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FOREWORD
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Manolis Aligizakis (left) with Titos Patrikios, Athens, September, 2019

Titos Patrikios is one of the significant poets of the after the Second World War era. His truly existential poetry resonates deeply with the reader and he is still, at the age of 92, a major influence among the literary circles of Athens. Truly, Patrikios had an eventful life, tense and full of excitement from his youth to his late years. He belongs to a group of poets such as Aris Alexadrou, Miltos Sachtouris, Manolis Anagnostakis, Nikiforos Vrettakos, Kiki Dimoula, Katerina Anghelaki Rooke, Nanos Valaoritis, and others.

I was lucky enough to meet him the summer of 2019 when, in Athens, my editor, poet and literary critic Chryssa Nikolakis took me to his place where I found a very vibrant man at the age of 91 who while being a little stooped had a constant fire in his sparkling eyes and a simple manner that truly awed me. He took care of us visitors the best way possible. After he welcomed us into his apartment, which looked straight up to the Lykavittos Hill, he kept busy for a few minutes in his kitchen and quite politely he responded to my question “could I be of any help?” by saying, “no worries, everything is under control”; a few minutes later he appeared with freshly brewed coffee and a plate of cookies.

His broad smile captivated me and I was awed by his simple ways and comfortable movements. I knew well that he had spent time in exile where he met my favored poet, the great Yannis Ritsos. For this I wanted to learn firsthand as much as possible for the greatest poet of the world Ritsos and my questions of course turned towards their interactions and relationship.

He raised various points about their lives in exile and he recalled all the other poets he met there but he spoke with such reverence for the teacher as he called the giant of Hellenic poetry Yannis Ritsos and he never stopped extolling the influence Ritsos had on his writing. He mentioned that Ritsos was the reason his own poetry took the direction it took and that Ritsos was a very passionate man who always guided other young poets to their poetic path. Then Titos referred to a break up that occurred at one turn of their lives and his eyes went teary and his voice sounded choking. I didn’t press the issue in any way but he went on talking of their days in exile although from his tone, his teary eyes and reading between the lines I understood that his friendship with Yannis Ritsos had a very prominent place in his heart.

The conversation turned to the contemporary poets and their works, to literary events he attended almost every time he was invited, and truly he attended hundreds of them over the years; I asked how he reads contemporary post-modern poetry, and he smiled. He momentarily hesitated to make any comment, then he opened up and talked, with obvious sympathy, for modern poetics, he said he was very optimistic for the future of poetry in Hellas, yet he reiterated a comment he had made earlier in our interaction about what Yannis Ritsos had said: after a poem is written the poet has the Herculean task to edit it at least twenty times before he can present it to anyone; and even more edits are needed before it goes to a publisher as part of a new poetry book.

 He talked of his life from young age to today, wondered a few times why after so many of people he knew and others closer to him have died while he was still alive. I found he had an excellent sense of humor and his words were the commonsensical words of an accomplished man, a man who knew the why and the how.

Proudly he showed us the two volumes of his Collected Poems, recently released by his publisher, (Κίχλη) Kihli, almost a thousand pages of excellent material. Next day I visited Kihli who gracefully provided me these two volumes and from which I selected material for this translations.

Before we left his apartment and since he had understood the love and respect both I and my editor in Athens Chryssa Nikolakis felt for Yannis Ritsos, in fact my companion’s thesis towards her Master’s in Literature was on Yannis Ritsos’ poetry, Titos took a picture of himself and Ritsos from his bookcase and gave it to my companion, who quite delightedly accepted it. He even asked us to stay for supper and he quite pleasantly said he was a good cook, yet we chose not to burden him any longer and took our leave. But not before we promised that we planned to meet him in my next trip to my motherland and present to him this volume with my translations and Nikolakis’ Introduction. He smiled and with questionable eyes he said, he hoped we meet again in the near future. I got the message: a man of his age always wonders whether such an opportunity might arise again and this time I got teary eyed.

I promised myself to work diligently and in a fast mode to complete my task and hopefully find him alive with the released tome of his poems in my next trip to Hellas. I only hope my work makes justice to his beautiful poetics and his work is embraced by the English speaking readers with the same reverence and love I’ve embraced it.

I wish to extend my gratitude and appreciation to the theologian, poet, literary critic Chryssa Nikolakis for writing the Introduction to this collection of translations, to the literary critic John Mpaskozou who allowed me to translate his review and include it in this volume and to the writer, journalist, John Pantazopoulos for letting me translate his two interviews of Titos Patrikios, which I believe, will give the English speaking reader another side of the poet himself, since in the first interview he narrates certain details of his life and in the second interview he talks of the new normal after the Coronavirus Pandemic.




Manolis Aligizakis, Cretan, author, poet, translator.
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Manolis Aligizakis, translator (left) Titos Patrikios, poet, Chryssa Nikolakis, literary critic, Athens, September, 2019

Titos Patrikios, is a representative of the first post-war generation, and one of the most important poets of our time. He was exiled first to Makronisos and then to Ai Stratis; during that period of his life he experienced hardship and isolation and he came to the point of even denying poetry. Having adopted the basic theories of those times he used to say that poetry was an expression of the petty bourgeois emotional world that obstructed the immediate revolutionary action. However when he met Yannis Ritsos in exile, Ritsos told him that he was talking nonsense and that he needed to understand that poetry was his destiny since Ritsos had a special intuition about people and he had clearly seen in Patrikios a future poet and a good one at that. He underscored that they couldn’t be there together as two friends if Titos didn’t give him his poems to read.

Once when he was asked by a reporter why he wrote poetry he explained: “I write because I enjoy it and because it torments me. However, he adds, today’s way of life doesn’t inspire me although I may write about it in the near future. I keep notes, observe pictures, process stimuli and compose thoughts. From these, a material may emerge that may later on be channeled into verse. All certainties are under scrutiny and revision and the bottom line is that I can’t exist without us.” A true humanist and a poet of his era, he has left his historical imprint as he reveals in the following verses:




And I exchange my sunny days, burnt up stones,

hidden palms of people and winds

I bargain, I buy out death with sleep,

I argue with its minimal space lest I gain some extension

for a life that, as far as I know, escapes me




Deeply existential with obvious self-knowledge and self-awareness in his writing, the individual and the collective subconscious reflect in the following verses:




How long shall I live in the persons who overwhelm me

How long shall I carry the face that shrink inside me?




The element of irony combined with the beyond visible and the metaphysical incise their mark in the mind of the reader




Since love is natural

it’ll resist whatever we do

it’ll attempt to perpetuate

out of its own lyrics.




Hope for the future and faith in the younger generation is evident in his lyrics. His accusatory logos becomes confessional with an echo of self-knowledge that dynamically leads to the reconstruction of a new creative inner universe.




We said, “the sea will always exist

to give the whiteness of the salt to the stones.”

We said, “the rocks will exist forever to give

the grains of sand to the salty water.”




A decay chaser and an extoller of imperishability, adorer of the earthly and the divine, of the astral and the chthonic, he converses with God and man, he keeps our minds in a continuous pendulum




And we are certain that we were both

alike the rocks and the sea,

we are convincingly certain

that no matter what happens,

there will always be an internal movement

that will unite us.

Contrary to what Helger said… What is the role of poetry in difficult times? Patrikios replies And yet it is necessary because it gives a consolation to the micro-psyche. If poetry offers anything, it’s that it brings people closer. Poetry, he says, is very much like a bridge. Every word is like a stone on a bridge, it must be placed in the right place so that the bridge won’t collapse.

Patrikios’s philosophical reflection is intertwined with the birth of each poem, something we clearly see when he writes: It’s not terrible that things occur. Things will always occur, wherever, here or elsewhere. The terrible thing is when they happen in front of us and we don’t pay attention to them.

As the poet of defeat, as critics called him, Patrikios reveals the hidden side of poetry as an experienced reality by saying: when I narrate the most secret thoughts I disguise them as best as I can and I keep the most dangerous ones for myself.

His acceptance of life bridges the tear with joy, sadness with the aftertaste of happiness, bitter optimism with the expectation of joy defined by the poet’s satirical element, which is found in several of his poems:




Strange music sounds

wild jazz cries

sometimes frantic sometimes slow

fill the atmosphere.




Patrikios classifies his poems chronologically and with this methodological approach he allows the reader to study his work, to listen to his pulse through time and under the prism of its historical moment. Every good poem tells a story and refers to many people. But there are also those poems which make a difference in the future and in the hope for a better tomorrow.




All these when the air vends

empty of all shadowy events

Paradisiacal martyrdom

technically infused delight

up to the moment you have to accept

that a door, on the opposite wall awaits for you

and behind it the insecure hall of the world exists




Patrikios, the poet of our times, has experienced the wrath of exile and his personal wanderings. His poetry saunters on landscapes that define urban settings, the environment of post-war cities and the contemporary themes in all their diverse possibilities. He shows very strong faith in the future, in other words in the younger generations who, knowing what had happened in the past, will not repeat the same mistakes; this is the poet’s deep conviction. That is why his logos, as he matures as a poet, transforms from that of the critical poetics to the constructive and suggestive answering each and every possible question.

In contrast to those who look at the present like archaeologists, the story in his poems is current affairs and way of life, which becomes a holocaust in the memory of the unjustly perished. The dead with their anger haunt the present while exile, either as hell or as purification of the purgatory, leads him in search of unity and continuity. Through the memory of his fallen comrades he relieves himself of the sense of loneliness and isolation.

His poetry, free of general schemes and centralized molds, explores man in search of his deepest truth. Discovering the true self in each human being is the definition of his poetry. This is what we see in the poems of his Schooling series, contemplative poetry, challenging, debating, constantly revising and evolving with the goal of finding truth.

For years Patrikios carried the stigma of the poet of defeat. However he was never a defeatist poet, he was only the observer and he never even talked of defeat. On the contrary, he was a fighter, a defender of life, a listener to the truth; he communicated the essence of things as he perceived it and he spat on the lie, especially during a period when he was oppressed by injustice. He characteristically says,




I only wish to raise one side of the truth

that I shed some light on our counterfeit life.




He also states:

In the Opposite Mirrors there’s the poem with the title Verses 3 which I wrote in 1982; it begins with:




No verse can overturn a regime

I wrote years ago

and to this day they attribute it to me.

And since that time they still accuse me of

undermining the social role of poetry and of

denying its revolutionary power, and so on.




But let me come to your point:




I do not believe at all that there is 

a pessimistic finding in the impact

of poetry on social development




It is simply a poetic regeneration - sometimes successful sometimes not, and this is another story, of the primordial Marxist label that insists in that regimes are overthrown by social forces of the social classes which revolt against them. 

And yet there is an ironic reference to bad poems which, with their paper rifles and their talkative and hollow words claim that they contribute or overturn any revolution. That’s exactly what I think has bothered and is bothering the self-satisfied poets who resort to useless, fake, boasting verses instead of the real action.

Asked by a journalist how he treats negative criticism, Patrikios answered: I can’t understand it. It’s better to deal with everything in a positive way. I was lucky enough to have very good reviews when I first appeared. I remember especially one in Kathimerini, for my book Dirt Road, written by Cleon Paraschos. Later on, I heard negative reviews for my book Schooling from the official left political side and their opposition. But even the most unpleasant criticism is valuable especially when it creates an unprecedented grief to the reviewer. It forces him to rethink what he’s doing and in the end his work might work in a positive manner.

As an eternal student, Patrikios stoically accepts all the criticism, managing to raise his stature higher than the defeatism and malice of most others. He accepts the negative elements of his time and proceeds straight ahead with his eyes fixated on the truth of tomorrow while he tastes yesterday’s bitterness. He transforms this bad taste from the unleavened bread into the bread of education and freedom. Because the self-exile that overwhelmed him became a force of knowledge and wisdom.

He writes: “twenty-five years of my life have become decades of persecution and deprivation, yet, no, I won’t do you the favor of getting used to you, the favor of being comfortable with you. I’m not adjusting to that kind of death.”

Memory is also a source of inspiration. It doesn’t only refer to historical and political moments, but also to his personal moments, his erotic memories. By taking stock, he achieves self-knowledge: 




We talked a lot about women

always cowardly to admit

the beauty that whips our lives.




For the most part, his poetry is written in the first person (in plural), which expresses his devotion to the collective versus the individual. However, the reader often finds interdisciplinary forms, long poetic monologues and some uses of a second singular person, when love comes to the fore. Most of Patrikios’s love poems are short, condensed, apologetic and dramatic. Despite the fact that sometimes he decides to write in detail, these previous, almost laconic poems, all alive and fresh even if they were written in old age, they all move and sensitize the reader while they offer unparalleled erotic pleasure. In his earlier love poems the poet mixes erotic memory with political memory. He sees the general political drama through the psychology of personal drama. As in the poem: A Great Letter, written in 1952 while he was in exile in Ai Stratis: it’s an undelivered letter addressed to a female recipient. It is the memory of his love life. Despite the harsh conditions of exile at that time, this love poem resonates with the reader as it expresses desire and erotic attraction




And if I were a man and I had to be strong (I had to)

you better know: wherever you touched me I hurt.

Wherever you didn’t touch me I also hurt.




The harsh conditions of the time called for militant participation, political thought and action, and demonized, as ill-conceived, all erotic imagery: the songs had to be optimistic, vigilant, eroticism transformed into political passion and camaraderie, as if it were something about which one should be ashamed of. Censorship and, more commonly, self-censorship turned all erotic ethos into a dead zone. However, through constant oppression, love always blooms like cyclamen in the rock. 

We are therefore opposite the most important erotic poetry, which refuses the use of grandiose words and easy sensationalism, which indicates the poet’s deep socialist profile that knows how to adapt his poetic eroticism onto the basis of dignity with his special technical and aesthetic perfection.

As Nikiforos Vrettakos wrote: Patrikios’s poetic temperament has the seal of authenticity. His voice warms us. His talent is attached to the soil and soul of the people and to the atmosphere of his time. It has a sharp glance and the ability to create satisfactory extensions with the simplest means. For Patrikios the personal isn’t distinguished from the whole neither from the rest of the people nor from the universal. The individual pain is associated with global pain, individual love with universal love.




It simply came to our notice then.

Someone between us should be blamed.

Someone between us should be the traitor.




The true search for truth, collectivity and companionship behind the mask of hypocrisy leads the poet to self-knowledge but also to the empathy of the comrades’ psychology; it leads to self-realization through the exploration for the common good. He writes:




Then someone raised his voice and said:

Comrades, no one was traitor

not from those who were sacrificed

not from those who sacrificed

neither by the persecuted, nor by the persecutors,

because the mistake was not in others

the mistake was in us

where we never searched.




The appreciation and recognition of the gift of life focuses on another of his poems, Debt from his book Schooling. The sufferings that the poet relates in the first verses aren’t inventions of his imagination, but characteristics of the troubled era that followed in Hellas after the war of the ‘40s, the occupation, and civil war.




The so many deaths that took place and still do,

the wars, executions, trials, deaths and other deaths,

illness, hunger, accidents,

killings by paid enemies and friends,

systematic undermining

and ready-made obituaries are

what gives me the life I live.







Chryssa Nikolakis, theologean, poet, literary critic 
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