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Poetry and Politics:
The Greek Cultural Dilemma

JOHN CHIOLES

TONIGHT I WILL SPEAK TO YOU ABOUT POETRY, GREEK POETRY,
in itself a powerful experience at any time in the historical span of that
culture. But to speak of Greek poetry is to speak of politics—not so
much in the rarefied aesthetic sense of the old duality: poetry versus
philosophy, that old Aristotelian kind of politics; rather, in the raw
sense of poetry as crisis, as the rhythm and heartbeat of a nation’s iden-
tity. And, politics as when a soldier says ‘“in my politike zoe I am a
carpenter,”’ meaning in his ‘civilian life,” using precisely the same term
normally used for a ““political life.” Poetry, then, as one of the primary
acts of the zoon politikon. And politics as when a civic model becomes
workable after it has been heralded by the vanguard art of that culture,
which has always been poetry.

In a country where for the last century and a half at least poetry
and politico-cultural crisis, or better yet, poetry and revolution, have
been virtually synonymous, it seems most apt to use the method of
“cultural discourse’” in understanding what I take to be a current crisis
in poetry.

The good news is that we continue to have poetry in Greece after
the last major political struggle of 1967-1974. The bad news is that it
has virtually become useless to a wider public; it is no longer invested
with danger; it has already begun to point more and more in the direc-
tion of those Western European democracies where poetry has no real
subject-matter, only an ostensible one, and only occasionally in sub-
versive use, where the subject-matter of poetry is poetry itself in a narcis-
sistic, confessional, stranglehold on consciousness. Post-1974 Greek
Poetry concerns itself with urban boredom, with highly personal states
of mind, with the failure of nerve, with the fragility of urban neuroses—



