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PROTEROGRAPH





My mind so muddled


I think everything


must have a hidden meaning.




—Steve Sanfield




The heterogeneous nature of the material


reviewed in the preceding pages need


cause the reader no uneasiness.


—Mircea Eliade: The Myth of the Eternal Return












Prologue


Once upon a time, in England, a mother used to take her small boy across the fields to Mrs. Mansell’s shop. The shop was in the front room of Mrs. Mansell’s red-brick detached house. It never seemed like a proper shop, and Mrs. Mansell never seemed like a proper shopkeeper. Shopping involved a lot of conversation in lowered voices and something to do with a gray book with a crown on it. The boy, whose name was Roger, used to get bored and fidgety.


One day Mrs. Mansell whispered to Roger’s mother that she had a special consignment of bananas. Roger’s mother produced her gray book with the crown on it and flourished it at Mrs. Mansell. She said something like: “Roger needs bananas. The vitamins are very important for him at his age.”


Roger knew his mother was making a serious mistake. She must have forgotten that he had once eaten a banana and that the combination of the dead taste and the blotting-paper texture had made him sick.


“Mummy!” he shouted. “You know I don’t like bananas.”


Much to his bewilderment, his mother cuffed him round the ear, told him he was a naughty little boy, and remained in a bad mood all the way home across the allotment footpath. She wouldn’t even let Roger go and play in the aeroplane dump.


Roger wished his father would come home more often.










Introduction


Nancy Drew says I have written a story, and if Nancy Drew says I have written a story, then that must be what I have written. Nancy Drew has had at least one novel published, so she should know.


Steve Sanfield is a professional storyteller. He attends storytelling conventions. He gets paid to stand up and talk for hours about the time he drove 40,000 turtles across the Midwest, or the time he kept a pet ant and learned its language. I am not that kind of narrator. For a start, I seldom get paid.


My father was known as a raconteur. People used to come up to me and say: “Your father is the finest raconteur I have ever heard.” These people were usually businessmen. My father used to sell them advertising space over expense-account lunches. At home my mother and my father would sometimes invite people to “dinner.” Often lively conversations would develop. The meaning of life would seem to be only just around the corner when my father would suddenly and loudly cut in, saying: “Now, that reminds me of a story.” He would then hold the floor for the next fifteen minutes or so, very often with a story that had been told to him by somebody else over one of his business lunches. As I cringed inwardly, I vowed that I would never become that kind of raconteur.


I once worked for ten years for the Ministry of Defence. After I left, I tried to write a novel based on my experiences. I wasn’t happy with it. Life is so extraordinary that I can never see the point of inventing characters and situations that have never existed, or of pretending that real people and events are really fictional. Crazy. Being a moderately law-abiding person, I dutifully sent the first hundred pages or so to my former employers, seeking their imprimatur. I was honestly relieved when their reply came, saying: “We wish you well writing on another subject.” I don’t believe I had infringed the Official Secrets Act. But I believe that They could not forgive me for betraying a different kind of secret— namely, that what goes on inside the Ministry of Defence is Not Serious. Be that as it may, it was clear that I was not that kind of tale-spinner either.


I write poetry and verse, notebooks and discourses. Never have I set out to write a story. Nevertheless, people have attempted to film my notebooks, while others have said: “I liked your story” after reading or hearing one of my poems. All I intended to do this time was to present a short poem of mine as an entertainment for my friends, on the occasion of my fifty-seventh birthday, in the small square that is a natural street-theater outside my favorite restaurant, the Pyrofani (in the area known as Kamini on the Greek island of Hydra), run (after a fashion) by my dear friend Theo, who must be unique among great restaurateurs in that his highly deserved reputation does not rest on his cooking abilities.


The poem was to be a throwaway piece summarizing my life (a tad cryptically) since I had come to the island as an English teacher four years previously. I was becoming known and even tolerated as the bard of the Pyrofani. I produced verses for birthdays, for the opening and closing of the restaurant, for other occasions. There was no reason to suppose that this poem would be any less ephemeral. What happened? Or rather, what has happened and is continuing to happen?


When a few friends who had been present at the first rendition of Fun de Siècle (as I called my ditty, partly with reference to the end of an epoch in my own life, partly with a nod toward the approaching millennium, and partly to stress my own philosophy that humor is an essential ingredient of everything) requested photocopies of the text, I complied, but I thought it would be helpful to add half a dozen pages of notes.


Fine. But I could not stop. The scholia, or glosses, or whatever you like to call them, simply kept on increasing. Before I realized what I was doing, I had produced a book-length manuscript, when all I had intended to do was to equip my poem with a few footnotes that I hoped would be slightly more illuminating than T. S. Eliot’s notorious notes to The Waste Land. Indeed, I nurtured an ambition that the whole enterprise would be more fun than The Waste Land.


If you read on, you can see how things turned out. At one end (of goodness knows what) I wanted to see the poem in its contexts— chronological, mythological, biographical, geographical, discographical, bibliographical, cartographical, anthropological, botanical, physical, spiritual, theological, hagiographical, metaphysical, horticultural, and so forth. At the other end, once written and performed, the poem began to take on a life of its own, of which I wanted to give some sort of account. In between, all sorts of stuff (I know of no better word) started coming at me from all directions and demanding to be dealt with—Orpheus and angels, Rilke and Rimbaud, haiku and Hydra, Red Indians and bananas—that kind of stuff.


What I have produced seems like a ragbag to me. The best descriptions I could find for it would be names such as galimatias, gallimaufry, salmagundi, hotchpotch, charivari, satura lanx, rigmarole, sooterkin—but only if you promised not to look them up in the dictionary. But Nancy Drew (she calls me Hercule Poirot, by the way) says I have written a story, and if Nancy Drew says I have written a story, then that must be what I have written.




















Fun de Siècle


I’m just another pilgrim


From a land of damp gymkhanas 


Led by the warm wind blowing 


Through Leonard Cohen’s bananas






I’m going on fifty-seven


So the nymphs had better hurry


Or they’ll miss their chance to savor


My less than perfect body






If you come here with a purpose


You will not fulfill your needs here


There are jewels in Dirty Corner


But the Donkey Shit still leads there






And Orpheus gathers garbage


While the angels sing hosannas


Through the elephant-ear leaves


Of Leonard Cohen’s bananas






I went down to the harbor 


I was looking for my father 


But all I found was Jesus


And he said that he would rather






Do anything than stay here


And he asked me which was finer:


To take a Flying back to Poros


Or a slow boat to Aegina






Everywhere our boats are burning 


Torched by winos in bandannas 


As the wind rattles the rigging


Of Leonard Cohen’s bananas






There are children in the Salt Mines


With an Indian squaw singing 


A runic incantation


Ach, hot tears my cheeks are stinging






And Bill’s Bar is full of phantoms


Among the dusty sponges


Sleepwalkers who’ve forgotten


Their bends-defying plunges






And always there’s a danger


That if the walls prove wonky


The balladeer’s bananas


Will be eaten by a donkey






Et toujours il y a le danger


Que les rois de l’île, les ânes


Démolissent les murs pour manger


De Cohen les bananes






The Millennial Olympics


Happened in a hotel suite as


I prepared to leave the island


Fortified with margaritas






And love is what we long for
 

And longing can’t discover 


But if we don’t look behind us


We may yet surprise a lover






Yes, everybody comes here


With their personal nirvanas


Which are as transient as the wind


In Leonard Cohen’s bananas






Which are as transient as the wind


And as Leonard Cohen’s bananas . . .






















Notes to Fun de Siècle







GENERAL




1. Bananas. According to Chambers’ English Dictionary, the banana is “a gigantic tree-like herbaceous plant” whose Latin name is Musa sapientum. I.e., it is not a tree because it does not have a woody stem. Musa, it seems, is latinized from the Arabic mauz.


 Sadly, that’s as far as I can go without a reference library. I looked up all of these details after I had written the poem. I find it remarkable that, whatever mauz may mean, the Latin name of the banana translates as “Muse of the Wise”—and beautiful.


At least, I think and hope that sapientum is the genitive plural of sapiens. Why on earth “of the Wise”? Chambers offers no explanation of this, let alone why such a wise plant gave rise to the expression “bananas” meaning “crazy.”


Anyway, for this poem the banana was my muse, and I was wise and crazy simultaneously.




2. Leonard Cohen. A Jewish Canadian singer and writer who frequented the Greek island of Hydra (the setting for this poem) in the ’60s and early ’70s. He owns a house on the island but seldom visits the place. He is said to be living now in a Buddhist monastery in California. His songs are by no means as melancholy and pessimistic as they are sometimes made out to be.


When I wrote this poem, Cohen’s former partner Suzanne was staying in Cohen’s house. I (and for all I know, Suzanne herself) was under the impression that Cohen’s song “Suzanne” was about his former partner. I have since been assured by several well-meaning people that it was about another Suzanne.


To add to the glorious confusion, Cohen also wrote a song about a Marianne who, it seems, was a girlfriend of his who also spent time on Hydra. A recent article in the Observer credited Marianne with being Cohen’s wife. Certainly Suzanne’s existence in Cohen’s slightly dilapidated mansion recalls that of Tennyson’s Mariana in “the lonely moated grange.”


I am also reminded of “The Lady of Shalott” (for “shallot” read “banana”). Whether Cohen’s song is about her or not, Suzanne cannot escape the curse. There is not much to choose between the vicarious fame of being the subject of a song and the negative fame of not being the subject of a song by your ex-husband that bears your name.


Anyway, I borrowed and adapted the meter of Cohen’s “Suzanne” for my poem. I was aware of this song only as a result of my recent purchase of a cassette of Leonard Cohen’s Greatest  Hits, prompted by hearing people on Hydra speak of the man. At this point in this narrative I was a complete newcomer to the Cohen oeuvre.




3. Hydra and myself. My acquaintance with Greece goes back to the ’60s but with Hydra only as far as 1993, when I came to teach English at the language school of Mr. Bibendum. Although about thirty years previously I had copied into my commonplace book (Attic Language) these two sentences from Henry Miller’s The  Colossus of Maroussi:






Hydra is a rock which rises out of the sea like a huge loaf of petrified bread. It is the bread turned to stone which the artist receives as reward for his labours when he first catches sight of the promised land.





In the last four years I have learned a lot about the island and have a very strong feeling that I am assisting at the end of an era, a siècle, nay, a millennium.


I recently moved into a two-room apartment in an area of the town known to the expatriates as “Tirania” because of the large Albanian population. It was pointed out to me that Leonard Cohen’s house and mine overlook each other. I have the added advantage of an unimpeded view of his raised garden with its fine group of banana-plants.


When Tennyson writes of Mariana that






She drew her casement-curtain by,


And glanced athwart the glooming flats,






he was plainly prefiguring Suzanne gazing out toward my apartment.




As I lie in bed, I often hear the wind in the banana leaves. It worked its way into my mind, as did the words “Leonard Cohen’s bananas,” to the point where I had to do something about it.






THE TITLE


At first I called the poem “Fun de Saison,” but then I decided that it marked the end of more than a mere season. As for the “fun”— it is a piece of fun, intended to entertain, and I can never resist a pun. But beware—I am always deadly serious behind the farçade.


When I found out about Musa sapientum, I toyed with the idea of calling the poem Verb. sap., or even Herb sap. I liked the added suggestion of the sap rising in the stems of the gigantic herbaceous plants. But I decided against it.






STANZA 1




1. In selecting the term “pilgrim,” I had in mind an article in praise of Hydra by the late Damianos Stroumboulis, which concludes: “Hydra merits pilgrimage, not tourism.”


2. When I wrote this, I had just returned from England, where I witnessed child and animal abuse combined as parents urged their offspring to attempt to jump obstacles on horseback in a muddy field in pouring rain. The children were all kitted out in velvet riding caps, jodhpurs, and leather boots. Soon after this, some 100,000 British men and women demonstrated in London against a bill to abolish the hunting of animals by equestrians accompanied by trained dogs known as hounds.








STANZA 2


1. The poem was written for my fifty-seventh birthday.


2. “Nymphs”—a pleasing classical term that here signifies practically any female crazy enough to come near me.


4. An echo of references in Cohen’s “Suzanne” to a “perfect body.”






STANZA 3


3. Dirty Corner was the expatriates’ name for a dark, cramped bar near the Salt Mines. It had various official names, including Vegera and—in a vain attempt to shake off its image—the Corner. But to the drinkers, it was always Dirty Corner, not only metaphorically but also literally, for wind and rain deposited all kinds of detritus outside, and sometimes inside, the door. It eventually closed because too many of its regulars either left Hydra or went mad or became sane or died or got married or joined Alcoholics Anonymous. Its latest manifestation is as Zoë’s Jewellery Shop.




4. There are no cars on Hydra. The street leading to Dirty Corner is known as Donkey Shit Lane. After a sighting of a British prince, there was an attempt to change the name to Royal Donkey Shit Lane, but the new epithet never caught on. Hydra remains indifferent to so-called celebrities.








STANZA 4


1. This line alludes to Thanasis, a dust-cart driver, who used to play both guitar and bouzouki brilliantly in Dirty Corner. He sang well too. “Garbage” also echoes “Suzanne.” As for Orpheus, like Tiresias in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, he is “the most important personage in the poem, uniting all the rest.” Really.








STANZA 5




1–2. After I had sojourned on Hydra for a few months, I discovered that a Greek who had been a close friend of my late father ran a waterfront bar there. For my first meeting with this Greek, I wore a straw hat that my father had bought in Jamaica. It emerged that the Greek had helped him choose it. It further transpired that the Greek had taken my father in his yacht for swimming off the mysterious, uninhabited side of Hydra. I had not known that my father had ever visited the island. Our family name is Green. As the Greek handed me the manuscript of a song written by my father for the Greek to sing, the radio above our heads blared out the refrain of an ecological song: “Green, Green, Green.”




3. Jesus also features in “Suzanne.”






STANZA 6


3. “Flying” (more accurately flaïgk) is Greek for a Flying Dolphin, or hydrofoil. The hydrofoils are quicker but much less charming than the larger ferryboats. They seldom call at Aegina.






STANZA 7


This stanza refers to the annual Hydraean festival of the Miaoulia. This jamboree is held at the end of June to honor all the island’s seafarers, but especially Admiral Miaoulis, who is credited with making a decisive contribution to Greek victory in the War of Independence against the Turks with his fireships. The celebrations always include the combustion of at least one boat.


On the occasion referred to here, at least two of the men (clad in costumes worthy of Captain Hook’s crew) charged with setting fire to the boat were heavy drinkers. One fell into the harbor and had to be hauled out. His name was Philemon. He used to wear a look of annoyance and bewilderment, as though he had received an incomprehensible epistle from St. Paul. He died just after this poem was completed.






STANZA 8




1. The two original classrooms of the English Language School, or Schola Bibendorum, on Donkey Shit Lane were dubbed “the Salt Mines” by the Squaw (see below).




2–3. The “Indian squaw” was and is Katerina Andritsopoulou, who used to round off her lessons with the younger children by getting them to join in chanting, “Ten little, nine little, eight little Indians,” etc. She possesses—to my perception at least— something of a Native American aura. Thus, I bestowed the sobriquet on her, with her approval. According to Chambers’, it is a Massachusett Indian word and therefore has a fine pedigree.




“Runic incantation” because of the chanting and because Katerina is the repository of a certain mystical power, or dynami. To catch from afar—for the sound carried—ces voix d’enfants, chantant  together with their teacher, was a magical experience.


I wrote her these lines, which she graciously accepted:






SQUAW



Red Indians in your songs


Prairies in your eyes 


Strong medicine in your touch 


Braves in your blood






A continent in your head


Desert flowers in your voice


Unbroken ponies in your stride


Their manes in your hair






The path beside the waves


Is not your path


The steps of stone


Are not your steps






Better you return to your tribe


Taking back those dreams


Of peace among wigwams


Of love under totems.





4. Somebody had carved in Greek on one of the desks: “Summer ’93. Ach!”






STANZA 9


1. “Bill” is Bill Cunliffe, who lived on Hydra for some three decades before returning to England in the mid-’90s. He was a figure full of booming bonhomie and gallantry. Behind a façade of awesome namedropping lay gentleness and generosity.


Bill ran his eponymous bar (mentioned in at least one Leonard Cohen song) in a converted sponge warehouse not far from the port. The place still exists, but only as an unloved corner of an impersonal hotel complex. Huge sponges quietly soak up dust.


3. Bill and his bar also feature in a brilliant and disturbing novel set on Hydra called The Sleepwalker by Margarita Karapanou. In one scene she depicts Bill clapping customers on the shoulders and urging them: “Drink up old chap! Good for the heat!” before ordering the doors to be closed “to keep out the beast!” (i.e., the insufferable heat wave).




4. As already implied, Hydra was for a while an island of sponge divers before the inhabitants discovered that an easier and safer way of making a living was to import cheap jewelry from the Far East and sell it to Japanese tourists. But, here and there, victims of the bends still make their painful progress past the glittering gold and silver shops. And at the far end of the island stands a memorial to a young man who died as recently as 1996 of the same cause—he went too deep.






STANZA 10


At the entrance to Hydra harbor stands a bronze statue of Admiral Miaoulis. It should be replaced by the figure of a donkey, as suggested by the late, lamented Marko Fondse. The island could exist without admirals but not without donkeys and mules. Margarita Karapanou appreciated this.






STANZA 11


Cohen occasionally breaks into Montréal French. Et pourquoi pas?






STANZA 12


Despite the proleptic printing of slogans and logos on postage stamps, shopping bags, and airport windows, Greece keeps failing in its attempts to host the Olympic games.1 Be that as it may, on the eve of a significant departure from Hydra, I spent what was left of the night in a hotel bedroom with an Australian-Greek girl called Olympia. As I was drunk and she had a broken collarbone, our games more properly resembled paralympics. “Limp” was the operative word.


At daybreak, I dressed, finished a bottle of vodka, and picked up a poetry anthology that fell open at Conrad Aiken’s “Morning Song of Senlin,” which contains lines such as:




It is morning, Senlin says, and in the morning


When the light drips through the shutters like the dew,
I arise . . .


I will think of you as I descend the stair.


The earth revolves with me, yet makes no motion . . . 


I ascend from darkness 


And depart on the winds of space for I know not where . . .





I laid the book, open at the incredibly apt poem, beside the soundly sleeping Olympia and left, finding my way eventually to Dirty Corner, where Bill Cunliffe (these days a customer in other people’s bars) prescribed the margaritas of line 4.


I once published a book under the pseudonym “Tiresias.” Weeks later I tracked down a copy of Olympia’s anthology and found that it prints, on the page opposite the Aiken poem, a poem by Vernon Watkins titled “Discoveries,” which includes the couplet:




Motionless motion! Come, Tiresias,
 The eternal flies, what’s passing cannot pass.





I have never seen Olympia again. I had a telephone number for her in Athens, which I used to call and hear a recorded message in Greek that told me: “Tomorrow is preparing your future today.”






SUBSEQUENT EVENTS


A day or two before I finished the poem, I had had Suzanne Cohen pointed out to me in the street, so I knew she was on Hydra and I knew what she looked like. That evening, at the Pyrofani restaurant in Kamini, Valerie (a longtime resident) introduced me to Suzanne, using only first names and explaining me as “our resident poet.” I didn’t let on that I knew (or thought I did) who Suzanne was; I merely shook her firm, small hand, explaining that I had to catch up some friends and asking whether she had noticed which way they had gone.







SUZANNE (enigmatically): “There is only one way. We can only go upward.” 


SELF (nonplused): “But there are different ways of going upward.”







I was greatly tickled by the whole encounter. At this point I was still under the impression that the flesh-and-blood (albeit slightly ethereal) Suzanne, whose perfect body I had just touched, was identical with the Suzanne of the song. I was chuffed at being called “our resident poet,” and I loved the irony that nobody in the world, least of all she, could possibly know that I had just completed a poem about her ex-partner’s bananas.


This was the kind of delicious synchronicity that Hydra has taught me to expect. It was only later, recollecting the incident in tranquillity, that I began to suspect that “We can only go upward” was not a profound utterance worthy of Heracleitus but the most complete bunkum.


My birthday falls on July 15. I set about inviting thirty or so friends to help me celebrate at the Pyrofani that evening. At the Pyrofani I have a reputation for declaiming doggerel, usually in (dis)honor of the inimitable Theo Triandafyllou, who runs the place. I decided that I would indulge myself to the extent of performing my new work before my guests. This performance would have to include some sort of stab at singing or chanting, even though I had never in my life sung solo and unaccompanied in public. At every opportunity I listened with headphones to Leonard Cohen’s rendition of “Suzanne.” I managed one rehearsal in front of a Greek couple, who were convinced that the piece had to be sung rather than recited.


On the evening of July 15, my friends gradually arrived and seated themselves at tables scattered around the open space outside the Pyrofani. I took up a strategic position with the Greek couple at one end of two tables placed together. Several friends attempted to sit next to me but were told conspiratorially by the organizers that the seats near me had to be left vacant. I was sad because I would have enjoyed the company of any or all of these people. One person, a fellow poet, had, I am happy to say, the courage to refuse to budge despite repeated requests.


At last, with the party already under way and myself cut off from everybody else by a kind of cordon sanitaire of empty chairs, Valerie (she who first introduced me to Suzanne Cohen) suddenly appeared with Suzanne, who had her bald cicisbeo, Piero, in tow, exclaiming, as if she were delivering a choice concubine to a feasting pasha: “Here, Roger. Here is your special guest for the evening.” They plonked themselves down on the vacant seats.


You could have knocked me down with a banana. I was simultaneously pixilated, gobsmacked, and banjaxed. My worst nightmare had been that Suzanne might turn up to eat at the restaurant that evening and thus witness my pathetic attempt to emulate her ex-partner. And here she was actually sitting next to me—worse than my worst nightmare! I decided to take an assertive line:






SELF: “Er—hello.”




SUZANNE: “Good evening.”




SELF: “I have a confession to make to you.”




SUZANNE: “Really?”




SELF: “I’ve-written-a-poem-about-the-bananas-in-your-garden- and-I-was-planning-to-try-to-sing-it-later-on.”




SUZANNE: “Never mind. Perhaps you can say it quietly to me another time.”




SELF: “But you don’t understand. . . . ”




SUZANNE: “I’m going to have those bananas cut down, anyway. I don’t like them. Perhaps I will have the smaller ones moved. I need a screen—a man is watching me.”




SELF: “It’s probably me. Ha ha ha. Er—ha?”




SUZANNE: “Do you have binoculars?”




SELF: “But of course.”




SUZANNE: “Oh.”






Urged on by the Greek couple, Nikos and Ourania, I did perform the poem in a sort of singsong with a tuneless tune vaguely reminiscent of “Suzanne.” It was (though I say it myself) very well received, even by an Austrian string quartet that had to stop playing while I did my party piece. My friend Peter the Painter told me that he had watched Suzanne the whole time and noted only “a slight tightening of the jaw muscles.” I would describe her as be-mused, deriving the term from Musa, “a banana.” Foolhardy to the end, I dared to ask her: “Were you more embarrassed than I was?” To which she answered coldly and simply: “No.”


One of my presents was a small folding table that the guests all inscribed, using a felt-tipped pen. Suzanne wrote: “IF WAR DOESN’T KILL YOU—LOVE WILL—(AN ENGLISH EXPRESSION FOR US ALL . . .)—Suzanne.” My impression was that she wasn’t present at all—just as well for both of us. She belonged in a different anecdote and a different song.


As she was leaving, she graciously wished me a happy birthday, took a couple of paces, turned, and added: “and accumulations,” leaving me shouting to her retreating elegant shoulder blades: “of bananas!”


Later, trying to think of an analogy, I decided that it was as though somebody, believing that I liked the painting Mona Lisa,  had tried to please me by foisting the wife of Francesco del Giocondo on me for the evening. Then it struck me that behind both vicariously famous women lay a Leonardo.






1Written before Greece was vouchsafed the dubious blessing of responsibility for the 2004 Olympic Games.




















Singing South


There were never meant to be any more notes, but I was powerless. The bananas, like benign triffids, refused to relinquish their hold on me. But it was not just the bananas. Material came flying at me from all directions, demanding to be transcribed. I lost myself in a state of heightened unawareness. Stuff—I don’t know what else to call it—poured out of the ether, through the overworked customs house of my head, and out onto sheets of paper via my fingertips and the keys of my Olivetti portable manual typewriter.


All through the summer, practically ever since the performance of the poem, until the beginning of September, Suzanne toiled in the garden, aided by two Irish girls (the Sisters of Mercy), cementing unhewn stones into the soil in the area by the bananas (which so far have survived). On an island where productive earth is at a premium, they effectively succeeded in taking out of commission a previously fruitful plot, in rendering the fertile infertile. 


It was rumored that Suzanne was thus venting her annoyance with a middle-aged Greek couple who had tended the garden for years and had taken the opportunity to grow a few vegetables for themselves. There’s a myth in there somewhere. The Wicked Witch meets Baucis and Philemon?


But as I listened to the thud of stones, day after day, from dawn till dusk, I began to fantasize that there might be something buried there, something that needed battening down as securely as Hercules once secured the Hydra’s immortal head beneath a huge rock, or a precious terma to be exhumed only by the initiated.


Figured that my song would be enhanced by a chorus of swaying, semiclad girls holding bananas and making rhythmic donkey noises. Then discovered that Cohen’s “Hey, That’s No Way to Say Goodbye” has such a female choir in the background, who appear to be singing:




Bum banananana, bum banananana




again and again, while he sings:




I loved you in the morning


Our kisses deep and warm, etc., etc.




Have been told that one of Cohen’s albums had a picture on the cover of him eating a banana, and that bananas became cult objects for a while among his fans.




One day I met my friend and former English language pupil Yiota in the maquis outside the town. She looked like a Byzantine ikon of a saint, if not of the Virgin herself, against a background of jagged rocks, gorse bushes, and scrub. An ikon, alas, to be venerated only spiritually. She was carrying a bag of bananas. She explained that she was taking them as a gift to one of the island nunneries. Later we were able to have a pleasant little dialogue in English based on the question: “Did the nuns like the bananas?”


“Suzanne” again—“Jesus . . . spent a long time watching from his lonely wooden tower.” Goodness knows what Jesus is doing either in Cohen’s song or in my poem. Not for a moment do I see myself as resembling Jesus, but my little house, parts of which are of wood, certainly resembles a tower. It is perched on top of my landlord’s living quarters and could have been built specifically as a hide for observing the comings and goings and doings in Cohen’s garden. Beside my house stands a taller, unfinished tower, one side of which is formed of weathered, vertical wooden planks. I am told that, in the Tarot, the blasted tower or the tower struck by lightning represents hubris. I have been warned.


My own wooden tower, by the way, is not lonely but solitary— an important distinction.




Now Suzanne takes your hand


And she leads you to the river . . .


While Suzanne holds the mirror




Which brings us back to Tennyson and “The Lady of Shalott.” Since I made the initial connection, I have managed to secure an annotated selected Tennyson and have discovered, among other things, that “Shalott” is the poet’s alliaceous anglicization of the original Italian “Scalotta.” There is no particular line or passage in Tennyson’s poem that can be picked out and applied to Suzanne and Leonard Cohen’s house on Hydra. Yet the whole atmosphere of (what I imagine to be) Suzanne’s drifting existence in the moldering mansion seems to my perception to be redolent of that surrounding the Lady of Shalott. Island, mirror, shadows, gray walls, a space of flowers (and bananas), a curse . . .


“Mariana in the South” is also germane, with its “house . . . close-latticed to the brooding heat, and silent in its dusty vines” (and bananas). “At eve a dry cicala sung, there came a sound as of the sea.” Fascinating that Tennyson realized that the despondent isolation of a Mariana was equally feasible in a southern climate. But how much more fascinating that, according to Hallam, cited in Aidan Day’s notes,




the essential and distinguishing character of the conception requires in the Southern Mariana a greater lingering on the outward circumstances, and a less palpable transition of the poet into Mariana’s feelings, than was the case in the former poem.





This raises the whole question of how far the melancholy of expatriates stems from external causes such as not being able to obtain the section of the Times that contains the Listener crossword. (Cf. John Betjeman’s brilliant pair of sonnets—sadly not to hand—about superannuated Britons attempting to live in Spain “with scorpions in the bath.”)


But how could I not have perceived from the outset an even more compelling analog—the apocryphal History of Susanna? It is often referred to as “the story of Susanna and the elders”; in this case we have Suzanne and the elder (myself with binoculars). Susanna, “a very fair woman,” was married to Joacim, “a great rich man” who “had a fair garden adjoining unto his house.” There is even the detail of “two maids only” (i.e., the Irish girls or Sisters of Mercy).


The elders lust after Susanna. They hide in the garden and emerge when she is naked and alone. They threaten to announce that she had a young lover with her if she will not let them lie with her. She opts for death rather than dishonor, and screams. The elders duly denounce her. In court she is found guilty and sentenced to death. But a young man called Daniel comes forward and cross-examines the two elders, who condemn themselves by not being able to agree as to the kind of tree under which they saw Susanna and her lover “companying together.” One says “under a mastick tree,” while the other says “under an holm tree.” Susanna goes free. The elders are executed. And Daniel is promoted to Detective Superintendent.


Since the translators of the Authorised Version are often shaky on flora and fauna, I see no reason why one of the trees might not have been a banana tree. We have a Breeches Bible. Why not a Banana Apocrypha?


Curious that it never occurred to me to exploit the Susanna-banana, Suzanne-banane rhymes. They are implicit throughout.


The two Irish Catholic girls (not sisters, as far as I know) came to Hydra for the summer, intending to find work to pay for their holiday. Suzanne learned about them and employed them. This spying elder only saw them shifting stones and dirt all day every day, so his impression was that they found work to pay for their work. I dubbed them “The Sisters of Mercy” after Leonard Cohen’s song of that title. But the song is full of innuendos, and I hasten to add that I know nothing whatever of the previous personal lives of the Irish girls. The song contains a nice crypto-banana allusion:




If your life is a leaf 


That the seasons tear off and condemn 


They will bind you with love


That is graceful and green as a stem.




Now Suzanne has left. The Sisters of Mercy have left. Half the garden is lumpily cobbled, with a centerpiece that looks like the kind of well that ought to have gnomes fishing in it and plastic frogs sitting around it. The banana-plants, looking a little tired, are still standing. But one day before her departure, Suzanne stood in the garden speaking to a Greek woman via an interpreter. The only word I could catch on the wind was “bananas.”


Don’t know where the angels singing hosannas in my song come from, but they tie up with Cohen’s “Marianne”:






I forget to pray for the angels


And then the angels forget to pray for us.






Always and everywhere there are angels in the superstructure and in the subtexture.


Pandias Skaramangas is a key to many things on and off Hydra. (He introduced Dimitri de Clercq to Alain Robbe-Grillet. But that is almost another story. “Almost” because Le mystère Cohen,  Le voyeur anglais, Le jardin aux bananiers, L’année dernière à Hydrabad  are all straight from the pages or the celluloid of M. Robbe-Grillet.) Pandias claims that without him, oh yes, we would have no bananas. The raised garden, he says, belonged legally to Cohen, but somebody else had appropriated it. Cohen wanted to go to court. “But I told him: don’t go to court. Offer to buy the land. I myself have bought my own garden three times. It is much less trouble and expense than going to court. So this is what he did.”
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