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ABSTRACT

Yorgos Seferis’ correspondence with his sister [oanna is an interesting autobiographical
document of the poet from many perspectives. Literature is one of the central themes of
his letters, so we find many comments about the Greek philological landscape. Through
these comments we can get a clear sense of Seferis’ position with respect to the philo-
logical situation of Greece at that time. This can help us better understand his process of
poetic formation, which was to be revealed with the publication of his first books.

KEYWORDS: Yorgos Seferis, personal correspondence, Greek philological movement,
language.

Seferis’ correspondence with his sister Ioanna? is housed in the Genna-
dius Library archives, at the American School of Classical Studies in Ath-
ens. Seferis’ letters can be found in envelope 52, file 1 of the Constantinos
and loanna Tsatsos Archive, while loanna’s letters are located in envelope
99, file 1 of the Yorgos Seferis archive. It consists of more than 800 letters
and covers a broad period of the poet’s life, from 1919 to 1970, with some
interruptions when both lived in Athens or during the Second World War,
when they did not have postal communication. It can be divided into three
periods: the period of his youth, which is currently in press, encompassing
the years between 1919 and 1924; the middle period from 1927 to 19372
and the final period from 1948 to 1970.

We are going to work with the letters from the first period, which cor-
respond to the almost 7 years Seferis was studying in Paris. It was a

1 loanna Tsatsos (1902-2000) née loanna Seferiadis in Smyrna was also an interesting

writer and intellectual. She wrote various collections of poems and stories of an au-
tobiographical nature. For more information see: Garcia-Amoros 2021.

2 Part of the correspondence from this period has recently been published. Seferis 2019;
Seferis 2021; Seferis — Seferiadi 2021.
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fundamental period in his life and education, since these were the years
when he separated from his family for the first time to live alone in Paris
and began his literary research. These are the years of his avid reading of
French and Greek literature and of the untiring search for his own poetic
and genuine language which would make him stand out. These are the
years of the war with Turkey, the Asia Minor Catastrophe and population
exchanges, all of which would forge his personal and poetic character.

This period of studying in Paris opened up a dual divide in young Se-
feris. Firstly, with his family, who returned to Smyrna in the summer of
1919 and later settled permanently in Athens®. Secondly, with his country,
since during those years he did not at any time return to Athens or Asia
Minor. Regarding this second factor, the distance he felt regarding the lit-
erary reality of his country and his constant search for contact is clearly
shown.

At that time, loanna was responsible for building bridges as it was she
who mediated Seferis’ difficult relationship with their father, and also on
occasion with their mother and younger brother Angelos, who was very
little given to writing. Likewise, it was loanna who through her letters
tried to bring her brother closer to the Greek reality. During those years
when contact with Greek literature was so difficult due to his prolonged
absence from the country, loanna was also the connecting link between
the young poet and the Greek philological movement, because she kept
him informed about new publications, signed him up to literary journals
and sent him books.

One of the most important factors of this correspondence is precisely
that through it we can understand first-hand not only the literature Seferis
used to read at that time, but above all, his opinion of it and thus the influ-
ence it may have had on his youthful poetic output. Through the requests
he made to his sister, we can surmise what his preferences were at that
moment, or at least the works which awakened his curiosity. Some of
these requests will be considered below, since they are of particular inter-
est. The first dates from March 1920, when Seferis wrote to his sister to
ask her for a series of books:

Mié o0 6od WA® Yid Piprio, H0eda va 6o (nthow wid xdpn, wropeig
vé pod oteirerg ta £ENG; [ . .. ] Ta momjuata tod O. Kayidp petappocuéva
amd tov K. Karstiumain®, 100¢ ZxapaBaiovg 100 T'pundpn, ™ [idooa

3 In 1917, the whole Seferiadis family moved to Paris and lived there until the summer
of 1919. Only Seferis stayed in Paris that summer of 1919.

4 This refers to Constantinos Katsimbalis (1868-1937), whose translation of Rubaiyat
was published in 1919.
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Koi Coi 1ob 'E. Tiavvidn, 100¢ Bouoic tod Makaud, Td Hapdrova® Tob
id1ov kai 16 Epyo Tod Kpvotdhin (dv t6 Ppeic) (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021,
117).

Here the first mention of Kostis Palamas appears, but it will not be the
last, since his name appears in almost all the orders Seferis places with his
sister. In addition, he asks for the Zxapafaior kol teppoxdtes by Gryparis
(1919), a collection of poems which had appeared a few years before. Un-
fortunately, there is no evidence in the correspondence of whether he re-
ceived them, or his opinion of the work. It is representative of his linguis-
tic position, which will be discussed later, that he asked for a book such
as Iaoooa kol {wn, whose author Eliseos Giannidis (1908) presents the
theoretical principles of demotic language.

One year later, in March 1921, considering the possibility that his
mother and sister were going to spend some time in Paris, he took ad-
vantage of the opportunity to ask his sister to bring him a selection of
books:

Apa 0apBete, koitage va Lod eépelg peptkd Piiio, palevé Té dmod topo:
‘Oca EMANviKa pévovy omitt dkd pov. Ta Epya tod TTohapd Ektdg TOVG
Bwuoig, Kanuog tijc Ayuvobalaooas xai Ipdro kprrika. "Exel oAl 6
urounds ot PPprodnkn tov. "Epya véa dowv umopeic. "Epya 1od
MaoaBiin, Tov Zodopuo tov Exet 6 proumdg (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 225).

The strong yearning of the young man to be in touch with his country’s
literature appears clearly in the phrase ‘€pya véa dowv pmopeic’. As we
can see, the poet asks his sister once more for the work by Palamas, as
well as works by two of the most important poets using demotic language
in their poetry, Lorentzos Mavilis and Dionisios Solomos. This is by no
means insignificant, since through these letters we are witnessing the be-
ginnings of Seferis’ linguistic research, through which the young poet was
looking for models of a popular literary language.

In another letter a few months later, Seferis enlarged his request, asking
his sister not only for more books, but also that she dedicates part of her
letters to describing the philological situation at the time. He also involved
his childhood friend Nikos Aronis, who studied philology with Nikolaos
Politis, in this process.

Hopakdrecs, v 0élelg, Tov Niko, vé cod Kkdvel Evav Katdioyo T@dv
gpywv tod Iloditn tod xabnynti tov, xkabhg K1 &vav Katdloyo T®V

5 Perhaps this refers to Ta mapdroipa (1919), although Seferis clearly writes
‘Tlapdrova‘.
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YAOGGOAOYIK®AV Kol Aooypa@ik®v Epywv mov 04 umopodoe va Ppel
kaveig kGt oty EALGSa. ‘H dihoroyia t0d Mecawvikod EAAnvicpod
KoO®G Kol TG TOUOTO TOD AKPLTIKOD KOKAOL [ EVOOPEPOLV TOAD.
Ipéye K1 €60 pepkd yud v topwvn erioroykn kivnon oty EALGSa
Kol o016 PULOAOYIKG TTEPLOdIKA Pyaivovy. XTelle LoV, GE TAPUKUAD, TA
gpya tod [orapd 6ia. Ta tepiocodtepa Ppickovion omitt B& pod kévelg
ueydan yapn (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 236).

Consistent with his previous request, Seferis insisted once more on
Palamas, which demonstrates the immense respect and admiration he al-
ready felt for the poet from Patras. In addition, he asked for works on
medieval Hellenism and specifically the works of the Akritic cycle, which
is unsurprising as they are the first work of Modern Greek literature to be
written in popular language. Perhaps it should be emphasized that this let-
ter was written in May 1921, when Seferis found himself on the cusp of
his final bachelor’s degree exams. The interests of the poet, however, are
quite removed from Law books. In fact, remember that Seferis did not take
his exams in June, but had to prepare them in summer and finish in Octo-
ber. In these passages, it is evident that during these years Seferis started
his research on literary sources in search of Greek poetic language and
that this research was the centre of his interest, above and beyond any
other issues, although his studies prevented him from dedicating as much
time to philology as he would like.

To cite the last, but not least important, of the examples, in March 1922,
Seferis gave his sister a new assignment: that she regularly inform him
about the country’s philological situation. This passage is a little long, in
fact the poet dedicated the whole letter to this necessity, but given its im-
portance, it is worth including here. In this passage we can observe Se-
feris’ strong desire to be in contact with his country’s language and liter-
ature and moreover the serious difficulties this entailed, judging by how
insistently he had to ask his sister for this favour:

1800, 6od eivou Suvatdy vé pod kévelg pd ueyddn xapn; Mropeic vé
LoD OTEAVELG TAYTIKA TANPOPOPIEC YA THV EAANVIKT TVELUATIKN Kivnon;
KatalaPaivelc m6co dmopaitnto pod sivar Hotepa dmd Tdoa Ypovio. mol
Aeino and v moatpida. ['vopilelg T000VG kAl TOGO0VG S10vOOVUEVOLG
a0ToD, MoTE 08V MGTEVM VA GO KAVEL TOAD KOO VE TOVG POTAS Y16 O,TL
Kavovpto yivetar Koi yid 6,11 fipiio || Byaivel. Kave pov ) yépn va pod
OTEAVELG TOYTIKG KavEVe SVO GEAIDEG V1A TNV EAANVIKN PrAoloYia, Yopig
vé pod tic koPelg amd té ypouuatdxkie cov. M’ Evilapépovy TOAD ol
KPLTIKEG Y10, TG EAANVIKG Kol Y1 16, EEva Epya, TPOGEYE LoV Tig idaitepa.
"Emtiong umopeic vé pod otédvelg pali pé tig épnuepideg (té EA. Bijuo pué
QTavel, Qv pmopeite, kol 10 Eumpdg, dtav ypdeel 6 Ioiapdc) || EMAvikd
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aOmvétca ep1odikd, 06 cod eivar ebkolo VA HAOELS, YPAPE LoV AKOUN
Gv poBaivelg timota dnd Zpdpvn, PIAOLOYIKE EvvoEitad..

X1elhe pov &vav Katdroyo tdv Epywv 1o Taiapd. ®d npotipodoa
dAo. Tov Té Epyo, &v cod eivor Suvatdv, TG TEPIGGOTEPA ThYONE HdETOL
onitt. Kavéva dv6 topovg povo Ba mpémel va cod dyopdost 1 pHopd.
Y1eile pov OV ZoAwuo.. [...] Av &xovv Byel 0éhw kol Td tpayoioio tod
Poumoyal kai Tov 6e0TEPO TOUO TOV doAéEemv mepl EAMvev o tdv.
‘ON autd oyd oryd. Bake kai tov Ayyeho vd o€ Pondnost. Od pé
VIEPLTOYPEDOELS, GV LoD Emtpémetan 1 AEEN (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021,
338-339).

Naturally, Palamés is once again the focus of Seferis’ request to his
sister. It seems this issue is not simple: once more he writes to her «®a
npotipodoa dlo tov ta Epyax», which inevitably leads us to imagine that
loanna had not sent those books the last time he asked for them. Thus,
Seferis saw the necessity of insisting once more, making sure his sister
knows how important this is for him. On this occasion, he did not only ask
her to send him books, but also that she regularly write a few pages about
the Greek literary situation, something loanna seems to have overlooked
in the previous letter of 5th March 1921, when he asked her for this same
favour.

Why does he ask his sister in particular for such a favour? There are
various reasons which could be the answer to this question. Firstly, be-
cause it was only with her that could he share his great interest in litera-
ture. It has to be taken into account that although he was a poet, their father
Stelios was so obsessed about the professional future of his child, that he
would not be amused that so many hours were taken away from studying
Law in order to be dedicated to literature. His mother was not especially
interested in literary issues, whilst his youngest brother, Angelos, did not
correspond with Seferis by letter, whether due to the big age difference or
his timid and reserved character. Therefore, loanna was his only connec-
tion with Greek literature at that time. In addition, it should be noted that
she was not only in Athens during this time, which allowed direct contact
with the Greek philological movement, but she was also an avid reader
and shared with her brother a great passion for literature.

An especially striking aspect of loanna’s letters is her total conviction,
even then, that her brother was destined to be a great poet: «Ect tdyeig
016 aipo cov, d4v eloal Kaumuévoc Y1d vé mepdoelg T (0N cov
gpaottéyvne» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 325), she wrote in January 1922,
while, in one of the first letters she wrote to him after the Catastrophe of
1922, plunged into a profound despair, she wrote:
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0év katoloPaive yoti yevvnOnka, o0 vai, Expene va yevvnbeic, 0&
KAVELG KATL koAb, Exelg ot T dvvapn, Bdpbet kapdg Tod oi dvOpwmol
oy Bapbovv B4 povppovpilovv tévoud cov pé || ocvykivnon xai
evyvopoovvr (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 358).

For this reason, loanna endeavoured to diligently carry out all the re-

quests her brother made of her. Thus, in response to Seferis’ letter of
March 1921, loanna dedicated the whole letter to satisfying his request
that she speak about the Greek literary movement. This is what she wrote:

ATOQAc1e0. aVTEG TiC uépeg VA kortdEm Alyo T O1kf pag @lioAoyia.
AV ™V KoA 7mpobeon pod TV E0mCE KATMOO0 TEAEVLTAIO GOV
ypappotaxt. "Eneito 080eha va 6o oteidm kai pepukd Pipiio yid 6
KoAoKaipt.

'Egéto, Tong énedn eivon 16 100 ypovia tiic ‘EALGSoc, Pyaivovy
TOALG Kowvolpla, O&v Eépw opoag v 6lo a&ilovv tOV KOmMO VA
Srapactodv. Kémotog Kupralfic vedtatog Exe Evav topo, Eva €idog
Stances, Xuyuéc mod (G. ADTOC eivou vedTATOC KL EYEL papuca
mpopatikia koAd. Kamotog dAkog IMetueldc’ (8év miotedm vé eivor 6
KaOnyNTg) Exel EKOMGEL Evav TONO UE oTiyovg ATAd Adyia. ADTOV dév
6V ddPaca. [...] Topa, Nopyodro, Epelg avtd T dafalelg yio va
Topakolovbeig TV €£EMEN, dv BéAelg va Ppelg edyapiotnon vdpyovy
Ao T000 Kahvtepa. "Etol Exovv petappoaotel dha 0 Tralikd covéra
oD Zokmuov amo tov Kaiooyobpo, &yxel £kl O Tapog 100 Ha)»aua
gnerta g prose Td tadidia tob Tafpiniidn npd g tdéems, EEpelg, O
Tappmnriong Oewpeiton 1) kaddtepn méva tig ‘EALGSOC, Enerta Exlextés
2elidec 100 Eerahmtn (Exovv polevbel uetd tov Bdvatd tov). Qg
duynuo Kapkapitoog (Exeig Swapdost;) eivor dmd tovg mod Karovg.
"Enetta 16 32 dipynuaroa 1od Bovtopd, dnwg kol Zon dppwaotnuévy 10D
id10v. Mubiotdépnua Ocotokng O Kardowkog xai [H] (wn xai [J]
Odvaroc 100 Kapafélo — adtd 14 Svo eivor té || kKaAvtepd tov. O
Hevomovlog 8év Eépw v o’ dpéoel, £xer Exdmoel tedevtaio 10
ZoxovOwo uavrtile (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 245-246).

It can be seen that the young woman did not only inform her brother

about the new works which were being published, but also gave her per-
sonal opinion on them and made recommendations. It should be noted in
this regard that like her brother, loanna was an avid reader and despite her
youth, had strong judgement and a sharp critical mind. The poet himself
had enormous confidence in his sister’s judgement: «'Eyxyw midtepn

This refers to the journalist and poet Thanasis Kyriaziz (1887-1950).

This is Nikolaos Petimezas (1873-1952), poet, prose writer and soldier known by the
pseudonym of ‘Lavras’. He published the poetry collections Azid Adyia (1920),
2iyoréc Pavég (1925) and Eyxdimio (1925).
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nemoifnomn ot yvodun 6oV Ao T YVOUN OA®V TOV KPITIKAY TOD KOGHOL»
(Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 245-246) he wrote to her, on sending her one of
the poems he had written.

It should also be noted that loanna was not only familiar with the Greek
literary scene, but also knew personally some of the poets and intellectuals
in vogue at the time, such as Miltiadis Malakasis, Lambros Porfuras and
Romos Filyras. She became friends with them and they formed part of the
intellectual circle she moved in. Through her letters we can witness the
moment she met some of them personally. On 6th February 1920, loanna
wrote to her brother with the most delightful news: «T6 mé gdbtvyiopuévo
yeyovog avtiic tovhdyiotov Thc Pdonddac eivar mov yvdploo TOHV
Moaiaxdon» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 112), about which a little later she
stated: «Eipaocte oyeddv eilow (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 132). Just one
month later, on 7th March 1920, she wrote to him again, this time to tell
him she had met Lambros Porfyras, to comment on her perception of the
poet’s personality and to send him one of his poems:

[poytéc yvopioa tov Mopevpa tév momth. Eivor mepiepyog tomoc,
@oPepd timide, 6év pumopel va el Svo AéEelg kol dv mel timota TO Adel
1660 G1yé oL GYEdOV dév dcodg. Tov Aéve g elvar dmd T0vg KoAovg.
Yol otélvo 16 «Lacrimae Rerumy» tov, £va and td md yvwotd tov (Se-
feris — Seferiadi 2021, 120).

As is shown in loanna’s letters, Milatiadis Malakasis and Lambros
Porfyras were two leading poets in the Greek literary scene of the time,
hence loanna’s enthusiasm about meeting them. This was not the case
with Romos Filyras who, although he had published several poetic works,
was perhaps better known for his work as a society journalist than for his
poetry. This can be seen in the way loanna referred to him for the first
time:

Ac T apnowpe adtd. Ilpoytég yvapica tov Pdpo dlvpa, kdmolo
oMt To¥, Y1é vé elpon GAnOwvy, Sév eiyo StaPdocet timota dikd Tov.
[...]T6 Bpdadv podeepe té Epyo tov, [Hmo]0étem vé Py eivor pueydrog,
&xel Alyo talent, &va mpomdviov W apéoel an’ doa ddfoca genre Aiyo
Ruffian-Moréas. ®d cod 16 avtrypayw (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 148-
149).

From loanna’s words, it is clear that Filyras did not make a very good
impression on her, since she questions his poetic talent from the begin-
ning. This impression, far from changing as she gets to know Filyras bet-
ter, is only corroborated in successive letters, which perhaps predisposed
Seferis to criticize some of his poems, as will be considered later.
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All this shows that loanna was in a position to properly inform her
brother about the Greek literary scene, since she was aware of the latest
news, knew the literature of the time and had forged her own opinions on
it. Many of the names which were part of the Greek literary scene of the
moment march through loanna’s letters, whether acclaimed poets such as
Kostis Palamas, Pavlos Nirvanas, loannis Damvergis, Polibios Dimi-
trakopoulos, Kostas Krystalis, Kleon Paraschos, loannis Griparis or Geor-
gios Souris, or others who were beginning their literary career, such as
Nikos Hayer Bufidis or Skypis. Nevertheless, it should be noted that some
important omissions can be observed, since there are some important
names of the Greek literary scene of the time who are not mentioned, such
as Napoleon Lapaziotis, Anastasios Drivas, and Kostas Uranis, who were
then publishing their first works in different literary journals. Perhaps the
most striking omission is Kostas Karyiotakis, who is not referred to even
once, although he had already published his two first poetry collections:
O I1ovog tod dvBpamov kol t@v mpauctwv (1919) and Nyzevlij (1921).

As a result of these omissions, some questions arise which we have not
yet been able to answer. Is it possible that loanna, so attentive to the Greek
philological movement, was unaware these works had been published?
Did the authors belong to a different circle from the one she moved in?
Could this have any impact on the fact that they do not appear in the let-
ters? Did she hide them from her brother maybe? And if so, why? These
are questions we cannot address here, but which we hope to be able to
answer in future papers.

We mentioned previously that one advantage of these letters is that they
allow us to discover first-hand the views of young Seferis on the Greek
literature of the time. Sometimes the poet’s preferences can be seen indi-
rectly. At one point, for example, some Greek friends who were in Paris
asked him to teach them to recite and brought with them a poem of a pat-
riotic nature, ‘Awotdxng’ by loannis Polemis. The recitation master did
not like this piece at all, and instead gave them ‘Lacrimae rerum’ by
Porfyras and ‘Tlapapvdi’ by Malakasis to learn. It must be understood that
these were his preferred poems, whilst the work of Polemis did not partic-
ularly interest him.

However, on other occasions, his opinions are expressed very directly.
In the example of the aforementioned poems by Filyras, we have already
mentioned that loanna met the poet personally in September 1920. When
he met her, he wrote her a poem which she in turn sent to her brother. This
is Seferis’ opinion, also in verse, of Filyras’ poem:

M’ &pecev vrepPolikd t6 Toinpa tod GAvpa,
piuec kaAég, otiyol dpopeot kai | aicOnpoa TAnpuopa,
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BoAég, BoAég TG AOYLM TOL OTEKOVTOL OAV KEPEVIA

LG KATOTEG Ol GTiYol TOV KLAGVE Ypic Evvola

06 > apéoav mEPIGGOTEPOV v TTaV SoVAEUEVOL

moTEPO, O cuvoicOn ol kai o karodepévor (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021,
157).

Although this rhymed reply begins with praise for Filyras’ poem,
which is perhaps no more than a mere rhetorical device, the critique be-
comes harsher as the verses progress, in order to end by emphasising that
they are not well crafted. In Filyras’ defence, it should be noted that the
poem Seferis was judging was written for loanna a few minutes after
meeting her in the Hotel Minerva café, which means it was an improvised
piece. In the same letter, however, loanna included one of the poems from
the poetry collection Péda otov Appo which Filyras published in 1911, ‘O
['éng’, a composition which Seferis did not show much more benevolence
towards:

Mod ypaeeig yid Tov @opa, 10D 6moiov pod GTéAVELG KL Eva Toinpa
«Oi gpyoueveey. Eivon tpopepd méco sipoote Emumdlator &ueic ol
Popoi, 6 Opag pod Gpece mord 616 «Eyd elpor 6 mhavepdc
alammey, av kai 6 téhog tov 8év a&ilel v dpyn, OGote PAETEIC TMOG OV
Exm Kokég mpodwabioelg pa tig «Epyduevecy mpdra, 6év katdlafa Ti
0élel va mel. AvTo dév Exel onuocia, 0 TOMTNG 0¢ peTPlETOL UE TN
GTEVOKEPUALY TOD TPATOL TLYOVTOG IOV TOV dPalel, ua G TapwLE T
popen- Aéet oTd de0TEPO TETPAOTLYO «...YEAODV Kol povTalovv Tpdg T
LOTLG pog Kai 6T dvelpo kai pé mavéplo 6tov dpoy. 'Bxeivo 16 «tpdoy,
i 0éhe1 16 YéMo; "H 16 pdvraoua el Tpodg T poftid] § 1 pa- || Tid mpdg
16 YéMoO 1) 1O pavtooua... "Eneirto £keivo 10 «Koi Pé mavepay 10 «Koi»
i 0éhey; T1 Béon Exer; "Emetta 016 tétapto Kol TEUmTo TETPACTLYO, V0Tl
gxelvn 1 EmovaAnyn 100 YAvkoD TEVTE QopEG; OELEL VA EKPPAGEL YAVKA,
vai, otic téooepelg TpATEG POPEC T0 Katalafaive, &v kai dtuyo péco,
e v méumtn eopd dév katohoPaive timota. Télog, apnve Td
VIOAOUTA Kai PLEPIKEG OpO0KOTaANElES 10D BEV Tig Kavel pwpd Toudi (Se-
feris — Seferiadi 2021, 183-184).

Beyond his severe criticism of the quality of Filyras’ verses, the indig-
nation which pours forth in his exclamation: «Eivar tpopepd ndco sipacte
gmmoloot Epeic ol Popoi» is interesting, since it extrapolates that which
inspired Filyras’ poem to all Greek literature. From this exclamation it can
be deduced that his annoyance does not come just from these poems in
particular, but instead in general from the poetry which was being written
in Greece at the time.

Something similar happens when he gave his opinion of one of the
works his sister had spoken to him about in a letter, Zriyuec mov (@ by
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Thanasis Kyriazis (1921), which the poet had read in the Noumas journal.
Kyriazis is an author who does not seem to be to young Seferis’ liking
either, partly due to the fact that he involved his political and social con-
victions in the process of creating poetry:

Eida pé kprrikn tdv Zryudv mod (&4 otdév Novud. 'Exel SiPaco kol
UEPIKEC am’ a0TéG Tig oTiyués. Eépelg ti kavel, Tov pnoioefiko, ovte
TOPOTAV® 0VTE AYOTEPO, KL O KPLTNG TOV EKOEALEL, 0€ BEA® VA TTH TG
elpon avtipumoloePicog, v 1 &viiogépet GmAdg —pd ddpa LTopodue
oi Popol éugic va ypaoop Etor— kai Ti kowvovplo Sivope ot
@uroloyia, Balovtoc 6€ otiyovg ToUG GTAAVIKOVE AdYoVE TOoD dAQQ 7
100 Biita; "Qote 8¢ 04 yrarpevtodpe TOTéG Gmd TOV Povievtiond; Eivon
Tpopepd va okemtopoot’ Etot (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 143).

Once more the sorry opinion he had of Kyriaszis’ poetry is extrapolated
to the general panorama of contemporary literature, about which he ex-
claimed: «ua dxopo pmopodpe ol Popuol Eusic va ypapop’ €tow. The
poet goes from the specific to the general and in this way his perception
with regard to specific works is extended to all works collectively, as hap-
pens with Numas, the most important literary magazine of the time, about
which he affirmed: «Mobpyetar topa 6 Novudg oyedov taktikd: andial®
pé tig andieg mov yphpovror todpa oty EAAGSa. Aév kataraPaive Ti
gvyopictnon Ppickovv vé eivar HAIO101 kai vé ypdpovy cév tétotow (Se-
feris — Seferiadi 2021, 265).

Why was he not satisfied with Greek literature? What is it missing, in
his opinion? To begin with, the poet understood that, with a few excep-
tions such as Kostis Palmas, Greek literature found itself in a time of stag-
nation. One of the issues which most bothered the young poet is how
Greek authors imitated outdated models from French literature. Admit-
tedly, the literary trends of the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the
twentieth century arrived in Greece relatively late, which caused a lack of
originality and lent an outdated character to literary production. Seferis,
living in Paris in the mid-1920s and being well acquainted with French
literature, is fully aware of this difference, which led him to experience a
feeling of helplessness and indignation regarding his country’s literature:

Topa, EEpelg 11 Kavovy oty ‘EALGOA KOVTA 6TV TAATIO TOVG TOiNoN;
ApyiCouv v Eumvodv kai v ypdoovy 6ntmg Eypapav mpiv 40 xpovia ot
Todlio 7| oyeddv. Eavanaipvovv tig Oswpieg tod Mallarmé cdv va
umopovooue vé ypaywue ot YAdcoo, pog Etotl. Ki 1 yAdooa pog pig
16 émrpénet K1 oi EEvor mov 04 pag dafdoovv i B¢ Todv dua Todg Eava-
oepPipoue té Kovpéha mov mETaav mpiv xpdvia; [...] ‘Qote tpénet va
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ocuvnbicope va oepvodpocte miow amd T00¢ Ppdykovg kol vé univ
péyope punpoc; (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 271-272)

This opinion from Seferis on contemporary Greek literature is sup-
ported by loanna herself, who, as we have noted, also had an overall vision
of the literary scene and well-founded judgement. In January 1922, she
wrote to her brother in the same complaining tone he used, regretting the
apathy and lack of interest of contemporary literary figures, but also their
limited willingness to innovate:

‘Oc0 PAémm TOOG S1KOVG HOG TOMTAG, 01 TOTEPOL £KOidoVV Eval BiffAio
npoG 1O TELOG KL antd eivar 8o 16 Epyo Tiig {whc Tovg. Tovg Acimet 1y
npoondfeio. BAémo 1OV Moadoxdon, kai Eépelg moco pod mMrav
ovumadnticdg (kai pod elvar dxodpa) xoi ti dvbovslacpd chv Tov
yvopioa, W 8pece, ElxE EUTVELOT), G& PEPIKA TOL Aoutdv, Vé Seic T {on
OV KAVEL ZKOTMVEL TOV Koupd T0ov, 0&v Kavel Timota, mailel yapTid.
"Evog 8vOponoc Evmvog mov 04 elye mpoypotikd Evolagpépov Ev
umopodoe vé dvavedvetar AMyo, &v Etewve kémov. Kai mécor kot etvor
£tol omv EALGda (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 325).

Therefore, both siblings agreed when pointing out the stagnation, laxity
and lack of innovation from the poets who made up the Greek literary
scene. But in addition to all this, there is another element which at this
time entailed a problem for young Seferis: language. At the beginning of
this study, we saw how the poet was profoundly interested in demotic lan-
guage. In addition, we have witnessed the beginnings of his linguistic re-
search through literature written in demotic language which ranges from
the beginnings of Modern Greek literature to the present time, and also
through linguistic essays and studies. It is no coincidence that in these
letters he defined himself as «paAAiapoc» in a passage where he asserted
his position with pride: «I1ég tiic popdg, v v Eavapmtiost 6 'ovdng3
a[ro] mote yévvnka podlapdc, va mel mog yevwnonka Etow (Seferis — Se-
feriadi 2021, 306). His rejection of Katharevousa came at the beginnings
of his poetic formation and similarly, from there derived his rejection of
literature composed in this type of language, to which he attributed the
loss of loannis Papadiamantépoulos for Greek literature: «i ‘EALGSa
gyooe tOv Moréas yapn otiv yedtikn e yAdooo tod Ioamappnydmov-
hov, Baoileradn» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 212) he stated categorically.

However, demotic language posed some problems at that time and he
did not manage to see it as an appropriate vehicle for poetry. On many
occasions, he regretted the poverty of his language: «Ki 1| yAdooo pog
1060 Ty kai 1060 dkoAlépynm» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 334) he
exclaimed. In some of his letters we witness the difficulties he experienced
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when expressing himself in his native language. Thus, for example, re-
garding the conference about Jean Moréas which the poet gave in 1921
and which he wrote in demotic language, he confessed to his sister: «Kai
Eéperg ti dhokolo va yphpelg EAAnvikd (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 216). It
is well-known that he was perfectly fluent in French (Vagenas 1979, 100;
Sola 1997, 39-50) and he considered it a rich language, capable of express-
ing the finest poetic nuances: «I16te Bd Tig vidowpe kKatom oty EALGSQ
tétoleg Aemtotnteg» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 281), he wondered in rela-
tion to a poem by Jean Moréas. Certain passages from his letters reveal
that Seferis was more comfortable writing in French, that he encountered
serious difficulties of expression in Greek and this made his research into
literary sources in the demotic language necessary in order to be able to
write in Greek as he would like: «y1d v& ypaym kokd pod yperaleto
perétn» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 142), he wrote to loanna.

These difficulties of expression are reflected in some of his poems from
that time, some of which were written directly in French. This is the case
with the poem he wrote for the young Norwegian Kirsten, which he as-
serted he could not translate into Greek: «"Eva moinua wo0 06 Ao vé kavo
EMMMVIKA Kol o0 SEV umop® va ypayo Ommg 0l topox» (Seferis — Se-
feriadi 2021, 200). On another occasion, regarding a project he has in mind
which he would like to write in Greek, he confessed that he could only
envisage the title in French «dveipevopan [...] kai kétt dAAo, T0D OmoioL
0¢ Bpiika akopo TOV EMANVIKO TITAO, YoAAKd 6 TOAeya Variations sur le
suicide» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 316).

For all these reasons, living in Paris in the 1920s, in full contact with
the French language and literature and with a model such as Jean Moréas,
who he considered to be the best French symbolist poet, it is no wonder
that the young man felt the temptation to write in French, as he confessed
to loanna in the summer of 1921:

ToAliké 06 umopodoa iomg va ypayw, po 6¢ 0éhm, yiati dyamd v
EALGSa. EAANviKG pod eivor advvorto vé mé 6,t1 06ho yati Sév Exope
YADGGO, Y10 VO 1O ToTEWELG Tape Eva 0TO100MTOTE YOAALKO PiffAio kol
npoonddnce va TO UETOPPACEC EAANVIKG, 06 melsOeic mhc elvan
aovvatov. XtV EAMANVIKN €kTog Amd aicOnuata Bovvicila 1 yopravéika
0&v umopodue vé wode Timota yud THV dpa, YU aTo Kol T4 T TOAL-
TIGUEVE TTOM T 100 EXOVV Ypagel oty EAANVIKY popilovv potlnbpa
(Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 199-200).

In this passage, it can clearly be seen how the poet fought with himself.
On one hand, he felt the temptation to write in French, a language he felt
comfortable in and where he seemed to have found his poetic expression,
with a strong symbolist influence, while on the other hand, his love for his



SEFERIS IN LIGHT OF THE GREEK LITERARY SCENE 97

country and native language weighed on his conscience. The categorical
assertion «d&v &youe yhdooa is striking and reveals once more his diffi-
culties of expression in Greek. We are in a time when the poet has not yet
found his means of expression in the demotic Greek language and he finds
himself, in the words of Nasos Vagenas (1979, 110), «c€ pio eK@pACGTIKA
GOyYLoT».

It should be noted, however, that despite all these difficulties, the
youth’s desire to become a Greek poet was much stronger than the temp-
tation to write in French. Although at the time he considered the Greek
language a poor tool, little adapted to literary expression, he deeply loved
his language, which inspired in him deep affection from an emotional per-
spective, even though from the poetic perspective it did not offer him the
same richness which he believed the French language offered him. This
can be observed in the very language he uses to write these letters, a sim-
ple language, purely demotic, with many elements which speak of Asia
Minor, which allows him to express the affection he feels for his sister:

piv pd Poudda, umepmovia Lov, Gav Kol GUEPT ETY0 TEAEIOGEL EVal
yphppo 6” €céva yorhukd. IIyava pué tv idéa naig 04 pag éEackodae
Kol Tovg OVO v Kavape TV GAANAoYpagia pog yoAlikd. Aé Bapiécat,
ocbv 16 EavadidPaca 16 Ppiika tOc0 Kpvo, ToL 16 Eéokica. "Emetta,
Gy TOG0 TOAD TN YAVKIA pog YAGSoa, 100 pod Bupilel v dyomnuévn
pov moTpida Kai povo W éoéva Exm TV evkopia va ™ ypdow Ommng W’
apéoet (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 82).

In this way, although French offers him some poetic resources based
on the long experience of its literary tradition, it is Greek which stimulates
his way of expression from the emotional perspective. This is what leads
Seferis to engage in earnest with the study of the popular Greek language.
The search for his own poetic expression involved great effort, but at the
same time stimulated him and gave him the push he needed to become the
poet he wants to be. Despite all the temptations and his flirtation with the
French language, Seferis never wanted to be another Moréas, he wanted
to become a Greek poet and not just any Greek poet, but the best:
«Iupedm, yopedm tév dpopo Tov dndnto Kol 64 Tov Ppd, yiati Tpémet
Kai Gpa 0 ypayo 04 sipon 6 kodvtepoc» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 243).
This sentence reveals his firm intention to be original and seek new ex-
pressive paths which would make him stand out and change course from
the static tendency literature followed at that time. This is the idea Seferis
conceives a collection of poems with, which he intended to «vé tapa&ovv
T4 alpato TV AKOOMUATKDY YEPOLVT®V Kol T®V MRwdehepik®V VEwV
pac» (Seferis — Seferiadi 2021, 343).
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All these circumstances struggling in the interior of the young poet con-
stituted the foundations of his character formation and would consolidate
the base of his poetic expression in Greek. They are elements which would
continue to develop throughout the years of his formation and which will
be reflected in his first poetry collection, not without reason titled Zzpog.
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