistorema
21.4 This smile, which tempts us to identify these statues with
the archaic kouroi, conveys indeed a feeling of exclusion and
hostility. In the poem “[Av8popéda]” for example, the “patpy
yamivy” of the dead is associated with “ra youdysia, nov dev
npoywpolV, Twv ayarpdtov’, both signs of despair, of a vanished
life fossilized on the surface of the stone and unable to bring
solace to the suffering maiden. But this same smile and the
absence of bodily characteristics also bring to mind the statues of
the Herms showing the way to travellers (like those of
Mythistorema). However, Hermes was also the god who took
the souls to the Underworld but whose statues, as I will argue
here, fail to do so. Rather, they create an atmosphere of dis-
orientation, exclusion and despair vividly described in poem 21:

Eueig mov Eexivijooyle Y1a 10 TpOCKUVILA TOVTO

xorrdéaie to Snaopéva aydApate

Eeyxaomikope xou gimape nog e ydverr 1 Lol téoo
gvKoAn

nag éxet o Bavatog Spdpovg ave&epedvitong

xot e Sk 1o Sitkarocvvy

g 6tav gleig opboi ora nédia poag nebaivove
féca oty nétpa adepdmiévol
eveyévor pe t oxAnpdmta xat Ty advvapia,

4“0 xijnog mg ayoplotiag” in: KI'. Kapvardxng, Houjuata xar neld, ed.
G.P. Savidis (Athens: Ermis 1991), p. 143.
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ot tadotol vexpoi Eeddyav arn’ tov kKO Kat avasthinkav
KOl (OOYEAGVE PEG OF o apatevn nm)xia.s

We who set out on this pilgrimage

looked at the broken statues

became distracted and said that life is not so easily lost
that death has unexplored paths

and its own particular justice;

that while we, still upright on our feet, are dying,
affiliated in stone
united in hardness and weakness,
the ancient dead have escaped the circle and risen again
and smile in a strange silence.

(tr. Keeley and Sherrard)®

The confrontation of humans and statues in this poem is built
on a set of oppositions which seem to define the boundaries
between them. In the first section, although the statues are
broken, they seem to indicate the presence of another life beyond
death, where a kind of justice different from human justice
applies. The representation of the dead in the form of statues
seems indeed to convey some kind of immortality (“€e¢vyav an’
oV kOKAo ko avaotifnkav”) since statues appear as the traces of
a world to which humans aspire. Their smile and their silence
seem to prove precisely these points. One might even think here
that the silence and inertia of the statues become resting points,
giving the viewers relief and a feeling of stability in the ever-
changing world they experience during their journey through
life. Indeed, the statues may represent, through their solid, per-
manent forms, the fixed values of tradition in contrast to “the

4

fluid, changeable character of the modern”.” But the second part

5 Giorgos Seferis, IToujuara, 16th ed. (Athens: Ikaros 1989), p.68.

6 George Seferis, Complete poems, translated, edited and introduced by
Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard (London: Anvil 1995), p. 25.

7 Alex Potts, “Male phantasy and modern sculpture”, The Oxford Art
Journal 152 (1992) 38-47 (p. 44). In this thought-provoking article, the
author discusses the attitudes of Baudelaire and Rilke (among others)
towards sculpture. These attitudes reveal, as he says, “an argument char-
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of the poem belies such expectations. Looking at the statues has a
strangely petrifying effect on the living, who die in a way that
strongly suggests that they are becoming statues themselves.
This at least is what one understands from images such as “opBoi
oto modia pag nebaivovpe”, as well as the fact that they are
united with hardness and weakness or infirmity (the latter al-
luding to the fact that the statues are broken). The vestiges of
the past fail to bring solace to the modern viewers, but rather
reflect and confirm their unfortunate condition.

This way of handling the symbol of the statue makes a stark
contrast with the very etymology of the word ayoApa. Barbara
Hughes Fowler has given an interesting interpretation of this
word with reference to archaic sculpture, and particularly to the
kouroi and korai, in the context of Pindar’s poetry.8 She argues
that Pindar may have been aware, when using the word, of its
etymological relation with the words aydiio, ayladg and even
yerdw. The verb aydiie means to honour or to glorify but also to
decorate. So the poet’s odes resemble statues in that they both
bring lasting glory to the victors (the shining ones, ayAaoi —cf. L.
6.62, O. 8.5) as sculptural monuments do, but also because they
literally decorate the place in which they are sung (cf. “ydpag
ayoipa” in N. 3.13). What is more, the gleam of the statue as a
work of art is associated with the smile it carries on its face, for
this too is another way of shining. The distinguished work of art
—statue or ode ~ may bring a smile of pleasure to the face of the
one who experiences it; but it also has its own smile — the
mysterious archaic smile of the kouroi — which betrays, as H.
Payne points out, “a look expressive of nothing so much as the
plain fact of its own existence”; or, as Fowler explains, “The
smile seems to reflect the statue’s joy at having been released, a
living figure, from the inanimate stone.”?

acteristic of the period about the nature of the modern, and the fate of
sculpture within it as the art of a more ancient order of things”.

8 Barbara Hughes Fowler, “The centaur’s smile: Pindar and the archaic
aesthetic”, in: W.G. Moon (ed.), Ancient Greek art and iconography
(Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press 1983), pp. 159-70 (pp. 166-
8).

9 Ibid., p. 167. The Payne quotation is cited on the same page.
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In Seferis, onthe other hand, these values are inverted. The
statue is no longer associated with artistic fulfilment, nor with
the pleasure of contemplation a work of art offers. The dyaina is
rather what the word “statue” reveals through its Latin root, a
static, inert object which, as we have seen, petrifies the viewer.
Looking at the eyes of the statues means that you are turned to
stone without actually listening to the voices of the dead who
are the bringers of wisdom — note in this context the use of the
word novyia in this poem in contrast to yoAqvn, the word with
which Mythistorema ends. One could argue indeed that the
statues as they appear, not only here, but also in all of Seferis’s
poems prior to the Cyprus collection, dramatize Seferis’s pre-
occupation with the (lost) continuity of Greek tradition and the
ensuing difficulties in the assimilation of this tradition by the
moderns. And the use of the phrase “nolaioi vexpoi” to refer to
the statues points in that direction. The embarrassment humans
feel when encountering the vestiges of the past, as well as the
feeling of threat and danger that emanates from otherwise inert
and fragmented stones, indicates a lack of familiarity with the
past, a shattered memory and consequently the impossibility of
communication which leads to fragmentation.

The fact that the statues in Mythistorema 21 evoke kourot
supports this interpretation. For kouroi were widely used in
archaic Greece as grave markers; and in Greek tragedy tomb
statues (also named eidwAo or xoAoooot) are an integral part of
the ritual of the nekyia. Interestingly, the tragedies from which
Seferis draws most of his mottoes or quotations are those most
preoccupied with the relation between the dead and the living.
And it is this dialogue which becomes the central quest of
Seferis’s own poetry. It is in terms of this communion that Seferis
perceives and defines the function of memory in its creative
aspect both retrospectively and prospectively. In other words,
memory refers both to the artist’s own dialogue with the dead
and to the wish of the poet to ensure such a dialogue with future
generations through the body of his ownwork.

The use of the word npookivnue, in the first line of Mythi-
storema 21, indicates that we may be dealing here with such a
nekyia, but in this case the goal of the ritual has not been
achieved. And the image of petrification Seferis uses to convey
this may be compared with the effect of the souls of the dead in
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Book 11 of the Odyssey — and with other instances of nekyia in
classical literature. The souls of the dead are associated with
sculpture in that they can turn to stone the living who approach
them without rituals.10 According to Vernant, Gorgo's head has
become a vigilant watchman who prevents the living from
approaching the Underworld, just as Cerberus prevents the dead
from leaving it. The use of the verb &eyoomjxape in this context
acquires a tragic dimension, since it implies that the statues can
be deceptive: with their beauty and stillness they can give the
impression of a positive force, whereas in fact they have the
power of Medusa’s head which imprisons the gaze, charms its
victims, and turns them into stone, destroys, that is, their
creative powers.

Seferis’s attitude can usefully be contrasted with that of
Sikelianos. For the older poet the encounter with ancient relics
led to their almost instantaneous restoration in his imagination
and in his poetry, revealing a spontaneous communication with
the past. Sikelianos’s confidence is reflected both in his inter-
pretation of the archaic smile (unlike Seferis he understands it
as a reconciliation of life and death) and in his use of the kouros
as a symbol of integrity and wholeness, a projection of his own
body which he takes as the only means through which tradition
can be restored. In the case of Seferis, however, the encounter
with the works of the past (often forced, as we shall see in the
following poem) is a source of anxiety; the smile of the kouros is
no longer here an expression of the artist's satisfaction but be-
comes (after Karyotakis) rapaniaviytiké and npodotikd adiddopo,
reflecting his predicament in the face of tradition. This is also
reflected in the image of the fragmented body, everywhere pre-
sent in Seferis’s poetry, constituting an inversion of Sikelianos’s
values.

10 The association of statue and soul is not an arbitrary one, but is con-
firmed by studies on archaic Greek religion and cult. Vernant explains
how the colossus - a term referring to a pillar as much as to a statue — is
used in tombs not as an image of the dead but as an indication of the local-
ity to which the soul is bound and in which the living can communicate
with it once the proper rituals have taken place; Jean-Pierre Vernant,
Mortals and Immortals, ed. Froma 1. Zeitlin (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press 1991), p.121.
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The ambivalent presence of past relics in the contemporary
landscape is a problem encountered not only by Seferis but also by
other artists who faced an equally rich tradition in their own
country and concentrated on its relation to their work. A com-
parable case would be that of Giorgio de Chirico, with whose
work Seferis was familiar.11 The painter shares with the poet
the same anxiety concerning past relics that can be assimilated
only with difficulty, or not at all, in modern life. So, whereas
the paintings of de Chirico’s metaphysical period include frag-
ments from classical antiquity that co-exist in relative harmony
with various elements of modern civilization in the transcendent
world of the painting, in certain works between 1919 and 1927 the
memories of the past become rather spectral, lose their vitality
and express a desperate appeal to the glory of the ancients.12
Once again, the First World War was responsible for this change
of attitude towards classical antiquity, as was de Chirico’s own
predicament, after his creative years of 1911-18. In those later
paintings the relics of the past are nolonger a source of solace. As
Loizidi points out, “n pvijun 1ov moper@oviog apyilel va kuplevet
wAgov cav gupovy 18€a éva Ydpo mov €xel YACEL TV THYoLOTTa
KoL 10 evpnpatikd copiyog 10v.”13 As we shall see in the case of
Mythistorema 3, the same weight of memory, in the form of the
fragment of a head, haunts the artist and, at this stage,
mutilates him:

Méuvnco Aovtpdv oig evoogiodng

ZEOmvnoa e TO LaPILAPLVO ToVTO KEQAAL oTa XEpLa

nov pov eEavtiel toug aykoveg kat dev E€pw Tod
Vo T OKOVURTIOMm.

“Enedre o10 Sverpo xabag € Byatva and 1o dvetpo

€10l evadbnke 1 Lo pag kon Ba elvoar oAy ddokoro
va Egywpioet.

11 geferis must have known de Chirico’s work from at least 1933, to judge
from relevant entries in his diaries. See Mépes B’ (1931-1934) (Athens:
Ikaros 1975), pp. 136 and 137.

12 gee Niki Loizidi, O Ttibpréio vre Kipixo xar 1 covpeadionxij enavd-
otaon (Athens: Nefeli 1987), p. 194.

13 bid,, p. 192.
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Koutdlw ta pario piyte avorytd pite KAELoTE
JAG 610 6TOUO TOV 6RO YOPEVEL VO ILATIOEL
Kpoted Ta payovha wov Eexd pacav 1o déppa.
Aev &y GAAY SOvapy:

Ta YEPLo HOV Y EVOoUVTOL Kot pe mAnolalovy
akpomplocuéva.l4

Remember the baths where you were murdered

I woke with this marble head in my hands;

it exhausts my elbows and I dor’t know where to put it
down.

It was falling into the dream as I was coming out of the
dream

so our life became one and it will be very difficult for it
to separate again.

I look at the eyes: neither open nor closed

I speak to the mouth which keeps trying to speak

I hold the cheeks which have broken through the skin.
That's all I'm able to do.

My hands disappear and come towards me
mutilated.15

The importance of memory in this poem is stated already in
the epigraph, taken from Aeschylus’s Choephori (491). It is
Orestes who speaks these lines, in front of the tomb of Aga-
memnon. With him is Electra, and together brother and sister
attempt to call on the spirit of their father to give them the
strength to perform the act of vengeance. The fragmentary words
Seferis has chosen to quote are an important key to the under-
standing of the poem. The imperative péuvnoo gives us a possible
explanation for the image of the marble head: the head is
indeed the locus of memory, and the ritual performed by Orestes
and Electra aims at precisely revitalizing the memory of the lost

14 geferis, Howuara, p-45.
15 Seferis, Complete poems, p. 5.
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father.10 The verb evocoictng reminds us of Agamemnon's uacya-
Awouds by Clytemnestra, but it also underlines the feeling of
fragmentation and separation which dominates the poem.

The representation of memory as a statue or a fragment
which emerges suddenly from the subconscious with the assist-
ance of a dream is a Freudian one, and Seferis was interested in
the function of dreams and their interpretation.l” For Freud, as
indeed for the ancient Greeks, memory was considered as an
active constituent of the present, in that it lives, that “stones
speak”, as Freud put it.18 Remembering, then, meant the possi-
bility for man to perceive reality in more global terms than usu-
ally understood. It was equivalent to seeing all of what we call
different dimensions of time as one, to understanding the past as
a dynamic presence in the present, the world of the dead as
sharing the world of the living. This is an opinion Seferis would
probably have shared, except that for him it was not obvious
that stones actually speak. Although for Seferis too communi-
cation with the past meant communication with the dead, it is
precisely this relation he is trying to define in those poems in
which the nekyia - at least until the Cyprus collection — plays

16 The imagery of the head may also have been inspired by Heinrich
Heine's Die Gotter im Exil (a Greek translation by D. Olympiou is pub-
lished as O: e€dpioro1 Beoi. Athens: Kalvos 1982). In this work the author
investigates survivals of ancient myths in his country’s legends. Among
themis the story of the knight who fell in love with a statue of Aphrodite,
and had a dream of actually spending one night with her only to wake up
the following morning with the statue’s head in his arms. The story
alludes, among other things, to the distorting effects of a sterile veneration
of the past. It may also indicate that the marble head of Seferis’s poem
could be a head of Aphrodite. This is also supported by the fact that the
search for memoryis always associated with love in Seferis’s work, as we
have already seen in “Epotkés Adyog” and (from a negative point of
view) H Zrépva. Of course, Aphrodite, memory and love will ultimately
come together in “’Eyxoun”.

17 We know from the catalogue of Seferis’s library compiled by Gianna-
dakis that, as early as 1925, Seferis had carefully read some of Freud’s
writings in the French translation of Hélene Legros, Le réve et son inter-
prétation (Paris: Gallimard 1925). And Seferis devotes a whole late essay
to a discussion of Artemidorus’s book on the explanation of dreams.

18 peter Gay, Freud. A life for our time (New York: Norton 1988), p.172.
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an important part. And as we have seen above, the statues, as
symbols of the dead, are also associated with it.

But it is to an equivocal rather than a happy reactivation of
memory that Seferis alludes in Mythistorema 3. This ambi-
valent situation is successfully explored through the use of the
ancient myth, but also through the poet’s significant omission
from his epigraph of the last word of the original verse: ndgtep.
Orestes is the only means for Agamemnon to take his revenge, the
only means the father has to recover something of his lost power.
Nevertheless, the very return of the father through his son
threatens the latter: after the act of vengeance is fulfilled,
Orestes goes mad and is haunted by the Erinyes (compare the
imagery in the second section of “KizAn”). So the missing mdtep
alludes through its very absence to the imminent but also in-
auspicious presence of the father.1?

The fact that memory is symbolized in Mythistorema 3 by
the marble head, a fragment of ancient sculpture, makes it ex-
plicit that this father figure is for Seferis ancient tradition,
whose menacing authority had dominated the cultural life of
Greece ever since the birth of the modern Greek state in the
modern world.20 The adjective poppdpivog which Seferis uses
here to describe the marble head, is, from this point of view,
significant. For Seferis, as for Palamas, the learned provenance
of the word (as opposed to papuopéviog) associates it with class-
ical antiquity perceived as a burden, as an unassimilated
influence, with tradition as a source of embarrassment and muti-
lation rather than creative influence. This is indeed confirmed in

19 A detailed parallel between this poemand Aeschylus’s Choephori, in the
context of the burden of the past, is given by Charles Segal, “Orpheus,
Agamemnon, and the anxiety of influence: mythic intertexts in Seferis,
Mythistorema 3", Classical and Modern Literature 9.4 (1989) 291-8 (pp.
293-5).

201 Vasileiadis’s “O IMapBevdv” (1.25-27) we see that the relation of the
moderns to the ancients was indeed perceived in terms of a father-son
relationship: “émov kot Joviog woei peBiowv,/ 10 TV TPoYSvev TO
ueyoheiov/ BAénerk’ epmvéerar o vidg” What is more, the correspondence
of Seferis and Theotokas attests to their feelings of inferjority in relation
to the heroic (demoticist, peyaioiSedrixn) generation of their real fathers.
See Idpyog Osoroxdsg xar I'idpyog Xepépns. AAAnloypagia (1930-1966),
ed. G.P. Savidis (Athens: Ermis 1975), pp. 16-17.
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the poem, where the speaker is explicit about his relationship
with the marble head: it is both random and beyond his control.
This piece of sculpture has emerged from a dream. It is clearly a
symbol of the artist’s subconscious, which, for Seferis as for other
modernists, is rooted in the collective subconscious. It has entered
the artist’s life without his own consent, as line 4 shows. What is
more, the forced relationship with it is explicitly stated in line
2: the head is unbearable, the speaker wants to get rid of it, but
he does not know how. He has to come to terms with it, just as the
travellers of poem 21 have to come to terms with the relics they
encounter.

This is indeed confirmed in the lines that follow. The
speaker actively engages in communicating with this fragmented
head by looking at it, speaking to it and touching it, and
although the marble itself seems eager to transmit some sort of
message, the whole effort does not yield any results.2! It seems
that, if the modern artist sees his work as the only means
through which the voice of the fathers can be heard, Seferis is
not as confident as Sikelianos about the impact of the ancient
heritage on his own artistic integrity. One could read Mythi-
storema 3, as a possible Greek counterpart to Keats’s sonnet “On
seeing the Elgin Marbles”. Although Keats is stumbling under
the weight of a heritage which is all the more overwhelming for
not being his own, both poets seem frustrated because they feel
that their artistic potency is threatened by the presence of the
ancient relics. Seferis takes this struggle a step further by
revealing its unfavourable outcome for the modern artist.

The imagery of Mythistorema 3 is indeed violent, and we
have been prepared for this already with the verb evoopictng of

21 Interestingly enough, this exhaustive as well as fruitless attempt to
appropriate something of the past’s legacy in the surviving relics will
continue to preoccupy Seferis in relation to ancient statuary, and he will
describe it, muchlater, in his essay “Aei¢oi” (1961), with a near-quotation
from his own poem: “éva xe¢dhr Zpiyyog pe to pdtia pite avorytd pijte
KAero1d. To yopdyeho, mov Aev apyaixkd - ahhd dev dprdver - evdg Hpaxkid 1
evog Onoga. Kdrmt téro10 amoondopara amd pia {of mov frav kdmote
0ASKANPT, CVYKAOVIGTIKG KORUATIC, TOAD KOVIA [ag, §1Kd pog fLia otiyut,
K1 énerta oot pLady xat anpoonéhacta.” See dokuée, B, 5th ed. (Athens:
Ikaros 1984), p. 142.
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the epigraph. All hope of communication having failed, the
relics of the past are not only useless but harmful, almost ag-
gressive: they burden the artist without imbuing his imagination
and creativity with positive forces.22 Mythistorema 3 ends,
characteristically, with the speaker’s mutilation. The fact that
he holds the marble head in his hands and that the hands return
to him chopped off implies that it is in the hands that the poet
feels the pressure of the past as represented by the statues,
because for the poet as for the craftsman - an association that
Seferis favoured - the hands are the means through which he
realizes his art.23In this context the poem may be considered an
adaptation by Seferis — with a Freudian colouring — of the myth
of Medusa, to reflect his own preoccupations. The severed head
which has still the power to turn the viewer into stone
symbolizes for Freud the fear of castration.? In the case of

21«0 Baciiiég g Acivig” and especially in section 4 (lines 40-54) the
poet’s failure to conjure back to life a dead word, and with it a dead
world, is also conveyed through sculptural imagery (though it is less
violent). Like a modern Niobe, the poet is turned to stone on realising the
vanity of his efforts, as Seferis’s own words indicate: “ewdva popdfg nov
Lapuapwoe pe ™y anddaon piag nixpag navrotiviic” (line 53).

23 The poet’s lonely struggle with tradition and the dangers lurking in this
perilous occupation are conveniently summarized by Seferis himself in
1946, in his essay “K.IL Kafagns, ©.Z. ‘Ehor moapdiinior”. What is
interesting is that he is again using the imagery of Mythistorema 3: “O
Kafagng aviixer oe piav dAAn napddoon. Mia napddoon xoiooowaia kot 110
aAalovikn and v GAAn, THY KoTadpoveréviy, Tov 0 ZoAwuds, o8 pa opt-
ouévn otypt, pévog tpoondbnoe va Eavamdoet, e ta §vo tov yépla, Tov
Avyroav.” See doxuég, A, p. 345.

24 Charles Segal also mentions the latent fear of castration which is
associated in Seferis with artistic creation, but he does not refer to the
myth of Medusa. According to him, the severed head may be associated
with the head of Orpheus. He argues that: “In the ancient myth the
continuing voice of Orpheus’ head expresses the notion that the artist’s
power, for good or ill, cannot be destroyed with his death.” The treatment
of the myth by Boccaccio in particular inaugurates its modern phase
“when he [Boccaccio] takes up Ovid's story of how Apollo rescues the
head from the threatening serpent (Metamorphoses 11.56-60) and turns the
tale into an allegory of the posthumous fame of the artist. The serpent is
time; Apollo is fame. The artist’s work defeats all-devouring time and lives
on after his death. But Seferis’s poem takes the point of view of the living
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Seferis, this fear is explicitly related to the artist's creative
competence which is threatened, according to Mythistorema 3,
not so much by the overwhelming presence of the forefathers but
by the artist’s realization of his impotence in bringing something
of the forefathers’ message to the modern world. As Maronitis
has pointed out, this communication with the ancestors is the
very definition of memory in Seferis’s poetry: “o mownwig PAéner
KOl OKOVEL TPOG TA MLOW, PLYVOVTNG OTO CLYKEYUUEVO TOPGV avtdv
tov Si1daxTixké iokio 100 Taperdévrog.”? It is this didactic shade
that Seferis wants to recapture in his work and to transmit it, in
turn, to future generations. But this effortless communication
seems at this point to be beyond reach; the voice of the past and
the voice of the present exist in different spheres separated by
what appears to be an unbridgeable gulf.

In Mythistorema 3, then, memory or tradition functions more
like an unwanted and embarrassing weight which disables the
modern artist rather than being a source of inspiration. The
question arises, of course, why Seferis should choose ancient
statues in order to convey these feelings. I think that the answer
goes beyond the commonly accepted view of statues as being
among the few things that have survived from classical anti-
quity. As becomes clear if we examine “Epwukég Adyog” and,
especially, H Zrépva, the “Apollonian” ideal of the eternal
being reflected in the statue’s inertia and detachment from life
does not satisfy Seferis. He is more interested in the “Dionysian”
expression of movement and passion rooted in a deeper sense of
life as a condition of constant change and becoming which is its
essence and truth.

But the statue is not susceptible of the progress which Seferis
- and Palamas before him — found in the Greek language. The
statue is a form which is dead in the sense that it transcends time
passively without, as it were, responding to time’s challenges in

poet. And here the immortality of the earlier, dead poets is not a con-
solation, but also something to struggle against.” See “Orpheus”, pp. 297-8.
However, as [ argue, it is not so much the immortality of the earlier poet
that threatens the speaker here but rather the modern artist’s failure to
decode the message that the ancestor is trying to transmit.

25 D.N. Maronitis, “Adaxtixég Sedpépne”, in his: Aadééerg (Athens: Stigmi
1992), pp. 49-64 (p. 55).
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the way that language (and, for an unusually long time, the
Greek language) does. The Andromedan image of fixity, reflected
both in the girl’s being chained to the rock and in the smiles of
the statues which “8ev npoywpotv’, may well imply this lack of
desired change, or progress. Moreover, the statues’ perceived
detachment, as well as the fact that they have been burdened by
a multitude of interpretations, keeps the viewer at a distance,
unable as he is to decipher their meaning. And whereas statues
bear the marks of time only in that they show signs of wear,
words have the power to adapt to new forms and meanings.
Keeping the core of their sense unaltered, they have the power
to renew themselves and have reached our own time rich from
what they have collected on their journey. They bear the living
marks of those who have used them over the centuries. Language,
then, and particularly the language of poetry, is a repository of
living memories rather than a deserted landscape of fossilized
corpses; it thus encourages the desired dialogue between the dead
and the living.

Let us now turn to the poetry of Ritsos in order to attempt a
comparison between what has been discussed above and the way
sculpture and stones appear in certain poems chosen from the
period between 1957 and 1969. Two reasons justify this choice: on
the one hand, the poems written during this period are widely
considered to be among his best and include some very interesting
and original aspects of sculpture not encountered in his poetry so
far; on the other, various scholars have already talked about a
growing and more explicit response by Ritsos to the poetry of
Seferis, which culminates when Seferis is awarded the Nobel
prize in 1963. The dialogue between the two poets has been
discussed in the context of mythological poems, and especially in
their use of Homeric motifs.26 Here I will concentrate on Ritsos’s
use of stones and statues and I will venture to draw some con-
clusions which justify the differences.

26 D, Ricks, “Pitoog-"Ounpog: évag nontikdés drdAoyog”, Awddvn 22 (1993)
49-65.
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The way through which stones and statues enter the land-
scape of Ritsos’s poetry is defined first of all by the experience of
exile. As a communist, Ritsos became a political prisoner, and
between 1949 and 1953 was exiled on the deserted islands of
Makronnisos and Ai-Stratis. Consequently, his Waste Land is a
literal one and not, as in the case of Seferis, the metaphorical
rendering of a poetic landscape. The other factor which defines
his perception of statues and stones is the poet’s extensive
travelling in Greece (between 1954 and 1966), and his acquaint-
ance, after his marriage in 1954, with Samos. As Prevelakis has
pointed out, the island’s countryside and above all its archaeo-
logical sites have exerted a strong influence on Ritsos;?” they
have helped him see the burdensome classical past through
different eyes, and must have defined his rather different per-
ception of tradition in that context.

Let us look at the first poem, characteristically entitled
“Tlétpeg”:

“Epyovrat, dtyovv o1 Lépeg, xopic onovdy, yopig anpdonta.

O épeg LovoKeBoVVY GT0 HUG KAt o1 1Lviipy.

“Bvog Bélet o tétpa yio tpockE¢airo.

“AAdog, Tpiv koA vumioet, adijver 10 povXa TV KAT® and jLlio TETpa

1NV TV 10 TAPEL 0 adpag. "AAAOG EXEL 1A TETPO, VIO CKAUVE TOD

1 yio onuddt 610 YopadL Tov, 0T0 KOPNTIPL, OT0 pavipi, G710
dacog.

Apya, netd 1o Adyepua, yopiloviag onit gov,
émota TETPO O T aKpoyidil av oxovunioelg oto pantli 6ov
givon éva ayalpdTio — pia pikpf Nixn 1) 1o ox oAl g "Apteung,
¥t avty, oo £vag £4mPog to peoniépt axovunnoe 1a Ppeyuéva tov
nodia,
eivat évag IdtpoxAog ie oxiepd, kAelopeva potérrada.
(Maprupiec A, 1957-63)28

STONES

Days come and go without haste, without surprises.
Stones become drenched with light and memory.

27 p, Prevelakis, O woneiic Idvvng Pitoog (Athens: Estia 1992), p. 368.
28 Giannis Ritsos, IToufuara, © (Athens: Kedros 1989-90), p. 191.
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Someone sets a stone for a pillow.

Another, before swimming, leaves his clothes under a stone

so that the wind won’t take them. Another uses a stone for a stool

or as a boundary mark on his farm, the cemetery, the sheepfold,
the forest.

Late, after sunset, when you've returned home,
whatever stone from the seashore you place on your table
becomes a statuette — a small Nike or the hound of Artemis,
and this stone, on which a young man at noon leaned his feet,
is a Patroclos, with shadowed, closed eyelashes.
(tr. K. Frian)?®

The function of the stones in this poem is the complete opposite of
what we saw in Seferis. In Mythistorema stones have negative
connotations, confirming that the landscape of the poem has lost
its vitality and its creativity. What Seferis sees in them is
inorganic matter reflecting the surrounding aridity, alienation, a
disturbance of the biological cycle of life and death (10: 7-11). In
“ITétpeg”, on the contrary, Ritsos seems to celebrate the trans-
formation of inorganic matter into quasi-organic beings.

The poem is separated into two parts: in the first, stones are
presented as functional objects in a predominantly rural setting.
They are man’s everyday companions and define what appear to
be humble, almost insignificant details of everyday life.30 Im-
portantly, they also function as ovjata, tomb markers, indicating
the boundaries between the world of dead and the world of the
living. Only that here (unlike Mythistorema 21) there seems to
be no discord between them. What is more, in a strikingly un-
Seferian manner, stones are described as being bathed in light
and in memory. Now, this is an important word to highlight: for
what makes Seferis’s Mythistorema a waste land is above all
“the decision to forget”, Lethe or oblivion, and often this is

29 Yannis Ritsos, Selected poems 1938-1988, edited and translated by
Kimon Friar and Kostas Myrsiades (Brockport, NY: BOA 1989), p. 125.

30 This is an important aspect of Ritsos’s poetics as revealed in many
poems and especially “Ou donpeg Aentopépereg” and “Ilepimov”. For a
discussion see D.N. Maronitis, “H iy 100 gpuoov xoun 1y g xétpag”,
in his: Ifiow unpog. Ilpordoeis xan vrobsoeig yia t veoeAlnviki moinon
xar regoypagia (Athens: Stigmi 1986), pp. 151-62.
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dramatized through references to the waning of love as a creat-
ive power (Myth. 10: “Ku ou yapor pag, ta dpocepa oteddvio kot
ta ddytoda/ yivovvtor ouviypato ave€iynta yia v yoxs pac. /
Tl yevvnbikav ndg duvopdoave ta modid pag”), and to the
disappearance of the feeling of touch (cf. Myth. 3 and 8: “ywpig
a¢i”). InRitsos, onthe other hand, touch is already an important
component of the first part of “Ilétpeg”, since all the activities
described presuppose some sort of contact with the stones. But in
the second part stones are celebrated as the very essence of
memory, the agents which include within the forms or shadows
of the past (a Victory, Artemis’s hound, the face of Patroclus).
Here a mere functional object is elevated into a work of art.
Stones become now statuettes, precious objects of an almost fetish-
istic value. The feeling of touch which becomes prominent with
the repetition of the verb axovpun® twice in the second part of the
poem, confirms not only the activation of memory but also the
awakening of love (very much in the tradition of Cavafy): the
words £¢npog, peonuépr and Ildtpoxiog recall Cavafy’s erotic
poems.3! The same can be said of the fragmented presentation of
the body (Ritsos only mentions the wet feet) and the emphasis
put onthe eyes, which, again, recreate the sensual atmosphere of
poems such as “T'kpifa”, “Mépeg 1ov 1903” and “Zrov kageveiov
v eicodo”. Finally, although “Tlétpeq” was written between
1957 and 1963, it echoes the experiences of the poet’s years of
exile. In a text published for the first time in 1974, Ritsos talks
about stones in a way which is strongly reminiscent of the poem
discussed here. It is worth reporting a few lines:

On the deserted islands of exile [...] those quiet objects acquire a
voice (or maybe we acquire a deeper hearing), they speak, they
tell us what they once were, what they could be, maybe because of
this general need of expression that fights wear and loneliness
and [...] which, alone, can secure an individual survival in the
crowd. And humans, urged by the same need of expression, found
the stones, listened to them, used them (for houses and for statues),
and worked with them in harmony. In particular the exiles,

31 Compare with Patroclus as he appears in “Tvoavetg yAvnmg” and “Ta
dgAoya tov AidAéwg” for example. Similarly, compare the emotional value
of the words é¢mBog and peonpépt in poems such as “"Evag 8edg tov”, “Iact

7 i

ddoc”, “Zaypagropévae” and “Orav Sieyeipovrar”.
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isolated, forcibly silent, became friends with the stones. And
because in those places painting material was forbidden, stones
offered themselves, through their smooth surfaces and sculptural
cavities, as the basis on which one could draw or highlight what
the stone itself dictated.32

It becomes clear that, both in the above quotation and in the
poem discussed, stones seem to liberate the creative drive of the
artist, his desire for expression and communication and, above
all, his wish “to remain”, as Cavafy would have putit.

The poems that follow confirm the appropriation of stones
and sculpture in the above-discussed manner. Although we can
recognise some of the ingredients of Seferis’s poetry, Ritsos in-
verts their value, attaching to them positive attributes. Take for
example the poems “Ilpoorntikry” and “Zuvvéyxeia”. The point
Ritsos is trying to make in them is, I think, obvious: past and
present co-exist harmoniously. The past becomes the necessary
foundation for the present (compare 6epgira in “Ilpoontikyy”, line
2), and the present almost literally springs out of the seeds of the
past, forming its natural extension. This appears to be an organic
and certainly unforced relationship. We saw in Mythistorema
(and poem 22 is a good example) that people have clearly lost
their roots and are wandering and searching in vain for some clue
that will establish the shattered communication with the past.
In the poems by Ritsos, on the other hand, it is the existence of
these very roots that is celebrated, using sculptural imagery in a
rather different way.

TTPOOITTIKH

To onitia pag givin yrtiopéva ndve o° diia onitia svBiypapua,
pappapiva,

x1 exeiva navo oe dAka. To Oepédid Tovg

Kpatiodvial Tave oto keddiia dpliov ayadpdrov, Sixeg xépta.

‘Etol, 600 yopnAd, otov kGumo, xdte® on’ Tg eMég, ki av
anayxidlovv 1o kahbfia pag,

WKpd, Karviopéva, ILE [a OTaIva HovaYo TAGL oYV T6pTa,

Bappeic nog PLévelrg ota ymAd, kot 6ov PEYYEL 0A0TPOYVPA O ayEpog

32 Gjannis Ritsos, “TIétpeg, kéxxada, pilec”, Avri, ITepiodoc B’ 23 (1975).
My translation.
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1 kGnote Bappeig nog sioot £Ew an’ 1o onitia, nwg dev £xelg
KavEva OTLTL, Kot TOPEVECUL OAGYVILVOG,
LOVAYOG KA1 and "vav ovpavé TpopayTikd yoardlio 4 donpo,
Kt éva dyadpa, Kapid ¢opd, akovund eAadpd 10 ¥EPL 10V CTOV BILO
cov.
(Maprupieg A, 1957-63)33

PERSPECTIVE

Our houses are built on other, straightlined houses, made of
marble,

and these on other houses. Their foundations

are supported on the heads of upright armless statues.

And so, no matter how much lower our huts roost in the fields
under the olive trees,

small, grimy with smoke, with only a water pitcher by the door,

you imagine you are living high up, that all about you the air
shines,

or at times you imagine you are outside the houses, that you have

no house at all, that you are walking naked,

alone, under a sky startlingly azure or white,

and a statue, now and then, leans its hand lightly on your
shoulder.

(tr. K. Friar)34

As we can see, this poem makes of marble and statues the very
foundation of today’s world. The imagery related to the statues
is comparable to that of Mythistorema 21, discussed above, since
we find in this poem too fragmented statues which are standing,
only that here they are underground. Just as in Mythistorema 3,
it is the hands which are missing here too, but in spite of that
the statues are holding the world on their heads. But in
Mythistorema 21 the encounter with the statues and stones
dramatized a rather perfidious alliance — remember that the
phrase “affiliated in stone” had disastrous consequences for the
travellers: they become petrified and die, whereas the statues
are standing aloof, enclosed in their own ivory tower. In Ritsos’s
poem, on the other hand, this encounter becomes a humanizing
one, since meeting statues does notimply petrification and death.

33 Ritsos, Houjuara, ©, p-190.
34 Ritsos, Selected poems, p. 117.
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There appears to be a transition from the functional and humble
dimension of everyday life (lines 4-5, especially “younid, otov
kdpumo”) to an aesthetic perception of it (lines 7-10 and especially
“néveig ota ynAd”). This uplifting experience, which is certainly
due to the presence of the ancient relics, is presented as a process
of purification: the humans remain oAéyvpvot, acquiring in other
words statuesque characteristics associated with beauty and the
ideal in art; and the landscape shifts from the earth, with the
dominant silver-green of its olive groves and the black of the
smoke, to the sky, with its pure colours, blue or white.

It is worth comparing at this point the first eight lines of
Mythistorema 10, because the differences between the two poets
are vividly depicted in their handling of a comparable land-
scape described in these poems:

O 16106 pag etvat xAe1o16¢, 6Ao Bovvd

OV £X0VV OKETR T0 YOUUNAS 0VpaVE pépa xat viyTo.

Asv éyouvpe motamia Sev éxovpe myadic dev Exovpe
nyés,

novaya Alyeg otépveg, ddereg ki avtég, Tov NYXovy Kot Tov
TIG TPOCKVVOLLE,

“Hyog orexdievog xovdrog, idiog pe ™ povaéird pag

1810¢g pe v ayann pag, 15106 pe 1 oOPATA poOg.

Moag ¢aiveror nopdéevo mOV KGMOTE UMOpPECAUE VO
xticouvpe

10 onitia 1o xadbbia Kot Tig oTdves Lag.

Our country is closed in, all mountains

that day and night have the low sky as their roof.

We have no rivers, we have no wells, we have no
springs,

only a few cisterns — and these empty — that echo, and
that we worship.

A stagnant hollow sound, the same as our loneliness

the same as our love, the same as our bodies.

We find it strange that once we were able to build

our houses, huts and sheep-folds.

(tr. Keeley and Sherrarcl)35

35 Seferis, Complete poems, p. 14.
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This is a landlocked country in which the sky is felt as a burden:
it reinforces the feeling of enclosure that is born out of the sur-
rounding mountains. This is not the case in the Ritsos poem
discussed above. There the humble speakers seem to partake in
an impulsive way in the deep historical perspective offered by
their tradition, which seems to elevate them above their
unfavourable geographical position. Above all, as mentioned
above, they acquire an aesthetic perspective as well, for which
the landscape and tradition seem to be equally responsible.
Indeed, the landscape is transformed into a new home for the
speakers (lines 6-9), and, threatening as this transition may be
(cf. tpopoymxd yaralio), the statues are a source of solace and
support. Quite unlike Seferis’s poems, the last line of
“ITpoortikry” describes an image of solidarity: statues are not
deceitful, but there seems to be a real, impulsive comradeship
confirmed by the surrealistic image of the statue touching the
human’s shoulder.
The poem “Zuvéyeia” makes a similar point:

Avtd 1o gopota 1a Epovjle Kard, — 1o g Soviedoviat, Tt divavy ~
oTapL, OTaPHAL, EMG, KONVE, PRONndKt, Aepovavi, Sddvy
xi1 nérpa Siver Tov aoBéom yia to onitia pog. [1éte néte, toyaiver
£KeL oV OKABOVYE TH YNG, V1O VO KOTAXOVIGCOVUE Evav YEPOVIQ,
va Ppickovjie £va rétpivo YOIVO Kopitot 1| karolov dyyeio
youvd KL avtdv, Siymg dprepovyes. Toteg ayvavte GO VIE O KAT®
™ powvixia g Ayw-Tlehayiag v ayeponoiler 1a xhadid tng
xan E€povpe mwg eivol ta drepd mov Agimovv am’ Tovg GRoVE
£x£ivoy 10 oyyélov,
(Bravalweic A, Tdpoc 28.7.64)36

CONTINUITY

We know this soil well, how it works, what it offers:

wheat, grapes, olive trees, tobacco, cotton, lemon blossoms, laurel;
and stone offers lime for our houses. Every now and then,

while digging up the ground to bury some old man,

we happen to find a stone girl, naked, or else an angel,

also naked, without wings. And then, froma distance, we see
Saint Pelagia’s palm tree fluttering its branches

36 Ritsos, Houjuara, 1, p. 20.
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and we know that to be the wings missing from that angel’s
shoulders.
(tr. Kee!ey)37

Historical roots are defined and confirmed through archaeology.
Yet, again, we are no longer here in front of the science Seferis
condemns in poems such as “Eykoun”, for example, a learned,
mechanical and impassive way of discovering one’s roots.38 In
Ritsos, archaeology is represented by the digging of the earth as
a spontaneous activity, practised not by the scholars but by the
folk, unconsciously, as part of their everyday activities such as
the burial of the dead or, in “Evo donpo dAoyo”, the search for a
well:

Atyo nt1o mave an’ T aprélia, 410V 10 Kitpivo xwpddt. Exel,

KG1o an’ T0U¢ TPELS EVKAAVRTOVS, £V dA0Y0 KaTIALVKO

atévile, ped’ and ™y xielot AevkémTd 10V, andiaKpa

KGTL AeVK0, avaykaio, adpato. 10 KOpLEVO ot Tov AL0 XopTdpt

1 ox1d 10V aAdyov firav YoAGLio, 1600 TOV Ot PWVES TOV TPVYRTOV

énatpvay o Yerdalia and xpoon je Xpuod otiypata.

Tov dAAo xpdvo, karokaipt GAL, oto id10 onpeio,

okdBovrag yra v avoifovve nnyadt Bprikav tpia aydipato

10 1510 AeVKG cav xeivo 10 dAoyo mov efadaviomnke o viyTo.
(Eravaiiyeic A, Zdpog 6.8.63)37

A WHITE HORSE

Uphill, beyond the vines was a yellow field. There,

under the three eucalyptus trees, a horse, snow white,

was staring remotely, from within its inscrutable whiteness,

at something white, essential, invisible. On the sun-scorched grass

37 Yannis Ritsos, Repetitions, Testimonies, Parentheses, trans. Edmund
Keeley (Princeton: Princeton University Press 1991), p.7.

38 vy avatopio pag Eodepdvng ddvapng xdte ondé 10 pdt/ 1oV apyolo-
Aéyou 10 vapxodoth 1 tov xerpovpyov” (lines 12-3); or again: “eiyave
nalevtel noAhoi, pepunykia,/ xar T xTonovoav fE KOVIApio kot dev 1
Aafovav” (lines 39-40). Compare also with what Seferis writes in his
essay “Asipoil” (1961): “'Exovpe SovAgyel cov 0 HOPHIYKIE KAl GOV 11
Héiiooeg nave ¢ avtd v anopstvdpia. [1dco tmv éxovie mpooeyyiosr v
yoyh mov ta éndace;” doxiués, B, pp.136-52 (p. 143).

39 Ritsos, Hovjpara, T, p. 12.
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the horse's shadow was azure, so much so that the voices of the
harvesters
took on a tint of azure with golden speckles.
The following year, in the summeragain, at the same spot,
digging for a well, they found three statues
as white as that horse which disappeared one night.
(my translation)

In this latter example, especially, the use of the word nnyadt is
crucial because it operates, I think, on two levels. On a first
level, it refers literally to a practice very popular in Greece,
particularly in the countryside. Unlike Seferis, once again,
where the aridity and desolation of the earth was suggested
through the dryness of wells and rivers, the landscape here is a
fertile one cultivated by the peasants who seem to live in
harmony with it. Onanother level, of course, the meaning of the
digging becomes rather symbolic. For it is not water that the
people discover, but three statues. In a predominantly surreal-
istic ambience, the horse seems to be an apparition from a
transcendent world, or again some sort of ctoiyxeid (the magic
number three reinforces the connection of this poem with folk
tales) that permeates the place. The peasants are part of that
spellbound landscape, although, as it appears from the poem,
they are unaware of it. The point here is that there is an un-
mediated communication between the people and the relics of
the past which helps them draw spontaneously from the well of
tradition. They seem to experience effortlessly what Seferis (and
before him Palamas) struggled hard to achieve: the bridging of
the gap between past and present.

The folk element seems indeed to play a crucial role in
Ritsos’s handling of the theme of tradition as symbolized by the
statues. In all the poems discussed, the protagonists are “the
people”, who live in rural areas, cultivate the land and keep it
fertile. Note here again how the Seferian values are inverted:
the people in Ritsos preserve the features of the ancient, archaic
and above all “organic” societies the travellers of Mythistorema
10 are longing for. In Ritsos’s poems life is not the unsolved
mystery of a learned élite, which is nevertheless cut off from its
revitalizing roots. Simplicity and naivety reflect the character
of the people, who can still see with the eyes of their soul and
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for whom life is still natural and unaffected. Even that heavy
burden of Mythistorema, the classical tradition symbolized by
the statues, has become in Ritsos a positive presence, as we have
seen.

This is above all alluded to in line 3 of “Zuvéyeia”. The word
stone also means marble, and the practice of making lime out of
marble described here reminds one of pre-Revolutionary Greece,
when the relics of the past were used as building materials.4
Interestingly, Seferis expressed his approval of such procedures
in his diaries. For him, they represented very vividly what he
understood by unconstrained and constructive use of the past and
tradition. It included the idea of building up something new out
of the old. See, for example, what he noted in late November
1936, when he visited the Kerameikos Museum, in which a small
equestrian statue attracted his attention:

Amo 1t pepid mov 10 PAénw, To MAEVPS TOD €ivon Xopuévo oo
xafeta, Bo Aeyeg enimdeg. O ddraxag pov Afer nwg fpébnke oo
fepéhia tov Maxpov Terydv. To giyov XpNOLILOTONOEL oav &va
xowé ayxwovdpt. Mia tétota tpdén 1 apéoet. Eivan 1éo0 avtifem
fle TH povio Tou £XOVUE va CUVINPOUUE 1O N0 OOHiavIc
npdypata.tl

From the point where I stand, its flank is cut vertically, as if on
purpose. The museum attendant tells methat it was found in the
foundations of the Long Walls. They had used it as an ordinary
corner-stone. [ like this. It is so unlike our craze for preserving
the mostinsignificant things.

(my translation)

Ritsos’s folk have preserved these features. They share
many characteristics of the people as encountered in Politis’s
Hapaédoeis, in which the landscape is sometimes under the
benevolent spell of a statue or some other marble monument (cf.

40 For examples see Angeliki Kokkou, H uépiuva y1a nig apyardmreg omv
EAAdba xat ta mpdra povoeia (Athens: Ermis 1977), pp. 23-5.
41 Seferis, Mépeg I (1934-1940) (Athens: Ikaros 1977), p. 148.
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“Eva dompo droyo”).42 This dimension is confirmed in the poem
“Zovéyeiwa”: the very words which describe the discovered
statues, xopitol and dyyedog, echo the words of General Makry-
giannis “pio yovaiko ki éva Pacihomovro”, for whom Greeks
should fight;%3 they also recall the terms used by the Aadg in
Politis’s Ilapaddoeig to refer to ancient statues.** They reveal
both the naivety of the speakers — perceived as a quality here -
and, devoid as they are of ideological constraints and the burden
of a nationalistic discourse on ancestors, their ability to experi-
ence the unity of tradition, the undisturbed continuity between
past and present. This continuity is confirmed in “Zuvéyela” in
the domain of the natural environment which assimilates and
recreates what has been lost through the centuries: the leaves of
the palm-tree are the wings that transform the ancient statue
into an angel. It is also confirmed in the domain of religion, if one
considers the confusion around the iconographical identity of the
statue: what used to be the statue of a youth is perceived in the
modern set of values as an angel. Such a naive confusion is not
unique. At the beginning of the twentieth century, one of Ritsos’s
“fathers”, Kostis Palamas, attempts a similar representation of
the survival of the ancient world into the modern. The grave
stele of Dexileos, in the ancient cemetery of Kerameikos, is inter-
preted by a mother and her child as a depiction of Saint
Dimitrios.®

42 5ee in N.G. Politis, Melérar mepi tov Blov xan g yAdoong rov eAin-
vikovU daov. Ilapaddoeis (Athens: Sakellariou 1904), ch. 7 “Apyaia xtipla
xon pdppapa” and ch. 21 “Zrouxeld ko otorygionévot 1omot”.

43 Reported by Seferis in ““Bvag ‘EAMvag - 0 Maxpoyidvwig”, doxiuss, A',
5th ed. (Athens: Ikaros 1992), pp.228-63 (p. 240).

44 The Karyatids, for example, are referred to as ”ot xépaig tov Kdorpov”
in tale no. 136. See Politis, ITapaddoerg, p.72.

45 u_ [Mowog eivar avtdg, tarddxt pov; — Mavvodra, o "An Anuitpng. - / K
gioovv g0, Askihee, Aefévry xafadirdpn,/ apdpavto aomporodiovdo g
abnvaiog Téyvng!” This is voice 53 from “Bxat6 devée” in H aodievtn {wrf
(1904). See “Anavra, 111 (Athens: Biris n.d.), p. 160.
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To conclude: statues and stones in the poetry of Seferis and Ritsos
dramatize the relation of the modern Greek to the ancient
tradition. In the case of Seferis it is a negative one, because the
experience of war, and particularly the Asia Minor Disaster, no
longer allows unconstrained and effortless communication with
the past. What is more, another alienating factor associated
exclusively with Seferis’s experience of Greece, is the blind
veneration of the ancestors which created a national rhetoric
that subverted the aesthetic values of the statues and prevented
the modern poets from finding their own voice. What caused a
radical change in Seferis’s attitude towards sculpture is his
visits to Ephesus and Cyprus, after which he will use the symbol
of the statue in a positive way, comparable to what we have
seen in the poetry of Ritsos. Cyprus offered Seferis a different
outlook on ancient Greek tradition which turned the (poetic)
landscape into a fertile one, human society into an organic entity,
and gave the statues the aesthetic qualities required by their
etymology. This shift is achieved among other things thanks to
Seferis’s acquaintance with the people of Cyprus. It is not acci-
dental that the popular wisdom of Makrygiannis is heard along
with the voices of Aeschylus or Heraclitus. Similarly, it is not
accidental that for the first time in his poetry Seferis defines his
art as craftsmanship, comparing it to the old local folk practice
of decorating a xoA6xa. 40

The wound of the Helladic experience which accompanies
Seferis from Mythistorema up to Huepoldyro Keraotpauarog I
(Logbook I11) does not seem to have affected Ritsos. One import-
ant reason for that must have been his ideological orientation.
As Beaton notes, while other poets of the Generation of the '30s
struggled to cope with the chaos that followed Asia Minor by
attempting to build a new conceptual order which would replace
the Great Idea, those committed to the Left already possessed
such a framework against which to interpret the world around
them.¥ Ritsos’s pessimism of the early years is related to the
drama of a fallen bourgeoisie to which he himself belonged and

46 1n the poem “Aenvopepereg oty Kimpo” (1955). See Seferis, Houjuara
(Athens: Ikaros 1989), p.235.

47 R. Beaton, An Introduction to Modern Greek Literature (Oxford:
Clarendon Press 1994), p. 131.
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was not connected at all with “the burden of the past”. It is not
surprising, then, that we donot find many references to statues in
the years before the early '50s.

AsTI have argued in this paper, it is Ritsos’s own experience
of the Greek landscape —either in exile or during his travels - as
well as his response to Seferis, that brings on stage statues,
stones, and, in other poems, ancient temples and archaeological
sites. The island of Samos musthave exerted on him an influence
comparable to that of Cyprus on Seferis. Its landscape offered a
different perspective on the Greek tradition (cf. “ITpoortki”),
defined mainly by the beauty of nature, the friendliness and
simplicity of its people, and the abundance of archaeological
relics. And I believe that the affinity with the people is some-
thing Ritsos, as a Marxist poet, feels that he possesses almost by
definition. In any case, Greek tradition in the poems discussed is
devoid of the nationalistic propaganda of the years of exile
(especially Makronissos) or of the learned outlook of a scholar
working in the library.

It is worth noting that it is precisely the ideological exploit-
ation of the ancestors that will mark a shift in Ritsos’s handling
of sculpture after 1967. Sculptural imagery, and above all the
symbol of the statue, will be used again then, only to underline
the nightmarish experience of dictatorship and the growing
existential preoccupations of the poet.

King's College London



