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            ‘In Goatsong, Brian Sneeden’s clever, musical translation introduces English readers to an important new poetic voice. The first two sections, Homerica and Cicada, are dreamy and elemental. Lines swill like waves, occasionally carrying something sharper onto the shore: a witticism, trash, teeth. Then comes Chimera, a remarkable polyphonic hymn to goats and the goatself, in which Phoebe Giannsi takes the pastoral and creates something wild, visceral and wholly new.’

            — Clare Pollard, author of Delphi

            ‘I was immersed in Phoebe Giannisi’s Goatsong. I grieved with her as a mother, and rejoiced with her as a lover of all wild and wonderful places. Her work lives in me and inspires me to work harder to capture the truth – as the best poetry always does.’

            —  Sasha Dugdale, author of The Strong Box

            ‘Goatsong intoxicates with its animality of language, gorgeous lyric and off-kilter metamorphoses, by turns wry, ecstatic and strange. Reading Phoebe Giannisi is like reading Pre-Socratic philosophy on all fours, where flies buzz on and off the page and the polyphony of species and elements is both dazzling subject and all-encompassing medium.’

            —  Daisy Lafarge, author of Paul

            Praise for Chimera


            ‘A book that is also an ecosystem, full of impossible crossings and alive with unexpected communions.’

            — Fani Avramopoulou, antiphony

            ‘Giannisi is unquestionably herself within a vanguard of Greek poets for whom self-awareness and honesty have become second nature.’

            — Shon Arieh-Lerer, World Literature Today 4
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               you connect excrement

               with the face18
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            (Prelude)

         

         
            
               a stone on the seafloor white

               rows of blue pebbles the face

               above them in the water

               the bobbing of the boat on the waves

               the speed over the waves thrust of wind

               we are flying

               a lone seagull on a reef

               a congregation of seagulls

               endlessly cawing will

               from time to time

               grow silent

               like cicadas

               whose incessant drone cuts off

               at the moment of calm in midday heat

               when from inside a car the drone repeats

               faster

               and you have forgotten everything

               you cannot remember

               the how 

               and now you’re forgetting the what

               If only how was the recurrence of what

               forgetting the moment is for you a medicine

               against

               the finality of sorrow

               an unchartered place where your head is covered

               you hear the singer of yourself

               words of Nobody

               journeyman wanderings20

               air sea mistakes irreversible gifts

               counting

               you know well that self is a series of events

               but have you learned yet that series of hows

               is the wind?
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            (Episode I)

         

         
            ‘…what shall I tell you first, what second, and what third?’

            — The Odyssey 

         

         
            
               a stone on the seafloor white

               the face in the pebbles of the sea foam in the mouth

               sand in the shoe the foot

               and the pines in the sand the car in the shade

               the stranger is sleeping on the beach by the pines he came from far away

               he crossed continents he crossed seas

               pebbles sand strolls and words

               a grandfather talks about his grandson gathers seashells

               from the stairwell the observatory scent of food

               in the early boats they’re already cooking dinner

               in moonlight

               in the middle of the night they arrived in the middle of the night

               and climbed the hill

               nameless

               —although Nobody names everything

               himself the wrong moment

               or was it time—

               noon the drone of insects

               noon the heart in the hands

               noon just barely touching you

               next to the ivy down there the sea is steaming

               on deck in the daytime seagulls

               fly near enough to steal from our hands

               and go

               on deck at night the row of chairs humming

               one on top of the other22

               wanderings temples ancients snows sun rains wind

               naked dressed

               Bassae Aegina Sounion

               Heraion Aphaia Acropolis Haephaestion Karthaia Pelion

               Pelion Perachora Karthaia

               Anavyssos Isthmus Sepias Ptoion Karthaia

               temple of Demeter temple of Artemis

               temple of Apollo temple of Athena

               temple of Hera temple of Poseidon

               Vrauron at the sanctuary with the giant turtle

               night the masts on the car

               the hum of the sea

               beneath the rocks on the sand covering the rocks

               Salamina an exercise for memory an exercise for death

               on the boat Trikeri on the boat Pagasitikos

               Anavyssos

               on the boat Aegean on the boat Saint Kyriaki

               on the boat Mikro

               Platanias national highway

               calm hot sea a limping seagull drinking water

               us leaning against the tree

               beside the weeds

               beside the small olive tree

               beside the car

               at nightfall looking down at the sea

               music over the loudspeakers

               down at the beach

               a wave has washed up a woman’s purse

               stone chapel

               among the offerings a photograph of a celebration

               night the islands across and lights off the highway23

               trudging back and forth in seaweed trudging

               back and forth

               in the sand

               facing the other standing

               again and again over and over

               even when the goal is the end

               the cleanness of the stars haunts you

               their repeating shine
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            (Nostos I)

            for mama

         

         
            
               —can one live with memories?

               —one can

               —can one live with memories without

               wishing for a recurrence?

               —I don’t know

               (I don’t know how they do it those who grieve the loss of ones they truly loved

               but nearly always they find a way

               to bear it even when it seems impossible

               or they couldn’t survive

               without the other without him but life

               plays other tricks time never repeats itself

               the body knits to the soul resists

               in order to forget

               it remembers to continue to live)
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            (Nostos II)

         

         
            
               for a long time now I’ve noticed the weight

               how to lighten it I don’t know

               by now the heart is so heavy it has sunk down into the abdomen

               so the head is empty

               how to raise the heart to the head I don’t know

               then of course there was winter

               head empty heart low

               the light yellow the sea calm

               a tree tilts inside a wave

               silence

               buoys in the water

               in the distance an airplane splits the sound barrier

               at the dock two men are beating octopus

               and the umbrellas cast shade only on the sand

               last summer is finally gone

               last summer is finally gone
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            (Lotus-eaters I)

         

         
            ‘And those who ate the honeyed meat of the lotus no longer desired for return, or to bring back news but wanted only to remain with the others, the lotus-eaters, contented to pluck the fruit, to eat and forget.’

            — The Odyssey

         

         
            
               I’ll stay here forever next to the sea

               close to the dunes—

               in the line endlessly written and rubbed out

               by waves on the shore

               I’ll breathe in the smell of water

               off the pier’s decaying concrete

               inhale the musk of the seagrass

               and oil-green moss snagged on rocks

               the small splash the wish of the wave

               that closes sight with the veil of the mind

               here the place of worship the homecoming

               rows of olive trees motionless seagulls

               solitary at the watchtower at the rock’s edge

               here the bend of the eternal recurrence submission

               there in the calm the dolphin is swimming

               and listening to the last voice

               of a cicada up a tree
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            (Nostos III)

         

         
            
               lightness lightness lightness

               life is nostalgia for lightness

               lightness of the air in spring

               under the trees one afternoon

               words glide sun shadows light

               lightness of summer mornings

               lightness in battle

               when the limbs of Achilles the limbs

               of heroes rise on their own volition

               as though a god had put wings there

               where force is unnecessary

               there

               where there’s an abundance of force

               force isn’t the product of will

               but sprouts effortless inside

               the body

               when the breath of oneself is the breath

               of weather around the body

               the hand glides across the water

               carried by the boat

               which itself is carried by another force

               machines or the air we do not care

               lightness of the fly susurrating

               insect which ceaselessly

               wanders rises falls walks

               weightless as a caress

               lightness of the air in spring

               neither cold nor hot28

               the body expands and accepts

               nothing disturbs it

               only joy from the touch of

               brazenly embracing

               embracing without intention without purpose

               nostalgia of lightnesses nostalgia

               of Paradise

               we call it Paradise

               when

               each of the seasons is spring

               the air just such a temperature

               with no gravity

               you don’t need to fly

               it’s enough to imagine

               you are outside

               as if you were inside

               the body moves on its own

               immune to effort

               limp

               protracted stretched taut

               reclining upright

               the eyes look and see

               are glad from what they see

               they listen to what they see

               smell the air

               the air embraces

               scents of grass of sea

               the sound of cicadas

               sometimes the air can be a little hot

               and because it’s hot it can be

               a little dense I mean a little light 29

               the soul stretches

               can’t recall

               it is inside itself inside its own body

               I try to walk and fly

               I am a bird without flying

               uphill is downhill

               the car sprints

               the outside enters through the windows

               I turn my gaze and see

               two sparrows

               I turn my gaze again

               the sparrows have flown off

               I do not know how all these

               birds fit in the sky

               I know without needing to see them

               when I look

               they’re no longer there

               I was there too

               I want to be there again

               a breath for a small gift

               a small now that does not last

               it will stay will leave will be forgotten
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            (Ithaka I)

         

         
            
               in front of the long table

               —foreign dinner guests wine

               your head shrouded—

               listening with tears to the song

               I hear you leaving becoming a stranger

               a dream I had in front of the TV

               your language does not belong to me

               telling the story opening your mouth

               the stranger wants to be sent back

               with chests full of gifts

               on a night like this one blindfolded

               with a crew pulling at the oars

               and the boat Sleep

               before turning to stone will tie off

               in beachsand

               beside the spring

               bee jars

               the games of little girls

               and the grotto

               with its two doors

               Fame and Forgetting

               will accept him without a word

               dressed in sheets between

               silence and silence
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            (Lotus-eaters II)

         

         
            
               I will stay here at the bend of the road at the curve

               of the bay at the edge of the cape at the peak

               of the high mountain the open arms of the sea

               at the mouth of the river

               I will stay here

               the apples red the pears spilling with juice the tread

               of our shoes unworn

               you go barefoot in light clothes

               at the end of summer but winter does not come

               so you sit outside until dark

               with the sounds of nightingales the lights coming on

               before long tables small dinners of twilight

               with night-moths drunken dinners

               the medicine eaten

               the medicine a flower

               the medicine the medicine

               forgetting

               each moment a new beginning

               which is I don’t know where I come from I don’t want to go back

               medicine

               it’s always right now always right now
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            (Nobody I)

         

         
            
               now

               in a small village on a mountain

               higher than the bell tower

               the spine of its roof an extension of the mountain

               calls to mind another bell tower

               that big one the Notre Dame

               with a nest of monsters under its roof

               thousands of hours toiling workers hanging

               from wooden scaffolds

               —were they wooden I wonder?

               —all the world’s scaffolds are made of wood

               raw material for building such as

               stone such as dirt

               yet wood is like the tree wood is

               from the tree wood is more like ourselves they say

               than stone than dirt

               you must build a house with your own flesh

               even if you

               —and this was always known—

               will die first and turn to dirt

               before it does

               the Jewish god thought to make you out of dirt

               the Greek had other notions

               from stone or from oak

               people made from stone people made from tree

               people clambering on top of wood from a tree

               building carving the stone and from inside the stone

               they strive to make the shapes which haunt 33

               their minds

               with tongues out legs splayed thorns

               on the skin rivets in place of fingernails

               after the people had carved them there

               after they had caressed them

               they wanted to come down again

               and now as tourists at the church’s bell towers

               swarm

               on photo excursions after waiting in lines

               there where you’d never climbed

               why didn’t you ever climb up

               to see the square from above to view the city

               instead of going back into the church

               again and again searching

               through the red candles the deep pulse of the organ

               the cold which pierces you in darkness the multi-colored glass

               to understand

               who are these locals who these believers

               and lastly

               who are you the stranger

               but still I did not know

               when I found myself someplace far away

               that after I made it back

               to the place I’d sailed from

               I would carry this foreign church

               of foreign believers

               with me I would carry it

               until

               the church’s staircase

               never ascended

               becomes my own34

               the wooden scaffold and stairwell and bell tower

               and the shapes carved in stone

               blackened over centuries

               of rain which falls and falls and falls

               will be who I am now
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