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I first heard about surrealism many years ago, during my army years, when a friend and soldier in the same company with me brought out of his pocket a note he had written, which he read to me during our short break from the daily exercises. His poetics seemed different from what I knew up to that time, much to his amusement, and he rushed to tell me it was surrealistic poetry, a movement well-known to poetic circles of the era but not as much to me. He said it was the new wave, the term we used to describe the new way music was produced those days and poetry was written, as I found out. My friend also named two prominent surrealist poets, Andreas Embirikos and Nikos Engonopoulos.

I, up to that time, was familiar with the Nobel Prize winners, George Seferis, Odysseus Elytis, Constantine Cavafy, Yannis Ritsos, Tasos Livaditis, and a few others mostly poets whose works were set in music, something common those days and also with poets we studied at school, Solomos, Palamas, Drosinis, Kalvos, and a few others who were included in the school curriculum. I didn’t know Nikos Engonopoulos and the other surrealist Andreas Embirikos at all. The poetic formats I was familiar with were revised, new ways of stanza structuring appeared plus the strange way of imagery made me a little uncomfortable, I very much liked the idea of these new poetics which were mostly known as the opposition to traditional formats,  the rhyming verse, and the old austere Katharevousa language, and as such, because they stood opposite the old ways of writing I felt a keen attraction to it.

A few years later and after my release from the army and my emigration to Canada, I met another Hellene with a vast collection of music of that era, among which he had an album, called Bolivar, which introduced me again to surrealist poetry through the music which I loved from the acoustic point of view but also from the imagery, which I started to understand better. Then it occurred to me that the beauty of surrealistic verse was its spontaneity and from the gut, sort of originating format that slowly got into me in an unprecedented way. I also loved Bolivar, the symbol which was known to the whole world and which I remember from my years in high school and university when we used to recite every revolutionary verse we could find, especially during the years of dictatorship in Hellas between 1967 and 1973 when I emigrated to Canada.

Nikos Engonopoulos’s daughter Errietti recalled her father’s last years when she lived close to him after he retired and she was allowed to visit her dad’s atelier, “he was a man who knew how to talk to a young child, she said, he could enter my world and stir my interest. While he was still alive, I typed all his handwritten works. After his passing I discovered a piece of work half typed, half handwritten. It consisted of 4-5 translations and a few prose pieces, which I passed to his publisher. I have always been awed by his work and these days I realize that interest in surrealism has been reignited. The revolution that that movement represented was very important to many people and for this reason, I decided to do my best that everything he wrote will be made available to the public. Such creators with such an innovative presence, like my fathers, are rare in our era” 

Nikos Engonopoulos’ poetry was in my plans for a translation. I realized there weren’t many such books available for English poetry lovers, so I decided to try. I appreciate Errietti’s gracious permission. I hope my work represents a good rendition of her father’s excellent work, and I also hope poetry lovers over the globe will appreciate this book.

Manolis Aligizakis, Cretan, author, poet, translator
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Nikos Engonopoulos was born on October 21st, 1907, and died on 31 of October 1985. He’s still almost unknown in the Hellenic School books except for a few excerpts from his famous poem Bolivar since no one ever talks of men who stood against oppression and subjugation, subjects untouched by any literary circle or educational forums. Early in his life, he felt a powerful connection to the Byzantine era with its art, which fascinated him for its traditional and esthetic values but also because of his wish to discover his way of expression since he wanted not only to appear as modern but at the same time as purely Hellenic. He surely wrote about the Byzantine era, but he also painted. He was established first as a painter, as he underscored himself, however, and later as a poet although he was passionate about both artistic forms. 

As a poet, he appeared for the first time in 1938 with his book Don’t Talk to the Driver which was utterly rejected by the established poetic circles of Athens which acted the way literary circles often react to a newcomer with a new vision or a new poetic format. The collection created a fuss and fierce resistance as it reached the level of literary scandal. Most critics ridiculed him, the same as they did with Andreas Embirikos, and considered his work more as a wordplay rather than poetry with depth. His only supporter was the surrealist Embirikos who wrote Nikos Engonopoulos there are just two important concepts in this world, Eros and the Sword. All else follows them and last in importance are the critics. You are a truly great poet, let them say as they wish.​

Although he published his second poetry book The Clavichord of Silence, a year later he only started being recognized some twenty years later when he was awarded the National Literary Prize for his book On a Flowery Hellenic Logos. He was also awarded the same award in 1979 for his book In the Valley with the Rose Gardens. In 1944 he presented his Bolivar, his most exceptional work, which was received with a lukewarm reaction. It was published during the destructive Second World War and the fresh scars it had inflicted upon humanity; however, it was received with an optimistic view as the liberator Bolivar was a hero who transcended time and locale and was perceived as the new ray of hope amid the despair that blanketed the world.

Bolivar begins with recognizing the seriousness that prompted the poet to write such a work: Bolivar, the name made of steel and wood, you were a flower in the gardens of South America. Then, the poet first identified himself with the famous freedom fighter of the Americas and made him the Hellenic hero of the 1821 revolution against the occupiers, the Turks, for the austere and beautiful faces of Odysseus Androutsos and Simon Bolivar. 

The local hero turns universal, and he belongs not only to Hydra Bolivar! I cry out your name, lying on the top of Mount Ere, the highest peak on Hydra Island and the islands of the Saronicos Bay and Africa and from Panama to the tip of South America and even Mexico: but to Panama, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, Haiti, San Domingo, Bolivia, Columbia, Perou, Venezuela, Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Ecuador, even to Mexico. This is the hero who transcends borders, and this is the one the poet sings about. Then the poet localizes the hero and brings him to the Hellenic lands, Bolivar, you are beautiful like a Hellene. The poet’s love for the Byzantine Era appears here as he immortalizes his first encounter with the hero in, as a child, I first met you on an uphill side street of Phanari. Then the hero truly becomes a Hellene Bolivar, you are the son of Rigas Feraios, and of Antony Economou, who so unjustly they slaughtered.

The poet perceives the concept of the hero as an indisputable benevolence that people aspire to and school children dream of becoming, it overpowers pneuma and logic and turns into the symbol; the hero transcends borders and from the local person becomes the universal symbol everyone admires and narrates his accomplishments. In the poem The Ruler of Karytaina, the poet speaks of a foreigner in Morea, Peloponnese, during the 14th century who was admired and respected by his populace because he was a diaphanous man and a clear sou. The wonders who the man is, who is he who raised a warring staff and walked // the whole night and he dwelled in bogs // who is he that in the foggy noon of sadness // he fought against the world and was victorious, then proceeds to establish the hero as a content man who dwells in the power of his silence, // hearts ploughed by the pain of love // eyes gruesomely furrowed by the lustful longing // the viscera he uprooted he will sow into the winds // and like an avenger, he will stand on the Silent Castle.

After Bolivar, the poet reappears with his book The Return of the Birds, Eleusis, The Atlantic, On a Flowery Hellenic Logos, which slowly established him as a unique voice, which his good friend Andreas Embirikos expresses his love and admiration for the poet crystallized with his commentary, Nikos Engonopoulos or the Miracle of Elbasan and Bosporus with the words, His rapturous, vigilant, pulsing and fiery passion lights the emotional space that creates and unfolds his imagery.

Various elements are evident in the works of the poet known for his transcendental thinking, for his mostly analytical mind, the revolutionary poet, uncontrolled by established formats and modes and insubordinate to every external ideological border. He is a Hellene poet and a universal one. He draws his imagery from the endless richness of the Hellenic Landscape, the ancient beauty of Byzantium, and the Hellenic revolution of 1821. 

Beauty and its power are a crucial detail he often refers to, as he sees it everywhere, in the Kore lying on her deathbed, what a beautiful Kore // oh, mister // we loved // she was like // a cyclamen // on her death // bed, even in the gypsies with their transient lifestyle, the people who never believed in spreading roots anywhere, but they constantly move from place to place, 

let us drive the gypsies to the sea, who he suggests must try and move to different lands beyond the seas, the n he concludes that Eros, lust should be the driving force in every human, let us harvest the breasts // of our most beautiful // girls.

He loves every frontrunner, every creator of something new, and he identifies with each of those persons since he also, being a surrealist, is a creator of new forms of expression to show his affection for such creators he wrote a long poem with the title, Picasso, the cubist painter whose works he truly loved, the poem written in both Hellenic and French is his dedication to the great Spanish creator of cubism, a new painting format that rejected traditional techniques and instead emphasized the two-dimensional surface of the canvas. Cubist paintings are fragmented and abstracted, breaking objects down into geometric forms and showing multiple views of a subject at once. This new technique captivated Engonopoulos who dedicated a whole poem to the famous Spanish creator which describes a bullfight, although the scene starts at a Hellenic locale,

the matador after all lives in Ellassona // by the cobblestone square under the plane trees // and the café owner goes back and forth refilling // his cup of coffee and the smoke of his narghile. The poet recalls Hellenic scenes of a mother fighting fascism, of knotty hands and hanging dry peppers which the poet quite elaborately unfolds, and the mother who wants to stop the fascists// 

inside the dark room where the plotters discuss things // and peppers dry up hanging from the ceiling // with her knotty hands, adorned with rings, the scene then transfers to Spain and the arena where the drama takes place with gypsy girls dancing, // the gypsy girls with wide pelvis and fluttering, // colourful loosened dresses, and with the bull striking and spreading death in his passing and a mountain of bodies were piled // bodies of men and horses  // in rivers of blood

finally, and ultimately death is defeated with rebirth, images of girls with beautiful breasts lie on their backs and procreation takes place // and girls with the beautiful breasts lay down // on their backs // and suns goes down and rises, // in their beautiful eyes. The image of death’s defeat by the newborn baby is also described in Odysseus Elytis’ poem Axion Esti, where he refers to the four great voids, the void of the Death for the Coming Infant, the void of Murder for the Just Judgment, the void of sacrifice for the Equal Compensation the void of Soul for the Responsibility of the Others.

An abundance of images and clear descriptions fill these poems with a variety of subjects and themes the reader encounters, such as the point of education, when one wonders why contemporary education teaches the students enough so that they understand, accept and believe what they were taught but never much more to the point of reaching the level of knowledge that affords them the capability to question what they were taught, // But how, oh, Lord, can you forget the sorry state of your Creation? Further on the poet touches on the sensitive vein of morality and like a new Nietzsche he wonders about the value of morality, no, no, an endless morality won’t help us change the world into a better one, he also touches another sensitive vein of society by questioning the value people lay on second-hand values, banality, and acceptance of societal modes which never lead man to a better-higher lifestyle (higher in a psychospiritual way) but only to the mediocrity of peons, into dried-up bacalao hanging off the middle mast to replace the flags of many boring fanaticisms. There are certainly many poems that refer to the benevolent effect of love and its role in the life of man, you’ll never stop calling up all the love 
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