READING IN THE FOURTH DIMENSION*

The story of the writing and publication of the poems of Yannis Ritsos
mirrors the disturbed history of Greece.! At the start of the Metaxas
dictatorship (1936) Ritsos, after a long poetic apprenticeship disrupted
by tuberculosis, had just begun serious publication. Later, his situation
was always irregular. At worst, in concentration camps, writing was
almost impossible and the preservation of his papers a nightmare
(Makrynikola, 1993: 13-15). Sometimes he could publish nothing in
Greece, at other times only lyrical and personal work: several “political”
poems first appeared abroad in translation. But he remained amazingly
productive and so, when the dam of censorship burst, he could often
bring out several collections at once. Reception of his work was also
chaotic. Besides publishing delays, at different times his poems were
burned and their reading and performance as songs were banned. The
literary and academic establishment and the media largely ignored him
for political reasons. Of the comments that were published, for or
against, many may be deconstructed as mere ideological approval or
disapproval (Veloudis, 1983: 120-8).

Thus when by 1964 a proportion of his work had become
accessible in three large volumes (ITowjuare A’, B, I''), no critical
framework existed for study of the varied poems they contained. No
consistent criteria were used even in the planning of those volumes
(Veloudis, 1984: 49-52). With the 1967 coup, publication of Ritsos’
poetry and serious criticism again stopped in Greece. When censorship
was lifted, Ritsos had a vast mass of recent work to put out and gave
only limited help in the reception of what had already appeared. In a
much-quoted sentence, he says that it is not a poet’s job to speak about
his poetry but with it, while admitting that the poet could provide the

* This paper has arisen from, and is partly designed for, courses in
Sydney University: I would like to thank many fourth-year honours students
whose thoughts and reactions have contributed to it. I must also express
gratitude to Chrysa Prokopaki, Ekaterini Makrynikola, Peter Bien and
Vrasidas Karalis, who had the kindness to read the paper and make most
helpful comments.

Biographical charts in Veloudis, 1977: 35-48; Petropoulos, 1988,
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best initiation into it (MeAemjuara: 97).

After 1974 persecution of Ritsos soon changed almost to adulation,
He continued to write nearly up to his death (1990), and more past work
was printed. The quantity and quality of criticism published on his
poetry rose, but rather slowly, perhaps because critics were discouraged
by its bulk, disparity and partial publication, which placed heavy
demands on the critic whilst leaving judgements annoyingly
provisional. Attention climaxed in a fat dedicated volume (Afieroma,
1981) and a series of seven studies published by Kedros.2 Since then
the volume of serious analysis has been disappointing.

I shall outline the three chief critical contributions, to show their
major directions and to make grateful acknowledgment of my own
obvious dependence on them. Ekaterini Makrynikola (1981, 1993) has
plotted Ritsos’ publishing history (including pseudonyms and
ephemeral magazines), adding lists of translations and studies of his
work. Chrysa Prokopaki (1964, 1968, 1981), the first to write serious
criticism on Ritsos, has charted a coherent authorial personality through
hundreds of poems of many kinds. Giorgos Veloudis (1984, 1985) has
stressed philological study of Ritsos, showing links with previous
poetry and analysing autobiographical material used in composition.

But even these major studies are affected by the unusual publication
and reception of Ritsos’ work and its vast size. They primarily analyse
the poetry to search for the poet, attempting to organise thousands of
varied poems, most annotated with date and place of writing, to form a
diary, a political biography and a poetic journal. This tendency is
confirmed by the admiration felt by most students of Ritsos for his
political persona, and by the presence of the poet in Athens till 1990.
Inevitably concentration is on writing processes, historical
circumstances, sources of influence, derivation of recurrent motifs and
classification of techniques used in different collections. There is less
emphasis on reading and reception, on application of the resuits of
diachronic research to individual poems and collections so as to explore
their literary possibilities, or on examination of the reader’s reaction to

2Pjerrat, 1978; Sangiglio, 1978; Topouzis, 1979; Bien, 1980;
Veloudis, 1983; Aragon, 1983; Veloudis, 1984.
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Ritsos’ language and modernist strategies.3

The subject of this paper is Ritsos’ collection Téraptn didoraon
[Fourth Dimension], often called his best. Most readers will find
common features in twelve of its seventeen poems — dramatic
monologues offering interesting demythologisation of classical stories,
turning mythical heroes into human beings one might expect to meet.
This reading is confirmed by critical articles, some of high quality,
examining poems as versions of the myths of ancient tragedy, often
(but not always) mentioning that Ritsos’ writing had other purposes
t00.4 But readers will notice elements which destabilise the mythical
framework: the most obvious are anachronistic objects and actions, but
many of the poems also contain comments and whole passages more
appropriate to this century than to archaic Greece.

Puzzled readers may consult Prokopaki or Veloudis for assistance
in the construction of meaning from these undermined myths. But the
classical surface of the poems, which will be prominent in the reactions
of most readers, has only a subordinate place in the work of these
critics. It is called the least important layer of the poems, or a poetic
mask.5 The use of myth is examined with care, but even at the most
sensitive moments of analysis it is treated almost completely in
relation to the poet, with hardly a reference to the reader. Interpretation
is largely biographical, at two main levels: Ritsos’ youth in mansions
in Monemvasia, and the post-war crises of Greece, the Left and the poet
himself, Let me avoid misunderstanding: 1 agree with this analysis in
its own terms, and admire the precision of its arguments. But such
research concentrates all attention on Ritsos — a stage which might not
have been so dominant if he had written less, or if he were a less
ideologically charged figure, or if the writing, publication and reception
of his work had been more normal.

I feel a need for another, supplementary approach centred on the

3Basic theoretical assumptions of this paper are uncontroversial —
that the tasks of literary criticism have two focuses: (1) production and
writing and (2) reception and reading, neither having automatic precedence.

4Martini, 1974; Skiadas, 1981; Polenakis, 1988; Zoras, 1988;
Lanzara, 1989; Thomadaki, 1990; Trombino, 1990.

SProkopaki, 1964: 169, 1972: 71-2, 1981: 313-23; Veloudis, 1983:
33-4.
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collection and its relationship with its readers.® Such work must be
based on the results of biographical and bibliographic research, and
cannot hope to escape far from the persona of a poet who uses so much
autobiographical material and rarely writes without reference to his
current situation. But the old critical subjects need a new point of view.
Just as classical archaeologists have learned to take account of higher
strata in their excavations than those which chiefly interest them, so
critics of Téraptn dudoraon, working in the reverse direction, should
not rush to peel off the poems’ mythical layers to get to the poet. We
must accept the metaphor of the poetic mask;’ but its literary function
and effect on the reader deserve as much attention as any statement the
poet may make from behind it. Other features of the poems too need
more literary examination than they have so far received. Such analysis,
without losing touch with broader research, should also be aimed at
readers meeting Ritsos for the first time (perhaps in translation)8 and
needing a literary introduction to some of his best poems. These are the
purposes of the present paper.

Téraptn Sidoraocn is not just a convenient book-title but a
collection forming a distinct part of Ritsos’ output from 1956 to 1975,
not all of which appears in the eventual volume. For clarity and brevity
in this paper, the wider collection will be called “Térapm Sidoraon”
in full, while the volume’s name will be abbreviated as “Td”.
Beginning from a full list of relevant poems, to set philological
parameters, we will sketch the poet’s biography for the period when
they were written. Developing authorial intention over Téraptn
Swaoraon will be explored through the words of Ritsos and those close
to him and strategies visible in the publication of his work, showing
indecision over the content of T3 and signs of a program in the order of
its poems. The focus will gradually shift to reading and reception: we
will examine myth, demythologisation and anachronism, together with

6Such studies do exist: Peter Bien, for example, has written three
studies on @rdoxtimg (collected in Bien, 1980), giving an active role to
ancient myth in the production of twentieth-century meaning. Most work of
this scope, however, is less well-founded than this.

It certainly has the sanction of the poet: see Prokopaki, 1990: 52 and
passages collected by Prokopaki, 1981: 306-8.

8There is a complete new English translation by Green and Bardsley,
1992, and many partial translations, including Dalven, 1977.
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autobiographical and historical reference. We must include the title
Téraptn Suxoraon itself, discussing the role of time and dialectic, and
ending with a brief analysis of language and style.

From the interplay of the poet’s changing intentions with critical
reaction to his poems there will emerge an idea of the nature and
characteristics of the cycle. The focus will remain general, avoiding full
interpretation of individual poems, which would overbalance this paper.
I hope, however, that understanding of single poems will benefit from
study of the wider context of the development of the collection.

*k k%

Between 1956 and 1975 Ritsos wrote at least 27 poems attributed to the
series.? The following list is in the order in which Ritsos dates the
beginning of their composition — the first item in the second
bracket.10 The second item is the date of first Greek publication,
usually in pamphlet form (poems only available in collected volumes
are asterisked).!! Citation and reference are from the collected volumes
(the third item in the bracket; [T = Mowjuara I'", TIA = Hotjuata A’,
Td= Téraprn didoraon, 118 = [Tovjuara 8°).

H oovara tov oeAnvépotoc [Moonlight sonata] (June 1956: 1956: TS,
45-53).

Xpovixé [Chronicle] (January 1957: 1957: T8, 33-41).

Xewepivi Suxdyera [Winter clarity] (January 1957: 1957: T3, 23-9).

9The words “at least” include similar unpublished poems, e.g. ‘Extn
aiofnon, AzoAoyia, Bpadwiég povédoyog (1956-7; Veloudis, 1983: 178-9),
and published works with some similar characteristics.

10The make-up of this list will be discussed below. It includes: (a)
poems in T8; (b) poems attributed to Tétraptn Sidotaon in a note o H
oovdra tov oeAnvépwrog (1960; Makrynikola, 1993: 50, A 36); (c) poems
said to belong to the collection by Veloudis (1977: 32, n. 11 and 1983:
145, n. 117), using primarily formal criteria; (d) a poem appearing both in
Beraha and Kataza, 1958 and Cassian, 1964; (e) a poem listed by
Prokopaki, 1968: 185. Ritsos was almost certainly the source of (a) and (b)
and very probably of (d) and (e). His help is acknowledged in (c), and he
would presumably have protested if he had disagreed, since the subject is his
own authorial categorisation.

UH emiorpor ¢ lowyévetag, XpvodOeuig and Iounivn appeared as
pamphlets just after publication in T3, as did daidpa just before appearing
in Térapm Sudoraom (61978). All four pamphlets are called second editions.
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Amoyonpeticuds [Farewell] (March 1957: 1957: 11, 253-72).

H eopri 1ov avBéwv [The festival of flowers] (May 1957: 1964*: I,
158-69).

‘Orav épxetar o Zévog [When the Stranger comes] (February 1958:
1958: T8, 319-34).

0 06nydg rov acavoép [The lift attendant] (March 1958: 1975%: T1A’,
251-64).

O yepbvriooes x’ 1 Bddaooa [The old women and the sea) (September
1958: 1959: [18°, 9-52).

0 gapogiAaxag [The lighthouse-keeper] (December 1958: 1975*: TA",
267-80).

To napdfupo [The window] (April 1959: 1960: TS, 9-19).

H yépupa [The bridge] (June 1959: 1960: 1T, 297-309).

To vexp6 oriti [The dead house] (September 1959: 1962: T3, 93-111).

O1edevraiog xat o aparog Tov Aivriroe [The last and the first of Lidice]
(January-March 1960: 1964%: TII"", 275-94).

Karw an’ tov ioxio tov fovvod [Under the shadow of the mountain]
(May 1960: 1962: T8, 137-57).

AeAgoi [Delphi] (May 1961-April 1962: 1975*: [1A’, 299-307).

H dpa twv mowévev [The hour of the shepherds] (1962-71: 1975*:
1A’ 283-96).

Opéomg [Orestis] (June 1962-July 1966: 1966: T3, 73-89).

To 8évipo g guvAakng xat ot yuvaixeg [The prison tree and the
women] (September, 1962: 1963: [18° 169-76).

didoxrnTng [Philoktitis] (May 1963-October 1965: 1965: Td, 247-
65).

Iepoepdvn [Persephoni] (December 1965-December 1970: 1972%: TS,
191-203).

Iounvn [Ismini] (September-December 1966-December 1971: 1972:
T3, 207-28).

Ayopéuvev [Agamemnon], (December 1966-October 1970: 1972*: T3,
57-69).

Xpvodbeuig [Chrysothemis] (May 1967-July 1970: 1972: TS, 161-
88).

Alag [Ajax] (August 1967-January 1969: 1972*: TS, 231-43).

H EAévn [Eleni] (May-August 1970: 1970: T8, 269-89).

H emotpogn) g Ipryévewng [The retum of Iphigenia] (November 1971~

Fourth Dimension 67

August 1972: 1972: T$, 115-33).
®aiSpa [Phaidra] (April 1974-July 1975: 1978: T, 295-315).

Critics connect this new poetical direction with events affecting the
poet at the time of writing.12 In 1956 the Soviet Communist Party
condemned Stalin and the cult of personality, and the Greek
Communists purged their leader, Zachariadis. These events are reflected
in a theoretical text of 1963 on Mayakovsky, where Ritsos links the
loss of past certainties with the adoption of a less direct approach in
poetry. I quote one sentence, applicable to Térapm didoraor:

Kt érav axdun o onpepivég momtig oaBdverar v avdykn

KGROTE VO YPNGLUOTOAGEL TO TPOTO TPOCORO KAL TOV

eveotdrta, tote eEapaviletar o’ évav tpito, | “vroveron”

évav tpito [...]13

Elections in February 1956 brought hope for the Greek Left, as a
Centre-Left alliance won a majority of votes, but not of seats. In 1956
Ritsos also made his first journey abroad, to the Soviet Union. He was
to visit Romania and Bulgaria in 1958, Romania again in 1959-60, and
then to spend most of 1962 in various countries of Eastern Europe. In
1954 he had married, in his mid-forties (after confinement from 1948
52); in 1955 his only child was born. I will tentatively add two more
biographical items of possible significance, for study by those with
access to relevant data. I assume that early in the 1950s Ritsos’
attitudes will have been substantially changed by the marginalisation of
tuberculosis by drug therapy.14 Then his sister mentions a significant
financial change in 1960, with an inheritance from their uncle Leonidas
Vouzounaras.!3 Ritsos bought two flats to put his finances on a firmer

12E g. Veloudis, 1977: 17-18; Papageorgiou, 1981: 562-63;
Proko?a.ki 1981: 308-9.

135[And even when today’s poet feels the need sometimes to use the first
person and the present tense, then he disappears into a third person or
‘dresses himself” in a third person ...] MeAetiparae, 29. All translations are
my own,

The indirect approach of Cavafy, sanctified for the Greek Left by
Tsirkas, 1958, was also important: see p. 99 below.

14Could his decision to marry have been partly due to the fact that his
dormant illness would not now threaten the lives of those close to him?

15He had already intervened from London to help Yannis and his sister
Loula in 1925 with a small income on their move to Athens (Ritsou-Glezou,
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basis, as publication disruptions made his income unreliable.

The remaining biography up to 1975 may be briefly sketched. The
early sixties increased hope for the Greek Left, with a break in the
dominance of the Right. Ritsos became more involved in formal
politics, standing unsuccessfully at parliamentary elections in 1964,
But then hopes were dashed. There is no need here to tell of the tragic
events leading to the fascist coup of April 1967, which destroyed
Ritsos’ fragile personal and professional prosperity. It led to more
concentration camps on Yiaros and Leros, the stifling loneliness of
house-arrest, sickness and despondency. Ritsos now had wider fame in
Greece and abroad to invest in resistance, and he used it. Yet he could
publish nothing in Greece till late in 1970. TS appeared at the end of
1972, when life was more normal, but the political framework was no
more acceptable. Paidpa, the latest poem of TS, was begun in April
1974, just before the Junta’s collapse, and completed in July 1975. To
sum up: there are similarities between Ritsos’ life and poetry, even
suggesting bluntly deterministic connections. Some parallels are already
clear, others will be explored later. Certainly both poet and poetry
underwent significant changes around 1956.

The new form of the poetry was to be called Térapm Sidoraon.
Evidence for the use of this label available to me from before the
publication of Té comes in translations of Ritsos’ work and other
publications likely to have been influenced by him, directly or
indirectly. I shall present them as a numbered list, with details later in a
table.

#1 A book of French translations entitled Quatriéme Dimension.16
#2 A note in the third edition (1960) of H covara tov ceAnvipawrog:

H oovdrta tov oceAnvégawrog, xabdg xai to movjpota

Xpovikd, Xeytepviy Suadyera, ‘Orav épyetar o SEévog, O1

yepovriooes x° 1 Oddacoa, H yépupa, To mapabupo, rov

exd0Bnkav wg tdpa oe Egxopiotéc nhaxétes, pali pe puo

HEYAAN celpd avEkBOTOV RONUATOV, AVIKEL GTNV TOUTIKA

ovAoyh Téraptn Sidoraon, nov B exSobel apydtepa.l’

1981: 71-2).

16The first appearance of the phrase (Beraha and Kataza, 1958;
Makrynikola, 1993: 343-4, T 4).

1"[}vloonlight sonata, like the poems Chronicle, Winter clarity, When
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#3 The Romanian title of a book of translations (Cassian, 1964;
Makrynikola, 1993: 343-4, T" 15). Two items were probably included
because of Romanian connections: I'pduua oo ZoAws Kwovpi [Letter to
Joliot-Curie]18 and “Evag mivaxag pe pixpés mveiés [A picture with
small brush-strokes].1® These have been ignored here. The contents
predate Ritsos’ return from Romania in early 1960.

#4 An article of Prokopaki (1964: 160). She, though close to Ritsos, is
also an important critical interpreter of his work.20 Thus dependence on
the poet for categorisation of his poems cannot be assumed. The
credibility of her list with reference to the poet’s thoughts is increased
by its similarity to others.

#5 A negative item: late in 1964 Ritsos included four poems on our list
in Mowjuata I, thus excluding them from Téraptn Sidoraon. H
gopti twv avBéwv even moved to a separate collection, I'evixn Sokur.
#6 A list of poems Ritsos planned to publish in a Térapm didoracn
volume at the time of his arrest in 1967 (Prokopaki, 1968: 185).

#7 The poems of Td itself (1972), implying further exclusions.

the Stranger comes, The old women and the sea, The bridge and The window,
which so far are published as separate pamphlets, together with a long
series of unpublished poems, belong to the collection of poems Fourth
Dimension, which will be published later.] Makrynikola, 1993: 50, A 36.

13Translated into French and published in Bucharest in its first,
incomylete, edition in 1951 (Makrynikola, 1993: 337, I" 1).

19A collection written in Romania in 1959 with some Romanian
content (published in Greek in Hovjuota 8 [1989]: 55-75).

20Judgements of this kind in this paper should be read in the light of
comments on it by Prokopaki in a letter to its author dated 18.3.94; “Ba
10eha va Srevkpivijom 6t g epunveieg otiyov mov an’ 6,1t paivero [...]
Bewpeite va xpoépyoviar and cuykexpipéveg cv{nThoELg ROV BE TOV TOWMT,
oépo aroxheroTikd Ty evBivn 10ug: y1a Adyoug cuvBinkdv aAAd xat apyhg
oudérote culfimoa pe tov 1810 exi mg ovoiag rpwv Inpooredon xér. To povo
ToL uropd va oog Befaudon eivar dty, ex tov votépav, pe Sidgopovg Tpdmong
eixe exgpdoet v evapéoxerd 1ov Tia T keipeva ote onolo avogépesde . [I
should like to explain that for the interpretations of lines which, as it
seems, [...] you regard as arising from particular discussions with the poet, I
am exclusively responsible: as a result of circumstances, but also for
reasons of principle, I never had discussions of substance with him before
publishing something. The only assurance I can give you is that, after the
event, he had expressed his satisfaction in various ways with the texts to
which you refer.]
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#8 A list of Téraptn Sidoraon poems not in TS (Veloudis, 1977: 32,
n. 11).

#1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #O6 #7 #8
'S8 60 '60 ‘64 '64 ‘67 '72 77

H oovéro tov oeAnvépatog Y Y y vy
Xpovikd N R T . v
Xeyepwvn Swonoyewo v 5 y vy
ATOYOUPETIOROG v i
H eopti toov avBéav V* 2 bl
"Orarv épyeton 0 Eévog
0 odmyéde tov asavoép
Ovyepdvricoeg k' 1 Bddaooa
0 papopddaxag
To ropdBopo
H yépupo
To vexpd onitt Y
O1ehevraiog ... Alvtiwoe
Kato ax’ tov ioxwo tov fovvod Y
Aedgot
H dpa 1av royévav
Opéomg y
To dévtpo ™G QLAKIG ... VY
®dokmg y

The date in the second row is that to which I believe the item refers (see
above), not the date of publication. A tick indicates that the poem was
included in a volume or on a list; a cross means an exclusion, that the poem
was included in a different collected volume or omitted from T3; a tick with

an asterisk, that the poem was unpublished in Greek at the relevant time.
The last 8 poems written for T3 are uncontroversial and have been omitted.
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This gives insights into Ritsos’ developing thoughts on the
collection. Before publishing IToujuara A" and B” in 1961, he planned a
book called Térapm dudoraon, to include long poems written after the
watershed of 1956. Item #1 shows that the idea probably existed by
1958 (or earlier), when he gave the title to the French translators. It
remained current as he returned to Greece from Romania in early 1960,
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the probable effective date of #3. In November 1960 he published #2,
an explicit program of five Td poems, with two published poems
which would not appear in T§. He includes unnamed poems
unpublished in 1960: these were presumably H £opti twv avféev and O
odnyd¢ Tov acavaép, probably O redevraiog xat o npdrog Tov Aivriroe
and Katw an’ tov iokio tov fovvod, and perhaps O papogiAiaxag and
the still unpublished poems of note 9 above. Prokopaki retains a
similar frame of reference in February, 1964 (#4). Ritsos’ plans changed
by the second half of 1964, when IToujuara I appeared (#5), excluding
from Téraptn Sidoraon four poems found on previous lists. By #6
(1967), the list expanded to include To 6évrpo ¢ @ulaxiic xat ot
yuvaixeg (a second “choral” poem). At the publication of T8 in 1972
(#7), seven more monologues were added but both “choral” poems fell
out. Finally ®aidpa was brought in (1978).

The table is interesting from the point of view of form and content.
All TS poems written after 1960 are monologues with little or no direct
political reference, but including introductions and epilogues like
theatrical stage directions, marked off from the main text by brackets
and italics.2! H eopti} tov avBéwv, like the TS poems Xewuepivii
diadyerx and ‘Orav épyerar o Sévog, has no stage directions. Ot
yepovriooes x° n BdAaooa is a long choral poem, not a monologue.
Xpovixé is a third-person narrative, “Orav épyetar o Zévogbegins in
the first person plural. Thus six of the nine poems confidently assigned
to the 1960 plan (#2) do not have the regular TS form, proving that this
was not originally characteristic of the collection.2? At another level,
Anoxaupetiouog and O tedevraiog kar o npdrtog Tov Aivritoe are classed
by Ritsos as political poems (in spite of their philosophical tendencies)
(Prokopaki, 1990: 51, 53). This did not bar them from the first form of
Térapt duioraom.

We may conclude that Térapt Sidotaon began as a fairly open
category. Unlike T9, it did not exclude direct political reference nor

21These passages will be referred to here as “stage directions”, with no
implications for their status. They are an integral part of the text and use
poetic discourse.

22Veloudis (#8, with Ritsos’ likely support) uses stage directions and
monologue form as criteria to assign to Téraptn Sidoraon poems not in TS,
written before 1962. This could be a later rationalisation.
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demand a particular form. T3 follows the former rule strictly, while
exceptions to the latter are only found in poems surviving from this
early plan. Prokopaki in 1964 defines the early stage of the collection
thus:

Kowdé srtovgeio g Térapmg Awdoraong eivon o cuvBetikdg

YOPOKTAPOS TOV ROMUATOV, T| ECWTEPLKH TOVG Kivaon, 1
npoPAnpotikn tovg, mov e1odveL 6Ao ko Babirepa ota T
ovoloTikd mpofAnpata, 1 arxoybpveon, téAog, g
éxppaocng and xdBe Srwakoountikd orovgeio kor M
GLOTELPMOT TNG TOINOTG GTOV EGATEPO TVPTVEL TG 2

The criteria are based on poetics and philosophy, not form. Before the
exclusions of #5 (late 1964) To vexpd onitiand Katw an’ tov iokio tov
PBovvod were complete and work had begun on Opéorng and
didoxtiitng. It was probably the increasing numbers of such poems
with mythical subjects and stage directions which led to a change of
plan. \

The next way to view Ritsos’ plans is in the arrangement of poems
in T8 itself (1972).24 The first poem written, H covdra tov
oeAnvéearog, is printed fourth. The first in T8, To napdbupo, was
written fifth. But the most significant break in chronological order is at
the end. The latest poem written, Paidpe, is placed sixteenth, while
the seventeenth and last poem of T3, "Orav épyetar o Eévog, was
written fourth. This foregrounds To mapdBupo, the first poem in TS,
and ‘Orav épyerar o Eévo, the last, since they were written fifth and
fourth respectively in the series and about a year apart. I shall look at
each in turn to examine why they were chosen for these positions.

To mapdBupo was written in Pireas, and its narrator sits at his
window observing a busy port city, perhaps reflecting the poet’s
perceptions and thoughts as he wrote.25 The narrator’s persistent
observation, described to an interlocutor in the room, brings a pressure

B[Common elements of Téraptn Sidaraocr are the complex character
of the poems, their inner movement, their problematics, which go deeper
and deeper into the most serious issues, finally the stripping from the
expression of every element of decoration, and the coiling of the poetry
around its inner core.] Prokopaki, 1964: 160.

%Here I begin from the approach of Kassos: 1991, 19-22.

25prevelakis (1981: 256) gives great importance to this picture of
Peiraias. For the window-motif in Ritsos’ work see Kaklamanaki, 1988.
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or threat: he is said to be “meopévog avaueca orov Toixo Kot 1o
t{aur” [compressed between the wall and the window], a phrase
underlined by its later retraction (T3 9, 17). He shows a desire to
escape. The square of the window dominates the poem and is compared
to the frame of a photograph, linked to other photographs, which
provide some temporal depth. The window allows a view from the
outside in as well as from the inside out, and the photograph in the
frame is that of the observer. Eventually (in the final stage direction)
protagonist and interlocutor leave the room, and go out to join in the
life which had been observed. In a newspaper interview on the poem,
Ritsos said:

Ma Omoia xot 0G0 GMUAVIIKY aropoiTnta YVaOomn,

ovaxdAvym N aoxdAvyn dev dpKeL va GUVTPACEL TV Bw

™ {of}, 600 péVEL GTHV ALTAPKELL KL GTNV AVTAPECKELL

pog nobnrikig adpiomg evatévions. Xpewaletar navra 1

ovppetoxn ki wpakn. 2

Whatever other interpretations the poem may inspire, one important
subject is the ivory tower and the social responsibility of art.27

‘Orav épyerar o Eévog is the last poem in TS. At the start,
mourning narrators mention in the first person the arrival of a Stranger
in their midst. He is uninvited and unwanted, shabbily but interestingly
dressed. His presence is suspicious — is he a beggar? He emphasises
his poverty, yet has the power to show others’ wealth: his voice has
many resonances for his hearers. Most of the poem is spoken by the
Stranger, as shown by insertions like “He said” and “The Stranger
continued”. It includes a rich and idealised picture of rural life, probably
based on Monemvasia,28 stressing the role of women. The Stranger

26{But of whatever kind and however vitally important knowledge,
discovery or revelation may be, they are not enough to support life itself,
50 long as they remain at the self-sufficient and complacent level of passive
and indefinite observation. Participation and action are always essential.]
Ritsos, 1960; quoted in Thasitis, 1981: 236. Similar thoughts are found in
Sangiglio. 1978: 38-9; Meraklis, 1981: 531.

27Compression between wall and window may be interpreted as the
pressure of responsibility on the artist-observer — but Ritsos’
imprisonment and torture also intrude into my reading of the poem.

28The poet Nikiforos Vrettakos, a younger contemporary of Ritsos at
Gytheio high-school, finds in this poem many examples of Ritsos’ poetic



74 M.J. Jeffreys

becomes an integral part of the society: Kt avtdg o Eévog, eitav o mto
Swxdg pog (T, 334). There is no more mourning. Women boil him
water, and the last image is of his half-shaven face, reflected in a mirror
among soap-suds.2?

Interpretation is plainly dependent on the reader’s reactions to the
Stranger. There are pointers to him as a Christ-figure, like the
capitalisation of Zévog. Other indications are his role in making
articulate the life of the community he is joining, his socialist
resonances and the idealisation of rural life (not, it seems, the depressed
Lakonia Ritsos had left in the twenties). The fact that the poem was
written in Athens underlines its rural references: To mapafupo describes
the Pireas where it was written, Xpovixd is written and set in Samos,
in spite of a statement to the contrary.30 It is interesting, therefore, that
‘Otav épyerar o Eévog shows a sense of place, but not the place of
writing.

From their positioning, we should probably look at these first and
last poems together. It is tempting to see a programmatic relationship
based on a simple structural schema.3! In To mapd@upo, an observer is
enclosed and then leaves his enclosure. In “Orav épyetar o Eévoga
community absorbs a single Stranger. Both individuals have artistic
connotations involving ideas of participation: one may see this parallel
as the link which makes the program. At one of the many layers of this
complex poetry, the observer who leaves the window in its first poem
seems to become the Stranger who joins a new community in its last

memories of Monemvasia (Vrettakos, 1981). Thasitis (1981: 233-5) also
finds here glorification of workers’ tools and produce. Futher idealisation of
non-urban life is found in Or yepdvriooeg x’ n BdAacoa, written some
months later (Douka, 1981).

290n this poem, see also Banus, 1975: 49-50; Topouzis, 1979: 81-
106; Meraklis, 1981: 538.

30Yatromanolakis, 1981, 201-2; Prevelakis, 1981: 212. Even H
oovdra tov oeAnvépwrog has an Athenian reference (Veloudis, 1983: 44).

31QOther poems of 1957-9 have a tendency to geometrical shapes,
reminiscent of Cavafy’s symbolist poems of the 1890s. H eopnij twv avBéwv
reduces the efforts of the Left in the forties to a flower-festival stuck in the
yard where the floats were made through failure to measure the width of the
gate, O odny6¢ tov acavoép becomes a vertical lift-shaft reaching up into
space, and O papogivlaxa¢ has the vertical line of the lighthouse together
with horizontal beams of light.
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(cf. Green and Bardsley, 1993: x—xii). I conclude that the placing of
these two poems first and last in T3 (the reverse order of writing) marks
a recommendation that the artist should not be an uninvolved spectator,
but an organic member of the community, perhaps through the medium
of the rural references of ‘Orav épyerar o Eévog. By this logic, TS
would announce the mission of a somehow marginalised art which
wishes to become a central discourse of the community, partly by
reference to the latter’s healthy pre-industrial traditions. T8 thus
foregrounds regular concems of its poet.

It is interesting to compare the relevance of these poems to 1958-
9, when they were written, with 1972, when they were prominently
placed in T3. At the earlier date, as we have seen, Ritsos was exploring
new horizons in poetry, family life and travel, and enjoying
international recognition. A sense of moving from a persecuted and
introverted periphery closer to the centre seems appropriate. In 1972 he
was reliving some of the same experience, as he resumed publication
after years of Junta censorship. But, as we shall see, the positive frame
provided for T3 in these poems does not match the mood of the seven
poems of the collection finished in 1970-2. It is more in tune with the
more militant I'cpayxdvta (TiyvesBar, 45-74), the significant new
poem he wrote in 1972 (and published in 1973).

We may examine Ritsos’ thoughts seven months before the
appearance of Td. In a letter to Chrysa Prokopaki dated 15.V.72
(Prokopaki, 1990), Ritsos analyses his notorious duality as a poet —
his need to write both timely (“political”) and timeless poetry — and
expresses a preference for the latter, listing its advantages by referring to
poems on ancient themes, chiefly the mythical poems of To:

[.. ] 7 didotacn tov pbHbov, n upounapxouca p.aysux ™ms

U.TIOG"CG.G‘“Q, n ugmpvn p.cmouc'q v (X.V(IXPOVLG},L(\)V n

ehevbepio ano‘ng mg (pavmwwu;, n smcolwz ™¢ aupieong

Kal ™me arcpaw.; Opoko'ng K(X.t(l) on’ T’I]V KPOOOMHS(! TV

N moxamum xivon tov loyou on’ 1o (plhpapwpsvo
pécw TV enoydv aiofnpa ko vénpo tov Sev VROKELTOL GTNV
averykaudmTe g Aaxoviaouémg otiufic.3?

32(... the mythic dimension, the pre-extant magic of distance, the
sudden music of anachronisms, the freedom for imaginitive movement, the
ease with which one assumes a costume and makes profound confession
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This is poetic rather than critical discourse, but Ritsos’ descriptive
agenda is close to that of his critics.

Another approach to the canon of T§ is via the exclusion of poems
once part of Téraptn Sidoraon. The first omissions were those of #5
(1964). H eopti 1wv avBéwv is a simple political parable (Prevelakis,
1981: 238), relocated to a more “political” collection. AroyaipeTioudg
and Otedevraiog ko o mpdrog Tov Aivriroe are both listed by Ritsos in
1972 as “political” poems (Prokopaki, 1990: 51, 53). H yépvpa,
particularly at its end, is a direct statement of belief which would be
unique in T8.33 We may conclude that Téraptn Sidoracn was
redefined by 1964 to exclude the political and the direct.

The next exclusions occur with the publication of T (1972). Ot
yepdvricoeg k' n BdAaooa and To Sévrpo g puAaxis xai ot yuvaikeg
are “choral” poems, and the former would be far the longest in Td.
Others may have dropped out earlier. O 0dnyd¢ rov acaveép and O
papoglAiaxag, written between “Orav épyetar o Eévogand To
rapaBupo, were not originally published as pamphlets, unlike those
early poems in the series which did become part of T3. We may assume
that Ritsos always ranked them lower. AeAgoiand the opaque H @pa
Twv mowévev were written in 1961-2, after the first mythological
poems: their link with Téraptn Swdortaon relies only on a suggestion
of Veloudis, left uncorrected by the poet.

Six years on, at the sixth edition of T (1978), ®aidpa was added
(T3, 336; Makrynikola, 1993: 149, A 283):

To noinpa Paidpa, nov ypaenxke [...] ard tov Anpidn 1974
£ag tov fovAn 1975, aviixer o cvAdoyq Téraprn Swdoraon
xo neg;kauﬁ&vmat o TPATN QOpd 6° ot TV Exdoom
(Exm).

Ritsos, in planting out poetic seed-trays, has found a stray plant to be

under the mask of the other, the thoughtful movement of language caused by
emotion and meaning filtered by the centuries, which is not subject to the
compulsion of the breathless moment.] Prokopaki, 1990: 52.

33As suggested by its sub-title: “Mix amoloyia mov 8¢ {nmifnke” [A
defence which was not requested].

34(The poem Phaidra, written ... from April, 1974 to July, 1975,
belongs to the collection Fourth Dimension and is included in it for the first
time in this (sixth) edition.] Makrynikola, 1993: 149, A 283.
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added to a garden bed already full of the same species. Téraptn
Sidotaon is clearly now a defined category to which a new example
demands assignment. PwiSpa has all the regular formal characteristics
of T8 and a typical mythical subject. But the simplicity of the above
note leaves unanswered questions. A glance at Makrynikola (1993)
shows that this is the only substantial change made to one of Ritsos’
main collected volumes after its first publication.3% Equally, it seems
that PaiSpa was begun after the first edition of T8.36 One thinks of a
need to “complete” T by answering a neglected question or meeting a
challenge from a new historical or poetic situation. Why did the poet
take this unique step?

1 have no easy answer. ®aifpa is harder to analyse than the poems
of 1957-9 with their underlying geometric shapes. We may, for
example, place it in a sequence beginning with H covdra tov
oeAnvdgwrog and including To vexpd onitiand Iourivn, where an older
woman speaks the monologue to a younger man. Phaidra is totally
determined to dominate Hippolytos, and confident of success.3” When
it is clear that she has failed sexually, it seems an obvious next step to
continue the power game by suicide and a posthumous letter to her
husband.

Phaidra is quite different from the Woman in Black of H covdra
Tov oeAnvopwrog, whose repeated pleas for acceptance by her young
visitor are made from a situation of powerlessness and uncertainty over
her real wishes, as the end of the poem shows. The contrast is so great
as to suggest an interpretation. Linkage of these two poems would be
symmetrical, as they were the first and last to be written, and would
also lead to greater integration of H covdra within T8: it is central to

35Tt was however only later at the seventh edition (1978) that T8 was
labelled the sixth volume of the collected works (Makrynikola, 1993: 151,
A 290).

36Ritsos’ note “Anpikng 1974-TodAng 1975” at the foot of this poem
(confirmed by the comment quoted above) seems to conflict with a
statement of Prokopaki, 1990: 55, that Ritsos had begun work on it long
before 1972.

3Ritsos’ text ignores the moral conflict which consumes Euripides’
Phaidra. An audience of the ancient play may be surprised by the letter to her
husband, which shows unexpected vindictiveness: this aggression has been
made the basis for her portrayal by Ritsos.
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the book in form, subject and poetics, but it seems out of place in the
early texts, which tend to make their point without much interest in
character. The pitiless self-examination of the Woman in Black and the
importance of her character to the poem as a whole point forward to the
mythical poems. One interpretation of Paidpa might imagine the
thoughts of Hippolytos as he leaves for exile and compare them with
the final words of the visitor of H oovdra:: “H napoxun piog exoxic”
[The decadence of an era]. Hippolytos faced unpredictable aggression,
not pathetic decadence. daiSpa might thus be seen as a revisiting of the
earlier poem using Ritsos’ mythology and poetics of the Junta period
and including reaction to that historical situation, especially its arbitrary
authoritarianism. But this reading, of course, has no pretensions to
exclusiveness.38

* ¥ ok

Ritsos came slowly and painfully to the full use of mythical subjects in
the poems of T8. The evidence is available in the poems published after
1957, culminating in the first explicitly structured as a myth, Opéorng,
begun in 1962. He had, of course, used myth much earlier. Veloudis
(1984: 51-8) has charted the development of this side of his work. At
one level it may reflect the construction of a specifically Greek
symbolism for the Left after the Second World War, in response to the
nationalism of the Right.39 At a personal level, it shows the reaction
of a Peloponnesian poet from a declining aristocratic family cursed by
tuberculosis and mental instability. It was natural to see his family
through the prism of another cursed Peloponnesian house, the Atreidai.
Geography fostered the influence of myth: in high-school years, he
lived on the islet of Krana# (Marathonisi) off Yithio, where Paris and

Bpaidpa is the least studied of these poems. The only general
interpretation is that of Kassos (1991: 41-5), who also notes parallels to H
ocovata, but makes the power of poetry the subject of both poems. In my
view he relies too much on the report of Dimitris Doukaris (1979: 3-6) that
Ritsos based H covdra on a visit Doukaris paid to the poetess Melissanthi.
Whatever its source, H govdta seems to put poeiry among the bourgeois
elements spurned by the young visitor, to whom it gives no poetic
dimension. Equally no poetry is imputed to either protagonist of @aibpa.

39 Achieved with great success, of course, in poems like Poutootvn
[Romiosyni] and H Kvpd twv AuxeAdwdv [Our Lady of the Vineyards].
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Helen took refuge on leaving Sparta.40 Mythic self-identification may
be seen in embryo as early as the poem E&fiynon in the collection
TMvpopideg (1930-5; Movjuarax A*, 102-5).

But the first use of the ancient world in T8 is quite different.
Xpovixé introduces us to the unlikely treasurer of the failed local
society “Pythagoras”, who carries responsibility to absurd lengths.
When the society folds, he disappears — not with the (non-existent)
funds, but with signed receipts for unpaid subscriptions not really owed.
Later he pays the debts, but nobody notices. Topological and
philosophical hints are dropped to link the treasurer to Pythagoras
himself. At the end, we find him happily reminding people of the debts,
and paying them in the currency of the stars. Thus the theme of
responsibility is developed in a way suggesting identification of the
treasurer with the poet.4!

The island where the poem is set is Samos, as already stated. The
connections of the conscientious treasurer with Pythagoras also seem
carefully made, for an educated reader. But in the stage directions, which
have a marked ironic flavour, both identifications are denied. This
playful technique, I suspect, conceals unease about the role of the
ancient element in the poem. It certainly leaves the reader puzzled, and
uncertain whether or not to follow Pythagorean lines of interpretation.

To vexpd oniti and Kdrw ar’ tov ioxio tov Sovvod may for many
purposes be taken together.4Z Both continue the theme and the
approach of H oovara. Both refer to the House of Atreus, and the
woman speaking both monologues can only be Elektra; but in neither
case is the identification explicit. In the former poem, the reader is faced
with more playful mystification in the stage directions. After a subtitle
“Paviactiki ki avbeviikiy wrtopio piog Ravdpyoing EAANVIKAG
owoyévewns” [Imaginary but authentic history of a most ancient Greek
family], the stage directions begin thus:

40Ritsou-Glezou, 1981: 56, 60-61; see also the autobiographical To
tepariddeg aprorobpmua [The monstrous masterpiece] (IfyveaBat, 390).

410n Xpovixd I have used the excellent study of Yatromanolakis, 1981.

42Ritsos made them a trilogy with H covdra, “anoteAody xotd xénoto
Tpémo éva eidog tprhoyiag” [they form, in some sense, a kind of trilogy]; see
Makrynikola, 1993: 57-8, A 43 and A 44, followed by Leivaditis
(Makrynikola, 1993: 497, A 300) and Prokopaki, 1964.
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Ar’ 6An ™ cpaptkux omdpevay povaxa Svo u&hpeg K’ npua
rpeﬂ\aenxe tbavxaotnxe R 0 onit 006 eixe peragepBei
Kdmov otV apyoio 8B, 1, paAlov, oo Ap'yog — ooyyole
™ pvboroyia, ™mv lO‘TOpl.(I KoL TV t&anapn Lo ™mes 10

nopehBov xa o nopov, Gyt 1o péAdov. Autd pdvov. Aprymepa
cwnwe [..]#

A reference to the mental illness and recovery of Ritsos’ sister Loula is
here neatly combined with a caricature of the poet’s purpose and method
in writing, which is made part of his sister’s delusion. Later mythical
poems do not use such apologies or explanations.

The poem has mentioned Elektra’s sister and brother; the latter as a
sailor — presumably Chrysothemis and Orestis. But there also appears
a younger brother with artistic tendencies. The problem arises in the
closing stage directions:

Ko 10 onitt — &yt tov Ayopépvova. Ki o p.ucpog adehpdg pue

TG mlku:exvmeg tqoeg; [otog; Ma dev vranpye devtepog

adehpic. 4

Attention is called to the second brother by denying his existence in the
myth. In fact, this clearly diverts reference from the house of Atreus to
that of Ritsos. The sailor reflects Ritsos’ brother Mimis, one of the
family’s tuberculosis victims, and the problematic little brother points
to Yannis himself. Once more the reader is denied an interpretation to
which the poem had pointed.

In Kdtw arx’ tov ioxio tov Bouvov we have the closest approach in
TS to undisguised history — for example, to destalinification:

"Evav aAdov
Tov Kndéwav p’ apdvTaoteg TuEG — oAdKANpo ddoog peciotereg
onpaoieg,
Sev épewve rhatelo N} nipko xOPiG 10 GyorApd tov. Ze Aiyo
xdumowo pocvio: Toug Kupievoe dAovg — pite xohoBopdyion —

43{Out of the whole family, there remained just two sisters. And one of
them went crazy. She imagined that their house had been transported
somewhere in ancient Thebes, or rather in Argos: she confused mythology,
history and her personal life, the past and the present, not the future. At
least not that. Later she recovered ...] T3, 93.

44{And the house — not Agamemnon’s. And the younger brother with
artistic tendencies? Who? But there was no younger brother.] T8,111.
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YeWovopovoav, tpéxav, povalav, onalov Toug avdpuivieg

wov
x’ eltav napakevo va BAéne toug avBpdmovg va toAepodv pe
T’ aydAparadS

Just before there is a long reference to the macabre exhumation and
rehabilitation in 1956 of the Hungarian leader Ladislas Rajk
(Prokopaki, 1981: 370, n. 22). Later mythical poems do not admit such
undigested history. In the context of the whole collection, all this gives
readers a sense of a method still developing towards maturity.

Both these early mythical poems examine the myth from long after
its normal point of reference, inaugurating one of the two patterns of
TJ, as we shall see. Both protagonist Elektra figures, like the Woman
in Black in H ocovdra, are elderly, self-critical virgins enclosed in
decaying mansions, with a strong sense of barrenness and imminent
death — as occurs at the end of Kdrw ar’ tov ioxio Tov fovvod —
pointing to a Marxist critique of Western civilisation. Both poems,
especially the first, also show a startling concentration on objects,
especially everyday household items: this is so strong as to persuade
one commentator to call Ritsos” work of 1956-60 a period of dialogue
with objects (Kouloufakos, 1975: 27).

The next two poems written, ®@doxtitng and Opéorng, were
composed together (1962-6): the latter was started first but the former
was first to be published. These are the first T3 poems dated by Ritsos
over a span of years, suggesting a struggle with his material. Both have
heroes with a real degree of choice about the future, unlike most T
protagonists, who are shown as powerless, often just before death. Both
poems stress a major theme of Td (and all Ritsos’ work): the need for
the individual to play an active role against personal inclination,
because of a wider duty or pressure. This one theme dominates both
poems to an unusual extent for this collection, suggesting immediate

45[ Another man they buried with unimaginable honours — a whole
forest of flags at half mast, there was no square or park without a statue of
him. But soon some frenzy overtook them all — I don’t really remember —
they made gestures, ran, shouted and smashed his statues, and it was strange
to see people fighting with statues.] T8, 146; for similar examples in this
poem see Veloudis, 1984: 68.
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contemporary relevance 46 One senses that the theme dictated the choice
of myths.

The myth of Philoktitis is best known from Sophoklis. The hero,
owner of Heraklis’ unerring bow, left for Troy with the other Greeks.
But on the way a snake-bite gave him an ugly wound, causing noisy
spasms of pain. His shipmates found him intolerable and marooned him
on Limnos, where he suffered alone for the ten years of the war,
surviving by hunting with Heraklis’ bow. Then a prophecy said that the
bow was needed to capture Troy, and Neoptolemos and Odysseas were
sent to Limnos to fetch it. After much negotiation, Philoktitis’
reluctance was overcome by Heraklis himself as deus ex machina, and
he took the conquering bow to Troy.

In my reading of @idoxriitng an absent poem plays a large role.
Since Metaxas, communists had been imprisoned on small Greek
islands — rarely alone, but frequently suffering. Ritsos’ own first
concentration camp was actually on Limnos at Kondopouli (1948-9),
before Makronisos. A poem almost writes itself. Philoktitis speaks the
monologue as a patron saint of exiled communists. There is scope for
ironic equation of the snake-bite with commitment to communism, and
identification of Heraklis’ bow with Ritsos’ poetry.

The actual poem is quite different. The stage directions again
playfully set the scene on an island, “perhaps Limnos”. The monologue
is spoken by a youth with “something of the features of Achilles, but
rather more spiritualised, as if he were his son, Neoptolemos™ — the
only case where the title of a TS poem is the name of a hero who is not
also the speaker. Philoktitis has not suffered on the island; in fact he
welcomed the snake-bite as a chance to withdraw from the fight for
philosophical reasons. Neoptolemos almost ignores Philoktitis, filling
his monologue with comments on his own past which the reader may
relate to Ritsos’ youth and twentieth-century Greek history. This is a
fascinating poem, on which I recommend the analyses of Bien (1980).
But I feel that, in the context of Téraptn Sidortaon, it marks a false

“Ilinsknya, 1975: 37-8; Bien, 1980: 100-5; Prevelakis, 1981: 352-
66. I do not know whether there are grounds for suggesting a link here with
Ritsos’ involvement in the elections of 1964.
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step. The myth is almost unrecognisable, but for the title and stage
directions.

The myth was probably too close to the poet’s reality. If
Philoktitis spoke the monologue, there would be little scope for Ritsos
to “dress himself” in a third person, as recommended above in the
introduction to Mayakovsky (1963), written during the composition of
dﬁzﬂ.omﬁmg.“ A conclusion was reached above that before the
publication of IMowjuata I'" in 1964, Ritsos redefined Tétaptn
dwtoraon to exclude the political and the direct. I sense in $rdoxrnTng
a desire to avoid an absent text which would have deserved both
epithets. Remember that the direct parable H eopti tov avBéwv was
transplanted in the same year out of Téraptn Sidoraon into another
collection.

In this context we may return to Ritsos’ letter to Prokopaki on the
mythical poems of T8. He is answering a lost letter in which
Prokopaki seems to have asked for a closer link in his poems between
myth and contemporaneity, as in Extrdgiog — a poem based on an
event of 1936, but with resonances reaching far back in Greek popular
culture. Ritsos puts words into her mouth to sum up the attraction of
Emurdgiog and demand a repetition:

[...] étoLmov 70 oqu»:oo yeyovoc_, va mmsivemt cuvelppikd K’
awcntkéd o’ évav ometpo xpévo \mopuco podwd, ecwTEPIKd
TPOG TOL KPLV Kou Tox PETEL. Box pov Rel, 6max to Aeg repinov:

KGVE KGTL TET010 Ko Tdpa: mAPE Eva ausoo ye'yovog 11
npdG@No K1 ATAGE To Tpog to pvbo g apyondmrog, ovti v’

anAdveig Tov apyaio pdbo wpog 1o mapdv [...] O AvEevriov
Sev xatdupepe va extoBel 1oAY mpv amt’ o Ypdvo Tov, oVTE Ve
TOVTIOTEL ECOTEPLKE (] 0TV aioBnon tov akpoath) u’ évav
MpounBéa n p’ évav Xpiotd, moap’ 6tL kAt Tovg Svo
“oroeundds” Toug avaupéper. 48

4TExtensive parallels between this text and @1doxrritng are listed by
Bien, 1980: 107-8, n. 12.

48[ . so that the immediate event should be extended by association
and aesthetically to an infinite time — historical, mythical, internal to
what precedes and what follows. You will say, as you have said, more or
less: “Do something like this now; take an immediate event or person and
extend it towards the ancient myth, instead of extending the ancient myth
towards the present ..."” Afxendiou did not succeed in extending himself far
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The direction of movement of the myth is crucial. So far as we
may judge, Ritsos believed that Prokopaki had asked him to choose an
Afxendiou and give him a mythical dimension. He makes her complain
that his present poems operate in the reverse direction, from antiquity
towards the present. This comment, by implication, Ritsos accepts.
One assumes that the primary text for the organisation of his poems is
the myth, while more contemporary discourses are secondary, at least in
structural terms. A reader looking for a clear modern message will thus
be condemned, almost inevitably, to receive a fractured and incoherent
impression. In this sense, the myth becomes a barrier to interpretation.
This is the developed pattern of Ritsos’ use of myth, which in 1964 he
was still to achieve.

Opéorng is closer to this pattern than @idoktitng. The scene is
firmly set outside Mykinai. Orestis has returned home with Pyladis to
kill his father’s murderers. He is only named in the title, but the
identification is unmistakable. The single playful element is that
Pyladis is not named directly, but called “affectionately silent and
devoted, like Pyladis”. Before entering Mykinai, Orestis listens to the
wails of his sister, Elektra, who is consumed with hatred for her
mother. He resents the domination of others, especially Elektra, over
his actions, and compares her unfavourably to his mother. He seems to
decide against the murder. There are intertextual references to ancient
tragedy: he refuses to cut his hair for the libation which in Sophoklis’
Elektra (901) leads to recognition between brother and sister, and is
carrying the urn, said to be of Orestis’ ashes, used in the tragedy (758-
760) to trick his mother. Here it is no trick: the urn, Orestis says,
really does contain his own ashes. The demythologisation of the poem
thus proceeds in terms of the tragic myth, and so does the conclusion:
for all his doubts, he proceeds to kill Klytaimnistra and Aigisthos, for
reasons of higher necessity which are left rather problematic.

The full development of the mythical pattern may be seen in
Ayauéuveov (1966-70), started a few months after Opéorng was
completed. The protagonist is Agamemnon returning from Troy, but

back before his time, or identifying internally (or in the consciousness of
the reader) with a Prometheus or a Christ, although he refers at a rudimentary
level to both.] Prokopaki, 1991: 53. Afxendiou is the Cypriot hero of the
poem Axogaipetioud, killed by British forces in 1956.

Fourth Dimension 85

demythologised. He feels weariness and distaste for his victory and tries
to stop the people’s cheers — a hero far from the Agamemnon of
Aischylos’ Oresteia. But Ritsos’ poem has intertextual links to that
play, involving the purple cloth on to which his wife entices him, the
incomprehensible Kassandra, and the bath in which he will die.® There
is imaginative reconstruction of life in the camp outside Troy. In this
case, it seems to me that the poet’s first inspiration was the myth, a
reading of Aischylos. The mythical hero was then reduced to human
terms: Ritsos tries to get inside the skin of a man who has won a
victory in a long war at great cost. The framework remains that of
Aischylos, though the demythologisation, as always, has a tendency
towards timelessness. Only when it is complete, I think, are
specifically modern and personal thoughts allowed into the poem. The
result is like a film which gives a satisfactory account of an ancient
subject, but with characters whose philosophical comments, acting
style, and even some props, are distinctly modern.

Ayapéuvaev is one of seven poems finished under the Junta and first
published in T8 (1972). It shares features which are more pronounced in
others of the group — particularly Iourivn and Xpvodeuic, the longest
poems in the book. In monologues often of heightened emotion
because spoken just before death, some of the protagonists exaggerate
the characteristic reflexiveness of Téraptm dutoraon to such an extent
that introspection itself becomes both the means and the subject of
communication with the reader. Prokopaki describes the difference from
previous poems in T§:

Ita peydAo moOujpate, ®ov eivat ypappéva M
oAokAnpouéva péoo o ductatopia [...] n dpdom urmoxwopel,
ot fpoeg Bpioxovtor | phodv petd ™ Spdon, yépor,
anootpatevpévor, svvifag ™ otiyuR Tov emxeiuevou

Bovditov T0UG. AV KOt GTNV e€atepuci oG apxt‘temovucn

avtd o rowpote poufouv pe ta nponyodpeva, mcnooo 6o
UTOPOVOE VL TaL xatmaﬁst xaveu; o€ e GAAn edon, and
™y TAEVPG TN ECWTEPIKTIG TOVG Kivnomg kon TG Bedpnong
tov mpoyudtev. Aroloyiopds Leng xar npafenc,
avTocVYKEVTIpWOY, avapétpnon pe to Odvato. Eivar

“9For a sound philological analysis of the differences, see Skiadas,
1981.
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rompata pWAENG [...] pe capéotepn dpumg t uetdbeon tov
kévipov Bapovg 6’ éva vraprEraxd eninedo.

She continues with an interesting anthology of passages connected with

memory.

These same poems also contain most of the dream-like effects with
sexual overtones explored by Aranitsis.5! Ismini’s fury with Antigoni,
for example, chiefly involves the latter’s dedication to protest and her
denial of life and her nature as a woman; but it also involves a scene of
clothes-swapping with Aimon, and obvious signs of sexual
competition with Antigoni, complicated when as an old woman she
chooses (apparently) to die in Antigoni’s clothes. Thus a tinge of
Freudian encoding is added to other perplexing features of the myth. The
reader is likely to form an impression of a poetry forced to ever more
basic levels of existential speculation, involving the exploration of deep
recesses of psychological memory, seen through the minds of mythical
characters close to death. The potential contradiction, noted in the case
of Ayauéuvav, between demythologisation of an ancient story and the
intrusion of twentieth-century thoughts is realised in many of these
poems. It leads to a kind of blockage which adds to the sense of
evasion, dissolution, and distress which is a major part of my reaction
to the poems of this period.

These techniques are used for the most pessimistic poems of T8,

50{In the long poems which were written or completed during the
dictatorship ... action is of less importance, the heroes live or speak after
action, in old age and retirement, usually at the moment of their impending
death. Even if in their external architecture these poems resemble their
predecessors, even so it would be possible to place them at another stage,
from the point of view of their internal dynamics and world-view. A review
of life and activity, a self-obsession, a confrontation with death. They are
poems of memory ... but with an obvious repositioning of the centre of
gravity to an existential level.] Prokopaki, 1981, 323. Cf Sangiglio, 1978:
63-72; Meraklis, 1981: 534-6.

511980: this study uses Ritsos’ poems, especially T8, to speculate on
the poet’s sexual preference, providing a reductio ad absurdum of the
obsession of criticism with the poet rather than the poetry (6A’ avtd dev
Bupilouv, pfireg, rpdypata xov ot opoPradevior eEopoioyodviat otov
wuyoveAvti tovg; [139] [Doesn’t all this remind one, perhaps, of things that
homosexuals confess to their analyst?]). Despite this, the passages it
collects are interesting and would repay examination at other levels.

Fourth Dimension 87

composed in the camps of Yiaros and Leros and during the awful years
of house-arrest on Samos.52 It is easy, as before, to link poetry with
historical circumstances: before 1967, Ritsos had been using myth in
didoxtitng and Opéotng largely to explore existentially the choice
between commitment and inaction. But in 1967 that choice became
irrelevant as political repression and sickness enveloped him as totally
and as painfully as twenty years before; the mythical method was now
deployed to provide a poetic dimension for political failure,53 grief and
imminent death. I will not discuss the poems of the Junta period further
here: their analysis is a project for the future.

Thus we may see stages in the development in Ritsos’ use of
myths in T3, mirrored by different demands made of its readers. After
the experiment of Xpovixd, he wrote To vexp6 onitiand Katw an’ tov
ioxto Tov Bovvod, developing the theme of H covdra in a way which
obscures and undermines his chosen mythical subject. Identification
with mythical characters is denied, autobiographical elements are
inserted and underlined, and undigested fragments of post-war history are
included. With ®hoxrittng and Opéomg the myth gains in importance
and expresses a particular moral and philosophical problem, though in
drAoxrtng the Limnian coincidence caused difficulty. Opéomg is the
first poem to respect the integrity of the myth and use it with some
subtlety. By the time of Ayauéuvev the myth is paramount, and
demythologisation occurs almost completely by intertextual reference to
it. Most of the poems started in 1965 or later are close to the
Ayapéuvev pattern, sometimes transposed to the old age of the
protagonists. It seems to me in general that their narrative frameworks
(convoluted, as always) are dictated by the relevant myths, while those
frameworks are filled by thoughts based more on personal and historical
factors. This is the situation implied by Ritsos’ answer to Prokopaki in
1972 (Prokopaki, 1990). Such disorientation becomes extreme in

521t cannot be irrelevant to analysis of these poems that the poet
believed in 1969 that he was dying of cancer, untreated because he could not
visit Athens. He was so sure of death that he destroyed unpublished work
which he did not wish to survive unimproved (Pierrat, 1978: 75-6;

Mn]u;ynikola, 1993: 15).
3The division of the Greek Communist Party (1968) will have
increased Ritsos’ despair.
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particular poems of the Junta period, for reasons I have tried to suggest.

In turning to demythologisation and anachronism we come to
issues of defamiliarisation leading back to the Russian formalists and
especially Brecht, whose influence on a Marxist writer of dramatic
poems is not unexpected. Brecht’s Epic Theatre often worked with
known stories or myths, because the existence of a familiar outline
made it easier to turn the story against itself, by undermining heroic
elements. In this way, the audience, who know the myth but are faced
by its demythologisation in the play, are unable to accept either of
these stages in their entirety as a transparent reflection of reality, and are
involved in the active construction of meaning from the disparate
elements available to them.34

Defamiliarisation is also relevant to T in other ways: it provides a
theoretical context for the appearance of huge numbers of objects in the
poems, especially in the phase of To vexpéd oniti and Kdtw an’ tov
ioxio Tov Bovvod, Kitchen utensils and other everyday household items
and commodities lose familiar anti-poetic associations and are given a
powerful aesthetic charge. Among other functions, they provide a link
from the mythical period to the present day, or at least to the mansions
in Monemvasia where the poet grew up. Many of the contents of those
houses may be verbally listed in Greek in a way which does not strike a
reader as seriously anachronistic at any period of Greek history
(Prokopaki, 1981: 316). The imagination — unless, perhaps, the reader
is an archaeologist — is free to work at either chronological level or
both. In another way, these objects enlist the sights, sounds, smells and
even the feel of contemporary Greece as a vivid background for poems
formally set deep in antiquity.

But this diachronic game is frequently interrupted by specific items
which are unacceptable to the reader at the earlier end of the scale: the
anachronisms, which also affect the reader by defamiliarisation. The
pattern of their use is analogous to that of myth. In the early mythical
poems they are very obtrusive. In Kdrw an’ tov ioxio Tov Bovvoy, for
example, it is a group of tourists on a coach who discover Elektra’s
decomposing body and bury it. At the beginning of Opéatnc also the

540n these elementary details of the history of Marxist literature and
criticism, see e.g. Eagleton, 1976.
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protagonists wait for the coaches to leave before approaching the Lion
Gate. Later, anachronisms become more subtle and all-pervasive. There
are frequent references to smoking. Ismini, attacking Antigoni’s
memory, says that she would have made a good Christian. By the time
of the last poem, when Phaidra watches Hippolytos stealing chocolate
from the refrigerator or walks down an 086¢ Axadnpiog in pre-classical
Athens, the anachronisms are felt not as a disturbance but as *“sudden
music”, to use Ritsos’ own aesthetically charged description of their
aesthetic function (Prokopaki, 1990: 52).

As an index of the lack of common ground for the analysis of
Ritsos’ work, more than one critic feels a need to defend the
anachronisms as intentional — rather than, presumably, careless
(Prevelakis, 1981: 418; Veloudis, 1984: 58). The best comment on
them is probably that of Prokopaki (1981: 315):

[...] teiver péoa and 10 “napdlevo” ko Tig andTONES
wopég va anodpapatonomicel to pvbo, va xevipicer tov
AVayV@OGT YL VO OVILHETORICEL KPLTIKE TV OAn
“apnynon”. K&t dndadn mov Bpioketor xovia ot
urpextikn texviki. O mowmtig @opd 10 mpocwneio ko
ovygpdvax pog 1o SetxverSS

Even in this comment one may see another example of the poet-centred
tendency of criticism on Ritsos. Most new readers will not immediately
find the poet in the poem. They will see a demythologised hero who at
times points to the fact that (s)he is wearing a mask. By this and other
techniques of defamiliarisation readers will be led to look for
contemporary reference in the poem and hence back to the poet.

* % X%

Autobiographical and historical material appears at every level of the
poems. In many ways the distinction is artificial, as when the poet
describes himself in tears as he incorporates his whole experience from
Makronisos into the monologue of the Cypriot martyr Afxendiou in
Armoyaipetioude (Prokopaki, 1990: 53). How are we to categorise the

55[... it tends through “strangeness” and sudden turns to remove the
element of drama from the myth, to prod the reader to approach the whole
“narrative” critically — that is, something like the technique of Brecht. The
poet puts on the mask and at the same time points it out to us.]
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details of primitive lighthouse technology given in the stage directions
for O gapogdAaxag, in view of the fact that Ritsos lived in Yithio
lighthouse in 1922-3 (Ritsou-Glezou, 1981: 60, cf. Mowuara A’
267)? But it is true that most of the twentieth-century references which
critics have found in the poems cluster in two areas: those based on
Ritsos’ own youthful experience, which are rarely explicit, and may
only be identified by searching his poetry for obsessions, and linking
them to available information about his life in Monemvasia (Veloudis,
1983: 86-95); and those referring to the broader experience of Greece
and the Left, which are little more explicit, but more generally
accessible to those with a knowledge of post-war Greece. One might
say that the former is part of the input of the poetry while the latter
belongs more to the output.

The former category is dominated by the image of the house. From
Ritsos’ sister’s narration of family history (Ritsou-Glezou, 1981), it is
clear that there are two houses to which reference is made. The first was
extremely large, the Xavt tng T'pafudg. On the upper floor there were
about fifteen rooms, and three balconies with magnificent views. On
the lower there were extensive storerooms containing a vast range of
objects and produce, perhaps the inspiration for the obsession with
objects mentioned above. There were also small rooms for country
people, mainly tenants of the Ritsos clan, when in town for festivals or
business.

While Ritsos was at primary school, the family moved to a smaller
mansion, stone-built and two-storied, with five rooms on each floor,
higher than the first on the rock of Monemvasia, with an even better
view. This house was connected with many painful memories. To
choose only two: when he was eleven, his mother and his elder brother
Mimis were both dying there of tuberculosis, with his twelve-year-old
sister Loula as housekeeper, disposing of the blood coughed up by each
patient without worrying the other (Ritsou-Glezou, 1981: 47-9).
Money was eventually found to send them to sanatoria, and the house
was closed up. At the age of seventeen, when first attacked himself by
tuberculosis, Ritsos returned to Monemvasia from Athens for a
healthier environment. He camped in an outbuilding of the house,
which was still closed. We see him through Loula’s eyes, uncertain of
his future but working with discipline to turn himself into a poet,
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writing an unpublished collection called To naAi6 pag oniti [Our old
house]. He would rarely enter the main house and then only in daylight
(Ritsou-Glezou, 1981: 89).

Both houses were filled with heavy Victorian furniture, including
many mirrors and a piano, of which the family was proud. His parents
too are very prominent in these youthful memories. He was close to his
mother, an educated woman of refined tastes, responsible for giving her
children a love of books. He seems to have remembered her as a kind of
angel. His father, on the other hand, was ruining the family by
gambling and womanising. It was a difficult decade, since the wars of
1912-22 removed much of the male population on military service and
made survival hard for landed proprietors like the Ritsos clan. The
family estates were rapidly and cheaply sold to pay for gambling debts
and treatment for Mimis in Switzerland.

In a sense, Ritsos continued to write To naAid pag onit for the
rest of his life. In most of his poems which involve memory or
expression of feeling, the vocabulary of images with their attendant
symbolism may be traced back to his youth. The poems of Téraptn
didotaon are particularly strongly influenced. The house itself,
decaying and enclosing, dominates H covdra tov ceAnvégarog, To
vexp6 oniti and Kdtw an’ tov ioxio tov fovvod. The piano, a source of
pride and music, was neutralised into silence at the death of his mother,
with whom he mainly connected it, like a black coffin. It plays a
significant role in H covdrea, and is an attractive anachronism in H
emotpoen g Iptyévewas. The mirrors of these poems seem to come
from the complex of memories connected with the house, though they
are used in ways common to most moderist poetry. Some pieces of
furniture appear in more than one poem. Equally critics have suggested
that the prominence given to Neoptolemos’ mother in his monologue
in @doxriyeng involves reminiscence of Ritsos” own mother (Veloudis,
1984: 57), and this is not the only poem in T8 where she plays a role.
This paragraph includes only a fraction of the identifications which
could be suggested.

We cannot restrict such autobiographical reference to the period of
Monemvasia. A good example of the intervention of a later period in a
T poem is seen in a persuasive proposal of Veloudis (1984: 56-7),
who identifies in the stage directions of H emiotpon g Iptyéverag a
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reflection of the return of Loula Ritsou in 1931 from her unsuccessful
marriage in the United States. The poet may have seen something
sacrificial in events leading to the marriage. There is a chilling parallel
between the barbarian idol which Iphigenia carried off from the land of
the Tavri, and the baby which Loula brought back from New York.

The difficulty of identifying such references raises familiar
theoretical problems. How can the reading of a poem be made dependent
on the reader’s knowledge of details outside it? Much of the force of the
above items is accessible to a sensitive reader with no knowledge of the
poet’s biography — for example, many meanings of the house in H
oovdra. More subtlety may be introduced to the interpretation of the
T3 poems by reading other poems of this and earlier collections,
especially work from the thirties, where the relevant experience is
fresher and its use more direct. For those who wish to go further, his
sister’s narrative may be recommended (Ritsou-Glezou, 1981). But in
Ritsos’ case, as always, readers are faced with a choice. Those who wish
to negotiate a meaning based on as much as possible of the emotional
and aesthetic charge of Tétaptn Sidoraon cannot avoid the family
history of its poet. But readings of other kinds are equally possible.

There is less to be said over the role of history in the poems. It has
been established above that Ritsos took a decision in 1964 to remove
from the collection poems like Azoyaipetiouds, with direct historical
inspiration. We have already seen how open (but incidental) references
to destalinification and its consequences appear in Kdtw an’ tov iokio
tov PBovvod. Other poems of the period before 1967 show less obvious
examples of the same tendency.’6 In general the ebb and flow of
philosophical discussion which makes up much of the poems’ surface
often touches on issues of vital contemporary historical importance, but
without markers to allow convincing identification of particular events
causing concern in individual passages.

* %k %k

56Readers may wish to follow up lists of page-numbers given by
Veloudis for references to historical events (1984: 153, nn. 75-9). At
another level there is an interesting but finally inconclusive attempt to link
the ten years of the Trojan War with various decades in Greek history or
Ritsos’ life (Veloudis, 1984: 67; Bien, 1980: 91-100).
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The phrase “tétaptn Sukotaon™ appears in the final stage directions for
H yépupa, a poem discarded from the collection in 1964:

M aicnon cav érav évag avewdikevtog Srofater yia v
t&ooocw.cwz ™mg ukqg xou evTidAng, yux mv dudonoon Tov
otdpov i yuo v tétopn Sudotoom [ J

This passage is a warning that the meaning of the title for Ritsos is
complex, not to be explained in a simple equation. Most proposed
definitions include the idea of time,58 so we will begin from there.

Many of the most memorable lines in the poems have to do with
time and forgetfulness, implying almost that memory has primacy over
that which is remembered, which is often utterly pointless:

.. noAég eikdveg, TaALovg xoupos, Tov ydoave ™ SOvoy
TOUG KOl TO Y POROL TOVG
Kot ALYO—ALYO YAOOVE TO VOMUG TOVG
Kt apydtepa Tov movo kat 1o Papog Toug
Kt apydrepo ™ vootodyio Tovg —
YrfpEov; Aev vienpEoav; Tdte; Mo, Motd;
Ko 1t va T xparioeig; Tt va ta xdvews;
T va tov kdverg o gpdvo; Na Swatmprioeig Tt
(Xewepwn Suxtryerar, TS 23)

Kanote, Bappd
TG T ivTo Sev Eyvay Topd Yot var vo BopnBad pio pépa
N mdtepo ioag o v’ avakaddye v abdvam potadmrd Tov,
(Ayouéuvev, TS 62)

Atyo-Alyo ta npdypota ydioov T oMpasio Tovg, adeidoo -

A wote
PARGG ELLOV TTOTE TOVS KOULGE GO 0L, — YOAOpOUEVEL, KoDPuL:
epeig v yepilope pe dyvpo N mitovpo, v ndpovy oxipe,

57[A sense just as when a non-expert is reading about the structure of
matter and anti-matter, about the splitting of the atom or the fourth
dimension ...} ITowjuara I'", 309. A similar impression is made by the
geometrical diagram printed on the cover, and Ritsos’ own drawing (done on
Leros) reducing human faces to cylindrical shapes, used as a frontispiece
from the first edition (Makrynikola, 1993: 86, A 98).

S8E.g. Prokopaki, 1964: 160-1; Meraklis, 1981: 522.
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VO TUKVAGOLV, VAL OTEPLOGOLY, va otalBodv, — ta Tpamélua, ot
KOPEKAES,
0 xpePPatio mov mive Tovg tAayalope, o Adywt ...
(H EAévn, T8 271)59

In other cases the pointlessness is particularly connected with
political events: changes of regime come and go without impacting on
the memory or making significant differences (Kcttw an’ tov ioxio tov
Bovvod, Td 146; XpvodBeuig, TS 165; H EAévn, TS 281).

The most obvious way in which these poems interact with time is
prominent in H covdta tov oeAnvopartog and common to all the other
poems. Those who speak the monologues are all more or less
dominated by memory, and the time-frames to which they refer are
constantly varying between different periods of recollection and the
present. Transitions between periods are often made via items
remembered or observed in the speaker’s immediate environment. Thus
at a surface narratological level, the poems of T show an unusual
degree of temporal complexity, which works against the normal
linearity of time.

But the situation is made still more interesting through the use of
myth. We have already examined the function of defamiliarised everyday
objects and anachronisms. They collapse the three millennia from the
Trojan War to the present day into a frame in which the reader is
compelled to slide rapidly backward and forward, and is thus prevented
from reading the poem either as a transparent myth or as a parable of
only contemporary reference. But this is only one of Ritsos’
experiments. Different temporal strategies are used to approach the

59... old pictures, old times, which lost their power and their colour,
and gradually lost their meaning, and later their pain and weight, and later
their nostalgia — Did they or did they not exist? When? Where? Why? And
why keep them? What are you to do with them? What are you to do with
time? To preserve what?

Sometimes I think that everything only happened for me to remember
it one day, or rather, perhaps, for me to discover its eternal pointlessness.

Gradually things lost their meaning, became empty; besides, did they
really ever have any meaning? They were shapeless and hollow. We filled
them with straw or chaff, for them to take shape, to become solid, steady, to
stand up, — tables, chairs, the beds on which we used to sleep, words ...]

605ee, e.g., Papageorgiou, 1981: 565-70.
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myth itself. Opéomeg, Prhoxtiitng, Ayauéuvov, Aiag and Paidpa are set
in the same time as the ancient tragedies with which they are connected.
HMepoepévn and H emotpogny g Igiyéverag hold an intermediate
position, where events are seen from some time later. To vexpo onit,
Kdtw an’ tov ioxio tov Povvod, Iourivn, XpvodBeuis and H EAévn
view the events of the myth from the old age of their protagonists,
adding senility to the factors confusing temporal connection and
recollection.

It is worth dwelling a little on the last group. The age of some of
the characters is extreme. The nurse in Kdtw an’ tov ioxio tov fovvod
is “more than 100 years old, perhaps 200", and the visitor in H EAévn
thinks of the protagonist as aged 100 or 200, comments which, as it
were, remythologise them within the demythologised poems. Aranitsis
(1980: 117) comments that several of the protagonists are speaking to
stay alive, like Scheherazade in the Arabian Nights: Elektra in Kdto
an’ tov {oxio tov Bouvvod, Chrysothemis and Eleni all die of old age
during the stage directions at the end of their respective monologues (as
do Ajax, Agamemnon and Phaidra by violence in the other group). One
result is to increase the tension and emphasis on death, especially, as
we have seen, in the poems of the Junta period. Another is to wrap up
the myths in layers of temporal reference so complex that the reader is
tempted to ignore time altogether and to approach the poems in a
different frame which may have some connection with Ritsos’ fourth
dimension.

More complexity over time arises from the fact that the poems are
dramatic monologues, and so the time-frame of performance is also
relevant. Most of the monologues are produced by compulsive talkers.
Most represent attempts by the speakers to escape from loneliness, and
cover a speaking time of at least half an hour. The elements of the
poetic discourse are simple, but they are made up into poems of some
complexity. They are full of proposals which are thrown into doubt or
negated, arguments which prove inadequate, challenging images and
repetition of phrase and idea. If spoken or read quickly, they lose
comprehension. Equally, in several cases, we may sense impatience,
boredom, even contempt on the part of the silent listener in the poem,
which may be confirmed in the closing stage directions. Thus to the
temporal elements already listed we must add further tension between
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the obsessive and contorted delivery of the speaker and the frequent
annoyance of the reader’s single fictional co-listener.

A last point in the use of time is mentioned by Yatromanolakis
(1981: 201) in relation to Xpovixd. He notes that the stage directions
imply that the poem lasts from midday to late at night one day, and
then the next day. This is not the time of performance, which would be
much shorter, nor the episodic time of the narrative, which must be
longer, since the Treasurer of the “Pythagoras™ association leaves
Samos and travels. It can only be the time in which Ritsos wrote the
poem — adding to the temporal traps for the careful reader.

A major result of the fracturing of time is the setting up of
oppositions: myth versus contemporaneity, idealised memory versus
grim reality, heroic ideals versus their demythologised results, and
many more. Through these oppositions, and in other ways, the reader is
led to feel that Ritsos’ poetry in the period of Tétaptn Swaoraon
operates at more levels and incorporates more facets of the issues he
discusses than had been the case in the past, making its points more
acceptable by the use of dialectic (Bien, 1980: 113-45).

We have examined the change which came over the poet’s work in
the crucial year of 1956. Schematically speaking: before, all was certain
and socialism led directly and automatically to a brighter future; after,
there was a new situation which could allow for the errors of a Stalin or
a Zachariadis and their official condemnation. Ritsos’ post-war poetry,
with its unshakeable political and social certainties and frequent direct
appeals to history could be described as propaganda by a hostile critic. It
would be easy to stigmatise it as two- or at best three-dimensional in
ideological terms. The new poetics of Téraptn didoraon obviously
may claim at least one more dimension than this. Even political poems
like Amoyaipetioudg have philosophical qualities uncommon before.
The revolutionary hero and his martyrdom are examined philosophically
and demythologised, as it were, just before his death, to explore the
pain and loss involved at every level in his glorious death. The poet’s
dialectic takes on the vital element of antithesis.

The narrative voice of the poems had often before been confident
and direct, implying first person address by the poet, perhaps in the
plural to represent the voice of the people. Now the second and third
persons take over, or the use of the first person becomes indirect, as a
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discrete speaker is introduced into the field of the narrative
(Kaklamanaki, 1975). Later, with the introduction of myth, that speaker
is formally removed to a distant past and raised to a different plane. The
best commentary on this whole change, used more than once in this
paper, is part of Ritsos’ own analysis of the poetry of Mayakovsky
(Mederiuarta, 9-33): he emphasises the directness of Mayakovsky’s
approach by comparing it to the indirect methods adopted by socialist
poets after the denunciation of Stalin and all that implied. It is plain
that the anonymous contemporary situation used as a term of
comparison has much in common with Ritsos’ own. In keeping with
these comments, Ritsos named his new work after 1956 with a
convenient metaphor, claiming that the dimensions of his writing had
increased to four.

* %k %k

At the most basic level of analysis we have a fairly uniform language
and style throughout the collection, and typological conventions to
convey its nuances to the reader. Ritsos is famous for his use of a
simple, oral level of Greek syntax combined with many abstract nouns,
forming a flexible style rising at times to an unexpectedly
philosophical level of discourse. This tendency reaches a climax in T
(Prokopaki, 1981: 316). Words take on new meanings through a
number of different tactics, including static association with others and
dynamic changes of register within the same phrase.51

As we have seen above, the “narrative” is not linear, but moves
around from period to period using connections often buried in the
psyche and experience of the speaker. The groups of lines between these
transitions make fairly short sections from a few lines up to about a
page in length, marked off typographically by blank lines. There is
variety at the beginning of these passages, some of which start with

61Alexandropoulos, 1975: 133-40 decribes, from the reader’s
viewpoint, problems in understanding the extra charge which Ritsos gives
to his lexicon. Similar issues motivated two attacks on Ritsos by Nikos
Phokas (1982: 66-87), which for all their prejudice and violence identify
(and satirise) interesting elements of his style, particularly combinations of
the real and the surreal in the same phrase.
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short lines printed in the right half of the page, which change the initial
rhythm of the section and have influence too on the balance of the
following lines. The sections are numerous, disparate, and often seem
to concentrate more on the needs of the moment than the interests of
coalescence into a unitary poem.

A few particular objects, animals, persons and events are described
at unusual length or appear more than once in a poem.62 Their
importance can be marked in this way more economically in TS than in
a more conventional narrative framework. In the poetics of T8 they
stand out prominently from the constant succession of vignettes not so
marked: they should usually be allowed to play a significant role in
interpretation.

Problems in the relation between one section and the next include
uncertainty whether a section has a literal or a figurative connection
with what precedes, whether a general comment is giving way to a
more particular statement — or vice versa — or whether the new
section is central to the development of the poem or a peripheral
episode, perhaps an illustration attached to a previous passage before the
main development continues. The status of such links is regularly left
unexplained in Ritsos’ text, in what is probably a deliberate
characteristic of his poetics.53

A frequent feature of Td is repetition from one line to the next or
over a group of lines, often leading to passages of two or more lines
beginning with the same word or syntactical pattern. The impression
given is of rhetorical structure designed to emphasise something in the
lines concemed, though it is sometimes unclear where the emphasis
lies. This practice also reinforces the metrical shape of the passage by

62E g. the bear in H covéta (Papageorgiou, 1981: 578-80) or the cow
in Opéomg (Bien, 1980: 147-56).

The constant variation suggests Brechtian defamiliarisation, as
mentioned more than once in this paper. “The play itself, far from forming
an organic unity which carries an audience hypnotically through from
beginning to end, is formally uneven, interrupted, discontinuous,
juxtaposing its scenes in ways which disrupt conventional expectations and
force the audience into critical speculation on the dialectical relations
between the episodes” (Eagleton, 1989: 65-6, on the Epic Theatre). Such
juxtaposing of opposites in Brechtian terms is often called montage.
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stressing the position of the ends of the lines. The line-ends seem to be
regulated with care: in some areas of the text the lines are
systematically end-stopped, while in others an open pattern is left, with
coincidence of sense-end and line-end avoided. The same may be said of
line length. There are some passages of predominantly long lines
(running over to a second typographical line), while elsewhere all lines
are substantially shorter than the width of the page. I have come to no
general conclusions about the effects of these variations, either at the
level of authorial intention or of readerly response.

Finally it must be pointed out that the disjointed links between
sections with different chronological status are mirrored on a smaller
scale within many lines. Syntax is often very fragmented, with some
lines containing more than one dash or question mark, showing a
discourse based on rapid thought under some pressure. The many short
questions, in particular, are usually rhetorical rather than specific to the
interlocutor, and can sometimes stop the reader and cause a diversion
from the main line of development of a scene. These tactics have
reminded critics of Cavafy.54 Another small-scale strategy is the listing
in a line of several words of similar meaning sharing the same
syntactical function, suggesting another rhetorical pattern. At first this
seems merely repetitive and promises easier understanding. But in some
cases, at least, interpretation is to be based on small gradations of
meaning in the list of words, and so the apparent ease of understanding
is illusory (Leivaditis, 1975: 245-6).

The effect of all this is a texture of narrative, style and language
made up of apparently simple elements, but as a whole often complex
and demanding on the reader. If one adds the existence of modernist
images, not as all-pervasive as in some previous Ritsos collections but
still fairly numerous, then it becomes difficult at a first reading to
respond creatively and immediately to all the problems set and the
stimuli given. Indeed the reader of Td becomes used to a level of

64Veloudis, 1984: 127-30. Cavafy too used myth, and later history, in
ways which show both similarities and differences to Ritsos. Close study of
Cavafy by Ritsos is proven by the writing and publication in 1963 of the
collection Twelve Poems for Cavafy (ITovjuata 6°, 179-86).
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incomprehension, or comprehension of one layer only, of a text which
is obviously multilayered, which is frustrating, granted the apparent
simplicity of the means of expression, and adds some creative tension
to the literary experience.

* %k X

Ritsos thus began publishing post-Stalinist literature in 1956, within
months of the denunciation of Stalin. By 1958 this new production was
named “Téraptn Avdotaon”. After beginning with several different
literary frameworks, he soon came to rely on monologues addressed to
an audience of one, with opening and closing stage directions, as in H
covdta tov ceAnvipwrog, the first and most famous example.
However, some early poems survive in TS from before the
establishment of this regular form. We have seen how the collection
Térapm Awdoraon became a book — by excluding other categories and
concentrating on the characteristic monologue. It uses an unusually
challenging form of Ritsos’ poetic discourse.

Up to 1967 the poems of Td may be said to address specific
subjects, like the social responsibility of art and the conflict between
the need for isolation and contemplation and the duty of participation.
Poems completed after 1967 are much harder to label in this way. Some
tension arises between their classical frameworks and the more
contemporary material which fills those frameworks, itself plumbing
deeper psychological levels than before and less easy to interpret. The
poems turn back on themselves.

A successful axis of research investigated the use of myth and
associated techniques like anachronism. Ritsos starts with myth at a
superficial level, playfully denying the fact in ways which seem to
betray unease and disturb the reception of his work through those
myths. Later, he uses myth more directly to work out the subjects of
his poems, and finally gives structural primacy to the mythical story
over his contemporary concerns, in ways which (together with other
factors) lead to the impasse of the Junta poems. There introspection
rules and communication of ideas to his readers seems blocked, so that
the reader’s thoughts will probably turn towards the emotional pressures
which led to the blockage — defensiveness, pain and despondency —
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which seem to have obvious roots in the contemporary historical
situation.

Finally, in 1970, Ritsos began to publish again and to emerge
from the gloom of the past three years. In 1972, he decided at last to
bring out TS. He had a variety of poems at his disposal, from the rather
positive pre-mythical poems of the late *50s through all the levels of
his engagement with myth up to the pessimistic texts he had just
completed. He chose To napdBupo and "Orav épyetan o Zévog to be the
first and the last in the book, presumably deciding to mark it with the
expansive spirit of 1958-9, which must have had some similarity to
the experience of 1972. Otherwise, he placed non-mythical before
mythical poems. In the mythical category, he began with the six poems
on the House of Atreus, thus disturbing the chronological order of
writing, and hiding (or at least not foregrounding) the historical
development of his poetics. The last act was the addition of Paidpa,
placed second to last so as not to disturb the positive conclusion, and
written, perhaps, to update the concerns of H covara to include the
historical circumstances and mythical framework of the later poems of
the collection.

Michael Jeffreys
University of Sydney
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ERRATUM

Modern Greek Studies (Australia and New Zealand) 1, 1993

In the process of editing the text of D.H. Close, “Schism in Greek
society under Axis occupation: an interpretation”, the word “anti-
Venizelist” was inadvertently extracted from several places; it needs to
be re-inserted in:

p- 2, line S; p. 3, para. 3, lines 9 and 18; p. 7, para. 3, lines 4 and
11; p. 19, para. 3, line 2.





