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ABSTRACT: Although Greece was not incorporated into the Soviet Bloc and
the beaten Communist partisans were forced to leave or to remain silent —
and obedient, nevertheless contemporary Greek culture is permeated by
nostalgia for Communism, by the thought: how it would have been if we
had shared the Communist dogma with our northern neighbours? There is
no 1989 milestone in Greece, but there is another transformation, that of
1974, with the fall of the ultra-rightist junta. Then the leftist political scene
was finally un-gagged. Since then, the Communist sentiments — expressed
through ideology, motives, and aesthetics — have been present in public
life and in the literary canon. The text explores how the position of women
is represented in the canon and how this may also be attributed to the nos-
talgia for Communism. Women are often depicted as if they came from
Communist times: working-class, efficient, belligerent, with the stress put
on their usefulness towards the society and not on their physical attributes,
achievements or other personal traits. The source material is contempo-
rary school literary texts, starting with the ballad about the enwalled wife
in the folk song The Bridge of Arta.

KEYWORDS: Greek school canon, nostalgia for Communism, women in
literature

1 The text was written within the framework of the NCN project 2020/37/B/
HS2/00152 entitled The topos of an “immured woman’” in the cultures of South-Eastern
Europe and Hungary, led by prof. Grazyna Szwat-Gytybow.

299


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6144-0243

Przemystaw Kordos

Introduction

For a person “on the outside, looking in”, in this case for a Polish
scholar dealing with Modern Greek topics, some cultural phenomena
are nevertheless easy to grasp, to study, and even to explain sufficiently.
At times, the whole cultural reality itself seems to evoke keys to its so-
lution. In Modern Greece, for example, a grand key is about antiquity:
to understand the process in linguistics, architecture, folk culture, tra-
ditions or religion, especially in a rural context, and to a myriad of
other issues, antiquity, that is, Ancient Greek antiquity — its influence,
its memory, its reception — is an inevitable factor not to be omitted in
any study. It can be rejected after a thorough dispute, but it cannot be
ignored.

Other phenomena, while lingering and even omnipresent, are blind
spots of both popular and scholarly interests alike. Again, within the
Modern Greek world, such topics with virtually no bibliography are the
meaning and usage of komboloi, the so-called “worry-beads” or “lay-
men’s rosaries”. Many Greeks, especially older ones, and especially
men, have and use them (play with them?), but any publication tack-
ling this presence and practice from any perspective is virtually absent,
but for several articles that give a fragmented view. In the meantime,
komboloi workshops in Nauplio work in full swing. Roughly the same
applies to the Greek abundance of “evil eye” talismans, with faiths and
rituals surrounding them, though for years the blue-eyed motif reigns
in tourist shops as part of versatile design pattern. The scholars venture
to find links of this custom to the East or dive into the past, finding
similarities in the ancient baskania rites, but, again, they do not fully
address the widespread and very much alive beliefs. Or the importance
and contemporary role of the Greek shadow theatre, named Karaghi-
ozis after its protagonist, that once was a solid political voice equal to
newspaper debates, now a waning and more seldom with every year
pastime for children after any Sunday liturgy.

However, there is a group of cultural phenomena that escape any
attempt that tries to harness them, especially when it comes to cases
where cultural studies meet deep, yet poorly documented presence
in society itself. Such phenomena seem composed of elements from
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apparently unchained regions of social life, often materialising on the
verge of perception. They manifest as an inclination, a zeitgeist, or
a certain “vibe”, for lack of a better word, bordering on an intuition
that eludes any method of describing it. Thus, | put myself to drawing
a touch nearer to such an out-of-grasp feeling, that sense of the Modern
Greek nostalgia for communism.

Communist inspiration

The idea comes from Warsaw Syntagma, that is, Constitution Square
that was rebuilt in the early 1950s as one of the most striking exam-
ples of the soc-realistic architectural complex. The stern, sandstone fa-
cades of buildings that surround the square are decorated with series of
reliefs. One of these series depict eight bulky figures; the builders of
the communist system. They represent eight roles, eight professions.
The three depicted women are: a kindergarten teacher, a textile ma-
chine operator and a mother. The figure of mother is clearly depicted
here as a social role, as a profession, not as a part of a family. She, the
mother, is one of the key builders of communism, the one that — with
the others — will rebuild the country in a new ideological frame. The
individual did not matter in the system, that is a known fact, but | was
struck by this blatant suppressing of a family life and assigning the
once-intimate role to be a cog in an ideological machine.? Both places
in the capital are left untouched, surrounded by growing modern edi-
fices. They preserve memories of past, communist (socialist, in fact)
times and in some these places evoke nostalgia for a different Warsaw:
less happy, but also less commercialized. It is surely a reflexive nostal-
gia, in Svetlana Boym classic classification,® pensive but not reactive.

I have been observing Modern Greek life and culture, chiefly let-
ters, for the better part of 30 years now. | have come across such an
elusive phenomenon once before, namely a concept of Modern Greek-
ness as a bipolar construct.* The concept states that in order to under-

2 For more on the Square as well on the MDM district, see Obarska 2010.
®  Boym 2001.
4 Fermor 2004: 96ff.; Herzfeld 1996: 20ff. For discussion cf. Kordos 2019: 12-13.
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stand Greeks better, it is advantageous for the sake of argumentation
to assume that the Modern Greek identity consists of two opposing
parts, one that weighs towards the ancient traditions, towards logic and
critical thinking, the Hellen part, and the other, fascinated by Byzan-
tium and its legacy, believing in improvisations and predominance of
emotions (over thought), the Romaic part. Furthermore, indeed, ex-
plaining some events, processes and phenomena with this mental tool
sometimes works wonders. However, it has its apparent limitations:
the simplicity of the quasi-academic tool omits details and introduces
a schizophrenia-like concept where there is none. In fact, it is better to
think otherwise about this division: the crust of the Modern Greek iden-
tity is Antiquity-oriented, while its core leads to Romaic. Such a model,
again, has its flaws, but sometimes explains cultural phenomena more
successfully. ®

In the eyes of a Polish scholar the Greek nostalgia for commu-
nism would be of a different type, beyond Boym scope, as a longing
for something un-experienced: it comes straightforwardly from the
fact that Greece was never a communist or even a socialist country. It
came very close to becoming one just after World War 2 when numer-
ous communist partisans tried to take over power. Their partisan army
was defeated in the bitter civil war by the right royalists with substan-
tial help from the British and then from the Americans. Their remnants
had to leave the country, and their populations were scattered among
the states on the Eastern side of the Iron Curtain. The communist party
and ideology were banned in the state rebuilt with Marshal Plan ample
financial support. The Greeks, in some eyes, traded political ideals for
rapid economic growth and the equally swift promotion of their war-
devastated country to the Western world.

On the other hand, tangible examples of this nostalgia are surpris-
ingly few. There is a whole streak of rock music, originally created by
such bards as Manos Loizos or Dionysios Savvopoulos bards (and later,
seemingly forever, sung by such voices as Vassilis Papakonstatinou),
there are two alternate history novels® that depict Greece under com-
munist rule. There is an Irini Dragasaki’s short film O urourac pov, o

®  Further details e.g. in Aggelaki 2022: 141-158.
& Alexatos 2010; Fyssas 2011.
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Aéviv ka1 o Ppévro (Daddy, Lenin and Freddy),” there are communist
party marches and Che Guevara T-shirts. There is, finally, a recently
(2017) opened museum in Amaliada, devoted to Nikos Belogiannis,
one of the most famous post-war communist martyrs (“martyrs”?).
“These are all incidental, they do not compose a firm constellation.
They belong to the fringes of the social consciousness.

Greece lived its political landslide two generations ago. It came in
1974, with the fall of the junta, of the rightist military regime that tum-
bled under the weight of student protests and fatal meddling of junta
rulers into Cypriot affairs. The new political system, which still exists
today, has been a bipartisan democracy that substantially strengthened
the leftist part of the political spectrum. The Greek Communist Party
was made legitimate again in 1974, and since then, it has been continu-
ously supported by 5% to 10% of contemporary society (as of the June
2023 elections — 8% support).

Since 1974 the Greek political system was strictly bipartisan. The
only breach in this model was brought by the severe 2007 financial
crisis, that (temporarily?) brought leftist PASOK down and brought to
light the radical SYRIZA. The Tsipras government, 2015-2019, was
the only socialising cabinet in power in the last 50 years. It too came
down in a crash, but these several years of official radical leftists” ideol-
ogy apparently left little scars on communist supporters — as least so it
seems from a Polish perspective where the left is permanently weak or
even absent in the parliamentary scene.

Even in the pre-1974 era, communism ideology was perceived by
some as a dream, as a utopian road not taken, and this longing, this
nostalgia, is still subtly present in Greek art and letters. It has not been
rightly studied, as maybe such research would demand a foreign per-
spective, an alien eye, possibly of someone who used to experience life
under the communist regime to find these scattered markers pointed at
another, much more leftist reality.?

Nevertheless, these markers are present in most unusual places, like
the aesthetics of public statues. The Greeks are fond of sculptures, and

" Filippaki 2016.
8 For more on junta period, its dissolution and aftermath, see e.g. Anastasakis,
Lagos 2021.
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their towns and countryside are decorated by many of them. Surpris-
ingly few, though, depict women. Moreover, even if they do, women
are displayed in roles, as role models, as or accessories to men, even
“became men”. They depict mothers, allegories (Greece, Freedom,
both of feminine gender in Greek) or, rarely — but famously — as fight-
ers. Only few depict individuals, such as the famous “Sleeping Female
Figure” (1878) by Yannoulis Chalepas, sculpted in marble for the tomb
of 18-year-old Sofia Afentaki, or the much more recent bust of Melina
Mercouri (1999), or a gilded statue of Maria Callas facing the southern
slopes Acropolis — unveiled only in 2021. In Athens, mothers dominate
the list, chiefly because of numerous mother depictions on courtyards
of maternity hospitals. One cannot omit a famous centrally placed Pi-
raeus “Statue of the Mother” (Agalma tis Miteras, 1959) by Yannis
Pappas, carved from white Pentelic marble and standing at 3.6m. Or
another powerful work — linking motherhood with national suffering —
is “Mother of the Occupation Period” (Mitera tis Katochis) by Costas
Valsamis, in bronze, installed in 1979 at the First Cemetery of Athens.
Both these mothers hold their little children.

In Zagoria, near Albanian borders, there is a 6-metre-high statue of
an “Epirot woman”, a village-dressed woman equipped with munitions
that symbolises local support for the Greek Army fighting Italians in
1940 in the North Greece mountains, allegedly when women, elderly,
children, and priests, all took part in a collective effort to relieve the
troops. Elsewhere, in the Southern Peloponnese, there is a (modern?)
statue of a fierce-looking woman armed with a sickle, the statue that
commemorates a battle that took part in Pyrgos Dirou village during
the Greek Revolution, in 1826, between women and elders (men were
off, fighting Turks elsewhere) and an unsuccessful Turkish marine
landing party. The monument’s plaque praises the women fighters and
states clearly: “Glory to you, and three times glory, women, for you
became men”.®

And indeed, their aesthetics are not at all Warsaw, especially from
monuments and reliefs created during the Stalinist and early post-Sta-
linist era, and not only from the aforementioned Constitution Square.

®  Ebye cog, petoevye oag // yovaikeg avdpeg yivete // cav avdpeiopéves piyecde //

oav Apaloves KpovETe.
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Many sculptures surrounding the Warsaw Palace of Culture and Sci-
ences, the edifice completed in 1955 — so only a couple of years af-
ter the Constitution Square was finished — dominates the capital centre
and, if these sculptures were moved to Athenian streets, they would
not surprise anyone: they would blend in. As an outsider | dare to ar-
gue that the socialist realism aesthetic resonates with the Greek ten-
dency to depict women in a functional, practical way — as members of
society working toward the greater good and toward social prosperity
and not as individuals praised for personal achievements. It does not
exclude the plethora of individualist examples: of mothers, lovers, art-
ists that praise individuality and live individually, but — in comparison
to a gamut of male roles — women seem severely reduced. Like with
the aforementioned Hellenic-Romaic identity model, this is the con-
cept, flawed and simple, that — | believe — can explain several cultural
phenomena.

Furthermore, | argue that communist nostalgia strengthens these
aesthetics — and is visible in other cultural areas. The specific depiction
of women and the distinctive positioning of women creators, exists in
literature and — what is uncomplicated to observe — in literary school
canon.

For the sake of this paper, | understand canon in a straightforward
way: as the repository of works of letters that are regarded worthy and
proper to be exhibited to children and teenagers through the national
education system. Such canon is largely defined by the politics, and
it is created by textbook authors whose work is in turn evaluated and
accepted by the government institutions. | treat it not only as a list but —
following the Greek etymology of the term — as a set of rules that make
up any given canon. But what is most important for me is not how
the canon has been created nor who has created it, but looking at it as
source material, | try to envisage working rules and ideas behind it.

Thesis

Since 1974 leftist and less conservative texts have been incorpo-
rated in the school canon, text written by such writers as Nikos
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Kazantzakis — suspicious due to his political views and leftist fascina-
tions or Konstantinos Cavafy — treated suspiciously for his non-heter-
ogenic views on love and relations, as well as regarded a cryptic poet.
Nevertheless, some things were left unchanged. One is the surprising
positioning of a female figure and the presence of women writers and
protagonists in such a defined canon. | argue further that that is the
lingering patriarchal worldview, a conservative notion on the role and
position of women and — paradoxically — that of leftist nostalgia, now
unchained and finally righteously represented: all these speak here in
unison.

Women included in the canon are rarely authors of any source
material. If so, their texts often concern men or their relations with
men. Otherwise, many texts are presented mainly as an accessory to
men. Women’s voices speak in unison with men’s representations of
women characters. They most often play roles in the family — mothers
(grandmothers), sisters, and wives. They are helpers in men’s work,
supporting their chores and accompanying their tasks. In an extreme
case, they are bizarre literary phenomena, writing a type of literature
on the fringes of its interest and identity. The change is there, but is not
yet getting momentum. It starts in a less restricted environment: chil-
dren and YA books and hopefully, through years, will reach the school
canon.0

Texts and sources

To look at this phenomenon in detail, | decided to analyse only contem-
porary schoolbooks for Modern Greek language and literature, from the
first year of elementary school, through gymnasium (middle school)
until the last year of lyceum (high school).™* | examined the textbooks
that accompany the process of mastering the mother tongue, that is, the

0 Cf. Kanatsouli 2008.
1 The books are all available in digital form on the ministry project Psyfiako Scho-
leio (Digital School) webpage.
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textbooks for Glossa (Language) — obligatory for classes in elementary
education, and chose most of the texts written by or solely on women.*?

Moreover, the Greeks introduced in high schools (gymnasium and
lyceum) a particular school subject — Logotechnia — devoted to litera-
ture, primarily Greek. There the literary canon is virtually part of the
school curriculum from its beginning to its end. These schoolbooks are
anthologies of texts, with modest introductions and a small number of
exercises that are supposed to open the discussion on a given text and
give students tasks for their homework. The order of the literary texts is
sometimes composed thematically and sometimes, on later levels, his-
torically. The examples mentioned below do not exhaust all the female-
written and female-themed texts, but they are representative as | found
and read them all. In a given category | decided to exhibit the most
striking examples.

Now, women continue to occupy a marginal position in the literary
canon — both as writers and as central characters.'® Although conserva-
tive views from the pre-1974 period still cast a long shadow, even the
narratives shaped by leftist nostalgia have not managed to open space
for female expression.!* These two seemingly contrasting ideologies
end up rhyming in their silence on this issue. Margarita Gerouki’s re-
search into Greek biology textbooks — particularly sections concerning
sex education — clearly demonstrates that the material is outdated in
regard to evolving social norms. Attempts at curricular innovation are
consistently blocked by influential conservative groups, including the
Orthodox Church, which contributes to the persistence of gender ste-
reotypes.® Elsewhere, in Modern Greek literature, women are typically
assigned supporting roles, cast as mothers, sisters, or wives.'® Histori-
cal textbooks similarly maintain outdated gender portrayals, minimis-
ing women’s historical significance. Meselidis finds that these texts
often present women through a stereotypical lens, which shapes so-
cial perceptions of gender roles.'” A notable example is the idealised

2 An evalution of new set of textbooks, and hopefully new canon, is pending.
¥ Gouvias, Alexopoulos 2016.

14 Koulouri, Venturas 1994.

%5 Gerouki 2008: 338-340.

% Alexopoulos, Stamou, Papadopoulou 2022.

7 Meselidis 2009.
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image of Greek women during the harsh winter of 1940-1941, who are
portrayed as carrying ammunition to aid male soldiers fighting in the
Greco-Italian War in Epirus.

An overview of current Greek language and literature textbooks —
spanning primary to secondary education — confirms the scarcity of
texts by or about women.?® Greek literary culture remains heavily
male-centric; female writers receive little acknowledgment and are fre-
quently relegated to the realm of genre or popular fiction. The label of
“women’s literature” is often used dismissively and these books are
physically segregated in bookstores by their unmistakable covers. As
Stamatios Papadakis also notes in his examination of school materials,
even including informatics textbooks, depictions of women and their
roles in contemporary Greek society remain dominated by clichés and
traditional stereotypes.®

A starting point is a folk song, now in the curriculum of the second
year in middle-grade schools, a ballad entitled Tou giofyriou tis Artas.?°
It follows a story of a bridge being erected, without much success, in
the Epirote town of Arta. The builders are in despair, but when a bodi-
less voice from heaven commits them to sacrifice a human being in
the bridge foundation for the construction to be finished, they move
with this plan without any word of defiance. The victim is supposed
not to be random — it has to be a woman, the wife of protomastoras, the
chief constructor, the master builder. She is summoned — a messenger
is a talking bird — she gladly comes; she is tricked inside a bridge pillar
to look for the allegedly lost wedding ring of her husband, and while
inside, she is walled alive by all the builders, and her hushand throws
the first enormous boulder. With her last breath, she curses the bridge,
but is convinced to reverse the curse because what if her brother would
cross it and fall from it? She does as she is asked to.

Therefore, it is a story of the ultimate sacrifice for the public good
and of the victim that is deprived of everything, even of revenge. Let us
take a detailed look at the exercise planned for discussion over this text.
The tasks are divided into simple exercises and more complex thematic

18 Papadakis 2018.
¥ Papadakis 2018.
2 The Bridge of Arta; Tou giofyriou tis Artas: 12-15.
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activities aimed at expanding the reading of the text to other, not neces-
sarily literary, contexts.

(A) EXERCISES
Task 1: Identify the sections of the poem and give a title for each.
Task 2: How is the difficulty of building the bridge expressed and how is
the project predicted to be accomplished?
Task 3: What is the role of the bird in the development of the narrative?
Task 4: What adverb does the master builder use in his order and which
one does the winged messenger of the message use? What does the choice
of adverb indicate in the first case and in the second case?
Task 5: How does the wife of the master builder react to the unexpected
trial, and what are her feelings towards her husband?
Task 6: Which elements of this song prove that it belongs to the genre of
ballad folk-song?

In exercises, the questions are only analytical: the expected answers
are retracing the structure of the narrative along pre-supposed lines,
and answers are often connected to quoting a particular word or phrase.
Task 5 allows for some subtle interpreting, attributing intentions and
feelings to two main characters, always along safe interpretative lines.
In contrast, the last task comes back to the poem’s form as the example
of a specific type of folk-songs.

(B) THEMATIC ACTIVITIES

[1.] Search for bibliographic information and find details about the con-
struction of stone bridges in Greece. If possible, visit an area with such
a bridge.

[2.] In collaboration with Geography and Technology teachers, organize
research groups with the aim of collecting information about the location,
function, and broader significance of bridges, both in old times and in the
modern era of significant technological development.

2 As | quote excessively the source material (in my translation) I put it in order by
listing it at the end of text and showing the original texts: it is marked with the letters
AtoF.
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The contextual tasks move away from literature towards the tradi-
tion of stone bridge construction (which in Greece is indeed plentiful)
and then to bridges in general, as if the text’s primary focus had been
around construction, not the theme of sacrifice.?

At no point does the lesson plan allow us to ask fundamental ques-
tions about this narrative: why the victim is the woman, why she does
not protest, why she accepts her fate. Just like men — builders do not
oppose a supernatural voice, the woman does not oppose her fate — and
her only act of revenge, of self-preservation (cursing the bridge), is
neutralised, revered and turned to the greater social good, exactly like
her sacrifice. Nevertheless, these concepts are not explored in the text-
book; the hierarchy, the genre roles, and the social order are preserved
and unquestioned.

Analysis

While collecting texts on women or written by women in contemporary
schoolbooks, one quickly concludes how few these texts are. Indeed,
mainstream female writers are not a standard figure even now, in the
third decade of the 21% century. Few female names came through to be
recognised in the Modern Greek world of letters, traditionally domi-
nated by men — and, from my perspective, the change is slow. Women
more often write genre literature, chiefly romance — and the so-called
female literature, dubbed sometimes para-logotechnia — that is para-
literature — is positioned separately in bookshops, and its books are eas-
ily identifiable by a particular cover style. It is no surprise then that
Modern Greek children and youths hear and read so few stories from
a female perspective: it is a well-constructed canon and represents the
overall literary tendencies. Moreover, the woman has been traditionally
frequently portrayed as a sexual object — fatal, alienated, or absent; op-
pressed, deprived, magical, exotic, unreachable (Romanticism!), and so

2 An interesting addition here is another text in the school canon, a fragment from
Maria lordanidou’s I auli mas (originally written in 1981). One of the parts chosen con-
centrated on the metaphysical element and, as the book puts it, superstitions (prolipseis)
around it.
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on. Her relationships with men have often been framed in terms of vic-
tim and aggressor, submission and dominance, love and hatred, want
and servitude.

To give some examples and to put them in order, for the sake of
this paper, | singled out three categories of the texts, divided accord-
ing to a role assigned to a female: a mother, a lover, and a rebel. These
three categories represent three prominent roles | set apart while treat-
ing the collected material. There are also a few uncategorised exam-
ples definitely worth mentioning, that are included at the end of this
enumeration.

A mother

Texts that are primarily short poems about mothers are already present
in elementary school, for example by Lefteris Papadopoulos? or Niki-
foros Vrettakos.?* Mothers are depicted as loving but religious and all
too traditional, to the point that they do not know nor accept the pro-
gress in their modern or modernised children. Later only in the more
advanced texts, like that of Vrettakos?® — again — the picture receives
some depth for the middle school, as two mothers who lost their sons
are described. Although the picture is less one-dimensional, the fact re-
mains that these mothers are related in roles to their male relatives, sol-
diers — victims of war. They are not agents, that is, active participants
of events, and their sorrow is the passive reaction to facts; they are not
contributors nor witnesses. For high school, Viktoria Theodorou? ex-
pands a mother’s picture, describing one that is put to jail for political
reasons but manages to provide for her daughter.

(C) [The last stanza] The brave have been glorified, and the heroes,
those who held onto Life and guarded Justice.

% Papadopoulos n.d.: 81-82.
% Vrettakos n.d.a: 77-79.
% Vfrettakos n.d.b: 264-265.
% Theodorou n.d.: 68-70.
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Now you pass with timid steps, weary steps, and your Humility enters the
Hall of Heroes.

Wear the garments of labour and the apron,

carry your plate with the prison food

— with these sacred robes, we want you to enter

the glory of eternity!

Mother as a heroine, a role upon a role: she is uplifted from medi-
ocrity or even humility of life in prison to eternal glory: justly playing
her assigned role and remaining a caring mother no matter what obsta-
cles. Furthermore, this sacrifice, again, deserves the highest praise.?

A lover

Schoolbooks explore earlier texts, like those written in Crete in the
17" century, as a literary part of the so-called Cretan Renaissance. Two
long poems are referred to, both having a female protagonist: Vitsentzos
Kornaros’s Aretousa? and Georgios Chortatsis’s Erofili.° Aretousa — in
a fragment intended for the very first years of elementary school — is
depicted as a perfect baby daughter and then a baby girl. At the same
time, Erofili is a model lover for her Panaretos, a woman that votes
love eternal and is a paragon of virtue, a perfect lover for a perfect man,
a dream. Though Erotokritos is a tragedy, a part of tragic events is the
perfection of this feeling and both figures. However, a reader is faced
only with a fragment that establishes the setting from the beginning of
the play.

This motif also encompasses love poems by Maria Polidouri,*®
a chief representative of expressive and sensual love poetry depicted

27 An additional dimension here is depicted Greece, the Homeland (both conveni-
ently of the feminine gender) as Mother Mothers are represented widely in a number
of other texts, and in varying contexts: as a head of a family abroad (Sari n.d.), as
a soon-to-be divorcee (Tinga n.d.), or a struggling single mother (with a father in forced
emigration, Alexiou n.d.).

2 From Erotokritos, Kornaros n.d.: 20-21.

2 From Erofili, Chortatsis n.d.: 16-19.

% Polidouri n.d.a: 192 and Polidouri n.d.b: 153-154.
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through a woman’s eyes and sensitivity. It continues to a text by Grigo-
rios Xenopoulos,* who, in his realistic novel Stella Violanti describes
a fate of love not accepted by the family’s father. In the fragment pre-
pared for high school pupils, the protagonist, Stella, is advised by her
mother to beg her father for forgiveness and denounce her feelings.
She chooses not to and — as the introductory comment states — mara-
zonei apo ton kaimo tis (103) — “[in the end] she withers from her sor-
row”. Even the protagonist is not free from entanglement with male
actions — her fiancé marries someone else eventually. A modest poem
by Zoi Karelli®2 stands out: it is an apostrophe to summer, depicting it
as an attractive young boy, an object of feelings, maybe even of desire,
expressed by the poem’s narrator. The reading is somewhat disturbing,
considering the planned, young audience.

(D) About the summer

The blond-haired boy of summer

has a blue line on his smooth forehead.

He holds the sun’s rays in his chestnut eyes, half-closing his shadowed
eyelids,

playfully brushing his freckled eyelashes.

Sun-kissed, his radiant body stands tall,

carefree, smiling aimlessly.

His teeth appear pure white,

resembling freshly washed white pebbles,

on the shore of the azure and crystalline water.

While summer metaphors are apparent, the erotic tension is equally
visible. As in the cases of Polidouri and later — Melissanthi,* the young
reader is faced with a different writing: sensual and appealing to senses:
to poetry that is not to be untangled, solved to be understood, but to be
felt. A clear line is drawn between the male and female perspectives,
confirming stereotypes and affirming the separation.

3 Xenopoulos n.d.: 103-107.
% Karelli n.d.: 246-247.
3 Melissanthi n.d.: 229.
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A rebel

There is a number of texts evoked in the later stages of education for
teenagers, written by female writers who were exceptional, original
and, to a point, subversive in their literary creation. Melpo Axioti’s in-
terwar novel Dyskoles nychtes®* was surrealistic, almost unpleasant to

foll

ow, without clear markers as to where and when the plot happens;

this memoir of a teenage girl can be a shock for conservative readers.

(E)

“Do you see? Another unexpected visitor has arrived!” said the father
when the robber left. “Did you like his pants? Did you see how many wa-
ves were around him?”

Everyone in the house was very surprised and frightened.

“Oh my Lady, my Virgin Mary;” said Aunt Dialechti, thinking that he had
come to slaughter us! But Sofido understood his kind heart. He offered
her a rosemary twig from his hand, and the knoll of it smelled beautifully,
as if it were a mountain brought down. She offered him that seat, and he
hesitated before taking it, half-smiled, and said the years are many, and he
learned to sit.

“Turn on the lights” The evening has come. At the hour when the lan-
terns are emptied and lit with fresh olive oil. The skewers of the spit-
-turner were moved forward, capturing the gathered people, and their
shadow wraps around the wall like a beast. Resting on his staff, he leans,
arms open, and relaxes, while we all stretch to reach his eyes. The evening
has come, when the lanterns are emptied and lit with fresh olive oil, when
we were overshadowed because the night is deep, because it is a murderer.
“Ive got hungry;” he said, “and I've come” He has been starved this year.
“Such drought, such desolation”

“Oh my Panagia, my All-Holy Lady, even if you were to satisfy him, he
would still complain! We are not accustomed to eating meat in the
evening..”

“Close the doors,” said the father, “let nothing special happen tonight.
Our own dinner. Let there be no loud noises... - a little quiet - close the
doors.”

34
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Crossing herself, and with her kidneys aching, Aunt Dialechti opened up.
“A troublesome year this year... Whatever fate has in store for you, you
will endure it. Locked in with the thief!... And this again? How did it

1 »

seem to you? The bitterness of laurel juices, such a fate this year!...

An absurd setting, an evening spent with a “kind-hearted” thief?
Furthermore, the family slowly opens up to an unwelcome guest, tra-
versing the order of things, the customs, and the expectations. How-
ever, what struck me most was the form — events expressed through
dialogues rendered in everyday speech. The reader must reconstruct
the setting, the situation, and the plot and fill in the gaps left by the
surrealist-inspired writer.

Margarita Lymberaki’s afterwar novel Psafina Kapela® even
a modest fragment put to read by pupils, is a much more organised
form but an outstanding topic of female liberation — the story is to fol-
low three young girls and three paths to adulthood, some more and
some much less traditional than — maybe — expected. Finally, Rea Gala-
naki and a fragment from O vios tou Ismail Ferik Pasa,®* an impor-
tant and impressive historical novel on Crete in the 19" century and
on two brothers. One is abducted as a child by the Osmans and trained
as a soldier; the other stays on the island and becomes an anti-Osman
partisan. Their paths cross again to tragic results. The fragment given
to the reader recalls events when the Muslim-turned brother returned to
his father’s house as an Osman soldier, for the first time since he had
been kidnapped. Though initially published in 1989, Galanaki’s novel —
a rare example of historical fiction — is still regarded as revolutionary
in her way of depicting the convoluted history of Greek regions dur-
ing the Osman rule, the way she tries to move away from stereotypes
and half-truths toward the complex, ambiguous and gruesome reality
of these times.

In way, for the pupils in the last gymnasium class two similar
texts were prepared. They are to read an excerpt from the autobiogra-
phy of the first (?) modern Greek female writer, Elizabeth Moutzan-
Martinegou (orig. published in 1881, decades after her death). She was

% Straw hats, Lymberaki n.d.: 52-55.
% Life of Ismail Ferik Pasha, Galanaki n.d.b.: 385-389.
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a prolific playwright, poet and translator, but still, it is her own account
of these experiences that is truly striking, as a female voice in a male
dominated work. The text is aptly rhymed with a fragment from Eleni,
i 0 Kanenas, a fictionalised biography of a first female educated painter,
Eleni Boukoura-Altamoura by Rea Galanaki.*” In the given fragment
entitled Metamfiesi, i.e. “Dressing up”, the heroine has to wear a man’s
clothes to be admitted to an Italian art school.

What is left

Some texts certainly remain outside of these three impromptu catego-
ries.® In these texts, we can encounter a poem on life and death in
general by a famous interwar love-poet Melissanthi, a sad childhood
story of poverty and depreciation by Natasa Kesmeti*® and a descrip-
tion of vanishing folk culture in the Greek island of Mykonos again by
Axioti.® Or a fragment by Zorz Sari about her friendship with another
famous writer, then a teenager, Alki Zei.*

There are also poems by a most distinguished female poet of the
late 20" and early 21% century, Kiki Dimoula, an excellent Greek candi-
date for the Nobel Prize until she died in 2020. Just four of her poems
are proposed for the pupils — one in the gymnasium and three in the
lyceum, among them one on the rain and hope and the other on the mo-
bility of things (to show the exquisite themes). These are the most dif-
ficult texts pupils would encounter during their literary education. The
poem for high-school 3"-grade teenagers* is just 30 odd verses long
and has as many as nine footnotes that sometimes interpret one or two
whole verses to make understanding the poem easier. Nevertheless, Di-
moula’s example stands out and is an exception, even in modern Greek
literature’s universal, not only female part. | decided to quote the better
part of the poem with its footnotes, introduction, and exercises to show

¥ Galanaki n.d.a.

% Most profoundly, the Orthodox Christian perpective is omitted.
% Kesmeti n.d.: 379-394.

40 Axioti n.d.b: 216-219.

4 Sarin.d.b: 179-183.

42 Dimoula n.d.a: 93-95.

316



Absent Women, the Modern Greek School Canon...

the strategy in approaching this text, standing out with its originality
and intricacy.

(F1 - introduction) From the collection To ligo tou kosmou (Some of the
world, 1971). What you particularly need to pay attention to in the
poem is that the poet a) does not limit herself to a static and objective
description of the external world but presents it through images, cha-
racterized mainly by their mobility (e.g., a white paper awakens - a roof
flaps its wings), and b) the images express her emotions or intertwine
with them (e.g., the sea resembles oblivion: we have been forgotten).

(F2 - poem) Untimely and extraordinary [1 - footnotes, below]
Between night and dawn
I found the untimely hour wedged.
Irreverent bird mirth woke me up so early, and I went out into the blind
alleys of darkness. [2]
My balcony gleams calmly
in shallow colours. [3]
Gardens are still dreaming
of the arrival of unknown flowers.
The infamous horizon unfolds slowly
like a cheap ribbon of measurement.
The sea resembles oblivion: we have been forgotten.
Infinity resembles oblivion. Oblivious infinity.
A small boat detunes in the distance,
distance takes it and it plays with it.
The level of colours rises with murmurs. [4] Shapes draw nearer with
a walking pace. [5]
A white paper awakens,
a roof flaps its wings,
a window leaflet flutters.
An alarmed bell tower wakes up,
guilty: faith must wake up first.
First of all.

(F3 - footnotes)

317



Przemystaw Kordos

[1] “Untimely and extraordinary”: To grasp the real meaning of the ver-
ses, you need to consider that “untimely” refers to premature or unripe,
and “extraordinary” refers to out of season.

[2] “ T went out into the blind alleys of darkness™ I went out at the time
when darkness retreats (metaphor from the retreat of the sea).

[3] “Shallow colours”: Colours that are still faint.

[4] “The level of colours rises with murmurs”: Colours gradually become
clearer and more vibrant.

[5] “Shapes draw nearer with a walking pace”: The shapes of objects ap-
pear as if they are advancing because they gradually become clearer, like
colours.

(F4 - exercises)
[1.] The poem consists of two sections. The first section presents the
images of things when there is still uncertainty (due to the hour) regar-
ding their colours, shapes, etc., while in the second section, the images of
things have become clear. Based on this observation and the comments,
answer the following questions:
[2.] How are the images of things presented in the first section? (Identify
the relevant words and phrases; consider the introductory note before
answering.)
[3.] What psychological state does the first section express?

This text and its handling are a treatment that moves away from
a genderised approach to literature. The text is so complex, that it de-
mands much attention, while any mention of a woman writer is not
only toned down, it is non-existent. The only focus is on the text itself —
how to decode metaphors and connect them into a system of meaning.
This example is a simple lesson on how to read modern poetry, regard-
less of the poet, regardless of their gender (and — maybe — regardless of
their ethnicity, sexual orientation, of all and any of their identity com-
ponents). Nevertheless, as | underlined, it is an exceptional treatment,
a boldest move within the canon, a move against the overall current.
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Two ending glosses

a. The case of Ersi Sotiropoulou

Through radically expanded and diversified after 1974, the school
canon is still very cautious and conventional at specific points. It even
has its outcasts. It can be exemplified by a scandal that touched Modern
Greek school life in 2007 when Ersi’s Sotiropoulou book Zigzag stis
nerantzies,”* when an extreme right-wing politician brought charges
against the novel, claiming that it contained “pornographic, obscene
and immoral” scenes. While waiting for the court’s sentence to be pro-
nounced, the book was eventually removed from all school libraries in
the country. However, the author won the lawsuit and the court over-
turned the ban and re-introduced the book to school libraries in 2009.4

b. Lena Divani — will she become canonical?

A distinguished archaeology scholar, Lena Divani, recently republished
Ergazomeno agori (A working boy, 2023, orig. 2000). It is a farce on
matriarchal Greece and tells a story of a young Cretan boy forced by
his mother to enter an arranged marriage with a much older, affluent
and influential female member of Parliament. He decides to rebel again
the power of women and escapes home in search of a better life, a life
where a young man can fulfil his dream against all odds. It is highly
improbable that such an odd novel was even considered to be embraced
by any canon. However, the fact remains that the absolute dominance of
the patriarchal perspective is recognised and — so far timidly — opposed.

Coming back to Arta

In summing up paragraphs, |1 would like to recall a personal experi-
ence. In October 2022, | had the opportunity to visit Arta. | walked
the famous bridge, trying to guess which of its five supporting pillars
contained the poor wife of a master builder. I also talked with the direc-
tor of a recent play based on the legend, which was performed in July

4 Zigzag through the bitter-orange trees, Sotiropoulou 1999.
4 Boukalas 2008.
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2022 by the very bridge. It was entitled | thysia tou promastora (The
sacrifice of the master builder).

Moreover, as | deduced from the title and the director confirmed,
she wanted to show the sacrifice made by the wife and her husband,
who loses his wife in the process. The female director adopted a male
version of the legend to justify his pains. The heroine stayed the acces-
sory and was reduced to a function, just like many others depicted in
literature or put onto pedestals. Later | discovered something that did
not come out in our conversation: that the text was based not only on
the folk ballad but Giorgos Theotokas’s post-war play* that conserva-
tively treats the song’s source material. It was more important for the
director to stay faithful to the official interpretation, with a touch of
ancient influence (choruses, aesthetics).

Looking at most adaptations written and staged until today, the
overall reading of the immured woman motif stays within lines of the
school canon, or even, surprisingly, in its centre — and the questions
about the validity of the victim, about the inferior role of the woman,
about the unpunished complicity of men, about the woman’s compli-
ance and unconditional forgiveness are never addressed. Regarding
Greek women, the ideology of statism stays at times alive: in many
texts it is the greater common good that counts more and just like in the
communist ideology — the value of an individual is measured by his or
instead her contribution to the efforts of the society.

But the change is coming and it will come. One of its indictators is
surely the recent verdict of the Academy of Athens that awarded a 2024
National Novel Award to loanna Bourazopoulou, for a last part of a fan-
tasy trilogy. So not only do the Greeks have another female laureate,*
but for the first time in the awards history — a speculative fiction book
(still treated widely as para-literature) that is finally being appreciated.

4 Theotokas 1959, though originally written in 1942.

4 In 21 century the Novel Award went 8 times to women and 17 times to men —
and it is a relatively good proportion if one takes under consideration earlier award
editions (running since 1956).
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Greek original texts

(A) EPTAZIEX

1 Awkpivere T EVOTNTEG TOV TOWUATOG KOl ODGTE VAV TITAO Yl
Vv Kobgd.

2 Iwg dnAdvetor n duokorio Tng Bepeimong Tov yeeLPlov Kot [E
TO10V TPOTO TPOPAETETAL VO TPOLYLOTOTOMOEL TO

£pYo;

3 [Motog givar 0 poA0G TOV TOLALOD 6TV e£EMEN TG ALPYNONG;

4 Tloto emippnpa xpNOYLOTOLEL TNV TOPAYYEAMO TOV O TPOTOWGE-
GTOPAG KOL TOWO O PTEPMTOG AyYEAMOPOPOG Tov unvopatog; Tt delyvet
1 €MLY TOL EMPPTLATOG GTHV TPMTN TEPITTMCT KO TL GTI) SEVTEPN;

5 Tlog avtidpd 1 yuvaike Tov TPOTOUACTOPO GTNV UTPOGUEVT] d0-
Klooio e, Kot ota gival to cuvaistuotd g yo to ouluyo g

6

[Tota otoryeio ovTov TOL TPAYOLSIIOL ATOSEKVOOVY OTL AVIKEL GTO
€100¢ TV TOPAAOYDV;

(B) ATAGEMATIKEX APAXTHPIOTHTEX

Avalnmote Piproypagikd ototyeio kol Ppeite mAnpogopieg yio
TNV KOTOOKELN TOV TETPVOV Yeeupldv otnv EALdda. Emokepbeite,
oV UTopEiTe, [ia TEPLOYN LE VA TETOL0 YEQUPL.

Ye ovvepyaocia pe toug kadnyntéc g ['emypapiog ko g Teyvo-
AOYiOG, OPYOVAGTE EPEVVNTIKEG OUAOEG, L€ OKOTO Tr GLAAOYN GTOl-
yeloV Yo v Tomo0ecia, T AEITOVpYia KOl TNV EVPVTEPT GNUOGIN TOV
YEQLPLDV, TOGO GTNV TAALL OGO KOl GTI GUYYPOVI] EXOYN TNG LEYOANG
TEYVOLOYIKNG OVATTUENG.

(C) Ot yevvaiot o&uoThiKaVE KL 01 POES,

0c0l kpatnoay T Zomn kot eoiagay to Aiklo.

Topa mepvhg €00 e TO OELO TEPTMATNUO, TO KOVPUGUEVO, KO
puraiver  Tarewwodtn cov oto Hpoo.

Dopie ta povyo TNG SOVAELHG KOl TO TOEUTEPL,

Bdota Kot To Toydpt Gov pe To Qot TG QUAKNG

— e ToVTO TOL LEPE AUELO 6 BELOVLLE VO UTTELS

oG amviotntag T 60&a!
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(D) Tov xohokaiplov

To EavOd TaAkdapt ToL KaAoKoPLov

EYEL L0 YOAOVT] YPOUUN TTAV® GTO Aglo PéETMOTO.

210 KOGTOVA TOL HATIO KPOTAEL TIG 0 TIOES TOV A0V HGOKAEIVO-
VTOG T0 oKIEPA PAEPapO,

yronailovtog Tic PAe@apidec ayTomTES.

HAloymuévo otoddvel 1o Aapmpd Koppu,

QUEPILVOL YOHOYELE KOt AOKOTOL.

davralovv KaTaoTPO TO SOVTIO TOV,

potalovv T’ dompa yoAikio KabopomTAvuéva,

o1’ 0KPOYIIAL TOV YOALLIOU KOl KPUGTAAALVOL VEPOL.

(E) «BAémeig; pog pbe k1 dArog povoapipne, mov dev meptuévaue!»
elne 0 matépag, cav £Quye 0 AoTapyoc. «X’ dpece M Ppdxa Tov; Eideg
OGO KOLLOTA, YOP® TPLYLP®;»

[ToAd amopncave 6lot 610 omitt. Kot tpopdéave. «llavayio pov
Aéomowvd povy, gine 1 Bela Atodey, OV VOLLE TOG EPYETOAL VO LOG
opa&el! H Zopdd opmg v katdAafe tnv Kapdld tov v kaAr. Tng
TPOGPEPEV ATO TO YEPL TOV TO SOGHOPL, KL ELOGKOBOANGEY 0 KOPPOG
™G, PAEmelS amd Pouvd katePacuévo. Tov mpdoeepev exeivn kdbiopa,
Kl €KOVTOoTAONKEV ekElVOC TPV TO AAPEL, epicoyapoyéLace, Kt gine To
xpOVIO, eivort TOALG, K1 e&épnabey To KaOoa.

«Avéayete ta eoton. Hpbe to Bpadv. Katd v dpa mov Egoti-
Mlovve ta Avyvépuo. To covPAiepd Tov YovPVOTGApPOLYD TNYaivove
UTPOGTA, Kl EMAVOVE TOV KOGLO, KOl GTOV TOY0 0 {0K10G TOV ETOALYEV
TOV T0iY0, oa Oep1d. Amdve oto pafdl tov amopafdilel, Ta yEpla ovol-
yté, Ko Egkovpaletal, Kt GAOL YNADVOLE Y10 Vo, TOV QTAGOE Ta Lbi-
tio. 'HpBe 10 Bpddv mov Eeptirilovve Ta Auyvapia, OTOV ECKIOYTNKOUE
KOLL TN VOYTO TOAD, Kol YLt £lvol QOVidg.

«Eneivacay, eime, «xor fpOoy. Eepoilo etovTov 0o YpdHvo. Mia
avoopieg, Lo ayEpnoecy.

«ITavayia pov Aéomotvd pov, Kot [ ivta vo Tove YopTiacELS, OTov
0o 0€hel Povdt! Epeig oe cuvnbovpue to fpddv to Kpéag...»

«KAeioete T1g TOpTEGY, €iMe 0 MATEPAG, «Og Un YivEL andyE TimoTa
Wwitepo. To d1kd pog dgimvo. Ag un yivovvton kot ToAAdoi Bopvfot...
—A\yn novyio— KAeiceTE TIG TOPTESY.
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YtavpoKomiETaL, K avoi&av ta veppa g, N Oeta AtaAeyt. «I'pov-
cov{Kia ypovid epétoc... O,T1 cov HEAAEL M LOIPOL GOV Y10l VO TEPAGELGS,
0o 10 mepdoets. Na kiewourapwbeig pe to Anot!... Etovto méit; modg
cag epavnke; Tng mkpoddevng to ovpi to Kotakddl, tétowo poipa
€QETOC! .. ».

(F1) AIIO TH ZYAAOTH To Atyo tov k6cpov (1971). Exeivo mov 1dt-
aitepo mpénel va mpocéete oo moinpa givol 0Tl 1 ToTpLo o) dev
neplopileTol o€ L0 OTATIKN KO AVTIKEWEVIKT TEPLYPOAPT| TOV EEDTEPL-
KOV KOGLLOV, OAAL TOV BIVEL LE EIKOVES, TOV KVPLO YOPAKTNPLOTIKO TOVG
elvar 1 kvnTikomTa (AY. EUIvdel éva AeLKO KOVT- PTEPOKOTAEL [LoL
otéyn) kot PB) ot ewdveg exkppdlovv 1 cuppvpovtal pe TG dtabécelg g
(M. pe AqOn powaler n Bdhaocoa: pog EExaoav).

(F2) Aopa kot mopdopa [1]

Avapeca voytag Kt avyng

cONVOUEVT BpNKa TNV Gopn Gpa.

AcePnc evbopio movlmv pe EHmvnce 1000 vopig Kot fynKo otV
OKOTAOIDOV TV AUt [2].

To pmaAoVL LoV NGVY0 AGLLVEL

o1’ afobn ypopota [3].

Ovelpedovtot aKopa ot KAmot

EPYOUO OYVOGTOL OVOEWV.

Apya Eedmhdvetar o mepPomTog opilovtag

oo @OV KopdEAL TOV HETPO.

Me Aq0n powaler  Odhacoa: pog EExaoay.

Me Abn potdlet to dmelpo. Ameipog Ano.

"Eva kaikt Eekovpdiletar 1o fabog,

10 TTaipv’ M AmOGTACT Kot ToileL.

Movppovpiotd Tov ypoudtov 1 otddun avefaivel [4]. Me Pripa
nepudTov TAnclalovve ta oynuota [5]. Zvmvdet Eva Aevkd Ko,

(QTEPOKOTAEL LLLOL OTEYM,

éva mapafopoeLALO GTOPTAPLCE.

"Evtpopo apunviletal kdmoto Kopumavaplo,

évoyo: 1 wiotn wpénel va ELTvAsl Tp®T.

[Ipot an’ 6Aa.
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(F3) 1. Aopo kot Tapdopa: Yo, vo. GUAAGPBETE TO TPOYUATIKO VOO
TOV oTiyov, Tpénet va AaPete vdym cag 0Tl Awpog eivat o TPOWPOC,
aVTOG IOV OEV WPIRACE, Kol TAPAMPOS O TAPAKALPOC.

2. Bynka... dumotn: fyfka v dpo Tov omoTpafrodviot T 6KOTA-
oo (LETOPOPA Ao TNV AUTOTN TG OdAacoag).

3. ABabn| ypdpata: To xpdUATo TOV givot akoun ayve.

4. Movppovptotd... avePaivet: ta ypdUOTA GLyd oLyd yivovtal mo
kabapd kot Lovtavd.

5. Me Pfua... GyRUoTe: To GYNUATO TOV TPOYUATOV TOPOLGLH-
fovtal Gov vo Tpoywpovv, emeldn oyd oryd Eexabapilovv, dnwg To
YPDLLOTOL.

(F4) EPTAXIEX

AVO glvar 01 EVOTNTEG TOL TOWUATOG. TNV TPAOTN divovTal Ol €1
KOVEC TOV TPAYUATOV TNV GPA. TOV OKOUN VILAPYEL AcdpeLn (AOY® NG
MPOG) MG TPOG TO, YPDOUOTA, TO GYNLOTA TOVG KTA., EVED 6T dELTEPT Ol
EIKOVEC TOV Tpaypatov Exovv Eekabapicel. Me Bdaon avth Ty mopa-
THPNON KoL TO GYOALOL V' OTTOVTIGETE GTO, TOPAKAT® EPMTILLOTOL:

1. ITog d6ivovtal ot EIKOVEG TOV TPAYUATOV GTNV TPATY EVOTNTA,;
(va evtomicete T1g OYETIKEG AEEELG KOl PPACELS” TPV OMOVTIOETE, VO
AGPete VTOYT GOG TO ELGUYWYIKO onueimua).

2. ITow Woyikn KoTdoTaon eKepaiel N TpmdTn EVOTNTO,
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