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If one leafs through Cavafy’s collected poems, one will soon realize that
sculpture is not on the face of it a thematically dominant subject. Out of 154
poems, just two involve sculpture explicitly in their title: “Tvovedg yAGRING
(‘Sculptor from Tyana’) (1911) and “Evdmov 100 &ydAuotog tod
"Evovpimvog’ (‘On Looking at the Statue of Endymion’) (1916). A few
others are more or less directly related to sculpture either because of their
genre (epitaph) or because it is clearly stated in the poem that a statue or some
other sculptural work is involved. Take, for example, ‘ ‘H xndeio. 100
Zopnnd6vog (‘The Funeral of Sarpedon’) (1898/1908), * 'H cuvodeio 100
Alovicov’ (‘“The Procession of Dionysus’) (1907) or “Iovikév’ (‘Ionic’)
(1911). Yet, in the twenty or so poems that may be said to constitate the
sculpture-related corpus of Cavafy’s work, there is enough material to give the
reader the image of a modern Greek poet to whom the notion of the sculptural
was more important than it was to any other poet. For it is not the choice of
the subject as such or the Parnassian element that make Cavafy a sculptural
poet.” His appropriation of sculpture is much more subtle and does much to
define the poet’s attitude towards his own art — an attitude that may be
compared to that of the sculptor.

The way Cavafy worked, in the first place, was reminiscent of the work of
the sculptor. It is well known, for example, that he would often leave long
intervals between the first version of a poem and the second, or between
writing in general and publication. He would let the idea rest and mature, then
work on it again, set it aside, and rework it once more until finally the poem
was ready for publication. This recalls what Adrian Stokes calls ‘weathering’
of stone in the preliminary stages of sculpture. The stone has to be exposed to
the atmosphere in order either to show up any fundamental weakness or in
order to allow it to become more solid.” In the same way, Cavafy would leave
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his poems to ‘weather’ so to speak, so that the next reworking would be
stronger and firmer.*

Again, we have Cavafy’s habit of ‘thinning’. This is what essentially
happens to a stone when carved, and Cavafy followed the same procedure of
thinning his compositions when reworking them. Sareyannis reports
characteristically that Cavafy revealed to him ‘in conversation that ‘00
Moyoaiod’ (‘For the Shop’) had originally been written in twenty-four
verses, later in sixteen, still later in twelve, and finally in its present form in
ten verses. This must have been the way in which he usually worked.”

Though carving is the normal sculptural term that covers the process of
thinning when reworking, it is not in fact carving but modelling that best
shows how Cavafy conceived of poetic creation in the poems I discuss. In all
of them the dominant verbs are mA&Ow (mould) and oynuotifom (form,
shape, arrange), which are related to modelling. Modelling, as Adrian Stokes
describes it, has much in common with Cavafy’s technique. According to
Stokes, it is more purely a plastic creation than carving: it makes things, gives
them shape. The sculptor who chooses modelling ‘may very well seize upon
light effects and other transitory phenomena to make a forcible pattern. He
rejoices in the image of his immediate mood. . . . The modeller . . . imbues
spatial objects with the animus and calculation of inner life.’® In these terms,
the best sculptor of all in Cavafy’s poetry is probably the poet’s imagination.
It is as a modeller that the imagination typically appears, moulding forms and
giving shape to feelings and memories. The poem ‘Koucopiwy’ (‘Caesarion’)
(1918) is a good example:

K &toL o £Ae00epo ¢° ENAOCO LEC GTOV VOU LOV.
Y Emhoco @paio K oictnuoTiks.

and so I moulded you the more freely in my mind.
I moulded you handsome and sensitive.’

Such verbs — TA&0® (mould), and elsewhere oynpotilo (form, shape,
arrange), and, more suggestively EovoryyiCo (touch up) — are also related to a
typical feature of the art of sculpture: the feeling of touch. The importance of
touch in the appreciation of a sculpted work of art, together with the pleasure
of contemplation which, as Nietzsche insists,” sculpture offers perhaps more
than any other art, are both prime characteristics of Cavafy’s poetry. Poetry for
Cavafy is not only formed through visual and tactile experience and memory,
as we shall see of “"Etotl moAd &tévice’ (‘I've Gazed So Much’) (1917) for
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example, where the vision dominating the beginning of the poem is replaced
by poetry in the last lines: it becomes visual and tactile itself. In the poem ‘Tté
TOV  AuU6VN, oL méBave 29 £TdV, oti 610° (‘For Ammones, Who Died
at 29 in 610°) (1917) the link between sculpture and poetry is explicit, first of
all in line 12:

To aiyortiokd cov aiotnua xice othv EEvn YAG GG
Pour your Egyptian feeling into the foreign tongue.

Poetic creation, it seems, is the result of the triple action of inspiration, love
and handicraft. Through the verb x0v® (pour) language is compared to three
distinct things: it is the frame which will give shape and substance to
inspiration, the womb which will shape the offspring of a fertile love, and the
cast which will give form and substance to the molten metal, all these in one
of Cavafy’s most sensual lines." At the same time the friends of Ammones ask
Raphael for something ‘oAb xoAo{icOnTOV Kol Aelov’ (‘in the best taste
and polished’). The adjective Aeiog (polished) here is highly suggestive, since
only a work of sculpture is literally open to tactile appreciation.

But the sculpture analogy is not only a useful reference-point for Cavafy’s
technique of writing. It also defines the ambience of his poetic world and
indeed his attitude towards the art of poetry itself. As many scholars have
pointed out, Cavafy’s poetry is one of closed spaces, and among the most
cherished of these ~ if we judge from the poet’s own comments on his poems
—are the Museum and the sculptor’s workshop. In his poetry they both become
sacred places of inspiration where Art is worshipped in a way especially
reminiscent of Hellenistic Alexandria. They become the exclusive domain of
the eye, promoting as they do visual experience and aesthetic appreciation.'?
But the Museum and the workshop also favour an intimate, almost erotic,
relationship between the viewer and the work of art — especially the statue —
or the sculptor and his model, and this interests Cavafy particularly. The body
of poetry is often reflected in the boyish male figure, the ephebe, described by
the poet in sculptural terms. The eroticism with which the statue is invested
echoes attitudes typical of Hellenistic age but also of the Victorian period.”
And Cavafy was familiar with both.

An early poem originally inspired by a Victorian picture’ which involves
in seminal form the issues of the involvement with one’s own work, the sense
of touch, and the preoccupation with form, is “H xndefo 100 Zoprmdévoc’
(‘The Funeral of Sarpedon’). The poem was published in two different
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versions in 1898 and in 1908," and the changes Cavafy made in the second
enhance its sculptural dimension, particularly in the sections that refer to
Sarpedon’s memorials. What Cavafy is mainly interested in is the elevation of
the hero’s form. A careful comparison of the two versions shows that this is
indicated first of all by a subtle transition from the vocabulary of death to the
vocabulary of sleep: emphasis is thus given to the promotion of Sarpedon’s
body rather than his corpse in the second version. What is more, Cavafy
emphasizes the statue Phoebus makes of Sarpedon’s body in the 1908 version
rather than the man-made monuments that figure in both versions.

In the 1898 version there is a single monument which is being built as part
of the human funeral. In the 1908 version, by contrast, two are involved: the
‘human’ once again but also the divine, the one Phoebus makes while tenderly
arranging the hero’s body. We can best compare them, starting from the human
memorials with which both poems end:

Mvnueiov 1@ &viYelpov HOpUEPLVOV,

© €ni TH¢ PAOEDC TOL HE AVOoyALHaG
gunelpol YAUnton €lotédpnoay Tég vikog
100 1§ pwog kol T&¢ TOALEG TOV EKoTpaTELng.

They set up to him a marble monument,
and on its base in relief

experienced craftsmen carved the hero’s
victories and his many campaigns.

K émerta unelpot & Thv moAteiay Epyatol,
Kol dnuiouévot SovAevtal THG TETPOG
HAABave 1 Exopov TO UVTiHo Kol THY OTRAN.

and later experienced craftsmen from the city
and reputed workers in stone
came and made the tomb and monument.’

David Ricks has pointed out that ‘in the 1898 version the restriction to the
monument alone at once admitted irrelevant detail and omitted important
components of a human funeral which would balance the divine funeral
already witnessed.’” I agree that Cavafy’s attempt, in this earlier version, to
balance the divine funeral with a human monument was not a success,
although one can trace in its description certain elements Cavafy will exploit
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in his later work. But it is not the human monument of the 1908 version either
which fulfils this goal. Cavafy’s aim will be realized in the later poem through
the statue Phoebus makes, and not as a god ~ as Ricks notes, the word ‘god’
disappears in the new version — but as an independent artist, indeed a sculptor.

For the human monument of the 1898 version, the verb chosen for its
construction is &vriyelpov (they set up). On the other hand, in the 1908
version the verb used is €xapov (they made), a choice which excludes the
grandeur of raising or even resurrecting the hero. The hasty reference to the
human monument of the later version also replaces with the colourless
€xopav (‘they made’) the verb é€16t6pnoay (they narrated, recounted on
the stone). Indeed, the victories and expeditions ‘narrated’ on the foundation
of the monument bring Sarpedon very close to the image of Alexander the
Great, who, of course, was deified after his death. The monument itself, on the
other hand, reminds the reader of the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus, fragments
of which Cavafy must have seen in the British Museum. The reliefs in the
1898 version which, as far as sculpture is concerned, could be related to a
frieze, give to the earlier monument a more dynamic feeling which
corresponds better to the character of the hero, particularly when compared to
the 1908 version, in which uvfiuor (memorial, tomb) and otiiAn (stele) are
more static and from that point of view more related to the inertia of death.
Most importantly, with the verb £é€10tépnoav Cavafy has the opportunity to
bring the sculpted monument very close to a text such as the lliad, almost
implying that the monument is made of verse rather than marble after all. The
transition, finally, from something glorious to something prosaic is also
implicit in the words which indicate the material of the monument: in the 1898
version it is made of marble; in the later, of stone. Although marble is of
course a kind of stone, the terms are not used indiscriminately by Cavafy:
marble is quite precious in his poetry and clearly surpasses stone, which
sometimes has negative associations.™®

Nevertheless, the 1898 monument is ultimately rejected by Cavafy in the
second version in favour of the statue erected by Phoebus. Despite its
splendour, this monument is so heavy in decoration and wealth as to obscure
the person it is supposed to commemorate.” Its rich reliefs hide the body, or
else the form of Sarpedon, although their ultimate aim is to honour it: in that
sense, the word pvnueiov has an ironic tone. Faced with such monuments,
Cavafy did not feel particularly moved: what was important for the poet was
the promotion of human form. As Ricks points out, ‘he develops Pope’s
references to form in order to make Sarpedon’s an ideal body.”® This does
indeed happen in the 1908 version; but in the 1898 one, Cavafy’s
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preoccupation with the preservation of form is already apparent: ‘T00
oukaiov kol avdpeiov fipwog | i dvcroywouio &vodoiveron’ (‘and the
just, brave hero’s | physiognomy appears to view’) (lines 18-19), ‘tnv
popdf v Aounpov’ (‘glorious in form’) (line 49). But it is in the 1908 version
that the hero will become in some sense an &TOAAO VIO, dTTOoio (a vision
of Apollo): a man of exquisite beauty but also the creation of Apollo, which is
so ideal that it loses its material substance. I quote here the relevant lines
(13-25):

Tov nhével anod T8¢ okbves kL &m’ T aipotor
xkAeiel T8¢ poPepeg mAnyEc, un adivovrog
xavéva iyvog va davel: g auppoociog

T &pOUOTO Y OVEL EMAVEO TOV KOl & ACUTP &
"OLbumo popépota toOV vrivel,

To déppo tov aonpiler Kol Ué HLopyopLTapEvio
yTévi Ktevilel T& KoTdpovpo LoAME.

T& wpaio péAn oynuortilel kot nhoydlel.

Topa cav véog potdlel pacireds dppotid g —
otTe eikooimEvTe ¥pHVia TOV, OT& eiKOGLEEL —

g vomo 6 uevoc Hetd Tob £képdioe,

W Gppa 06y pLGo Kol o VTEToVg INNovg,

& Eakovatov &ydvo to Bpoafeiov.

He washes it of the dust and the blood;

he closes the terrible wounds, not allowing
any trace to be visible; he pours

scents of ambrosia over him; and clothes him
with shining Olympian garments.

He whitens his skin; and with a pearl

comb combs the dark black hair.

He arranges and lays out the beautiful limbs.

Now he looks like a young king charioteer —
at twenty-five years of age, at twenty six —
resting after he has won

with his golden chariot and swiftest horses
the prize in a famous contest.

Whereas in the 1898 poem Sarpedon is compared to a young athlete, a
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young lover and a young, happy spouse, in the final version he is described as
a charioteer resting after a race. Cavafy could have the charioteer of Delphi in
mind because it was excavated in 1895 or 1896 together with many other
statues by the French Archaeological School who undertook the task.* The
charioteer is said to represent the athlete in repose just after his triumph in the
race, and this brings to mind the way Cavafy describes Sarpedon in the lines
discussed here. In any event the motif of the worshipped youth in the form of
a statue looks forward to the poem “Evomiov 100 &y&Auotog To0
*Evovpiovog (‘On Looking at the Statue of Endymion’) (1916).

The deification of Sarpedon through the sublimation of his body is implied
in the 1908 version in several ways. First of all Phoebus is said to whiten his
body (18). Cavafy makes a general contrast between the ‘coloured’ context of
his death (alluded to by the presence of dust, blood and wounds) and the white
and gold of which his transformation consists. So, apart from his body, the
pearl comb stresses the whiteness of that section (lines 11-20) — despite his
black hair** — and the hero’s chariot is gold. It is as if Sarpedon is transformed
into a chryselephantine statue, by which only a few gods were honoured,
Athena and Zeus being the most famous. Another element that contributes to
the elevation of Sarpedon to a godlike status is the additional gleam of his
garments, represented in the 1908 version by the adjective Aopumnpd (shining).
Andrew Stewart explains that:

Ivory, the whitest and most precious living substance, was the nearest to
the ethereal complexions of the gods [. . .] Gold, incorruptible and ‘the
child of Zeus’, radiated celestial brightness and lasting glory.”

In other words, in the later version Cavafy does not explicitly mention the
immortality of Sarpedon, as he did in the 1898 version. In the 1908 version the
adjective &«@8d&vortor (immortal) is replaced by Aounpé (shining) and the
hero’s immortality is implied through the allusion to the precious materials of
his statue.

Indeed, the statue created by Phoebus is original and superior to the other
monuments, for the reasons mentioned above, but also because of the special
character of the artist who built it. The Phoebus of the 1908 version differs
from the one of 1898, as indeed from the human artists who made the
monuments discussed above. They all made commissioned work, whereas
Phoebus becomes independent from Zeus’ orders: as Ricks points out, he is the
active subject of all the verbs of lines 11-20.** What is more, he cares for his
work and is emotionally involved in what proves to be a very intimate
relationship. Indeed, the verbs oynuortilel (shapes, arranges) and mAoyé et
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(lays out) convey the tenderness and care of the god as well as describing the
modeller’s movements. These verbs as often in Cavafy, add an erotic sense of
touch. What is more, by making a statue rather than a monument, Phoebus is
in fact raising the body itself into a monument and consequently preserving the
beloved form.

We have seen that a sculptural preoccupation does much to shape this
relatively early, and seemingly not especially self-referential poem. I shall now
proceed to the discussion of certain other poems of Cavafy that involve
sculpture more explicitly, and I shall examine in greater detail the meaning and
significance of perceiving the male body in sculptural terms. My aim is to
show how, in fact, all these poems go far beyond the label of ‘erotic’ which
has been attached to them: they are in fact an important category of Cavafy’s
self-referential poems and reveal to the reader the particular nature of the
poet’s relation to his art. This relation is characterized by the privacy, the
sensitivity and the sensuality to be found only in an erotic relationship and
which, in sculpture, develops between the sculptor and his model or the statue
(compare the myth of Pygmalion). The poem “’Etct moAd atévica’ (‘T've
Gazed so Much’) (1917) establishes most openly the connection between body
and statue, and locates Cavaty’s sculptural allusions in the Hellenistic period
specifically:

THv énopdie 1ot moAd atévica,
oL TATPNG elVaLl 0OTH G 1) Spaci HLov.

Tpoppeg 100 oduatog. Kéxkivo xelin. MEAn fdovikd.
MoAli@ Gav Gmo dyaALoto EAANVIKE ToPUEvor
névto Epopda, KL &ytévioto okv eiva,

kol Tédtouv, Alyo, Emdve ot &ompa LETONA.
[Mpbéocwno Thg &ydnng, 6Tmg Tdbeiey

1 moinoig uov .. .. B&g oTEg viyTEG TAG VESTNTAG LoV,
HEOCO OTEC VOYTEG OV, KPLHE, CUVOVITILEVD. . . . .

I’ve gazed on beauty so much
that my vision overflows with it.

The body’s lines. Red lips. Sensual limbs.
Hair as though taken from Greek statues,
always lovely, even uncombed,

and falling slightly over white forcheads.
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Faces of love, just as my poetry
wanted them to be . . . . in the nights of my youth,
in my nights secretly encountered. . . .»

From the first we can see how Cavafy emphasizes the dominance of sight
in poetic creation. The intense contemplation of statuesque bodies in lines 1-6
is replaced by poetry in lines 7-8, in a way reminiscent of the work of the
sculptor. Rodin, for example, had models walking and taking natural poses in
his workshop, so that he could study every possible movement spontaneously
made by the human body; then he would translate into marble or clay the
movement not as he saw it but as his art dictated it. For similar reasons ancient
sculptors would pay frequent visits to the gymnasium. There they could freely
observe the naked athletes from different angles before reproducing them in
their art. According to Richard Jenkyns:

Winckelmann had suggested that the Greeks owed the whole nature of
their aesthetics to their nakedness: “The . . . places where completely
naked youths . . . played . . . were schools of beauty. It was there that
artists contemplated the perfect development of physique; the daily sight
of the nude warmed their imagination and taught them . . . the beauty of
forms.’*

The description of what the poet calls égopdié (beauty) — the body and
particularly the head of one or more young men — deserves a closer look. Its
features crystallize around three key words, éAAnvikg (Greek), mévia
¢opda (always lovely) and donpo (white) in lines 4-6, used by the poet in
his relatively detailed account of the hair.

That the statues are characterized as &¢AAnvikd (Greek) is interesting,
particularly when one attempts to explain why Cavatfy felt the need to specify
their provenance. One can consider as a possible answer his wish to
differentiate them from Roman copies, stating, in other words the antithesis
between the original and the copy in the artistic sense of the word. This is not
to deny the Romans original artistic creation, but rather to emphasize that the
majority of classical statuary has come to us through Roman copies. And as R.
R. R. Smith reminds us, copying, particularly in the case of a Hellenistic
statue, was no easy task.” Yet, this distinction is surely not so important here.
It becomes more suggestive when the term €AAnvikéa is understood as
Hellenistic on the one hand, and as pagan on the other. In this light Cavafy’s
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erotic poems are seen to evoke the specific tradition of Hellenistic sculpture
and at the same time to project an alternative to the Victorian criticism with
which Cavafy was familiar.

As Keeley has shown, Cavafy knew the work of Browning.” He had also
made a careful study of Ruskin’s Modern Painters and The Stones of Venice.”
According to Peridis, Pater’s works too were in Cavafy’s personal library.”
Pater is important for my discussion here and particularly his essay on
Winckelmann, in which he elaborates on statues of Greek youths and the
sensual and sexual connotations of sculpture.’® A contrastive reading of this
essay and Cavafy’s erotic poems can shed new light on the interpretation of the
latter. In this comparison the notions of whiteness and eternal beauty which
appear in “'Etol noAld &tévice’ become central.

From the first pages of Pater’s essay we become aware that he adopts A.
W. Schlegel’s understanding of ‘classical’ antiquity in contradistinction to the
modern world. The former is sculptural, that is white, bright, with clear
outlines, pure and hard; the latter is painterly, coloured, blurred, dark, soft.
This opposition takes on subtle religious and sexual undertones. The religious
nuance is given by the association of the white colour of Greek statues with
moral and aesthetic purity, a certain holiness which, as Ruskin put it, ‘is
awakening no ideas of the base kind’. The sexual tint is soon added: not only
when ‘in the happy light of the antique, Winckelmann had a sense of
exhilaration almost physical’, but also when Winckelmann, and Pater who
quotes him, believe that only male beauty can give an ‘impartial, vital, inborn
instinct for beauty in art’. And the greater part of Pater’s discussion on
Winckelmann’s appreciation of classical statues goes hand in hand with his
account of Winckelmann'’s relations with young men.

A new nexus — ancient statuary, young men, and the sense of touch — seems
to have been crucial for the German scholar, according to Pater: ‘Here, then,
in vivid realization, we see the native tendency of Winckelmann to escape
from abstract theory to intuition, to the exercise of sight and touch’. And a few
pages later he adds: ‘by [. . .] his piercing eyes, his rapid movements, [he]
apprehended the subtlest principles of the Hellenic manner, not through the
understanding, but by instinct or touch’.” Here we are treading on familiar
ground. For in Cavafy too we can detect a feeling of touch in poems such as
“"Etol oAb &tévic’ and ‘Xrol xodeveiov thv eicodo’ (‘At the Café
Entrance) (1915).* In the first of these poems, the reference to the hair as
aytévioto (uncombed) has erotic undertones. In the second poem, sensuality
and eroticism are enhanced by the dominance of the feeling of touch not only
in the shaping of the body itself — the name of Eros is spelled out here — but
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also when, in the last two lines, hands and touch are explicitly mentioned:

THv Tpocoy 1) LoV K&Tt Tod einoy TAEYL LoV
dtebBuve 6100 Kowpeveiov TV elcodo.

K’ €180 v opoio cduo mod Epotale

C&v &1 TV GKpa eI ToV Vi THhKopey O Epwg —
TAGTTIOVTUG T& CUUUETPIKE TOV LEAN LE yopd-

VLY OVOVTOG YALTTO TO &vaotnuor

TAGTTOVTOG UE cuykivnol 10 TpdSwNo

Kt &OIvVOVTOG &’ TOV XEPLOV TOV TO &YYLYULOL

gvo afconuo 6td Hétmno, ot LaTLo, Kol oTd XeiAn.

My attention something they said beside me

Turned towards the entrance of the café.

And I saw the beautiful body which looked

As if Eros himself had made it with his extreme skill —
Modelling with delight the symmetry of his limbs;
Raising his stature as though sculpted

Modelling the face with emotion

And leaving from the touch of his own fingers

A feeling on the forehead, on the eyes and on the lips.*

What is important in this poem is that the body of the ephebe and that of a
statue have a particular affinity revealed through the use of the words yYAunté
(sculpted or sculpture) and é&véotnpo (stature).® The second noun,
especially, and the etymologically related verb &voctaive (resurrect) can be
used to refer to the sublimation of the body in sculpture.®® This sculptural
perception of the body becomes more suggestive, almost fetishistic, through
Cavafy’s insistence on keeping it fragmented. It is not the whole but its parts
which acquire importance for the poet, and in the erotic encounters it is not the
bodies but rather their parts which meet.

But the feeling of touch as combined with sculpture in ‘Z100 xopeveiov
v e{c060’ and associated with the limbs of a young man has a particular
affinity with Pater’s account of Winckelmann. What the latter does, according
to Pater, is to use the young male body as a starting point for aesthetic
appreciation. His enthusiasm for the Hellenic world is ‘dependent to a great
degree on bodily temperament’. What is more, ‘his affinity with Hellenism
was not merely intellectual’ but ‘is proved by his romantic, fervent friendships
with young men’.

Nevertheless, what constitutes an important difference between Pater’s and
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Cavafy’s appreciation of youth — men or statues, it does not matter — is their
own feelings towards male nudity. As indicated, Pater associates the statues
and their whiteness, with moral and aesthetic purity: Winckelmann’s affinity
with them is said to be wholly Greek, ‘alien from the Christian world’, and
‘still uninfected by any spiritual sickness’. Pater’s argument reaches its
conclusions: ‘The beauty of the Greek statues was a sexless beauty’; and a few
lines below he points out that: “With the sensuous element in Greek art he
[Winckelmann] deals in the pagan manner’. What does this mean? Simply that
the pagan manner does not ‘fever the conscience: it is shameless and
childlike.” In other words, Pater attempts to purge the sense of touch of the
sinful, sick, impure connotations which the modern soul has invested it with.
As Jenkyns puts it, Pater, ‘with his shifting, slippery metaphors, clustering
around the idea of whiteness, blurs the distinction between different kinds of
purity and . . . implies that emotions which his contemporaries reprehend could
seem innocent in a Greek context. . . . Throughout his essay, the reader is being
coaxed into believing that the Greek worship of beautiful youths is acceptable,
since it is enveloped in a halo of quasi-religious association.’”

An attentive reading of Cavafy’s poems will show that the terms the poet
uses to describe the young lovers are similar to the vocabulary of
Winckelmann and Pater. For example whiteness is not something we
encounter only in the poem “'Etct moAd &tévico’, where the hair falls on
the white foreheads: it occurs in many others, even more laden with
implications. I have already noted in < 'H xkndeio t00 Zopnndoévog’ how the
body of Sarpedon acquires sculptural qualities by becoming white after
Phoebus has cleaned away its blood: there, we saw that whiteness implied
divinity and sublimation. But Cavafy’s divergence from Pater and the tradition
he represents involves dispensing with its equivocal attitude towards Greek
statues and, by extension, towards young men, by leaving no doubts as to the
nature of this attitude. It is not only erotic but aiso divine and pure. In the poem
‘Maxpud’ (‘Long Ago’) (1914), for example, the whiteness of the flesh is
suggested by its being compared to jasmine and thus associated with scent:
‘Aépuo ohv Kopwuévo ano ioceui’ (‘A skin as though of jasmine’): a
first ‘oriental’ element invades the ‘clear outlines’ of Hellenism. In ‘TIoAd
oroving (‘Very Seldom) (1913), as well as being white, the flesh becomes
firm and acquires beautiful lines:*

To UYég, 100VIKO UVOAS TmV,

1 el ypopun, odpryTodeévn GapKo. TV,
ué v okt tov éxdpovet 100 wpoiov cuykivobviol.
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Their healthy sensual minds,
their shapely taught bodies
stir to his perception of the beautiful.

Such a view is both developed and, in a typically Cavafian way,
challenged, in the poem ‘ToOV ‘Efpaiwv (50 p.x.)’ (‘Of the Jews (A.D. 50)°)
(1919). Beauty is combined in this poem with hardness, and in line 5 we find
again the association of perfection and whiteness. The speaker makes the
distinction between Hellenism and Hebraism explicit in these terms:

‘H T 6tepég nov uépeg elv’ éxelveg

oL THV aicOntiky avolfnow &oive,

oD E£YKOTOAEIT® TOV WPUIo KOl CKANPOV ¢AANVIOUS,
LE TNV Kuplopyn TpocHAnct

& TEAELO KOPOULEVH KOl ¢OopTd dompo LéAN.

Kol yévopon abtdg mod 0d 10

naviove LEve: tov ‘Efpaiov, tov iepov ‘Efpaiav, o
vide.

‘My most precious days are those

when I give up the pursuit of sensuous beauty,
when I desert that beautiful, hard-edged Hellenism,
with its over-riding devotion

to perfectly shaped, corruptible white limbs,

and become the man I would want

to remain forever: son of the Jews, the holy Jews.”®

The sculptural qualities of Hellenism will have to be abandoned by Ianthes if
he wants to be faithful to the traditions of his family. But Cavafy’s choice of
words carefully undermines the young man’s resolutions. Despite his good
intentions, he cannot escape his own nature, that of a Hellenizing Jew,
recorded already in his very name, physique and occupations:

Zwypadog kol ronTN e, dpoueds kal diokofdrog,
cav 'Evdovpiov énopoog, o6 *1aveng "Avtaviov.
Painter and poet, runner and discus-thrower,

beautiful as Endymion: Tanthes, son of Antony.

His name is related to the sweet-smelling violet flower, and its bluish-purple
colour is to be contrasted with the whiteness of marble. Yet his athletic
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preferences relate him to what came to be one of the most representative
instances of ancient statuary, namely the statues of athletes and the
Discobolus. This correlation is important, because Ianthes has a beautiful body
and above all a firm one, the result of athletic training but not irrelevant to the
statues he somehow represents. The artistic perfection of these statues
suggests the perfection of his own body and justifies the simile ‘cCav
*Evdopiov épopdog’ (‘beautiful as Endymion’). At the same time lanthes is
a painter and a poet, occupations identified by German Idealism with
modernity; this means that the young man is a mingling of ancient and modern
elements.” What lanthes wants is to abandon one aspect of his own nature (he
embodies, in fact, the beauty and hardness of Hellenism), at the expense of the
other. In Cavafy’s poetry one must be faithful to one’s nature, and there is
always a pervasive irony in the cases of young lovers who want to reject it.
The irony in the case of Ianthes in ‘TodV ‘Efpoaiov’ is emphasized by the use
of the adjective Titdtepeg (most precious). Tigtog is an adjective Cavaty
tends to associate with the Hellenic.” That lanthes considers ‘non-Hellenic’
days in such terms increases the irony of the lines and emphasizes the
implication that the young man will not, in the end, keep his word.

Living on the fringes of the Greek world, Cavafy experiences the ‘blurring
of the outlines’ of Hellenism by Oriental influences and is in a position to
appreciate its positive aspects. The mingling of classicism and modernity,
Hellenism and Judaism, purity and passion, is ultimately sanctified beyond
religion, in the realm of a religion of Beauty. At the same time, by investing
sculptural antiquity with sensuality and colour, he is in fact restoring what
Pater and the Germans took away: ‘the bloodlike stains of action and passion’.
And particularly he gives back the self-conscious feeling of eroticism which
was expressed so characteristically in Hellenistic sculpture.

Cavafy’s insistence on the the outlines, the lips, the hair, the prominence of
touch and the sensuality with which the statue is approached in poems such as
“'Etot oAb &téviod’ or ‘Xtol kadeveiov thv £160d0’, points directly to
developments in sculpture after Alexander and his personal sculptor, Lysippus.
In the Hellenistic period the representation of the hair became almost an
obsession, since it was a constitutive feature of the royal portrait. It had to be
thick; at first shorter, later it could be longer and had to look dishevelled, but
at the same time in the most perfect face-framing fashion.” And in ‘"Etct
oAb &Tévico’, the fact that the poet says &yTéviota (uncombed)
contributes to the erotic tone of the lines.

Other characteristics of the royal portrait were full lips and a gaze at the
same time far-off and penetrating. ‘Directed heavenwards, his [Alexander’s]
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eyes brimmed with “diffuseness” and moisture; they generated ecstasy
because they contained so much of what Greeks called enthousiasmos ~ divine
inspiration.”* Again, the eyes are important for Cavafy too. On the other hand,
the sensuality of the limbs and a certain fluidity and height perceived in the
description of the body, conveyed especially from Cavafy’s insistence on the
outlines (compare Ypoupes 100 cOUETOC (the body’s lines)) rather than on
minute description, recalls the innovations of Lysippus.

Lysippus’ work was to some extent a response to the ‘canon’ of Polyclitus,
‘a heavily muscled, sharply articulated, four-square scheme of the naked male
body’.* The revisionist sculptor opted for another kind of symmetria based on
how the eyes perceived the body in its context or environment, rather than on
pre-defined mathematical analogies. Pliny informs us that Lysippus used to
say that in the work of earlier sculptors men were represented as they really
were, but in his as they appeared. He adds that a special characteristic of
Lysippus’ art is the subtle fluctuations of surface which were apparent even in
the smallest details.”

Pliny’s comments are extremely interesting because in many respects they
are reminiscent of how Cavafy himself treats the young men he describes. The
poem ‘X100 xodeveiov TNV e{60d0” quoted above, reflects some of Pliny’s
comments: the symmetry of the limbs, the sculptural figure, the feeling of
touch, all bring to mind the symmetry, height and sensuality of the statues of
Lysippus. A statue, in certain conditions of light, can be mistaken for a person
and the reverse is also possible. And the need to appreciate a sculpted work by
caressing it does something to explain why, in museums, we are warned not to
touch the exhibits. According to Adrian Stokes:

Hand-finish is the most vivid testimony of sculpture. People touch things
according to their shape. A single shape is made magnificent by perennial
touching. For the hand explores, all unconsciously to reveal, to magnify
an existent form. Perfect sculpture needs our hand to communicate some
pulse and warmth, to reveal subtleties unnoticed by the eye, needs your
hand to enhance them.™

The contact with a statue, especially a marble one, gives the feeling of flesh,
for marble has its glow but also its humidity. In Hellenistic times, sculptors
were eager to communicate the feeling of the flesh. This feeling is something
Cavafy retains with great fidelity.

The poem with which my discussion will end, ‘Tvavebg yAOmING
(*Sculptor from Tyana’) (1911), confirms Cavafy’s religious attitude towards
Art as projected in the worship of the ‘statuesque’ male body in an explicitly
sculptural context, a sculptor’s workshop:
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Apoxyomenos by Lysippus
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You’ll have heard I'm no tyro.

I see my share of stone.

Back home, in Tyana, I’m quite well known.
And here too I’ve had a good many statues
commissioned by senators.

And let me show you

a few without further ado. Notice that Rhea:

august, primordial, austere.

Notice that Pompey. Marius,

Aemilius Paulus, Scipio Africanus.

To the best of my abilities, true copies.

Patroclus (I shall be touching him up a little later on).
There, by those bits of yellow

marble, is Caesarion.

And lately I’ve been taken up for quite some time
with the making of a Neptune. My concern

is above all his horses, how to shape them.

They must be light as if

their bodies and their feet are visibly

not treading earth but racing over the sea.

But here’s the piece dearest of all to me,

on which I worked with feeling and with the greatest care;
this one here, on a hot summer’s day,

my mind ascending to the realm of the ideal,

this one here in my dreams, young Mercury.”

In a manner which brings to mind Browning’s dramatic monologues, the
sculptor from Tyana presents his workshop, full of statues commissioned by
senators. Cavafy uses the same technique of introducing a viewer or a visitor
to a place which resembles a room in a museum or private collection and
providing a guide for it. In Browning the guide is usually the artist himself or
the owner of the work of art, as in the case of ‘My Last Duchess’ (1842) where
the Duke who owns the painting also wishes to dominate the picture with his
words and to control the conditions under which it may be seen.* In ‘Tvovebg
YAOmg the sculptor himself is the guide. And though the works presented
are commissions, they follow a hierarchical pattern from the more concrete
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and external aspect of sculpture to the more abstract and internalized. This
makes some of the statues described (particularly Patroclus, Caesarion and
Hermes) sound more like personal creations of the sculptor than commissions.

With Patroclus and Caesarion the deeper personal involvement of the
sculptor (and of the poet too) in his work becomes evident: it is through them
that the sculptor becomes more confessional. The phrase ‘0Aiyo 6& ToV
Eovoryyi€w’ (‘I shall be touching him up a little later on’) carries an erotic tone
that brings to mind how Apollo looks after the body of the dead Sarpedon in
“'H xkndeio 100 Zapmnddvog’, which Cavafy was still working on. What is
more, at this point in the dramatic monologue one can hear the voices of the
speaker and the poet become one. For both Patroclus and Caesarion are
characters in Cavafy’s poetry, and it is as if the poet is using sculpture to show
us how he is giving the dead men new life though his own work. The imagery
of the line ‘MAnciov otol poppdpov 100 xitpveonod | éxeiva T
Kopdtio, elv’ 0 Koucopimv’' (‘by those bits of yellow | marble, is
Caesarion’) is especially vivid. In the poem ‘Koucopiov’ (1918) Cavafy uses
sculptural vocabulary in order to give us a metaphorical account of how
artistic imagination works. The fragmented image of the young Caesarion:
‘Tthv iotoplo Aiyeg | ypoppeg povayo Bploxovion ya cévo’ (‘In
history but few lines are to be found about you’) is remoulded into a new
existence by the poet: ‘x’ €101 md €AelBepo ¢° EmAoco HEC oTOV vob
uov. 1 £’ émioca wpoio ¥ aicdnuotikd’ (‘and so I moulded you the more
freely in my mind [ I moulded you handsome and sensitive’). Here, on the
other hand, sculpture is literally involved: Caesarion’s statue emerges as a new,
integral creation among the bits of yellow marble.

In the last part of ‘“Tvavebg YOG sculpture becomes ethereal, almost
without substance. We think, surely, of Winckelmann, who claimed that ideal
beauty, although incarnated in Greek statuary, was ethereal and pure like a
dream apparition or the waters of a source — and we note that the word
dyoo (statue) is no longer used here. What is more, sculpture in this section
is not only totally personal and private but takes on a religious character: the
interior of the workshop is transformed into a shrine, where the cult statue of
the young or new Hermes becomes the god himself in a moment of revelation.
Let us not forget that the summer — especially the hot hours of summer noon
— are those when the pagan gods preferred to make their appearance; but such
is also the moment Cavafy himself considered the most appropriate for the
apparition of poetic inspiration in the form of a pale and ethereal young man.

It is in this last section too that we clearly see that the statue in Cavafy
regains the religious aura it had in antiquity. The Greek word &yoApa (statue)
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is etymologically relatable to the verb &y&Alouor (to exult in), that is, the
beholder of an &yoAuo glories in the sight. The noun is distinguished from
&vdpirdg which emphasized the ‘manliness’ of the statue but excluded the
divine aspect.” The joy of the beholder can be aesthetic of course — and, even
if this way of looking at statuary is taken to be peculiarly modern, it is rooted
in the Hellenistic period in which art criticism flourished.” But the joy is above
all religious. The believer would no doubt feel a certain joy and elevation from
the presence of the god in the statue standing in front of him. For, as Stokes
remarks, stone, although solid, is the habitat of soft light like the glow of flesh;
marble statues of the gods are the gods themselves.” And after the
Peloponnesian War there is ‘a shift in attention away from the group oriented
state religion . . . toward cults which involved a personal and emotional
relationship with the deity’.”

In Hellenistic times this way of considering the statue extended to the
rulers, who assumed divine attributes. In “Tvoavebdg yAORTNG, however,
Cavafy adapts this tradition to his own ends, replacing divinity, heroism and
political power with beauty as the reason for the existence and worship of the
statue. Hermes may have been chosen because he ‘was the god of young
athletes and was depicted in sculpture as a young man’;* but the attribute v&0g
means both young and new. Consequently, it does not only recall that the god
was indeed one of the youngest, but reveals that the statue in the workshop was
depicting a young man with such beauty as to make him divine and raise him
to the status of the god, in other words replacing in Cavafy’s world the ‘old’
god with a new one, a second Hermes. A young man’s ethereal and divine
body, reinvested with sanctified eroticism, is made correlative to the body of
poetry itself.

NOTES

1 This article is based on the chapter ‘C.P. Cavafy: the poet as sculptor’ from my PhD thesis
‘Ancient Greek Sculpture in Modern Greek Poetry, 1860-1960". The thesis was completed at King’s
College London (2000) under the supervision of Dr David Ricks.

2 Itis true that in many respects Cavafy’s work might, at a first glance be related to the Parnassians.
For example, the extreme care in the treatment of historical and other details; or again the ‘culte de
la Beauté’ as the highest ideal in art; or, indeed, the Parnassians’ assiduity in the perfection of form.
But the difference lies in the degree to which Cavafy and the Parnassians respectively appropriate
the metaphor of sculpture in their poetry, and which, in the case of the Parnassians remains perhaps
superficial. For a detailed discussion see E. Politou-Marmarinou, *O Kafd¢ng kor o Tolhxdg
IMopvacoioudg in S, Skartsis (ed.), Ipoxtikd Tpitov Tvunocsiov Ioinong. Adtépoua otov
K. T1. KoB&on (Athens 1984) 315-46.

3 See A. Stokes, Stones of Rimini (New York 1969) 28, n. 1.

4 Cavafy himself used to say, according to T. Malanos, ‘O Ko &¢ng £ eye (Athens 1986) 12: ‘For
me, the immediate impression is not my starting point. The impression must grow old, grow false on



SCULPTURE AND THE MALE BODY IN THE POETRY OF CAVAFY 97

its own, through the agency of time, without my falsifying it.” The fact that Cavafy needed time for
his poetic idea to mature and in order to write his poem, is acknowledged by the poet himself in his
*Avékdoto, onpetduate Momtikig kol "Howkdcg, ed. G.P. Savidis (Athens 1983) 39 and 51-2.
5 ]. Sareyannis, ‘What Was Most Precious — His Form’ (tr. D. Haas) Grand Street 2.3 (1983) 108-
126 (121).

6 A. Stokes, The Image in Form. Selected Writings of Adrian Stokes, ed. R. Wollheim
(Harmondsworth 1972) 48.

7 Tr. D. Ricks, The Shade of Homer (Cambridge 1989) 114.

8 For nh&Bm see “Tvovedg YAOTTNG (‘Sculptor from Tyana’) line 16, and ‘X100 kopeveiov
tfiv e{c080’ (‘At the Café Entrance’) lines 5 and 7; for oynpotifo see 'H wndeio 100
Zaprndévog’ (“The Funeral of Sarpedon’) line 20, and “"Exéuco eig thv Téyxvn’ (I've Brought
to Art’) line 5; for Eavoryyilm, finally, see “Tvoavebg YAOmIng', line 11.

9 Birth of Tragedy, chapters | and 22.

10 Tr. D. Ricks, Modern Poetry in Translation 13 (1998) 11.

11 The sexual connotations of this line have also been commented on by E. Keeley in Cavafy's
Alexandria. Study of a Myth in Progress (Princeton 1976) 84 and by M. Alexiou. ‘Poetry, Eros and
the dissemination of images’ in M. Alexiou and V. Lambropoulos (eds.), The Text and its Margins:
Post-Structuralist Approaches to Twentieth-Century Greek Literature (New York 1985) 157-96
(188).

12 S. Goldhill, *The naive and knowing eye: ecphrasis and the culture of viewing in the Hellenistic
world’ in S. Goldhill and R. Osborne (eds.), Art and Text in Ancient Greek Culture (Cambridge
1994).

13 For a discussion of the Victorian background of Cavafy’s ephebes and the particular affinities
with Oscar Wilde, see Sarah Ekdawi, ‘Cavafy’s mythical ephebes’ in P. Mackridge (ed.), Ancient
Greek Myth in Modern Greek Poetry (London 1996) 33-44; “The erotic poems of C. P. Cavafy,
Képmog 1 (1993) 23-46; and ‘Days of 1895, ‘96 and “97: the parallel prisons of C. P. Cavafy and
Oscar Wilde’, Modern Greek Studies Yearbook 9 (1993) 297-305.

14 Probably the picture by Levi Henry Leopold published in 'Attikdv Movoeiov on 15 March
1892, a journal to which Cavafy had contributed. See Aetxmpo Ko d¢n, ed. Lena Savidi (Athens
1983) 200. For an overview of mythological models and Victorian painting, see Rosemary Barrow,
‘Mad about the boy’, in the present volume.

15 But Cavafy was working on this poem from 1892 to 1924, as Savidis shows. See "Entd ctddio.
evég moujuorog tov Kofégn. “H Kndefor tov Zopmndévog”, 1892-1924", in Mikpé
KoPBodtké, A" (Athens 1985) 259-80.

16 1898, lines 51-4 and 1908, lines 40-2. Tr. D. Ricks, The Shade of Homer. 100-1 and 102-4.
17 Ricks, The Shade of Homer, 110.

18 Compare, for example, the phrase ‘kéumoon métpo’ (‘a good deal of stone’) in ‘Tvovelg
yAOTG which reflects a certain vulgarity when talking in quantities.

19 This is explicitly stated in ‘Edvpievog Td¢og (‘Tomb of Eurion) (1914). Indeed, in this poem,
the tomb of the young man is so heavily decorated that the ephebe’s form is lost as the speaker
acknowledges at the end: *Xdoopev §{mg 10 md tipto — TRV Hopod tov, I tod ftove ohv tid
gmorrovio ontosio’ (‘But we've lost what was most precious: his form — | like a vision of
Apollo.”).

20 Ricks, The Shade of Homer, 109.

21 See P. Hoyle, Delphi (London 1967) 158-9, and F. Poulsen, Delphi (tr. G.C. Richards) (London
[n.d.]y 221,

22 Contrary to the whiteness of the body which implied youth, the whiteness of hair is a
characteristic of old age, which Sarpedon, as indeed many of the youths of Cavaly’s erotic poems,
does not reach.

23 A. Stewart, Greek Sculpture. An Exploration (New Haven 1990) 36.

24 Sece Ricks, The Shade of Homer, 109.

25 After E. Keeley and P. Sherrard, C. P. Cavafy. Collected Poems (Princeton 1992).



98 GIANNAKOPOULOU

26 R. Jenkyns, The Victorians and Ancient Greece (Oxford 1980) 133.

27 R.R.R. Smith, Hellenistic Sculpture (London 1991) 14.

28 Edmund Keeley, Kofddng xon Browning (tr. A. Berlis) in Tpoxtikéd Tpitov Tvurosiov
IMoinong (Patras 1986) 355-62.

29 Tsirkas, in his ‘O roMTikog KoBd¢ng (Athens 1971) publishes a manuscript of the poet with
commentaries on certain passages of Ruskin’s Modern Painters and The Stones of Venice.

30 M. Peridis, ‘O Biog kol 10 “Epyo 100 Kovotovtivov KafBéadn (Athens 1948) 72.

31 W. Pater, ‘Winckelmann’ in D.L. Hill, ed., The Renaissance. Studies in Art and Poetry (Berkeley
1980) 141-85.

32 Pater, ‘Winckelmann’, 147, 154,

33 The sensuality of touch has also been pointed out by D. Nikolareizis, ‘O ©8ovioudg othv
noinon 100 Kafdadn. in A. Ziras (ed.), Aokiuio Kprukig (Athens 1983) 156-66 (164).

34 ]. Mavrogordato, The Poems of C. P. Cavafy (London 1951) 66.

35 A similar affinity exists between the words ‘stature’ and ‘statue’ in English.

36 Compare the use of the verb in Sikelianos™ ‘Tlovtdpxng’ (1914) to refer to the erection of Zeus's
statue by Phidias.

37 Jenkyns, The Victorians and Ancient Greece, 149-50.

38 Both poems translated by Keeley and Sherrard.

39 After Keeley and Sherrard.

40 Pater for example, influenced by Schlegel and Winckelmann, says that ‘painting, music and
poetry, with their endless power of complexity, are the special arts of the romantic and modern ages’.
41 Compare “Emtiupiov Avriéyov, Baocihéwg Kopuaymvig (‘Epitaph of Antiochos, King
of Kommagene’) (1923), lines 15-16: *"Trip&ev &1t 16 &piotov éxeivo, ‘Edinvikdg - |
iot6tnToc 88V €7 1y &vBpordG Totépoy’ (‘In addition he was that best of things, Hellenic
~ I mankind has no quality more precious’). Tr. Keeley and Sherrard, 125.

42 Most of my information on Hellenistic sculpture is drawn from Smith’s book Hellenistic
Sculpture. I have also found extremely helpful the accounts given on Greek sculpture (Classical and
Hellenistic) by Nigel Spivey, Understanding Greek Sculpture. Ancient Meanings, Modern Readings
(London 1996).

43 Spivey, Understanding Greek Sculpture, 200.

44 See Smith, Hellenistic Sculpture, 51.

45 Natural History 34.65. Reported by 1.J. Pollitt, Art in the Hellenistic Age (Cambridge 1986) 47.
46 Stokes, Stones of Rimini, 15.

47 Tr. D. Ricks, Modern Poetry in Translation, 9.

48 J. Heffernan, Museum of Words. The Poetics of Ecphrasis from Homer to Ashbery (Chicago
1993) 13945 (141-2).

49 See also Spivey, Understanding Greek Sculpture, 45.

50 See, “The Critic as Artist’, in Complete Works of Oscar Wilde (London 1966) 1018-21.

51 Stokes, Stones of Rimini, 18.

52 LI Pollitt, Art and Experience in Classical Greece (Cambridge 1972) 125,

53 V.A. Caires, ‘Originality and eroticism: Constantine Cavafy and the Alexandrian epigram,
Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 6 (1980) 131-56.



