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Introduction

HIS IS A BOOK about literary criticism, about that critical

discourse which deals systematically with texts considered
literary. It is therefore twice removed from those texts. In this
sense, it exhibits no immediate interest in textual features, char-
acteristics, structures, and qualities—in either immanence or
fullness; it is a work about, not of, literary criticism. It focuses on
what criticism does with literature, on the organization by criti-
cism of that realm of knowledge and experience commonly
known as “literature.” This viewpoint marks the book as an
exploration of literary status rather than style. I have sought to
examine how criticism confronts, disseminates, and promotes lit-
erature—what kind of truth, according to criticism, literature
possesses and provides.

For an inquiry about the truth of literature, the traditional
romantic and postromantic practice has been to look into the
“text itself” in order to describe its authenticity (variably under-
stood as originality, literariness, reflexivity, rhetoricity, ideality,
or iconicity). That ontological approach, oblivious of its own
place in history and culture, disregards the conditions allowing
for its own operations and perceives the object of its study as a
work rather than a function. Thus it prioritizes and privileges the
independent text—the written, the writing, the Scripture, the
language of the Book, the always already and forever there. It is
only recently that we have gained a broad historical awareness of
the cultural situation of literature and have realized that it pre-
cedes and determines literariness. Institutional and ideological
developments in the academic and other marketplaces have
forced us to admit that a meaningful literary reading is performed
and understood against a necessary background of literary
training, competence, and a particular cultural literacy. Nothing
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looks literary or is recognized as such unless we already know
what literature is; we must already have been shown literary
pieces, learned the proper codes, mastered the conventions, and
followed the rules. Accordingly, the aim of criticism should be
the definition and description of those conditions necessary for
the recognition of “literature,” for the production of appropriately
literary texts. But criticism happens to be the very institution ded-
icated to this task of text construction, and this disqualifies the
institution for such an investigation: the production of literature
cannot become criticism’s central object because criticism as an
institution is itself housing literature’s production.

This is a book, then, about the institutionality of literary criti-
cism—literary criticism as a cultural and national institution with
its own sites, mechanisms, and jurisdiction, which produces,
safeguards, and propagates the truth of literature. This vocabulary
may perhaps sound familiar in the late 1980s, but its relative pop-
ularity does not, as yet, reflect many dramatic changes in the
prevailing modes of reading. Although it has become quite
appealing and fashionable among scholars to employ literary crit-
icism as an indication of liberal disposition, its persistent appli-
cations to canonical texts (with the suspicious aim to “reread” the
classics) and mainstream (or “commonly taught”) languages
serves only to confirm their status, affirm the allegedly boundless
self-reflexivity of the masterpiece and reinforce the violent
supremacy of Western civilization. 1 purposefully decided to
refrain from this self-congratulatory and self-serving indulgence
of the profession and concentrate instead on its critical practices:
the modes of reading established by and constitutive of criticism.
From this perspective, literary criticism becomes the institutional
space where the application of acceptable reading tactics pro-
duces literary texts. For this reason, all the individual discussions
of literature included in this volume start with a piece of criti-
cism, rather than a piece of literature, thus emphasizing the
aspect of production and displacing epistemological issues. I deal
with productive or nonproductive readings, not with created
texts.
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It has been a strategic decision. By following this course, [
wanted to establish some of the constitutive elements of literary
production: the intertextuality of writing, the mediatedness of
understanding, the formative role of reading expectations, the
enabling presence of relevant literacy, the conditioning horizon
of tradition, the institutionality of interpretation, and the eco-
nomic character of axiology. It is both a refusal to grant literature
independent existence and autonomous value and a choice to
examine the economy of its constitution. Thus, throughout the
book I discuss literature’s natural public uses and the politics
involved. If the political is the institutional and if production is
practice, then criticism as an institutional practice serves the
political production of a particular domain of knowledge—the
truth of literature or truth-as-literature. 1 fear the rest is interpre-
tive formalism and decadent ontology: aesthetics.

Aesthetics has evolved since the mid-eighteenth century as a
secular hermeneutics, a hermeneutics of the profane medium
rather than of the divine message. But it never outgrew its biblical
faith and its protestant methods: from Baumgarten to Beardsley,
from Bakhtin to Booth, and from Benjamin to Bloom, herme-
neutics remained a search for deep meaning and revelation, an
analysis of the book, and a negative eschatology of perfection; it
saw writing as creation and reading as interpretation. Hermeneu-
tics beautified the text and idolized its form. Furthermore, it pro-
vided grounds of legitimation for the author, the critic, the spe-
cialist, the scholar, the academy, the curriculum, the anthology,
the journal, the conference, and the university press—all the
roles and enterprises centered on what was most human in man,
the humanities. The institutional procedures of constitution, cir-
culation, and consumption of texts were rendered immune from
doubt and protected by the theology of art and its rules, rites, and
rituals. But this is no longer true, given deconstruction and the
recent “confusion of theoretical tongues.”

With deconstruction, the discourses of poststructuralist criti-
cism committed the ultimate political hubris—the totalitarian
aspiration of tyranny. The poststructuralists proclaimed criticism

. 5.
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as the highest stage of literature in the same way that the roman-
tics had earlier proclaimed literature as the highest stage of lan-
guage; and they argued aggressively for the superiority of the self-
reflexive over the literary, while the structuralists had equated the
two. Now all literature aspired to the state of self-reflexivity and
criticism. What followed is common memory: criticism went
bankrupt after trying in vain to prove that it was its own justifi-
cation, contrary to all previous theory, which had accepted its
subservience to literature; debates about political issues such as
institutionality, tradition, canon-formation, evaluation, gender,
race, power, and violence erupted everywhere. Soon, it appeared
that two main paths were open to future research: pragmatist
acquiescence, in the name of an agnostic realism, deals with
problem-solving in the context of local communities; and polit-
ical resistance, inspired by a historicist skepticism, opposes all
impositions of interpretive authority.

This book follows the second path and deals with the dis-
courses of literary criticism, the discursive practices of literary
production. The perspectival methodologies of genealogical his-
toricism inform the book, and it examines strategics employed in
specific institutional sites and social contexts in order to produce
certain cultural literary valucs. The text is seen as a product—a
commodity and an exchange value whose circulation is regulated
by mechanisms of distribution, exclusion, and imposition in a
historically determined field of power forces competing for
authority. I have chosen to look directly into the operations of
literary criticism to undercut the artistic privileges of literature
and the positivistic claims of scholarship. My effort has not been
to stand outside the realm and attack it, but to expose its guiding
principles by stressing their intrinsically political character. This
is done in a sophistic spirit through direct agonistic involvernent
with the policies criticized. To the extent that my book debates
legitimacy, contests power, and plays the only game in town—a
town insistently viewed as a polis of competing interests, rather
than a community of conflicting goals—it is a rhetorical enter-
prise.
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Clearly and openly this political book subscribes to the ethics
of resistance and deals with the institution of literary criticism—
its principles, operations, and products; and it opposes that insti-
tution as a cultural establishment. By “institution” [ refer to any
concrete and recognizable organized element in a society, a
social formation that includes an organization and its respective
laws and customs. Therefore, “institution of literature” denotes a
particular system of reading and writing practices, with its own
set of rules, code of values, and cultural space, where texts are
treated in terms of inherent meaning and artistic quality. I do not
oppose those who happen to control it or even their methods, and
I do not seek a better or different criticism. The target of my cri-
tique is criticism itself, and the argument is about its dispensa-
bility and disposability. I believe that criticism—literary or
other—has run its historical course, as an institution, and has
exhausted its cultural services. I need not necessarily appraise this
overall phenomenon, at least not here. But the demand of the
times, in the wake of poststructuralism, is no longer to change
criticism but rather to abolish it. In the studies that follow
I mean to contribute to this goal. An investigation into the poli-
tics of criticism can only take another step toward its abolition, a
political step against and beyond the limitations of aesthetic
understanding. As for the question that may be raised about the
future of literature and art in a world without any grammarians
or custodians of beauty, the answer can only be direct and simple:
what “literature” or “art”?

For THE PURPOSEs of such a political and antithetical
approach to criticism | was fortunate enough to choose, for rea-
sons not altogether voluntary, the realm of modern Greek literary
studies. I do not think that another area could have proved more
suitable for my explorations or more challenging to my ideas.
Here some explanations are in order.

Contemporary Greece as a state and as a country, as a political
entity and a historical experience, remains the most spectacular
and interesting construct of idealism. Conceived by romantic
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Hellenism, established by the most intricate and paradoxical
interplay of international political, economic, and ideological
forces, and sublimated consistently by all subsequent quests for
the true origins of Western civilization, it continues to exert an
incessant fascination on our imagination, for it is presumed to be
a unique case of historical, racial, and cultural continuity. The
reasons behind this still popular image are multiplc and complex.
It may suffice at this point to paraphrase a platitude and note that,
had it not existed, Modern Greece ought to have been invented.
Indeed, perhaps it was. All that can be said with certainty is that
the inhabitants of the ancient place, starting in the late eight-
eenth century and especially after the successful revolt against the
four-century-old Turkish domination, found themselves under
immense external pressure to respond adequately to the inflated
expectations and to adjust properly to the exalted demands of
European and American romanticism which, from Goethe to
Beethoven and from Shelley to Delacroix, needed to affirm and
satisfy its classical yearnings. This pressure to be true Hellenes
was presented to the Greeks as their only way or chance to define
an acceptable identity and justify their political claims. The
choices were limited and the time for reflection unavailable; after
much hesitation, they, and especially those who considered
themselves “victors,” opted for cooperation.

Among the numerous priorities facing the libcrated nation as
it tardily entered the scene of modern history, a rejuvenated cul-
ture was one of the most urgent: the country had to start imme-
diately creating its autochthonous monuments and showing that
the ancient spirit was still alive and flourishing. Literature, in
particular, had to be cultivated and promoted, so that linguistic
and intellectual continuity could be eloquently attested. Intellec-
tuals in the West were already looking into the folk songs for signs
of a lingering spiritual vitality. Thus, Greek writers started
reading and writing in the glorious shadows of Homer, Aes-
chylus, Thucydides, and Plato. The unparalleled models were
still there, but were their inheritors worthy of that treasure? For-
eigners and Greeks of the diaspora alike asked this question, and



INTRODUCTION

it had to be answered both positively and expeditiously. Before
long, the romantic anxiety of belatedness took over all the crea-
tive forces of the nation and directed them to a single, obsessive
purpose: ancient idioms, styles, genres, and themes were emu-
lated, similarities between past and present were sought, old tra-
ditions and institutions were revived, even puristic purges—for
example, linguistic, thematic, ideological—were conducted on a
large-scale effort to prove and guarantee continuity, coherence,
and commensurability between classical and modern literature.
At issue was not quality but identity; they sought authentic
Greekness.

Although the case of contemporary Greece was extreme, it was
far from unusual. Recent genealogical research into the human-
ities has shown that the emergence of disciplines as we know
them today, such as linguistics, folklore, history, archaeology,
philology, and philosophy, coincided with the development of a
new political entity and reality, the national state. These disci-
plines were established to serve the quest for the state’s own
unique identity, and they were soon integrated in an institution
that became the repository of national self-knowledge, the uni-
versity. The ideological positions and fundamental presupposi-
tions of the disciplines originated with the concrete political needs
felt by the first nations of the eighteenth century: a distinct origin,
history, language, and tradition that would together define a
native ethos and justify the claims to autonomy and independ-
ence of that entity. These disciplines, therefore, did not develop
as fields of study for given realms of human experience; rather,
they were established to produce the respective aspects of an
alleged national experience and thus analytically compose its
identity. Literature, in particular, far from expressing the collec-
tive soul portrayed by humanistic criticism, became the textual
category which philology constructed when called upon to pro-
vide a local, native writing tradition. In that distinctively histori-
cist sense, this category remains bound to the broader one of the
nation,; all literature is national, and there is nothing but national
literature. As such, it serves a specific political purpose: it ascribes

. 9.
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to certain texts and modes of writing an ontological character,
that of artistry; it defines their cultural constitution in terms of an
indigenous origin; and by so doing it contributes to the effective
demarcation of a unique national identity. This insight helps us
realize that beauty is after all an ethnocentric notion, the author
a chauvinist of writing, and artistic quality a national property.

These basic aspects of the literary enterprise can be clearly rec-
ognized in the tasks prescribed to the modern Greek writer. His
work had to fulfil two requirements: to be literary and to be
Greek. To satisfy the first requirement, stemming from the
romantic and realist tastes of the nineteenth-century, the litera-
ture had to present important ideas, deep feelings, rich charac-
ters, and intense experiences through artistic means (that is,
through a refined and affecting linguistic expression). According
to the other requirement, the work had to reflect the Greek reality
in a total way—in terms of language, subject, style, structure,
and message. Of the two, the second was the stricter and sterner
because of its critical importance: Greekness could possibly exon-
erate the absence of some literary qualities, but no artistic merit
could compensate for its lack. A work exhibiting no concern
about, or sense of, national identity was worse than just bad:
being one of no justifiable interest to the nation, it was simply
irrelevant. Literature had to be national, or be nothing at all.
Hence, two roles were available to the author: that of the mirror,
which depicts by reflecting, and that of the seer, who guides by
prophesying.

It was never easy, however, for the aspiring writer to comply
with the demand for Greekness, since the meaning of the con-
cept has been always fiercely debated. Its essence has been a sub-
ject of persistent and all-encompassing controversy, and con-
flicting descriptions of its contours have been given. Obviously,
on this issue depends much of the future course of the country
and the self-understanding of its people. Every writer must first
decide about Greekness and then create accordingly while, of
course, simultaneously defending his choice. Consider a simple
example, the perennial “language question.” It was agreed that a

. 10 -
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work ought to be written in the truly Greek idiom. But a debate
has been raging for more than two centuries about the precise
character of that idiom between purists, who propose ancient
(classical or Hellenistic) models, and the demoticists, who pro-
mote the commonly spoken language. Thus, any writer’s deci-
sions about personal expression entail taking sides on this contro-
versy, and the Greekness of his idiom still cannot win unanimous
acceptance. The same should be said about the other aspects—
subject matter, style, structure, and message; their selection and
development must conform to a comprehensive model of Greek-
ness, but there is always more than one available and claiming
supremacy. Involvement in larger issues is unavoidable: any
choice shall be inspected and judged; but at least the basic com-
mitment must be made and convincingly shown.

Greekness, then, as the highest criterion and as an explicitly
ideological principle raised unequivocally to the ultimate literary
standard, has retained its prestigious, unassailable position since
the 1830s, safeguarded by critics and observed by authors. But
neither historical chance nor patriotic provincialism prevailed.
Significantly, Greekness has also been the exclusive measure of
merit for almost all non-Greek students of litcrature. Even a
hasty look at the reception of Greek literature abroad reveals that
the extraordinary appeal of writers like Kazantzakis, Vassilikos,
and Samarakis, and the prestigious international prizes won by
Seferis and Elytis (Nobel) or Varnalis and Ritsos (Lenin) have
been openly explained and justified by the Greek character which
foreign audiences discovered in their work. This response has fur-
ther reinforced the conservative attitudes of Greek critics and has
helped their ethnocentric concerns survive intact. Criticism, it
seems, has trapped Greek writing in an endless, irredeemable
quest for national authenticity; it has defined its duties in exclu-
sively nationalist terms. Its mission is to support the claims and
care for the interests of the modern state, which is projected as
the benevolent, eternal motherland bestowing existence and
identity.

The critical system informed by such ethnocentric concerns is

<11 -
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the focus of this book. My purpose is to present the range, ideo-
logical character, and typical manifestations of those concerns
through a selective examination of representative critical ap-
proaches. I argue that Greek philology and criticism have always
viewed the artistic text as a transparent sign developing out
of the national roots, whose signifier is the form of the work, its
artistry, and whose signified is its very Greekness, its identity.
Critics have traditionally examined the two concepts in their
interdependence to see how they match, how they fit together,
and especially if the artistry of the text provides a faithful and
powerful picture of its identity. Thus, writers have responded
dutifully to the ideological demands of the modern Greek state
and have served its political exigencies by supporting, in the
realm of culture, its assertions about the generating power of the
national roots; in other words, they have contributed to the legit-
imization of state authority by inventing one of its cultural
achievements, literature, and naturalizing it as an expression of
the ethnic tradition.

One might perhaps object that this kind of book should not be
the first priority for Modern Greek Studies; that a more introduc-
tory one is still needed, one continuing the groundwork started
some twenty years ago by familiarizing the English-speaking
audience with major Greek authors and works through surveys,
translations, and monographs; or that this volume is probably too
advanced for that audience, to the extent that it presumes some
familiarity with the field, including works not yet available in for-
eign editions. These arguments, however, might apply if it were
part of my purpose to endorse the critical tradition established so
far and adhere to its doctrines. That is obviously not the case. My
completely different, even antithetical approach is directed
against that very tradition and its humanistic epistemnology. In
this book, I am not dealing with Modern Greek Studies but with
a broader set of issues in whose context the very category
“Modern Greek Studies” is symptomatic of a wider problem.

By addressing myself to critical rather than literary, to theoret-
ical rather than artistic, issues, I want to achieve two supplemen-

.12 -
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tary goals: to examine the ideological inclinations of Greek criti-
cism and to highlight the necessity for an informed and skeptical
historical awareness in literary studies in general. My discussions
of Greek criticism purport to show how the ficld emerged in
response to concrete political needs in the realm of culture as the
new state had to prove its national composition, purity, conti-
nuity, and autonomy. The individual chapters analyze specific
acts of literary production and describe the mechanisms, dis-
courses, and strategies involved. These acts are each time situated
in the area of criticism as a cultural practice.

Thus, I show that the discourses of criticism have constructed
texts invariably as artworks, employing as a measure of aesthetic
and ultimately moral merit the Greekness of the literary sign, the
ethnic authenticity of literature. If that is the case, 1 contend, it
is pointless for specialists—critics, reviewers, scholars, philolo-
gists, professors—to continue interpreting more works, since they
can only strengthen the existing critical tradition, consecrate the
established canon, and preserve nationalistic fantasies. Greekness
works essentially as a valuation of institutional authority since it
is a concept of exclusive power. It is particularly suspect and dan-
gerous because much more than just literaturc or art comes
under its decisive jurisdiction, membership in a community,
social status, and political recognition are also included. By des-
ignating true identity, it legislates the rights of any citizen. In our
specific case, designating literary quality arbitrates aesthetic merit
and artistic status, intellectual importance, readership, promi-
nence, availability, and influence. These are potentially oppres-
sive functions that criticism was called upon to fulfill.

Furthermore, | have dealt with Greek criticism as an out-
standing and exemplary case of modern literary criticism in gen-
eral. At least in the small but developing field of Modern Greek
Studies, nationalism is often admitted and talked about openly.
Things seem much worse in the so-called advanced fields, where
ethnocentric compartmentalization reigns supreme, as evidenced
by divisions in departments, centers, journals, conferences, book
series, and felds specializing in national cultures. There the
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autonomy and uniqueness, if not the supremacy, of one partic-
ular nation goes unchallenged and rather defines the scope and
approaches of research. Needless to add, questions about the
nationalistic origins of modern concepts like tradition, culture,
art, or literature are simply inconceivable to those who have ded-
icated themselves to their protection.

It is the second goal of my critique of Modern Greek Studies
as a field to indicate the nationalistic fallacy inherent in the
enterprise of literary criticism as it has developed since the mid-
seventeenth century into an interpretation of great artistic texts.
The significant fact that the emergence of the Greek state, criti-
cism, and literature coincided, illustrates in thc most graphic
fashion their close mutual dependence: how criticism constructs
the literature needed by the state of the industrial age, thus par-
ticipating actively in the invention of a national identity. In the
case of Greece, this interdependence between state, criticism,
and literature, established at the point where the industrial age
and the romantic spirit—history and the individual, revolution
and belatedness, progress and apocalypse—converged beyond
disentanglement or reconciliation, can be seen in disturbing
clarity. But, in fact, such interdependence supports any critical
enterprise, any interpretive reading, and any institutional practice
related to the artistic text; moreover, it effectively conditions its
production and consumption. Here again, modern Greece, kept
safely at the periphery of contemporary culture, can be found at
the center of the ethnocentric politics which produces the dis-
courses of cultural domination.

AcCORDING to the antifoundationalist view propounded here,
literature does not inhere in texts but is produced by the appli-
cation and interaction of established reading techniques. To ana-
lyze it we must look into those cultural practices that make it
possible and meaningful. We need to see how the game of
“reading literature” is played, how the relevant rules are author-
ized, who can participate in it, where it can take place, and also
what is at stake. The most interesting space to be investigated is

c 14 -
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naturally the institution of criticism, the official site for games of
reading and the authorized arbitrator of literary taste. Under its
jurisdiction, literature was naturalized when reading as an act of
private recovery was sanctioned. The individual chapters of the
book examine the conditions, the powers, and the effects of this
jurisdiction. At the end of the book, in the Postscript, by
exceeding the realm of Greek criticism I have attempted to inter-
weave the various findings of this examination and indicate paths
toward an alternative system of rules and practices. I repeat that
my interest is certainly not oriented toward a better or enlight-
ened criticism, rather, it is explicitly aimed against criticism,
which I see as a romantic bourgeois institution, and in favor of
sophistic inventions and rhetorical uses of texts—any texts. Once
we reach a political understanding of the discourses that produce
literature and of the practices of interpretation involved, it is a
matter of intellectual integrity, I believe, to discontinue our com-
mitment to the respective exercises of authority and to look for
other sources and forces of power.

The first essay deals with questions pertaining to the writing of
literary history. It focuses on the first paragraph of the “Preface”
that C. Th. Dimaras wrote for his History of Modern Greek Lit-
erature and examines its epistemological and methodological
assumptions. Enterprises like this have seemed so far quite
unproblematic since they claim to record a tradition. But I show
here that in fact they monumentalize a canon, a particular selec-
tion of literary masterpieces. What is more, the literary canon
itself is a national monument and the apotheosis of a projected
indigenous culture. Dimaras, like the rest of his colleagues who
have labored on a similar work, reified and reaffirmed a national
culture: he wrote a history of Greekness in literature, a Greekness
whose version had already been formed by a discourse—critical,
philosophical, political, legal, sociological, historical—that
emerged in the 1930s as a reaction to a threatening atmosphere
of despair, defeat, and disbelief that followed World War 1. To
his project, 1 counterpropose a genealogy of literature, a study to
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investigate how and why certain texts have been privileged with
aesthetic values and incorporated in a dominant canon.

The second essay moves from the broader issuc of how a total
and native tradition is canonized to the more narrow one of ca-
nonic reading. Here I draw from the skillful reading by George
Seferis of The Memoirs of General Makriyannis as a work of
artistic prose, which established that warrior of the 1821 Revolu-
tion as the major writer of Greek prose. It is an intriguing case of
ingenious invention: a sophisticated author with modernist affec-
tions and affectations reads superb literary qualitics in the remi-
niscences of a freedom fighter, who acquired his literacy to pub-
licize his experiences. His argumentation is based on a clear-cut
conception of Greekness: what inspires, justifies, and elevates this
confessional writing is its authenticity, its firm grounding in the
national soul. Thus, a successful performance in the game of
reading literature yields a spectacular result: an old but so far neg-
lected masterpiece of folk literature, a new addition to the
national treasure. I conduct my analysis of the strategies em-
ployed in the context of the politics of interpretive communities
and intend to show how invested interests are served by text pro-
ductions. Such communities, I imply, have achieved authority
when they can participate successfully in the formation of a
canon engraved and stored in the national unconscious.

Another successful act of invention but of a different nature
and scale is presented in the next essay. While Seferis’s approach
was that of literary interpretation, this one follows a more philo-
logical path, the critically annotated edition. Iakovos Polylas, a
critic and translator, edited the manuscripts of the poet Dionysios
Solomos after his death and prefaced them with a biographical
essay. That volume introduced the work of the poct to the public,
which so far knew only very few of his early compositions, and
confirmed his reputation as the bard of the reborn nation. But
what was presented and still is viewed as a mighty piece of schol-
arship is essentially a literary work: Polylas used the conventions
of a distinctively romantic genre of fiction, the Kiinstlerroman,
which presents the spiritual growth and intellectual peregrina-
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tions of an artist, to fashion the figure of Solomos as a national
poet. The ideological emergencies of the times demanded and
soon welcomed the construct. The editor’s device proved a salu-
tary choice: the scattered fragments that he inherited were pain-
fully unsuitable for the publication eagerly anticipated by the
Greek audience. By editing and arranging them according to
rules provided by a respectable genre and by responding sensibly
to a set of fixed literary expectations, he achieved an artistic effect
that has not yet outlived its political purposes.

Chapter 4 moves from the use of Solomos to the poet’s own
readings of his work. This shift should not be surprising; critical
discourses operate not only in public but also during processes of
composition, thereby drastically affecting both critics and writers.
Solomos is a case in point. The desperate fragmentariness of his
output is usually attributed or even credited to a noble perfec-
tionism that allegedly molded and inhibited his creativity. But a
careful look at his aesthetics reveals that his idealism was the con-
stant cause of self-destruction. This idealism should be under-
stood as both philosophical and patriotic, directed to both the
Hegelian idea and romantic Greece. His search for the absolute
in art, or rather his affliction by this critical standard that he grad-
ually absorbed and internalized as his basic working principle,
damaged all attempts at completion. Solomos hoped that Greece,
as the Mother and Muse of writing, would bless his work with
the true national identity, blending and fusing signifier and sig-
nified and turning unobtrusively the verbal sign from a literary to
a natural one. Witnessing his desperate struggle against the perils
of signification and the arbitrariness of language reminds us of
the extent to which the institution of criticism not only produces
literature but also influences any attempt to create it.

A detailed reading of an unfavorable book review that objects
to the indeterminate structure and character of a novel follows.
We saw earlier how Polylas achieved an effective closure on the
fragments of Solomos and offered the result to the national cul-
ture. Here, a critic is unable or unwilling to do that; on the con-
trary, he criticizes the novel Whirlwind by Yannis Beratis for its
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unsettling openness, which leaves the reader suspended between
fiction and truth, imagination and reality, impression and belief,
beginning and end. The review itself does not mention any
requirements with respect to the national genuineness of the
work, but we can understand its failure to producc a satisfactory
result only by refering to certain effects of that criterion. The
power of the concept of Greekness to ascribe aesthctic quality and
status prevented Greek literature from developing any awareness
of its own institutionality: “Greekness” presupposes a transparent,
unproblematic signifier which points to a signified essence; it also
demands that literature play a missionary role in cultivating and
distilling the national psyche. Therefore, it has conditioned the
reading expectations, or the literary competence, of the audience
and has reduced its involvement in the realm of fiction to acts of
realist recognition. Ultimately, only what has been already pre-
scribed by the principle of Greekness can be read positively as
literary.

The pervasive and imposing presence of this principle is exam-
ined next in its application to literary language. The discussion
begins with a description of Greek modernism in Linos Politis’s
History of Modern Greek Literature but centers on a postmod-
ernist story by Renos Apostolidis. Through narrative analysis,
Politis shows that, despite a few exceptions, a Greek postmod-
ernism is structurally impossible because the tradition never
really experienced the turmoil of the avant-garde. Without such
an event, the nomothetic authority of romantic acsthetics prevails
unquestioned. Authors have always written Greek as if it were the
only language, a natural medium of expression, and only rarely
and temporarily have some of them suspected its conventionality.
Dissenting voices were quickly suppressed on grounds of national
psychological and moral health and never allowed to suggest that
the authentic might be after all a fantasy or a fallacy. Thus, rad-
ical experimentation has been indefinitely suspended since only
the exalted voice of lyricism and the faithful mirror of realism are
accepted as trustworthy vehicles of Greekness. As long as literary
language may aspire to nothing but imitation, Greek writing
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remains at a stylistic stalemate; furthermore, no criticism ques-
tions its servitude to the narcissisms of ethnocentrism.

The seventh essay pursues the topic of this prohibitive conser-
vativism into axiology by presenting another instance of literary
invention, a collective one: it is the oeuvre of Yannis Ritsos as
produced in the volume celebrating his seventy yecars. Here not
one writer but seventy-two intellectuals contributc to a compre-
hensive evaluation of a long and distinguished career in litera-
ture. The system of artistic values invoked and the range of
approaches exhibited interests me. The participation of foreign
contributors makes the occasion special: as it is discovered, they,
too, like the rest who honor the poet, share the same basic con-
ception of literature; Greekness emerges as a fundamental ele-
ment of that conception. The enumeration of their points of
agreement leads to an examination of shared strategies of valida-
tion and then to a general description of the work portrayed in
these appreciations. I conclude that these readings together pro-
duce “Ritsos” as a literary commodity, endowed with the highest
artistic values, in response to the specific aesthetic needs of the
audience for modern Greek literature. These needs are part of
the larger economy of literary taste and seek satisfaction in enter-
prises like this one, resulting in the consecration of masterpieces
and their assimilation into the canonized tradition. It must be
understood that Greekness as an epiphany of the national spirit is
an integral part of the aesthetic desires nurtured by the reading
public of Greek literature and therefore a major source and
measure of quality.

The next step is to proceed from a synchronic investigation of
art production and value attribution to a diachronic one. This is
done in a close examination of the fate of one particular text, a
poem by C. P. Cavafy. This composition, in the span of some
fifty-five years, has gone through an impressive number of what
are conventionally called “receptions” with a wide variety of
results. I mainly attempt to trace the development of this
interpretive history and to show that, behind each individual act
of invention and underneath every reading, an operating dis-
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course allowed for a performance. Furthermore, I classify those
performances according to their enabling discourse in three cat-
egories and show that, beyond apparent disagreements, ideolog-
ical positions may well coincide and coexist. To grasp the mech-
anisms of production, we must look into the discourses that
constitute and circumscribe bodies of literary knowledge. The
discourses of Greek criticism, for example, have never been free
of nationalistic biases; on the contrary, they have always tried to
accommodate the question of identity by contesting among
themselves the concept of Greekness. Through their fierce
struggle for exegetical authority the prevailing sense of authen-
ticity is established, despite later assurances about advanced
maturity, improved understanding, or ethnic awareness.

The last essay gathers together the main points made about the
study of literature so far and deals with the major challenge pre-
sented to the humanities, and to Modern Greek Studies in par-
ticular, by the languages of theory. The challenge goes beyond
humanism, idealism, romanticism, and formalism—the four
basic dimensions of thought in our modern age of the last two
centuries—beyond the age of the autocratic subject. The urgency
of this challenge can be clearly perceived in that sublime
romantic construct known as Modern Greece and especially in
the critical paradigms devoted to its widely admired literature.
The critics’ ethnocentric orientation, guided by political
demands for systematic demarcations and defenses of the national
identity, has sanctioned only mimetic modes of writing and an
obsessive inquisition of the ethnic origins of the literary sign.
This quest for purity and autonomy—the Greekness of the text—
still arbitrates merit, shapes taste, determines status, and regulates
production; it can be overcome only when undermined from
inside by counterinductive procedures exposing its rhetorical tac-
tics and ideological inclinations. An anti-aesthetic, use-oriented
criticism—a political reading of the concepts, nation, tradition,
and literature that will uncover their necessary interdepend-
ence—is necessary to point to their cultural conventionality and
dissolve their alliance.
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The central concern of this book is stated in its subtitle: the
politics of literary criticism. Since the seventeenth century, those
politics of the field and its corresponding disciplines and profes-
sions have been producing a new body of systematic knowledge,
“literature,” and have been taking care of its truth. I have focused
on the production of critical knowledge as the truth about litera-
ture in order to investigate the invention (and not the structure,
the literariness, the rhetoricity, the reception, the essence, the
message, or the origin) of those texts commonly considered
artistic. My empbhasis is on acts of construction and use based on
relevant training and performed according to game rules in insti-
tutional sites where authority is contested. I propose a political
approach to criticism, a study of the politics of literary knowl-
edge, and a genealogy of the truth called literature. Toward this
end, 1 conduct a number of microscopic investigations inside the
domain of Greek criticism and analyze the conditions of literary
understanding. These are all case studies, and, if of any value,
they should be applicable to any other national literature because
every literature is national and every criticism ethnocentric. The
Greekness of the literary text as the ideal of a national tradition is
another name for the apocalyptic dream of dialectics (the
romantic science of logic): transcendental synthesis of name and
object, restoration of his face to God.

This is obviously a self-consciously political book: it raises
issues of interpretation, knowledge, tradition, and authority in
the context of literary studies; it discusses both the epistemolog-
ical assumptions informing and the working principles reflected
in current reading practices. While benefiting from certain trends
in the poststructuralist problematic, it proposes a countercritical,
sophistic approach to the cultural monument called literature.
And it suggests the question: which technologies of power enable
and often encourage us to take the subjective position of a reader
and enjoy or know literature, and who stands to gain what in this
case? 1 propose that the disciplines of literature, having exhausted
themselves after years of humble servility (criticism) alternating
with rebellious adventures into epistemology (theory), must
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examine their own constitution and functions and face their
social responsibilities. Undoubtedly, they will not emerge intact,
or even safe, from this review, but again they do not seem to have
much choice. Perhaps the national state, which cstablished and
guaranteed their exclusive territories and colonics when partic-
ular services of legitimation were in demand, does not need them
any more; after all, these days authority can well be exercised
without their feeble support. Perhaps literature has outlived its
uses and criticism its purposes: it is high time for both to retire
gracefully—or finally abandon their autonomy, abrogate their
privileges, and start resisting those who profit from their cheap
labor.

November 1984
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Toward a Genealogy of “Literature”:
The Institutionalization of Tradition

in C. Th. Dimaras’s A History of
Modern Greek Literature

ET US TALK about literature; let us talk about what we mean

by “literature,” about the uses of the word; let us talk about
the effective uses of “literature,” the recognizable references, the
established meanings of the term. We should look at it as a sign,
part of a meaningful code; that is, we should look at literature as
a sign of a code which makes possible knowledge and commu-
nication about literary texts. At issue is the knowledge of and
communication about literature, the discourse of its truth, and
the discursive constitution of the knowledge about literature. We
are thus already within the realm of criticism, the institutional
site of such inquiry and knowledge. Criticism gives us an author-
itative account of the nature and history of literature. Let us then
talk about criticism, literature, and history, and lct us provision-
ally call them all “Greek.”

In a recent comprehensive survey, “Histories of Modern Greek
Literature” (Kehayoglou 1980), despite the sufficient informative
coverage given to every manual and textbook in print, the lack of
any theoretical considerations gave an alarming sign of the
humanistic pretensions operating at the heart of what still in
Modern Greek Studies is characteristically called “philology.”
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The reviewer took the necessary pains to describe and compare
the existing histories in terms of content and structure but failed
to examine their epistemological assumptions. Histories (of any
kind and field), however, are not clear panoramic overviews,
describing the evolutionary development of a field or discipline;
rather, they are interpretations and revisions of its tradition, and
therefore expressions of an aesthetic, philosophical, and political
choice. Histories of literature are themselves immersed in literary
tradition, thus offering only one of its possible versions from a
culturally conditioned viewpoint. Unless their historical speci-
ficity and discursive identity are examined and unless funda-
mental questions pertaining to epistemology and ideclogy are
dealt with, elaborate bibliographical guides will only help
scholars, teachers, or students to locate a book.

For example, in terms of critical acclaim, public success, and
scholarly influence, A History of Modern Greek Literature by
C. Th. Dimaras remains the best achievement in this area.
Methodologically speaking, there are many possible viewpoints
for a critique of this massive work. For instance, a comparative
reading of other similar histories that followed would show that
most of them, including the one by Linos Politis, were essentially
composed as responses or reactions to Dimaras’s grandiose con-
ception; or another study, an intertextual reading of the essays
and polemics published by members of the so-called “Generation
of the 1930s,” would reveal how the reevaluation of Greek lit-
erary and cultural tradition they effected was finally consolidated
in an official form by this history. Yet, [ believe that a different
approach must take priority: an effort to scrutinize it generically
as a scholarly work and trace the critical discourse supplying its
principles.

I want to discuss how histories of national literature are written
and how aesthetic and other ethnocentric dogmas determine
their methodological criteria; I also want to offer an alternative
research project, a history of literariness, rather than literature.
To this effect, first 1 describe, through a close study of the first
paragraph of Dimaras’s Preface, the assumptions lying behind the
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comprehensive act of reading which constitutes this work of

definitive interpretation. In the second part of the chapter, I out-

line a radical alternative to the subject through the politics of

discourse, using Michel Foucault’s The Archaeology of Knowl-

edge (later ingeniously renamed following Nietzsche’s On the

Genealogy of Morals) as a model for historical investigation.
Thus, the preface begins:

The title of this work is A History of Modern Greek Litera-
ture. If we analyze each term in the title, we shall have a
precise idea of the content of the book. The term logo-
technia (literature) contains the notion of the techne (art) of
logos. Here, however, literature is considered in its broader
sense and it means the totality of written monuments,
excluding those concerned with special disciplines. Fven so,
such a definition lacks required breadth: we do not forget
that what distinguishes our letters is the great contribution
of oral speech, especially through the folksong. It also hap-
pens that some works of a scientific character, particularly
among those concerning the so-called theoretical sciences,
are written in such an artful form that they should be
included among literary works regardless of their scientific
nature. Further, we should not forget that certain branches
of knowledge express an orientation of the mind corre-
sponding, during the period in which it prevails, to the
monuments of the verbal art: philosophical, historical, geo-
graphical interests, as well as those which pertain to the nat-
ural sciences, accordingly leave their imprint on literary pro-
duction too. Hence, such works also have their place here,
not for their scientific dimension but as an aid to a more
precise understanding of the spirit dominating literature
during a given time. Later, when these works are regularly
integrated into the overall intellectual life in their more spe-
cialized character, they cease to interest the historian of let-
ters. What is important is the moment of orientation, not
the later regular evolution of the individual branches of sci-
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ence. Hence, the history of letters and the history of
learning are terms nearly overlapping with the history of lit-
erature as presented here.!

The author begins by suggesting that “each term in the title”
provides “a precise idea of the content of the book.” This intro-
ductory statement is unfortunate in that it lacks proper historical
understanding. Dimaras is dealing with terms and ideas, not with
concepts and notions; in this way he endorses the fallacy that,
just as poets are endowed with talent and periods permeated by
the Zeitgeist, terms are likewise invested with idcas in a static,
unambiguous way. His initial claim unavoidably leads to the
absurd conclusion that works bearing identical or similar titles—
for example those by 1. Rizos Neroulos (1827), A. Kambanis
(1925), or B. Knos {1969)—are dealing with exactly the same
subject, regardless of the historical moment and the cultural
place of their composition. Do terms like “history,” “Greek,” and
“literature” refer to eternal ideas with a stable meaning? Or do
they represent current, culturally specific notions of under
standing?

The first attempt to map the territory uses a tautology: logo-
technia is the techne of logos; literature includes what is literary.
That much is taken for granted: literature is first of all what we
all know it is, what the word itself means. The next sentence
enlarges this definition to make it include all written nonscien-
tific works. The implicit distinction between the “referential” and
the “emotive function” of language drawn through Seferis and
Eliot from Ogden and Richards could be, for some, at least a
practical one in its crude matter-of-factness: literature is every-
thing written that is not nonliterary. We are still within the realm
of the tautological, but it seems that now the term covers not only
the artistic but also the monumental: it embraces a totality of
monuments, not just a collection of documents.

! Translations are mine The American translation 1s consistently unreliable
and often unacceptable Dimaras’s writing suffers from a pervasive lack of preci-
sion and direction, but at least 1t makes more sense in the onginal
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Up to this point, the second stage of the elabaoration, the whole
discussion secems well contained within the contours of critical
orthodoxy—accepting at face value every text in which the Greek
community of critics and artists between the two world wars dis-
covered literary quality or potential. Therefore, the discussion
seems unable to achieve its ultimate goal as we know it from its
final realization: the revision of tradition and its sovereign canon.
The initial revisionary move is very subtle: notice that the first
definition identified literature with the literary, while the next
with the nonliterary. Its realm is already much broader. Every
history of literature is in practice the history of an alternative lit-
erature. The primary purpose of Dimaras’s History was to effect
a permanent appropriation of the institution of Greek criticism
by the discourse of the native conservative modernist movement
as expressed mainly in the essays of its eminent representatives,
like Seferis, Elytis, Karandonis, Sahinis, and Nikolareizis. Thus,
a reformation of aesthetic values would result in both the
suppression of standards and works promoted by the aestheticist
and the radical movements of the early twentieth century and the
establishment of the new ones. But for this effort to achieve its
goals, the rules of the game and the mechanisms of prohibition
and rejection operating on the borders of the reigning discourse
had to change, while the norms of aesthetic understanding had
to be revised. For an institution to be successfully appropriated
by a discourse, for a discursive practice to be effectively trans-
formed, for new objects to emerge as artworks and others to dis-
appear from the canon, a drastic act of rereading must be exer-
cised, not only on the main body and the highest hierarchical
positions but also in the margins of the dominant discourse.

The second revision occurs in the next stage of the argument—
the fifth and sixth sentences of the text—where the door is
opened to folksongs and orally-transmitted material in general.
Here boundaries are transgressed to include the vast field of folk-
lore. Songs and other elements of folk culture can be subjected
to aesthetic evaluation, and new genres can enter the main-
stream. Speech invades the written word, the anonymous is
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admitted into the artistic, and acts of transmissions become parts
of tradition. Significantly, there is no mention of any criteria.
The reader may wonder about the principles according to which
admittance will be judged, but such criteria are absent both from
the paragraph at hand and the book. Simply by attributing a
vague cultural relevance by particular works, events, or phenom-
enons, the author feels free to include, demarginalize, or push to
the periphery whatever either serves or threatens his strategic pur-
poses.

After breaking the lines demarcating the artistic from the non-
artistic text and the written from the spoken word, Dimaras pro-
ceeds aggressively—in the next sentence—to break more bound-
aries, those between art and science: even “works of a scientific
character” can be considered literary under certain conditions.
Of these conditions, only one is mentioned, an “artful form.”
The absence of any explanation and the awkward term trigger
some embarrassing questions. First, how does one determine
whether a form is “artful”: by employing biographical, stylistic,
political, or some other criteria? Second, is artfulness a matter of
originality, conventionality, or propriety? Is it an outcome of
authorial will or of critical evaluation or both? Third, is every
artful form artistic? And, if so, can this be beneficially applied to
other arts? Fourth, is artistic quality only a matter of form? And
what is “form”? Fifth, are art and science separate, interde-
pendent, or overlapping fields? Sixth, according to the author’s
liberal assumptions, do we really have works of a “gay,” even
beautiful “science,” fulfilling Nietzsche’s ideal?

No one already familiar with the Preface or other parts of the
History should expect any answers to these questions. The main
reason for this silence is not the book’s manifest lack of theoret-
ical self-awareness, although it is surprising for a work first pub-
lished in 1948 (and a preface that has survived throughout its
seven editions) after the heyday of major modern movements of
criticism, such as Russian Formalism, American New Criticism,
the Prague School of Structuralism, or the Geneva School of
Phenomenology; the reason is primarily the authoritarian aim
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informing the whole enterprise which aspired to a total review of
the canon of modern Greek literature—or rather a scholarly con-
firmation of the tradition already tentatively reviscd by the Gen-
eration of the 1930s against the predominant aesthetic trends of
their time. The book’s pretensions to an epistemological inno-
cence reflected in its pseudohistorical method serve to conceal its
ideological identity.

Returning to Dimaras’s text, we note that, according to the last
argument, “despite their scientific nature,” even “some works of
scientific character” can be considered as literary works, provided
their form is satisfactory. But we are not told how this can be
decided and who is the master of the relevant expertise, although
we know that, later in the book, works of such quality will be
credited for their artistic merits. Still, it is obvious that the author
has already ventured far in his exploration of the term literature,
By now, his History includes additional works from national folk-
lore as well as others from the theoretical sciences. If the human-
istic assumptions of this approach are not yet sufficiently clear, in
the fourth successive adjustment of the initial definition they will
be slated explicitly, and to that effect he devotes not just one, as
in the previous stages, but five long sentences. In its final stage,
this gradual dismemberment of the then prevailing notion of lit-
erature—notice the steadily expanding length of the four pre-
ceding sentences—will culminate in the apparent artistic legal
ization of all works, documents, and oeuvres. Naturally, the
author cannot bestow aesthetic value upon all of them; but by
pointing to their cultural significance, he can at least deem their
consideration absolutely necessary for a survey of this kind. Thus
any branch of systematic knowledge, any discipline, any science
related to or representative of the “spirit dominating literature
during a given time” can be shown to leave its “imprint on lit-
erary production.”

A modern theoretician might try to make a superficial case out
of the seemingly intertextual leanings of the above suggestion.
But one does not have to open the book at random in order to
point to particular discussions that cancel this argument. A con-
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textual analysis of this paragraph proves that its main points,
instead of aiming at definitional clarifications, work towards the
usurpation of certain terms so that enough ground will be cleared
when the actual examination of literary phenomenons begins. As
we shall see, at the end of the paragraph he abolishes the then
current constitution of the idea of literature; thus, the individual
revisionary acts of interpretation can follow unobtrusively.

The use of the term evolution testifies eloquently to the biolog-
ical model of explanation employed throughout the book.
Indeed, he maps the development of modern Greek literature
according to stages of evolution and turning points of change. He
describes schools of thought and artistic movements as suc-
ceeding one another in a natural sequence with only minor dis-
turbances affecting their course. A solid hierarchy of major artists
and minor figures is established, individual achievements are
evaluated, and the idea of progress is consistently defended.
Moreover, internal struggles and territorial fights are muted, the
authority of dominant discourses is concealed behind ephemeral
patterns of intellectual life, continuity is discovered everywhere,
and all is made to fit into a homogeneous scheme of organic
growth. The ending of the paragraph triumphantly concludes this
argumentation with a description of literature that embraces all
the humanistic “theoretical sciences.” In this book, the author
implies, the history of literature, the history of belles lettres, and
the history of learning almost overlap; they support, illuminate,
and define each other. This attitude leaves literature at his mercy:
by adding larger concentric circles around the initial one—that
of the conventionally planned territory—he manages to desta-
bilize it and bend the limits of its discourse as designated by pre-
vious critics.

The primary purpose of my argument so far has not been to
criticize A History of Modern Greek Literature as such, but to
question the epistemological assumptions underlying the very
idea of composing such a history along similar lines. In fact,
although I find the first paragraph of the Preface interesting as an
ingenious piece of strategic deconstruction, 1 strongly disagree
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with the purposes it serves. The undermining of the romantic
notion of literature is a commendable task when it interrogates
such privileged notions as unity, fullness, and transparency; but
the idealistic principles employed by Dimaras simply address the
same old problem of ethnic identity and anteriority only to offer
a new solution. His attack on the independence and autonomy
of literature aimed at a revision of the established hierarchies
which eventually—as a history of the reception of the History
would show—made the Generation of the 1930s the true heir of
the best national cultural tradition.

AFTER the examination of the epistemological assumptions of
Dimaras’s alternative solution, I will devote the rest of this
chapter to a series of preliminary suggestions, not about yet
another history of modemn Greek literature but about its
genealogy. C. Th. Dimaras is the best Greek historian of ideas.
To understand clearly the method he has been practicing, one
may frst turn to its most dedicated spokesman, Arthur O.
Lovejoy. According to Lovejoy, the history of ideas “is especially
concerned with the manifestations of specific unit-ideas in the
collective thought of large groups of persons. . . . It is, in short,
most interested in ideas which attain a wide diffusion, which
become a part of the stock of many minds.” He describes it as an
“attempt to understand how new beliefs and intellectual fashions
are introduced and diffused, . . . how conceptions dominant, or
extensively prevalent, in one generation lose their hold upon
men’s minds and give place to others” (Lovejoy, 1936, 19-20;
see also 1940).

On the other hand, in The Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel
Foucault has suggested the following critical definitions of the
history of ideas, before opposing to it his own notion of
genealogy: “it tries to rediscover the immediate cxperience that
discourse transcribes”; “[it] is the discipline of beginnings and
ends, the description of obscure continuities and returns, the
reconstitution of developments in the linear form of history”
(137). “It is the analysis of silent births, of distant correspond-
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ences, of permanences that persist beneath apparent changes, of
slow formations that profit from innumerable blind complicities,
of those total figures that gradually come together and suddenly
condense into the fine point of the work. Genesis, continuity,
totalization: these are the great themes of the History of Ideas”
(138).

Even from the beginning of the Preface, it becomes clear that
Dimaras’s survey is written from the particular humanistic view-
point exposed in the above descriptions. In outlining my tentative
model for a genealogy of modern Greek literature as an institu-
tion, [ will try to avoid these shortcomings by adopting a radical
historicist approach. Foucault, who has researched social insti-
tutions (such as the madhouse, the clinic, and the prison), fol-
lows his discussion of the history of ideas with the establishment
of four major “points of divergence” between it and genealogy
(1972, part 4, chap. 1: 135-40). These points will provide the
basis for the construction of the following genealogical model.

1. Literature is a social institution dominated by different dis-
courses in different historical periods and simultaneously affected
by the discourses dominating other contemporary institutions,
such as criticism. As Foucault states, genealogy “tries to define
. . . those discourses as practices obeying certain rules” (1972,
138). It is not an evaluation of authors, books, oeuvres, ideas, or
personal achievements and cultural influences, but a description
of the discourses that allow their emergence. Although histories
of schools and movements impose homogeneity upon disconti-
nuity and create a museurn of masterpieces, a test case like Athe-
nian romanticism of the mid-nineteenth century, for example,
remains an unsolved enigma for these histories since no tradi-
tional historical explanation can account convincingly for both
Athenian romanticism’s popular success and its artistic failure.
Dimaras, in chapter 20 of his book, finds no quality, originality,
ideas, depth, or balance in the voluminous work of those roman-
tics and has only words of derision for it: “Thus we have a liter-
ature without roots or with shallow roots, which becomes easy
prey for every kind of influence” (299). Today, however, it is all
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too easy to dismiss the mass appeal of a poet like A. Paraschos or
Y. Sourris by applying modern aesthetic criteria, but that will
never help our understanding which, contrary to what Lovejoy
thought, has to be strongly antipathetic, rather than “sympa-
thetic” (1936, 18), in order to discover the norms of literary com-
petence and performance of the time.

“[Dliscourse,” says Foucault, “is constituted by a group of
sequences of signs, in so far as they . . . can be assigned partic-
ular modalities of existence” and they “belong to a single system
of formation” (1972, 107). Therefore, we may “speak of clinical
discourse, economic discourse, the discourse of natural history,
psychiatric discourse,” or literary and critical discourse. A
genealogy of modern Greek literature should examine the consti-
tution of this last type in various periods (e.g., what literature
meant in the Balkan diaspora, in Crete under Venetian rule, or
in the Ionian Islands under British occupation) and the impact of
other dominant discourses (e.g., those of linguistics, theology, or
politics) upon it.

Such an examination would resist the conventional tendency
to deal with individual artists, analyze single works, or detect
influences: to define the specific cultural meaning and impor-
tance of literature as an institution at a historical moment, it
should study the relevant practices of reading and writing and
describe the institutional sites, contours, limits, and operating
mechanisms of the prevalent discourse. According to Foucault,
this is a “task that consists of not—of no longer—treating dis-
courses as groups of signs {signifying elements referring to con-
tents or representations) but as practices that systematically form
the objects of which they speak” (1972, 49). It should not have
as its aims to recover the “spirit of the age” after the Asia Minor
Disaster of 1922 or during the civil war of the 1940s, trace the
erotic or political sources of Cavafy’s inspiration, or blame moral
prejudices for N. Lapathiotis’s despair; in short, it should not read
works as “documents,” as signs referring to a particular order of
reality, but as “monuments” of a discourse. “Discourse must not
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be referred to the distant presence of the origin, but treated as
and when it occurs” (25).

To take a concrete example, a genealogical study of the Cretan
play Thysia tou Avraam would dismiss as futile speculations
whether it was an early work of V. Kornaros or not, briefly sum-
marize the extent of its debt to L. Groto’s Lo Isach, and concen-
trate instead on (a) the number, nature, and distribution of pop-
ular editions throughout the eighteenth and ninetcenth centuries
until it was rediscovered by modern philologists after the 1880s;
(b) the number of its alternative versions circulating in either
rejected popular chapbooks or the Greek oral tradition (in Crete
and especially the lonian Islands, with dramatic representations);
and (c) scholarly and popular reactions to uses of the text as edited
and performed today. Dimaras, instead, concentrates on its
intrinsic artistic qualities and its successful assimilation of pop-
ular and foreign tradition (80-81). The work wins his praise for
its coherent, expressive power, and originality. Tradition is
understood as lending source, not enabling force.

Even though a certain discourse may be closely identified with
the constitution of the literary institution at a given time and
place, the fierce struggle continuously conducted by and among
other discourses attempting to overpower the dominant one must
not be underestimated. For this reason, the chronological order
of events, far from being a linear, progressive one, is a series of
catastrophic breaks occasioned when a discourse defeats and
replaces another; in turn, it establishes new rules of composition,
production, and consumption, thus redefining the idea of its
institution. The dangers and attractive promiscs of aesthetic
appreciation lurk everywhere along the path of genealogical
investigation: by praising Seferis for his innovative techniques,
his return to the ancients, and his understanding of popular tra-
dition, critics like Dimaras (483) fail to notice the battle which
Greek nationalism won through his work against the cosmopol-
itan modernism as first proposed by Cavafy and T. K. Papatsonis;
similarly, by evaluating exclusively the masterful architectural
plan of Od. Elytis’s The Axion Esti (1960), they miss its supreme
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strategy of appropriation whereby nationalistic surrealism sweep-
ingly conquered and thus reinvented the Greek literary tradition
of the last ten centuries. In general, when concentrating on indi-
vidual achievement, one continues to see transhistorical alliances
where only exercises of, and contests for, authority exist.

II. The task of genealogy is clearly not to “rediscover the con-
tinuous, insensible transition that relates discourses, on a gentle
slope, to what precedes or to what follows them. . . . On the
contrary, its problem is to define discourses in their specificity”
(Foucault 1972, 139). In marked contrast to the history of ideas,
which describes recurrent intellectual motifs and patterns reap-
pearing in various forms, genealogy, as a “differential analysis of
the modalities of discourse,” shifts the perspective and emphasis
from continuity to disconnectedness. Every discourse has to be
dealt with separately in its own historicity. Discourses are unique
phenomena culturally determined, and their situatedness should
interest the historian—what makes each one “irreducible to any
other” (139).

The authority of a discourse over the institution of literature is
exercised by the imposition of certain rules and limitations on the
construction and circulation of artworks that circumscribe the
creative freedom of the author, the critic, the teacher, and the
audience. During the period of its domination, certain artistic
norms define the dominant aesthetic which directly affects the
writing and reading practices of the time. The fierce clash of crit-
ical discourses around Cavafy’s poetry, the philological industry
around Seferis’s work, and the international reputation of Kazan-
tzakis and Ritsos should be explained from this viewpoint as
examples of the intricate politics of interpretation involved in any
act of public appreciation.

An interesting parallelism, for example, could be made
between the ways in which the discourses of populism and
nationalism—both crossing the conventional barriers separating
the political Right from the Left—appropriated the work of
Yannis Ritsos and George Seferis respectively. Populism, the
romantic discourse of domestic politics advocating the rights of
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the Greek people, their spoken language, and their liberation
from Western influences, projected Ritsos’s poetry as the voice of
the bard whose melismatic incantations about Romiosyni elude,
by sheer force of inspiration, aesthetic scrutiny. Nationalism, on
the other hand, the discourse of philosophy and high culture
dating from the Greek Enlightenment, which has been trying to
determine the origins and describe the continuity of the Greek
nation, portrayed Seferis’s work as the sacred text of a model lan-
guage, a written language recovering from the original sources
and articulating the essence of Hellenism.

This line of argument could show why the “readerly” Ritsos
won the Lenin Prize, has everything that he writes published
(and much of it turned into very popular songs), and convinces
with his “content,” while the “writerly” Seferis won the Nobel
Prize, will have everything that he ever scribbled annotated and
aesthetically appreciated, and satisfies with his “form.” It could
also explain why the nationalist Dimaras, in his appendix,
devoted five lines to Ritsos and three pages to Seferis. Following
the same approach of historical specification, the poetry compe-
titions organized by the University of Athens (1850s-1870s), the
short-lived, tumn-of-the-century literary magazincs (like Techne
and Dionysos), or the reception of K. Karyotakis by the Left and
that of K. Varnalis by the Right must be examined as concrete
manifestations of particular discourses: the importance of these
intellectual phenomena does not lie in their contribution to the
progress of culture, as the humanist in every scholar would like
to believe, but in their function as new, open or closed, spaces
for the contestation of the literary institution.

In a genealogical study, literature as an institution must be
kept distinctly apart from all the others. Still, its dominating dis-
course cannot be described autotelically; instead, it can be
described in a parallel examination with the discourses margin-
alized by it and of those from other institutions which threaten
or are affiliated with it. Their comparative, interdiscursive study
must examine the constitution of the dominant discourse as well
as its policies and means of territorial control—its mechanisms of
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admittance, exclusion, ostracism, and suppression. In this light,
the famous public discussions on poetry between 1. Polylas and
Sp. Zambelios, Em. Roidis and A. Vlachos, Y. Apostolakis and
Varnalis, or G. Seferis and K. Tsatsos can be read as instances of
the ongoing struggle between the dominant and the peripheral
discourses. Similarly, acts of censorship (e.g., the disappearance
of the work of P. Panas and Y. Sarandaris) and others of revision
(e.g., the tactical discovery of Makriyannis), acts protected by his-
tories of literature and defended on aesthetic or intellectual
grounds, will be exposed in their ideological dimensions. A
genealogy of modern Greek literature must be, above all, an anti-
thetical reading (i.e., a counterreading) of modern Greek criti-
cism that will eventually abolish the artificial barriers between
high and low, good and bad, professive and reactionary art.

The case of Panayotis Panas (1832-1896) seems exemplary in
many respects. His work is low literature of the highest order and
covers areas as disparate as lyric poetry, parody, translation, and
journalism. Strictly audience-oriented, it was very popular and
functional during his lifetime, but apparently its disturbing,
unsettling strength did not survive the test of German aesthetics
as administered by philology and criticism. The most interesting
part of his poetry consists of anarchic satires that ridicule both
Athenian and lonian romanticism by exposing the uniformity of
their stylistic formulas. Significantly, parody has been the most
rare and the least appreciated genre in modern Greek literature.
For Dimaras, his satires simply indicate the advanced stage of
Heptanesian culture and taste (296). The historian of ideas pays
little attention to ideas that struggle beyond reconciliation or
assimilation; certainly, he was not the last to consider those
poems entertaining curiosities. In fact, their critical power
remains still unrecognized. Panas’s compositions, along with the
rest of his work and his political ideas, have been suppressed for
almost a century now. The canon of the tradition established by
the discourses of nationalism would not allow for such an
intensely personal testimony about the unresolved dilemmas of
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romantic idealism: good poets educate the nation—they don’t
commit suicide. Panas’s work has never been collected.

III. Genealogy deals with individual discourses, situating them
in their historical, cultural, and linguistic specificity and de-
scribing their mechanisms of operation and rules of domination.
For this enterprise to succeed, a preliminary dismantlement of
traditional ideas is absolutely necessary. (As illustrated through
the analysis of the beginning of Dimaras’s Preface, a similar act
of revision has been indispensable even for the composition of
another history of literature.) But it is necessary to go further and
episternologically critique the whole cluster of romantic notions
about the artwork, the author, influence, progress, tradition, and
the supporting philosophical principles. The history of literature,
or of any other art, is by its very nature a catalogue raisonné of
masterpieces which attributes aesthetic achievements to artistic
geniuses, thereby acknowledging and exclusively honoring the
authority of the creative subject. Genealogy, on the other hand,
dismisses this idealistic approach by viewing literature as a social
institution and its history as one of interpretations and the con-
flicts among them. In its concerns, no talents and their triumphs
or ages and their spirits are included, only discourses and their
contest for institutional power.

The idealized signature of Solomos, which Dimaras includes,
the lost portrait of A. Kalvos, which he replaces with numerous
psychographic observations, or the obscure identity of the author
of Elliniki Nomarchia [1806] whose unevenness he attributes to
“youthful imperfections” (155), from a historicist perspective,
mean nothing. Likewise, what Cavafy used to tell his friends (or
A. Embirikos didn’t), what Y. Beratis destroyed (or N. Gatsos
didn’t write after all), why Y. Kambysis came back (or 1. Papadia-
mandopoulos left) are meaningless speculations. Such informa-
tion is completely irrelevant for a genealogical understanding.
The suicide of I. Karasoutsas, the madness of R. Philyras, or the
drug addiction of N. Lapathiotis are of mere biographical value,
although often used to mystify the politics of interpretation and
the author’s own desperate involvement with it. Literary works
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are neither created by gifted artists nor discovered by insightful
critics; rather, they are produced through the complex interplay
of artistic wish, interpretive will, and public taste. Reading is
always public and intertextual, and genealogy foregrounds these
particular characteristics. Instead of being subjected individually
to self-contained aesthetic approaches, texts should be read as
they have been written—against each other: Scferis should be
read as a defense of K. Palamas against Cavafy; Palamas as a
defense of Ar. Valaoritis against Solomos; Elytis as a defense of
Ang. Sikelianos against Karyotakis; El. Vakalo as a defense of
Cavafy against Sikelianos; or, to enter the adjacent territory of
criticism, Al. Argyriou as a defense of P. Spandonidis against An.
Karandonis; and Z. Lorentzatos as a defense of Y. Apostolakis
against T. Agras. Needless to say, these names should be read and
used only “under erasure,” only as signs referring to cultural phe-
nomenons rather than as identifications of individuals or of col-
lected works.

The search of Zisimos Lorentzatos (1915) for a transcendental
Greekness is just such a cultural phenomenon of particular sig-
nificance. While Seferis defended the meaning of literature from
Cavafy’s ironic skepticism, Lorentzatos has been conducting a
parallel battle against Tellos Agras’s formalism along the lines set
up by Polylas and Yannis Apostolakis (1886-1947). This critical
debate has centered on the notion of style. The cosmopolitan aes-
theticism represented by Cavafy and Agras effected through it a
Wildean world of elegant appearances where the beauty of form
promises an elusive, earthly pleasure but refuses to anchor truth
or grant salvation. The discourse of Victorian puritanism em-
ployed by Apostolakis—“a great moral personality” (444), ac-
cording to Dimaras—and Lorentzatos defines good style as the
mark of moral excellence with a Carlylean fervor that castigates
all expressions of sensuality and tries to reach beyond the sin of
art towards moral redemption. Set in the proper ideological
framework, the sign Lorentzatos stands for the oppressive critical
discourse of moralism that approaches art as the prayer of the
pervert and attempts to save essence from its seductive grip.
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Philology and criticism continue to look for the inspiring influ-
ences of Dostoevsky in Y. Vizyenos, Nietzsche in K. Hatzo-
poulos, Joyce in N. G. Pentzikis, Eluard in Elytis, or Ginsberg
in L. Poulios. But it would be another unfortunate lapse into the
history of literature for genealogy to search for this type of evo-
lutionary pattern since this would lend support to ideas of intel-
lectual progress and cultural continuity typical of the humanistic
utopia. Even the callisthenics of the artistic will as described by
Harold Bloom in his theory of influence cannot account for the
constitution of the subject, the availability of roles in a particular
game, and the institutional constraints exercised upon every per-
formance. In “The Subject and Power” Foucault recently sug-
gested

another way to go further toward a new economy of power
relations, a way which is more empirical, more directly
related to our present situation, and which implies more
relations between theory and practice. It consists of taking
the forms of resistance against different forms of power as a
starting point. To use another metaphor, it consists of using
this resistance as as chemical catalyst so as to bring to light
power relations, locate their position, and find out their
point of application and the methods used. Rather than ana-
lyzing power from the point of view of its internal ration-
ality, it consists of analyzing power relations through the
antagonism of strategies. (1982, 780)

Such a radical study of power relations inside and around the
institution of literature might begin at its periphery and examine
specific notions of literariness and quality in order to explain, for
example, how certain genres (like the prose poem) fall out of
fashion, how certain works (like that of N. Kalas) are suppressed,
or how certain discourses (like that of philosophy) invade the ter-
ritory. Such an approach would also examine the impact on
Greek literature of controversies such as those about the “lan-
guage question” or the “Great Idea” in terms of antagonistic strat-
egies working for the appropriation of social institutions. Here,
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the main point of interest is neither the political beliefs of indi-
vidual authors nor the potential contribution of particular works
to mass class-awareness. Historicist understanding must proceed
from crucial points of conflict and trace the significance of the
“forms of resistance”—Dbe it the enlightened criticism defended
by Roidis, the amalgamation of genres practiced by P. Yanno-
poulos and 1. Dragoumis, or the linguistic nihilism pushed to its
extremes by P. Takopoulos—against reigning “forms of power.”
This kind of study undermines the metaphysical assumptions
inherent in aesthetic appreciation, as epitornized in histories and
anthologies, and diffuses artistic values in order to render the
field available again to new explorations.

IV. Finally, the genealogical inquiry is not an act of re-
covery—"it does not try to repeat what has been said by reaching
it in its very identity” (Foucault 1972, 139). The idea of the
author, the creative subject, is dismissed along with all other
notions of origin. The moment of the construction of the work is
not important, but the process of its emergence as an artwork, its
cultural production, is. An act of recovery tries to save the orig-
inal from abuse and, by referring to sources of inspiration and
intention, reveal the work in its purest form and real meaning.
But genealogy “is not a return to the innermost secret of the
origin; it is the systematic description of a discoursc-object” {140).
In this sense, Solomos’s Porphyras (1849) is far more important
for a reading of Elytis’s Second Lieutenant (1945) than the poet’s
own experience of the Second World War; the popular success of
Gr. Xenopoulos is far more closely related to his audience’s
expectations, which Dimaras mentions (427) but fails to explore,
than to his faithful depiction of social reality; and the rediscovery
of Kalvos (1792-1869) by Palamas in 1889, which Dimaras rec-
ords (397) but fails to explain, was more a successful appropria-
tion by the militant patriotic discourse of the “Great Idea” than a
long-overdue reevaluation.

Indeed, the history of the uses to which Andreas Kalvos has
been put provides a wealth of interesting material for a chro-
nology of literary taste. His work has been repeatedly rediscovered
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by successive schools. First, the demoticists invented an alterna-
tive national poet, the bard of the continuity of the race; later,
the symbolists emphasized the dark musical quality of his deca-
dent imagination; surrealism celebrated the lyrical strength of his
sweeping imagery; and more recently the self-proclaimed “Gen-
eration of the 1970s” portrayed him as a forerunner of the beat
ethic. It is with these cultural uses of his work as an object of
discursive practices that a genealogical description should deal.
Dimaras, in his History, discusses the life, “thc drama of the
poet,” “language and verse,” the technique, the tenor, and the
ideas of his poetry. For him, the exasperating difficulty is the
impossible access to the writer’s complex psychology, and the con-
tinuous fluctuations of his reputation do not constitute a
problem. However, a genealogical approach ought to overcome
this ignorance. Instead of trying in vain to recover the true, the
real, meaning of the work, the genealogy should study its emer-
gence as a discourse-object through the above appropriations—
the different forms of its cultural constitution and the politics of
the respective interpretations. Needless to stress, this would not
be yet another scientific exploration but an interpretation of inter-
pretations—a critical metacommentary on the modes of emer-
gence of the artistic sign Kalvos.

Genealogy as an approach describes systematically how works
become discourse-objects and how constructed objects emerge as
artworks. But its self-awareness—what Hans-Georg Gadamer
calls “historical consciousness”>—should not let it forget its own
specificity: being an interpretation, “it is nothing more than a
rewriting.” It is not objective or discourse free; it is relative and

2 “Histoncal consciousness knows about the otherness of the other, about the
past in its otherness. . . . It seeks 1n the otherness of the past not the instantiation
of a general law, but something historically unique. By claiming to transcend its
own conditionedness completely 1n 1ts knowing of the other, it is involved in a
false dialectical appearance, since 1t 1s actually seeking to master, as it were, the
past. . . . Historical consciousness in seeking to understand tradition must not
rely on the critical method with which it approaches its sources, as if this pre-
served it from mixing in its own judgement and prejudices. It must, in fact, take
account of its own historicality” (Gadamer 1975, 323-24)
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perspectival. [t examines rules, norms, and codes while other
analogous conventions govern its own operations. A suprahistor-
ical inquiry into the mechanisms of discourse, conducted
without any institutional restrictions, is impossible. Ewvery
scholar, historian, critic, or reader belongs necessarily to an
interpretive community whose reading and writing habits consti-
tute a discursive practice. Despite the opposite impression given
by its name, genealogy looks at the present through the past; its
results are relevant, if not urgent, for our life, our self-under-
standing, our involvement in the game of power.

After arriving at this point, even the cautious reader of Dima-
ras’s History will probably feel quite unhappy and insecure with
the above conclusion. Clearly, the skepticism of this chapter is
not an answer to his positivistic expectations for a “science of lit-
erature” or his anticipation of stable, safe knowledge. If things
are so relative, why really bother at all? If there is no progress in
research, if culturally-bound interpretations endlessly succeed
one another, what are our chances for retrieving some essence
from history, some presence from our past? But for me the real
question is clearly not epistemological but political. In a world
where discourses, systernatizations of formulated knowledge,
relentlessly clash for power over constitutions of sense and truth,
it is imperative to resist all disciplined safety and fight against any
establishment of authority. In this particular case, in order to
keep modern Greek writing fresh, informative, and productive as
a field of inquiry, we ought to oppose all attempts at its totaliza-
tion by disturbing the sovereign hierarchies and by foregrounding
marginalized or suppressed discourses that can still question their
validity. 1 am not talking about alternative histories but about
genealogical investigations that will make the writing of more his-
tories problematic. Instead of being remapped, the whole terri-
tory should be opened to debates that will encourage a more
active role on the audience’s part—that is, imaginatively adven-
turous understanding and irreverently creative writing.
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Who has been Reading Masterpieces
on Our Behalf? George Seferts,
Makriyannis, and the Literary Canon

WE SAW IN THE FIRST CHAPTER that literary histories aim
to institutionalize a national tradition of native master-
pieces. As is usually the case, this new tradition has already been
tentatively formed and outlined in a critical discourse which
countered and opposed a prevailing orthodoxy by offering a
number of strong revisionary approaches and readings. The work
of the historian, in its turn, follows as an attempt to consolidate
gains made, unify them in a comprehensive totality, and claim
institutional status. If successful, his history becomes the epitome
of a new orthodoxy and canon and provides the legitimate eval-
uative measures of aesthetic appreciation. It would be interesting
now to turn our attention to those revisionary readings which
pave the way for rewriting literary history by changing the estab-
lished rules of reading and appropriating texts on behalf of an
emerging new discourse. [ have chosen an unusual case where a
work, in order to be successfully appropriated, had not just to be
reread but actually invented and classified as a literary document
because I want to highlight the complexity of the task and the
possible range of the strategies employed. The casc is not unique,
in the sense that many national canons have included a few
writers of nonimaginative prose: Gibbon and Carlyle in English
literature, Emerson and Thoreau in American, Rousseau and
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Voltaire in French, and so forth; but even the general phenom-
enon remains unexplored, as far as [ know, since the mechanics
of such appropriations have not been studied in any detail.

The centrality of The Memoirs by General Makriyannis for
contemporary Greek culture is undisputable: the work has been
repeatedly published in many editions, analyzed from different
perspectives, taught at all educational levels, and used as either a
source of inspiration or a stylistic model by many poets and prose
writers. The scholarly and popular interest in it continues undi-
minished, and its influence has been felt, apart from literature,
in other arts, like music and painting, and in such disparate
domains as criticism, historiography, and even political rhetoric.
Undoubtedly, it has become one of those texts where modern
Greek sensibility, consciousness, and patriotism look, as if at a
mirror, to recognize themselves and meditate on their choices—
a truly national work.

The cultural authority of The Memoirs is largely based on its
status as first and foremost a literary masterpiece: this is how phi-
lologists and critics have regarded it and why historians of litera-
ture have deemed its inclusion in their surveys imperative. For
both scholars and laymen, the work’s supreme virtue is its literary
value—a combination of real language, unique style, fascinating
content, and moral message united in the major personal testa-
ment about modern Greek life and identity. It is strange, how-
ever, that questions about the work’s genre or the very legitimacy
of its artistic status have not arisen, especially in light of the fact
that similar writings by other fights of the War of Independence
in the 1820s (like Christophoros Perraivos, Emmanuil Xanthos,
Nikolaos Kasomoulis, Photakos, and Theodoros Kolokotronis)
have not been given comparable respect and have drawn little
critical attention. Only Makriyannis's text has been singled out
from a great number of memoirs as a work of exceptional quality.
But perhaps this phenomenon is not so strange: after all, genre
theory and criticism remain frightfully absent from the agenda of
Greek literary studies, as the general public regularly discovers to
its confusion when the annual State Literary Prizes are
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announced and honored works are made arbitrarily to fit into
given categories. This is only one manifestation of the romantic
pathology of Greek criticism: it concentrates, with only rare, iso-
lated exceptions, on individual works and/or authors and ana-
lyzes, totally bewitched, their inimitable uniqueness. Compara-
tive studies as a notion or approach remains alien to this
celebration of the genius, which ignores the cultural situatedness
of art.

I would like, then, to discuss the Makriyannis paradox, the
inclusion of a nonliterary work in the literary canon and the con-
sequences for its reception. I intend to do so in three steps: first,
by dealing with the normative character of literary reading;
second, by investigating a specific and highly indicative instance
of the process which led to the canonization of The Memoirs; and
third, by examining the significance of such a successful opera-
tion for the politics of interpretation and the nature of literature
itself. The successive stages of the discussion will center respec-
tively on three main texts: “How to Recognize a Poem When
You See One” by Stanley Fish, “lA Greek-] Makriyannis” by
George Seferis, and “Political Criticism” by Terry Eagleton.

Stanley Fish in his recent work on the constitution and
authority of interpretive communities has suggested that literary
texts (and artworks and facts and data) do not exist as such but are
rather produced by certain practices of understanding. Instead of
being the discovery and appreciation of particular inherent fea-
tures, the reading of a text is an act of production whereby the
application of specific strategies makes it literary, or anything else
for that matter. But these practices of understanding and strate-
gies of reading are not the reader’s invention: they originate in
and are sustained by a body of systemnatic knowledge—what T. S.
Kuhn would call “paradigm” and Michel Foucault “discourse”—
that gives them their effectiveness and authority. The practi-
tioners of a certain discipline as well as other people, specialists
and nonspecialists, who share the same assumptions and employ
the same practices, belong to one interpretive community with
its own epistemological principles and ideological identity. Inter-

. 46 -



READING MASTERPIECES

pretation, then, is not so much a question of free choice and
imagination or empathetic understanding as it is one of selection
among a limited number of approaches and means of produc-
tion. Cultural circumstances create interpretive communities
that construct readers who produce texts.

Reaction to Fish’s ideas, directed almost exclusively to his cri-
tique of aesthetics as an ontology of artistic beauty, has tried to
reaffirm the validity of established values and exegetical methods.
His colleagues have run to the defense of texts and of those critics
who promote the idea of a safeguarded critical pluralism. This
kind of negative response, stemming as it does from the fear of
the subjectivist chaos and the trembling over a potential endless-
ness of interpretations, has pushed into undue obscurity one of
the most interesting parts of his theory, that which deals exactly
with the process of aesthetic production, which Fish opposes to
the romantic notion of the artistic creation.

In the second of his four lectures on “Interpretive Authority in
the Classroom and in Literary Criticism” [1979], Fish (1980) dis-
cusses reading as an act of recognition rather than recovery—an
act trained in the practices of literary perception. The lecture,
ironically titled “How to Recognize a Poem when You See One,”
begins with one of those hilarious stories which delight and pro-
voke Fish’s readers. He talks in his casual manner about the day
when the students of one of his classes, upon entering the room,
found on the blackboard a vertical list of six words, names of
scholars directly related to the previous class’s assignment. Their
professor chose not to tell them the truth; instead, he declared
that the set of words was an example of seventeenth-century Eng-
lish religious poetry, which they had been studying. In the pages
that follow, Fish describes in detail the extraordinary and yet
completely unsuspicious pains which his students took in order
to make sense out of what they were told was a poem, until they
finally succeeded in producing a meaning complex and elaborate
enough for a text of seventeenth-century English literary qualities
and religious inclinations.

Fish draws from his example a series of arguments against lit-
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erary ontology, which can be summarized in five major points;
their logical continuity provides a coherent position on reading.

Fish begins, “It is not that the presence of poetic qualities com-
pels a certain kind of attention but that the paying of a certain
kind of attention results in the emergence of poetic qualities”
(326). Literariness does not inhere in the text but results from a
particular kind of approach to texts: when we pay literary atten-
tion to a text, any text, we produce a literary onc. A text can be
read in many possible ways and yield different kinds of informa-
tion, depending on the purposes we make it serve. As histories of
reception show, texts have been approached through widely dif-
ferent angles and therefore have been made to mean equally dif-
ferent things. It is the character of our perspective, rather than
the nature of the work, that makes dissimilar, even incompatible
viewpoints possible. What we read is what we have been looking
for, not what we find: if it is literature we seek, then literature is
what we recognize.

And Fish continues his argument: “The conclusion, therefore,
is that all objects are made and not found, and that they are made
by the interpretive strategies we set in motion” (331). Our
approach to a text consists of a series of interpretive strategies we
apply to produce the desired outcome. Practicing literary reading
is not simply a matter of personal attitude or disposition, an exer-
cise of free intellect or imagination: the application of specific
strategies according to sets of rules determines the particular
approach. What we read depends on how we read. Paying a cer-
tain kind of attention to a text, say a literary one, means
employing certain reading strategies, those appropriate to literary
interpretation and constructing a work of literaturc.

Moreover, Fish writes, “Interpretation is not the act of con-
struing but the art of constructing. Interpreters do not decode
poems; they make them” (327). The interpretation of literature is
the particular reading skill necessary for the production of litera-
ture. Its effective uses produce literary texts, and only those who
are familiar with it can make them; in other words, I don’t know
what literature is unless I have the skill to construct it. Therefore,
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in order to pay a particular kind of attention and achieve a certain
approach to a text, literary or otherwise, we must first be familiar
with the appropriate set of rules and know how to use those
interpretive strategies conducive to the required kind of under-
standing. Reading, then, depends on its means and ends, not on
its subject; and literature is the result of a successful literary
reading, not its antecedent object. Literature is what I choose to
read as literature, but how I read is not my choice because the
appropriate way is a learned skill not an improvised approach.

Fish elaborates on the reader’s role in literary creation: “Thus
while it is true to say that we create poetry (and assignments and
lists), we create it through interpretive strategies that are finally
not our own but have their source in a publicly available system
of intelligibility” (332). The rules, methods, and tactics which
belong to and partly constitute a particular approach—literary,
biographical, historical, scientific, religious—are not devised by
the individual reader and should not be credited to his talent,
fancy, or genius. Literary reading is a skilled technique which has
to be acquired. The abolition of the humanistic notions of the
artistic work and its creator, which follows from our earlier rejec-
tion of literature as an aesthetic entity, does not lead to a confu-
sion of tongues and interpretations, as the normative function of
the interpretive communities indicates. Alternatively, replacing
those romantic projections, as some theorists of poststructuralism
have done, with the supreme figure of the critic who reigns alone
over the domain of interpretation would be just another idealistic
fallacy. Interpretive strategies are methods of understanding—
seeing, reading, listening, perceiving—supplied by discourses
and supported by communities of interpreters. We learn how to
understand from practices of understanding that are locally (in
our own time and culture) available and demarcate the current pos-
sibilities of intelligibility. Consequently, we read/make literature
by using those relevant strategies which today pertain to the lit-
erary. The discourse, the rules, the strategies, and the application
are all public—historical, social, and conventional.

The last point deserves further elaboration because it goes
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beyond the Cartesian subject-object dichotomy that, more than
has been recognized, plagued romanticism and forced it, in
defense of the subject, to side with man, that is, the individual
in exile, the alienated social being. In fact, the idea that literary
works are made and not recovered does not open the doors of
anarchy to a free-lancing subjectivism because the practices of
producing literature are, like all other practices, culturally spe-
cific. If any interpretation is potentially conceivable at a given
historical moment and cultural space, very few are possible and
even fewer acceptable. To produce literature, we have to choose
from the limited repertory of available practices and follow those
rules which will make it legitimate to the eyes of at least one
existing interpretive community; otherwise our reading will seem
totally idiosyncratic and will remain uncommunicable. Thus we
realize that, whenever we want to attract attention and give cred-
ibility to our interpretations, the current discourses, the pre-
vailing norms, and the established canons constrain our herme-
neutic freedom and largely dictate to its wishes the paths they
may follow.

Fish observes that his students were able to produce a religious
poem from the names on the blackboard because they applied
familiar public knowledge—those rules of reading which tell a
member of the contemporary academic/scholarly critical com-
munity what a seventeenth-century English poem is. This com-
ment leads him to his most radical conclusion: “In short, to the
list of made or constructed objects we must add ourselves, for we
no less than the poems and assignments we see are the products
of social and cultural patterns of thought” (332). When we assert
that poems are made and not recovered, we destruct not only
aesthetics as the romantic ontology of beauty, but also subjec-
tivity itself. What my passive syntax implies is that nobody makes
poerms; poems are made because readers and interpreters, too, are
cultural constructs of historical forces and formations. “One can
respond with a cheerful yes to the question ‘Do readers make
meanings?’ and commit oneself to very little because it would be
equally true to say that meanings, in the form of culturally
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derived interpretive categories, make readers” (336). It is a com-
ment worth keeping in mind when one is reading Lambropoulos
reading Fish reading a poem constructed by his class.

This is in summary the theory of literary reading Fish
advanced in his lecture. The answer he offers to the problem
posed in its title (and implicitly to the other one, posed in the
title of his book) is obviously that we recognize a poem when we
see one because (and only when) we are members of a particular
community of interpreters who share certain reading practices
facilitating such approaches to texts that make them literary. We
know that a text is a poem because, as Wittgenstein would argue,
we have been shown poems and we have been told what is being
recognized as one. We are also able to read a poem because we
are not only familiar with the rules of the game of reading liter-
ature and specifically with the practices of reading poetry but we
have also been trained to perform acts of literary production.

Fish offers an epistemological challenge to traditional criticism
by shifting the locus of literariness from the text to one of its pos-
sible uses, the aesthetic—from the “object itself” to one partic-
ular mode of its consumption. His major contribution so far has
been that this critique has made the search for the distinctive fea-
tures of literary essence, guiding the ideal of a science of litera-
ture since the early twentieth century, extremely problematic. It
is enough to compare Roman Jakobson’s phenomenology (which
locates the aesthetic in the message-centered poctic function of
the language) with Fish’s pragmatism (which detcrmines as aes-
thetic certain literature-oriented practices of reading) to realize
that the practitioners of stylistics—who saw the promises of posi-
tivism emerge anew in formalism, structuralism, New Criticism,
and reception aesthetics—now face the demand to prove that
what they find is not simply an eminent function of their search
or an immanent component of their fundamental assumptions.

In the second part of this essay, I will concentrate on the meth-
odological significance of Fish’s position for the study of criticism
and its operations in culture. His description of the processes
involved in acts of literary recognition and production, I will try
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to show, can be used as an interesting model for an investigation
of critical mechanisms that consecrate or marginalize, promote
or suppress, texts as literature. The use of such a model in
Modern Greek Studies could be particularly important; it would
examine the role of those interpretive tactics that allow for the
persistent complacency, narcissism, and isolationism in the field.

The Memoirs by Makrivannis ([1907] 1966) offer a case in
point: an autobiographical work by an army officer who fought in
the war for liberation from the Turks and was later involved in
the politics of the newly-born state—a work which, as far as one
can tell, was neither written nor edited, published, presented, or
received as literature, when it first became available in 1907—
has been treated since the late 1930s as a text of high literary
quality. What made its inclusion in the literary canon possible?
What turned it info an exemplary stylistic achievement of over-
powering influence? What gave it the cultural authority it still
possesses? These questions should be the subject of a book length
study—a genealogy of its interpretations and the struggle of crit-
ical and other discourses for power over it. Here T will limit
myself to a discussion of the first major literary production of the
work: its reading by George Seferis as a masterpiece of Greek lit-
erature. To paraphrase Fish, the subject of the next section is:
how Seferis recognized a literary work when he saw The Memoirs
of Makriyannis.

SeFERIS gave his public lecture on Makriyannis in Alexandria
and Cairo in 1943 and published it in Cairo’s Greek newspaper
the same year. The text was subsequently printed in all three edi-
tions of Dokimes ([1944, 1962] 1974), in the Eklogi (1966) from
the second edition, and in the English selection On the Greek
Style (1966). Obviously, its importance for the author was para-
mount. Furthermore, Seferis’s life-long interest in The Memoirs
is evident in all his work, including poems, notcbooks, diaries,
essays. In the Dokimes in particular, the presence of Makriyannis
is especially prominent in the early essays (1937-1947), but it is
also felt in many others, including the Nobel Prize speech (1963)
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and the very last essay, “Panda pliri Theon” (1971). All this infor-
mation, testifying to Seferis’s commitment to the systematic pro-
motion of Makriyannis, is not provided to document the author’s
attitude but rather to remind the reader of Makriyannis’s towering
presence in a large part of Seferis’s writings.

I must take this clarification as an opportunity to explain,
before proceeding to discuss the essay, that the poct’s feelings and
the General’s intentions are excluded from my considerations: [
am not interested in how Seferis felt about The Memoirs or in
what they meant to him personally; nor am I interested in either
what Makriyannis tried to do or whether he achieved it. Since
the purpose of this analysis is to examine how the former reads
the latter and to what effect, I am reluctant to discuss, or even
accept as valid, questions like what did Makriyannis really say?
Did Seferis understand it correctly? Where he did fail? How can
we improve his reading of The Memoirs? Instead, 1 focus my dis-
cussion on which interpretive strategies were employed in this
case to produce a literary work? How effective were they? What
purposes did they serve?

In his first strategy Seferis devises an author, based on the
assumption that behind every masterpiece a creator’s mind
thinks, invents, collects, arranges, and perfects. Seferis in section
2 of his essay narrates Makriyannis’s life story, presenting him as
a brave hero of the War of Independence, a democrat, and patriot
who realized, perhaps better than anybody else at the time, the
meaning of the national struggle for liberation. Although his
behavior was at times abrupt and idiosyncratic, he was a “mag-
nanimous man” (1966, 54), “a man of good intentions” (47). He
was also illiterate, “just capable of writing” (31). But despite his
lack of learning, or, as it is argued later, because of that, Makri-
yannis “feels, and makes us feel with him, that he is a man on
whom God has conferred the gift of speech” (33). Conscious of
that divine gift, he “never stops working at the means of expres-
sion” (37), improving his techniques and rethinking his respon-
sibilities as a writer. Even though he was not a great artist in the
usual sense of the word, his “coarse writing” (31) resembles an
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old wall where the movements of the craftsman composing a
solid whole can be securely traced. This dedication to his humble
craft, which he felt as a national mission, made him “one of the
most cultivated souls in the Greek world” (35). The voice heard
in the text is unmistakably his, a voice of common wisdom and
personal integrity that speaks about “the abiding will of the
author to paint his own very self upon the paper” (32).

The second strategy applied by Seferis, after he has identified
and credited an author for the work, is to ascertain its authen-
ticity and truthfulness. This he does by describing the expressive
power of its language. Being uneducated, Makriyannis writes in
the real language which real people speak, and therefore he is
able to articulate his ideas in an immediate and transparent way.
Nothing pretentious or artificial obscures what he says: he speaks
his mind openly, forthrightly, bravely, and one can hear in it a
lifetime’s experiences reverberate. The authenticity of his testi-
mony inheres not only in its intensely personal character but also
in its language of “real feelings” (40). When, for example, he
expresses his appreciation of the works of ancient art, he gives his
voice to the soul of the Greek people: “There is more weight in
this sentence of a simple man than in the effusions of fifteen
gilded academies” (39-40). We should be thankful that he
remained illiterate and free from the disorienting influences of
formal education so that he managed to stay attentive to the spirit
of his people and become “a great teacher of our language” (59).
As Seferis has argued elsewhere, “his words function” (1974,
2:88) because they are not the rhetoric of an intellectual but the
testimony of a man “who knew, as evidenced by his life, both the
weight of speech and the weight of pain” (1974, 2:341).

The third strategy is the recognition of a “significant content”
(Seferis 1974, 2:55) [emphasis added] that accounts for great
prose. Seferis establishes a clear distinction betwcen poetry and
prose based on the basic metaphor, borrowed from French sym-
bolism, of poetry as dance. When something is written in verse,
it has a particular freedom of movement which gives each word
an individual quality and to the whole a grace of pure beauty;
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prose, on the other hand, depends more on what is said than on
how and demands accuracy and importance—a content of some
significance. In this respect, The Memoirs presents an exemplary
case: “The content of Makriyannis’ writing is thc unending and
tragic struggle of a man who, deeply rooted in the instincts of his
race, is striving for freedom, justice and human dignity” (Seferis
1974, 2:55-56). What Makriyannis has to narrate is by definition
important since it is related to the War of Independence and its
repercussions. It is even more important because history is told
from the unique perspective of a person who devoted himself to
that task, witnessed the glory and the misery of his age, and suf-
fered unjustly for his contribution to the national resurgence.
“The story of Makriyannis is more than a history of events. It is
the story of how the people felt towards the events of that great
period in which the Greece of today was born” (41).

The fourth interpretive strategy is directed to the invention of
a unique artistic style. According to Seferis, “thec meaning that
wants to be expressed and the language which must give a form,
a positive existence to the meaning” are the two opposing forces
that “unified in the end, create the style” (61). But Seferis uses
style to indicate two different things: “the difficulty encountered
when a man tries to express himself” (61) and the outcome of the
effort. Makriyannis’s style is so real and unique bccause his lan-
guage was natural and his content unique. In the “rhythms” of
his “tonality” and the “shades” of his “colors” (33), the richness
of Modern Greek and the experiences of a life spent in the battle-
ground and in public meetings merge to create a literary master-
piece. What makes Makriyannis “the most important prose writer
in modern Greek literature, if not the greatest” (54), is that his
experiences were invested with a powerful “voice” (61) because
they found the expression of a true literary style. “This style of
things, this style of necessity, this style of effectiveness” (62) gives
the work its coherence and unity.

The last strategy employed by Seferis applies to the message of
The Memoirs and in a way sums up his construction of the text
as a literary work. If its artistic qualities inhere in the harmonious
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fusion of content and language, its greatness derives from its
national character. This work proves and defends the continuity
of the Greek race and culture. What is observed about the paint-
ings the General inspired the painter Panayotis Zographos to
create can also be said about The Memoirs: “It is a thapsody that
is old and at the same time we are hearing it for the first time”
(39). It proves that the neglected folk tradition is alive and strong
and thus serves the education of the nation. “And the culture,
the education, which Makriyannis shows is not fragmentary, is
not, as it were, a piece of private property. It is common lot, the
spiritual wealth of a race, handed on through the ages from mil-
lennium to millennium, from generation to generation, from the
sensitive to the sensitive; persecuted and always alive, ignored and
always present—the common lot of Greek popular tradition”
(35-36). In times of need and crisis, it has the potential to reo-
rient the ideals and hopes of the nation toward a better under-
standing of their origins. Makriyannis “is a surefooted messenger
of the long and unbroken tradition of the people, which, because
it is so deeply rooted in him, can teach us not just through one
man’s voice but in the voice of many, and can tell us what we
are and how we are in our deepest selves” (63). Greek history as
recorded by him allows the reader to disregard the sterile rhetoric
of the educated elite and rediscover his roots going all the way
back to antiquity.

These are, then, the strategies Seferis uses to appropriate The
Memoirs as a literary work. The whole essay is organized and
argued with great acumen and an astounding scnse of tactical
purpose. But nowhere is its cunning more evident than in the
calculated suppression of its artistic standards. Seferis turns a text
into a literary one by performing a literary reading: he starts with
certain aesthetic assumptions shared by a community of inter-
preters; then he applies to the text the corresponding reading
practices that aim at recognizing in it, according to the initial
assumptions, the distinctive features of literature. His application
of interpretive strategies is informed, of course, by an aesthetics
which defines, first, what is literary and what is not and, second,
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what is artistically good or bad. Seferis does not state his convic-
tions in these respects; but we can induce them from the strate-
gies he adopted and, by reversing the procedure, infer his system
of aesthetic principles.

For Seferis, a good literary work in Greek has four distinct
qualities: it uses the common, lively language of the people; it
has its own unique and authentic style—voicc, music, and
colors—that make it the full expression of a conscious intention;
its content is of real life and the significant moments of human
experience; and finally, its message is an expression of Greekness,
the transhistorical essence that defines the national ethos. The
harmonious coexistence of these qualities makes a text great, that
is, literary, good, important, and Greek. Clearly, Seferis’s aes-
thetics is idealistic, romantic, and nationalistic; he sees the lit-
erary artwork as the beautiful and autonomous creation of the
talented genius who speaks in the untainted language of the folk
about the eternal Greek identity.

Today the reader of his reading can more easily appreciate the
strength of his performance since the recent Greek intellectual
history (and, I would argue, political reality, too) provides ample
evidence of its success. Some could counter, though, that this
indisputable success is naturally due to the fact that the qualities
noticed by Seferis were already there but had not before been
evaluated properly. However, this humanistic response is contra-
dicted by the classroom episode narrated by Fish as well as by
similar examples from academic experience or literary history
with which we are all familiar, including the varieties of attention
given to Seferis’s own work. On the contrary, the informed reader
will have more disturbing questions to ask: Why was the publi-
cation of The Memoirs delayed for fifty-six years, and why “for
half a century this invaluable text was unavailable, lost in abso-
lute darkness” (30)? Why did it attract no attention during the
first twenty-five years of its public life? (Seferis chose to ignore
both these questions of immediate pertinence. ) Is there a connec-
tion between this essay and the other studies that the poet was
working on at that time or between the essays and the historical
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moment of their appearance? Finally, why did his reinterpreta-
tion of Makriyannis succeed?

It would be interesting at this point to return to Fish and look
for his possible contribution to the discussion of these questions.
During his examination of how reading practices work, he
reaches a radical position: “poems and assignments are different,
but my point is that the differences are a result of the different
interpretive operations we perform and not of somcthing inherent
in one or the other” (330). After this comment-—deserving con-
trast with Jacques Derrida’s concept of differance and its ideolog-
ical complacency—one assumes Fish will be able to account for
the political nature and implications of those epistemological dif-
ferences. In fact, the title of his next lecture, “What Makes an
Interpretation Acceptable?” contains an explicit promise to that
effect. But unfortunately in what follows the philosophical limi-
tations and lack of political awareness of American neopragma-
tism (witnessed, for example, in the work of W. V. O. Quine,
Wilfrid Sellars, and Richard Rorty) once more become apparent.

Fish starts by observing that “what is at stake in a disagreement
is the right to specify what the facts can hereafter be said to be.
Disagreements are not settled by the facts, but arc the means by
which the facts are settled” (338). Different interpretations, then,
compete for rights, not for texts; they contest for acceptability, not
truth, accuracy, or validity. Thus, the right interpretation won
the right to interpret. We can therefore rephrase the title of the
lecture and say that “the real question is what gives us the right
so to be right?” (342). The question is unavoidably a political
one, and so is Fish’s answer: “the literary institution which at any
one time will authorize only a finite number of interpretive strat-
egies” (342). Of course, there is no final settling of disagreements:
“within any community the boundaries of the acceptable are
continually being redrawn” (343). Rules are changed, norms
transformed, standards revised, and efforts made to accommodate
recent arrivals on the scene. “A new interpretive strategy always
makes its way in some relationship of opposition to the old,
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which has often marked out the negative space (of things that
aren’t done) from which it can emerge into respectability” (349).

Fish talks about codes and reforms in the literary institution
and refers to “the unwritten rules of the literary game” (343). He
acknowledges that the notion of the game describes the opera-
tions of the institution and that it accounts for every arrangement
and change in it: “there are no moves that are not moves in the
game” (355). But his interest is pragmatic/descriptive, not polit-
ical/critical: this is how things are, he is saying, but there is no
use in just thinking about them; instead, play, perform, and
enjoy. There is a set of questions he will not consider: What are
games about? What are the goals of the players? How do people
win? What are the consequences of victory? Who oversees the
correct application of rules? His Wittgensteinian viewpoint allows
Fish to notice the existence of games and describe their consti-
tution; at the same time, it prevents him from realizing that
games are about power and not just for fun. Apparently, he is too
fascinated by agonistics to pay enough attention to politics and
admit that, if the name of the game is interpretation, its goal is
absolute power—that is, authority.

QuEsTIONS about the politics of interpretation, like those we
have now raised in this investigation, are dealt with in Terry Ea-
gleton’s sophisticated, amusing, and provocative book, Literary
Theory: An Introduction (1983). He has written an introduction
to literary theory in order to prove that both literature and literary
theory are “an illusion,” “a branch of social ideologies” (1983,
204), an introduction that at the end admits to being more of an
obituary to its subject. Eagleton is in agreement with Fish’s posi-
tion on the institutional basis of reading practices. Significantly,
the first chapter of his book, which presents the Anglo-American
New Criticism, has the surprising title “The Rise of English.” In
it, literature, aesthetics, and criticism are viewed as cultural insti-
tutions created during the romantic era, and their emergence is
directly associated with “the failure of religion” (22) to instruct
and comfort people during an age of social upheaval and scien-
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tific progress. Eagleton’s discussion of the acadcmic establish-
ment of English as a field in the early twentieth century begins
with a step that Fish was rather reluctant to take: “Literature, in
the meaning of the word we have inherited, is an ideology. It has
the most intimate relations to questions of social power” (22).
Ideology and power are exactly the two crucial aspects of the
operations of the literary institution introduced by Eagleton,
which enable him to move on to the politics of critical dis-
courses. He adds a Foucaultian dimension to Fish’s “What
Makes an Interpretation Acceptable?” by answering: institutional
power; then he asks why.

Fish would not disagree, | suppose, with the assertion that
“there is no such thing as literature which is ‘really’ great, or
‘really’ anything, independently of the ways in which that writing
is treated within specific forms of social and institutional life”
(202). Neither would he differ with the following description of
canon formation: “Literary criticism selects, processes, corrects
and rewrites texts in accordance with certain institutionalized
norms of the ‘literary’—norms which are at any given time argu-
able, and always historically variable” (203). But he would be
rather apprehensive, I believe, about adopting the position that
“critical discourse is power” (203), and then moving from the
games played with the term literature to the discursive practices
in the literary field. It is highly indicative of his apolitical, and
therefore politically conservative, stance that Fish has nothing to
propose and his thoughts lead nowhere: “The final question con-
cerns the practical consequences of that argument. Since it is pri-
marily a literary argument, one wonders what implications it has
for the practice of literary criticism. The answer is, none what-
soever. . . . The reason for this is that the position 1 have been
presenting is not one you (or anyone else) could live by” (370).
Only the exit of passive acquiescence and political apathy seems
to remain open.

Eagleton, on the other hand, has his own idea to counterpro-
pose—not the correct or a better kind of theory, but a totally dif-
ferent type of discourse, a modern rhetoric of interpretive strate-
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gies that could be called “discourse theory” (206). Assuming “all
theory and knowledge” is not merely institutional, as Fish has
argued, but markedly “interested” (207), Fagleton advocates a
new approach of “Political Criticism” (according to the title of
his book’s conclusion), “which is neither ontological or method-
ological but strategic. This means asking first not what the object
is or how we should approach it, but why we should want to
engage with it in the first place” (210). For Eaglcton, “all criti-
cism is in some sense political” (212) since its subject itself is a
cultural institution, the product of political negotiations between
communities of interpreters and power relations among dis-
courses.

Our investigation of Seferis’s reinterpretation of Makriyannis
was suspended a few pages ago, when we were confronted with a
series of questions the theory of Fish could not help us answer.
Now, after the brief discussion of Fagelton’s ideas on the politics
of literary production, we can see those questions under a dif-
ferent light and move to the final stage of this investigation. Now
its central questions are: What does Seferis’s essay do to The
Memoirs? What are the results of the interpretive strategies it
uses? What does its reinterpretation achieve?

First, Seferis defends the fundamental nationalistic notion of a
continuity encapsulated in “the soul of our people” (1966, 38).
In Makriyannis, he insists, we can retrieve not only the essence
of modern history but also its origins, which go back in time to
the very first beginnings of Greek civilization. We recognize in
Seferis’s arguments the ideology of demoticism which contested
with purism mastery over the past and finally managed to appro-
priate it through the folklorist dogma of survivals: “If we want to
understand the ancient Greeks, it is always into the soul of our
own people that we should look” (58). This is not a position that
the Metaxas dictatorship {1936-1941) would have found objec-
tionable. On the contrary, it has yet to be argued that this regime
was an extreme but logical, although certainly not unavoidable,
conclusion of demoticist nationalism. In fact, such defenses of
uninterrupted continuity and cultural unity justified the populist
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politics of the dictatorship, something most intellectuals at the
time failed to realize. Seferis shares the same attitude: he defends
a continuity existing “in real feelings, and not in abstractions
about the beauty of our famous ancestors or in hearts that have
become dried up from a cataleptic fear of the common people”
(40). Both he and his superiors advocate, in their nostalgic ide-
alism of aesthetic repose, the nameless, faceless “common
people.” {This persistent politics reminds us that all debates
between ancients and moderns in contemporary Greece have
been about the nature of continuity and have not touched on the
validity of the concept itself, which remains the supreme national
preoccupation. )

The second result of Seferis’s rereading is a drastic revision of
modern Greek literary history. Following the publication of his
first major poetic work, Mythistorema (1935), in the years from
1937 to 1947 Seferis tried to revise the canon of the national lit-
erature; his success in changing the canon’s constitution has
lasted until today. During those ten years, in his writings on
Kalvos ([1937] 1942), Palamas (1943), Makriyannis, Erotokritos
(1946), Cavafy (1946), Theofilos (1947), and on various aesthetic
subjects, he redefined the character of the Greek language, liter-
ature, and tradition to an extent which, because of its continuing
impact, remains unrealized. His seminal essays on Makriyannis,
Erotokritos, and Theofilos, in particular, had a double target—
academic orthodoxy and the literary generation of the 1920s. The
struggle for intellectual authority in which they participated was
about not only the old tradition but also the recent past too.

Essentially, with these three pieces Seferis managed to margin-
alize the anticonformist tendencies and social protests of Greek
symbolism and aestheticism. Above all he suppressed the chal-
lenge against the intellectual establishment articulated by dis-
senting voices—X. Lefkoparidis, Al. Veinoglou, and Y. Skaribas
in fiction, Ph. Politis, Kl. Paraschos, and 1. M. Panayotopoulos
in criticism, D. Glinos and K. Karavidas in scholarship, Y. Steris
and Y. Bouzianis in painting, D. Mitropoulos and N. Skalkottas
in music—especially after the Asia Minor Disaster (1922) and the
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collapse of the irredentist “Great Idea.” For Seferis, the real artist
was the craftsman who did not know that he was creating art, “the
illiterate who traveled the road of a great life, who with such
pains and effort set down on paper the things seen by his con-
science” (63). Literature, he taught, should return to the people
and draw its inspirations and means from that inexhaustible
resource of national rejuvenation: this is how the literary work
would achieve true Greekness.

Another major aspect of the essay of Makriyannis, from a stra-
tegic viewpoint, is the assault on progressive modernism. As I
mentioned earlier, at the time Seferis wrote studies of three
important representatives of literary tradition: he appropriated
Kalvos as a protosymbolist (an exercise that descrves a detailed
comparison with the reading of Kalvos published by Odysseus
Elytis in 1946 as the application of a different set of interpretive
strategies, surrealist ones, to the same author); he praised Palamas
as the true national bard, the poet of the Greck race; and he
launched his longest revisionary enterprise, the undermining of
what he shrewdly perceived as the ultimate threat to his
increasing authority, Cavafy’s modernism.

An attack on progressive modernism also forms the conclusion
of the essay on The Memoirs, one which consists in a masterful
discussion of the crisis in language and art between the two
World Wars in Europe. Seferis suppresses the subject with great
dexterity, as he refers to modernism in general terms without
mentioning its name, without making any cultural specifications,
and without dealing with any of its rare Greek manifestations.
But at the end he offers his fellow intellectuals the vision of “res-
urrection of the life of man, in its most serious sense” (64), one
that will come true in his country when “enlightened and edu-
cated people will understand (because they will be truly enlight-
ened and truly educated) that the culture and discipline of their
soul can be greatly aided by such works as this one by Makri-
yannis, which is, I believe, the conscience of a whole nation—a
testament of supreme value” (65). Seferis opposed the more
experimental forms of modernism by producing the true indige-
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nous literary masterpiece—the work of Makriyannis. Through
similarly successful appropriations, conservative Greek mod-
ernism managed to assimilate certain innovative techniques of its
international counterpart without allowing for its more radical
manifestations (in, for example, Joyce, e. e. cummings, Borges,
Tzara, or Khlebnikov), which might threaten the credibility and
respectability of literature as a national institution. By adhering
to models of reasonable innovation and seasoned introspection
(drawn, for example, from Conrad, Eliot, Eluard, Lorca,
T. Mann, or Hamsun) Seferis and the other modernists protected
Greek literature from the intrinsic challenges to signification and
representation articulated elsewhere.

A national tradition redefined, a literary canon revised, and the
more unsettling modernist trends suppressed: all this served, of
course, a relentless self-promotion which was never to cease.
Seferis understood the politics of interpretation better than any
other Greek writer with the single and for him haunting excep-
tion of Cavafy. He reminds us of what Kermode wrote about
Eliot: “He was ready to rewrite the history of all that interested
him in order to have past and present conform” (1966, 111-12).
His work has been in many respects a massive exercise in
rewriting which conceals ingeniously and often charmingly its
goals. Notice how ingenuous his self-reference to “a handful of
young people who began to write after the catastrophe for Greece
in Asia Minor” (25) seems and how he tries to keep a disarmingly
low profile when he volunteers to his audience: “at least I can
point out to you the path 1 followed myself in my approach to a
work so generally ignored” (26). That tactic of self-promotion
through self-effacement, which he adopted from T. S. Eliot’s lit-
erary theory, is typical of his whole work: when he calls two
poetry collections Book of Exercises, the collected cssays Dokimes
(essays/attemnpts), and his translations Copies, thc humble tone
conceals the strenuous effort to advertise himself as a great artist.
His study of Makriyannis is a case in point: if his interpretive
strategies both stem from the same aesthetic assumptions which
inform his own poetic work and serve the production of a literary
masterpiece, then the ultimate purpose served by his reading of

- 64 -



READING MASTERPIECES

The Memoirs becomes clearly to present himself as the true heir
of the General’s art—to present his work as the only one that is
fully and truly national, artistic, and great. This is the authority
sought by his revisionary interpretation.

Did Seferis succeed in these purposes that we saw embodied in
his essay? To supply an adequate answer, we would need, as |
indicated earlier, the documentation of a genealogy of the inter-
pretations of The Memoirs that followed his. (Here we can only
note parenthetically that his reading provided the epistemological
space for the second philological edition of the work by Linos
Politis in 1947.) But even a cursory look would suffice to remind
us of the presence of Seferis’s Makriyannis in every domain of
Greek intellectual life as a model of writing, thinking, and
patriotic ethos: we will find him behind the repeated efforts to
define Greekness in opposition to Western rationalism as the
transhistorical unity of a nation and continuity of a race; we will
even find him behind the fact that, since modernism, Greek liter-
ature and criticism to a large extent have been cut off from artistic
and philosophical developments in the West. His is perhaps the
symbolic name that this national epidemic of self-forgetfulness
and self-abandonment could take.

If political criticism is to be not just a political reading but a
political rewriting too, then I think contemporary Greek criticism
(and literature and art) is faced today with an urgent (and yet
unfortunate and belated) priority: the undermining of Seferis’s
exasperating presence and the debunking of his legislative
authority in every part of public rhetoric and conduct. It is not
an attitude of hostile competition that I propose but one of anti-
thetical opposition. His is a language we must unlearn and a
rthetoric we must expose if we feel that for some reason all did
not end or was not said

On the secret seashore
white like a pigeon
(from “Denial”)

as he and the caretakers of his reputation would like to have us
believe.
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The Fictions of Criticism:
The “Prolegomena” of Iakovos Polylas

as Kiinstlerroman

THE NATIONAL authenticity of the literary work is sought and
ascertained by criticism in many different ways. In the case
of C. Th. Dimaras’s History of Modern Greek Literature, it was
recovered through the establishment of an indigenous tradition
that spans ten centuries of local intellectual achicvement. In the
case of George Seferis’s approach to Makriyannis, it was recog-
nized in the unmediated voice of a genuinely personal writing
which envisions and incarnates the ethnic identity. We may call
the first method historical and the second stylistic. Another avail-
able method is the scholarly or, more specifically, the philolog-
ical one. It employs techniques of text editing to fashion a work
according to certain holistic and integrative aesthetic and political
criteria. The thought of aesthetic taste and political preference
invading and permeating the scholarly territory of philology may
come to some as a surprise, if not an insult. But this is only
because we do not yet have enough theoretical inquiries into the
epistemology of the philological enterprise that would show its
dependence on standards of artistic axiology. I shall point to some
possible directions for such an inquiry by investigating the ideo-
logical biases of a particular annotated edition, the restoration of
the work of Dionysios Solomos (1798-1857) by his first editor,
Takovos Polylas (1826-1896).
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This chapter does not propose a new, more competent reading
of Dionysios Solomos, but it attempts to destruct the most ven-
erable one ever produced by drawing attention to the literary
genre whose conventions support its popular claims to authen-
ticity. [ aim to deal with the “Prolegomena” written by Iakovos
Polylas and prefixed to all editions of Solomos’s ouevre that have
come out this century, not as a critical biography but as a
Kiinstlerroman (a short, dense novella of personal education, the
novel of the artist). My main argument is that this should be read
as an artistic rather than scholarly text—a magnificent literary
work that successfully set the standards used in every approach to
the poet and thus effected a canonic interpretation and an inter-
pretative closure.

Two years after the decorated poet died, Polylas produced an
extraordinary work of imaginative scholarship—or what Harold
Bloom would call “strong reading” (1976, 6)—by preparing an
authoritative edition of his extant compositions, which were lit-
erally scraps and fragments in a state of dispersion. The peculiar
significance of this achievernent lies partly in Polylas’s ability to
project convincingly an image of order on what seemed to be an
incomprehensible mess of unsuccessful experiments. Polylas
chose to offer to the newly-born Greek state its national poet, to
the then pervasive spirit of heroism an encomium of virtue, and
to the reading public of the time a distant, yet familiar figure of
solitude and courage. By extracting masterpieces from a work in
frustrated progress, by reducing variety to variations, and by intro-
ducing to popular mythology the overarching spccter of Blake’s
bard “who Present, Past, & Future sees,” he established firmly
the monument of the Poet as Hero in true Carlylean fashion.

The authority of the “Prolegomena” has remained virtually
unquestioned. Since its first publication in 1859, when it intro-
duced the poet’s extant works, it has always been taken at face
value as the best biography and critical appreciation of Solomos.
Even the standard edition of his collected works by Linos Politis
(1948, 1955] 1960) begins with it and obeys the principles of its
policy. Given the exclusive emphasis and complete trust granted

- 67 -



CHAPTER 3

to its patriotic message, the text has been treated not as a literary
monument but as a critical document: it is read for the value of
its information. Therefore, it is unsurprising that Solomic schol-
arship, after the initial excitement over the publication of the
manuscripts by Politis in 1966, has followed a rather pedantic
and unproductive path. In fact, I would argue that, as long as
Polylas is considered a trustworthy guide into the poet’s work-
shop, the related exegetical labor will remain a scries of humble
footnotes to his first editor’s masterful interpretation, bereft of any
hermeneutic awareness and critical insight.

The destruction, then, of Polylas’s “Prolegomena” and its pow-
erful influence is a priority for Greek criticism. Its purpose is not,
of course, to recover the “real” Solomos and discover the one
hidden behind the well-known portraits, but rather to liberate his
work from the limitations imposed by that definitive reading and
render it available to new, fresh approaches. Needless to say,
such a destruction, if successful, would likewise entail the
destruction of the author Solomos—the unique literary genius
invented and eulogized by patriotic pride. As long as the figure
of the national poet constructed out of scattered fragments
remains an aesthetic object of romantic admiration, any attempt
to look at his manuscripts is doomed to fragmentation and
repressed idealization since we still read them only as if they were
the foundations of the canon as well as the origin of the belated
anxiety of modern Greek literature. The idealization of his frag-
ments fragments our artistic and/or critical ideals.

I would like to propose two strategies for the destruction of the
“Prolegomena,” and for this particular occasion I follow the first.
A possible approach could be a generic one—that is, to read the
text as a literary monument, specify the genre to which it
belongs, and point to the conventions supporting its functions.
Another destructive reading could be written as a genealogical
approach that would define the historical (including political,
social, and ideological) conditions under which the work was
received and consumed so effectively as a critical document by
various discourses. The former would concentrate on the artistic
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conventionality of the work, the latter on the arbitrariness of its
critical readings. Having as a common target the statue of the
bard erected by Polylas, both would try to expose that aspect of
his writing consistently suppressed by the humanistic tradition of
Greek criticism: its textuality—that is, the rhetorical constitution
of what still is the supreme romantic semiosis in modern Greek.

Thus, this chapter will attempt to read the “Prolegomena” as
a work of literature and place it in a particular genre subcategory,
the Kiinstlerroman. But I must first introduce the genre of fiction
to which it belongs, the Bildungsroman. My brief discussion will
be based on two broad surveys: one by Martin Swales, which
covers the period from Weiland to Hesse in Germany; the other
by J. H. Buckley, which covers the period from Dickens to
Golding in England.

Swales argues that the Bildungsroman, the formation novel as
an account of the hero’s youthful development, was born out of
an intense fusion of literary practice and aesthetic theory “in spe-
cific historical circumstances, that is, within thc Humanitdtsi-
deal of late eighteenth-century Germany. It is a novel form that
is animated by a concern for the whole man unfolding organi-
cally in all his complexity and richness. Bildung becomes, then,
a total growth process, a diffused Werden, or becoming” (1978,
14). According to the very first use of the term by Karl Morgen-
stern in the early 1820s, this kind of novel “portrays the Bildung
of the hero in its beginnings and growth to a certain stage of com-
pleteness” (Swales 1978, 12).

Both scholars take pains to distinguish the Bildungsroman from
the other two genres of fiction with which a possible overlapping
sometimes creates confusion. The first is the Erziehungsroman,
the education novel, “with an emphasis on the youth’s training
and formal education” (Buckley 1974, 13); this is “explicitly (and
narrowly) pedagogic in the sense that it is concerned with a cer-
tain set of values to be acquired, of lessons to be lcarned” (Swales
1978, 14). The other genre is the Entwicklungsroman, “a chron-
icle of a young man’s general growth” (Buckley 1974, 13); this
has “one central figure whose experiences and whose changing
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self occupy a role of structural primacy within the fiction”
(Swales 1978, 14). The Bildungsroman is quite different in that
“with its concern for the Werden of an individual, [it] is able—in
Hegel’s and so many theoreticians’ terms—to redeem the prosaic
facticity of the given social world by relating it to the inner poten-
tialities of the hero” (Swales 1978, 23). Although, like all novels,
it tells the story of a hero, this story has a decper resonance
because it “is enacted within the finite realm of social practi-
cality, and it also partakes of the infinite realm of his inwardness,
of his human potentiality” (Swales 1978, 17).

Buckley admits that he tried unsuccessfully to go beyond the
limits of the German term and render its range in an English
synonym: “the novel of education, of apprenticeship, of adoles-
cence, of initiation, even the life-novel” (Buckley 1974, vii-viii).
But any such translation loses the rich connotations of its original
tradition. To remain faithful to that tradition, Swales begins his
analysis by using once more the standard definition of the genre
provided by Dilthey in 1913: “A regulated development within
the life of the individual is observed, each of its stages has its own
intrinsic value and is at the same time the basis for a higher stage.
The dissonances and conflicts of life appear as the necessary
growth points through which the individual must pass on his way
to maturity and harmony” (1978, 3). Although somehow vague
and in certain cases partially inapplicable, this general descrip-
tion maps the intellectual territory where the drama of self-reali-
zation and personal growth takes place. Steiner calls it “a tale of
ripening, a paideia” which “takes its hero on a ritual quest. His
voyage (with its dim roots in the chivalric ordeal) leads through
successive trials of initiation” (Steiner 1964, 271, 272).

As mentioned before, the books by Buckley and Swales cover
the British and the German traditions respectively. In discussing
Buckley’s work, Swales makes a series of interesting distinctions
between those two literary traditions, which further elucidate the
specific identity of the genre. | will summarize them in three
points. First, the Bildungsroman “is written for the sake of the
journey, and not for the sake of the happy ending toward which
that journey points” (Swales 1978, 34). The conception of expe-
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rience it is built upon is neither related to a concrete sense of
finality nor inspired by a specific goal in life, since “the meaning
of the growth process, of the Werden, is to be found in the process
itself, not in any goal whose attainment it may make possible”
(34). Second, the novel is not concerned with the practical ques-
tion of accommodating the hero in the existing social reality. The
tension between the individual and the social is not resolved by a
linear plot in actual and easily recognizable terms. The forces
awaiting the hero in his rites of passage are defined in elusive,
rather philosophical ways because “they tend to be ontologically,
rather than socially, based” (35). Finally, despite its idealism, the
Bildungsroman does not culminate in full consciousness or the
hero’s complete self-realization, but it always describes his devel-
opment and intellectual adventures in a social/cultural context
impossible to escape or ignore. “It follows, then, that neither
‘consciousness’ nor ‘activity’ are separate realms which man can
choose to enter or leave. Rather, he inhabits both in their inter-
dependence” (35-36).

The Bildungsroman, although perhaps the most typically
German literary genre, immediately after the great success of
what is still considered as its first masterpiece, Goethe’s Wilhelm
Meister's Apprenticeship (1795-1796), spread to most other Euro-
pean literatures and continues to thrive to our day. In fact, the
persisting lack of scholarly interest in this genre outside Germany
is somehow compensated by the high critical appreciation of
many works in this category. [t is particularly intercsting, though,
that its most representative, philosophical, and self-reflective
expression, the Kiinstlerroman, has remained almost exclusively
German. With very few spectacular exceptions in other lan-
guages—like Romain Rolland’s Jean-Christophe (1906-1912) and
James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916)—
its German products are unsurpassable both in numbers and in
popularity.!

The Kiinstlerroman is the Bildungsroman of the artist that

' And the Kunstlerroman has even affected the lync theater. Think of Richard

Wagner’s The Mastersingers of Nuremberg [1868] where Walther's artistic growth
turns the work into a magnificent Kirnsteroper.
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describes his development from childhood to maturity. Natu-
rally, emphasis is given here to questions related to the nature of
the genius, the essence of art, and the importance of aesthetic
values. In this romantic subgenre par excellence, the alienation
of the creative talent from a cruel reality and a materialist society
returns like a leitmotif throughout every work. As for the earlier
claim about its extreme self-reflexivity, it can be easily justified,
especially in light of formalist and structuralist criticism: the
novel is, at least in part, about its own nature, construction, and
self since its development coincides with that of the hero and the
problems he has to resolve are again met at every stage of the
work’s progress. That is why the major Kiinstlerromane, from
Wieland’s Agathon (1767) to Mann’s Doktor Faustus (1947), are
at the same time important treatises on aesthetics. It comes as no
surprise, then, that the great figures of romanticism worked on a
magnum opus that would detail the education of a poet; it is even
less surprising that all these works, although wecll-planned and
repeatedly revised, remained in a desperate statc of fragmenta-
tion: Holderlin’s Hyperion (1797-1799), Novalis’s Heinrich von
Ofterdingen (1799-1800), Wordsworth’s The Prelude (1798),
Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (1817), Keats’s The Fall of
Hyperion (1819), Shelley’s The Triumph of Life (1821).

In Natural Supernaturalism, M. H. Abrams treated Words-
worth’s The Prelude as an epic about the “Growth of a Poet’s
Mind,” and it is to his insightful comments on the Bildungs-
roman that we lastly turn our attention before discussing the
“Prolegomena” by Polylas. In a long passage entitled “Redemp-
tion as a progressive self-education,” Abrams traces the ideolog-
ical origins of the genre back to post-Kantianism which

incorporated a conceptualized version of the design of
Christian history. In this process the redemptive goal of the
history of mankind was shifted from the reconciliation and
reunion of man with a transcendent God to an overcoming
of the opposition between ego and non-ego, or a reconcili-
ation of subject with object, or a reunion of the spirit with
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its own other, and this culmination was represented as
occurring in the fully developed consciousness of men living
their lives in this world: the justification of the ordeal of
human experience is located in experience itself. Accord-
ingly, the history of mankind, as well as the history of the
reflective individual, was conceived not as a probation for
the other-worldly heaven but as a process of self-formation,
or self-education, of the mind and moral being of man from
the dawn of consciousness to the stage of full maturity.

(187-88)

Thus the course of human life became a secularized Heilsge-
schichte, a Bildungsgeschichte which found its artistic expression
in the literary genre of the Bildungsroman. Since in this context
of philosophical idealism “everything essential that exists and
happens is referred, ultimately, to the ‘becoming,’ the evolving
history, of human consciousness,” the epistemological focus of
the age changed radically and “the Christian history of the crea-
tion, fall, and redemption was translated to the rcalm of human
consciousness as stages, or ‘moments,” in its evolving knowledge”
(Abrams 1971, 188). Abrams reminds us appropriately that Hegel
“considered the plot of history to be the self-realization and self-
education of the spirit, and that the result of this process consti-
tutes the justification of God’s way to men” (189).

These ideas about the self-sustained cultivation of the mind go
back, of course, to Herder, who viewed history as a Bildungsge-
schichte, defined the aim of life as “the education of humanity”
and argued that man’s supreme goal is “to earn for himself by
practice this degree of light and certainty, by means of which,
under the guidance of his Father, he may become a noble
freeman by his own effort; and he will become one” (quoted in
Abrams, 203-204). Abrams rightly emphasizes the centrality of
this concern which envisions man’s union with nature and the
eventual restoration of a lost paradise: “Romantic philosophy is
thus primarily a metaphysics of integration, of which the key
principle is that of ‘reconciliation,” or synthesis, of whatever is
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divided, opposed, and conflicting” (182). It is from this ideolog-
ical perspective and in this intellectual context that we should
examine “the distinctive Romantic genre of the Bildungsge-
schichte, which translates the painful process of Christian conver-
sion and redemption into a painful process of self-formation,
crisis, and self-recognition, which culminates in a stage of self-
coherence, self-awareness, and assured power that is its own
reward” (96). Let us then summarize the main characteristics of
the Kiinstlergeschichte before proceeding to read the “Prole-
gomena” as a representative example,

The Kiinstlergeschichte is a text in narrative form which,
although belonging simultaneously to another genre in terms of
its literariness (e.g., novel, poetry, criticism, biography, philos-
ophy, etc.), can be classified as such because it narrates a tale of
growth. This is a story of personal becoming: the progressive
stages of initiation into life and art which lead to higher levels of
awareness and achievement; on his way to maturity and full
power, the talented individual faces a series of aesthetic and
moral problems as well as conflicts with an unsympathetic
society; finally he—since he is always male—rcaches self-reali-
zation and comes to grips with the world in its essence; and thus
he responds courageously to a missionary call.

Certainly, readers familiar with the “Prolegomena” have
already recognized in this synopsis the master design of the text.
Still, some might object that Polylas describes the poet’s real life
accurately and that this was actually the path which Solomos fol-
lowed to everlasting glory. But it is the rhetoric of the narrative,
the hyperbolic literariness it radiates in subliminal exhilaration,
that points to the models of its catachrestic textuality—models
that originated not in the poet’s life but in his critic’s readings.

PoLyLas narrates the gradual growth in maturity of an artistic
genius born in the late eighteenth century on a small Greek
island. Nature bestowed upon him its best gifts: talent, enthu-
siasm for life, love of freedom, and a passionate soul. Although
he felt love for all people and respect for his teachers, he had an
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uncompromising attitude toward social pressure or scholasticism.
Poetry spoke to his heart from an early age and brought him in
direct communion with the outside world, as if nature were
inviting him to become its best interpreter. But while his mind
responded openly to Art’s call, he was faced for the first time with
the others” lack of sensitivity and understanding, an alienating
experience that would recur often in his life.

His mind was by nature very Greek and very critical, inspired
by a searching spirit and supported by a delicate sensibility.
Those abilities, along with his moral virtues, led him to discover
Beauty and Truth. But while he was in Italy for higher studies,
he realized that his country’s rebellious resurgence against the
Turkish domination was at the same time the vision of the ulti-
mate national revolution and of Art’s return to its original home-
land. With the same eagerness with which he responded earlier
to nature’s call and followed the path of Art, now he responded
to his soul’s urge and returned to his country, giving up the pros-
pects of an illustrious career in Italy.

He returned and became the bard of the Greek revolution, the
most romantic revolution of all. To sing its praises, he took the
spirit of the language really spoken by men, cultivated it, and
raised it to the high spheres of imagination. Although he nur-
tured some doubts about the importance of his calling, he drew
inspiration and encouragement from Homer and the other
ancient masters and struggled against the difficulties of his craft.
His mind was noble, brave, independent; he devoted his critical
and creative faculties to hard study in order to enable lyricism to
fly to poetic and national heights. He strove to achieve inspira-
tional purity, artistic unity, and moral exaltation. He alone her-
alded the dawn of a new Hellenic art, articulating the nation’s
strong will and redefining Greekness.

His purpose was aesthetic as well as moral. But he had to sus-
tain unfair criticism, misunderstanding, social indifference, and
isolation. His heroic soul, burning with patriotic passion and
artistic vision, was devoted exclusively to his mission; he ignored
an ungrateful society, its hypocrisy and corruption. No external
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disturbance seemed to diminish his unflinching courage or affect
his simple, affable manners. But then he suddenly found himself
implicated in a lawsuit that tormented him for years and,
although it did not influence him intellectually, hurt his heart
and changed his life. He was forced to move permanently to
another island and continue there, working intensely on his gran-
diose conception, an epic poem about the War of Independence
as encapsulated in a single incident.

Those were critical years. Feeling and imagination had to be
coordinated in order to depict artistically the struggle of mind and
individual will against the temptations of nature and the forces of
evil. The poet now grew suspicious of friends, held aloof from
society, and became increasingly isolated in his proud loneliness.
Although the antipoetic spirit of the time fought his integrity, he
succeeded in preserving his artistic identity intact, even at the
cost of refusing to visit the Greek mainland since eternal Greece
had made his work and vision her real home. From now on, art
and philosophy meant everything to him: in their remote realism,
he felt free to explore the possibilities of a heavenly marriage of
form and content, of Beauty and Idea. Only nature remained his
faithful friend, with whom he could communicate without any
obstructive mediation. He found refuge in her mysterious world,
away from the imminent powers of darkness.

Both his unwavering defense of enlightened reason and moral
integrity and his arduous progress into perfection and reconcilia-
tion made his endurance reach an early limit and sent him to
death—and immortality. Although his work remained necessarily
fragmentary, it has a deep unity derived from its spiritual qualities
and design. Other ingenious minds like his own will recognize
and honor the unfinished yet flawless achievements of this
noblest of men and greatest of artists.

This is the story Polylas has to tell, one which I reread here
deliberately as the repetition of a common romantic myth, the
return of stock narrative formulas, and the recounting of a
familiar allegory about the fate of modern art. In terms of plot,
characterization, technique, style, and philosophical orientation,
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it constitutes a complete and typical Kiinstlerroman in that it fol-
lows the rules of the genre and fits into the norms of its tradition.
It is the life story of a major artist which “has been philosophico-
poetically written” and can be divided into six parts: “Genesis,”
“Idyllic,” “Pedagogy,” “Getting under Way,” “Sorrows,” and
“The Everlasting Yea.” The first deals with his “inward vivacity
that promised much” and the early development of a “certain
deeper sympathy with animated Nature.” The second depicts the
“happy season of Childhood” and the dual influence of “culture
and nurture.” In the third, we learn about the studies of “an
incipient Philosopher and poet in the abstract” until he decided
to abandon “his legal Profession.” The fourth part presents the
young man realizing his “Capability” and deciding to fight
“against the great Empire of Darkness.” The hfth describes a
period of crisis and the agony of his “Love for Truth.” Finally,
the last portrays the triumph of “Freewill” and “Freedom” over
“Necessity,” and the end of the artist.

The Kiinstlerroman as a genre follows the artist through “var-
ious successive states and stages of Growth, Entanglement,
Unbelief, and almost Reprobation, into a certain clearer state of
what he himself seems to consider as Conversion.” While this
model obviously applies to Polylas, much more emphasis is laid
on growth and its organic development than in the other parts,
with the result that the stage of crisis is presented as a soctal con-
flict with internal repercussions rather than a private problem of
individual consciousness. Not for him the tormenting doubts or
violent passions that haunted the age of Byron, Schiller, and
Pushkin. The path taken by this poet was narrow but straight,
leading to maturity without major changes, revisions, or sur-
prises. In this respect, another diversion from the norms of the
genre should be mentioned: the absence of the crucial theme of
“Romance,” “the ache of love” (Steiner 1970, 273). Thus, the
psyche of the poet is purged of concerns other than intellectual,
and the story unfolds uninterruptedly and unobstructively.

In the “Prolegomena,” as in every Kiinstlerroman, the poet is
the only character that matters. He is the favorite of “Nature,”
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the gifted artist whose mission is “to preach-forth this same
HIGHER that sages and martyrs, the Poet and the Priest, in all
times, have spoken and suffered; bearing testimony, through life
and through death, of the Godlike that is in Man, and how in
the Godlike only has he Strength and Freedom.” He finds his
“Calling” in art and the meaning of life in the “Christian Reli-
gion,” trying “to embody the divine Spirit of that Religion in a
new Mythus,” that of the resurrected Hellas: “in the Idea (in der
Idee) he lived, moved, and fought.” His life can be seen as a
sequence of rites of passage: he is faced with a series of
demanding choices related to his profession, public role, place of
stay, work, and beliefs. His decisions inaugurate new phases of
experience and creativity while daringly deviating from the stand-
ards and expectations of society. “A feeble unit in the middle of
a threatening Infinitude,” he flies into nature, in secret com-
munion with “Eternity and Immensity.” But pcople have no
understanding of his efforts. “Everywhere cast out, like oil out of
water, from mingling in any Employment, in any public Com-
munion, he has no portion but Solitude, and a life of medita-
tion.” Still, although his career was catastrophic, his work as a
search for essence will be of everlasting importance.

Among the devices employed by this text’s narrative technique
the salient one is undoubtedly “the Editor,” the voice of the
objective narrator. This is a common device in the Kiinstler-
roman, which gives to the story an authentic distance, that of a
real life recounted. But since that was not simply a life actually
lived but a spiritual one, an artist’s odyssey through “fantastic
Dream-Grottoes,” his “Biography” contains neccssarily “only a
hieroglyphical truth.” The editor, therefore, instead of narrating
real events, narrates intellectual adventures—texts. “Great Men
are the inspired (speaking and acting) Texts of that divine Book
OF REVELATIONS, whereof a Chapter is completed from epoch to
epoch, and by some named HisTORY.” The explicit presence of
Polylas as editor in the “Prolegomena” is thus an agent of truth
reassuring the reader: this is exactly how things happened. On
the other hand, it conceals the work’s fictional status. Far from
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being “a complete picture and Genetical History of the Man and
his spiritual Endeavour,” the text is a literary work presented as a
true account by its omniscient narrator.

It is of course through a stylistic examination that the literari-
ness of the editorial intervention and interpolation can be seen.
The language of the “Prolegomena” is a serious parody of Greek,
which inserts Hegelian diction into the demotic syntax. The
solemnity of the tone and the serenity of conviction distract atten-
tion from the witty mannerisms that prolong the sentences,
giving them the artificial life of complex statements. Indeed, the
farcical element has almost never been absent from the Kiinstler-
roman. In most examples of the genre, the reader is also encour-
aged to laugh at the hero’s voluntary misery or single-minded
zeal by the idiolectically exquisite ornaments of a style una-
bashedly self-referential and loud. The Teutonic economy of
Polylas’s style asks in comic despair: “in what words, known to
these profane times, speak even afar-off of the unspeakable?” The
answer, as usual in similar cases, lies in a baroque conflagration
of rhetorical tropes with illuminates the dark corners of the poet’s
heart. The reflexivity of this style—indulgent in abstract nouns,
superlative adjectives, consecutive subordinate clauses, polar
semantic oppositions, and composite words—erupts in memo-
rable apothegms with an embarrassing variety of possible uses.
Not only in terms of plot but also in terms of language and style
the Kiinstlerroman is an adventure into the privatc eccentricity of
the genius, “a soul so circumstanced” that even the burlesque
rhetoric of life (i.e., the editor) imitating art (i.c., the original
work) cannot render it in all its uniqueness.

After the preceding brief comments on the plot, the character-
ization, the narrative technique, and the style of the “Prole-
gomena,” we come finally to its philosophical orientation. “Apart
from its multifarious sections and subdivisions, the Work natu-
rally falls into two Parts: A Historical-Descriptive, and a Philo-
sophical-Speculative.” The first describes the author’s solitary life
and alternates with the overlapping second one, which deals with
his efforts to compose “a true Book” “by victoriously penetrating
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into Things themselves.” The Weltanschauung of the artist in
every Kiinstlerroman can be securely characterized as a “high
Platonic Mysticism” seeking to transcend disunity and achieve
“the decisive Oneness he ascribes to Nature.” The artist believes
that “Division” has spread everywhere in the world. “Nothing
that he sees has a common meaning, but has two meanings.” He
therefore strives to reunite the invisible spirit with its visible man-
ifestation, matter, in works of perfect beauty and to reach “into
the promised land, where Palingenesia, in all senses, may be
considered as beginning.” Polylas recounts such a quest through
art for a “Natural Supernaturalism.”

As becomes clear, the “Prolegomena” should be read as a con-
densed Kiinstlerroman that exhibits almost all the distinctive fea-
tures of this romantic genre; it describes from a deceptively
detached viewpoint and in a highly rhetorical fashion a pas-
sionate private search for aesthetic transcendence and spiritual
fulfillment. The interesting parallels between this text and Wil-
helm Meister's Apprenticeship or Ugo Forcolo’s The Last Letters
of Jacopo Ortis (1802) demand separate treatment. However,
remember that in this single text Polylas made his impressively
convincing case about Solomos as the grand romantic figure with
such integrative power and mythopoetic ingenuity that he was
unable to say anything substantial about the samc subject for the
rest of his life. His Solomos has been, and still remains for most
of us, the only one possible because he is so intensely fictional
and the only one conceivable because he is so incestuously read-
able. By aestheticizing the author, Polylas effectively detextual-
ized his work: he saved the country from the unsettling uncer-
tainties over his dispersed writings by offering it its national
poetry. The ultimate paradox is that today Solomos prevents us
from reading his work; his signature blinds us to his autographs.
Unless we sacrifice him, along with the comfort of our national
pride, we will never be able to read his (whose?) texts.

What distinguishes Polylas’s Kinstlerroman and gives it special
appeal is that, at first glance, his narrative cannot be read as fic-
tion since obviously a person with the name of Solomos did exist;
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Polylas is allegedly talking about the experiences of a real author,
and this reinforces his claim to objectivity and truth. But, as |
have argued, the pivotal narrative device of effective concealment
deployed by the writer here is the role he assumes as an editor;
that is, the scholarly guise given to his project when a Kiinstler-
roman is presented as a practical work of Literaturwissenschaft.
Now I would like to push this point further and venture a com-
plementary hypothesis: not just the “Prolegomena” but the whole
edition of Solomos’s extant works is a Kiinstlerroman; addi-
tionally, Polylas’s success in establishing the poet’s reputation as
the national and the greatest Greek author is due to his com-
manding fictionalization of his life and work. Thus, his edition
belongs to the literary genre of many masterpicces: Wieland's
Geschichte des Agathon ([1766] 1794), Goethe's Wilhelm Mei-
sters theatralische Sendung [1777] and Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre
(1795), Ludwig Tieck’s Franz Sternbalds Wanderungen (1798),
Novalis’s Heinrich von Ofterdingen (1802), Carlyle’s Sartor
Resartus (1836), Gottfried Keller's Der griine Heinrich ([1855]
1880), Samuel Butler's The Way of All Flesh (1903), Hermann
Hesse’s Peter Camenzind (1904), E. M. Forster's The Longest
Journey (1907), Rolland’s Jean-Christophe (1906-1912), Joyce’s A
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), Evelyn Waugh'’s
Brideshead Revisited (1945), and Mann’s Doktor Faustus (1947).

Since my principle aim in this chapter was to propose the
destruction of the Polylas edition of Solomos, let me explain here
that [ use the term “destruction” owing more to Walter Benja-
min’s cultural materialism than to Martin Heidegger’s metathe-
ology. Thus, destruction is directed against what the former
called the “aura” (Benjamin 1969, 223) of the artwork: its pro-
claimed authenticity. This destruction encompasses the cultural
authority of the text and its power exerted over anthologies, his-
tories, and textbooks (not to mention contemporary writers), can-
onizing the poet, perfecting his compositions, and eventually
positing their totality as the origin of modern Greek literature. [
also suggest that the best way to defamiliarize this work, now glo-
rified by philological superstition and intentionalist fallacies, and
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subject it to fresh approaches, is to counterread it against that
sublime parody of the Kunstlerroman, Thomas Carlyle’s Sartor
Resartus (1836); in fact, [ have already surreptitiously used quite
a few unattributed quotations from that book in my preceding
discussion of the genre conventions adopted in the “Prole-
gomena.”

Carlyle, himself a translator of Wilkelm Meister's Apprentice-
ship, based the composition of his colossal mockery of literary
romanticism and philosophical idealism on the same rules fol-
lowed by Polylas, but through tropological inflation Carlyle
turned them inside out and exposed their conventionality. His
book seemingly deals with “the Life and Opinions of Herr Teu-
felsdrokh,” “Professor of Things in General,” and concentrates
on his magnum opus, the “Origin and Influence of Clothes.”
Two of its real subjects, however, are the impossibility of editing
and the essential fragmentariness of writing. The narrator is
trying constantly to read disparate texts, understand dissipated
meanings, and make disseminated writings connect. Geoffrey
Hartman, a shrewd reader of the book, observes:

The formal effect, in any case, is a fading of the distinction
between original and commentary. Quotation is king, yet
everything is quotation. In Sartor criticisn has found its car-
nival colors. Carlylese, instead of being a metalanguage,
merges with the idiom of its source: its originality is its
impurity, the contamination of gloss and original. But since
the source is invented, Carlylese is actually a self-educating
prose, maintained by the fiction not of a source alone, but
of a source that needs an editor-translator-interpreter, Here
is a feigning indeed, though in the service of criticism.

(1980, 49)

The relevance of these comments to Polylas’s work is immediate
because they define its hermeneutic dimension, editing-as-inter-
preting, and emphasize the inherent mediatedness of all under-
standing.

To appropriate an observation made by Paul de Man on Hél-
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derlin’s Hyperion, the “Prolegomena” is in all respects a typical
Kiinstlerroman “where the notion of Bildung . . . is defined as
the eccentric road man travels toward the primeval unity of the
immediate. The poet is one who accepts nature (the immediate
unity of Being) as his guide instead of submitting to some insti-
tution that accepts and perpetuates the separation between man
and Being” (1983, 257-58). But when the “Prolegomena” as a
grandiloquent literary defense of idealism is contrasted to the
farcical philosophy of bottomless signification permeating Sartor
Resartus, the aesthetic aspirations of the enterprise are disclosed.
Hartman observes that Carlyle’s novel “is the Age of Criticism
producing—out of itself as it were—a fiction. The Negative is
converted into Being, to echo Hegel” (1980, 49). I believe that
Polylas’s book—and not only its introduction—should be seen
from a similar perspective but with strong political overtones.
Here the Age of Criticism and Revolution is producing its
supreme fiction, a national literature.

The edition of Solomos by Polylas is one of the few real
romantic novels in Greek and certainly the best, at least in terms
of genre: a compact Kunstlerroman. Its production and appropri-
ation by subsequent critical discourses should be temporarily
abandoned. The whole book must now be read as a piece of fic-
tion in two successive parts: one theoretical, the “Prolegomena,”
where an author, Solomos, is devised and his Bildung mapped,;
and the other practical, Solomos’s poetry, where his work is
edited in a readable, naturalized form. Thus, in the former part
we are instructed about how to read the latter; the two, Prole-
gomena and poetry, confirm and verify each other. This is the
story of the great national bard: his life, ideas, and works; his
progress to maturity and aesthetic creativity; his artistic achieve-
ments. Both the life story and the work are fictional, as indicated
by the adherence to narrative and pseudophilological conven-
tions. Polylas invented not only an author, a literary figure, but
also a work, an aesthetic whole. His edition must be destructed
because it is still editing the gaps and the silences of those man-
uscripts, replacing the writer’s absence with the creator’s pres-
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ence. In a literary monument of effortless yet gripping power, a
romantic critic established not only an artist and his poetry but
also a single reading of the chaotic manuscripts Conte Solomos
left behind.

On the other hand, | would not entertain the idea that this
Solomos whom we know is a fake or forgery, and therefore 1
would refuse to subscribe to a hunt for the real Solomos.
Although I am proposing that we destruct Polylas’s Solomos, 1
am fully aware of the fact that we cannot destroy him. It is impos-
sible to forget or eliminate his edition, at least at this point,
because it has made possible what we perceive as modern Greek
literature. It can only be parodied, and this is the probable func-
tion 1 see a work like Sartor Resartus (or alternatively a decon-
struction of the manuscript) serving. But, one way or another,
Polylas will remain with us for many years to come; even so, I do
not see why he should continue as the object of only servile
admiration, not anger or laughter.
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Incompleteness as Damnation:
The Poetics of the Romantic Fragment in

Dionysios Solomos’s The Free Besieged

What relationship do we have to such a text that allows
us to call it a fragment that we are than entitled to recon-
struct, to identify and implicitly to complete?

PauL pE MaN, “Shelley Disfigured”

DISCUSSIONS about the politics of criticism usually focus on
criticism itself as a cultural institution and analyze either its
operations or its products. Undoubtedly, this is the proper realm
for such an investigation. On the other hand, we must be careful
not to exclude from potential consideration the appeal and influ-
ence that critical discourses may have on work produced outside
our own institutional territory—work, for instance, in education
or the performing arts. For example, consider the seemingly
unrelated area of artistic creativity. Aesthetic and other standards
of propriety, legitimacy, acceptability, and currency affect proc-
esses of composition, too. A writer may choose to adopt, modify,
or transgress them, but he is never totally unaware of their exist-
ence or immune from their power. It would be intcresting, there-
fore, to see the results of his attitude to those rules of writing and
norms of literary understanding as his work unfolds. For an
examination of this type and in light of the previous discussion,
I have selected the poetry of Dionysios Solomos. We saw in the
third chapter how his first editor inventively restored his frag-
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mented writings to a total work by combining principles drawn
from aesthetic idealism and romantic patriotism. As we will soon
discover, the poet himself was also heavily indebted to, and
fatally inhibited by, very similar principles. However, they are
essentially different; Solomos eventually rejected the tempting
solution of a spurious unity guaranteed only by the national iden-
tity of the literary work.

The fame of Solomos as the Greek national poct has constantly
distracted critical att