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INTRODUCTION



I. A MODERN SEQUEL TO HOMER


When in the winter of 1938, at the age of fifty-five, Nikos Kazantzakis first published his Odyssey in Athens, it had long been awaited with intense anticipation, and was received with confused bewilderment. Expectation had run high during the twelve years since 1925 when he had worked and reworked through seven complex versions of what he hoped would be the final and best summation of his life and thought. Already he had taken his place among the greatest of modern Greek authors with his many prose and poetic dramas,* his novels, † his books of travel and philosophy, and his invaluable translations, including Dante’s Divine Comedy and Goethe’s Faust. Later, he was also to publish his translations into modern Greek of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, but now he had dared to challenge, or so it seemed, the most sacrosanct of all poets not only by grafting his own epic firmly on Homer’s poem, but also by giving it the same title and by continuing “the sufferings and torments of renowned Odysseus” in a modern sequel three times the size of his predecessor’s original. He had even dared to attempt this in an age in which, all scholars were agreed, it was no longer possible to compose a long narrative poem based on myth. The critics now found themselves confronted by a huge tome of 835 pages (subsidized by an American patron, Miss Joe Mac Leod), 10 by 15 inches in size, handsomely printed in a special type, limited to an edition of 300 copies, written in 24 books (one for each letter of the Greek alphabet), and in 33,333 lines of an extremely unfamiliar seventeen-syllable unrhymed iambic measure of eight beats.


Furthermore, the poem was filled with disturbing innovations and seemed to depart from tradition in every conceivable way, for the poet had chosen to publish it in a form of simplified spelling and syntax which he had long advocated, analogous in English to the experiments of Robert Bridges in The Testament of Beauty. Worse, he had ruthlessly cut away the atrophied yet hallowed accentual marks imposed on ancient Greek by Byzantine scholars, retaining only the acute accent for certain syllables in order to indicate stress, much as in Spanish. Blood had been spilled and scholars deposed from their chairs at the University of Athens for proposing similar linguistic simplifications. But most distressing of all to     Athenian intellectuals was to be confronted with a special lexicon of almost 2,000 words appended to the poem and meant to elucidate a diction and an idiom with which they found themselves disconcertingly unfamiliar, although (as I was later to attest) these words and phrases were in daily and familiar use by shepherds and fishermen throughout the islands and villages of Greece, or imbedded in their folk songs and legends. Even then, however, there were many who hailed the book for what it was—the greatest of modern Greek poems and a masterpiece of the modern world. Yet it was inevitable that most critics, confronted with a work of such scope, should shy away from considerations of its meaning and its poetic worth and preoccupy themselves with its exterior manifestations, its strange spelling, its unfamiliar diction, its lack of accentual marks, its unusual measure, and primarily with its “anti-classical” style and structure.


The appearance of Kazantzakis’ Odyssey, in short, created as much furor in Greek circles as the publication in English circles of another epic of comparable proportions and intent, the Ulysses of James Joyce. Both works are concerned with the modern man in search of a soul, and both utilize the framework of Homer’s Odyssey as reference, though in strikingly different ways. In a recent work, The Ulysses Theme, Dr. W. B. Stanford, Regius Professor of Greek at the University of Dublin, traces the permutations of Odysseus in literature from Greek, Hellenic, Alexandrian, Roman, Renaissance, Medieval and Modern times through almost three thousand years of changing development, and then devotes his last chapter to a consideration of Kazantzakis’ Odyssey and Joyce’s Ulysses as “the most elaborate portraits of Odysseus in the whole post-Homeric tradition,” as “unusually comprehensive symbols of contemporary aspirations and perplexities,” and concludes that Kazantzakis’ Odyssey “offers as much scope for ethical, theological, and artistic controversy as Joyce’s Ulysses.” He asserts that both works justify their bulk by their complex development of the theme’s content and symbolism, and that it says much for the vitality of the myth that its greatest extensions should have emerged almost three thousand years after its first appearance in literature. Kazantzakis, Dr. Stanford continues, “has found many new ways of understanding Odysseus in terms of modern thought,” and has presented “a fully integrated portrait of the hero—as wanderer and politician, as destroyer and preserver, as sensualist and ascetic, as soldier and philosopher, as pragmatist and idealist, as legislator and humorist,” combining many scattered elements in both ancient and modern traditions until the episodic and spatial enrichments of the myth “are augmented on a scale, both physical and imaginative, far beyond any contributions since Homer’s.”


In his characterization of Odysseus, Kazantzakis has, of course, derived many of his hero’s qualities and adventures from the early Greek epic, but in essence, Dr. Stanford believes, “his Odysseus is an avatar of Dante’s centrifugal hero, and derives from the tradition which leads from Dante through Tennyson and Pascoli to the present day.” In the twenty-sixth canto of Dante’s Inferno, Odysseus speaks from a two-forked tongue of flame: “Neither fondness for my son, nor reverence for my aged father, nor due love that should have cheered Penelope could conquer in me the ardor that I had to gain experience of the world and of human vice and worth; I put forth on the deep sea, with but one ship, and with that small company which had not deserted me. . . . ‘O brothers,’ I said,  . . . ‘deny not experience of the unpeopled world beyond the Sun. Consider your origins: ye were not formed to live like brutes, but to follow virtue and knowledge.’” Dr. Stanford finds that Kazantzakis’ Odysseus is closer to Tennyson’s in essence, “for though Tennyson makes his hero’s expressed desire To follow knowledge, like a sinking. star, / Beyond the utmost bound of human thought,’ yet his immediate motive is to free himself from his domestic environment in Ithaca.” This is similar to the thought of the great Greek-Alexandrine poet Constantine Cavafis, who in his poem Ithaca wrote that what was meaningful for Odysseus was not the arrival in Ithaca but the enriching experiences of the voyage itself, for when the mariner comes to understand that Ithaca has given him the beautiful voyage, that without her in mind he would never have set out on his way, and that she has nothing more to give him now, then he will have understood “what an Ithaca means.” And in Book XVI of Kazantzakis’ poem, Odysseus exclaims: “My soul, your voyages have been your native land!”


Dr. Stanford believes that “Kazantzakis has singled out the wish to be free as the dominant passion of his hero. In fact, psychologically, his epic is an exploration of the meaning of freedom.” Throughout his poem Kazantzakis explores the meaning of freedom in all its implications of liberation, redemption, deliverance, and salvation. “Odysseus,” he once said in a newspaper interview, “is the man who has freed himself from everything—religions, philosophies, political systems—one who has cut away all the strings. He wants to try all the forms of life, freely, beyond plans and systems, keeping the thought of death before him as a stimulant, not to make every pleasure more acrid or every ephemeral moment more sharply enjoyable in its brevity, but to whet his appetites in life, to make them more capable of embracing and of exhausting all things so that, when death finally came, it would find nothing to take from him, for it would find an entirely squandered Odysseus.” Kazantzakis has expressed the last part of this thought in verse in the beautiful opening to Book XXIII, lines 27-37, and in these courageous ten lines he has written his own best epitaph.


After considering the development of Odysseus in vernacular plays, lyrics, novels, and moral discourses, Dr. Stanford concludes that “Joyce’s prose narrative and Kazantzakis’ poem are nearer to heroic epic than to any of these genres. This epic quality enables these authors to treat of Odysseus with a greater objectivity than in drama, and a greater weight of heroic symbolism than in a novel. Here, in fact, we return after a long interval to the heroic-romantic atmosphere of the Odyssey, an atmosphere less strictly epical than that of the Iliad, but closer to it than to any other genre of classical literature, and an atmosphere especially congenial to the versatile and often unorthodox heroism of Odysseus.” Yet for Kazantzakis the question of whether or not his poem was an epic seemed of little     importance. “Nothing, in truth, is more superficial or more barren,” he wrote in answer to a young Greek scholar, “than the discussion as to whether or not the Odyssey is an epic poem and whether the epic is a contemporary art form. Historians of literature come only after the artist has passed; they hold measuring rods, they take measurements and construct useful laws for their science, but these are useless for the creator because he has the right and the strength—this is what creation means—to break them by creating new ones. When a vital soul feels, without previous aesthetic theories, the necessity to create, then whatever shape his creations take cannot help but be alive. Form and Substance are one. So far as I am concerned, there has been no age more epical than ours. It is in such ages which come between two cultures—when one Myth dissolves and another struggles to be born—that epic poems are created. For me, the Odyssey is a new epical-dramatic attempt of the modern man to find deliverance by passing through all the stages of contemporary anxieties and by pursuing the most daring hopes. What deliverance? He does not know as he starts out, but he creates it constantly with his joys and sorrows, with his successes and failures, with his disappointments, fighting always. This, I am certain, is the anguished struggle, whether conscious or subconscious, of the true modern man. In such intermediate periods, a spiritual endeavor can either look back to justify and judge the old civilization which is disintegrating, or it can look ahead and struggle to prophesy and formulate the new one. Odysseus struggles by looking ahead unceasingly, his neck stretched forward like the leader of birds migrating.” In Book III, as Odysseus watches the tribes of blond barbarians slowly seeping into Greece from the North, he exclaims: “Blessed be that hour that gave me birth between two eras!”


Nor was it ever Kazantzakis’ intention to emulate or to imitate Homer. Although he has grafted his poem directly on the main trunk of Homer’s Odyssey, by lopping off the last two books and wedging his opening firmly in Book XXII, it does not continue in a direct line of ascent but swerves almost immediately into its own directional growth, into the modern world and its problems, ruthlessly abandoning what it does not need, yet plunging its own veins deep in the main trunk to drink up vast primordial sources overlaid with the parasitical growth of almost thirty centuries. Odysseus completely ignores Penelope, as though her image had vanished after nineteen years of longing; a new relationship between himself, his son, his father, and his people is formulated; the Olympian gods are almost entirely abandoned to make way for the slow appearance of a new agonized deity, and the turbulent quest of the modern man for new questions and new answers almost immediately begins.


II. THE PHILOSOPHY


Just before Kazantzakis began to write the Odyssey, he completed a small book, perhaps best titled The Saviors of God and subtitled Spiritual Exercises, where in a passionate and poetic style, yet in systematic     fashion, he set down the philosophy embodied not only in the Odyssey but in everything he has written, for he was a man of one overwhelming vision, striving to give it shape in all the forms he could master, in epic, drama, novel, travelogue, criticism, translation, and even political action. A brief summary of the skeletal ideas of that book will place in a more comprehensible order the same vision which is scattered and intermingled with narrative and incident in the Odyssey; primarily in Books XIV, XVI, and in those following when Odysseus meets various representative types of mankind such as Prince Motherth (of Buddha), Margaro (of the Courtesan), the Hermit (of Faust), Captain Sole (of Don Quixote), the Lord of the Tower (of the Hedonist), and the Negro Fisher-lad (of Christ). I have appended a complete synopsis of the poem at the back of this book, but a reading at this moment of the brief summaries of Book XIV and XVI will help the reader toward a better understanding of the exposition which follows.


A man, writes Kazantzakis, has three duties. His first duty is to the mind which imposes order on disorder, formulates laws, builds bridges over the unfathomable abyss, and sets up rational boundaries beyond which man does not dare to go. But his second duty is to the heart, which admits of no boundaries; which yearns to pierce beyond phenomena and to merge with something beyond mind and matter. His third duty is to free himself from both mind and heart, from the great temptation of the hope which both offer of subduing phenomena or of finding the essence of things. A man must then embrace the annihilating abyss without any hope, he must say that nothing exists, neither life nor death, and must accept this necessity bravely, with exultation and song. He may then build the affirmative structure of his life over this abyss in an ecstasy of tragic joy.


A man is now prepared to undertake a pilgrimage of four stages. At the start of his journey, he hears an agonized cry within him shouting for help. His first step is to plunge into his own ego until he discovers that it is the endangered spirit (or “God”) locked within each man that is crying out for liberation. In order to free it, each man must consider himself solely responsible for the salvation of the world, because when a man dies, that aspect of the universe which is his own particular vision and the unique play of his mind also crashes in ruins forever. In the second step, a man must plunge beyond his ego and into his racial origins; yet among his forefathers he must choose only those who can help him toward greater refinement of spirit, that he may in turn pass on his task to a son who may also surpass him. The third step for a man is to plunge beyond his own particular race into the races of all mankind and to suffer their composite agony in the struggle to liberate God within themselves. The fourth step is to plunge beyond mankind and to become identified with all the universe, with animate and inanimate matter, with earth, stones, sea, plants, animals, insects, and birds, with the vital impulse of creation in all phenomena. Each man is a fathomless composite of atavistic roots plunging down to the primordial origin of things. A man is now prepared to go     beyond the mind, the heart, and hope, beyond his ego, his race, and mankind even, beyond all phenomena and plunge further into a vision of the Invisible permeating all things and forever ascending.


The essence of the Invisible is an agonized ascent toward more and more purity of spirit, toward light. The goal is the struggle itself, since the ascent is endless. God is not a perfect being toward which man proceeds, but a spiritual concept which evolves toward purity as man himself evolves on earth. He is not Almighty, for he is in constant danger, filled with wounds, struggling to survive; he is not All-holy, for he is pitiless in the cruel choice he makes to survive, caring neither for men nor animals, neither for virtues nor ideas, but making use of them all in an attempt to pass through them and shake himself free; he is not All-knowing, for his head is a confused jumble of dark and light. He cries out to man for help because man is his highest spiritual reach in the present stage of his evolution. He cannot be saved unless man tries to save him by struggling with him, nor can man be saved unless God is saved. On the whole, it is rather man who must save God. When a man has had this vision of the ceaselessly unsated and struggling spirit, he must then attempt to give it body in deeds, in political action, in works of every nature, realizing, of course, that any embodiment must of necessity pollute the vision, yet accepting and utilizing such imperfect instruments in the never-ending struggle.


The essence of God is to find freedom, salvation. Our duty is to aid him in this ascent, and to save ourselves at last from our final hope of salvation, to say to ourselves that not even salvation exists, and to accept this with tragic joy. Love is the force which urges us on and which descends on us as a dance, a rhythm. Injustice, cruelty, longing, hunger and war are leaders that push us on. God is never created out of happiness and comfort, but out of tragedy and strife. The greatest virtue is not to be free, but to struggle ceaselessly for freedom. The universe is a creation in the meeting of two opposite streams, one male and the other female, one ascending toward integration, toward life, toward immortality, the other descending toward disintegration, toward matter, toward death. It becomes a blossoming Tree of Fire whose summit bears the final fruit of light. Fire is the first and ultimate mask of God. One day it will vanish into the deepest and most distilled essence of the spirit, that of silence, where all contraries at last will be resolved.


In his early youth Kazantzakis wrote two treatises, one on Nietzsche and one on Bergson, and though scholars may later trace in his thoughts pervading influences of such diverse and contrary strains as Buddha, Lenin, Christ, Spinoza, Spengler, Darwin, Homer, Frazer and Dante, they will discover, I believe, that the earliest influences were the deepest. Nietzsche confirmed him in his predilection for the Dionysian as opposed to the Apollonian vision of life: for Dionysus, the god of wine and revelry, of ascending life, of joy in action, of ecstatic motion and inspiration, of instinct and adventure and dauntless suffering, the god of song and music and dance; as opposed to Apollo, the god of peace, of leisure and repose, of aesthetic emotion and intellectual contemplation, of logical order and philosophical calm, the god of painting and sculpture and epic poetry. We shall see, however, that though this was for him a decided predilection and a biased emphasis, it was not at all a rejection, but rather an assimilation of the Apollonian vision of life. He had always strongly felt the opposing attraction of Apollonian clarity. Once, as he stood before an elaborate baroque church in Spain, lost in its intricacies, Kazantzakis felt a distaste for so much complication and lack of clarity. “Surely,” he wrote in his travel book on that country, “the highest art lies in the restraint of passion, in imposing order on disorder, serenity on joy and pain.  . . . A man must not be seduced by superfluous beauties, he must not be misled to think that by filling up space he has conquered time.” He then recounts how Dionysus came out of India clad in multicolored silks, laden with bracelets and rings, his eyes ringed with black, his fingernails painted crimson. But as the god proceeded into Greece, his adornments fell from him one by one until he stood naked on a hill at Eleusis. Dionysus, the god of ecstatic and visionary drunkenness, had turned into Apollo, the god of serene beauty. Such, wrote Kazantzakis, is the progress of art. Ultimately Kazantzakis wished to combine the two in what he called the “Cretan Glance,” to remind scholars that Dionysus as well as Apollo was a god of the Greeks, and that the noblest of Greek arts was a synthesis of the two ideals. He may be compared to Yeats who in his philosophical work A Vision describes human character and human history as a conflicting war between subjective and objective elements, yet who had a decided predilection in his own work and in that of others for those of subjective, or what he called “antithetical” temperament.


From Nietzsche, Kazantzakis also took the exaltation of tragedy as the joy of life, a certain “tragic optimism” of the strong man who delights to discover that strife is the pervading law of life, the “melancholy joy” which Wagner discerned in the last quartets of Beethoven. Innumerable epigrams from Thus Spake Zarathustra may illustrate various sections of the Odyssey: “Live dangerously. Erect your cities beside Vesuvius. Send out your ships to unexplored seas. Live in a state of war.” “My formula for greatness is Amor fati . . . not only to bear up under every necessity, but to love it.” “Thou shalt build beyond thyself  . . . Thou shalt not only propagate thyself, but propagate thyself upwards.” “He who strideth across the highest mountain laugheth at all tragedies.” But in contrast to Nietzsche, Kazantzakis had an intense love for the common man and a belief in socialistic orders which try to alleviate poverty and lift oppression. Though he distrusted the purely “intellectual” men, he accepted certain aspects of Nietzsche’s superman, and depicted Odysseus as a type of those superior beings in humanity who must ruthlessly take the vanguard and lead mankind toward spiritual fulfillment. It was Kazantzakis’ vain dream, perhaps, as it was that of Odysseus and Moses, to make all individuals into superior beings, to lead them toward the Promised Land and to test them to the breaking point. Nietzsche and Spengler also confirmed him in his belief that civilizations flourish and then are destroyed by some     more primitive force, as the Doric barbarians in his poem overrun Greece, Knossos, and Egypt; as the Romans overran Greece; as the Teutons overran Europe; and as the Russians today threaten to overrun the vacillating democracies of both hemispheres.


Perhaps the deepest influence on Kazantzakis’ thought has been that of Bergson. The relationship which Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas bore to the thought and structure of Dante, Bergson bears to the thought and structure of Kazantzakis, and it is not without significance that he studied with Bergson at the Collège de France during his formative years. At the core of Kazantzakis’ thought and his Dionysian method lies Bergson’s concept of life as the expression of an élan vital, a vital or creative impulse, a fluid and persistent creation that flows eternally and manifests itself in everchanging eruptive phenomena. “According to Bergson,” Kazantzakis wrote in his treatise on his former teacher, “life is an unceasing creation, a leap upwards, a vital outburst, an élan vital . . . All the history of life up to man is a gigantic endeavor of the vital impulse to elevate matter, to create a being which would be free of the inflexible mechanism of inertia. . . Two streams, that of life and that of matter, are in motion, though in opposite directions: one toward integration and the other toward disintegration. Bergson thinks of the élan vital as a seething stream which in its ebullition distills into falling drops. It is these drops which constitute matter.” Life, as Bergson describes it in his Creative Evolution, is more a matter of time than of space; it is not position, but change; it is not quantity so much as quality; it is not a mere redistribution of matter and motion. The emphasis lies not on matter but on mind; not on space but on time; not on passivity but on action; not on mechanism, but on choice. Life is “always and always the procreative urge of the world.” The shape of things is not imposed from without, but impelled from within. Although life abandons the individual to disintegration, it conquers death through reproduction and an unceasing creative evolution.


The impulse of life, according to Bergson, has manifested itself in three stages in its effort toward more and more freedom. In the first stage life was rooted in the dark torpidity of plants and in the security it found there; in the second stage it froze in the mechanical instinct of such automatons as the ant and the bee; in the third stage, through vertebrates, through intelligence and will, it cast off routine instinct and plunged into “the endless risks of thought.” For Kazantzakis, as for Bergson, intuition (allied to instinct) is a more penetrating and more Dionysian vision which seeks the essence of things, but both based their ultimate hope on the intellect which, as it grows stronger and bolder in evolutionary growth, seems to embody best the highest forms through which the élan vital may find its supreme expression. Yet it must be stressed that both intuition and intellect have a common ancestry, that they are yoked bifurcations of the same body. “They are not successive degrees of evolution,” Kazantzakis writes; “they are simply directions which the same fermentation took. Difference of quality and not of quantity exists between instinct and intellect. Instinct knows things, intellect the relationship between things. Both are     cognitive faculties.  . . . Intuition has the advantage of entering into the very essence of life, of feeling its movement, its creation. But it has one great disadvantage: it cannot express itself.” Language is an instrument of the intellect. That philosophy which wants to interpret experience and to understand the essence of things cannot do it with the intellect alone. “Intellect must therefore work hand in hand with instinct ‘Only the intellect,’ says Bergson, ‘can seek to solve some problems, though it will never solve them; only the instinct can solve them, though it will never seek them.’ There is need, therefore, of absolute collaboration.”


“Life,” writes Kazantzakis, stressing his words by underlining them, “is what inspiration is to a poem. Words obstruct the flow of inspiration, but nevertheless they express it as best they can. Only the human intellect can dissect words, or unite them, or delineate them grammatically; but if we are to comprehend the poem, something else is needed; we must plunge into its heart, we must live in its inspiration, we must enter into a rhythmical harmony with the poet himself, for only then may the words lose their rigidity and inflexibility or may the current rush on its way once more and the poem seethe in us with its true essence, and which a grammatical analysis can never discover. Similarly, in order to comprehend the élan vital, the human intellect is necessary, the examination of created things, the history of our earth as our scientific researches show them; but this is not enough, just as words are not enough by which to comprehend a poem. Both elements are indispensable.”


The unceasing creativity of life, casting up and discarding individuals and species as experiments on its way toward more and more liberation, is what Bergson and Kazantzakis both meant by God. For both men God is not omnipotent, but infinite; he is not omniscient, but struggles and stumbles, impeded by matter, toward more and more consciousness, toward light. “God, thus defined,” writes Bergson, “has nothing of the readymade; He is unceasing life, action, freedom. Creation so conceived is not a mystery; we experience it in ourselves when we act freely.” All the impulses in man toward further strength and betterment are the voices and the surge of the creative force within him pushing him onward and upward in an unending stream of creation and re-creation. Finally, what appears but darkly, hesitatingly, tentatively in Kazantzakis (especially in the last encounters of Odysseus with Heracles and Prometheus) is enunciated clearly by Bergson: the final hope that life in its struggle with matter might in time learn how to elude mortality. “The animal,” writes Bergson, “takes its stand on the plant, man bestrides animality, and the whole of humanity, in space and time, is one army galloping beside and before and behind each of us in an overwhelming charge able to beat down every resistance and clear the most formidable obstacles, perhaps even death.” *


Like all poets, Kazantzakis is not so much a systematic philosopher as one who, reaching out the tentacles of his mind and spirit, and grasping whatever might bring him nourishment, sucks up all into the third inner     eye of vision peculiar to himself alone, and moves the reader with an imaginative view of life so intense as to be, in truth, a new apprehension. Basic to all of Kazantzakis’ vision, as to that of Yeats, has been the attempt to synthesize what seem to be contraries, antitheses, antinomies. His own life and personality would seem to be a battleground of contradictions unless one looked upon them with the third inner eye, and from a higher peak, as on an unceasing battle for a harmony never resolved. This eye, this glance, between the eye of the Orient (or Dionysus, who came from India or Asia Minor) and the eye of Hellenic Greece (or Apollo), Kazantzakis called the “Cretan Glance,” for he was born on the island of Crete, at the crossroads between Africa, Asia, and Europe. In replying to a young Greek scholar who accused him of being “anti-classical” in his Odyssey, Kazantzakis answered that the streams which created the ancient Greek civilization were two: the dark underground stream of Dionysus, and the upper lustrous one of Apollo. The underground stream watered and nourished the fruits of the upper world; if Dionysus had not existed, Apollo would have become anemic. Both were primitive and fertile Greek roots, but in the three thousand years that have passed, much new blood has entered into Greek veins and enriched them. A creator might take either one of two roads: he might deny anything that was not part of “classical Greece,” and of that accept the Apollonian vision only; or he might try, as the incurable descendants of an abundant richness, to create the synthesis of all these bloods, to find the expressions of a hyper-hellenic wealth. “You,” wrote Kazantzakis to the young scholar, “prefer the first road, that of ancient classical Hellenism, and I the second. In my Odyssey, I attempted to make this synthesis and to find this expression. Odysseus is not only a general sketch of the newer man who longs for a new and superior form of life, but he is also, in particular, the Greek who has to solve a most fundamental dilemma of his destiny; Odysseus chooses and lives the solution which seems to him the most true; he does not seek to prune his life, he denies nothing, he seeks the synthesis.”


Kazantzakis then makes two distinctions between Greece and the Orient. The chief characteristic of Greece is to erect the secure fortress of the ego, the fixed outline which subdues disorderly drives and primitive demons to the dictates of the enlightened and disciplined will. The supreme ideal of Greece is to save the ego from anarchy and chaos. The supreme ideal of the Orient is to dissolve the ego into the infinite and to become one with it. Passive contemplation, the bliss of renunciation, an utterly trustful abandonment to mysterious and impersonal powers—such is the essence of the Orient. “There is nothing so contrary to the spirit and practice of Odysseus as this Oriental conception of life,” Kazantzakis wrote to his young critic. “Of course he does not, like the Greeks, cast a veil over chaos, for he prefers, instead, to keep a sleepless vigil and to increase his strength by gazing into it; yet he never abandons himself to chaos, for on the contrary, until the very last moment, when Death appears, he stands erect before chaos and looks upon it with undimmed eyes.” This attitude toward life and death is not Greek, nor is it Oriental; it is something else: “Crete, for me (and not, naturally, for all Cretans), is the synthesis which I always pursue, the synthesis of Greece and the Orient. I neither feel Europe in me nor a clear and distilled classical Greece; nor do I at all feel the anarchic chaos and the will-less perseverance of the Orient. I feel something else, a synthesis, a being that not only gazes on the abyss without disintegrating, but which, on the contrary, is filled with coherence, pride, and manliness; by such a vision. This glance which confronts life and, death so bravely, I call Cretan.”


Kazantzakis then goes on to trace the Cretan Glance to its origins in the old pre-classical Minoan civilization of Crete. Minoan Crete, with its dreadful earthquakes symbolized by the Bull-God, and with the acrobatic games which the Cretans played with this same Bull, was a true realization of what Kazantzakis considered to be the superior vision: the Synthesis. The Cretan bull-rituals had no relationship to the bullfights of modern Spain. The Cretans confronted the Bull—the Titan-Earthquake—without fear, with undimmed eyes, nor killed him in order to unite with him (the Orient) or to be released from his presence (Greece), but played with him at their ease. “This direct contact with the Bull honed the strength of the Cretan, cultivated the flexibility and charm of his body, the flaming yet cool exactness of movement, the discipline of desire, and the hard-won virility to measure himself against the dark and powerful Bull-Titan. And thus the Cretan transformed terror into a high game wherein man’s virtue, in a direct contact with the beast, became tempered, and triumphed. The Cretan triumphed without killing the abominable bull because he did not think of it as an enemy but as a collaborator; without it his body would not have become so strong and charming or his spirit so manly. Of course, to endure and to play such a dangerous game, one needs great bodily and spiritual training and a sleepless discipline of nerves; but if a man once trains himself and becomes skillful in the game, then every one of his movements becomes simple, certain, and graceful. The heroic and playful eyes, without hope yet without fear, which so confront the Bull, the Abyss, I call the Cretan Glance.”


Kazantzakis was well aware that throughout the world and in contemporary Greece other clear glances existed, filled with light and nobility, which looked on the world with greater composure and did not inflame it with tension. He respected and rejoiced in the Apollonian or classical ordered vision of life, he was drawn to it and influenced by it even more than he realized, but he did not consider it to be either his own particular view or the one which could best gaze upon and understand the violent transitions of the modern world. “The epoch through which we are passing,” he wrote, “seems to me decidedly anti-classical. It seems to break the molds in political, economic, and social life, in thought and in action in order to achieve a new balance—a new classical age—on a higher plane; to create that which we have called a new Myth, and which might give a new and synchronized meaning to the world at last. Our age is a savage one; the Bull, the underground Dionysian powers, has been unleashed; the Apollonian crust of the earth is cracking. [“And what rough beast,” wrote Yeats in The Second Coming, “slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?”] Nobility, harmony, balance, the sweetness of life, happiness, are all virtues and graces which we must have the courage to bid goodbye. They belong to another age, either past or future. Every age has its own face; the face of ours is a savage one; delicate spirits cannot confront it; they swerve their eyes in terror; they invoke the noble and ancient prototypes; they cannot look directly at the contemporary, prodigious, and dreadful spectacle of a world in painful birth. They want an art work cut in the pattern of their desires and their fears. They watch contemporary life exploding before them every minute with a world-destroying demonic power, and yet they do not see it; if they had seen it, indeed, they would have sought for its reflection, its mirror-image, in contemporary art.”


The Cretan Glance for Kazantzakis, therefore, was an attempted synthesis of those contraries which he believed underlie all human and natural endeavor, but a synthesis not so much of permanent as of momentary harmony, which in turn builds into a greater tension and explodes toward a higher and more inclusive synthesis in an ever upward and spiraling onrush, leaving behind it the bloodstained path of man’s and nature’s endeavors. This may explain much that, from a more restricted point of view, seems contradictory in his life and thought, but which takes on another value when seen as the ever-shifting sections of larger and, in themselves, ever-changing unities. The emphasis here is more on the constant tension and flux of the élan vital, the creative impulse, than on any momentary object which it has cast up along its way in its onward rush—whether plant, or animal, or man, or star. It is a double vision between whose dual tensions rises the third inner eye that soars on the balancing wings of good and evil, that no sooner creates a new law than it begins immediately to conceive of an opposed and contrary law with which to knock it down. In Book X, Odysseus exclaims: “If only I could fight with both my friends and foes, / join in my heart God, anti-God, both yes and no, / like that round fruit which two lips make when they are kissing!” In Book XI he says: “God spreads the enormous wing of good from his right side, / the wing of evil from his left, then springs and soars. / If only I could be like God, to fly with wayward wings!” And in Book XII: “To all laws I’ll erect contrary, secret laws / that must deny with scorn and smash all former laws.”


Two aspects of Kazantzakis’ thought, which have been most misrepresented in Greece, should receive clarification here The first is his attitude toward despair. Readers are often so impressed, so overwhelmed by his insistence that man must gaze open-eyed and without illusion on the dark Abyss which eventually must swallow all, that he has been termed an anarchist and a nihilist, whereas his entire life and thought emphasized the exact contrary. He insists, simply, that it is precisely on this abyss that man must erect the structure of his life and work; that the great affirmation of life has meaning and value only when it accepts and rises above the great negation; that such is the double vision necessary to a realistic apprehension of life. In a letter to a critic who had written of him as the completely     despairing man, Kazantzakis answered, “Only beyond absolute despair is the door of absolute hope found. Alas to that man who cannot mount the final dreadful step which rises above absolute despair; such a man is necessarily incurably despairing. Only that other man who can mount that step can know what is meant by impregnable joy and immortality.” In man’s world, “the success or defeat of the spirit depends on man himself, and the upward path is one of unceasing, ruthless, and bloody strife. To the man who erects his home on the Abyss, this challenge does not lead to despair or suicide but to acceptance of necessity in joy, to laughter on the highest peaks of existence, and finally to a creative “play” with tragic elements in an ecstasy of joy which is the chief characteristic of Kazantzakis’ style, and is especially embodied in the divertissement of Book XVII. His laughter, therefore, is not the ironic wit or subtle interplay of mind of our modern metaphysical poets, but has affinities rather to the saeva indignatio of that Jonathan Swift who wrote A Modest Proposal, and to the broader bite of an Aristophanes or a Rabelais.


The second point to be elucidated is Kazantzakis’ use of the word “God.” God, for him, is identical with the élan vital, the onrushing force throughout all of creation which strives for purer and more rarefied freedom. He prefers this appellation because it has become saturated and battered with man’s historical endeavor, ever since his dim origins, to struggle above his atavistic and bestial nature. In the first half of the Odyssey, God is apprehended as an anthropomorphic being, yet he is not projected as a concrete object, thing, person or goal toward which man proceeds, as in much of Christian theology, but as concomitant and identical with man himself, as part of the struggling spirit in all nature which has found, thus far, its purest co-worker in man, and which now strives to find an even purer embodiment, perhaps even its own immortality. After the destruction of his Ideal City in Book XVI, Odysseus turns away, more and more, from attempts to free the struggling divine spirit within him, abandons the last hope of an Elysium, Paradise, or divine Justice whether on earth or the hereafter, and concerns himself more and more with the outer world, with the ever-spiraling evolutionary process upward of the universe from inorganic matter, from the emergence of organic matter and its highest development in man, to the continuous disappearance of every individual, and even of species, as the élan vital finds other modes of expression. “This unbelievable man has a terrifying impulse toward creation,” Kazantzakis wrote, “until that moment when an earthquake crumbles to its foundation the city he had built . . .  From then on his fall begins, a fall which he does nothing to stop.” Yet it is this fall, as has often been remarked of Adam and Eve’s fall from grace in the Garden of Eden, that leads to the true rise of Odysseus toward his full stature.


In the first half of the poem, God is Odysseus’ constant companion, locked within his body, crying to be released; in the second half of the poem, Death is the very flesh and bones of Odysseus himself, tagging always at his heels like his shadow or faithful dog, the mirror-image of his own identity. In the first half of the poem, when Odysseus is purely     a man of action, his struggles are deeply spiritual in an anguished effort to purify his vision of God; in the second half of the poem, after Odysseus sinks into an intuitive contemplation, he no longer seeks God, or the Spirit, but turns his attention outward, to the senses, to earth, to the Spirit’s humanistic manifestations in various representative types of man. “After the catastrophe,” writes Dr. Stanford, “he abandons the cult of doing for the cult of being. . . . He now seeks self-knowledge and self-improvement in asceticism and in the exploration of personal relationships with people who are also seekers after the inner secret of being and nonbeing.” He now becomes the Lone Man. It is when he turns ascetic that Odysseus becomes most materialistic.


In the complete acceptance of nature and its unmoral laws, all dualisms are resolved in a dynamic monism as equally real aspects of the same thing. Evolution means not merely change or increased complexity, but an always upward movement toward higher, more valued forms. Man is a creature in nature which, for the first time, by the exercise of a unique consciousness, purpose, mind, will, and choice, can intervene purposefully in a process which, of its own accord, though with an infinite indifference, unwinds toward more and more perfectibility. Man’s mind, his will and powers of choice, though limited and conditioned by the materials through which they manifest themselves, by his heritage and his environment, are part of that “blind,” seemingly purposeless creative impulse toward perfectibility. If such value-judgments are purposeless for Nature, they are nevertheless purposeful for man himself, who is a portion of Nature, and in Nature. If man and his powers are not necessarily the highest perfectible reach of Nature for Nature, man can nevertheless rise beyond the limits of his heritage and environment to intervene and redirect the very forces which created him and which push him onward. He sails an unlimited and shoreless sea, his ship swept swiftly by dark and powerful currents, a moribund God for companion, but his hands on the helm or the tiller allow him to become, to some extent, the master of his own fate. In his own world within the world of Nature, man is the arbiter of his own destiny, though he is himself directed by invisible forces. His glory lies in the modicum of purpose or direction which his hands might command. From the biological viewpoint of Sir Julian Huxley, “Man’s most sacred duty and, at the same time his most glorious opportunity, is to promote the maximum fulfillment of the evolutionary process on the earth; and this includes the fullest realization of his own inherent possibilities.”* When Menelaus tells Odysseus that man, and even the gods, must “follow their own road like banked-in streams,” Odysseus exclaims: “I think man’s greatest duty on earth is to fight his fate,/to give no quarter and blot out his written doom./This is how mortal man can even surpass his god!”


In the summer of 1954 in Antibes, when Kazantzakis and I were slowly reading his poem together in Greek for the first time, he was asked to     write a “Credo” for a proposed third volume of This I Believe, It contains the last summation which Kazantzakis was to make of his life and work:


From early youth my fundamental struggle and the source of all my joys and sorrows has been the unceasing and pitiless battle within me between the flesh and the spirit. Within me are the most ancient, prehuman dark and lustrous powers, and my spirit is the arena where these two armies have met and fought. I felt that if only one of these two conquered and annihilated the other, I would be lost, because I loved my body and did not want it to vanish, yet I loved my soul and did not want it to decline. I struggled, therefore, to unite in friendship these two antithetical and universal powers until they should realize they were not enemies but co-workers, until they should rejoice so that I also might rejoice with them in their harmony.


This struggle lasted for many years. I tried many different roads by which to reach my salvation: the road of love, of scientific curiosity, of philosophical inquiry, of social rebirth, and finally the difficult and solitary path of poetry. But when I saw that all these led to the Abyss, fear would seize me, and I would turn back and take another road. This wandering and this martyrdom lasted for many years. Finally, in despair, I sought refuge on Athos, the holy mountain of Greece where no woman has ever set foot, and where for a thousand years thousands of monks have dedicated their lives to prayer and chastity. There, in the solitude of the Holy Mountain, in an old hermit’s retreat above the sea, I began a new struggle. First of all I exercised my body in obedience to the spirit. For many months I taught it to endure cold, hunger, thirst, sleeplessness, and every privation. Then I turned to the spirit; sunk in painful concentration, I sought to conquer within me the minor passions, the easy virtues, the cheap spiritual joys, the convenient hopes. Finally one night I started up in great joy, for I had seen the red ribbon left behind him in his ascent—within us and in all the universe—by a certain Combatant; I clearly saw his bloody footprints ascending from inorganic matter into life and from life into spirit.


Then suddenly a great light was born within me: the transmutation of matter into spirit. Here was the great secret, the red ribbon followed by the Combatant. Though he had freed himself from inorganic matter and leaped into the living organism of plants, he felt himself smothering, and therefore leaped into the life of animals, continually transmuting more and more matter into spirit. But again he suffocated, then leaped into the contemporary Apeman whom we have named “man” too soon, and now he struggles to escape from the Apeman and to be transmuted truly into Man. I now clearly saw the progress of the Invisible, and suddenly I knew what my duty was to be: to work in harmony together with that Combatant; to transmute, even I, in my own small capacity, matter into spirit, for only then might I try to reach the highest endeavor of man—a harmony with the universe.


I felt deeply, and I was freed. I did not change the world—this I could not do—but I changed the vision with which I looked out upon the world. And since then, I have struggled—at first consciously and with anguish, then bit by bit unconsciously and without tiring—not to do anything which might find itself in disharmony with the rhythm of the Great Combatant. Since then I have felt ashamed to commit any vulgar act, to lie, to be overcome by fears, because I know that I also have a great responsibility in the progress of the world. I work and think now with certainty, for I know that my contribution, because it follows the profound depths of the universe, will not go lost. Even I, a mortal, may work with One who is immortal, and my spirit—as much as is possible—may become more and more immortal. This harmony, which is not at all passive, but an unceasing and renewing reconciliation and co-operation with antithetical powers, has remained for me my freedom and my redemption.


III. THE MAN


Nikos Kazantzakis was born in Herakleion, Crete, on February 18, 1883 and died in Freiburg, Germany, on October 26, 1957, four months before his seventy-fifth birthday. He received his early schooling in his native island and in Naxos, took his degree in law from the University of Athens, then spent five years in travel throughout Europe, mastering five modern languages in addition to Latin and ancient and modern Greek. During various periods in his life he also traveled in Palestine, Egypt, China and Japan, spent two years in Russia, a few months of contemplation on Mount Athos. In 1919 he was appointed Director General of the Ministry of Public Welfare in the government of Venizelos, and in this capacity directed a mission to the Caucasus and South Russia for the transportation and immigration of 150,000 Greeks to Macedonia and Thrace. During the German-Italian occupation of Greece he lived in nearstarvation on the island of Aegina. For a short time in 1946 he acted as Minister of National Education, without portfolio, in the government of Sophoulis, and in 1947 he was appointed Director of Translations from the Classics for UNESCO, but withdrew after a year in order to devote himself exclusively to his literary work, and settled in the ancient Greek city of Antibes (Antipolis) on the French Riviera. He was married twice, first to Galatea Alexíou, then to Helen Samíou. There were no children.


In June of 1957 he wrote me from his home in Antibes: “Again I am taking the road of insanity [that is, of Dionysian ecstasy, of spiritual adventure] which has always remained for me the road toward the highest wisdom.” He was on his way to China on the invitation of the Chinese government. In 1935 he had visited that country and Japan and soon after published a travelogue of his impressions, and though he had now been suffering from lymphoid leukemia for the past few years and was seventy-four years old, he was eager to see the changes opposing ideologies had wrought. From Peking he sent me a card of a bird perched on a blossoming cherry bough, and wrote, “I force my body to obey my soul, and thus I never tire. We shall return to Europe via the North Pole.” In preparation for his visit to Hong Kong, he had inadvertently been given a smallpox inoculation, and as he flew on to Tokyo and then past the Arctic regions on the North Pole route, the vaccination puncture on his right arm developed a deadly infection. Though he passed this immediate peril in a hospital in Copenhagen, and then at the University Clinic in Freiburg, he was unable to resist the subsequent ravages of influenza, and died at 10:20 on the evening of October 26. His last days had been made happy by a visit from the man he most admired in the living world, Albert Schweitzer, who had long proposed him for the Nobel Prize in     literature. His body was taken to his birthplace, Herakleion in Crete, and with great national mourning placed in the Martinengo Bastion of the old Venetian Wall which surrounds the city. The grounds will be made into a public park, including a museum housing the furniture of his workshop, his library, and his manuscripts. By one of those astounding coincidences which topple rational thought, yet seem somehow designed by the subconscious will, Kazantzakis in old age had flown to the northernmost extremity of the earth to meet his death there, exactly as his autobiographical hero in the Odyssey had confronted death in Antarctic regions. Thus the two embraced between them the whole world from each of its two extremities, and thus harmony had been preserved in frozen and antipodal balance.


I have never felt so immediately and persistently in the presence of greatness as before him in day after day of close collaboration and discussion when souls are tried, tested, and revealed. In aspect he was arresting, tall and thin, of a bony and ascetic angularity, with shaggy tawny-gray eyebrows, and the only eyes I have ever seen which made credible for me those old clichés “piercing” and “eagle-eyed.” His greatness was lambent and transparent with the simplicity which one always posits for true greatness yet rarely expects to find, a serenity that accepted all and dwelt in a higher tension beyond trivialities. Extremely shy, he dressed simply, ate sparingly, and was by temperament an ascetic. And yet, like Yeats, he had a passionate admiration for violent men of action like Zorba (an actual friend) who reveled in deliriums of flesh and freedom. Like Yeats, also, he belongs to Phase 18 of the Irish poet’s lunar philosophy, the phase of the Antithetical Man (with Dante), for his own life and thought were formed in a double vision of tension between opposites, an explosive conflict which ascended unceasingly upward toward higher and higher spiritual reaches over an abyss of nothingness. Though he ate little, he always described men of voracious appetites; though he was sensitive in his relations with women, his heroes are often brash and bold in their approach; though he delighted in describing grandfathers with their multitudes of great-grandchildren, he was childless after two marriages; though he roamed about the world, he was drawn again and again to a hermit’s retreat; though he loved Greece, and Crete in particular, he lived much of his life abroad; though he had an infinite compassion for humanity in general, he found it difficult to approach individuals or to like many of them; though he admired the self-sacrifice of a Christ or the abnegation of a Buddha, he accepted cruelty, injustice, and barbarity as part of the necessary elements of life.


Much of the ambivalence of his character, as in that of his autobiographical hero, Odysseus, stemmed, I believe, from his endeavor to synthesize these dualities in himself, in his action and his work, to accept all the antinomies in nature which are neither good nor evil, moral nor immoral in themselves, and to fuse them in the fire of a mystical vision which arose, nevertheless, from a realistic view of nature as microcosm and macrocosm both. In the traditionally ambivalent character of Odysseus, amplified and enriched through almost thirty centuries of additional accretion and interpretation, Kazantzakis found a sufficiently complex character to depict not only his own temperament but also that of the entire Greek nation for whom Odysseus is still the ideal character, the admired pattern. In an early novel, Toda Raba, composed in 1929, he wrote: “You know that my particular leader is not one of the three leaders of the human spirit; neither Faust, nor Hamlet, nor Don Quixote, but only Don Odysseus . . . ‘I have not the unquenchable thirst of the occidental mind, nor do I sway between yes and no to no end in immobility, nor do I any longer possess the sublimely ludicrous urge of the noble battler of windmills. I am a mariner of Odysseus with heart afire but with mind ruthless and clear; not, however, of that Odysseus who returned to Ithaca and stayed there, but of that other Odysseus who returned, killed his enemies and, stifled in his, native land, put out to sea once more.”


Odysseus is the “man of many turns,” which for Homer probably meant the much-traveled man, for his enemies the man of chameleon duplicity, unstable and unscrupulous, and for his friends the resourceful and versatile man, ready for all emergencies. He is cruel yet compassionate, modest yet boastful, cunning yet straightforward, heavy-handed yet gentle, affectionate yet harsh, aristocratic yet public-spirited, sensual yet ascetic, a man of mixed motives in a constant state of ethical tension. Only such a complex and contradictory character could hope to give the Greeks, from ancient days to the present, a sufficiently satisfying pattern of their lives and aspirations, and this is why his myth is no less living today than it was almost three thousand years ago. Only one of the twelve Olympian deities had a character equally complex—she who in Homer was Odysseus’ constant companion and protector, and for whom the Athenians named their city as a tribute to both their involved temperaments: Athena. Kazantzakis and Odysseus are creatures of double vision, of the third inner eye, of the “Cretan Glance” which, caught between two conflicting currents—one ever ascending toward composition, toward life, toward immortality, and the other ever descending toward decomposition, toward matter, toward death—glimpses the ideal synthesis and yearns for its almost impossible embodiment in life and in work.


IV. THE PROSODY, THE DICTION, THE STYLE AND STRUCTURE


The Prosody. The traditional meter in which most of modern Greek folk songs and long narrative poems are written, comparable in English to blank verse (the ten-syllable unrhymed iambic line of five beats), is the fifteen-syllable iambic line of seven beats. To the educated Greek Kazantzakis’ abandonment of the traditional meter, and his use of an extremely rare measure for the Odyssey, that of the seventeen-syllable unrhymed verse of eight beats, came as an unexpected and shocking disturbance. A comparable effect would be obtained (though not so violent) if an English poet today were to write an equally long poem not in the traditional     blank verse of ten syllables but in the less-known measure of twelve syllables. In both cases there would be the addition of an added iambic foot to the traditional measure of both countries, an addition of two syllables; in English recently we have had somewhat of a precedent in Robert Bridges’ The Testament of Beauty. To the English or American, however, attuned to more experimentation in meter during the past fifty years than in all of his previous history, the six-foot line would not seem too daring a novelty for a long poem. Indeed, our now popular “sprung rhythm” measure has already added more syllables to lines which still retain a traditional number of accents (as in the plays of Eliot and MacLeish), and discontent has often been voiced with blank verse as too stately and too exhausted a measure to carry the more speedy, more nervous rhythms of modern speech. I have often thought that a hexameter today (among traditional measures) might be equivalent to yesterday’s pentameter, and might more fittingly enclose the rhythms and breath-groupings of modern speech, if one wishes to retain, that is, the iambic measure and not the measurement of sprung rhythm. For a while I experimented with the seven-beat and fourteen-syllable line Chapman used in his translation of Homer’s Iliad, but I soon discovered that the monosyllabic character of the English language permitted so much condensation that the six-beat line, for which I had a predilection, allowed me to cut away five syllables from every line of the original, and that instead of being forced to pad a line, I was sometimes forced to delete.


Kazantzakis’ explanation to his critics of why he used the seventeen-syllable line is characteristic: “I wrote in the seventeen-syllable line because this followed more truly the rhythm of my blood when I lived the Odyssey. A verse is not a garment with which one dresses one’s emotion in order to create song; both verse and emotion are created in a momentary flash, inseparably, just as a man himself is created, body and soul, as one being.” It is of interest, also, to point out that though Homer’s own line is composed of six beats only, it is written in dactylic feet of three syllables each (though the sixth foot is always disyllabic) and therefore contains about seventeeen syllables, so that Kazantzakis’ measure of seventeen syllables and eight beats is a more exact approximation, at least in number of syllables, than the traditional modern Greek measure of seven beats and fifteen syllables. It is perhaps no accident that in his own versions, Kazantzakis translated Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey in the same measure as that in which he wrote his own epic poem. For better flexibility, I have interspersed my iambics with occasional anapests (also to simulate at times the frequent extra though elided syllables characteristic of Greek), and I have almost always ended each section within a book with a seven-beat line to effect a more definite close, much as in the last line of a Spenserian stanza. Occasionally, for the sake of rhythm or verisimilitude, I have interspersed a seven-beat line in the running narrative. Those who wish to inquire further will find a more technical analysis of meter in the Appendix.


The Diction. When after almost one thousand years of subjection     under Romans, Franks, Venetians, and Turks, the Greek nation obtained its independence about 1829, it immediately set about purifying its language of foreign influences. Several scholars constructed an artificial language called “purist,” based primarily on the diction and syntax of ancient Greek. A more demotic, a people’s language, had been forming, however, ever since Hellenistic times, surviving the many centuries of occupation, retaining a certain purity of its own in the remote mountain fastnesses and islands throughout Greece, changing in grammar and syntax, assimilating many foreign words and then rejecting most of them, and retaining still the strength, flavor, and even many words of Homeric times, much as some Shakespearean words may still be found in the Tennessee hills. There is no other language, certainly not in the Occident, which has so retained an unbroken, living though changing tradition for some three thousand years. Though the gap is wide, there are, nevertheless, fewer differences today between ancient and modern Greek than between Chaucer’s Middle English and the present state of the American language.


Since the birth of the modern Greek nation, a passionate battle has raged between scholars and academicians on the one hand, who have tried to impose the purist tongue from above, and most authors—poets, novelists, dramatists—who, equally proud of their long tradition, have found themselves unable to express their emotions in an artificial and bloodless tongue whose textual roots go so deep as to evolve into no living blossom. Fifty years ago Athenians rioted in the streets when a troupe tried to stage the Oresteia in modern translation, and several students were killed in an attempt to keep The New Testament from being translated into the demotic tongue. But as in every other nation where such a problem existed, authors have always been impelled to use the daily vulgar tongue which their tears and laughter had drenched during their unfolding growth as they spoke it at home and in the streets of their cities from childhood on. The demotic tongue is rich in concrete nouns, adjectives, verbs, and idioms to express the direct, passionate, metaphorical and lyrical emotions of daily life, as the folk songs and legends of all nations will testify, but it is lacking in the abstract words necessary for more metaphysical introversion and analysis. The demotic tongue, as always, has of course won the battle, though in the years to come (for the Greek language is at once very old and very young) it must slowly borrow, assimilate, and invent many abstract and scientific terms for which there has never been a lack of roots or precedents in the Greek language from Homer to the present day. Indeed, for centuries, Greek roots have been borrowed avidly by the languages of all the world to express new concepts in science and philosophy.


It is curious and ironic, therefore, that in Greece Kazantzakis should have been criticized not only by the proponents of the purist tongue, but even more violently by many of those who have fought on the side of demotic usage. The charge levied against him is that he has in every way exaggerated the demotic peculiarities and idiomatic richness of the people’s     tongue, in syntax, grammar, in pronunciation, and especially in choice of words. They point out that his poem, with an appended lexicon of almost 2,000 words, contains many words and idioms unknown to the well-educated Greek, seemingly unaware that the majority of these terms (as I have myself attested) are in daily and familiar use by fisherman and peasant, though often not simultaneously in the same part of Greece. Kazantzakis wandered over the length and breadth of Greece, throughout her numerous islands, and with great love and care collected notebook after notebook of words from every occupation and region until he had prepared a large dictionary of the demotic tongue, which no publisher, however, has yet printed. It is indicative that even to this day no adequate dictionary of the demotic tongue exists.


To any historian of the development and changes of language, Kazantzakis’ predicament is a familiar one. The same outcry was raised when Dante dared to write in the common Florentine parlance of his native city, when Chaucer wrote in the Middle English idiom of London, when Gonzalo de Berceo translated the lives of the saints from the Latin into the newly formed Castilian tongue. “In the critical evolutionary stage through which our demotic language is passing,” Kazantzakis wrote, “it is natural, essential—and extremely useful—for a creator to treasure avidly and to save as much linguistic wealth as he can, as in similar periods of Dante, Rabelais, and Luther. Our tongue, because of the laziness and linguistic ignorance of the ‘intellectuals,’ and because of the linguistic corruption of the people subjected to faulty schooling and newspaper jargon, is in danger of being deformed and impoverished. The creator is more anguished by this danger than anyone else, and because for him every word is a part of the spirit, because he knows that the greatest responsibility falls to him, he opens the doors of his works wide in order that the nouns and adjectives may find a refuge there. This is how it has always been; the creator, in these endangering periods, even though he knows that his vocabulary may become overladen, wants to receive under his roof (he cannot, he must not resist) all the homeless linguistic refugees who are in danger of dying. Only in this way can the constantly increasing linguistic wealth be saved, that is to say, spiritually.” Kazantzakis would have found enthusiastic and cantankerous support in Ezra Pound and H. L. Mencken.


An interesting and contrasting parallel may be drawn between Milton’s and Kazantzakis’ use of their respective native tongues. Milton forced the natural resilience of English into the elaborate constructions and borrowed diction of his beloved Latin and Greek, yet with the stamp of his genius, his complete immersion in his vision, his identification and sincere belief in his method, created a poetic parlance which, though unique, is indisputably one of the glories of the “English” language. Conversely, Kazantzakis reached deep into the demotic roots and practice of modern Greek, saved from dissipation the syntax, diction and idioms of the common people throughout Greece, without distinction of regions, and in words     and rhythms as simple, uncomplex and lilting as folk song, achieved for the Athenian intellectual a style almost as foreign to him as that of Milton’s for the tolerably educated Englishman.


Of course this tension and this problem in language disappear—perhaps fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately—in an English or American version, for we do not have the extreme dichotomy in language which exists in modern Greek. What remains, and what I have tried to capture, is the racy, idiomatic, highly colloquial flow of the original. The borderline between colloquial and slang is often hard to draw, and I would have felt untrue to my original had I attempted to reproduce it in such idioms as those used by Ezra Pound in his recent translation of Sophocles’ Women of Trachis, which seems to me a tour de force, a parody in extreme American colloquialism and slang which has no parallel in the original diction of the central characters of the play. Instead, I have used the simplest and strongest words I could find to capture the zest and swing of the language, the playful juggling even of serious and tragic moods, the liveliness and the strength. Although the Greek original is more supple and flowing with liquid polysyllables and easily formed compound words, the English version is perhaps stronger, due to the more condensed line I have used and the greater prevalence of monosyllables in a tongue based on Anglo-Saxon roots. This aspect of the translation pleased Kazantzakis more than any other, and he would pound the table with delight as he declaimed in a loud voice: “And thick black blood dripped down from both his murderous palms!” As often as I could, I preferred to discard a word in English derived from the Greek word which I was translating, and to substitute for it a synonymous word derived from Anglo-Saxon roots. I have tried, as much as possible and with very few liberties indeed, to make this poem sound and read as if it were written originally in English (or perhaps American would be truer to the mark) though I have also deliberately retained certain epithets, expressions, and many compound words in order to link it with its Homeric prototype.


The Style and Structure. The most disconcerting adjustment the reader of any nationality must make in reading Kazantzakis’ Odyssey is toward an utterly unexpected style and structure. Whether he is conscious of it or not, the educated as well as the common reader expects a style which, in truth, is far removed even from Homer’s rather colorful, adjectival, and epithet-laden diction. He has come to think of Homer as a “classical” writer and to confuse him with the stylistic characteristics of a much later period, to expect the leanness and simplicity of a Doric column, a style more Hellenic than Homeric—orderly, composed, controlled, and without digressions. Instead, he will fall headlong into an adjectival cataract of rich epithets, a gothic profusion of metaphors and similes, of allegorical and symbolistic characters and episodes, of fables and legends that seem to digress and never to return. He will be confronted, in short, not only with a work which is not “classical,” but which, in fact, is anti-classical, anti-Hellenic, and most definitely romantic and baroque. “What would one of the     builders of the Parthenon say,” Kazantzakis wrote to his young academic critic, “if he saw a gothic cathedral? He would exclaim that it is overladen with gods, men, beasts, and chimeras, filled with alarming mystical battles between darkness and light, incongruous, disquieting, barbarous.” If the modern reader would seek touchstones by which to interpret the Odyssey, he will find much to aid him in Homer’s own poem, but he would do well, also, to turn to other sources for style and structure: to folk songs and legends, to the picaresque novel, to Cervantes and Rabelais, to Aristophanes, to the Euripides of The Bacchanals, to Paul Bunyan, to all tall tales, fairy stories, and incredible adventures. A song, a dream, a story in the Odyssey, Kazantzakis wrote, will not then seem like rhetoric or manufacture, for if the reader will gaze from within he will find the esoteric necessity for each detail, he will live through “the spiritual transitions from one situation to another as though through a natural passage. Whoever lives these metamorphoses inwardly feels them to be as natural, as simple, and as indispensable as the ripening of a fruit—of a grape, let us say: from the dry twig to the sprout, from the sprout to the flowering cluster, from there to the sour pip, then to the sweet grape, to the wine, and finally to the song.” If he does so, the reader will find beneath this gothic façade a skeletal clarity of line, a structure of noble proportion and thought, a development of ultimate simplicity which betray an Apollonian counterbalance.


Perhaps the aspect of diction in Kazantzakis which might be most disconcerting to American or English readers, trained in the leaner diction of a Hemingway or an Eliot, is his evident love and use of adjectives. The translator here is at a disadvantage because, as in all inflected languages, an adjective in the Greek can as easily follow as precede a noun, often in a flanking balance, whereas a translator in English is forced to rank both adjectives before the noun. Also, the polysyllabic character of Greek permits the easy formulation of many compound words (in which the Odyssey is especially rich) where two or sometimes three adjectival roots are fused into one word. An exact translation into English, however, though sometimes effective, would more than likely be cumbersome, for a long poem cannot sustain such compressed neologisms as Hopkins’ famed and beautiful “dapple-dawn-drawn falcon.” I have often been forced, therefore, to break down such a compound word into its component parts, and then, more often than not, to choose the more striking or precise adjective and to delete the second or third. Nevertheless, an adjectival abundance remains, to which perhaps the experiments of a Gerard Manley Hopkins and the richness of a Dylan Thomas may again make us attuned. Many other compound words must be decompounded in English, as in the following three words describing the beauteous Helen: μνγδλογελάστρα, “she whose laugh is like an almond tree,” ροδοστáλαχτη “she on whom roses fall,” ποθγλíστρες πλáτες “shoulders on which desire glides.” Every translator is filled with envy to find words in a language which denote a certain phenomenon for which there is no equivalent word in his. Such are two words which Kazantzakis found among the peasantry but which     are unknown to most Greek intellectuals: the expressive word γιορóπιασμα a contemptuous expression used to denote a child conceived by its parents during the lax gaieties of a fiesta, and λóκρουαι, describing that moment when the full moon, rising in the east, is struck by the rays of the setting sun.


For Kazantzakis, however, the adjective had further and more dialectical significance. “I love adjectives,” he wrote, “but not simply as decoration. I feel the necessity of expressing my emotion from all sides, spherically; and because my emotion is never simple, never positive or negative only, but both together and something even more, it is impossible for me to restrict myself to one adjective. One such adjective, whatever it might be, would cripple my emotion, and I am obliged, in order to remain faithful to my emotion and not betray it, to invite another adjective, often opposed to the previous one, always with a different meaning, in order that I may see the noun from its other equally lawful and existent side. Only thus, by besieging a meaning from all sides, may I conquer it, that is, may I express it. The wealth and variety of my love for the adjective, and often for its crudity, is an imperative necessity for my complex inner vision, and not at all decorative. Nothing for me exists more substantial than the adjective. The attempt to find the exact adjective and to enclose within it an essence that might not go lost, is almost always painful; and the longing to express all co-existent, antithetical attributes of a noun, and not condemn to death any one essence, is indeed tragic; nor has this any relationship to the often careless, playful, and pleasant coloring of a decorative disposition.”


The effect of rhetorical richness in Kazantzakis is further enhanced by his astonishing fertility in the invention of metaphor and simile, especially in those tropes where the two component parts are rooted in a loving observation of nature. Just as he often “invited” not simply another but even an opposing adjective to express his complex inner vision and “the antithetical richness of a noun,” so Kazantzakis saw metaphor and simile as technical manifestations where two opposites are caught in a hovering balance in which each part, in thesis and antithesis, retains its identity yet evokes an imaginative synthesis. A catalogue only of his various tropes to describe the sun would give an astonishing indication of his range here. The sun, flame, fire, and light compose the chief imagery of the Odyssey, flowing in a dazzling current throughout the poem just as the sun in Greece itself constantly pulses throughout the clarity of its azure atmosphere, blazing on rocks, mountains, and the deviously tortured coastline and islands of that sun-washed country. According to the occasion, the mental or emotional condition of the observer, and the geography (whether, for instance, on the sands of the Sahara or on the horizon of the Antarctic icefields), the sun revolves around the Odyssey in a protean metamorphosis. It stalks like a great Oriental prince, it strides like a stalwart youth on the Nile and cracks its mud banks, or like a drunken redfaced lord it stumbles and staggers up the clouds with glazed eyes. Sometimes it is a child of the granite gods of Egypt, falling into the stone cupped hands of his great forefathers; sometimes it is a god who wedges     his golden horns under the horizon, lifts the clouds and slowly frees his forehead, his eyes and mouth; or at times it is a god whose rays are fivefingered hands caressing the world and revivifying the dead. It is a spearsman; it is an expert archer who kneels on mountain summits and stretches his bow taut to shoot with arrows of flame; it is a caparisoned warrior slashing at the horizon impassionedly; it is an unsleeping sentry who leaps up and warns of the approaching enemy; it is a melting bronze hanging in mid-sky, a flaming armor, a pouring honey. But it is also an infant with golden bonnet and swaddling clothes of azure smoke whimpering in the arms of Mother Night; a baby suckling at the nipples of conflagration; a plump boy fondling the world with fat, small hands. It is a golden lover sitting on a sunflower and gazing, lovesick, at the earth; a peddler roaming the villages with a golden sack and selling his goods of musk-deer, bluefurred fox, fishes, and eggs; a charioteer with snow-white steeds; someone flinging roses on snows, waters, and mountain peaks. It is a smith’s hammer beating on the anvil of an iron mountain summit that blazes and floods with fire; a golden sphere wedged Between the horns of plowing oxen; a gold-rimmed heavy wheel bogged down in the mind’s mud; a vermilion quoit hurled along the sky’s rim by dawn, the discus-thrower; a flame-eyed disk rolled along the sky by Yesterday and Tomorrow; a bursting sphere that roars down the heavens and beats and rebounds on earth’s drum-taut hide. It is a celestial tambourine made of crimson hides, a frightening and booming drum stretched tight with lion pelts, a resounding golden war-shield held aloft. It is the golden cap of the mind, a quick and coquetting eye, a charm hanging on the pulsing throat of a singing bird, a round breadloaf issuing from the oven of the sky, a fruit hanging amid tree branches and pecked by birds, a pomegranate tree weighed down with fruit and flowers on which a drunken skylark hops and sings; a rose which has shed all its petals until only the pollened stamen remains. It is a flickering lamp hanging in Hades with gentle and compassionate flame, the golden lantern of a bridegroom seeking his bride, a blazing kiln that shoots savage spears of flame to earth, a golden tassel hanging from the fox-fur cap of Death. It is a mansion with double doors that open to the East and West and through which birds, ghosts, thoughts, and the imagination’s fancies pour.


In its more terrifying aspects the sun is a slain head slowly tumbling down the burning sands, the head of a pale phantom rolling from mountain peak to peak, a lord wading in deep pits of blood, a blood-drenched body splattering a city, a pallid mourner sitting by a deathbed and caressing the coffin, a maker of coffin-candles and flaming funeral wreaths, a drowning cadaver, the Black Sun of Death. Among animals, it is a lobster with crimson claws, a russet hound, a lean leopard pouncing on wheat fields and olive groves, a bellowing bullock dragged to the slaughterhouse in the West, a drained black ram with shrunken bags after it has just tupped row on row of buxom ewes, a bear cub whose face is being licked away by its mother, a white polar bear. Among birds, it is an obedient falcon with fine golden chains tossed into the sky by a falconer; a gaudy     and spurred cock-pheasant with gilded cockscomb; a rooster crowing on the rooftops; an early-morning sky-cock flapping its wings; a pallid cock with plucked and molted wings limping on the sky’s rim; an old hen sprouting a crest and crowing hoarsely on the terraces.’ It is a golden egg hatched by night in darkness to spring like a crimson-crested cock; it is the golden egg from which day is hatched.


The entire Prologue is an invocation to the Sun as the fecund principle, as the ultimate symbolic goal of a time when “stones, water, fire, and earth shall be transformed to spirit, / and the mud-winged and heavy soul, freed of its flesh, / shall like a flame serene ascend and fade in sun.” The Epilogue is a depiction of the sun as a great Eastern prince sinking to his palace in the West, lamenting the death of Odysseus and refusing, in his sorrow, the food, wine, and women his mother, Earth, had prepared him for consolation. Thus the poem begins and ends with the Sun as image and symbol of the entire narrative. Throughout Book XXIII the Sun becomes one of the protagonists, hovering above Odysseus’ head in constant apprehension and lament during the long Antarctic summer, and the climax of Kazantzakis’ dialectical use of metaphor is marshaled in the opening of this book where the Sun is apostrophized as a Holy Trinity: as the fructifying Father, as the breeding Mother who gives the world suck from her dazzling breasts of light, and as the Son who gambols on the grasses and waters of the world with joy. Finally, in a magnificent passage where Odysseus says farewell to his five elements, Earth, Water, Fire, Air, and Mind, he cries:


Fire will surely come one day to cleanse the earth,


fire will surely come one day to make mind ash,


Fate is a fiery tongue that eats up earth and sky.


The womb of life is fire, and fire the last tomb,


and there between two lofty flames we dance and weep;


in this blue lightning flash of mine where my life burns,


all time and all space disappear, and the mind sinks,


and all—hearts, birds, beasts, brain, and loam—break into dance,


though it’s no dance now, for they blaze up, fade, and spin,


are suddenly freed to exist no more, nor have they ever lived!


Perhaps the most beautiful metaphor in the entire poem is that in which the poet likens Odysseus’ last conscious moment to a flame that leaps from its wick and hangs for an instant disembodied in air before it vanishes forever:


As a low lantern’s flame flicks in its final blaze


then leaps above its shriveled wick and mounts aloft,


brimming with light, and soars toward death with dazzling joy,


so did his fierce soul leap before it vanished in air.


It is in this eternal moment of the suspended flame, when only Love and Memory remain, that the entire action of the twenty-fourth and final book takes place.


Much curiosity has been aroused by the round (or rather unevenly round) number of verses of which the entire poem is composed: 33,333. Some have thought that Kazantzakis deliberately padded his poem in order to arrive at such an impressive and mystifying summation, but the poet once wryly informed me that, on the contrary, his sixth and next-to-the-last draft of the poem numbered 42,500; verses, and that he suffered as though cutting into living flesh when he carved it into leaner proportions. Those who thought the number three might have for Kazantzakis a symbolical, a mystical (and not mystifying) significance, came to closer understanding, though his own explanation has more metaphysical import: “The number three is a holy number simply because it is the mathematical expression of the dialectical progression of the mind from thesis to antithesis and finally to the summit of every endeavor, synthesis. I can never think of or accept an A without at the same time thinking of and accepting an A—, and to want at once, in order to free myself from this antinomy, to unite them both in a synthesis, into an A+. The A always seems to me a miserable thing, no matter how useful it may be in practical life; the A—seems to me scant and infertile, and only the A+ succeeds in making firm, in fertilizing, and in disburdening my thought. This triple rhythm, transferred from dialectical thought into a metaphysical and mystical vision, gave birth to all the Holy Trinities in many religions. Father, Mother, and Son form such an evident completeness that from the first awakening of human thought it was evident the Trinity would be made divine. This is why, from every consideration, the number three can be thought of as sacred; in the case of the Odyssey, however, it is not necessary to seek recourse to mysticism or orientalism; the number three is holy because it symbolizes the dialectical progression which the thought and diction of the Odyssey follow.” Kazantzakis was delighted when I informed him of an antithesis to this thesis, one of which he was unaware: that throughout the peasantry in Greece, the number three, in innumerable jokes and anecdotes, represents the male genitalia.


Although the rhythm and scope of the Odyssey are epical, the psychological insight and development dramatical, the structure mystical and symbolical, the narrative method is often lyrical, essentially that of Greek folk songs and legends. The diction is direct, simple, strong, and completely demotic; there is an unceasing delight in the formation of epithets and compound words (though Kazantzakis invented only about five or six entirely new words), and there are the same exaggerations and tautologies, the same lack of strong run-on lines, the same simple sentence structure and lack of subordination, the same lyrical repetitions of phrases, the essential bardic approach to narration. Indeed, throughout his poem Kazantzakis has embedded many lines taken directly from the folk poetry of his nation, many of which I have indicated in the Appendix. He has also lovingly culled this literature for words and phrases to enrich his own demotic texture. His approach to his materials and method has always been so direct, simple, and passionate that he has never considered any of his work to be a constructed form of “literature,” but more as the     inspired vision of a minstrel who by the fireside day after day unfolds his narration as the moment inspires, drawing on the richness of a memory replete with many songs and legends, of his many wanderings, and of a philosophy and a technique which unfold naturally, like a flower, intuitively, from within. “When an African witch doctor,” he wrote, “with his paints, woods, feathers, seashells, and often with his father’s skull, creates a mask to wear in the sacred dances of marriage or death of his tribe, he is not deliberately creating ‘art’. Technique is the outward expression of vision, in order to embody, to control, or to exorcise,”


His approach to life and literature both was primarily Dionysian, although it was tempered with Apollonian clarity. He would have agreed with Zarathustra: “Write with your heart’s blood, and you will see that the blood is spirit.” Every morning when he sat down at his table to write the Odyssey, he was without plan, nor did he know where his poem or his characters might lead him. When I objected sometimes to a statement or an action of one of his characters, he would sigh and tell me there was nothing he could have done, because the character in question insisted on behaving in just that way, as though it were a living person with a will beyond the control of its creator. He felt within himself, he said, certain “musical states,” and his poem unfolded as the musical conditions of his spirit directed. In just this way Odysseus went to Sparta, to Crete, to Egypt, and in this way plunged into all his adventures. Essentially, artistic creation was for Kazantzakis a superior and more faithful form of confession, the witness of man before the world of his struggle to understand his condition and to give it meaning. He believed in Goethe’s dictate: “If you wish to leave something useful to future generations, this cannot but be confession,” and his last book, one of spiritual memoirs, which he left to be published after his death, carries the title Report to Greco, in which he gives an accounting of his inmost life.
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Prologue



O Sun, great Oriental, my proud mind’s golden cap,


I love to wear you cocked askew, to play and burst


in song throughout our lives, and so rejoice our hearts.


Good is this earth, it suits us! Like the global grape


it hangs, dear God, in the blue air and sways in the gale,      5


nibbled by all the birds and spirits of the four winds.


Come, let’s start nibbling too and so refresh our minds!


Between two throbbing temples in the mind’s great wine vats


I tread on the crisp grapes until the wild must boils


and my mind laughs and steams within the upright day.      10


Has the earth sprouted wings and sails, has my mind swayed


until black-eyed Necessity got drunk and burst in song?


Above me spreads the raging sky, below me swoops


my belly, a white gull that breasts the cooling waves;


my nostrils fill with salty spray, the billows burst      15


swiftly against my back, rush on, and I rush after.


Great Sun, who pass on high yet watch all things below,


I see the sea-drenched cap of the great castle-wrecker:


let’s kick and scuff it round to see where it will take us!


Learn, lads, that Time has cycles and that Fate has wheels      20


and that the mind of man sits high and twirls them round;


come quick, let’s spin the world about and send it tumbling!


O Sun, my quick coquetting eye, my red-haired hound,


sniff out all quarries that I love, give them swift chase,


tell me all that you’ve seen on earth, all that you’ve heard,      25


and I shall pass them through my entrails’ secret forge


till slowly, with profound caresses, play and laughter,


stones, water, fire, and earth shall be transformed to spirit,


and the mud-winged and heavy soul, freed of its flesh,


shall like a flame serene ascend and fade in the sun.      30


You’ve drunk and eaten well, my lads, on festive shores,


until the feast within you turned to dance and laughter,


love-bites and idle chatter that dissolved in flesh;


but in myself the meat turned monstrous, the wine rose,


a sea-chant leapt within me, rushed to knock me down,      35


until I longed to sing this song—make way, my brothers!


Oho, the festival lasts long, the place is small;


make way, let me have air, give me a ring to stretch in,


a place to spread my shinhones, to kick up my heels,


so that my giddiness won’t wound your wives and children.      40


As soon as I let loose my words along the shore


to hunt all mankind down, I know they’ll choke my throat,


hut when my full neck smothers and my pain grows vast


I shall rise up—make way!—to dance on raging shores.


Snatch prudence from me, God, burst my brows wide, fling far      45


the trap doors of my mind, let the world breathe awhile.


Ho, workers, peasants, you ant-swarms, carters of grain,


I fling red poppies down, may the world burst in flames!


Maidens, with wild doves fluttering in your soothing breasts,


brave lads, with your black-hilted swords thrust in your belts,      50


no matter how you strive, earth’s but a barren tree,


but I, ahoy, with my salt songs shall force the flower!


Fold up your aprons, craftsmen, cast your tools away,


fling off Necessity’s firm yoke, for Freedom calls.


Freedom, my lads, is neither wine nor a sweet maid,      55


not goods stacked in vast cellars, no, nor sons in cradles;


it’s but a scornful, lonely song the wind has taken  . . .


Come, drink of Lethe’s brackish spring to cleanse your minds,


forget your cares, your poisons, your ignoble profits,


and make your hearts as babes, unburdened, pure and light.      60


O brain, be flowers that nightingales may come to sing!


Old men, howl all you can to bring your white teeth back,


to make your hair crow-black, your youthful wits go wild,


for by our Lady Moon and our Lord Sun, I swear


old age is a false dream and Death but fantasy,      65


all playthings of the brain and the soul’s affectations,


all but a mistral’s blast that blows the temples wide;


the dream was lightly dreamt and thus the earth was made;


let’s take possession of the world with song, my lads!


Aye, fellow craftsmen, seize your oars, the Captain comes;      70


and mothers, give your sweet babes suck to stop their wailing!


Ahoy, cast wretched sorrow out, prick up your ears—


I sing the sufferings and the torments of renowned Odysseus!





I



And when in his wide courtyards Odysseus had cut down


the insolent youths, he hung on high his sated bow


and strode to the warm bath to cleanse his bloodstained body.


Two slaves prepared his bath, but when they saw their lord


they shrieked with terror, for his loins and belly steamed      5


and thick black blood dripped down from both his murderous palms;


their copper jugs rolled clanging on the marble tiles.


The wandering man smiled gently in his thorny beard


and with his eyebrows signaled the frightened girls to go.


For hours he washed himself in the warm water, his veins     10


spread out like rivers in his body, his loins cooled,


and his great mind was in the waters cleansed and calmed.


Then softly sweet with aromatic oils he smoothed


his long coarse hair, his body hardened by black brine,


till youthfulness awoke his wintry flesh with flowers.     15


On golden-studded nails in fragrant shadows flashed


row upon row the robes his faithful wife had woven,


adorned with hurrying winds and gods and swift triremes,


and stretching out a sunburnt hand, he quickly chose


the one most flaming, flung it flat across his back,     20


and steaming still, shot back the bolt and crossed the threshold.


His slaves in shade were dazzled till the huge smoked beams


of his ancestral home flashed with reflected light,


and as she waited by the throne in pallid, speechless dread,


Penelope turned to look, and her knees shook with fright:     25


“That’s not the man I’ve awaited year on year, O Gods,


this forty-footed dragon that stalks my quaking house!”


But the mind-archer quickly sensed the obscure dread


of his poor wife and to his swelling breast replied:


“O heart, she who for years has awaited you to force     30


her bolted knees and join you in rejoicing cries,


she is that one you’ve longed for, battling the far seas,


the cruel gods and the deep voices of your deathless mind.”


He spoke, but still his heart leapt not in his wild chest,


still in his nostrils steamed the blood of the newly slain;     35


he saw his wife still tangled in their naked forms,


and as he watched her sideways, his eyes glazed, almost


in slaughter’s seething wrath he might have pierced her through.


Swiftly he passed and mutely stood on his wide sill;


the burning sun in splendor sank and filled all nooks      40


and every vaulted cell with rose and azure shade.


Athena’s altar in the court still smoked, replete,


while in the long arcades in cool night air there swung


the new-hung slaves, their eyes and swollen tongues protruding.


His own eyes calmly gazed in the starry eyes of night,      45


who from the mountains with her curly flocks descended,


till all his murderous work and whir of arrows sank


within his heart in peace, distilled like mist or dream,


and his wild tiger heart in darkness licked its lips.


After the joy of bathing, his mind grew serene,     50


nor did he once glance backward toward the splattered blood,


nor in its cunning coils once scheme for ways to save


his dreadful head from dangers that besieged it now.


Thus in this holy hour Odysseus basked in peace,


on his ancestral threshold standing, bathed and shorn of care.      55


Meanwhile in every courtyard the swift news had spread


how slyly their king had stolen to his ancestral land


and slain the suitors round the feasting boards like bulls.


Leaning on their oak staffs, the slain men’s fathers shrieked


and knocked on each town door to rouse the angry crowd;      60


the common workmen threw their rough tools to the ground,


the craftsmen closed their shops, and from the seaside pubs


the drunken oarsmen lurched, climbing the winding paths.


Cluster by cluster in the market place all swarmed


like angry bees when wasps have robbed their hives of honey.     65


A woman who had lost her man on Trojan shores


for Helen’s sake raised her love-aching arms, and cried:


“We’ve welcomed him too well, my lads, that barbarous butcher!


Behold his gifts: a sword, a shield, three flasks of poison;


one to be drunk at dawn, one at high noon, the third     70


most bitter one, dear Gods, to be drunk in bed, alone!”


Shrilly from doors, roofs, terraces, the widows swarmed,


flinging black kerchiefs round their heads, and yelled with rage:


“May Zeus curse him who scorched us now in our first bloom!


Our beds are filmed with mold, our honest homes are ruined,      75


and all for the sake of a man-luring, shameless slut!”


They beat their sterile breasts, for lack of children shrunk,


and one, swept by her grief, wailed in a wild lament:


“I weep less for my good man’s death or widowed arms


than for my fallen breasts, my teats that shrank and dried      80


for lack of milk and a stout son to bite them sweetly.”


Secret and ancient wounds in their hearts bled again,


their eyes grew dim, and the sun’s little light grew faint


as on black floating clouds astride, dark shades of men,


stranded on hopeless shores, came slowly drifting in.      85


They passed through desolate dusk in silence, wrapped in webs,


and swiftly gliding along high walls, vanished in doorways.


One lightly touched his father, and the old man shivered,


one let his shadow fall on his home’s scattered stones,


one on the shriveled apples of his wife’s worn breasts.      90


The fondled shoulders quivered, knees gave way with fright,


the air with dead men thickened, and the stifling widows


tightly embraced the empty air with grief, and moaned.


An armless man, whose hands the Trojan shores devoured,


leapt on a rock, and soon there huddled thickly round him      95


the maimed, blind, warped and crippled of man-eating War.


“Comrades,” he yelled, flailing the air with his arm-stumps,


“our king’s come back and brought his body whole, unharmed,


both of his hands, his feet, his eyes, his wily brain;


but we’re now crawling beasts that grovel on the ground;      100


we grasp, but with no hands, we leap, but with no feet,


and with our blank eyesockets knock on the archons’ doors.”


Then his voice stopped, his head thrust back in hollow shoulders,


and his friends cheered him wildly and embraced him tight;


the widows rushed into the streets bareheaded, bold,      105


grabbed torches, scattered through the town and spurred the men:


“Ho! look at these brave lads that drip tears and saliva!


Take up our spindles, bind your heads with our black kerchiefs!


Women, raise high your torches, fire that murderous man,


burn down his palace tonight and strew the ashes to the four winds!”      110


And you, in the quiet of night, you felt, O harsh sea-battler,


the tumult of the insolent crowd, the flaming torches,


and as you stretched your neck to listen, your heart flared:


“Even my isle moves under my feet like angry seas,


and here I thought to find firm earth, to plant deep roots!      115


The armature of earth is rent, the hull gapes open;


the mob roars to my left, the archons crowd my right;


how heavy the cargo grows; I’ll heave to, and unballast!”


He spoke, then with great strides sped to his central court,


his ears, lips, temples quivering like a slender hound,      120


and as he groped his body stealthily, he seized


his wide, two-bladed sword, in many slaughters steeped,


and all at once his heart grew whole again and calm.


From the high roofs his slaves discerned the seething mob,


unloosed their locks and filled their rooms with lamentation;      125


the queen took courage, rushed to where her husband stood


and mutely flung her arms about his ruthless knees,


but he commanded all to lock themselves in the high towers,


then bellowed for his son till all the palace rang.


The young man, lolling in his bath, leapt at the cry,      130


thrust through the frightened slaves who washed his chest of gore,


strode out and firmly stood by his dread father’s side.


His naked body, flushed, still steamed in darkling air


and like a bronze sword, slaked with slaughter, glowed and glittered.


He who has borne a son dies not; the father turned,      135


and his sea-battered vagrant heart swelled up with pride.


Good seemed to him his young son’s neck, his chest and sides,


the swift articulation of his joints, his royal veins


that from tall temples down to lithesome ankles throbbed.


Like a horse-buyer, with swift glances he enclosed      140


with joy his son’s well-planted and keen-bladed form.


“It’s I who stand before my own discarded husk,


my lip unshaven, my heart still covered with soft down,


all my calamities still buds, my wars, carnations,


and my far journeys still faint flutterings on my brow.”      145


Not to betray his joy, he lowered his eyes, and frowned:


“Tall tower of our tribe’s fort, my son, my only son,


take heed: the knavish mob now rears and tries its wings,


the maimed have taken arms, slaves have cast off their yoke,


the ballast, risen to foam, now tries to guide the prow.      150


Say that I’ve not returned, that waves have gulped me down,


and come, tell me how you would crush this crude revolt.”


A mild breeze blew on ringlets of a fallow brow,


somewhere amid an olive tree a nightbird sighed,


soft seawaves far away on the smooth shingle murmured      155


and happy night in her first sleep mumbled in dream.


Telemachus then turned to his harsh-speaking lord:


“Father, your fierce eyes brim with blood, your fists are smoking!”


The cruel man-slayer grabbed his son and roared with laughter;


two crows on two black branches shook with fright, and fled,      160


and in the court an old oak swayed with all its stars.


“Hold firm, my son, or my strong laugh will knock you down!”


But the young man shook free from his strong father’s grasp:


“At your side, sire, I think I bent the bow well, too.


Are not our hands now slaked and satisfied with murder?”      165


The eyebrows of his ruthless parent scowled in storm:


“My son, on shores and islands far away still smoke


luxurious palaces, still groan their slaughtered kings;


our people have grown haughty, wars have smudged their hearts,


they rage to cut down man’s most venerated peaks;      170


I see the scales of fate now tottering in the balance.”


But raising his eyes boldly, the brave youth replied:


“If I were king I’d sit beneath our plane tree’s shade


and listen like a father to all my people’s cares,


dispensing bread and freedom justly to all men;      175


I mean to follow in the path of our old kings.”


His father laughed and his eyes flashed. “My son,” he mocked,


“those follow old kings best who leave them far behind.”


The young man, struck with fright, stepped back and thought: “This man


is like the cruel male hare that kills its newborn sons.      180


O Gods, I’d seize him if I dared, bind both his hands,


nail him to my most winged prow and send him far


beyond the sun’s returning, to return no more!”


The lightning-minded man divined at once his son’s


dark thoughts, and his clear heart was wrapped in sudden clouds:      185


“You haste my going too soon, my only son. It’s said:


‘Die, dear, that I may love you; live, and be my foe.’ ”


The young man stood abashed and dropped his silent glance,


but his voracious father shuddered, for he recalled


how as a still unshaven lad, in youthful rage,      190


he too had raised a mailed fist once against his father.


One day while hunting wild game in a black ravine


they found in a deep pit a wounded rutting boar


that snarled with rage and plowed the earth with its sharp tusks.


As both rushed panting, the son sprang with ready spear      195


but, in his father’s feet entangled, tripped and fell.


He leapt at once erect, frothing with seething rage,


his blood rose high and turned his brain to mud, but as


he roared and flung himself on his father, just in time


their hunting hounds dashed in the breach to part them. Ah,      200


now in his own son’s eyes he saw that black ravine.


Gently he touched with love his son’s mane, raven-black:


“Ah, lad, I feel your pain and love your sharp impatience,


hold back your wrath: all things shall come, all in their turn.


I’ve done my duty as a son, surpassed my father,      205


now in your turn surpass me both in brain and spear,


a difficult task, but if you can’t, our race must perish,


and then our turn shall come to fall prey to the mob.”


He spoke, then set the gate ajar to catch the hubbub,


and in the wind his ears flashed like long pointed flames.


The clamor heaved and swelled as tramp of feet rang out      210


on the stone royal road that mounted toward the palace,


and torches flared and vanished at each winding turn.


The sly man turned then to his son with mocking laughter:


“Ah, you were born too late, for grim times crush, and soon      215


your peaceful plane tree shall be hung with gruesome fruit—


either with our slaves’ heads, my son, or our own heads!


Run quickly, gird your sword, and if we live, we both


may sit serenely by our plane tree’s shade one day,


but at this moment, arms, I think, are a man’s first duty.”      220


The young man dashed in quickly, on his shoulders cast


a blue embroidered cloak with silver clasps engraved


with swallows, shod his wing-swift feet with fretted sandals,


and from the smoke-black column seized and buckled tight


his gold-emblazoned leather belt with its bronze sword.      225


Father and son unbarred the outer gate and sped


stealthily down the road, treading the earth like leopards.


It was a sweet spring night, in blue-black heavens hung


the dewy stars enwrapped in a soft down, and trembled


like early almond flowers swung by evening breezes.      230


“My son,” Odysseus said, as blue shores swept his eyes,


“I bring to mind a brilliant shore where waves once cast me;


my sturdy boat was wrecked one evening on sharp rocks


and all night long I fought with Death in frothing tombs;


sometimes the Sea-God smashed my sides, sometimes, in turn,      235


with seaweed hands I smashed his murderous three-pronged fork.


I held my stubborn soul between my teeth, like meat,


and when day broke, stretched out my hands, grabbed at the world,


hung to an osier branch, and dragged myself ashore;


at once the almighty and pain-easing god of sleep      240


poured on my salt-cracked battered flesh his tender down.


Next morning in my sleep the roaring pebbles rang


with rowdy laughter till I heard my brain resound


like festive shores with female cries and wooden clogs.


For a long time I held my eyelids closed and joyed      245


in earth and in man’s life as in a thrush’s song;


but my brains longed for sight, so through half-opened lids


I spied on maids with flowing hair playing by the shore,


tossing their flame-red apples in light, and with long strides


catching them still in flight, their flushed necks glittering in air.      250


In the maids’ midst a nude, cool-bodied princess stood, 251


with hair of honey-gold piled on her new-washed head,


and watched her playmates gamboling on the golden sands.


I swear that these world-wandering, glutted eyes of mine,


blessed to have seen nude goddesses on deathless shores,     255


never before rejoiced in such reed-supple form;


when she was but fourteen so must have flowered, I know,


amid cool oleander blooms, fair Helen’s body,


and I said longingly within my salt-caked heart:


‘Just such a maid as this must suckle my son’s children.’ ”     260


Suddenly startled, his son blushed, his temples throbbed.


“Tall lily on far shores, and see, my son’s mind dazzles!


Soft silver laughter, gleaming throats, and fragrant apples,


hands that resist, then open, then softly close again—


O may the night not drain its hours, may dawns be dark,      265


and may he hear those flaming apple trees asway


in lush warm gardens far away, their sweet fruit falling!”


Suddenly through the mind of the mute quivering youth


a pure love flowed for that rapacious man, his father.


Thus did the two lords speak as they lunged down the slope;      270


a breeze blew freshly, earth was fragrant as after rain,


and perched in ancient olive groves, the lovebirds sighed.


Somewhere high up in heaven’s gorges, in the wind’s blast,


the stars like molting pure-white flowers in darkness fell;


low on the grass, like constellations, houses gleamed;      275


lamps stood in doorways suddenly to watch with stealth


the two night prowlers plunging headlong from the palace.


But doors were bolted quickly, clanging in the strange hush;


old women spat thrice past their breasts to ward off evil;


and black dogs thrust their tails between their thighs, and whined.      280


The stooped house-wrecker in his brine-black heart drank in


the uncivil poisoned welcome of his shameless people


and in his wrathful heart a lightning longing seized him


to fall on his isle ruthlessly and put to the sword


men, women, and gods, and on the flaming shores of dawn      285


scatter to the wide winds the ashes of his own homeland.


Such were the thoughts that whirled in his blood-lapping brain;


his son watched him askance and guessed with dread what thoughts


swirled in this ruthless stranger who suddenly swooped down,


flung into seething uproar palace, mother, and slaves,      290


then from his own long locks snatched off the royal crown.


Who was he? His blood had not leapt when he first saw


this grimy stranger crouched in rags, hunched on his threshold;


nor had his mother flung herself on his breast for haven


but in the women’s quarter had crouched in speechless dread.      295


“Speak now with kindness to your loved subjects, father, repress


your rage like a great lord, consider that they too


possess a soul, are even a god, but know it not.”


Thus spoke the son and looked straight in his father’s eyes;


but as Odysseus neared the shore and breathed the sea,      300


his mind grew cool, and soon within his pulsing heart


a white gull soared from far-off seas and flapped its wings.


Meanwhile the widows waved their flaming torches high


though they would not confess how deeply their hearts quaked,


then they all joined in rousing songs, and with hoarse throat,      305


alas, roared out a tune to give their weak hearts strength:


“Comrades, unsheath your bosom-knives, let come what may,


we’ll either finish the job tonight or fall on ruin!”


But all stood still at once and trembled with choked voice


for in the shifting light they suddenly sensed a head      310


held high, the long peaked cap, the coarse mustache gone gray


by many sunlit shores, their master’s swirling glance..


All turned to stone, the young men hid behind the women,


the old men wrenched their necks, the maimed grew hollow-kneed—


only the sound of dripping resin broke the hush.      315


The murderer glared into his people’s eyes, but spoke not;


two roads within him opened up for possible action:


should he unleash on the coarse herd his lion-mind


that men and demigods and even gods disdained,


or pity his poor people, open his arms wide,      320


and merge serenely with his flock like a good shepherd?


He weighed both well, and finding pity to his advantage,


opened his arms and hailed his people with feigned joy:


“A thousand thousand welcomes, old and tender shoots


of my fruit-bearing, many-branching regal rod!      325


I came with justice and revenge held in both hands;


first I set straight my shaken castle ruthlessly


and now descend to greet my long-loved island too;


it does me good to see you mount with your town elders


to bow down low before your loved much-wandering lord.”      330


His head like a bellwether’s glowed among the sheep,


and the crowd shuddered, tossed between two scorching fires;


from ancient times their backs had bent to the cruel yoke—


much bitter gall, dark horrors, hands made stiff and tough


at their lord’s rowbench sometimes, then at the hard plow—     335


how might the enslaved soul ever raise its head in pride?


But now among downtrodden hearts a cry burst out


as frightened freedom opened her still tender mouth


because an armless man dared speak, because the first


bold voice was heard opposing the soul-grabbing king:     340


“No! we shall not bow down! Our turn has come, man-slayer!”


His hollow shoulders shook, his dull eyes flashed with fire


though the crowd rushed to choke the newborn cry of freedom;


then an old townsman tried to soothe his master’s wrath,


but he shook off the elder, grabbed a torch and thrust      345


his way amid the crowd, holding the blaze aloft,


and one by one he searched them, cowed them one by one.


An unexpected joy blazed through his heart, for he


had heard a free soul dare speak out, dare to withstand him.


“Who spoke?” he cried, and searched all faces with his torch,      350


but cheeks turned sallow-green, eyes glazed, and all


stepped backward stealthily and vanished one by one.


Then the tart man laughed bitterly and said: “O heart,


you hoped in vain to find one like yourself to fight with,


you on the right, he on the left, your isle between!”      355


He gave the torch to his young son and his voice rang:


“Who among all of you dared open his mouth to curse me?


Who had a word to say, who dared to answer back?”


But no one spoke, all blinked their eyes and watched with fright


how in the smoke an owl’s full round yellow eyes      360


were slowly mounting up their master’s pointed cap,


The young blades thrust their reckless knives into their belts,


and in the torches’ fluttering hight a swarming host


of Trojan dead appeared and disembarked from ships;


with rotted cobwebbed spears and dirty unkempt beards      365


they rushed in silence through the air and fell in line


to right and left of their king’s back, like wings of night.


The pallid mortals backed in fear, their hair stood straight,


until the boldest elder touched his master’s knees


with reverential fear, and finally bid him welcoipe:      370


“May the Immortals guard and bless this longed for hour


when you once more stepped on your orphaned island, sire;


now earth shall bloom once more and the stones sprout with grass.


We kiss the hand that knows both how to kill its foes


and to bestow rich gifts on friends; and I, true friend,      375


bow down and kiss your footprints; welcome, and thrice welcome.”


But still their master’s mind was filled with seething rage:


“Who runs, drinks, fights, or makes love better than I?


What other mind can think up truths or lies like mine?


I can in a brief moment snatch the royal crown      380


from my own head, then gain it by myself once more;


I’ve held it neither from my own father nor from you!”


The elders stooped and mutely touched his ruthless knees,


and though he suffered all their slavish strokes with scorn,


his anger beat against him still like battering waves.      385


“When I returned, I should have punished you at once!


How could your hearts endure to watch my wealth for years


devoured by spongers that like dogs gaped for my bed?


Not one was found among you to rise up and speak out.


Don’t fear—though I’ve returned from the earth’s ends, I find      390


I’m full of pity, my heart aches for mankind’s pains,


my memory blots out evil and retains good only.


Don’t quake, I’ve not forgotten I’m my people’s father;


the sun shall also rise tomorrow, our talks resume.


Raise high your torches, slaves, it’s time I left. This day     395


has also passed, we have well earned our daily bread together.”


All took the steep ascent, the widows rushed ahead


with torches held aloft to light their master’s way;


behind them poured the living, far behind the dead,


and further back the dead dogs, horses, ox and cows      400


that even in Hades long for yokes and goading prongs.


The double shepherd led like a bellwether and heard


behind him the mob flooding like a rumbling herd,


and suddenly felt his body dead and living both,


a sunburnt, many-breasted, many-souled thing full      405


of eyes and mouths and tentacles that seized his isle


and growled, a shepherd, sheep, sheep dog and wolf all told.


Absurd, contrary longings leapt within his breast,


but he held firm the reins of his capricious soul


and when he reached his castle, passed in silence through      410


the blood-drenched threshold with its two stone lion guards,


and his son followed boldly like a lion’s whelp.


The torches choked in embers and the stars leapt low


like hungry glaring eyes of wolves in a dark wood;


Odysseus reached his hairy hands in his wild court     415


and double-barred his copper-banded groaning gates.


The gardens moaned like caverns and the palace roared


till the crowd backed in terror, for in the star’s light


it seemed the guardian lions moved their stony jaws.


Father and son then parted mutely in the large hall;     420


the lone man climbed the tower to calm his seething mind


while the young man lay restless on his bed and heard


his wingless temples creak and open wide to hold


the many-branched audacious brain of his rash father.


“Dear God, he swoops and ravages in every soul,     425


he stands erect on the earth’s threshing floor and rakes


and winnows worthless chaff from wheat in a full wind,


throws half to the livestock and casts the other half


in his mind’s silent millstones and slowly grinds it fine.”


Longing to exorcise his father and make him fade      430


once more like spinning foam on the night-wandering wave,


the young man wove, unwove sly snares in his mind’s loom


until he wearied and curled tight in soothing sleep;


but as his eyes grew glazed and his mind dimmed, a dream


swooped like a vulture and perched high on his skull’s back.      435


He dreamt he stood on a tall rock by the sea’s rim


and longed for his great father to rise from distant waves,


but as he wept, he heard enormous wings sweep down,


and when he raised his eyes a wind-swift eagle swooped


and plunged its claws deep in his head unpityingly,      440


then, shrieking thrice, soared swiftly to the wind’s high peak.


The youth clung to the eagle’s neck in dread and closed


his eyes, fearing to watch the downward-plunging earth.


“Where are we flying, Father? Stop! My head spins round!”


But as they mounted higher, he felt his shoulder blades      445


sprout wings of curly down till to his startled eyes


the earth seemed like a tiny hare that browsed on wind;


an eagle’s heart rose in his chest, his claws grew hard,


and on the ancient eagle’s neck he swayed with pride,


“Father, my wings are strong now, drop me from your claws!”     450


The ancient eagle shrieked with maniac joy and rage,


beat his enormous wings, opened his branch-thick feet


and hurled his young son headlong through star-burning air.


The young man shrieked in terror, leapt from his low bed,


groped in the dark, and then grew calm; all seemed a dream,     455


a crazy thought new-hatched in the deceiving night.


But wild sleep now escaped him: all night long he heard


two monstrous eagle wings that beat above his head.


Meanwhile the castle’s lord had passed to a far room,


and when he’d loosed his belt and hung his crimson robe,      460


his black and hairy chest blazed in the lantern’s light,


his thighs were ringed with flame till the whole house caught fire.


Amid thick hair, his face, his eyebrows, his coarse beard


darkened, and in his blackened flesh his soul flashed fire.


Like a swift agile youth, he leapt, and his chaste bed,      465


long-suffering and unsoiled, joined to an olive tree,


trembled and groaned. Penelope then, new-bathed and mute,


raised her long lashes stealthily and gazed on him with fear.


Waking in early dawn, he stole like a thief downstairs,


unhooked a four-flamed oil-lamp and with caution searched      470


his house like a sly landlord counting all his goods.


He passed through his deep vaulted cells, uncovered all


his huge embellished jars and in his mind summed up


what oil, wine, grain the revelers had left untouched.


Then he knelt down and quickly broke the double locks,      475


uncovered his stone caskets buried deep in earth,


and in his raging mind summed up what golden cups,


what brooches, necklaces, what precious stones and rings,


how many golden crowns were missing or still safe.


He raised his lamp and to his secret armory passed      480


where all his pointed lances shone, his broad shields smiled,


and plumes on his bronze helmets swayed like living manes.


He passed beyond to further cells and with his glance


grasped looms and caldrons, brazen lampsteads, earthen jars,


counting and adding all, then shook his head in wrath.      485


Like a slim hunting hound he sniffed the pungent air,


his nostrils quivering at fat sheepskins and soft beds


to nose out all the shameful secrets of his house.


He passed by slowly and held his lamp aloft until


his tall and flickering shadow leapt from wall to roof,      490


and his worn slaves, still sleeping on their humble pelts,


hearing a noise, half-opened their thick-lidded eyes,


but quickly cowered, and covered themselves in silent fear.
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He passed the women’s quarter, sniffed the holy blood


of all the new-slain youths till murder bloomed once more      495


within his heart like a rose garden drenched with sun.


Stark naked on a sheepskin, his old father lay


in a far corner, raised his pate, looked at his son,


and his blank eyeballs, wounded by the lantern’s light,


brimmed with quick tears and blinked like bats in a dark cave.     500


His son stooped over him and gazed without compassion


On the old rotting hulk that in youth’s flower one night


embraced his bride and sowed the sperms of his son’s birth;


now to what state reduced, for shame, filth on the earth!


He grunted, crossed the sill and stepped into his court      505


where under roofed arcades his slavehands slept and snored


and in their sleep smiled quietly and dreamt, perhaps,


that their fierce lord had drowned at sea, not to return.


But he was gliding from his wine to his oil vats,


rejoicing to caress the old friends of his youth;      510


he bent and stroked the shafts, the mangles, the worn wheels,


and talked with them as though they were old warriors, joked


about their spilled intestines, their worn broken teeth,


and they guffawed and creaked at their old master’s banter.


At last he entered his ox-stables, his warm stalls.      515


where frightened mares reared up, alarmed, with flashing eyes,


but his ox slowly moved their necks and chewed their cud,


and the man-slayer drew back so that his cutting glance


might not disturb the passive beasts’ contented calm.


Thus, landlord, did you hold your lamp aloft to count      520


your goods with care and stack them in your storied mind.


The cocks now on the dungheaps had begun to crow,


and the thick-headed sparrows in the eaves awoke,


for rose-lipped azure day laughed in the opaque sky.


The man of many sorrows rejoiced to hear his cocks      525


bring in the sun once more to his own native land,


blew out his lamp and leant against Athena’s feet.


His past whirled in his mind; old sorrows and old joys,


all seas he’d ever sailed flashed in his eyes, green shores


twined crimson in the sun, and snow-white mountain summits.      530


His mind, round like the sun, shone in the first rays,


holy and good, a ripe fruit filled with fertile seed.


His eyebrows leapt and zoned his voyages like lightning,


waves roared and beat against his temples, garden-mint


and honeysuckle blossomed in Calypso’s cave,     535


and amber scrolls like honey wound round Circe’s bed.


He felt his hands with poisoned heavy lotus brim,


alluring lethal songs rang in his ears once more,


but he heard all, rejoiced in all, set sail, and no


excessive sweetness turned his brain from his true course.      540


He had not wished to fight with gods, but when fate ordained


he’d fought a deadly battle with the sea’s great lord


and with the ungirdled goddess and her pubic whirlwind.


All dangers he had passed now crossed his silent mind,


and in that hour, on Troy’s far-distant azure shores,      545


the dawn broke sweetly: hungry vines with berries weighed


climbed through the jagged ruins and browsed on broken stones;


charred embers choked with flowers, and tall grasses rose


from the cracked skulls of princes, lizards strolled in sun


and with their flickering tails crumbled the famous walls.      550


As the man-slayer smiled and tenderly caressed


Athena’s slender ankles, her bronze feet, he joyed


to feel the goddess was his faithful comrade still.


His claw-tipped brain grew crimson as he stooped with calm


above black pits that brimmed with blood of new-slain throats      555


and filled his fists, then slowly laved the Immortal’s breasts,


her thighs and knees, as though he stroked a mortal maid,


until the wisdom goddess laughed in sunlight, smeared with blood.


His tenant farmers, meanwhile, from far hills and fields


swarmed round his outer gate and wondered in mistrust      560


how to address him, what to say, how touch his knees,


and as they waited, addle-brained, with humbled heads,


Odysseus slowly came and stood before them calmly,


and all knelt down and kissed the sly man-slayer’s hand.


An ancient shepherd leaned on his oak staff and wailed,      565


some touched their master’s knees, his chest and shoulder blades,


until emboldened by his calm all touched his body


that in the light unmoving stood with a bull’s splendor.


When they had wept and laughed their fill, they huddled close


and joined their heads to answer their lord prudently.      570


He asked his shepherds first about his flocks, how many


the leeching suitors in their orgies had gulped down;


next with his mud-brained farmhands he discussed his vineyards,


his ancient unpruned olive trees, his unsown fields,


then asked his slaves how much ripe fruit their wives produced,      575


how many male and female slaves to his increase.


On two wax tablets he set down in ordered rows


his heavy losses, left, his meager profits, right,


till squandered chattel and real property rose up


unwinding from his rapid hands and climbed his brain;      580


then he stood up and portioned jobs to every hand:


“I want all of my vineyards, olive trees, my farms,


my horses, sheep, my ox, to know their landlord’s come!”


Stooping with joy, the elders kissed their master’s knees,


then, young again and light of heart, sped to their work,      585


Odysseus called to all his heralds and cried out:


“Runners, speed with your myriad mouths and lengthy strides,


swarm through my villages and towns and thunder out:


‘Your lord invites you to a great feast at the full moon;


wash and bedeck yourselves, hasten to grace his boards.      590


He’s come! Let his land welcome him with blood and wine!’”


His heralds bound their hair with leaves of the wild olive,


then seized their staffs of ilex wood, puffed up their brains,


and rumbled downward toward the fields like swift cascades.


Day like a shepherdess awoke, the world was filled      595


with wings and birdsong, clamorous noise of man and beast,


and in the ancient olive trees, the early cuckoo’s song.


As he pricked up his ears to catch the sounds of spring,


his mind like frothy loam was covered with new grass


and his much-traveled heart dissolved in mist; sounds rose      600


most sweet out of the earth and now allured him; “Come,


come grandchild, O great grandson, bring your brimming jug.”


The great man-slayer shook to smell his dread forebears,


his hairy nostrils filled with deadly camomile, 604


and leaping up, he glanced about him, chose a jug      605


whose copper belly had once borne the reveler’s wine,


and with a double-handled crater scooped blood from the pit


and filled his brimming jug to water his forefathers,


then plugged its bubbling mouth with aromatic thyme


and took the ancient crooked path to the moldering graves.      610


All of his dead leapt on his chest like crabs and Spread


their sallow bellies and pale claws till he yelled out:


“Oho, how have the dead increased! They’ll knock me down!”


But when the mountain’s fresh breeze struck him, he took heart;


the gorse was fragrant, honeybees on savory browsed,      615


swift swallows cut the light, and their white bellies, warm


and starry-downed, filled the tree-flowering air with love.


His nostrils quivered and breathed in his isle far down


to the musk-odorous shore with its thick salty seaweed.


“How good earth is, dear God,” he murmured; “nostrils, eyes,      620


hands, tongue, and ears here browse unbridled on good soil.”


But his forefathers growled until once more he took


the sacred road to water earth’s unbreathing throats.


For ages on their stony beds, swords at their sides,


with gaping jaws unlocked, they’d waited for their grandson,      625


and now the traveler quaked for fear he’d come too late


and find his own dead vanished, in the rank grass smothered.


But soon the rugged wall came into view, well built


and well matched with smooth cornerblocks like a skull’s bones.


Black souls like ravens perched on it in a long row,      630


and when they saw their son ascend with brimming jug


they opened wide their bottomless thick beaks, and some


perched on the fat fig tree that browsed on women’s flesh, 633


some by the oak that sucked up male ancestral strength. 634


The mute world-wanderer on the destined threshold stood,      635


pushed to one side a rock that blocked the gate, and entered.


The tombs were softly melting in the sun’s fierce blaze,


audacious ivy struck deep roots in the rock clefts,


—great sweetness, fragrance, happiness—and bees buzzed round


the camomile that like star clusters filled the ground.      640


Chiseled upon the lintel’s huge stone block on high


an ancient crane stretched out his slim long-voyaged wings,


lean carter of the sky who on his bony back


and the deep hollows of his neck brings back the swallows


then fans them jocundly throughout the warm spring air.      645


Suddenly on his skull, the rugged grandson felt


the secret archon of his dread tribe watching him.


“Welcome, grandfather crane, old swallow-mount, thrice welcome,”


he cried, then cast aside the thorny thyme and flung


fistfuls of brimming blood to give his forebears life.      650


The man of seven souls rose like a crane, his head


grew wings, his blood-drenched palms and his knees quaked to feel


invisible blind souls that groped to find out what


he sought, if friend or foe, and what his shoulders held,


till the jug rang as though pecked by a thousand beaks.      655


Like a bird-hunter that bestrews the ground with barley


he cast thick drops of blood on the tombstones and called


with throaty clucking sounds on all the souls to eat,


then knelt amidst the tombs, uncovered the dark pit


that brings together dead jaws with warm living breath      660


and poured out all the jug like a fresh-slaughtered throat


till blood in fountain-falls plunged gurgling down to Hades.


Pressed tight like mud-soaked and lethargic beasts, the dead


lay rotting on their backs, their white skulls packed with earth;


then the world-traveler hung above the deadly pit,      665


laid his ears close to earth and heard far down in Hades


firm necks knit straight again and whole, bones creak and stretch?


fists clasp with savage strength at swords deep in the earth


till the tombs rang like battle bivouacs far away.


They lapped the human blood, grew strong and licked their lips,      670


then slowly lifted toward the light their muddy heads


like snakes that thaw out and uncoil in the sun’s blaze.


Their grandson’s soul grew strong as they grew strong, he groaned,


leapt up, and with his thick soles swiftly thrust aside


the gravel round the graves, charred bones of bulls, clay shards,      675


and on Death’s threshing floor spread out a dancing ring.


He flung his coat far from his back, and in the sun


his well-knit sturdy body gleamed with many wounds.


Dancing around his sunburnt loins, tattooed in blue,


the twelve signs of the zodiac glowed like living beasts:      680


the scorpion spread its claws, the lion leapt for prey,


fishes in pairs sailed undulating round his belly,


and the scales tipped in balance just above his navel.


As though earth lived, he touched it with his quivering feet


and slowly on Death’s threshing floor began to dance,      685


He called first to the men, and his grandfathers leapt


with their bronze moldy armor, grasped each other’s arms,


and from their beards shook off the still voracious worms;


he walked then to the women’s side and hailed with awe


deep in the earth his tribe’s milk-bearing ancient toots.      690


Like pomegranates, the tombs burst and cast their seed,     691


and mothers grasped their grandson’s still warm living hand,


then beat the earth like strutting partridges and stepped


in stately measure with their naked incensed feet.


Mortal Odysseus led the dance and hoarsely yelled:      695


“Hey, mothers, hey, straight-backed like candles, grassy-haired,


your rhythmic heels glint in the sun like crimson apples!


Go to it, grandpap, air has once more filled your lungs,


and I, your grandson, rush in the lead and start the song!


Never before, I swear, have I wished to praise the tombs,      700


but now, for your sakes only, I’ll adorn them richly.


O tombstones, wings, O brooding wings spread on the ground


to hatch your huge eggs and to warm your sturdy eaglets,


ah mother eagles, all of your eggs hatch in my mind!”


Thus the soul-snatcher danced and woke his great forefathers;      705


some seized him by the arm, some grasped his dancing feet,


others, like falcon-bells, hung round his swinging throat,


and thus for hours he danced with his ancestral ghosts,


swift in the lead sometimes or at the tail’s slow end,


bursting with song like swallows that return in April.      710


But soon the noon at zenith dripped heat drop by drop


till he stopped dancing, sated, bid his flock farewell


then took the goatpath hurriedly to reach the peak,


for his eye longed to take in all his isle once more.


In tingling air the mountain blurred in the heat-haze      715


and the armed insects plunged like pirates on first flowers


of fragrant golden gorse, wild thyme, and sweet whitethorn.


Amid the first betrothals, before nest-building cares


oppress, and bodies meet and passion vanishes,


the small birds flit from branch to branch in joyous ease.      720


A gray hawk in the sky wove swift wreaths silently


and sought no prey, but flexed his overbrimming strength


before the female hawk should call and drain him dry.


The man of many travels climbed, and his heart filled


with myriad wings and playful thoughts and fragrant herbs.      725


He climbed, his country’s threshing floor in splendor spread,


and when he stepped at length on the bald mountain’s peak


and saw his poor isle’s slender body far below,


he blinked his eyelids to hold back his brimming tears.


“This is the rock, the bare dry rock I’ve loved and longed for,”      730


he murmured then, and teardrops on his lashes gleamed,


His mind, a hovering hawk, spied out the world below:


gold sunburnt beaches bathed like athletes by the sea,


all huts were drowned in light, and on the sun-drenched fields


the sluggish oxen cut the earth’s fruit-bearing womb.      735


But suddenly the earth and seashores shook, farms swayed,


and the whole island, trembling like a mist, rose high


and vanished like a cloud dispersed by the sun’s stroke.


Odysseus felt his heart fill up with freshening sea;


for hours he gleaned his country’s sweetness from the summit,     740


then feeling hungry, turned to his body, laughed, and said:


“Ah, comrade workhorse, let the long day’s labor cease.


We woke before cock crow, worked hard by the lamp’s light,


gave orders to the wretched living, and fed the shades;


now it’s high time to feed you also, faithful beast.”      745


He spoke, and then with haste plunged down the burning stones;


a bitter sea-chant rose and throbbed, beyond his will,


and beat between his towering temples like resounding waves.


He lunged down the descent, and with his salty songs


his solitude rose like the sea and bathed him whole      750


till dead and living turned to waves within his mind.


But all at once Odysseus stopped, his wild song broke,


for in an olive grove he saw blue smoke ascending.


A humble hut, nestling among the trees, stood guard


over a mortals goods: a jug of water, a bowl of clay,      755


the poor and holy tools of work, an earthen god.


Before the hut there crouched a bent old man who slit


fresh reeds and wove them in a basket skillfully.


“Good day, old man, I marvel at your crimson cheeks,


your supple fingers and your green old age. I’m hungry!      760


God is most great and swift repays a good deed done.”


The old man rose, and in the outstretched palms he placed


a bowl of water and a dry crust of barley bun:


“The crab, though poor, is thought a king in his own lair;


bread, water, a good heart, are kingly presents, stranger.”     765


He spoke, then stooped again to his reed-weaving task.


Squatting there on the ground, under an old tree’s shade,


the beggar, like a guileless beast, chewed on his bun,


and when he finished, turned and smiled at the old man:


“The bread was good, grandpap, it knit my weary bones,      770


good was the water too, it cooled my heart to the root,


but I have never taken gifts unpaid for, and now


I shall not rise till I’ve repaid you with good news.


Old granddad, prick up your ears, do not be’ frightened now;


renowned Odysseus moored in his native, land last night!”      775


But the old man only shook his sun-devoured head:


“We who must work day after day to eat, dear God,


what do we care if kings return or drown in exile?


We care about the rain, our vegetable plots, our lambs,


the holy bread the Immortals feed us with our own sweat;      780


kings are uncapturable birds, clouds blown by winds,”


The border-guard disliked these wry complaining words:


“For shame, old man, raise your head high above all need.


He’s come, and bears in his strong hands a vengeful bow


whose god perched like a black crow, on his shoulder blade      785


and for whose sake he’s strewn the ground with young men’s corpses.”


Between dry angers the old man crunched a bit of earth:


“I pity not the idle and scented youths he slew,


nor was the queen worth all the lads slain for her sake;


the lady passed her time well, weaving and unweaving,      790


shuttling with craft her yes and no from warp to woof.


Our master from a babe showed brashness—all his journeys,


his myriad cares and slaughters, have not sweetened his mind,


but forty millstones grind in his tempestuous head.”


The self-willed solitary glared at the old wretch:      795


“The mind was not created to grow soft by grinding


nor to be bent and yoked like cattle for men’s comforts;


the more the soul grows old the more it fights its fate!”


The old man sighed and answered with great sweetness then:


“The soul was made not to deny or shout in vain      800


but to stoop low and merge with the bread-giving earth.


Behold me, son: I was begotten, sprang to youth,


and when a light mustache bedewed my upper lip


I longed to see long braids beside me on the pillow


and sold my two lone oxen and bought me a wife,      805


for I could sleep alone no longer, nor eat nor drink.


When we had lain together, sons and daughters came;


I ate bread, worked the earth, but tax-collecting Death


passed by, and we shared the children half and half, like brothers.


Lately he’s passed again with his mule and snatched my wife.      810


I’ve seen and taken count: there is no greater good


than holy mute obedience to man-eating earth.”


Odysseus rose with arrogance and boasted proudly:


“I’ve also taken count: there is no greater good


than when the earth says ‘Yes’ and man with wrath shouts ‘No!’      815


And I’m acquainted with one soul that never deigned


to stoop under the yoke of demon, man, or god,


but sailed and traveled till his heart became a wineskin


for all four good and evil elemental winds;


he scorned the comfortable virtues, nor made friends      820


with wealthy shepherds or with lambs or honest dogs


but outside his own sheepfold howled like a wild wolf.


People called him a beast, a god, and he but laughed,


for he knew well, quite well, he was not god or beast


but only a light drifting smoke, a passing crane,      825


I’d give him my one son to walk by his proud side.”


He spoke, then grasped the old man’s knees in deep regret:


“Grandpap, forgive me this ungrateful pay for bread;


by God, I measure often but find no measurement;


just like the two-faced queen, I ply the crafty shuttle;      830


now learn, old man, my warp is No, my woof is Yes,


and what I weave all day I swift unweave by night.


But why cast words into the wind? All roads are good


and blessed on earth, and your own road is holy too;


I kiss with reverence, grandpap, your exhausted knees.”      835


“Good journey, stranger; may God sweeten your proud mind.”


Through silver-branching olive trees, in azure dusk,


the old man watched the sturdy body plunge in fields


and vanish without trace, as though the wind had snatched it.


The slit reeds fell and scattered from his puckered hands,      840


his light dimmed as though lightning bolts had split his brain:


“That’s not the stature nor the tread of mortal man;


either a god’s descended to my hut to tease me


or my decrepit eyes have looked upon the dread Odysseus!”


While the proud archer chased the empty air and played,      845


his ancient father crawled across his blood stained threshold.


He crept to a hot windless pit amid the fields


and lay down without speaking, merged his back and hips


with the warm earth and the green clover flecked with flowers;


like an old scarab, battle-scarred, with broken wings,      850


that eats, works, spills its seed, then crawls in a dark pit


and has no will to live since all its guts have emptied,


thus did Laertes crawl and thrust himself in earth.


He smelled the loam and softly smiled, caressed the grass,


stretched out his bony limbs and yawned, then wryly sighed;      855


a thick black swarm of ants crawled up his withered shanks,


but like an ancient tree he suffered the dark mites


to roam his flesh, nor felt their sharp exploring bites.


Only one dark and secret wish perturbed him still


like baby’s whimpering or water’s murmuring      860


or dry reed’s moaning by the lake when the wind blows.


One prayer, one sole entreaty chirped in his mind still;


he gazed on earth, his lips moved and his words arose


like water lilies in his mind’s warm murky pools.
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“O earth, dear wife, I’ve tilled you like a humble plowman,      865


I was your faithful king, the oxen my mute brothers,


I was your glowworm, crawling through your herbs at night,


delighting in your rain-soaked soil with my bright belly,


I passed above you, Dame Bread-Giver, and sowed my seed,


and you received it mutely in your guts, and slowly      870


and patiently we stooped and waited for the first rains.


I’m through, with tilling the earth now, I want my wages;


make my old body young again to breed me grandsons!


Like a great warrior who adorns himself for Hades


and girds the sharp sword to his side, and grasps his spear,      875


and paints his old scars red, and thus descends and slides,


so shall I grasp my scythe, my hoe, my prodding goad,


a jug of water, my two brothers the dumb oxen,


and like a bridegroom steal into your house at night;


the tender meadow grass shall cover up our bed      880


that I may lie, dear Earth, sweet wife, at your cool side;


make my old body young again to breed me grandsons!


I’ll not have them resemble my one faithless son


who spurned you; they’ll become field workers, worms of earth,


their minds shall gently steam with grass and soil and rain.      885


Lady Bread-Giver, I’m tired! Take me, but don’t cast me


on sands of disavowal or in Lethe’s well;


make my old body young again to breed me grandsons!”


The temples of the old man sank, he closed his lids,


his whole life seemed like a far buzz of honeybees      890


that slowly, sweetly fades away on flowering fields,


and he a stingless drone that lies supine, and dies.


He smiled, spread out his hands and touched the fragrant herbs,


leant back his head on the good earth and called on sleep,


and the god came like a light, downy death, and took him.      895


Three days the heralds, olive-crowned, beat on all doors:


“Elders, take up your staffs; young men, gird on your arms;


women, unlock your bridal chests of scented wood,


choose from your dearest dowry, your best panoply!


Minstrels, take down your lyres hung with ringing bells      900


and beat your brains like trees for the ripe songs to fall!


Let empty stomachs laugh and all dry throats rejoice—


brothers, our king invites you all to a rich feast!”


Under ancestral plane trees, still new-leaved and green,


row upon row the tables sagged with food and drink;      905


a savage lowing rose from beasts slain on the grass,


from the crowd’s helter-skelter and its husky laughter.


The furrows round the plane grove flowed with the beasts’ blood


and girdled the whole town with a red steaming belt.


It was a cool late afternoon, the evening’s dusk,      910


and as the mules descended with their copper bells,


the azure mountain with its white paths heaved and swayed


and roared as though cascades plunged down its pebbly sides.


The new-bathed women with their snowy kerchiefs shone


like constellations on the dusk-strewn mountain slopes;      915


behind them clanged young men in arms with pulsing hearts,


pounding their feet to see at last renowned Odysseus;


the old men with their crooked staffs came hobbling last.


As the echoing mountain rumbled downward toward the town,


and young men longed to see him, and the old recalled      920


his fierce glance, his proud bearing and his body’s swing,


the full round moon rose flaming in nocturnal air,


and as it rose the birds stopped singing, the old men screamed,


for as it swayed and dripped with blood, it forecast wars;


but the youths laughed and sped their pace, their nostrils flared      925


to smell thick greasy odors slowly mounting high


from slaughtered beasts that shepherds roasted on long spits.


On the white pebbled shores the town burst like a rose,


the soul of every peasant leapt high in his breast,


mules slipped and stumbled on the paths, the gravel sparked,     930


and window shutters everywhere were flung wide open


to watch the spangled peasants flooding toward the fair.


But as maids neared the feast under the plane trees’ shade,


stooped in their headbands, all dismounted silently,


though on the road they’d cackled like gay partridges      935


or like swift fountains babbling in a fall of waters;


but in the town now they felt shy and lowered their eyes.


The people swarmed, old country loves met once again,


old friends walked arm in arm and talked their hearts out, here


young men could stroll and eye the girls and wink their full.      940


Death pulls a long ill-tempered face when music comes,


and from the mountains plunged the minstrels, lords of song,


their sonorous heads adorned with berry-laden ivy.


Songs heaved and foamed inside their heads like heavy seas.


What should they choose to sing? All manner of songs are theirs.      945


They cultivate their flower beds in rows where bloom


in separate plots food’s wine-flushed songs, blue exile songs,


gray songs of the open road, rose-crimson wedding songs,


all fenced with the black songs of grief like cypress trees.


They sat on walls like a long row of spouting springs,      950


but one with a lean cricket’s shape and pointed head,


his reed pipe stuck under his arm, strolled by and laughed:


“Hey, Kentaur, hold on tight; don’t faint with the food’s fumes!


Take heart, my heart, we’re moored in the port of eat and drink!”


The grove of plane trees shook, for in the moon’s glow rose      955


a mountain of meat, three floors of belly and underbelly,


grunting and panting, heaving, drenched with streams of sweat.


“Orpheus, we’ll stuff our guts full at our master’s feast;


let’s make the rounds, my friend, let’s grab leftover meats,


for see, my bellies droop in folds, my thighs have shrunk.”      960


The squint-eyed piper laughed, swallowed his spittle, and sighed:


“Oho, the smells bash in my nose, I’ll faint and fall!


If only men had bodies like humped camels, friend,


then food and drink could flow in floods down two forked roads;


some could plunge downward toward the belly and others spout      965


high up the hump and there be stored till the back bursts;


then when you’re famished, the huge hump would slowly melt


while you sit idly like a king and eat it all away!


Brother, what humps the both of us shall raise tonight!”


Kentaur, that splayfoot, bellowed like a hollow pot:      970


“Hey, chum, your pointed pumpkin head is stuffed with brains!


If I were God, I’d change the seas to muscatel


and all our ships to goblets, beaches to red meat,


our bodies to barrels that sail ashore to eat and drink!”


The two friends sighed and talked, greedily slunk about      975


the wineskins and the piled roast meat, and gulped with hunger.


At last the conches blared and all the heralds cried:


“Immortal gods, may you enjoy our food’s rich odor!


Welcome, O mighty archons, welcome, O great kings!


People, unloose your belts, reach out your hungry hands,      980


let the great feast of our thrice-welcomed king begin!”


First to appear and seat himself on the highest throne


was golden-crowned Odysseus, their much-traveled lord.


All voices hushed, and old men stooped and hunched their backs:


dear God, he’d grown to forty foot! How his eyes sparked      985


and swiftly pounced like two wild beasts on the poor crowd!


His long stride and his body’s lithesome undulation—


how like a leopard who slinks out to prowl at night!


This man was not a king or shepherd of his people


but a huge hungry dragon that sniffed human flesh.     990


The good and sweet-faced son sat on his father’s left


and like a lily gleamed on his rough parent’s cliff;


his curly locks swung gently down his sunburnt back,


around him his lean hounds like dolphins leapt and played


then leant their gleaming necks on their kind master’s knees      995


till the youth placed his hands on their quick-witted heads.


Two slaves upheld the body of the archer’s father


and carried it with care, like smelling meat gone bad;


his eyes and ears were dulled, his mind a stagnant marsh,


and he stooped low toward earth as though he knocked to enter.      1000


Odysseus shuddered at the sight, lowered his eyes,


looked on the ground and cursed the rotting fate of man;


his sturdy body, wedged between his son and father,


suddenly rotted on the right, bloomed on the left,


and for a lightning flash he choked and gasped for air      1005


then jumped up to shake off the oppressive company


but drew his heart’s reins tight and stopped at the cliff’s edge.


Goblets made of the purest gold, with gods embossed,


heavy and double-handled, glittered before the kings,


and the plates steamed with double portions of choice meat.      1010


Town elders lay stretched out in pride on fat sheepskins;


with pale, exhausted faces and with bloodshot eyes,


some looked like dogs or foxes, some like bony mules.


Holding their lyres straight on their knees, the mighty bards


grasped them by both curved horns like bucking animals      1015


and led the old and new tunes in their heads life flocks


as their minds picked and chose amid the noisy fold.


The people cast themselves down by the fuming boards


while servants cut the roast, mixed jars of wine and water,


and all the gods flew past like the night-breaths of spring.      1020


The chattering female flocks sat down at farther tables,


their fresh prismatic garments gleaming in the moon


as though a crowd of haughty peacocks played in moonlight.


The queen’s throne, softly spread with the white furs of fox,


gaped desolate and bare, for Penelope felt ashamed      1025


to come before her people after so much murder.


Though all the guests were ravenous, they still refrained,


turning their eyes upon their silent watchful lord


till he should spill wine in libation for the Immortals.


The king then filled a brimming cup, stood up and raised      1030


it high till in the moon the embossed adornments gleamed:


Athena, dwarfed and slender, wrought in purest gold,


pursued around the cup, with double-pointed spear,


dark lowering herds of angry gods and hairy demons;


she smiled, and the sad tenderness of her lean face,      1035


and her embittered fearless glance, seemed almost human.


Star-eyed Odysseus raised Athena’s goblet high


and greeted all, but spoke in a beclouded mood:


“In all my wandering voyages and torturous strife,


the earth, the seas, the winds fought me with frenzied rage;      1040


I was in danger often, both through joy and grief,


of losing priceless goodness, man’s most worthy face.


I raised my arms to the high heavens and cried for help,


but on my head gods hurled their lightning bolts, and laughed.


I then clasped Mother Earth, but she changed many shapes,      1045


and whether as earthquake, beast, or woman, rushed to eat me;


then like a child I gave my hopes to the sea in trust,


piled on my ship my stubbornness, my cares, my virtues,


the poor remaining plunder of god-fighting man,


and then set sail, but suddenly a wild storm burst,     1050


and when I raised my eyes, the sea was strewn with wreckage.


As I swam on, alone between the sea and sky,


with but my crooked heart for dog and company,


I heard my mind yelling with flailing crimson spear


upon the crumbling battlements about my head.      1055


Earth, sea, and sky rushed backward; I remained alone


with a horned bow slung down my shoulder, shorn of gods


and hopes, a free man standing in the wilderness.


Old comrades, O young men, my island’s newest sprouts,


I drink not to the gods but to man’s dauntless mind!”     1060


All shuddered, for the daring toast seemed sacrilege,


and suddenly the hungry people shrank in spirit;


they did not fully understand the impious words


but saw flames lick like red curls round his savage head.


The smell of roast was overpowering, choice meats steamed,     1065


and his bold speech was soon forgotten in hunger’s pangs;


all fell to eating ravenously till their brains reeled.


Under his lowering brows Odysseus watched them sharply:


“This is my people, a mess of bellies and stinking breath!


These are my own minds, hands, and thighs, my loins and necks!”      1070


He muttered in his thorny beard, held back his hunger


far from the feast and licked none of the steaming food.


Soon from the abundant meat and the unwatered wine


a sweet mist crept upon the crowd and dulled their brains


until the armless sprouted arms, the crippled legs,      1075


and eyes sank secretly into their hollow sockets.


The moon slid like a man between each woman’s thighs,


sat on the knees of each youth like a lustful wench


and sailed with laughing face within the purple wine.


In heat that night for the first time, a young girl felt      1080


her small breasts rising in her open blouse amid


the fragrant shade, and eyed the young men secretly;


a sweet knife cut her heart remorselessly in two.


Kentaur, big-bellied dragon with a twisted tail,


turned up his wineskin to gulp down the final dregs,      1085


and Orpheus rode astride his huge friend’s fatfold nape


and with his thickly smudged and wine-besplattered face,


his shameless, mindless mind, his spluttering, stuttering tongue,


talked grossly with old men and teased the ripening girls;


all necks turned backward toward the sky like gurgling flasks.      1090


But suddenly the piper stopped his stuttering squeaks


and his loud-mouthed and impish throat dared mock and prod


the palace bronzesmith who with his long golden curls


sat feasting by himself apart, bolting his food.


He pointed to the blond curls round the sooty face:      1095


“Hey, here’s a riddle! the reward’s two salted herrings:


even the charcoal pit’s brought forth pure golden earrings!”


The bronzesmith leapt with wrath, reached with his calloused hands,


and as a cricket splutters in a wildcat’s paws


so did the cross-eyed singer shriek in his black grip.     1100


Fat-buttocked Kentaur bawled with rage and raised his fist;


blood would have flowed had not the elders filled the breach


and soothed the crude beasts in the grove with gentle words,


but then the piper had lost heart and his voice choked.


All overate and overdrank, brains reeled in air,      1105


men felt their black-fringed kerchiefs tightening round their heads,


the women’s headbands tumbled and slid down on their backs,


till their smeared hair with oil of laurel berries glowed.


An old man eyed his wife: she shone as on that night


when he had first besieged and ripped her breasts thin veil;      1110


the young men eyed the girls and could not breathe for longing;


a heavy suffocation weighed on the rich feast,


maidens and adolescents, like two armies, paled,


and the men’s pointed dogteeth gleamed with lust in the pale moon.


Then the chief minstrel rose, the oldest in the land,      1115


who in the cradle had sung the archer lullabies,


and every throat grew sweet at once, all hearts grew light,


all ears pricked up with greed to hear a new refrain.


He leant his body on a plane tree, and his beard;


shone in the limpid moon like a tumbling waterfall;      1120


then slowly he began to sing of their courageous king’s


far childhood years, and the dumb crowd gaped rapturously.


“Friends, a deep longing seized me, lest I suffocate,


to sing a rousing wine-song to adorn this feast


and welcome thus our king, new-come from foreign shores.     1125


Like a great master-shepherd, owner of many flocks,


who stands straight by his sheepfold and selects with care


his fattest ram to slay at his best friend’s reception,


so did my mind rise up to count its flocks of song.


Our minds rejoice in admiration of a good man      1130


when his full-flowering body knits and first bears fruit,


or when, grown old, he sits like God in the market place,


his head a heavy honeycomb that brims with honey.


Lads, there’s no greater joy here on this desolate earth


than that of the minutest seed the plant lets fall      1135


which with its roots grasps earth and with its head grasps light


and in its passing crumbles rocks and cracks the hills,


and I shall sing this night of that most small, small seed.


The king’s grandfather and I, stretched out on lion-pelts,


enjoyed the setting sun from the high palace terrace,      1140


and like the ancient gods grown old, we reached our hands


and drank sweet wine, and watched the sea to its far rim.


Just as the sun in blood-red waves stooped to expire,


a pain unbearable began to crush the old man’s chest,


and nurses ran and brought, wrapped in gold swaddling clothes,      1145


his precious grandson, lone support and consolation.


O king, he raised you like a burning coal in light


and said: ‘Your plowman father wants you to plow land,


and sings you lullabies in fields, rolls you in ruts,


but I plunge you in waves: may you become a pirate!      1150


Your father gives you toys of plows and earthen ox,


but I give you bronze armies and two-bladed swords


and six toy pairs of deathless dwarfish gods to play with.


Ahoy, my grandson, grow up quick and resurrect me!’


Then your old grandsire laughed, jounced you on his right knee      1155


and on his left struck at the savage lyre and sang


the monstrous troubles and vast joys of all mankind;


and you, clinging with your plump hands about his neck,


listened, and in your mind bloomed azure foreign shores


till your still tender loins were drenched with sea-swept brine.      1160


One night on a high tower your old grandsire and I


sat sipping wine, bidding farewell to the afterglow,


and our four temples burst their bolts from too much wine;


our souls soared from our bodies, shadows reeled, rooms shook.


Then arm in arm we dashed and reached the women’s quarter;      1165


I’ve not entrusted this to any man: tonight I tell


a deep dark secret of the three great Fates that blessed you.


The lampsteads in the corners dimly glowed, and all


the nurses slept there on their soft warm mattresses;


your old grandfather rushed ahead, his beard flashed fire,     1170


and his white hair fell down his back in waves of light.


He longed to see and touch you with his rugged hands,


for as we’d perched like two humped eagles on the tower,


we’d seen three shadows swiftly dash into the palace:


‘Surely those are the Fates,’ he cried, ‘the Three Great Graces!     1175


Quick, let’s defend the royal seed asleep in its cradle!’


But as our eyes discerned your small shape in the dusk,


our hollow knees, O king, gave way and shook with fright:


three savage dragons hung, like swords, over your head!


And I, who night and day consort with gods and demons,      1180


whose mind like a high threshing floor corrals the winds,


I saw in the dark and recognized those three great dragons.


First, like a topless cedar tree by lightning seared,


Tantalus stood, forefather of despairing mankind;


with vulturous claws he tore at his voracious chest,      1185


uprooted his abysmal heavy heart, stooped low,


and wedged the graft deep in your own still tender breast;


your cradle blazed as though your entrails had caught fire.


The middle Fate then raised its awesome brow, and I


with trembling recognized Prometheus, the mind’s master,      1190


who in his wounded hands, that softly glowed, now held


the seed of a great light, and stooping over your skull


gently unstitched the tender threads, and sowed the seed.


Then the third dragon lit a fire and threw for kindling


huge looms and thrones and gods to swell the unsated blaze.      1195


Your grandsire roared and rushed up with his spear, but I


seized him in time, held tight; and whispered in his ear:


‘Hold on! These three great Fates are gifting your great grandson!


That dragon with the red locks of a lion’s mane 1199


is Heracles, that iron sword, that famous athlete.’      1200


Stumbling, the old man grabbed a column, mute with awe;


and when the soaring conflagration licked the roof,


the dragon seized your infant form, flung it in flames,


and you flushed crimson, rose like flickering tongues and leapt


to the gilt beams and fluted with the singing blaze.      1205


The whole night through you laughed and played, refreshed in fire,


and we, struck dumb, rejoiced in your salvation’s wonder,


embraced each other tight as our tears flowed in Streams.


The first cocks suddenly crowed in courts, and the great dragons


scattered like clouds and vanished in the downy air of dawn.”      1210


Silent and stooped, Odysseus listened and bit his lips;


his mind was far away on desolate seas and caves,


and when the bard had closed his skillful lips, at once


the archer leapt up, dug his nails into his seat


till the gold goblets on the table tipped and spilled.      1215


His voice roared out with heavy mockery and hot rage:


“To my great shame my hair has whitened, my teeth loosened,


but I still squander my soul’s strength on worthless works!


You’d think I’d plundered the whole world with sated fists,


nor knew of further seas to cross or men to meet,      1220


and, full of pride, moored in my native land to rot!”


He spoke, sat down, then cast his baleful eyes about


as though the whole crowd were a nightmare, a bad dream.


The people turned to stone, their cups hung in the air,


and the old archons, sitting by their angry king,      1225


felt his hot breath like sulphur flowing through his nostrils.


The guests thrust frightened heads between their shoulder blades,


and the carousers cowered, smothering in the plane-tree grove,


but as the hawk of anger passed, they raised their heads


and filled their winecups and their empty veins once more.      1230


Big-bellied Kentaur laughed and roused their fallen spirits:


“Turn poisonous cares away, let fate bring what it may!


Eat all your oxen to the bone, gulp down your wine,


and steal a breast stroke on the girls, for life is short.


The black cock soon shall crow, and death shall dawn too soon.”      1235


The piper then took heart and stuck his oar in too:


“My friends, now here’s an elegant verse for you to hear:


‘To eat, drink, sleep, and love: this is the life of man!’ ”


Then the much-suffering archer fell on meat and wine


and like a starving giant began to eat and drink;      1240


his bloodshot eyes grew small as in his mind he raved:


“Wise bard, you don’t know who my oldest forebear is!”


Within his bowels he felt his wild forefather move,


a monstrous hippopotamus who step by heavy step


rose from thick mud to sun himself-high in the heart.      1245


The revelry continued till the break of day,


the stars grew milky in the sky, the torches paled,


the light trees rustled in the early breeze of dawn,


and in their nests the fledglings flicked their wings and raised


their small round eyes to see if the red sun had risen.      1250


Then the king rose, the people scattered, the lyres ceased,


packsaddle mules were spread with brilliant woolen rugs


on which the giddy peasant women sat and swayed.


The old men took the road, leant on their crooked sticks,


but had no heart to sleep now, for their tipsy minds,      1255


carried away by too much food and drink, gave birth


to lies and truths indifferently, just as they chanced


to fall from rosy clouds of dawn and roadside trees,


and thus the fabled myths of fabulous Odysseus


were born and grew like dragons in the daze of dream.      1260


Far up the road the green youths cackled like hoarse cocks,


for each held secretly within his wine drenched arms


rose-breasted Helen in a downy cloud of dawn.


They were all young and beardless, ignorant of love,


and sang sweet, sentimental, amatory songs:     1265


“Strike me, my brother, and I’ll strike back, fight and I’ll fight!


I’ve lost my wits to a white breast, to black black eyes.


Mother, O Mother, the bitten apple, my sweet bride, 1268


I saw her by the seashore, gazing far out at sea,


and her breasts shared a foreign air on foreign waves—     1270


they’re snow without the snow, and rain without the rain!”


As, like a silken thread, the crowd climbed twisted paths,


Telemachus in wrath stalked toward the castle keep


with his two snake-slim hounds to right and left, alone,


and thus provoked his father in his guileless soul:      1275


“My eyes once smarted, sire, to watch the barren waves;


ah, had my fate decreed that you should not appear!


Now that you’ve come, may you be cursed, may other waves


soon sweep you to the world’s far ends of no return.


You set all minds on fire, you plague man’s simple heart,     1280


you drive the craftsman from his shop, uproot the plow,


until the country bridegroom wants his bride no more


but longs for travel and immortal Helen’s arms.”


The archer meanwhile passed the plane grove, slowly sloped


down toward the morning shore and breathed the salty sea.      1285


Gliding along the harbor with its slim caïques,


he passed the rowboats that with oars crossed on their chests


slept like poor workers calmly by the white shore’s foam.


He crunched sand underfoot and skirted the curved coast,


leapt on the jagged boulders, put the cape behind him,      1290


and like a tranquil seabird skimmed between the rocks.


His fevered eyes grew cool amid dawn’s freshening breeze,


his burning feet grew cool, with splattering water drenched,


and the Evening Star shone in his beard, a drop of dew.


Long, long he gazed far out at sea in a sweet languor;      1295


this was not he who’d fought with gods, embraced sea-sprites,


laid out the grooms like slaughtered beasts and choked his courts;


his mind was now a virgin boy, his hands white roses,


and his old longing shone like mother-of-pearl deep down,


far down in the sea’s depths as he, above it stooped,      1300


smiled and with slow caresses combed his star-washed hair.


Calmly his crude soul, star and water now, dissolved;


his memory, like a female gull in a dark cave,


slept in his breast, and his serene mind rose and sank,


a silent male gull floating on the foaming azure waves.      1305





II



The next night by the fireside, when the great bronze


gates of the castle closed, and slaves and cattle slept,


Odysseus told the long tale of his sufferings slowly.


He sat upon his lion-throne and gently eased


his sea-embattled body softly on fine cushions.      5


The queen sat on a low throne, and with tearstained eyes


shook like a bobbin or thin thread ready to snap;


waves were already beating on her battened heart.


She stooped and with skilled fingers spun with azure yarns


of purest wool to weave Athena’s brilliant mantle,      10


and planned to stitch a black ship on the rolling waves


and round its hem the toils and troubles of her famed husband.


Laertes on a sheepskin in a far corner crouched,


his chin thrust in his knees, his thin arms crossed about him—


an infant waiting for his mother’s womb to open,      15


or corpse returned to earth, the greatest womb of all.


Telemachus stood upright by the hearth and watched


with wary eyes in the flames’ light his father’s mouth


that rumbled and prepared to speak with subtle craft.


His words were sonorous bees that buzzed with stings and honey,      20


contending in the beehive for the first flight out;


and the young man spied on the swarming mouth with wrath.


The household snake-god came and coiled himself in rings


in a far corner of the fireplace and flicked


his two-pronged tongue to listen to his master’s cares.      25


Odysseus placed his hand over his mouth in thought;


seas swelled within his mind, far seashores tinged with rose,


clamorous weeping, laughter, joys, and burning towers;


his harsh throat choked and overbrimmed, he could not speak.


The azure trap door of his sea-swept memory burst:      30


whom should he first remember and whom cast in darkness?


Dim shades of loved friends rushed into his heart’s deep pit:


“Give us your blood to drink that we may live an hour!”


But he chose ruthlessly among the shades, gazed long


at the fierce flames, then dredged his wandering voyages      35


from his resounding memory’s well, and told his fabulous tales.


“At the far ends of the world, on noble feasting boards


the lyre rises, greets the lords, and sings to the wind.


Ten years we stormed the castle, ten wide rivers rolled


our steaming blood down toward the sea, and slowly vanished,      40


for the gods on high secured those lawless battlements.


One morning when I woke, and my brain brimmed with thought,


I seized an ax and felled white poplars, built with skill


a lifelike and gigantic mare with swollen belly


and as a votive gift to Zeus leant it against the walls,      45


but its huge pregnant womb was filled with gallant troops;


thus did my sly mind set the trap, and in the night


the untaken walls and the Immortals crashed in. ruin.


Besmirched by the thick smoke, wounded in forty places,


the fearful gods at dawn rushed from the ruthless Barnes,      50


plunged deep into the heavens and cursed the insolent earth;


yet when their jaws had once more knit, they laughed, unshamed,


drank of oblivion’s deathless wine, and soon forgot.


But the chief god, wrapped up with savage wrath in clouds,


would not permit his mind to drink and thus forget;      55


stooping above the gold-lipped rim of heaven, he sighed:


‘The scales of fate tilt upside-down, earth’s at our heels!


I see the archer’s wily head stuffed full of brains


and brashness, leaning even on our Olympian walls!’


He spoke, then summoned Death to come before him swiftly,      60


and he, black crow who browsed replete on Trojan corpses,


flew up to heaven and perched upon the god’s right hand.


Then murderous Zeus rejoiced to hold his strapping son:


‘Good bird, my faithful thought, swoop down and fix your claws


deep in the brazen skull of unabashed Odysseus;      65


become flame, woman, sea, grind his brash brains to powder!’


He spoke, then in my skull thrust Death like a sharp sword.”


The martyr’s eyes flashed fire, and deep in their dark pools


the great death-battle raged, on land, sea, air, and fire,


of one despairing man with all the omnipotent gods.      70


The cunning voyager fell silent and cast to see


how skillfully to dress the truth with subterfuge,


but felt ashamed before his wife and son, lost courage,


and thrusting tempting wiles aside, shook his proud head


and sailed unhindered on his sea-swept memory.      75


“Three were the worse most deadly forms which Death assumed


to strip me of my weapons and uncoil my brains.


In cool Calypso’s cave he came with laughing wiles


and twined himself about my knees like a plump wench


till in my mortal arms I took the immortal maid      80


and hugged her like a sweet dream on the sandy shores.


The blond-tressed goddess bathed my muddy feet each night


in a gold basin filled with cold and crystal water.


that her gold-woven bridal sheets might not be soiled,


and I would laugh with joy to see man’s muddy feet      85


entwined in bed with such unwithering deathless calves.


For the first time I rejoiced in flesh as though it were spirit,


heaven and earth merged on the beaches, deep within me


I laughed to feel my muddy entrails sprouting wings.


Heaven and its foundations swerved to serve us both,      90


stars vanished in the sea but others blazed with smiles,


and we, two glowworms merged as one, gleamed on the sands.


Like a night sun, misleading Zeus’s star first leapt


on the sky’s rim and joyed to watch with admiration


the blond-haired goddess on the desolate beaches quake      95


within a mortal’s earthen arms and bear him fruit.


Blood-lapping Ares strode behind him, fully armed,


rolling between the mountain peaks, bursting on rocks,


twisting and turning like a crab caught in the fire,


and we on slippery pebbles lay and laughed with joy.      100


Then last of all at daybreak, with her white seabirds,


passing with dance and laughter through the rosy mist,


great gracious Aphrodite would caress on earth


our bodies by the shores at rest, now merged in one.


Like the swift beating of an eagle’s wings, our days      105


and nights of love vanished in empty skies above us,


and as I held the Immortal tightly in my arms


I suddenly felt at dusk one day, with speechless dread,


that God had spread his tentacles and choked my heart.


The world then seemed a legend, life a passing dream,      110


the soul of man a spiraling smoke that rose in air;


in my clear head gods suddenly were born, blazed up,


as suddenly were lost, and others rose instead


like clouds and fell in raindrops on my sun-scorched mind.


Only my dreams seemed to be living still—they crawled      115


like many-colored snakes and mutely licked my lids;


seas then unfolded in my brain, rooted in pearls;


within thick waters gold fish gazed upon me sadly,


and from blue depths the sweetest, sweetest voices rose.


My body stretched in length, my arches curved in height,      120


my head cut through high waves like a curved figurehead


where the road-pointing North Star hung like dangling dew.


My body like a pirate’s galley sped nightlong


and all my hold was filled with the earth’s fragrant smells.


But my dream swiftly emptied, snakes grew numb with cold,      125


and my free heart, that could unshape or shape the world,


turned sterile, dead in a divine tranquillity.


Man’s passions in my heart were purged and drained away,


my native land was drowned, and shone in Lethe’s depths,


till like a play of light and cloud that swayed in wind      130


my father, wife, and son met, parted, and were lost;


Death rose in a god’s shape and wrecked my mortal heart,


Unlaughing, painless, mute, I skimmed over the rocks,


for my transparent body cast no shade on earth


and seabirds swiftly darted through my legs, unfearing,      135


as though a god walked on the shores invisibly.


One morning on the barren stones I chanced to trip


on a long piece of wreckage cast up by the waves,


and raised it slowly and strove to think what it might be:


bone of a monstrous fish, leg of a mammoth bird,      140


or staff of some sea demon, branch of a huge sea tree?


Light slowly filled my mind till in my feeble hands


I saw I held a much-beloved and long-stemmed oar,


and as I stroked it tenderly, my dull eyes cleared:


I saw at the oar’s end the sunburnt hand that held it,      145


I saw the foaming keel and sails of a tall mast,


old comrades came with peeling limbs and crowded round me,


the sea flung in a burst upon me and shook my grains,


and I recalled from where I had come and where I longed to go,


Ah, I too was a mortal soul, my heart was dancing,      150


I had a country, a wife, a child, and a swift ship,


but my poor soul was wrecked and lost in a great goddess.


I quaked in fear of being made a deathless god


without man’s springing heart, without man’s joys or griefs,


then turned and plunged my wasted face in the cool waves,      155


cast water on my withered lashes to revive them,


smelled the salt seaweed on the shore as my brows burst,


and my head brimmed with light and water, fire and earth,


till my blood flowed, my royal veins began to thaw.


Seizing a cleaving ax, I plunged deep in the woods,      160


cut down huge trees and split them, matched them, chose a cypress,


fit planks together, carved long oars, raised up the mast,


—all in a rage of joy—you’d think I hewed and carved


backbone and hands and feet, head, belly, breast and thighs,


as though I built again my god-smashed, ravened body.      165


And when my shape had spread at length from stem to prow


and I had stretched Calypso’s blue cloak for a mainsail,


O new-carved ship, you sang then like my warbling heart.


What joy to unfurl sail suddenly in the buffeting winds


and, scudding swiftly, shout farewell to your beloved:      170


‘Much do I love and want you, dear, but let me first


mount on my plunging ship, pay out my billowing sails,


as with one hand I hold the tiller for open seas


and with the other wipe departure’s tears away.’
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New-washed and fragrant by her holy water’s well,      175


the goddess combed her long immortal hair and sang:


‘For the first time I felt my marble thighs aglow


when once they leant against your warm and mortal thighs.


My stone mind softened, my heart beat, and my knees quaked,


my veins brimmed full of milk, I laughed and turned to woman      180


and held the whole world on my bosom like a baby.’


Her song could cleave a rock in two; it cracked my heart:


‘Be still, my heart, I know, but the mind aims elsewhere’.


Then as I sped like arrows on the foam-peaked waves


and her song dwindled sadly in the twilight’s mist,      185


my ship, grown heavy, slowly sank to its low rim,


for loved shades crushed it, weighed with country, son, and wife,


till I set free my heart to follow as it wished


and it broke down in tears and turned” human again!”


Odysseus spoke no more and gazed into the fire,      190


but in his heart he voyaged still without a word:


islands sprang up in his far mind, moons glowed and swayed,


the rigging in his memory creaked, and his dark head


thundered above the waves like a wild mountain’s peak.


The spindle fell from his wife’s golden-fingered hands,      195


her knees shook secretly, and in her pulsing throat


she choked back bitter sobs and bit her trembling lip;


and his son, shuddering, spied on the hard knees and thighs,


the hands that could choke virtue, that on savage shores


brashly could seize yet cast aside the dread Immortals.      200


Squeezing his tender palms into a fist, he thought:


“This man breaks through all bounds, confounds men with the gods,


smashes the sacred laws that hold the toppling world!”


Laertes, crouched in sleep in a far corner, dreamt


how as a youth not yet turned twenty, he’d built a ship      205


with three long tiers of oars and sailed to steal a wife,


but at the harbor’s narrow strait a crab sat crouched,


bending a fresh green reed to form a curving bow,


and blocked the bridegroom’s passage and the vessel’s sailing.


Then the world-traveler rose and in the fire cast     210


an olive log, and poked the glowing embers slowly.


He watched abstractedly the nude flames as they danced


whistling and licking round the logs, stabbing the walls,


and heard choked lamentations, shouts, and burning towns,


welcoming cries, coarse laughs, and distant threnodies.      215


With ruthless justice, nonetheless, he winnowed wheat


from the crude chaff, then turned serenely toward his throne,


leapt on his vessel’s prow and voyaged on once more:


“Hunger thrashed at my guts, my throat was parched with thirst,


for days I licked dew only, on my oars distilled,      220


and raised my eyes toward heaven—not even one small cloud


passed by to bring a cup of air and puff my sails.


My mind swayed in delirium while a honeyed swoon


wrapped softly round my breathless body like a spell,


and as I hung my heavy head, prepared to fall,      225


I saw on the sea’s rim, like a dawn’s glowing cloud,


the sun-washed, rock-strewn body of my longed-for land.


Her capes were foaming, her towns gleamed on mountain slopes,


my sheep flashed white on greenest grass, the cattle lowed,


I heard a shepherd’s flute, a cascade’s tumbling song,      230


and twittering landbirds came and perched high on my masts.


My son, you stood on shore with shaded eyes, and watched,


your tongue grown sore with questioning sailors year on year;


then on my palace roof a woman stood and glowed.


My harbor, ho!’ I yelled, then leapt, close-reefed my sails      235


and skimmed down toward my country mutely, plunged in dream.


But lo, harsh laughter smote the spume, the wild waves beat


my wretched prow with mockery, the divine shore swayed,


a brilliant gauze on the horizon’s mist, and vanished.


With gaping eyes I saw my land dissolve from sight;      240


the seams of my skull creaked and cracked with seething rage


for everywhere I saw the lawless gods that mocked me.


I seized the tiller and swore to make them choke with wrath


nor ever surrender my ship or soul to their caprice.


Sleep seized me in light snatches, and half-dazed once more      245


I shook my head to chase away that deadly nightbird,


until, behold, as I stared on the sea’s face mutely,


I saw snow-clad Olympus blaze in brilliant light


and its divine gigantic nest shine gold on top.


I felt my vapid body soar like a light cloud      250


high up the lambent god-trod peak, and both my oars


flapped quickly from my sides like wings that cut the waves.


I reached at last and stood upon that deathless threshold,


and as the shadow of my peaked cap fell upon it,


the gates at once sprang open like two human arms      255


and showed the whirlpool sea-god, calm and tranquil now.


He seized and pressed me to his bosom and cried out:


‘My son, we’ve played like dolphins on the frothing waves;


spiteful and stubborn each in turn, we fought like men,


and like two gallant warriors tumbled on the sands.      260


Now let the contest end, let endless friendship start;


forgive me, friend, and may you also be forgiven.’


Thus did the wave-brained god address me and embrace me,


and like two dolphins we caressed in azure air.


Joyfully then tall wisdom’s goddess came and placed      265


her spear-delighting hand on my wave-whitened hair:


‘Dear friend, the nights of the Immortals have no dawn,


and we have longed for you to come and cheer our hearts.


Much-suffering man, sit by my right on the high throne


and open wide your heart, your brains, and your thick lips,      270


for all gods long to hear of man’s ordeals and cares.’


Athena spoke, and the gods came from their high thrones


and pressed about me to admire my aging body,


my puckered hands and feet devoured by sun and brine.


They treated me to deathless wine, and the small-waisted      275


goddess of youth knelt down and loosed my sandal straps,


but as I gazed between the golden columns down


on the blue sea that spread and laughed in blazing sun,


I suddenly felt that dreams had snatched my giddy brain,


and with great rage I shook my empty head from sleep      280


until the sacred mountain swayed like dazzling mist, and vanished,


“It seems that hunger must have driven my poor wits crazy;


the gods had found me stripped of weapons, ready to hand,


and mocked my mind with shifting visions of firm land;


ah, had I but one bite of bread, one sip of water!      285


As I blasphemed, it seemed to me I heard before me


in the sea-fog a bestial cry, a woman’s laughter,


and my keel gliding, skidding gently on smooth sand.


I rushed to the prow headlong, tried to pierce the fog,


and saw a thickly wooded isle, a snaky path,      290


a beach of yellow sand that spread like scattered wheat,


and on the shore a young girl stood and held her breasts,


and all her blue-black body steamed as poured from bronze.


Two slender jet-black leopards leapt and danced about her,


licking her rounded belly and her small-shaped feet      295


while she smiled broadly with her thick black hair unbraided,


and her man-eating teeth like stars flashed in the fog.


Her breasts leapt high like two wild beasts to welcome me,


and I said, trembling, ‘I’ve not seen a deeper face of death!


My soul, do not betray man’s narrow pass to virtue!’      300


But when I’d washed myself within her golden rooms


and food was spread in the cool grove, and winecups foamed,


and heard her sweet voice, then my duty was all forgotten.


‘My dear, you’ve washed and eaten till your veins flow free,


your sturdy body glows like a crisp youth of twenty;      305


welcome, beloved, let’s play in bed with fun and frolic.’


She spread a layer of marjoram, a layer of basil,


and like a thousand-year-old cave, her bed resounded.


The sun stood still, the soul rolled down her curly pit


and vanished, man’s bright face became pig-snouted till      310


the sleepless flame that trembles high between man’s brows


went out, for fragrant flowers, virtues, shames, and love,


alas, grow on the surface only, wither in haste away,


and Mother Mud grips firmly in our deepest roots.


How to forget, dear God, the joy that shook my loins      315


when I saw virtue, light, and soul all disappearing!


With twisted hands and thighs we rolled on burning sands,


a hanging mess of hissing vipers glued in sun!


Slowly my speech turned mute within me, hearth-flames choked,


the infected mind, weighed down with flesh, plunged in my guts,      320


for as small insects slowly sink and drown in amber,


so in my turbid mind beasts, trees, and mortals sank.


In time my heart was battered to a mess of fat


where passions flared and vanished in a torpid daze


till we plunged, grunting, deep into a bestial pit.      325


I lay well fitted in foul flesh, while man’s great cares,


his hopes, flames and ascensions flew in scattering air.


Farewell the brilliant voyage, ended! Prow and soul


moored in the muddy port of the contented beast!


O prodigal, much-traveled soul, is this your country?”      330


Then the world-wandering athlete sighed and scowled with wrath;


for a long time he gazed upon the flames in silence


but all at once a jolting laughter brimmed his throat:


“God, if this is our country, the mind has many skills


to rip it up with all its roots and build a prow!”      335


He spoke, then twirled the spindle of his mind once more:


“One day as I lay grunting in my fleshly sty,


I saw a light smoke rising on the shore, a fire,


and round it squatted men who with slit rushes pierced


a row of fish and roasted them on glowing coals.      340


A woman with a baby at her bosom stooped,


unbared her breasts till her son grasped her nipples tight,


and she refreshed him like a fountain of pure milk.


As the fish reddened and their fragrance smote the nostrils,


the fishermen pressed round the fire and sat cross-legged,      345


and when the mother came with outstretched hands, they filled


her palms with double portions of black bread and fish.


They ate with greed, munched silently, and watched the sea,


then wiped their long mustaches, tipped their flasks of wine,


drank deep, passed it from man to man, last to the mother.      350


O poor immortal comforts: fish, some bread and wine,


the blue sea stretched before you as you slowly munch


and feel your spirit fortified, your flesh renewed!


I felt, dear God, that I myself once knew such joy.


After the meal, they raised their hands to burning skies      355


and the glad mother swayed her torso right and left


and poured into the air a slow sweet lullaby.


The words fell emptily and sank in my mind’s marsh


but I received the sweet sounds in my breast, and there


the parched and thick-skinned leaves of my heart trembled.      360


With pain I struggled to recall as my chest heaved:


great courtyards, vineyards, ancient olive trees and fig,


a marble-throated woman that suckled my only son—


oho, to climb a mountain peak, to shout and yell!


Then all at once my throat swelled and my neck veins burst;      365


tears brought me near you once again, O race of man.


Once more I hewed the forest, carved out new-shaped wings,
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oars, sails and masts so that the soul might rise for flight;


once more, O joy, winds blessed my sails, and I swept free!


The man-enflaming, high-rumped maid screamed on the shore,      370


the leopards leapt like flames about her, flicked their tails,


and all the sun-washed bodies called from burning sands:


Where are you going, to the crags of man, to the cliffs of his mind?


Where are you going, beautiful body, smashed like a jug?


My breast is your native land, for no matter where you go,      375


you’ll not find such a tranquil port, such sweet oblivion.


The soul of woman is very sweet, for it is filled with flesh!’


“Shrill sounds and passion’s exclamations slowly faded


as in the fiery sunlight the sandy harbor vanished.


All day I sailed to windward, and my vessel beat      380


like a poor human heart escaped from the jaws of death;


at night the heavens glowered and filled with lightning bolts,


the sea clutched at the sky, sea-demons danced on billows,


and their harsh laughter burst about my head and roared.


I heard them quarreling how to seize and share amongst them      385


like vultures, my strong ribs, my brains, my eyes, my entrails,


but with my ship for shield, I fought them breast to breast


and held on tightly to keep flesh and bone together.


But in the frenzied dawn the searing lightning smashed


my sails and planking, and I plunged in roaring waves      390


and grit my teeth to keep my fainting soul from drowning.


I cut through all the flooding waves with wide breast strokes


until my hands at daybreak hooked on jagged rocks.


Oho, firm land, I’ve seized you and plant roots once more!


Laughing and crying, I kissed the earth and stretched on stones,      395


and it was then Death’s sweetest face rose to confront me.”


The seven-souled man ceased, knelt down and fed the flames


with stacks of laurel boughs until the crackling fire


sent a sweet fragrance spreading through the dazzled house.


For a long time he stooped to admire, wrapped in thought,      400


how the flames slowly licked the boughs caressingly,


crawled up to their dark tips and tightly bound them round


while they burned on, uncaring, all their twigs ablaze.


The man of many cares laughed secretly and stroked his beard:


“Death masqueraded like the virgin of a noble tribe      405


who on the beach smiled softly at a shipwrecked man,


and my much-suffering heart rejoiced to smell the ripe


and mortal body, the humble holy warmth of man.


She was not a divine, tall crystal peak, nor yet


a smoking, hungry blaze confined in a beast’s loins;      410


I marveled now at man himself on earth, and joyed


to see myself reflected wholly in her eyes.


She neither raised me to the empty sky nor hurled


me down to Hades, but we walked on earth together,


and my wild backbone trilled with sweetest fluting sounds:      415


‘Lucky that worthy man who sleeps with her as bridegroom!


This is the sweetest siren of all, see how she waves!


See how her holy bosom yearns to suckle men!


Dear God, to build a home at length, to smash my ship,


to make a crossbeam of its mast, its hull a bed,      420


and its old, sea-embattled prow my own son’s cradle!’


But I made my heart stone, precisely weighed all things


between my just mid-brow till Reason stood erect:


When in my native land one’ day I’ve moored for good,


then I shall load a many-oared, tall bridal galley      425


with fragrant honey, wheat, and wine to sail and buy


this sun-washed nest of children for my only son.’


My heart had never gleaned such rooted Victory;”


Odysseus sealed his bitter lips and spoke no more,


but watched the glowering fire fade, the withering flames,      430


the ash that spread like powder on the dying coals,


then turned, glanced at his wife, gazed on his son and father,


and suddenly shook with fear, and sighed, for now he knew


that even his native land was a sweet mask of Death.


Like a wild beast snared in a net, his eyes rolled round      435


and tumbled down his deep eye-sockets, green and bloodshot.


His tribal palace seemed a narrow shepherd’s pen,


his wife a small and wrinkled old housekeeping crone,


his son an eighty-year-old drudge who, trembling, weighed


with care to find what’s just, unjust, dishonest, honest,      440


as though all life were prudence, as though fire were just,


and logic the highest good of eagle-mounting man!


The heart-embattled athlete laughed, dashed to his feet,


and his home’s sweetness, suddenly, his longed-for land,


the twelve gods, ancient virtue by his honored hearth,      445


his son—all seemed opposed now to his high descent.


The fire dwindled and died away, and the four heads


and his son’s smooth-skinned calves with tender softness glowed


till in the trembling hush Penelope’s wan cries


broke in despair like water flowing down a wall.      450


Her son dashed and stood upright by his mother’s throne,


touched gently with a mute compassion her white arm,


then gazed upon his father in the dim light, and shuddered,


for in the last resplendence of the falling fire


he could discern the unmoving eyes flash yellow, blue,      455


and crimson, though the dark had swallowed the wild body.


With silent strides Odysseus then shot back the bolt,


passed lightly through the courtyard and sped down the street.


Some saw him take the graveyard’s zigzag mountain path,


some saw him leap on rocks that edged the savage shore,      460


some visionaries saw him in the dead of night


swimming and talking secretly with the sea-demons,


but only a small boy saw him in a lonely dream


sit crouched and weeping by the dark sea’s foaming edge.


Death is a skillful pruner, trims the trees and knows      465


what bough shall wither and what flower will turn to fruit.


At cock crow once when old Laertes could not sleep


he crawled to the main court and poked his aged nurse.


When he was young he’d slept with her in joy one night


then left her all her life to weave in his dank vaults;      470


but now that he hung drooping like a rotting fig,


he’d brought her back to care for him in his old age;


this was the ancient crone whom he now prod at dawn.


The old nurse opened startled eyes and in the dusk


perceived the bald pate of her master softly gleam      475


as over it two black, enormous, wide wings fell.


“The poor man knows he’s lying in Death’s shadow now.”


Thus did she think, then tied her kerchief silently,


lit up the fire and put some fragrant mint to boil


so that the infirm old man might drink and brace his heart,      480


but he stood by the door for fear he’d leave too late.


Guessing he wished to hasten to his loved grove and there


give up his soul at last to the trees’ holy roots,


she wrapped him tight in a warm mantle, took his arm,


and both together crossed the court, unbarred the gate      485


with shaking hands, and stumbled up the farmhouse path.


The cloudy dawn hung trembling on the verge of tears,


earth smelled of musk, the olive trees still dripped with dew,


and misty morn cried in its cradle like a child.


A fat crow passed them to the right with whistling wings      490


and the old woman cursed it with the curse of death;


but others came and cawed in chorus joyously


and played and coupled lovingly in the dim air


nor smelled an old man’s corpse nor heard the frail crone’s cry.


When finally they reached the orchard’s matted fence,      495


light broke, the slaves had wakened and were hard at work,


and in the moist air cocks thrust out their necks and crowed.


As the old man grew tired, she made him lean against


the ancestral hollow olive tree that kept the gate,


gave him a gourd of old wine that his knees might knit,      500


and he with both hands grasped the dripping wine-bowl fast


and drank deep gulps to strengthen his exhausted heart.


He felt the warmth spread down his vitals, his eyes shone,


till in his darkening head his mind cast its last beams.


He saw then his loved orchard, spread his joyful hands      505


and slowly greeted all his trees, each by its name:


“O my sweet apple tree with apples hung, O loved


and honeyed fig tree, thin-shelled almond, musk-grape vines,


farewell, I fall to earth. Eat me, O mother-roots!


I, too, am the earth’s fruit, and rot; dry leaf, and fall!”      510


Wagging their tails, his two white hounds rushed up and barked,


then leapt upon him lovingly and whined with joy


as their old master leant his hands on their thin ribs


and drank deep of his dogs’ warmth and the earth’s odor.


The flower-laden trees glowed softly, cloaked with mist,      515


honeybees buzzed and swarmed till leaves and branches swayed,


and two old ewes, which the old man had raised, came bleating


and sought to lick his warped, beloved, familiar hands,


A musk-roe gently raised with pride his clever head,


recognized his old master, his eyes shone with joy,      520


and like a prince approached to greet the frail old man


who gathered all beasts in his shade now like a tree.


His nurse stood by his side and wept, for she knew well


the mind was but a lamp that flares and fades forever


and that Laertes hailed the world for the last time.      525


When a fat ancient crow he once had nourished came,


brimming with joy, and perched on his right shoulder blade,


he shook with fear to feel the harsh beak in his ear


and closed his eyes as heavy sweat poured down his body.


His nurse cried bitterly, the servants gathered close,      530


the faithful cowherds came, taking the cows to pasture,


and shepherd boys approached, holding their crooked sticks.


The slaves pressed round their master, grasped his withered knees


and his damp hands and begged him not to leave them now,


but he, far from his living friends, with empty gaze,      535


blinked his dim eyes and leant on the old olive tree;


he stood on Hades’ threshold mutely, eased of care,


and turned his pale face round and bid the world farewell.


Kneeling before the death-doomed man, his nurse cried out:


“Dear master, let me send a slave to fetch your son.”      540


But when Laertes heard her, he stared and bit his tongue,


then with numb fingers grasped the nurse and held her back.


Now on the blossomed trees a drizzling shower fell,


flowers grew dim and the earth odorous, cuckoo birds


perched on the olive boughs and shook their watery wings.      545


Bending his head, the old man smelled the steaming sod;


his brains, like mud-balls in a sudden shower, crumbled,


and sluggish oxen in his mind began to plow.


He held the plowshare tightly, his feet sank in furrows,


and skylarks, swallows, storks and cranes flew low and cried:      550


“Grandfather, plow the loam, open the earth to feed us!”


He heard and prod the beasts until his entrails burst


like earth, and birds flew back and forth and ate of him.


Such were the joys and memories that now brimmed his mind,


and slowly stuttering, back and forth he swung his arms      555


in a wide sweep, like a good farmer who sows his seed,


and his old nurse, guessing the plowman’s secret wish,


poured grain into her kerchief from a storage jar


and spilled it in her dreaming master’s lap, and he,


feeling the holy seed within his trembling palms,      560


took on new vigor, smiled in silence, and stood erect.


Earth softened in the drizzling rain, and from deep pits


of moldering soft manure came odors of plowed fields.


The old man swayed and staggered as he raised his hands


to cast the fruitful seed in earth, but tripped and fell,      565


then on his belly dragged himself on shaking knees


and sowed with open arms, as though he blessed the seed,


but fell face forward, raised himself, clawed at the ground,


and fell again, until his beard was caked with mud.


Pecking the earth, the sparrows zoned him happily,      570


the old crow came and hopped upon his master’s back,


and his white hounds preceded him in the thin rain.


Then all at once the rainbow sank its feet in grass


and hung in mid-air, blazing bright with sweetest joy;


heaven and earth were bridged, and the slow drizzle ceased,      575


But the old man, engrossed in sowing, ignored the sky,


struggled to cast his last fistful, but fell face down,


and his head thrust into the rain-soaked soil like final seed.


When the long-suffering man heard of his father’s death


he felt his entrails pull apart and fall to earth      580


as if a huge part of his famous bronze-hewn body


had rotted suddenly and dropped in an open grave.


Holding his father’s still warm body in his arms,


he mounted toward their moldering, old ancestral tombs,


slew oxen on the grave and sent them down to Hades      585


so that his father’s ghost might plow the shades, sow deep,


and glean Elysian wheat with his dead, reedy hands;


He placed a sharp goad by his father’s side, a scythe,


a bronze jar of cool water, a warm loaf of bread,


then last of all he masked his father’s holy face      590


with pure gold leaf, marked out his lashless eyes, his mouth,


his thorny eyebrows, long mustaches, cheeks and chin,


and bending over the tomb cried thrice his father’s name,


but it went lost, and no loved echo rose from earth.


Odysseus smoothed the grave’s light soil and planted there,      595


to suck and drain his father’s flesh, an olive sprout


under whose shade in time grandsons might come to play.


The fruit rots blessed in earth, for it has cast its seed,


and that same night Odysseus ordered a swift ship


full-armed with crimson sails, loaded with amphoras      600


of old rich wine, with wheat, with copper kegs of honey,


a marriage god nailed to the prow for figurehead


holding the mystic, many-seeded pomegranate. 603


He summoned two town elders and his lustrous bard:


“My castle’s worthy chiefs, go as my marriage brokers      605
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due north to a deep-gardened and green-wooded isle.


With vine leaves on your heads, with your tall staffs in hand,


ascend with pomp the wealthy palace, pass the threshold,


and bending low before the old king, hail him thus:


‘Greetings! Our king, the famous castle-battler, sends us.      610


We bring a dowry-ship of honey, wheat, and wine,


the rich gifts of our master’s son, to take for bride,


with your permission, Sire, your daughter nobly bred.


Since that dawn when our master saw her play on shore


he longed for her to rule his home and breed him grandsons.’ ”     615


He spoke; at once his words became a laden ship,


and the three marriage brokers sailed and searched their brains


to find what artful words might bring the wished agreement.


Odysseus stood upon the shore and watched the ship


scudding ahead, its red sails filled with the South Wind      620


Watching his son before him run to find a bride,


feeling his father’s body rot in the grave behind him,


and he at the dead center, bridegroom both and corpse,


he shuddered, for his life now seemed the briefest lightning flash.


He turned and looked about him: all his streets seemed narrow,      625


strange generations trod the roads, new boys and girls


seeded when he was flinging spears on foreign shores;


his isle had bloomed and borne fruit like a tree in season.


The sun had set but on the mountains dragged its light


slowly, as though it had no wish to leave the earth.      630


Sitting on low stone walls, old men of the first rank,


their chins upon their staffs, chattered in low tones,


weighing each word with prudent craft before they cast it,


flinging each other hints, hiding their secret thoughts.


Yet but one secret thought pierced through the elders’ hearts,      635


and though it burned their lips, could find no passage out.


They suddenly ceased like crickets when man’s shadow falls,


for far away in twilight they discerned their king


pacing with lion strides, nearing the plane-tree grove,


till he approached and stood before their shriveled forms      640


and all bowed low with great esteem and wished him well.


The sea-wolf looked with scorn on his town’s elder chiefs


and thrust their rotting forms aside, struggling to find


their manly bodies that on earth once prowled like lions,


how sagging now, as though earth clutched and dragged them down!      645


Odysseus grabbed an old sea-churl with battered ears:


“Ah, famed man-slaying pirate of storm-battered seas,


remember how your native harbor laughed and flashed


when you returned and piled your loot high on the quays?


Once in my early youth I watched in admiration      650


how you trod groaning earth as you flung out at me:


Tour earth is narrow, prince, your quays can’t hold me now,


I shall enthrone myself amid rich ships in ambush!’


You spoke, and suddenly in my heart my land grew small,


but now, for shame, you lick earth’s filth like a dung-beetle!”      655


The codger glanced with spite on his king’s jeering mouth:


“When I was young I spurned all shores and gleaned the waves,


but in mid-sea I’d raise a shout that stopped my ships:


Ah for cool water from my well, fruit from my trees!


Dear God, had I my woman now upon my knee!’ ”      660


The foxy-minded man then laughed till the earth shook:


“Strange fruits are sweetest and strange breasts smell best of all!


O rotting hull, my native land, you rise and fall


between my brows and break on the mind’s jagged cliffs!”


He poked his neighbor and heaped the sea-wolf with scorn:      665


“This man once rivaled me in cunning wiles, his mind


turned to a small, white fox when he tread whitest snow,


turned to a yellow-crimson hare on sun-hot sand,


an emerald locust lost amid the greenest grass;


and when he rose in council, all our giddy thoughts      670


would fall in his words’ lovely snares like partridges:


now he chews pumpkin seed and plucks his hair of fleas!”


But then the old fox curled his lips and bared his teeth:


“Aye, king, beasts of the wood grow old, and gods grow old,


and old age with its cares strikes even the soul of man;      675


you, too, will pay the price, whether you will or not!”


The man of stone heart laughed with spite and the men quaked:


“Learn that the soul sprouts twice with youthful fruit and flower


from rooted, ancient trees, nor pays the slavish tithe;


no matter how old I grow, I’ll fight toward youth renewed!”      680


He spoke, and to his left seized a distinguished chief


with gleaming flesh and five-fold fat, with curled white locks


who pursed his painted lips in girlish coquetry.


Odysseus looked him up and down with scorn, then spoke:


“Behind your fat make-up I still make out your mug:      685


you are that famous bard who one warm evening sang


so well amid our feast that my great father rose


and pinned upon your warbling chest a golden cricket.


That sacred cricket now is dead—behold its husk!
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