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CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS IN C. P. CAVAFY’S LIFE


	1849 Marriage of Peter John Cavafy to Haricleia Photiades in Istanbul. 1855 Arrival of the Cavafy family in Alexandria.

	1863 Birth of Constantine Cavafy, April 29.

	1864 Constantine’s baptism, May 28, in Alexandria.

	1870 Father’s death.

	1872 Facing financial difficulties, Haricleia takes the children and moves to Liverpool.

	1874 Family moves to London.

	1876 Cavafy & Co is dissolved. Family returns to Liverpool.

	1877 Family returns to Alexandria.

	1879 Family moves to an apartment on Rue de Ramleh.

	1881 Constantine attends the Hermes Lyceum in Alexandria.

	1882 June 26, family flees by steamer to Istanbul following the insurrection by Arab Egyptian nationalists. The British bombard Alexandria, causing extensive damage, including to the family house. The family remains in Istanbul, where Constantine deepens his acquaintance with his mother’s extended family and is immersed in the Greek culture of the Ottoman capital.

	1885 Family returns to Alexandria.

	
1886 Publication of his first Greek poem, “The Poet and the Muse,” in Leipzig.

	1889 Death of childhood friend Mikès Ralli at the age of twenty-three. Wedding of his brother Aristides to Marie Vouros.

	1891 Death of his brother Peter. Death of his paternal uncle George.

	1892 Assumes a position as a clerk in the Office of the Irrigation Service, where he will work for thirty years.

	1896 Death of his maternal grandfather, Yiorgos Photiades, in Istanbul.

	1897 Travels with John to Paris and London via Marseilles.

	1899 Death of his mother.

	1900 Death of his brother George.

	1901 First trip to Athens, along with his brother Alexander. Meets key writers and intellectuals.

	1902 Death of his brother Aristides.

	1903 Second trip to Athens. Appearance of influential article on his poetry by the renowned writer Gregorios Xenopoulos.

	1904 Moves to an apartment on Rue Rosette with his brother Paul.

	1905 Third trip to Athens to visit his ill brother Alexander, who dies of typhoid fever.

	1907 Moves with his brother Paul to 10 Rue Lepsius, where he will remain for the rest of his life.

	1908 Paul moves permanently to Hyères, southern France.

	1911 Constantine considers this as the crucial year, marking a turning point in his poetry.

	1915 E. M. Forster arrives in Alexandria as a volunteer for the Red Cross and meets Constantine the following year. Constantine meets Timos Malanos.

	
1917 Meets Alekos Sengopoulos, his future heir.

	1918 Sengopoulos gives his lecture on Constantine either written or heavily edited by the poet himself. Meets the Italian journalist Atanasio Catraro.

	1919 Forster publishes an article on Constantine in The Athenaeum.

	1920 Death of Paul in France.

	1921 Poet Tellos Agras gives first lecture on Constantine in Athens.

	1922 Forster publishes Alexandria: A History and a Guide, which includes a translation of “The God Abandons Antony.” Constantine resigns from the Office of the Irrigation Service.

	1923 Death of his brother John. Receives a visit from the Greek poet Myrtiotissa.

	1924 Marios Vaianos publishes a special issue of the Athenian journal Nea Techni on the poet’s work.

	1926 Awarded the Medal of the Phoenix by the Greek state. Dimitri Mitropoulos composes a musical work, 10 Inventions, inspired by Constantine’s poems.

	1927 Meets the novelist Nikos Kazantzakis, who publishes an article on their encounter.

	1929 Forster visits Constantine briefly on his way through Alexandria. The Futurist poet F. T. Marinetti visits Constantine.

	1930 Meets the future novelist Stratis Tsirkas, who will write two influential books on Constantine’s life and poetry.

	1931 George Seferis, the future Nobel Prize winner for literature, sends Constantine a signed copy of Turning Point, his first collection of poems.

	1932 Begins to experience pains in his throat and is diagnosed with cancer of the larynx. Visits Athens for treatment, where doctors perform a tracheotomy. Greek intelligentsia visit him in the hospital and in his hotel. Kostas and Eleni Ourani organize a recital at their house, where Dimitri Mitropoulos performs his 10 Inventions inspired by Constantine’s poetry. Constantine returns to Alexandria.

	1933 His health condition worsens. Unable to speak, he communicates by scribbling notes on pieces of paper. In mid-April, he enters the Greek hospital down the street from his apartment. Continues to work on his last poem, “In the Outskirts of Antioch.” Dies on April 29, his seventieth birthday. Rika and Alekos Sengopoulos oversee the funeral. Friends and admirers organize a memorial service a month later.

	1935 Rika and Alekos publish the first collected edition of C. P. Cavafy’s poetry.








PREFACE: WRITING ALEXANDRIAN SPHINX


Although he never stated it to anyone openly, C. P. Cavafy must have wanted someone to write his biography, for he seemed to leave behind much of the material a biographer would need. Anyone looking through his archives1 will discover not only the predictable material of an ambitious poet—letters, diaries, photographs, drafts of poems, notes about his art, press clippings, reviews, and other memorabilia—but the unexpected as well. A person so preoccupied with great subjects—antiquity, human desire, the effervescence of time, the ethnic and racial mixing of people, the hubris of ancient political figures, homosexuality—also preserved the minutiae of his life with equal assiduousness: train tickets, lists of daily tasks, lists of lists, multiple drafts of letters, instructions on cleaning the house, notes of family debts, wedding invitations, menus, and the like. In many ways, he resembled the scribes in his poems, scribbling in a dusty library in Beirut or Alexandria. In real life, he was a petty civil servant, a clerk with exquisite penmanship whose task was to copy, transcribe, and oversee correspondence. How could an artist who changed the fate of Greek and world poetry, who wrote valiantly about male same-sex desire and predicted our modern globalized world, keep lists about when and how often bread was delivered? Was it because he expected someone to use this material to tell his story?

Indeed, this is one of the paradoxes of the Cavafy phenomenon: one of the most celebrated poets of the twentieth century, the most frequently translated Greek poet into English, has had few biographies. The first, planned by Rika Sengopoulos, one of his literary heirs, never materialized. An early biography was published by his acquaintance Michalis Peridis in 1948, and his contemporaries Timos Malanos and Stratis Tsirkas included much biographical material in their own studies. Dimitris Daskalopoulos and Maria Stassinopoulou published a richly annotated timeline of the poet’s life in 2002. But there is no true biography in Greek. And the only one in English, by Robert Liddell, came out in 1974.2 We can speculate about this absence: the lack of interest in biography as a genre in Greece; the matter of archival accessibility; the predictability and unremarkable nature of the poet’s life itself.

Those perusing Cavafy’s papers today will confront another irony. The man who saved nearly every letter and note sent to him, who saw himself as the family’s recordkeeper and genealogist, would be horrified to learn that most of his own letters have not survived. We do not have, for instance, his side of the rich correspondence he exchanged with his brother John in the early 1880s while he was still in Istanbul waiting to return to Alexandria after the British bombardment of the city in 1882. Nor are there any traces of the numerous letters he sent to his childhood friends and relatively few of those to his brothers or family members.

But there are other silences. There is no tape of his actual voice, even though recordings of Tennyson exist, a poet from a previous generation. Everyone who knew Constantine spoke about his peculiar English accent as they attested to his scintillating conversations. At the same time, much historical material about his family, his friends, and his own life has been lost. We are not even sure which schools Constantine attended in England and Alexandria, and until recently we did not even know the location of Constantine’s maternal grandfather’s house in Istanbul, the city where he spent two formative years.

There are many reasons for these lacunae. Constantine lived through much social and political instability, which resulted in migration, the physical destruction of property, the disappearance of correspondence and records, and the selling of possessions. The death of his father in 1870 initiated not only the precipitous decline of the family’s fortune but also years of volatility that led to the dispersal of many family documents and possessions. In the hope of finding a more stable life in England, his mother either stored or sold their furniture in order to relocate in 1872. The family returned to Alexandria in 1877, only to abandon the city again in 1882 to escape further political turmoil. The Cavafys lost many valuables in this cataclysm, including an oil portrait of the father and many of Constantine’s personal papers. Constantine wrote anxiously to his brother John about these missing books and writings upon the latter’s return to Alexandria, only to find out that they had perished. It was perhaps this early experience of trauma and destruction that prompted the poet to keep almost every piece of paper that was remotely connected to him.

On the whole, the Cavafy brothers did not have stable lives and thus lacked the physical means to preserve and pass down family correspondence. It was left to Constantine himself, who spent nearly his entire life in his beloved Alexandria and who never traveled outside Egypt after 1905 until he went to Athens for surgery a year before his death, to become the family archivist. The only other letters of Constantine’s that we have were those kept by his admirers after he began to gain fame in the early decades of the twentieth century. Of his early life—that is, after the return from Istanbul in 1885—we have his poetry, of course, his prose, his cryptic personal notes, drafts of letters, and diaries. For the years before 1885, we can hear his voice indirectly, mirrored and reconstituted in the responses of his correspondents. This is why we have included so many of these rich letters. Like the speaker in Constantine’s poem “In the Month of Hathor,” who strains to complete the broken lines of an ancient inscription, the biographer has to imagine the child Constantine playing with his friends in Alexandria, going to church in Liverpool, visiting museums in London, promenading through the streets of Pera in Istanbul, and cruising in the dark alleys of his home city.

At the same time, we have to reckon with the possibility that the archive itself might have been tampered with and that letters were removed. It is possible that Constantine himself extracted items that could have compromised either himself or his family. When he died, he bequeathed his papers to his literary heirs, Alekos and Rika Sengopoulos. Rika was a critic in her own right who did much to promote Constantine’s reputation and, with her husband, published the first edition of his poetry in 1935. In her own perusal of his papers, she discovered that the poet had “intervened” in the cache of documents, making “additions and subtractions.” Tantalizingly, she says that, being a “parsimonious” person with respect to family secrets, he did not want anyone discovering “undisclosed” aspects of his life, especially his youth. As a result, he removed from the archive material that he wanted to remain “unknown to his future biographers.”3 Of course, it was common knowledge that Constantine, the master self-promoter, managed his own reputation with obsessive finesse until the final weeks of his life. He fed tidbits to those interested in his life, which they used to create the Cavafian “myth” and which, according to Rika, was not always based on reality.

In addition to his own manipulation of his papers, rumors circulated that Rika and Alekos themselves might have cleansed the archive of compromising information, something that heirs and family members often do. Not a single letter, for instance, survives from Alekos to Constantine during Alekos’s stay in Benha, Egypt, between 1918 and 1919, though all of the poet’s letters to Alekos were preserved. Could Constantine, who saved grocery lists, have destroyed the letters sent to him by Alekos? Or had Alekos removed them? Something similar happened with Constantine’s letters to John. Their niece Hariclia Valieri is reported to have thrown away these letters following John’s death and according to his specific wishes.4

We will never ascertain what happened to these documents. But we are certain that our knowledge of the poet’s life has been shaped in large part by the actions and writings of those close to him. After all, they knew him in varying degrees, even though none of these individuals had a full sense of his life before he started to become famous. Rika, who spent a great deal of time with him in the last two decades of his life, makes it clear in the notes she was keeping for her biography that she knew very little about his early life. Having worked with the poet and lived with her husband one floor below his apartment, she was perhaps the best-placed person to create a full picture, but she gave up the project, writing next to nothing about him other than a lecture.

Apart from Rika, Michalis Peridis was granted access to archival material on the basis of which he wrote (in Greek) The Life and Work of Constantine Cavafy (1948). Peridis claims that the documents he saw were unorganized, though he believed that Rika had worked on them. In the 1950s, part of the archive came into the hands of Giorgos Papoutsakis, who would later publish the first edition of Cavafy’s Prose in 1963.5

Although we can’t determine the exact year that Alekos and his second wife, Kyveli, moved to Athens, we do know that the archive had arrived in the Greek capital by 1961. Following the death of Alekos in 1966, Kyveli sold the papers in 1969, along with certain pieces of furniture, to the critic George Savidis, who had expressed an interest in the archive in 1953 during his trip to Alexandria. Savidis, however, had already photographed the contents of the archive in 1963, an exercise yielding 4,300 pages of microfilm.6 When first photographing these texts, he had the impression that Constantine had done what he could to facilitate the study of his papers by future critics.7 Although he urged the “immediate” publication of the archive, a desire he expressed again in 1985, Savidis kept it as his possession with limited access up until his death in 1995, when it passed to his son Manolis, who eventually sold it to the Onassis Foundation in 2012. This archive is now openly available in digitized form through the Onassis Foundation’s website.

The vagaries of the history of the archive should warn us against presuming that it allows untainted access to the mind and life of C. P. Cavafy. That the archive offers tangible, visible, and quantifiable material about the poet does not mean it yields a picture of a man waiting to be discovered. Like any archive, it requires that its contents be organized and interpreted. And the Cavafy archive is marked by two conspicuous gaps—the relative absence of material regarding Constantine’s erotic life and his views of Muslim Egyptians.

Apart from cryptic comments Constantine wrote mostly in shorthand in the 1890s, the archive reveals little if anything about the sexuality of one of the first major modern poets to write openly about homoerotic desire. There are no letters, no extended comments about his love or his lovers. For a person who defended and celebrated sexual freedom, who never hid his sexual identity from his contemporaries, and who anticipated a more just society for queer people, he left behind few if any extended discussions of his sexuality outside his poetry. Indeed, his case is the opposite of E. M. Forster, who, although his gay novel, Maurice, was published posthumously, had written explicit letters about his lover Mohammed el Adl. Rika suggests that the poet himself had removed documents regarding his sexual life. Why would he have done this? Was he fearful still about the situation of homosexuality in Alexandria, or Greece, or Europe more generally? Did he want to keep secret this most personal aspect of his life forever? Or is it possible that Rika herself, or Alekos after their divorce, or Michalis Peridis, Giorgos Papoutsakis, or others who had access to the poet’s papers, might have purged material to sanitize the archive and preserve the author’s reputation—or their own, or others’? As we shall show, many of the men who wrote about their relations with Constantine made a point of denying any sexual involvement with him.

Whatever their personal motivations, we can say that many of the poet’s contemporaries obfuscated the topic of his sexuality. While same-sex relations among men were not uncommon at the time, Constantine was different in naming this activity, in highlighting it as an identity. Constantine lived through crucial decades of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when the “homosexual” arose as a different category of person. The emergence of homosexuality as an alternative way of life meant that heterosexual men who might have engaged in same-sex relations at some point in their lives began to fear being labeled as “homosexual.” This anxiety perhaps explains why Constantine’s contemporaries often wrote that they had heard of certain incidents or rumors about him but, for reasons of discretion, did not record or allude to them. Consciously or unconsciously, they effectively “unnamed” what the poet was trying to name.

Because of such silences, the physical absence of evidence, the gaps in his records, and our own discomfort with traditional narrations of life stories, in writing this biography we decided not to follow a standard “birth-to-death” chronological direction. The facts of Constantine’s life are rather unremarkable and very straightforward. We have chosen, therefore, to start and finish his life story with his death and then tell a circular narrative through various thematic sequences. In other words, we narrate his life by focusing on certain key topics: his family, the city of Alexandria, his friends, his poetry, and his ambitious attempts to promote his work and launch his literary reputation. Each chapter allows us to delve into its wide subject both in terms of breadth and depth. By moving forward, backward, and sideways, we aim to draw a portrait that avoids the evolutionary assumption of life as a linear progression from simplicity to complexity. This thematic approach also enables us to draw attention to the artificiality of biography as a type of writing. Like all genres, it relies on conventions, and the resulting “life” is, to a certain extent, an interplay between real events, dates, documents, and the act of composition. No biography, even the most detailed that span multiple volumes, can be entirely comprehensive and mimetic—that is, equal to the life itself.

Writing a biography nearly a century after the death of the poet has both advantages and disadvantages. The first biographers—Malanos and Peridis—knew the poet personally and drew from their individual encounters in addition to the network of Alexandrian personae who interacted with their subject. Liddell, in turn, had direct contact with many of the poet’s contemporaries and took full advantage of the lingering memories held by people who were part of the Alexandrian milieu, availing himself of the surviving oral accounts, rumors, and gossip that shaped the popular Cavafian myth.8

Our main motivation in writing this story of a great artist is to provide insight into Constantine’s mind, to unearth his fears and anxieties, his inner conflicts, his grand plans and disappointments. Thus, we place as much emphasis on the internal self as on external events—historical dates, births, deaths, travels, moves, publications, readings—the traditional preoccupations of biographies. We focus on key questions in his life in order to draw attention to the main contradictions he confronted: What caused him in middle age to renounce much of what he had written until then? How did the aesthetic preoccupations of his brothers shape his own poetry? What impact did the never-ceasing knock of death have on his life? Did his inability to speak openly about his sexuality or find true intimacy turn him into an advocate for sexual liberty? When did he abandon love for the sake of fame and success? And finally, did his obsession with posterity in his later years cause him to withdraw into his own inner self?

The biography is organized thematically to address and frame these questions. Part one focuses on the Cavafy family, their journeys to England and Istanbul, and the intersection between commerce and culture that shaped the Cavafy brothers. Constantine’s shared intellectual and artistic interests with his closest brothers are explored along with the looming presence of the family matriarch, Haricleia. Part two situates the poet in his native city and traces the ways Alexandria served him as the center of his social and poetic world, one that paradoxically proved both restrictive and liberating. Part three considers Constantine’s friendships and examines how intimacy waxed and waned in his life. It centers on the closest friends of his youth, middle age, and later life, and reflects on how he both treasured and compromised his friendships. The “Interlude” offers readers a look into his intellectual and reading interests and delineates the various literary influences that shaped his work. Part four scrutinizes his poetic trajectory and evolution from a mediocre poet to the great global writer he willed himself to become.9 And part five traces his social connections and how he cultivated fame by carefully managing the literary contacts he needed to ensure the rise of his poetic reputation.

The most challenging and perhaps unanswerable question, however, is one about which we can only speculate. How did a man who, until middle age, showed little promise or capacity for greatness, living in a provincial city and writing in a minor language, manage to create poetry that has captured the world? Our biography can answer this only partially because our story ends with his death. After his funeral, a whole new process came into force that turned his individual work into world literature and converted the man into the author—C. P. Cavafy. Our biography, then, is less about Cavafy, the global phenomenon, than about Constantine, the human being.








PROLOGUE

On April 29, 1933, at around two in the morning—his seventieth birthday—the poet Constantine P. Cavafy died from complications arising from throat cancer. The dates bring an uncanny symmetry to his existence, one fitting for a poet whose craft was steeped in lamenting the transience of life and dramatizing the strange vicissitudes of history. Constantine wrote habitually about death and treated it unsentimentally and forthrightly. His own approaching death following a two-year struggle with an unbeatable malady was another matter altogether. For a solitary poet who surrendered his life to art, like the speaker in “I Brought to Art” (1921), handling his own mortality was beyond artistry. Having spent a lifetime orchestrating the circulation of his poems—printing them on deluxe sheets, disseminating them to a select circle of readers, and deferring the final publication of a definitive volume—Constantine felt he needed many more years to complete his poetic journey. Yet his death marked the beginning of his life as a world-renowned poet. The official publication of his 154 “canonical” poems in 1935 signaled his rise to global fame as “Cavafy,” one of the most widely read poets of modernity.

For a lifelong smoker living in a city known for its production of fine Egyptian tobacco, Constantine’s existence was seemingly bound by paper—cigarette paper and writing paper. In the final years of his life, he was able to give up cigarettes; his poetry he could not part with, even for a second. Among his final recorded protests was the lament that he still had twenty-five more poems to finish and others that required final touches. The last poem he had printed out was “Days of 1908” (1921?/1932), which focuses on an unemployed working-class youth who escapes his impoverished misery by taking a swim. It includes the frank homoerotic lines for which he was becoming famous: “Your vision / has safeguarded him / as he was when he removed, when he cast off / those undeserving clothes, and that mended underwear. / And stood totally nude; flawlessly beautiful; a wonder.”1 Here on full display was the unabashed celebration of the male body that was one of the hallmarks of Cavafy’s mature verse.

The final poem he was working on at the time of his death tilted in another direction—that of history.2 “On the Outskirts of Antioch” (1932–33) allowed him one last confrontation with his poetic bête noire, the emperor Julian the Apostate, about whom he had already composed numerous poems. In the concluding lines, Julian reacts to the burning of Apollo’s temple by Antioch’s Christians, highlighting his vexation over the failure to restore and relaunch paganism in a Roman province overrun by Christianity: “Julian erupted and spread the word— / what else could he do—that we the Christians, / had started the fire. Let him blather on. / It hasn’t been proven. / Let him blather on. / The most important thing is that he imploded.” Some of Constantine’s own final frustrations with the fate of his poetry are certainly inscribed in these verses—the acceptance of the inevitable victory of an invincible force and the end of his valiant efforts to control his poetic reputation, the pursuit of which effectively consumed him up to his last days.

Diagnosed with throat cancer in 1932, Constantine left Alexandria in July of that year and traveled to Athens for radiation treatment that included a tracheotomy and the temporary insertion of a metal tube into his throat, procedures that left him physically altered and unable to speak. This struck his close friends, admirers, and even enemies as a cruel fate, for Constantine was known for his conversation and table talk. His theatrical flourishes and affected, almost mannered locutions had become legendary in Alexandria and Athens. Although sadly no recordings of him speaking were ever made, E. M. Forster famously captured the poet’s oratorical style:


… he may be prevailed upon to begin a sentence—an immense complicated yet shapely sentence, full of parentheses that never get mixed and of reservations that really do reserve; a sentence that moves with logic to its foreseen end, yet to an end that is always more vivid and thrilling than one foresaw… It deals with the tricky behavior of the Emperor Alexius Comnenus in 1096, or with olives, their possibilities and price, or with the fortunes of friends, or George Eliot, or the dialects of the interior of Asia Minor. It is delivered with equal ease in Greek, English, or French. And despite its intellectual richness and human outlook, despite the matured charity of its judgements, one feels that it too stands at a slight angle to the universe: it is the sentence of a poet.3



Like his idol Charles Baudelaire, who also lost his ability to speak after suffering a stroke during the last year of his life, Constantine was rendered mute in his final months, reduced to writing down his thoughts in abbreviated form on small slips of paper.

In early April 1933, Constantine was admitted to the Greek Hospital of Alexandria, located just opposite his own address at 10 Rue Lepsius. He would spend his final weeks in a small room with a cot-like bed similar to the one he was accustomed to sleeping on in his own apartment. His recent trip to Greece had affirmed his growing reputation among Greek literary circles, the final reward for a lifetime of cautious publishing and ruthless self-promotion. Indeed, the Greek novelist and essayist Yiorgos Theotokas was surprised during his visit with the poet at the Athens Hotel Cosmopolite in July 1932 to discover how keen Constantine had been to discuss contemporary Greek poetry. Although a “human wreck,” the poet still exuded the genteel air of his ancestors. But it was his insistence on talking about current Greek poets that took Theotokas aback. At one point, he leaned toward Theotokas and in a sober and confidential manner, as if relaying a great mystery, whispered very discreetly, “with great seriousness and caution… ‘they are all romantics, romantics, romantics.’ ”4 He, of course, was not given to such bouts of ecstasy and poetic intoxication. In a revealing note written in French sometime around 1930 but published anonymously, Constantine unstintingly described himself as a contemporary poet, disciplined and in control of his craft: “Cavafy, in my opinion, is an ultra-modern poet, a poet of the future generations. In addition to his historical, psychological and philosophical value, the sobriety of his impeccable style which becomes at times laconic, his balanced enthusiasm which is inclined to be intellectually emotional, his perfect sentences which are the result of an aristocratic disposition, and his subtle irony, are factors that will be appreciated even more by future generations who are propelled by the progress of discoveries and the subtleness of their intellectual capacities.”5

One youthful admirer who surely saw the Alexandrian poet in this “ultra-modern” light and was motivated by his own progressive and extraordinary intellectual capacities was Dimitri Mitropoulos, the Greek pianist, composer, and conductor who early in his musical career had set ten Cavafy poems to music. A spectacular suite of atonal Schoenbergian “songs” written for piano and a single soprano voice, his 10 Inventions received its musical premiere in Athens on June 5, 1927.6 A recital of the entire suite was later given by Mitropoulos in Constantine’s honor in 1932 while the poet was convalescing in Athens. The event was hosted by Kostas and Eleni Ouranis, two prominent luminaries of the Athenian literary world,7 with Mitropoulos himself singing the inventions to his own accompaniment on the piano. The concert surely pleased Constantine, attended as it was by so many Athenian intellectuals.8 The poet was already familiar with these musical adaptations of his poems—the very first and perhaps the most “modern” of many that would follow.9 In many ways, he and Mitropoulos were kindred spirits, progressive and subversive both in terms of their artistic avant-gardism and their homosexual orientation. In 1926, Dimitri had written to Constantine asking for French translations10 of the poems he wished to set to music, offering the following telling comments on their shared modernity:


Of those 14 songs I will print a series of 10 that I titled Hedonistic Poems!! I don’t know what impression this title will make on you but if you don’t like it, I simply will not use it! You’ll be truly surprised at my boldness in the selection of your songs [poems] but in spite of all the fears I had, the music is so well-matched to their meter and mood that I assure you it appealed to even the most moralistic people. This time the music succeeded in calming the moralistic nerves of some of my audience… Rest assured that my music is as modern as is the new tone emitted by your songs [poems]. Mr. Antonis Benakis heard them and can himself convey to you his impression.11



Mitropoulos would go on to achieve world renown as the conductor of the Minneapolis Symphony and the New York Philharmonic Orchestra, becoming one of the outstanding musical figures of the twentieth century before his premature death in 1960. His artistic intersection with the poet is telling of the future appeal of Constantine’s work; musicians, painters, and poets were beginning to appreciate the poems for their modernity and newness.12

Unlike the previous three occasions, when Constantine had traveled to the Greek capital largely for pleasure, the four months he spent in Athens in 1932 (July–October) were bittersweet. Despite the positive initial prognosis he was given by doctors and the respectful homage paid to him by numerous Greek writers, poets, and critics, he sensed that his days were numbered. After he’d written so many poems about young men dying in their prime and old men lamenting the ravages of time, his life was now becoming one with his art. He had perfected his own version of the poetic epitaph, as the touching concluding lines of his poem “In the Month of Hathor” attest: “It seems that Lefkios was deeply loved. / In the Month of Hathor Lefkios went to sleep.” A fantasy on death and being both missed and loved, the poem, set in late antiquity in the Egyptian month of Hathor (October–November), features a man who died at the age of twenty-seven. Dates and heightened sentiments remain crucial to this Cavafian funereal formula. For the poet himself, his own circular completion of a life in poetry was confronting him in his final days when he found himself surrounded by a few close friends who did greatly love him, foremost among them Rika and Alekos Sengopoulos. Alekos was the poet’s heir and literary executor, and his wife, Rika, served as the editor of the literary magazine Alexandrini Techni (Alexandrian Art), a publication Constantine founded and practically directed to advocate for his work. They lived in the apartment below him and were loyal companions and attentive caregivers, in addition to being great appreciators and promoters of his poetry.

By February 1933, his health had declined appreciably. His tireless advocate Giorgos Papoutsakis was one of the few whom the poet wished to see in his final days. In a letter dated February 1, Papoutsakis writes to his fellow Alexandrian Yiorgos Vrisimitzakis in France that in his regular visits he found Constantine “sullen” and unwilling to leave the house. He was disturbed that, while the poet was able to speak with a weak and hoarse voice in the early days after his arrival from Athens, he could now no longer utter a word. “Even eating his meals tires him. He eats slowly and only consumes soft food… It’s terrible, and I fear that this story will end badly.” A month later, he notes that “he is melancholic and sits in his chair holding his head in his hands. He leaves the house only to see his doctor. A nurse comes every evening to change the tracheotomy tube and stays until the next morning. No one else visits his salon.”13

In early April, Alekos and Rika decided they had no choice but to transfer the poet to the Greek hospital. In these final moments, Rika was exposed to a more humane, vulnerable side of Constantine that neither she nor anyone else had known previously. While gathering a few articles of clothing and some papers for the hospital, she pulled down an old valise. As soon as Constantine laid eyes on the small suitcase, he began to sob: “We tried to calm him during this heartbreaking moment when he was leaving his house forever. He took his small writing pad and scribbled: ‘I bought this valise thirty years ago in haste one evening in order to go on a pleasure trip to Cairo. Then I was healthy, young and not unattractive.’ ”14 It must not have escaped Rika’s notice that Constantine had omitted to say “old and dying,” refusing in some respects to become one of the ridiculous people of his poem “The Souls of Old Men” (1898/1901) whose spirits shiver at the thought of dying and dwell so “comico-tragically” in “their old and ragged skins.”

During his final days Rika had arranged for Constantine to receive Holy Communion, despite the skepticism of his friends about the possible negative effect of his seeing a priest. When a cleric finally appeared outside the hospital room door hours before he died, the poet allegedly protested but soon gave in when he realized that the priest was accompanied by the Patriarch of Alexandria, Meletios Metaxakis. Constantine could not have known why it was that the patriarch himself was on hand to administer the final sacrament, honored though he certainly was by his presence. He sat up in his chair and received these last rites with humility and compunction. The great poet of the city—the patriarch of letters, as it were—who had celebrated hedonism, defied poetic convention, and transgressed bourgeois boundaries with his homoerotic verse and the open secret of his homosexuality, would likely have scandalized a mere rank-and-file priest. Patriarch Meletios wished to avoid any such religious prudery and took the matter—along with the chalice—into his own hands.15 A tall and imposing figure, he was a charismatic and flamboyant prelate with a checkered past, a political opportunist aligned with the liberal Venizelist government in Greece,16 and a progressive ecumenist who advocated the unification of the Orthodox and Anglican churches.17 His own career was mired in political wrangling, Byzantine intrigue, and a desperate struggle to preserve his episcopal status atop the slippery slope of Greek Orthodox ecclesiastical politics in the post-Ottoman Levant.18

Meletios, in turn, knew and appreciated the artistic caliber of the man to whom he was administering the sacrament. There would be no scandal, censure, or excommunication tainting Alexandria’s most celebrated poet. Constantine received Communion and the final patriarchal blessing for the remission of his sins calmly, adhering to the dignified protocol expected of the last sons of one of the “first families” of Alexandria’s Greek community. According to those present, after accepting the sacrament, Constantine raised his hands dramatically in a posture of hieratic supplication.19 Witnesses were struck by both the timing and the finality of the gesture. The poet seemed to be at peace following this telling gesticulation. Some say he died with a smile on his face, serene with himself and the poetic legacy he left behind.20

All the visitors to the hospital could not help but notice that Constantine, who according to Rika was “distingué” in his dress until his final days, lay in bed, vulnerable in pajamas, the only time anybody must have seen him in a state of undress. Unbuttoned, weak and helpless in his nightclothes, he was without his usual tie or scarf, and his exposed neck revealed a gold chain bearing a small cross. It mystified many of his friends, as did his ambivalent behavior before receiving the sacred rites of the Orthodox Church.

Constantine’s supplicatory deathbed gesticulation was not unprecedented; he had been observed on previous occasions making similar dramatic gestures in private while surreptitiously writing verse in his office at the Irrigation Service—an agency administered by the British Ministry of Public Works—silently declaiming his poetic lines like an actor performing before an invisible audience.21 In the poem “Voices” (1903/1904), he had described remembering the “voices” of his own imagination, where life and art were constantly competing for his attention; now they surely appeared and spoke to him during these precious remaining moments—“sometimes they speak in our dreams; and our mind listens to them in our thoughts.” He was, after all, a man who had lived intensely through his imagination.22

Constantine’s hand movement might have been a prayer. Or perhaps it was the repetition of that private gesture that now signaled a final attempt to communicate with those poetic “voices.” It might also have been the last release of creative energy, an exorcising of poetic demons, as it were, in anticipation of death. This was a poet who throughout his life was fascinated by death—even obsessed with it—a fact that led to the rather uncharitable comment by the Greek novelist Yiorgos Theotokas that “Cavafy is the culmination of Greek poetry’s preoccupation with death. His work isn’t simply the expectation of or invitation to death, it is the final arrival of death itself.”23 This was a cutting statement that riled Constantine perhaps because he felt it was unjust and an unfair rejection of his work. When the end finally arrived, the voices, images, and memories traversing through his mind kept vigil with him as he encountered the reality of death unmediated by art. He was about to join the imaginary company of the dead for whom he created tombs, epitaphs, and stories: the grammarian Lysias; the youths Evrion, Ammonis, Iasis, Ignatios, Lanis, Lefkios, Kleitos, Myris; the historical figures Caesarion, Aristovoulos, and Manuel Komninos. Entombed along with him would be his poetic creations, the images and voices that hovered before him as he slipped away. These voices would soon become world-famous and resonate globally with the official publication of his poems.

Constantine was buried on Saturday, April 29, 1933, following a funeral service at the Saint Savvas patriarchal church in Alexandria, a few steps from his apartment on Rue Lepsius. He was interred at the grand Greek cemetery in the Chatby neighborhood with the other members of his immediate family. Two years following his death, with the first published edition of his 154 canonical poems, a new story begins—another life commences: that of C. P. Cavafy, the global poet. This biography is the life story of that man and that poet.
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1 THE FAMILY COUNCIL Commerce, Culture, and Letters



“BUILDERS” (1891)

Progress is a great structure—each man

lifts his stone: one carries words and intentions, another

acts—and daily it raises its head

higher still. If a storm, or a sudden gust

should come, the good laborers rush in unison

to salvage their lost work.

Lost, because each life is spent

enduring abuse, suffering pain for future generations,

so this generation might know untainted happiness,

and long life, and wealth, and wisdom,

without vulgar toil, or base labor.

But this legendary generation will never come about:

its very perfection will be its ruin

and this fruitless labor will start again.



Returning home from the Penasson printing company one day in September 1892, Constantine Cavafy held the pages of his first printed poem with pride and satisfaction. After publishing it in the Athenian periodical Attikon Mouseion (Attic Museum) a year earlier, he now perused the sonnet “Builders” beautifully printed on crisp individual broadsheets.1 This moment effectively inaugurated what would become a lifelong relationship to the printed page, an obsession with paper that gave rise to the process of distributing his typeset poems as individual broadsheets, pamphlets, bound volumes, clipped batches, or sewn notebooks. He would share and circulate these strategically, carefully building his reputation poem by poem, batch by batch, stone by stone. He relished the fresh feel of the white paper, the distinct smell of ink that marked his arrival as a poet, signaling his unconscious rivalry with his brother John, who also published poems. Years back, John had shared a rather humorous “recipe” for making a poet: “To make a poet, take liberally of shimmering sunshine, strain through a rhyming dictionary, and add equal parts of love-sick adjectives, archaic adverbs, and such other words as you may never have heard of. Set in a warm place, where the whole may be intimately mingled, and garnish with long hair, seedy clothing, and an empty stomach.”2 Now at last they were on a par as artists.

“Builders” is a poem about making something of oneself, which, for Constantine, was above all an artistic endeavor; for his family, however, progress remained largely a socioeconomic pursuit. The sonnet speaks of fleeting success, the looming failure of family fortunes, and the illusion of prosperity, matters that weighed heavily on the Cavafys following the death of their father, Peter John, in 1870, whose financial assets proved inadequate to provide for his widow and seven sons. For the youngest son, age seven when his father died, life took an abrupt turn. Up until this point, Constantine had been reared in luxury. At the time of his birth, the family resided at the leased Maison Zogheb on Rue Chérif Pasha in Alexandria. Constantine would write years later in his wistful family genealogy: “Peter John Cavafy (my father) lived lavishly; his house employed a French tutor, an English nurse, four or five Greek servants, in addition to an Italian chauffeur and an Egyptian groom. His furniture, his carriages, his silver plate and crystal were all of the rarest quality in comparison to that possessed by the Greeks of that period. His property holdings were small, however, and he left little when he died. But he earned much and spent abundantly, enjoying the social position of a great businessman. He frequented the [Egyptian] royal palace of Ismail Pasha.”3 With the wounded pride that would continue to inform so many family memories, Constantine incorporated what little information existed about these earliest years into his genealogical writings. He grew up hearing and speaking three languages, with English enjoying first rank as the metropolitan language of commerce and culture, vying with Greek as the mother tongue, followed by French. As the youngest child, he was coddled and doted on by his mother, Haricleia. More lasting than the fleeting memories of pampered wealth, however, were those engendered by the family’s swift fall from economic stability. Money, or the lack of it, would become a dominant factor not only in the family’s interpersonal dynamics—drawing the brothers together in their attempt to carry on the family business—but, more significantly, in the psychological development of the family’s two poets. Their swift fall from prosperity produced a reactionary gravitation that pushed the Cavafy brothers toward the arts, allowing them to maintain some semblance of dignity while salvaging their self-worth. If they failed in business, they aimed to succeed in art.

The earliest extant photo of Constantine (1865) was taken in Livorno during a family trip and shows him at the age of two standing on a chair between his brothers John (age four) and Paul (age five). His right hand is placed on Paul’s shoulder—he would later in life occupy an intermediary position between the profligate Paul and the puritanical John, who grew to disapprove of his older brother’s wayward life. John and Paul are meticulously dressed in matching outfits, which were no doubt carefully chosen by their mother to convey both their social class and British taste. Constantine is wearing a dress, typical for young boys during the Victorian age. The myth that Haricleia dressed him up as a girl to make up for the loss of her child Eleni, who died in infancy, has absolutely no merit; according to Victorian custom, boys weren’t “breeched” until the age of four or five. The brothers are decked out in what would have been normal Victorian attire that spoke to their status as the children of a wealthy British merchant. The photo captures a moment of brotherly intimacy in addition to conveying the social position of the Cavafy family. That Constantine is elevated on a chair suggests his eventual coddled position in the family as the youngest boy and hints at the special treatment he will receive from Haricleia. Conversely, his placement on a chair situated between his two smartly dressed siblings may also be seen as necessarily precarious; he will soon be forced to step down from this chair to live a life of economic uncertainty and hardship among six competitive brothers.

The photo effectively encompasses the many factors at play that contributed to the formation of Constantine’s character. For the poet, these traits include cultivating an almost aristocratic sophistication, acquiring wealth, and safeguarding the family reputation. These merits would culminate in an obsession with artistic fame, whereby he would ultimately redeem the Cavafy name in Alexandria. Thus, when the Greek treasury minted a commemorative five-euro coin in 2013—the Year of Cavafy—imprinted with the poet’s image, the tribute proved fitting in a number of ways. Constantine had a great fondness for coins, having penned many poems that fixate ironically on numismatic commemorations. But there is a nineteenth-century irony at play here as well, one that has much to do with the importance of money and commerce for the Cavafy family and the poet’s own emerging sense of his place in the family network. He himself marked the final phase of the family, the end of the Cavafy name (no male heirs) following the depletion of his family’s once-significant fortune. In his less high-minded moments, Constantine often extolled the importance of commerce and capital. In a letter to his heir and friend Alekos Sengopoulos (October 17, 1918), he wrote, “Commerce is a great and wonderful thing.”4 To E. M. Forster he once said, “Never forget about the Greeks that we are bankrupt. That is the difference between us and the ancient Greeks and, my dear Forster, between us and yourselves. Pray, my dear Forster, that you—you English with your capacity for adventure—never lose your capital, otherwise you will resemble us, restless, shifty liars.”5 Other recorded comments corroborate these sentiments: “We have commerce in our blood”; “Just as a good businessman advertises his wares in order to sell them, a poet must publicize the goods he is offering.”6 These statements should be seen in the larger context of the Greek diaspora with its commercial “paroikies” (settlements) that played a central role in the development of the Greek nation and the evolution of modern Hellenism. To Constantine’s mind, the existence of these Greek communities in the urban centers of the Levant was crucial for the survival and advancement of Greek letters as well as commerce. Without them, Greek culture would forfeit its unique cosmopolitan character. And he, an Egyptian Anglo-Greek with Constantinopolitan roots, was, as he recognized, a product of this milieu.

The Cavafy family was above all else defined by a Victorian mercantile ethos stemming largely from the network of the Anglo-Greek community that operated out of Manchester, Liverpool, and London. The Cavafy and Co. import-export firm was once one of the largest and most successful businesses in the Levant. The story of Greek commercial power and interests overlaps with the history of nineteenth-and twentieth-century Hellenism and the plight of the Greeks of Egypt in particular. The Greek kingdom, eager to expand its borders, embarked on what would become the ideology of the “Megali Idea” (Great Idea)—the reconstitution of the Byzantine state with Constantinople as its capital and Asia Minor (western Turkey) as its heartland. This expansionist ideal was high on the agenda of Greek politicians at the turn of the century and deceptively within reach at the conclusion of World War I. The basis of this was less imperial than it was economic, largely inspired by the British model of unimpeded free trade. The chief beneficiaries of course would have been the Greek tradesmen, bankers, and businessmen who stood to amass and solidify their fortunes and secure future investments. Constantine came from this demographic of merchant-wholesalers and was highly attuned to and influenced by the ways this class viewed itself as consisting of cosmopolitan Greeks and “pioneers” in business and culture. His comments on the loss of Smyrna (Izmir) in 1922 following the Greco-Turkish War—the “Asia Minor Catastrophe” as it is referred to by Greeks—illustrate this almost perfectly: “How terrible that we lost Smyrna and Constantinople—they would have been great urban centers where Greek intellectuals could have marketed their work.”7 This statement should be viewed within the context of the idea of economic expansion held by many Greek officials at the time: “Five cities… Athens with Piraeus, Constantinople, Smyrna, Thessaloniki, and Alexandria are the axis on which the development of Greece’s economic life will depend.”8

This entrenched economic opportunism reveals the fundamental dynamic of the “protoklassatoi” (first-class) caste of Alexandrian Greeks to which Constantine’s father belonged. Constantine never really abandoned this way of thinking, as was noted by M. M. Papaioannou in 1955: “Cavafy emerges from the climate of the Greek communities in the Middle East at the moment when they embarked on the road to bankruptcy and dissolution.”9 As Cavafy’s early critic Timos Malanos put it, “He was interested in the class to which he belonged, albeit as a fallen member… Quite often he would remind others of it himself, wearing rings on his fingers, like an Oriental (family heirlooms), allowing himself to boast about genealogical trees, relatives, grandeur and such. He desperately wished to be seen as a member of his parents’ social class.”10

At the end of his life, Constantine remained fully aware of the paradox of how his carefully constructed poetic reputation emerged from the shored-up ruins of his family’s vanished fortunes. This discrepancy is discernible in the final chapter of Athanasios Politis’s book Hellenism and Modern Egypt (1928/1930)11—a thousand-page two-volume work largely focused on the industrial and business achievements of the Greeks in Egypt—which is subtitled “The Intellectual and Artistic Life of the Greeks.” It features a lengthy section on Cavafy (the poet allegedly dictated this section of the book to Eftychia Zelitas “word for word,” since Politis, newly appointed as consul general in Alexandria, didn’t know enough about the poet to write it himself12). In justifying and disguising their largely parasitic economic relationship to the land they lived in, the Greeks of Alexandria sought to define themselves as “pioneers of civilization.”13 Alexandrian Greek merchants defended their economic presence in Egypt by presenting themselves as “enlightened crusaders” despite the fact that their “contribution” was rooted in economic practices that were basically exploitative.14 And the one agricultural product that made it all possible was the supreme raw material of Egypt: cotton.

The Cavafy family was among the first to invest and trade in Egyptian cotton; their early businesses were founded along with the Cassavetti and Nicolopoulos families, with whom they had set up wholesale emporia as early as 1854.15 By 1860, Egypt had become the sixth most important supplier of the British market for cotton and cereals.16 With the outbreak of the American Civil War and the disruption of the cotton trade in the Confederate South, England would undergo a trade crisis that threatened its fiscal stability. The Greeks of Egypt rose to the occasion and were well-positioned to pick up the slack of the cotton supply; within a few years, they managed to fill the void. The result was the amassing of huge fortunes, and the Cavafy family was among the great beneficiaries. Similarly, the Crimean War had brought about an earlier crisis in the grain trade where Greek-Egyptian wholesalers stepped in to offset disruptions to Russian grain exports to Great Britain, with similar lucrative results. In fact, some have argued that the Greeks of Alexandria saved the British Empire from ruin and also positively influenced the outcome of the American Civil War, since the Confederate States were counting on the British to intervene in their favor.17 In this sense, the Greeks of Alexandria were the ambitious “builders” of Constantine’s poem, whose “vain work” would ultimately be ruined by “its very perfection” once economic and political circumstances shifted. The poem subtly interrogates the opportunistic and, in the end, deceptive nature of the progress that these “pioneers” of trade and culture were banking on.

Commerce, finance, and family relations were all part of this complex and fragile equation of community networking. The foundation of the Bank of Egypt by Greek businessmen and the importation of the first ginning machines into Egypt by Greeks—Constantine’s father had fifty in his cotton factories18—paved the way for quick profits and a high return on the cotton yield. Cotton could be harvested twice a year. In effect, Lord Cromer (1841–1917), the British controller-general in Egypt, had converted the country into a mono-cultivating cash crop colony for the textile mills of Manchester. Of course, extensive and efficient engineering was needed to guarantee the vast irrigation of the land, in projects that called for careful and constant supervision. That Constantine would end up working as a civil servant at the British-controlled Office of the Irrigation Service was an irony he was surely aware of; for at the end of the day, so much depended on water. At the same time, he supplemented the modest income from this position by speculating at the Bourse, where people bought and sold shares in cotton. Cotton would remain part of Constantine’s own history right through to the end of his life.



Constantine’s complex familial connection to commerce, both on his maternal Photiades side and on his father’s, is evident in his meticulous and extensive assemblage of family history: his Genealogical Gossip (1883), Memorandum About the Cavafy Family (undated), Prose Notes (1903), and Genealogy (1909–1911).19 During his stay in the Ottoman capital following the bombardment of Alexandria by the British in 1882, Constantine began honing his intellectual and artistic skills by compiling facts for the eventual composition of a family history. Working in his grandfather’s library, he took full advantage of the presence of his relatives when gathering the factual details he needed to draft these wide-ranging genealogical documents. As he discovered while amassing this information, at every turn his paternal and maternal families were linked through trade, commerce, foreign investment, and community building. Constantine created his own version of his family legacies—largely economic but also ecclesiastical, philanthropic, and, on occasion, political. He was conscious later in life, as he continued to edit these records, that, with no male heirs (his brothers Aristides and Alexander both had daughters), the name “Cavafy” would survive only through his poetic achievement. With a lineage linked to Phanariot20 aristocrats and prelates in the Ottoman Empire, and a spurious Byzantine connection to the imperial house of Ducas,21 he wished to document his ancestry for posterity.

Constantine’s notes on his father betray a certain detachment, not surprising from a son who probably saw little of Peter John Cavafy when young and lost him when he was a boy of seven. His paternal inheritance was truly bittersweet, as his father, despite his erstwhile wealth and lavish lifestyle, left behind a depleted estate. Peter John was born in Ottoman Salonika in 1814 to a Constantinopolitan family with an established foothold in trade; the wider Cavafy family enterprises involved establishing branches of Cavafy and Co. and Cavafy Bros. in nine cities.22 That he would sire nine children seems most fitting in light of this commercial fact. The family would engrave the following sentimental epitaph on his marble tombstone: “A tender father and beloved husband / whose death was, for his relatives, a much-lamented loss.”23

An early undated photograph taken in Geneva captures Peter John’s austere, intimidating aura. From his distant memories, the poet describes him as a “rather tall man, of a pleasing and distinguished countenance.”24 Peter John’s closest associate was his older brother George, who established himself in commerce, settling in Manchester in the 1830s and forging business alliances with the Cassavetti and Ionides families in addition to setting up the Cavafy trading house. In a letter dated February 16, 1850, he urged Peter John to move to Alexandria to oversee the operations of the company branch there.25 Constantine had a great deal of respect and admiration for his uncle George, whom he would get to know well when living in London after his father’s death. He felt his uncle had “a broad education and was the wisest of his contemporary London Greeks.”26 George Cavafy’s stoic and Victorian work ethic served as a credo that defined the business stamina of the Cavafy family.

Like many of the Greek merchants who operated out of Britain, Peter John and his brother George would have apprenticed as clerks while setting up their own branches of the family company. Peter John, although a junior partner in the firm Cassavetti, Cavafy and Company, still needed to apprentice with a junior clerk in the 1840s to learn “the routine of the English house.” In order to become fluent in English, he enrolled at the Liverpool Mechanics’ Institute.27 Uncle George would have preceded his brother as one of “many Greeks learning English,” along with their close friend Alexander Ionides, who had studied at a school run by a Mr. Hine at Brixton.28 Their cosmopolitan background and international capital gave the first-generation Cavafy brothers a clear advantage over many of their British competitors.29 Their children would, in turn, become assimilated and prosper as Anglo-Greeks in their adopted land.30 Although Constantine spent the first nine years of his life in Alexandria, the family possessed a British ethos; they cultivated the hybrid Anglo-Greek identity that defined the commercial and familial network out of which they conducted their business and social lives. He would speak Greek with a distinct English inflection to the end of his life, although some thought this was a deliberate affectation. It may have been to some degree—he could have ironed out the pronunciation had he wished, rather than playing it up as he did for effect—but it was based on the reality of his unmistakable Victorian upbringing and his family’s inclination to identify as British.

Peter John’s commercial itinerancy would lead him to move his family back and forth among Istanbul, London, Liverpool, and Alexandria, which largely prevented his sons from being enrolled in or attending schools for extended periods. This pattern continued after his death, necessitating the sporadic employment of tutors for Constantine’s education. It also fostered a flâneur’s sensibility in him whereby various great cities would cast their spell on his impressionable imagination and emerging artistic temperament. Liverpool was one of these cities. The family would reside there intermittently during their extended sojourns in Great Britain. Shortly after marrying in 1849, Peter John relocated to London in 1850 with Haricleia and their firstborn son, George, and lived in Liverpool from 1851 to 1855, in the fashionable downtown core on Bedford Street, where Aristides was born in 1853. When Haricleia later returned to Liverpool as a widow in 1872 with Constantine in tow, she was well-acquainted with what was then the epicenter of British global trade, a metropolis with magnificent modern architecture and bustling promenades. The city’s horse-drawn trams, newly constructed train sheds, and rich municipal buildings and shops were indeed impressive. In the shadows of this great commercial hub, however, there lurked a “nether world teeming with desperate individuals fighting for economic survival.”31 Crime, vice, and health considerations surely led the family to choose a location two and a half miles outside the city center. Balmoral Road in Fairfield was adjacent to the recently built 121-acre Newsham Park, which opened in 1868 and offered a healthy alternative to living in the congested and unsanitary urban core. Constantine notes in his family memorandum that the eight-room house was affordable, the rent not exceeding sixty-five pounds a year.32 The semidetached, three-story home leased by Haricleia was part of newly built housing that subsidized the construction of the public park. Designed for exercise, leisure, and entertainment, Newsham Park boasted two large lakes for fishing and sailing, grand boulevards, and fountains. It would eventually be the site of the Seamen’s Orphanage. The allure of such an organized park for the Cavafy family was great, as it offered Haricleia and her sons opportunities for evening strolls and promenades. The proximity of other Anglo-Greek families in the area (Ralli, Rodocanachi, Sergiades, and Notaras) only increased the neighborhood’s appeal.

A photo taken of John, Paul, and Constantine in 1873 captures something of the expectations of success that the city offered them. The brothers are arranged in dandified poses that seem intent on conveying their status as heirs to a great mercantile company. John is even holding a cricket bat. The city’s many cultural offerings included concerts at the grand neoclassical Saint George’s Hall, exhibits at the Walker Art Gallery, book-borrowing privileges at the Lyceum, which housed the oldest lending library in Europe, and theatrical performances at the various music halls and playhouses. The grand span of the Lime Street Train Station, which had just expanded in 1867, made it the largest iron-and-glass train shed in the world. Liverpool was above all a city devoted to commerce, whose architecture has been described as a “combination of rugged solidity and sublime grandeur.”33 Its merchants opened the world’s first commercial enclosed wet docks34 in 1715. By 1850, raw cotton imports and manufactured cotton goods constituted half of the city’s trade.35

This commercial power was in part made possible by the city’s role in the slave economy: “Liverpool was the European Capital of the Transatlantic Slave Trade 250 years before it became the European Capital of Culture.”36 As Rev. William Bagshaw Stevens observed in 1797, “throughout this large-built-town every brick is cemented to its fellow brick by the blood and sweat of Negros.”37 Even after the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 and slavery in 1833, Liverpool continued to profit from transatlantic slavery for decades. The city’s economic influence is powerfully captured in the allegorical depiction of the Spirit of Liverpool that was commissioned for the Walker Art Gallery in 1877. Carved by the British sculptor John Warrington Wood, it portrays Liverpool as a Greek goddess wearing a crown and laurel wreath and sitting on a bale of cotton; in her left hand she holds a steamship propeller and in her right a trident, signifying her domination over the sea. At her feet lie a painter’s palette, a compass, and a set square, the combination of which are “meant to symbolize that the arts find their support from trade and industry.”38 The statue, carved from white marble, weighs twelve tons, and prior to its being hoisted onto the roof of the Walker Art Gallery, it was on public display at the entrance of the new gallery during the final weeks of July 1877.39 It serves in many ways as an apt metaphor for the Cavafy family’s own composite identity as members of the Anglo-Greek community that was eager to connect to the arts while channeling a classical inheritance, drawing attention to themselves as heirs to Greek antiquity.

The Greek community of Liverpool expressed its commercial stature with the erection of the Church of Saint Nicholas, dedicated to the patron saint of sailors.40 Although Greek parishes existed in London and Manchester, the Liverpool Greeks were eager to make a statement about their hard-earned mercantile status in the city. The church is an enlarged replica of the Constantinopolitan tenth- or eleventh-century Church of Saint Theodore with four domes and elaborate exterior brickwork, presently the Vefa Kilise Camii Mosque. The structure was completed in 1870 and consecrated in 1871 amid great fanfare. An extraordinary choice for the time and a fine example of Comnenian/Palaiologan Byzantine architecture that one could otherwise see only in the Ottoman capital and in the Balkan provinces, it proclaimed the ethnic and cultural pride of the Greeks of Liverpool as well as their growing prosperity and confidence in their status in their host country.

The construction of the church was almost perfectly timed with the sojourn of Haricleia and her sons in Liverpool. When the Cavafy family returned to the city in 1876 following their stay in London, they leased a three-story terraced house at 45 Huskisson Street, a five-minute walk from the church. The building loomed large in the life of young Constantine, who spent many hours with his mother under its domes during his years in the city. The simple and elegant features of its interior likely planted the seed for his poem “In Church” (1906/1912?) and inspired his lifelong preoccupation with Byzantium:


I love the church—the six-winged processional fans,

the silver liturgical plate, the candlesticks,

the lights, the icons, the pulpit.

When I enter a Greek church,

with its scent of incense,

the liturgical voices and harmonies,

the grand presence of the priests,

arrayed in their resplendent vestments,

and the somber tempo of their gestures—

my mind goes to the great triumphs of our race,

to our glorious Byzantinism.



The double-headed Byzantine eagle over the elaborate entry to the exonarthex, with its banded masonry and elaborate brickwork, proclaims the glorious Byzantine heritage of the poem’s last line. The unusually spare and uncluttered features of the church’s interior—there are no painted frescoes or mosaics on its walls—are virtually replicated in the streamlined simplicity of the poem. The church contains a basic iconostasis with panel icons with two large candleholders positioned before it and a striking pulpit situated off to the side. The simple and elegant details of its interior stand in stark contrast to its elaborate exterior, which leads one to believe that this building must have been the prototype and inspiration for the poem that in effect deconstructs the experience of worship in a Byzantine church.41

The Cavafy family’s connection to Liverpool predates Constantine’s stay there, as his father had his own civic, social, and commercial relationship with the city.42 The prevailing notions of masculinity that defined how men behaved and conducted themselves during the Victorian era are of particular interest in this regard. The diaspora Greeks were eager to be accepted socially as well as financially in their host society and patterned their highly assimilated lives on the dominant work ethos of the British. Victorian manliness would become solidly identified with work, and Peter Cavafy’s children inherited a Protestant work ethic from their father’s generation, along with the prevalent practice of unmarried siblings sacrificing themselves for the good of the family.43 In this case, the role was played by the unmarried brothers—Paul, John, and Constantine.

Being the youngest child, Constantine managed to be on the receiving end of this family labor distribution, not having to work as hard (or at all) and patterning his life and masculinity not on the Victorian businessman model but on a more retro-grade aristocratic mold, fancying himself above the toil-based identity adhered to by most of his older brothers. This paradigm may have become more apparent to him later when living in Istanbul, where leisure would have been the rule for wealthy or privileged Greek youth. To be sure, a certain degree of idleness was necessary for him to read and prepare for his calling as a poet, and it was his family that sustained this somewhat self-indulgent “vocation.” The coddling likely began in Istanbul, despite the onus falling on the brothers at large to provide for the family.

Constantine’s maternal relations were similarly focused on business, although they remained largely centered in the Ottoman capital. His mother’s family, the Photiades, were in trade and were landowners; his grandfather Yiorgos (1800–1896), to whom Constantine would refer affectionately and honorifically as a “tselembis” (gentleman), was a diamond merchant who came from a well-connected family securely established in diverse branches of trade. Constantine would get to know him well during his sojourn in Istanbul from 1882 to 1885, where, in the role of the adoring and talented grandson, he began to impress his mother’s branch of the family with his literary and intellectual potential—writing poems and essays, translating Shakespeare, and availing himself of the rich intellectual offerings of this epicenter of Hellenism. This intimacy with his mother’s relations colors Constantine’s portrait of his mother in his genealogical writings, which is extensive and more detailed than that of his father, as would be expected given the great closeness between Haricleia and her youngest son—the “fat one” and “thin one” as they were fond of calling each other. Born in the Yeniköy suburb of Istanbul in 1834, Haricleia married her husband in 1849 at the age of fourteen. She would give birth to nine children, two of whom died in infancy: George (Istanbul, 1850); Peter (London, 1851); Aristides (Liverpool, 1853); Eleni (Alexandria, 1855—died an infant); Alexander (Alexandria, 1856); Paul (Alexandria, 1858—died an infant); Paul (Alexandria, 1860); John (Istanbul, 1861); and Constantine (Alexandria, 1863).

As is often the case in large families, the Cavafy siblings tended to bond in curious ways. The boys were expected to go into the family business, which the eldest brothers did, proving, however, to be less than adept masters of commerce. Eventually the brothers all wound up in either clerical or civic positions in Alexandria and Cairo: Peter served on the Sanitary Council, Aristides became a broker on the stock exchange, Alexander worked for Thomas Cook and Son, Paul found employment with the municipality of Alexandria, and John worked for the R. J. Moss agency.44 Constantine was late in securing full-time employment, since he was spoiled by his mother, brothers, and extended family—a situation he manipulated to maximize his leisure time, which he devoted to reading and writing.

Based on extant letters, we can get a sense of how close the brothers were after the death of their father in 1870 when the family was more or less thrown back on its own resources, though initially the sons tried to establish new business endeavors in England. The London offices of Cavafy and Co. were located on 31 Threadneedle Street, the prestigious locale in the city’s financial hub, close to the Baltic Exchange and the Bank of England. Very little exists to document how Haricleia and her sons passed their time in London, where they resided between 1874 and 1876, and there is no record of whether Constantine ever formally attended school there. Quite possibly he studied at Hellenic College, a grammar school for boys at Kensington Gardens Square.45 Prior to this, the older brothers George, Peter, and Aristides had been sent to London and France for studies; they are registered in the 1861 London census as scholars in the establishment of William Birch at 19 Saint George’s Terrace in South Kensington.46 No doubt the family had employed tutors at various stages of their stay in Liverpool and London—Aristides must have taken drawing lessons in some venue or even with relatives given his artistic abilities.

In terms of commerce, the Cavafy brothers were expected to follow in their father’s entrepreneurial footsteps. After Peter John’s death, when the family moved to England in 1872 to improve their financial situation, George and Peter were involved in the family business, which was directed in London by their uncle George (Cavafy and Co. folded shortly thereafter in 1876). Eager as they were to achieve financial success through investment opportunities and commercial alliances, they were well-placed to take advantage of the tightly knit business network of the Anglo-Greeks. They proved, however, to be less successful with their finances and speculations. This is borne out by the fact that in 1877, George was declared bankrupt in the high court, having been sued the prior year for debts exceeding sixteen thousand pounds, which brought financial ruin upon his immediate family.47

Constantine’s stay in England during the greater part of the 1870s would shape his social, cultural, and literary tastes, a process greatly bolstered by his direct contact with the artwork and artists he encountered there, since his relations were quite active in the art scene. In London, he was exposed through the Anglo-Greek community to the works and lives of numerous Victorian painters. The English Aesthetic movement of the 1870s decisively influenced Victorian cultural tastes as well as Constantine’s own future poetry and aesthetic interests. Constantine was uniquely positioned to encounter many artists through his wealthy London relations who were patrons, collectors, collaborators, models, and even artists. The presence of important painters in his extended family history left an unmistakable mark on the impressionable young poet. It also demonstrated the family’s business connections and patronage practices along with the important role played by the Anglo-Greeks in promoting and supporting art in England. The Cavafy brothers would have felt compelled to fashion identities based on this cultural dynamic—the fusion of wealth, breeding, and talent. In fact, with the collapse of the family finances, it was erudition and talent that allowed the younger brothers to weather the indignity of their impoverished circumstances. Talent and commerce were thus tightly interwoven in the wider family nexus, and the cultivation of their artistic interests would provide Aristides, Paul, John, and Constantine in particular with something tangible to fall back on as they coped with family misfortune.

In the Anglo-Greek community, the name Ionides is renowned owing to the family having left a significant artistic legacy in its wake. Less known is the fact that the Ionides clan were business partners with the Cavafy family from early on. The poet’s grandfather John Cavafy conducted trade with his Phanariot friend Constantine Ipliktzis (later Ionides), importing and exporting goods from England and Istanbul and establishing offices in Manchester and later, through their progeny, in Liverpool and London. The sons of these two entrepreneurs, among whom may be counted Constantine’s father, Peter John, his uncle George, and Alexander Constantine Ionides, solidified their business investments by marrying into their own and other mercantile families, most notably the Cassavetti and Ralli clans.48 These diaspora families eagerly assimilated into the English upper-middle class and were proud to display and showcase their art collections in their opulent estates.49

Many painters regularly frequented the Ionides and Cavafy homes.50 George Cavafy and Alexander C. Ionides began to commission portraits from the then unknown but unmistakably talented George Frederic Watts. The American expatriate James McNeill Whistler was also invited early in his career to paint river pictures for the Anglo-Greeks. Whistler would cultivate his advantageous relations with the Ionides and Cavafy families. George Cavafy made significant purchases from Whistler, as did Alexander Ionides, whose niece Helen Ionides married the painter’s brother William in 1877. The opulent Ionides house at Holland Park—a monument to high aestheticism decorated as it was by William Morris, Philip Webb, and Walter Crane—became a meeting place of artists, musicians, and diplomats. Haricleia and her sons partook in the family gatherings and artistic soirees held here. Although Constantine was young, these evenings provided him with the opportunity to encounter some of the most brilliant artists and patrons of the time, a dizzying experience no doubt for one born in what must have seemed, by contrast, a provincial city. This unique dwelling, a baroque hybrid of Japanese, Persian, and neoclassical styles, showcased the burgeoning Ionides art collection. Alexander’s son Constantine, also an avid collector and connoisseur, would leave his own art collection to the South Kensington / Victoria and Albert Museum in 1901.51

In addition to the wealth and patronage of the Ionides-Cavafy families, there is the equally significant participation of female relatives in the art scene. The cousins Maria Zambaco (née Cassavetti) and Aglaia Coronio (née Ionides), together with their friend Marie Spartali, were collectively known in the Pre-Raphaelite circle as the “Three Graces.” Along with Marie’s sister Christina, all had modeled at one time or another for Watts, Whistler, Rossetti, and Burne-Jones. Among the paintings they sat for were Burne-Jones’s The Mill (all three graces), his Beguiling of Merlin (Maria Zambaco), and Whistler’s Rose and Silver: The Princess from the Land of Porcelain (Christina Spartali), which became the centerpiece of the famous “Peacock Room,” an interior similar to the Orientalist rooms of the Ionides “Palace of Art” at Holland Park.52

In addition to studying painting and sculpture, these Anglo-Greek sophisticates held unconventional relations with the artists for whom they modeled. The most notorious of these was the relationship between Burne-Jones and Maria Zambaco, who had “glorious red hair and almost phosphorescent white skin,” in the words of her cousin Luke Ionides.53 Zambaco was openly known to be Burne-Jones’s mistress. Equally impressive is the career of one of the other graces, Marie Spartali Stillman,54 who, breaking the barriers of ethnicity and gender, became a full-fledged member of the intellectual and artistic circles that radiated around Rossetti and Ford Madox Brown. She had connections with Sara and Thoby Prinsep in the Holland Park social set as well, Sara being the sister of the photographer Julia Margaret Cameron, who would later famously photograph Marie. The Spartali family acquired property on the Isle of Wight and was in the family orbit of Virginia Stephen (later Woolf), Julia Margaret Cameron being the Bloomsbury author’s great-aunt. Marie was also a close friend of Harriet “Minnie” Marian Thackeray, Leslie Stephen’s first wife and daughter of the famous novelist. And rounding off this extraordinary confluence of artists and authors, it is thought that Marie’s stepdaughter Lisa Stillman, an artist and friend of Vanessa Bell’s, served as the prototype of the character Lily Briscoe in Woolf’s To the Lighthouse.55 How curious that this intellectual network would reconfigure itself decades later when, via E. M. Forster, the path of Virginia and Leonard Woolf would intersect with that of Constantine during their futile attempt to publish an English translation of his poems at the Hogarth Press.

It is here in these Anglo-Greek social circles where the roots of Constantine’s entrenched cultural Anglophilia lie. To a large extent, he saw himself as culturally British, as technically he was a British citizen since his father had been granted naturalization as a British subject in 1850. When Haricleia eventually settled in London in 1874 at Queensborough Terrace,56 she was well-ensconced in the orbit of the Anglo-Greeks who lived clustered nearby in the Bayswater district and beyond. To begin with, Uncle George’s home at 26 Pembridge Gardens—an impressive four-story mansion—was a mere ten-minute walk from their residence, as were the various Ionides homes: Alexander and Aglaia both at Holland Park, Constantine at Holland Villas Road, Haricleia Ionides-Dannreuther at Orme Square. These families regularly hosted soirees, dinners, and open houses at their opulent and elegant dwellings. Added to this was Kensington Gardens, with Kensington Palace a mere fifteen-minute jaunt, and the allure of the city’s grand museums—the South Kensington Museum located nearby and the British Museum farther afield. There were gallery openings as well, concerts57 and lectures, along with the obligatory family weddings,58 baptisms, and funerals that regularly drew these clans together.

How much of this cultural ambience would a precocious adolescent have absorbed? This high saturation of culture by Constantine proved to be decisive in shaping his aesthetic tastes and interests. These factors contributed to what might be called the Cavafian “museum ethos,” something that sprouted while the poet lived in Liverpool and London, which were the only places where he would have been exposed to what were essentially Europe’s first modern museums in terms of their content, function, and public access.59 Many Anglo-Greek families took a great interest in the South Kensington (Victoria and Albert) Museum, living as they did in such close proximity.60 Given these connections, Constantine’s exposure to this space would leave deep impressions, in particular the Cast Courts galleries that replicated masterpieces of world architecture and sculpture. In addition to these galleries, the British Museum also held the young Constantine in thrall, and we know that he viewed the Parthenon marbles up close, an encounter that would later lead him to take up the topic of their return to Greece once he began his official foray into journalism in the early 1890s. The roots of Constantine’s fascination for antique artifacts and aesthetic art owe their genesis to these days of his youth spent amid artists, collectors, and patrons.

In 1895, in the middle of the decade that marked his transformation as a poet, Constantine wrote a prose poem that captured his family’s complex relation to the arts and its position at the intersection of commerce and culture.61 Like many poems from this period, the unpublished “Ta Ploia / The Ships” is something of an experiment, opening with lines that invite the reader on a fanciful commercial voyage: “From Imagination to Paper. It is a difficult crossing, a dangerous sea. At first sight the distance appears short, but in fact the journey is a long one, and very damaging for the ships that undertake it.”62 The prose poem then proceeds to note the “delicate nature” of the cargo being transported: “In the markets of the Imagination, the majority of wares and the best items are fashioned out of delicate glass and diaphanous ceramic, and despite all worldly precaution, many break on the journey and many break when they are being unloaded on to land.”63 Perhaps the most intriguing dimension of this piece is how it expresses Constantine’s early anxieties about the reception of his own imaginative work—specifically the inability of his contemporary and future readers to appreciate and comprehend him: “There is one other thing that is lamentable, most lamentable. This is when certain great ships pass by, festooned with coral and masts of ebony, with great white and red flags unfurled, ladened with treasures, which never even approach the harbor since either all of their cargo is banned or the harbor is not deep enough to receive them. And they continue on their way. A tail wind fills the sails of silk and the sun illumines the glory of their golden prows, and they sail off gently and majestically, distancing themselves from us and our shallow port forever.”64 This aesthetic rendering of the ships reveals how art trades in beauty the way merchants deal in commercial goods. The speaker is spellbound by the splendor of the ships and their precious cargo, a dynamic that recalls the poet’s own family’s circumstances as merchants with cultural interests and investments.

How fitting that Constantine would choose this trope of the markets of the imagination and the metaphor of shipping as relevant to his craft, since ships were so central to the Cavafy family business. He concludes the piece with a nod to the classical world, inflecting his meditation with a homoerotic reference to Homeric heroes:


Fortunately, these ships are quite rare. At most we will see two or three during our lifetime. And we quickly forget them. […] And after a few years pass, if one day—while we sit indolently watching the light of day or listening to the silence—if by chance some inspired verses return to our mind’s ear, reminding us that we have heard these melodies before—we do not recognize them at first, and we rack our brains to remember where we once heard them before. After much effort, our old memory awakens and we recall that these strophes were part of the song sung by the sailors—sailors as beautiful as the heroes of The Iliad—when the great ships were passing us by, those sublime ships that were heading—who knows where.65



This clever equation of material goods and imaginative thoughts—the connection between commerce and art—is a dynamic that will remain pivotal to the poet’s identity as the son of a prosperous entrepreneur.






2 TRAUMA, EXILE, AND LOSS The Flight to the Ottoman Capital


The family’s return to Alexandria in 1877, after the energy and glamour of the British metropolis, must have come as a terrible shock to the Cavafy brothers. Haricleia and her sons took up residence at an eight-room apartment on Rue Mahmoud Pacha el Falaki and struggled to recover from their steep losses. Constantine attended the Hermes Lyceum and studied with Constantine Papazis, who created a nationalist curriculum promoting a Hellenocentric chauvinism that the poet and his classmates would later rebel against. He became friends with relations of the Anglo-Greek families he knew in England—Mikès Ralli, John Rodocanachi, and Stephen Schilizzi.

The 1882 British bombardment of Alexandria, which forced the Cavafy family to seek refuge in Istanbul, generated a trove of letters and written documents that allows us some invaluable insights into the trauma, loss, and subsequent process of “retrieval” in the poet’s imaginative and emotional life.1 The most important urban influence on him after that of Liverpool and London, and prior to his permanent return to Alexandria, was “the City”—Constantinople/Istanbul, the bustling and alluring epicenter of the Ottoman Empire. The city was technically the place of origin for both the Cavafy and Photiades families, difficult though it was for the destitute Cavafy brothers to feel any real sense of “home” there. It was a rather peculiar homecoming in that Haricleia and her sons were arriving as impoverished refugees. Despite this, the city would offer Constantine the opportunity to apprentice in the Greek language, to engage with the most important currents of Greek intellectual thought, and to explore his sexual orientation.

When conditions in Alexandria became untenable owing to political turmoil,2 Haricleia and her sons, with no independent source of wealth, made plans to flee to her father’s house in Istanbul. But in the last days before the British assault, she was not sure she could even secure the tickets for passage on one of the last vessels to leave the port. “Great confusion is reigning everywhere,” her youngest son writes; for just prior to embarking on the journey to Istanbul, Constantine began a “diary” of sorts in English, which he titled rather ambitiously “Constantinopoliad, an Epic.” The entries that compose this document—his earliest extant writing3—offer us a sample of his young voice and emerging narrative style. These passages reveal the budding intellectual aspirations of a nineteen-year-old cut adrift from the world he knew, while recording the intimacy shared by members of the “family council,” as he terms it.

With the bombardment days away, the family could no longer delay their flight from Alexandria. When Paul tried to book passage on the Austrian liner SS Castore, he learned that it was “doubtful if there will be any place for us” given the large number of foreigners rushing to leave Alexandria.4 Their relatives in Istanbul expressed their disquiet. And as a sign of uncertainty to come, Haricleia discovered that her father had leased their grand house in Yeniköy and had rented a smaller house on the Asian side of the Bosporus. Would there be enough space for all of them in this new accommodation?

In Alexandria, all around them Europeans were departing by the thousands with businesses collapsing. Constantine heard that “in Cairo there is not a vehicle to be seen in the streets.” In the meantime, Peter, who had initially planned to stay, decided to leave as well because everyone feared a “second massacre of the Christians.”5 The rumor had spread that the Europeans “have poisoned the waters of the town.” While Peter “is talking at the head of the table about the incident with his usual verbosity; John & Aristides sit listening to him, the former emitting from time to time a dry remark or two.”6 His mother, Paul, and Alexander withdraw to the balcony, while Constantine writes in his journal. With the world falling apart around him, he could not abandon poetry and would fill his narrative with literary quotations from Shakespeare, Milton, Hesiod, and Addison. Here he anticipates one of his future literary personae: the imaginary poet Phernazis of his poem “Darius” (1917/1920), who was attempting to write an epic in 74 BCE, only to have his plans thwarted by the Roman invasion of his town on the Black Sea. Yet Phernazis just could not give up his plans and “the poetic idea comes and goes tenaciously.”

Almost everyone Constantine knew in Alexandria had already abandoned the city, including his closest friends, John Rodocanachi (nineteen years old), who had departed for England with his family well before the unrest, and Mikès Ralli and Stephen Schilizzi (both eighteen years old), whose families sought refuge in Athens. John, writing from England, was relieved to know that Constantine was planning to depart. These friends were concerned for Constantine’s safety. When Mikès arrived in Athens in mid-June 1882, he had heard that “Alexandria and Cairo were all in a blaze” but was pleased to find through the papers that these rumors were false.7 The actual bombardment took place three weeks later.

Constantine’s first entry in his journal sets the general tone of panic over the uncertainty that besets the family:


23 JUNE, FRIDAY

BEFORE STARTING

Hour 3.30 p.m.—John & Polly [Paul] are out. Alexander is at my writing-table scribbling; Aristides sitting on a trunk reading; Mamma in her room packing. We are leaving on Tuesday for Constantinople, & great confusion is reigning everywhere. We have huddled everything we do not stand in absolute need of into a great wardrobe in Alexander’s room. Johnny, Alexander, Aristides & I have disposed of our things, consigning our clothes to a portmanteau—of reverend antiquity, it having been in the family according to Mamma’s statement, 35 years—& our linen to a tin box. We have secured places in the Austrian S.S. “Castore.” But tho’ we have secured our places, & packed up our things, it is by no means certain that we are going. Only an hour ago Mamma & Alex. solemnly decided on staying, & were scarcely persuaded to the contrary by Paul’s expostulation on the absurdity of the resolution. The reason of the voyage’s being unwelcome to us is Impecuniosity. We start with barely more than £100. That is why we look as glum as owls, & we contemplate Constantinople in the same light as who should say:

“That distant country from whose bourn

No traveller returns.” (Cowper)8



Constantine’s lifelong fondness for ironic epigraphic flourishes begins to show itself here, although these verses cited from memory are not of course Cowper’s but Hamlet’s. It is interesting to note that Haricleia initially wished to remain in Alexandria and that their “impecuniosity”—an ostentatiously Latinate word choice for poverty—nearly did them in. The family did not even have the capital to secure the safekeeping of their meager possessions.

The next entry is even more explicit about their dire circumstances and introduces the notion of bad luck and the “jinx” on the Cavafy family:


24 JUNE, SATURDAY

[…] Paul of course returned in a great rage, & reproached Alexander bitterly on the subject for having brought about the scarcity of place in the ship, thro’ the malevolent influence of a sort of rheumatism of which he complains lately. This view of the case has been adopted by the majority of the Family Council, & I cannot say I am quite insensible to the cogent arguments by which it is supported. “Gioursouzia” (anglicé, ill-luck) has ever been regarded as a powerful factor in the destiny of our house, & no true Cavafy can think, without a shudder, of calling it into question. Alexander—tho’ he makes use of the argument against others almost daily—proves quite restive under the charge, refusing to recognise in the boat’s being full aught else but the hand of Providence that forbids our departure; but in vain—none listens to him and his voice is lost as

“A voice of shipwreck in a sea of storm!”

[…]

Tho’ politics are somewhat quieter of late yet there is considerable reason for uneasiness. People are departing by thousands, & shops closing by hundreds. In Cairo there is not a vehicle to be seen in the streets. All the big-wigs are at Alexandria at present,—Raghet Pasha, the new Premier; the Khedive; Derwish Pasha, the Sultan’s Commissioner; Arabi Pasha, the Minister for War, & the actual dictator of Egypt;—but their presence is not very re-assuring. Raghet, the Khedive, Derwish are puppets; all the power is vested in Arabi. When he goes out, the Arabs flock by thousands in his path to catch a glimpse of him—like Shakespeare’s Romans they pass the whole day in live-long expectation

“To see great Pompey pass the streets of Rome.” We will see how long “great Pompey” will be allowed his sovereignty!9



The line from Tennyson’s play Queen Mary should read, “A voice of shipwreck on a shoreless sea,” and the Pompey reference is from Shakespeare’s play Julius Caesar. What strikes the reader is the Anglocentric pose and manifest “stiff upper lip” in moments of extreme duress, as well as the poetic erudition.

When safe passage is finally procured, Constantine’s tone shifts from Shakespearean tragedy to Byronic bathos combined with Dickensian parody, with quotes from Byron’s “Greek War Song” and a playful reference to Dickens’s Silas Wegg in Our Mutual Friend:


25 JUNE, SUNDAY

Our tickets taken. On Tuesday morning will be on board the “Castore”; and

“The seven-hilled city seeking

Fight, conquer, till we are free”

i.e. till we are back again. By-the-bye the reader of these notes must by fully satisfied as far as “dropping into poetry” is concerned—a quality in which I admit of no rival except Mr. Silas Wegg.10



Once aboard the ship, his mood changes into one of steadfast calm, concluding with sentimental lines from Byron’s “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage”:


26 JUNE

FIRST DAY ON BOARD THE “CASTORE”

Everything has gone off quietly & well. Trunks sent on board 9 a.m.; ourselves conveyed on board 10.15 a.m.

At present it is 4 o’clock in the afternoon. Mamma is sitting in an easy chair on the deck. I in another in front of her, writing these lines on my knees. Peter & Aristides are talking with the Captain near at hand; & John & Alecko looking out at the ships anchored in the port. Paul is sleeping in the ship’s saloon.

The Captain is a tall fellow, with grey whiskers & moustache—a Triestene. He has a curious, familiar way of talking which would seem to savour of impertinence if it were not so natural.

There is nobody else on board except a gaunt-looking Greek gentleman (?) with black mustachios; & a French lady.

Our cabins are horrid—teeming with beetles. Mamma says she won’t be able to sleep in them.

Tomorrow, about 5 p.m. the ship will start. I wish it would start sooner. I wish we were already far from Alexandria:

“My greatest grief is that I leave

No thing that claims a tear.”11



Constantine’s “epic” diary ended abruptly with the family’s arrival in Istanbul on July 8, 1882, where they were received “affectionately” by their family, among them his three Plessos cousins, including Tassos, who was “the handsomest of the three.”12 Until July 16, the family resided in a hotel in Therapia, on the European bank of the Bosporus, where prosperous denizens of the city and its diplomatic core had summer residences. Constantine composed a poem in English about their time there titled “Leaving Therapia,” which he never published:


Good-bye to Therápia & joys of the hotel—

Good dinners that make you exultingly swell,

Good beds that refresh you from the toil of the day

Fine sights near which you’d wish ever to stay—

To all these good things the time is well nigh I must bid a Good-Bye!

However Catíkioy’s opposite shore

I must hail tho’ by far more simple & poor:

But they say what is simple is good at the heart

And where goodness is we may well spare art:

So at humble Catíkioy let us not rail But bid it All Hail!13



Having enjoyed the respite provided by Therapia, especially after the horrors of a besieged Alexandria, he and the entire family had reservations about moving across the Bosporus to Cadiköy on the Asian side, where Haricleia’s father had rented a house for the summer, having already let his grand residence in Yeniköy to the Persian consul.14 That the once-proud “landowner” had leased his estate to strangers surely struck the young Constantine as a worrisome sign. His mother had already warned him before their departure that, although Cadiköy was a “respectable and fashionable quarter” of Istanbul, she feared the new house would be “small and not quite fit to receive six persons.” She hoped that her husband’s sole surviving sister, “Mme. Plesso,” who also lived there, could provide hospitality “to two or three of us.”15

Initially Constantine expressed his pleasure about coming to the great city of his ancestors. In his diary entry before their departure, he hinted at this grandeur, writing, “Northward ho! Northward for the great city in which my ancestors have flourished, powerful and generous…”16 Unlike the view from Therapia or even Yeniköy, which afforded vistas onto the other bank of the Bosporus, from the windows of this rented house Constantine had a commanding view across the water of Istanbul proper with its undulating skyline of minarets and the Galata neighborhood in the distance. At this age, in contrast to his adulthood when he had little interest in natural landscapes, he appreciated one of the world’s most extraordinary urban topographies, representing millennia of civilization and set in the spectacular confluence of waters: the Bosporus, the Golden Horn, and the Sea of Marmara.

It was in this rented house and later in his grandfather’s villa that Constantine wrote his first lines of poetry, though he could not have been anything but disappointed by the cramped dwelling. At first, Haricleia benefited from the rest this seaside address offered her after the traumatic shuffle from Alexandria. And she was surely relieved to be reunited with her family after an absence of nineteen years. Constantine and his brothers must have been bored by the isolation, especially in comparison to the urban vitality they were accustomed to back home in Alexandria. He soon exhausted the reading material he had brought with him: “I do not read much for the good reason that I have very little to read & husband my books as much as I can.”17 But it was astonishing how much he had read and understood to date. In one paragraph at the end of the “Constantinopoliad,” he refers to a study of Greek geography published in 1807 (still included in his surviving library)18 and has the confidence to judge the book as lacking good style while connecting its author to the ancient geographers Strabo and Pausanias.19

The situation improved at the end of the year when the family relocated to his mother’s ancestral house in Yeniköy.20 Moving there and spending time with his maternal family proved influential for the young Constantine, as he was inspired to collect material for the family genealogy that he began drafting in July 1882. He was so fascinated by his family’s narrative and his Phanariot-Byzantine roots that he decided to embark on this most arduous project. This is telling of his future interest not only in tracing historical lineages—whether Hellenistic, Roman, or Byzantine—but also in creating historical portraits. His time in Istanbul showed him that this villa represented what was left of the extensive holdings and wealth the Photiades family had accumulated a century earlier. Looking at the grand manor house and its vast gardens, along with those of an aunt next door, he could not help but feel once again how unlucky the family was.

His stay among his relatives reinforced the Phanariot connections the family had to Byzantium, Istanbul, and the Ottoman Empire. Two of the poems from this period, written in the heavy katharevousa (a purist, formal language) typical of Phanariot poetry, take on Ottoman themes. In “The Beyzades to His Beloved” (1884), a young Ottoman nobleman addresses his lady love.21 And “Dünya Güzeli” (1884), a figure right out of Ottoman and Greek folklore, concerns a lovely denizen of the harem who is the “most beautiful woman in the world.” The poem reflects Constantine’s exposure to Greek folklore that dominated Greek letters during this period, which was marked by the search for the uninterrupted continuity of the Greek identity. Composed in the mode of Greek Romantic poetry, these two poems reveal a young poet still enthralled by the intellectual currents of Istanbul. At such a young age, it was understandable that he was searching for a suitable writing style and thus came under the heavy influence of the reigning Phanariot school of Greek poetry.22

The Ottoman capital presented Constantine with many challenges but with many opportunities as well. Navigating the city was perhaps the first of these; haphazard living arrangements in different outlying suburbs and neighborhoods of the city, however, soon afforded him cover to come and go as he pleased, hidden from the oppressive eyes of his mother and relatives. Crisscrossing the city as he did and having no regular employment to make demands on his time, he was a free agent and likely used this autonomy to arrange the covert trysts and sexual assignations he reputedly engaged in during these years. Much has been made of this sexual experimentation, but less of the intellectual and historical stimuli of Istanbul, which, with nearly three hundred thousand Greek inhabitants, was the undisputed center of Hellenism both commercially and culturally. Indeed, the last two decades of the nineteenth century marked the period when the Greek population of the city achieved unprecedented levels of affluence, power, and autonomy, taking full advantage of the relaxation of Ottoman oversight and the freedoms accorded them by the various reforms granted decades earlier by the sultan. Perhaps the greatest example of this economic and intellectual ascendancy was the erection of the educational institution unapologetically named “The Great School of the Nation,” which opened its doors in 1882 to much fanfare and pomp. The iconic building, a striking neo-Gothic edifice built of red bricks imported from France, looms over the city to this day. With its distinctive domed tower, which houses an observatory, it was designed to make a powerful statement about the commitment of the Greek community to education and post-Enlightenment humanist values. Given the involvement of the Photiades relatives in community and church organizations in the city, the family would have been present at the inaugural festivities (Patriarch Ioakeim conducted the official dedication of the building on September 12, 1882).23 The building, designed by the Greek architect Pericles Demadis, dominates the Phanar district. A major landmark of the city to this day, it gives the impression of an Anglo-Saxon college, as Alexander Massavetas notes in his book on Istanbul.24 Constantine would have been too old to enroll in classes here (it was technically a high school). But the excitement and magnitude of the building’s dedication, an event occurring just months after his arrival, not only attests to the significant intellectual energy and ambitions of the Greeks during this period but also symbolizes the apogee of Greek cultural accomplishments in the city that proved definitive for his own intellectual formation at this critical juncture. There was no other place that could offer this sort of stimulus—not even Athens, which seemed to many a quaint provincial backwater in comparison. And Alexandria, of course, was in shambles following its bombardment by the British, although it would soon be rebuilt to achieve a cosmopolitan luster on a par with that of Istanbul’s “European” enclaves of Galata and Pera.

At this stage in his life, after a peripatetic series of sojourns and exiles (London, Liverpool, Alexandria, and now Istanbul), the nineteen-year-old Constantine was presented with the challenge of living up to his forbears in the city where Greek culture was undergoing a renaissance of sorts. It was an unimaginable opportunity for him to define and refine himself and align his intellectual energies with those of the Greek community around him. As was the pattern of the Cavafy brothers, the safety net proved to be erudition and culture, which served to offset the tragic hand they had been dealt following their father’s death, the family’s subsequent bankruptcy, and their humiliating return to Alexandria. These years in Istanbul were perhaps the most significant in terms of Constantine’s future intellectual orientation and linguistic commitment to the Greek language and Greek letters more broadly. The Ottoman capital served, one could say, as his urban finishing school. Here he had the vast ocean of Greek culture at his fingertips and the freedom to explore it. The availability of dozens of newspapers and journals in the city, owing largely to Ottoman reforms permitting a relatively free press (some one hundred were published by certain estimates25), played an important part in his lifelong interest in erudite journalism and prodded him in this direction vocationally. There was also the significant presence of the many Greek literary societies and cultural clubs in Istanbul—some seventy-five according to scholars of the period26—the most influential one being the Greek Philological Society of Constantinople, which functioned as a sort of Ministry of Education for the Greeks of the Ottoman Empire.27 With its imposing neoclassical building in Galata on Topçilar Street, Stavrodromi—the very heart of this Greek-inhabited district—the Society housed a vast library and hosted numerous free lectures for Constantine to attend, giving him access to the cultural debates and intellectual topics of the day. Evidence of this influence is borne out by the subject matter of his early prose writings, musings that emerge from his stay in the city and are heavily inflected by Greek folklore and the debate about the unbroken continuity of Hellenism. With two aunts, Amalia Kalinous and Evoulia Papalambrinoudi, living in the vicinity of the Greek Philological Society, Constantine had plenty of opportunities during his visits to take advantage of its many cultural offerings.

Pera, which means “beyond” in Greek, both literally and symbolically, was the more modern and European district of the city. To get there from Yeniköy one had to take a steamboat ferry to Eminönü and then cross the elegant bridge of Galata, with its prominent lampposts set along the iron railings. Approaching the dock, one observed the Topkapi Palace of the Sultans at the tip of the peninsula, and then the great monument of Hagia Sophia slightly to the left, the Sultan Ahmet Mosque behind a bit, and then a series of other mosques with their towering minarets to the right. A vivid description of the traffic on the Galata Bridge is offered by Edmondo De Amicis, an Italian writer whose popular travel book Costantinopoli (1878) captures the aura and ambience of the city, albeit with an Orientalist slant. Standing in Galata at the far end of the bridge, one could see the crowd coming “in great waves, each one of which is of a hundred colors, and every group of persons represents a new type of people… Behind a throng of Turkish porters who pass running, and bending under enormous burdens, advances a sedan-chair, inlaid with ivory and mother of pearl, and bearing an Armenian lady; and at either side of it a Bedouin wrapped in a white mantle and a Turk in a muslin turban and sky-blue caftan, beside whom canters a young Greek gentleman followed by his dragoman in embroidered vest.”28 Once in Galata, the chaos of life became intense: “The streets are almost all narrow and tortuous, bordered by taverns, pastry-cook shops, butchers’ and barbers’ shops… A dense and busy crowd throng the streets, constantly opening before carriages, porters, donkeys, and omnibuses.”29

From here there was the uphill climb on the famous 118 cobbled steps—ta skalakia—or the narrow streets through Galata with its dominating tower built by the Genoese in 1348. Once arriving at the tower, it was easier to access Pera,30 whose population was half foreign. Some eighty thousand Greeks lived there, a demographic similar to Alexandria’s with its commercial and cultural diversity.31 Here there were numerous cafés popular among non-Muslims, many of which were modeled on European establishments, a mixture of literary salons and social clubs that were frequented by intellectuals.32 A city with distinguished and long traditions in Ottoman, Greek, Sephardic, and Armenian poetry, Istanbul allowed Constantine the opportunity to partake in conversations about literature and meet young men with similar interests that certainly would have been more exciting and diverse than what he had been used to back home. In the late nineteenth century, Istanbul was undergoing a period of literary effervescence. This was made possible thanks to the Tanzimat reform movement (1839–76), which attempted to modernize Ottoman society, politics, and culture. Greeks, Armenians, and Jews were instrumental in translating works of European literature into Ottoman Turkish and thereby introducing readers to the novel and the theater.33 At this time, the Muslim and non-Muslim communities were much less separate politically and geographically. When Constantine arrived in Istanbul in 1882, he entered into a cosmopolitan literary culture blossoming in cafés, newspapers, literary societies, and publishing houses where communities of different languages shared “the same literary experiences.”34

Yet despite Pera’s European outlook, it had maintained its Ottoman character. “In the midst of Turkish houses, rise European palaces; behind the minaret stands the bell-tower; above the terrace, the dome; beside the dome, the battlement wall.”35 Although Ottoman leaders had hoped to undertake the same urban renewal that planners had introduced in Vienna along the Ringstrasse in the 1860s or in Rome in the 1880s, the empire, nearly bankrupt, could not afford such reconstructions. Hence, Istanbul never achieved the regular urban façade of these cities or the cosmopolitan aesthetic that postbombardment Alexandria itself would eventually acquire. Although neighborhoods were largely ethnically organized, built around mosques, churches, and synagogues, there was no profound “barrier” separating Europeans and Muslims as in Alexandria, a city divided into two sections. The capital of two great civilizations, the city had amassed swaths of different ethnic and religious groups, all living side by side, as dictated by the millet system of the Ottoman Empire.

The streets were narrow, of irregular width, and very crowded. Around the Golden Horn, the houses were “all of wood, painted in different colors, their upper stories projecting over the lower; and the windows protected in front by a sort of grated gallery, and closed by small wooden lattices, giving to the street a singular aspect of mystery and gloom” as described by De Amicis.36 Pera, the cultural, business, and entertainment hub of the city—a place “proudly cosmopolitan”37—featured many structures built in the Classical Revival style in imitation of Paris. Neoclassical façades stood next to Ottoman-style edifices, making for a truly hybrid architectural aesthetic.

The European crowd here was different from that traversing the bridge of Galata: “Almost all wear stove-pipe hats and the ladies are crowned with plumed and flowery French bonnets. There are exquisites from Greece, from Italy, and France; merchants of high pretensions, attachés of the different legations, officers of foreign ships of war, ambassadorial coaches, and equivocal figures of every country.” De Amicis’s Orientalist description captures something of the stereotyped auras of the city’s diverse population: “The Turk is motionless, and all his lineaments repose in a kind of quiet without thought, like that of a ruminating animal… The Greek on the contrary, is very mobile, and reveals in a thousand changing expressions of life and eye everything that is passing through his mind; he tosses his head with the movement of a spirited horse… his whole person betrays vanity and ambition.”38 Promenading past its monumental embassies, with their long, tended gardens guarded by tall iron gates, visitors stood before the elegant shops stocked with household articles, others selling European fabrics, and stores full of Parisian accessories for women.

Standing in grand opposition to Pera and Galata was Ottoman Stamboul, the old city, where the ruined relics of Byzantium beckoned. The ironies of history’s master narratives about the rise and fall of empires were in full evidence here for Constantine to ponder and behold as he meandered through the city in search of its diminished Byzantine past and his family history. As the poet John Ash put it, “In Istanbul, it is hard to escape a recurring sense of loss: no civilization fought harder than the Byzantine to preserve the past for future generations, yet so much that was great in its own art and architecture has vanished.”39 Constantine felt this, as did many Greeks.40 The city’s famous land and sea walls, for one, were a thing of wonder, having protected Constantinople for over a thousand years. In various states of miraculous preservation and sublime ruin, replete with Greek inscriptions and enclosing Byzantine palaces, churches, monasteries, and even prisons, they were tragically demolished to accommodate the city’s modern railway. Indeed, the Byzantine walls stand as a powerful metaphor for the city’s past. Byron was so moved by them that he declared: “I never beheld a work of nature or art which yielded an impression like the prospect on each side from the Seven Towers to the end of the Golden Horn.”41 There were plenty of grand structures besides the imposing churches of Hagia Sophia, Saint Irene, and Saints Sergius and Bacchus, or the massive Aqueduct of Valens, for Constantine to visit and experience. In fact, there were roughly a dozen Byzantine religious and imperial monuments scattered throughout Stamboul. He had reason to frequent the old city given that the members of the Cavafy and Photiades family were connected to the church of Saint Constantine42 located in the Samatya (Psomathia) section of the old city.43 When attending church here to celebrate his name day on May 21, he could ponder the nearby Byzantine monastic church of the Stoudion, one of the empire’s most revered institutions, where Theodore the Studite led his successful defense of religious images in the ninth century. The Stoudion was still standing in the 1880s, functioning as a mosque, as were the majority of these surviving Byzantine monuments.

These monuments were mostly from the Comnenian and Palaiologan periods (1081–1453), which is precisely the span of Byzantine history Constantine would focus on when he eventually wrote his poems on Byzantine themes. Indelible impressions were surely made by the more imposing of these buildings.44 He had occasion to see the original edifice of the Church of Saint Theodore of Tyron / Vefa Kilise Camii, on which the Church of Saint Nicholas in Liverpool was based, adding a direct connection to his life back in England, where the world of Gothic Revival intersected with his latest exile to a city where he was to experience his own Byzantine reawakening. For a young man who was discovering his family’s genealogy in this city, how poignant it must have felt to link these two churches and to conjoin the fate of his family with the span of Greek history, something that would become the hallmark of his poetry. Here amid all these transformed buildings, the trauma of cultural displacement was staring him full in the face as he wandered through the remains of a vanquished civilization. This sentiment of unjust misfortune will resurface and be distilled alchemically into one of his most poignant poems—“Of Colored Glass” (1925*)—which recounts late Byzantine decline:


One detail greatly moves me

from the Blachernai Palace coronation of John Kantakouzinos

and Irene Adronikou Asan.

Since they had only a few precious stones

(such was the poverty of our wretched state)

they wore fakes. An array of glass pieces,

red, green, or blue. For me there’s nothing

humbling or undignified

in these little bits of colored glass. On the contrary,

they seem like a sorrowful protest

against the unjust fate of those two being crowned.

They’re the symbols of what was befitting them,

what was above all right for them to have

at their coronation, a Lord John Kantakouzinos,

a Lady Irene Andronikou Asan.



Istanbul was unique in another important way in terms of its urban landscape: its late-antique and Byzantine monuments were physically present for Constantine to observe, rather than having to be evoked, as was the case in Alexandria, where virtually nothing survived from the Hellenistic past. Istanbul did not lend itself to metaphorical interpretations, at least not the ones Constantine would later develop in Alexandria. Its material culture, as manifested in its numerous monuments, allowed him to revisit history in ways different from the speculative search for the vanished Ptolemaic glories of Alexandria. Upon returning to the city of his birth, he would be forced to seek the past in imaginary underground tombs and in the veiled spaces of his apartment.

Culture, religion, and Hellenism were not the only attractions that Istanbul held for Constantine; the city’s many hamams would have offered him opportunities for sexual adventures. Unfortunately, we have no direct evidence of his having visited any of these establishments. We have only one reference to his early sexuality in a series of interviews given by Rika Sengopoulos, who claimed that he had his first sexual encounters while residing in this city, without providing any more details.45 It is very possible that a young man in his early twenties, unburdened by his family’s prying eyes, would have diffidently ventured into these highly accessible places where sensuality and pleasure beckoned. Throughout the Ottoman Empire, the hamam served as a place where men could seek and find illicit erotic expression. At least during the early period of the empire, men could pay for male prostitutes, usually adolescent “unbearded” boys—a practice that was widely prevalent and perhaps even institutionally acceptable.46 In later years, the hamams acquired a reputation for providing an eroticized, ambiguous space where men could meet in dark corners or special rooms.47 The most famous hamam on the peninsula was the Cemberlitas Hamami; built in 1583, it remains one of the largest bathhouses in the city and one of the most frequently visited.48 Although homosexual activities were denounced in Islamic moral and legal literature, “in practice very little was done to curb or inhibit them, provided they were done away from the public eye.”49 As long as male-to-male sex was confined to bathhouses or other private spaces (that is to say, not labeled publicly as “homosexual”), it was practiced freely.

Constantine never referred to sexual experiences in his correspondence with the friends who had returned to Alexandria after the British bombardment. He must have described enthusiastically his sojourns through Istanbul, so much so that Mikès Ralli wrote to him back in January 1885, complaining: “I cannot understand your strange infatuation in adoring C/ple as you do; very picturesque it may be, it may be beautiful to wander forth towards evening and take a walk by the silent Bosporus tinged by the setting sun; from Pera you may command a wide view to recall to your mind the doings of our brave and mighty ancestors” (letter dated January 11, 1885).50 But Mikès wondered what else his friend could have been doing for two years, what other amusements he might have had. Constantine engaged in intellectually stimulating exchanges with his brother John and with Mikès, often seeking bibliographic information from them. He longed for his books and papers, all burned in Alexandria. Mikès asks, “What kind of books have you at your disposal now?” Acknowledging that the few books he took with him “must have been read by you over and over again,” he asks if there are any “circulating libraries in Constantinople” (January 1, 1884).51 “I suppose you will not take it on yourself to declare Con/ple a more civilized town than Alexandria,” Mikès writes. Then he assures him that “we have something better to offer you than dry and dusty walks” (January 1, 1884).52 Yet it was these dusty walks that solidified another aspect of Constantine’s urban personality and fostered his assimilation of a great city’s allure, with Istanbul now vying with London, Liverpool, and Alexandria for the budding poet’s creative allegiance.

Although none of the many letters Constantine wrote from Istanbul to his friends or to his brother John survive, he began experimenting with prose and poetry during this period, making a commitment to writing in the Greek language when he surely could have embarked on a literary career in either English or French. The unpublished narrative “A Night Out in Kalinderi,” composed in 1885 during his final year in the city and completed upon his return to Alexandria in 1886, records his intimate and intense engagement with Istanbul and its environs. This text, along with the poems “Nichori” and “Leaving Therapia,” are the only documents we have about his actual stay in Istanbul. In a letter to his friend Pericles Anastasiades written sometime in 1896, Constantine identified “A Night Out in Kalinderi” as an “old article” and explained that he tried to experiment with the language, using a blend of the spoken tongue and formal written language.53 The narrator of “A Night Out in Kalinderi,” speaking in the first person, tells us that “Kalinderi” refers to the coast between Neochorion (Nichori in Greek, Yeniköy in Turkish) and Therapia, where the family stayed upon its arrival in Istanbul. Wanting to get some fresh air, the narrator takes a walk along the seaside road in the direction of a café. It being Saturday night, people around him are rushing about in preparation for Sunday: “The night was magical” and the full moon cast its silver glow upon the waters of the Bosporus while on the Asian side opposite him, the small white houses and minarets are all aglow. His soul was lifted up by the beauty of the landscape, and as he enters the café, he overhears conversations of the patrons before finding solitude in “the best part of the café” under the large branches of a tree. Taking two chairs for himself, he orders some coffee, “coffee that you can only find in the City,” and spends two enchanting hours “marveling at the beautiful view which nature had unfolded” before him. The speaker is left speechless by the town, its location along the Bosporus, and its natural beauty. Lost in thought, he considers himself fortunate to be there and concludes that no matter how overcome one was with worry, one only needed to stroll in the outskirts of the “City” and amble along the coast to find some relief. “The Spirit of Byzantine Nature whispers to you ‘God provides.’ ”54
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