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Kupteg xai Kiptor Zuvadehgo,
Kugteg »ar Kigior,

To avertato mveupatino Bpupa T7c yweas UmodéyeTar oNwepn xal Tephapwba-
VEL GTOUG XOATTOUG TOU, PeTakl TV AVTETUITTENAGYTWY LEADY T0U, Evay &X TV TAéoY
Soxexprpevoy Siebva Siaaxaiwv tic Neoehhnvinie (ITomgeme xat) Aoyoteyviac,
wov "Apepixavo Kabnyntn x. Edmund Keeley. ‘O x. Keeley, peta ano hapmees
anoudes ata [lavemarua Princeton xai "OFgopdng, didake wiv "Ayyhixy) hoyote-
e o¢ mohha Iavemomima, petald tav omolwy e Osgoahovinng xai Tév
"Abryvav.

‘H sradwdgopia tou opwg ekelisgoetar oo Tavemotnuo Princeton émou, g
Kabnymrng, didake, émt 40 ypova, ayyhiun xod ENNixn moinam xod Aoyoteyvia %o
untnpe Tpoedpog, mt Sexacrtia, e « Emtpontic “EXmvixav Zmoudvs.

Movog 7 pe v guvepyasia cUVABEAQWY TOU, UETEPRATE TOMAUATA KOPUPRIY
"ENvey momtav, orwg 100 Kabagr, 100 Zixehavod, tob Zegépn, 00 *Aviwviou,
w00 "EAOt, 700 Pitoou xat 100 I'xatoou xai cuvébade oty Siebvi) mpoboln Tl
TONTIXOU TOUG EPYOU.

"Ayannte cuvadelge x. Keeley,
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H Axadnumio "Abvay pe yapa oag UmodéyeTon onuepd, Oy HOVOY WG EVa
gEéyovta EmsTrovaL, Stavon TN %ol GUAEAATVA GAAA, Sev Siatalm va UmoaTrptm, M
evay allevtino “Elknva.

"Ex pépouc Ghaw taw prehaw e "Axadnuiag, og elyopat EDTUYITREVT] KoXQOT-
LEQEVTT) VIO VO TEPOGPEPETE TIG TTOAITULEG TEVEUPAITIXEG UTINPEGIES GOIG KO ATO TYY
vea Oeam TNV OmoloL EMITNIWG AVIAAABAVETE GTAERAL.

Kot topa magaxahe tov "Axadnpoixs x. Nworao Kovopd) va haber tov Aoyo,

%Ol VO TIHPOUGIAGEL TO ETULTTTROVIXO E0Y0 ToU %. Keeley.

POSPQNHEH ATIO TON AKAAHMATKO %. NIKOAAO KONOMH

‘0 xafnynne Edmund Keeley yewnfnxe ot Aapacxo 0 1928. Xroidase
a1 [avemotpo 100 Princeton (B.A. 1949) xai o0 [avemotwo 77g "O€pop-
gne (D.Phil. 1952). "Epyastnxe g xabnyntng tig dyyAmis Aoyoteyviag o€ da-
@opa. ISpupata, avapesa ota omota xod Ta avemotiua T Osssahovinng xat Tov
"Abvav. H it Oeam tou thy mole xpdtnoe yia mepimou 40 ypova Arav 1) dida-
oxaNo T "Ayyhrie xai Neoelnwxtc moinomg xat hoyoteyviag o160 Ilave-
meTAo ToU Princeton. "Eypnuatioe mpoedpog TOMDY TRoYearrAT®Y GTIOUCMY Xou
hoyoteyvik@v Etawpetdv: petald alwv exenpatise [lpoedpoc the “Emitpontic
EXnvieow Emovdaw 1985-94 o0 Havemotnmo tou. Q¢ emoxentng xabnynne
Sidake ot dpreta dyyha xal ayrepieavica lavemotauma Tepiwni. "Ano o 1994
etvar quvtabiotyog xabnymTig Tob [avemoTnuiou Tob Princeton.

To Snuuovpyno yeaduyro xai 7 ppmvela xai mapoustacy e NeoehAnvixng
hoyoteyviag UmTiekay of Slo topelg 6mou o xabnynTne Keeley Siémpee. Mall pe tov
Philip Sherrard xai tov Rex Warner avixet 5t0v xUxAo T@V ayyAogmvey Gilmy
e alyyeovng ENVixT Tomamg. ‘O xabnyme Keeley, dmwg eivan yvoato, Eyet
Staxpifel iSlauitepa ()G PETAPPATTNG TN UNTEIXY TOU YAOGTA GUYYPOV®Y XUPLeG
ENATVIXGY TIONTIRDY XEYEVWY, GAAL XU (G GUYRELTONGYOS Xal 6)G GUYYPAPENS YEVL-
®07epwv BewpnTin®y Epymv Yo TH VeoeNAnvixT) TotnaT).

Ot GyyAoguwves peTagpagels Tou THE GUYYEOVNG ENATVIXTC TTOINGeNG ATOTEAGUY
xetpeva VMg atdbprne xabig 6 xabnyntig Keeley éyer eubabiver ota suatipa-
o 1@v S0o YAwoodv, tig ‘Elwxie xau thg TAyyAixile, xai of eTappasTiXEg
Nigelg ou EMAEYEL AVTATOXPIVOVTAL TIELTTIXG GE (MO CUIMAETEIRT] (GOPEOTIA AVALETTE,
TTO TPWTOTUTIO XAl TH) PETAPEATY), SLATMLOVTAG ETOL SUVAIIXG T1 VONUATIXY Xou
algfnTien GoTiotnTa %ol Ty SUo émmedwy. ‘H peyahn enapxen tob Evou veoeh-
NOVIGTT-UETOQEATTY] ETUTPETEL TV GVETY] LETAPOPA XA EYYPAPY) TOU VEOENANVIXOU
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TOUNPATOS A0 T0 EEV0 %ovo. Me T0v Tpomo alTo 1) 0lxouUEVIROTNTA TOU GAou ENAT-
V%00 TONTIGUOD OTwE TV EXPPALEL 1) VEOENATVIXT) AOYOTEYVIAL YIVETAL BVETOL TIPOTLT)
ooV EEVo avayvmeTn Tapa TG oxpes ebehifele xau TOUS ISTEROUG RETATYNIMALTL
OoUG TOY UQIGTATOL 1) (Raxpa ENANVIXT) TapadoaT).

Abyw t05 Teptoptapévou yeovou Sev etvar Suvato va Yiver E8@ Siekoduen avagpoga
g€ Gha Ta EMaTNROVIXA SNuostelpata To0 xafnynTh x. Keeley xai Oa meploptatolpe
GE GUVTOWT] BVAPOPR GTA XUPLOTER [XOVO QYA TOU.

Me 1 cuvepyasta tou Philip Sherrard petegpace Tompata €8 momToY pag,
wav K.I1. KaGagr, "Ayyehou Zixehavou, [Nweyou Zegepn, A. *Avtowviou, ’Odusaia
"Endtn ot Nixou 'eazoou. ‘0 tithog: Six Poets of Modern Greece, Aovdivo 1960.
Ot ot petagpastes exdidouy 10 1966 gta Gi6Ma Penguin: Four Greek Poets,
KaBagne, Zegeone, "Erdtng, I'xatsog. Me tov Sherrard éxdider émiong George
Seferis, Collected Poems, Princeton Univ. Press, 1967-1995. Me <ov 110 guvep-
yarn exdideta Try o ypovia 1) avbooyia: Voices of Modern Greece, Princeton
University Press, 1981.

To 1981 youpe émhoyeg amo Ta Epya 100 "EAdtn: Tposavatohoypot. “Hhog
6 mpwtog, ~Acpa Newixo xal wEvluo, 10 Akov "Eoti, "EE xai o tideg, To
wt0devdpo, Ta ‘Erepolah?, Mapia Negehn, pe titho: Odysseus Elytis, Selected
Poems, Anvil Press Poetry (Chosen and Introduced by Edmund Keeley and
Philip Sherrard. Translated by Edmund Keeley, George Savidis, Philip Sher-
rard, John Stathatos, Nanos Valaoritis), Aovéivo 1981. Ilgonynfue pe w0 ouvep-
yasta tob Sherrard xa 100 Xa66idn evag topog Cavafy, Collected Poems, Prince-
ton Univ. Press, 1975, xai avaBempnuevn éxdoon 1992 xo pe tov Sherrard,
Angelos Sikelianos, Selected Poems, Princeton Univ. Press, 1979 nou anodide: 7o
ENVIXO xelpevo dxplbde Gmwg evar Gmwe mapatneninxe, 8@ Eyoupe Eva eldog
Stabnung, To TOAD gav gwvi) To0 Beol Tapa cav uvn Evog avBpmmou.

"Ano 0 €pyo T00 Tavwwn Pitoou 6 Keeley &yer petagpaset: o) Tic mapevbéaerg
(1946-47 »ar 1950-61). Tithoc: Ritsos in Parentheses. Translations and Intro-
duction by Edmund Keeley. Princeton University Press, Princeton-New Jersey
1979. 6) Iompata amo tic oulhoyes: «O totyos pesa atov xabpéptny,
«Ymoxoga». ‘0O tithog "Emstpoen ano 10 opovupo moimpa e sulhoyne « O
Toly0g pésa a1ov xalpegtn»: Yannis Ritsos, Return and other Poems. Translated
by Edmund Keeley, Univ. of Alabama, 1983, xai Y) Yannis Ritsos, Exile and
Return. Selected Poems 1967- Translated by Edmund Keeley. The Ecco Press,
New York 1985 (xai véa Exdoom: London 1989). *Ano tov ito morn metagppd-
otnxav: Emavadders, Maprupieg, Ilapevbeserg Repetitions, Testimonies,
Parentheses, Princeton University Pres 1991.
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Xe guvepyasia pé tov Sherrard éxdider: The Essential Cavafy. Ecco Press,
1995.

Q¢ guyxertodoyos 6 Edmund Keeley pehétnoe petaly dMAwv Ty Tapousia
w00 T.S. Eliot gty motnom t00 Xegépn: «T.S. Eliot and the poetry of G. Seferis»,
Comparative Literature (1956) 214-226. "Enione «Seferis and the Mythical
Method», Comparative Literature Studies (1969), 109-125 (E\nqvixn petagea-
an: «'O Zegepng xat 0 pubuen pebodoc» atov topmo: “Evrpouvt Kihu. Mibog xa
Quwvn aTN GuYYeovn EANVXY motar. Metagpagn: Envpoc Toaxwds. "Fxddoe
Zrrypn, "Abnva 1987. *Axopn o Keeley éEétase ) oyéon Kabagn xai Browning
uE wa Epyasia mov evou xataywenmwévn ot Ipaxta 7ol Teitou Tupmogiou-
Hotnang, "Agepmwpa ooy K11, Kabagn, «vaman» 1984, 355-62.

Mol ue tov Peter Bien 6 Edmund Keeley énuyehnfinxe wnv #xdoan 100 topou
Modern Greek Writers (Solomos, Calvos, Matesis, Palamas, Cavafy, Kazantzakis,
Seferis, Elytis), 1972. Xtov Oaupdoo adto topo dxtoc ano to Soxiwo 100 Keeley
Yo T véa morpata 00 Kabden Undpyer wa émidoyn &mo o xaklrepa Soxima
EXvwv xai Eevev yia Tig xUplOTEPES TOMTIXES TPOTWTIXOTYTES THG VEWTEQNS
‘Eradac.

Movog tou 6 Edmund Keeley ékendvnoe Vo abtotehs) doya, ypnawa yia )
amoudn Tr¢ xabaguetc “Ahekavdpetag xal Tig UYYEovNG ENMVIKTE Toinamg:

1) Cavafy’s Alexandria: Study of a Myth in Progress. Aovéivo 1977 (xai o7
‘ENvixa: ‘H Kabaguen *Ahekavdpera. "EEENEN évog pwibou. Metdgppaan Tlévng
Mastopaxy. “Ixagog 1979). X6 Eoyo abro meprypageton 7 "Adefavdpeia ¢
XEVTOIXT) TTOTIXY) UETagopa aTa moruarta Tob Kabagn xal M hoyoteyvuen-aistn-
T Tp6000¢ TOD TOTY Xt T Snoupyia Evoe wiBou oY Avapepbay gt GAGKAN-
00 TOV ENNNVIRG %GO,

?2) Modern Greek Poetry. Voice and Myth, Princeton University Press
1983. X0 €pyo alto o petagpastnxe ata ‘ENvixa ano tov 1. Toaxwd, 6mwg
avageplnxe 118, Eyoupe Soxipua TYETIRA P& THY TEOTWTXT QWYY %ok TO (OUTEQO
ugog tob K.II. KaBagr, 100 Tixehavos, 00 I'. Tegépm, tob "08. "Edirn xot tol
I'. Pitgou. "Emiong 0 cuyypageag Emixevtpmver Ty mpogoy Tou aTolg mouihoug
TEOTIOUG (K€ TOUG OTI0OUS 0L TotnTe adTol YpMatoToinaay Ty ENxT wufohoyia T
wublomotnaay TNy ENANVIXT] I5T0pIAL, TIPOXEYLEVOU VE XATAGTNTOUY THY TOWTIXY) TOUG
avalnTnen Yovuu.

Ze éva amo ta Tedeutaia 6N Tou pé Titho «Avamiafovrac tov [apddeiso:
0 N0 tokid 1937-47», mob éxddbnxe o 1999, meprypager TNV mapaTeTape-
v Suapovn oty ‘EXkada o0 ouyypagéa Henry Miller, Ayo mplv 4mo tnv éxontn
w00 B Hayxoopiov moképou. ‘O Miller xai of dyyhosakoves gihor Tou eiyay iy
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slxaupla Vo, AmoADTOUY g GUVTOWT) AL TTROYWYIXT) CUVTEOPLA e Toug - ENATveS
OLOTEYVOUE TOUG GG O Tegepne, 0 Aviwviou xal 6 Ocotoxag xal vo ELTAOUTIGOUY
T050 TV Gpeptravixn evopast yia v Elpwmn, Goo xal va Sumiotwsouy ExTos
&AWy Ty agogiwar Tav ‘EXvev momtav oty 1eyvn toug. O Keeley &yet ypa-
Yer xou 10 ioTopixo G6No: Povog aTo Oeppaino: UmaTol, TEALTOPES, TUTOG GTIY
unoleam ok,

‘O Edmund Keeley €yer axopa ot0 évepyntixo Tou enta pubiotopnpata amo
& oot téogepa petageaaTxay ata Néa ‘EXhnvixa: To npoto ano adta eivar «To
NIEEONGYI0 de Bpnumg yweag», ‘EEavtag, *Abva 1986. £ aito &iotopolvron of
TEQITETELEG (MAG Yuvaixag Tov Spartetever amo Tnv matptda e Ty Kapmotln xai
wartakyer ot oTpatoneda mpoaguYwy oty Tatkavdn. Yrdgyouv suyxhovioTines
TiepLYpopES xal 1) Slaypaipn TV YopaxTNpwY yivetar pe emdekiotnTa.

"Extog 4no adto, Ta GhAa Tpio 6asilovion 570 TOTO XAl TNV TRAYUATIRGTT-
o t7c “ENadoc. Of tithot eivar: “H Erovdn, To teheutato xahonaipt The &Bwotn-
tag %l “H sromnin xpauym the wynung. “Oha Eyouv exdobi aro tov “Efavra.

IMa 10 oxomd g Sadoang The veoEANANVIXT TOMENG GTO AYYAOPWVO XOWo,
omwe 6pfa onpeiwoe 6 Peter Green, 6 Keeley éoyastnxe oxhnpa xat (e peyahn
emdebioTnTa xt Eyve Sdonrog, xuplng Ao TiG peTappasels Tou ata Ayyha g
vewtepng ‘Elmixdc Totmone. ‘H &yann tou yia v EXqwnn hoyoteyvia xal 7
Gposiwar) Tou oTY) peTageasy Tne Gombnge WoTE Yo TEWTY Popa oL GUYYLOVOL
NeoéAhnves TarTES V& YIVOUY YVOTTOL GTO AYYAOQOVO BAVAYVGTIRO XOWVG.

[ T0 oNUavTiXG TEWTOTUTO Xal KETAPEATTIXG EpY0 Tou, Yo TN St Biou
AQOsImET, TOV GTN PEAETN xal T Sidaoxala TG VEWTERNG ENNNVIXTC TTOlNGTS, Yo
TNV XAAOTIQORUPETY] GTAGY] TOU EVAVTL TG YWPAS MOG, YO TNV GYATY TOU Lot TNV
ENNVIXT YAOGoa %ol TOV ENATVIXO TolTiopo Yewxotepa 0 xabnyntne Edmund
Keeley éxhéytnxe endbia dvremiateNhov péhog g “Axadnuiag "Abnvav. Xagetiln
TNV TOPOUGIA TOU GTAEQRR BVAUETE [OG XL TOU EVYOUOUL UXPOTUEPEUTT, YId TV| TUVE-

Y1o1 TOD GNUHAVTIXOU EGYOU TOU.
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CAFAFY'S LEGACY IN AMERICA

EDMUND KEELEY
CORRESPONDING MEMBER OF THE ACADEMY OF ATHENS

I want to preface my remarks today by first of all thanking the Academy for
the honor it has given me, further evidence of something I have come to
acknowledge over time, namely that whatever little I may have tried to offer this
country is indeed small return for what Greece has given me by way of its peo-
ple, its poetry, its landscape, and its way of life. With regard to people, I want to
share this honor in particular with those who have helped me most in my effort
to bring the Greek poets to a larger audience in the English-speaking world. I
have had many collaborators in this effort, and though the word “collaborator”
has negative connotations in English, I declare that my collaborators have all
been fine people and have had a wonderfully positive influence for the good on
my life at the literary barricades and elsewhere. First of these was Constantine
Trypanis, a member of this Academy who was my professor at Oxford and who
introduced me to the work of Cavafy, Sikelianos, Seferis, Elytis and other poets
who have so enriched my life. Then there was George Savidis, fellow student in
England who helped me understand Cavafy and Seferis while I was working on
my doctoral dissertation and who later collaborated with me in the translation of
Elytis” The Axion Esti and Cavafy’s Passions and Ancient Days; 1 honor George espe-
cially today, the anniversary of his death in 1995. And Philip Sherrard, my faith-
ful and learned collaborator for many years in the translation of Cavafy, Sikelianos,
Seferis, Elytis and Gatsos among others, who also left us in May of 1995. And final-
ly, most of all, my wife Mary, who has collaborated with me not only in literary
matters but in so many other generous ways for more than 50 years.

I turn now to the greatest of the Greek poets I have had the privilege of
studying during the past half century, C.P. Cavafy and his legacy in America.

Among early 20th century poets on the European side of the Atlantic who
require translation into English, Cavafy is now one of the major figures that an
American poet is likely to consider essential reading at some point, if not today,
then maybe next month or maybe next summer, someday soon. But if this state-
ment is true, it is only fairly recently true. Though Cavafy had his devotees in
England well before and during the Second World War — E.M. Forster, T.E.
Lawrence, and Arnold Toynbee, among others — and though John Mavro-
gordato’s translation of his poems appeared in the United States in 1952, it was
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not until the next decade that American readers of poetry began to take an inter-
est in the Alexandrian’s work in significant numbers.

The first source of this growing interest was the publication in 1961 of the
American edition of Lawrence Durrell's The Alexandria Quartet in which Cavafy
appeared as “the Poet of the city” and “the old man”, in both instances identi-
fied by the novelist in an end note and celebrated by Durrell’s free translations
of Cavafy’s poems “The City” and “The God Abandons Antony” in an adden-
dum to the first novel of the quartet, Justine. Durrell’s work became an immedi-
ate and enduring best-seller in the United States, as it previously had been in
England, and Cavafy’s reputation began to prosper to a degree as a conse-
quence.

But the principal source of his increasingly central standing in the minds of
American poets was surely the introduction that W.H. Auden provided for the
1961 publication of Rae Dalven’s English translation of Cavafy’s poems. Auden,
then living in the United States and the dean of poets for many younger
American writers, revealed, at the start of his commentary, that for over thirty
years Cavafy had “remained an influence on my own writing; that is to say, I can
think of poems which, if Cavafy were unknown to me, I should have written
quite differently or perhaps not written at all”. And he added that this influence
was exercised not by way of Modern Greek, which he did not know, but by way
of English and French translations. This suggested to him that though he had
“always believed the essential difference between prose and poetry to be that
prose can be translated into another tongue but poetry cannot,” he now had to
acknowledge that “there must be some elements in poetry which are separable
from their original verbal expression and some which are inseparable”. In the
case of Cavafy, he finds that what survives translation, any translation, is Cavafy’s
“unique perspective on the world” and “unique tone of voice”. Let me add a per-
sonal note here: when Auden visited Princeton University in the late 1960s to
give a lecture, I had a chance to ask him if I was right to think that his poem
called “Atlantis” was a work he might have written differently had he not known
Cavafy. His answer, to my mind only half in jest: “If I'd known Cavafy would
become as famous as he’s becoming, I wouldn’t have published that poem at all”.

Auden’s 1961 revelations, in the same year that Durrell's The Alexandria
Quartet appeared on the literary landscape, surely led American poets who con-
sidered Auden their mentor to look more closely into a Greek poet then known
only by the few who happened to have come across Mavrogordato’s 1952 trans-
lation or who had been introduced to his work by the occasional translations
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appearing in literary quarterlies. And, as is indicated by the dates of composition
of some of the poems by American poets that I'm going to present today, dur-
ing the two decades following Auden’s 1961 remarks, several of the best poets of
the post-war generation on the American side of the Atlantic offered poems that
were modeled after Cavafy, Alan Dugan, James Merrill, and Daryl Hine the ear-
liest of these.

But it took at least another decade for Cavafy to become established in
America as a major foreign poet of the twentieth century, the kind of voice that
any aspiring poet ought to listen to with serious —though not somber- attention,
even in translation. A new collected edition of his work in English appeared in
1975, the so-called Keeley-Sherrard version, along with several critical mono-
graphs, and during the 1980s the discussion of his work broadened measurably
among both critics and general readers of poetry interested in the work of the
best foreign writers. Then an event occurred in May 1994 that made Cavafy a
sudden, if relatively brief, best-seller among poets: the last of Jacqueline
Kennedy-Onassis’s companions, Maurice Tempelsman, read a translation of
Cavafy’s “Ithaka” at her funeral on the 23rd of that month, this because it had
been among the lady’s favorite poems for some time, and he added lines of his
own at the end to give the poem a directly personal relevance. I quote Mr.
Tempelsman’s parting gesture toward one of Cavafy’s most ardent readers in
America: “And now the journey is over, too short, alas too short. /It was filled
with adventure and wisdom, laughter and love, gallantry and grace. /So farewell,
farewell”.

In reporting the funeral, and after a bit of transatlantic research that includ-
ed a phone call to me at ouzo hour while I was visiting friends in Thessaloniki,
The New York Times decided to publish the full text of Cavafy’s poem in English
along with the addendum I just quoted, and as a consequence, in the weeks fol-
lowing the funeral, the American edition of the Alexandrian’s Collected Poems sold
some hundreds and hundreds of copies, almost doubling the sales of twenty
years in as many days. Then sales returned to the slow poetic rhythm of rela-
tively silent feet so familiar to foreign poets and their translators, though Cavafy
has again been resurrected in this context by the inclusion of “Ithaka” in the
recent volume of Jacqueline Kennedy-Onassis’s favorite poems gathered by her
daughter Caroline.

When W.H. Auden suggested to the reader of his commentary that Cavafy
led him to write certain poems “differently” than he might have without Cavafy’s
guidance, he provides me with a theme for these remarks. The way one writes
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“differently” because of Cavafy’s presence as the guiding spirit of a poem can
serve as the defining mode of the poems by several of the American poets that
I'm going to read to you today. And when Auden speaks of the Alexandrian’s
“unique perspective on the world” and his “unique tone of voice,” he seems to
me to identify the essential inherited qualities, even received by way of transla-
tion, which characterize most of the poems that American poets have chosen to
designate, either by title or epigraph or the phrase “after Cavafy” as offerings in
the mode of their Alexandrian predecessor. Two years ago my friend the poet
and critic Nasos Vayenas decided to collect as many poems as he could by
European, Latin American, and Anglo-American poets that indicated a stated
affinity to Cavafy either by attribution or title or quotation in a poem’s text, and
he ended up with contributions from some 29 countries. These were published
in Thessaloniki by the Kentro Ellinikis Glossas in a volume called Xuvoudevrag
ue wov Kabagny: "Avloroyia Eévwv Kabagoyevayv momparwy (roughly translated
Conversing with Cavafy: Anthology of foreign Cavafian poems). The American section,
which I helped him select, included thirteen poets, and that was merely a par-
tial representation. I don’t have time today to introduce all of these, but I'll try
to provide a sample that focuses on two of the principal preoccupations that
appear in Cavafy’s mature work, what he himself called “the erotic’and “the his-
torical”. And as he also pointed out, those two categories often merge.

I begin with the Cavafian perspective on what one might designate as the
“divinity” of unconventional love among those who are less than divine but who
are given to a sensuality that the poet calls intoxicating, even at times orgiastic,
as in the poem “One of Their Gods”, where those who reside in the August
Celestial Mansions cannot resist coming down to earth to share certain of the
fleshly pleasures available in the world of mortals:

When one of them moved through the marketplace of Selefkia

Just as it was getting dark —

moved like a young man, tall, extremely handsome,

with the joy of being immortal in his eyes,

with his black and perfumed hair —

the people going by would gaze at him,

and one would ask the other if he knew him,

if he was a Greek from Syria, or a stranger.

But some who looked more carefully

would understand and step aside;

and as he disappeared under the arcades,
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among the shadows and the evening lights,
going toward the quanrter that lives

only at might, with orgies and debauchery,
with every kind of intoxication and desire,
they would wonder which of Them it could be,
and for what suspicious pleasure

he had come down into the streets of Selefkia
[from the August Celestial Mansions.

James Merrill was among the very first American poets to recognize Cavafy’s
genius, to comment perceptively on his work, and even on occasion to translate
him. And though Merrill's own voice is generally more elaborate and stylistical-
ly playful, some of his very best erotic poems clearly demonstrate that they have
learned from the Cavafian perspective. In his “Days of 1964”, the title echoing a
number of the titles of Cavafy poems that celebrated love in an advanced
Alexandrian mode half a century earlier, we find the speaker setting his poem
on Lycabettus hill in Athens, which he climbs often to bring wild flowers home
to his lover and, on one occasion, a strange tale of finding their cleaning lady,
Kyria Kleo, transformed into a mysterious goddess of love. This is a woman the
speaker has earlier described as fat, past fifty, like “a Palmyra matron / Copied
in lard and horsehair” who sighs the day long with pain from her hurting legs
or with love for so much of what is around her —including him, his lover, the
bird, the cat- that the speaker thinks “she was love”. But on this particular day,
when he sees her by chance trudging into the pine forest on Lycabettus hill, her
face appears to him suddenly painted “Clown-white, white of the moon by day-
light, /Lidded with pearl, mouth of a poinsettia leaf”, what he takes to be “the
erotic mask /worn the world over by illusion /To weddings of itself and simple
need”. But I'll let the rest of the poem speak for itself:

Startled mute, we had stared —was love illusion?—
And gone our ways. Next, I was crossing a square
In which a moveable outdoor market’s

Vegetables, chickens, pottery kept materializing
Through a dream-press of hagglers each at heart
Leery lest he be taken, plucked,

The bird, the flower of that November mildness,
Self lost up soft clay paths, or found, foothold,
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Where the bud throbs awake

The better to be nipped, self on its knees in mud —
Here I stopped cold, for both our sakes;

And calmer on my way home bought us fruit.

Forgive me if you read this. (And may Kyria Kleo,
Should someone ever put it into Greek

And read it aloud to her, forgive me, too.)

I had gone so long without loving,

I hardly knew what I was thinking.

Where I hid my face, your touch, quick, merciful,
Blindfolded me. A god breathed from my lips.

If that was illusion, I wanted it to last long;

To dwell, for its daily pittance, with us there,
Cleaning and watering, sighing with love or pain.
1 hoped it would climb when it needed to the heights
Even of degradation, as I for one

Seemed, those days, to be always climbing

Into a world of wild

Flowers, feasting, tears — or was I falling, legs
Buckling, heights, depths,

Into a pool of each night’s rain?

But you were everywhere beside me, masked,

As who was not, in laughter, pain, and love.

In yet another Cavafian mode, one that treats erotic frustration, illusion,
and even loss with irony, we find an early poem by Daryl Hine called “What's
His Face: after Cavafy.” Again, the voice is Hine’s own, and the wit a touch more
flamboyant than what we normally find in the Alexandrian, but in this evocation
of a “zoomorphic” and “ithyphallic” god, there is enough of the Cavafian per-
spective, if not the tone, to justify the poet’s signal of adaptation in the title:

WHAT’S HIS FACE: After Cavafy

The god that is leaving me — perhaps has left
Already (relieved of his presence, I feel sorry) —
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What was his name? Apollo, Eros, Zeus,

As he pretends? Or one of their attendants,

By turns erotic, appalling, zoomorphic?

He must have been some merely local demon,
His divinity unknown to the tribe next door,
His attributes demonic to a fault,

Ithyphallic, pushy, mischievous,

Wickedly undependable, adept

At deceit as he denies he led you on,
Impalpable, incomprehensible...

He appeared in the flesh, what? Half-a-dozen times?
Smaling his cryptic, unforgiving smile,

Saying little, glimpsed in intervals

Of sleep or at a distance, domestic idol
Destructive of trust and quiet. Now he’s gone
Life is private again, desecrated, dull

Without his infrequent, fraudulent manifestations,
Without his unconvincing oracles.

His image, which was cast in terra-cotta

And clumsily but not unattractively modeled,
Smashed, and his untidy shrine abandoned,
After giving nothing to his votary,

Has he turned his face towards the dawn?

Is he visiting with the Hyperboreans? God
Forgive me, what made me think he was a god?

Other essential aspects of Cavafy’s erotic perspective are those that Louise
Gluck highlights in a brilliantly perceptive note that she sent me to outline her
long-standing debt to Alexandrian’s poetry and to explain what it was that she
had learned from his work, including those poems that Cavafy characterized as
erotic. Louise Gliick, winner of America’s prestigious Pulitzer Prize and other
distinguished awards, is not only a major poet in America but also a fine essay-
ist on the art of poetry. In her note she sees Cavafy presenting eros as both soli-
tary and acutely dependent, and sometimes as what she calls “fated submission”;
but perhaps most important of all, she highlights his capacity to reveal the secret
and not so secret sensations of love by suggestion rather than bald depiction. I
find her remarks especially compelling because they show us the sympathetic
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response of a woman to an erotic world that in one sense couldn’t be farther
from her own, yet a response that illustrates how successful Cavafy’s poetry was
—and still is— in transcending the poet’s own eccentricities, transforming his idio-
syncratic vision into the kind of universal poetic statement that readers could
appreciate whatever their personal orientation. Here is Louise Gliick’s full note:

Because Cavafy was the first poet I read whose erotic poems corresponded to
my own perception of erotic experience, he made a world that had been unavailable
to my own art possible: a crucial gift, given my own obsessions. Most of what I had
read that appeared to be, or was discussed as being, erotic, reported ecstasy direct
from the embrace, from within the embrace: it was explicit, physical, active, and,
when not brilliantly written, embarrassing. I suppose this is a description of hetero-
sexual male fantasy, but these terms seem too simple. In any case, such art seemed
remote from my own perception of experience. What I found in Cavafy affirmed an
experience of eros as profoundly solitary and (simultaneously) acutely dependent.
This was eros as non-dynamic: in stopped time, the dynamic has no function.
Reading Cavafy for the first time (in English, I should add) I saw the infinity I
knew about, an immense vista of silence between one line and the next: eros was that
interval, not the action of the sentence. Or perhaps what I responded to was simply
the atmosphere of fated submission. I might have found another model (but have
not), and my own poems about physical love seem to me tribute to the great poet in

whose debt I remain.

In what time I have left I want to focus on versions of the unique Cavafian
perspective and unique tone of voice in those American poems that draw on the
Alexandrian to speak within a historical, or pseudo-historical, context. Cavafy’s
“Waiting for the Barbarians” is the most dramatic model in this context, but
since there is no need for me to bring that most familiar of all his poems before
this audience, I will instead indulge my affection for a lesser known poem, one
called “Ionic”, where the erotic and the historical merge to provide something
more than the usual ironic commentary on the ignorance or hubris or compla-
cency of the mighty who are unprepared to suffer the fate that awaits all things
mortal. There is irony in this poem: a Christian speaker, living around 400 A.D.,
who proclaims that the pagan gods have not died simply because his fellow
Christian converts in Asia Minor Ionia have broken their statues and driven
them out of their temples. From this speaker’s point of view, it is in fact clear that
the gods, if they ever left, have now returned as ethereal presences in the hilly
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landscape, brought back to this region by their love for the “land of Ionia” that
is carried still in memory by their souls. The representative godly presence that
the Christian speaker encouters is an “ephebic” figure of the kind that perhaps
most appealed to the poet’s hedonistic bias, but his arrival on the scene is in the
context of the poet’s celebration of landscape — a rare preoccupation in his poet-
ry. And it is also accompanied by a lyricism that would seem to transcend the
poem’s irony as it offers a deified image of enduring beauty in a country of day-

dreams.
IONIC

That we’ve broken their statues,

that we've driven them out of their temples,
doesn’t mean at all that the gods are dead.

O land of Ionia, they’re still in love with you,
their souls still keep your memory.

When an August dawn wakes over you,
your atmosphere is potent with their life,

and sometimes a young ethereal figure,
indistinct, in rapid flight,

wings across your halls.

History in Cavafy always rises to the level of metaphor, and as I've suggest-
ed elsewhere, over the course of years, his historical and pseudo-historical
poems created an ongoing myth that celebrated the virtues of historical perspi-
cacity, though of seeing things not only for what they are but for what they are
likely to become, including the inevitable reversals in history that finally teach
one not so much the moral as the tragic sense of life. His myth also teaches the
virtues of irony about the hubris that often accompanies the game of nations, the
ideology of the mighty, and as we saw in “Ionic”, the victory of one religion over
another. And in his version of the ironic mode, there is often a degree of dis-
tance between the poet’s perspective and that of the characters he portrays or
even the speakers he creates to narrate the events that shape his historical
metaphor.

I will offer two examples of poems by American poets that pay homage to
this aspect of the Alexandrian’s perspective, both poems included in the Vayenas
selection, along with several others that might be characterized as historical. You
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will immediately recognize the two poems I've chosen as being in the Cavafian
historical mode, yet both transform that mode imaginatively without the poets
losing their characteristic personal voice. The first is a prose poem by
Christopher Merrill called “Sagebrush: After Cavafy,” a work that subtly cap-
tures the perennial ironies that rule the blighted land of those who wait for the
barbarians at the gate, the new barbarians of our days, anticipated by the gen-
eral who lifts his fork before his starving troops, and the foot soldiers reaching
for their inhalers, while maybe only the asthmatic priest and the prisoners
behind the last barbed wire line of defense are capable of knowing the price of
wisdom in their threatened waste land. It is a poem that now, in the best

Cavafian tradition, carries a certain prophetic aura:
SAGEBRUSH: After Cavafy

These are the last days of its empire. No flags fly from its dead limbs, nor do
its branches lost to age or blight bend in the wind. Only two outposts remain, two
settlements of gray and green, in the largest house of which the general lifts his fork
before casually signing marching orders for his starving troops. Here in a field of
shrunken cabbages the asthmatic priest wakes in the might, gasping. Foot soldiers
reach for their inhalers. Courtesans bronze their nails. In a world of whiskers and
spent flowers there are always rumors of barbarians gathering beyond the barbed
wire the prisoners strung across the last meadow on our maps. Even our bravest car-
tographer prefers the company of the general to wandering past that fence, though
the general will never share his food. No doubt a messenger from the capital is
already on his way to the first outpost, bearing orders for our retreat. Who will
inherit the promise of these stiff limbs? Ants, grass, and wind. What is the price of
wisdom here? Only the priest and prisoners can tell.

The second poem that I take to be clearly a legacy of Cavafy’s historical
mode is Carolyn Kizer’s “The Oration: After Cavafy”, again a poem written by a
woman who won the prestigious Pulitzer Prize and who has had a long-standing
affection for the Alexandrian’s work — in fact, this poem was written specifically
for the Vayenas anthology. Here we are offered an unidentified poetic speaker
in an unidentified time who, against the wishes of a certain “savior” in his pas-
sion, turns the murderous mob around with his eloquence only to learn that the
minute he is gone, the savior makes outrageous statements about being the son
of God and such that get him strung up again for crucifixion. But in the true
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Cavafian mode, it is the speaker’s sense of his own grand eloquence that
becomes, to his mind, the enduring legacy of this pseudo-historical moment:

THE ORATION: After Cavafy

The boldest thing I ever did was to save a savior.

I reached heights of eloquence never achieved before

Or since. My speech turned the mob around!

They lifted the rood from his back, they dropped to the ground
Their nails and flails. But the whole time I spoke

(It’s a wonder it didn’t throw me off my stride)

The prophet or seer or savior, whatever you care to call him,
Kept groaning and muttering, telling me to be silent.

He was mad of course, so I simply ignored him. Poor fellow,
The beating they had given him must have turned his wits.

Every ounce of persuasion it took to convince the crowd

In the powerful sun, including the priests and his followers,
Exhausted me utterly. When I was sure he was safe,

The ungrateful fellow! I took my way home and collapsed
On my cushions with chilled wine. Then, I heard later,

The savior harangued the mob with outrageous statements
That roused them to fury anew: he denounced the priesthood
As corrupt; he pronounced himself king of the world;

He said God was his father. So they strung him up again.

A wviolent thunderstorm woke me to a sky full of lightning
So I rushed out in the rain, forgetting my cloak,
And found him dead and alone except for a handful of women
Weeping and carrying on. Well, it taught me a lesson,
To mind my own business — Why, the crowd might have turned on me!
Still, I have to be proud of my eloquence.

It was the speech of my life.

This tribute to Cavafy by Carolyn Kizer was included in The Best American
Poetry 2000, and in that volume she provides us with an illuminating note on the
poem that seems to me a valuable addendum to the theme I've been exploring.
I quote it here in part:




AOT'O1 389

My friend, Edmund (“Mike”) Keeley..., told me he was collecting poems by
American poets who had been influenced by Constantine Cavafy. I had
always cared deeply for Cavafy, but I had never modeled a poem on him.
So now I did. My first effort was a close imitation, called “Days of 1986” (a
number of poets have used variants on this particular poem’s title and con-
tent). But on thinking about it, I realized that one of [Cavafy’s] most char-
acteristic innovations was to write about an important historical or mythical
event or person from the standpoint of an insignificant person, a bystander,
“an attendant lord”. So that was the usage I adopted in writing “The
Oration”. When I wrote that the poem was “after Cavafy” I was rather
shocked when the editor of Threepenny Review, who conditionally accepted
the poem, inquired if “after Cavafy” meant that it was a translation! I
replied that “after” meant “in the style of”. I had thought that every literary
person accepted that. Anyway, she printed it. Another remarkable thing
about Cavafy’s poems is the absence of specific metaphors. There is an over-
riding metaphor in most of the poems: the comparison of what was with
what is. I've always been drenched in metaphor — although wary of the word
“like”. So now, having immersed myself in Cavafy yet again, I shall try to be
stingy with metaphors.

As we have seen, Carolyn Kizer’s adaptation is appropriately stingy with
specific metaphors, but what her note underlines elsewhere is also demonstrat-
ed by her poem: first, the advantage for irony, especially dramatic irony, of see-
ing the historical moment from an outsider’s limited point of view not shared by
the poet or the perceptive reader, and second, the crucial presence of an over-
riding metaphor that not only puts the specific historical moment, what was into
what s, but, as the finest overriding metaphors have a way of doing, into the
realm of perennial truth: what will remain.

I want to conclude these remarks by pointing to a bit of literary history that
some may see as another instance of Cavafian irony. As far as I know, each of the
American poets I've quoted here came to the Alexandrian poet as Auden did, by
way of translation. And one or another of the translations they encountered —
whether in Mavrogordato’s early version, or the later versions that followed —
eventually inspired the American poets to attempt an adaptation or, more pre-
cisely, a transformation: that is, a creative act “after” the translated poet or “in
the style” of the translated poet which at the same time became a personal evo-
cation in the poet’s particular voice. And these creative acts in turn inspired a
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Greek poet, Nasos Vayenas, to collect the work of Cavafy’s American heirs for
publication in Greece. Here is what some might take to be the Cavafian irony:
publication of these transformations not in the original English but in transla-
tions into Greek. So what we have at this moment in the Alexandrian’s legacy is
a celebration of his Greek poems that were translated into English and that sub-
sequently inspired poems in English which have now been translated into Greek.
But I don’t find irony in this so much as a further affirmation that translation —
yes, even translation of poetry when the poet is as original and as evocative as
C.P. Cavatfy — continues to be an essential bridge between different literatures. It
can also be an enduring source of inspiration for those practitioners of the art of
poetry who have discovered, as Auden finally did (and I quote him), that “it is
possible to be poetically influenced by work which one can read only in transla-
tion” and, as I hope we have seen, to be influenced in ways that, in the best of
our poets and the best of their sources, serve so well both to teach and to delight.



