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Formalistic Markers of the ‘Modern’ in Greek Poetry: a Retrospective
from the Point of View of Literary History

Abstract

Defining Greek Modernism proves to be a difficult task. It can be said that trying to outline its
boundaries raises more questions than provides us with answers, because it somehow resists homogeneous and
pure categorisations. Through analysis of verse building we shall try to give a formal answer to the question of
what is ‘modern’ for Neo-Greek literature and how, in fact, poetry becomes ‘modern’. As far as the measured
speech is concerned, this argument can be easily solved by opting to examine the verse building techniques
(versification, rhythmic steps, rhymes, tropes, etc.) and especially the presence of the free verse as a marker of
emancipation from the iambic verse of fifteen syllables, emblematic for the Greek folk-song tradition and known
also as decapentasyllabic verse. The occurring changes in metric structures are both a complex and a long
process that gave its most mature fruit in the works of the 1930s generation (G. Seferis, O. Elytis, I. Ritsos,
etc.). However, it turns out that these changes could not possibly be considered as the only leading indicator of
modernity, perhaps once again because Greek poetry remained firmly rooted in the local tradition of artistic
conventions (which can be seen as a general projection of the spiritual impulses dominating the Balkan
peninsula) and metamorphoses encompassed the literary body at a somewhat conservative pace.
Keywords: Greek Modernism; Neo-Greek poetry; the Greek folk-song iambic verse of fifteen syllables
(decapentasyllabic verse); from freed to free verse (the poetic works of the 1880s generation, K. Hadzopoulos,
C. P. Cavafy, K. Karyotakis, G. Seferis)

Pe3ome
@DopMaTUCTUYHU MAPKEPU HA MOOEPHOMO B TPBIIKATA MOE3Us —
JIUTEPATYPHO-UCTOPUUECKH eKCKYPC

I'pBIKUAT MOIEPHU3BM W HETOBOTO Ae(pHHMpaHE ce OKa3BaT Heleka 3ajada. Moxe Ja ce Kaxe, 4e
OTIUTHT JIa CE 0UePTasT IPAHUIINTE MY MOPaXK/1a TIOBEYE BHIIPOCH, OTKOJIIKOTO OTTOBOPH; TOM HIKAK OMPEICTICHO
Ce CBHIPOTHBIISIBA HA XOMOTE€HHHUTE M YHCTH KaTeropu3aluu. Upes aHamm3a Ha CTHXOBOTO M3rpa)kIaHe IIe ce
ormuTame Ja faneM (GpopmaieH OTTOBOP Ha BBIIPOCca KaKBO € MOOepHO 3a TPhIKATa IMOe3usl U 10 KaKbB HAYHH
BCBIIIHOCT MOE3UsATa CTaBa Modepra. [1o OTHOIIEHHE Ha MepeHaTa ped 3a HAKOM M3CJIEA0BATEIA TO3U CIIOP
MOJKe Jia O'bJIC JIECHO pa3pellieH, aKo 3aJI0KUM Ha HelHaTa (pyHKIIMOHATHA HATOBAPEHOCT U ThPCUM B TEXHHUKATa
Ha cTrXa (CTUXOCIOXKEeHHE, PUTMUYHU CTHIIKH, PUMH, TPOTIH U T.H.) ¥ Haii-BeUue B MPUCHCTBUETO HA CBOOOTHUS
CTHX OeJjier 3a eMaHIMIIMPaHe OT eMOJIeMaTHYHHUS 3a TpbLKAaTa HApPOJHO-TIECEHHA Tpamuius sIMOWYCH
MeTHAWCETCPUUKOB CcTUX. HacThmBamuTe MpOMEHU B METPUYHHUTE CTPYKTYPH Ca CJIOXKEH M JBJIBI MPOIIEC,
KOWTO J1aBa Hall-3penus CH IJIOJ B IIPOU3BEICHHUATA Ha MOKoJeHneTo TBopuu oT 30-te romuuau Ha XX B. (I
Cegepuc, O. Enutuc, f. Puntoc u ap). Tesu npomenn obaue He OMxa MOTJIM A3 OCUTYPAT BCUUKU OTTOBOPH H
na ObJaT eIUHCTBEHUAT BOJCI] MapKep 3a MOAEPHOCT, MOXE OM Ollle BeIHBK Nopaau (akra, uye rphlKaTa
moe3usi 1Mo OaJKaHCKM OCTaBa TBBHPAO BKOPEHEHa B MECTHaTa Tpaaulus W MeTamopdosurte oOxBariar
JIUTEPATYPHOTO TSUIO C HIKAK KOHCEPBATUBHO TEMIIO.

! Fotiny Christakoudy-Konstantinidou [®@oTunn Xpucrakynu-Koncrantunuay] is a Senior Assistant Professor of
Greek Language and Literature at the University of Sofia St. Kliment Ohridski since 2005 (Department of General, Indo-
European and Balkan Linguistics, Faculty of Slavonic Studies). In 2007 she received a Ph.D. degree with a thesis on the
topic of The modern literary movements in Greek poetry (first decades of the 20™ c.), which was carried out at the Institute
for Balkan Studies. Currently, she has been working on different authors from Greek 20" ¢. poetry such as Nikos
Kavvadias, Kostas Ouranis, Kostas Karyotakis, etc. (or poets from the so-called ‘second symbolist wave’). She has
published articles on the work of Greek symbolist poets from the 1890s (K. Hadzopoulos, L. Porfyras, etc.), Odysseas
Elytis, the problem of Greek diglossia, presenting also in Greek the poetry of Bulgarian authors such as Nikola Vaptzarov
and Valery Petrov.
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KarouoBu aymu: I'pbllkM MOJCPHH3BM; HOBOTPBIKA IOE3Ms; IPBIIKATa HAPOIHO-TICCEHHA TPAIUIMA U
METHAIECETCPUUKOBHST IMOMUEH CTHX; OT OCBOOOACHHUS KbM CBOOOIHUS CTUX (MTOKOIEHUETO OT 80-Te TOHHU
Ha XIX B., K. Xanzonynoc, K. I1. KaBaduc, K. Kapuorakuc, I'. Cedepuc)

Defining Greek Modernism proves to be a difficult task. It can be said that trying to outline its
boundaries raises more questions than provides us with answers, because it somehow resists
homogeneous and pure categorizations?. Still, this remains one of the most interesting, debated and
controversially interpreted fields of Neo-Greek literature in the 20" c. The questions about the cultural
identity, the literary canon and the concept of continuity, the place of Greece in relation to Europe and
the European models (adopted and creatively interpreted in Greek literature in contemporary times)
usually come out in the foreground, where the position of Greece as a recipient inevitably gets
connected to its status as a cultural dominant over several historical eras (the Antiquity, the Middle
Ages, the period of the Balkan Enlightenment). Greece’s cultural hegemony in Pax Mediterranea, its
role as a political and a cultural regulator during the époque of the Byzantine Empire and its being a
leading factor at the time of the national Revival on the Balkans quite naturally intertwine with the
aporias about what place it is assigned to take in the phase of the New History. The big problem is
how to master and channel the conquests of tradition and how to respond to the modern, the eccentric,
the innovative, so that in modern times in this process of cultural reinvention it becomes possible for
Greek literature to redefine itself (and not to lose itself either) in this conundrum (reminiscent of
Alice’s wonderings in Wonderland).

It is not easy to define the modernization of Greece at the end of the 19" c. and in the first
decades of the 20" c. — yes, it is undoubtedly both material and social (certainly these data can be
quantitatively traced); but it is also spiritual and conceptual —and this is firstly evident in the manifesto-
essays and in poetry, where the ‘I’, as a literary subject, gets most visibly and quickly emancipated,
expressing the mentality of the modern individual with his tyrannical sensitivity and the innate sense
of primordial loneliness.

In order to put the research of Modernism with regards to Greek poetry (and the modernization
of Greek culture in general) on a proper scholarly basis, I think it would be particularly useful to
analyze verse building. Through it we will try to give a formalistic answer to the question of what is
‘modern’ for Neo-Greek literature and how, in fact, poetry becomes ‘modern’. As far as the measured
speech is concerned, this argument can be solved easily by opting to examine the verse building

techniques (versification, rhythmic steps, rhymes, tropes, etc.) and especially the presence of the free

2Tziovas, D. Mapping out Greek Literary Modernism (edited by D. Tziovas). In: Greek Modernism and Beyond. Oxford,
Romans and Littlefield Publishers, 1997, p. 25.
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verse as a marker of emancipation from the Greek folk-song tradition emblematic iambic verse of
fifteen syllables also known as decapentasyllabic verse (Greek: dekanevtacvAlafog otiyog, lit. “15-
syllable verse’), named as well political verse (Greek: moAttikog otixog)>.

The use of the iambic verse of fifteen syllables, which was essential to the whole Byzantine
period and later to the Neo-Greek poetical versification, was established around the 10" c. In the
following centuries (10-15 c.) the iambic verse of fifteen syllables functioned as almost the only
versification instrument of a number of narrative poetry texts (the Epic poem of Digenis Akritas, the
Acritic songs®, the allegorical and satirical poems from the Byzantine Middle Ages, the Byzantine
romance novels written after the 12" c., etc.). The way it is represented in the lyrical works from the
Golden era in the development of the literature at the island of Crete (late 16" and early 17" c.) shows
that it not only acquired stable morphological characteristics, but became also a poetic instrument in
the hands of bards with a sense of the authorship of the creative process. In the second half of the 14™
c. the rhyme, which until then was unknown to Greek poetry, appeared in the Cretan literature. The
rhyming iambic verse of fifteen syllables, used by Vintsentzos (Vikentios) Kornaros (1553-1614) in
his narrative poem Erotokritos, produced this impressive masterpiece in the early 17" c., creating a
greater semantic and metric entity and thus generally updating the Greek metric patterns®. The non-
rhyming decapentasyllabic verse in the period of the Ottoman domination in the Balkans was
developed actively in the folk songs. Greece’s national poet D. Solomos (1798-1857)® and the
established by him lonian School of Romanticism also brilliantly used the iambic verse of fifteen
syllables, leaning on the achievements of folk-song art. The 1880s generation of poets with its
representatives G. Drosinis (1859-1951), N. Kambas (1857-1932), loannis Polemis (1862-1924) and
the last, but not least K. Palamas (1859-1943)7, managed to modernize the subject, but not entirely the

8 More about the decapentasyllabic verse see in: Jeffreys, M. J. The Nature and Origins of the Political Verse.
In: Dumbarton Oaks Papers 28, 1974, pp. 141-195. The term ‘political”’ most probably has a meaning related to ‘simple’,
‘ordinary’.

4 The Acritic songs (Greek: Axpitucé tpayovdia, ‘frontiersmen songs’) are the heroic or epic poetry that emerged in
the Byzantine Empire probably around the 9™ c. The songs celebrated the exploits of the so-called Akrites, the frontier
guards defending the eastern borders of the Byzantine Empire.

> Tapavtovdng, E. Ztiyovpyio. Tto: Aefind e Neoshinvikic Aoyoteyviag. Ilpéowrna. Epya. Peduara. Opor. ABfva,
Exdooeig [Tatdxn, 2007, o. 1418.

® Dionysios Solomos (1798 —1857) born on the island of Zakynthos was a poet of Greek origin who is best known for
writing the Hymn to Liberty (Greek: “Yuvog €1 v 'Eievbepiav), of which the first two stanzas, set to music by Nikolaos
Mantzaros, became the Greek national anthem in 1865 and later of the Republic of Cyprus. A central figure of the lonian
(or Heptanese) School, Dionysios Solomos is considered to be the national poet of the Greeks, because he made use of the
earlier poetic tradition (Cretan literature, folk songs) and was the first to systematically cultivate the demotic language,
altering its status and paving the way for its implementation in literature. A literary circle is formed around Solomos, which
promotes the recognition of dimotiki as a language of literature, including I. Polilas, S. Markoras, G. Markoras, C. Manesis,
I. Tipaldos, etc. See more in: Anuapdc, K. ©. EApvixés Pouovtioudg. ABqva, Epuic, 1994, . 24.

7 Kostis Palamas (1859-1943) is a national literary icon, a central figure of the Greek literary life and, particularly, of
the Greek literary generation of the 1880s, being one of the cofounders of the so-called New Athenian School (or Palamian
School, or Second Athenian School) along with Georgios Drosinis, Nikos Kambas, loannis Polemis. The New (Second)

98


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heroic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epic_poetry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Byzantine_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akrites
https://el.wikipedia.org/wiki/1798
https://el.wikipedia.org/wiki/1857
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hymn_to_Liberty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stanza
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikolaos_Mantzaros
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikolaos_Mantzaros
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_anthem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_Literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Athenian_School
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Georgios_Drosinis
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Nikos_Kampas&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ioannis_Polemis

Colloquia Comparativa Litterarum, 2018

metre of Greek verse. The long-awaited changes came into being when Symbolism entered Greek
poetry and sparked a poetic revolution through the achievements of the 1890s generation of symbolist
poets.

It is well known that in order to convey the intangibility of music Western European symbolist
bards were trying to get rid from the chains of the classical metre patterns® gradually substituting the
‘freed’ or ‘liberated’ verse (French: « vers libérés »)° with the free verse (French: «vers libres »). In
the late 19" c. the work of the 1880s poetic generation became a creative workshop where not only the
old versification tradition was modified, but also prerequisites for its radical change were created with
the emergence of the liberated verse — a transient variant between the consistent syllabic patterns and
the free verse. However, most important steps for the development of the Neo-Greek versification
models were made during the first decades of the 20™" c. and especially between the 1920s and 1930s.
It is then that the use of the free verse, whose domination up to these days imposes new rules for the
reading and the analysis of modern poetry, increased substantially™°.

But whether, in fact, in terms of Greek literature, formalistic changes can be traced in pure
type? And as a marker of modernity, are they, in the case of Greek poetry, a relevant litmus for
assessing and answering the question of how modern a work is? Even some of the ‘modern’ authors,
precisely the 1890s Greek symbolist poets, and even the authors from the 1920s and the 1930s,
continue to use traditional metrics. I will proceed to analyse what is actually happening in Greek 1890s
poetry.

In his first collection of poems Songs of the Wilderness (Tpayovora tnc epnuuag) (1898) K.
Hadzopoulos (1868-1920)* follows the tradition of Symbolism, according to which the lyrical cycle
is the fundamental structural unit of the poetic text'?. The verses, included in the five parts that make

up the collection of poems Songs of the Wilderness (with the cycles Songs of the Wilderness, Flute,

Athenian School was opposed to the pompous and stereotyped style of the Old Athenian Romantic School (1830-1880),
which showed preference for the use of katharevousa in poetry writing.

8 Or should we say “the tyrant demands of the metered line” (Allen, Ch. Cadenced Free Verse. In: College English, Vol.
9, No. 4, 1948, pp. 195-199.

® The French symbolists, most notably Verlaine, introduced new metrical forms and modifications of the traditional ones.
The intention was to free French versification from classical conventions. But this ‘liberated’ verse was still syllabic and
still rhymed. See more in: Cuddon, J. A. A Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory (5" edition). Oxford, Penguin,
2013.

O Tapavtovdng, E. Ztiyovpyio. Tto: Adeixé tne Neoedinvixig Aoyoteyviac. Ipbowma-épyo-peduata-opor. AOva, Exddoeig
IMatdxn, 2007, c. 1418.

11 K. Hadzopoulos (1868-1920) is a major representative of the first symbolist generation of the 1890s, considered to be
also its ideologist through a series of theoretical works among which the renowned The Psychology of Symbolism (1920)
(See in: Kpiikd keiuevo (emyp. Kpioto Aveuovon-Aploylov). ABnva, Neoednvikn Bipiodnkn Idpopatoc Kdotog kot
EAévng Ovpavn, 1996, oo. 124-137). He was a poetry, novel and essay writer, a translator and an editor of the short-lived,
but significant, avant-garde magazine H Téyvy (1897-1899), which fervently defended dimotiki.

2 Thivokaywa, X. Tvppoliotikéc Stootdoslg ot moinon tov K. Xat{oémoviov. - http://www.epoxi.gr/scriptum66.htm
(24. 01. 2018).
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Dreams of Love, Winter Songs, The Songs of Linos), express with precision the specifics of the
transition from romantic poetry to verses related to Parnassism (in the fourth part) and wonderful
symbolist verses (in the fifth part). The musical orchestration of the poetic language in it reflects one
of Hadzopoulos’s idealistic aspirations, i.e. the search for harmony. The author admires harmony in
nature and strives to revive it in his poems. For that purpose, Hadzopoulos accepts the artistic impulses
for a freed versification, but in the meantime, he tries not to avoid the traditional metric expression at
all costs. On the contrary. The obvious symmetry of the verses and the carefully selected rhyming in
the first part of the work (the eponymous Songs of the Wilderness) contribute to the melodic sound of
a meaningfully organized measured speech, saturated with psychological parallelism and perceptible
suggestion. The author, however, does not go far beyond the traditionally organized verse, but we
rather observe his desire for it to be varied with much imagination. In the following cycles some metric
limitations seem to drop out — in the second part, Flute, the iambic verses of fifteen syllables are already
non-rhyming, while in the fourth and the fifth part, Winter Songs and The Songs of Linos, the poetic
experiments deepen through noteworthy rotation of the rhyme and rhythm, however, they still remain
reminiscent of the folk-song verse!®.

In Elegies and Idylls (1898), which was published the same year as Songs of the Wilderness,
we are witnessing a much more systematic use of modern verse building techniques - syntactic and
graphical verse breaks, non-periodic rhyming, repetitions of words and whole phrases, alliteration,
assonance. This collection of poems explicitly shows that Hadzopoulos has probed into the essence of
the interpretative possibilities of Symbolism through its power to convey meanings thanks to the
implied, the allusion and the association*.

Even the work of C. P Cavafy (1863-1933), who is unambiguously considered ‘modern’, brings
us no closer to a definite assertion that the completely altered organization of the verse is a sine qua
non qualifier of modernity. Let us analyse the poetry of the Great Alexandrian. With his dual view to
the world, both from the ‘outside’ and the ‘inside’, Cavafy has put an end to subjectivity and has
prepared the ground for a new poetry — objectifying simultaneously the external and the internal world.
His language, however, is one of the most colourful blends in Modern Greek literature of dimotiki and
katharevousa with borrowings from the Constantinopolitan Greek idiom. The rhythm is iambic and
so crafted that it is hardly perceivable®. Rhyme is present (especially in the early verses of Cavafy),
gradually becoming less and less frequent, and the punctuation marks are still playing a particular role

13 1bid., http://www.epoxi.gr/scriptumé6.htm (24. 01. 2018).

14 |bid., http://www.epoxi.gr/scriptum66.htm (24. 01. 2018).

15 Povooov, B. O elebdbepog atiyog vmd 0 mpiopa g ohyypovig uetpikoloyiog: ta mpdta eAinvikd elevbepdotiyo moruazo.
(1920-1940) (drozp1fs). -http://thesis.ekt.gr/thesisBookReader/id/23160#page/198/mode/1up (24. 01. 2018).
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in the poems. That is why the famous literary critic and poet A. Karandonis declares that Cavafy can
be considered a forerunner of modernity, but still he is not a completely modern poet, because as far
as the modelling and the composing of his verses is concerned, he remains a self-conscious classic
craftsman®,

It is only in the poetry of K. Karyotakis (1896-1928) during the second decade of the 20™" c.
that we can discuss the bolder exploration of new poetic techniques. In his work, we can already
witness the lack of rhymes and the lack of a concrete length of the verses, which gradually acquire a
more narrative tone, also the appearance and more systematic use of the free verse, contributing to his
becoming an icon of modernity. Despite that, many of his verses remain rhymed and many critics
doubt the depth of his literary reformism?’. Karyotakis’ influence “continued to be felt well into the
1930s, but the poetry of his sterile imitators could lead to nowhere8. The advent of Surrealism in
Greek poetry during the 1930s will largely contribute to the spread of new versification techniques.

Hence, originate G. Seferis’ (1900-1971) creative quests — his work is doomed to revive Greek
poetry. The lyrical renaissance, which is associated to his name, has its roots in the work of two less
known poets: Theodoros Dorros (1895-1954) and Nikitas Randos — a pseudonym of N. Kalamaris
(1907-1988). It is exactly they who, in contrast to any traditional forms, give free expression in their
verse of “subconscious elements uncontrolled by reason™!®. But their writings are soon forgotten.

Theodoros Dorros is the author of a single poetic collection titled Saving the Pleasure (XZzov
ylvtwuod to yal, Paris, 1930, Athens 1981)%°. It consists of fifteen poems written in free verse and
described as “exile experiences” and allegory of “the absence that has an ontological meaning”?*. The
references of his poetry are related to the poetics of the City and the writing techniques in the style of
Charles Baudelaire, including the theory of cosmic ‘correspondences’ (French: « les correspondences
»); echoes from the poems of Karyotakis are also present (with poetic phrases expressing despair and
suicide impulses)?2. Obviously this is the first poetry collection entirely subordinate to a language that
is distant from the conventional verse. It remains, however, almost unknown in Greece. On the first

pages of the first issue, it is written: “This book is not sold. It is sent free of charge to those who request

18 Kapavtdvng, A. Ercaywyij oty vedtepn woinon. I'ipw ard t obyypovy eldnvuci moinon. ABfva, k8. Momadfipoag, 1990,
c. 150.

7 Trypanis, C. Greek poetry (from Homer to Seferis). Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1981, p. 686; Kapavtdvng,
A. op. cit., c. 143,

18 Trypanis, C. op. cit., p. 694.

® Trypanis, C. op. cit., p. 694.

20 Aavind, X. Ntoppoc Ocddmwpog. Xto: Aeiké NeosAnvikic Aoyoteyvias. Tpéowma-épya-pebuara-dpor. ABRva, k.
IMatdxn, 2007, c. 1593.

2L ABavacomoviov, M. ®cddwpoc Ntoppog (sicaywyr). Xto: Ztov plotmuod to ydli. Abfva, exd. TaBpmiidng, 2005, o.
15.

22 Aavaconoviov, M. op. Cit., . 16-17.
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it”. The address is provided as well: Theodore Dorros, 17 Rue Bachaumont Paris or 1 East 33rd Street,
New York?3. Only the third edition from 1981 was accompanied by introductory remarks by the literary
critic Alexandros Argririou?.

The criticism towards the poet’s style is that his language is unintelligible, with a frequent use
of French and English words, which are often being used in a mixed manner. The result is “a confused
and an incomprehensible expression”?®. Reserves are also shown by M. Vitti?®; A. Karandonis is
talking as well in negative terms about Doros — for him the title of the poetry book is “odd”, “funny”
and “stupid”. He recognizes its avant-garde character as far as the introduction of new writing
techniques is concerned, but identifies the author as an artist who “could not and would never become
a poet”?’. This underestimation of Dorros’ role for the reception of Surrealism on Greek soil, and in
the meantime the lack of aesthetic promptness to accept more radical forms of Modernism in terms of
poetic versification, show some essential features of the literary and, in general, of the Greek cultural
climate in the interwar period.

It is not by accident that the first suggestions for adopting the new literary credo for writing
poetry, based on association and syntactic fragmentation, come from authors working outside Greece.
Dorros spent most of his conscious life, living in the United States and France, and N. Randos was
born in Switzerland and resided briefly in Greece as a student at the Philosophical Faculty of the
Athens University. Randos’ lyrical style underwent several stylistic changes related to his artistic
interest in the modernist trends of the early 20 c. such as futurism, expressionism and surrealism, which
won him some negative criticism as well. In 1933, Randos’ debut collection of poems Poems
(Tlowjuaza) was published. Being one of the first true modernists in Greece, Randos was appreciated
highly by André Breton who in his third manifesto of Surrealism called him “one of the most brilliant
and boldest minds of our age”?8. Overall, nevertheless that he is considered to be part of it, Randos has
distanced himself from the 1930s generation, casting doubt on the Greek character of the new art
propelled by it?°.

But let’s turn to the work of one of the most recognized representatives of the mythical 1930s
generation — Seferis and his Mythistorema (Mv6iotopnuae) (1935) (Greek: ‘pvbiotépnua’ translated as

‘novel’, but also as ‘mythical story’ — in the age of Modernism polysemantic become even the titles of

B Apyvpiov, A. Iotopio g eMnvikig Loyoteyviag kar n mpdalnyih ¢ ota. xpévia. tov Mecomoléuov (1918-1940), tou. A.
ABnva, edx. Kaotavidtg, 2002, c. 264.

2 Apyvpiov, A. Eroaywyn oty tpity ékéoon ¢ ovALoyHS «ZTov YAvtmpod 1o xaliy. Abva, exd. Apopydg, 1981.

% Bayevag, N. Topo amd Tig apyéc tov elknvikod Movtepviopot. Xto: H sipwvikh yAdoca. Kpitikéc uelétec yia
veoelAnvikn ypouuoteio. ABMva, exd. Ttryur, 1994, . 69.

% Vitti, M. H yevid tov tpidvra. AOYva, exd. Epung, 2012, o. 89.

2T Kapovtdvng, A. op. cit., c. 163.

8 Mrpetdv, A. Movipéota tov Yreppeaiopod. ABfva, exd. Awddvn, 1983, c. 139.

B ThoBag, A. O uvbog s yevidg tov Tpidvra. Abfva, exd. TToMg, 2011, o. 319.
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poetry collections)®. It shows that the artist is increasingly inclined to use the free verse, but in fact,
iambic verses of fifteen syllables are present in it as well. Thus Mythistorema best reflects the balance
that a reading audience needs — in it the modern expression, that is unbridled by metrical norms, is
balanced with the rhythm of the verse of fifteen syllables; thus the lyrical ‘I’ imperceptibly merges
with the voice of the lyrical ‘We’, implied by the deep connection of the verse of fifteen syllables with
Greek literary history and folk art. With a narrative diction the verses of Mythistorema express the
most important topics for Seferis’ poetry — the antique and the Neo-Greek tradition as well as their
crossing point with the European culture; the melancholy that arises from the fate of Hellenism and
the nostalgia of the people, belonging to the Greek diaspora, who have lost their homeland. The
pessimism prevailing in the works of the 1920s and 1930s generation is a reflection of the socio-
political crisis that followed the wars from the beginning of the 20"" ¢. and the subsequent Asia Minor
Catastrophe; this pessimism is present in Seferis’ lyrical creations, but the poet, who comes from
Smyrna (today Izmir), the burnt pearl of the Middle East, does not lose faith in the people belonging
to the Greek diaspora. He sculpts through his words their longing for the idyllic topos of the native,
related to the image of the restored paradise, and presents it to us with splashes of salt, light and

remnants of shipwrecks:

Mythistorema 23

A little farther

we will see the almond trees blossoming
the marble gleaming in the sun

the sea breaking into waves

a little farther,

let us rise a little higher.

(Translation by Sherrard, Philip; Keeley, Edmund)3!

A fruitful symbiosis between now and then, between history and memory, between the just
happening and the irreversibly lost, all reflected in a versification where the past and the present share
a common territory similarly to the verses of fifteen syllables and the free verses present in this Seferis’
poetic creation. Perhaps that is why Seferis is so much liked, so highly appreciated by the reading
audience — it is remarkable how he made the necessary linguistic, poetic and stylistic synthesis for the

Greek culture on her way to modernity.

30 Christakoudy-Konstantinidou, F. The Motif of Travelling in Greek Poetry in the Interwar Period, p. 96. -
http://ejournal.uni-sofia.bg/index.php/Colloquia/article/view/61/52 (24. 01. 2018).

31 http://www.babelmatrix.org (24. 01. 2018) [Aiyo dxopo/ 8d iSoDpe Tig dpvydatieg v’ avBilouvv/ to pdpuopa v Adpmovy
otov filo/ 1 Bdhacoa va kopatiled Alyo axodpa,/ va onkwbodue Ayo ynidtepa. Zepépng, I. Iomjuora. Ava, Trapog,
2014].
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We have seen that in a cultural paradigm as the Greek one, which remains permanently
connected with its past, but is also eagerly looking to meet the new, the proposed literary-historical
retrospective, analysing the development of poetic versification, is a mixture of “tradition” and
“innovation”32, The occurring alterations in metric structures are both a complex and a long process
that produced its most mature fruit in the works of the 1930s generation (G. Seferis, O. Elytis, I.
Ritsos), etc. These changes, however, could not possibly give all the answers and be considered as the
only leading indicator of modernity as we saw, perhaps once again, because Greek poetry remained
deeply rooted in the local tradition of artistic conventions (which can be seen as a general projection
of the spiritual impulses dominating on the Balkan peninsula) and the metamorphoses encompassed
the literary body with a somewhat conservative pace. Examining the dynamics of these influences, let
us recall as well what the early 20 c. historian Robert Byron has said: “As the sapphire and the
aquamarine are distinguished from the turquoise, so the waters of the Aegean Sea differ from the flat
blue of the entire Mediterranean”. Inspired by the quest to catch up with the achievements of Western
artists, Neo-Greek poets explored Modernism in order to apply its experiences and ideas skilfully to
the mentality of a southern nation with an undeniably rich cultural heritage. They pointed the path to
the new, gave life to the begotten from the predecessors and thus formed the matrix of modern literary-

aesthetic tastes.

32 Kapavidvng, A. op. cit., . 112.
33 Byron, R. The Byzantine Achievement: an historical perspective, A.D. 330-1453. London and New York, Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1987 (reprint; first published in 1929), p. 7.
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