On Greek Literature
by Dr. Nicholas Papandreou

The first Greek book I remember reading when I moved to Greece was by
Penelope Delta - wonderful name that - about a kid only slightly older than me
serving as a go-between on the country's Northern borders during the Balkan
Wars. Then my godfather gave me a book by Menelaos Loudemis called Eva
Mowi MeTpder T’ Actpa, "A Boy Counts the Stars," about a poor child trying to
learn to read. This is how it starts.
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The wind was blowing like a gypsy. You'd think it was trying to
start some huge fire to warm the world. Because the world was
cold this fall. Cold as sin. The houses were cold. They'd been
squeezed into the mountain's apron a long time ago, and now they
were sorry. But it was too late. Now they'd become a city. And it
isn't easy for a city to get up and leave, is it?

But then came the Greek dictatorship. Unlike the cold city in Loudemi's book, we
could leave. We did, and went to Canada. There my apprenticeship in modern
Greek books almost came to an abrupt end. The only smidgen of Greek literature
which did get through to me came in the guise of the politicized music of the
period. This music drew on poets like Odysseas Elytis. Poems like The Axion
Esti thrust Greece into our revolutionary-minded sunken living room.
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QVELOOOPTO, PHLLOTO.

... OQOVYYAPIO, UEOOVOEG. ..

POAI0, KDOWVIA...

OTAPTO KOl MTEPOPILAL...

Exei dagpveg kou fayio

Bouroto xoa Lifavioua
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Greek the language they gave me;

poor the house on Homer's shores,

My only care my language on Homer's shores
There bream and perch

wind beaten verbs,

sponges, jellyfish...

pomegranates, quinces

broom and ginger root

...-laurel and palm leaves

censer and incense blessing the swords and muskets...
... the smell of roasting lamb...

I didn't return to Greece when the dictatorship fell in 74 but instead took up the
study of economics at a North American university. Then, one day a Greek-
American professor teaching there gave me his book on the poet Yannis Ritsos.
Here was a completely different Greece, dry, austere, tragically humorous, full of
manly dignity, a Greece inhabited by the aged, the crippled, the one-armed and
the one-eyed.

Avoikodounon (Pitcog)
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O pikpoc Kovotavtig, o mo ugyalomédopog, yopeye mpmrtog.

From the poem Reconstruction

Then we lit the great fires; we set the old man on the rock;
we took off our boots, and sitting like this on the ground,
two by two we measured our feet, soles against soles.
Young Konstandis, who had the largest feet, danced first.

Ritsos notices everything: baskets full of radishes, a bucket of fish sitting
on a doorstep, a child alone in the elevator with a stolen pencil, a plumber in his
blue overalls lighting up a cigarette, the bicycle that leans against the wall, a
wheelchair tied with rope to a lamp post. These were images of Greece that I
immediately recognized. Ritsos unlocked a Greece that had lain dormant in my
mind for years.

Living abroad, reading the poets, I tried to reconstruct the country from a
distance. Not an easy task. The study of economics grew less and less compelling
and the world of the imagination started to take over. I began to see my own
Greece, highly political, full of crowds and I started to compose verbal snapshots.
Some of them found their proper place in my first novel, others were quietly
buried in the wastebasket.



Imagination won the day. At the age of thirty-five I quit my job in
Washington to study the art of writing in Vermont and after that I returned to
Greece -- to write. But I didn't set up shop on one of those heavenly Aegean
islands or stark mountain tops like a turn-of-the-century Boheme. Instead I took
up residence in a small home in a quiet Athenian suburb. Lots of books, a large
desk, and nooo telephone. By the time I got one installed, two years had passed.

Here, surrounded by three skinny pine trees and a short and stumpy olive
tree, with the loud call of the paliatzis selling second-hand goods from a small
truck early each morning, I tried to catch up on the literature of my missing Greek
childhood. But I was too old. I couldn't read them. Besides, my Greek was so
much slower than my English that I grew impatient.

One fine day I picked out a worn paperback sitting at the bottom of a
cardboard box and read the opening page:

Moaledw to. abvepyd pov: opaon, axon, yeyn, 0cEPNan, o, HOAAO,
Ppooiace ma, teleder 1o ueporduaTo, yopilw ooy TOV TVPLOTOVTIKG.
oniti pov, 1o ywua. Oyl yioTi KOVPOAaTTHKO. Vo 00DAED®, JeV
KODPGOTHKG, 10, 0 HAL0G Pacileye.

1 collect my tools: sight, smell, touch, taste, hearing, intellect.
Night has fallen, the day's work is done. I return like a mole to my
home, the ground. Not because I am tired and cannot work. I am
not tired. But the sun has set.

I was hooked. This was Nikos Kazantzakis. Here was an author who saw
the word "story" written across everything Greek, across the foreheads of old
men, in the songs of children and the smell of donkey dung, etched into the
marble of ancient ruins. A sense of discovery, wonderment and humor, this was
the way to enter Greece.

Here is Kazantzakis, traversing the countryside, pencil in hand, drawing
his own portraits of Greece. In front an ancient ruin he spots a little old lady
holding two figs and a bunch of grapes in her palm. She presents them to
Kazantzakis as a gift.
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"What's this all around us," I ask the old woman, pointing to the
temple of Apollo.
"Don't you see? Stones."



"And why do people come from the ends of the earth to see them?
"The old woman hesitated a moment. Then, lowering her voice,
she asked me. "Are you a foreigner?

"No, Greek. "

Encouraged, she shrugged her shoulders.

"Foreign idiots! " she exclaimed, bursting into laughter.

(Report to Greco, p. 164)

Katefaivovrag otov kdumo eido Eva yEPo yovaTiouEVo oTIiS TETPES
Vo, GKOfEl 0 °Eva. avAaxt vo. PAETEL TO VEPO Va TPEYEL Ki NTAY TO
TPOTWTO TOV fobiouevo ae aveinwty ékataon—AOoppeis, poTeg,
OTOUATA, UAYODAA, ELYAV OPOVIGTEL KO OEV ETYOV UEIVEL TOPE DO
HOVEY 0, LATLO. TTOD KOITOLOV TO VEPO VO, KUAGEL OVOUECT OTIC TETPES.
Tov {dywoo.:

T1 prérmerg, yépovta, tov padTnoO.

K1 awtog, ywpic vo onkwoet to kepdli, va Cekoirnoel ta udrtio omo
70 VEPO:

Ty {on pov, waudi pov, pov omokpifnke, T (w1 HOL TOV TOEL ...
(ogh. 165 Avagpopd otov ['kpéko)

As I was returning to the plain, I saw an old man kneeling on the
stones. He was leaning over a channel and watching the water
run, his face bathed in inexpressible ecstasy. It seemed as though
his nose, mouth, cheeks had vanished,- nothing remained but the
two eyes which followed the water as it flowed between the rocks. 1
went up to him.

"What do you see there, old man? " I asked him. And he, without
lifting his head or removing his eyes from the water, replied, "My
life, my life which is running out... " (p. 165)

OAla otyv EAJdda, Povva, motauol, Baiacoes, mediddeg,
“avOpwrilovvrar” koi uiAodv arov avlpwmo Ui oyedov
avOpamivy YAweoa. Aev ToV KOTOTAOKOVODY, 08V TOV TOPAVVODY —
yivovvtor pilol Tov kot oovepyoTes. (oed. 165)

All things in Greece - mountains, rivers, seas, valleys become
"humanized': they speak to man in a language which is almost
human. They do not torment or crushingly overwhelm him, they
become his friends and fellow workers.

Ritsos, Kazantzakis, Elytis, my first teachers. I also began to listen more
carefully to the language of the streets, the kitchen, the bedroom, and the
coffeehouse. I learned that a clever person is an "eagle's talon," a tall man is a
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"Cypress-lad," a piano is "tooth-matress," the earth is an "ant-sphere," a boy's
erect penis is a "fakir's flute," and short people "kick up dirt when they fart."
"Never scowl at the lowest steps," a saying goes, "since you need them to get to
the top/palace."

Because of Kazantzakis I started to explore the Cretan language. There's a
single word for a girl who is red from work, perspiring slightly - 4dpocoxavialoz
Drosokafkalati. Her work-induced heat adds a certain charm to her appearance. I
learnt that the Cretans are also famous for their rhyming couplets.

AMovg popaivoov o1 kaipot o1 moléuor k’ o1 ypovol
O HEVOL LUE UOPOIVODY 01 GTEVAYUOTL K 01 TOVOL.

Others shrivel up from the times, the wars and years
but me, I shrivel up with the pains and fears.

Aépog tpw’ To podyo. (oo K1 0 HA10¢ T dpuato. Lov
K1 EVaS LKPOoOANGS EPpTAS TPAWEL TO 6ONKA. LOoD.

The wind eats up my clothes and the sun my knives
and a small little love eats up my insides

On another day, still collecting the elements of my fictional Greece, doing things
like thrusting a fresh sponge into my face to recall the pungent smell of the sea,
my brother Andreas gave me a thick book with a rather strange title: Mg 10 @ g
10V Avkov Ertavépyovron or "With the Wolf-light They Return," by Zyranna
Zateli. Through it I entered still another Greece. The Greece of farms and the
proximity of life to death. It’s full of scenes like this: A woman is trying to
encourage her younger brother to lick honey from an ax to take strength before he
goes out to slaughter his first lamb:

HpOe atov vod tn¢ évag appwarog pe movovg uoptopia, Tov EPTave
vo., Tov melg: “AvTo glval papuaKo, YIay vo. uny movag,” Kl avoiye
£101 10 0TOUA TOV, G Ocoviotiko movAi. Ki eme1dn dev vrhnpye
POPUOKO VLA TOVS TOVOVS TOV, 1} OEV DIHPYOV XPHUATO VG, POPUCKO,
7OV E01VaAY VO KATOTIVEL CEPALODOIOUEVES POKES 1] KOVKLA, KI QDTOS
0Ao mpoadoxkio dvorye koi Cavavorye 1o atouo. Tov... O d1kol Tov
oev EEpave mid pe T v’ AmEATIOTODY TEPIGCTOTEPOD. UE TOVS TOVOVG
700. “Ouws T oyéon Eyel ekeivog 0 0vooIPo¢ U 1owTo 10 TONoL,”
eime otov oo T™HS N KAntio, “rou o1 poxés mov tov Edvay ue 1o
HEAL TOD Oivaw ey aTov 0delpo wov;”

“Koira...” 100 gime wotoco, “dev kavel v’ avoiyelg 1060 moAD 0
otoua oov, dev Ba oe taiow ue Kovtddi! Me v ylwooa cov Oa to
yAetyelg, uovog oov. Axpn-axpn ravw olavto.”



She recalled a sick person who was in great pain, it was enough to
tell him: "This is medicine, to rid you of pain, " and he opened his
mouth wide like a famished bird,- and because there existed no
medicine for his pain, or there simply wasn't enough money to buy
it, they gave him peeled lentil beans or chick-peas, and the
expectant patient yawed and widened his mouth... She wondered
what made the family more desperate: his pain and suffering or his
hope that his pain would suddenly dissipate? "But what does all
this have to do with this boy, " Cletia suddenly asked herself, "and
the lentil beans they gave the sick man with the honey [along the
ax head] I now offer to my brother?"

"Look, " she told her brother nonetheless, "there's no cause
for opening your mouth so wide, I'm not feeding you by spoon!
You're going to lick the [honeyed ax] with your tongue, by
yourself. Along the edge, here!”

Because of Zateli, I began to collect information on village superstition.
From fishermen on the island of Hydra I heard about mermaid sightings. During a
trip to the Peloponnese I learned that villages had their own "magic-women" who

guaranteed a baby's sex through careful application of herbs and appropriate
rubbings of rabbit fur.

I began to imagine another country, one filled with superstition. I learned
about a priest in Piraeus who performed exorcisms in your home and placed
hooks under your matress to snag evil spirits. The habits of my closest friends
suddenly came under scrutiny. Their behavior seemed tinged with irrationality.
One of them covered his eyes when his soccer team took a shot at the goal. This
was because he didn't want to cast the evil eye on the player and cause him to
miss. Another friend always entered my home with his right foot first. I caught
someone speaking a garbled abracadabra-type language over the telephone.
When I lifted my eyebrows she told me she was curing her friends of the flu.

In spite of my Anglo-Saxon doubt for the supernatural, I now find myself
switching off the TV set during crucial moments in championship games, just in
case. Now I have a telephone but to date I haven't made any magical calls to cure
my aching back.

In the meantime, as I grow increasingly Greek, I continue to explore the

terrain of my fictional Greece, the Greece of my imagined memory, the Greece of
my missed childhood. How? Iread, I listen, I take notes and I wonder.
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