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% See Akis Mikromatis, O Enitaguiog tov Ildvvn Pitcoy- l

Nonuatxn ko Kahohoyunr Egunveio (Lefkosia 1996) 5: “Ritsos fash-
ions a new reality that did not previously exist. The reality of life is what
inspires him. The poet has nothing more to do than translate this reality
into art. In order for this translation to succeed, in order for the new real-
ity of art to truly manifest itself, a dual sensitivity is required of the poet.
First, an intellectual and spiritual sensitivity that will allow him to fee]
the palpability of life’s truth and live its messages. Second, the artistic
sensitivity that will guide him to fashion his own truth and convey his
own messages with those delicate techniques needed to lend his work a
poetic quality.” .

%8 Note especially the conviction of the claim, “We know it.” Note also
the future progressive tense of the verb “to build:” the houses to be built
tomorrow will be built on a continuous basis, again and again. Ritsos is
convinced not only that there will be a tomorrow but that the tomorrow
will extend indefinitely into a timeless future.
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Yannis Ritsos was one of Greece’s most distinguished and cel-
ebrated poets whose poetic genius can easily be compared to that
of Cavafy, Seferis and Elytis. In Greece, and in many other Euro-
pean countries, Ritsos has been hailed as one of the most impor-
tant poets of the twentieth century. He was the recipient of numer-
ous national and international awards and prizes.

His reputation as “the greatest living poet of our time,” as Louis
Aragon referred to him over twenty years ago, has grown immensely
in the last decade. The numerous perceptive reviews and copious
translations of his poetry published in various languages individu-
ally or in anthologies have contributed greatly to Ritsos’ interna-
tional reputation.

In the seventy years of active life as a poet, Ritsos produced
works that have never ceased to amaze and surprise his readers
with the diversity of form, style, subject matter and technique that
he employs in his verse. The subject matter he chose for his poems
varies greatly. There are the personal poems, those that evoke the
everyday life of his country, as well as those with historical and
mythological references set against time and space that fuse across
the centuries.

* An earlier version of this study was presented at a symposium, “Yannis
Ritsos: A Poet’s Gaze at the New Millenium,” organized by the Center for
Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies of Queens College, City University
of New York, on April 29, 2001 at the Chian House, Astoria, New York.
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In many of his poems, be they personal, political, or historica]
in context, Ritsos shows a profound concemn for freedom, social
justice and love for his fellow man. The individual and his struggle
to maintain dignity in a world of political, social, as well as psy-
chological turmoil and upheaval are recurring themes that the poet
explores in his poetry.

The present study focuses on this latter theme, that is, on the
struggle of the individual to maintain his dignity against all odds in
society, and to persevere in life always hoping and believing that
freedom, justice and love will prevail.

Ritsos’ poetry, from the early period of the thirties to the more
mature verses of the seventies and eighties, remained intensely
personal. At the same time, political events, social changes in
Greece, family tragedies, intellectual stimulation and more spe-
cifically, changes in poetic orientations were realities that stimu-
lated his poetic creativity and spirit.

Tragedy, for Ritsos, was not an abstract idea but a living reality.
Very early in his life he witnessed the devastation and destruction
of his family. In 1921 his older brother Dimitris died in Switzer-
land where he was being treated for tuberculosis. Three months
later Ritsos’ mother Eleftheria died at the young age of forty-two
from the same disease in the sanitarium of Portaria near the city of
Volos in central Greece.

In 1926, the family tragedy took a new turn. Unable to cope
with the death of his wife and son, the poet’s father Eleftherios
went insane. On November 5, 1938, he died from prostate cancer.
The poet’s sister Loula (Stavroula), who stood by her brother and
supported him while he was pursuing his artistic career in Athens,
also suffered a mental breakdown.

The poet’s own health did not fare much better. The disease that
claimed his mother and brother hunted Ritsos for much of his adult
life. Frequent relapses of tuberculosis forced him to live alone in
an abandoned home near his birthplace in Monemvasia or to enter
various sanitoria in Greece. It was during these long or brief stays
in the sanitoria between 1927 and 1931 that he is said to have been
indoctrinated by fellow patients with the political ideology of Marx-
ism. His open support for such an ideology, led him to various
arrests, exiles and persecutions.
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For nearly thirty years, that is from 1948 to the fall of the
papadopoulos’ military dictatorship in 1976, Ritsos spent most of
his time in and out of detention camps for political prisoners on the
islands of Lemnos, Agios Efstratios, and in the infamous “Institu-
tion for National Reeducation” on the island of Makronesos. The
feelings of isolation, neglect and abandonment that the poet expe-
rienced at this time stayed with him for many years beyond the
restoration of political stability in Greece.

The humiliation, the physical and psychological tortures he en-
dured in these places of incarceration combined with the devastat-
ing experience of poverty, disease, madness and death provided
the source for themes and images in much of his poetry. Thus, in
My Sister’s Song (1937), a long lyrical poem of profound emotion,
the poet expresses his personal grief:
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Whatever I loved

death and madness

took away from me.

I’'m left alone

in the ruins of my heaven
that count the dead.

I have no more tears left.

I have no fear.

I have nothing else for them
to take away from me

Poor, naked and all alone —
that’s my wealth which

no one can take away from me.
I will knock on no doors.

I will not beg.

With no bread,

no sack, no bond

I’1l take the road west

with long and steady strides,
naked yes, but complete,
worthy of approaching God.

In many of his poems images of isolation, exile, despair and
suffering often transcend the personal level. Through a masterful
use of metaphor and irony, the poems offer universal statements
about the devastating conditions people are subjected to by wars
and forces beyond their control.

Reflecting on social and historical realities, many of Ritsos’
poems, especially those of the late period of military dictatorship,
project a world that has turned upside down. It is a world in which
people exist and move about aimlessly in a sate of terror where
fear and death define their existence. Stripped of their dignity,
robbed of their basic human rights, people have lost their drive to
live or they are forced to live in strange places dispossessed of
their homes, deprived of their physical and spiritual sustenance.
For instance, in a poem called “Moving” from the Doorman’s Booth
(1971) we read:
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... Byaivape dmivror 0td doduo.

*AhhaCope omito #aBe 1600. Ildvroteg 6° dgnvaue xal
®d, Eva umaotho pe Alya Puhio, Eva omoouévo povtohivo.
©d megvovoape — Aeyape — wd Kvowomn va ta mdoovpe.

Tloté dév mepaoape. Ki éxelvn 1 mdvivn Paiitoa
rnatapeots thg ddewag nduapas, Eeydaguévn,

UE T AOUOLA TNG AMAWUEVO 0TO TTaTwu. Exel uéoo
glyope mapaTnoel Eve oo QuACYTO PE noligo OmdyXo.....

We went out in the street unwashed.

We kept moving from one house to another

every now and then, always leaving something behind—
a trunk with a few books, a broken mandolin.

We would come back on Sunday —we said— to pick them up.

‘We never did. And that cloth suitcase

in the middle of the empty room, torn and ragged,
with its straps spread out on the floor. Inside

we had left an old amulet on a black string...

The nightmarish landscape Ritsos paints in a world of dislo-
cated lives, of idleness, fear and terror often is paralleled by im-
ages of mutilation and destruction in nature such as in the poem
“Decay” from The Doorman’s Booth (1971):

Babud, 016 péoa xHo, yweis rabdlou dévioa,
VITOVOWVTOS MOTOCO TA BEVTQQ OV Yivay ®OQEXAES,
oROUVLG, ToamelLa, naoovia. Ildve oto uraotiho xdbetal
1) OLWTTNAY YUvaixo, Oxemdlel Td Toda s,

HOLTALEL TNV RAUTTLO VA GEQVETAL OTO TATWUA —

ULd TRAOLYT RAUTTLEL, MTTCLQY], EECTOUTLOPEYT,

Enelvn mov’ paye 10 ddoog i TjpBe va pdeL 16 omitt,

T %AdO 0TOV TOTKO ®ol 1O orowi 0td Tafidw.

Deep in the inner space without any trees,

suggesting, nevertheless, the trees that have
now become chairs,

stools, tables, crates. On top of the trunk
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sits the silent woman, she covers her legs and

looks at the caterpillar that crawls on the floor —

a green, slimy caterpillar that has strayed from its path,

the same caterpillar that had devoured the forest and
has come now to eat the house,

the picture frames on the wall and the rope hanging
from the ceiling.

The Greek countryside which Ritsos often celebrates in his po-
ems has become a wasteland. The wells, springs and rivers, once a
source of life, have dried up. Here too, death and sterility have
taken their toll. This dreary atmosphere of destruction and void is
depicted in the poem “Wells and People” also form The Doorman’s
Booth (1971). Here Ritsos states:

Elyaue td myyadio pog peca oTa OniTial Log.
[Tivave 16 vepod Tiis Pooyiis, AhovTopaotay,
KOUTAYOUE ULC TGEN %ok i ThoTeo. MLd viyta
HATOLOG OMrWONKE, ADELACE PETH OTO TTIYAdL
v ®oUIa PE TO pagudxt. Ot dhhol navay

e kolpwoviay Padiud, Metd, vag Evag
onrdvovTay U TV 0epad Toug, adetalav

TV %OV TOVE PE TO PaQUAKL. Zav ENuéomat
wovevag dév Emve vepo. “Qarmov, Téhog,
BolvhaEe 1 oxdha péoa 016 mryadt. Ol Evowrol
avénray oty oTéyn, dvolEave 16 aTopa
dodhevtol Enel TAvm DEeg OAAXEQES WiV TECEL
uLd otoryova Pooyiis. ‘O mhavodilog putovedgog
T€p0.0E RATW 0TO SEORO. Aéy T0Ug elde. KottoToe td
méEvOnua dyyehtnolo xoAnuéva 0Tovg oTUAOUG
#al Tig eydheg mOQTES TV HAELOTOV pLayolLiv.

We had our wells in our houses.

We drank rain water, we bathed in it,

we kept everything clean and in order.

One night someone got up and emptied his cup of poison
into the well. The others pretended they were asleep.
Later, the rest of them got up one by one,

and emptied out their cup of poison. In the moming
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no one would drink the water. Until, finally,
the stairs sank into the well. The tenants
climbed up on the roof, opened their mouths
and stood there motionless for hours

in hopes that a drop of rain might fall.

In spite of such a realistic depiction of destruction in man and
nature, however, the poet does not allow despair to take complete
control. For “In poetry,” Ritsos declares, “there is no room for de-
spair.”” In many of his poems, emblems of hope for a better world
that is certain to arrive often, like shooting stars, illumine the dark
sky of oppression. Thus if there are poems where the destruction
of life and nature is lamented, there are also others that suggest a
possible change in the course that history has taken. In these latter
poems nature is presented as a force that, in spite of numerous
setbacks, continues its progress and process of regeneration. Thus
in Romiosini (1945-1947) we read:

K’ 1} étoa dmov vabfjoay ndrov o tic EMeg
1O ATONEOTUEQO AVTIXQU 0T Bdhaooa

atpLo B4 yivel AoRE0TNG 0TO KOULVL

uebavoo B dofeotdooupe TG omitio pog ®ol To metovil
TAg Aylo-Z0TNeag

dvripuefaiplo BA gutéPoupe T6 0TOQO EXET TTOU
amorownOnrov

%’ Eva umovumoU kL Tfig 00dLAg A oxA0EL TEMTO YEMO
10T Pweol oTdv ®OPWO Tiig Monddags.

K’ tiotepa mud 86 wdtooupe ot mETEA va dlafdoouue Ohn
TV ®OEALA TOVG

od va duafalovue oWty Qopd v ioTopla Tol xdouou.

And the rock where they sat under the olive trees
in the afternoon, facing the sea,

will turn into quicklime in the kiln tomorrow,

the day after tomorrow we’ll whitewash our houses
and the doorstep of St. Savior and

the day after that we’ll sow the seed where they slept

and a pomegranate bud will burst open like a baby’s
first laughter at the breast of sunshine.
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And later still we’ll sit on the rock and read their hearts
as if reading the history of the world for the first time.

This is also the meaning the poem “Message” from Parentheses
(1950-1961) conveys. It is a message of hope and resurrection. In
its optimistic outlook, the poem suggests that the world of lethar-
gic inertia in which the individual has been placed by outside forces
or by forces beyond his control is only a temporary condition. By
regaining a sense of communication with his natural environment,
Ritsos suggests, the individual will not fail to perceive that nature
continues its process of rebirth. He will also notice that the
plumber’s hammer “strikes among small red sparks™ and that:

Any day now

summer will be here. And the chickens have already
begun to lay

some strong blue eggs next to the wine barrel and
the plough.

What is meant here is that even in the most gloomy and seem-
ingly sterile environment people will eventually find the strength
to look for and welcome a resurrection. They realize that the dark
cloud of oppression will soon pass, and that the sun of justice once
again will claim its proper place from which to reign and shine. In
the following lines from Romiosini (1945-1947), for example,
Ritsos states:

“Ortav o@iyyouy 10 y£oL, 6 fillog elval BEPatog
VLG TOV ROAUO

Otov xopoyehdve, Eva uuuod xeMdove petyel péo G’ v
dyoLa yévia Toug

otav xowwotvral, dndexa dotoa mEQToUY GIT’ Tig ddeleg
TOETESC TOUC

otav orotwvovro, 1 Lon toafdel Ty dvngooa né onuoleg
rol pé Topmotipha.

- When they tighten their grip, the sun becomes certain
for the world
when they smile, a small swallow flies out of
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their wild beards

when they sleep, twelve stars fall out of their empty
pockets,

when they are killed, life marches on uphill with
unfurled flags at the beat of the drums.

In communicating this message of hope, the poems further im-
ply that one should not focus on his misdirected actions that seem
to contradict nature or on his futile attempts to find a place in a
distorted environment. Moreover, people must not concentrate on
their inability to act or on their obsession with things that are not
fulfilled, but on their ability to see these conditions as temporary
obstacles that will soon be removed. Therefore, a person needs to
waste no energy in trying to understand and cope in a world of evil
and destruction, but to muster the strength of his spirit and prepare
himself for the inevitable change that life and history have stored
for him. In other words, he must take courage and realize that:

There, where the wolf had lain
a pit remained, strewn with warm wolf-hair.
Now a lamb could lie down there.

This hope for restoration in a country that had witnessed the de-
struction of nature and its inhabitants is suggested in poems like “Our
Land” from The Wall in the Mirror (1967-1971). Here people haunted
by death, terrorized by undefined forces, walk in the streets of their
city or through the countryside that has been subjected to violent
destruction. In spite of all this, however, the poem does not refrain
from offering a glimmer of hope for restoration and rejuvenation, as
the reference to Easter and the Resurrection Service suggests:

TIic Eywve nal W Eva néTowvo Yol ouyvoloous
16 omitt pog kol v Lo nag; TIdvo ot dvdgio
VO 1] #OTTVLY, OOVO TO XOOVO, AT’ TA KEQLAL
to¥ Iaoya —
1LXQOL JxQot, Loligot oToQol Tov ydoagav
ot mebaugvol
yuoilovrag &’ Ty ‘Avdotaon. ITohl dyomiéton avTog
6 1Omog
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UE DITOUOVT| RO TTEQTPAVLAL....

How did we manage to set our house and life in order
with hands made of stone? On the lintels over the door,
soot from Easter candles has gathered year after year —
tiny black crosses that the dead have traced
on their way home from the Resurrection Service.

This land is much loved,
with patience and dignity....

This and many other similar poems imply that, as in the past,
people again will find the strength to restore life and traditions of
their homeland to their original vitality. The Greek spirit of
Romiosini, as the poet declares in one of his Eighteen Short Songs
of the Bitter Motherland (1968-1970), or Aexaoyt®d Alavotodyouda
tfig TTwpfis ITatpidag, does not need lamentations. Even in the most
difficult times, and when it appears that it’s about to yield to op-
pression that has placed “a leather strap around its neck, a knife
close to the bone,” it finds the strength anew.

Tr Powoouvy iy tv xhaig, — Exel moh maeL va oxUPeL
UE TOV GOUYLG OTO ROURAAO, UE TO Aovpl 0Td oféono,

NG T, meneton AmoEayfis #L dvroletel xal Begletar
®OL XOUARDVEL TO BEQLO PE TO HopdxL TOD Hlov.

Don’t weep for Romiosini — when on the verge of yielding,
a leather strap around its neck, a knife close to the bone,

There, it leaps up and starts all over again,
it grows in vigor, flares up
and spears the savage beast, with the harpoon of the sun.

In many of his poems Ritsos does not always present specific
reasons or explanations for the individual’s disinclination to move
or act in a world of desolation, oppression and emptiness.

Explanations, he says, “tend to confuse things more.... poetry,
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naked and arrogant is nothing more than the wonderful accom-
plishment of the inexplicable,” Hints (1970-1971). Through ambi-
guity in the complex simplicity of his poems, Ritsos communi-
cates the incommunicable complexity of the simplest objects or
conditions that often transcend time and space. In this sense the
poems and the message they contain acquire a temporal meaning
without ever losing their immediacy or relevancy. In poems like
these Ritsos speaks not only for the Greeks who had experienced
the horrors of wars and the harsh years of the Papadopoulos dicta-
torship, but for all those who have lived in isolation or through
physical or spiritual abuse and who may still be struggling to over-
come all forms of oppression and to maintain their dignity without
ever losing hope for a better future. Thus in one of his poems from
Alavotodyouda or Eighteen Short Songs of Bitter Motherland
(1968-1970) Ritsos declares:

Mixp06g Aodg %ol ohepd dixws omabid nai Fohio
Y& Ehov Tou #OoUoU TO YPouL, T6 Pig kol TO TEayoUdL.

(The Greeks,) a handful of people, keep fighting on with
no swords or bullets

for all the people of the world, for their bread, their
song, their light.

The harsh years of incarceration Ritsos spent in various concen-
tration camps, the suffering he and his fellow inmates endured there,
had a profound influence on the poet’s subsequent life and creativ-
ity. This experience provided him with a deep sense of respect for
human dignity and spiritual endurance with an appreciation and
love for life. He strongly believed that the existence of humankind
will continue despite every adversity that has to be endured. “If
Ritsos was in pursuit of a better world,” says Peter Green, “it was
always in the end, by means of a total devotion to poetry.” In other
words, a total devotion to the art of communication. Thus, in the
poem Blackened Clay Pot (1949) he declares “we don’t sing to
mark ourselves out from the world, my brother, we sing to bring
the world together.”
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Tati guelg 6€v tooryouddine yid va Eexwoicovue
adeo®E uou &’ 1OV xdoUo
EpElS Toaryoudape Yid va opiEovue 1OV nOOuO.

The poet’s belief in the power of communication through po-
etry is also expressed in “‘Pledge” a poem from Railing (1968) which

Ritsos wrote while under house arrest on the island of Samos. He
writes:

.. ITwotevw oty moinon, otdv Epwra, otdv Bdvarto,
Y aiT6 dxoUBdg motedw otv dBavaoic. Tgdgw Eva otiyo.
YOAQW TOV %#OOUO" VITAQYW” VTAEyEL O ®OoUOG.

...I believe in poetry, in love, in death,

that’s precisely why I believe in immortality.
I write a verse,

I write the world; I exist; the world exists.

A message of hope and resurrection and the poet’s vision of a
better future for humankind and its environment is suggested also in
The Annihilation of Melos (1969). Here the women who, once they
thought they were dead or asleep for many years in a hostile envi-
ronment of sterility and inertia, suddenly realize that despite their
advanced age their barren wombs were carrying the seed of life.

- &Y, YROOTQWUEVES TTaAE 0Td Pdourvra pag,
0TA YOOVTOL PatS, VO YEVVTIGOUUE TTOAE
. MOAAG TTadLE, Yikto woudid, VNouwTomovia, vé
YEVVIIOOUE TIGAE
™ Mfjho godoudyouin..

...eh, pregnant again in our seventies, in our eighties,
to give birth again

to many children, a thousand children, island boys and
girls, to give birth again

to rosy-cheeked Melos.

The same voice of hope for justice is heard in yet another poem,
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the ever popular Epitafios (1936). Here the tragic death of a young
worker in a tobacco factory forms the specific backgrognd. Ifl a
Jarger perspective, however, the poem provides a m?r.ror in which
the struggle of ordinary people for justice, their resilience to sur-
vive the harsh conditions of times can easily be discerned. “Thoygh
equating the tragedy with Christ’s crucifixion,” says Pet.er Bien,
“the poem moves at the end from crucifixion to resurrection, thus
enclosing sorrow in the sweetness of the poet’s abiding hope that
justice may be overcome.” Thus in her lament for her son’s death,
the mother’s concluding remarks of hope in a future in which all
people shall be united in love suggests the poet’s hope for the re-
covery of justice, and I quote:

Thuxié pov, o0 ¢ ¥dbnxeg, uéoa oTig PréPeg uou eloa.
Ti¢ pov, otic phéPeg Ghouvav, Euma Pabid xai Tioe.

Aéc, mhayw nag tegvotv mohhol naPariagaiol, —
&hot oTnTol xai duvatol xai oav %’ E0Eva MEATOL.

AVAUESE TOUS, Y1O®aA POV, Bw® 08 AVOOTNUEVO, —
16 BdEL 6OV 0TO BOEL TOVS HUQLOTWYQUPLOUEVO.

Ky dxohouBdg wow 00 vexgdg, 1L 6 xoumog 1ol Avypnot pog
dévetal xoumog Tl oxoviol yud T Aauuo To O TRoT pog.

K &vric T dgrowya o0 pou va ydépvw, dég, Badilw
nol oW &d Td ddmoua pou TOV fiho dvtirQuLm.

My sweet boy, you have not vanished. Your blood still
runs in my veins. _
Enter deep into everybody’s veins, my son, and live again.

Look! Crowds of people are passing us by, men on horseback,
all erect, strong and handsome, just like you.

You'’ve been resurrected, my son, I see you among them,
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your looks printed on theirs a thousand times over.
And you, a corpse now, follow along too, and the lump
in your throat as we sob,
ties itself into a knot in the rope for your enemy’s neck.
And instead of beating by innocent breast, look,
I’'m marching along
and through my tears I behold the sun.

Antithetical forces, Ritsos believed, may be necessary in life.
Opposition must be endured in order for the positive creativity of
the human spirit to triumph and to receive its proper appreciation.
Ritsos believes that even the darkest and gloomiest aspects of life
are necessary for the ultimate appreciation of freedom and the tri-
umph of justice and love. If there was anything for which he was
grateful to his tormentors, the poet confesses, it was their injustice.
It was in their lack of humanity that the poet found a stimulus to
descend to the depths of his consciousness in search of meaning
for his existence and the existence of the world:

...] also have enemies for whom I feel gratitude.

It was because of them, and on account of their
injustice, on account of their tortures that I was

able to descend to the depths of my consciousness...
[there] I searched not only the depth of my existence,
but also the existence of the world.

This positive attitude towards life provided Ritsos with the
strength to resist without bitterness or complaint, and to endure
every adversity that came his way. Thus, in The March of the Ocean
(1939-1940), a long poem steeped in pure lyricism, the poet ex-
presses his heroic affirmation and justification of life when he states:

ITo® mijyov 6hol nol W dgnooy £
va nortdlm Tig Gdeleg mahdueg pov,
VO OUVTROQEV® TT| OLWITY) ®ad T fooy;
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©¢ pov yLari Exovy QUyeL dha d novid pov;

"Ag @Uyouv 6ha. "Ag giryouv Oho.

By 06 peive ol

&vTIkQU 0TOV TTATY 0VQOVO

AvTivEU OTiV peydin Bdlaooa

diywg munpia wal Tapdmovo

v Teoryoud.

"Ag lhyouv Oha.

“O00 PHOVEX0G PEVED

tdo0 cyoTEQa TTNYaived 0Tovg AvBowmoug
1600 OpoOTEQN ElUaL 0TO O,

Where did they all go leaving me here
to stare at my empty palms,
to keep company with silence and rain?

Let it all go. Let everything go.
I’1l stay once again

facing the broad sky

facing the wide sea

to sing

without bitterness and complaint.
Let everything go.

As I remain alone

so I come closer to people

and so I am nearer to God.

It was his unique and masterful ability to communicate this atti-
tude and articulate it through his verse that has established Ritsos
as a man of resilience, endurance and hope and as a poet whose
works will continue to comfort and inspire readers for many years
to come.




