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[31] Romos Philyras and the Afterlife of Romanticism  Simos Zenios

The Poet as Prophet and Pierrot: Romos Philyras and the Afterlife of
Romanticism!

Simos Zenios
Harvard University

1. Introduction

During the last years of his life - and while receiving treatment in Dromokaitio
for schizophrenic hallucinations - Romos Philyras (1889-1942) composed two
poems that invite the reader to treat them as a retrospective of the poet’s entire
poetical output. The first, bearing the title «[lomtg» (“Poet,” 1940), posits the
lyric subject as a gifted individual with visionary insight:

Emeldn kat elya xdoel to pgyovio, ipat

0 EUTIVEVGEVOG OVEIPWYV KAL KOGUWYV TIPOPT TG,

0 TMyaiog ToMTNG IOV 6TO GUVVEPO Kelpay,

0 HeyaAog, o Belog Twv pubuwv vroeng! (11, 378, 1. 9-12)2

[Because I had lost regulation, | am

the inspired prophet of dreams and worlds,
the springing poet living in the clouds

the great, the divine interpreter of rhythms!]

This self-reflective representation, characteristic of a romantic understanding
of the aesthetic act, is a common topos in symbolist and modernist literature.3
The speaker’s confidence regarding the force of his poetic utterances and his
ability to create a universe where dream and world, spirit and matter are no
longer divided classifies this poem under the broader, “major” orientation of
Philyras’ work, according to Giannis Dallas’ astute distinction.

The second poem, «ITiepotog» (“Pierrot,” 1936), presents a different poetic
persona. Donning the costume of Pierrot, a character from the Commedia dell’

! Professor Panagiotis Roilos encouraged my research on this topic and our numerous conversations
strengthened my argument. His comments on earlier versions of the manuscript, as well as those by
Professors John Hamilton and Nikos Mavrelos, and by Argyro Nicolaou, were decisive for the sharper
formulation of my ideas; all four have my deepest gratitude.

2 Throughout this article, citations to Philyras’ poetry refer to the recent two-volume edition of his
works by Karaoglou and Xynogala. Quotations are followed by the volume number in roman numerals,
the page number, and the line number. Greek literary texts are given in the original accompanied by a
translation that aims for semantic precision rather than a style-oriented rendition of the original. In all
other cases, including theoretical and critical scholarship in Greek and French, a translation of the text
in English is provided, which unless otherwise stated, is the author's own.

® For a systematic approach to this topos in the tradition of the European avant-garde, see Russell. His
definition of the poet-prophet is pertinent for my purposes here: “[T]he poet as seer, a discoverer of
realms of beauty, mystery, and significance heretofore inaccessible to humankind; the poet as
innovator, inventor of a language which articulates the poet’s new vision [...] the poet as prophet [...]
as bohemian rejector of bourgeois life and seeker of an alternative, if alienated lifestyle” (39).

* Dallas uses the distinction between major («ueiwv») and minor («ehdoomvy) poetry as a
classificatory instrument and not as an evaluative judgment. Specifically, he employs the term “major”
to designate “poets of a universal vision,” whereas “minor” is the poetry of the ephemeral (373). In this
respect, Dallas represents a relatively recent strain in Philyras' critics that emphasizes the poet’s
oscillation between these two voices and differs from earlier — and more recent — views that saw
Philyras as the poet of every-day urbanity. See, for instance, Agras (955) and Vitti (368).
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arte that had populated European literature since the middle of the 19th century,
Philyras seems to posit the demystifying potential of poetic expression:

Aev eiya otn {wn pov aAAo optpéTo Oelo,

oV Alkvile 1) Aativa @UAT 6’ évav elpuo,

Bupoco@o, avolKTippoVv’ alpatnpo kat Asio,

atd tov IliepodTov to payo kayyaouo. (11, 131,1.9-12)

[In my life [ had no other divine portrait

that the latin race swayed in a movement
contemplative, mercilessly sanguine and smooth
than the Pierrot’s enchanting guffaw]

The disenchanting role of the pierrot and the clown in general, which
undermines the solemnity of other characters as well as his own, cannot be
seamlessly subsumed under the same order as the aforementioned visionary and
prophetic character of poetic discourse. How are we to understand the
apparently equally powerful claim of these conflicting personas in an overall
assessment of Philyras' work? Pierrot and prophet; is a reading that preserves
the paratactical dimension of the conjunction (pierrot and prophet) a viable one,
or does Philyras' work only justify a reading that underlines the incongruity
between the two directions, opting, that is, for a disjunctive relationship between
the two (pierrot or prophet)?

This article will argue that despite their incongruities, the personas of poet
and prophet can work together in Philyras' ceuvre. More specifically, | argue that
the two personas share a common structural element, namely the undermining
of the self-reflective logos of the modern subject.> In contrast to the work of other
post-symbolist poets, like Kostas Karyotakis, the undermining of the poetic
subject’s self-consciousness in Philyras does not represent metonymically the
awareness of the disenchantment of poetic discourse. In Philyras’ work, the
poetics of the pierrot can perform two functions: On the one hand, it destabilizes
modern subjectivity, something which serves as a prerequisite, and not as a
barrier, for the articulation of a transcendent poetic vision. On the other hand, it
brings to the fore the forceful character of aesthetic transubstantiation and thus
pushes the romantic ideology of “naive” subjectivity to its limits.

Following a critical discussion of existing approaches to these two directions
in Philyras' work, this article will document the proposed dialectical relationship
through a close reading of «O ITiepdtog» (“The Pierrot,” 1922), Philyras most
influential pierrotic poem. It will first demonstrate how the formal and prosodic
elements of the poem resist and undermine the expressed will of the poem’s
speaker to humanize the pierrot-puppet and will go on to contextualize the
relationship between prophet and poet by examining related tendencies in
European thought (Henri Bergson) and literature (Heinrich von Kleist),
proposing thus a genealogy of the puppet-visionary that draws from the
tradition of German idealist aesthetics. The article will conclude by turning to
other poetic and prose works by Philyras in order to examine the representation

® See also Dimitris Polychronakis’ discussion of the crucial role of self-consciousness in the Philyras’
poetics of the pierrot (Poets as Pierrots 432-444).
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of the puppet and the non-reflective poetic subject both as a vehicle for visionary
discourse and as a marker for its inherent violence.

2. The pierrot as poetic persona in European and Greek critical discourse

The very genealogy of the pierrot and the clown figure in general, as it is
commonly employed in the European poetic tradition, can be traced to a
conscious engagement with and opposition to the high ambitions of visionary
poetry. It can even be argued that the poet-clown, among other related personas
and types, emerged in modern European literature in order to express the
disillusionment that followed the high-minded aspirations of the romantic
period. Jean Starobinski, in his important study of the use of the clown persona
in modern painting and literature, points out that the first visual representations
of this figure in mid-19th century should be attributed to a turn towards down-
to-earth and every-day themes (14). Following an initial “naive” period during
which the deft and elegant clown symbolized the vitality and innocence of folk
culture,® he quickly became an allegory, especially in post-Baudelairian
symbolist poetry, for the inescapable artifice and inauthenticity of the poetic
craft (22-23). Commenting on this later stage, Starobinski argues that archaic
images such as the clown figure represent simultaneously a lost universe and the
desire for its recovery: “The artist cannot forget the nostalgic reflection that
invited him to discover a primal art; he cannot dive into the fountain of Youth
and forego all knowledge so that he can live and create in a moment of regained
spontaneity” (25). In a similar vein, Green and Swan, in their history of
Commedia dell’ arte’s influence on modern art during the symbolist period, point
out that the increasing use of the clown figure can be ascribed to a need for a
counterpoise to the high aspirations of poetry. The clown, a pathetic, all-too
human figure trapped in its own corporeality, or a devilish creature laughing at
the expense of others and himself, comes to stand for the modern artistic
predicament: he represents the diminishing power of art in modernity and
provides “the other element (of self irony, self-parody, self-conflict, self-
fragmentation) that is just as vital a component of the modern sensibility” (13).

Similar classifications structure some of the most comprehensive readings of
the post-symbolist poetry in Greece.” The juxtaposition of the poet-clown with
the poet-prophet has been prominent in the poetry of the most influential figure
of the group, Karyotakis. Dimitris Angelatos, for example, considers Karyotakis'
clownesque poetics as part of a more general stance against both the “neo-
romantic outbursts” of the symbolist poets and Kostis Palamas' poetic example
(33-34). Thus the figure of the tragic clown, the symbol par excellence of

® Starobinski employs Friedrich Schiller’s influential distinction between naive and sentimental poetry,
which was put forward in the latter’s essay Uber naive und sentimentalische Dichtung (On Naive and
Sentimental Poetry, 1795). The distinction between the transparency of naive art and the self-reflective
awareness of sentimental poetry is crucial, as we shall see, for the poetics of the puppet in Kleist. For
the mediating role of Schiller’s essay between Kantian idealism and the Jena romantics, see
Polychronakis (Romantic Irony 11-36).

" Philyras is considered to be the first Greek poet to have introduced post-symbolist elements in his
work (Philokyprou 14).
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Karyotakis' kAavoiyeAwc,8 and the figure of the puppet are read as extreme
instantiations of the social and anti-romantic outlook of his poetry. In poems
such as «Adoya pavpa, Biacog...,» (“Black horses, troupe...,”) the artist-jester is
shown to “reverse the bright image of the creator-Sun, suggesting a different, far
from easy, type of wisdom, a different way of artistic vigilance,” while the
speechless body of the puppet foreshadows Karyotakis' silence as an extreme
version of his dialogic poetics (64-65). Drawing from Bakhtin’s dialogic
understanding of language and expanding the Russian theorist’s insights in the
field of poetic discourse, Angelatos puts forward a compelling reading of
Karyotakis' poetry as a demand for the “human” aspect of our endeavors,
“beyond (the Romantic) arrogance of a god-like poet-creator” (64-65).

Even if we broaden our synchronic and diachronic perspectives, we can see
that the demystifying effects of kAavoiyeAwg were often used against the
grandiose ambitions of major poetry. Roderick Beaton, for example, argues that
the majority of the post-symbolist poets in Greece produced work with a critical
outlook towards Kostas Varnalis, Angelos Sikelianos, and Nikos Kazantzakis, a
triad of poets that “shared, along with Palamas, the view that the poet assumes
the role of the prophet” (153). C. Th. Dimaras, in his study of the lacking
reception of Heinrich Heine, argued that the presence of the “minor-voiced and
homely lyricism” of the German poet, either through translations or creative
influence, represents an ironic and tempered strain in European romanticism
that only belatedly took roots on Greek soil as an antidote against the “romantic
grandiloquence” and “hyperboles” of the Athenian School (289).

3. Philyras’' major and minor voice in the literary history of the period

Returning to Philyras' work, and to the questions already posed with regards to
the extent to which the personas of pierrot and prophet should be considered as
diverging or converging, current scholarship on the poet has offered two
interpretative routes. The first is that the two personas are adopted by Philyras
in a nonsystematic manner and remain distinct from each other without entering
into any relationship whatsoever. Thus, their claim to be treated metonymically
as encapsulations of his whole work should not be taken at face value. Instead,
they ought to be attributed to the scattered efforts of a poet whose unfortunate
personal history did not permit the elaboration of a cohesive poetic design.
Admittedly, the threat of partial and uncertain interpretations remains a
perpetual possibility, especially when dealing with a body of work whose larger
part was not available until very recently to general and scholarly readership.
Thus, the desire for hermeneutic closure should not exclude this threat which is
already inscribed spectrally in any possible interpretation of the work in
question. However, an acceptance of this threat in its totality, that is, an
acceptance of a reading that sees the various parts of Philyras' poetry as radically
incommensurable fragments should be adopted only once all the other answers
to this interpretative question prove unsatisfactory.

® Kiavaiyelwc is not a term that lends itself easily to translation. Already in ancient Greek, the word
denoted the physiological co-presence of laughter and tears. However, in twentieth-century Greek
criticism, it becomes a marked term that refers to literary works — especially of the interwar period —
that are distinguished by a spirit of bitter humor.
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A second possibility, implicitly put forward in the relevant scholarship, posits
a polemical relationship - and not merely an incongruent one - between the
prophetic and the clownesque roles, not unlike the one proposed by Angelatos
for Karyotakis' work. The clown, in this reading, would serve as the satirical
mask donned by the disillusioned poet in order to turn against the grand claims
of other poets. The difference in this case would be that the field of struggle
would comprise the work of a single poet. Such a reading has been proposed by
Stergiopoulos: “[Philyras], besides the magical ability to seek after the dream, he
had inside him the clown” (“Philyras” 119). Such a solution has many merits.
First, it adequately describes the demystifying operations carried out by some of
Philyras' pierrotic and clownesque poems. In «Amokplatiko» (“Carnivalesque,”
1927), for example, the speaker addresses the figure of Pierrot:

[ai€e, avayeda Tig PeUTIES, TIG TAAVES,
TIG AYATES, Ta pion Kol Ta Ao,
WOTIOV VA UTTOVUE HEG TO XWUA PLE KAUTIAVES

YEAWVTAG, OAOL TILEPOTOL, TTOLOG VA UABEL
UTTOPEL TO HUOTIKO TOV UTIEPTIEPQ;
AvBpwTe, ydoke womou va avéRels otov albépa... (I, 56, 1. 9-14)

[Play, laugh at the lies, the deceptions,
the loves, the hatreds and the passions
until we are buried with bells tolling

laughing, all of us pierrots, who can know
the secret of the great beyond.
Stand with your mouth gaping man, until you rise up in the air...]

A second merit of this reading is that it enables a systematic grammatological
mapping that contextualizes Philyras’ poetry. In such a scheme, Philyras’
clownerie, in its entirety, would be the forerunner for the clownesque poetry of
the interwar period that culminates in Karyotakis' work. A problem with this
type of readings, however, is that the great interest shown in the end-point of the
evolutionary line tends to lead to an overlooking of any non-inherited
particularities of the antecedent phases. It is telling that a rhetoric of
incompleteness can be discerned in these readings. Stergiopoulos, for example,
displays both the moment of retrospective antecedence and that of
incompleteness in his tracing of Philyras' influence in Karyotakis. First, building
and expanding on Agras’ laconic remarks that place Philyras between Karyotakis
and Malakasis, Stergiopoulos claims that Philyras “presented [in «O ITiep6T0G»]
the human-marionette, with a clownerie and a bitter expression that prepared
the ground for the stylization and the automatism in the movements of the
persons in Karyotakis' satire” (Influences 166). The moment of incompleteness
soon follows: “[Philyras’ satire] does not maintain, within its confines, the
density and self-sufficiency of the dramatic element; the acerbity has been
expelled alongside the material resistance and what remains lies between farce,
the mimic of a clown, and self-ridicule” (Influences 213).

We cannot - and should not try to - do without such readings; they are
necessary in order to evaluate a poet that did not have the opportunity to reach
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his maturity and to give a more coherent shape to his work. However, I agree
with Dionysis Kapsalis when he states that “Philyras’ value is neither antecedent
nor simply comparative, even though we can only approach it in a comparative
manner; his value, to use an oxymoron, is relatively absolute” (132). Thus,
Philyras’ quest for the “infinite” and the “unformed,” should be evaluated “as a
failure, but a failure in itself, and not as a simple biographical accident nor as an
emancipated possibility absorbed in the subsequent achievements of [Greek]
lyricism” (125). This exhortation towards the scholarly task of clarifying the
specificity and particularity of Philyras' work is even more pressing when a
study, such as this one, attempts to cover motifs widely used in a given period,
such as the pierrot. Anne Holmes' reminder is pertinent: “[T]he Pierrot must
always be ‘a void’ to be filled up by each artist in a different manner, and no
doubt it owed some of its success [...] to its malleability to a range of private
imaginings” (62).

4. Subjection and the Thrust of Meaning in «O Iliepotog»

My analysis of Philyras' particularity will begin with a close reading of «O
[Tiepotog». I contend that in this poem two distinct strains of pierrotic poetics
can be discerned. The first one makes use, indeed, of the topos of Pierrot as an
all-too human figure. Given the frequency of this topos in Philyras' work, we can
even be justified in considering it as the main thematic element of the poem’s
design. I argue, though, that a careful consideration of the interplay between, on
the one hand, this thematic design and, on the other, the formal and prosodic
features enables us to recognize the articulation of a second type of pierrotic
poetics.? This second type, in contrast to the first, renders the pierrot an object
that resists the humanizing assimilation attempted by the speaker.

«0 IMiepoTOG» consists of eleven quatrains in iambic meter that follow an abab
rhyme scheme. The scene of enunciation does not present particular
complexities: the poetic discourse is uttered, in its entirety, by the voice of the

° My treatment of the poem is not an attempt to unearth the “formal meaning” of the poem, especially
if by “formal” one understands a spatialized, static meaning that sidesteps the actual reading
experience. On the contrary, | will pay close attention to the temporal unfolding of meaning and to the
way in which this contributes to the ironic destabilization of the humanizing ambitions of the speaker.
This phenomenological approach draws partially on Stanley Fish’s theoretical description of the
creation of literary meaning: “[This analysis] includes any and all of the activities provoked by a string
of words: the projection of syntactical and/or lexical probabilities; their subsequent occurrence or
nonoccurrence; attitudes toward persons, or things, or ideas referred to; the reversal or questioning of
those attitudes; and much more [...] The basis of the method is a consideration of the temporal flow of
the reading experience, and it is assumed that the reader responds in terms of that flow and not to the
whole utterance” (27). However, whereas Fish tends to prioritize semantic operations, | also take into
account the assumed experience of an informed reader of poetry by considering issues such as rhyme
schemes, meter and rhythm, and enjambment. From a theoretical perspective, see Simon Jarvis' salient
remarks regarding the use of the line as a unit of analysis as a way to uncover the tension between the
general design of the poem and its particular prosodic instantiation: “[The line] does not merely
contain ideas that the poet thought of earlier. It generates ideas, suggests them [....] Large schemata are
drawn up — plot, allegory, argument, and so on — and sometimes drawn up even in prose [...] for the
poet then to work at recasting in verse [....]. Each of these compositional generators — line and design —
is murderously disposed towards the other” (28). See, also, Politou-Marmarinou for the importance of
enjambment in reader-response approaches to poetry (49-50), and Lykiardopoulos for general
comments on the relation between formal innovation and clownerie in Greek poetry.
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speaking subject that attempts to test the shared space between human and
puppet. Already the first stanza establishes the dynamic and temporal nature of
poetic meaning:

[TiepdTOL E0V KL EYW KL AAAOL KOVTA TOV

KL QUTOG T000 0woToG Y dotpn (akéTa,

Tailope Pe TN @OpUA TOV, piYVAUE KATOU

T’ opolwpa ToL - Xpwpa o€ TaAgta. (1,217, 1. 1-4)

[Pierrots you and I and others near him
and he so proper in a white jacket,

we played with his form, we tossed

his simulacrum - color on a palette.]

The absence of the verb in the first line invites the reader to assume an
implied predicative syntax and to classify the characters (speaker, listener
[«ecV»], others [«d&AAow»], the entity that is referred to [«tou»]) under the
assumed predicate («miepoTO), using a common criterion of similarity. We
could therefore mentally transcribe this into a simple declarative sentence
identifying X and Y: we all are pierrots. The second line, however, subverts, to a
degree, this identification.1? In the first hemistich, he (we still don’t know who
exactly) appears to be somewhat different than the other members of the
inclusive subject that was formed in the first line; his attire gives him precedence
(«t600 owotog»). The next two lines, united by the enjambment, invalidate
completely the reconstructed identification of the first line on the basis of an
assumed similarity. The undefined entity assumes the position of a syntactical
object and is manipulated by the speaker («mailape pe T @OpUA TOL», «pliYVauE
katou»). The first hemistich of the fourth line reveals that this entity is in fact an
artificial object, a puppet. The relation of similarity is now reinscribed as a
polarity between the speaking subject («epeig» as living, human beings) and the
pierrot puppet (material, lifeless object). The original identification based on
similarity is now transformed into a relation of mastery and control. The acoustic
repetition produced by the internal rhymes - partial or complete- and the
regular rhyming patterns [«KOVT& TOU», «@OPUA TOU», «KKATOU», «OUO{WUA TOV»])
within the relatively narrow limits of the 11- and 13-syllable line reenacts the
convulsive and mechanic movements of the controlled object.

The second quatrain repeats the pattern of undermining an already
established meaning:

dTiavay’ epeig ™ otdon tov padll tov,

Ntav tuyaia kot to cVUPOAS pag

0TO TETAYUQA, OTNV TOTIOOETN 0T TOV,

elxe Tov &€vo pop@acopo kot to Siko pag. (I, 217, 1. 5-8)

[We arranged his posture, with him,
he was by chance our symbol;
in his thrust, in his positioning,

1% philokyprou also notes a game of identification based on the unstable nature of the use of personal
pronouns (41).
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he had the foreign grimace and our own.]

Reading the first line, almost up to the very end, gives the impression that it
repeats the meaning of the first stanza: that the puppet is completely controlled
by the human subject. The last two words of the line («padi tou») though subvert
this meaning by assigning a relative autonomy to the puppet, which controls its
movements in an equal way to its master. This semantic modification is further
enhanced in the following line that refers to the pierrot as an artistic symbol. If
the artist was initially presented as the master of his material, he is now asked to
understand himself as an entity (half object, half subject) that exerts only partial
control over himself. The borderline state between mastery and subjection is
repeated, in reverse order but with equivalent semantic content in the last two
lines of the stanza. The speaking subject acknowledges the impossibility of the
absolute subjection of the puppet: Despite the fact that its mimetic powers
permit it to copy human grimaces, the element of otherness in its facial
expression is also present («€€vog LOPEATUOG»).

The fifth stanza tackles the identification between human and puppet from a
different perspective. The emphasis here lies not in the attempt by the speaker to
see his reflection on the puppet, but on the human modality of the latter’s
behavior:

'Htav autdg, 0A0KANpoG KL wpalog,

avOp®TLVOG TTOA) 0TI UTTATIOTEVLN

OTOAN TOV, 0TA KOUUTILA TOV, (PEVYAAEQG,

Bpaxvag am’ toug Babvtepoug oty évvola. (1, 217,1. 17-20)

[He was complete and beautiful,

quite human-like with his linen

uniform, his buttons, fleeting

a heavy burden on our cares (or: understanding).]

In the unit of meaning that comprises of the first line and the first hemistich of
the second one, a series of positive predicates is attributed to the pierrot
(«0AOKANPOG», «wpaiog», «avBpwmivos»). This series concludes by emphatically
stressing the similarity between the puppet and the human form. However, the
unit of meaning that takes shape if ones take into account the enjambment
between the second and third line («otn pmatiotévia oToAN TOV, GTA KOUUTILA
Tou») once again undermines the general thematic design. Whereas the reader
might expect, after encountering the adjective «avBpwmivog», an enumeration of
the puppet’s anthropomorphic qualities, she finds instead that this identification
is based on an artificial feature, the puppet’s clothing, and not on any
anthropomorphic features (for example, emotions, will, reason, speech). Finally,
note the controlled polysemy of the last word of the stanza - «évvoia». If the
internal synizesis demanded by the metric pattern of the rest of the poem is
preserved («&-vvola») then the word denotes care or concern. However, if the
word is read with an internal hiatus («€-vvot-a») then such a reading would
prioritize a rendition of «évvowa» as “concept”.!l In both cases though, the

! See Frantzi for an insightful discussion of synizesis and hiatus in Philyras poetry. Frantzi
convincingly refutes earlier critical views that saw instances of hiatus as indicators of technical
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meaning formed disturbs the identification between subject and object by
undermining either its sympathetic or its cognitive dimension.

The last case I want to scrutinize is the final stanza, which summarizes
and concludes many of the issues addressed so far:

Elxe mpwBUoTEPN N HOPPT] TOV oNuAGio

KL OUWG HaG amatoVoe 0Aoug padl

KL EVW 1TV AvOpw oG 0waoTodg, ovoia
yupevape kot 0edape va Cet... (I, 217, 1. 41-44)

[His form had a significance that was prothysteron
and yet he tricked us all

and while he was a proper man, an essence

we sought and wanted him to live...]

The penultimate line poses the problem of identification between human
subject and lifeless object once again. If the reader treats this line as an
independent syntactical unit, she will assume that the pierrot has human
qualities and the last word functions as a predicate: he was or had an essence
(«ovoia»). When the reader proceeds to the last line, however, she realizes that
another enjambment distorts the hitherto formed meaning once again: «ovoia»
moves from the predicate slot to that of the syntactical object of the verb
(«yvpevapue»). What is stated here is that human essence is nothing other than
the projection of our desire for sympathetic identification on the object. The
poem thus ends by confirming the radical disjunction between human and
object, only this time the disjunction is not alleviated by the promise of mastery
of the object by the artist. If anything, what was thought to be controlled now
has, as we are told through another hyperbaton that enacts what it states,
«mpwBVoTePN onuacio»: the reader is invited to understand that the object
precedes the subject.

Close reading has thus far uncovered the following issues: first, it should be
evident that the poem’s primary concern is not the identification between living
subject and lifeless object, but the staging of the thwarted attempts of the
speaker to humanize the puppet. Therefore, the classification of «O I[Tiep6Tog» as
one of the early examples of the all-too human clownesque tradition of Greek
poetry is not sufficiently founded. Most poems in that tradition make a different
use of the pierrot figure. They usually present the speaker of the poem already
wearing the pierrot mask in order to express his sad or tragic condition.
Alternatively, they limit themselves to the description of the actions of the
pierrot figure, without making much use of the speaker’s (failed or successful)
self-reflective discourse in the process of identification with the object. The
formal design of «O IliepdTog», on the contrary, throws into sharp relief the strife
between the living subject and the artificial object, and not their implicit or
explicit identification. The second issue that needs to be pointed out is that while
the tone that is prevalent in most other pierrotic poems is a (self)sarcastic or

immaturity, and demonstrates, instead, that by the publication of «O ITiepdtoc» the two phenomena are
found in equal measure in Philyras’ work.
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(self)ironic one, in «O ITiep6Tog» this is tempered by a certain superiority of the
pierrot, something which it owes precisely to its non-human nature.

5. Puppet, Vision, and Aesthetic Force

This alternating sequence between anterior and present meaning can serve as an
entryway for a consideration of the affiliations between «O Iliepotog» and
certain ideas on automata and other human simulacra circulating during the first
decades of the 20th century. Henri Bergson’s essay on laughter, Le Rire: essai sur
la signification du comique (Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic,
1900), offers a useful perspective for the examination of some of the issues at
stake here.12 In his examination of the origin of laughter, and the sense of the
comic in general, Bergson places laughter within the domain of the human: Only
a human, and not a lifeless object, can be the cause of laughter (3). However, his
subsequent analysis of this human nature complicates matters. Building on the
example of a man stumbling on the street while running, he argues that what
makes us laugh in this case is the involuntariness of the act: “[T]hrough lack of
elasticity, through absentmindedness and a kind of physical obstinacy, as a result
in fact of rigidity or of momentum, the muscles continued to perform the same
movement when the circumstances of the case called for something else” (9).
The “mechanical inelasticity,” expanded as a semantical field in order to
comprehend everything that can be classified under the category of automatism
-including marionettes- will come up constantly as a “leitmotiv” in Bergson's
essay (21). Like the notion of automatism, it is always connected with the idea of
man struggling between what has passed and what is taking place at the present.
The following passage is indicative of this temporal dysfunction: “Let us try to
picture to ourselves a certain inborn lack of elasticity of both sense and
intelligence, which brings it to pass that we continue to see what is no longer
visible, to hear what is no longer audible, to say what is no longer to the point; in
short, to adapt ourselves to a past and therefore imaginary situation” (11,
emphasis my own). This link between automatism and temporal disjunction
describes the structuring of poetic meaning in «O Iliepdtog». The dual
understanding of meaning as action, as something we do and something that is
done to us, allows us to realize that Philyras is actually playing an elaborate game
of identification between human and object. This distortion of the sequence of
meaning throws the reader into new situations while she is equipped with an
already shaped yet and no longer suitable understanding. This forces her to
constantly adapt her interpretation. The figure of the “absent-minded
individual,” the automatized individual that is absent from the present moment,
is something that Bergson will press on, throughout the rest of the essay, until
the definition of its comedic character culminates in the diagnosis of a lack of
conscious subjectivity. Bergson’s analysis, therefore, brings to light the
complexities in the initial connection between the comic element and the human
realm: it is the inhuman dimension in the human that is the source of laughter.
The comic character is the one who lacks self-awareness: A comic person is
comic only insofar as “he suffers from an ignorance of himself” (16).

12 See Naoum for a fruitful treatment of Bergson’s ideas and the genealogy of clowns and human
simulacra in the work of Giannis Skarimpas.
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It is, however, precisely this absence of self-consciousness that is treated in a
positive light in the earlier romantic tradition of puppet literature. Heinrich von
Kleist's novella Uber das Marionettentheater (On the Theater of Marionettes,
1810) foregrounds the puppet as a symbol of paradisiac bliss the loss of which
the modern artist must face. The novella’s narrator meets a certain Herr C. who,
despite being the first dancer in the opera, demonstrates an intense fascination
with puppet theater and especially dancing puppets. Herr C. explains that it is
not the vulgar comic elements that interest him. He is, instead, attracted to the
absolute grace that he sees in puppets. It is this grace that renders them superior
to human dancers. Explaining that the main advantage enjoyed by puppets is the
absence of artificiality and affectation - an absence that is made possible by the
separation of consciousness from the acting body - Herr C. convinces the
narrator with the claim that the puppet’s handler controls only the center of
gravity during motion. Kleist's playful argument suggests that it is the non-
human nature of the puppet that allows them, paradoxically, to avoid the
artificiality of affectation;13 the puppet is simultaneously more material and
more spiritual than its human counterparts. The religious echo of man's fall from
a state of grace, caused by knowledge and self-awareness, is palpable and Herr C.
makes explicit the relationship between man, puppet, and the divine: “Whereto I
said, that, as cleverly as he might maneuver the crux of his paradox, he would
never convince me that there was more grace in a jointed mechanical figure than
in the structure of the human body. He replied that it would simply be impossible
for a human being to even hold his own with the mechanical figure. Only a god
could measure up to inert matter in this regard; and here precisely was the point
at which the two ends of the ring-shaped world came together” (269).

Kenneth Gross has argued that Kleist prioritizes the puppet’s “special grace”
and sidesteps “what is eerily, necessarily unnatural, even clumsy and grotesque
in its movements” (64). This romantic quest for aesthetic transubstantiation is
absent from Bergson, where the acknowledgment of a certain - pathetic -
suffering and a grim sense of humor sets the tone of his account of automatism
and human simulacra. Philyras’ treatment of puppetry, as we shall see,
represents an attempt to bring together both the romantic idealization and the
acknowledgment of the forceful, even “grotesque” way in which spirit can be
applied to matter. The combination of these two tendencies, which stresses the
existing but sombre link between puppet and visionary, allows the reader to map
a positive relation, and not a disjunctive one, between the two in Philyras' work.

Philyras’ diary notes from his days in Dromokaitio help us trace these links.
Without imposing too much of a rigid structure on these scattered notes, it
seems that their main concern is to demarcate the boundaries between reason
and madness. The perspective of the writer alternates between moments in
which he adopts the viewpoint of a sane man who contemplates on the tragic
fate of the unfortunate madmen he is institutionalized with, and other moments
in which he embraces his fate as madman and laments the fact that he still has
periods of clarity and presence of mind.1# The reasons he offers for embracing

3 For an insightful reading of Kleist’s ironical framing of the story see de Man.

Y« Ziro n tpédhal Eyd o Pdpog 10 govale. AAG Sev @Taved SoTuyde 6To DWOoC HEPIKdV €8k HEca.
BAénete Swtnpd axdun Kamolo Aoyikn kot ovtd pe pewdvet [...] Katapapévn Aoyikn mov 6° aenoe
UEGO POV OTOPLO O OVNAENG OTEPOYAiTNG, TOTE B TNV TapT Kot vtV TeAeloTikd. Not. O va
anoTpeAlabd, va un vimbem T titota, tinota. Znto n tpéhial» [“Long live madness! I, Romos, shout
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the role of the madman are of special interest for this study. Madness allows for
vision, without obstruction from outside reality: «E6w TtouvAdylotov ywopaote
kal Beol, MAGBEL N pavtacia pag Koouoyovies kal ocav kepavvol oxi{ouv To
SLAOTNUA Ol EYKEPAALKEG CUUTILECELS, IOV VTIOBAAAOLY TN GUVTEAELQ, TN SeVTEPT
mapovola [...]. To TpBéAL TG evécews, N TTAAN TwV HKPOBlwv, Ol OPAUATIONOL,
ovTe xaolg 1 omov va Emwva» [“At least here we become gods, our imagination
creates cosmogonies and cranial pressures tear up space like lightnings,
foreboding the end of the world the second coming... The dizziness of the
injection, the battle of the germs, the visions, these far exceed hashish and
opium”] (“Life” 96-7). Addressing the assumed reader of these notes:

Kalt opwg moéoov avwtepol €lve amd o0€va, TAANE HOU YVWPLUE, Ol
Kawovpylot toutol ovvtpool. To Belo avumdkpito mavidt Toug OGO
ayvoTEPO, TYWTEPO oamd 10 S8k0 ocov [..]. E8w o xabévag eival
OUVETIAPUEVOG OTIO TNV TPAYLWKN Tvon Tou egufatnplov mouv Tailel
SNULOVPYWVTAG KAL KATAOTPEPOVTAG £EW ATIO GUVONKEG, VOUOUGS KAl BeaTeg
TO XWHalpkd G {wng Tou dvelpo. O Beloy, povadikol povoroyol, vTeAipla,
TOVOL KaL Kayyxaopol Twv avevdivwv! (“Life” 99)

[And yet, how far superior these new partners are, compared to you my old
friend. How much purer and more honest is their divine, unaffected game
than yours [...]. Here, everyone is enthralled by the tragic breath of his song,
creating and destroying the chimeric dream of his life beyond constraints,
laws and spectators. O, divine monologues, deliriums, pains and guffaws of
those without responsibility!]

These visionary experiences are marked by their absoluteness; they do not
permit the intrusion of outside reality:

'0,TL xapaktnpilel TNV TPEAAX €lve £VaG ATTOAVTOG KAl aBWog EYwIoUOS IOV
aypodwTtilel adté€oda v Puxnv péoa €1§ ToV (ALyyoVv TwV UTIOKELUEVIKOV
mapalcOnoswyv ™G Kappid emxowwvia pe TNV TPAYHATIKOTNTA, KOPULK
ETMAPN PE TOUG “GAAovg” [...] kaBévag KAEWGUEVOG oTOV €VTO TOL [...] oL
TpaylKol TapaodnTiKol ev £x0VV TTAPA VA AVOLYOKAEIOOLY TA XEPLA TOUG
otov aépa S1a va tepLmtuxBovv tag xpaipag twv. (“Life” 92-3)

[What characterizes madness is an absolute and innocent egoism that
captures, with no way out, the soul in the vertigo of its subjective
hallucinations. No communication with reality, no contact with “others” [...]
everyone enclosed in himself [...] the tragic hallucinated ones need only to
embrace the air in order to find themselves in the arms of their chimeras.]

The crucial point to notice, though, is that confinement within the limits of the
self does not amount to any notion of an autonomous, self-sufficient subject,
precisely because the madman lacks any form of self-consciousness, any point
from which he can look back at himself. Instead, there is a hollowing out of

this. Unfortunately, | cannot reach the heights of some of those in here. You see, | still possess some
logic and this brings me down [...]. Damned logic, left intact within me by the merciless tuberculosis,
when will you be taken away once and for all? Yes, | want to go completely crazy, to feel nothing
anymore, nothing. Long live madness!”] (“Life” 86).
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personality and subjectivity in the sense that he does not possess any form of
self-consciousness: «Twpa Sev eive kabBévag mapa €vag 1Noklog avlpwmov, i
axvn oklaypagio avBpwtov, oxedov anpoodioplot» [“Now, they all are but a
shadow of a man, a vague sketch of the human, almost undefinable”] (“Life” 93).

The connection between vision and the empty subjectivity of a human
simulacrum brings us back to the question of the puppet. Seen from this
perspective, the rhetoric of the numerous descriptions of the figures of the
madmen is not that different from the description of the movements of a
marionette:

«XEPLX ATTOOKEAETWUEVA TTACTIATEVOUV HEGA OTNV AYAV 0AV VX KUVIYOUV
UL PEVYOAEQ OKTIVA AT TNAN, KOppLd Bacaviopuéva oTapalovy EMAVW OTIG
KAlveg, GAAa Tapaldovtal amd TOUG OTACHOUS, AQVATETOUVTAL 0AOpOa cav
dAvwTol vekpol, TTou avamndovve 0AOCWHOL AT’ TOUG TAPOLS TwV [...] Kt
agova tivalovtal Za 6 TPOCTAY L.

[Bony arms grope in the fog as if they hunt a fleeting, deceitful ray, tortured
bodies trembling in their beds, others shaken by spasms, jump up like
unspoiled corpses that rise up from their graves [...] And suddenly they
jump up. As if an order was given] (“Life” 87-88).

This implied connection between madman and puppet is stated
unambiguously later on: «I[16ceg @opég Sev ovelpevovtal [to Bavato] otov
UTIVO TOUG Kal TOV EUTIVO, TA TTOAVBACAVICUEVA VEVPAOTIACTA TWV PUXWCEWYV,
OTA TPAYLKA WTEWVA TOVG Stodeippato» [“How many times don’t they dream
[of death] while awake and asleep, these tortured marionettes of psychosis, in
their tragic breaks of light...”] (“Life” 103).

In this sense, one can argue that Philyras' understanding of the role of poet-
prophet poet is closer to what Plato described as «pd&vtng» in the Timaeus.
According to Gregory Nagy, “mantis is being recognized as one who speaks from
an altered mental state, let us call it inspiration” (26). Commenting on Plato’s
philosophical connection between uavtn¢ and uavia, Nagy proceeds to verify it
etymologically: “[T]he etymology of mantis is 'he who is in a special [i.e., marked
or differentiated] mental state' (from the root *men-, as in Latin mens, mentis),
while that of mania is 'a special [i.e., marked, differentiated] mental state’ (again,
from root *men-)” (26). Indeed, the lyric speaker in the «ITomtg» attributes the
ability to write prophetic poetry precisely to his “altered mental state:” «Emeidn
Kal elya Xx&oel To pEYOvAo, €lpal / O EUTIVEUOUEVOG OVEIPWV KoL KOOGUWYV
TpoENTNG».1°

The connection between madness and prophetic poetry - especially when we
keep in mind that madness is characterized by a distorted subjectivity - can be
detected in various ways in Philyras' poetry. For instance, one can interpret his
often commented-upon disordered syntax as a formal strategy for the
representation of the “extreme disjunctiveness” of the manic mode of writing
(Hawes 11).16 Subtler ways are also available to represent the reconfigured

1> See here, p. 1.

1° See Varnalis’ brief but suggestive remarks on Philyras’ writing in a condition of “pythic enthusiasm
and introxication” (222). Agras comments on Philyras’ marked syntax are pertinent: “The poem moves
along, nice and strong, with its noble breath, the extravagance of its images, its dainty mood, its airy
rhythmical sway... - and then, suddenly, this rhythm gets tangle up, it becomes something that could
only somewhat be named asyndeton, hyperbaton or anacoluthon, - a kind of vertigo of poetic thought, a
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subjectivity of the prophetic. For example, the poem «Ndapxiooog», begins with a
characteristic example of self-consciousness. The speaker of the poem is
speaking to his soul:

Eima ™m¢ Yyuymg pov:

- OpVAog eloal ov,
ayyelog eovV ‘oat
BpUAog TOGOL KOGHOV,

[.]

Eixec avefel,

LE KIOOOUG Kol pUpTa

OTOALOTY),

TPOG TO PWG ATIAVOU,

AovAovda oTE@AVOL

ota poAda [...] (I, 228,1. 1-4 and 1. 11-16)

[l said to my soul:

-You are a legend,

an angel is what you are
a legend for all the world

[.]

You had risen

with vines and flowers
crowned,

up high towards the light
laurels are on your hair...]

The next movement of the poem sees the poet abandoning the dialogic form,
in order to dwell deeper in his newfound subjectivity:

'Exw avaotn0el

o’ évav equTo [ov,

amelpo, Babv,

TAGopa Tov eavtov pov (11, 228, 1. 20-23)

[l have risen

into a self

infinite, deep,

a creation of my own self”]

In the two magnificent last stanzas of the poem, the speaker becomes
restricted to the perspective of an outsider; he describes himself as an observer:

©pVvAog 0 PAVpag,
BeoTiko otolxelo,
otdAaypa abepiowv,

kind of eddy...” (“Philyras” 955). In his discussion of the sonnet «Kémog» (“Toil”) Kapsalis juxtaposes
the poem’s disordered syntax and its mantic tone (127).
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SpocepwV TINYWV,

[.]

TAVW 0’ ACTIPOV ATL,

™mg Aydmng Npws,
TaeL otov ovpavo. (11,229, 1. 28-31 and 1. 41-43)

[“Philyras is a legend,
an element divine,
the drop of ethereal,
cool springs

[..]

riding a white horse,
a hero of Love,
he goes to the sky.]

6. Conclusion: At the Limit of Romantic Vision

The appearance of the prophetic mode in Greek romantic poetry is marked by
the lyric subject’s confidence in the idealizing force of his vision and utterance.
The minor prophet in Dionysios Solomos’ «Eig¢ ®paykioka ®pdilep» (1849) is
not burdened by ambivalence or doubt. It is with joy («xap& ylopdtog») that he
addresses the Girl and sees the moral world in which she participates («[...] To
péoa mMAoUTOG. / ‘Opop@og KOG oG NOKOG, ayyeAlka TAacuevog! » [“[...] the inner
wealth. A world beautiful, moral, angelically created”]). The sensible world of
matter in this imaginative universe both accords with the intelligible world of
spirit («Kt av yla ta média 6ov, kaAn, KL av yio v Ke@ain oov / kpivoug o AiBog
éByave, xpvod ate@av’ o NAog» [If for your feet, dear, and for your head / the
rock sprouted lilies, the sun offered a golden wreath]) and is benevolently
regarded as somewhat lacking («6wpo Sev €xovve yia oe» [“they have no gift for
you”], 299).

This happy subjectivity of the prophetic mode is a possibility forever lost
in Philyras’ poetry. However, the awareness of this loss does not lead to the
representation of an exclusively disenchanted world. Among other modalities,
Philyras explores the pierrotic poetics and thematics in order to articulate the
particularity of visionary experience in modernity. The close reading of “O
«[TtepdTOG» in this article demonstrates that the poem cannot be simply read as a
forerunner of the interwar xAavoiyeAwg. On the contrary, through the
destabilization of the notion of a self-sufficient and creative self, Philyras assigns
to his pierrot a significantly more complex role that both draws from and resists
the romantic tradition. The subsequent treatment of the topos of the Pierrot in
relation to the representation of madness by Philyras foregrounds the violence
of the aesthetic. The emphasis on the force with which spirit in-forms matter
disarticulates the romantic ideology of the aesthetic and grants Philyras a
radically modern and “relatively absolute” position in the poetry of his era.
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