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Preliminary remarks on George Seferis’ visual poetics!

Eleni Papargyriou
University of Oxford

This article makes some preliminary remarks on Seferis’ photography, focusing mainly on
its poetics as an act of seeing. The main intention is to highlight the direct relationship
between Seferis’ visual sensibility and his poetry. The article primarily discusses some
technical features of Seferis’ photography. It then examines his photography as a visual
diary and draws attention to those cases where it is obvious that photographs bide behind
specific poems. Finally, the article discusses the differences between photography and
poetry regarding their relation to time. In this context, the poem ‘Me tov tpomo tov I 2.,
which makes explicit reference to photography, is examined.

Publicly known as a poet, essayist, diarist and diplomat, George Seferis was also a pas-
sionate photographer. His photographic output amounts to about 2,500 photographs, all
black and white, taken between 1924 and the early 1970s. As a result of donations made
by his wife Maro in 1984 and her daughter Anna Londou in 1999, these photographs are
now preserved in the George Seferis photographic archive of the Cultural Foundation of
the National Bank of Greece (MIET) in Athens, many in the form of contact prints. As
well as photographs taken by Seferis, the archive also houses a substantial number of pho-
tographs of Seferis himself, posing alone or in the company of friends and family.? Several
of the photographs taken by Seferis were exhibited in 2000 in the Gazi district in Athens,

1 All pictures appearing her are copyright MIET. I would like to express my gratitude to the director of MIET
Dionysis Kapsalis for giving me permission to visit the archive and reproduce unpublished material and to the
archivist Voula Livani for her kind assistance with my research. I would also like to thank Professor Roderick
Beaton for putting me in touch with MIET, as well as Professor Peter Mackridge, Dr Sarah Ekdawi, Professor
Dimitris Tziovas and Dr Katerina Krikos-Davis for their comments on various drafts of this paper. Last but not
least, I would like to thank Roderick Saxey for helping me translate passages from the diaries.

2 Like members of the Cavafy family, the Seferiadises were frequently photographed; there are many surviv-
ing portraits of the parents, Stelios and Despo. As far as their children, George, loanna and Angelos, are con-
cerned, there are various portraits documenting their lives from infancy to adulthood. These photographs were
probably taken in local studios in Smyrna, where the family lived until 1914. It is possible that Seferis’ interest
in photography was triggered by these regular visits to the photographer, who would make records of family
members in black and white.
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in the Cultural Centre of Patra and subsequently in other Greek cities, as part of the
celebrations marking the centenary of the poet’s birth. In the same context, the Cultural
Foundation of the National Bank published, in 2000, an album entitled O1 pwroypagies
tov T'tdpyov Zepépy, containing a representative selection of Seferis’ photographs.?

Secondary bibliography on Seferis’ photography is sparse. Apart from the useful
introductions to albums,* there are two articles, one by John Stathatos in the journal
Xdptng® and another by Emmanouil Kasdaglis in H A£n.° Stathatos focuses on technical
aspects of Seferis’ photography, such as the type of cameras and the system he used
to classify his negatives. Kasdaglis, on the other hand, discusses Seferis’ photography as
a kind of visual autobiography related to his travelling. An intriguing use made of photo-
graphs taken by Seferis as well as photographs depicting him and his family is that of his
biographer Roderick Beaton, who includes several descriptions of them in the biography
as evidence of a person’s character or mood at a certain age or as a means of illustrating
Seferis’ poetic endeavours.”

Thus, Seferis’ photographs constitute a promising area of research, as there has been
no attempt to study them systematically. Such research would entail a comprehensive
analysis of the themes, technical features and visual aims of the photographs and would
provide the basis for an interdisciplinary comparison of Seferis’ photography with his
aesthetic ideas as expounded in his diaries, his essays and, most importantly, his poetry.
His photography and his poetry are interrelated through similar perceptions of space and
the human body; it becomes evident that the conceptualization of space — particularly
landscape — and representations of people are shaped through technical aspects of pho-
tography such as point of view, framing, awareness of light conditions, zoom and crop,
but also temporal aspects of capturing a scene in snapshots or time exposure. It is a known
fact that on a number of occasions, specific photographs provided Seferis with concrete
primary material for poetic use, and an investigation of the ways in which this material is
transcribed into a different medium would be extremely valuable. -

Seferis started photographing in the mid-1920s, and the beginning of this activity
coincided with photography becoming a popular household medium. Photography may be

3 Other publications include the albums Kémpog: uviun kor oydmn: pe to poxd tov Idpyov Zepépn (Nicosia
1990), which contains Seferis’ photographs made during his visits to Cyprus between 1953 and 1955; George
Seferis, Photographer (New York 1999); and Tpeig uépes oto povaostipia tng Kannadoxing (Athens 2005).
Photographs are also published in the last two volumes of Seferis’ diaries as well as in two recent publications:
G. Georgis, H Kovatavtivovnoldy tov Ndpyov Zepépn (Athens 2004) and A. Papageorgiou-Venetas, H Afva
100 MeoomoAéuov péoa amo tic Mépeg tov TNkdpyov Zepépn (Athens 2006).

4 See D. Kapsalis in O1 pdroypagics tov T'idpyov Zepépn (Athens 2000) and George Seferis, Photographer,
and E. Kasdaglis in Kbnpog: uviun ko1 aydny.

5 J. Stathatos, ‘O potoypdpog INdpyog Zeeépng’, Xdptne 4 (January 1983) 475-86.

6 E. Kasdaglis, “Eva nouyvidt and @og ko oxid: o TePépng kou 1 ootoypagio’, H Aéén 53 (March—April
1986) 262-5. Both are reproduced in Or gwroypoapics tov Ndpyov Zepépn.

7 R. Beaton, Waiting for the Angel (New Haven, CT and London 2003) including a good selection of
photographs.

https://doi.org/10.1179/030701308X259688 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1179/030701308X259688

Preliminary remarks on George Seferis’ visual poetics 82

said to have become a commodity at the beginning of the twentieth century, heralding the
emergence of a visual culture; not only does it document what people see and how they see
it, it also replaces and exchanges external reality with art. For the first time, it was possible
to satisfy people’s curiosity with a printed image much as looking at the real thing would
do. Photographic images have an ideological significance, as they measure the importance
of the real world in the eyes of the beholder. Amateur photography, being less sophis-
ticated than its professional counterpart, gives a clearer idea of what catches people’s
attention on an everyday basis. In the case of Seferis, photographic themes are ideological
indicators, particularly his choice of architectural and archaeological subjects. Thus,
Seferis” photography should be examined in the wider context of visual culture in the
1930s and the emergence of what we might call ‘national imagery’.

Seferis’ images keenly cover classical and Hellenistic antiquity, Byzantine and
twentieth-century monuments; excavation sites, ruined temples and church iconography
feature alongside urban landscapes and images of the natural world. This visual syncre-
tism corresponds to Seferis’ theoretical ideas about redefining Greekness on the basis of
(primarily literary and linguistic) inclusion. Seferis acknowledges poetic sources in areas
rejected by the previous generations: his interest in Makriyannis and Erotokritos, as well
as in medieval texts, folk poetry and ancient Greek literature, amplifies the scope of the
linguistic, aesthetic and ideological quests of the 1930s. Seferis’ generation proposed a
national poetry that aspired to create a Modern Greek mythology, which would encom-
pass past and present in a single strand. Thus, the diversity of these sources is treated
synchronically, as they are not differentiated in terms of stylistic importance. Similarly,
Seferis’ photography creates a kind of national imagery that comprises both historical and
contemporary material as equally valid sources.

The breadth of the subject as I have attempted to outline it falls outside the scope
of this introductory article. Here I will confine myself to some preliminary remarks
on Seferis’ photography, focusing mainly on its poetics as an act of seeing. Seferis’ wife
claimed that he photographed subjects he wished to remember accurately, for use in his
poetry and other texts.® My intention here is to highlight the direct relationship between
Seferis’ visual sensibility and his poetry. First I will discuss some technical features of
Seferis’ photography. I will then examine Seferis’ photographic archive as a visual diary
and I will draw attention to those cases where it is obvious that photographs are used as
material for specific poems. Particular emphasis will be laid on Seferis’ theoretical insight
into the similarities and differences between poetry and photography. Finally, in the last
section I will discuss some temporal aspects of photography and poetry. In this context
I will examine the complicated temporal issues raised in the poem ‘Mg T0ov TpdmO TOUL
I'.Z., the only poem that makes explicit reference to photography.

8 Interview given to A. Fostieris and T. Niarchos, H 1één 53 (March—April 1986) 202.
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Technical aspects

Seferis’ photography covers three main subject-areas; landscapes, architecture and people.
Among his earliest photographs are views of Dover, taken in the summer of 1924 as
the ship bringing him to England approaches the coast. Despite their poor quality, these
photographs create a distinct effect of depth, which will become a permanent feature of
Seferis’ landscape photography. All of them display a broad horizon against a misty back-
ground. It seems that the gradually diminishing distance from the unknown place, coming
into full view from on board ship, stirs a sense of wonder at this unexplored northern
country surrounded by sea. The sensation of the first photographs of England is reflected
in Mvbiotdpnua, A': ‘Otav Eunvricope ta&idéape xatd o Boprd, Eévor / fubiopévor
péoa og Katovisg and T domAx OTeEpd TV KUKVOV oL pog rAnydvey.”? As 1 will
show in due course, in later years Seferis often shoots subjects from a distance, in order to
explore their positioning within a wider scheme of perspective.

As mentioned above, Seferis shows a particularly keen interest in architecture, both
contemporary and historic. Photographing ruins provides him with the opportunity to
explore space and relate the works of men to those of nature. Seferis’ historical photo-
graphy reflects his complicated relationship with the past, broadly addressing issues of
continuity. Seferis often photographs people in front of buildings or archaeological sites.
Despite the monumental aim of this type of photograph, the position of the human body
often displays a sort of uneasiness. More often than not, there is a disproportion in scale,
as the angle from which the frame is shot accentuates the size of the ruins at the expense
of the human figure.

In the photograph in Figure 1, the man depicted embraces one of the fallen
Corinthian column drums at the temple of Olympian Zeus in Athens. Zooming right into
the column drum enhances its size; the primary theme of this photograph is the tension
created by the size of the fallen column next to the human body, but one can also detect
a humorous touch regarding the man in dark clothes who is embracing the fallen giant
as though to comfort him. Seferis’ outdoor photography often plays with the contrast
between light and shadow; in this photo, he is obviously attracted by the contrast between
the man’s dark suit and the white marble. On other occasions, as we shall see, Seferis often
exploits the interplay between light and shadow by focusing on multiple pools or shafts of
light emerging through a narrow passage like the opening of a cave or thick foliage.

Seferis’ photography evolved in the years 1924-40, as he acquired a better under-
standing of some technical aspects: this was partly due to the fact that in the course of
these years he experimented with different cameras, some more sophisticated than others.
His development was also connected to a better understanding of space and light, as I
will try to show by comparing portraits of three different women, all of them Seferis’
lovers at different stages of his life. The first shot, around 1924 in Paris, shows Jacqueline

9 All quotations from Seferis’ poems are taken from G. Seferis, Homjuota, 21st edn (Athens 2004).
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Figure 1 Man embracing fallen column at the temple of Olympian Zeus.
©MIET.

Pouyollon, Seferis” French girlfriend at the time (Figure 2). The photograph was most
probably taken in mid or late afternoon, as shadows fall to the left. Avoiding the sun at
its highest produces shadows that emphasize specific facial features, such as the shape
of Jacqueline’s face and the texture of her skin. The subject is placed in the middle of
the frame, smiling straight into the camera; the fact that there is almost no background
underlines her expression. The photograph creates a light and insouciant sensation, but
cropped rather crudely, it fails to take full advantage of the scene’s potential.

The second photograph depicts Loukia Fotopoulou, and was taken around 1930. It
shows the subject posing on the balcony of an old house during an excursion (Figure 3).1°
In this photograph there is greater sophistication regarding the subject’s placement in
space. Loukia’s body forms a vertical line, intersecting the parallel lines of roof tiles on
the left and the balustrade below. There is a green hill in the distant background, which
creates a sense of depth. In addition, there is a synthesis of different textures and tones

10 Regarding the unknown location of this photograph, I would like to thank Roderick Beaton for suggesting
that the excursion might have taken place in the Sanatorium on Pelion. There is no certain evidence in the
archives to shed more light into this matter.
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Figure 2 Jacqueline Pouyollon. ©MIET.

of black and white; Loukia’s white blouse and dark skirt, her dark beret, the paint peeling
off the walls of the old house and the old wooden shutters create multiple points of
focalization that add to the subject’s complexity without distracting the eye too much.

However, Seferis reached the peak of his craft in his portrait of Maro, made in Poros
in 1938 (Figure 4''). The subject is seated on a carpet of fallen leaves. There are multiple
pools of light, as the sun is filtered through foliage falling strategically on the nape of
Maro’s neck, her back, left hand and left knee. Depth is shown here more effectively as
foliage fades away in the background. The position of the body creates lines that intersect
at right angles, creating an effect that elsewhere constitutes an important part of Seferis’
photography of architecture. What mainly differentiates this photograph from the previ-
ous two is the way it is cropped, striking the right balance between subject and surround-
ings. Arguably, the photograph is the outcome of Seferis” growing confidence with the
photographic lens and reflects a better understanding of space, human body and light,
which is not only reflected on the subject but also seems to transform the subject itself into
a source of light.

11 Figures 4, 5, 7 and 9 are published in O1 pwrtoypapicg tov Ndpyov Zepépn.

https://doi.org/10.1179/030701308X259688 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1179/030701308X259688

Preliminary remarks on George Seferis’ visual poetics 86

Figure 3 Loukia Fotopoulou. ©MIET.

Visual diary

Seferis’ life is marked by travelling, either enforced or voluntary. As a law student, he lived
in Paris from 1918 to 1924. In 1926, he embarked on a diplomatic career that would take
him first to London and then to Albania. With the outbreak of the Second World War, he
followed the Greek government-in-exile to Cairo, Jerusalem and South Africa. From 1948
and 1950 he was Counsellor at the Greek Embassy in Ankara, from where he visited Skala
Vourlon and Cappadocia. Between 1953 and 1956 he served as Greek ambassador in the
Middle East, from where he visited Cyprus, and from 1957 to 1962 he held the same post
in London. Seferis attempted to remedy the sense of uneasiness caused by this constant
movement by meticulously recording his life. His diaries reflect his need to hang on to the
moment and to counterbalance the unpredictability of the future with a fierce attachment
to the present.

Three poetic collections entitled Huepoddyio kataotpduatos point to similar objec-
tives. Huepoidyio kataotpduatos A, B” and I'" represent three different sets of locations,
Albania and Greece, North and South Africa, Cyprus. It is often the mundane practi-
calities of the journey or the adjustment to a foreign place that provide material for these
collections. Apart from his diaries and poetry, Seferis compiles a systematic photographic
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A :

Figure 4 Maro Seferi. OMIET.

archive that follows the same itinerary. Seferis becomes more interested in landscape pho-
tography as his moving around from place to place increases. Preserving a photographic
archive of his travels indicates a need to hold on to the visual details of the journey, which
would otherwise be lost with the passage of time. However, Seferis’ use of photography
as a supplementary means of recording this physical and mental itinerary goes beyond
a physical attachment to space. Photography protracts the present; by virtue of constantly
referring to the present, the onlooker conflates past and future into one. Compiling an
archive of travel photographs, which record and in a sense annotate the journey, makes
the travelling worthwhile, as it eradicates the sensation of time past and lost, which
movement inherently suggests. In this sense, archives of travel photography are gratifying
in that they eternally preserve space against time." It seems that in photography time
is annulled, as it is directly connected to an attachment to space, the details of which
gradually erode as memory fades.

12 ‘Photography alludes to the past and the future only in so far as they exist in the present, the past through
its surviving relics, the future through prophecy visible in the present’ (J. Szarkowski, ‘Introduction to The
Photographer’s Eye’, in L. Wells (ed.), The Photography Reader (London and New York 2003) 101).
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Seferis’ first diary entries that mention photography date from the mid-1920s and,
not surprisingly, mostly concern family photographs, which are either framed and exhib-
ited on the wall or kept in a drawer to be occasionally taken out and viewed in solitude.
Seferis is rather cautious about mentioning the affective impact of these photographs, but
regards their function as a sort of aide-mémoire. “To Bpadv onitt pov koita&a maAiég
QOToYpapies,’ he writes rather casually in October 1931.1* While in London in August
1932, he discovers photographs that remind him of his mother’s death. Again, the diary
entry is short and rather cryptic: “Encoa katd 10y o€ YopTid Kot @mTOYpopieg TOv
pov BSucav 10 Bdvato NG untépag pov.’ Curiously, in his diaries Seferis omits the
emotions evoked by these photographs as well as details of people’s physical appearance.
There is no indulgence in the feeling of loss that is obviously triggered by them. The pho-
tographic image carries no significance as a referent of external reality; equally, it carries
no significance as a referent of emotions. Images seem to function as stimuli of thoughts,
and to an even greater extent, words. There is a linguistic interference when the onlooker
describes a photograph; photographs of people are obviously not the people they depict,
but are conventionally recognized as such. Arguably, it is the discourse around the image
that establishes this recognition, rather than an intuitive working of the mind itself. In
other words, in order to make the image meaningful, the onlooker envelops the content
of the photograph with language.!® Seferis seems to stretch this process to the full; it is
the language that is developed around the photograph that has priority over the image.
Although the image serves as primary material, it is still a means to an end; the poetic
discourse around and about that image is clearly privileged. Photographs seem to function
as cryptic conveyors of emotion, in the same way as Seferis’ poems. There is no direct

13 ‘At home in the evening I looked at old photographs.’

14 Photographs entail a linguistic paradox, in that they conflate past and present tenses into one; even if they
are dead, people in photographs always exist in the present tense. When someone describes a photograph of a
dead person they usually say, “This is X’ rather than “This was X’. However, there is a strong sense of pastness,
of time passing, created by the observer’s realization that there is a distance separating him/her from the present
of the photograph. In March 1926 Seferis writes in his diary: ‘TuvaicOnon mog yepved koarablirntiké
aicbnpa kovtdfovtag TNV mpoondbela Tov mpoodrev va Savafyolv otnv empdvela péco oand Tig
unepdepéveg ypappés Tov eotoypapldv. Iepaocuéva ypévia, putides xaddng Aoyapraopds’ (‘Sense of
ageing; a heavy feeling while looking upon peoples’ attempts to re-emerge to the surface through the muddled
lines of photographs. Years gone by, wrinkles; a chaotic reckoning.’) (Mépec 4" (Athens 1975) 46).

15 . ‘I accidentally bumped into papers and photographs that reminded me of my mother’s death’ (Mépegc B’
(Athens 1975) 87). Seferis’ mother, Despo Tenekidou, died on 9 September 1926.

16 ‘Further, importantly, it was shown that the putatively autonomous “language of photography” is never
free from the determinations of language itself. We rarely see a photograph in use which does not have a cap-
tion or a title, it is more usual to encounter photographs attached to long texts, or with a copy superimposed
over them. Even a photograph which has no actual writing on or around it is traversed by language when it
is “read” by a viewer (for example, an image which is predominantly dark in tone carries all the weight of sig-
nification that darkness has been given in social use; many of its interpretants will therefore be linguistic, as
when we speak metaphorically of an unhappy person being “gloomy”)’ (V. Burgin, ‘Looking at photographs’,
in Wells, The Photography Reader, 131).

https://doi.org/10.1179/030701308X259688 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1179/030701308X259688

89 Eleni Papargyriou

reference to it, but the visual idiom, on the one hand, and the sequence of words, on the
other, are so loosely connected that they leave gaps that beg to be filled with affective
meaning.

An investigation into the extent to which these photographs provide Seferis with
primary material for poetic development would be of seminal importance. A case in point
is a series of photographs that Seferis took in Hydra in November 1939, on a visit to the
island with the American author Henry Miller and their friend George Katsimbalis. These
photographs show Miller and Katsimbalis walking down the stairs of whitewashed court-
yards and in the harbour. In one of the photos Miller poses alone against a background of
masts and rigging, seated on the bottom of an overturned boat, his eyes hidden behind
dark shades, with a bright ambiguous smile that seems to be knowingly mocking the
world (Figure 5). Miller’s torso is carefully positioned in the middle of the frame, leaning
slightly to the right; he holds his hands together on his lap. The photograph shows a
contrast between the texture of different materials and shapes: folds in Miller’s slack
clothes, the rough surface of the boat with the keel protruding on the far right and the
rough canvas of the sails — all of these details emerge more effectively through the use of
black-and-white film. One mast runs diagonally through the picture, just behind Miller’s

Figure 5 Henry Miller in Hydra. ©OMIET.
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head, like an arrow, intersecting vertical masts hoisted in the background. The setting
becomes more dramatic under the cloudy sky, with the whitewashed houses of Hydra
spread sparsely across barren hills, and the straight lines of rigging crossing each other.
The photograph is rather dark, with only one spot of light falling directly on Miller’s head
and left shoulder.

This photograph is evidently reflected in the poem ‘Les anges sont blancs’, which
Seferis dedicates to the American author.” The poem, published in the collection
Huepoloyio karaotpdpatos A’, begins:

Tout a coup Louis cessa de frotter ses jambes 'une contre autre et dit d’'une voix
lente: ‘Les anges sont blancs’.
BALZAC

Onwg o vavtng ota Edptia yAiotpnoe mdve otov Tpomikd tov Kapkivov ko
GTOV TPOTMIKG TOV Alydkepm

KL 1itov TOAS PLOLKS TOL 8EV UTOPOVCE VO CTAUATHOEL UTPOCTA PAS GTO VYOG
avBpdnov

oA pog koltale dAovg and To Vog NG muyoAaunidag 1 ard To WWog Tov
TEVKOL

naipvoviag Babid tnv avdoa Tov 61N 3pocid TOV doTPOV 1 0TN OKOVN TNG YNG.

The setting of the poem is autumnal Hydra, evoked through a strong impression of white-
ness: ‘Kol Tot okaAd Tov aoBEotn KAUTEPUIVOY OC TO KATAPAL TOV TEPACUEVOV KAl
Bpiokave T oy

Another photograph, taken on the same day, shows Miller posing with a child at the
top of a flight of steps (Figure 6). Here, there is an obvious sense of confinement, as the
subjects emerge behind the parallel lines of a staircase, and the whole frame is filled with
the adjacent walls of buildings, one of which is obviously a church. The daunting effect
of this photograph is enhanced by the skull engraved on the church’s external wall, behind
Miller’s back. The period is November 1939, marked by the recent outbreak of war; the
poem reflects an awareness of changes already taking place, or about to take place in
Europe. Poland’s shape is shrinking ‘cav peiavid mov tnv niver to otourdyapto’. In
the poem Miller is compared to a sailor sliding down the rigging. Standing at a different
level from the rest, he observes them from the height of a firefly or the height of a pine-
tree, which could be connected to the slightly twisted angle from which these photographs
are taken. Miller in the poem is regarded as a man of miracle, whose soul remains pure
amidst the despair that seems to be taking over. At the end of the poem, the man ‘with
the bites of tropics on his skin putting on his black spectacles as though to work with an

17 The connection was first made by E. Kasdaglis (‘Eva moyvidt and ¢og ko okid’, 264). Beaton also
makes the connection between the photograph and the poem by using the line ‘putting on his black spectacles
as though to work with oxy-acetylene flame’ as its legend.
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Figure 6 Henry Miller with child in Hydra. ©MIET.

oxy-acetylene flame’*® improvises on Balzac’s phrase ‘Les anges sont blancs’, used as the
poem’s epigraph:

O dyyehot givon Agvkoi mupouévol Agvkol kol To Tt popaiveTal Tov Bo
TOVG AVTIKPIOEL

Ko dev vdpyel IAAOg TPOTOG MPEMEL VoL YiVELG CaV TNV TETPA GTaY YUPEVELS TN
CUVAVIOTPOPT TOVG

Kt &1av youpedelg 1o Badpo mpénel vo oneipelg To aipo Gov OTIC 01O YOVIEG
TOV AVEUOV

yioti To Badpa dev givon movBevd mapd kukAogopel péoa otig PAEREG Tov
avBparov.

Like many other poems by Seferis, this one is marked by an antithesis between dark-
ness and light; Miller is shielded behind dark spectacles; the angels are white and the set-
ting features the typical whiteness of Greek islands. However, both the whiteness of the
setting and that of angels is ambiguous, as it does not suggest purity; rather, it is a blinding

18 Translated by E. Keeley and P. Sherrard, in G. Seferis, Collected Poems, rev. edn (Princeton, NJ 1995)
129-31.
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kind of dazzle, and only the man in dark spectacles is equipped to face the blaze. The
poem is faintly reminiscent of ancient myths that revolve around the power of the human
gaze. Myths such as that of Orpheus,'® and even more so that of Perseus, deal with the
issue of seeing what one is not supposed to see. As is well known, Perseus was ordered to
fetch the head of Medusa, a monster who could turn anyone who looked at her into stone.
With the help of Athena, Hermes and nymphs, who supplied him with winged sandals,
Hades’ cap of invisibility, and a sickle, Perseus manages to behead Medusa in her sleep.
There is a cryptic reference to Perseus in the parallel between the angels and Gorgo in the
verse ‘Kol Ogv LIdpy el GAAOG TpOTOg Tpémet vaL yivelg ooy TNV TETPa GTaY YUPELELS TN
oLVAvVaoTPOQT Tovg’. It seems that the man behind dark spectacles is endowed with a
power of vision that places him in a higher rank than ordinary people, as it enables him
to see what others cannot. This ability comes at a high price; one needs ‘to scatter one’s
blood to the eight points of the wind’. In the end, the miracle of seeing comes from the
inside rather than the outside, as a kind of internal epiphany. Still, one needs an external
technical aid, which will work as a kind of filter. As we shall see, this almost demonic
ability to see into the dazzle is also sought by Seferis himself; he uses the camera lens as
a seeing aid that enables him to look into the heart of things; the lens is only a means to
train the eye to work effectively.

A few years later, during the Second World War, in South Africa, Seferis recalls these
Hydra photographs and asks Miller for a copy in a letter.? This request reflects a desire to
see a familiar Greek landscape again, a desire which seems to be natural in the unfamili-
arity of the African setting. In a similar spirit of homesickness, he writes in his diary on 25
September 1941:

TAuEpa KPEUAOY RAVD ONG TO YPUPEIO HOU TN HOVAdIKT QoToYpaeic evig
gAAnvikoV tomiov mov Ppébnke, oAwodidiov tuyois, péoo o kdTl YopTLd.
TN gatoypapio TG peydAng dykvpag tov ITépov. Tnv eixa kdver éva mpmi
g dvolgng tov '40. Kabdg tnv kortalm tdpa, oucBdvopor tnv Yoy pov
TAnpuoptopévn. AAAd dev givonl ovtd mov pov Ypetdioviol: TEAEKDVIONG TOV
g0t pog, 1ol ypdeovpe.?

The photograph of the anchor evokes the familiar Greek landscape of Poros, which has
a soothing effect on the exiled poet (Figure 7). However, despite his initial enthusiasm,

19  According to Virgil, Orpheus descended to Hades to retrieve Eurydice, who had died of a snakebite.
Having enchanted Hades with his song, he was allowed to bring her back provided he did not look back while
leading her up, which he failed to do. His mistake resulted in his losing Eurydice forever.

20 “And a service, if I may ask for it. I had sent you before the Italian war photographs of Greek landscapes
made by me; some of them were made during our stay in Hydra (you sitting on a boat) etc. Can you make a
copy and send it to me?’ (Mépeg 4" (Athens 1977) 171).

21 “Today I hung above my desk the only photograph of a Greek landscape that was found, entirely by
accident, among some papers of mine. The photograph of the big anchor of Poros. I had taken it one spring
morning in 1940. Looking at it now, it floods my soul. But this isn’t what I need: by hacking away at ourselves,
this is how we write’ (Mépec 4°, 132-3).
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Figure 7 Anchor in Poros. OMIET.

Seferis is sceptical as to the poetic value of this visual stimulus. It seems that the instanta-
neousness of this sensation is somehow too simple, or maybe even too coarse; it is rather
the process of hacking away at himself, of carving simple feelings, that gives birth to
significant art. Why is a simple image justified in a photograph but not in poetry? A dis-
tinction between photography and poetry is implied here. Photography is regarded by
Seferis as a realistic means of depiction: this realism entails correspondence between the
real object and the object depicted in the photograph. Consequently, the viewer’s emo-
tional reaction to the photographed object is similar to the reaction he would have to
the real object, which does not justify the use of the artistic means at all. On the other
hand, poetry should abstain from this sort of transparency and achieve its impact through
a higher degree of sophistication.

In a conversation with the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas recorded in a diary entry for
17 November 1951, Seferis notes how a strong visual stimulus can obstruct the writing of
poetry:

O Thomas xovBévtiale kdunoco. Ag Bopdpa ndg, TOV pATNOA AV TOL ETVYE TOTE
VoL TepLypdel duece. kdtt mov PAEnet, vo uunbei Tn dovAetd tov {ypdeov Tov
Loypagilel ek TOL PLOLKOY — OTMG TO SOKINHACH KATOTE GTAL VIATA HOV.
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— Oy, eime, dev pmopd. pov ypeldfetor M ovvepyooio TNG UVAUTIC.
Tuppovicape akoun rog sivorl kakd va et kovelg urpootd Tov, 0tav YpaeeL,
Oéa. 22

What Thomas and Seferis agree on here is that an impressive view obscures the sort of
internal vision that is essential for achieving something of considerable poetic status. In
general, the issue of clarity in vision is paramount for Seferis; it is a matter of fine tuning,
of training the eye as one would adjust the settings of a camera. In a much quoted diary
entry for 18 December 1954 he notes: ‘Ztapoaticape Aiyo mo kdt® and to Amshit ko
kottdéape Tov Ao va Boviidiet otnv fovyn Bdiacca tng Powvikng. Ma yrati
kdnote PAénel kaveic to mpdypato Kabopd — BEAM VoL T® STOG GTaV 1| POTOYPAPLKN
pnyovy sivol ocootd kavovicouévn.’® Like the poem ‘Les anges sont blancs’, this
extract conveys the desire to look directly at a source of intense light and the difficulty of
adjusting the eye to capture its intensity.

Similarly, in 1946, Seferis spent some time on the island of Poros, where he wrote:
Kapdler. To yx1e01Vé @eyydpt MOAS Aopmepd axdps, oynid wpog tny dvom.
Avdykn va otevépelc 10 didepaypa, oakoun, oAb xdvecor.? Seferis seems to be
seeking a kind of ‘squinting’, which is necessary for being able to endure direct light.
This squinting can also apply to writing poetry, where it means getting to the heart of
matters and disposing of any superficial ornaments. In a letter to Maro, Seferis writes:
‘Tldve ¢ autd 0o cov Bupicw 1 eQTOoYPAPIKT TEYVY, HEOU £KAVEG QOTOYPIPIES.
‘Oco 10 ddepaypo gival pikpdotepo, t6oco N potoypapio Pyaivel pe neprocdtepeg
hemtopépeieg. ‘Otov heg GAm v odpa “Oadpa”, “Oveipo”, “sfuicio”, wdveig
QOTOYPOQies pe peyddo didepaypd, potoypoeicg “flou”.’” The aperture — controlled
by the diaphragm — defines the amount of light reaching the film. A wider aperture
would allow for greater exposure, which is needed when one takes photographs in darker
environments, whereas a narrower aperture should be used in conditions of more intense
light. The photographic metaphor Seferis uses here implies the need to economize on

22 ‘Thomas was chatting quite a bit. I don’t recall how, I asked him if he ever chanced to describe with an
immediacy something that he saw, to imitate the craft of the painter who paints directly from what he sees —
as [ once tried in my youth. “No,” he said, “I can’t; I need the cooperation of memory.” We also agreed it’s bad
to have a view in front of you when you write’ (Mépsg T’ (Athens 1986), 36). An example of Seferis’ early
attempts to describe his surroundings faithfully is to be found in the diary entry of 8 June 1926: ‘T'pdo® o’ éva
pkpd TpamélL yoplopévo katd 1o opBdvoiyto mapdbupo. Mpoonabad va onpetdon T Prénw: ..." (Mépeg
A, 634).

23 “We stopped a bit down from Amshit and watched the sun sink into the serene sea of Phoenicia. Why is it
sometimes that one sees things clearly — 1 mean as when a camera’s settings are just right’ (Mépeg 2T, 174).
24 ‘Dawn is breaking. Yesterday’s moon still bright high up towards the west. ... Have to close the aperture
a bit more otherwise you’re sunk’ (Mépec E’, Athens 1977, 63).

25 ‘As far as that goes, let me bring photography to mind, since you have done some yourself. The smaller
the aperture the more detailed the photographs come out. But when you keep saying “wondetful”, “amazing”,
“marvellous” you are making photographs with a wide aperture, photographs slightly blurry’ (quoted by D.
Kapsalis in the Intoduction to O1 gwtoypagiec Tov Idbpyov Zepépn, 12).
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expression; sweeping exclamations such as those mentioned above obscure the details of
the subject; one needs to speak simply if one wants to say more, as Seferis had requested
in the poem “Evog vépoviag GTNV AKPOTOTULY .

In Seferis’ poetry, vision is the most privileged of the senses. Touching is the
archetypal way of relating to the world, but it is only through vision that individuals
can fully grasp the world. The poem ‘Ayidvana A’ from the collection Hugpoldyio
kataorpapatos I'" makes this point quite explicitly:? the subject realizes that before he
can see the sunlight, he needs to have a tactile experience of the world: ‘6,11 pov Aéyav
énpene va 170 YnAopnow’. The state of temporary blindness is an essential stage in
the acquisition of vision. It is only at the end of the poem, and after the ordeal has been
endured, that vision is finally gained and the subject can face up to direct sunlight, which
can be seen as a metaphor for truth.”

In the summer of 1938 George and Maro spent time at the seaside village Tolo,
near Nafplion, in the north-east Peloponnese. On a day trip they visited the Bronze Age
archaeological site of Asine, a place mentioned in the catalogue of ships in the second
book of the Iliad; the visit resulted in one of Seferis’ most celebrated poems, ‘O Paciiidg
¢ Aoivng’. Although drafted soon after the visit, the poem was eventually completed
almost overnight in January 1940 to fill the last pages of HugpoAdyio kataotpduntos A'.
It begins with a factual description of the visit to the citadel:

Koutd€ape 6A0 10 mpoi yopw-yip® t0 KdoTpo

apyifovrag and 1o uépog Tov iokiov ekei Tov N BdAcoA
TPACIVTN Kot X®Pic avadapunt|, 10 oTN0¢ GKOTMUEVOL TAYOVIOU
pag OEYTNKE OTME 0 KALPOG X Pig KAVEVY YAGUAL.

O eAéPec tov Ppdyov katéfotvay omd Ynid

CTPLUPEVE KATHOTY YOUVE TOAUKAWDVY [OVTOUVEVOVTG

o1’ dyyLypHo TOv VEPOY, Kafdg To UATL akoAOVOdVTOC TIg

ndAeve va EEQUYEL TO KOUPAGTIKS Alkviopa

YAVOVTAG SUVAUT OAOEVAL.

The poem closely follows the process of visually discovering a new place. The description
is structured according to the order in which elements of a landscape enter one’s field
of vision; the citadel, the sea and the rocks. In the end the eye becomes exhausted by the
astounding novelty of the landscape. In common with many other poems by Seferis, ‘O
Baoiirdg Tng Acivng eventually exchanges the details of landscape for a set of questions

26 See K. Krikos-Davis, Kolokes: A Study of George Seferis’ Logbook Il (1953-1955) (Amsterdam 1994)
105-16.

27 In his discussion of this poem, D.N. Maronitis associates sunlight with poetic language, suggesting that the
latter can be essentially conquered through moderating the intensity of the former: ‘0 Aéyog 9€yyeL, To pwg Tov
dev TUPAMVEL, AQTIVEL TOL HATIA VA TO SoLV OnmG to EPAenav o1 tadatol OToV TTO KoL GTOV Y POVo TOVG —
anid kot coed’ (‘H yAdooo 1ov Zepépn kot 1 YAdooa tng noinong’, in M. Pieris (ed.), INdpyos Zepdpng:
PLAOAOYIKES Kou epunvenTikés wpooeyyicer; (Athens 1997) 35).
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that lead from an abstract realization of space to the essence of man’s existence in past and
present:

K1 0 mointig apyomopet kortdliovtag Tig TETPES KI AvapOTIETOL

VAPYOLY APAYE

OVIUESH OTLS YOAUGUEVES TOVTEG YPOUUIESG TIG AKPEG TIC oy MEG TOL KOTAML Kol Tig
KOUTUAEG

LRLAPYOLY dPoYE

€3 mov cuvavTIEToN TO TEPACHA TNG PpoxTg Tov ayépa kot NG PpBopdc

VRAPYOLY, M KIVNOT TOL TPOCHORAOL TO CYNUA TNG GTOPYNG

gxeivov mov Aydatefay 1000 mapdieva peg otn o1 pog

AVTAV TOL ARGUELVAY OKLEG KUUATOV KOl GTOYUOHOL PE TNV UNEPAVIOSHVN TOV
TEALYOV

1 uATmg Gyt dev amopével tirote nopd Pévo 1o Bapog

n vootalyio tov Bapovg prag vrapéng {ovravig

ekel mov pévoupe Tdpa avurdorator Avyilovrag

GOV To KAOVIPLY TNG @PLYTNG 1TIdG copracuéva Héoa oTn dtdpKeld Tng
aneAmioiog

evd 10 pépa kitpivo katePdletl apyd Polpra Eepilmpéva peg oto Povpko

£1KGVOL HOPONG TOL HUPUEPOCE UE TNV ATOPACT) MG LK PO TOUVTOTIVAG.

O novnthg £va Kevo.

Seferis documented the visit to Tolo and Asine in a set of photographs. In one of
them we can see the citadel at Asine, taken from an angle on the beach (Figure 8). The
subject is shot from a considerable distance; more than half the frame is taken up by
pebbles and the citadel seems small, rather insignificant, in the vast scale of landscape
where it belongs. The photograph displays a typical feature of Seferis’ photography: the
placing of the subject at the meeting point of two converging lines. A photograph taken in
Tolo a few days earlier shows a dramatic cliff; parallel lines of rocks fill the whole frame
as if descending to the foot of the precipice (Figure 9). These lines are barely interrupted
by the minuscule figure of Maro in a swimsuit, climbing up in search of seagulls’ eggs. The
angle from which this photograph is taken accentuates the size of the rocks in relation to
the human figure, which blends indiscernibly into the background. The poem ‘O faciiidg
¢ Acivng’ muses on the precariousness of human existence in an eternal setting; while
the cliff remains in the same place for centuries, humans pass by it momentarily, in what
seems to be a fragment of eternity. As has been suggested by David Ricks, Seferis makes
a distinction between ‘spirit and letter’; one infers the king’s existence behind the solitary
reference to the city to be found in the Iliad. The signified of the word — the material
existence of the king — is an inference, as is his face behind the (imagined) golden mask.?
But musings on the king are subsequently transferred to the poet’s mortality; just as it is

28 D. Ricks, ‘Spirit and letter in “The King of Asine™, in The Shade of Homer (Cambridge 1989) 158-71.
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Figure 8 The citadel at Asine. ©MIET.

doubtful whether the former really existed, the latter will become a ‘void’ whose existence
will be merely hinted at by the words he leaves behind. In the end, the poem is a soliloquy
on anticipating one’s own death and the death of the people one loves. The question left
hovering in the air is whether someone or something that could once be witnessed by the
human eye leaves some kind of mark, a permanent imprint on space and whether history
can, or perhaps should, be perceived in its spatial rather than its temporal dimension.

The poem ‘O Paciidg tng Acivng’ encapsulates the problem of documenting
human existence and in that respect it can be seen as a metaphor for the use of the photo-
graphic medium. Photography entails, by its nature, precisely the same distinction between
spirit and letter or spirit and image; the documentation of the human body outlives the
body itself. Photos of dead people present the onlooker with recorded evidence of human
existence whose material traces seem to have evaporated. When looking today at the pho-
tograph of Maro climbing up the cliff, one cannot help thinking that there would be no
way one could detect its presence in those surroundings now; behind Maro’s image there
is a ‘void’. Still, that image triggers memory, doing justice to the person’s previous exist-
ence. Just as in ‘O Paciirdg tng Acivng’, the core of the problem regarding the photo-
graphic image revolves around preserving memory as a means of outliving the physical as
well as the visual boundaries of human life.
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Figure 9 Maro climbing up cliff at Tolo. ©MIET.

Poetics of contingency

Snapshots entail contingency, in the sense that they capture an accidental moment, which
is part of a sequential, uninterrupted flow of moments.”” When the shutter button is
pressed, the image viewed by the photographer through the lens is immediately crystal-
lized. This entails a paradox: since one moment is singled out of an infinite number of
others, the sequence ceases to exist. On the other hand, there is an unspoken consensus
that the moment singled out in the photograph implies, and in a sense recovers, the
sequence, rather than being self-contained. Thierry de Duve remarks:

The snapshot is a theft; it steals life. Intended to signify natural movement, it only
produces a petrified analogon of it. It shows an unperformed movement that refers to
an impossible posture. The paradox is that in reality the movement has indeed been
performed, while in the image the posture is frozen.*

29 Despite appearances, the snapshot, which freezes time, does not negate the concept of photography
functioning as a visual diary. The diary captures the moment, but acknowledges that life and, in turn, time,
is a concatenation of moments,

30 T. de Duve, ‘Time exposure and snapshot: photography as paradox’, October 5 (1978) 114.
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Why does a camera single out one particular moment and not another? More importantly,
what is the particular significance of that moment in the creative process? Seferis compares
the eye pausing over a scene to the shutter of a camera closing suddenly and wonders why
this works as a visual stimulus giving birth to a poem:

Empéva: yiatl pia opiopévr evilnoon Actovpyel momTikd TeEPLOCOTEPO OO
TG xiMeg dileg kabnuepivéic evivndoelg; Ipdoete nmg dev elvon n o éviovn
nov glvon M Mo anoteAsopaTIKN TOAL cuvyvd givor N mo adappid. Nopife
kaveig dev To E€pet. Tnv dAAN eopd, katePaivovtag and 1o ypageio, gida Toug
HOLPAYKOUG VoL XOAVOUY & £val SopdTio pa pikpty oknvi, kAnpovounuévn omnd
TOLG TPONYOLUEVOLG VoikdTopes. Evioca onwg dtav KAElver To Sidopaypo piog
QOTOYPAPLKTG LNYAVAG: N EVIVIOOT AELTOUPYNOE: Yioti auth ko Oyt pior dAAT;
X1eg ypofal Toug «@aTpivovgy, doyeto KaAS N &yt, aAAd yrati avtd Byrike and
exel 3t

The poem, written in August 1943, is ‘@gatpivol, M.A.’, in which the stage that
Seferis saw being taken away has been transformed in the following way:

Zrvoupe O€atpa ko Ta XAAvoUpE
omov otafolpe k1 6mov Ppebolipne
cTfivoupe Béatpa kol oKNVIKD,
Spmg M poipa pog mavio vikd

KOl TOL CUPAVEL KL HOLG SOUPAVEL

Ko Toug Beatpivoug ko to BeaTpdivn
vrofolfy Kot PHOVGIKOVUG

GTOVG TEVTE BVELOVS TOLG PLacTikols.

Seferis points out that the impression that inspired this poem was not the most intense;
rather, it is the fleeting image — namely the image that the eye does not have time to
register in full — that becomes the most permanent. Andrew Dudley observes: “The pho-
tographic plate is etched with experience, like the unconscious; and like the unconscious,
it invites a symptomatic reading of the images that escape from it to reach the surface.”
In this case, it was the small interior stage, a modest piece of apparatus, that caught
Seferis’ attention, becoming an unconscious piece of inspiration. When it was developed
into a poem, this scene was imbued with universal significance: Seferis imagined it in the
context of wider political transformations and failed attempts to control the situation.

31 ‘But again, why is it that a certain impression functions poetically more than a thousand other day-to-day
impressions? Note that it is not the most intense one that’s necessarily the most effective; quite often it is the
gentlest. I think no one knows. Not long ago, coming down from my office I saw the carpenters taking apart
a small stage, which had been inherited from the previous tenants. I felt as when a camera’s shutter closes:
why this impression and not another? Yesterday I wrote “The players”; it doesn’t matter if it’s good or bad, the
question is why did it come from there?’ (Mépeg 4°, 302).

32 A. Dudley, The Image in Dispute, quoted by Wells in the introduction to The Photography Reader, 6.
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The stage is that of political machinations, which so often prove to be ineffective against
the mighty will of destiny.

In ‘@eatpivol, M.A’ the visual stimulus of carpenters dismantling and packing away
the stage is developed by Seferis into poetic material. The snapshot contains merely the
primary image used in the poem, but the poem itself is sophisticated enough not be consid-
ered as accidental as the snapshot. There is, however, a type of poetry that reflects in its
form the instantaneousness of the snapshot: the haiku, the 17-syllable Japanese epigram
that captures a moment as the shutter of a camera does. Seferis published 16 such poems
under the epigraph ‘Tov¥t0 10 axapiaiov’ from Marcus Aurelius. The form of the haiku
encapsulates contingency, the moment as it is caught by the eye, which defies any further
development. In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes makes the same connection: ‘This brings
the Photograph (certain photographs) close to the Haiku. For the notation of a haiku, too,
is undevelopable: everything is given, without the desire for or even the possibility of
a rhetorical expansion.’® Seferis’ series of haikus, published in the collection Tetpddio
youvaoudtwy, suggests a fine agreement between moment and space, compactness and
form, which is the essence of the accidental.

The diary also resembles snapshots, as it implies the same notion of contingency: the
pen records unguarded moments of life during the course of the day. These are not
necessarily the most telling or the most characteristic of one’s existence. On the concept of
diary-keeping, Seferis notes George Theotokas’ and his own conflicting views. Whereas
Theotokas tears up most pages of his diary, claiming they do not represent him,
Seferis preserves his own traces, believing that ‘nuepoAdyio dev givon Siéiov Oreg ot
oTIYpég pog prite M mepntovoio NG Long nag aAAd 10 onUddt, oy edov Tuyaio, piog
OMOGONTOTE OTLYURS, KAOE TG00, Kat Ox1 TdvTa g orovdaidtepng’.®

The style and language used by Seferis in the diaries reflect the notion of contingency.
Some entries are no more than short descriptions of landscapes jotted down hastily in a
pocket-book: ‘X1eg BoPAo — dvoién, Spop@o andysupa, ToAld AoLAOUSIA TOL aypov.
Avepdveg Tov Adwvn. Xpopata ko oxiuota omtidv. Tprydpo: kadd ¢mg.” One
way to read Seferis’ obsession with recording landscape is as a parallel to a photographer’s
obsession with documenting the particular conditions that make up space.® The above
entry can be read as a linguistic setting for a photograph. This is made obvious by its

33 R. Barthes, Camera Lucida 49: Reflections on Photography, tr. Richard Howard (New York 1982).

34 ‘A journal is not at all the sum of all our moments neither the quintessence of our lives, but a trace left
almost by chance of a random moment here and there and not always of the grandest one’ (Mépsg I'’, 178).
35 ‘Yesterday Byblos — spring, beautiful afternoon, lots of wildflowers. Adonis’ anemones. Colours and
shapes of houses. All around: good light’ (Mépegc T, 198).

36 See also the following extract where Seferis comments on the instantaneousness of his landscape
descriptions in his diaries: ‘TIpoxatapktikd, pia yevikn napatripnon: Eneidn 1a€idedo, ocoppaiver va 130
npdyporta Tov Sev €ide 0 AvayvdoTNG HOL, TOL AVILYPIP®, POTOYPUYd {cwg va éheya vopile nog elval
gvkohovonta: dev 1o avanticow, and avurdbela g moAvdoying, ki étol “apoaptdve™ (‘Kumplaxés
Emiatoiég tov Zepépn (1954-1962): Ano v adinloypagpia tov e tov I.II. Zafifion, ed. K. Kostiou (Nicosia
1991) 40-1).
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elliptical syntax, completely devoid of verbs. Verbs imply movement; their absence causes
a kind of standstill that compels the eye to rest on individual details. As if operating
through a lens, the eye fixes detail by extracting it from the moving sequence in which it
would otherwise be lost. Thus, a travel diary records and recalls the present in the same
way as photography does: it comprises sequences of snapshots, and this instantaneousness
in description freezes time, preserving actuality.

‘Me 10V TpémO TOL I.X.

Despite Seferis’ keen interest in photography, there is a surprising lack of reference to it in
his poetry: the single reference is to be found in the poem ‘Mg tov Tpéno tov I'.X.’, writ-
ten in the summer of 1936. The poem revolves around the familiar theme of travelling.
The speaker describes himself moving around in Greece, only to find a sense of dissatisfac-
tion. All places appear the same, in the light of convention. Greece is travelling like a ves-
sel heading towards an uncertain future; its passengers, unaware of the journey, pursue
trivial lives. Space is a superficial landmark traded by people like an old, inflated currency:
‘O évag pyeton amd Tn Zohapive Kot potdet Tov dALo pfnwg «épyeton € Opovoiagy /
« Oy épyopon ex Zvvtdypatoo» anovid ki elv’ euyaprotnuévog.” Although travelling is
the poem’s predominant theme, actual motion seems to be constantly deferred. There is a
substantial lack of progress: Pelion, Santorini, Mycenae, Poros, Spetses and Mykonos are
presented as temporary stops, as short-term vignettes of the journey projected statically.
As has been shown in Eadweard Muybridge’s snapshots of a galloping horse,? the process
of singling out individual phases of movement that rightfully belong to a single sequence
has the effect of annulling movement. Slow motion in film has a similar effect, as it forces
the onlooker to dissect motion into its individual components.

‘Me tov tpdno tov I'.X. presents a scene of street photography; the man’s portrait
seems to be shot against a painted background of pigeons and flowers:

IMapd&evog kdopog Tov Aéel g Bpioketon oTnv ATtk ko 8¢ Ppioketon
nmovlevd:

oyopdlovy KOLQETY Y100 VO THVTPELTOUVE

KPATOUV «COCLTPLYE» POTOYpapilovvTtat

o avBpwrog mov elda ofuepa kabiGuivog ¢ Eva EOVTO pE TLTCOUVIY KOt E
Aoviotdia

déyovviav To YEPL TOL YEPO-PMTOYPAPOL VA TOL GTPAVEL TIG PUTIdEG

nov lyov apNGeEL 610 TPEGHONO TOL

O\a ToL mETELVE T OLPAVOY,

37 “When in the late 1870s, Edweard Muybridge’s snapshots of animal locomotion, especially of the horse’s
different gaits, came to be known in France and the United States, they occasioned a considerable furor among
painters and photographers’ (de Duve, “Time exposure and snapshot’, 114).
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Strategically placed at the centre of the poem, the passage on photography Jfreezes time,
enhancing the slowing down effect produced by the separate vignettes of travelling. When
one poses for a portrait, the superficial record to be made by the camera consists of one’s
physical features at a certain age, the posture of bodies, the clothing worn on that occa-
sion. However, the question is whether the camera actually records what someone is or
what someone becomes for the sake of the photograph.®® In his analysis of the photo-
graphic code, Barthes distinguishes between denoted and connoted message; the denoted
message is the image as a perfect analogon of reality, whereas the connoted message is
the way in which ‘society represents, to a certain extent, what it thinks of the analogon’.®
A portrait emphasizes the connoted message; in contrast to a spontaneous snapshot that
captures the moment unprepared, a portrait involves — at least some — preparation.

In the poem, people are photographed as part of a ritual, similar to wedding, as a
ceremony that will confirm their existence against the passage of time. Portrait photos are
taken in an idyllic setting; pigeons and flowers form a background that frames the human
face with timelessness. The pose itself seeks to suspend time; the man who is being photo-
graphed has his face retouched by the old (!) photographer, the latter perhaps knowing
better than his customers that nothing can be done to halt the ravages of ageing. There
is a morbid hint here: used to preserve people’s memory of a person’s face, the portrait
will eventually become a funerary depiction.® Seferis implies that his contemporaries deny
the real essence of life confirmed in the acceptance of death; he also implies that, unless
they accept their fate in time, people cannot exist anywhere in space: ‘Tlapd&evog k6opog
nov Aéel g Ppioketon oty ATTikY| / xar de Bpioketon movBevd.” The poem is a game
of absences: there is no space that can actually contain humans, even less the confined
space of a photographic frame.

Conclusion

To bring this article to a conclusion, I will try to answer the inevitable question that
springs to mind: if Seferis had such a keen interest in photography, why doesn’t he refer to
it more often in his poetry, as he does to other art forms, such as painting, sculpture, music

38 ‘I have been photographed and knew it. Now, once I feel myself in the process of “posing”, I instanta-
neously make another body for myself, I transform myself in advance into an image. This transformation is an
active one: ] feel that the photograph creates my body or mortifies it, according to its caprice’ (Barthes, Camera
Lucida, 10).

39 Roland Barthes, ‘The photographic message’, in The Responsibility of Forms, tr. Richard Howard
(Oxford 1986) 5.

40 ‘It protracts onstage a life that has stopped offstage’, maintains de Duve (‘Time exposure and snapshot’,
113-25).
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and dance? It is significant that although he was quite a keen movie-goer, he only spar-
ingly mentions cinema; for example, there is an indirect reference in MvBiotopnua, KB':
‘T KVHN CaV TO AoTPOo TV Lo VOYTO GE P pavTpa / Tov eidape npdpata tapdeva
... /vl TEpvOBY Ko vou xdvouvton HEGH GTO aKIVNTO QUAL®UA ptag Tineptds’. Perhaps
it is the technological side of both photography and cinema that might provide the answer
to our question. As I have said, Seferis was writing at a time when technology was starting
to become an essential cultural element; the human voice could be recorded on gramo-
phone records, human movement could be recorded on film. Seferis seems ambivalent
towards the sweeping progress of technology. The phonograph, which steals people’s
authentic voices, is a recurring theme in his poetry.*!

Dependent on technology, photography creates images of reality that are very close
to what we perceive with our eyes; this closeness is caused by the ability of the lens
to provide precise factual information about the natural world — at least under normal
circumstances. Poetry, on the other hand, is elliptical by nature; thus, the language of
poetry creates only a fragmented analogon of reality, which the mind of the reader is
invited to fill. The realistic nature of photography, that is, the literal adherence to reality
as we see it, is at odds with Seferis’ concept of poetry as a means of shaping the world
rather than reflecting it. In addition, the mechanical side of photography defies Seferis’
definition of art as the result of the labours of craftsmanship. Seferis’ approving references
to painting and sculpture, but also to dance and music, point to the fact that he thought of
art as essentially involving the working of the human body, the hand that moves the brush
or the chisel. Photography, which takes place by means of the mere pressing of a button,
obviously does not comply with this notion of labour.

Seferis sees photography as a mediator between the world and his poetry. Photo-
graphs are reflections of the world, which enable the poet to look at the heart of matters.
In this sense, photographs can be compared with Platonic demons that unite the two ends
of the continuum between gods and mortals. As reflections of the world, photographs are
devoid of meaning. This means, and this is where their value as poetic tools lie, that they
need to be enveloped in language in order to acquire significance. Like a pupating cater-
pillar awaiting transformation, the image, meaningless in itself, is waiting to be invested
with words, to become poem.

41 As Peter Mackridge notes: ‘Xtov Teyvohoynuévo poag KOOMO, 1) ERLKOWVOVIO pe 1 {OVIavi eovi
yivetonr M0 Kol RO ORAVIO Qouvdueve, Onmg Slamiotdvel o Te@éprng CYETIKE LE TNV NYXOYPIONON TNG
@oviig og povoypaplko dioko: «Na vou 1 eovr}/ neBapévev eiAmv pag / | povoypdeog;», putdel ot Eva
amo o XoikoU tov. O Zepépng enavépyeton 6To Ypapuseovo oto moinpa «Tpitn» and 115 «Enpadoeig
v e Efdopdidan, 6nov «oe kde dioko / évag {ovtavdg nailer p’ évov neBapévon, kol 61T ouvéyela o
roMTG avtidiactédiel Tig ypopupés (Tor avidkia) Tov d{okov pe «Tig paeéc T avBpdrivov kpaviov».
‘Onog ypdoel 610 apéong enduevo moinpa tng idlag oeipds, Tnv «Tetdptny», «n foni elvon ntAodoa yati
Bprixope Teretomoinpéva unyavipate / ¢tay ot cncbhoelg napaxpdbovv»’ (‘O Zepépng ko 1 TPOENTIKT
eovy, in M. Peris (ed.), To {vytaoua tng kadoobvyg (Athens 2004) 94).
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