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I’VE LOOKED SO MUCH
I’ve looked on beauty so much
that my vision overflows with it.

The body’s lines. Red lips. Sensual limbs.

Hair as though stolen from Greek statues,

always lovely, even uncombed,

and falling slightly over pale foreheads.

Figures of love, as my poetry desired them
. . in the nights when I was young,

encountered secretly in my nights. (191

I WENT

I didn’t restrain myself. I gave in completely and went,

went to those pleasures that were half real,

half wrought by my own mind,

went into the brilliant night

and drank strong wine,

the way the champions of pleasure drink. (1913)

Each figure here is fixed in an edifying smile, yielding as
much of mystery and of enigma as mnemosyne will allow. And
the poet stands beside his hero’s apostrophe, peering out in
utter calm, infinitely patient at the slow revolution he i
enacting with Eros at the center; repression is banished to the
outskirts; and now memory takes its place as the floodlight
of history. The philosophy which Cavafy wants as guide in
this revolution is none other than his own persona as Socrati
stance, at once the midwife and the sepulchral guardian,
querying things that come to be and those that pass away.

NOBEL LAUREATE GEORGE SEFERIS
AND THE CONTINUITY OF THE GREEK
TRADITION

JOHN E. REXINE

I only met the late George Seferis once at his home
overlooking the Olympic Stadium in Pangkrati in 1969 when
I was in Greece with a study group from my university. I was,
of course, aware of the tension that existed between Greece’s
first Nobel Prize laureate and the military junta that was rul-
ing Greece at that time. Little did I realize that later on that
year in the Spring, Seferis who had published nothing in Greece
as a political protest against the military regime, would speak
out against the military junta by declaring:

We have all learned, we all know, that in dictatorial regimes
the beginning may seem easy. Yet tragedy waits at the end,
inescapably. It is this tragic ending that consciously
torments us, as in the ancient choruses of Aeschylus.'

His protest was never printed in Greece but broadcast to the
world over the BBC. It is probably no coincidence that, ac-
cording to the correspondence published by his sister, [oanna

Presented in its original form as the 1982 Constantinos D. Paparrigopoulos Lec-
ture at the Fourth Annual Certificate of Achievement Awards Dinner of the Center
for Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies at Queens College of the City University
of New York on May 21, 1982.

'Time (April 4, 1969).
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Tsatsos, former first lady of Greece, he went to Delphi firgf
for a time before returning to Athens.? The ancients woulg
have said to consult the oracle, but it was at Delphi that hig
favorite classical Greek author Aischylos in his Eumenides ha
Orestes flee for protection but where also Apollo reviles thg
Furies as evil forces of darkness and instructs Orestes to gg
to Athens to seek the help of Athena for his own deliverance,
Though the Furies are driven out of the Temple of Apollo}
they follow him to Athens pledging unrelenting pursuit. Atheng
is depicted as the place where justice will be meted out, wherg
light will prevail over darkness, civilization over barbarism
the forces of good over the forces of evil, where we learn thaf
the pattern of life is basically tragic, but wisdom comes from
suffering. We learn through a study of Seferis’ biography thaf
it was a copy of Aischylos that he was able to take with him
to South Africa in 1941 where he was posted ( Johannesburg
and then Pretoria) as part of his tour of duty with the Greek
government-in-exile during World War II.> Which is to say
that George Seferis was not only aware of a Greek tradition
that went back to his ancient forebears but one for whom tha
classical Greek tradition continued into the modern world and
manifested itself in every day of his life. When on Octobet
24, 1963 the Swedish Academy honored him with the Nobel
Prize in Literature, the first time that award was to go to a
modern Greek poet and to Greece, it was clear that it was alsg
honoring others who had been nominated for that distinction
like Palamas, Kazantzakis, Cavafy, and Sikelianos; in other
words, finally recognizing the achievement of modern Greek
literature but it was also honoring a lyric poet who embodie.
the Hellenic tradition in his poetry and his life. In 1960 hi§
good friend and translator Rex Warner in his introduction t0
the English translation of the Poems of Seferis (Boston and
Toronto, 1960), had observed that:

2In the Seferis Archives in the Gennadius Library in Athens. |
3G. Seferis, (Athens, 1979) and G. P. Savvidis Zyediaoua Xpovoioyiag I'dpyol
Zepépn, 1873-1962 (Athens, 1963).
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«Seferis, eminent as he is as a European poet is preeminent-
ly a Greek poet, conscious of that tradition which shaped,
and indeed created, the tradition of Europe, but which in
very modern as in very ancient times often developed dif-
ferently. Throughout the poetry of Seferis one will notice
his profound consciousness of the presence of the past and
its weight. There is also observed an extraordinary freshness
of vision. Objects recognized and felt to be extremely old,
are seen suddenly, as for the first time.””

Seferis was not merely conscious of the literary and cultural
past; he was clearly and profoundly influenced by modern
historical and literary events and developments. He was a
diplomat, after all, who rose to be Greece’s Ambassador to
Great Britain and served for five years in that capacity
(1957-1962).

It might be useful to quote his own words from his own
Nobel Prize acceptance speech as it relates the Hellenic
tradition:

I belong to a small country. It was a rocky promontory
in the Mediterranean; all it possesses is the toil of its peo-
ple, the sea, and the light of the sun. It is a small country,
yet its tradition is vast. What singles out this tradition is
that it has been conveyed to us through the centuries,
without any interruption. Greek has never ceased to be a
spoken language. It has naturally undergone the alterations
which any living thing must undergo. But no gap has mark-
ed its course. Another striking feature of this tradition is
its love for human values; justice is its rule. Within the
precise, close-knit structure of classical tragedy, a man who
exceeds his measure must be punished by the Furies. This
rule is also valid in physical laws. ‘“The sun cannot exceed
Measure,”’ says Heraclius, ‘“‘or the Furies, servants of

4
Rex Warner, The Poems of Seferis (Boston and Toronto, 1960), pp. 5-6.
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Justice will soon bring him back to order.”” It seems tg
be not unlikely that a modern scientist might profit from
meditation upon this aphorism by the Ionian philosopher)
But what moves me most is to find that the spirit of justicg
had penetrated so deeply into the Greek soul that it becomeg
a rule of the World of Nature. One of my masters at thg
beginning of the last century once cried out: ‘“We are lost]
because we wronged.’”” This man was an illiterate, hg
learned to write at the age of thirty-five. But in moder
Greece, oral tradition is as deeply rooted as written tradi
tion. The same applies to poetry. I find it significant tha
Sweden should wish to honour both this poetry, and poetry
in general, even though it springs from a small nation. Fg
I firmly believe that poetry is necessary to the world wg
live in, harassed as it is by fear and anxiety. Poetry hag
its roots in human breathing—and what would we be i
our breath came to fail. It is an act of trust—and Gog
knows whether most of our ills are not due to our very
lack of trust. *

Seferis goes on to contrast the differences between the
discoveries of modern science and literature:

Yes, human behavior does not seem to have changed much,
I must add that it has always needed to hear this humai
voice which we call poetry; this voice which is ever threat
ened with extinction for lack of love, and which is evél
born anew, when threatened, it instinctively seeks new roots
in the most unexpected places. For poetry there exist neithef
large countries nor small. Its domain is in the heart of al
men. It has the grace to eschew the industry of habit. |
am grateful to the Swedish Academy for having felt all thi
for having sensed that languages of a so-called restricted
use must not be allowed to turn into barriers behind whicl
human heart-throbs are doomed to be stilled. I am thankfu
for yet another reason; because the Academy has prove
itself an Aeropagus able ‘‘to judge with solemn true life¥

R
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ill-appointed lot”’ to quote Shelley, who inspired Alfred
Nobel, we are told—a man who found a way of redeem-
ing inevitable violence through the greatness of his heart.

In this rapidly shrinking world, each one of us has need
of all the others. We must seek out man wherever he may
be. When, on the road to Thebes, Oedipus met the Sphinx,
and was given her enigma to solve, his reply was: man.
This single word destroyed the monster. We have many
monsters to destroy—let us consider Oedipus’ reply.’

I have quoted extensively from Seferis’s Nobel acceptance
speech because it so clearly, so straightforwardly, so pro-
vocatively illustrates his own consciousness of the Hellenic
tradition and those classical ideas which were themselves the
concerns of Seferis and have remained the concern of
humankind. Looking into the Hellenic tradition was for Seferis
looking into one’s own soul, even though Seferis also said,
“If we want to understand the ancient Greeks, it is always in-
to the soul of our own people that we should look.”’¢ Seferis
was very much interested in the language and the thought of
General Makrygiannis, hero of the Greek War of Independence
and leader of the popular insurrection that gave Greece the
Constitution of 1843, a leader who later found himself in-
carcerated under the first king Otho and his Bavarian court.
Seferis notes in his long essay on this originally illiterate hero
what Makrygiannis heard one of the local boys saying to his
friends at the beginning of the Revolution in Arta:

Pegshas a:nd beys, we shall be destroyed, destroyed! For
this war is not with Moscow nor with the English nor the
French. We have wronged the Greek infidel and taken away

L A% :
Radar, 2 (March/April 1964) 5, International Edition (Warsaw) in English

translation,

6 : K Lk
In his essay on Makrygiannis in On the Greek Style: Selected Essays in Poetry and

geé'gnism; Btralns. by Rex Warner and Th. D. Frangopoulos (Boston and Toronto,
» P 0B,
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his wealth and his honor. And this darkened his eyes ag
he rose up in arms. And this Sultan, this beast of burdeg
does not know what is happening. He is deceived by thog
around him.’

Seferis compares this statement put in the mouth of the enem
with the statement that Aischylos put in the mouth of anothg
ancient Greek enemy—the Persian—in his play the Persiang
““We shall be destroyed because we did wrong.”” Makryannig)
words were spoken in 1821 and recorded in 1829; Aischylg
fought in 480 B.C. at the occasion of the Battle of Salamj
and recorded his dramatic reaction to the Persians in his pla
in 472 B.C. What a remarkable continuity in the Hellenic trag
tion as seen by a remarkable modern Hellenic poet. As Sefery
observes in his ‘“Letter on ‘The Thrush,””® it is my belief thy
in the Greek light there is a kind of process of humanizatiop
I think of Aischylos not as a Titan or the Cyclops that peop
sometimes went to see him as, but as a man feeling and ex
pressing himself close beside us, accepting or reacting to th
natural elements just as we all do. I think of the mechanisy
of justice which he sets before us, this alternation of Hubri
and Ate, which one will not find to be simply a moral law unleg
it is also a law of nature. A hundred years before him Anag
imander of Miletos believed that ‘things’ pay by deterioratiol
for the ‘injustice’ they have commited by going beyond t
order of time. And later Heraclitos will declare: “The sun wil
not overstep his measures; if he does, the Erinyes, the hand
maids of Justice, will find him out!’’ In a ‘‘Letter to a Foreig

"Ibid.

8Il:vid., p. 104. In her excellent book Love and The Symbolic Journey in the Poel])
of Cavafy, Eliot and Seferis (New York, 1982). C. Capri-Karka also notes the in
portance to Seferis of the Aischylian notion of justice. See her pp. 230, 240, and 33
On p. 199 she notes that ““In his prose writings, too, Seferis refers to the Aischyli
idea, which can be traced back to Anaximander, that the moral law of justice isd
expression of the fundamental law of nature.””
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Friend’’ Seferis noted that ““None of our traditions, Christian
or pre-Christian have really died out.””® Seferis saw the poet
as carrying a very heavy responsibility: ‘‘He carries the burden
of the responsibility of the struggle between life and death.””*
This responsibility is echoed in his ““Mycenae’” poem:

B’ MYKHNEZ

A®Go’ pov ta xépra oov, SAG’ pou T xépla cov,
8@c° pov Ta YXEplo Gov.

Eida péca oth voyta

0 pLTEPT Kopuet Tob Povvod

£i6a TOV KAUTO TEPO MANUUUPIGUEVO
pg 10 9O¢ Evog deavépwtov QeYYapLod
£100, yupilovtag 10 KeQdi

Tig pabpeg METPES CLOTELPWUEVES

kai ™ Lo pov teviopuévn ol xopdi
apyn koi TéAog

1 Televtaio oTIYUn”

TO YEPLO. MOV,

BovAdler dmowog onkaver tig peydieg nétpeg:
tod1eG TiG METPES Tig Eonkwoa boo Bactata
To01eG Tig METPES Tig dydnnoa 8co Pdortala
tolteg Tig METPES, TN Loipa LOL.

IIAnyopévog and 10 Sikd pov ydua
TUPAVVIGUEVOG GO TO SIKO LOL TOVKAUGO
Katadukacouévog and todg Sukovg pov Beovg,
TOUTEG TiG METPEG.

*Ibid., pp. 170-71.

1f’]bid., D .198. Capri-Karka in Love and the Symbolic Journey observes brilliant-
ly in connection with the Myrhistorema: *“These stones symbolize here the principles
of the classical Greek tradition, the achievement of harmony through restraint and
bglance, the violation of which—excess—leads to hubris and punishment; and the
protagonist feels that the task of upholding these principles is very heavy’’ (p. 265).
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Zépw nog d&v Eépouv, AAAD Eyd

oL dkolovfnco TOGES POPES

70 8pouo an’ 1O povid 6To oKOTOUEVO
and 10 oKOTOREVO GTHV TANPWOUT

KL Gnd thv TAnpopn otov GAlo gdvo,
YNAQQOVTOG

TV AveEaviintn mopevpa

10 Ppddv &keivo tob yupiopod

nod Gpyroav vi opupilovv oi Teuveg
oTd AyooTd Yoptdpi—

eida td @idia cTavpwTd pE Tig OYES
nAEYpévo AV GTNV KAKT YEVIQ

TN Loipo pog.

dwvic and thyv wétpa and tov nvo
Badutepeg 8@ mod 6 kdopog okotewvidlel,
pviipn ol péyxdov piopévn o1d pLBUd
nob YTomnoe ™ Yiig ue noéda
Anopovnuéva.

Tohpata Bubiopéva otda Bepéiia

700 @Alov xaipod, yopuvd. Matia
npoonimpéva mpoonAmuéva, ¢’ Eva onuadt
nov &0 kU’ v 0élerg div 10 Eeyxwpiles

n yoxd ,

Tob payeTon Y va yiver yuyn cov.

Mrite ki fi| clnn elvar ma iK1 cov
£8® moL otapatiicav ol LUAOTETPES.

"OxtdBpng 193

In my brief interview with Seferis over a decade ago, it W
clear that he was most concerned with the preservation of He
lenism and he was most moved by the tragic nature of Gr.e.e
history and especially the loss of Ionian Hellenism. The li
of this country he saw as having something to do with his o
internal life. ¢‘I have sometimes the intense feeling,’’ he sai
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«that there is an absolute black behind the extremely flexible
vivacity of an attic day. That is what we used to call the Greek
tragedy, before being transferred into the g}'eat texts which we
know; it was those perhaps in that unbelievable light.—*!!

Many consider ‘‘The King of Asine’” Seferis’s masterpiece.
It is a magnificent example of how the contemporary poet
relates the ancient world to the modern world and the modern
world to the ancient.

We learn from Seferis’s own notes that:

The King of Asine’’ is mentioned by Homer in the list of
those who sent ships against Troy—as he says. We know
the remains of his palace near Nauplion; but about him
nothing at all; just a name. Years after my visit to Asine
a small terracotta was discovered, which was christened
the King of Asine. The find disappointed me. Then I felt
that it was perhaps our total ignorance about him which
attracted me. I could add that this poem taught me
something on the unconscious ways of poetry. When I
started writing it the poem could not advance. After many
attempts I had to abandon it; my manuscript was lost in
the meantime. Two years after I wrote it without any dif-
ficulty in one night.'

One word in the Iliad 2. 560—a book called the Catalogue
of Ships in which Homer listed the Greek forces that set out
for Troy—provides the inspiration for Seferis’s poem. The ar-
chaeologist’s spade has often turned up sites, even civilizations
that man never dreamed existed, great civilizations the total
memory of which has been lost. So with Asine whose acropolis
is near the modern village of Tolos on the coast of the Argolid.
No one who has seen the golden Mycenaean death masks in
the National Archaelogical Museum in Athens can help but
be haunted by this poem. The viewer can almost hear the voice
of the poet coming through it and saying, ‘“‘under the mask

1
B.B.C. III Programme 7-12-59 recording.
Z1bid,
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a void.”” We look in vain for the king but there is no king:
only the mask. The king is dead. The heroes are gone. W
ten in 1940 in a period of leadership bankruptcy, man lookgs
desperately for heroes, for an Odysseus but an Odysseus w;
not to be found. Behind the light of the gold, there was bleg
darkness.

1 o m6Bot Tov prepovyicuata nou?ud‘)v ‘m'é tifvépug
oTd SLLCTAHOTO TOV oroxo}cumv Tov Kol Td Kapdpia Tov
apaypéva o’ Geavto Mudvy

<Gt an’ TV Tpocwnida Eva KEVO.

IMico &no Ta peyGio pdtio Ta kapmOla yelha Tovg
BooTPLYOVS o ’
gvéyivpa 610 POACUOTEVIO CKETACKA THG UmopEng nag

Eva GNUEI0 GKOTEWO 7O ta&devel oav 1O yapt
péca 6TNV avywi yoArvn Tod teldyov Kkai to PAETELG:
gvo KEVO MOvTOD pali pog.
Koi 10 TOVAL 7O nétake TOV dAAO YEWWDVO
ué oracuévn (QTEPOVYQ
oxfvoua Lofg,
K1 1 véa yovaika mod gpuye va maitel
ué T& oKvAGSoVTa TOD KaAoKo1POD
K1 1) WOXH TTOL YUPEWE topilovrag 1OV KaT® KOoUO
KL 6 tomog odv TO peydAo RAQTOVOQPLUALO TOL
TOPO.CEPVEL

& yeilpappog Tod fjtov
pt v’ dpyaio pvnuela kai ™ obyypovn OAiym.

O BAZIAIAY THZ AXINHZ

‘Acivny TE. . .
IATAAA

Kowta&ape 610 10 mpwi yOpo-yipw 1o KAoTpo
apyitovrac and 1o pépog tod iokiov Ekel mob 1) 0dAagg
npdovn kol xopic dvalaunn, 10 otfifog oxoTwpévg
Tayoviob
nag déxtnke dnme 6 kKapdg YWPig Kovéve Xdoua,
Ol pAéPec 10D Bpdyov katéfavay and ynid
oTppéve KApote yYouva noAbkAwnve {ovtavedovid
o1 dyyrypa tod vepod, Kabmg 10 LAt dxolovbodvtoag
naAeve Vil EEQUYEL TO KOLPOOTIKO Alkviopa
yavovtog dvvaun OAoéva.
*ATO TO pépog Tod fiAov Evag paxpdg Yiohog OAavoxi
kal 10 phc Tpifovrag Siapaviikd ctd peydia Tell
Kavévo tAdopa {ovravd T° dyplonepiotepa @evyd
K1 6 Bacthdg tiic *Acivng mod TOV YUPEBOLUE L0 YPOW
TOpa
dyvmotog Anopovipévog an’ HAovg K1 md tov "Ounp
povo mie AEEn othv ‘Tdda ki Exeivn aféfain
prypévn £8@ cav v &vidgia Xpuch TPoc®RIda.
Thv dyyEec, Bopdoar TOV fixo T™G; Kovplo péoa 6To pG

K1 6 momtig apyomopel korrdloviag Tic METPEG Ki
dvopwTiETal

brapyovy Gpaye

GVOHEST OTIG XAAUOUEVEG TOUTEG YPOUREG TiG AKuES Tig
aiyxpec T Koiho Kai Tig Kapmoles

orapyovv dpoaye

£5( oL cuvavTiEtan TO Tépacpa tfig Bpoxiig Tob dyépa
Kol T eBoplic

bnapyovv, N kivnon tod mpocwnov TO oxfipa Thg

e it ) . i . ” 6ToPYiiG
odv 10 o1eyvd mbdpl 670 GKOUUEVO YDuA” s . : i . : "
Kt 6 I810¢ Ao pig oth OGAhacoa pg Té Kovmd g uavgnou Ayooteyay t600 mapdieva ke oTh Lo

‘O Boaotméc tiic “Acivng &va xevd kdto an’ M . - Moy 3 . .
p G ™S L aDT@Y TOL GATOUEVAY GKIEC KURATMV KAl GTOYOCHOL pé

anT‘»':)%OG(gg{lsaa avtob pall pag, kdtw ano & R e vrooovn ol neldyou
—_— hast Hae, HoSt Has, 1l pnec Oy d&v dmouével Tinote Tapd poévo 1o Pdpog

vVooTalyi U Ba i fi
«’Aocivnv 1e... "Acivny TE...» f Yio Tob Bdpovg pug draping Loviaviic

kol T8 moudid tov AydApod
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gkel mob pévoovpe tdpa dvomdotatol Avyilovrag
oav T4 kAavapio 1iic eprytiic itlg cwplacpuéva pég
ot Sidpkewa Ti¢ dnedmoiog
Evd 10 pépa kitpivo katefdaler dpya Bodpla Eeprlmudy
HEg o610 Podpxo
glkova pop@fic mod HopRAPOOE UE TNV ATOPA.CT LI
TKPAG TOVIOTVIG ‘
‘O nowmTig Eva KEVO.

*Acmido@bpog 6 filog dvéPaive molepmvog
K1’ anod to Bdbog Tig orNAAS wid vy TEPISA TPOUOUYLLE
XTUMNOE TAve oT0 QMG cav TN oaite mave o

okoutdpt:

«Acivnv 1€ *Acivnv 1€. . .» Nd tav adth 0 paciidg 1
*Acivng

oL TOV YUPEOLUUE TOCO TPOCEXTIKG CGE TOUTN Ti|
axpémoin

yyilovtog kanote pué T SAYTLAG pLag THY PN TOL TaVE
oTi¢ méTpeC.

*Acivn xolokaipt “38 - *Af0iva, Tev.

No one who knows Greece can forget the rocky natureg
the terrain (80 per cent of the country is rock). No one wh
has been to Greece or lived in Greece can forget that the
chaeological remains are part and parcel of what used toh
a clearly visible landscape. The rocks—both natural a
hewn—are clear evidence of the continuity of the Hellenic ¢l
perience. They are evidence of the Greek past, the present, at
the future. For Seferis the stones are more than mere stong
They are stones of the past that live in the present. They ax
in fact, part of man’s present as they are of his past and Wi
be in the future. The Swedish Academy recognized the impo
tance of stones in making the Nobel Prize Award to Sefer
and to Greece. One sociologist whom some of you know (1
win T. Sanders) has called his book about the people of ruf
Greece Rainbow in the Rock™ and we all know the fol
tradition that in creating the world God used up everythill

Blrwin T. Sanders Rainbow in the Rock (Cambridge, 1962).
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on all the other regions and had only rocks from which to make
up Greece. Stones, marble fragments, silent statues color the
Seferis poetic landscape. Anthony N. Zachareas in an article
in Books Abroad (Spring 1968)' put it well when he noted:

These grounds littered with ruins, ancient marine
kingdoms, empty harbors, the trail of arid mountains,
slow-moving ships, abandoned homesites, together with
the Aegean Sea, the bright sun, and the maddening wind
are woven into a symbolic net, the tangled web of the
Hellenic experience. Moreover, the Hellenic experience em-
braces the moral conflicts and the existential doubts that
characterize much of the problematic literature of our
times. The poet usually gazes at the stone images and sear-
ches for more identity with past values, but statues do not
always reveal their hidden truths and must face the mystery
alone, maimed as it were. The web of evil and the con-
flicts that Aischylos depicted in the story of Agamemnon,
Clytemnestra, and Orestes are still with us.

Seferis was brought up on the Greek classics. In the Gen-

nadius Library in the Seferis Archives we even have his
notebook on the Antigone of Sophocles from his Gymnasium
school days. His wife of thirty years and now widow in 1980
authorized the publication of Metaypagée (Transcrip-
tions)," edited meticulously by George Yatromanolakis. Not
only are we presented with poetic and prose texts from classical
authors such as Homer, Stesichoros, Anakreon, Simonides of
Keos, Aischylos, Euripides, the Palatine Anthology,
Heraklitos, Plato, Marcus Aurelius, and Apuleius, that Seferis
had translated into modern Greek from their classical originals,
but also with a long, informed essay by the editor on the
“Translation Theory and Practice of Seferis.”’'® Seferis inten-

14
: Anthony N. Zachareas, ““George Seferis: Myth and History”’ in Books Abroad
42 (Spring 1968) 194.

15
mGemge Yatromanolakis, Metaypagés (Athens, 1980).
Ibid., pp. 277-82.







48 John E. Rexine
mythology, whose value is of more than of entertainment in
terest, is expertly used. However, as Sherrard and Keeley say
in the Foreword to the Princeton edition of Seferis, ‘. . it
would be a mistake to regard this source in isolation, sincg
all the various threads of the Greek tradition—folk, literary,
and mythic—are tightly woven together in his work: one sensey
really the whole of the Greek past, as it is represented in poetry
from the age of Homer down to the contemporary period,”

A good example of classical quotation and inspiratiop
followed by his own poetic interpretation is from his Mythj.
storema which is preceded by a quotation of Aischylos’ Libg-
tion Bearers 491, in which Orestes is speaking on Agamemnon’s
tomb, recalling to his father the bath in which Clytemnestra
slew him (Remember the baths where you were murdered):

r .
Mépvnoo kovtpdv ol Evooichng

Bonvnooa ug 10 pappdpivo 10070 KEQAAL 6TA YEpLa

700 nod E£avtAel Tovg dykdveg kol d&v EEpm mod va 1’
dxouunmiow.

"Enepte 610 Ovelpo kobmg Efyoava dmd 10 dvelpo

g1ol Evibnke 1 LM pog kol Bd eivar moAd dvokolo vi
Eavaywpiocet.

Kowtalm ta pdtio: pfite avorytd uite KAEoTd
WAG 670 oToOpo oL Ao yupedel vd pilioet
Kpatd T pdyovia mov Esmépacav 10 déppua.
Agv Exm GAAN dbvoaun

TQ P pov yavouvtal Kai pE mAncialovv
axpotnplacpéva.

This a beautiful example of how Seferis merges the present]
with the past or perhaps better shows us the presentness of
the past in the present. The universality of the poetic message!
is hauntingly illustrated. In commenting on Seferis, John P:
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Anton appropriately said:

Nonetheless, Seferis is not a death-preaching poet. He
merely speaks of a world, our world which has survived
the assaults of senseless destruction, of so much human
failure, or ruins which convince us with a frequency ap-
proaching the limits of inevitability. Time and again, Seferis
has told us how we move among the statues, calm and
frawless statues, the lifeless eternality of an antiquity destin-
ed to survive us. We live among the sleepless dead who
will still be here when we are gone. So deep is the mystery,
so fine the relation that it is often impossible to know we
live in Hades or Hades lives because of men. The
framework in which Seferis chose to put this very thought
is markedly contemporary. It has indeed become of the
essence of poetry not to be able to decide whether the soul
is in the landscape or the landscape is the soul.

It would be possible to make the antiquarian’s catalogue of
the classical references in Seferis which could easily include
passages from Homer, Hesiod, Heraklitos, Herodotos,
Aischylos, Sophokles, Euripides, Pindar, Pliny the Younger,
Virgil, and this had been done by Elio Benedetti in an Italian
volume entitled Omaggio a Seferis” in a painstakingly
philological fashion, but as impressive as this kind of research
may be, it does not begin to say anything about the vivality
of Seferis’s use of the classics.

The Homeric figure of Odysseus, it has been argued, looms
large in the symbolism of Seferis.

Chief place among all of Seferis’s symbols is given to the
great personality of the Homeric Odysseus, though re-
worked by our poet in his own peculiar way. Still, Odysseus
remains for Seferis the representative symbol of the Greek

i : .
Elio Benedetti, ‘“Poesia della Grecia Classica nell’ Opera di Giorgio Seferis’ in
Omaggio a Seferis (Padua, 1970), pp. 27-143.
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soul, always in voyage...defying all the perils of adventurg
in the high seas of time.” Kimon Friar would agree: ‘‘Odyg
seus is also the unifying symbol in the poetry of inner tensiop
the eternal wanderer forever seeking the land of Hearty
Desire—The Lost Paradise lying somewhere behind thg
mysterious smiles of archaic statues.”’” John Anton has pyf
it somewhat differently as far as the Seferis hero is concerneg:
“It is the ongoing voyager, any weather-beaten sailor, I
disowned Jason whose crushed dream, victim of time ang
strong wind, cannot recall even the vestiges of some lost goldey
fleece.”’* Odysseus is stripped of his grandeur and of heroj
qualities to become an anonymous Greek or person againg
a contemporary wasteland.

Consider Mythistorema 4 subtitled ‘“The Argonauts’’;

A’
*Apyovadteg

Kai yoyn

el pédder yvoeohar adtiyv

glg youyiyv

adti BAentéov:

10v Eévo kai tOv &x0pd 1OV EIdape otOV KaBpEpTn.

"Hrtave koAd mowdid ol cuvipogol, 68 povalay

obte amd TOV KGpato obte and 1 diya obte and T
TOYOVIR

gixave 10 @éporpo 1@V dévipwv Kal TV KupdTOV

oL dEyovvtal TOV dvepo kai th Ppoxn

déyovvral 1M vOyTO Koi TOV Ao

xwpig v' aArlalovv péoa otiv Giihaym.

"Hrtove xaid modid, pépeg OAOKANpES

idpavav 610 Koumi pE younimpéva pario

\
|
|

2 Andrea Karandonis, ‘O Homzig Tdpyoc Zepspnc (Athens, 1976), p. 207.
BSaturday Review (November 30, 1962), 16-17.
24Antorl, ““Classical Humanism,” p. 245.
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gvacaivovtac pé pubuod

xoi o aipd Tovg koxkivile Eva Séppa dmotayuévo.

Kdmote tpayoudnoav, ué xounimpéve natio

Stav mepdoaue TO EpNUOVNCO UE TiG APOTOCLKIEG

katd Th dVon, mépa and TOV KaPo TV okbAwV

nod yoyiCoov.

Ei péader yvdoesBou adtv, Eieyav

gic yuxnv Prentéov, Edeyav

Kol T koumid ytunobaav 1O YpLodgtl Tol mEAGYOL

péco oTd NAdYEPUL.

[Nepdoape xkaPovg moAlodg TOALE vnowd T BdAacoa

7oL PEPVEL TNV GAAN BdAacoa, YAdpoug Kol QOKIES.

AUVGTUYIOUEVES YUVOIKEG KATOTE g OAOAVYLOVG,

KAQiyove TQ (OUEVA TOLS TodLd

Kl dAAEC Ayplepéveg YOpevav 10 Meyaiééavtpo

koi 80Eeg Pubopuéveg ota Badn 1iic Aciac.

*ApaEope 6’ AKPOYIOMES YERATEG APOLATO VUYTEPIVA

pe keAandicpota TovAdv, vepd ToL APrivave oTd xEpla

Th pvAun Hag neyaing eovtuyiog.

Ma &&v tedeidvay T Taidia.

O1 yuyéc Ttoug Eywvav &va UE Tl Koumd Kol TOLG
CKOPUOVE

ué 10 cofapd npdcwno Tic TAMENG

ue T abAdkt Tod TyLoviod

peE 10 vepd mov Eomale TH HLopeN TOLE.

Ol ocVvrpopol TéAeimoay P Tt ospd,

HE xounlopéve pnatie. Td Koumid toug

deiyvouv 10 pépog mod kolwodvtal 61T’ AKPOyLdAL.

Kaveig 8&v tobg Bupdtor. Alkoioctvn.

Clearly in this poem it is the ordinary man who is the hero
or nonhero; he does ordinary things. The line ““Their oars mark
the place where they sleep on the shore’ is reminiscent of
Elpenor in the Odyssey, Odysseus’ oarsman who fell off Circe
roof and broke his neck in a drunken stupor. When Odysseus
visits the world of the dead he meets Elpenor’s yuyf which
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has not been granted admission to Hades because it has not
undergone proper burial. He pleads with Odysseus:

When you make saj]
and put these lodgings of dim Death behind,
you will moor ships, I know, upon Aiaia Island;
There, o my Lord, remember me, I pray,
do not abandon me unwept, unburied,
to tempt the gods’ wrath, while you sail for home*
but fire my corpse, and all the gear I had,
and build a cairn for me above the breakers—
and unknown sailor’s mark for men to come,
Heap up the mound there, and implant upon it
the oar I pulled in life with my companions.

He ceased, and I replied;
‘Unhappy spirit,
I promise you the barrow and the burial.” (11.51-80)*

In the Homeric story the point is that Elpenor the common
ordinary oarsman, the ordinary man also possesses arefe,
oarsmanship, and this is what he wants to be remembered for.
All the great Homeric heroes possess a glorious arete have per-
formed xAfa dvS8pdv, but Elpenor’s claim is simply the hope
that he will be remembered as a good oarsman. That is why
he asks for an oar to be used as his gravemarker. In Seferis’s
poem too ‘‘their oars mark the place where they sleep on the
shore’’ because these Argonauts, these modern wanderers, ar¢
nonheroes; They are all Elpenors, not Odysseuses, whos¢
heroism, whose arete consists in doing their day-to-day ac-
tivities. Anton says: ‘“The heroic quality is no other than the
sweat of the people’s brow, to be found in the silent currents

BThe translation is from Robert Fitzgerland’s Homer: The Odyssey (New York,
1961), pp. 198-99.
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of joint efforts, the communal grasp of unpretentious
hands.”’” The poet perceives ‘‘the non-heroic texture of our
time.”’ Keeley suggests Elpenor’s lack of valor and intelligence
become a characteristic submissiveness and insensitivity in the
contemporary world, here symbolized by the futile voyage of
a crew of modern Argonauts.”””

It is the ordinary man, then, who is the hero for Seferis,
if he is a hero. To repeat the relevant line about oarsmen in
Seferis ‘‘no one remembers them.’”” We all wish to be
remembered—to believe that we have a role to play, and that
we have played that role well. We do not wish to be forgot-
ten; even the very great want their memory preserved. In some
cases, not a trace has been left. That is why the past is so im-
portant. As a poet Seferis sees a task that involves the preser-
vation of the memory of Hellenism through which life can be
given to contemporary human beings.

Through Greek suffering and tragedy, Seferis sees the suf-
fering and the tragedy of the human race. Through Greek
history he sees the continuity of the human experience. ‘‘Our
legendary past casts light on our tragedy just as our history
substantiates the tragic stuff of past myths.”'#

Seferis is a modern Greek poet in the best classical Greek
tradition. His aim is to be Greek, contemporary and univer-
sal. He is a poet of reality—not illusion. Like Euripides he
paints men as they are—very often stiff and unfeeling like
stones, but amidst all the destruction, wars, conflict and tragedy
there is love, and Seferis loves humanity. In ‘“The Wreck
Thrush’’ poem Oedipus is made to say:®

Tpayovdnoe pikpn "Avtydvn, Tpayoudnoe,
Tpayovdnoe...

‘;‘:Anton, *‘Classical Humanism,”’ p. 243.
Edmund Keeley, ‘“Seferis’ Elpenor: A Man of No Fortune” in The Kenyon
Rg:iew 28 (June 1966) 382.
29Zachareas, “‘George Seferis: Myth and History,” p. 194.
In reference to Thrush, in Love and the Symbolic Journey, Capri-Karka says

cllearly: “The poem ends with an affirmation of life, an appeal to enjoy this great
gift as long as it lasts, instead of wasting it’’ (p. 320).
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6¢ ool WA® yid mepoopéva, MAGD yid THv dydnn:
OTOMOE T& POAALG oov pé T’ dykdbia Tod fjAwov,
OKOTEWT KOTEA Q"

1 kapdid t00 Tkopmod Pacireye,

6 tOpavvog péoa an’ tov Gvlpono Exel pdyel,

K’ OAeg ol kOpeg Tod névTov, Nnpnideg, I'paisg
TpEYOLVY 6Tl Aaumupicparta Tfig dvadvouévng:
6molog moté Tov SEv dydnnoe Od dyantnos,

G610 pdg’

A man of unusual sensitivity Seferis certainly was, and even
though very much a Greek of the Diaspora, he agonized over I
the tragic nature of Hellenism. The citation of the University |
Orator at the 218th Commencement of Princeton University -
of June 15, 1965, when Seferis was granted the honorary degree |
of Doctor of Letters,” may encapsulate what could be said
of his life and work:

Like his countrymen of the Golden Age, he serves the twin -
mistresses of art and state, poiesis and polis. The wisdom |
and sure sensitivity that he has brought to the arts of I
diplomacy are reflected in the maturity of his poetry, which
is as sharp in color, as sparse in ornament, as austerely
beautiful as the enduring landscape it so often invokes.
The long continuity of the classical spirit glows in his im-
ages that reflect the mood of modern man by calling upon
the legend and the history of the land he loves and nobly
represents, the cradle of Western civilization.

OThe original diploma is in the Seferis Archives of the Gennadius Library. All the
Greek citations from the poetry of George Seferis in this article are taken from Ed-
mund Keeley and Philip Sherrard, George Seferis: Collected Poems, 1924-1955
(Princeton, 1967).

Seferis and the Homeland

MARIA KAKAVA

«WHEREVER I TRAVEL Greece wounds me.”’

“There is nothing more bitter than yearning for your
country while living there.”’

‘I pray to God that I grow old and die in my homeland.”’

““The beauty of the transparency o altra cosa of Attica is
so strong, I mean to say in the medical sense, that you are
forced to arrange your senses to absorb it in doses, otherwise
it makes you mad and dumb.”’

Unfortunately, I have to limit myself to very few lines of
Seferis’ work. These “‘very few lines’’ are the demonstration
of the poet’s preoccupation with the homeland, his admira-
tion for the past, and his grief and the wounds that go along
with the priceless heritage, and the unbroken continuity of the
culture since archaic times. Seferis is continuously experienc-
ing the ancient moment through his poetic art.

His sister, loanna Tsatsou, says: ‘‘In order for him to feel
the ancient moment, he was experiencing an esoteric short-
circuit with the archaic texts.”” This particular intensity we ex-
perience throughout the poet’s work. The ““day of the return’’
is the recurrent theme, the Odyssean homecoming. Could
anything be more sweet than one’s returning home? This very
theme is the universality of Seferis’ poetry.

Because Seferis deals with the ““Hellenic spirit,”” which he
would rather call “‘the spirit of the people,”’ he can be criticized
by many as being extremely nationalistic, and consequently
a “poet strictly for the Hellenes.”” Perhaps some would
misunderstand him because of this.

Seferis uses myth because he believes in its universal ap-
plication. His heroes, Odysseus, Elpenor, Orestes, and the
others are not just for a few. They are human beings who suffer
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