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Foreword

Yannis Ritsos, quite literally came into my life like a song. In 1958, at home in Greece, at the age of eleven, I heard for the first time the musical composition Epitaphios, which combined Yannis Ritsos’ verse with the music of the internationally celebrated composer, Mikis Theodorakis. Then, still a young man, I was moved by the songs of that album in an unprecedented way. Most importantly, these songs were a soothing caress over our young and rebellious souls at a time when the recently ended civil war and the Cold War politics caused deep divisions between the communist east and capitalist west and had reduced our country to ruins.

It may be accurately stated that the effects of the civil war defined the continuous dichotomy that divided the Greeks in two groups which influenced their lives until the middle of the nineteen-seventies. Surely Yannis Ritsos’ life became emblematic of that division.

During our high school years and while Ritsos was a well-recognized and prominent poet we felt him walking next to us in every step we took. The new wave of socialism and resistance against outside interests influenced the political lives of all of us Greeks, and became the fertile ground for a voice such as Ritsos’ to reach and establish itself in our psyche. This growing force brought us to small secluded bars called ‘bouats’ where with a drink of a vermouth at the cost of about 60 cents, we listened to music most Greeks weren’t even aware of, and we recited verses of contemporary poets.

One such poet was our comrade, Yannis Ritsos, whose work resonated with our intense passion for our motherland and also with our veracity and strong-willed quest to find justice for all Greeks. In the mid nineteen-sixties, I identified ever more closely with this poet who was imprisoned, along with thousands of other Greeks branded enemies of the state, to various prison camps in the Greek islands or mainland Greece. I identified with him since my father was also imprisoned for a year for no apparent reason; my unfortunate father’s crime was likely that he listened to the music of Mikis Theodorakis and to the news from a German radio station, the famous Dautche Welle, where all Greeks found refuge and a sense of hope that the world was listening to the Greek cries for justice and freedom.

Thus I learned what it meant to live under censorship and what it meant to be under the iron fist of a dictatorship. In those days Ritsos’ poem Romiosini, which was set in music by the same Mikis Theodorakis, and was banned by the military, became our true and secret national anthem which we all sang on our walks, our gatherings and our parties. Although the danger of an unfriendly ear hearing us was always around, with that small gesture of resistance we took part in the rebirth of freedom for our country in her darker hours.

Even while in the army, performing my duty in the home-country, we used to sing all these forbidden songs, though in a low voice or at safe distance from the ears of the officers who couldn’t reconcile with our fervour for freedom, the officers who couldn’t understand our yearning for change and a new direction toward a democratically-elected government, our vision for a new and free Greece. Years later in the nineteen-seventies, when Ritsos lived in a house in Hagios Nikolaos I was also dwelling in Petroupolis, a suburb of Athens just a kilometre away from the poet’s neighbourhood where I walked and roamed. Should I have known his address I would certainly have made an effort to go and meet him in person. Since discovering how closely situated we were, I regret this meeting didn’t take place.

The 15 books selected for this edition represent a broad view of the poet’s career from the mid nineteen-thirties to the nineteen-eighties, and most of them appear for the first time in a North America translation. While Moonlight Sonata, Romiosini and Helen, have been published in translation a number of times, the more intimate treatment we give to these books makes them stand apart from other translations, as if unfolding another petal of the same rose, while having more of the original fragrance.

According to several sources, Ritsos wrote all his life, from as early as eight years old to his eighties. Reportedly, it wasn’t uncommon for Ritsos to write 15-20 poems in one sitting, and before his death, he was able to enjoy seeing the majority of his work published. We had at our disposal, a total of 46 books (in Greek) by Yannis Ritsos from his first published book Tractor, to the 14th edition of Yannis Ritsos - Poems XIV, published by Kedros in 2007. Out of these 46 volumes we selected 15 books for this translation. The books included in this translation are whole instead of selected poems from each and that is because first we had only a certain number of his books available and second it is awkward to separate them to satisfaction. These 15 books range from his earliest publications up to some of his last, since this presents the reader with a broad view as to who this very important poet is and how his poems reflect a contemporary style as much as they did in Greece more than 50 years ago.

In surveying the materials chosen, we witness that a certain transformation occurs from his early days when he was just the unknown defender of a cause, up to the period during his midlife when he had gained a variety of admirers around the world. At that junction of his life we discover a mature and didactic man reflected in his poems, more laconic and precise, more careful with his words which have become more and more precious as he uses them with utmost care. Then we witness the end of Ritsos’ creative life, where the poems reveal his growing cynicism and utter disillusionment for the human condition; the reason for this lies solely on the way his world collapsed around him a number of times over the years. When he is gazing back, we see primordial truths hovering over his thoughts; the human pettiness that drives some people’s lives shadows him with a deep disappointment that he’ll take with him to his grave.

This translation remains as close as possible to the original Greek text, to preserve the linguistic charm of Ritsos’ style. For this reason the restructuring of sentences from their original settings are implemented only when it seemed too difficult for the reader to follow the poet’s true meaning and deep thought. The writer has a lot more freedom in Greek as to how to order a sentence as opposed to English, which is more a positional language, and the sequence of words somewhat more strict. Hopefully this translation gives the reader a taste of Ritsos’ poetry from the admirer’s point of view and that with all due reverence and respect to other translations and to the great Yannis Ritsos himself, whose innermost feelings and thoughts we try to convey to the reader as accurately as possible.

The reader will notice dates under each book or individual poem and according to the notes in Yannis Ritsos—Poems XIV by Ekaterini Makrinicola they are all the poet’s notes and refer to the exact day that he wrote that particular poem. It is important to point out that even if the poet reworked that poem at a future date, and even if the poem was altered in a significant way, the poet insisted in keeping the date of the original composition of each of them. Perhaps this was his way of relating to the reader or to himself, the conditions of that day or days, and the reasons which influenced him to write that poem as a response to a particular event.










INTRODUCTION




Introduction

Yannis Ritsos, the most prolific Greek poet of the twentieth century, was born in Monembasia in the southern part of Pelopponese, May 1st 1909, to a noble and wealthy family with extensive land holdings. After a lengthy life of 81 years, after enduring the pain and anguish of having to see his world collapse in front of his eyes, and after he fought for the purely idealistic concept of freedom beyond any precondition or human border, he died in his sleep in Athens, November 11, 1990.

Ritsos began composing poetry at the rather young age of eight, and since the appearance of his first published poetry book Tractor in 1934 he compiled a colossal amount of work consisting of 181 individual collections, sequences, long poems, from as small as sixteen pages, (a 16-page pamphlet, a decahexaselidon as it was called in the publishing circles of those days) to long poems and extensive translation books, a body of accomplishments covering some thousands of pages of published material. He wrote short poems, long poems, and prose poems, and he experimented with various formats; early in his poetic adventure he tried the well- known form of 15-syllable-verse, or decapentasyllabus. He also wrote in rhyming verse early on, before he turned to the free verse which he kept for the rest of his life.

Ritsos’ poems have been translated in 45 different languages and the latest tome of his works was published by Kedros in 2007. From his early days to his latest books his inspiration remains undiminished and his acute eye for detail and exquisite perception is evident throughout his long creative life. Nothing miniscule or great went unnoticed by Yannis Ritsos, and every possibility was exposed and experimented with in his poems. His works incorporate endless infusions of color, melody, jest for catharsis and infinite tenderness. His perspective is infused with wonder about everyday events, drawn with the most eloquent images a poet can reach when he renders his thoughts with love and compassion even for the simplest person.

His creative works also included drama, fiction, essays and numerous volumes of translations. He became the voice of Greece in his own lifetime, and was internationally recognized for his endless accomplishments. He was awarded a number of national and international awards, such as the National Prize for Poetry in 1956 for his Moonlight Sonata, the Grand International Prize for Poetry of the Bienniale Knokke-le-Zoute Belgium (1972), the International Dimitrov Prize of Bulgaria, the Alfred de Vigny Award of France (1975), the International Poetry Prize of Etna-Taormina in Sicily, the Order of Lenin Prize of USSR (1971), the Citation and Plaque with the designation ‘Poet of the International Peace’ by the United Nations Society of Writers, and he was nominated though unsuccessfully, nine times for the Nobel Prize for Literature.

Ritsos’ poetry evolved in such a way as though reflecting on the poet’s life from his youthful enthusiasm, idealism and rebelliousness, to the mature, pragmatic and didactic man who searches for each person’s place under the sun, for each hungry man’s chair at the table during the most elaborate feast. His poetry stands quite gracefully apart from hatred, as he never resorted to vitriol, not even against a system and a dogma that incarcerated for his political views time and again. Even his political poems have, “a tone of gentle elliptical complaint; it is a tone that almost commiserates with those who persecuted him,” Minas Savvas writes from impressions gleaned while interviewing Ritsos.

Early in his poetic adventure Ritsos wrote primarily poems to support the cause of the left. However although he never retreated from this position he also devoted the other part of his creative life to anything having to do with the betterment of people’s lives as his poems reflected his humanistic views for equality and freedom for all. And this placed him in a position of dichotomy which he managed to balance through his poetic idiosyncrasy. In his last poetry book, Late, late in the night he wrote:

In your first and last words

the love and the revolution were told.

All your silence was told by poetry

and referring to his more or less healthy life, despite of all the physical abuses he endured because of harsh conditions in the concentration camps and prisons, the poet explained: “I learned the art of mental defence, since I found myself in the midst of many ordeals; I learned in the course of time that the mind is a lifebuoy. Work has rejuvenated me and continues to rejuvenate me. I have learned that working defeats hardship and today, if I do not work 8 to 10 hours, I’ll get sick.”

“In spite of all injustices against you,” Savvas continues, “your poetry is not bitter like Avgeris’ or Varnalis’ so often is.”

“Yes, yes, it’s not. I’m proud it is not,” Ritsos concurred, “bitterness ages us, Mr. Savvas,”

Ritsos managed to stay above demonizing and persecuting his opponents via the power of his medium, being a believer in the strength of human spirit as redeemer of all wrong doings. He held true to his ethics, proving once and again that no matter how often one is forced down by the oppression of others, and no matter from what high position, one’s invincible spirit lifts and sets him on firm ground. It reflects, in the manner of a fairytale, the image of a thin thread suddenly appearing from nowhere and linking the person to an immortal, spiritual side of himself gracing him with the ability to carry on.

Ritsos remained a simple man throughout his days, and the austere manner of his everyday life struck a chord of sorrow to his interviewer, Savvas who commented about Ritsos’ apartment being next to a school and having to work daily, amid its clamor.

“Aren’t you bothered by the noise?” Savvas asks.

“No, the songs, the mingling of the voices, the fighting, they are all a collective sound of life,” Ritsos explained, “Then when it’s quiet in the afternoons, I taste a much sweeter silence. Goethe said that we must experience the depths if we are to appreciate the heights.”

“Do you find your neighbourhood depressing?”

“Not at all. It’s an old Athenian section, full of simple folk and color.”

“I only asked because a certain American critic called it depressing.”

“Some Americans are spoiled, they think lawns and trimmed grass make good neighbourhoods.”

Ritsos makes plenty of references to the ancient myths and symbols that helped him deal with contemporary issues and Greek dilemmas, as at this time in Grecian history the country pendulated between the political trends of east and west while powerful external forces became rooted in the hearts and minds of the populace. The poet reached back into ancient tributaries, into myths and symbols for guidance and for meaning while witnessing the injustices of contemporary Greek life. Drawing strength from the ancient heroes, he discovers the other side of things, the eloquent side of words won by chance, the poetic side of every routine, the serendipitous answer to every difficult or almost unanswerable question; he discovers as though in a form of epiphany the answer to many difficult questions. Most significantly, Ritsos gains the perspective that nothing happens at random, nothing comes to the life of a person or a populace without a specific reason and it’s the duty of the person or populace to recognize, appreciate and find solace in the opportunities provided by such meanings.

Ritsos resurrects images of heroes such as Philoctetes, Orestes, Ajax, Agamemnon, Persephone, Chrysothemis, Helen, Ismene and Phaedra. And by transposing their plight and anguish into his here and now Greek life, he not only brings them back to life but also positions them into an expose of how Greeks of his day suffer and need guidance in order to find their path to the light. Under this perspective, the ancient heroes become today’s heroes and they take the flesh and blood of the fighters in the mountains of Greece against German invaders, or take part in the liberation of the ancient spirit suffering under the oppression and darkness of the time.

For Ritsos, the space each poem creates is where myth survives, resonates, embalms, while it rejuvenates and rebirths heroes and ideas; the soil is not the dead dirt of other poets but the primeval uterus, the ancient Gaia giving birth to the immortals. This is the role played by the Greek landscape – the same important role it plays in Elytis’ poetry where it localizes, and from the localized it turns to the worldly and from there to the universal. This concept will be touched further when we examine Ritsos’ book, Caretaker’s Desk.

In the same spirit as when referring to the classical statues, the mythical images featured throughout his poetry, are not only abundant but they unite the contemporary space with the ancient, they reinforce the power of the resistance and finally when answers are seek from them, when the poet relies upon them seeking resolve, they are used by Ritsos as well as by Elytis in a manner similar to the deux ex machine, Από μηχανής Θεός—(apo michanis theos)—of the ancient tragedies where the god presents a respite by becoming the solver of a riddle or a dichotomy. Thus the myth preserves historic time and memory since time has existed on the same continuum from the ancient days to the present. And when matters are stretched to the point of no return, to the highest point of tragedy, the god, myth, and the people’s perception of current events is re-established, and the myth brings about a new resolve and a renewal for the people.

Myth, in Ritsos’ poetry works and develops on three main levels; it reflects on the mythological-historical background, on personal memory and also on contemporary social problems. The mythological-historical background bestows a deeper perspective on the poems by extending their dimensions via another concept of time and by means of pure duration – thus becoming the stability sought by modern Greeks; the personal memories of the poet are anointed by the poet’s early childhood and suffering at a tender age, his family, their fate and the image of their house in Monemvasia as the poet identifies with a historical grandeur that at the same time defines an entrapping medium: resembling a palace and a prison. The relative location, in this case is the ancient space where Clytemnestra and Orestes live and at the same time the house where his sister dies of illness. The space carries the sweet memories of tender motherly and fatherly love, and at the same time the grief for his and his family’s suffering. It is also the space occupied by the ordinary people, nurses, gardeners, and servants of old days.

On the third level of development, the contemporary social problems and injustices predominantly straddling the poems the same way they did for the ancient heroes, whereas the Atreides family’s events reflect on modern problems of inequality, and the search for meaningful change; these become the duty of the poet to uncover and suggest, thus creating not only a poem or poems but a new life and by extension, a new cosmos.

Due to the symbolic weight that the myth carries, it empowers the psychological truth of the real-life persons that the poet carries within himself to extrude, as if through a sieve and while doing so, he also carries the emotional weight of a childhood destined to crumble under disease, disaster and grief. The poet himself transforms into the new Prometheus bringing about the anticipated release via his creation of a new world beyond the influence of disease, or in this case of the Greek nation’s civil war, by leading the people to the new dawn.

There are times that Ritsos’ poetry seems flat and somewhat simplistic, or lacking that phantasmagorical poetic embellishment other poets often resort to. But in that simplistic way where platitudes don’t exist, he discovers the true meaning of himself. He even becomes a bit simpler in his later works and particularly in his short poems. In the poem Hercules and Us, written during the dictatorship years he describes the creative efforts of dissidents like himself in the remote places of interment.

‘...Our only diplomas, three words: Makronissos, Yiaros, and Leros

 and if our verses

will someday strike you as clumsy, remember

 that they were written

under noses of guards and always with the bayonets

 ready by our side

not that we need excuses: take the words bare as they are

dry Thucydides will tell you more than elaborate

 Xenophon’

Along with these locations, certain images are used time and again throughout his poetic landscape and it’s imperative that we refer to them as we find their repetition quite interesting and peculiar at the same time.

First and foremost, the mirror appears in thousands of instances and one cannot but see themselves in one: the image being used as a means of self-reflection, appreciation of who one is and what one believes, while at the same time a mirror fills an empty spot on the wall as it fills the void of a loss or floods under a spotlight pointing to a new direction a person may take. The poet repeatedly brings a mirror in front of the reader’s eyes with the suggestion of turning the reader into a poet and at the same time turning himself into the reader who reflects on the idol of the poet-creator.

A window appears in almost all his short poems, always leading the reader to the openness of the horizon where everything is wide and well-lit where the world can be seen at its enormity and endlessness. This is where the poet basks under the creative and rejuvenating force of the sun and the reader is never enclosed or incarcerated.

Often we see the poet bringing in the midst of a poem, the third person …he said…who speaks for the rest of the conversing partners thus reflecting on the objective observer of the world who is not of special education or wealth, but the common person from whom the wisest statements come. In this way, the poet suggests that it only takes common sense to arrive at the most profound answers to the question at hand.

A woman always exists behind the window or the curtain looking at things, gazing on life outside the house, which at this time represents her imprisonment, her labour camp, as she walks from room to room preparing a meal, ironing her husband’s clothes or sewing socks. Or one may see such images as images of the woman in her realm, the family home, and more particularly the kingdom of every Grecian mother-wife in the nineteen-forties and fifties, which is often her kitchen. It can also be ascertained, that the poet’s mother is in his mind.

The soldier is also predominant in Ritsos imagery, perhaps in reference to the duty the poet sees in everyone’s life, any common person who must offer something: a poet or a construction worker, a street cleaner, a small flower vendor with his basket. In this case, it is a soldier with his gesture of offering, always standing amid the catastrophe of war, particularly a civil war when a brother might fight against a brother and a father might kill his own child standing on the other side of the fence, the other side of the dividing line. This handling of the ideal exposes the twisted ethos created for a civil person and their position in society when they are asked to contribute something beyond duty without any certainty for the outcome.

The color red is also abundant in many poems, and always referring to the poet’s ties to the cause of the Left, to communism; we always find a red tree, a red wall or a road painted by the poet himself.

Remarkable is the transformation that takes place throughout Ritsos’ creative years and his change of attitude from the idealistic and rebellious stance of the nineteen-thirties and forties as he writes Ocean’ s March, On the Margins of Time, Romiosini, Skirmish, and Smoked Earthen Pot, moving into the more reflective and philosophical views of the nineteen-fifties and sixties in his middle years with the books Parentheses, Moonlight Sonata, and Helen.

These also stand in contrast to poems of the dictatorship years in Greece such as his doubtful and cryptic Caretaker’s Desk in the nineteen-seventies, and then the mature, didactic man of the nineteen-eighties whose teaching voice we hear in books such as the Short Admission, The World is One, Replacements, as well as They Left, Furnished Rooms and Inhalings.

The poet himself refers to this transformation, when he comments from his exile in Karlovasi Samos, August of 1972, looking back at his work of nearly 40 years.




“As time goes by, I notice clearer everyday that my work in its development, its evolution and its exercise, tends to camouflage (not intentionally) every nightmare and in a more general sense, death into the comical and funny by ridiculing and exploiting it. If there is certain redemption in this, it’s based in the liberation from the weight of pain and fear (natural, moral or social) with a selective irony from our historical illusions, in the communion of emotions from a true or imaginary inclusion and involvement—in the community with a common fate.

The dominated seem to acquire the power of a domineering force, amid this vague and unverified space—resulting in the visual pinning down of the nightmare in a transforming way—something like a redemption or liberation. The inescapably tragic, transcends into the tragicomic or in other words into the paradoxical, and therefore into the objective. Perhaps this is deeply tragic though it embraces a certain catharsis and compassion in a willed, final grimaced smile that at times via poetry, arrives at a real smile dipped in emotion: a decisive action and power of a new beginning, a new act. And this is not only the result of the sensual act influencing the reader or listener, but it is exactly the reality of the sensual act. This is verified and witnessed in a lot of my older poems, in such books as ‘Testimonies’ but also in some newer poems such as ‘Tanagra’, ‘Figurines’, ‘Exercises’,‘Wall in the Mirror’, ‘Gestures’, ‘Corridor’ and Stairs’ and very often in ‘The Caretaker’s Desk’

In this reality of the sensual act, the unbearable “rareness” of the individual dissolves in a serene way amid the innocent wholeness that shelters everyone and everything. The lack of communication and inability to understand, transform into a leniency and forgiveness, if not into an acceptance and agreement that presents the achievable, the friendly “joking” even the sarcasm—as though it is something extended beyond the differences and mutual accusations when reaching for grace in the spirit of brotherhood. —It is as though we discuss the morality of aestheticism.

Ritsos continues, Only before the truly familiar (or perhaps even before the foreign and unknown) can we disarm ourselves from any defensive or aggressive and apparent seriousness or pretentiousness, and may we joke with them. Only before them may we disguise ourselves, quite openly at that, (like actors of an ancient tragedy or comedy) or we may undress, displaying each piece of garment, hair-pieces, the beads, the hats with feathers, the buskins and masks, the wooden swords of the act—actors of a real unwritten drama; actors who take off his or her makeup in pretence and undress after the performance, leaving the impression that the just-performed drama-live act was only a theatrical piece that ended, and cannot be repeated though we can re-stage it after we improve it.

The real (and this real originating in a fantasy or a dream) transforms into the fabulous, and the tyrannical into entertainment in a mocking travesty. Not always, of course. But by the portrayal of the twisted and accompanying images of the nightmare and the inexplicable human condition (along with its poetic transformation, distortion, and transmutation) one has the impression that the result is (not only for its creator) some extreme satisfaction of meaning, perhaps the ability and power of self-control and even the virginal feeling of the inexhaustible, of continuance, and even a sense of accomplishment.”




What we find strange is the lack of fanfare or reference to the church in Ritsos’ writings, opposite other poets who devoted plenty of space and paid a lot of attention to organized religion and church. Perhaps it is this poet’s desire to ignore the issue, at least to the level that other poets have paid attention to it and perhaps that is because of his adherence to communist doctrine and its position that the church is a negative influence in the psycho-spiritual development of a person. Perhaps Yannis Ritsos is a true believer of the axiom, “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of a soulless condition,” Karl Marx wrote, “Religion is the opium of the masses. The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people, is the demand for their real happiness…”, and Ritsos, by ignoring the church, pays them back with the proper coin.

What is most astonishing about Ritsos’ work is its power to render entelechia to its reader; to bestow a potency that suddenly pokes through the hard soil and transforms the reader into a part of the poet’s creative force. One immersed in such potency is often swept by emotions of gratitude and respect for the power of the poet’s eloquence that springs up to bloom its flowers in an unparalleled way. Also deeply touching the reader, aware of the poet’ s circumstances, is Ritsos’ self-sacrifice who has stayed true to his beliefs up to the bitter end, as he endures the worst degradation and yet he’s not silenced or coerced to hide his views.

Ritsos’ respected quality is his attention to miniscule aspects of life and the potent value he gives to that miniscule. It would be impossible for any reader to miss the attention to detail: the sway of the lower pleat of the curtain, the almost imperceptible movement of the eyelid at sleep or waking, or the slightest fragrance of chamomile, images that render an eloquence and richness to his writings as they reveal the heart and soul of the poet. Had he not being such an expert observer and charismatic creator, it is thinkable that some may have forgotten how to name simple things and feelings he brought to prominence. As the great author, Nikos Kazantzakis once said, “happiness is a small shrub in your front yard, and you go by it every day without even seeing it” and as another great poet, Odysseus Elytis put it, “What you save during the lightning will last, cleansed forever.”

Ritsos’ work stands opposite the obliterating capitalism. Opposite the oppression and exploitation of man by man as Ritsos raises a poetic wall with the slogans of freedom and justice for all written on it. Unfortunately, his huge volume of work is not enough to stop the upsurge of capitalism - at least not today. As a creator of genuinely radical poetry, Ritsos continuously writes, and continuously bombards the landscape of barbarity with lyrics and poetic images.

When it comes to the huge amount of work Ritsos created throughout his life Eri Ritsos, his daughter writes: “It is well known - or at least I have said it again - that Yiannis Ritsos considered poetry equally important for his existence as his breathing. So he wrote daily, many hours, and that resulted in his huge poetic production. Three and four and five or more poetry collections a year for practical reasons they could not be published during the year they were written. Neither his publishers nor the reading public could follow such a huge production. It was therefore imperative to choose what would be released and what not. His choices did not have the character of “self-censorship,” as I’ve heard, but depended on his mood at the time.”

Ocean’s March, the first book included in this translation, was written between 1939 and 1940 and was published in 1940. At this time, Yannis Ritsos is in Athens, mostly in bed due to illness and he writes prolifically. Ocean’s March is a stout, 31-page poem that opens with a dark scene of a dark harbour and “faces without memory or continuance” referencing war with slaves tied on anchors while a poet searches for direction via a sea voyage to a far locale, he notes, “A seagull is calling me”, highlighting comradeship and brotherhood: this is a book about all of these elements, and not just a single person,

‘but we don’t know anything

about the taste in the ash of the voyage’,

this is also a book about struggle, and the fate of the émigré who will travel with empty pockets to a foreign land seeking a better future for himself but most importantly for his children, since

‘we heard the song of the sea

and we can’t sleep anymore’

the poet has knowledge of faraway lands from stories he collects from seamen who come back with their experiences

‘we saw ships bringing mythic lands here

in the blond sand’

innocence as a true human condition of young age is extolled in the passage

‘venerable heart

unsuspecting childish heart

who never refuses’

drawing from mythology, his references to Odysseus, Laertis and Nausica, who he brings to life in his day and age, with their austere conditions and hunger

‘from Troy, on the Hellenic clay pitchers

mother you…salted our supper with tears…

girls who got engaged to Odysseus sighed’

and here he questions the eternal justice of why and who

‘who cuts to pieces God’s soul

and our joy?’

and like a new Odysseus, he admits that the voyage is of utmost importance

‘the voyage always remains with us

and the endless clamour of the sea’

as the injustices of his time overshadow every shred of goodness in the hearts of the people and in the poet’s mind, he feels

‘tonight we go to sleep with a bitter heart

like the bread of fishermen in the storm’

and he’s deeply grieved for his personal situation, being ill with tuberculosis and also bitter and disappointed by the life conditions for the majority of Greeks during the war against the Italians in 1940. And as he finds strength in the human spirit he declares that his cry will stand next to the undiminished power and endurance of the sea that never sleeps and it never lets go – the sea that never succumbs

‘sea sea as you are

we are

we shall never succumb

to the night and to sleep’

and his final cry is to his comrades, who he calls for a unified fight against any darkness and against any oppression and it is nothing but an invocation to the sun, to whom the poet is willing to sacrifice his life

‘Sun – sun that paints the sea with blood

I offer myself naked to your fire

to light the eyes of men

My brothers listen to your voices

to my voice listen

to the song of the sun and the sea.’

Notes on the Margins of Time, was written between 1938 and 1941, while the poet was still in Athens, however the book was not published until 1961, as part of the collection, Yannis Ritsos—Poems I. This is Ritsos’ first book of short poems and from this point onward the poet pendulates between the long poem and the short poem formats. On this, Kimon Friar says in his commentary, “There is to be a seeming dichotomy in the style of Ritsos, between short poems and those long poems in which he can ruminate at leisure on large themes involving characterization, motivation, the political scene, or whatever he felt needed long and subtle elaboration.”

In Poems I, however he follows a laconic and precise format and although he experiments with it for the first time, we still find his well-known themes as all Ritsos’ heated elements remaining on guard and at attention, ready to strike with brief, powerful jolts any naive onlooker as equally any thoughtful reader.

 In Doxology, we find the sun giving life to everything, while at the same time burning the tree, as sun is the dominant symbolic element that gives life and death;

‘He stood at the far end of the road

like a leafless dusty tree

like a tree burned by the sun

praising the sun that cannot be burned’

These poems are the short cries echoing the universal sobs of planets reflecting the mega-cosmos and the transformation of the marginally important to the utmost serious, evident in lines such as,

‘Next to the wine jugs

next to the fruit baskets

we forgot to sing

On the evening of our separation

with the consent of the evening star

alone we sang’

they are short bursts of energy aimed at the defeated energy of the Greek nation under the wrath of war but where,

‘memory doesn’t feel sorry for you anymore’

while the poet stands vigilant and ready to reignite the souls of his people who while everything dies around them, they don’t because that fear of death is the breath that keeps them alive

‘and the fear that perhaps you wouldn’t die

and the fear of water trickling

the fear the water the breath—life’

these poems are Zeus’ lightning bolts striking the unsuspecting reader with energetic bursts such as,

‘Moments—moments

uncounted

tamed by the sun

Countless

Then we counted them

with the palm of a dry grapevine leaf

we secured the summer’




Then they become tender riddles that stay afloat, waiting for the reader’s interpretation and response to the emotion stirred by admissions,

‘And I have something to tell you

that even I can’t hear’

Romiosini is Ritsos’ long narrative poem, consisting of seven parts of various lengths; it was written between 1945 to 1947 when the poet joined the EAM (National Liberation Front) the Greek Leftist party which in conjunction with the Republican party fought against the Axis during WWII. EAM’s struggle with Greece’s violent right-wing factions and against foreign interference divided the nation and inflamed the civil war in 1946 which lasted for three years. The events of this time had a lasting effect on Ritsos’ works.

He contributed theatrical plays to the People’s Theatre of Macedonia which were performed in Salonica and other northern cities especially Kozani. Romiosini, published for the first time as part of the book Vigilance, in 1954, is an epic poem that focuses primarily on the life of the Leftist army in the mountains, who though living under harsh conditions, still upheld a code of honour and dedication to their cause.

The poem became very popular because of the pride it evoked and because it coincided with the Greek people’s persistent search for a guiding symbol during the dark hour of the civil war.

The poem’s central them is the resistance against any oppressing force or doctrine; it is the resistance of the free Greek spirit against the subversion; a resistance to anything working against the needs of the populace who have fought against external or internal enemies for thousands of years. The landscape in Romiosini is described as harsh, but at the same time luminous and gleaming under the merciless sun

‘This landscape is merciless like silence

it hugs its fiery rocks tightly in its bosom…

… there is no water Only light’

the landscape suffers the same as the proud fighters defending it against all odds. The basis of these songs derive from the old ‘klephtic’ songs of the war for Independence against the Turks and the Cretan ‘rizitika’ songs, having numerous repetitive stanzas and matching sentences. The dedication of the mountain fighters to their cause extols their commitment and willingness to die instead of betraying their cause

‘their hands are glued to their rifles

their rifles are extensions of their souls’

even when the elements themselves stand against them, they never question the validity of their struggle, and they accept death as their companion

‘sweltering has devoured their fields and salinity has

 drenched their homes

wind has pushed down their doors and the few lilac shrubs

 of the plaza

death goes in and out the holes of their overcoats

the rain pounds on their bones’

these fighters follow the example of the Byzantine hero, Digenis Akritas, on the same threshing floors where he fought against death for three days, so they stay fixated on their posts and they are,

‘petrified on their battlements they smoked

 cow dung and the night

keeping watch on the furious pelagos where

the broken mast of the moon sank’

Among the wealth of imagery in Romiosini, one element is heard above the rest: the bell with its rhythmic call for death, for celebration, mass, or for a wedding. Bells echo in revolution, they persevere over the harsh Greek landscape, orchestrating the new beginning after a war that will pass like so many others in history. These people know what perseverance is; they have tasted bitterness, sirvived through the anguish of war, and each time they discover a new beginning;

‘Ah what silky stars will the pine needles

 still need to embroider

over the scorched fence of summer

 this will also pass

but not until the destruction ends and the people go out to the fields to locate the dead with their faces to the ground. And when they discover their names they may cry ‘I love’; and peace is bestowed on the world once again when,

‘thousands of doves fly out’

and the country will move on,

‘when you grab a hand

in the darkness and say goodnight’

life will start over and the émigré will come back to find his family who don’t even recognize him,

‘because he has met death

because he has met life before life, and

 beyond death’

at that moment asking,

‘and which key will lock up your heart, that with

 its two spread open door-leaves

stares at God’s star-drenched orchards?’

Although Romiosini is uniquely attractive as a poem it became even more popular after it was blended with the music of Mikis Theoddorakis and it became a monumental piece of contemporary Grecian life not only because of the success of Ritsos’ poetry but also by the power of artful music the soulful composer wove around it.

The next book, Parentheses, was written between 1946 and 1947 and published for the first time as part of the second volume of Yannis Ritsos—Poems II, in 1961. The title itself suggests that this collection of 21 short poems is a sort of intermission between the long poems before it and after it. And like the short poems of In the Margins of Time, they unfold the various moods and themes of the poet.

Ritsos turns playful in this book as we read in the opening poem, The Meaning of Simplicity: “it turns like that because I tell you this”, suggesting the poet will make a diversion from the seriousness of the long poems where he can develop longer themes and subjects at his leisure. Here he devotes some of his genius to writing short-formatted poems though the depth and the solemnity aren’t diminished with the length – contrarily, we find again, a sensitive and shrewd, an enigmatic Ritsos employing hidden meaning and mystical nuances from what each poem doesn’t say, but intends.

In this book Ritsos reaffirms his humble attitude, and the poems are open to various interpretations, depending on the view and openness of the reader. This further transforms the reader into a poet and conversely the poet to a reader, assimilating the two persons and bridging any gap between them.

In Parentheses, we find a lively and jovial Ritsos, who leaves us to decide what is better: a straightforward approach to things or one that beats around the bush. His quest resembles that of a child trying to locate a hidden treasure in a very familiar, yet well-guarded place. A most appropriate poem for such a book is of course, The Meaning of Simplicity, where Ritsos opens by saying,

‘I hide behind simple things so you may find me’

illustrating his playfulness often referred to by his readers.

Images of windows in this poem appear to relate to openness, to a communication with nature, with the endlessness of light coming into the rooms thus eliminating the sense of measurement as the immense becomes a room and a room turns into the infinite,

‘The four windows hang rhyming quatrains

Made of sky and sea inside the rooms’

human time appears in the form of a wristwatch showing twelve noon and the person feeling free with his/her ‘hair in the hands of the sun, in the light, in the air’ Ritsos plays with the reader, as he insists in Perhaps Someday,

‘But I shall insist in seeing and

showing you—he said

because if you don’t see, it is as if I didn’t see

I shall insist at least, on not seeing with your eyes’

the poet being the reader and vice versa – both are the creators of the image to be seen or the one they both truly see.

Smoked Earthen Pot was written in 1949, in the prison camp of Limnos and was first published in the collection Yannis Ritsos—Poems II, in 1961.

Between 1948 and 1952, the poet was arrested and sent to prison camps in Limnos then to Makronissos and then to Hagios Eustratios, also known as Ai Strati. During these years and always under the watchful eye of guards and of other prisoners, he was writing and hiding his work in whichever box, bottle, or other means he thought were safe in order to preserve his material. After four years in these places of internment, he was released and he returned to Athens where he devoted time to their publication.

In this book, the poet opens the curtain of a passage leading back to his communist ideas of equality among the citizens, freedom for all and most importantly, food and shelter for all. Greece was still feeling the scars left by the civil war, and the conditions of people’s lives were also deteriorating. Devastation and hunger were obvious to every eye. With Smoked Earthen Pot, Ritsos displays his wish that he could become a gigantic cauldron, a great earthen pot, cooking enough food to feed the hungry people living in his country, hungry people the world over. Bravely, in the opening lines, the poet presents us with his brotherly emotion,

‘It was a very long road up here, very long my brother

The cuffs were heavy on the hands…’

A discussion between two or more people develops throughout, the first person voice never refers to himself by saying ‘I did this’ but always uses the collective ‘we’ in referring to a brotherhood of people working together or struggling together. Images of the war aftermath are also prevalent,

‘The handicapped man next to you takes off his leg

Before he goes to bed, he leaves it in the corner

 A wooden, hollow leg

You have to fill it like you fill a flowerpot with soil

 And plant flowers

Like darkness is filled up with stars

Like poverty slowly fills up thought and love’

The universality of his message appears as crystal clear as ever when he says

‘Because my brother, we don’t sing so that

 We may stand out in the world

We sing so that we may unite the world’

and he discovers that his fraternal love becomes a river from which just

‘two drops are enough to sprinkle the nightmare’s face

and it vanishes like smoke behind the trees’

he emphasizes that he only wants to become

‘An earthen pot then Nothing else

Earthen, blackened pot

Boiling, boiling and singing

boiling on top of the sun’s fire and singing’

Skirmish is also a long poem consisting of eight parts, written in 1952 in Hagios Eustratios internment camp and published for the first time as part of the book Vigilance in 1954 when the poet lived in Athens and worked for the newspaper Avgi (Greek word Αυγή means Dawn). With the title Skirmish, the poet underscores the animosity and the differences of the political sides of east and west that dominated Greek politics during the civil war and the Cold War that followed. The poem illustrates how affected every person is, one way or another, as though caught up in a Skirmish where none is declared a winner and both sides have their casualties; this Skirmish sometimes takes place between people, in the minds and hearts of people and of the poet himself.

The poem opens with a desperate cry of anguish, informing the reader about the perils of civil war and imprisonment as well as the influences of foreign interests,

‘You know the great loneliness of exile

these infuriated seashores that could be ours

 though they are foreign’

the isolation of the prison camp where,

‘We saw the dusk spending its loneliness without leaving

 anything behind’

and the stillness of time when one is imprisoned,

‘Tomorrow seems to be so far same as yesterday’

the evil of political upheaval and the dichotomy of the Cold War and its effects on Greece; the resulting civil war and the poet’s imprisonment along with thousands of other Greeks constitute his strongest cry for justice,

‘Then what separates people when you and I are hungry

when we both thirst together, or on our own

 —we thirst the same way

what separates us that you are a guard and I am the exiled?

when both know the meaning of the word mother’

pain and suffering abound in every aspect of life in the entire country, none can escape it as it shrouds everyone and everything like a heavy blanket,

‘Tell me then what a mother with a smoked up lamp

 can understand

with two children killed and the third one missing?’

and yet even in the darkest hour the poet finds the courage and strength to smile at the world and the stars and his smile transcends every pain and hatred. It is above every evil thought and brings him back to his natural transparent self, who remains unaffected by evil, unaffected by his imprisonment. The poet tries to act on a more civilized level than his prison guards. Surely by thinking beyond baser instincts the poet enlightens the whole prison camp, the country and the cosmos with his forgiveness, his smile.

‘One night two nights many nights

we saw the stars behind their bayonets—

do you remember that? Do you remember how

 joyous we were seeing them?

It was the first time that we truly smiled, my brother’

the smile that transcends even death and turns the dead into immortals,

‘And George, who got killed in the previous war

appeared at the turn of the road In his palm he held

the bullet that found his heart like he was holding

a lead toy soldier trying to gift it to a child He

 said goodbye to you He left…

It was because of our smiles, my brother’

and when finally the poet takes control of the skirmish inside him, between his battered ego in the prison camp and his diaphanous self he finds the strength to rise above the ego with profound eloquence as,

 ‘Two policemen went by

one of them held a small almond branch…

The flowers lighted their faces under their caps…

I tell you the world is beautiful…

There are not any dots on our voices or silence anymore

 the world is beautiful’

In the year 1956, Ritsos makes a serious shift in style when he writes and publishes his famous Moonlight Sonata, a long poem, though it will be proven to be his shortest long poem, and one for which he wins the year’s Greek State Prize for poetry. In this book he changes to the dramatic monologue and he uses the first person instead of the collective ‘we’ found in most of his previous works. He uses a short prose as a prologue in order to introduce the characters and the setting, and he also closes the poem with another piece of prose as epilogue.

Moonlight Sonata is just a 16-page pamphlet with the actual text taking just eight pages. Yet intertwined in this short book are an abundance of evocative images and memories the poet uses to engage his readers. In one side stands an old woman dressed in black, as if mourning for the old age taking hold of her body and on the other side a young man with unbuttoned shirt, counter balances the old age of the other character with his youth.

When Moonlight Sonata appeared for the first time in France, in a translation by Alekos Karatzas, Ritsos was in Athens, still working for the Avgi newspaper. Of this small book, surrealist French poet-author Louis Aragon commented, “We must salute him as he rightfully deserves it and we should shout it from the rooftops; he is one of the greatest, one of the most remarkable poets of our time.”

The poem opens with the introduction of the luminous character, the moon, having center stage in the title,

‘Let me come with you. What a moon tonight!’

and leads the reader to a fascinating voyage with deep highs and lows, via the clarity and firmness of verse that unfolds slowly, yet coherently as though fighting words with other words, beneath the words, and in the gaps between them. The locale is vague, the old woman and young man are unidentifiable, yet such intensity and depth emanate from the plain, terse sentences.

‘…when I pick up the cup from the table

a hole of silence is left below and at once I place

 my palm over it

so I don’t look inside I put the cup back in its place’

the double meaning of images are not produced via use of ‘poetic words’ by resorting to grand ideas or embellishment, but by the disembowelled armchair, the shoes with worn heels and

‘hanging pots glittering

like large eyes of exquisite fishes’

Ritsos’ shift from other forms of poetry to the dramatic monologue, captures the everyday things of simple people and elevates them to the level of the eternal, as when the house imprisons a person and keeps them within its virtual old age, a parallel is drawn between the woman dressed in black and the house which is haunted, where

‘the stucco falls silently like the hat of the dead man

from its peg in the dark hallway’.

it is in this darkened hallway and old haunted house where the life of an old woman unfolds, amid ghosts and memories filling her loneliness. Then the dreadful phrase comes, like an affirmation of fate, as an unquestionable axiom,

‘I know that everyone marches to love alone

alone to glory and to death

I know it I tried it It’s of no use’,

while all this takes place in an unnamed city that appears airy though made of cement, whitewashed by moonlight.

The poem ends with another piece of prose as epilogue. The old woman dressed in black is left in the isolation of her prison, her house, haunted by her memories while the young man strolls down the road with an ironic and perhaps empathetic smile on his lips, free and away from the darkened house. Only the elongated windows remain at the end as the moon re-enters the space glowing in every corner.

Helen is another long poem in dramatic monologue format, written in 1970 and published in 1972 while the poet is in Athens, reprieved from his exile in Samos. Helen is a lot longer than Moonlight Sonata, although it follows the same pattern: it commences with short prose as prologue, and ends with a piece of prose as epilogue. The setting here is also an old, badly kept and deteriorating house, where just a few things are alive and Helen herself on the pinnacle of old age.

‘An old—old—one, two hundred years old’.

Her younger servants wait anxiously for her to die so they can take her belongings, echoing Nikos Kazantzakis’ Zorba the Greek when old Madame Ortance dies and villagers enter the house, snatching everything away.

In Helen, the main character’s memories are also alive, taking her to past glorious days when she was irresistibly beautiful, and ships filled with thousands of young soldiers sailing off to reclaim her. These memories flash through Helen’s mind who stays there momentarily suspended as the memories erase the ravages of time concealing her wrinkles and her aches; the memories constitute masks which grace the face behind them with a variety of lively expressions which veil her emotions and save her from her most profound fear: the acceptance that her heavenly beauty has vanished.

Now Helen remains a prisoner of her house and opposite the Moonlight Sonata, where a black-dressed widow appeals,

‘Let me come with you’

in a world that she knows she cannot belong, in this poem Helen implores her visitor,

‘Sit down for a while -- no one comes around anymore’

while she spends her time imagining things, she

‘examines the black stone of her ring in the endless

hours of the night’,

and as she finds refuge in the glorious bygone days when great warriors fought for her beauty, inevitably the aimlessness of all overtakes her when she contemplates all that is temporal, her beauty, and above all, life’s events,

‘so there is no meaning in things or events

the same goes for words although with them we name

more or less those things we miss, or those that we never saw

the importance of what people project in their lives as valuable and necessary to them appears in the passage and how people cling to images and myths to which they give life while never questioning why a myth remains so strong and influential in what persons choose to do or to not do in their lives.

Helen, in the midst of her isolation, as though out of reaction, springs out of her self-pity into self-indulgence, realizing that all perish, that she’ll perish, that when her time comes, she has to face the inevitable heroically, yet alone and thus the book ends with her holding onto her last hope of proof of her tangible beauty,

‘And that scene, on the walls of Troy did I truly ascend

letting it fall off my lips?—Sometimes even now

 I try

here lying in bed, to open my hands to stand on my tiptoes

 to stand on air

 the third flower’

The poem ends with an epilogue in which Helen dies and the moon rises exactly as in the Moonlight Sonata and the statues in the garden are dimly lit — where would her male visitor go now?

The Caretaker’s Desk, a collection of 99 short poems, was written between March and May 1971 and it was published first in Italy in both Italian and Greek in 1975, and then in France and in Athens, the following year.

Every apartment building used to have a caretaker who usually lived in the basement or main floor, a man or a woman or a whole family and their job was to take care of everything needed in the building -- from opening the door, to handling and distributing the mail, taking care of the heating and cleaning the building, arranging for the tradesmen for repairs, and for this reason one could say that nothing of what took place in the building went by the caretaker unnoticed. For the same reason, the desk where the caretaker worked strategically located in a central point before which everything was unfolding.

The caretaker observed from behind his desk all the activity taking place, everything the inhabitants of the various units of the apartment did, everything they tried to hide from his merciless eyes, the intimate details of their lives, and sometimes secrets they had which he kept to himself. By observing life from behind his desk, The Caretaker’s Desk transforms into an important focal point; it becomes a kingdom within the building, as the person behind it peers at the unsuspecting passers-by and keeps tab of events that unfold in its space.

At this stage of the poet’s life, Ritsos is a mature, sensitive man who is full of passion and wisdom. He finds himself creating a small world around the focal point of the caretaker’s desk, and the person behind that desk is a veritable king in his castle, absorbing, cataloguing, digesting all activity and events; he retains the things that pass before his eyes, or passes them on to others; he gives life to life by recording all this action, as the poet himself does in his poems, omnipotent within the metaphor of the building, from the microcosm to the universal.

The poems were written during the dictatorship of the colonels in Greece, and this is reflected in how Ritsos writes as if he constructs a puzzle, trying to keep certain messages concealed, shrouding something he wants to say and leaving it to the reader to decode, to add to, as if the reader has the responsibility of finishing certain images. We read in the opening poem,

‘You never learned later on

the purpose and what was the difference’

leaving us to ponder, what difference: between what choices or fates? We feel obligated to piece together images to create a clearer picture. Ritsos is in a very sensitive situation at this stage of his life, and because of his experience of being incarcerated, he writes cryptically, in order to hide from the eyes and ears of the ever-present oppressor. The poet is imperceptible, vaguely defined though his message. He seems well-framed in his depiction of the everyday sufferings of a family, reflecting into the mirror of universal themes,

‘The woman went to the bedroom

opened the drawer and took the receipts

of the water company the power the phone

turned her back to the balcony door ‘Let them cut them off’

…and among all (she heard) was herself as well

speechless calm standing free joined with

all vanished killed or alive’

Ritsos’ protagonists are common people living in an apartment, a house or in a poor neighbourhood and mostly people who are starting to form the Greek middle class; their lives are simple: they are the trades-people: builders and barbers, electricians and plumbers with their tools, their dirty hands, sweaty armpits and eyebrows; they are his heroes with their struggles and endless fight for the daily bread, with their everyday events and small pleasures. Some of them are obviously victims of barbarous acts and events of war. Ritsos will write about them from this point on, until the end of his creative life.

The six books which follow were all written between 1978 and 1980, and were released for the first time in 2007 in the collection Yannis Ritsos—Poems XIV, except for The World is One, which was first published as part of a three-book collection titled Italian Triptych, which consisted of poems he wrote during his three trips to Italy. The following six books appear in an English translation for the first time.

The poet now lives in the Hagios Nikolaos suburb of Athens; he has put behind him all the painful experiences of the dictatorship years and devotes his time to writing and publishing. In 1976, he is awarded the International Poetry Prize of Etna—Taormina in Sicily, Italy and the following year he is awarded the Order of Lenin Prize while he’s also elected Member of the Mallarme Academy. Although he was unsuccessfully proposed nine times for the Nobel Prize for Literature, he gratefully accepted the Order of Lenin (referred to as the Nobel Prize of the East) saying, “this prize is more important to me than the Nobel.”



