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Auch das Schöne muß sterben!


—FRIEDRICH SCHILLER


…and call


Images and memories


From ruins or from ancient trees,


For I would ask a question of them all.


—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS







FOREWORD


Ekphrasis*



Nigel Spivey


SOME GREEK ARTISTS SIGNED THEIR WORK, but otherwise we know little of their careers or personalities. We can gain some insight, however, into what Greek society expected of them from early literature. In book 18 of Homer’s Iliad, silver-footed Thetis, the mother of Achilles, sets out on a very important mission. She has just witnessed her son’s determination to avenge, at Troy, the death of his best friend. Fearing for his safety, Thetis seeks to procure for Achilles a form of protection that will render him superior to any of his Trojan opponents. Her maternal instinct is strengthened by her divine connections. Thetis seeks out no mortal craftsman for this commission, but Hephaistos, technician of the Olympian gods.


She finds Hephaistos at his anvil, labouring away. He is a bulky, lame and asthmatic figure, begrimed and absorbed by his work. But from the heat and chaos of his workshop come wonders. Thetis interrupts him as he is constructing some robotic tripods (wheeled ceremonial bowls that can move back and forth of their own accord). What she requests of Hephaistos is no less marvellous: a suit of armour so splendid, in fact, that just to describe the shield consumes all of Homer’s poetic energies. Homer imagines a flurry of hissing and high-temperature hammering, as if this were ironworking rather than bronze, and he is rather vague about the actual embossing technique that Hephaistos employs. But we may forgive him that. His description of the decoration of the shield of Achilles is enthusiastic and magnificent.


Homer reports that the shield was made of five superimposed layers of bronze. The cumulative circular expanse was massive, yet it was packed with decorative detail. First, Hephaistos fashioned images of the cosmos. This shield will contain life, the universe and everything. Within his microcosm, Hephaistos presents two cities. The first is a city at peace. Here are weddings and feasts, and women standing at their porches. There is a dispute, but it is being settled in court by grave, elderly magistrates. Then Hephaistos shows a city at war. Walls are besieged, and spears are flying in the thick of battle. Homer does not need any lessons in describing how that happens. We pass from this contrast of cities to gentler rhythms. These are the scenes of the agricultural year: the passage of seasons from ploughing to reaping, harvest and vintage. The poet describes how the artist depicts the plough making its way across a field. At the turn of the furrow, the ploughmen slake their thirst with mellow wine. “The field grew black, like real tilth, although it was made of gold”, says Homer. “That was the marvel of the work” (18.637–8).


More amazements are generated by the skills of Hephaistos. He depicts reaping and binding, propitiatory sacrifices and picnics in the grass; he lays out a vineyard and shows plump, dark grapes being gathered in wicker baskets by girls and youths, singing as they work. Chasing his gold and tin, Hephaistos produces cattle, “mooing as they trot along from barn to pasture, where rushes sway beside the chuckling stream” (18.671–3).


This is what literary critics know as ekphrasis: the ‘speaking out’ that happens when an image is translated into words. Homer articulates the designs of the shield of Achilles with such eagerness that he leaves us almost licking our lips for a drop of whatever the thirsty ploughmen are drinking. Yet beyond the description of an exceptional, divinely made objet d’art, what are we told here about the Greek criteria of appreciation for art and the Greek definition of the proper business of artists? Certain images from the prehistoric Greek repertoire may be summoned to give some figurative notion of what Homer was envisaging: embossed and chased shields survive, and we even possess contrasted scenes of cities at peace and at war. But Hephaistos stands for the divine or ideal artist, and his handiwork—as Homer dares to describe it—is an idealisation of what all Greek artists should be doing. So, when Homer stresses that the ploughed field turned black ‘like real tilth’; when he claims to hear the grape-gatherers singing, the cows mooing, and the stream chuckling, he is only half-exaggerating the effect of such ideal art on its viewers. This degree of realism, of animation no less, is an absolute measure of perfection. What Hephaistos achieves is what all mortal artists should aspire to achieve.


How should we respond to these marvels? Centuries after Homer, another writer spelled out a choice. Some people will be content to gaze – “savouring their pleasure in silence for fear of not being able to match what they see with what they might say.” Others, if their education [paideia] has prepared them sufficiently, may feel that it is not enough “to harvest delight in just looking, or witness beauty in silence.” They will “do all they can to take their time, and reciprocate the spectacle [tên thean] with speech [logô]” (Lucian, De domo 2). Most of us settle for quiet admiration—or perhaps put on a pair of museum headphones. Gabriele Tinti accepts the challenge of active response. Like a rhapsode of old, he has performed his poems of ‘speaking-out’ to audiences in various parts of the world; here are those responses, an anthology of engagement and delight.


[* Adapted by the author for the present volume from Nigel Spivey, Greek Art (London: Phaidon, 1997).]
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Songs of Stone
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The Battle of Alexander




We’re there: the battle


strikes, overruns, advances


storms all round and blood


blood is everywhere


spilt it flows


stains the clearing


obscures the air


we strain to resist


we are unable


to counter attack


“stay calm!”


I have to stay calm


“slow down!”


“take your time!”


I stir myself but my men


are terrorised


they scream in panic


one is wounded


lost


stabbed he looks


at himself


in the beyond


of his shield


far off a melody


of beaten bone burns


everything slows


stops locks up


everything compresses


I would like to go


beyond this plain


get out of here alive


sweep away this sun


but I feel misfortune


loom


bad omens


crowd my thoughts


I lose control


I decide to go back


“hurry! you have to hurry!”


I bark I shout


the chariot obeys


but has difficulty


it crashes rears up


on the mass of corpses


it hauls itself overwhelmed


over the open wounds


on the bodies of the ensigns


we withdraw defeated


the severed heads


seek only


a little quiet


the soldiers waver


the wind rises softly


the haemorrhage


is a deep imprint


in the ground.







Tyrannicides




Don’t trust these living ones


who are dead, these men


who are not angels, this night


that will deftly clothe us in grace


and new agonies. Don’t give in


to this spring. The morning will pass,


the dawn is past already


with its wreckage and usual decay,


its languid wounds. We won’t raise


the white flag, not now.


There will be other good days


for us, other defeats.





[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]




Runners




We get ready on the line


shoulder to shoulder


side to side


ready to go.


The public holds its breath


the others are of bronze.


The wind scrapes the light


the waiting restlessly grows.



OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
LN

GABRIELE TINTI

ERIS





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





