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FOREWORD

T h e  p o e t r y  o f  George Seferis, whatever relation it may have 
to the literature of other countries, stems first of all from a 
tradition that is eminently Greek. This means that it not only 
shares in the modern revival which has produced, during the 
last hundred and fifty years or so, such distinguished Greek 
poets as Solomos, Kalvos, Palamas, Sikelianos, Cavafy, Elytis 
and Ritsos; it also proceeds, like most of the poetry that be­
longs to this revival, from earlier sources. One of these is the 
long tradition of Greek ballads and folk songs. Both the spirit 
of Greek folk literature and its dominant form, the ‘dekapenta- 
syllavos’,1 can be traced back directly at least to the Byzantine 
period, and both have been consistently influential since that 
time, though the form has naturally been modified in keeping 
with new needs. Seferis’s early poem, ‘Erotikos Logos’ (1930), 
is a major example of such modification: a successful attempt to 
adapt the dekapentasyllavos line to the expression of a contem­
porary sensibility.

Another area of the post-medieval poetic tradition that has 
remained equally influential is the more complex and sophisti­
cated literature which developed on the island of Crete during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The dramatic literature 
of Crete includes plays such as Abraham’s Sacrifice, a religious 
work, and the Erophile, a bloodthirsty tragedy in which all the 
main characters are killed or kill themselves; but the master­
piece of this more complex (and, in contrast with the folk 
ballads, more introspective) tradition is the epic romance, the 
Erotokritos, by Vitzentzos Kornaros, a work of 10,052 verses 
telling of the love of Aretousa, daughter of the king of Athens, 
and the valiant Erotokritos, son of one of the leading court 
families. This epic became immensely popular throughout the

1. A line o f  fifteen syllables, with a caesura after the eighth syllable and two 
main accents, one on the sixth or eighth syllable and one on the fourteenth.
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Greek world, great sections -  and sometimes even the whole of 
it -  being recited by heart as though an ordinary folk epic: the 
kind of recitation that haunts Seferis’s persona in ‘Reflections 
on a Foreign Line of Verse’, where he speaks of

. . .  certain old sailors of my childhood who, leaning on 
their nets with winter coming on and the wind raging,

used to recite, with tears in their eyes, the song of 
Erotokritos;

it was then I would shudder in my sleep at the unjust fate 
of Aretousa descending the marble steps.

Seferis has written the best Greek critical commentary on the 
Erotokritos,2 and its influence, as a monument to the poetic 
possibilities of the demotic Greek language,3 is apparent from 
the use he makes of it in his ‘Erotikos Logos’, where he intro­
duces actual phrases from the epic into the text of his poem in 
order to establish an analogy between his diction and that of 
another vital, relevant moment in his nation’s literary past.

Cretan literature of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
and the folk tradition are, then, among the more important 
local sources of Seferis’s art, particularly because of their cre­
ative exploitation of the Greek language; at the same time, 
however, the poetry of Seferis and that of his immediate prede­
cessors differs in an important respect from the poetry of both 
these literatures: in the use made of images, characters and 
myths that derive from ancient Greece. Whether it is Palamas 
contrasting the ‘people of relics’ -  who reign among the 
temples and olive groves of the Attic landscape -  with the 
modern crowd crawling along sluggishly, like a caterpillar 
over a white flower (in Life Immovable); or Cavafy evoking -  
perhaps ironically, perhaps erotically -  some scene out of his 
poetic world of ancient Alexandria; or Sikelianos endeavouring

2. Included in his AoxL^g  [Essays], Athens, 1974.
3. Demotic Greek, as opposed to purist Greek (known as katharevousa), is 

now the literary language o f  modern Greece, though it was not generally 
accepted as such until this century.
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to resurrect the whole pantheon of the ancient gods and to be a 
hierophant to their mysteries; or Seferis searching for the arch­
aic king of Asini -  the substantial man who fought with heroes 
-  and finding only the unsubstantial void of contemporary 
existence; whichever it is, the ancient world in all its aspects 
preoccupies the imagination of these poets constantly. This 
preoccupation is only natural in a country which, like Greece, 
remains full of the physical remnants of antiquity; everywhere 
reminders of the ancient past leap to the eye and stimulate the 
mind:

Scattered drums of a Doric column
Razed to the ground
By unexpected earthquakes

as Sikelianos puts it in ‘The Conscience of Personal Creative­
ness’, or, to quote Seferis himself: ‘fragments of a life which 
was once complete, disturbing fragments, close to us, ours for 
one moment, and then mysterious and unapproachable as the 
lines of a stone licked smooth by the wave or of a shell in the 
sea’s depths.’4 This means that the Greek poet who draws on 
classical mythology in shaping the drama of his verse enjoys a 
large advantage over his similarly disposed contemporaries in 
England or America: he can evoke characters and settings that 
have mythological overtones with less danger of being merely 
literary in doing so, with less danger of arbitrarily imposing 
gods and heroes on an alien landscape -  Tiresias on the Thames 
or Prometheus in Pennsylvania, for example -  since his own 
natural landscape is that to which these gods and heroes them­
selves once belonged and in which they still confront the 
mind’s eye plausibly.

Seferis, like most poets of modern Greece, has fully ex­
ploited this advantage. His secret (in addition to his advantage) 
is that he always offers an appropriate setting -  a poetically

4. From Delphi, translated by Philip Sherrard, Munich and Ahrbeck, Han­
over, 1963, p. 8.
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realistic setting -  before he allows any legendary figures to 
appear on his stage; before he attempts to carry the reader to 
the level of myth, he earns his sympathy and belief by convin­
cingly representing the present reality sustaining his myth -  
and it is a contemporary, Greek reality always. In this way the 
myth comes to life fully, the ancient and modern worlds meet 
in a metaphor without strain or contrivance as we find the 
legendary figures moving anachronistically onto the contem­
porary stage that the poet has set before our eyes. The anachro­
nism is, of course, very much to the point: in one sense, what 
was then is now, but in another sense, what is now was then; 
the modern voyager, for instance, shares something of Odys­
seus’s fate, while Odysseus finds a symbolic representation of 
his fate in the modern setting that the poet has him confront: 
the deserted, arid, repetitious land and the calm, embittering 
sea so frequently encountered in Seferis’s poetry are symbolic 
of Odysseus’s frustrating voyage, of his failure to realize the 
island paradise he longs for. And his fate is that of every 
wanderer seeking a final harbour, a spiritual fulfilment, that he 
can’t seem to reach. The frustrations of the wanderer are per­
ennial; as Seferis puts it in an illuminating commentary on the 
role of mythic characters in his verse: 4. . .  men of inconstancy, 
of wanderings and of wars, though they differ and may change 
in terms of greatness and value. . .  always move among the 
same monsters and the same longings. So we keep the symbols 
and the names that the myth has brought down to us, realizing 
as we do so that the typical characters have changed in keeping 
with the passing of time and the different conditions of our 
world -  which are none other than the conditions of everyone 
who seeks expression.’5

The mythology of the ancient world thus plays a crucial role 
in Seferis, but it would be a mistake to regard this source in 
isolation, since all the various threads of the Greek tradition

5. From “ "Eva YQappa y ia  xf|v «KixXr)»’ [A Letter on ‘Thrush’], 
’AYYXo-EXXryvixf) ,Em0£(i)Q'ncrn, IV (July-August 1950), 501-6.
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that we have mentioned here -  folk, literary and mythic -  are 
tightly woven together in his work; one senses really the whole 
of the Greek past, as it is represented in poetry from the age of 
Homer down to the contemporary period, behind Seferis’s 
maturest verse, giving it overtones and undertones sometimes 
too subtle for the non-Greek ear to catch (especially when they 
have to be caught in a language foreign to the text). But even as 
one does catch the sound of a richly traditional voice, a voice 
learned in the best poetry of previous ages, one is also aware 
that the voice is very much of the present age and that the 
poet’s sensibility couldn’t be farther from that of an antiquarian 
delving nostalgically into the past in order to escape from the 
bewilderments and afflictions of modern life: the past is always 
there to shape and illuminate an image of the present. And if 
this image seems inevitably to have its sorrow -  that ‘xarjpog 
xfjg Poopioovvrjg’ which is so specifically Greek that Seferis 
rightly regards any translation of the phrase as a distortion -  
one can take it simply for an index of the image’s veracity, 
since a mature consciousness in the Greek world cannot but be 
aware of how much this world has achieved only to find 
everything suddenly ruined by the ‘war, destruction, exile’ of 
constantly unpropitious times, as Seferis’s persona puts it in 
‘Thrush’ -  aware of how much and how little individual cre­
ative effort signifies in a world so vulnerable. It is the depth of 
this awareness, so often incomprehensible to nations with 
shorter and less tragic histories or with more superficial mem­
ories, that serves him for protection against those too-easily 
won positions, that too-readily assumed despair, from which 
much modern poetry issues.

If Seferis’s sensibility has always been too specifically Greek 
to allow the easy sharing of what he himself has called ‘the 
“Waste Land” feeling’ that was common to Anglo-American 
and European poets after the First World War,6 his expression

6. In ‘Letter to a Foreign Friend’ (included in Rex Warner’s translation o f  
Seferis’s essays, On the Greek Style, Athens, 1982).
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of this sensibility has been influenced by the example of several 
poets outside the Greek tradition. There is no doubt, for in­
stance, that in the early phase of his career Seferis was keenly 
interested in the tonal and stylistic experiments of his French 
contemporaries, and, indeed, often seemed to be striving for a 
‘pure’ poetry in the manner of Valery. With the appearance of 
Mythistorema in 1935, a distinct change in style became evident, 
in part the consequence of the poet’s sympathetic reading of 
Eliot and Pound during the early thirties and in part the last 
phase of a personal stylistic catharsis that had already begun to 
show in The Cistern (1932). With Mythistorema, Seferis aban­
doned the relatively formal mode of his earlier volumes in 
favour of the much freer and more natural mode that is charac­
teristic of all his mature poetry,7 where we inevitably find a 
precisely controlled style, undecorated by embellishment, the 
colouring always primary and the imagery sparse. In this 
mature poetry Seferis also combines the modes of everyday 
speech with the forms and rhythms of traditional usage in a 
way that creates the effect of both density and economy -  an 
effect almost impossible to reproduce in English, however 
carefully one may attempt to duplicate the particular character 
of the poet’s style.

But if one discerns the influence of foreign sources in Sefe­
ris’s stylistic development, one also discerns that the substance 
of his poetry has remained consistently individual since the 
start: in the finest poems of each of his volumes (often those 
least accessible to the Western reader because the least mytho­
logical or ‘classicist’), there is always that tragic sense of life 
which comes most forcefully out of a direct, personal experi­
ence of history -  out of a poet engage responding to what he has 
known and felt of human suffering, or at least what he has 
clearly seen of it at close quarters. This is not merely to repeat

7. We have chosen to open this collected edition with the poems in which 
Seferis’s mature voice is first heard rather than with the poems o f  his less 
characteristic -  and less translatable -  early phase (see note to ‘Rhymed Poems’, 
p. 308).
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the frequently suggested relationship, for example, between 
Seferis’s poetic representation of exile and his actual exile after 
the loss of his childhood home in the Asia Minor disaster of 
1922 and during his many years away from Greece in his 
country’s diplomatic service, valid though this relationship 
may be in some respects; more important, perhaps, than his 
capacity to make the personal poetic in this way is his capacity 
to capture the metaphoric significance of some event that has 
moved him, his capacity to transform a personal experience or 
insight into a metaphor that defines the character of our times: 
for example, the metaphor of that ‘presentable and quiet’ man 
who walks along weeping in ‘Narration’, the ‘instrument of a 
boundless pain/that’s finally lost all significance’; or the couple 
at the end o f ‘The Last Day’ who go home to turn on the light 
because they are sick of walking in the dusk; or the messengers 
in ‘Our Sun’ who arrive, dirty and breathless, to die with only 
one intelligible sentence on their lips: ‘We don’t have time’ (all 
of these poems written, incidentally, either just before or just 
after the outbreak of the Second World War in Europe). These 
are the kind of metaphors that project Seferis’s vision beyond 
any strictly local or strictly personal history and that bring to 
the mind’s eye images as definitive, as universal, as any offered 
by the poetry of Seferis’s contemporaries in Europe and Ame­
rica.

There are also moments when an event that would seem to 
be only of local or personal significance becomes the occasion 
for a simple statement of truth about human experience -  a 
statement more direct, and sometimes more precise, than the 
poet’s metaphoric mode allows: the second stanza of ‘Last 
Stop’, written on the eve of Seferis’s return to Greece at the end 
of the Second World War, is an occasion of this kind, as is the 
conclusion of ‘Helen’, written during the Cyprus conflict of 
the early 1950s. It is moments such as these, when the poet 
describes the corruption of war in a voice made wise and 
simple by the clearest vision, that raise his poems about specific 
historical events far above the level of political comment or
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propaganda and that show him to have sustained -  through his 
poems about the Second World War and his volume dedicated 
to the people of Cyprus -  the same universalizing sensibility 
that has shaped his image of contemporary history since M yth­
istorema and several earlier poems that anticipate it. The dis­
tinguishing attribute of Seferis’s genius -  one that he shares 
with Yeats and Eliot -  was always his ability to make out of a 
local politics, out of a personal history or mythology, some 
sort of general statement or metaphor; his long Odyssean 
voyage on rotten timbers to those islands ever slightly out of 
reach has the same force of definitive, general insight that we 
find in Yeats’s voyage to Byzantium or Eliot’s journey over 
desert country to a fragmentary salvation. Seferis’s politics are 
never simply the restricted politics of a nationalist -  though he 
was very much a ‘national’ poet in his choice of themes, and 
though his vision is often rendered in those terms that best 
characterize his nation: its landscape, its literature, its historical 
and mythic past. His politics are those of the poet with an 
especially acute sensitivity to issues that are not restricted sim­
ply to contemporary history. Though he was preoccupied with 
his tradition as few other poets of the same generation were 
with theirs, and though he had long been engaged, directly and 
actively, in the immediate political aspirations of his nation, his 
value as a poet lies in what he made of this preoccupation and 
this engagement in fashioning a broad poetic vision -  in offer­
ing insights that carry with them the weight of universal truths 
and that thus serve to reveal the deeper meaning of human 
existence.

This new edition of George Seferis’s collected poems con­
tains translations of all the poems that Seferis published during 
his lifetime. We have included three poems that were serially 
published by Seferis before his death in 1971 but which were 
first collected in the posthumous volume entitled Book o f Exer­
cises II. Most of the poems that make up that volume are 
omitted here for the reasons we give in our third, expanded 
edition of the bilingual Collected Poems, published in 1981.
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Since that date the number of studies of Seferis’s work has so 
multiplied, and is being so continuously augmented, that we 
have decided to exclude them from the brief bibliography. Our 
notes remain as they were: readers who wish for further infor­
mation referring to the Greek text should consult the Ikaros 
(Athens) edition o f Seferis’s poems, edited by George Savidis. 
We have only to add that this new collection incorporates 
many revisions of the translations that appeared in our 1981 
edition. In fact, we would like to think that this revised volume 
contains our definitive English versions of virtually all of Sefe­
ris’s poetry. We would also like to think that the volume bears 
witness both to the full scope of the poet’s vision and to the 
fineness of the artistry with which this vision is expressed.

E. K. 
P. S.



A C K N O W LED G EM EN T

As w a s  in d ic a t e d  in our first collected edition of Seferis’s 
poetry (1967), our work was facilitated at the start by Mr Sefe­
ris’s generous interest and cooperation. The serial publication 
of a number of the translations in their earliest form is 
acknowledged in the first edition, as is the republication of 
selections from our initial collaborative enterprise, identified 
here in the Bibliographical Note. Those poems that have been 
revised for the current edition appear here in their revised form 
for the first time.

A diamond at the foot of a page indicates that the end of an 
irregular stanza or verse-paragraph has coincided with the end 
of a page: there would otherwise have been a line-space. Dia­
monds do not appear in those poems that have a regular stanza 
pattern.



Mythistorema
Sij’ai dugout, ce n’est gueres 
Que pour la terre et les pierres.

-  A r t h u r  R im b a u d
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Mythistorema

1

The angel -
three years we waited for him, attention riveted,
closely scanning
the pines the shore the stars.
One with the blade o f the plough or the ship’s keel 
we were searching to find once more the first seed 
so that the age-old drama could begin again.

We returned to our homes broken, 
limbs incapable, mouths cracked 
by the taste of rust and brine.
When we woke we travelled towards the north, strangers 
plunged into mist by the immaculate wings o f swans that 

wounded us.
On winter nights the strong wind from the east maddened 

us,
in the summers we were lost in the agony of days that 

couldn’t die.

We brought back
these carved reliefs o f a humble art.
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2

Still one more well inside a cave.
It used to be easy for us to draw up idols and ornaments 
to please those friends who still remained loyal to us.

The ropes have broken; only the grooves on the well’s lip
remind us o f our past happiness:
the fingers on the rim, as the poet put it.
The fingers feel the coolness o f the stone a little, 
then the body’s fever prevails over it 
and the cave stakes its soul and loses it 
every moment, full o f silence, w ithout a drop o f water.
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3

Remember the baths where you were murdered

I woke with this marble head in my hands;
it exhausts my elbows and I don’t know  where to put it 

down.
It was falling into the dream as I was coming out o f the 

dream
so our life became one and it will be very difficult for it to 

separate again.

I look at the eyes: neither open nor closed
I speak to the m outh which keeps trying to speak
I hold the cheeks which have broken through the skin.
T hat’s all I’m able to do.

My hands disappear and come towards me
mutilated.
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4
Argonauts

And a soul
if it is to know  itself
must look
into its own soul:
the stranger and enemy, w e’ve seen him in the mirror.

They were good, the companions, they didn’t complain
about the work or the thirst or the frost,
they had the bearing o f trees and waves
that accept the wind and the rain
accept the night and the sun
without changing in the midst o f change.
They were fine, whole days
they sweated at the oars with lowered eyes
breathing in rhythm
and their blood reddened a submissive skin.
Sometimes they sang, w ith lowered eyes
as we were passing the deserted island with the Barbary figs
to the west, beyond the cape o f the dogs
that bark.
If it is to know itself, they said 
it must look into its own soul, they said 
and the oars struck the sea’s gold 
in the sunset.
We went past many capes many islands the sea 
leading to another sea, gulls and seals.
Sometimes disconsolate wom en wept 
lamenting their lost children 
and others frantic sought Alexander the Great 
and glories buried in the depths o f Asia.



M y t h i s t o r e m a

We moored on shores full ofnight-scents,
the birds singing, with waters that left on the hands
the memory o f a great happiness.
But the voyages did not end.
Their souls became one with the oars and the oarlocks
with the solemn face o f the prow
with the rudder’s wake
with the water that shattered their image.
The companions died one by one,
with lowered eyes. Their oars
mark the place where they sleep on the shore.

N o one remembers them. Justice.
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We didn’t know  them
deep down it was hope that said 

w e’d known them since early childhood.
We saw them perhaps twice and then they took to the ships 
cargoes o f coal, cargoes o f grain, and our friends 
lost beyond the ocean forever.
Dawn finds us beside the tired lamp
drawing on paper, awkwardly, painfully,
ships mermaids or sea shells;
at dusk we go down to the river
because it shows us the way to the sea;
and we spend the nights in cellars that smell o f tar.

O ur friends have left us
perhaps we never saw them, perhaps 

we met them when sleep 
still brought us close to the breathing wave 
perhaps we search for them because we search for the other 

life,
beyond the statues.
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The garden with its fountains in the rain
you will see only from behind the clouded glass
o f the low window. Your room
will be lit only by the flames from the fireplace
and sometimes the distant lightning will reveal
the wrinkles on your forehead, my old Friend.

The garden with the fountains that in your hands
was a rhythm  o f the other life, beyond the broken
statues and the tragic columns
and a dance among the oleanders
near the new quarries -
misty glass will have cut it off from your life.
You w on’t breathe; earth and the sap o f the trees 
will spring from your m em ory to strike 
this w indow struck by rain 
from the outside world.
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South wind

Westward the sea merges w ith a mountain range.
From our left the south wind blows and drives us mad, 
the kind o f wind that strips bones o f their flesh.
O ur house among pines and carobs.
Large windows. Large tables
for writing you the letters w e’ve been writing
so many months now, dropping them
into the space between us in order to fill it up.

Star o f dawn, when you lowered your eyes 
our hours were sweeter than oil 
on a wound, more joyful than cold water 
to the palate, more peaceful than a swan’s wings.
You held our life in the palm o f your hand.
After the bitter bread o f exile, 
at night if we remain in front o f the white wall 
your voice approaches us like the hope o f fire; 
and again this wind hones 
a razor against our nerves.

Each o f us writes you the same thing 
and each falls silent in the other’s presence, 
watching, each o f us, the same world separately 
the light and darkness on the mountain range 
and you.
Who will lift this sorrow from our hearts?
Yesterday evening a heavy rain and again today 
the covered sky burdens us. O ur thoughts -  
like the pine needles o f yesterday’s dow npour
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bunched up and useless in front o f our doorway -  
would build a collapsing tower.

Among these decimated villages 
on this prom ontory, open to the south wind 
with the mountain range in front of us hiding you, 
who will appraise for us the sentence to oblivion? 
Who will accept our offering, at this close o f autumn?
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What are they after, our souls, travelling
on the decks o f decayed ships
crowded in with sallow w om en and crying babies
unable to forget themselves either w ith the flying fish
or w ith the stars that the masts point out at their tips;
grated by gramophone records
committed to non-existent pilgrimages unwillingly
m urm uring broken thoughts from  foreign languages.

What are they after, our souls, travelling 
on rotten brine-soaked timbers 
from harbour to harbour?

Shifting broken stones, breathing in
the pine’s coolness w ith greater difficulty each day,
swimming in the waters o f this sea
and o f that sea,
w ithout the sense o f touch
without men
in a country that is no longer ours 
nor yours.

We knew that the islands were beautiful 
somewhere round about here where we grope, 
slightly lower down or slightly higher up, 
a tiny space.


