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be judged, will be called to the tribunal of poetic morality.

Anagnostakis’ work affords — or indeed imposes — many opportu-
nities for reflection, and I have concentrated on just one aspect of it
though I believe it to be the central aspect. What I have attempted to
illustrate is how, having at an unusually young age opened up an un-
usually deep vein of reflection, and an exacting sense of the
responsibilities of poetry, Anagnostakis gradually came to put up the
shutters on his inspiration, for reasons that will always remain in part
obscure, and which certainly cannot be explained in terms of (to quote
Karyotakis), “a milieu, an epoch.”® As time went on, AnagnostaKis’
poetry came more and more to expose or even espouse an absence;
and more recent interviews with the poet reveal a sort of nostalgia
which is itself close to escapist.* Yet his path towards silence is care-
fully laid with poems which reward closer attention than space here
permits.

“® Karyotakis, “Ohovpati, Howjuara xai [Teta, p. 103.
# See e.g. the interview, “Aev eipon momTg,” in 7O yiopdot (Sydney) 13 (1993)
pp. 5-8.

-
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Nature, Love and the Rhetoric of
Justice in Modern Greek Literature

CONSTANCE V. TAGOPOULOS

The body is not blind unwrought
material when bathed in Greek light;
it is suffused with abundant soul . . .”
(N. Kazantzakis, Report to Greco)

A burning problem in the hearts of men of all times is the problem
of justice. In our modern societies, justice is understood, predomi-
nantly, as a socially elicited response which functions on the basis of
fair laws established by society to safeguard a person’s physical in-
tegrity and well-being. In modern Greek literature, however, the con-
cept of justice seems to transcend this narrow social dimension and to
assume an ontological meaning that echoes the pre-classical empha-
sis on balance, measure, and reciprocity, which sustain the natural
and moral order of things. In this context, nature and love come to
reflect moral justice and the human soul. They become the figurative
means that help the poet bring an abstraction to the level of the per-
sonal and the tangible. Through this rhetoric of justice, the poet ar-
ticulates his quest for something permanent to counteract change and
decay. This is a longing deeply rooted in the Greek soul and pro-
foundly felt at times of social and moral instability.

Iwill look into representative works of Greek ethography, such as
Papadiamantis’ The Murderess and Karkavitsas’ The Beggar, on the
one hand, and poetry, mainly the work of Seferis, on the other, with
the purpose of gaining insight into the way the rhetoric of justice func-
tions, through the metaphors of nature and love, toward (a) articulat-
ing these writers’ quest, (b) bridging ancient and modern Greek
thought, and (c) constituting our current sense of justice. But before:
turning to our authors, it is necessary to trace the evolution of the idea
of justice back to its earliest conceptualization in ancient poetry and
philosophy for the purpose of establishing its diachronic meaning.
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i

The concept of justice appears to have evolved from a cosmologi-;
cal law to a social and moral principle. Whereas in Homeric usage the
original concept of justice (dike) has a purely nonmoral sense mean.

ing no more than “minding your own business,”* with Hesiod it be-

comes linked to social organization. In the Theogony, for example, §

Zeus takes Themis? (Natural Law) as his wife and has three daughters
with her — Eunomia (Law and Order), Dike, and Peace — who repre-
sent the ideals of human community. A moral reflection first manis
fests itself in Works and Days, where “dike” stands opposite two vices,
“Hubris™ and “Ate” and is identified with the divinities “Aidos” and
“Nemesis” — the consciousness of what is just and the embodiment of
moral sentiment, respectively. Justice lived upon the earth during the
golden age, the age of Astraea — another name for personified Justice
— but the corruption and impiety of mankind drove her away. The
yearning for the “return of Astraea” has ever since become a literary
topos — the golden age topos. We encounter it in Virgil’s “Fourth
Eclogue” and the Eighth book of the Aeneid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses,
Don Quixote’s Golden Age speech, Voltaire’s Candide, and other lit-
erary works.

A similar movement from a natural to a moral application is also
seen in Pre-socratic philosophy. Guided by scientific curiosity and
the need to hold on to some unchanging truth in a restless world of
transition, the early Greek philosophers see justice as a cosmic prin-
ciple that governs the physical universe and preserves “cosmos.”
Anaximander (610 BC), for example, believes that the opposing forces
in nature are inevitably in perpetual war inflicting damage (¢00gg,
or decay) on one another and making recompense — paying a debt
(xotoc) according to the ordinance of Time. This payment is identi-
fied with retribution, revenge, or Fate. For Anaximander, “adikia” or
“adikima” is tantamount to the “wrong” perpetrated by the cosmic
powers upon one another.® Justice (&ixn) and the giving of satisfac-

1See W.K.C. Guthrie, The Greek Philosophers (New York, 1975) p.7.

2“Themis” means “established right, or what is established by custom rather than by
statute. When personified, Themis is the goddess of law and order” The Presocratics,
ed. Philip Wheelwright (New York, 1966) p. 328.

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

4 The infatuated delusion that leads man to folly and self-destruction.
$ In the early fifth century B.C. the word meant “order” or “regularity.”

6 Charles H. Khan, “Anaximander’s Fragment: The Universe Governed by Law,” The

Pre-Socratics, ed. Alexander PD. Mourelatos (Princeton [1974] 1993) pp. 99-100 and 151
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tion (ziotg) thus admit a moral dimension into the earlier purely physi-
cal correlatives of the concept.

By contrast, while concurring that all things are a result of Strife
and Necessity,” Heraclitus (500 BC) sees strife not as “adikima,” but
as the highest expression of justice, the unity that holds the universe
together. This unity exists in apparent opposites. If it splits, the oppo-
sites revealed are in reality one and the same thing. The sustained
unity of the world is a result of “aphanes harmonia,” or hidden har-
mony. Although things are changing, change is not continuous but
spasmodic and everything is held temporarily in stability by virtue of
“palintonos harmonie” or unapparent harmony.® Stability in the world,
a result of unremitting strife and tension, is only an illusion. How-
ever,

provided the total metra in the world are preserved, a large
number of things may and do exist for a time without chang-
ing; but eventually the tension in one direction or the other
will dominate and the material composing this table will

return, perhaps deviously, to the fire from which it was
originally extinguished.’

The balance of the underlying unity of the cosmos depends on
metron — measure or proportion — which controls change. The broader
aspect of “metron” is logos, the law according to which all things
happen.'® Heraclitus’s Fragment 94 gives an example of natural and
moral justice as the underlying principle of cosmos: “The sun will
not overstep his measures (metra); if he does, the avenging Erinyes,
m,inisters of Dike, will find him out.” ("HMog yc oty Omeppoetan
uérear el 8¢ pn, "Eouvieg v Atung éminovgol EEevprcovow).
Born from the mutilation of Uranos by Cronos — the first blood crime
of the world — the Erinyes (Furies) were spirits of vengeance whose

7 “It should be understood that war is the common condition, that strife is justice.
an'd that all things come to pass through the compulsion of strife” [eldévau 82 %o n‘)\:
nokf:pov £0vta Euvdv, xai dixnv Bouv, kol ywvoueva mdvia kot Fow xal
Xxoewpeva]. Heraclitus, Fragment 80. See also: W. K. Guthrie, “Flux and Logos in
Heraclitus;” The Pre-Socratics, ed. Mourelatos, p. 198.

J Uriapparcnt harmony is stronger that the one which is obvious: “Gpuovin &pavig
avepfic noeittwv” Fr. 54. >

®See G.8. Kirk, “Natural Change in Heraclitus,” The Pre-Socratics, ed. Mourelatos
pp- 195 and 210. ,

"0 Ibid. pp. 193-96.
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function was to secure moral justice. Heraclitus, in fact, breaks away
here from the old cosmological tradition and moves into the moral
realm of things."

The elusive ethical dimension of the largely cosmological aspects
of Hesiod and the Pre-socratics is fully established with Aeschylus,
His Oresteia moves away from the violence of the primitive vendetta
and into the first human court of law, the Areopagus, instituted by
Athena— symbolically the city of Athens. The Erinyes are transformed
into spirits of love, changing their name to Eumenides, as darkness
turns into light. The “Semnai,” or “humble” and “kindly,” as the meta-
morphosed Furies were also called, become now capable of feeling,
The concept of justice in The Oresteia marks not only a transition
from the blood vendetta to institutionalized and even humanized jus-
tice but, significantly for our focus, it is linked to the ability for com-
passion — a human attribute.

The total shift to a moral theory with the human soul as the center
reaches its apex in Plato. In the Republic (sub-titled “On Justice”),
dikaiosyne is described as the “reciprocal treatment” that assures that
the opposite tensions of the contraries shall be held in harmony. Jus-
tice pertains to the inner action and to the elements of the self; it
becomes a state of inner unity. The harmonious coordination of the
different elements of character bears an analogy with the organiza-
tion of the state and guarantees personal, financial, or political wel-
fare.!? In Platonic discourse, Justice is one of the immutable Forms
that the soul once saw when in the company of the gods and ever
since longs to see again. The love and nostalgia for the Forms is the
result of a remembered moment of mystical transcendence that the
soul endlessly strives to recapture."

The strife of the opposites, time and decay, retribution, measure,
nature as a mirror of the human soul and of the moral world, memory,
love, and the movement toward light have come to constitute the rheto-
ric of justice that expresses, in the best of modern Greek literature,
humanity’s ageless quest for permanence and equilibrium — a sense
of immortality — in a decaying and unbalanced world.

With the above analogies in mind, we can now turn to moderi
Greek literature and attempt to show the centrality of the ancient con-
cept and rhetoric of justice in the work of modern Greek writers.

U Ibid. pp. 191-95.

12 Plato, The Republic, 443d-e.
13 Plato, Phaedrus, 254a-e.
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PAPADIAMANTIS

In Papadiamantis’ The Murderess,'* Hadoula or Frankojannou, is a
victim of social injustice perpetrated by a rigid and insensitive soci-
ety that sees a2 woman as a financial burden to her family and at the
same time a slave to her husband, her children, and her grandchil-
dren. Unable to earn an income, a poor girl had to rely on her parents
for a dowry that would secure her a husband. To deliver future Hadoulas
and their parents from their fate, Frankojannou murders five little girls,
starting with her own infant granddaughter. Found out and pursued
by the police, she hides in the wilderness and ultimately dies before
falling into the hands of her pursuers, while trying to save herself in a
nearby chapel. She is drowned by a rising tide, in the author’s con-
cluding words, “midway between divine and human justice.”

Although Hadoula is, by any definition of justice, guilty of an ab-
horrent act, her suffering and victimization by society shatter her sense

of identity, confusing in her mind the criminal with the God-sent de-
liverer. As Beaton has put it,

The Murderess ““can be read simultaneously as an indict-
ment of the social and economic burdens placed on women
in traditional Greek society, as a Dostoevskian exploration
of the psychology of the killer, and as a Miltonic attempt
to ‘justify the ways of God to men.’ ”'*

Caught, himself, “midway” between society, religion, and the na-
ture of the human soul, the author is reluctant to act as a judge, prefer-
ring to deliver his heroine neither to institutionalized justice nor to a
representative of a religion she perverts, but to the hands of Nature.

. A key to our understanding Papadiamantis’ dilemma is to be found
in the relationship between his heroine and nature, if this relationship
is read in the light of the ancient conception of justice.

: Frapkojannou is, in fact, torn apart by two conflicting interpreta-
tions: justice as seen by society, and justice as felt in her tormented
soul. The oxymora killer-mother and killer-doctor that describe the
o.ld woman speak eloquently enough of the clash of the opposite ten-
sions inside her. In her confused mind, the image of reality is in-

1 ;
“ Quotations are from Peter Levi’s translation of Papadiamantis’ The Murderess
(London, 1983). Pages will be given in the text.

¥ Roderick Beaton, An Introduction to Modern Greek Literature (New York, 1994) p. 77.
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verted and things are defined by what they are not. When a little gir]:
dies, for instance, Frankojannou finds no words to offer consolation:

to her parents, because her own inner world is turned upside-down;

. And grief was joy and death was life and everything was upside’

down. Ah, look . . . Nothing is exactly what it seems, anything but, in
fact rather the opposite” (36).'¢

This loss of a sense of proportion and balance is reflected in the
changing rapport between the heroine and Nature. The latter had, ip
fact, spread out her abundant gifts for Hadoula — the weeds and herbg
that made her a healer. The old woman was in perfect harmony with
Mother Earth, whether running barefoot amid the thorns, flinging
herself up steep crags like a goat, or flying like a bird over the yawn.
ing abyss of the sea; and when her pursuers close up on her, it is in th
dark womb of mother Nature — its caves and caverns — she finds ref-
uge.

But Frankojannou can no longer be protected by Nature because
she has, hubristically, upset the order of things. In taking away the
life of these children, the old woman assumes the destructive role of
Nature which clashes with a mother’s natural life-giving qualities,
“Those three little girls were her children”(95): “We are your chil:
dren! — You are our mother” (udg &yévvnoeg, 120), their voices cry
inside her. The moaning she hears “within her, deep in her bowels®
(93) tells us that she has killed her own nature, the mother inside her.
Following the murder of her granddaughter, “she did not feel she was
alive any longer” (45) (tfic épaivero dn dév €Ln mheov, 60). Itis
for this reason that Nature refuses to continue to clasp Frankojannou
to her bosom, as she had done with her “witch” mother, whom the
divinities of the woods had hidden in the hollowed trunk of a tree to
save her from her pursuers. Hadoula’s mother, insensitive and cruel
though she is, she neither offends Nature nor upsets the moral order
of the world.

The passage that most eloquently illustrates Nature’s sudden wrath
toward Frankojannou comes in the description of her descent into
Bad Valley and of the devil-dance of the stones — product of her agr
tated mind gone up in smoke from working things out too much (37-

t “Kat’q AOTIN TITO Y 0Qd, ROLT) Gowr] 7eo Con, wol Sha ooy dhho £E dhhol
“Al'T800 . . . Kavév mpdypo dév elvan dxguis 8,1 gaiveton, dhho mdy GAM0S
udrhov o Evavtiov.” Alexandros Papadiamantis,"H Pdviooa [The Murderess] (Al
ens, [1903] 1988) (50).
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38): “Down in Bad Valley, in its lowest depths . . . the rocks were
dancing a devil-dance in the night. They stood up like living things,
and hunted after Frankojannou and stoned her as if they were sling-
shot by invisible, avenging hands” (117)."

The instinct striving for balance inside her turns Nature into an
avenging Erynis, who seeks to bring back the “measure” that was
overstepped. A few lines later, the old woman will carry out her own
stoning by the hand of a personified Nature / Justice:

Now the scree was disturbed, it seemed to be angry. The
stones that she shifted as she walked were a sort of base
and foundation for the whole infinite heap of stones that
reached to the edge of the cliff. As the first stones were
displaced, other stones moved to take their places, and af-
ter them came others again. And then the whole tidal wave
of the cliff would come down on her, it fell around her
thighs and her legs, against her arms and against her arms
and against her breast. At times certain stones dropped from
a height and struck with lively malice at her face. It really
did feel as if an invisible hand was aiming a sling-shot at
her head (117-118).8

Nature’s fury is directed exclusively against Frankojannou. As the
narrator stresses, the soldiers managed to get down into Bad Valley
“without worrying about the stones of the scree rising up and falling
on their heads and pursuing them” (123)."° They had to struggle nei-
ther against a confused image of reality nor the paraesthesias of a

7 “Kdro eig 10 Kanoppepo, xopunhd glg 10 Bdbog, owd elg thy Zxotewvipy
?nnhdw, ol AiBol £x6pevov Soupovindy xogdv THY vimta. AvwpBotvto, G
Euwpuyol, natl xotedimrov iy Poayxoyiavvod, xol Thy EMBopoiovy, de v
mcpsvéovitowo amo &ogdtovg tuumgovg xel.gag " (145)

¥ “Tote 1| odpa sm@o.oaero eq;awsw (ug va sevuwvs Ol Mbou tolg
omoiovs EEetomie matotoo, Hoav dg Bamg ®oi Bepéhiov elg Ohov Tov dnelpoy
omgov @V AMBwv, Tov amhotuevov Emi Tol x@avovg 00 HQIUVOD. Kabig
acpsvyov ol tpdToL Abot, kot Mot fipyovro vé AdBwot tnv Béawv twv, pet’
O'.UIO‘Ug 6& dMhou. Kai ot 1 nakl.ggom O ot xg'r]uvou foyeTo xat Endve
g, Emuttev eic Tdg :«wnuag ROL TO OREM THE, €ig TaC KEWOG %ol TO O‘ISQ'VOV
. "Eviote, MBou tvég, durd tpog xmsgxouevm gmmtov ué dounv *od
*EXIOY TOT TEOTHTOV g Tovg tekavmwug TOUTOUS EQaiveto mEdyHaTL
g 1\;(1 TOUg eocpavéow,?;av czogo:rog XELQ RATA TS xsopa?&ng ™me.” (146)

XWoig vé EvoyAnBolv dnd TV nomuvov, xwgle ol Aol Tiic odpag vit
OMrwBotv xai vo oupBotv xatemdvn Tove, vé Tove wuviymoouv!” (151-152)
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disturbed mind. The wrath is subsequently carried on by the sea: The
waves “rose, leapt up, struck the upper lip of the cave-mouth, fel]
down and leapt up again, with long growls of madness ... and some.
times a groan of pain and longing” (118);?° the water “bellows” ing
human voice: “Murderess! Murderess!” (Povicoa, @oviooa, 120),
The wild sea, a mirror of her own soul, is described as “the dark crea-
ture (that) was disturbed” (118). The rocks dancing a devil-dance angd
the groan of the water are results of the strife within. Among the
several images of nature than portray the murderess are the sea eagle
that died without leaving any young but only an abandoned nest full
of its victims’ monstrous bones (52) and, importantly for our context,
the image of the river:

The old woman climbed higher up to the steep top of the
valley. Below her the river cut deep through the Acheilas
ravine, and its stream filled all the deep valley with soft
murmurs. In appearance it was motionless and lakelike,
but in reality perpetually in motion under the tall and long-
tressed planes (51).

Consciously or unconsciously evoked by Papadiamantis, this river
passage emphasizes the duality of nature, reality and appearance, strife}
and metron, as expressed in Heraclitus’ “river fragments.™!

Hadoula’s failure to keep in touch with the physical world around
her is paralleled with her increasing inability to keep sight of its moral
and spiritual dimensions. Although she believes she is God’s angel
and her suffering at times evokes Christ carrying the Cross, she fears
the Archangel and in vain struggles to distinguish the fading forms of
the Saints in their icons by her grand-daughter’s bedside and in the
chapel of St. John-in-Hiding.

2 «Ty xipa dvwpboito, Emnda, Exhnrre Thy dve QMav ToD oTopiow,
HOTETUITTE, T Averdo, EEEmepme pomQolg MELYHOUS Haviog .. . OTEVLYUOUS
sdvou wol wabovg.” (146-147)

21 The most important among them says: “Upon those who step into the same rivers,
different and different waters flow” [zotauoio Tolow attoiow éufaivovow Eregn
xai Erepa Uoata émpeel] (Fr. 12). “These river-fragments,” Kirk argues, “show ...
the regularity, the order, the metron or measure, which Heraclitus believed to undere
and to control natural change in all its forms. The example of the river is intended (0
illustrate this metron.” Two other “river fragments,” 91 and 12, express the reciprocity
and quantitative balance “more unmistakably.” See Kirk, “Natural Change in Heraclitus,
in The Pre-Socratics, p. 191.

!

C. V. Tagopoulos: Nature, Love and Justice 35
By delivering his heroine to Nature, Papadiamantis evades passing
judgement in the terms instituted by organized society, turning in-
stead for an answer to the primordial self-regulating mechanism of
natural justice. By identifying her with Nature, the author also throws
into bold relief the duality inherent in the primordial function of the
creative and destructive Mother and by extension in human nature.

Frankojannou’s sense of alienation from the physical and moral
world emanates from the absence of a caring environment and from
her own inability to love. The bitterness of her last words, “Oh, there’s
my dowry,” ("Q! v& 10 ;weowd pov!) acknowledge society’s failure
to care for her and the betrayal of her own mother who cheated her
out of her rightful dowry. Hadoula does not know how to love for
there, where love should be, she had found betrayal. Immediately fol-
lowing the murder of her granddaughter, the text calls attention to
betrayal, in biblical terms, by referring to “the third crowing of the
cock” (38), repeated twice later (32, 113).

In writing The Murderess, in 1902, Papadiamantis was not merely
recording condemnable societal practices but also describing a nation
until recently under slavery and in need of reform, a nation still in
search of its identity under lamentable economic and social condi-
tions. Papadiamantis’ deep religious feeling could not conceive of
God as an avenging Erinys. In searching for a balance which his con-
temporary society was unable to offer, he turns nostalgically, to pa-
gan thought, precisely, to the Heraclitean and Aeschylean concept of
justice.?

KARKAVITSAS

An analogous return to the ancient concept of justice defined by
nature and the strife of the opposites can be seen in another naturalis-
tic masterpiece, Karkavitsas’ The Beggar.® This is done through the
cpmbined effects of parody and naturalism — caustic irony and repul-
sive images of realistic descriptions — aimed at provoking the reader’s
reaction by shocking and outraging him. Published in 1896, this novel
was a voice of protest against the indifference of the citizens in Greek
villages, after liberation from Ottoman rule; at the same time it was

" g For a discussion of Papadiamantis’ paganism, see David Ricks’ “Papadiamandis,
iggag;sm and the Sanctity of Place,” Journal of Mediterranean Studies, 2, 2 (1992)
5, : p .
& 'Quotauons form this work will be from Andreas Karkavitsas, The Beggar, trans.
illiam Wyatt (New York, 1982). Pages in the text.
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an attack against the corruption and apathy of the newly establisheg
state that led, only a year later, to a humiliating war against Turkey,

Karkavitsas’ story unravels at Nykteremi, a Thessalian village of
abject poverty which Tziritokostas, a professional beggar, chooses ag
the stage of his act. He arrives there armed with exceptional skills of
cunning and deception, loose morality, and inability for compassion;
The villagers, destitute, superstitious, and gullible become easy prey
to the clever beggar who strips them of whatever little possession
they have, causes the death of a pregnant woman, takes a brutal re.
venge on the village’s customs’ official, and leads the whole village
to jail. From this total disaster, he himself walks out unscathed, scornfu]
as ever, and richer. By parodying justice, the author underscores the
effects of greed and ignorance and of the absence of morals, love, and
government care. Such phenomena were not rare in backward agri-
cultural societies in which human beings understand and care only
for their animals as they gradually become like them.

Like The Murderess, Karkavitsas’ novel relies on nature, love, and
the rhetoric of justice. Its last chapter sardonically titled “Justice”
invites a reading in the light of the ancient concept of justice. Like
Papadiamantis, Karkavitsas chose to end his novel with a description
of the flight of his protagonist from human and divine justice:

Calm now, Tziritokostas proceeded deeper. He had secured
his freak and no longer thought of anything but another
journey and new trophies. With a breath of wind the
branches of the plane trees drew a thick green curtain be-
hind him as if concerned to protect him from all pursuit.
The vale eagerly welcomed the beggar into its damp, soft
hiding places, just as it welcomes so many harmful rep-
tiles and parasitic creatures. Oftentimes man cannot find
the reason for the existence of these things. And yet Na-
ture clasps them to her bosom, an indifferent and unbiased
divinity, displaying equal love both to the fruits of Cain
and the firstlings of Abel’s flock (132).*

» «Q Thprrdxwotag, fiovyog Thoa, émpoxdenoe fabitega. Elyei
EEqopohioe To Topdhhaywa kol dev EovihoyiLotay Théov TaQl véo TOEK
wai véor Toomone. T xhaguy TV Thatdvoy pé Eva gionua Tob Gvéuol
F0OIEQY AOTOMETAORA TTQAOVO %Al TVRVO THOW TOV, Mg % EpodvniGoy vl
1oV dogahicovy dud #&fe xuviynpa. *H xothdda mpobuun edéxtnne 0!
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As with Hadoula’s mother, the vale now hides the beggar. But un-
Jike the author of The Murderess, Karkavitsas ends his story with the
Spot]ight turned on “aphanes harmonia” and with Mother Earth pro-
tecting the criminal in her “damp, soft hiding places.” One would
think that Karkavitsas consciously resurrects the Hesiodic Gaia in the
Theogony giving birth to monsters which she subsequently hides in
her guts to protect them from a tyrannical father, threatening to anni-
hilate them.

This closing passage brings into the fore the opposing forces that
contrast nature with society and at the same time constitutes them as
reflections of each other. The paradox of nature who is “indifferent”
(Gowdgoomn) — here used in the sense of unbiased or apportioning
equal privileges — yet capable of loving her children is significant in
this respect. The “vale” appears as a kind of paradise in which all
creatures, good and evil, can survive because they can enjoy Nature’s
equal love (lom dydnn).®* Love and protection are absent from the
social environment Karkavitsas describes; this absence sets nature
opposite to society.

But nature is also a reflection of a primitive social organization.
The vale is a postlapsarian Eden, as suggested by the inclusion in it
of Cain, Tziritokostas, and the “harmful reptiles and parasitic crea-
tures.” It is a world that has lost its innocence and known suffering
and evil. Such a primitive world can maintain unity and wholeness
for the sake of mere survival but cannot achieve moral development
and progress. For the moral component and the human factor are no-
where visible. Surrounded by “la tendre indifférence du monde” (the
tender indifference of the world)” as Camus has called it,2 man in a
developed society can be responsible for his actions — and free, in the
existential loneliness such freedom entails. But in the world of The

Enudvo otolg Uyeolg ol pohBoxotc xouPdveS TNe, dTwe déxeTol TOoN
#oxoT QYo EQMETO %Ol TOQAOLTC.
! ‘0 (’i‘vﬁgmnog morkhEg popts dev Boione Tic UndoLede Tovg oV oxnond. Kol
s 1a HQUTEL ?toiyg ®Op@oUg NG 1) Plag, Dedtng adidgogn, dvermodaay,
tom detyvovrag dydrnm xal otol Kdn tolg xapmols ®od otd mpwtotdua tob
ABe).” (196)

.25 According to Parmenides and the Pythagoreans, justice is grounded in equality,
l‘lmty, and reciprocity. Alexander Mourelatos, *“The Deceptive Words of Parmenides’
Doxa.”” The Pre-Socratics, p. 339; also EM. Cornford, “Mysticism and Science in the
Pythagorean Tradition,” ibid. p. 135.

* Camus, L’Etranger [The Stranger), (Paris) p-179.
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Beggar, in which people participate in spite of themselves, no sengg
of responsibility is possible. Nature thus becomes a metaphor for hue
man nature and man’s innate ability for love which, nonetheless, ig:r
stifled by the crude realities of life.

In the “paradise” of The Beggar, man turns, in fact, against naturgi
and love. The society of beggars, for instance, maims its children fop
the sake of profit, turning healthy boys and girls into lame, bling;
paralytic beggars with '

deformed faces which incessant fraudulent expressions had
hardened; ... crippled bodies which had been altered, not
by the swift passage of the years, not by the hidden activ-
ity of disease, not by the sudden impact of the weather, but
by deliberate attempt (20).”

The raping of nature and the abuse of love reflect a corrupted
community’s moral decline which culminates, here, as in The Mur.
deress, in the uprooting even of the most sacred feeling — that of ma.
ternal love. In effect, the mothers, calloused and too passive to react
to their husbands’ will, go along, tacitly, with the mutilation of theis
own children. At Nykreremi, even Tziritokostas is struck by the ha:
tred and brutality the human heart can hatch: “Even he began to feela
spiritual dizziness in the face of such hate and the unimaginable cru:
elty which imperiously governed those peasant souls” (57).%*

The author’s accusing finger points to a society that destroys man’s
natural ability for feeling encouraging instead beggary, greed, dis-
honesty, and selfishness. It is a society that victimizes its children.
External justice has no place in a world where inner harmony does
not exist.

Nature is corroborated as a metaphor for justice and balance nl
only in the closing paragraph of the novel. The lyrical landscape pas:
sages, which form a striking contrast with the rest of the wry natural:
istic narrative, bolster the same idea. The most characteristic among
them deals with the description of the journey of different birds -

7 “modomna . . . Toy RoQopopPpwuiva EntTowoev T ddiaxonn
TAUOTO-TQOTWTILL . . . CUHATELEVES HOQUOOTAOES, TTOU TaQAAAAEEY OyL
100 YpbVoU TO YoRYoTEEEWLO, By Tiig dpodoTiag ) xougT EvéQyewa, Oxt
10D *arpod 1 Eagvixn Emgon, dhid 10 metopa . .7 (38)

BA{rde 6 1dL0g doYLoe vé cioBdveTan Yuywmody tyyov Eumgog otd
1600 ploog xai Ty dgdviaotn oxhngdtnta, nod éxvpegvoioe
deomotint Tig ywodTixes Exelves Yuyes” (89).
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pirds of prey, peaceful, migratory — travelling along with the snake
and the mouse, on the trunks of trees that the river Peneios carries, as
they seek their “longed-for place of rest.” This analogy with the hu-
man inhabitants of the area and with the journey of life toward death
makes one think of the primitive cosmos which, unlike human societ-
ies, continues to survive without the need for moral laws; in a sense
justice that never made the transition from the cosmological to the
moral stage.

Inner strife is virtually non-existent in The Beggar, because the
creative opposites in the soul have been flattened out and substituted
by single-dimensional desires socially dictated, like Kroustallo’s yearn-
ing for a male child. The only glimpse the author allows into a moral
conflict is seen in the example of Mountzoures’ mother, who com-
mits suicide when she realizes that it was her husband who was muti-
lating their children. This is, perhaps, the only sign of sanity, the sole
instance of moral revolt against a collective perversion of humanness.
The villagers, “delivered over first to the necessities of life and then
to the bonds of sleep, have neither longings nor dreams” (71). They
desire nothing, not even their freedom, finding it easier to obey the
aga rather than be free (118), even after the conqueror is gone. Their
hearts and spirit are numbed and the only compassion they are ca-
pable of showing is toward their animals:

“*. .. Il kill my kid if it didn’t give you water; and if my
mother kept oats from you, she won’t live out the year, I
swear . . . It kills me to see your mane chewed up by the
heavy yoke . . " The Karagounes bends down and kisses
his animal with a tenderness and love such as he did not
show his wife on their wedding night” (76).%

This i§ an example of perverting and wasting the divine gift of love
- committing hubris against it and against humanity.

Unlike Papadiamantis, Karkavitsas portrays justice not by arming
the hand of the deity with the avenging sword of her classical repre-
sentation but by denying altogether the possibility of her existence
under the circumstances. Justice and moral order are not only upset

29 & ’ 3 ' 3t 3 5 1 b Fe ¢ ¢ ‘
- OROTWOVW TO TTeudi pov, &v 8¢ 0° EnOTLoE" ¥UdV 00D REATNOE 1) pdvva:

Hov r’(x‘yf], XQOVOG v piy TV ebon! . . . Aaytapd oty PAET® Qaywpévn Thv
TheEida oou a0 ov Baod Luyd . . . Dudgrer ol Qrkel TO YTijvog Tou 6
K‘agom,tovvng e TQU@EQdTTO. Hal oToQYN, Bom S&v Epiknoe T yuvaina
Y TN viyTa ToT Yapov tov.” (115)
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and grossly violated in The Beggar; they are perverted. Balance, ref.
ribution and revenge lose their abstract sense degenerating into the
insipid materiality of a personal settlement of accounts: the beggar's’
revenge for the beating Valachas had given him. Justice is not pos:
sible where the Erinyes are absent and from a place Nemesis ang
Aidos have fled. The only justice possible is a chaotic survival of the
fittest. This is a frightening, nihilistic image of the world intended g
shake the reader out of his complacency and force him to act, as natu
ralistic writings purport.®

SEFERIS
If Papadiamantis’ and Karkavitsas’ novels encourage, as they do,3
reading in the light of the ancient conception of justice, Seferis’ writ-
ings establish the poet’s debt to Heraclitean and Aeschylean thought
beyond any need for elaboration here. I will, therefore, turn directly
to my themes — nature, love, justice — and the way they bring about
the “miracle.” as the poet calls the manifestation of his quest in poeti¢
logos.
Seferis’” announced quest for love is, in essence, a quest for justice
and balance and, more precisely, a quest for a moment of immortality
that will counteract the ravages of Time. As a modernist poet, Seferis,
of course, had the linguistic and aesthetic means of his times and
background that ethography, fifty-sixty years earlier, did not possess
This affords him, among other techniques, an intricate network of
symbolism in which love, justice, balance, nature, and knowledge
constantly redefine one another, as their individual inner tensions keep
reshaping each one of them. Nature, justice, love, death, memory,
blood, the light, the sea, the house, the angels, the swans, each one of
them nests the opposite that makes it whole. A closer look into som
of these concepts and symbols in the poetry of Seferis will explain
better the duality that sustains the perpetual rhythm of strife and ha
mony.

a. Nature
Light, the sea, the snakes, the rose, are forms of nature that appear
in an on-going struggle for balance. Nature is creative and destruc:

% As Sachines has put it, “. . . It is clear that for Karkavitsas the world has not beet
left to the philanthropic hand of God; desire for improvement is needed - and action i
its realization.” A. Sachines, Mooqég tiig ITeCoyoagiag [Figures of Prose] 1, pp. 20
65, esp. p. 55. Quoted in PD. Mastrodemetres’ “Appendix” to The Beggar, p. 182.
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tive; it represents life and knowledge but also death. The olive trees

have “the wrinkles of our fathers,” the rocks their wisdom
(“Mythistorema 177).2! Light is hard and “biting,” but also a synonym
of knowledge. It is, after all, under the bright Greek light, the most
striking attribute of the Greek landscape, that the object of the poet’s
quest will be revealed — light that cannot be explained, as the poet
says, only seen. Similarly, the sea is the symbol of strife and serenity,
of life and death; the snakes are incarnations of betrayal, yet they
make passionate love, as in “Erotikos Logos;” the rose, a metaphor
for love and harmony, also wounds with its thorns. Apostrophizing it,
in “Erotikos Logos,” the poet stresses its inherent antitheses:

Rose of fate, you looked for ways to wound us

yet you bent like the secret about to be released

and the command you chose to give us was beautiful
and your smile was like a ready sword.®

The rose also represents the great secret that death releases, a se-
cret that is well-kept in the heart of its tightly folded petals, which
open wide to reveal it only when they fall off, wilted, at the hour of its
death—the hour when all things return to the Heraclitean fire:3

And even what has not yet passed

must burn

this noon when the sun is riveted

to the heart of the many-petalled rose.*
(Summer Solstice, 14)

30f Edg pe i putideg iy yovidv pog

T Bodiae pg T yvdhom Tiv Yoy poc.”

English quotations of Seferis’ poems are from the Keeley/Sherrard translation of
the poet’s works. See George Seferis, Collected Poems, trans. and ed. Edmund Keeley
and Philip Sherrard (Princeton, 1967).

2 “P\é?o Tiis polgag, yhpeves vi Boels va nig mAnyhoeig

1143 eﬂcmv[ieeg 00 TO PUoTLKO ROV TAEL VO AUTEmPEL

m: eiray ﬂ)‘QO'IO TO mEooTaype mol SéxTnres i dmoelg

AU ELTAV TO Y QUOYEAMO GOV 06V EToyo omadi.”

Seorge S.eferis, Howjuatra (Poems), (Athens, [1972] 1992).

Af:cordmg to Heraclitus, fire is the force that holds the universe together and trans-
fO{ms‘hfc' into death and death into new life. “The thunderbolt pilots all things,” he says:
[tamﬁe mavra oloxiler vepauvag] (Fr. 64). ’ -

A “Kt}éxeiva droun mot dév mépacav

TQEMEL V(i ROV

tofno 0 peanuéQL ol %ae@dOnxe 6 fAtoc

TNV 1oLl Toh Evatoguilov pddov.”
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Nature is life and death, stability in change, perennial renewal, and
equilibrium — a reflection of balance and justice with which it is idens
tified.

[
b. Justice i

To compare natural and moral justice, the poet has more than ongg

referred us to Aeschylus and the Presocratics: '

I think of the mechanism of justice (Aeschylus) sets be-
fore us, which we will not find to be simply a moral law
unless it is also a law of nature... (A) just man is the man
who is the measure of life. Whoever goes beyond the mea-
sure is guilty of hubris and will feel the thunderbolt of
‘Ate,’ the stern fate that provides for the balance and equi-
librium of the universe.*

In Seferis’ integrated vision, the more recent exemplar of “just man”
is the hero of the Greek revolution General Makryannis — the epitomg
of humility, righteousnes and Greekness (Romiosyne), and the em-
bodiment of metron.

Justice is not only a metaphor for the equilibrium of the physical
and moral world; most importantly, as in Platonic discourse, it is it
ner harmony. In the poetry of Seferis, justice is sometimes seen a
social justice, but more often it is evoked in a wider ontological con-
text. The poet was influenced by the philosophy of Meng Tst
(Mencius), the second in importance philosopher after Confucius,
Ancient Chinese thought regarding ethical and social order moyes
around two basic notions: that of love (jen) and that of justice (yi)
Meng Tsu believed in the power of good will as the only force th
can harmonize body and soul and enable love and justice to reign. If
justice, or inner harmony, reigns, then love and the external order of
things will be maintained. Justice, it follows, is not the achievemenl

of an external order of things but the attainment of an inner harmony
which will lead to this order. Conversely, injustice is the disruptiol
of this balance; it is equated to the exceeding of measure that leads 0

% See George Seferis, “Letter on “The Thrush,” in On the Greek Style, trans. Ret
Warner and Th. D. Frangopoulos (Boston, [1960] 1966) p. 104.
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hubris.** Mencius refers to love as “the serene house of man,” a phrase
Geferis quotes in his Diary.”” In the poetry of Seferis, the house, often
identified with love, is a major symbol of the quest for the self of the
wanderer and the exile.*®

But justice, like everything else, has its inherent contradictions as
its relation with death exemplifies. Death and oblivion, for example,
are attributes of justice. Death “has its own justice,” says the poet in
“Mythistorema 21,” and in a poem that appeared only in his Diary he
writes: . . . And if catastrophe is to fall upon me, let it fall as it / is
right — in justice.”® Moreover, the unheroic companions of
“Mythistorema — the poet’s “Elpenors™ — die with the human desire
to be remembered, but although

. . . their oars
mark the place where they sleep on the shore
no one remembers them. Justice.”

) ‘ “. .. Td »ouma Tovg
SelxvoUV TO PEQOG TTOU KOLPOTVTAL 0T AHQOYLAAL.
Kaveig d&v Toug Bupdton. Aarocvvn.”

* For a detailed discussion of this influence see Nasos Vayenas, ‘O TToutig ®oi 6
Xopeut [The Poet and the Dancer], (Athens: Kedros, 1990) pp. 177-78 and 277; See
also, Mario Vitti, @000d xai Adyos: civaywys oty moinon 1ot Ndoyov Eec;;égn
[Decay and Logos: An introduction to the poetry of George Seferis] (Athens, 1989) pp
232-33. ' .

* George Seferis, Days 5, 1945-1951 (Athens, 1986) p. 54.

.3“ Gaston Bachelard equates the house with the topography of the inner self: “La
maison, plus encore que le paysage, est “un état d’me” . . . elle dit une intimité.” [The
hOL}Sf?,, even more than the landscape is a psychic state . . . it bespeaks intimacy], La
FPoérique de I’Espace (Paris, 1958), pp. 77 and 18). ’

j; Days 3, 1934-1940 (Athens, 1984) pp. 193-94.

‘ E'lpcnor, the youngest of Odysseus’s companions, dies unheroically when, heavy
w;th‘wme and sleep, he losc?s his balance and falls from Circe’s roof, The collusion of
!he _llteral and the metaphoric, here, points to human weakness and incapacity to keep
nstincts and reason in balance. Elpenor is for Seferis the “sensual” (dovudc) Elpenor
:Lht; rep_}re!s:e.nts scatFering, loss of nostos, and man’s inability to unite the self. Pound’s
d i onist, is an epithet fgr his own Elpenor figure in “Mauberley IV.” Elpenor illus-

ates the failure of the union of the striving opposites. While sympathetic toward hu-

eakness Sefefis 3150 holds such per i { i
man wi 3 SOns res)
; ! - C pUIlSlblC for the mertness that leads‘
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“t is just that nobody remembers them;” says Seferis, “they are
not heroes, they are Elpenors.”!
On the other hand, death is injustice “when you can’t any longer

choose / even the death you wanted as your own” (“Santorini”); and,
in the same poermn,

Here we found ourselves naked, holding
the scales that tipped towards
injustice.”

So is old age, justice, yet, we long to hold on to youth and life. The
only way of salvaging what was lost, is poetry:

The white sheet of paper, harsh mirror,
gives back only what you were.

Maybe youw’ll find there what you thought was lost:
youth’s burgeoning, the just shipwreck of age.*
(Summer Solstice, 8)

While viewing death as the “debt” that has to be paid to Time, it i
emotionally impossible for man to accept death without the bitter feel-
ing of one who suffers injustice.

Death, oblivion, old age, are, after all, necessary for the new cycle
of human drama that endlessly takes us “from killer to victim / from
victim to punishment/from punishment to the next murder’
(“Mycenae”).* It is the drama that guarantees the continuation of life,

In perceiving death both as justice and injustice, Seferis was sub-
scribing to the antithetic views of Heraclitus and Anaximander, who
saw Strife as justice and injustice, respectively.

4 George Seferis, “A Staging for “The Thrush,”” in Aoxwéc B’ [Essays IT'] (Athens,
[1974] 1984) p. 39.
2 “E§b PoeONrape Yuuvol HooTovIog
H CuyeoLd ol PaoaLve #aTd TO LEQOS
T ddwmiag.”
# “T° dompo yaQTl oxhnpodg vobotpng
gmotpégel udvo Exeivo ot fjoouv.

"Towg vé POEic EXET 8,TL VOULOES YOUEVO"
™ PAdotnom Tiig votng, 10 dixouo ROTONOVILOUO
Tijg fiAxiog.”
“ “ET T QOVIA 0TO CROTWUEVO
ATTO TO CHOTWUEVO OTHV TATOWT)
#L &t THY ANy otdv Ghho povo.”
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. Love and the “miracle” of light

Like nature and justice, which I tried to illustrate rather schemati-
cally for the sake of brevity, love in the poetry of Seferis is defined by
its inner contradictions and is linked to “the miracle” the poet reveals
in the light of self-knowledge. It exists only as a brief happy moment
in memory which cannot be recaptured: “O could we only love” (“Sat-
urday”). “If we were to love, the circle would break... But we can’t
love’” (“Wednesday™). What makes love impossible is the fact that it
breeds the seeds of its own destruction—betrayal, hatred, selfishness.
The memory of a brief happy moment of love has the bitter taste of a
calculated, wasted, or betrayed love — which the poet evokes on both
the personal and the national level. Abused love is hubris committed
against agape, and this calls for retribution. Our inability to love is
often related to blindness, the absence of light or self-knowledge, and
the decline of the senses. It is in the recognition and acceptance of
such contradictions as part of one and the same reality that “yahijvn),”
or serenity, is to be found. “Galini,” contemporary man’s only po;—
sible quest, is often confused with the silence of the dead and the
wisdom of the past.

What is the deeper meaning of love, so central a concept in this
poet’s work? As in Platonic thought, so in the poetry of Seferis the
ability to love is the recognition of the divine quality of the soul. To
renew our faith in this innate ability is to have a glimpse into our
immortality which in turn is tantamount to knowing that Time and
decay can be defeated. Love is described as

1] L 4
... an indissoluble rhythm, unconquerable like music
and endless because it was born when we were born and when
we die

whether it dies too neither we know nor does anyone else.”*S
(Reflections on a Foreign Line of Verse)

Love is the divine spark in the human soul that is not subject to
decay. It is like blood, circulating in our veins the way “the miracle is
nowhere but circulating in the veins of man” (“td Badpo d¢v eivon
movBeva o xurhopogel péaa / oTic phéPeg Tod avBowmov™).

45 <« Wy s ' y s
i (Mmg‘ aqu]g) HE aratehuTo Quipd, drotavixntng odv
HOUOLKY %O TAVTOTLVG
Yol yemﬂnue otav yevyntnxape xal odv mebaivoupe,
av meBaivel, dev O Eégoupe otte Epels olte dhhog xaveic.”
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(“Les Anges sont blancs™). The “miracle” the poet seeks to reveal i
man’s awakened consciousness of his own immortal potential.

The interaction of the negative and positive aspects of love is illus.
trated by Clytemnestra.*® She incarnates such polysemous concepfg
as mother, love and murder, revenge and sacrifice, the sea as both
strife and serenity. In seeking the mother to kill her, Orestes searcheg
for “the sea that cradled you” the sea you cannot escape, exhaust, op

find “no matter how you... circle past the black, bored Eumenides;

unforgiven” (800 %ai va yuoilelg ppootd otic poboes Evuevides
7ol Paguodvrar, / yweig ovyyweean.) (“Mythistorema 16”). Iy
looking for the mother, Orestes seeks love and death as living implieg
seeking our death. The sea stands for these conflicting ideas and emo-

tions. It is the unattainable, unavoidable, and inexhaustible means of
nostos—never achieved in the poetry of Seferis — as the examples of*

Elpenor and Agamemnon illustrate. Yet, the sea can keep alive the
hope for the journey back where a house is waiting for the wanderer

and the exile. It stands for the constant strife and balance, as i

Aeschylus’ Persians, a work the poet often evokes in this contexf,
Xerxes

was defeated because he was guilty of hubris, because he
performed the outrageous act of flogging the sea . . . this
element that although always tormented, never stops striv-
ing towards a balance, towards a measure.*’

The sea metaphor, combining the journey, strife, and “galini” epito-
mizes the human predicament but also man’s potential to “rise a little
higher” (“Mythistorema 23”). To achieve this, like Odysseus, we would
have to fight the complex monsters — hatred, selfishness, forgetful
ness, betrayal — that prevent us from remembering what it means {0
be human, what it means to struggle, like him, with body and mind.
This moment of transcendence is the “miracle which the poet has
been anticipating since the last lines of “Erotikos Logos” (1935):

% Clytemnestra is the wife of Agamemnon, King of Argos and Commander-in-Chief
of the Greek army in the Trojan war, whom she murders on the day of his homecoming
in retaliation for the sacrifice of their daughter Iphigenia. Ordained by Apollo, Orestes
their son, avenges the death of his father by killing his mother and is subsequently
haunted by the Erinyes. The curse that plagues the house of Atreus is the subject of
Aeschylus’ Oresteia. It becomes Seferis’ metaphor for the endless repetition of i
revenge, and sacrifice, a circle inside which humanity is caught.

47 George Seferis, On the Greek Style, p. 58
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On the stone of patience we wait for the miracle
that opens the heavens and makes all things possible
we wait for the angel as in the primordial drama . . .

The “miracle” that will restore the “adikima” of decay perpetrated
py profane time erupts as a hope ten years later in “Thrush” (KixAn).
This is a poem that evokes Antigone and Socrates as symbols of en-
during love that defeats tyranny and death and ends with Aphrodite

Anadyomene (the goddess of love in resurrection) predicting the ar-
rival of love and of light:

whoever has never loved will love

in the light:

and you find yourself

in a large house with many windows open

running from room to room, not knowing from where to
look out first.*

Making the “miracle” happen is a matter of remembering correctly.
“A characteristic of the Greek tradition is its love for humaneness; its
rule is justice,” says the poet elsewhere.™® If we keep these two truths
in our mind, we can cope with war, scattering, and decay. We only
have to keep the causes of injustice in our mind, in other words, we
must learn to remember correctly what, in our human desire to avoid

pain, we tend to forget. This is what the poet prays for in “Salamis in
Cyprus:”

# “Triv nétou tiig tnopoviic mpoouévoupe To Bdpo

mov dvoiyel Té Emovpdvin ¥ iy’ Oha oketd
TQOOUEVOULE TOV yyeho odv 1o mavdpyoo dpdpa .. .~

L . o - ;
‘Omolog moTé Tou dev dydnmae 0 dyamioet,

oto e
®al Eloo
o fc:'va HeY&ho omite pé modhd mapdbuga dvouytd
TOEYOVTUS AMO AANaEe Ot xduaQa, d2v Eépovtag drvd ot
v voTdEelg momTo.”
Thle first lines are a paraphrase from the second century A.D. Latin poem “Pervigilium
Veneris” (“Eve of Venus™), the rest are taken from Erotokritos (Book 1, 1,365).
¥ See George Seferis, “Dokimes B,” [Essays II'] (Athens, [1974] 1984) p. 159-61.

This essay is a translation of the Nobel acceptance speech Seferis gave in Stockholm,
on December 10, 1963.
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“Lord, help us to keep in mind
the causes of this slaughter:
greed, dishonesty, selfishness,
the desiccation of love;

Lord, help us to root these out . . .*!

This prayer to one’s inner self is, in effect, Seferis’s response—ang
in strikingly similar words — to the agonizing appeal Karkavitsas ad-
dresses to the decaying society of The Beggar, in which greed, dis-
honesty, and selfishness have stifled love.

The mere hope for the “miracle” that “Thrush” anticipates, turng

into a vision in Seferis’ later “apocalyptic”” poems, most of which he:

wrote in Cyprus, significantly, “the Island of Aphrodite,” in 1953
1955. The poet dedicates this collection “To the world of Cyprus;
Memory and Love.”s> The poet’s apocalyptic moment unfolds ig
Engomi, a Cypriot village, at the site of an excavation where archae.
ologists unearth a statue of Aphrodite. The moment of revelation is
the emergence into the light of the indestructible monument of love:

And I looked again at that body ascending;
people had gathered like ants,
and they struck her with lances but didn’t wound her .. e

In words borrowed from the description of the birth of Virgin Mary
in the Apocalypsis of James, the rise of the statue of Aphrodite into
the light is transformed into a vision of the Assumption of the Virgin:

Suddenly I was walking and did not walk
I looked at the flying birds, and they had stopped stone dead

51 “Kugue, fomda va Bupdnoote
nuidg Eywve TOUTO TO POVIKO'
v Gomayn to §6ho TV idroTédera,
1O oTéyvopa Tiig dydmme
Kuote, pomBa vé T Eeplimooupe . . -
The poet explains in a note that he took this wartime “prayer” from the ship of
Commander Lord Hugh Beresford, R.N., who fell in the battle of Crete. George Seferis
Moujuata [Poems). See editors’ Note, pp. 345-46.
52| have chosen “world” instead of the translators’ “people,” since the original word
“cosmos.” meaning both, connotes more than the inhabitants of the island.
s “Kai EovaroitaEa 10 odpa gxeivo v avefaiver
elyave poteutel morhol, peounyria,
®od, TH yTuIovoay pE xovraoLe xai Ov T Aapovoy.”

»
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I looked at the sky’s air, and it was full of wonder

I looked at the bodies laboring, and they were still
and among them a face climbing the light.

The black hair spilled over the collar . . . and the body
emerged from the struggling arms stripped

with the unripe breasts of the Virgin,

a motionless dance.**

The unearthing of a symbol that unites pagan and Christian love
going beyond historical time becomes a metaphor for bringing into
the light the soul’s buried ability for freedom and compassion. At this
moment that the poet creates, time stands still and death is defeated,
while the past is salvaged and united with the present as if time had
never been interrupted by human division. The miracle has finally
happened.

Time, dilated beyond its temporal dimensions, fixed almost vis-
ibly “immovable” in the middle of the line, resembles

the rhythm in music that stays
there at the center like a statue

immovable.

This breath of life is not a transition:
the thunderbolt rules it.*
(On a Ray of Winter Light 7)
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According to Heraclitus, “The thunderbolt pilots all things” [t¢ 8¢ mdvtal oia‘rcLEEL

*egouvog] Fr. 6.4. I.t represents divine justice, the force that holds the universe together
and transforms life into death and death into new life.
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That moment signals the birth of a new consciousness:

... you suffered
the other labor, love,
the other dawn, the reappearance
the other birth, the resurrection.
Yet there, in the vast dilation of time,
you were remade
drop by drop, like resin,
like the stalactite, the stalagmite.*

This is what Seferis means when he says: “Where is love that with
one stroke cuts time in two and stuns it?” (TIo¥ *vaw §j &ydam oy
#OPEL TOV HOUQO HovoxOppaTa 0Td dUO %Al 1OV dmooPorwver”
(“The Mood of a Day™), or, “... the night that split open, a blue pome-
granate, / a dark breast, and filled you with stars, / cleaving time” (j
vita ou GvolEe, Yahdlio podt, / OrOTEWVOS #OQQPOG, XUl O
véoe dotea / ndBovrag tov #aueo) (“Thrush”™). This experience
is described by Mircea Eliade as the irruption of the numinous intg
profane time.”’

Influenced by Imagism, Seferis offers little images presenting i
revelation. “An image,” according to Pound — the leading theoreticiaf
of Imagism — "is that which presents an intellectual and emotional
complex in an instant of time.” Only the instantaneous presentation
of such complexes, Pound goes on to say, gives “that sense of sudden
liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space limits;™
The Presocratic idea of change temporarily frozen if “metra” are pres

served is, in essence, rearticulated in modernistic terms!

The strife of the opposites for equilibrium cannot be achieved with:
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o otohoryTity To oTehaypity.”
s Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (New York, 1959) p.97 et passim.
58 BEzra Pound, Make it New. (London, 1934) p. 336. See also Joseph Frank, The Idet

of Spatial Form (New Brunswick, 1991) pp. 10-12.

C. V. Tagopoulos: Nature, Love and Justice 51

out sacrifice — the “debt”that has to be paid by life. Among Seferis’
[ater poems, “The Cats of Saint Nicholas” illustrates this. This poem
is based on a chronicle recorded by early travellers to Cyprus: It was
during the great drought in the island that millions of snakes full of
poison were born. The duke of Cyprus gave a hundred cats as gift to
the monastery to fight the snakes. Every night the cats, a “miracle” to
look at” (“Badpa vé Tig BAEmels”) would go out into the battle with
the snakes that left them lame, twisted, maimed. Over the years, the
cats gradually annihilated the snakes, but in the end they themselves
disappeared:

Poor devils, what could they do,

fighting like that day and night, drinking

the poisonous blood of those snakes?
Generations of poison, centuries of poison.*

The destruction of the cats is a result of the debt they had to pay for
the disaster they caused, the “adikima” they committed. Justice
evoked, as always in Seferis, simultaneously on the personal and na:
tional level, are thus equally weighed.

Havi‘ng experienced and transmuted in his poetry personal loss
nostalgia, exile, uprootedness and scattering through the Asia Min01:
experience, the two World Wars, the Balkan wars, civil insurrection
and the devastating effects of military dictatorship, Seferis’s can offel,'
amirror of one of the most difficult times for Greece in contemporary
history.

Love is the means of defeating change. It humanizes “indifferent”
naFure, empowering it with the moral dimension that transforms the
Erlnyes and renews the hope for the long-awaited return of Astraea. It
is revealed as the indestructible rhythm of life that defies death. Much
like the Platonic nostalgia for the Forms that the love-inspired soul
once saw and is endlessly striving to recapture through memory, the
poet tries to transfix into permanence, through poetic logos, a ’mo-
ment of transcendence. In the poetry of Seferis, justice, love, and na-
ture are part of the same quest for such an apocalyptic moment that

¥ “Tivd 00b xdvouv of tahoinmpeg
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will conquer change and stop historical time, if only for a transitory
moment when clock and calendar time is replaced by time of no tem:
poral duration. Bringing into the light of poetic language the world of
the inner soul and freezing it in eternal words is tantamount to creats
ing immortality.

* * *

The tendency of modern Greek writers to turn to the primordig]
sense of justice, the strife of the opposites, nature, to create a moment
of eternity, also manifests itself in Kazantzakis, Solomos, and Elytjs,
For Kazantzakis, the image of the flying fish which “suddenly spread;
its little fins, took a leap and bounded out of the sea in order to breathg
air,” becomes a metaphor for man’s longing to transcend his destiny;
to become a bird for a flash only. “But that was enough;” Kazantzakig
concludes, “this flash was eternity. That is the meaning of eternity®

In Solomos’ “The Shark” — to mention only one of his later poems
written in this spirit — the moment of revelation is related to ambiva:
lent Nature and its opposite forces and linked to sudden knowledge af
the time the individual is touched by death. “The Shark” tells of 2
young swimmer brought to a state of mystical ecstasy as he swimsn
the moonlight, surrounded by the beauties of Nature. One with naturg
and the sense of God and in a state of bliss, he is attacked by a shark
- nature in its destructive form. Freeing himself from the spell, the
youth is struck, just before he expires, by the thunderbolt of self-knowl:
edge.

Before the spirit of his great soul ceases he is filled with joy;
Light shone, and the youth knew himself.

(TTolv méyp’ ) peyahdyuym mvot) xaed yepGer
dotoae QdC, % EYVOELOEY O VIOG TOV £QUTO TOV).

8 Nikos Kazantzakis, Report to Greco, tr. Bruno Cassirer (London, 1965) p. 454,
“yi GEapve Gvapeod Toug Eva yeldovoypago etxe avoifer T
@repovdia Tov, eiye doel Eval 0GATO L £lye meToyTel SEw Gd T)
0dhagon, v dvamvéype, Géoo . . . AaxTdonoe va Eemepdoe T
poipa Tov . . . vé yivel movhl. Nid wav dotpanm novaya, 600
umogotoe vé Baotdgel, pa Eprave | dotoan ot frav M
aioviotTro. Atd B el alwwvotre.”

Nikos Kazantzakis, ’Avagood 016 Iipéxo [Report to Greco] (Athens: 1982)p
450, Kazantzakis® eternity is , of course, meant in the Bergsonian sense of the word, noil
inits metaphysical context. Kazantzakis is intersterested in the struggle of the matterts
become spirit, which takes place in the here and now.
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The moment of his death is the moment of self-realization, knowl-
edge revealed in the light. As Sherrard comments,

As man frees himself from the embrace of the world of the
five senses, from the mortal world, he awakes to a true knowl-
edge of himself and experiences the touch of divinity.®!

The opposites are fused and transcended in a moment of whole-
ness and purity. “The cost of wholeness,” writes Beaton, “of tran-
scending the divisions on which everyday life and experience are based,
is invariably death.”® This is a way of paraphrasing the ancient idea
of exceeding the measure and disturbing the order of things, an act
that entails death as retribution.

T will end this catalogue of writers, who seem to re-articulate in
contemporary language the Presocratic conception of justice, with
Odysseus Elytis, who identifies “justice” with a return to a primordial
freedom and innocence:

I give my hand to justice

Diaphanous fountain, sublimest spring,
My sky is deep and changeless

All T love is incessantly reborn
AllIlove is always at its beginning.®*

Elytis does not refer here to social justice — an institution which
subjugated and dominated man — but goes back, before history, when
human freedom was unrestrained, lying beyond the knowledge of evil.
This the poet calls a return to the “memory of freedom” (grdvovrac
ag TNV pvnun tig ¢AevBepiag). “Diaphanous fountain” and
“sub}imest spring” express such a nostalgia for freedom from history.
In his major composition “Axion Esti,” the poet appeals to Justice,
w‘hich he identifies with the Sun - the wellspring of light endowed
with moral qualities — for a sense of decency and “metron.” It is in the
sun’s purifying light that Justice is revealed:

Z; Philip.Shcrrard, The Marble Threshing Floor (London, 1956) p. 36.

: Roc,ienck‘Beflton, An Introduction to Modern Greek Literature, pp. 42-43.
An,rm TO EoL oTT] Sinauwoohvy
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. .Cl)dysseus Elytis, “Sun the First,” Poem III, Selected Poems, Edmund Keeley and
hilip Sherrard, trans. (New York, 1981).
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Intelligible sun of Justice and you, glorifying myrtle,
do not, I implore you, do not forget my country!®*

What Elytis seeks in his poetry is the perfect balance of the visible
and the invisible brought about by light which holds the landscape i
cohesion. This cohesion and moment of balance he calls justice. It
coincides with the transparency and absolute tranquility (ciBolo) of
nature and is represented by the hour of perfect stillness, when the
wind falls in the early afternoon and the sea, without a wrinkle, stands
motionless under the scorching sun. Justice, a metaphor for the har
monized inner self, is a return to the memory of the primordial freg.
dom, innocence, and purity that the poet reveals as a moment of im.
mortality — and paradoxically, of death. In one of his essays, Elytig
writes:

There are no clouds in the horizons of Greek death. A trans-
parency allows us to discern the interior of the house where
life stopped and, sometimes, from an opening, to see the tiny
blue of Platonic immortality. In an awesome stillness, like
the one that follows the thunderbolt.®

Whereas the social and historical dimension of the concept of jus:
tice is not absent from the minds of modern Greek writers, their deeper
philosophical position toward life seems to concur with an older and
broader understanding of Justice articulated long ago in Presocratic
and Aeschylean thought. Greece’s absence from the scene of the Eu-
ropean Renaissance allowed the constant flow of pre-classical and
classical thought to remain unaffected by the expressive modes that
the Renaissance bequeathed to Western Civilization. This is also the
case with the concept of justice which the Renaissance emphasized
as the formulation and institution of just laws which alone could lead
to social progress and growth. In contrast with Aeschylean thought
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‘Odvoota BN, To "Afwov *Eoti (The Axion Esti) (Athens, 1989).
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the Renaissance saw the fate of the individual more as the product of
such human institutions and socially elicited responses than as Fate —
the unfolding of a providentially ordained chain of events. It is this
narrower aspect of justice Papadiamantis criticizes when his narrator
jumps out of Frankojannou’s mind to make an authorial comment:

It v.vas high time to breathe some mountain air, before the
police could lock her up, maybe for life, in the wet and sunless
dungeons of human justice (82).5

In the context of this broader understanding of justice, our modern
writers personify nature and ensoul it with moral attributes. By add-
ing to it the ability for feeling, they develop, further, the humaniza-
tion of the ancient abstraction in contemporary terms, thus affecting
our sense of justice. In modern Greek literature, justice becomes a
claim that encompasses the entire history of Hellenism and of man.
The rhetoric of justice urges us to see the idea of justice in a li ght that
presents it not so much as a socially dictated measure of judgement
and punishment enacted to secure the orderly function of an orga-
nized society, but as a lost principle of equality, wholeness, and bal-
ancidwhich is glaringly absent from our disturbed and dehumanized
world.
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