A. R. RANGAVIS
THE VOYAGE OF DIONYSUS

A. R. Rangavis (Rangabé) (1809-1892) is one of the most prolific authors of
modern Greece; and it is certain that no-one reads his poetry entire. If he still hasa
reputation as a poet, it is certainly as a minor poet, a poet —on T. S. Eliot’s
definition— who does not have to be read whole!. But I shall argue here that
«Atovioou TIAolc» (1864) is a minor masterpiece in a light vein?.

To stick up for Rangavis nowadays undoubtedly requires swimming against the
tide: everything seems to be against him. The poet, who boasted a somewhat
disputable descent from Byzantine emperors, was a member of an anachronistic
class, the Phanariots; he was the man who wanted to change the words of the Greek
national anthem in an archaizing direction?; he completely failed to recognize the
value of the poetry of Whitman#, while including in his history of modern Greek
literature no fewer than 746 authors®; above all, he appeared to believe that ancient
metrics and ancient sensibilities could be revived in the modern era, as he
proclaimed in these dotty lines of 1840:

"Otav dvéot’ ¥ dpyaio “EXhdg, xai 6uob % dpyaix
alobnote, mpémet 1w’ adthv v’ dvioTi xt 6 dpyatoc T oTiyocs.

But even if he had his absurd side, Rangavis’ ‘Voyage of Dionysus’ has been

recognized by Palamas and by various modern anthologists as a success’. And

perhaps it is not unworthy of our attention, not just for its intrinsic value but also
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so that we can begin to understand the formless void that the poetry of the
nineteenth century between Solomos and Palamas is for the reader of today. Linos
Politis puts it memorably, in a metaphor to which we shall return, when he speaks
of Rangavis’ archaizing stanzas, like the neoclassical houses of Athens, as having
their share of pretention but for all that being not without a certain charm®.

I shall assume here a knowledge of the hundred five-line stanzas of the “Voyage
of Dionysus’; and for the background to the poem I refer the reader to the excellent
note by Mario Vitti®. What I propose to do in this paper is to consider the "Voyage’
as an example of that kind of poetry which derives its energy from metamorphosis:
in its relation of a tale of metamorphosis; its adaptation of its source materials into a
new form; and its remoulding of standard form into something distinctive.

It has been argued by Charles Tomlinson that much poetry is helpfully to be
seen as metamorphosis, and indeed may derive much of its energy from actually
describing metamorphosis'®. This is very much the case with the “Voyage’, whose
opening stanzas do much to prepare the reader for what is to follow:

‘H Extaoig ol ayavolc "ARA’ 8mou vérog elg yAauxdg

Alyaiov éxowdito,
x’ EPAemec 300 ovpavolg —
6 ele Ay &vew xuavoic,

Yhourde 6 &AROG XATG.

Al Sixheimovoat mvoal

7ol Eapoc Epicmv

appiforor wal dpoctoct’

poxpay 87 épaivovt’ ¢ onal
al xopupal TGV YAGWV.

‘H 8%01g, mirn proyepa,
AUUTPAG VT AVAXAKCELG
mévtiley el T& vepd,
¢ &v évépovto Tupa
THY TAdxa t¥g Oaidoarg.

Towvlog TV Eppinvou,
LA » i L4 A
TL Tov; Epvic 1) Ohrdg,
fitig éravue Acuxdg
Tag TTépuyas ¢ wOuVOUL;

- N .
Hrov 6Axde, olyl mrnvév:
o¢ 87 Epbage wAvsiov,

, s .
pwelay epaiveto Bouvov,
nal Tév lotdy Tou Tupnviiv
éxdopet Emioeiov.

Méawg émvvBouv apyvpot
appol mept THY TPéTLY,
®’ éwbelg EtL Tpoywpet,
6Tt Eoylev edpld

76 tyvog TOu xxTOTLY.

This may look at first like a lavish and conventional piece of scene-setting, but it in
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fact sets a scene of mystery in which not everything is what it seems. There is not
one sky but apparently two; the winds blow ‘uncertain’; the distant islands are like
shadows; there are fiery reflections in the water as if the water were on fire. What is
it approaching? Not a bird but a boat, which appears at first white (its sails seen
from afar) and then black (as its bulk looms above the point of view). Its bow barely
breaks the water, and you can only tell that it is in motion from the wake behind.
This whole description, which one is tempted to call cinematic, describes not a still
life but a scene constantly changing in unexpected ways.

The ground is thus prepared for the three metamorphoses which are the core
of the poem: that of the ship’s timbers into Bacchic vines and thyrsi; that of the
pirates into fish; and finally that of Ariadne into a goddess and of her hair into a
constellation. At the centre of the poem, architecturally and thematically, is the
changing of the ship by the god into a Bacchic object; in this scene the poet uses his
full battery of virtuoso effects (stanzas 60-1):

Atpvng Sywaby, ¢ peotdc
Eapwiic txpadog,

®’ Eppdymn Tpilwv & loTdc —
®’ EEépu elpwortoc Braotog
xop&v aumérov xradoc!

ZTepavag TAEXOUGH TTOANIG,
Hoti’ el Tac xepaiac,

®’ el muxvoy B6rov ¥ QuAkac
EXQUTITETO — Kol OTOPUAGS
EBracTtnoe yewalac!

The process of the growth of grapes is followed from its first beginning: spring sap
swelling, bursting into a shoot, then the leaves growing all over and finally the
grapes making their appearance. The mast, perceived as inanimate, returns to the
natural world that created it by way of an intricate and pointed syntax. The syntax
of the next stanza too is complex: it begins with a feminine participle whose subject
we do not identify until QuAAdg, the last word of the third line. The hyperbaton of
®’ elg muxvov B6hov 7 QuARdg / éxdpmTeTo stresses the twining of the leaves; and
the stanza with ‘noble’ grapes, noble because generous in size and divine in origin.

But the importance of metamorphosis in the “Voyage’, as I suggested earlier,
extends far beyond the set pieces of metamorphosis. Throughout, the weather in
which the events take place is subject to continual change; so too are material
objects, in which one might expect greater stability; and so are the protagonists
themselves. In the divinely initiated storm, for example, the ship takes on the
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characteristics of an animate being, in the most elaborate of the poem’s many

similes (50):

To mvelpa TGV Tpxuptldy
16 mholov avamvéet,

’ \ " ’ ¥
xat, xabodc Euduydv Tu By,
opfobtat, minter mveuGTLGY,

’ A 14
yoyyolet wal madate

(Note the stress here on cognates of mvéw: mvelpa, dvamvéer, Euduyov, mveu-
atiiv). Even when an object is not actually seen as animated, its changing of roles
may ingeniously be used to mark the action: take the case of the oar (xdmy). In
stanza 8 the oar is described as rowing without any operator of the oar being
specified; in stanza 33 we find that the oarsmen have left the oar behind as they
embark on their attack on the young couple; in stanza 34 it becomes one of their
weapons; by stanza 69, with the boat speeding along by divine power, the oar has
left the scene. The pirates themselves undergo a sort of metamorphosis even before
their literal one on shore: the arms that they stretch out towards the girl (44) are
made inert by sea-sickness (52), and their cries of menace (32) are replaced by cries
of fear (75). In all this the poem exhibits a dry humour which is not too common in
Greek Romantic poetry; and it is humour above all which dominates the treatment
of Dionysus and Arjadne. The former in the poem is fairly colourless, really just a
deus ex machina, and the light is cast on his lover, the central subject of the poem,
and an unexpected one. Undercutting all the divine miracles is a picture of Ariadne
as all too human. At the height of her love {21-2) she starts to fret about her love’s
identity; while reclining on a bed of flowers after her rescue from the hands of the
pirates she weeps for the ruthless miscreants in pity (81); even after the god frees
them from their suffering, she is still not contented, provoking the poet to the sole
gnomic utterance of the poem (8): "Astatov ypfjua §) yuvl) / odc 6 &ijp 6 Tvéwv.
This is a clear recollection of Virgil’s observation, made without tongue in cheek:
‘varium et mutabile semper / femina’ (4eneid 4.569-70); in the context of the
‘Voyage’, with all its changes of weather, it is highly pointed.

Things and persons in the “Voyage of Dionysus’ are undergoing continual
metamorphosis; but the role of Ariadne in the story as told by Rangavis alerts us to
a metamorphosis which the poem itself has undergone by virtue of a generic change
from a hymn to a romance. (The poet subtitles it, neutrally, a Avfynua, a tale).
With respect to this, the author’s note is illuminating:

This little poem is an imperfect translation of the small frieze on the monument of Lysicrates.
To be sure, neither in the frieze nor in the Homeric Hymn to Dionysus nor in Philostratus
(Imagines 1.19) is there a woman. But these ancient mythical stories are neither so fully known
nor so certain with respect to their details that alteration is always impermissihle. Naxos was the
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island in which took place the love-affair of the God and Ariadne, and it was to Naxos that
Dionysus was sailing when the Tyrrhenians seized him; the God met Ariadne on the island Dia
(Philostratus, Imagines 1.15), which was not Naxos but another island near Crete. Nothing
prevents us, accordingly, from supposing that it was while taking the girl from Dia to Naxos that
he fell into the hands of the Tyrrhenians.

The “Voyage of Dionysus’ is tongue-in-cheek —Christopoulos was not the last
Phanariot to draw on the ancient inheritance for far from serious purposes— and
so is this accompanying note with its plausible pseudo-scholarship. (Rangavis was of
course an archaeologist of note). Moreover, the content of the note completely
overturns the initial claim that the poem is a ‘translation’ of the sculpture. Here,
then, we have two degrees of metamorphosis: first a change of form from sculpture
to poetry, and secondly a change of genre in poetry. The first is teasingly hinted at
in the seemingly run-of-the-mill hyperbole in the description of the girl (15):

Mot évtérera! Eixamv
épaiveto papurdpou,

Bolpo THe Téyvng yYAUTTIOY -
AN dhg adTh &v Av Aeuxdy
6 pdppapov tig Iapou.

The girl was not like marble, among other things, because she was not on this frieze.
And the “Voyage’ is not like a sculpture (pace Politis) because it can allude to the
plastic arts in this teasing way.

The poem’s tranformation of its sources extends further than this one
example. In picking on the salient points we may show that the “Voyage’ is not just
about a particular metamorphosis —whose classical status is shown by its presence
in Ovid’s Metamorphoses— but is itself a metamorphosis:

1. The scene depicted on the choregic monument of Lysicrates (334 B.C.) is
of the pirates leaping from the shore, having been lashed by satyrs with thyrsi while
Dionysus watches; in the Homeric Hymn (vii) the pirates leap from the ship. By
combining sea and land in one account of the story, Rangavis has emphasized the
process of change more strongly.

2. The maritime part of the ‘voyage’ combines the two pietures of Philostratus
the attack on the pirates (1.19) and Ariadne (1.15). At a more general view, this
effects the transformation of the poem from a hymn celebrating the god’s powers to
a romantic epyllion telling a tale of love. The contrast of the two is made explicit by
the concluding words of the poem, Towwit’ % Oela apoify / x* ol tév Oy
xoAdoetc!

3. It is not the crown of Ariadne that becomes a constellation, as at Ovid
Metamorphoses 8.176-82, but her hair, a more vivid case of transformation, as the
%6y, becomes a mwAbdxapoc of stars.
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All these elements, and others not mentioned, make the "Voyage’ not just the
retelling of a given story but the creation of a new story out of traditional elements.
The doctrina of Rangavis’ light narration becomes apparent once we think about its
sources; and the moral of the story as a whole, in this version, is not the customary
one. Given that it is really Ariadne who motivates the miracles, the moral in the end
is perhaps ‘amor vincit omnia’, a not un-Ovidian sentiment.

The ancient flavour of the ‘Voyage’ is of course partly accounted for by the
presence of a very learned vocabulary: words such as Anotai, veaviag, haihay we
can find in the Homeric Hymn. And on the page the stanzas have an ancient look;
though these too are an example of metamorphosis, for they have been made out of
the everyday political verse. What we have —and it is a large part of the poem’s
charm— is an interaction between archaism and the familiar. The reader is not
deterred by an extreme archaism, as we can see from the following famous stanzas
(16-18):

Tév Spocepdv Tng Tapetév
opofalov Ta xRy

6 p6dov 16 Epulipléiv

Grav ctoPalnrar yLov

®’ elg ThY yéva Baihy.

"Eni tobg dpoug g yuty
KATEPPEEY T HOWY,

o¢ N 6eMfvy 87 bpaty
ele ypuod végy, &v adtH
Omédapmoy ol Guot.

IMoborar mdpmar Tpde oTOAI Y
Sahtbor ouveiyov

T¥c xbprne tHy dvoafolriy

%’ Elg TNV YPUSTIV TTG XEQaAY
Tov Tholtov Tév Bootplywv.

Each stanza rhymes ABAAB, and amounts to two iambic fifteen-syllable couplets
rhyming both at the end and at the caesura, with an extra half-line (eight syllables)
sandwiched between the couplets. The effects achievable are comparable to those of
Kalvos’ stanzas!'. The special function of the third line in each stanza —which is
important for the handling of an ancient theme, distancing the form as it does from
the more or less journalistic katharevousa couplet— is that it retards the natural
the couplet movement without abolishing it; it forms a key element of a style which

11. See classically G. Seferis, Aowtpée, Athens 1974, vol. 1, p. 179-210.
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aims at the avoidance of patness and the production of the unexpected. The great
majority of the stanzas do not break into a structure of couplet / half-line / couplet
but are woven together as a complete sentence which has to be followed through to
the end of the stanza. Stanza 18 is a good example describing as it does the holding
action of the brooches.

Another virtue of the form, one which is particularly appropriate for the
conveying of the process of metamorphosis, as a look at any of the relevant stanzas
will show, is that the stanza’s possession of three monosyllabic and three disyllabic
rhymes can produce a strong degree of assonance. Although it would be fair to say
that the poet’s powers of description are more out of the ordinary than his ability to
handle the direct speech, the poem reads remarkably easily today, although we have
got out of the habit of reading long poems. It is above all the chosen form that
produces the quality of surprise in a lapidary style (with numerous hiatus) that is
entirely appropriate to the subject-matter.

To expatiate further in this vein on a piece of light verse would be heavy-
handed, especially since the neatness of the "Voyage’ has been acknowledged. But it
is worth ending with some comments on what for most readers is seen as the
insuperable barrier to the enjoyment of the poem, its archaizing linguistic idiom.
That the poem’s idiom would present difficulties to the uneducated reader is
indisputable; but whether it presents real difficulties is perhaps open to question. A
stanza of straight description like 37 includes no word that is not part of what is
called xowv?) veosAAnvixd:

Odhoneg Eotnoav Tantol

el ™Y OmHv ToD ondgpoug —

%’ éxAeloly N watamonty),

®’ Fv el TE GTAKYVH TOU QPPIXTY
7 V&, ¢ elv’ elg Tagoue.

The problem with the ‘Voyage’ is one, not of intelligibility, but of expectations: the
modern reader is apt to find that all poetry written in katharevousa (with the
Seferis-endorsed exception of Kalvos) ipso facto unacceptable. Here, as elsewhere,
the shadow of the Language Question is one that we could do well without. We
should be prepared to consider poetry in this sort of idiom as an experiment not
without merit, comparable perhaps to the use of classical metres in some English
poetry. That the question of language is the symptom, not the cause, of the
‘Voyage’’s ungcceptability can be shown by a comparison with an English
contemporary of Rangavis and the way he is viewed by influential critics.

Let us take the ' most famous passage of Swinburne, the chorus from Atalanta
in Calydon (1865), picking on the following three stanzas:
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The full streams feed on flower of rushes,
Ripe grasses trammel a travelling foot,
The faint fresh flame of the young year flushes
From leaf to flower and flower to fruit;
And fruit and leaf are as gold and fire,
And the oat is heard above the lyre,
And the hooféd heel of a satyr crushes
The chestnut-husk at the chestnut-root,

And Pan by noon and Bacchus by night,
Fleeter of foot than the fleet-foot kid,

Follows with dancing and fills with delight
The Maenad and the Bassarid;

And soft as lips that laugh and hide

The laughing leaves of the tree divide,

And screen from seeing and leave in sight

The god pursuing, the maiden hid.

The ivy falls with the Bacchanal’s hair
Over her eyebrows hiding her eyes;
The wild vine slipping down leaves bare
Her bright breast shortening into sighs;
The wild vine slips with the weight of its leaves,
But the berried ivy catches and cleaves
To the limbs that glitter, the feet that scare
The wolf that follows, the fawn that flies.

In subject-matter this passage has evident affinities with the "Voyage of
Dionysus’; but there are stylistic affinities too: a complex stanza-form that relishes
the possibilities for emphatic enjambement; sustained alliteration and assonance;
antithesis and repetition. And metamorphosis is prominent here too. But this sort
of poetry, and this poem in particular, have come to be seen as representing a whole
type of poetry that is undesirable. F. R. Leavis views the passage with considerable
hostility, he speaks of its belonging "to a specialized poetic order, cultivated apart
“from ordinary living’; goes on to make the accusation that “The dependence on the
tripping onrush of the measure, which rushes by all questions, and upon the
general hypnotic effect (the alliteration playing an essential part in both) is plain’;
and concludes that “‘one word will bring in a train of others less because of meaning

than because they begin with the same letter or chime with like sounds’'2. And

12. F. R. Leavis, Revaluation, Harmondsworth 1978, p. 223-4.
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William Empson concedes, ‘It would be true, perhaps, to say that he feels it more
important to keep up his effect of texture than that, in any particular case, the
meanings, the chord of association, should show through’:s.

Now these are objections of the sort that people would make to the
katharevousa of Rangavis if they paid it any attention at all; and it is important to
recognize that katharevousa is not intrinsic to this sort of poetry. (It is important to
notice, too, that two of the charges against Swinburne would have to be mitigated in
the case of the "Voyage’. In the first place, Rangavis’ metre is, as we have seen,
adapted from the staple measure of Greek poetry and is not an extravagant novelty.
And secondly, the fact that Rangavis’ tongue is firmly in his cheek makes his
revival of Hellenic mythology and scenery much less open 1o criticism). That it was
not katharevousa itself that was responsible for the bad poetry of nineteenth-
century Greece but rather an attitude of mind which was not helped by the
existence of katharevousa was recognized by two penetrating critics. Roidis wrote,
in his classic essay ‘On contemporary poetry in Greece’ (1877):

Of Homer myth tells that he was blind; but in his verses descriptions there is apparent not a
trace of blindness: while, on the other hand. if the verses being written today survive for mankind
in the future, it will be justified in supposing from what appears in them that in the mid-
nineteenth century there lived in Greece a whole generation of sightless rhapsodes's.

And Alexander Pallis came up with a sheaf of such examples in his book Brousos
(1923), in which he showed how various poets, Homer not excepted, had
misdescribed the real world!®. The point was squarely and amusingly put by these
two critics; but we have seen that in the “Voyage’ Rangavis was not attempting to
describe the real world but doing something more slippery, the description of
metamorphosis. The objection to the "Voyage of Dionysus’, if one wished to make
objections to a light-hearted competition-piece, is not that its poet uses words from
an archaizing vocabulary but that he lives in a world of words. Even this objection
can be turned on its head in the face of undoubted technical mastery, as Eliot
concluded about Swinburne:

the object has ceased to exist... the meaning is merely the hallucination of meaning, because
language, uprooted. has adapted itself to an independent life of atmospheric nourishment... The
bad poet dwells partly in a world of objects and partly in a world of words, and he can never get
them to fit. Only a man of genius could dwell so exclusivelv and consistently among words as
Swinburne!®.
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