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Preface

graphical and bibliographical material to guide the interested reader to a greater understanding of the genre and its

creators. Although major poets and literary movements are covered in such Gale Literary Criticism series as Contem-
porary Literary Criticism (CLC), Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC), Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism
(NCLC), Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800 (LC), and Classical and Medieval Literature Criticism (CMLC), PC offers
more focused attention on poetry than is possible in the broader, survey-oriented entries on writers in these Gale series.
Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the generous excerpts and supplementary material provided by
PC supply them with the vital information needed to write a term paper on poetic technique, to examine a poet’s most
prominent themes, or to lead a poetry discussion group.

Poetry Criticism (PC) presents significant criticism of the world’s greatest poets and provides supplementary bio-

Scope of the Series

PC is designed to serve as an introduction to major poets of all eras and nationalities. Since these authors have inspired a
great deal of relevant critical material, PC is necessarily selective, and the editors have chosen the most important pub-
lished criticism to aid readers and students in their research. Each author entry presents a historical survey of the critical
response to that author’s work. The length of an entry is intended to reflect the amount of critical attention the author has
received from critics writing in English and from foreign critics in translation. Every attempt has been made to identify and
include the most significant essays on each author’s work. In order to provide these important critical pieces, the editors
sometimes reprint essays that have appeared elsewhere in Gale’s Literary Criticism Series. Such duplication, however,
never exceeds twenty percent of a PC volume.

Organization of the Book

Each PC entry consists of the following elements:

B The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical introduction. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by the title of the work and its date of publication.

®  The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author and the critical debates
surrounding his or her work.

B A Portrait of the Author is included when available.

B The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The first section comprises poetry collections and book-length poems. The second section
gives information on other major works by the author. For foreign authors, the editors have provided original
foreign-language publication information and have selected what are considered the best and most complete
English-language editions of their works.

B Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. All individual titles of poems and poetry collections by the author featured in the entry are
printed in boldface type. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given

vii



at the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it
appeared. Footnotes are reprinted at the end of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those
footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts are included.

®  Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.
B A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism.

®  An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Cumulative Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by the
Gale Group, including PC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index
also includes birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in PC by nationality, followed by the number of the PC volume
in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Title Index lists in alphabetical order all individual poems, book-length poems, and collection titles con-
tained in the PC series. Titles of poetry collections and separately published poems are printed in italics, while titles of in-
dividual poems are printed in roman type with quotation marks. Each title is followed by the author’s last name and corre-
sponding volume and page numbers where commentary on the work is located. English-language translations of original
foreign-language titles are cross-referenced to the foreign titles so that all references to discussion of a work are combined
in one listing.

Citing Poetry Criticism

When writing papers, students who quote directly from any volume in the Literary Criticism Series may use the following
general format to footnote reprinted criticism. The first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the second to
material reprinted from books.

Sylvia Kasey Marks, “A Brief Glance at George Eliot’s The Spanish Gypsy,” Victorian Poetry 20, no. 2 (Summer 1983),
184-90; reprinted in Poetry Criticism, vol. 20, ed. Ellen McGeagh (Detroit: The Gale Group), 128-31.

Linden Peach, “Man, Nature and Wordsworth: American Versions,” British Influence on the Birth of American Literature,
(Macmillan Press Ltd., 1982), 29-57; reprinted in Poetry Criticism, vol. 20, ed. Ellen McGeagh (Detroit: The Gale Group),
37-40.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Managing Editor:

Managing Editor, Literary Criticism Series
The Gale Group
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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Constantine Cavafy
1863-1933

(Full name Constantine Peter Cavafy. Also Konstantinos
Petrou Kavafis) Greek poet and essayist.

INTRODUCTION

Despite sparse publication of his poems and little critical
attention during his lifetime, Cavafy is considered among
the most significant modern Greek poets. Living most of
his life in Alexandria, Egypt, a setting which plays a
prominent role in his poems, Cavafy identified himself as
a Greek in language and culture. He published few poems
during his lifetime, preferring to distribute his verse—after
severe and constant revision—among his friends. Since his
death, Cavafy has garnered great critical attention and has
been praised for his unique use of language and skill at
merging historical subjects with modern sentiments to cre-
ate a universal statement. He is credited with establishing
many facets of modern European poetry and moving Greek
poetry in a new direction.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Cavafy was born in Alexandria, Egypt on April 17, 1863,
the son of Greek parents who had immigrated to Egypt in
the 1850s. His father ran an import-export company with
business dealings in Liverpool, England. After his father’s
death in 1870, Cavafy moved to Liverpool with his family
so that his older brothers could manage the business.
Cavafy spent the formative years between his ninth and
sixteenth year in England, where he was exposed to Brit-
ish literature and the English language. The family re-
turned to Alexandria and later moved to Greece, after the
family business was mismanaged. During his teen years,
Cavafy began to write poetry as a means of exploring his
Greek identity and homosexual feelings. In the 1880s
Cavafy returned to Alexandria, where he secured work as
a newspaper correspondent. He worked as a stock broker
on the Egyptian Stock Exchange before hiring on at the
Ministry of Public Works in 1892. He worked his way up
from special clerk in the Irrigation Service to assistant di-
rector during his thirty-year career there. During this pe-
riod, Cavafy established himself within Alexandria as an
impressive poet. He spent each evening writing and end-
lessly critiquing his poetry. Periodically, he would self-
publish a poem he deemed worthy as a pamphlet or broad-
sheet which he distributed among his friends. Cavafy
exhibited a great interest in Greek history, particularly the
Roman [395-1453 A.D.] and Byzantine periods [146 B.C.-
395 A.D.] in many of his poems, he focuses on historical

settings and characters. In addition, Cavafy grappled with
the conflict between his Christian faith and his homosexu-
ality. By 1902, Cavafy appears to have come to a resolu-
tion about his sexuality, increasingly writing erotic and
openly homosexual poems after this period. He died in
1933 of throat cancer, bemoaning from his deathbed the
lack of time to write more poems.

MAJOR WORKS

Cavafy left only a small number of poems, numbering less
than 200, many of which were not published during his
lifetime. Cavafy favored intense scrutiny of his poems and
long periods of revision before he would allow his poetry
to be read by others. He self-published 14 poems when he
was forty-one, reissuing them in revised form with an ad-
ditional seven poems six years later. His work can be clas-
sified chronologically and topically. Cavafy began his ca-
reer as a poet in 1891, the year he wrote the sonnet
“Builders.” However, he believed that his best work was
accomplished after 1911. Cavafy wrote the majority of his
poetry in Greek. Many of his poems feature historical set-
tings and characters, particularly those from the Greek di-
aspora in Alexandria and Antioch. Cavafy’s historical po-
ems bridge the circumstances of the past with the
sentiments and conditions of the present, merging ancient
and modern culture to create universal and timeless
themes. For instance, in the poem “Those Who Fought for
the Achaen League,” Cavafy links an ancient Greek mili-
tary loss with the fall of Asia Minor in the 1920s. Histori-
cal poems such as “Waiting for the Barbarians,” “The God
Forsakes Anthony,” “In the Month of Athyr,” “Alexan-
drian Kings,” and “Darius” are considered among his best
works. In addition to his historical poetry, for which he is
best known, Cavafy wrote many erotic poems, especially
towards the end of his life. In such poems as “Stairs,” “On
the Street,” and “At the Café Door,” the poet laments love
which cannot be expressed openly—a forbidden and cen-
sored relationship. Increasingly, Cavafy was openly sen-
sual in his treatment of physical love. His tone favors situ-
ational and linguistic irony, and his use of Greek combines
ancient formal language with vernacular phrases and slang
heard at the turn of the century on the streets of Alexan-
dria.

CRITICAL RECEPTION
Critics have almost universally praised Cavafy’s poetry

over the past century. In 1923, after spending time in Al-
exandria, where he was introduced to Cavafy, novelist
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E.M. Forster published an article describing the merits of
Cavafy’s work, his unique use of language and his unusual
philosophies. Forster’s essay introduced other modern
writers, such as T.S. Eliot, to Cavafy’s poetry. Critics
identify Cavafy as being one of the first modern poets, es-
tablishing new parameters at the same time (but in isola-
tion from) as many noted European modernists such as
William Butler Yeats and Eliot. In addition, scholars cite
Cavafy as a major influence on modern Greek poetry.
Scholars such as Petroula Kephala Ruehlen (1965) and
C.M. Bowra (1967) praise Cavafy’s individual mastery of
language which mixed the high Greek of scholarship and
ancient texts with the everyday slang of modern Alexan-
dria. Critics maintain that through his careful use of lan-
guage, often so subtle that it defies translation, Cavafy
perfected his tone and contributed to the impact of his po-
etry. In much scholarship, critics focus upon Cavafy’s use
of historical matter and his manipulation of time. Scholars
disagree over Cavafy’s method of interpreting time and
the nature of history: while some argue that Cavafy fa-
vored the use of history as myth, a symbolic language
through which to depict universal themes, others claim
that Cavafy’s philosophy of history was more complex.
For instance, Roderick Beaton (1983) believes that Cavafy
is able to transcend mere historical narrative to achieve
poetry by juxtaposing individual experiences with histori-
cal subjects. Although critics disagree about how Cavafy
achieves his startling emotional impact from verse written
in flat, prose-like language filled with distant historical de-
scriptions, they agree that his poetry transcends his situa-
tion as a provincial poet and establishes him as an impor-
tant voice in modern Western poetry.

PRINCIPAL WORKS

Poetry

Poiemata 1935

The Complete Poems of C. P. Cavafy 1948
Poems 1951

The Poems of C. P. Cavafy 1952

The Complete Poems of C. P. Cavafy 1961
Hapanta 1963

Fourteen Poems 1966

Poiemata, 1896-1933 1966

Autographa poiemata (1896-1910) 1968
The Complete Poems of C. P. Cavafy 1968; revised 1976
Collected Poems / C. P. Cavafy 1976

Before Time Could Change Them: The Complete Poems of
Constantine P. Cavafy 2001

CRITICISM

E. M. Forster (essay date 1923)

SOURCE: “The Poetry of C. P. Cavafy,” in Pharos and
Pharillon, Alfred A. Knopf, 1923, pp. 110-17.

[In the following excerpt, Forster—a noted British novelist
and friend of Cavafy—describes Cavafy’s stature and work
in modern Greek poetry.]

Modern Alexandria is scarcely a city of the soul. Founded
upon cotton with the concurrence of onions and eggs, ill
built, ill planned, ill drained—many hard things can be
said against it, and most are said by its inhabitants. Yet to
some of them, as they traverse the streets, a delightful ex-
perience can occur. They hear their own name proclaimed
in firm yet meditative accents—accents that seem not so
much to expect an answer as to pay homage to the fact of
individuality. They turn and see a Greek gentleman in a
straw hat, standing absolutely motionless at a slight angle
to the universe. His arms are extended, possibly. “Oh,
Cavafy . . . !” Yes, it is Mr. Cavafy, and he is going either
from his flat to the office, or from his office to the flat. If
the former, he vanishes when seen, with a slight gesture of
despair. If the latter, he may be prevailed upon to begin a
sentence—an immense complicated yet shapely sentence,
full of parentheses that never get mixed and of reserva-
tions that really do reserve; a sentence that moves with
logic to its foreseen end, yet to an end that is always more
vivid and thrilling than one foresaw. Sometimes the sen-
tence is finished in the street, sometimes the traffic mur-
ders it, sometimes it lasts into the flat. It deals with the
tricky behaviour of the Emperor Alexius Comnerus in
1096, or with olives, their possibilities and price, or with
the fortunes of friends, or George Eliot, or the dialects of
the interior of Asia Minor. It is delivered with equal ease
in Greek, English, or French. And despite its intellectual
richness and human outlook, despite the matured charity
of its judgments, one feels that it too stands at a slight
angle to the universe: it is the sentence of a poet,

A Greek who wishes to compose poetry has a special prob-
lem: between his written and spoken language yawns a
gulf. There is an artificial “literary” jargon beloved by
schoolmasters and journalists, which has tried to revive
the classical tradition, and which only succeeds in being
dull. And there is the speech of the people, varying from
place to place, and everywhere stuffed with non-Hellenic
constructions and words. Can this speech be used for po-
etry and for cultivated prose? The younger generation be-
lieves that it can. A society (Nea Zoe) was started in Alex-
andria to encourage it, and shocks the stodgy not only by
its writings but by its vocabulary—expressions are used
that one might actually hear in a shop. Similar movements
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are born and die all over the Levant, from Smyrna and
Cyprus to Jannina, all testifying to the zeal of a race who,
alone among the peoples of the Eastern Mediterranean, ap-
pear to possess the literary sense and to desire that words
should be alive. Cavafy is one of the heroes of this move-
ment, though not one of its extremists. Eclectic by nature,
he sees that a new theory might be as sterile as the old,
and that the final test must be the incommunicable one of
taste. His own poems are in Demotic, but in moderate De-
motic.

They are all short poems, and unrhymed, so that there is
some hope of conveying them in a verbal translation. They
reveal a beautiful and curious world. It comes into being
through the world of experience, but it is not experience,
for the poet is even more incapable than most people of
seeing straight:

Here let me stand. Let me too look at Nature a little,

the radiant blue of the morning sea,

the cloudless sky and the yellow beach;

all beautiful and flooded with light.

Here let me stand. And let me deceive myself into
thinking that I saw them—

(I really did see them one moment, when first I came)

—that I am not seeing, even here, my fancies,

my memories, my visions of voluptuousness.

It is the world within. And since the poet cannot hope to
escape from this world, he should at all costs arrange and
rule it sensibly. “My mind to me a kingdom is,” sang the
Elizabethan, and so is Cavafy’s but his is a real, not a con-
ventional kingdom in which there may be mutinies and
war. In “The City” he sketches the tragedy of one mis-
governed, and who hopes to leave the chaos behind him
and to “build another city, better than this.” Useless!

The city shall ever follow you.

In these same streets you shall wander,

and in the same purlieux you shall roam,

and in the same house you shall grow grey. . . .

There is no ship to take you to other lands, there is no
road.

You have so shuttered your life here, in this small cor-
ner,

that in all the world you have ruined it.

And in “Ithaca” he sketches another and a nobler trag-
edy—that of a man who seeks loftily, and finds at the end
that the goal has not been worth the effort. Such a man
should not lament. He has not failed really.

Ithaca gave you your fair voyage.
Without her you would not have ventured on the way,
but she has no more to give you.

And if you find Ithaca a poor place, she has not
mocked you

You have become so wise, so full of experience,

that you should understand by now what these Ithacas
mean.

The above extracts illustrate one of Cavafy’s moods—
intensely subjective; scenery, cities and legends all re-

emerge in terms of the mind. There is another mood in
which he stands apart from his subject-matter, and with
the detachment of an artist hammers it into shape. The his-
torian comes to the front now, and it is interesting to note
how different is his history from an Englishman’s. He
even looks back upon a different Greece. Athens and
Sparta, so drubbed into us at school, are to him two quar-
relsome little slave states, ephemeral beside the Hellenistic
kingdoms that followed them, just as these are ephemeral
beside the secular empire of Constantinople. He reacts
against the tyranny of Classicism—Pericles and Aspasia
and Themistocles and all those bores. Alexandria, his birth-
place, came into being just when Public School Greece de-
cayed; kings, emperors, patriarchs, have trodden the
ground between his office and his flat; his literary ances-
tor—if he has one—is Callimachus, and his poems bear
such titles as “The Displeasure of the Seleucid,” “In the
Month of Athyr,” “Manuel Comnenus,” and are pref-
aced by quotations from Philostratus or Lucian.

Two of these poems shall be quoted in full, to illustrate his
method. In the first he adopts the precise, almost mincing
style of a chronicle to build up his effect. It is called “Al-
exandrian Kings” and deals with an episode of the reign
of Cleopatra and Antony.

An Alexandrian crowd collected

to see the sons of Cleopatra,

Caesarion and his little brothers
Alexander and Ptolemy, who for the first
time were brought to the Gymnasium,
there to be crowned as kings

amidst a splendid display of troops.

Alexander they named king

of Armenia, of Media, and of the Parthians.
Ptolemy they named king

of Cilicia, of Syria, and Pheenicia.

Casarion stood a little in front,

clad in silk the colour of roses,

with a bunch of hyacinths at his breast.

His belt was a double line of sapphires and amethysts,
his sandals were bound with white ribbons
embroidered with rosy pearls.

Him they acclaimed more than the small ones.
Him they named “King of Kings!”

The Alexandrians knew perfectly well
that all this was words and empty pomp.

But the day was warm and exquisite,

the sky clear and blue,

the Gymnasium of Alexandria a triumph of art
the courtiers’ apparel magnificent,

Cesarion full of grace and beauty

(son of Cleopatra, blood of the Lagide!),

and the Alexandrians ran to see the show

and grew enthusiastic, and applauded

in Greek, in Egyptian, and some in Hebrew,
bewitched with the beautiful spectacle,

though they knew perfectly well how worthless,
what empty words, were these king-makings.

i
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Such a poem has, even in a translation, a “distinguished”
air. It is the work of an artist who is not interested in fac-
ile beauty. In the second example, though its subject-matter
is pathetic, Cavafy stands equally aloof. The poem is bro-
ken into half-lines; he is spelling out an epitaph on a young
man who died in the month of Athyr, the ancient Egyptian
November, and he would convey the obscurity, the poi-
gnancy, that sometimes arise together out of the past, en-
twined into a single ghost:

It is hard to read . . . on the ancient stone.

“Lord Jesus Christ” . . . I make out the word “Soul.”

“In the month of Athyr . . . Lucius fell asleep.”

His age is mentioned. . . . “He lived years . . ."—

The letters KZ show . . . that he fell asleep young.

In the damaged part I see the words . . . “Him . . .
Alexandrian.”

Then come three lines . . . much mutilated.

But I can read a few words . . . perhaps “our tears”

and “sorrows.”

And again: “Tears” . . .
mourning.”

I think Lucius . . . was much beloved.

In the month of Athyr . . . Lucius fell asleep. . . .

and: “for us his friends

Such a writer can never be popular. He flies both too
slowly and too high. Whether subjective or objective, he is
equally remote from the bustle of the moment, he will
never compose either a Royalist or a Venizelist Hymn. He
has the strength (and of course the limitations) of the re-
cluse, who, though not afraid of the world, always stands
at a slight angle to it, and, in conversation, he has some-
times devoted a sentence to this subject. Which is better—
the world or seclusion? Cavafy, who has tried both, can’t
say. But so much is certain—either life entails courage, or
it ceases to be life.

Petroula Kephala Ruehlen (essay date 1965)

SOURCE: “Constantine Cavafy: A European Poet,” in
Nine Essays in Modern Literature, edited by Donald E.
Stanford, Louisiana State University Press, 1965, pp. 36-
62.

[In the following essay, Ruehlen posits that Cavafy was a
European poet because of his firm grounding in Western
culture and his continued relevance to European readers.]

On the twenty-ninth of April 1933, Constantine Cavafy
died on his seventieth birthday. A few days before, he had
Jjotted down for a friend to read—cancer of the throat had
deprived the poet of the ability to speak—*“And I had
twenty-five more poems to write!”

In 1963 Greece, the world, celebrated the centennial of
Cavafy’s birth and the thirtieth anniversary of his death. A
tasteful new edition of his poems, by G. P. Savidis, has
marked the occasion.! This new edition follows (for the
first time) the scheme set out by the poet himself for an
arrangement of his poems in a thematic rather than in a

chronological order.? Apart from this fine tribute, the most
exciting landmark of the Cavafy Year was the release—by
the poet’s heir—of the rich collection of Cavafy papers,
which up to now had been closed to the public. The col-
lection, containing approximately five thousand papers—
personal and family papers, essays, notes, as well as un-
published poems—was entrusted to Mr. Savidis for
eventual editing and publication.

1 had the good fortune to be in Athens during the summer
of 1963, where Mr. Savidis very kindly allowed me to
look at the Cavafy material. I suppose every lover of lit-
erature who has ever had the chance to find himself among
long-hidden and unexplored papers of his favorite author
has experienced the awe I felt that summer afternoon when
for the first time I was able to touch and examine the yel-
lowish pictures and manuscripts of Cavafy. There they
were, neatly filed—first the family pictures, where one
could only guess which of the grave-looking boys was
Constantine; then the pictures of the young man, dressed
and combed with extreme care, with the features of an un-
mistakable personality and a deep somewhat troubled look
in his dark eyes; and the more recent pictures of the poet’s
maturity, most startling pictures of an intellectual who had
been through agony of body and spirit and who had not
come out unscathed. Then there were the pictures of the
house on Rue Lepsius, half-lit rooms with oriental furnish-
ings, heavy draperies, low sofas, carved furniture, tables
inlaid with mother-of-pearl, elaborately wrought brass
chandeliers, huge mirrors in heavy gilt frames, old-
fashioned china lamps. And suddenly I could see the fig-
ure of the tragically isolated old man walking once more
in those empty rooms where he had lived alone for so
many years, working over those exquisite verses of utter
lucidity, which have the power to evoke a world.

Half past twelve. Time has passed quickly

since nine o’clock when I lit the lamp,

and sat down here. I have been sitting without read-
ing,

and without talking. With whom could I talk

all alone in this house.?

It was here, in Alexandria—the old capital of the Ptole-
mies, the crossing-path of East and West, the melting-pot
of races, cultures, and religious—that the scholar spent his
nights studying ancient documents until the past was
present and alive and those troubled, confused, tragic fig-
ures of history were caught once again in the whirlwind of
our passions and came back to repeat the pathos of their
lives among us.

Ah, here, you came with your undefinable
fascination. In history few

lines only are found about you,

and so more freely I molded you in my mind.
I molded you handsome and emotional.

My art gives to your face

a dreamlike attractive beauty.

And so fully did I vision you,

that late last night, as my lamp

was going out—I deliberately let it go out—
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I thought you came into my room,

you seemed to stand before me as you must have been

in conquered Alexandria,

pale and weary, ideal in your grief,

still hoping they would take pity on you

the foul ones—who were whispering, “Too many Cae-
sars.”

There is magic in those lines in Greek, and only he who
has attempted to translate poetry—that part of the meaning
which lies in the suggestive quality that words have ac-
quired through the centuries—will understand the frustra-
tion that is involved in the task.

To an international audience Cavafy is accessible only
through translation, because he had the disadvantage to be
writing in a language which, of however, glorious a past,
is little known today outside Greece. This is especially un-
fortunate because one of the most important features of
Cavafy’s originality lies in his unique use of words and in
effects achieved through elements intrinsic to the Greek
language. A great many of Cavafy’s stylistic innovations
are due to the fact that he was writing at a period when
Greece was creating a new language out of a confused and
divided past. In English there is nothing comparable to the
conflict between purist and demotic Greek. Purist Greek at
the time Cavafy began to write was the official language
of the state; yet it was mostly a written language, which
had lost contact with the mass of the people and the life of
the nation and consequently had become artificial and
dead. However, it was a language with a vast tradition;
through ages of theological controversies it had developed
if not a power for lyrical expression of feeling—except
perhaps in church hymns—yet a remarkable synthetic
power, subtlety, precision, concreteness, density of expres-
sion, and a certain austere beauty. Demotic Greek, on the
other hand, was the language of the people, mostly a spo-
ken language, with practically no pretentions of erudition
or sophistication, yet with a rare freshness and inventive-
ness which had already found expression in folk literature
in the mainland of Greece during the long years of Turkish
occupation, and which had proved its potentialities by
achieving excellence in more sophisticated treatment in
some of the Greek islands which were free of Turkish rule
and able to follow the European literary trends of the time.

In the second half of the nineteenth century and in the be-
ginnings of the twentieth, the poets of the newly freed
Greece were ambitious to establish demotic Greek as the
language of literature, the only language fit to express the
spirit of the new nation. The poetic movements of the time
were discovering and exploiting popular and folk materi-
als, especially folk songs, and they were exhibiting a domi-
nant lyrical tone. Although he adopted the cause of de-
motic Greek, Cavafy’s loyalties in language were divided.
As a son of a well-to-do family of merchants related to the
tradition-minded Phanariot circles on his mother’s side, he
was brought up and educated in the formal purist tradition.
Moreover, since early youth he was an avid scholar show-
ing great interest and erudition in Greek history and lan-
guage. His early poems, which he later abandoned and

which are not usually included in the collections of his
verse, are written in the stiff, formal, purist Greek of the
“Romantic” tradition in vogue at that time in Greece. How-
ever, in Alexandria he became involved with a group of
young demoticists and came to be an enthusiastic sup-
porter of the demotic movements of his time in poetry. He
embraced the movement, but not its narrow-minded fanati-
cism. Cavafy, by temperament and upbringing, was a tra-
ditionalist. Although capable of expressing strong lyrical
sentiment, as seen in some of his most evocative erotic
poems, Cavafy was the heir of the long-forgotten art of
austere economy and perfect balance of the ancient Greek
epigrammatists and of the precision and meticulousness of
the Byzantine theologians and scholars. However, these
were qualities which could not be abstracted from the lan-
guage in which they had been achieved; Cavafy was ma-
ture enough not to reject the past but to try to preserve it,
build upon it, and make it a part of the present life of the
nation. Four hundred years had created a dividing gap in
the Greek sensibility and letters—I do not mean a loss of
national feeling or of a sense of identity—and Cavafy
knew that unless Greece bridged it, the literature, the his-
tory, and the great civilization of its ancestors would be-
come those of a foreign people. “I am not a Greek, I am
Hellenic,” he used to say, trying to encompass the totality
of the physical and intellectual expansion of the race
through the ages.

Cavaty knew, of course, that language changes and that
the conditions of our life change too. He had no illusions
about restoring ancient Greek or something close to it, as
some of the most fanatical purists seemed to have. But he
knew also that a nation which denounces its past has no
hope for the future. Taking his cue perhaps from the idiom
spoken in Alexandria, which was something of a mixture
of purist and demotic elements, Cavafy developed his own
personal style—a perfect amalgamation of the life and
emotive power inherent in demotic Greek and of the dig-
nity, density, and suggestive and illusory possibilities of
purist Greek. His language is full of turns of expression
and words borrowed from the entire Greek linguistic tradi-
tion since classical times. And so perfectly could he inte-
grate his diverse material that in poems like “In the
Month of Athyr,” or in “Come, O King of the Lacedae-
monians,” he achieves the perfect tour de force by inte-
grating whole ancient Greek passages in the modern Greek
context while being not only perfectly clear and intelli-
gible, but absolutely natural too. He did not employ or try
to bring back to use archaic expressions long forgotten or
belonging to the province of the literary historian or the
linguist. Although comparable to Joyce’s and other mod-
ern writers” attempts to break down the linguistic frontiers,
Cavafy’s experiment—although equally bold—was, 1 be-
lieve, more successful, for every archaic or unusual word
in his poems is within the modern Greek linguistic con-

sciousness and is perfectly clear to the average educated
Greek.

It took a vast knowledge of the language and an unusual
sensitivity and power over words to perform the task; for,
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as I said, Cavafy’s language is not demotic Greek sprinkled
with purist or archaic expressions, or vice versa, but an
ideal fusion. “T have tried to blend the spoken with the
written language,” he wrote to his friend Pericles Anasta-
siades; “T have called to my help in the process of mixture
all my experience plus as much artistic insight as I possess
in the matter—trembling, so to speak, over every word.
. . .7 The result was a style of deliberately prosaic quality,
simple, concentrated, almost dry, economical, unadorned,
divested of every element which would cause it to deviate
from the strictest austerity—at its best, inevitable. Cavafy’s
poetry is highly intellectual; yet it is deeply suggestive and
characterized by strong emotive power. “A more elaborate
style and a less controlled imagination would have de-
stroyed Cavafy’s subtle and special charm,” remarks C.
M. Bowra®

Since they can hardly be rendered in translation, these fea-
wures are necessarily restricted to the appreciation of the
people of the poet’s own race and language. What is it
then that survives translation in Cavafy? Eliot said that
great poets are more translatable than minor writers be-
cause, although just as much of the original significance is
lost as is lost when we translate lesser poets, “there is also
more saved—for more was there.”® Obviously much is
saved in Cavafy’s case. His poetry does not appeal to the
wider public; except for a few lyrical pieces, it is a diffi-
cult kind of poetry, demanding a certain degree of erudi-
tion, sophistication, and ability for abstract thought if it is
to be fully appreciated. Yet Cavafy’s reputation abroad has
been steadily growing. His complete poems have been
translated into French and twice into English, not to men-
tion several translations of individual poems in various
languages. There is something in Cavafy, apparently, which
is capable of transcending national limits. Auden, who
doesn’t know one word of modern Greek, defines this ele-
ment as Cavafy’s unique tone of voice. He has read trans-
lations of Cavafy made by different hands, he says, but ev-
ery one of them was immediately recognized as a poem by
Cavafy. Nobody else could have written it; it revealed a
person with a unique perspective on the world.

Discussing Great Europeans, Eliot said that in figures like
Dante, Shakespeare, and Goethe, the quality which sur-
vives translation and which “is capable of arousing a di-
rect response as of man to man, in readers of any place
and any time,” is wisdom.” I am not going to plead
Cavafy’s greatness or wisdom here, for both have to be
tested by time. The point I want to make is that for a poet
to appeal to a wider audience than that of his place and
time, and for that appeal to be not the transient one of a
passing fashion but a deeper and more permanent relation-
ship between himself and his readers, he should share in
some degree in the qualities which make a poet transcend
the limits of his country and become, if not a Great Euro-
pean—at least a European poet. He should have, if not the
wisdom of the great sages—for those are few—the relative
wisdom of the serious artist who has something significant
to tell to his fellow men. In this respect I believe that
Cavafy is not only a Greek poet but a European poet too,

for even in translation his poetry remains highly relevant
and significant to the European reader, arousing that “di-
rect response as of man to man” that Eliot was talking
about.

By “Eutopean” audience I do not mean an audience strictly
confined within the limits of Europe, but one which emo-
tionally and culturally is within the European, or Western,
tradition. A part of this essay will be devoted to the exami-
nation of the qualities which are essential for a poet to be
called European, and the way these criteria can be applied
to Cavafy. Eliot, in his discussion of what is a classic,
what is a universal classic, and what is a Great European,
has given us a set of values by which the greatness of a
poet can be established. The criteria in this discussion will
in part be an adaptation and combination of Eliot’s values
as they apply to Cavafy as a European poet.

My first criterion is a quality which can best be termed as
maturity. As Eliot has said, maturity cannot be defined. We
cannot make its meaning apprehensible to the immature; if
we are mature we will recognize maturity when we en-
counter it, either in a civilization, or in a literature, or in a
personality. However, in order to make my point clear, I
shall distinguish four qualities which a poet should exhibit
in order to be recognized as properly mature; or rather,
since these qualities do not exist independently from each
other, I shall cali them four aspects under which maturity
is revealed in poetry. These aspects are a sense of history,
maturity of mind, maturity of manners, and maturity of
language.

There is no doubt that one of Cavafy’s most important
features is his use of history. “I am a historical poet,”
Cavafy used to say. By that he did not mean his erudition
in classical, Hellenistic, and Byzantine history; he did not
mean that he used those eras as settings for many of his
poems either; nor did he mean that a great many of the
characters in his poems are personalities we read about in
history books. What he meant was that he felt in himself
that particular consciousness which makes us aware that
we are not living in an isolated present in a vacuum of
time; that the past is not the special domain only of muse-
ums, historiographers, or antiquarians; and that our present
experience would be a succession of meaningless facts un-
less seen in relation to paralle] human experiences in the
past.

It is the European poet especially who cannot turn his
back upon the past and hope to bring order in the present
experience or find a meaning in it. It is not only because
European history has been too long and too complex, or
because too many countries and civilizations rose and fell,
that we cannot ignore the destiny they have traced for us;
other civilizations besides the European have had a long
and bloody history. But it is that the experience of all
these ages of our history has been made meaningful to us
through a body of historical knowledge and literature
which we cannot afford to pass over. The fact that Mark
Antony and Cleopatra have existed, loved, lost a kingdom
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of half the world, and died for that love; and the fact that
Shakespeare has created through them his immortal sym-
bols of great romantic love in the name of which a man
has been able to say,—“Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the
wide arch / Of the ranged empire fall! Here is my space”—
have forever changed our concept of love. No man will
sacrifice the world for the love of a woman again, no poet
will immortalize the sacrifice or bewail the death of the
capacity for it, but the line or the work of art will bear a
relation to the myth of Antony and Cleopatra. At the
present time, when modern man is confused and lost in a
chaotic universe because he feels that his life and his ex-
perience are so radically different from those of his forefa-
thers that the wisdom he has gained through the ages can-
not help him to find order and meaning and catharsis in
his existence—at the present time it is incumbent on the
artist to rejoin the broken threads of human experience
and assert once again the common destiny of man.

Home is where one starts from. As we grow older

The world becomes stranger, the pattern more compli-
cated

Of dead and living. Not the intense moment

Isolated, with no before and after,

But a lifetime burning in every moment

And not a lifetime of one man only

But of old stones that cannot be deciphered®

said Eliot, who in so many ways has stressed the impor-
tance of the historical consciousness in modern literature.

In that still very significant article of his on Joyce in 1923,
Eliot made the statement, “In using the myth, in manipu-
lating a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and
antiquity Mr. Joyce is pursuing a method which others
must pursue after him. . . . It is simply a way of control-
ling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to
the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is
contemporary history. It is a method already adumbrated
by Mr. Yeats, and of which I believe Mr. Yeats to have
been the first contemporary to be conscious.” At the time
Eliot was writing those words I do not believe he knew of
the existence of Cavafy. As far as I know, the first time
Eliot came across Cavafy’s poetry was through E. M. For-
ster about 1928, which resulted in Eliot’s publishing two
of Cavafy’s poems in the Criterion. 1 do not know whether
Eliot would have modified that statement about Yeats had
he had a chance to be earlier or more intimately acquainted
with Cavafy’s poetry; Eliot’s and Cavafy’s personalities
were too different for a liking at first glance, and we must
not forget that it took Eliot many years to find an interest
in Yeats. But my point is that it was not Yeats only who
was the first contemporary to feel the need for the mythi-
cal method. Although probably at that time not aware of
each other’s existence, Yeats and Cavafy started develop-
ing the mythic method almost simultaneously—Cavafy
some years earlier, as a matter of fact. The two poets were
almost exactly contemporaries—Yeats being two years
younger and dying six years later than Cavafy. Both be-
longed to small but proud countries engaged at the time in
strong nationalistic movements, a fact which might partly

account for both poets’ strong sense of the past. Both had
an aristocratic attitude towards life and their art, being per-
haps the last patrician poets of our times. Both started
publishing poetry in the late eighties—in neither case con-
sidered their most representative work. Both were poets of
middle age, achieving their major work in their fifties and
later. It was only when they saw experience in retrospect
that its manifold significance was revealed to them; it was
only in later maturity that they both attained the imperson-
ality that Eliot sought in art—the impersonality of the poet
“Who, out of intense and personal experience, is able to
express a general truth; retaining all the particularity of his
experience, to make of it a general symbol.”" And it was
at the time of their full maturity that they started using the
historical past in its cyclic recurrence or in its timeless
presence as their major theme and method of symbolism.
The fact that two poets of distant and different backgrounds
have followed parallel courses of artistic development
points perhaps to the most significant fact that the devel-
opment of the mythic method was not generated by happy
coincidence but by something deeper in the need of the
times.

Even in poems written around 1904-1906, like “Expect-
ing the Barbarians,” “Trojans,” or “King Demetrius,”
Cavafy has shown a conscious and mature use of history.
By 1911 he had reached an advanced enough stage of de-
velopment to produce a poem like “The God Forsakes
Antony,” which apart from its being a very good poem in
itself, is the poem where Cavafy’s myth of Alexandria
found its first distinct formulation.

When suddenly at the midnight hour is heard

an invisible company passing

with exquisite music, with voices—

your fortune that is now yielding, your works

that have failed, the plans of your life

that have all turned out to be illusions, do not mourn
uselessly.

As one prepared long since, as one courageous,

say farewell to her, to Alexandria who is leaving.

Above all do not deceive yourself, do not say that it
was

a dream, that your hearing has been mistaken;

do not stoop to such vain hopes.

As one prepared long since, as one courageous,

as it befits you who have been worthy of such a city,

firmly approach the window,

and listen with emotion, but not

with the coward’s entreaties and complaints,

as a last enjoyment listen to the sounds,

to the exquisite instruments of the mystic company,

and say farewell to her, to Alexandria you are leav-
ing."

The characterization is mature. The poem is an address to
Antony, yet the speaker’s voice is not overbearing. Al-
though he utters no word, Antony emerges from the poem
a distinct personality, three-dimensional, effortlessly carry-
ing on his shoulders the tremendous burden of Plutarch
and Shakespeare—not refuting them, not ignoring them,
not even trying to supersede them, but silently acknowl-



