MODERN
MODERN GREEK
GREEK STUDIES
STUDIES ASSOCIATION
ASSOCIATION OF
OF AUSTRALIA
AUSTRALIA AND
AND NEW
NEW ZEALAND
ZEALAND

Greek Journeys and
Philosophical
Reflections
SPECIAL
SPECIAL ISSUE
ISSUE OF
OF MODERN
MODERN GREEK
GREEK STUDIES
STUDIES (AUSTRALIA
(AUSTRALIA AND
AND NEW
NEW ZEALAND)
ZEALAND)

EDITORS:
EDITORS: MICHAEL
MICHAEL TSIANIKAS
TSIANIKAS ∙∙ GEORGE
GEORGE COUVALIS
COUVALIS ∙∙ MARIA
MARIA PALAKTSOGLOU
PALAKTSOGLOU

A
A ddeellaaiiddee 22001199

Greek Journeys and Philosophical Reflections

Greek Journeys and
Philosophical Reflections
SPECIAL ISSUE OF MODERN GREEK STUDIES (AUSTRALIA
AND NEW ZEALAND)

Edited by:
Michael Tsianikas
George Couvalis
Maria Palaktsoglou

Modern Greek Studies Association of Australia and New Zealand
Adelaide 2019

Series: Journal of Modern Greek Studies (Australia and New Zealand) — Special Issue
Title: Greek Journeys and Philosophical Reflections
Edited by: Michael Tsianikas, George Couvalis, Maria Palaktsoglou
The contributions in this special issue on Greek Journeys and Philosophical Reflections, are all
refereed through the standard process of blind peer reviewing. The journal is a DEST recognised
publication.
ISSN: 1039-2831
Published: Adelaide, 2019
All correspondence to:
Department of Language Studies – Modern Greek
Flinders University
GPO Box 2100 ADELAIDE SA 5001
AUSTRALIA
CRICOS Provider Number: 00114A
Cover Image: “Hydra”, painted by Maria Loizidou, 1978
Photo: Antonios Litinas
Cover Design: Irene Belperio
Typesetting: Irene Belperio
Printed and Bound: Created2Print
Copyright in each contribution to this journal belongs to its author.
© 2019, Modern Greek Studies Association of Australia and New Zealand
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in
any form or by any means electronic, mechanical or otherwise without the prior permission of the publisher.
Modern Greek Studies Association of Australia and New Zealand
President: Vrasidas Karalis, University of Sydney
Vice-President: Elizabeth Kefallinos, Macquarie University
Secretary: Panagiotis Diamantis, University of Technology, Sydney
Treasurer: Panayiota Nazou, University of Sydney
MGSAANZ was founded in 1990 as a professional association by scholars and researchers in Australia and
New Zealand engaged in Greek Studies. Membership is open to all interested in any area of Greek studies
(history, literature, culture, transition, economy, gender studies, sexualities, linguistics, cinema, Diaspora,
etc).

Dedicated to Layla Plummer.
Hard Working. A Well Organised Mind. A Charismatic Soul.
A Leader.

Contents

Grief and Consolation in Greece and Rome: Ancient and Modern
Perspectives……………………………………………………………………...1
Han Baltussen, University of Adelaide
The Puzzle of the Pseudo-Platonic Axiochus………………………………16
Rick Benitez, University of Sydney
Philoponus, Kant, and Russell on the Beginning of Time………………36
George Couvalis, Flinders University, Adelaide
Aristotle and Democracy……………………………………………………..53
Scott Mann, Western Sydney University
Euclid’s Geometry: the Case of Contradiction…………………………….71
Chris Mortensen, University of Adelaide
Plato and Hurka and the Place of Reason in the Good Life……………..84
Matthew Usher, Flinders University, Adelaide
From Ancient Greek Myth to Contemporary Science in Australia: Cronus
as an Environmental Hypothesis…………………………………………..101
Helena González-Vaquerizo, Autonomous University of Madrid
Evangelising Zeus: the Illiad According to Loukanes…………………..123
Calliope Dourou, Harvard University
Australians in Crete in World War II…………...…………………………143
Peter Monteath, Flinders University, Adelaide

vii

Gorgopotamos and After: Tom Barnes’ Greek Archive, 1942–45……….163
Katherine Barnes, Australian National University, Canberra
Greasy Spoon Dagoes: Sydney’s Greek Food-Catering Phenomenon,
1870s–1952 …………………………………………………………………...…186
Leonard Janiszewski, Macquarie University, Sydney
Effy Alexakis, Macquarie University, Sydney
Identity and Social Connection of Greek Dancing in Diaspora ………..217
Maria-Irini Avgoulas, LaTrobe University, Melbourne
Rebecca Fanany, Central Queensland University
Lost in Translation? Investigating the Linguistic and Conceptual
Understanding of Translated Text for Older Adults of Greek
Background …………………………………………………………………….232
Michael Tsianikas, Flinders University, Adelaide
Irene Belperio, Flinders University, Adelaide
Personal Narrative After Stroke: Stories from Bilingual Greek-English
Immigrants Living in South Australia…….……………………...………..260
Maria Kambanaros, Cyprus University of Technology, Limassol
Greek-Australian Women’s Love Poetry: of Terrain and
Transnationalism …..…………………………………………………………280
Konstandina Dounis, LaTrobe University, Melbourne
Religious Sacraments and Dance in the Greek Orthodox
Church………………………………………………………………………….301
Patricia Riak, Montclair State University, New Jersey
The Image of Ruins in Greek Aestheticism: Evoking the Distant
Past and Reflecting the Human Emotion………………………………….319
Panagiota Douti, National and Kapodistrian University of Athens

viii

Grief and Consolation in Greece and
Rome:
Ancient and Modern Perspectives
Han Baltussen1

In this talk I surveyed various ancient and modern approaches to grief in
order to study the enduring problem of how we humans cope with grief and
how these can be productively studied from a comparative angle. The recent
upsurge in the study of grief and consoling strategies is especially interested
in the healing arts, which is making use of various mechanisms from the
humanistic tradition to cope with grief and loss. The paper hopes to spark
new debates on how a diachronic analysis can allow for discovering new
approaches. It will become clear that we need a great variety of solutions to
allow for the processing of grief across a broad spectrum of personalities.

Preface: reflecting on death, grief and consolation
Grief and death are slowly emerging from the shadows of a long-standing
taboo and it is important that we acknowledge the experience as a deeply
human one, known to humankind since the beginning of time. My interest
in this project on grief in antiquity began some ten years ago, not from a
morbid interest in death and dying, but because I saw the significance of
ancient writings for this crucial aspect of our human lives, that is, how we
cope with grief. The topic has made quite a come-back in recent years as for
instance in Time magazine, where a cover article revealed the grief of a
highly placed executive of Google,2 or when in the New York Times recent
I want to thank the organisers for their kind invitation and for this opportunity to share some
of my work with a wider audience. This talk is a revised version of my talk for the
Australian National University in 2012, building on Baltussen, 2009a, 2013.
2 Sheryl Sandberg, who published a book about her experience Option B. Facing Adversity,
Building Resilience, and Finding Joy in 2017.
1
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books on grief were reviewed. This recent public focus has been noted by
many and some believe that the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, played a
role in this development. Parallels abound between us and earlier historical
periods and it is worth our while exploring the lasting value of coping
mechanisms and grief strategies.3
In this paper I will argue that antiquity also experienced a new important
development in grief management and that their insights may well inform
our own approaches to grief. I will start from the fifth century BC Greek
orator Antiphon who claimed to have a method to heal grief. In making
rhetorical techniques his tool, he started something quite new in that he now
applied consciously and purposefully what others before him had explored
intuitively. I am calling this new approach the therapeutic turn, a phrase
which I will for the moment clarify as: the significant change in how one
human consciously attempts to assist other humans with their grief in a way
that relies on language. Many of you will be familiar with the claim that
Greek philosophers believed that philosophy could have a therapeutic role:
it was for the mind what medicine was for the body. And while all my
examples today will exhibit some philosophical influence, what needs
emphasising is that the earliest therapeutic use of language came about in
the context of rhetorical practice. Admittedly, Thucydides’ marvellous report
on the funeral speech of Pericles is quite famous as a rhetorical case of public
consolation (Pelop. War 2.34–46). But I would hold that this case represents a
different type in which the act of consolation is addressed to the community,
in this case, to clarify the sacrifice made and lift the spirits of the citizens —
which Pericles of course did by turning the speech into a eulogy of Athens
itself and the Athenian way of life. Antiphon’s claim was different:
according to our sources, he set up shop in the marketplace and promised
that he could cure individuals by way of analysing the causes of their grief
and by using words (διὰ λόγων):
Antiphon is said to have composed tragedies both by himself and with the
tyrant Dionysius. While he was still involved in poetry he designed a method for
the cure of grief (τέχνη ἀλυπίας), on the analogy of the treatment of the sick
by doctors and, getting himself a dwelling in Corinth near the market-place,
he advertised that he was able to cure those suffering from grief through [the
power of] words (διὰ λόγων); and discovering the causes of their sickness by
3

I cannot in this paper deal with all relevant texts, such as literary, philosophical and “fringeconsolation” such as Plato’s Phaedo, Hyperides’ Epitaphios or pseudo-Plutarch’s Consolation
to Apollonius. See Baltussen, 2013.
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inquiry he gave consolation to sufferers. (trans. Dillon, 2003, slightly
modified)

The power of the word is here invoked in a very special way. It is also
striking that poetic sensibility is implied earlier in the text, and the fact that
his approach is called a technē, a method based on skills. I am reading this as
referring to rhetorical skills customised for grief counselling.
This, then, is my main theme for this paper: the origin and development
of a new method of dealing with grief, a therapeutic turn, which started in
ancient Greece and developed further in Rome (e.g. Cicero, Seneca, Plutarch,
Galen) and how it may hold some lessons for us today. To me the relevance
for today is quite clear. We are all aware of our mortality and anticipate it.
The need for grief expression in words is apparent across history and
different cultures. But it is striking that, in the past 50 years or so, the modern
study of grief has intensified considerably, as it has more recently for the
ancient world. One important trend has been to diversify the types of grief
and allow for greater variety in dealing with it. There is good reason to ask
why this is the case, even if some important studies were done in the last
century. Different views have been put forward to explain this trend: the rise
of the social sciences, secularisation and the need for guidance in ritual, the
Second World War and its subsequent “age of anxiety” accompanied with
the rise of Prozac. It is quite possible that all these factors played a role, but
my project has taken its cue primarily from the more recent changes in
public grief expression, and — in the context of resolving mental disorders
— the increasing critique of medicinal approaches leading to a movement of
using the Arts in resolving grief.4
Perhaps like retirement, death is a topic most of us prefer to deal with
later — and with increased longevity this is perhaps a luxury we can afford.
But unlike retirement, death has a way of imposing itself more frequently,
disrupting our daily routines when family or friends are taken. In modern
testimonies one may quote the well-known example from C.S. Lewis’
remarkable memoir A Grief Observed which opens with the statement: “No
one ever told me that grief felt so much like fear” (1961:5) or Joan Didion’s
2005 memoir The Year of Magical Thinking: “Grief, when it comes, is nothing

4

See Downie, 2000 and Bertmann, 1999.

3

HAN BALTUSSEN

we expect it to be” (26), or Meryl Streep in her comments on her husband’s
death.
Being at a loss for words has clear ancient parallels.5 Consider the ancient
testimonies like Cicero, Seneca, or Jerome, and we need no longer be
surprised to find that the ancients knew about loss in as many forms as we
do: loss of child, parents, pets, property, dignity, and country. It is said that
Alexander the Great was inconsolable over the death of his horse, that Cicero
(about whom we will hear more later) bemoaned his exile, as did the poet
Ovid, and the famous physician Galen needed all his composure to cope
with the loss of his carefully collected store of medication, recipes as well as
quite a few of his writings after a fire in Rome. The struggle to contain
emotions by rational means is as old as human documents allow us to trace.
Thanks to a range of surviving written sources we know that humans have
long found a need to express their grief, or as Shakespeare put it, “to give
sorrow words”. But once rhetoric and soon philosophy became more
mature, they have pursued ways to use language as the cure. In my talk I
examine Greek and Roman sources which offer a rich untapped reservoir to
show how reading and writing can assist in coping with grief.

Ancient emotions: the benefits of a comparative
approach
Before I delve into some Greek and Roman texts, a brief word on modern
grief studies will be helpful. It is worth pointing out that, notwithstanding
Freud’s Mourning and Melancholia (1917), modern grief studies based on
systematic empirical research are only 60 years old and that recently
considerable debate on the best methods has made it into something of a
“hot” topic. The first empirical research into acute grief in the famous
Lindemann study as recent as 1944 showed the great variety of symptoms
and responses to grief, thereby breaking with the Victorian attitude of the
“stiff upper-lip” or the advice to “just get on with it”.6 Further work in the
E.g. Cicero Fam. 12.30 “I am writing to you, but I have nothing to say”; Seneca Agamemnon
“There is no limit to weeping, Cassandra, because / what we are suffering has vanquished
limit itself”; Jerome Consoling Heliodorus 1 “the greater a subject is, the more completely a
person is overwhelmed and cannot find words to unfold its grandeur”.
6 The past few decades have seen renewed and lively debate about grief and how to deal with
it, many building on Bowlby’s studies of attachment and loss (1969–1980), but also offering
5
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1970s by John Bowlby focused on the mother-child attachment and its
impact on later experiences of attachment, separation and loss. And later
still, we find the rise of the so-called “healing arts”.
That said, the benefits of a comparative approach for a study of grief are
considerable. New methodological perspectives and hindsight are always a
useful part of historical analysis, if used correctly, but modern methods and
conceptual tools also assist in gaining greater clarity on meaning, context
and development of the topic. Here I am not merely following the influence
of social sciences upon historical studies since the 1960s, but also specifically
the growing debate outside academe on the nature of emotions. In the public
sphere I am here thinking, for instance, of the appearance of a range of socalled self-disclosure documents, memoirs which reflect on the loss of an
intimate (e.g. C.S. Lewis, A Grief Observed; J. Didion, The Year of Magical
Thinking; Abigail Carter, The Alchemy of Loss; Megan O’Rourke, The Long
Goodbye). As you can see, the authors have come up with very imaginative
titles. These are not diaries with sentimental outpourings of emotions, but
well-crafted accounts of their grief.7

Homer
I will come to my two case studies in a moment, and will return to modern
parallels where relevant, but first I would like to use one short example from
Homer to make clear how different the approach to grief was before the
therapeutic turn.
For a long time, the ancient Greeks had little to assist them in times of
distress except for rituals, music and lament.8 In Homer we find Achilles in
new theoretical approaches, especially regarding cultural differences and types of grief. In
other words, we have become more sensitive to the usefulness of mourning (Horwitz &
Wakefield, 2007), to the psychological mechanisms underlying grief responses (Bowlby,
1969–1980; Parkes), to the different causes of loss, and to the culturally distinctive factors
involved (Parkes-Laungani) in processing and resolving difficult emotions. Both quotes are
taken from Horwitz and Wakefield, 2007:30.
7 They have already become studied in their own right by Jeffrey Bermann Companionship in
Grief. Love and Loss in the Memoirs of CS Lewis, John Bayley, Donald Hall, Joan Didion
and Calvin Trillin (2010).
8 I omit for the moment a curious incident of a medicinal cure for grief, when Helen uses a
special concoction which is said to be nêpenthês “grief-assuaging”, in Book 4 of the Odyssey
(ll.224–228) to cure her husband Menelaus and their guest Telemachus, who are both struck
by a bout of grief when reminiscing about Odysseus.
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a sorrowful state when his friend Patroclus has died. The situation is
complicated: Achilles has not only been boycotting the war effort, but as a
result of this Patroclus proposes to go to battle in his place wearing his armour,
and Achilles lets him. This engenders a sense of guilt which complicates his
grief (Iliad 18.22–27):
A black cloud of grief came shrouding over Achilles
Both hands clawing the ground for soot and filth
He poured it over his head, fouled his handsome face
And black ashes settled into his fresh clean war-shirt.
Over-powered in all this power, sprawled in the dust,
Achilles lay there, fallen
Tearing his hair out, defiling it with his own hands.
Antilochus bent over him the while, weeping and holding
both his hands as he lay groaning for he feared that he might
plunge a knife into his own throat. Then Achilles gave a loud cry

Remarkably Achilles’ behaviour is that of women mourners, but more
extreme, so much so, that it frightens his companion who interprets his
behaviour as potentially suicidal. In this case we can see how he is brought
down by the powerful mix of several emotions: pride, guilt and grief. In his
great commentary on the Iliad of the early twentieth century — admittedly
written when scholarship centred on textual criticism — Walter Leaf focused
mostly on conventional literary and linguistic analysis (grammar and
morphology) focusing on the word ‘clean’: “‘clean’ translates the peculiar
nektareôi which probably means euôdes nice-smelling, since herbs were used
to preserve garments … the cloak may be a present from Thetis” (vol. 2:271).
Leaf was of course not primarily interested in ancient fabric softeners, but in
determining the correct text and explaining the meaning of words, not
emotions. I would hold that a psychologising reading leads to a richer and
more rewarding insight into the emotive effect of such a passage, provided
it is viewed within a wider development of attitudes and responses to grief.
Antiphon is important as a bridging factor of that transition into a new
world of grief management in fifth century BCE Athens, when his grief
strategy is to exploit rhetorical techniques. Instead of ritual, moaning and
self-pity, we now find more rational approaches to grief, a search for the
right word, turn of phrase, to change the outlook or at least mood of the
addressee. I already quoted one passage for Antiphon’s innovation at the
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start of this paper9 and how his interest in poetry was brought into
connection with rhetorical skills and knowledge of causes. A second passage
also mentions his power to drive out grief with the use of language (Philostr.
I.15):
Antiphon developed great powers of persuasion … and he announced a
course on ‘grief-assuaging’ lectures [nêpentheis akroaseis], asserting that no one
could tell him of a grief so terrible that he could not root it out of the mind.

Note how the term nêpentheis links this text to the unique occurrence in
Homer when Helen offers a special drink to Menelaus and Telemachus (Od.
4.222) to relieve their grief when they reflect on Odysseus’ fate and the
Trojan War.
Crudely stated, hereafter it is not just ritual, but reason that deals with the
emotions, especially when it comes to consolatory writings. Philosophical
views would begin to dominate the ways of thinking, but while their
influence has been studied in great detail, their efficacy has not. My next
example from Rome shows the continuity of Greek strategies, but also the
further internalisation of the consolation process, when Cicero almost
single-handedly invents the self-consolation. In this case both reading and
writing prove crucial to the process of mourning and healing. But he does
this because he discovers philosophy is inadequate.
Cicero’s case is truly a sad one, because we can confidently say that he
was ill-prepared for what Fate had in store for him. A successful politician
and orator, he lived in the tumultuous last days of the Republic. We know
about his grief responses from three types of documents: letters, a
consolation (only fragments), and a philosophical discussion of grief and
other emotions. Only one had been studied seriously (the Tusculans), when
I came to the material. So here I have attempted to make a new contribution
to the debate. Traditionally, Cicero was berated for writing about his grief.
The Renaissance scholar Petrarch declared it a disappointment, historians in
the 1960s were equally unimpressed, calling his Consolatio a sentimental
schoolboy essay.
9

Ps. Plut. Lives of Ten Orators 883–884 [= T6(a) Pendrick, trans. Dillon 2003, modified.
Philostratus, 244-9 CE) I.15 [498 Olearius] = T6(d) Pendrick). The doubts about these
testimonies as unreliable retro-jections (Pendrick, ad loc.) are not conclusive (see Baltussen
2009).

7

HAN BALTUSSEN

The weakness of these readings is that they judged Cicero by modern
standards. I think we can improve our understanding of Cicero’s grief by
including all three types of his writings as part of his grief work, and with
one new element: that we make use of the modern convention of viewing
grief as a process; this will allow us to identify grief stages and take the selfconsolation more seriously in the process of healing.
Let us first consider what actually happened to Cicero. He lost his
daughter after she had just given birth in February 45 BC. He was plunged
into a period of grief, which lasted several months, as is clear from his letters
to Atticus. He had lost his public status due to political turmoil, his wife to
divorce, and on top of that now his beloved only child. In other words, he
had lost his pride in his work as politician and the safe haven of his family
home. The loss of his daughter tipped him over the edge and landed him in
a depression: his symptoms fit the type of grief nowadays called
pathological or abnormal grief. In one letter he writes: “For after trying
everything, I have nothing, in which I can find peace. For while I dealt with
that, about which I have written to you before, I — as it were — fostered my
pain. Now I reject everything and find nothing to be more bearable than
solitude” (Letters to Atticus 12.8). In breach of the social code of his time and
class, Cicero admits that he is inconsolable, and even that he is fostering his
grief. He withdrew from Rome’s political scene and stayed in the
countryside. Cicero’s special situation and resulting isolation explain his
responses to the agony of grief: he has to figure it out himself, and does so
first by reading everything he could find on coping with grief and loss, and
next, by writing.
But these are not random scribblings: after a telling silence of some weeks,
he gets going, does research and involves Atticus in finding materials. 10
Then he reveals his purpose: he has written a self-consolation — which he
claims is an unprecedented thing. Remarkably, the orator has addressed
himself somehow and made an effort to cope with his loss. Cicero’s use of
persuasion or encouragement, based on a strong belief in the therapeutic
value of the word, is to be expected. Only later does he reflect
10

Compare Didion: “I was taught from childhood to go to the literature in time of trouble, [so
I] read everything I could get my hands on about grief: memoirs, novels, how-to books,
inspirational tomes, The Merck Manual. Nothing I read about grief seemed to exactly express
the craziness of it …” [interview].
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philosophically himself in the Tusculans. In modern terms: the addressee is
in fact asked to re-conceptualise their situation, that is, they are invited to reevaluate their views on the circumstances which have led to their emotional
state. In essence, it is not far removed from recent modern approaches to
anxiety, distress and bereavement in Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)
an approach influenced by Stoicism. In this method patients are also
encouraged to reconsider their interpretation of circumstances or events and
to change their perspective by imagining different outcomes, in particular
the preferred outcome. Again, in modern terms, Cicero is “re-learning the
world”.11
This tripartite way of explaining Cicero’s response to loss has the
advantage that we do not just approach Cicero’s emotional state of mind in
theoretical ideals (as reflected in his Tusculans), but in pragmatic terms (as I
detailed in Baltussen, 2013). His proud statement that he has done
something unique shows that he has moved on from his terrible personal
tragedy, something his stylised philosophical account in Tusculans cannot
reveal. This interpretation relies on the renewed attention for the value of
the emotions not only in our own psychic lives, but also in ancient belief
systems as well. The remarkable neglect of his letters may have been caused
by the fact that most readers found his laments and cries of woe rather
painful and embarrassing and prefer to leave them aside. These judgments
are clearly based on rather anachronistic notions of the appropriateness of
grief expression.12 The crucial point to take away here is that Cicero ignored
philosophical advice and went his own way in creating a document
intended for both himself and for other Romans as a source of consolation.
Cicero’s case shows remarkable parallels to those of C.S. Lewis and Joan
Didion, since all sought solace in their reading and writing. For them writing
was not only their professional skill but a comfort zone, and they have
managed to “write the wrongs” in a way that suits them.13 As examples of
I borrow the phrase from Thomas Attig’s book title: How We Grieve. Relearning the World (2010)
who, according to the blurb, “rejects the grief stages and phases offered by Kubler-Ross,
Engels, Lindemann, Bowlby, and the medical profession as static and too automatic. Instead
he considers grief to be an individualized process”.
12 Although Erskine (1997) has recently offered a fair account of Cicero’s grief experience, his
analysis does not go far enough.
13 A phrase used in a recent newspaper article (“Spectrum”, The Sydney Morning Herald, October
8–9, 2011:21). I owe this reference to my colleague Dr Jacqueline Clarke.
11
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self-consolation such activities would in modern terms be accepted as valid
therapeutic tools. But in both cases, this was an intuitive act of self-protection
and turning inward. C.S. Lewis had great difficulty to get his brutally honest
self-disclosure published in the early 1960s, while Cicero had very little
choice when he had no public or private context to communicate his grief
along conventional lines. He did receive letters from other senators, but
these contain the more standard types of common exhortations, basically
saying “count your blessings in these difficult times and get on with it”.
What he did instead is read everything there was in his friend’s library, and
when he considered this unhelpful or ineffective, write his own consolation,
this time to himself. But this was not all, for we can now see that Cicero
underestimated the effect his reading and writing had:
You exhort me and say others want me to hide the depth of my grief. Can I
do so better than by spending all days in writing? Though I do it, not to hide,
but rather to soften and to heal my feelings, still, if I do myself little good, I
certainly keep up appearances. (Letters to Atticus 12.10)

Perhaps it was not acceptable or perhaps he was not allowed to admit it
— a Roman senator in such difficult times should not place his own
problems above those of the state — yet there is at least the admission that
it distracted him somewhat.14 And on top of that, after his consolation he
launched into a phase of furious writing activity, concentrating on
philosophy. Here he was much influenced by the first philosophical
consolation by the Greek Platonist Crantor. We know only that Crantor
wrote to a friend who had lost a son, because the work does not survive. But
Cicero admits that this Greek work was of immense importance to him. To
this phase belong his Tusculan Discussions and I would argue that this
therapy included some further skill-based activity, namely translating Greek
philosophy — a demanding and technical skill which had a lasting influence
on the philosophical tradition in Latin.15 Thus Cicero, author by nature and
therapist by necessity, was able to “bootstrap” himself out of his grief, and
in his own eyes, regained social and intellectual respectability from his
reading and writing activities.

14
15

Wilcox, 2005.
I defend this interpretation in H. Baltussen, 2011:37–47.
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Plutarch
My final and favourite example is a brief but striking reminder how the use
of the right words can be a powerful tool to assist someone in their grief. The
Greek philosopher, writer and priest Plutarch around 90 AD, was forced to
write a letter of consolation to his wife, when he heard about the death of
their two year old daughter. He happened to be travelling, and the letter
offers a fascinating glimpse of a private letter, which uses philosophical
ideas, yet also reveals something of the author’s emotional state.16
The document is an elegant and well-structured piece of writing, but for
our purposes and in view of the time available I will concentrate on one short
passage, which sums up much of his strategy in offering solace to his wife.17
Plutarch leads into the advice by using some standard elements known from
rhetoric: they offer encouragement and praise to cheer up the addressee. But
a more important component of the strategy is to make elaborate use of good
memories. That is, instead of avoiding talking about the deceased child, he
focuses on her. This may look a somewhat sentimental passage to us, but it
is more than that; let me read it out first (see Baltussen, 2009):
she was the daughter you wanted after four sons and she gave me the
opportunity to give her your name. There is special savor in our affection for
children at that age; it lies in the purity of the pleasure they give, the freedom
of any crossness or complaint. She herself too had great natural goodness and
gentleness of temper: her response to affection and her generosity both gave
pleasure and enabled us to perceive the human kindness in her nature.
She would ask her nurse to feed not only other babies but the objects and
toys that she liked playing with, and would generously invite them, as it were
to her table, offering the good things she had and sharing her greatest
pleasures with those who delighted her. (trans. Russell)

Despite his use of some standard elements Plutarch clearly succeeds in
adding a personal touch to the response, appealing to a shared experience
of special significance for both parents as well as shared grief. The lively
portrayal of the child is both moving and generous as a tribute to the child
A work attributed to him, Consolatio ad Apollonium, is not a genuine Plutarchan work. It does
have some significance for the consolation tradition, but it is less relevant for my purpose
here. See Konstan, 2013.
17 I am concentrating on the emotive part of the strategy; for the rational component see
Baltussen, 2009a: 67–98.
16
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and the mother. Rather than assume that this shared experience would be
readily available for recall, he gives a striking characterisation of the child,
“picturing” her with words as a last tribute and as a lasting image for the
mother to treasure. In other words, this striking passage contributes to the
value of the letter as a memento of the child, to be read and re-read long after
her demise. Such a vivid evocation with (potential) emotional impact is
typical of a literary technique called ekphrasis. There are other subtle
techniques used in this letter, but I leave those aside to make one more, small
point about such refined writing in relation to deeply upsetting news. Some
modern commentators have accused Plutarch of insincerity in his literary
composition of the letter: instead of raw emotion we get a finely composed
letter. Does this make his emotion less genuine? I think not: inherent style
and revisions of the text can explain this.

Conclusion
For my final comments I return to the modern day and offer a few very quick
parallels before I sum up my main points. One way to look at the renewed
importance of the study into grief is to identify the turning point in the
twentieth century with regard to public mourning. On this point I find it
difficult to go past the case of Princess Diana: somehow in 1997, her death
triggered a change in how grief was displayed in public that was different
from before.
Earl Spencer’s speech in praise of the people’s princess was not only a
well-planned emotional eulogy, but also a quite subtle and subversive
critique of the press and the royal family (Earl Spencer, September 6, 1997):
Diana was the very essence of compassion, of duty, of style, of beauty. … she
was a symbol of selfless humanity, a standard-bearer for the rights of the truly
downtrodden, a very British girl who transcended nationality. Someone with
a natural nobility who was classless …

In his emotive praise of the “people’s princess” Spencer combines the
eulogy for her character with implicit criticism on the Royal family’s
background (German), lack of compassion, and inherited nobility. There is
good reason to believe that the death of Princess Diana prepared the way for
public emotional outpouring. With her death something unprecedented
occurred and things had changed permanently.
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But this modern case is not unprecedented: in the year 19 AD the hugely
popular grandson of Augustus and designated heir of Tiberius, Germanicus,
died unexpectedly under suspicious circumstances; his death caused huge
public display of mourning in Rome and the empire. The account in Tacitus
shows how important eulogy was in honouring his memory:
His funeral, … was honoured by panegyrics and a commemoration of his virtues.
Some, thinking of his beauty, his age, … likened his end to that of Alexander
the Great. Both had a graceful person and were of noble birth, and died in a
foreign place, … [But] Germanicus was gracious to his friends, temperate in
his pleasures, the husband of one wife, with only legitimate children. (Annals
2.73)

But what is implied here, with the same subtlety as Earl Spencer’s, is that
he had the exact opposites qualities to Tiberius.
To conclude, I have, in very brief terms, argued how a significant change
in attitude to grief occurred in fifth-century BC Greece, and tried to show
that grief is a special case which allows for comparative analysis with
modern experiences. More importantly, the recent trends over the past three
decades also show a change in our attitudes, one of greater openness, and
improved therapeutic practices.
Cultural differences aside, the study of grief management across time
shows at least three things: (1) that we do well to regard grief as a process
that may not have a definite ending but can benefit from an activity of some
sort, and the choice of which activity has to be a personal one; (2) that
reading and writing can play a major role in the healing process; and (3) that
there still is not one method to apply to every individual case. This point
strikes at the heart of the paradox of grief and the notion of empathy: we all
consider our grief unique, while at the same we there is a sense that we know
what the other is going through. The similarities between grief management
across time creates an opportunity to explore its “literary capital” for the
benefit of the bereaved within the context of the Healing Arts. It is in this
spirit that I will continue to pursue the lessons of the ancient world in an
attempt to connect with the latest trends of the healing arts, which encourage
an active attitude whether it is reading, writing, walking, poetry or music as
various forms of therapy. And if our world needs famous personalities like
Sheryl Sandberg to show the way, then so be it.
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The Puzzle of the Pseudo-Platonic
Axiochus
Rick Benitez

Although the Axiochus was already recognised as spurious in antiquity, it
enjoyed a significant status along with other spuria in the Corpus
Platonicum. However, its arguments seem carelessly cobbled together. They
are mutually inconsistent and internally flawed. Scholars have addressed this
issue in different ways. Some argue that the Axiochus is irredeemably
confused. Others argue that the dialogue belongs to the genre of consolation
literature, in which consistency was not expected. More recently, Tim
O’Keefe has argued that the dialogue demonstrates the Socratic practice of
“therapeutic inconsistency”, showing readers how to use invalid arguments
to induce comforting beliefs. The inconsistencies are best explained,
however, as a parody of Hellenistic therapeutic arguments. At the same time,
the Axiochus underscores a long-standing Platonic emphasis on thinking
critically even in the face of death. This emphasis was demonstrated in
the Phaedo by Socrates’ commitment to argument when his interlocutors were
afraid for him and themselves. It is demonstrated in the Axiochus by the way
Socrates repeatedly encourages Axiochus to consider the arguments he
presents. The consoling therapy of the Axiochus, I shall argue, is simply that
the practice of reasoning calms fears by setting them to one side.1

I. Introduction
The Axiochus is a Socratic dialogue written in the style of Plato’s early works.
We know nothing for certain about its origin except that the third century
1

Parts of this paper were presented at the 12th International Conference on Greek Research,
Flinders University 2017, and at a Durham University Department of Classics Seminar that
same year. A fuller version was presented at a University of Sydney Philosophy
Department Seminar in September 2018. I would like to thank David Bronstein, Han
Baltussen, Matilda Howard, Anthony Hooper, George Boys-Stones and Philip Horky for
helpful advice.
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CE biographer Diogenes Laertius lists it among the dialogues that were
already in antiquity acknowledged to be spurious “by common consent”
(homologoumenōs; Lives III.62.10).2 It is exceedingly short (about half the
length of Plato's shortest dialogue, Ion). In dramatic structure it resembles
most closely Plato's comic dialogues Ion and Hippias Major. According to
Harold Weatherby (1990:77) the Axiochus was attributed to Aeschines “from
an early date”, while Renaissance Neoplatonists “thought it was by
Xenophon”. These attributions are undoubtedly erroneous,3 but they
suggest that despite its confessed inauthenticity the Axiochus enjoyed a
significant reputation as a Socratic work, for a long time within Academic
circles. The author, whoever he is, clearly knows his Plato,4 and is respectful
towards Academic positions. These few facts about the Axiochus, along with
its preservation in the Corpus Platonicum are sufficient to discount the view
that the work originated outside of the Academy, or that its intent is hostile
to Plato.

Timothy O'Keefe (2006:389) wrongly asserts that the Axiochus was “grouped by Thrasyllus
among the spurious dialogues at the end of his canon of Plato's works”. In fact, it is not
included in the canon of Thrasyllus (as reported by Diogenes, who is our only source).
Whether this was because Thrasyllus already knew the work to be spurious (Chroust,
1965:38) or for some other reason, we may only speculate. The fact that Diogenes mentions
several spuria while discussing the canon of Aristophanes of Byzantium (which predates
Thrasyllus) suggests that the Axiochus may have been in existence from around the end of
the third century BCE, but that is hardly conclusive.
3 The attribution of the ps-Platonic Axiochus to Aeschines is based upon a confusion. Aeschines
wrote a dialogue called Axiochus (Diogenes Laertius II.61), but fragments preserved in
Athenaeus' Deipnosophistae (5.220), Priscian's Institutes of Grammar (18.296) and Julius
Pollux's Onomasticon (Z.135) show that this was a different work. The attribution of the psPlatonic Axiochus to Xenophon is probably based upon conjecture about the identity of the
Persian magus, Gobryas (mentioned in the dialogue as the source of an eschatological
myth), since Xenophon describes a certain Gobryas in his Cyropaedia (IV.6.1–11). It is
unlikely that these are the same person, however, since Xenophon's Gobryas was a general,
not a magus.
4 The Axiochus contains echoes of the Apology, Gorgias, and Phaedo, a direct reference to the
Protagoras and mention of persons familiar from other Socratic dialogues. For the echoes,
compare Axiochus 365c–366b with Apology 40c-d (see Furley, 1986:78), Axiochus 371a–e with
Gorgias 523a–527c (see O'Keefe, 2006:391n10) and Axiochus 370c–d with Phaedo 66–68 and
80–83. The reference to the Protagoras appears at Axiochus 366c, where the setting of the
Protagoras is described in some detail. Axiochus 364a mentions Clinias, Charmides, and
Damon, familiar respectively from the Euthydemus, Charmides and Laches.
2

17

THE PUZZLE OF THE PSEUDO-PLATONIC AXIOCHUS

About its date we are uncertain.5 It has been suggested, though without
sufficient evidence, that its style and vocabulary are Hellenistic (Taran,
2001:105n141; O'Keefe, 2006:389).6 More significant is the fact that it contains
two passages presenting arguments about death and not-being that were
standard in Epicurean philosophy (365d–e, 369b–371a).7 It would be
remarkable if the Axiochus or its source material predated Epicurus,8 so a
date much before the beginning of the third century BCE is implausible. It is
probably a product of the Academy, sometime between 275–100 BCE.
Beyond that we can only guess.

II. Summary of the Axiochus
The plot and structure of the Axiochus are straightforward. Socrates is asked
to visit Axiochus on his deathbed to calm his fears about dying, and he
presents arguments for why Axiochus should not be afraid. Six arguments
Hutchinson (1997:1735) places the composition of the Axiochus between 100 BCE and 50 CE.
O'Keefe says that it could have been composed anywhere between 300 BCE and 36 CE
(2006:389), but then, following Hershbell (1981:1), says that it “was probably composed in
the second century BCE or later” (2006:390).
6 Taylor (1911:550) says simply that it is “full of non-Attic words and phrases”. That much is
certainly true. And there are some words, such as oikeion (365e4) and pneuma (370c5) that
have a distinctly Stoic ring to them (cf. Hutchinson, 1997:1734). But even these words are
used in a way that is not found in Stoicism (see O'Keefe, 2006:391n10; Taran, 2001:105n142).
7 Both passages present versions of the standard, general “Death is Nothing to Us” argument,
according to which there is no reason to fear death because while we live, death has not
occurred, and when death has occurred, we are no longer. The first passage (365d–e)
contains in addition what has come be known as the “Symmetry Argument” according to
which one has as little to fear from a future after death as one had to fear from a past before
one was born. This supplement to the general argument is known to us only from Lucretius
(De Rerum Natura III.831–842). The second passage (369b–371a) resembles the argument that
appears in Epicurus' Letter to Menoeceus (124–5), though it includes an additional reference
to Scylla and Centaur (non-existent creatures) that is reminiscent of Lucretius (De Rerum
Natura IV.732–743), along with a response to what is known as the “Deprivation of Goods”
counter-argument, which is also reminiscent of Lucretius (De Rerum Natura III.894–99). The
Lucretian elements make a later date tempting, but as Lucretius is admittedly a purveyor
rather than an inventor of arguments, this would be a hasty conjecture.
8 The Axiochus itself attributes these arguments to Prodicus (see 369b), and it is possible, given
Epicurus' propensity to take material from earlier sources without acknowledgment, that
he owes some debt to Prodicus (see Miller, 1976:171), but the simplest explanation for this
curious attribution is that the author of the Axiochus needs to avoid anachronism (see
Furley, 1986:79n5).
5
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are presented in sequence; two of which reprise earlier arguments. Pace
O'Keefe (2006:388, 390, 392, 396), Socrates does not advance these arguments
in propria persona, but in fact attributes every one of them to another source.9
The first five arguments are attributed to Prodicus (366c, 369b) and the final
argument to Gobryas, an obscure Persian magus (371a, 372a). The
arguments have been classified by scholars according to the similarity of
their content to arguments from other sources. I will follow that
classification (mostly) here, but without presuming that the label implies a
full commitment to their provenance or implications.
The first argument (365d–e) is the “Epicurean” argument. It asserts that,
as death involves the onset of “insensibility” (anaesthesia, 365d2), there is no
reason to fear dreadful experiences or loss of pleasant experiences. There
follows a symmetry argument:
Just as in the regime of Draco or Kleisthenes there was nothing bad for you
(for there was no you for whom there could be [anything bad]), so nothing
[bad] will happen after your death, for there will not be a you for whom there
will be [bad things]. (365d7–e2)10

The salient point here is that there is no reason to fear death because there
will be no subject of harm post mortem.
The second argument (365e–366b) is the “Platonic” argument (so-called
because of its resemblance to the Phaedo). According to this argument death
is simply the “dissolution” (dialusis) of the body-soul compound. The body
is not the human being, but rather the soul, which is immortal. During
earthly life, the soul is imprisoned in the body, forced to experience
sensation, desire, pain and pleasure — all bad things on this account. When
separated from the body the soul is free to depart to its proper home, in the

One could suggest that Socrates initially presents the first two arguments (365d–e, 365e–366b)
in propria persona, but even that suggestion is mitigated by Axiochus' reference, prior to
Socrates' presentation, to the “masterful and extraordinary arguments” (karteroi kai perittoi
logoi, 365c3) he has previously heard. It would be natural for Socrates to suppose that
Axiochus' phrase refers to the arguments of a sophist, and for him (ironically or not) to
represent such arguments. At any rate, immediately following the presentation of the first
two arguments, Socrates dispels any confusion. He says, “These things I say are echoes of
the wise Prodicus” (366c1, where “these things” appears to include both arguments).
10 All translations in this article, unless otherwise acknowledged, are my own.
9
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heavenly aether, to live there forever. So, one should not fear death because
it involves going to a better place.
The third argument (366d–369b) enjoins Axiochus to take comfort in
death by way of contrast with the misery of life. Because its specific content
resembles material associated with Crates and Bion (Hershbell, 1981:16–17),
it has been called the “Cynic” argument, even though its general tone is
Tragic. It is the longest and most rhetorical of the arguments presented, and
resembles, more than any other arguments in the Axiochus the sort of thing
found in Hellenistic consolations.
The fourth and fifth arguments reprise the Epicurean and Platonic
arguments, respectively. They are slightly different from the first versions,
but neither one contains anything that adds significantly to the logical force
of its first version. The reprise of the Epicurean argument has a curious
interlude in which Axiochus complains that it is distracting and ineffective,
but Socrates merely responds with a more careful restatement. The reprise
of the Platonic argument presents a whiff of support for the immortality of
the soul (the accomplishments of the mind are not possible unless there were
something divine about it, 370b–c). It follows up by reiterating that the body
is a prison for the soul, and by emphasising rationality, comprehension,
insight, philosophy and Truth.
The final argument is made by way of an eschatological myth not entirely
dissimilar to those found in Plato's Gorgias and Phaedo. It urges the good not
to fear death, for they will be rewarded in the afterlife, while evildoers will
be punished. The Platonic myths figure elsewhere in Hellenistic consolation
literature and so it has been suspected that the author of the Axiochus is
drawing on them.11 At the same time, however, the Axiochus takes care to
establish the non-Platonic credentials of the story (371a). Its immediate
source is the Persian magus Gobryas, who heard the myth from his
grandfather Gobryas, who learned it from bronze tablets brought from
Hyperborea by Opis and Hecaerge. According to the myth, the rewards for
the good include fruit, fountains, meadows, flowers, philosophy, poetry,
theatre, dance, music, symposia, and feasts, that is to say, “a life of
pleasures” (hēdeia diaita, 371d3). The highest honours are reserved for
initiates (tois memuēmenois, 371d5–6), who are associated with the Eleusinian
11

See especially ps-Plutarch Consolatio ad Apollonium 120e–121e. On this see Boys-Stones
(2012:125, 132–34).
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goddess. These details, especially the inclusion of so many sensual pleasures
in the afterlife, suggest caution about calling the myth Platonic in anything
but its widest sense. Accordingly, I will refer to it as the “mystery religion”
argument.

III. The puzzle of the Axiochus
What puzzles scholars about the Axiochus is that its arguments are not
consistent with one another. The Epicurean argument (at least as
traditionally understood) denies any sort of immortality. After death, both
the soul and the body are dispersed and the person is no more. The Platonic
argument contradicts that by maintaining that there is an immortal soul. So
does the mystery religion argument. In addition, the character of the afterlife
described by the mystery religion argument is inconsistent with that
described by the Platonic argument. For one thing, the Platonic argument
makes no mention of, nor does it imply, any judgment for the good or
wicked. For another, the Platonic afterlife is intellectual; it involves
“philosophising, not among the crowd or in the theatre, but in the midst of
all-surrounding truth” (370d5–6). And while the first version of the Platonic
argument does mention feasting and dancing in the heavenly aether (366a8),
it otherwise repudiates anything sensual (366a4–5). So, either this feasting
and dancing are metaphorical, or the Platonic argument is self-inconsistent.
We may add further that the Cynic argument is inconsistent with the general
Epicurean view about life. Of course, a life may be miserable if it pursues the
wrong things, but if one is prudent, good things are easy to obtain and pains
are easy to endure (Epicurus, Principle Doctrines 4, 15, 21). The several
arguments of the Axiochus, though not presented by Socrates in propria
persona, are nevertheless not presented as disjunctions. How could the
author of the Axiochus not see how disparate and contradictory they are?
Scholars have responded to this puzzle in different ways. No one has
attempted to defend an interpretation of the arguments according to which
they are all consistent with one another.12 David Furley (1986:79) bites the
12

O'Keefe (2006:393n11) sketches an outline of an interpretation that “with some tweaking and
twisting” could be made “to tell an almost consistent story”. For example, the inconsistency
between the Platonic argument and the mystery religion argument is no worse than similar
inconsistencies found in Plato (e.g. cf. Phaedo 80d–84c with Phaedo 107d–114d; note however
that the latter passage adds the qualification against taking it literally, 114d1–2), and the
disparagement of life found in the Cynic argument is at least consistent with some of the
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bullet and declares that the author has descended into “irredeemable
confusion”. Douglas Hutchinson (1997:1734) suggests that the Axiochus
belongs to the genre of the Hellenistic consolation, wherein arguments were
borrowed “from all possible sources, whether or not the ideas were mutually
consistent.” More recently, Timothy O'Keefe (2006:400–406) has suggested
that the Axiochus is intended as a primer for therapeutic practice, and that
the expression of inconsistent arguments is to be explained as a technique
within that practice. According to O'Keefe (2006:396), “as a therapist, I may
be unsure which beliefs my patient holds, and so I will try out arguments
that derive from various premises, whether or not they're consistent, in
order to try to find one that will be effective”.
None of these current proposals about the Axiochus is satisfactory. In the
next three sections I will explain why they are unsatisfactory. Following that
I will present a better solution. First, I will argue that the best explanation of
the inconsistencies is that the Axiochus is a parody of Hellenistic therapeutic
arguments. I will show that there are other elements of parody in the
Axiochus that support this view. But the Axiochus is not merely parody. It
demonstrates a kind of philosophical consolation, in which preoccupation
with thinking through the arguments relieves us of the fear of death.
harsher things said about life in the Phaedo (e.g. 66b–67b). But squaring the Epicurean
argument with the Platonic argument is difficult, and O'Keefe balks at that point. Strictly,
the two versions of the Epicurean argument presented to Axiochus do not assert the
mortality of the soul. They only claim that the compound of soul and body are dissolved.
Nor do they claim that a person will cease to exist altogether after death, but only that “there
won't be a you” (365e2). This might be taken to suggest that only the compound will cease
to exist. One could argue, then, that a consistent position is sustained that asserts the
existence of an impersonal, immortal soul across both the Epicurean and the Platonic
arguments. (In this connection see: “for we are soul” [hēmeis men gar esme psuchē], 365e6,
where psuchē is general, not individuated.) This interpretation faces significant difficulties,
however. First, we would have to regard the Epicurean arguments as Epicurean in form,
but as being deployed with a distinctively different meaning. If some Academics had
appropriated the Epicurean arguments in this way, one would think they would take great
care to distinguish their version from the Epicurean one. No such care seems to be
employed in the Axiochus. In fact, the comparison of a dead person with the Scylla and
Centaur (clearly non-existent beings) shows a distinct lack of care in this regard. Second,
there remains a question about who or what survives death. On the proposed
interpretation, the individual ceases, while the impersonal soul exists forever. But at
Axiochus 365e5–6 Socrates says that when the body-soul compound is dissolved, “the body
that remains, being earthly and irrational, is not the person”. This strongly implies that the
soul is the person, even if the immediately following “for we are soul” suggests otherwise.
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IV. Is the Axiochus “irredeemably confused”?
Charity demands that we should try to show that the Axiochus is not
irredeemably confused. Even though it was recognised as spurious, the
Axiochus was preserved in the Corpus Platonicum. We must at least account
for the status it held among Academics and Platonists. Diogenes Laertius
does not cite inconsistency as a reason for inauthenticity. Of course, if it was
a product of the Academy, that fact alone might account for its preservation,
whether its content was confused or not. Later, some of its status must have
stemmed from veneration of any Socratic dialogue. If the author was
supposed to have been Aeschines or Xenophon, that would have added
automatically to its lustre. Still, the Axiochus was revered by Renaissance
Platonists (Weatherby, 1990:77), and in the sixteenth century a handsome
Greek edition was published in Cologne (Monocerotis, 1565), which was
later translated by Edmund Spenser, who called it “a Most Excellent
Dialogue” (1592: Title page). According to Hutchinson (1992:328) Spenser's
translation provided Shakespeare with the “immediate and specific
inspiration for the speech of Jacques in As You Like It Il.vii. 139–66 — ‘All the
world's a stage’”. Naturally, none of this shows that the Axiochus is not
confused, but perhaps it gives some hope that it is redeemable.
As for confusion, we ought to note how blatant the worst of it is.
Assuming that the Epicurean argument implies post mortem non-existence,
the space in which Socrates asserts contradictory statements is a mere four
lines: at 365e2 we have “for you will not be” (su gar ouk esēi), at 365e6 we
have “for we are soul, immortal being” (hēmeis men gar esmen psuchē, zōion
athanaton). To make matters worse, Socrates has only just a few lines before
this accused Axiochus of self-contradiction (“you contradict yourself both in
what you do and what you say”, seautōi hupenantia kai poieis kai legeis, 365d1–
2). The contradiction that appears when Socrates reprises the Epicurean and
Platonic arguments is similarly blatant. At 370a2 we have “the one who is
not” (ho d' ouk ōn) followed directly by an argument “for the immortality of
the soul” (tēs athanasias tēs psuchēs, 370b2). Amazingly, this passage also
contains within it a rebuke of Axiochus for self-refutation (“but now you
contradict yourself” nun de peritrepeis seauton, 370a6–7).
Socrates' accusation that Axiochus contradicts himself is worth our
attention. The self-contradiction is subtle, to say the least. Detecting it shows
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that the author of the Axiochus is not some philosophical neophyte, but is in
fact sensitive to fine distinctions. Let us examine what Socrates says:
But now you contradict yourself. Being afraid to be deprived of the soul, you
invest the deprivation with soul, and you dread the absence of perception,
but you think that you will grasp perceptually the perception that is not going
to be. (370a6–b1)

This rather sophisticated statement takes some unpacking. It appears to
Socrates that Axiochus is projecting himself (mistakenly) into his future
dead body (“the deprivation”) in such a way that he imagines (again
mistakenly) that he will feel and experience what is going on with a body
that has no capacity to feel or experience anything. The contradiction is
believing simultaneously that the dead body can and cannot have
experiences. It is not credible that an author capable of this sophistication
should fail to notice the much more blatant contradiction between not-being
and immortality. We should seek a different explanation.
So, perhaps the Axiochus is neither irredeemable nor confused. The reason
Furley assumes the author is confused is that he takes each statement made
by Socrates and Axiochus at face value, without regard for context. If we
suppose that the author is deploying inconsistent arguments intentionally,
there is no reason to suppose he is confused. The remaining interpretations
of the Axiochus that we shall consider all explain the apparent “confusion”
as an intentional tactic.

V. Is the Axiochus a Hellenistic consolation?
Douglas Hutchinson argues that the inconsistencies of the Axiochus are a
reflection of its genre. He regards the Axiochus as a consolation piece, a type
of writing that was widespread in Hellenistic and Roman times. Hellenistic
consolation literature derives from display pieces dating back at least as far
as Pericles' Funeral Oration, and including Hyperides' Epitaphios, a fourth
century BCE work. Other sources for Hellenistic consolations were
therapeutic practices and writings such as Antiphon's “art of pain-relief”
(technē alupias; ps-Plutarch, Lives of Ten Orators I) or Crantor's On Grief.
Hellenistic consolation literature varied widely in style (including epistles,
essays and treatises), length (from as short as 100 lines to as long as 2000
lines), and focus (sometimes grief, sometimes fear). What unites the genre is
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its social function, “to provide consolation to specific recipients in specific
situations of personal loss” (Scourfield, 2012:16).
Hutchinson acknowledges that if the Axiochus is a consolation, it is an
unconventional one. We may be more specific: the Axiochus fails to meet the
expectations for a consolation in two respects. First, because it is fictional, it
is not intended to console specific recipients for specific situations. It is not a
stretch, however, to imagine an individual consolation providing relief to a
general audience in general circumstances; presumably that is one reason
why we still read ancient consolations today. Second, the Axiochus does not
address a situation of personal loss, at least not in the usual way. Socrates
tries to assuage Axiochus' fear of imminent death, not his grief over the loss
of someone else. There are, however, other ancient instances of
encouragement in the face of death, most notably in Plato's Apology and
Phaedo. These texts have sometimes also been described as consolatory.13
Perhaps, then, we may regard the Axiochus as a species of consolation,
one with a Platonic pedigree. How might that help us with the problem of
inconsistency? As Hutchinson (1997:1734) points out, “many letters of
consolation freely borrowed arguments from all possible sources, whether
or not the ideas were mutually consistent”, the reason being that their
authors were “less concerned with whether the arguments were true than
with whether they were reassuring”. Hutchinson further points to the
explicit admission of Cicero (Tusculan Disputations III.76) that when he was
in turmoil over the death of his daughter, he “threw together” (coniecimus)
consolations from Stoic, Peripatetic, Epicurean and Cyrenaic sources. On
this interpretation, the explanation for the inconsistencies in the Axiochus is
that it was "less concerned with whether the arguments were true than with
whether they were reassuring" (Hutchinson, 1997:1734).
Some of the general elements of this interpretation are attractive. There is
certainly a resemblance between the Axiochus and some known consolations,
and the period in which the Axiochus was written overlaps at least with some
of the consolation literature. The specific claim that this explains the
inconsistencies in the Axiochus will not work, however. The longer
consolations we possess are admittedly highly eclectic. Works like the
pseudo-Plutarch Consolatio ad Apollonium and Cicero's Tusculan Dispurtations
III borrow from Academic, Peripatetic, Epicurean, Cynic, Stoic, poetic, and
historical sources. Often there is latent tension between the perspectives of
13

For the Apology see Scourfield (2012:28n95). For the Phaedo, see Boys-Stones (2012:128), who
describes it as an “Ur-text of philosophical consolatio”.
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the source material. But a work designed to alleviate suffering need not be
too concerned about the tension, say, between Stoic and Peripatetic positions
on moderate grief. Anything that will alleviate acute grief will do. At the same
time, these works are, in general, a long way out from conjoining argumnts
that are directly contradictory, and even further away from expressing a
contradiction in the space of four lines. Cicero may have thrown the kitchen
sink at his grief, but I can find no point in his writings on grief where he
accepts a contradiction. Indeed, there is not a single parallel, among any of
the well-known consolations, to the contradictions in the Axiochus.14 It is
worth noting, too, that the consolations of similar length to the Axiochus (e.g.
Seneca's and Cicero's letters) are rigorously consistent, while the tensions in
the longer, eclectic works are mitigated by lengthy transitions.
We may return here to the function of a consolation. If the purpose is to
alleviate grief or fear, then surely the consoler should avoid blatant
contradiction. A consolee who detects contradiction is likely to suspect the
motives or the rationality of the consoler. This is even more likely in
circumstances where the work is offered to a general audience for general
reflection. As we saw, the Axiochus, at most, meets this condition. There is
no point in considering whether or not Axiochus is likely to be relieved by
what Socrates says. The question is whether the Axiochus was promoted to
general readers who might, on reflection, find the Axiochus effective at
removing fear of death. Here we find another nail for Hutchinson's coffin.
There is no evidence of wide circulation of the Axiochus. Our only evidence
is that it was preserved within Academic circles. This context of readership
makes it less likely that functional eclecticism is the explanation of its
inconsistencies.

VI. Is the Axiochus a model of therapeutic argumentation?
If the Axiochus does not console anyone and is not intended to console
anyone, we should find an explanation for its puzzling content elsewhere.
14

This includes Seneca's consolatory essays (ad Marciam, ad Helviam, ad Polybium), his
consolatory letters (Ep. 63, 93, 99), Plutarch's Consolatio ad Uxorem, Cicero's Tusculan
Disputations and Letters to Atticus and the pseudo-Plutarch Consolatio ad Apollonium. The
only thing that even comes close is a passage in Seneca's Consolatio ad Polybium. Section IX
of that work begins by expressing the disjunction: either nothing survives death or there is
an afterlife. There follows an interlude on the meanness and uncertainty of life, after which
it is asserted that the soul is immortal. This is surprising, but not contradictory.
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Timothy O'Keefe proposes that the Axiochus models therapeutic practice for
therapists (or at least potential therapists) without actually offering to
console. On this view, readers of the dialogue are expected to observe how
Socrates attempts to console Axiochus, and what sort of patient Axiochus is.
Many Platonic dialogues do have, as at least one of their functions, the
display of a specific kind of philosophical argumentative practice.15 So,
O'Keefe's proposal might be able to explain the function of the Axiochus
within Academic circles in a way that Hutchinson's proposal cannot. Of
course, modelling consolatory practice could be a secondary function of
works in the consolation genre. What O'Keefe needs, then, is something to
differentiate therapeutic works that simply teach how to console, from
consolatory works that also happen to model consolatory practice. He
achieves this by construing the Axiochus as a model for therapy in a
particular context: one in which the patient is feeble-minded, irrational or so
distracted by emotion as to be unable to think straight. O'Keefe argues that
this is Axiochus' condition. He says that Axiochus is “simply confused” by
the Epicurean arguments (2006:392), that he is “rather stupid” (2006:395) and
“fairly dim” (2006:396).
The difference this makes is that, on O'Keefe's view, readers of the
dialogue are not expected to be like Axiochus, nor are they expected to
identify with him, as a secondary or vicarious reader of the Tusculan
Disputations might be expected to identify with Cicero, and feel sympathetic
towards needing or wanting any and every kind of argument that can be
found. Rather, the idea is that a therapist might see from the Axiochus how a
decidedly non-philosophical patient may respond favourably even to
invalid and inconsistent arguments:
The Axiochus dramatizes a therapeutic argumentative practice in which, in
order to calm his patient, Socrates is willing to advance invalid and
inconsistent arguments in his own person, to tailor these arguments to the
psychological foibles of his audience, to appeal to his audience's emotions,
and to engage in evasive manoeuvres when needed in order to keep on the
therapeutic course. (O'Keefe, 2012:400)
15

For example, the Protagoras displays Socrates' efforts to engage in cooperative inquiry in
contrast to the Sophists' competitive practice. For a full discussion of the portrayal and the
importance of its being observed by readers, see Benitez (1992).
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On O'Keefe's view, the end of relieving an intellectually deficient patient's
fear (or grief), justifies the means of using inconsistent arguments. This
practice, he says, is “intellectually defensible”, like the “parent who lies to
his children about Santa Claus” or the “doctor who deceives a terminally ill
patient about his true condition” (2012:405).
Unfortunately for O'Keefe, this proposal about the Axiochus fares no
better than the previous ones. For one thing, there is no real case for the claim
that Axiochus is the dim, stupid, confused interlocutor O'Keefe takes him to
be. On the contrary, Axiochus is represented as a man who regularly “listens
to reason” (katēkoos logōn, 365b3). He admits that in his current condition “a
certain fear holds out, that makes the mind unstable on all sides” (365c4–5),
but that is not to say he doesn't understand. Of all the Platonic characters,
Axiochus most closely resembles Crito, not the sharpest interlocutor, but a
sincere and committed friend of Socratic method, whose resolve is prone to
lapse under extreme conditions, yet who can be brought round through
persistent reminders. The sole evidence for calling Axiochus dimwitted
comes from a passage at 369d–e, which Jackson Hershbell (whose translation
O'Keefe uses) renders as follows:
You've taken those clever ideas from the nonsense, that everybody's talking
nowadays, like all this tomfoolery dreamed up for youngsters. But it
distresses me to be deprived of the goods of life, even if you marshal
arguments more persuasive than those, Socrates. My mind doesn't
understand them and is distracted by the fancy talk; they go in one ear and
out the other; they make for a splendid parade of words, but they miss the
mark. My suffering is not relieved by ingenuity: it's satisfied only by what can
come down to my level.

This is eloquent English, but it is very misleading. It suggests that
Axiochus is incapable of understanding complex arguments (“my mind
doesn't understand”) and that he requires simplification (“down to my
level”). The Greek text, however, does not say this at all. For the sake of
transparency, here is the Greek text, along with a rather literal translation:
Σὺ μὲν ἐκ τῆς ἐπιπολαζούσης τὰ νῦν λεσχηνείας τὰ
σοϕὰ ταῦτα προῄρηκας· ἐκεῖθεν γάρ ἐστιν ἥδε ἡ ϕλυαρολογία
πρὸς τὰ μειράκια διακεκοσμημένη· ἐμὲ δὲ ἡ στέρησις τῶν
ἀγαθῶν τοῦ ζῆν λυπεῖ, κἂν πιθανωτέρους τούτων λόγους
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ἀρτικροτήσῃς, ὦ Σώκρατες. οὐκ ἐπαΐει γὰρ ὁ νοῦς ἀποπλανώμενος εἰς εὐεπείας λόγων, οὐδὲ ἅπτεται ταῦτα τῆς
ὁμοχροίας, ἀλλ' εἰς μὲν πομπὴν καὶ ῥημάτων ἀγλαϊσμὸν
ἀνύτει, τῆς δὲ ἀληθείας ἀποδεῖ. τὰ δὲ παθήματα σοϕισμάτων οὐκ ἀνέχεται, μόνοις δὲ ἀρκεῖται τοῖς δυναμένοις
καθικέσθαι τῆς ψυχῆς. (369d1–e2)
You have produced the clever arguments from popular gossip, for from there
comes the nonsense that has been crafted for the youth. But the deprivation
of life's goods hurts, even if you marshal more persuasive arguments than
these, Socrates. For the mind does not comprehend them — it is led astray by
eloquence — nor do they touch the surface of the skin. They effect pomp and
ornament, but are bereft of truth. Sufferings are not alleviated by sophisms,
they are only slaked by what can penetrate the mind (psuchē).

Note that there is no possessive pronoun anywhere in the speech.
Axiochus does not say “my mind”, “my suffering”, or “my level”. Nor does
he say that the arguments “go in one ear and out the other” — in this case
Hershbell, reaching for a modern idiom, has failed to appreciate the careful
distinction that Axiochus is making. What Axiochus says, referring to
Prodicus' arguments, is that they are the product of sophistry. Eloquent they
may be, but they lack reason, and therefore they are incomprehensible.
When Axiochus says “they do not touch the surface of the skin” he does not
mean that they “go in one ear and out the other” but rather that they are not
noetic; they are not the sort of thing that admit of comprehension. Hence he
says they are “bereft of truth” (a judgment that is inexplicable on the
hypothesis that Axiochus is saying he cannot understand them). And
Axiochus says nothing that even resembles “come down to my level”; his
final statement is actually a plea for sound reasoning as the only thing that
can genuinely alleviate suffering. This is no less than what we would expect
from a companion of Socrates.
If Axiochus is not stupid or dim or confused, then O'Keefe's explanation
of Socrates' use of inconsistent arguments evaporates, since it was only on
the condition that a therapist was working with an interlocutor of that sort
that use of inconsistent arguments was indicated. Moreover, even if we
accept that Axiochus is intellectually challenged, O'Keefe's proposal is not
an attractive one. For Socrates, as we noted earlier, twice points out to
Axiochus that the fear he has is based on a contradictory impression, and he
encourages Axiochus to dispel the contradiction. If the Axiochus were
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modeling a practice that uses contradictions to persuade unwitting patients,
it should not at the same time be asking those same patients to unmask and
neutralise contradictions.
Finally, we should note that O'Keefe's interpretation of the Axiochus
presents an unattractive view of the therapist-patient relationship. Many
would dispute his claim that it is intellectually defensible to lie about Santa
Clause or to lie to a terminally ill patient about his condition. More
importantly, it is hard to see how tolerance of contradiction could fit with
any account of Platonic therapy. If there is one thing Socrates persistently
cross-examines people for, it is to rid them of contradictory beliefs. O'Keefe
(2012:406) tries to get around this objection by pointing to Socrates' advocacy
of “beneficial lying” in the Republic. That Socrates should recommend a
noble lie for the masses is beyond the scope of discussion here, but one thing
is clear: the noble lie is not merely a means to an end but a representation of
that end. Strictly, it is false, but it is (or Plato thinks it is) like unto truth. By
contrast, believing a contradiction implies a deception in the soul, and that,
says Socrates is the most loathsome of all conditions (Republic II.382b).

VII. Parody in the Axiochus
There is a better explanation for the inconsistencies in the Axiochus. It starts
by embracing the ineffectiveness of the therapy it describes. While many
people still read ancient consolations for the solace they can provide,16 there
is no advocate who defends the Axiochus as “ideal bedside reading” (Hadas,
1958:13).17 It is simply not effective at reducing fear of death. Of course,
within the frame of the dialogue, Socrates is effective, but that only heightens
the feeling of how ineffective the dialogue really is. When Axiochus turns
the corner, he says “there is no more fear of death in me; but already even a
longing [sc. for death]” (370e1) and “I have let go of the fear of death so much
that I already passionately desire it” (372a10–11). These dramatic aboutfaces are laughably unrealistic. Genuine transformation from fear to
acceptance is a slow and ultimately quiet process.
We should consider, then, that the Axiochus might be a parody of
therapeutic argument. In its most basic form, ancient parody “reproduces a
See Baltussen (2012:xvii) “We can recognize the pain, the sorrow and the joy in historical
accounts, because they resonate with our own experiences”.
17 Hadas says this about the letters of Seneca.
16
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passage, large or small, from an author, but changes it in part, so that it is
made to apply to a humbler subject or is used in less serious circumstances
than the original author intended” (Lelièvre, 1954:66). More often, a parody
imitates general style or content and is not based on a particular passage
(Lelièvre, 1954:67–68). The Axiochus does not reproduce specific passages
from any known text. Its Epicurean arguments contain language that is
similar to texts of Epicurus, but they also parallel arguments in Lucretius.
Its presentation of arguments from disparate philosophical sources is
reminiscent of the ps-Plutarch Ad Apollonium, Plutarch's ad Uxorem and
Cicero's Tusculan Disputations, but eclectic works like these existed
throughout the Hellenistic period. Uncertainty about the author and date of
the Axiochus require us to resist specifying a particular object of parody.
Nevertheless, we can see how the Axiochus can parody specific types of
argument without identifying a specific historical target. Ancient parody
requires its audience to recognise the general conventions of the target genre
(Rose, 1992:19). In this way it is essentially meta-narrative (Muecke, 1977:55–
56). While looking superficially like the genre it imitates, it informs its
audience that it has a function distinct from that of the target genre. If the
Axiochus were a parody, that would explain both its resemblance to
consolation literature (which Hutchinson noticed) and its having a
secondary purpose (which O'Keefe noticed) without its being either a
consolation or a model of therapeutic practice. We might say that it is not a
model but a skit.
There are many elements of parody in the Axiochus, in both form and
content. As we noted earlier, in brevity and simplicity it resembles Plato's
comic dialogues Ion and Hippias Major more than it resembles the serious
consolation literature. There is no gravity or solemnity in the Axiochus, as
there is in most consolations. In fact, the seriousness of the situation is
dramatically weakened by Clinias' disclosure that Axiochus has been in his
near-death state before and that “many times he has rallied from these
symptoms” (364c7–8). Thus, when we meet Axiochus he is “already strong
in body” (365a3), and his “sobbing and groaning and hand-wringing”
(365a4–5) seem more like affectations than indications that he is about to die.
Then, too, in the introduction to the Cynic argument, Socrates explicitly cites
the comic poet Epicharmus for saying “one hand washes the other”, and
then rather delightfully parodies the meaning. He does not take the
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apothegm in its standard sense of “you scratch my back and I'll scratch
yours” but satirically, to suggest that Prodicus takes money with the right
hand and the left. This sets the tone for the parody of life that follows, which
was, as we noted earlier, the inspiration for Shakespeare's parody of life in
the comedy As You Like It.
The whole Cynic argument is in fact more of a light-hearted whinge than
a dirge, from its complaint that crying is the only way an infant can express
itself (366d) to its old-saw summation of the agricultural life as “one big
blister” (holon helkos, 368c2, trans. Hershbell). Throughout its course,
Socrates alleviates not fear, but seriousness, with mocking asides. For
example, he says “it would take too long to go through the works of the
poets” (367d1), but he goes through several anyway. Then he says “but I'll
stop”, yet he does not stop (368a5), and in the midst of going on and on he
finds time for an auto-parodic parenthesis: “for I'm omitting many things”
(368c6). This is a wonderful parody, not only of sophistic speeches (within
frame) but also of the longer Hellenistic consolation pieces, which are replete
with rhetorical flourishes, citations of poets, appeals to common experience
and exemplary anecdotes.
All of the other arguments, as scholars freely admit, are close paraphrases
of consolatory advice commonly adduced in Hellenistic literature. The
description of the Epicurean argument as “nonsense” (phluarologia, 369d2),
and Axiochus' overzealous passion for the mystery religion argument
(372a10) suggest that the purpose of the paraphrase is parody. Presenting a
set of inconsistent arguments would further heighten the sense of parody, if
our author expects his audience to be familiar with the eclectic tendencies of
some consolations. That is, the employment of arguments that directly
contradict one another, which is not seen elsewhere in the consolation genre,
can be explained as a parodic flourish.

VIII. Socratic therapy (parody with a point)
If the Axiochus is a parody, however, it is not mere parody. Part of its purpose
is to send up Hellenistic therapeutic practice. At the same time, however, it
suggests a different approach to grief and fear, one which is consistent with
the practice of Socrates in the Platonic dialogues. This approach is not so
much a cure for grief or fear, but an intellectual diversion from it, ironically
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by directing thought to the consideration of arguments about loss or death.
This practice is finely illustrated in Plato's Phaedo, in which the interlocutors,
who are “frightened like children” (77d7) are led away from their fears for a
few hours by the careful and persistent consideration of arguments for the
immortality of the soul. Socrates, in fact, is insistent that his interlocutors do
not give up the consideration of arguments (89b–c).
In the Axiochus, if we bother to look, we see this same practice, and the
same insistence on thinking and reasoning. In the opening scene, Clinias tells
Socrates “now is the chance to display that wisdom of yours” (364b3–4). He
then asks Socrates to reassure Axiochus in his customary way (hōs eiōthas,
364c2). Clinias may not understand Socratic wisdom or Socrates' customary
way, but readers of Plato would, and they would expect to see it. Anyone
paying attention will not be disappointed. Among the first things Socrates
asks Axiochus to do is “consider” (epilogiēi, 365b1). He reminds Axiochus
that he is a man who “listens to reason” (katēkoos logōn, 365b3) and tells him
that he is “old enough for thinking” (365b7–8). Soon afterwards he professes
his usual ignorance about things great and small (366b), and at the
conclusion of the dialogue he reminds Axiochus again that he must decide
for himself (372a). This has an effect on Axiochus, but not the unbelievable
effect of curing his fear. He says to Socrates, “but now, quietly and on my
own, I will reconsider the things that have been said” (372a13–14), and he
bids Socrates to return again later (presumably to discuss these matters
again).
The parody of the Axiochus has, as its target, therapeutic practices
precisely of the kind that O'Keefe describes — practices whose aim is to
induce an effect by any means, particularly through the dogmatic
presentation of inadequate reasons. This kind of therapy barely scratches the
surface of the skin. The Axiochus offers a different kind of therapy: the
practice of philosophical consideration, a practice whose aim is to touch the
soul.

IX. Conclusion
This interpretation of the Axiochus explains more of its puzzling features
than other interpretations. It allows for it to express contradictory arguments
without confusion. It explains how the dialogue is different from literature

33

THE PUZZLE OF THE PSEUDO-PLATONIC AXIOCHUS

that is squarely within the consolation genre. It acknowledges that the
Axiochus is not attempting to console but to show something significant
about consolations and therapeutic practice. It does not condescend to dimwitted interlocutors or patients but respects their intellectual autonomy.
Most importantly, it displays what it takes to be a more genuine therapeutic
practice that is consistent with Plato's Socrates. Indeed, the supposition that
the Axiochus implores its readers to consider arguments and therapeutic
practice, without dogmatism, is consistent with the attitudes within the
Academy at the time the Axiochus is likely to have been produced. Do we
have, in the Axiochus a work of the Sceptical Academy? That is something
for another time. But we can say, I think, that we have a work deserving of
more serious attention than it has previously been given.
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Philoponus, Kant, and Russell on the
Beginning of Time
George Couvalis

Bertrand Russell presented an influential critique of Philoponus’s traversal
argument for a beginning of time in its Kantian form. I consider his criticisms
and point out that they rely on metaphysical claims about the nature of time,
causation, and the scope of non-contradiction. They are not merely logical
criticisms. Russell relies on a Platonic atomist metaphysics to defend those
claims. Yet, as I also point out, that metaphysics is not obviously true and
Russell’s arguments for it are weak. Russell often talks as if his metaphysics
arises out of merely logical considerations. However, his metaphysics cannot
be justified by logic alone. I conclude that the traversal argument survives
Russellian criticism.1

Introduction
In 529 CE John Philoponus (Ioannis Philoponos) presented an influential
argument for the claim that time must have had a beginning. In the
eighteenth century, Immanuel Kant revived and modified that argument.2
Today, Philoponus’s argument is widely thought to be invalid. Modern
criticisms usually state or build on criticisms put by Russell against Kant’s
I would like to thank Chris Mortensen and Paul Oppenheimer for helpful comments on an
earlier draft of this paper.
2 For Kant, the traversal argument is part of one side of an antinomy of pure reason; a pair of
apparently sound arguments for opposite conclusions that rely on the fundamental
metaphysical principles we legitimately use to interpret parts of our world, but we use
illicitly when we deal with our world as a whole (Wood, 2010). He wants to argue that
reason reaches its limits of coherence when it attempts to tackle questions such as the
infinity or finitude of time. He is also focussed on the beginning of the world, not on time
alone. I will not here be considering Kant’s discussion of the limits of reason.
1
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restatement of the argument. In his later work, Russell sometimes talks as if
the argument fails for logical reasons and accuses Kant of making some
elementary logical blunders. These remarks by Russell seem to have been
the ones that influenced recent discussions. For instance, in a recent book on
infinity, Graham Oppy restates and expands on Russell’s points (Oppy,
2006:116–117).3
I have pointed out in an earlier paper that Philoponus’s version of the
argument is not merely logical. It relies on metaphysical premises. When
these premises are spelt out, the argument is valid, though it may be
unsound (Couvalis, 2013). Kant’s version of the argument also relies on
metaphysical premises, in particular, views about the nature of time and
causation that are spelt out earlier in the Critique. Some of those premises are
similar to premises in Philoponus. As we shall see, Russell’s initial critique
of Kant’s argument was based on a metaphysical account that was radically
different to that of Kant and Philoponus. Russell seems later to have
forgotten that his critique is dependent on a metaphysical account. That
metaphysical account involves an assumption that, following Peter Hylton,
I will call Platonic atomism. Platonic atomism assumes the eternal, mind
independent, and separate, existence of items, whether they are abstract
objects, non-existent objects, or objects in the empirical world. Russell
initially adopted Platonic atomism under the influence of G.E. Moore. He
thought it could save philosophy from the absurdities of British idealism; for
instance, the doctrines that all relations are internal and that mathematics is
riddled with inconsistencies.4

3

4

Oppy treats Kant’s argument as being merely about any successive merely mathematical
series. He fails to note that Kant is talking about a series in time, and that Kant is relying on
a theory of the nature of time. Like many modern analytic philosophers who break
arguments away from their context, he fails to understand what Kant means by
“successive” and the like. In any case, it is now well known that Kant in the antinomies is
not talking about logical necessities, but about what he thinks is necessary synthetic a priori.
By contrast to recent analytic philosophers, the early Russell often shows that he knows he
is arguing against complex metaphysical theories.
The key paper is the now neglected Moore, 1899. Moore’s paper presents an eternalist view
of time six years before Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity appeared in print. For a full
account of Platonic atomism, see Hylton, 1990:105–166.
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Philoponus’s argument and Kant’s restatement
Philoponus’s traversal argument in Against Proclus is aimed at the NeoPlatonist and Aristotelian view that that the universe is necessarily
everlasting. It does not just target the specific views of the fifth century NeoPlatonist Athenian philosopher/mathematician Proclus.
Philoponus starts by stating some arguments for the claim that there
cannot be actual infinities. However, he then indicates that despite these
arguments, it might be thought that there could be a spatial infinity. He goes
on to argue that even so, there cannot be an infinite past time:
[F]or it would seem much more impossible to claim that the infinite is brought
to actual birth bit by bit and, as it were, to be counted out one unit (monas)
after another than that it exists all at once and at the same time. For if it exists
all at once, perhaps there will be no need to go through it unit by unit, and
actually, as it were, count it off; but if it comes to be a bit at a time and one
unit always exists after another, so that eventually an actually infinite number
of units has come to exist, even if it does not exist all at once at the same time
because parts of it have ceased to exist while parts [still] exist, it has
nevertheless become traversable, which is impossible. [But] this — I mean the
traversing of the infinite by, as it were, counting it off unit by unit — is
impossible, even if the counter were everlasting. For the infinite is by its
nature untraversable; otherwise it would not be infinite. (Philoponus,
1899:10; 2005:24)

What is the extra impossibility to which Philoponus alludes? To
understand him, consider that he has a dynamic theory of time in which
equal non-zero sized units of time come into existence successively. He tells
us elsewhere that time has its being in becoming and flowing.5 As a
consequence, he is saying this: If a unit of time is to exist at all, it must first
be present before it is past (or ceases to exist). A later unit of dynamic time
5

See Couvalis, 2017 for a detailed explanation of Philoponus’ view of becoming and the flowing
now. Philoponus does not conceive of time as an eternally given series laid out from earlier
to later members of the series, a view of time which seems to have been invented in the
nineteenth century.
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can only come into existence if an earlier unit has come into existence (been
present) before it. This means that every unit of a dynamic series time must
have once been present. The units of time come into existence (and recede
into the past, if they continue to exist) at a regular rate.6 This implies that no
unit of time can recede infinitely into the past (or have ceased to exist
infinitely long ago). Philoponus states his argument as if we were traversing
a unit at a time forwards at a uniform rate, or counting forwards at a uniform
rate. This is because he thinks the now can be described as if it is moving
forwards at a uniform rate. Indeed, he elsewhere tells us that time is
constituted by the flow of the now. My reconstruction of the traversal
argument is spelt out in an appendix at the end of this paper. I defend the
reconstruction in Couvalis, 2013.
Here is Kant’s version of the argument:
For if one assumes that the world has no beginning in time, then up to every
given point in time an eternity has elapsed, and hence an infinite series of
states of things in the world, each following another, has passed away. But
now the infinity of a series consists precisely in the fact that it can never be
completed by successive synthesis. Therefore an infinitely elapsed worldseries is impossible, so a beginning of the world is a necessary condition of its
existence ... (Kant, 1998:470; B454)

It is important to grasp that Kant’s version of the argument is stated as
part of an overall argument that includes a separate argument against the
possibility of an infinite space; an argument which relies on different
premises to those he uses to argue against an infinite past time. Like
Philoponus’s argument, Kant’s argument for a beginning of the world does
not rely on his arguments about infinities in general.
We can quickly see from the reference to “successive synthesis”
(successive adding on) that Kant is thinking of time as dynamic and that the
underlying argument is much the same as the argument in Philoponus.
Earlier remarks by Kant make clear that the argument relies on the view that
the coming into being of what are now past states of things in the world is a
6

I explain what this means, and how Philoponus can evade problems raised by McTaggart, in
Couvalis, 2017.
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pre-condition of the coming into being of later states of things in the world
(Kant, 1998:462, B438–439; Wood, 2010:247–248). The reference to having
passed away makes clear that Kant also thinks of the states as first having to
be present before they pass away. This also echoes features of Philoponus’s
argument. Kant’s view of other aspects of time is different to that of
Philoponus, but that is not relevant to the merits of the argument. Kant is
vaguer than Philoponus, but it is clear that the argument is much the same.

Russell’s philosophical outlook
As we will see, in his early work, Principles of Mathematics, Russell shows
that he understands that Kant’s argument is based on underlying
metaphysical premises about the nature of time. Indeed, as Peter Hylton has
shown, much of Principles is intended to replace with a new account the
Kantian and Hegelian account of the metaphysics of the world to which we
apply mathematics. This is why Principles includes chapters on the
philosophy of the continuum, the infinite, causation, matter and motion.
Russell’s preference for what might seem to be a merely logical approach to
problems is actually a preference for a Platonic atomist version of Platonist
metaphysics.
Russell relies explicitly on a Platonic atomist critique of Aristotelian
accounts of change in giving a radical account of change when he says that:
The notion of change has been much obscured by the doctrine of substance,
by the distinction between a thing’s nature and its external relations, and by
the pre-eminence of subject-predicate propositions. It has been supposed that
a thing could, in some way, be different and yet the same: that though
predicates define a thing, yet it may have different predicates at different
times. Hence the distinction of the essential and the accidental, and a number
of other useless distinctions, which were (I hope) employed precisely and
consciously by the scholastics, but are used vaguely and unconsciously by the
moderns. Change, in this metaphysical sense, I do not at all admit. The socalled predicates of a term are mostly derived from relations to other terms;
change is due, ultimately, to the fact that many terms have relations to some
parts of time which they do not have to others. But every term is eternal,
timeless, and immutable; the relations it may have to parts of time are equally
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immutable (Russell, 1903:sec. 443). (‘Whatever may be an object of thought,
or may occur in any true or false proposition, or can be counted as one, I call
a term’. (Russell, 1903:sec. 47))

To see the impact of Russell’s view on his solution to ancient
metaphysical puzzles, consider his discussion of the use of Weierstrass’s
nineteenth century mathematics to solve Zeno’s paradox of the arrow.
Russell states the paradox as “[I]f everything is at rest or in motion in a space
equal to itself, and if what moves is always in the instant, the arrow in its
flight is immovable” (Russell, 1903:sec. 332). He comments that:
Weierstrass, by banishing all infinitesimals, has at last shown that we live in
an unchanging world, and that the arrow, at every moment of its flight, is
truly at rest. The only point where Zeno probably erred was in inferring (if
he did infer) that, because there is no change, therefore the world must be in
the same state at one time as at another. (Russell, 1903:sec. 327)

As Hylton says
[W]hat is striking here is Russell’s immediate leap from mathematics to the
metaphysics of change ... Platonic atomism implies an a-temporal, and
therefore static, way of thinking of the world. Russell, however, claims this
way of thinking is forced on us by modern mathematics, at least if we want
to employ this subject to give us a consistent theory of motion. (Hylton,
1990:194)

Compared to old style Platonism, what is odd about this Platonic
metaphysics is that Russell not only thinks there is a world of abstract
objects; he also collapses the world of everyday reality into the world of
mathematics understood in the light of modern logic. He is aware of the
distinction and will sometimes admit that the underlying assumptions of
mathematics might not match the real world (e.g. Russell, 1926:154ff.). More
commonly Russell takes the very fact that a mathematics gives us the only
available consistent picture of the world that avoids paradoxes as evidence
that it is true of the world. We have leapt from the mathematical to the
metaphysical.
By contrast to Russell, Plato and the ancient Neo-Platonists distinguished
our world of becoming and flow from the world of the eternal paradigm,
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which is truly real. On their view, the empirical world only imperfectly
realised the paradigm, particularly in things that are flowing. Plato tells us
that time is a moving image (kiniton eikon) of eternity (aionion), created
because it was impossible (ouk in dinaton) for the demiurge to create an exact
likeness of the eternal unity (Timaeus, 37d). The Neo-Platonist Damascius
distinguishes between the static form of a river, and the river, which has its
being in flowing and becoming (Simplicius, 1882:798, 16–20; 1992:121).
Philoponus was trained in this Neo-Platonist tradition and took over some
features of it into his Christianity. His version of the Christian god is a
timeless being (Philoponus, 1899:6; Philoponus, 2005:22).

Russell’s central criticism of the Traversal Argument7
Russell produces an argument against Kant’s argument in Principles which
is:
‘Completion by successive synthesis’ seems roughly equivalent to
enumeration, and it is true that the enumeration of an infinite series is
practically impossible. But the series may none the less be perfectly definable,
as the class of terms having a specified relation to a specified term. It then
remains a question, as with all classes, whether a class is finite or infinite; and
in the latter alternative … there is nothing self-contradictory. (Russell,
1903:sec. 435)

His point is spelt out more clearly in his 1914 work, Our Knowledge of the
External World (OKE), when he says:
To begin with, it is a mistake to define the infinity of a series as ‘impossibility
of completion by successive synthesis’. The notion of infinity … is primarily
a property of classes, and only derivatively applicable to series; classes which
are infinite are given all at once by the defining property of the members, so
that there is no question of ‘completion’ or of ‘successive synthesis’. (Russell,
1926:160)

7

Russell produces some other criticisms of the traversal argument in OKE (Russell, 1926:161).
Oppy also produces similar arguments. I have dealt with such arguments as put by Richard
Sorabji elsewhere (Couvalis, 2013), so I will not discuss them again here.
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Consider the natural numbers starting with 0, 1, 2, 3, 4 ... We can define
this bunch of numbers, by saying that it is a class in which the first member
is zero and each successive member is one greater than its predecessor. We
have apparently defined the series all at once.
I do not want to go further into the detail of Russell’s definition of infinite
series here. It is irrelevant, for Kant’s argument is about a series of things in
a temporal world. We may be able to coherently define an infinite series all at
once, but that is not relevant to whether the real thing, time, is given all at
once. If it comes into existence by successive synthesis (literal adding on of
something that did not exist before), then what we do in defining time is
misleading as to time. Russell slips from talking about the world of
mathematical definition to talking about the time world. He assumes that
the time world exists eternally, as if it were given all at once. On its own, his
criticism is fallacious.
Russell complains in OKE about “the inveterate subjectivism” of Kant’s
mental habits and suggests an account of how Kant might have arrived at
his argument which has no basis in Kant’s text (Russell, 1926:161). However,
it is Russell’s inveterate Platonism that is the problem here. Using a phrase
invented by German philosophers, Russell talks as if what is true of Plato
Himmel — the Platonic heaven of mathematical objects — must be true of
the real thing, time. Definitions of things in Platonic heaven have been
converted into definitions of things in the real world.
It is odd that Russell does this in OKE, because elsewhere in the same
work he shows that he is perfectly aware that what is true of mathematical
representations might not be true of the actual world. Nevertheless, in
Principles Russell shows that he has some understanding of the metaphysical
background to Kant’s argument. He comments that:
[I]t seems, however, that previous events are regarded by Kant as causes of
later ones, and that the cause is logically prior to the effect. This, no doubt, is
the reason for speaking of conditions, and for confining the antinomy to events
instead of moments. If the cause were logically prior to the effect, this
argument would, I think be valid; but we shall find ... that cause and effect
are on the same logical level. (Russell, 1903:sec. 435)

Russell grasps that on Kant’s view the coming to be of an earlier state is
a necessary condition for the coming to be of a later state. However, he
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misleadingly describes it as a logical priority, thereby squeezing it into a
timeless logical relation as if it could not be something different. In fact, it is
clear from Kant’s discussion that Kant thinks of the necessity not as logical,
but as synthetic a priori. For Kant, logic is analytic. Note also that an earlier
state is not a cause per se if we mean by “cause” a sufficient condition, the
activity of some causal power, or an inus condition.8 It is unlikely that Kant
would have accepted that necessary conditions as such are causes. I do not
know of a thorough discussion of causation in Philoponus, but it is hard to
believe that he would have accepted that necessary conditions are causes per
se.

Russell on causation
Russell intends his analysis of causation to be an important part of the
underlying argument against Kant. By the time he wrote OKE, he seems to
have forgotten that an important part of his critique of the traversal
argument is his account of the nature of causation. It is presented as if it were
a merely logical argument. As we have seen above, the merely logical
argument is toothless, for the way in which we define series need have
nothing to do with the way in which they come into existence.
My next quote from Russell will indicate that he presented a claim about
causation which was meant to underlie his critique of Kant.9 It is worth
explaining that claim in a little detail so that we can understand Russell’s
metaphysical assumptions better. In Principles, Russell states a principle
which he says is vital to dynamics. The principle is:
that cause and effect are equal … All equations, at bottom, are logical
equations, i.e. mutual implications; quantitative equality between variables,
such as cause and effect, involves a mutual formal implication. Thus the
principle in question can only be maintained if cause and effect are placed on
the same logical level, which, with the interpretation we were compelled to
give to causality, it is no longer possible to do. (Russell, 1903:sec. 473)

8
9

For an account of inus conditions, see Mackie, 1974:62.
Gottlind (1952) and Trainer (2008) point out that Russell drew back from his radical claims
about causation in his later work. He allowed that “cause” had a legitimate use. I am here
talking about his very influential early work produced 1900–1914.
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Russell’s central claim can be put by saying that the ordinary notion of
causation (“the interpretation we were compelled to give to causality”) is an
unscientific one. Scientific laws are at the centre of science. Laws do not have
a direction of causation built into them. From current states of the world we
can calculate what past states of the world are like just as from present states
we can calculate future states. This claim can be put more clearly by saying
that there is in reality nothing more to causation than what is involved in
formal implications that go in both directions in time. Those formal
implications are to be cashed out in the logic invented by Frege and Russell
(now misleadingly called “classical logic”).
The point is put more clearly in a 1913 essay in which Russell tries to state
the correct version of the law of causality which he thinks underlies science,
when he says that:
[T]he law makes no difference between the past and the future: The future
‘determines’ the past in exactly the same sense in which the past ‘determines’
the future. The word ‘determine’, here, has a purely logical significance: a
certain number of variables ‘determine’ another variable if that other variable
is a function of them. (Russell, 1992:203)

Russell’s reliance on logical considerations is brought out further when
he criticises the argument that the past is different from the future because
we cannot change the past, but can bring about the future. He says:
We all regard the past as determined simply by the fact that it has happened;
but for the fact that memory works backward and not forward, we should
regard the future as equally determined by the fact that it will happen … You
cannot make the past other than it was — true, but this is a mere application
of the law of contradiction … But also you cannot make the future otherwise
than what it will be; this again is an application of the law of contradiction.
(Russell, 1992:206)

Russell takes it as obvious that the law of contradiction applies to the
future despite the fact that there are well known arguments going back to
Aristotle that it does not (e.g. Aristotle, On Interpretation, ix). If the past is
fixed, it is not obvious that it is fixed merely because of the law of noncontradiction rather than because events in it have already happened.
Russell assumes logical or mathematical laws are explanatory of features of
the world. Because Russell takes it that non-contradiction is logically basic,
he thinks it cannot be testable through what we find out about the world. It

45

PHILOPONUS, KANT, AND RUSSELL ON THE BEGINNING OF TIME

must apply to all the world — past, present, and future. This seems to be in
serious tension with his professed empiricism. Similarly, at the start of
Principles, he tells us that he is dealing with pure mathematics and hence
with hypotheticals, but then he turns to telling us that he is dealing with
space, time and motion — which are real things (Russell, 1903:secs 1 & 2).10
Russell also treats the way memory works as if it is an unexplainable
accident. However, an obvious explanation of why memory works that way
is that evolution has wired us that way to aid our survival because the future
depends on our actions in a way that the past does not. The scientific
principle of evolution by natural selection arguably has a non-eternalist
assumption built into it. Russell ignores the obvious explanation because the
only science that counts in his discussion of causation is a narrowly logical
interpretation of mathematical physics.
It is striking that Russell quickly assumes that all there is to causation
must be captured by logical features of the equations. He does plausibly
argue that some common-sense views and Bergson’s view about causation
don’t adequately explain what happens in physics, but those are the only
views he considers. Why should we assume that all that is going on in
causation is what is captured by the equations? After all, the two sides of the
equations refer to items in the world which have their own properties, and
many equations refer to time. Why does Russell not consider in detail
whether it is the case that the properties of these items and of time might
include features not captured by these equations? As far as I can tell, he does

10

In the second edition (1938) introduction to Principles Russell says that in his definition of
pure mathematics he wanted to include both Euclidean and Non-Euclidean geometry
without saying whether the axioms are true (Russell, 1938:vii). Yet much of the text assumes
he is telling us about real space, real scientific laws etc. while remaining non-committal
about some axioms. The mathematics of Principles is thus far from pure. It is more like
Kant’s synthetic a priori principles, which Kant thinks cannot be brought into serious doubt.
As Hylton points out, at the time of writing Principles, and for some time later, Russell did
think mathematics and logic are synthetic a priori (Hylton, 1990:161–161, 197–198). Russell
(1937:18–19) presents the key argument for the claim. Despite his attempts to escape from
the influence of German and British idealism, Russell displays the influence of Kant when
he assumes, synthetic a priori, that classical logic necessarily applies to everything, past,
present, and future.
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not consider these things because he is a Platonic atomist, not because the
equations themselves compel this interpretation.11
Russell gave up aspects of Platonic atomism in his later work. By the time
he wrote OKE (1914), he no longer regarded non-existent objects as things
which have being in a Platonic realm. He also seems to have given up the
view by then or soon after that there is a logico-mathematical realm with
which we are acquainted. However, he does not seem to have changed his
eternalist view of existents and time, or his tendency to assume that what is
true of the ways in which we define things in logic or mathematics is true of
the world if it produces the only available consistent picture of the world. In
this way, he continued to be a kind of Platonist despite changes in his other
views. This is why I would still call him a Platonist.
His comments in the introduction to the second (1938) edition of Principles
indicate his attitude.
The doctrines of Pythagoras, which began with arithmetical mysticism,
influenced all subsequent philosophy and mathematics more profoundly
than is generally realised. Numbers were immutable and eternal, like the
heavenly bodies; numbers were intelligible: the science of numbers was the
key to the universe … Consequently, to say that numbers are symbols which
mean nothing seems a horrible form of atheism. At the time when I wrote the
‘Principles’, I shared with Frege a belief in the Platonic reality of numbers,
which, in my imagination, peopled the timeless realm of Being. It was a
comforting faith which I later abandoned with regret. (Russell, 1938:ix–x)

Russell abandoned parts of his “comforting faith”, but in very influential
works like OKE, he retained parts of his eternalist Platonic atomism.
Arguably, this has continued to influence criticisms of Philoponus’s
traversal argument in modern times. This is not only true of criticisms of the
traversal argument. For example, solutions to Zeno’s paradoxes often
presented by philosophers involve the assumption that time consists of
instants and space consists of points because standard accounts of calculus
include points and instants (e.g. Grunbaum, 1967). Russell, unlike some later
philosophers, was very well aware that there might not be points and
11

Nancy Cartwright has argued in a number of works that causal notions are essential to
science. See, for instance, Cartwright, 1994. Mathias Frisch has recently argued that real
physics, as opposed to philosophical caricatures of physics, is riddled with causal claims
(Frisch, 2014). I have no space to discuss his claims here.
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instants. He struggled with the fact that it seems to be impossible to tell
whether there are such things. He tried to deal with the problem in a way
that was consistent with his empiricism (e.g. Russell, 1926:119ff.).
Why does logic-influenced philosophy often assume aspects of Platonic
atomism? One reason is the influence of the view that the real world, as
opposed to the world of appearance, must be consistent because it must be
coherent and completely determinate. This view may be present in
Parmenides, but it is more clearly there in Plato’s critique of Heraclitus,
Cratylus and Protagoras in the Theaetetus.12 A related reason is found in
Plato’s view that geometry gives us the complete truth unlike the flowing
world of appearance (Republic, 526cff.). Perhaps Russell is right in thinking
that his view of mathematics originates in Pythagoras. It is much more
clearly there in Plato. For the Anglo-Hegelians that taught Russell, the
absolute is the only thing that is fully consistent, and hence the only thing
that is fully real. Even mathematics does not deal with eternal truths. In the
tradition they inherited from Plato via Hegel, it was assumed that our
everyday world is not consistent and, in some sense, not fully real. Russell
turned this around by arguing that nineteenth century German mathematics
was not only useful and precise, but the key to the everyday world. In this
way, he treated mathematical formalisms as if they were the key to reality
despite the fact that he was always aware that they might not be. Like Plato
and his Anglo-Hegelian predecessors, he continued to assume that
consistency is a key to true reality. His logico-mathematical eternalism is,
indeed, a footnote to Plato.13 However, as he sometimes recognised in his
less Platonic and more empiricist pronouncements, the fact that a
mathematical theory is the only consistent and paradox free theory available
is not a sufficient ground for thinking that it is true. He could not rule out
the possibility that another consistent theory might become available, and
he could not countenance as a possibility that an inconsistent theory might
be the key to reality.

12
13

Most importantly at 177c–183c.
“The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists
of a series of footnotes to Plato” (Whitehead, 1979:39).
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Conclusion
We have seen that Russell’s critique of Philoponus’ traversal argument in its
Kantian form is toothless without a metaphysical background in which time
is treated as eternal. Russell realised that he needed this metaphysical
background when he was writing parts of Principles but seems to have
forgotten it later. We cannot adequately judge the merits of the traversal
argument without assessing temporal eternalism, and I have no space to do
that here. I have, however, shown that a purely logical critique of the
traversal argument is toothless and that to properly assess the argument we
need to assess temporal eternalism.
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Appendix – Analysis of Philoponus’s argument
1) Time consists of equal non-zero size time units (monades).
2) If a dynamic theory of time is true, time has come into existence
successively as a series of monades.
3) If a dynamic theory of time is true, each unit of time (except a first unit)
can only come into existence when its predecessor has come into existence
before it.
4) A dynamic theory of time is true.
5) There cannot exist a present member of an infinite series of time units in
which each member, past and present, could only come into existence after
its predecessor has come into existence (“after” is here used in the dynamic
theory sense). (Inferred from premises 1 to 4 plus the meaning of “infinite”).
6) No unit of time can come into existence that has an infinite series of units
pre-ceding it coming into existence in succession before it. (Inferred from
premises 1 to 5).
7) All units preceding a present unit are past units that came into existence
in succession before it.
8) A present unit exists. Thus,
9) there cannot be an infinite number of past units.
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It can be seen from various remarks I have quoted that Russell accepts
premise 5. Further, in a discussion of Zeno, he explicitly says “[I]f you set to
work to count the terms in an infinite collection, you will never have
completed your task” (Russell, 1926:187).14

14

It is interesting to note that, given his preferred metaphysics, Russell is wrong in this claim.
If time is laid out eternally, there is no reason why it should not include an immortal counter
who counts in monades all the natural numbers from a particular date. Suppose the counter
counts at a rate of a second per second. The series of his countings, which exists eternally,
would be in a one to one correspondence to the series of natural numbers with no number
missing. Of course, there would be no end to the series, but all the natural numbers would
be counted. Russell seems to have slipped into thinking of time as dynamic in the remark I
quote.
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Scott Mann

This paper looks at Aristotle's Politics from the perspective of contemporary
political, social and economic problems and possibilities. A focus upon
Aristotle's defence of slavery highlights the fact that while contemporary
liberal political ideas of human rights challenge Aristotelian-type defences of
sexism and racism, such ideas fail to address hierarchical and exploitative
class-structured political and economic relations — still justified in the same
way in which Aristotle justifies slavery. Consideration of the Politics is of
particular contemporary relevance because of the ways in which it correctly
highlights problems of unregulated markets and banking operations,
unrestricted pursuit of profit and the dangers of rule by a rich minority,
which has reached its apogee today, after four decades of neoliberalism. And
because of the ways in which it points towards possible radical democratic
reforms in the future.

1. Households
In the Politics Aristotle rejects the methodological individualist approach to
social understanding represented in his day by Glaucon in the Republic —
which has been so destructive in the west in recent decades. This is the idea
that society is no more than a mass of individual humans, interacting on the
basis of pre-determined and generally self-serving psychological tendencies.
This has been a central pillar of the neoliberal ideology which has directed
policies of privatisation and deregulation since 1980 generating increasing
inequality, instability and environmental destruction.
Aristotle sees society as an evolving structure of functionally
interdependent social substructures and relations. Humans, as political
animals (Politics 1253a), are products of the operation of such systems,
empowered or disempowered by their positions within such systems, as
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well as agents in collectively maintaining, developing and changing social
relations.
Amongst contemporary social theorists Roy Bhaskar, in his book The
Possibility of Naturalism, comes close to Aristotle's conception in developing
what he calls a “transformational model of the society/person connection”
(Bhaskar, 1979:46). As he says, “society is only present in human action, but
human action always expresses and utilises some or other social form.
Neither can, however, be identified with, reduced to, explained in terms of,
or reconstructed from the other”.
Aristotle starts out looking at households as both evolutionary precursers of later state structures and as the productive and reproductive
economic foundation of such states. But rather than looking back to the
historical development of household structure itself, he argues that the
patriarchal structure of such households — in classical Greece, is both
produced and justified by facts of nature; specifically the intellectual and
moral superiority of free male Greek citizens, as compared to women,
children and the captured foreigners who make up the slave work force.
Such Greek males have natural powers of deliberation and spirit which
equip them to rule over women and non-Greeks, as well as children.
It has been argued that Aristotle's views on patriarchy and slavery are
inevitably constrained by the social circumstances of his time and place. But
some amongst his contemporaries saw clearly enough that there really were
no politically significant intrinsic differences between foreigners, Greek
women and Greek men.
Aristotle himself was well aware of the power of social structures and
relations in shaping individual character and ability. In the Nicomachean
Ethics he acknowledges that virtues are not formed by nature but are
developed as a result of habit. The telos of the polis is to cultivate the
character and quality of its citizens (Nicomachean Ethics Book X, ix).
Like Greek women so were slaves engaged in commerce and skilled
labour of many kinds, involving plenty of initiative and deliberation. Many
slaves were allowed to work independently as craftspeople, alongside of
metics and citizens, remitting a percentage of their earnings to their owners.
Some slaves, particularly those working in banks, became rich and powerful
“controlling and disbursing large sums at their own discretion ... ” (Roberts,
2011:73).
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Aristotle acknowledges a problem of legal vs natural slaves. Not all legal
slaves are natural slaves. But he fails to provide any means to address the
problem.
He was well aware of the very different status of citizen women in Sparta
as compared to Athens, with some of the former provided with formal
education by the state, able to own land, amass wealth, move freely in public
spaces and exercise political influence. He argues that the greater power of
Spartan women — with two fifths of private land in their possession —
undermined the city's defence against Theban attack in 370/69. At the same
time, he acknowledges that “in the days of [Spartan] supremacy a great deal
was managed by women” (Politics 1269b12).
Aristotle speaks of the ruling male household head “handing over to the
woman what is fitting that she rule”. In spite of their exclusion from the
political life of the Athenian state, it looks as if it was women who actively
exercised practical control in many areas of the Athenian household at the
time, managing the household budget and, in wealthier households,
supervising the day to day work of the slaves.
While women, like slaves, could not own property or make legally
enforceable undertakings, some of them were involved in running business
operations, particularly home-based retail and manufacturing businesses, in
C4 BCE Athens (Roberts, 2011:81).
It remains the same today, with most households around the world still
patriarchally organised and women still performing the bulk of household
labour, and much labour outside the house, under male “direction”, with
the arrangement enforced by male control of property, other discriminatory
legal relations, male violence and internalisation of patriarchal ideology. The
necessary social functions are fulfilled by women in spite of the “final
authority” claimed by men, with exercise of such final authority
undermining or damaging the effective fulfilment of such functions.

2. Prevalence of slavery
In Book One Aristotle writes as if slave labour is an integral part of a free
citizen farm. Like Plato in the Republic, he thinks that manual labour is
fundamentally incompatible with the sort of participatory deliberation
involved in non-despotic politics. This seems to be the case not just in the
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sense that manual labour takes away time and energy from such
participation (Politics 1338) but also in the sense that it undermines the
operation of the “deliberative faculty”. “No man can practice excellence who
is living the life of a mechanic or labourer” (Politics 1278a).
Many writers have seen universal slave labour on citizen farms as a prerequisite for Athenian democracy in the sense that it allowed the citizen
small holders time to spend away from their farms, participating in public
debate in the Council, the Assembly and the Law Courts. But Ellen Meiksins
Wood has presented a strong case to the effect that most citizen farms had
no such agricultural slave labour and this did not preclude significant
participation by large numbers of poorer male citizens in Athenian
democracy (Wood, 2015). Only anti-democratic aristocrats and their
supporters looked down on manual labour as slavish and incompatible with
high level political participation.1
Her argument needs to be qualified by reference to patriarchy and to
periodic failures of the grain harvest. Aristotle speaks of poorer male citizens
using their families as slave labour, to allow them to participate in politics.
So too do we need to consider periodic large-scale importation of grain at
times of harvest failure paid for with silver from the Laurion mines. This
shows the limits to male citizen self-sufficiency.
Nonetheless, the crucial points emphasised by Wood remain valid: (a)
that poorer male citizens were engaged in ongoing agricultural labour and
did not see this as an obstacle to political participation; and (b) that this
derived in part from the relatively equal division of sufficiently productive
land holdings without the need to produce a substantial surplus for others
claiming land ownership, as in the mediaeval period and around the
contemporary world.2 This allowed citizen farmers to balance some surplus
production for trade — against time for meaningful political participation.

1

2

The evidence for Wood's claims comes from various sources. Most important are
considerations of the total number of slaves available (Wood, 2015:43–45). She refers also to
the legal speeches of Demosthenes, with large numbers of references to slaves, with
indications of the work they were involved in, and only a very small number referring to
farm work (Wood, 2015:45).
Ober estimates 60 to 65% of productive land owned by 70 to 75% of the male-citizen
population (Ober, 2015:103). And Roberts estimates that 75% of citizens owned an average
of 25 acres of arable land, with no holdings bigger than 750 acres (Roberts, 2011:69).
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Contemporary implications include the vital need for land reform on a
huge scale, winding back plantation monocultures in favour of smaller,
independent, sustainable organic farms, with genuine equality of the sexes.
As we now know, smaller organic multi-cropping operations can be
significantly more productive and very much more healthy and sustainable
than the toxic industrial monocultures that have replaced so-called
“subsistence” around the world. They can feed the world while providing
decent lifestyles for agricultural producers. And, in contrast to, e.g. Marx's
scepticism about the level of political consciousness and participation
possible for peasant communities, the case of Classical Athens highlights the
possibility for highly developed participatory democratic planning in such
communities.

3. Corporate hierarchy
While Aristotle-type sexist and racist ideas still function to support
patriarchal family structures, and discriminatory practices everywhere,
there is increasingly widespread recognition that such ideas have no
foundation in fact; and that the overthrow of patriarchal and racist ideas and
practices is a crucial moral imperative. The situation is rather different in
respect of the division of mental and manual labour outside of the
household, and of mass political participation. Here, something close to
Athenian slavery remains not only dominant but also largely unchallenged.
This is the case over and above the many small businesses around the world
which are basically organised as extensions of patriarchal family structure.
Hierarchical corporate structures still control a significant percentage of
work beyond the household, with such hierarchy and division of mental and
manual labour justified by ideas of productivity gains through specialisation
and economies of scale, and of the deliberative superiority of a little elite of
decision makers, possessing and exercising special strategic management
skills. Supposedly the need to persuade a tiny minority with such special
skills to use those skills as corporate managers, coupled with the stress
associated with such managerial roles justifies (and requires) payment 500
times that of the shop floor workers.
Basically, Aristotelian arguments are still employed to justify the same
sort of master-slave working arrangements as existed in classical Athens,
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with corporate capitalist controllers directing the day to day working lives
of a majority of employees, and appropriating the products of their labour.
The workers, like slaves, are provided with little above basic subsistence, but
the rewards of the bosses, and the extent of the power they exercise, have
moved massively beyond anything imaginable to Athenian slave owners.
Just as the valuable household work in the patriarchal household is
performed by the women in spite of male interference, so do an increasing
number of leading economists, including Nobel Prize winner Joseph Stiglitz
and ex-US Labor Secretary Robert Reich, now recognise that senior business
managers’ self-serving activities act to undermine the genuinely valuable
contributions of those lower down the corporate hierarchy. Whatever social
good is achieved is achieved in spite of the actions of senior managers.
An increasing proportion of those at the top merely concentrate upon
further enriching themselves through pressuring or bribing boards and
shareholders into voting them ever higher wages, bonuses, stock options, an
ever greater share of the surplus. They seek to increase the value of such
stock options through boosting short-term share values, through accounting
tricks, share buy-backs, mergers and acquisitions, asset stripping and
downsizing which undermine long term sustainable growth.
They use profits generated by the workforce to subvert and control the
political process in such a way as to increase their own power and reduce
that of everyone else; they require policies that maintain significant levels of
underemployment to weaken unions and keep workers pay at subsistence
level; they avoid taxation through such political control and through use of
tax havens and transfer pricing, thereby undermining social welfare
provision. They pursue ever greater rent payments through monopoly and
oligopoly pricing arrangements, and through below cost acquisition of
public assets (privatised public services, property re-zoning, mining leases
and subsidies, collusive contracting etc.).
They pump the wealth they have stolen into non-productive investments
in already existing assets, thereby generating asset bubbles and producing
worsening financial crises, rather than developing new technology and
creating new jobs. They campaign to prevent action on climate change and
upon increasing concentrations of toxins in the environment.
There is plenty of empirical data refuting the idea of any innate inability
on the part of any significant section of any population to participate in
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effective economic planning, and the idea that actual ongoing participation
in materially productive — or reproductive — labour necessarily
undermines the capacity for any such effective participation. There are still
over 10,000 employee owned and run businesses in the heartland of
corporate capitalism, the USA, while the Mondragon cooperative network
is the largest business group in the Basque region of Spain, with more than
150 cooperative enterprises with 60,000 workers (Hannel, 2005:347, 353).
It is true that the legal system and financial markets are heavily biased
against worker owned and run business enterprises, and that capitalist
markets can penalise worker owners who prioritise human values and social
responsibility. Not surprisingly, situations involving the collapse of
surrounding corporate capitalist hierarchy have facilitated the creation and
effective functioning of worker co-ops. Such worker co-ops refute the idea
that deliberation and planning cannot be combined with materially
productive labour. This is an issue of justice and of human rights, of fair
sharing of rewarding and difficult or unpleasant work, and of the wealth
generated, of fair input by all into shaping the conditions of their own work.

4. Markets
Moving beyond individual households, Aristotle devotes Books VIII and IX
to highlighting the importance of friendship in uniting the citizenry. Friends
“have all things in common”. But where there is inequality other things are
needed to regulate the relations between individuals, specifically “justice in
exchange”.
In considering economic relations beyond the individual household,
Aristotle speaks of a “natural” equilibrium of self-sufficiency (Politics
1257a28). But he also acknowledges a legitimate role for intra-state trade in
filling significant gaps in such self sufficiency providing that it is fair trade
in the sense of involving exchange of goods of equal value, rather than
profit-seeking trade. He only gets as far as recognising money as a measure
of such equal value in the Nicomachean Ethics but fails to explain what it is
that actually leads to particular goods having equal monetary value.
Aristotle identifies those actively involved in seeking profits through
unfair exchange as in the grip of a destructive neurosis, or an illusion of the
possibility of eternal life — purchasable with such profits. But he
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immediately backtracks to a point where unequal exchange is acceptable so
long as there is no subterfuge — so long as those losing out are informed
and willing participants in the process.
Available evidence shows that Aristotle is factually correct in identifying
a high degree of self sufficiency at the level of the free citizen household with
small surpluses traded for consumption goods not produced at home. There
was, nonetheless, a high level of trade, particularly within and around
Athens itself, with lots of small businesses and some larger ones.3 Aristotle
himself describes the passing away of an earlier barter economy and the
ubiquity of trade for coins.
At the level of the state and foreign trade, Solon had banned the export of
all agricultural goods apart from olive oil, but periodic grain shortages
required state supervised import of grain from outside. There was also the
slave trade, with 5000 slaves brought into the country per year prior to the
Peloponnesian War (according to Roberts, 2011:78).
Along with wine and honey, Athens exported ceramics and other
manufactures, and provided services including shipping and prostitution.
But so were imports financed by tribute from its Aegean empire. Most
significantly, Athenian wealth and power were grounded upon the luck of
the silver deposits within its territories. The mines provided a major source
of profit not from trade of goods but from the labour of the slaves working
the mines. Those leasing the mines hired excess slaves from wealthy citizens
and put them to work to create much greater value than their cost.4

5. Profit and exploitation today
While plenty of profit is still made from trade today, the great bulk of it
derives from labour, as in the Athenian silver mines, along with unrequited
depletion of natural capital. In this case, the supposed “free and fair” wage
contract conceals the reality of workers, with no real alternatives, generating
3

4

By the middle of the fourth century, fruits, flowers, witnesses, lawsuits, water clocks,
machinery and many other things could be purchased in the agora. A number of workshops
had 20 to 30 craft-workers; including family members, apprentices and slaves. The shield
factory of the metic Cephalos employed 120 slaves (Roberts, 2011:79).
Some free citizens were also forced to work as paid labourers particularly on major
construction projects and in the navy.
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goods to a value much greater than the wage, and the replacement costs of
machinery, energy, raw materials etc., which are appropriated by the bosses.
As long as demand for jobs exceeds demand for labour, the capitalist can
get away with paying subsistence wages, the minimum necessary to keep
the workforce in existence and available for work.
The capitalist business cycle — of boom and slump — along with
increasing monopolisation of control of production in key areas ensures
ongoing provision of a reserve army of more or less desperate unemployed
people. Competition for jobs (along with systematic de-skilling) ensures that
wages do not rise much above subsistence for very long or for very many
workers, without appropriate government intervention.
J.M. Keynes clearly outlined the social conditions necessary for some of
the surplus coming back to those that produce it. This requires appropriate
fiscal intervention by state power, spending borrowed money (from the
Central Bank) in addition to tax revenues to stimulate the economy in a
downturn and maintain full employment. And such interventions need to
be complemented by strong (legally supported) trade unions to ensure
ongoing wage-led growth.
This, in turn, requires state control of capital and goods moving in and
out of its territories to prevent the flow of stimulus funds outside of the state
in question and to prevent capital flight in search of cheaper labour and
lower taxes elsewhere.5 Such transfer of surplus requires effectively
progressive taxation — of high incomes and profits to support a
comprehensive social wage — a welfare system. And boom time re-payment
of money borrowed to stimulate growth in the downturn.
Neoliberal policies since 1980 have aimed to maintain a significant level
of unemployment (a “natural rate”) by raising interest rates as the economy
grows, to reduce investment and spending. They have further kept wages
down by legal neutralisation of trade unions, by permitting unrestricted
export of capital to low wage areas and import of the products of massively
abused labour. They have cut the taxes of the rich to sustain asset inflation,
5

And Keynes highlighted other problems of unrestricted international movement of goods and
capital, with significant foreign ownership of strategic resources within a territory seriously
threatening democratic sovereignty and national well-being, and uncontrolled trade
leading to big surpluses for some and big deficits for others, ultimately leading to
breakdown of all trade and the likelihood of warfare.
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as an illusion of economic “growth”, rather than of the poor and middle class
to encourage consumption and investment.6

6. Banking; then and now
While Aristotle soon backs down on his rejection of profit seeking through
trade and slave labour, he remains seriously hostile to profit achieved
through lending at interest.7 As he says, usury is the “most hated” sort of
profit making, with “the greatest reason”; it “makes a gain out of money
itself” (Politics 1258b).
Banks were quite highly developed in Athens at the time. Starting out as
money changers, safeguarding valuables for others, and moving on to
providing petty loans in the marketplace, holding objects in pawn for
security, such money lenders moved on to larger loans, “risking both their
own funds and their customers' deposits”. As Roberts says “the most
intrepid Athenian bankers also acted as ... intermediaries who connected
businessmen needing funds to investors”. So it could be that Aristotle was
concerned with bankers losing their depositors money through lending
large sums for such risky business ventures as long distance trading
expeditions (Roberts, 2011:72).8
Whatever the basis for Aristotle's hostility to usury, his critique, like his
defence of self sufficiency, is very much relevant to contemporary society
where the banking system has assumed an ever more dominant and
destructive role in neoliberal capitalism. A fundamental difference here is
that the state created the money supply in ancient Athens, guaranteeing the
value of the silver coins it issued, used to pay juries, rowers in the galleys,
All are supposed to benefit through unrestricted free trade and capital mobility, through
comparative advantage in trade and capital flow to most profitable destinations, with job
creation and return of increased profits to shareholders. Supposedly free international
currency markets ensure continual re-balancing of relative currency values to prevent
significant trade imbalances; with the currency of surplus territories appreciating to
increase their export costs, and that of surplus territories depreciating to make imports more
expensive and exports cheaper. Keynes refuted the idea that free trade guarantees
advantages of comparative advantage, and the idea that worsening trade imbalances are
automatically corrected by free currency markets back in the 1930s and 40s.
7 Perhaps he looks back to the widespread debt bondage undermining Athenian society prior
to Solon's reforms.
8 Or perhaps he was thinking of other banking scandals that occurred in ancient Athens
(Roberts, 2011:73).
6
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and assembly participants, to finance major public works and grain imports
in times of crisis. It stimulated growth and maintained employment, without
accumulating debt.
In contemporary society, the banks create money as debt through issuing
loans; so do they destroy such funds when the loans are re-paid. This gives
unregulated banks huge power to determine the level and the nature of
investment. Money creation without investment drives inflation: inadequate
money creation — as in a banking crisis — simply shuts down the capitalist
economy. Money lent to coal mining corporations undermines the
ecosystem of the world, to wealthy buyers of existing assets (of shares and
property etc.) pushes up prices, shutting out poorer people from such
markets, fuelling booms that ultimately turn into destructive busts. While
greedy bankers are encouraged to make loans that run up huge debts,
default upon such debts threatens banking crisis and necessitates
government rescue with public funds, transferring the debt to the public.

7. Politics
Aristotle identifies three core political functions requiring to be effectively
discharged — in any viable state (Politics 1297b35). The deliberative element
“discusses” everything of common importance, and makes decisions about
what is to be done.9 This broadly corresponds to the legislative power in
contemporary political theory. In Athens at the time this function was
fulfilled by the Assembly which was the sovereign body of the state with
ongoing responsibility for state policy. In theory this was a meeting of all of
the male citizens, meeting four times every tenth of the year in the fourth
century. Carey estimates a minimum regular attendance of around 5,000,
and sometimes over 6,000 attending — over 20% of the male citizenry. Laws
could be passed by a majority vote, providing that the matter had been
placed on the agenda by the council. At the same time, the Council acted to
enforce Assembly decisions. The Assembly could receive and adjudicate
accusations of crimes against the state. Any male citizen could address the
Assembly following the agenda set by the Council, with Council
recommendations accepted, rejected, amended or replaced with alternative
proposals put forward by the Assembly (Carey, 2017:66).

9

Including issues of war and peace, alliances, legislation, imposition of penalties for serious
offences, the selection of officials and scrutiny of their conduct.
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Aristotle identifies “the executive element” as “the officials”, who carry
out the orders of the Assembly, who themselves issue orders and make sure
that they are obeyed, who are responsible for “regulation of good order” in
the state (Politics 1299b14). Again, the Athenian situation provided
Aristotle's model with the Council of 500 setting the agenda for the
Assembly and acting upon its decisions. It co-ordinated with and supervised
the activities of other smaller magistracies. In particular, it oversaw state
finances, centred upon revenues from taxation (which included a 2% tax on
imports and exports and other taxes), rent from the silver mines, and from
leased state land and money from the sale of confiscated private property. It
oversaw the construction of ships for the navy and had powers of arrest of
certain sorts of criminals.
Council members were selected by lot each year, 50 from each tribe. They
met daily, with meetings open to the public and — very low — payment for
each such daily meeting. Decisions were made by a vote of the members
with a show of hands.
Aristotle identifies “the judicial element” by reference to issues of “from
whom the members (of courts) are drawn”, the “manner of appointment”
and the “matters about which they have jurisdiction” (Politics 1300b13). He
distinguishes eight types of court, dealing with different sorts of issues.10
The courts were integral to Athenian democracy insofar as the votes of 6,000
jurors, selected by lot from the applicants to serve for a year, determined the
outcomes of legal proceedings, and such proceedings had a profound
impact on the political process.11 “Proposals in the Assembly could be
challenged in the courts on grounds of illegality” (Carey, 2017:75).

8. Constitutions
Aristotle identifies six different forms of constitution depending upon
whether a single one, a few or all of the citizens exercise authority in the
three areas, and upon whether they do so purely in their own interests or in
the interests of the whole community. Rule of one can be benign monarchy
10

11

Scrutinies, offences against the public interest, constitutional matters, disputes about fines,
private transactions, homicide, foreigners and minor monetary transactions.
The juries were divided into panels of 100s or 1,000s of individuals. Such panels acted as
judges and juries, with an official overseeing proceedings. Matters covered included civil
actions, and criminal actions brought by anyone in the public interest, and cases of alleged
political misconduct.
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or malign despotism, by a few can be benign aristocracy or malign oligarchy,
by all can be benign polity or malign democracy.12
His ideal state is one in which all male citizens by virtue of their highly
developed intellectual and moral powers, are able to effectively and
responsibly exercise political power in discharging all three political
functions.13 More specifically, he sees such citizens as ideally fulfilling such
political roles in mature middle age, with young adulthood given over to
military pursuits and old age to priestly duties.14 But he recognises that in
real states all citizens might not have such highly developed intellectual and
moral powers. He also recognises that in such real states political power
struggles focus upon conflicts between a rich minority and a poor majority.15
Where the former win out, state structures and processes are oligarchical
in the sense that the rich exercise power in all three areas, executive,
legislative and judicial. Where the latter do so, the poor majority exercise
such power through democratic forms of organisation and implementation
of the functions in question.
For Aristotle, contemporary Athens was close to his idea of pure
democracy, with selection for office by lot, and mass participation, with
popular voting in the courts and the legislature. As noted, such selection by
lot extended to executive authority, but also included a wide range of public
Aristotle’s discussion is strange to modern sensibilities insofar as he, on occasions, treats the
issue of who should rule as one of distributive justice, who deserves to rule, rather than one
of human rights, of the democratic right of each to full political participation. At the same
time, his teleological approach focuses upon finding arrangements that function effectively
to maintain political stability and continuity.
13 As executive, law makers, judges and jurors.
14 With only a few able to do this we have aristocracy, with all we have polity. But he also
identifies polity with a mix of democracy and oligarchy.
15 Like Marx, he has a class analysis of politics. As de Ste.Croix points out, “like so many other
Greeks, Aristotle regarded a man's economic position as the decisive factor in influencing
his behaviour in politics, as in other fields. He never feels he has to argue in favour of this
position, which he could simply take for granted, because it was already universally
accepted” (de Ste.Croix, 1983:71). Sometimes he applies a trichotomous model which
distinguishes those of great wealth — grounded in substantial property ownership — from
those of moderate wealth and those of little or no wealth. More often he simply
distinguishes a propertied class (hoi tas ousias echontes) and those who have little or no
property (hoi aporoi). Substantial property ownership here crucially includes control of slave
labour, and of the surplus product of such labour. The differing interests of rich and poor
citizens lead to “civil dissentions and armed conflicts (staseis...kai machai) ... and either the
few rich set up a pure oligarchy...or the many poor set up an extreme democracy … ” (de
Ste.Croix, 1983:72).
12
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offices not involving specific — advanced — skills or abilities. At the local
level, of basic geographical/tribal land-holding division, assemblies of
citizens were presided over by demarchs selected by lot (Carey, 2017:80).16
Aristotle sees problems with both pure oligarchy and pure democracy.
As he says, the very rich incline more to arrogance and crime on a large scale
than to the exercise of reason in good government. They “neither wish to
submit to rule nor understand how to do so” (Politics, 1295b13). And tyranny
often emerges from oligarchy. On the other hand, the poor are inclined to
“wicked ways and petty crime”. They are “too subservient” and “do not
know how to rule” (Politics, 1295b13). They “covet” the possessions of the
rich.
He is concerned that the poor, as rulers in a more radical democracy, tend
to oppress or abolish the rich and thereby undermine the functioning of a
just and effective state. While the rich may indeed be mad profit seekers, and
arrogant criminals, so are they likely to be educated, they have the leisure
for deliberation, they can afford to pay taxes and — in Athens — provide
slaves for the silver mines. Apparently most importantly, only the rich can
afford to breed horses for cavalry work, and equip themselves as heavy
infantry, which could be crucial to the safety of the inhabitants of a territory
suitable for deployment of such forces (Politics 1321a5).
Aristotle refers to the democracy of the Assembly tending to undermine
long term, stable and principled rule of law by rule of — hastily put together
decree. And Plato goes much further in his account of “the democratic man”
in Republic VII. 55b-569c, in identifying an intrinsic tendency for democracy
to transform itself into tyranny. But others have found evidence of stable
laws, effectively implemented, changed and developed in orderly fashion.
As Carey notes:
surviving decrees show the Assembly could generate sustained and detailed
debate and that it was possible for clerks to follow the proceedings. Not
infrequently we find decrees consisting of several segments in which a
substantive motion is followed by subsidiary proposals which expand or
refine the main motion ... (Carey, 2017:71)
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At the national level, officials “comparable to those in modern departments of trading
standards” (Carey, 2017:80), sanitary and planning officers, legal officers — including
Archons, financial officers receiving and disbursing funds paid to the state, and others were
all appointed by lot.
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As he says, “this is not chaos ... ” (Carey, 2017:71). And the achievements
of Athenian society in this period (of the fifth and fourth centuries) testify to
the effectiveness of such deep-going, participatory democracy.17 De
Ste.Croix notes that, “the fourth century democracy .of Athens, ... bore little
resemblance to [Plato's] unpleasant portrait...and moreover was particularly
stable and showed no tendency to transform itself into tyranny” (de
Ste.Croix, 1983:70–71).
Aristotle recognised the possibility for mixed state forms with each of the
major functions fulfilled by institutions organised in more democratic or
more oligarchic fashion. Depending upon the nature of the citizenry, he
suggests some such mixed forms as the most effective means of reconciling
rich and poor in viable state structures. The idea seems to be that the
balancing of pursuit of particular selfish interests can actually lead to
governance in the general interest.

9. Against oligarchy
Today we see ample confirmation of Aristotle's critique of pure oligarchy,
where states committed only or primarily to the selfish interests of the rich
radically fail to support general social welfare.
We do not have to look too deeply beyond the rhetoric of democracy to
see that contemporary western societies, particularly since 1980, are
basically oligarchic in Aristotelian terms, with executive, legislative and
judicial powers subordinated to the interests of big capital, with no
meaningful or ongoing participation of the poor majority at any level and
no consideration of their interests in law or policy making. The radical
failure of such a system is demonstrated by ever increasing inequality,
endless vicious warfare, political and financial instability, and accelerating
climate change, all threatening survival of human life on the planet.
The domination of the economy by a handful of (arrogant and law-less)
corporate executives is the foundation for their domination of the political
process. Decades of capitalist development have seen the concentration and
centralisation of economic power in the hands of controllers of a small
number of massive corporations. Which means concentration of surplus
wealth and of job creating and tax-paying powers conferring political
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The silver mines were centrally important. But the crucial issue was that of how the silver
was used.
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control. Such political control has been exercised so as to ensure the passing
and enforcement of corporate friendly laws, the takeover of the bodies
supposed to regulate the actions of private businesses in the public interest
by the businesses concerned, and the concentration of ever greater rent
payments in the hands of corporate leaders.
Political structures which ensure the dominance of the political executive
play a key role in contemporary western oligarchy. CEOs simply apply
appropriate threats and bribes to the leadership of the major parties;
promises of jobs, investment, tax revenues, sympathetic media coverage,
campaign funding and cushy jobs for retired politicians, for political leaders
that support their interests, threats of the removal of all such things for those
that do not.
Such more or less direct control has been supplemented in recent decades
by the effective ideological subversion of senior public servants, academics
and the public at large, led to believe in a narrow range of free market ideas
as providing the only viable answers to crucial questions of economic policy.
Such supra national bodies as the WTO, IMF, World Bank, and European
Central Bank enter deeply into law and policy making in weaker nation
states. The citizens of Greece today are all too well aware of how, as Streek
puts it, the ECB, “has developed into the de facto government of the biggest
economy on earth, a government entirely shielded from 'pluralist
democracy' that acts and can only act as the guardian and guarantor of a
[neo] liberal market economy” (Streek, 2016:162).

10. Conclusion
It is saddening to see Aristotle's arguments for patriarchy and slavery still
alive today as justifications for patriarchal family structures, sexually
discriminatory laws and policies, racial discrimination, and a complete
absence of democracy in the workplace. But focus upon the weakness of his
arguments nicely highlights the urgency of contemporary reform in all of
these areas.
At the same time, while Aristotle's critique of unregulated profit seeking
through trade and usury, and of “pure” oligarchy is undeveloped, so does
it focus our attention upon the massive problems of such unregulated profit
seeking and oligarchy today. The rule of arrogant and lawless corporate
executives must be ended before any more damage is done.
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Despite his hostility to “pure” democracy, Aristotle's deep investigation
of the politics of his day actually highlights the viability and effectiveness of
radical Athenian participatory democracy. With the burden of economic
exploitation — by landlords or capitalists — removed and without the
necessity of slaves working for them, citizen farmers were able to be
meaningfully involved in democratic politics.
This meant not only the majority of public offices — including executive
offices — filled by random selection from amongst those offering to serve,
but also up to 6000 citizens, possibly 25% of the total, regularly attending the
Assembly.
It is clearly possible for public offices, including executive offices, to be
filled by lot once again. It is clearly possible for a population of 25 million to
be divided, by geography or by position within a developed division of
labour, into 25,000 such assemblies of 1,000. Each such Assembly could
exercise limited local authority and could send recallable delegates to subregional assemblies, which, in turn, send delegates to regional, and
ultimately a national assembly.
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Euclid’s Geometry: the Case of
Contradiction
Chris Mortensen

This paper surveys Euclid’s geometry. After raising philosophical questions
about the relation between the diagrams and the words, the question is raised
concerning how there can be a diagram appropriate to a reductio ad absurdum
proof, which by definition operates with a contradiction. This leads us to
discover two different kinds of proof of contradiction, one kind in Euclid’s
reductios, and the other kind features in the images of the Impossible Figures
movement.

1. Introduction
Euclid’s Elements is a monumental achievement, and so early too! It presents
us with a wealth of definitions, axioms and especially proofs of Propositions;
and, as we will see, gives rise to meta-questions of philosophical interest. We
will work our way through some of these, before arriving at a place which
enables us to raise questions about an area of geometry, Impossible Figures,
which Euclid did not know about, but which his work certainly bears on.

2. What are Euclid’s words about?
Inspection of the Elements reveals two kinds of content: diagrams, and words
including names for parts of diagrams, such as points, lines, circles, areas.
The words are used to state and prove Propositions, expressed in words,
which are ostensibly about the diagrams.
What are the words really “about”? Words can be about anything and
that is their strength. Euclid’s words are about diagrams and their parts, it
might seem. But what are these? Perhaps perfect Platonic shapes or
geometrical forms? Surely not: Platonism might deliver perfect shapes but
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the acausality of Platonic forms, if acausal they be, cannot account for how
we interact with them. Physical shapes on a page? No, if only because
physical diagrams, drawn by hand or machine, lack the perfection of form
that would seem to be possessed by the subject matter of Euclidean
Propositions and proofs.
But there is a more plausible answer. Assuming that space is a real thing,
which is a reasonable position with many important supporters from
Newton to Nerlich, we can identify perfect lines, circles, spheres and the like,
as parts of space. For example, we learn from Descartes’ methods that perfect
circles around the origin are given as collections of points corresponding to
equations of the form x2+y2=r2, where r is the radius and x and y are the xand y- coordinates respectively. In this account, lines and other parts of
space are not Platonist universals, they are mereological wholes of points.
There is no denying, of course, that there are prima facie epistemological
problems with these items; but on the other hand postulation of them in
causally-relevant physical theory is well-entrenched. Euclid himself defined
a point as “that which has no part” (Book 1 Def 1: he meant of course no
proper part, but this is not seen in a diagram, since “points” in a drawn
diagram have proper parts). He also defined a line as “breadthless length”
(Def 2) and “the extremities of a line are points” (Def 3): Euclid seems to have
been thoroughly realist about geometrical items, while at the same time
denying that they are diagrams and their parts.

3. What are the diagrams for?
To reinforce an earlier point, if Propositions and their proofs are about
perfectly-shaped parts of space, then they are not about drawn physical
diagrams and their parts, because diagrams are not perfectly shaped. But if
that is so, then why are diagrams illuminating? What is their use? It is
undoubted that diagrams are illuminating, we have only to imagine the
Elements with the diagrams removed: something would be grievously
lacking.
How are diagrams illuminating? One obvious thing to say is that
diagrams approximate the perfect shapes in space. They improve the
understanding by displaying a shape which is in a natural way like the
perfect shape. Likeness here would seem to be some sort of root-meansquare deviation: crudely, the more the deviation around some mean, the
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less the likeness. Importantly, words are not like diagrams. They employ a
different mode of representation. Nelson Goodman (1968) rather nailed this
one, I think: words represent shapes by pure convention, whereas diagrams
represent shapes using a different mechanism, exemplification, by giving you
something like what is referred to. Goodman went further in claiming that
resemblance was itself conventional, but we will not get entangled in that
particular thicket, except to say that with geometrical diagrams, the rootmean-square speculation of likeness maybe has rather better prospects than
with pictures in general.
So, Propositions and their proofs need diagrams, in the sense that in
understanding a diagram, we have a unique and less conventional mode of
understanding of the associated Proposition, namely exemplification. The
Propositions are of course words themselves. Again, proofs also need words
to yield understanding, if only because their related Propositions are stated
in words. I am inclined to go further, however, and say that without seeing
or imagining a diagram there is no real understanding of a Proposition or its
proof.
We take note of the generality problem about diagrams, which has seemed
to some to pose a difficulty. How can one diagram per Proposition be
enough? Shapes in space come in different sizes, orientations and with
different internal features. No one diagram would apply to them all, surely,
even if they are associated with the same Proposition. But this is too quick,
surely. It is hardly the case that a diagram is necessary and sufficient for a
proof, so that, for example, you would need different diagram sizes to
illustrate proofs of the one Proposition applying to different sized shapes. If
there is no appeal in the Proposition and proof to a particular feature of the
diagram (e.g. size, orientation) then this feature can be ignored, that is can
be generalised over.

4. To get the right words off the diagram
Apart from being necessary for full understanding, is there any role for a
diagram in supplying verifications or justifications to steps in a proof? One
useful and influential contribution to this matter is due to Kenneth Manders
(1995). He distinguishes exact features of a diagram from co-exact features.

73

CHRIS MORTENSEN

The distinction is in terms of what it is permitted to be “read off” from a
diagram, to be used as a premiss in a proof without further justification.
Manders’ main point is that exact features (e.g. equality of lengths of lines
or angles, straightness of lines, right angles, circles) are too exact for us to be
justified in loading a perceptual feature from a diagram to the words of a
proof. Contrast this with co-exact features (e.g. inequalities, incidences or
proper inclusions) which can be appreciated over a range of variation of
features). In Manders’ words, co-exact features are “unaffected by some
range of every continuous variation of a specified diagram” (1995:92). This
is a vaguer or looser feature than exactness, but must surely be necessary if
hand-drawn diagrams are to illuminate proofs to the point of justification by
perception of particular steps.
An example of an exact feature is given in the very first Book 1
Proposition 1. Euclid shows that on any (finite) straight line there can be
constructed an equilateral triangle with the given line as one of its sides. The
equality of the sides is an exact feature, but we cannot read it off a diagram,
we have to prove it.

Diagram 1: Book 1, Proposition 1

Proof: Let the given line be AB. Construct a circle with centre A and
radius AB. Construct a second circle with centre B and radius AB. The circles
intersect in a point C. Join the straight lines AC and BC. The required
equilateral triangle is ABC. It is equilateral since AB=AC being both radii of
a circle, and BA=BC being radii of the other circle.
Remark: The equality of AB and BA seems to have been taken for granted
by Euclid.
An example of a co-exact feature can be found in Book 1 Proposition 16.
Euclid shows that, for any triangle, if one of the sides is extended, the exterior
angle is greater than either of the interior and opposite angles.
74

EUCLID’S GEOMETRY: THE CASE OF CONTRADICTION

Diagram 2: Book 1, Proposition 16

Proof: Let the given triangle be ABC, and let BC be the extended side,
extended to D. Bisect AC at E, and join BE, extending it to BF where BE=EF.
Extend AC an arbitrary distance to G. Since AE=EC and BE=EF and angle
AEB=angle FEC (Prop 15), the triangles ABE and FEC are congruent (or
equal, Euclid: Prop 4). Thus corresponding angles BAE and ECF are equal.
But angle ECD > angle ECF (co-exact observation). Hence angle ACD > angle
BAE.
Remarks: (1) It is plain that the proof can be re-run for the other sides
being extended – thus generality. (2) The co-exact observation about angles
at the second-last step also appeals to Euclid’s Common Notion 5 “The
whole is greater than the part”, which however does not mention angles. (3)
This step is characteristic of co-exactness: it is the diagram that justifies the
step in the argument. (4) Euclid also has a definition of angle, the historical
complexities of which we do not pursue (see Heath’s careful discussion in
Book 1, 176–180).

5. An aside: Venn diagrams
It is useful to have a contrasting perspective on Venn diagrams, which
likewise have diagrams plus text, and have a bearing on proofs including
Euclidean proofs (for a useful discussion of the differences see Shin &
Lemon, 2003). Aristotle’s four categorical forms for text were: All A are B,
No A are B, Some A is B, and Some A is not B. Each of these can be
represented diagramatically as differing relationships between areas
(typically circles) representing the sets (extensions) associated with the
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terms A and B. Arguments with two premisses and conclusion in the above
categorical forms were called syllogisms. Venn diagrams facilitate testing the
validity and invalidity of arguments in text employing only categorical
forms, for any number of premisses from one up including syllogisms. Venn
diagrams have topological features, specifically inclusion and exclusion,
which enable validity and invalidity to be read off the page.
In this limited sense Venn diagrams can be said to have co-exact features.
Hence, one might speculate whether to generalise the concepts of coexactness and exactness to apply to Venn diagrams as well. Moreover, since
Euclidean proofs employ a background logic including at least syllogistic
logic, it might be argued that a full Euclidean proof must include one or more
Venn diagrams to justify the logical steps. For a simple example, Heath
allows as part of the proof of Proposition 6 below the (valid) one-premiss
argument: All non-A are non-B, so all B are A.
However, while Venn diagrams can assist following a proof by enabling
reading text off the page, the features being described are different from
Euclidean proofs, so that generalisation of the concept of co-exactness is not
obvious (thanks to a referee for raising this point). Furthermore, while
Aristotle himself described the theory of syllogisms, he did not employ Venn
diagrams which came many centuries later. That is, it is possible to employ
the logical steps in Aristotle’s arguments without assistance from Venn
diagrams. In contrast, as we have seen, Euclidean diagrams seem to be
essential for understanding Euclidean proofs.

6. Reductio arguments
Now we are closing in on our main conclusion concerning inconsistency.
Manders discusses the role of reductio arguments. He sees a prima facie
problem. How can a diagram illustrate a proof involving the supposition of
a reductio? After all, a reductio begins with an assumption that the aimed-at
Conclusion is false, and shows that a contradiction follows. How then is the
contra-theorem to be illustrated, if it is never exemplified?
Manders (1995) allows that the diagram for a reductio CAN illustrate a
contradictory premiss for a reductio, but only indirectly. Manders’ (1995)
idea is that co-exact features must be represented correctly, that is, what is
read off from the co-exact features of the diagram is retained in the
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Conclusion of the reductio argument. In contrast, at least one exact feature
can (indeed must!) be incorrectly drawn, that is the diagram lacks the feature
attributed by the exact premiss. That way, the task of drawing a
contradiction is avoided. One of Manders’ (1995) examples is the diagram in
Heath of Book 1 Proposition 6. Euclid shows that if in a triangle two angles be
equal to one another, the sides which subtend the equal angles will also be equal to
one another.

Diagram 3: Book 1, Proposition 6

Proof. Let ABC be a triangle with angle ABC=angle ACB. It is required to
prove that side AB=side AC. For suppose not for reductio. Then one of the
sides is longer than the other (exact feature). Let it be AB > AC. Measure off
BD along BA where BD=AC (exact feature, not represented on diagram). Join
DC. Now, DB=AC and BC=CB and angle DBC=angle ACB (by stipulation),
so then triangle DBC is equal (congruent) to ACB (by Prop 4). But this is
absurd since by (co-exact) observation triangle DBC is less than (that is, a
proper part of) triangle ACB.

7. Impossible Figures
Manders’ (1995) distinctions are useful. But there is more to be said in
connection with the important twentieth-century development of
Impossible Figures (IFs).
The Impossible Figures movement got underway properly in 1934 when
the young Swede Oscar Reutersvärd drew what has come to be called
somewhat erroneously in the literature, the Penrose Triangle (see the top left
of Diagram 5). An important contributor to the movement was the
formidable M.C. Escher, but he was not the first. The terminology
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“Impossible Figures”, IF, is due to Teddy Brunius, and is fairly settled by
now, so we stick with that. Even so, the kind of impossibility which is up
here, is not mere physical impossibility, that is contrary to natural law, but
something stronger: incompatibility at least with logic or mathematics also
(it is not intended here to beg the question either for or against logicism).
It will help if look at some examples of IFs. The first example is by
Escher’s student Bruno Ernst.

Diagram 4: The Wearisome and the Easy Ways to the Top. Bruno Ernst (1984)

Cutting a long story short, it is claimed here that there are five basic forms
which can be simplified as follows.

Diagram 5: Five basic forms of Impossible Figures
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Of these five forms, schematised from the originals, the top three were
first drawn by Oscar Reutersvärd. The top two left, the Penrose Triangle and
the Stairway, were re-discovered by Roger Penrose in 1956. The bottom left,
the Escher Cube, was drawn by M.C. Escher in his masterpiece Belvedere
(1958). Bottom right is called the Steps, and is evidently a simplified version
of Diagram 4 by Bruno Ernst. It is this which we concentrate on.
Now the claim has been made that these are impossible. But clearly they
are sitting there for all to see. So what is impossible about them?
Many pictures have a content, and among contents there are 2-D contents
and 3-D contents. 3-D contents are obtained when we project into the third
dimension: good examples include perspective and occlusion. The 2-D
aspects of the above images are obviously not impossible; but something is
impossible about them, which indicates that it is the 3-D contents that are
impossible. More exactly, what makes it impossible is that it has
contradictory 3-D content: the mind projects a contradictory 3-D theory as
part of its content, of how it seems. Euclid himself did not shirk the third
dimension: Books XI-XII are about solid geometry.
We claim here that these Impossible Figures do not have any existing
examples in the 3-D physical world because they have contradictory 3-D
content. Here is a quick proof for the case of the Ernst Steps. First the figure
is lettered (taken from Mortensen, 2010:130).

Diagram 6: The Steps lettered

Proof of Contradiction. The argument goes: (1) a is vertical, (2) b is
horizontal, (3) a is coplanar with b, since both lie in the plane ab, and (4) a
and b arbitrarily extended do not meet. Note that the fourth premiss is
necessary, since without it (1) – (3) are mutually consistent – a vertical and a
horizontal can meet in the one plane, but not if they are skew to each other.
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Taking (3) and (4) together, then, we have (5) that a and b are parallel. But
then if a is vertical, so must be b. That contradicts (2), the horizontality of b.
Note in passing that these premisses are all part of the 3-D contents of the
image, that is why simple 2-D will not do.
This argument can be seen in more detail in Mortensen (2010:130–133),
along with arguments for contradictoriness in the cases of the other Forms
(Chapters 9–15).
One significant matter in this proof concerns the premiss that ab is a
plane. That is right about the way the figure looks. But if the figure derives
from a physical object, then it might be that ab is not a plane, but twists from
horizontal to vertical without that being noticeable. Then there would be a
consistent object as a source of the figure, the way the figure looks would be
the way a certain consistent object looks. Indeed, one can see why this can
arise in a consistent world: there seems to be a default setting in our
perceptual apparatus; if a twist is not perceived, our perceiver defaults to
flat.
The same can be said for several of the other forms. It is well-known that
it is possible to build objects which photograph looking like that (a possible
exception is the Fork, top right of Diagram 5). For example, the Triangle can
be built not-joined-up; but photographed from a particular angle gives the
illusion that it looks joined up. Our perceptual apparatus obviously employs
another default mechanism, whereby items at a small angular distance to
one another look like they are also at a small radial distance to one another.
It is easy to demonstrate this by lining up fingers from opposite hands so
that they look touching even though far apart.
But here is an important point: Reutersvärd was not drawing illusory aspects
of existing physical objects: he made his figures up. In so doing, he showed that
it was possible to have contradictory visual content independently of there
being any physical objects that might look that way from a preferred aspect.
As Reutersvärd noted himself, his figures were not illusions.

8. Reductio or proof of contradiction?
So we come down to this. What is so special about the above proof of
contradiction of The Steps? Is it no more than just another reductio? Just a
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proof that The Steps diagram has no existing exemplar? Is that all there is to
Impossible Figures?
Euclid’s reductio suppositions were not intended to demonstrate the nonexistence of physical objects looking a certain way. They were intended to
lead to a rejection of the reductio supposition, in the context of retaining the
remaining antededent suppositions. For example, considering Proposition 6
above, Euclid assumes that angle ABC=angle ACB, and for the reductio, he
supposes side AB≠side AC. On deducing the contradiction, he rejects the
latter supposition.
In contrast, for the IFs we have a proof of contradiction, from which it
follows that no such 3-D object, one having the properties that the 3-D
content has, exists. BUT at the same time the premisses are a “faithful” or
“correct” report of the 3-D content, of the how-it-seems, its seemingness. Is
this a kind of INTERNAL “truth”?
I don’t have a problem with internal “truth”, as long as it isn’t conflated
with the real thing, truth without the scare quotes. Sherlock Holmes lived in
Baker Street, except not truly, because no-one of the name lived there. The
internal truth here derives from words to that effect being included in a
declared piece of fiction, or following from same, or satisfying some other
constraints, declared or tacit. Humans have a great liking for playing with
content without commitment to its truth: novels, films, paintings, diagrams,
Impossible Figures (even mathematics, I would venture to claim). To avoid
commitment to truth all you have to do is to qualify the narrative with “Once
upon a time …”. For this reason I weary of having to explain to people of a
phenomenological persuasion: “But it isn’t really TRUE!!”. And I urge the
attempt to avoid describing internal truth as a kind of truth, or you will get
locked into your own perspective. The temptation is there, I acknowledge, it
derives from needing an internal standard separating as Holmes’ residence
Baker Street from, say, Trafalgar Square (otherwise, chaos). But the internal
standards are generally weaker than (external) truth, and subject to a greater
level of convention.
So we have two different sorts of proof of contradiction, I suggest, but
with overlaps. Euclid’s reductio aims to prove a Proposition by rejecting its
opposite as leading to a contradiction. It does not seek to demonstrate a
paradox. The Steps proof does aim at showing that a certain thing does not
exist: but in a sense this is secondary to the demonstration of the
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contradiction as a coherent contradictory narrative. Ipso facto the premisses
of the Steps proof can be read off, since the premisses report how it seems.
In this sense its premisses are co-exact, I would say: the co-exactness of
premisses as the guarantee of their correctness is to be read off into the
narrative. Thus, the attitude to contradiction is different, the Steps is a
demonstration that humans willingly entertain contradictory contents.
But there is another difference too. It isn’t obvious that there is the scope
for variation in premisses of the Steps, i.e. that there is in a reductio in
Manders’ sense. Certainly Diagrams can be made of different sizes and
orientations, but it isn’t clear that there is the sort of scope for variation that
Proposition 16 shows.
One final similarity is the 3-D aspect. The Euclidean examples above do
not involve projection into 3-D, though Euclid did not shirk 3-D: from Book
XI on there is discussed solid geometry. One difference here, however, is
that a large class of occlusion paradoxes, namely paradoxes that depend on
occlusion for their paradoxicality, are not addressed by Euclid. Needless to
say, however, occlusion is an important mechanism of 3-D content.

9. Conclusion
We have discussed three contrasting ways in which words and geometrical
diagrams relate to one another. In particular, we have seen that Manders’
analysis provides us with tools for analysing Euclid’s use of proof by
contradiction. We also see that this manifests itself in a difference with proof
by contradiction in the case of Impossible Figures.
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Plato and Hurka on the Place of Reason
in the Good Life
Matthew Usher

This paper looks at the argument of one of the proponents of the Objective
List Theory of Well-being, Thomas Hurka, in his book The Best Things in Life,
and contrasts it with Plato’s arguments from several of his dialogues; in
particular the Philebus. Hurka makes two claims: that there isn’t one ultimate
good (as he says Socrates, Plato and Aristotle supposed); and there isn’t a
single best human life that’s right for all human beings. I will show that there
is much agreement between Hurka and Plato, but that Hurka’s account of
Plato’s argument that virtue (being rational) is necessary and sufficient for the
good life, obscures Plato’s contribution to the continuing arguments in this
area.

In the Odyssey, Odysseus upon trying to find his way home encounters the
island of the lotus eaters, a community of people who eat a sweet fruit and
become pleasantly intoxicated, forgetting all their worries, responsibilities,
and anything beyond their immediate concerns. At least some of Odysseus’
men wish to stay and join them. And he is forced to drag them back to the
ship and lock them up, before sailing away. Some philosophers have
defended the lotus eaters’ way of life, by arguing that pleasure is the most
valuable component of a good life. In Plato’s day there was Aristippus and
the Cyrenaics, amongst others (Usher, 2017:44–46). Amongst the modern
philosophers, there is Bentham — and to some extent Mill. There are also
philosophers making the case for hedonism today (e.g. Feldman, 2004).
In opposition are Socrates and Plato, who are typically presented as
arguing for wisdom, variously unpacked as reason and knowledge, (and
which Socrates and Plato said must be synonymous with virtue), as
necessary and sufficient for the good life. Additionally, there are
philosophers who argue that there isn’t one ultimate good that is necessary
and sufficient for the good-life, nor a single good life that is fit for everyone
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but instead argue for what is known as the objective list theory of well-being
(or happiness).1 On list theories, pleasure and reason are on the list, along
with other goods like living justly, achieving worthy goals, gaining
knowledge etc., and the good life is the one that contains at least some degree
of each of the goods on the list. Such an argument is well put in Thomas
Hurka’s, The Best Things in Life (Hurka, 2011).
Plato has several interlocutors in different dialogues defending the
primacy of pleasure against reason in the good life. In the Philebus, a later
dialogue on the topic of pleasure, Socrates’ interlocutor, Protarchus, takes
the position that pleasure is essential for happiness as it is good by nature
and it is what makes a person happy (Phil 11b–c). Under Socrates’
questioning Protarchus agrees that the temperate take pleasure in their selfcontrol and the intemperate take pleasure in their lack of it. But he insists,
against Socrates’ provocations, that this makes no difference to the pleasure
itself. Protarchus is adamant that while the occasions or causes of pleasure
can be so unlike each other that they can be considered opposed, the
pleasure itself, cannot be “un-alike”, or opposed, (Phil 12c–13c).
Protarchus’ view that pleasure is distinct from what occasions it is
common amongst hedonists, and with it a view on the nature of pleasures
(and pains) that understands them as sensations or feelings (relatively
simple psychological or qualitative states). These mental states can be
generated from very different activities, but it is central to the hedonist thesis
that the pleasure and pain so generated is the same sort of thing in each case,
the only significant differences being what causes or occasions them, and
their size and duration (Usher, 2017:41–46). Hence pleasure units derived
from an activity or occasion are the same value whether the occasion or
activity really happened or was an illusion, and the pleasure units a
compassionate person gets in exercising compassion are of the same
currency as the pleasure units a sadistic person gets in inflicting pain.
Hedonists are committed to this position because the sameness of all
pleasures (and all pains), however they are generated, allows them to be
measured and compared, and to be used as units in a simple method for
living the good life. Following the hedonic calculus (HC) one pursues
activities and occasions with an eye to maximising the amount in terms of

1

Objective list theories of well-being/happiness hold that there is a plurality of goods that
benefit people and does not identify an underlying feature shared by these goods, and these
goods can benefit people even if they don’t care for them or dislike them(Arneson,
1999:113–142).
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size and duration of pleasure units, while minimising pain units (Feldman,
2004:25–26).
Two counter arguments are as follows. Firstly, pleasures and pains can
be complex and can be differentiated, such that they cannot be reduced to
just a number based upon their size and duration but have deeper attributes
upon which we can judge their value. Some of them, Plato will argue are
“counterfeit coins” as it were, and have dimensions or qualities that are
harmful, even while remaining pleasant. Or are beneficial, even while
remaining painful in the case of pains. Consequently, the HC will fail or will
need adjustment to mitigate against these shortfalls.2 Hurka has some
different arguments to Plato, but he nevertheless is sympathetic to the idea
that some pleasures are improved by fitting in with other goods necessary
for the good life, including not being delusional, or not being vicious
pleasures taken in inflicting suffering on others (Hurka, 2011:4, 7, 24–26, 50–
70). A second counter argument is that there are other intrinsic goods, such
as knowledge, achievement, and being morally good, each of which is as
important (or even more important) than pleasure to the goodness of the
good life (Hurka, 2011:72). These counter arguments aim to establish that
pleasure is a conditional good and that therefore it cannot be sufficient for
the goodness of the good life.
The first counter argument aims to ruin the HC by preventing the
hedonists from insulating the goodness of pleasure from that which
occasions it and reducing the complexity of pleasures and pains down to
simple units. In the Philebus, Plato has Socrates argue that pleasures (and
pains) can, contra Protarchus, be importantly different in their nature and
place in a human life, such that we must rule some out. He has Socrates point
to the sometimes disruptive and destructive relationship between some
pleasures and pains that is not present in other unmixed pleasures, and also
argues to the initial bafflement of Protarchus that there are pleasures and
pains that are false in several senses, and these are opposed to true pleasures
and pains (Phil 12c–13c, 40e–51a). Underlying the argument for false
pleasures and pains, Plato gives a sophisticated account of pleasures and
pains as propositional attitudes/representational states, which opens
pleasures up to discrimination in the same way that we would discriminate
between the virtues and vices of character, and between true and false beliefs
(Phil 38c–40e).

2

There remain defenders of hedonism, with better arguments (Feldman, 2004).
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Are pleasures (and pains) capable of being dissimilar and opposed, false
and vicious in a way that renders the HC defective? One response to this
question considered by Hurka amongst others is Aristotle’s but an argument
is also found in Mill, who did think that some kinds of pleasurable
phenomena were more valuable than others (Mill, 1957:12). However, after
consideration of several arguments Hurka isn’t convinced to abandon what
he calls the “simple view”, that diverse types of pleasure are all equally
good, differing in value only by intensity and duration (Hurka, 2011:25). He
distinguishes different types of pleasure, from simple pleasures like
sensations in your consciousness of the sort typically described as bodily
pleasures, from pleasures that are propositional attitudes, and from pleasant
moods (Hurka, 2011:16–21). The pleasures and pains understood as
sensations he takes, like the hedonists, to be produced by activities, which
they are distinct from, such that the pleasure (or pain) may have been
produced by other different activities. The pleasures that are propositional
attitudes he takes to be mental representations with a particular object, such
as that your preferred sporting team won the grand final, that you are
walking along the beach, or that you performed well at a concert, (or in the
case of pain, suffering that you are stuck in gridlock, or are lost, or have
failed at an important task). In the case of both pleasures and pains of this
latter sort, their essence is in how you take things, the importance of your
team winning, the surroundings, that you are doing well etc., or the opposite
in the case of pain. And as such Hurka recognises that the propositional
attitude type of pleasures (and pains) can have very extended objects,
including for example your “whole life”, or “life on Earth,” etc. (Hurka,
2011:20–21).
After making these distinctions Hurka argues that all kinds of pleasures
can be desirable and isn’t convinced by arguments that they differ in value
(Hurka, 2011:21–29). However, he later seems sympathetic to the idea that
some are worth seeking more than others, and that some might be bad, and
gives a number of arguments, many of which can be found in the Philebus.
Like Plato, Hurka points to the relationship between some kinds of pleasures
and pains; that you can’t have the pleasure (the good thing) without
incurring greater bad things, (pain, the loss of reputation, or livelihood etc).
He raises the problem of the paradox of pleasure, in that the harder you try
for it, the more elusive it gets. He also discusses the problems with false
pleasures (of the sort one would have on the Experience Machine, see
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below), mindless pleasures, and the badness of sadistic pleasures, and the
good of compassionate pains (Hurka, 2011:33–44, 63–72).3
Although Hurka’s analysis doesn’t go much into Plato’s admittedly
difficult argument for false pleasures as given in the Philebus, he is in
agreement that simple bodily pleasures and the pleasures of the sort the
lotus eaters enjoy, often so localised and episodic (as these kinds of feelings
often are), do not seem to be the sort of thing that a person could construct
a whole good life out of (Hurka, 2011:24).4 So although he is not convinced
that there are better or worse pleasures in terms of their pleasantness, his
examples suggest that there is, on balance, something better about pleasures
that aren’t built upon false beliefs, and are not morally vicious, and which
fit in with an extended and flourishing human life (Hurka, 2011:72).
On this point, Plato has a richer account of the differences between
pleasures that he uses to argue that some pleasures (and pains) are so
different that they really are opposites. Recall the claim that some pleasures,
such as walking along the beach, performing in a concert etc., are not, in
essence, feelings occasioned by an object but rather intentional states or
propositional attitudes by which we attach a certain significance to its object.
Plato argues that it is pleasures (and pains) of this kind, in which the true
nature of pleasure (and pain) is revealed (Phil 32c–d.). He has Socrates argue
that desire is a pain that is about a disruption in our constitution (broadly
understood to include the condition of the embodied psyche) and directs the
agent towards the object that would restore it (Phil 34d–35d).5 And so, both
pain and pleasure are concern laden, since they are suffering or rejoicing at
some state of affairs the agent takes to be deleterious, or restorative for the
agent.6 The argument of the Philebus is that pleasure in the human being is
essentially a cognitive phenomenon and is representational (Usher, 2012:83–
139).7
Plato develops this idea by exploring several ways in which pleasure can
be false or mistakenly represent or regard things (Phil 36c–51a). Those
Hurka isn’t quite right in his cursory account of false pleasures, (Hurka, 2011:32–33). A good
analysis of Plato’s false pleasures can be found in (Frede, 1985) and (Couvalis & Usher,
2003). On the concept of false pleasure more generally see (Thalberg, 1962).
4 Furthermore, Hurka argues that even amongst feelings we value other feelings or lack of them
in the case of pain, more highly than pleasure, (Hurka, 2011:54, Chapter 3).
5 Plato’s claim is that even a relatively simple desire such as thirst is not just a brute feeling, but
a specific type of pain experienced only by an agent who knows what the desire is for.
6 See Frede, 1992, 1985.
7 See also Evans, 2007.
3

88

MATTHEW USHER

misrepresentations, and false pleasures undermine the idea that pleasure is
always, indisputably and unconditionally good. That pleasure is
unconditionally good goes hand in hand with the view that it is essentially
a feeling or sensation because with a feeling or sensation, there are no
objects, no concerns, or beliefs to be wrong about. The same is not true of
beliefs and representations and expectations where we do attach
significance in ways in which can be judged good and bad, correct and
mistaken. Regarding our own interests and in relation to a good life as a
whole, an individual’s goodness is constituted by the sorts of attitudes and
perspectives that they take on, and mistakes can be made at this level that
can ruin lives (Russell, 2005:8, 167). So, the value of true pleasures goes
beyond merely that the events or occasion that you were pleased at was a
real event, as opposed to one induced or manufactured by a machine, to the
value of having the right sorts of belief, values and attitudes such that you
experience pleasure as a result of truly flourishing.
In short, Plato argues that you cannot understand the nature of pleasure
(and pain) without reference to their meaning, and what pleasures and pains
are about is open to discrimination, in ways which impact upon their value
and place in the good-life.8 Consequently, the goodness of pleasure, is
conditional on other goods like virtue and truth. This creates a problem for
the HC in that someone wishing to live a good life will need to select the
good pleasures from an array of pleasures that includes “counterfeit” and
bad (vicious) pleasures, so that simply producing as much pleasure units as
possible, will fail to secure the good-life (Gosling & Taylor, 1982:135).
Furthermore, any attempt by the hedonist to be discerning in the selection
of pleasures would seem to involve deference to other values, thereby
dethroning pleasure.
With regard to the second counter argument about other goods equally
valuable, if not more to the good life, Hurka’s analysis continues on to
address what he says Plato and Aristotle posit as the ultimate good: the good
variously called, reason, knowledge and wisdom (Hurka, 2011:5–6). Hurka
draws attention to the value of knowledge via Robert Nozick’s Experience
Machine thought experiment which purports to show that we value
knowledge of the world and of our place in it and real relationships to other
people, not just pleasant illusions of these things (Nozick, 1974:42–45;
1989:104–108). If that is the case, then pleasure must have a share in the good

8

The roots of this argument go back to the Gorgias 499b ff.
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life, but it is not sufficient, as the goodness of pleasure would be conditional
in that it must respect the bounds set by the good of knowledge.
As he did with pleasure, Hurka explores whether all knowledge is
equally worth having, or whether some types of knowledge are more
valuable than others. He argues that knowing a law of nature is significantly
good (apart from any further benefits it brings) as is understanding a close
friend’s character, and having some degree of self-knowledge can also be
beneficial (Hurka, 2011:76–77).9 But knowing the number of blades of grass
on a lawn, in contrast, isn’t of much value. He concludes that some
knowledge is trivial, and not worth much and hence some kinds of
knowledge are better than others and there must, therefore, be features that
make them so (Hurka, 2011:77).10 Hurka’s differentiation subdivides
knowledge into three types: knowledge of the world outside you
(knowledge of general laws of nature and also particular facts), knowledge
of your relation to the world (knowing where you are in space and how you
relate to other people) and knowledge of your own internal states (your
particular thoughts, feelings and lasting traits of character). He argues that
philosophers rightly favour the first kinds of knowledge: general
explanatory truths, scientific truths, and truths of metaphysics, of
philosophical understanding, truths that are general by being widely
extended, and having explanatory importance (Hurka, 2011:77–79).11
Hurka agrees that this latter kind of knowledge is good, but he argues
that its absence isn’t what troubles us most when we think about our
situation on the Experience Machine (Hurka, 2011:86–90). What he thinks is
troubling is the delusion of your relation to the world and people in it (the
second type of knowledge) because he argues holding positively false beliefs
is worse than lacking knowledge. Why it is worse is illustrated by another
thought experiment that asks us to imagine a situation where an individual
believes that they are a hero, and take pleasure in their loving and faithful
partner, adoring children, and colleagues’ respect, but who is completely

Hurka argues that some kinds of self-knowledge harmful, and some kinds of delusions useful
(Hurka, 2011:91).
10 We will find Plato making this same concession and asking the same question (Phil 13e–14a).
11 An item of knowledge has explanatory importance if you use it to explain a great many
other things you know. For example, if you know the law of gravity you can use it
to explain more specific laws (Hurka, 2011:78–86).
9
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mistaken in all those beliefs.12 If pleasure alone were the only good, and they
never discovered the truth, under hedonism their condition remains ideal
since they have all the pleasant feelings that make up their happiness. If this
doesn’t seem right then it looks as though we want our pleasures/beliefs to
match reality, not just be delusions/fantasies.13
And so Hurka concludes that being positively mistaken about where you
are, and your relationships to other people, is a significant evil even if
knowing these things isn’t an equally as important good (Hurka, 2011:89).
If, in the above example, our hero had been right about the love and esteem
he was held in, but misled on the fundamental nature of the universe, this
doesn’t seem so troubling. And so, it follows that in the senses given,
knowledge is a good, but not the good, and some kinds of knowledge are
more valuable than others. Just like pleasure, even the good of knowledge
appears conditional. The type of knowledge Plato and Aristotle are said to
hold as necessary and sufficient is not, it seems, the most important.
In the following chapters, as Hurka moves through a list of goods, each
is found to be conditional. For example, achievement is also something
missing on the Experience Machine, or in the lives of the lotus eaters. And
much like items of knowledge, not all achievements have equal value.
Figuring out how to split the atom and eradicating a disease are major
achievements, planting a garden less so. As with knowledge, if this is the
case then there must be features that explain this difference and make some
goals more worth achieving than others. Of most importance is that the
achievements are real as opposed to manufactured illusions of achievement.
Then achievements are improved by being general, in the senses discussed
with regard to knowledge, how far the goal extends, how much of the world
it includes (Hurka, 2011:99). For example, if you eradicate polio, you
intentionally change the condition of many people, more than if you create
a nice flower garden in your front yard.
So Hurka rates some achievements as more valuable than others. And
notwithstanding that he thinks there is value in games and sporting
performances, what distinguishes the worthy ones from the trivial ones does
match, to some degree, what distinguishes the value of the different types of
Nagel is credited with this thought experiment (Nagel, 1979:1–11).
Fred Feldman offers some interesting defences against this line of argument (Feldman,
2004:109–114).

12
13
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knowledge. There is value in achievements that are extended in time, and
over more of the world which includes lives that include long term goals,
and in which the parts of a life fit in with the overall plan. These, Hurka
argues, add value because “We can see this as involving a kind of
cooperation between your selves at different times, as they work together to
achieve a long-term goal involving them all. And their doing so adds worth
to what each does” (Hurka, 2011:101). So, Hurka sees value in having a plan
that not only extends your interests through time but also unifies them, into
a coherent whole (Hurka, 2011:104–105). Of course, this requires, reason,
knowledge and discipline, and can, Hurka observes, lead to a loss of other
goods, but on balance he thinks some intelligent and context dependent
structure in a life can be prudent and beneficial, making it more choice
worthy (Hurka, 2011:111, 166, 186).
And Hurka goes on to argue that if we reject hedonism’s valuing of
vicious pleasures such as sadistic pleasures in another’s pain, and its
rejection of compassionate pains, we should add moral virtue to our list of
goods, adding further conditions to the goodness of pleasure, and the
badness of pain (Hurka, 2011:119). Virtue involves an attitude, where the
attitude’s object is something with a positive moral quality (and mutatis
mutandis for vice). As such, Hurka concludes it involves a certain relation to
other intrinsic goods and evils, and thus can’t be the only intrinsic good, as
he suggests Plato was arguing in the Republic (Hurka, 2011:134–135).
However, it is a good on the list, and like the other goods it provides a
boundary, as it were to other goods, making them conditional, so that we
can say that it is bad to take pleasure in torturing, and it’s good to take
pleasure in helping, and it’s bad to learn about human psychology in order
to manipulate people to malevolent ends, and it’s good to come to
understand the nature of solar radiation for the purposes of building solar
panels, for example.
The failure of both pleasure and knowledge, as well as the other
purported goods, on their own to be the necessary and sufficient ingredient
in the good life gives grounds to argue (as the list theorists do) that there is
not one single ultimate good or one universal good life that fits all humans,
and that the good life will thus include a list of intrinsic goods, pleasure,
knowledge, virtue, and achievement among them. At this point, questions
might turn to what goods make the list, and how they rank against one
another, for as Plato has Protarchus argue in the Philebus, other goods might
be necessary but one still chiefly responsible for its goodness.
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Hurka in his concluding chapter says that how good a life is, depends on
the individual good things it contains, its pleasures, items of understanding,
achievements, its ethics etc., but also on other factors (Hurka, 2001:163–164).
One of the other factors is how the different goods compare in value to each
other, whether pleasure more important to the individual than knowledge,
for example. Throughout his book he gives many good arguments, which I
cannot address, in which he carefully shows that there won’t be a single
good that makes for a good life, or a good life that suits everyone. Instead
the good life involves possessing something between a list of goods and a
recipe of them, contingent upon an individual’s own idiosyncratic
temperaments and desires, talents and situations, social context, stage of life,
etc. (Hurka, 2011:111,163–187). So, I take it that Hurka would not rule out
the lives of the lotus eaters on the grounds that they aren’t concerned enough
with knowledge, or because they devote their lives to one thing instead of
broader, more planned and wholistic, aspirations, but thinks that lives less
pleasant than those of the lotus eaters, but containing other goods, including
valuable items of knowledge, and worthwhile achievements, some of which
are wrought by structure, direction and planning could be better.14
Plato does insist throughout his work that one good is unconditionally
good and is both necessary and sufficient for the Good-life. But his argument
is not widely understood. Plato (and Aristotle) we are told, put reason (used
interchangeably with knowledge and wisdom) as the necessary and
sufficient ingredient for the good life (Hurka, 2011:5–6). And the type of
knowledge they are said to be advocating is that described above as being
concerned with general, widely extended, and eternal truths. And while it is
true that reason and all its relations, wisdom, knowledge and
understanding, are put forth as the necessary and sufficient condition for
happiness, Plato complicates things by equating being rational with being
virtuous, which amounts to what can be called “intelligent agency” (Russell,
2005:138–205). It is this move by Plato that is not correctly understood or

14

Hurka is more open to the possibility of unstructured goods than Plato. He doesn’t think it’s
clear for example, that it’s better that one’s achievements are spread across a diverse range,
or deeply focused in one area, and he thinks that the possibility of early death, makes some
longer term goods vulnerable, while giving some value to those of the moment (Hurka,
2011:111, 163–187).
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presented in Hurka’s admittedly brief characterisations of his position, in
The Best Things in Life, or in the wider literature.
Plato is not arguing that a life of pure intellectual contemplation of the
Forms and philosophical understanding of eternal truths is the best life. A
human life will require a range of goods, necessary for embodied psyches,
living in communities, and all the pleasures and pains that come with them
in order to flourish.15 But because of this, not in spite of it, he argues that
there is one ingredient in the good life that is the most critical to a life well
lived. That ingredient ultimately ends up being the intelligent agency which
gives the direction and structure necessary for a good life (Phil 22b–31b). Of
course, Plato based these arguments in his metaphysics of being and in many
different dialogues in which we often see the equation of virtue with
following the direction of reason. But it is with this foundation that Plato
posited what Daniel Russell calls a directive conception of happiness, and
thereby distinguishes his position in important ways from both hedonism,
and from positions which by contrast can be seen as additive in that they are
an unstructured list of goods (Russell, 2005:9, 17).
From Plato’s perspective, the hedonists go wrong in making happiness
depend upon a very conditional good. And Hurka’s argument for
happiness, he would argue, doesn’t properly recognise that reason and all
its relations, including virtue, which take a wholistic approach to happiness,
is the unconditional good in that it provides the direction that makes a mere
list of ingredients (conditional goods), a recipe for a good life (Russell,
2005:9–10). So, while it is true to say that Plato is of the view that there is one
necessary and sufficient good, with regard to the good life, (and it is
variously called reason, knowledge, wisdom and virtue) the argument is not
like that of the Hedonists, with regard to there being one good, and instead
Plato manages to integrate a range of goods under the unconditional good
of the direction of reason.
The foundation of Plato’s argument, as previously stated, is his wider
arguments about the Good and his metaphysical framework. Many a reader
of the Philebus (its announced topic is the nature of pleasure) has been
dismayed to find there is a metaphysical preface to the discussion of
pleasure in the Philebus which does not seem immediately relevant. To this
15

This is the point behind Socrates’ distinguishing between the life of humans, and the life of
gods (Phil 33b).
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point in the dialogue, Socrates had only got Protarchus to agree that reason
is necessary, but nonetheless, Protarchus still insisted that it was pleasure
that was making the good life, good. In short, Protarchus’ view is that reason
is necessary for happiness, only because pleasure is necessary for happiness
(Phil 21c–d). To disabuse Protarchus of this view Plato then has Socrates
investigate the nature of αἰτία (responsibility or cause), and how reason and
pleasure each stand in relation to it. And he gives some metaphysics on the
fundamental question of what it is for something to be part of, and play a
role within, a structured constitution.
The central idea of Plato’s fourfold division of all things (Phil 23b–31b) is
that to have οὐσία (being) is to be a structured whole, which comes about
when πέρας (limit) is placed upon the ἂπειρον (unlimited). The bringing of
a limit upon the class of the unlimited produces a μικτά (mixture), and in
every case of a being, this mixture is formed from parts that play different
roles in accounting for its being what it is. In particular, one of the
ingredients of the mixture is the cause of the mixture itself and thus is the
most important. This metaphysical digression is then bought to bear on the
question of the good life. Plato has Socrates say that the best (human) life is
such a mixture, with pleasure in the class of the unlimited, and reason
playing the role of giving structure and limit to the unlimited. Thus, they
each play very different roles. Reason is the cause of the mixture, and it is
the intelligent agency that makes a thing (a life) what it is, by bringing,
ἀναλογία, proportion, direction, and limit, to its parts like pleasure which
do not in themselves have any determinate direction or proportion in
relation to one’s life as a whole.16
This metaphysical digression supports the role reason plays in direction,
structure and being, which is one of Plato’s central concerns and fits with a
discussion on conditional and unconditional goods that Plato had given in
an earlier dialogue the Euthydemus. There, it is argued that virtue is the
unconditional good that is primary for the goodness of the good life in that
it involves following the direction of reason, which by its nature gives
structure and hence being and goodness to a whole thing. It means that
pleasure, and the other goods like health, wealth, and even knowledge and
so on only become good when under the direction of reason.
Recall that both Plato and Hurka, (though to different degrees, as Hurka
leaves more room for less structured goods) thought that goods like
pleasure, were improved by being integrated with our values and beliefs
16

Analysis of Plato’s Fourfold Division can be found in Hampton, 1990 and Usher, 2012.
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and goals that form a whole human life. And hence the HC fails because we
do not simply want to have the most and greatest pleasures that we can, but
to have the right ones, about the right things. Because pleasure is a kind of
attitude built upon our underlying values, priorities, and conceptions of
ourselves, we can ask of a pleasure whether it is playing the right kind of
role in our life, is it in the right (true and virtuous) things so that it fits in
with other values we hold, goals we may have, and the overall structure of
our life. We might say then, that for both Plato and to some extent Hurka,
pleasure is good under certain conditions, conditions determined by the
shape of a whole good life. And as we saw, similar questions can be asked
of the different kinds of knowledge.
Russell’s work on Plato draws attention to the Euthydemus where Plato
has a discussion in which virtue emerges as the unconditional good (Russell,
2005:9, 16–48). Virtue is singled out because all the other goods (health,
wealth, pleasure, knowledge etc.) are seen as conditional, in that their
goodness depends on their being given good direction, something they
cannot do themselves, while virtue alone, (conceived of as following the
direction of reason, or intelligent agency), is declared an unconditional good,
because it is the source of direction that brings about goodness in other
things, (Euth 278e–282d). The parallels with the discussion in the Philebus on
the “Four-fold division of all things” in which the cause (reason) was an
ingredient with a radically different and important role to all the other
ingredients or parts of the whole are clear.
So, the answer given by Hurka and others to the question of what makes
life good, is that happiness is determined by the various good things in one’s
life, health, wealth, pleasure, status etc., in some list or recipe or of such
things. He seems, for the most part, to think that it is a recipe which is to say
that the goods in the good life must be in some kind of proportion or
structure with reference to other goods and a life as a whole, as opposed to
a list of goods included in an unstructured or barely structured way, but
isn’t as structured as Plato would insist, because he allows for goods that fall
outside of ambitions and regard for the truth, and thinks that there isn’t a
best choice in some situations.17 Plato’s position is, in contrast,
17

As an example of there being no clear best option, Hurka points to two different artists, one
B.B. King, who stuck with and deeply refined one artistic style, the other Picasso, who is
constantly experimenting and innovating, and argues that there isn’t a reason to prefer
either the focused achievements or the move diverse (Hurka, 2011:111). He pursues this
theme in Chapter 8, where he considers whether a highly focused and planned life is always
better than one that has some degree of flexibility and spontaneity (Hurka, 2011:163–187).
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uncompromising in that the good life depends on, and is determined by, the
direction that all areas of life take together as a whole, such that it is its nature
as a recipe as opposed to a mere list of ingredients that makes it the good
life. And this demand for a holistic conception of happiness, and the role
reason must play in it underlies Plato’s directive conception and is his
central contribution to this debate.
I would argue that some of Plato’s arguments for his position can also be
found in Hurka’s arguments. The goods which Hurka includes on his list,
are for the most part, conditional goods or goods improved by fitting in with
the overarching, more expansive goal of living a good life as a whole.
Broadly speaking Hurka does argue that reflecting on life as a whole gives
the good life a structure which has a place for the pleasures of the lotus
eaters, but much more space for those that are part of a life lived with regard
to a whole life and the other values of knowledge, achievement, and virtue.18
Although Hurka thinks that there are some less or unstructured goods, he
still seemed to think that pleasures and the other goods like knowledge and
virtue were improved when they were taken in accordance with virtuous,
more expansive, and longer term, goals and holistic concerns. So, there is
much in common in their arguments.
There’s always a condition that makes for good pleasures, good
knowledge, good achievements in Hurka, despite his scepticism around
better and worse pleasures. As he himself suggests at times, it’s when they
fit in with larger wholistic concerns, and respect the value of other goods
like truth and virtue etc., that they are good. Plato’s conception of pleasures
and pains as essentially representational/propositional attitudes allows him
to imbue them with values beyond their pleasantness, in a way that Hurka
cannot or does not. Plato can do this in a unified way with the other virtues
with reference to the same sort of concerns that led Hurka to argue for a list
of goods. The goodness of the attitudes and perspectives we adopt that
constitute our pleasures (and pains) can be judged, true or false, good and
bad, better and worse.
Granted, there is much more to be said and argued about Plato’s claims
here and their metaphysical foundations. Plato sometimes talks as if the
integrating function of rationality is all there is to the good life, rather than
being a feature of the structure of the goods in the good life. And I have had
to gloss over amount of work his concept of virtue does in his argument.
Plato’s view of the role of pleasure in the good life rests upon his account of
18

(Phil 21b–d).
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pleasure as a kind of attitude that can be transformed under the leadership
of intelligent agency, suggesting a cooperative relationship between reason
and desire (Russell, 2005:12–13). This commits him to what we could call the
agreement model of psychic conformity and yet, Plato in other dialogues,
presents a control model.19 By way of illustration using the example of the
lotus eaters, Plato’s argument seems to be that Odysseus (reason) could have
explained the nature of the cosmos to his crew (our affective natures) and
brought about an awareness in them that they actually wouldn’t enjoy the
life of a lotus eater as much as living in accordance with the grand design of
things, and that they would come to believe it and happily leave the island.
On the other hand, in other dialogues, reason is presented as having to, like
Odysseus, force the crew into submission. Plato does not seem to have
chosen one over the other as an account of psychic conformity, hence his
claim that our affective nature is willing and able to grasp and adopt the
direction that our rational nature gives it, lacks support and leaves some
very important issues in his argument unresolved (Russell, 2005:205–239).
Nonetheless, to recognise the central role reason will play in giving
direction and therefore structure to all the dimensions of a human life, is
Plato’s contribution to this debate. As Hurka often suggested, thinking
about what you want from life at the various different stages of life and how
to put together the different dimensions of that life in the most prudent way
is likely to be beneficial. For continuing beings with complex social and
biological needs and desires (including desires for their existence to be
meaningful) having the right kinds of attitudes, a plan, and priorities would
be assets and more effective, one would imagine, than putting together a
future as a being that feels as much of a certain sensation as possible, or
which had a list of goods, but in an unstructured and undirected way.
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From Ancient Greek Myth to
Contemporary Science in Australia:
Cronus as an Environmental
Hypothesis
Helena González-Vaquerizo1

This paper analyses the reception of Greek mythological figures in Earth
system science. It concentrates on the so-called Cronus hypothesis (Bradshaw
& Brook, 2009), using the myth of this Titan as an analogue to explain the
processes of evolution and extinction. The study takes into account Hesiod’s
poems, which offer an explanation of the origin and order of the world.
Previous occurrences of Cronus in scientific disciplines are also considered,
as well as the Gaia (Lovelock & Margulis, 1974a, 1974b) and Medea (Ward,
2009a, 2009b) environmental hypotheses. The analysis demonstrates that the
contradictory features in Cronus’ character have been skilfully woven into
the scientific rationale. Common concerns of myth and science are discussed,
as well as how Classics can play a role when dealing with urgent scientific
questions and even help in raising environmental awareness.

Introduction
“Is the world in which we find ourselves friendly, hostile or
indifferent to human life? And how should humans live
in the world as it is constituted?”.
(Clay, 2003:2)

1
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This paper is about the enduring influence that Greek myth has exerted over
the centuries in how we think about the origin of the world and our relation
to it. From ancient cosmogonies to modern science, mythical language has
shaped our understanding of the phaenomena surrounding us and on
occasions has determined new trends of dealing with them. One such case
is studied here. The Cronus hypothesis (Bradshaw & Brook, 2009) is the
result of a recently established custom in Earth system science,2 which
employs Greek mythological figures in order to explain the biosphere’s
dynamics.
This hypothesis emerged in response to the previous, well-known Gaia
hypothesis (Lovelock, 1972, 1979, 2006, 2009; Lovelock & Margulis, 1974a,
1974b) and the lesser-known Medea hypothesis (Ward, 2009a, 2009b). The
three hypotheses suggest quite antagonistic views of the Earth’s behaviour
as a system and the influence of human activity on it. Each of them employed
a Greek mythical metaphor to reach their audiences. Each of them agree on
unifying the notions of evolution and extinction, yet differ in the way they
conceptualise the biosphere: as a self-regulating organism (Gaia), as a selfdestructive feedback system (Medea), or as an analogue to the spectrum of
stability-entropy within an individual population (Cronus). Whether they
are scientifically accurate or not, the Gaia, Medea and Cronus hypotheses all
share a concern about the future of Earth as a viable human habitat, and they
all use mythology to posit their different approaches. Therefore, this brief
study on the reception of Greek myth in science seeks to show that Classics
may play a relevant role in such an urgent issue as science’s concern about
the sustainability of our environment.
As the most recent and least studied of the three (a paper focusing on
Gaia and Medea is to be published), the Cronus hypothesis will be the focus
of our discussion. This will also allow for — and require — a review of the
ancient story of the cosmogony as told in Hesiod’s Theogony and a
2

“Earth system science embraces chemistry, physics, biology, mathematics and applied
sciences in transcending disciplinary boundaries to treat the Earth as an integrated system
and seeks a deeper understanding of the physical, chemical, biological and human
interactions that determine the past, current and future states of the Earth. Earth system
science provides a physical basis for understanding the world in which we live and upon
which humankind seeks to achieve sustainability” (Carleton College).
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consideration of the role of Cronus therein. The Titan’s character is defined
by ambivalence in Ancient myth, since he is subject to contradictory traits.
His ambiguity is exemplified, on the one hand, in the castration of his father
Uranus and the devouring of his own children, and, on the other, in his fair
rule over the world in the so-called “Golden Age”. Such conflicting features
will be taken as the fundamental reason for its use in contemporary
environmental science.
The paper will first focus on the Theogony as an “origin story”, i.e. a
cosmogony, thus highlighting the intricate links between scientific and
mythical languages from the earliest times. It will then tackle the Cronus
myth itself and how certain interpretations of it are likely to have shaped the
image shown in the Cronus hypothesis. Third and last, the scientific
hypothesis will be addressed, and placed into the aforementioned context of
the Gaia and Medea hypotheses. The paper ends with a description and
assessment of the Cronus hypothesis within the framework of Classical
Reception.
Reception theory (Martindale 1993; Martindale & Thomas, 2006) and
studies on Classical Reception (Hardwick, 2003; Hardwick & Stray, 2011)
constitute valuable tools for this paper because they stress the role of the
Classics in the modern world. From this point of view, studying the
reception of myth in contemporary science can help us better understand
our Classics. Besides, this kind of reception is relevant inasmuch as Classics
are taking part in constructing meaning within science: they provide
metaphor and give shape to the hypotheses.
As for the state of the art, the reception of Antiquity in contemporary
science is an emerging field of study, as evidenced by the 2014 conference
organised by Sam Galson and Guido Giglioni at the Warburg Institute:
“Bodies of Ideas: Science and Classical Reception”. This means that the
possibilities are appearing, yet the precedents are few. In fact, there are no
monographs dealing with this topic such as there have been when it comes
to the reception of Classics in contemporary cultural phenomena like cinema
(Solomon, 2001; Blanshard & Shahabudin, 2011), comics (Kovacs &
Marshall, 2011, 2015), or children’s literature (Marciniak, 2016; Lovalt &
Hodkinson, 2017), to name a few. Another field where intensive work is
being done is science fiction (Rogers & Stevens, 2012; Cooper, 2018). This
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genre presents some similarities with science: a particular language, and a
tendency towards related themes. Also close to the study of the reception of
Classics in science are certain works on Freud’s “compulsion” for Antiquity
(Armstrong, 2006) and the use of the Greek myth in psychoanalysis (Bowlby,
2010), both of which are particularly relevant to this paper.
On the other hand, studies on Greek cosmogony (Unceta, 2009; Gregory,
2011) and Hesiod’s cosmos (Clay, 2003; Scully, 2015) are abundant, and the
same is true of the Cronus myth (Versnel, 1987; Valk, 1985). The works cited
here are those that proved most helpful in analysing the reception of the
Cronus hypothesis.

The Theogony as cosmogony
The analysis begins with Hesiod’s Theogony for several reasons: one is that
the poem shares with modern cosmogony the concern about the origin and
order of the world; another is that both Gaia and Cronus are main characters
of the plot; and finally, that the creation and destruction processes described
in the poem are analogous to the evolution and extinction processes
postulated by the three environmental hypotheses of Gaia, Medea and
Cronus. The last will be addressed in the final sections.
The Theogony is an “origin story” or a “creation tale”, that is, an account
of the origin of the world or a cosmogony. However difficult it is to give a
definition of ancient cosmogony, it is safe to say that, together with Works
and Days, the Hesiodic epos present in mythical language “a coherent picture
of the way men viewed their gods and their relationship to them, which, in
turn, constitutes a fundamental component of their understanding of the
cosmos and their place within it” (Clay, 2003:1). In this sense, Hesiod’s
works and later Greek philosophy of nature are related to modern scientific
endeavours that either attempt to give an explanation of the origin of the
universe — Big Bang theory, Quantum Mechanics or Steady State, for
instance — or that question our role within it — the Gaia, Medea and Cronus
hypotheses. As Gregory has argued, the Greeks addressed some “perennial
problems” that modern cosmogony asks itself in structurally similar ways.
Therefore, there are similarities between the concerns and solutions of
ancient Greek myths and those of modern science exist because there are
“problem and solution types which are inherent in or intrinsic to or part of
the natural structure of cosmogony” (Gregory, 2011:8).
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In addition, there is another reason for the resemblance between the
narratives of myth and science, and that is metaphor. The metaphorical
nature of human understanding (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003) justifies the use of
symbol in both mythical and scientific language: analogues can make new
ideas and categories fit within pre-existing ones, thus generating
comprehensible knowledge. The languages of myth and science can in fact
be so alike that if compared by the lay person, the narratives of the Big Bang
theory and Hesiod’s cosmogony, for instance, would not seem so different.
In this sense, Steiner has argued that “cosmology and astrophysics are
proposing models of the birth of our universe with a scenic sweep and
speculative flight far closer to ancient or ‘primitive’ creation myths than they
are to mechanistic positivism” (Steiner, 2002:12). In turn, the narratives of
the Gaia, Medea and Cronus hypotheses are rooted in ancient Greek myth
and influenced by it, as we will see.
But before that, a closer look into the Theogony (116–138) is necessary. This
is how it all begins, right after the invocation to the Muses has taken place:
Verily at the first Chaos came to be, but next wide-bosomed Earth, the eversure foundations of all the deathless ones who hold the peaks of snowy
Olympus, and dim Tartarus in the depth of the wide-pathed Earth, and Eros
(Love), fairest among the deathless gods, who unnerves the limbs and
overcomes the mind and wise counsels of all gods and all men within them.
From Chaos came forth Erebus and black Night; but of Night were born
Aether and Day, whom she conceived and bare from union in love with
Erebus. And Earth first bare starry Heaven, equal to herself, to cover her on
every side, and to be an ever-sure abiding-place for the blessed gods. And she
brought forth long Hills, graceful haunts of the goddess-Nymphs who dwell
amongst the glens of the hills. She bare also the fruitless deep with his raging
swell, Pontus, without sweet union of love. But afterwards she lay with
Heaven and bare deep-swirling Oceanus, Coeus and Crius and Hyperion and
Iapetus, Theia and Rhea, Themis and Mnemosyne and gold-crowned Phoebe
and lovely Tethys. After them was born Cronos the wily, youngest and most
terrible of her children, and he hated his lusty sire.

In this passage Hesiod describes how Gaia (the Earth) came to be from
Chaos, how she bore Uranus (the Heaven), and by lying with him, Cronus
“the wily”. Thus the poet introduces some of the main characters in our
environmental hypotheses. The missing one, Medea, was the granddaughter
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of Helios (the Sun), who was himself one of Gaia’s and Uranus’s
grandchildren.
Scientists have turned to these characters in attempting to describe and
theorise the Earth’s behaviour as a complex system of interactions in which
humans play an important role. However, there is a big gap between Hesiod
and these scientific hypotheses; the poem does not explain how Chaos
“came to be” and there is no attempt to rationalise the origin and order of
the world. We find ourselves still in the domains of mythos, before the
appearance of scientific inquiry or logos. In the poem, Chaos seems to be
spontaneously generated as a mythical singularity or a “featureless void”
(Clay, 2003:15). How does this bear any similarity to today’s prevailing
cosmological model for the universe — the Big Bang theory — which asserts
that the universe would have expanded from a state of extreme heat and
pressure (Roos, 2008:19)? From a purely scientific point of view, there is no
resemblance between these two narratives. However, from the point of view
of the lay person, the metaphor that there was an initial chaos or a huge
initial explosion, and that we live in the aftermath of them, is valid enough.
In both scenarios an act of faith is to be performed in order to grasp how
anything came to be from nothing.
This leads us to the issue of religion. The possible links between myth,
science and religion when dealing with the question of origin cannot be
addressed here. However, it is relevant to stress that myth is a safe place for
scientists as opposed to religion. There are various reasons for this: myth
does not harm sensibilities, yet it retains the prestige of the Classics, and it
follows a long tradition of scientific nomenclature using Greek and Latin
roots. Examples of religious beliefs threatened by science abound. Just to
illustrate the case, we may consider whether some of the criticism to Higgs’
boson or “God particle” (Lisee, 2012) might have been avoided by using
Zeus’ name instead. Yet that would be hardly plausible in the twentieth
century. As for the prestige of the Classics, it has been a double-edged sword
for scientists. On the one hand, Classics provide a sense of rationality and
thus “scientific myths”, such as Freud’s complexes, have been used to
replace divine cosmogonies with biological and psychological “truths”
(Scully, 2015:7). On the other hand, the use of myth in science has sometimes
led to discrediting a scientific hypothesis, as has been the case with the Gaia
hypothesis. Researchers have wondered whether the hypothesis is “theory,
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fact or wishful thinking” (Kirchner, 2002), “a contribution to Eco-Geological
science, a philosophy of life or a New Age stream” (Katičić, 2013).
Nevertheless, the presence of the Classics in scientific disciplines and
terminology is a well-established custom; the role of Reception is to study
the chain of ideas linking Antiquity with our world and, on occasions,
influencing it.

The Cronus’ myth in Antiquity
As noted before, the main source for the story of Cronus is Hesiod (Theog.
167 ff., 485 ff., 617 ff., Works and Days 169 ff.). However, there are also
accounts of it in other ancient writers such as Apollodorus (Bibl. 1, 2, 1ff.) or
Diodorus Siculus (3, 61), as well as later traditions where the Titan’s
character acquires more complex nuances. In a brief yet exhaustive
philological study of the ancient sources for the god Cronus, Valk (1985)
discussed the contrasting qualities of his character and proved that a
complex image existed already in Antiquity. The work by Versnel on the
ritual of the Kronia also sheds light on his incongruity: “Kronos”, he
summarises, “is, on one hand, the god of an inhumanly cruel era without
ethical standards; on the other he is the king of a Golden Age of abundance,
happiness and justice” (Versnel, 1987:126).
Focusing on the Theogony, it seems obvious that Cronus “the wily”
(ankulometes) presents a contradictory personality: he behaves as a fairly
good son, yet as an abominable father to his own children. He is the
youngest offspring of Uranus and Gaia, and the only Titan daring enough
to help his mother take revenge on his father. The story goes that since
Uranus did not allow their children to get out of Gaia’s womb, Cronus
castrated him and took over the throne. He also got rid of the Hecatoncheires
and Cyclops, monstrous children of Gaia’s alone. Once he had seized control
of the universe, he married his sister Rhea. However, his fate was to be
dethroned by one of his own progeny. Knowing the prophecy, he devoured
Hestia, Demeter, Hera, Pluto, and Poseidon as soon as they were born. When
Zeus’s turn came, Rhea fled and hid him in a secret cave on the Cretan
mount of Dicte, where he was secretly raised. Years later, Zeus would lure
Cronus into taking a drug that made him vomit his brothers and sisters, the
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Olympic gods. In alliance with them, Zeus waged a war against Cronus and
the rest of the Titans. Victory for them came with the help of Cronus’ ancient
enemies, the Hecatoncheires and the Cyclopes.
In this most extended version of the myth, Cronus appears as a rather
harmful figure: the balance of his family interactions is unquestionably
negative. However, according to the later tradition, Cronus and Zeus
eventually came to terms with one another. The old Titan was thought to
inhabit the Isles of the Blessed where he was seen as a fair ruler (cf. Pind.
Pyth. 4, 291 and Ol. 2, 60 ff.). In contrast with his previously reported wicked
character, his kingdom was a realm of peace and natural justice. This part of
Cronus’ tale is the foundation of the Golden Age myth: an age free of the
virtues and vices of civilisation — no culture but also no labour, no sickness
nor death — when the Earth provided willingly all the resources needed by
humans.
The last aspect that needs to be addressed in order to study Cronus’s
reception in contemporary science is the association of the name Cronus,
Cronos or Kronos (Κρόνος) with Chronos (Χρόνος), the Greek
personification of Time. This association is reported by Plutarch (De Iside 32),
who assures that the Greeks “say that Cronus is but a figurative name for
Chronus (Time)”. This linguistic trope has led to frequent confusion and/or
conscious identification of both deities: the idea that Time devours his
children is a haunting one.

The Cronus myth in modern science
As shown in the section on the Theogony, being part of the Greek cosmogony,
the story of Cronus was related to the study of nature from the very
beginning. Additionally, most of the characteristics portrayed in the ancient
Greek myth have found an echo in modern disciplines, such as
environmental science and psychology. Cronus symbolises order and chaos,
double-sidedness, complex family interactions, and the effects of time,
among others. How all this informs the Cronus hypothesis remains to be
analysed in the final section. First, we will concentrate on former occurrences
of Cronus in scientific disciplines. This will serve as an indication of how his
contradictory characteristics are received by scientists.
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To begin, we consider psychoanalysis. Whether it constitutes a
methodologically scientific sub-discipline within psychology or not, its great
influence both within and outside psychology is unquestionable. Moreover,
psychoanalysis offers an excellent opportunity to examine the reception of
Greek myth in the modern world and, more specifically, its impact on our
understanding of the human character. As others have argued, Freud’s
interest in antiquity informs the substance of psychoanalysis, and thereby
has a bearing on the modern world (Armstrong, 2006:4).
Freud, who had not engaged with the Theogony in depth, reconstructs the
Cronus myth shortly before his own death. However, he seems to confuse
generations by making Zeus castrate his father in revenge for the
swallowing of his siblings, thus forgetting about Uranus being emasculated
by Cronus (Scully, 2015:6). Following Freud’s steps and mistakes,
psychoanalytic literature has coined the Cronus complex. Identified as the
Oedipus complex in reverse, it has been defined as “the father’s unconscious
hostility and rivalry in relation to his sons, and his unconscious wish to
castrate, humiliate, and annihilate them” (Fornari, 1975:12, n.3). Placing the
focus on castration, Freud’s mythology also connects the story of Cronus to
the passage from childhood to adulthood and from the primitive world to
civilisation. Another more recent approach to the Cronus complex sees it as
a “role reversal which places childhood at the disposal of family need”
(Crandall, 1984:108). Caring for one’s children before being cared for, the
child is metaphorically “swallowed” by its parents.
Psychiatry has also employed the myth in relation to Border Personality
Disorder (BPD). A case report by Sally H. Barlow asserts that “the multiple
and often confusing origins of BDP can be partially understood within the
myth of Cronus, which tells the story of a man so obsessed with his future
he eats his children” (Barlow, 1996:499). She recognises immediately that
there is much more to this tale than can be interpreted, Zeus’ escape and
vengeance, in particular, yet takes Cronus’ behaviour towards his children
as the critical event. The tale serves as a metaphor for a case where parents’
own needs are so big that the child is unable to develop a sense of itself, lest
it be engulfed. As the patient explains when confronted with a picture of the
Titan eating his son, what happened to her “is not the myth exactly” (504),
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but the image does strike a chord, so the therapist can go on with the
analogy.
Finally, we cite a couple of examples where science has exploited the idea
of Cronus as a metaphor of time, in particular in medicine and physics. First,
a gynaecological study used the word Kronos in its acronym KEEPS: Kronos
Early Estrogen Prevention Study, which consists of a hormonal treatment
starting soon after menopause in order to relieve its symptoms (Harman et
al., 2006). Second, the CRONUS-Earth Project aims “to improve the accuracy
and precision of terrestrial cosmogenic nuclide dating” (Phillips et al.,
2016:119).
How psychoanalysis, psychiatry, medicine and physics make use of this
myth is relevant to the study of the Cronus hypothesis in several ways. First,
the complexity of the myth proves to be its alluring feature — regardless of
the confusion it sometimes causes. Second, while the main features of the
Cronus tale are interpreted in different ways by scientists, they always retain
a negative destructive quality. Judging from the examples given, the positive
aspects of the Golden Age myth do not seem to make a lasting mark in
science. However, the Cronus hypothesis will embrace a more
comprehensive interpretation of the Titan’s personality and actions, and
prove that reconciliation of his contradictory features is possible.

The Cronus, Gaia and Medea hypotheses
The three environmental hypotheses we are dealing with suggest a Greek
metaphor for life on Earth. Although they differ from one another, they all
share the conceptualisation of the biosphere as a kind of living entity: Gaia
employs the metaphor of a self-regulating organism, Medea that of a selfdestructive mother, and Cronus that of a complex interaction between
species. The biosphere as living entity is not an entirely new idea, and we
can trace its precedents to Antiquity. In the section dealing with Hesiod’s
Theogony, we briefly discussed ancient Greek cosmogony as explained by
myth and how it presented a cast of characters that gave life to gods, natural
phenomena, stars, monsters and abstractions. There was, however, later and
more extensive philosophical inquiry in Antiquity into the issues of the
origin and order of the world. Here we find the suggestion that “the ancient
sometimes considered the kosmos to be alive in some respects, and at times
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modelled cosmological processes on biological ones” (Gregory, 2011:11, 16).
Just as in the Gaia, Medea and Cronus hypotheses, this was not to say that
the cosmos was alive, or that it was an animal, but to understand its
processes as those of a living creature (cf. Plat. Tim. 34bff). With this notion
in mind, we now proceed to a brief review of the Gaia and Medea
hypotheses.
The Gaia hypothesis was put forward by independent scientist James
Lovelock and his colleague Lynn Margulis in the 1970s (Lovelock, 1972,
1979; Lovelock & Margulis, 1974a, 1974b), positing “the idea of the Earth as
a kind of living organism, something able to regulate its climate and
composition so as to be comfortable for the organisms that inhabited it”
(Lovelock, 2000: xv). In the Gaia hypothesis, the Greek mythological figure
acts as a good, willing, nurturing mother, that secures a hospitable
environment for all kinds of life, including human. However, the hypothesis
has evolved over the years, acknowledging lately that the Earth is
susceptible to a less benevolent attitude. In Lovelock’s most recent books,
The Revenge of Gaia (2006) and The Vanishing Face of Gaia (2009), we find “a
poetic metaphor for the imminent loss of Earth’s regulatory system, with
apocalyptic implications for the planet’s human carrying capacity”
(Bradshaw & Brook, 2009: 202).
The name of Gaia was suggested to Lovelock by the British Nobel prize
winner for literature (1983), William G. Golding (Lovelock, 2000: vii), who
was probably acquainted with Hesiod’s poems. It might have been easy for
him to connect the idea of life itself “optimizing” conditions for the rich
development of biodiversity on Earth with the limitless fertility that Gaia
presents in the poem.3 The idea of her vengeful character, used to explain
the feedback mechanisms that may end up threatening the very presence of
some types of life on the Earth’s surface, is also observable in Hesiod’s
Theogony. In fact, when Gaia exhorts her children to avenge Uranus, “she
justifies her actions in moral terms based on the doctrine of vengeance. Once
set in motion, however, the cycle of revenge, fuelled by mutual hatred of
parent and child, can only repeat itself” (Clay, 2003:17).
3

A recent work on the Gaia hypothesis by Michael Ruse (2009) suggests that an important
source of Gaia is Plato, who viewed the cosmos as a living thing endowed with soul and
intelligence, followed by Plotinus.
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The Gaia hypothesis has been extremely successful in reaching a wider
audience of non-scientists. As a consequence, Gaia is worshiped as the deity
of New Age religion (cf. Katičić, 2013), and she has pervaded popular culture
as well, as seen in the celebrated film by James Cameron, Avatar (2009),
where another Greek metaphor is used to describe the lush planet Pandora.
But more importantly, it could be said that Gaia lies at the very core of
contemporary ecology and of those environmental policies that pursue the
preservation of the ecosystem as we know it. Its success does not render the
hypothesis more plausible, but it does render it useful to environmentalism.
As a “metaphorical description of Earth processes” (Gould, 1997), Gaia
has also served other scientists as a foundation on which to build their own
hypotheses about the environment.
The Medea hypothesis was postulated by Peter Ward (2009a, 2009b),
palaeontologist and professor at the University of Washington. His view is
that life ultimately “seeks” to destroy itself as a consequence of the very
essence of multicellular life, and is able to do so by mass extinction events
which are life driven. According to Ward, “the evolution of life triggered a
series of disasters that are inimical to life and will continue to do so in the
future” (2009a:xx). His grim vision of the biosphere receives the name4 of a
mythical mother figure and positions his hypothesis as a response to
Lovelock’s Gaia. That name is Medea, “the murderous wife of Jason of the
Argonauts. She was a sorceress, a princess — and a killer of her own
children” (Ward, 2009b:28).
As an alternative to Lovelock’s Gaia and as opposed to conservationism,
Ward suggests human intervention in the environment in order to secure
the future of the human species.

The Cronus hypothesis
The Cronus hypothesis occupies a middle ground between the two previous
hypotheses, and attempts to offer a more comprehensive understanding of
4

In choosing Medea, Ward was inspired by Robert Grave’s best-seller Hercules my Shipmate
(1945), also known as The Golden Fleece (1944). This means that, as in Lovelock’s case, Ward’s
acquaintance with the Classics was mediated by someone who had more direct contact with
them. In fact, Robert Graves is known for his, often contentious, use of material from
Classical sources (Gibson, 2015). This information comes from personal conversation with
the Peter Ward, who kindly answered my request about the inspiration for that name via
email (23 September 2016).
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the complex interrelations of the different Earth spheres with one another,
and with us. The hypothesis was published by Corey J.A. Bradshaw and
Barry W. Brook in the Journal of Cosmology in 2009, shortly after the Medea
hypothesis. In their paper, the two Australian scientists argue that the
“contrasting views” of Gaia and Media “are actually extremes of a scaleinvariant stability-entropy spectrum of speciation and extinction for all life
on Earth” (Bradshaw & Brook, 2009:201). That would mean that they are two
complementary forces in a system that maintains the balance of its parts
despite the changes that may affect it, a system that encompasses order and
chaos, as well as the creation and destruction of species. Retaining the
notions of the evolution and destruction of life presented in the preceding
hypotheses, the authors claim “that extinction is as integral a part of the
history of life as speciation, and the two dynamic and interacting forces have
traded blows over vast spans of time” (Bradshaw & Brook, 2009:202).
They term this new extinction-speciation trade-off the Cronus
hypothesis, reasoning that the tumultuous tale of Cronus “provides a
broader framework with which to link the natural history research domains
of evolutionary, ecological and extinction biology” (Bradshaw & Brook,
2009:201).5 In a more extended explanation of the metaphor, they offer a
summary of the Cronus myth and the way they understand it:
We have chosen to call this framework, describing the global biota as a
planetary population, the Cronus hypothesis. Cronus (Κρόνος) was the
patricidal (or patri-emasculating) youngest son of Gaia, the Earth mother.
Cronus was also the leader of the first generation of Titans, the giant
descendants of Gaia and Uranus, the sky father. Cronus was incited by his
mother to kill Uranus for perceived crimes against Gaia’s other descendants,
and Cronus himself was overthrown by his own son, Zeus, and banished to
Hades (Atsma 2009). Given the tumultuous and competitive life-and-death
history of Cronus, we believe this metaphor better captures the processes of
inter-species competition and mutualisms that our population analogy of
speciation and extinction embodies. (Bradshaw & Brook, 2009:203)

As seen in the passage above, they have familiarised themselves with
Greek myth by consulting Aaron Atsma’s Theoi Project webpage. Despite the
5

Bradshaw also elaborates on this in his blog (Bradshaw, 2009).
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fact that Atsma has no apparent academic credentials, the site relies heavily
on primary sources (in this case Homer, Hesiod, Pindar, Aeschylus, Plato,
Hyginus and Ovid, among many others) and it is very informative. The
authors of the Cronus hypothesis also refer to it when explaining the Gaia
and Medea myths in their paper (Bradshaw & Brook, 2009:202, 204). They
obviously had no deep previous knowledge about Greek myth, yet they
wanted to posit their hypothesis in the context of Gaia and Medea, as
Bradshaw explains:
Given the focus on Greek mythological figures as metaphors for evolutionary
processes (Lovelock: Gaia; Ward: Medea), I wanted to continue the custom. I
admit that I didn’t know too much about Cronus in the grand pantheon
before writing about our hypothesis, apart from some vague memory from
school that he was a Titan overthrown by Zeus (his son). That prompted me
to think about the simultaneous self-destructive and nurturing aspect of
nature (life & death; speciation & extinction) that Cronus represented
(killing/emasculating his father at the behest of his mother, then succumbing
to his own son’s dominion). Thus, I thought it was a more appropriate
representation of evolution than the overly mutualistic (Gaia) or parasitic
(Medea) hypothesis (in my opinion). In our own way, we used Cronus as a
more parsimonious analogy of how life really works. Did I have a single
influence for this? No. As I mentioned, it was from a general, albeit
superficial, knowledge of the pantheon from my school education. 6

There is, then, no false claim to erudition or acquaintance with Classics.
However, the most relevant features of the Cronus myth are extremely well
interwoven within the hypothesis and the metaphor works effectively.
Just as in Hesiod’s poem, where infinite procreation on the part of Gaia
was countered by Uranus blocking the birth of their progeny, and Rhea’s
fertility was balanced by Cronus devouring his children, evolution and
extinction work as complementary forces in the hypothesis. In the ancient
tale, two cosmic forces, Eros (Love) and Eris (Vengeance), interact in
complex ways: “The two forces, inseparable and intertwined, make
cosmogony possible, but they also continually destabilize the process”
(Clay, 2003:19). An analogous scheme is applied to Earth population
6

Personal conversation with the author who kindly answered my request via email (23
November 2016). Quoted with author’s permission.
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processes with entropy leading to decline in ecosystem stability (Bradshaw
& Brook, 2009:205). In this manner, scientists claim, the ideas of order and
chaos bring forth another way of looking at life (and death) on Earth.
This takes us back to the contradictory features of the Cronus myth: the
chaos and cruelty of his first rule, contrasting with the order and mildness
of his later kingdom. In myth, as in ritual, there is “a complex failing of
standards and lawlessness, patricide and infanticide, cannibalism, rebellion
and enslavement: Kronos ankulometes. On the other hand, there is the
complex of peace and natural well-being, material abundance and ethical
justice, the breaking of chains: Kronos megas” (Versnel, 1987:132). Taking this
into account, one must admit that Cronus’ opposing positive and negative
elements have been well chosen by scientists to illustrate their hypothesis.
The only missing feature, perhaps, is the association with Chronos (Time),
which was nonetheless the result of a terminological confusion in Antiquity.
Whether the hypothesis is persuasive in scientific terms will not be
discussed here, since that would require more space and a different focus.
However, a couple of aspects are worth mentioning because they allow us
to see just how accurately certain elements of the Greek myth fit into it.
First comes the evolutionary perspective. According to Bradshaw and
Brook, one of the advantages of their hypothesis is that it retains the
Darwinian view of contestation that was difficult to accommodate in the
cooperative framework of Gaia. How a self-regulating organism was to act
contrary to its own interest could only be explained by other metaphors:
either the good mother turned against her progeny by sheer evil (as in
Ward’s Medea) or she was changed into a vengeful character once her sons
(us) forced her to do so in order to survive (as in Lovelock’s latest accounts).
By contrast, if the community of species is seen as a population of selfish
individuals, as Bradshaw and Brook do following Richard Dawkins’s
influential essay The Selfish Gene (1976), then self-regulation occurs naturally
(Bradshaw & Brook, 2009:203). Once an ecological niche is emptied by
extinction, evolution and diversification find a new opportunity. This is an
easily recognisable pattern in Greek myth as well — always under the
premise that analogy is accepted as a valid working tool. In the succession
myth, whenever a deity is defeated, its role is assumed by another member
of the family.
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Next comes the analogy of macroevolutionary forces on population
processes, which is not far from the ancient view of the generation of life. In
the Theogony, different characters belonging to “different species” (Clay,
2003:14) interact causing diversification and speciation, but also entropy and
extinction of the population. Thus, for instance, Titans, Cyclops,
Hecantoncheires and Olympians are born and replace one another. On the
level of the biosphere, the Cronus metaphor explains the diversity of all
planetary life as the result of the interaction and competition of a population
of organisms. By doing so, they assure that “deeper analogies emerge which
are useful for scientific interpretation of observed phenomena” (Bradshaw
& Brook, 2009:203–204). As a consequence, a metaphor based on Greek myth
evolves to help scientists develop new models and lines of inquiry.

Conclusions
The Cronus hypothesis is the result of a recently established trend in science,
which could be summarised as borrowing Greek mythological figures to
explain the behaviour of life on Earth. On the one hand, this custom stems
from the secular use of Classical elements in the West — self-declared
inheritor of the Greek and Roman Antiquities. On the other hand, it has to
do with the very essence of human metaphorical thinking, found both in
myth and in science when searching for an explanation to natural
phenomena. However, there are specific reasons why the discipline of Earth
system science has made use of figures related to cosmogonic myths: as we
have seen, those myths give an account of the origin and order of the world,
“they inform how we think of ourselves and our place in the universe”
(Scully, 2015:1), and they provide analogies which are still valuable to
scientists.
Although the three hypotheses studied here reduce the complexity of
symbol that myths allow, the Greek figures are articulated into the scientific
rationale: this is achieved most skilfully in the cases of Gaia and Cronus.
Cronus’ contradictory features, in particular, provide scientists with a
convincing analogue to the processes of evolution and extinction. Moreover,
in these hypotheses Greek figures are susceptible of creating new meaning
within science and even influencing society on a wider level, as has been the
case with Gaia. From the perspective of Classical Reception, this is precisely
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the most relevant aspect, because it shows that the presence of Antiquity in
modern scientific disciplines is not just cosmetic: it is a reminder of the
“perennial questions” we ask ourselves, and a possible way out. As a
conclusion, it can be said that Greek myth has been a valid tool for
understanding evolutionary processes and a means to raise environmental
awareness.
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Evangelising Zeus: the Iliad According
to Loukanes
Calliope Dourou

As early as the fourth century AD, and despite the unflagging efforts of the
emperor Julian, known by the sobriquet the Apostate, to thwart the Christians
from forging an abiding bond with classical literature, the process of
amalgamation of the Greek literary heritage with the emerging Christian
culture was already underway spawned primarily by the writings of the
Cappadocian Church Fathers, for whom Homer continued to hold the highly
esteemed position of the educator of the Greeks. Against this rich backdrop
of Christian détournement of the Homeric legacy, the present article seeks to
explore the Christian resonances in Nikolaos Loukanes’ 1526 Iliad. Rather
than banishing the Olympian gods from his Iliad, as his Byzantine predecessor
Konstantinos Hermoniakos had done in the fourteenth century cleaving to
his faith, Loukanes opts to depict the gods, albeit through the lens of
contemporary Christian beliefs.

Already in the fifth century AD, the Homeric tradition purged of any
association with classical religion, thanks mainly to the allegorical method
of interpretation that would remain so popular throughout the history of the
Byzantine Empire, was refracted into a new genre, that of the
Homerocentones, which boldly appropriated to the Christian cause the works
of the Poet by recounting the birth, life, death, resurrection, and ascension of
Christ using exclusively Homeric verses — lifted verbatim, or slightly
altered — from the Iliad and the Odyssey. Against this rich backdrop of
Christian détournement1 of the Homeric legacy, the present article seeks to
explore the Christian resonances in Nikolaos Loukanes’ 1526 Iliad, the first
printed rendition of the Iliad in a modern language. Rather than banishing
the Olympian gods from his Iliad, as his Byzantine predecessor Konstantinos
Hermoniakos had done in the fourteenth century cleaving to his faith,
Loukanes opts to depict the gods, albeit through the lens of contemporary
1

For the notion of Christian détournement, see Schnapp, 1992.
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Christian beliefs. His is a cosmos of the patently pro-Greek, παντοκράτωρ
Zeus where suppliants tend to bear the unmistakable marks of the humble
δοῦλοι Θεοῦ.
In an effort to elucidate the motives underpinning Loukanes’
metaphrastic choices with respect to the epithets of Zeus, the article will
focus on one of the most bewildering epithets attributed by Loukanes to the
sire of the gods, namely the epithet παντοκράτωρ, and it will attempt to
trace its fascinating history over the centuries starting from its coinage in the
Hellenistic period. Subsequently, the paper will seek to identify Loukanes’
possible source of inspiration for the use of this particular epithet with
regard to Zeus and to interpret his repeated references to a παντοκράτωρ
Zeus in the context of sixteenth-century Greek Orthodox religiosity. Finally,
the analysis will focus on two prayers and one supplication wherein a priest
of Apollo (Chryses), an Achaean hero (Diomedes), and a goddess (Achilles’
mother, Thetis) all appear to take on a remarkably unassuming and modest
disposition, which is so highly typical of the Christian δοῦλοι Θεοῦ.
Starting with the divine epithets attributed to the father of gods by
Homer (Dee, 2001:44–61), one cannot but observe that many of these
epithets concentrate on the functions, or features of Zeus:
1) αἰγίοχος: aegis-bearing
2) εὐρύοπα: wide-eyed or far-sounding, i.e. thundering
3) κελαινεφής: shrouded in dark clouds
4) Κρονίδης, Κρονίων, Kρόνου πάϊς: son of Cronos
5) μέγας: great, mighty
6) μητίετα: counsellor, all-wise
7) νεφεληγερέτα: cloud-gatherer
8) ξείνιος: protector of the rights of hospitality
9) Ὀλύμπιος: dwelling on Olympus
10) πατήρ: father
11) τερπικέραυνος: delighting in thunder
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12) ὑπερμενής: exceedingly mighty
13) ὑψιβρεμέτης: high-thundering
14) φίλος: dear, beloved

As it becomes apparent Zeus possesses many titles denoting his control
of the weather. He is εὐρύοπα: far-sounding, (i.e. thundering),
τερπικέραυνος: delighting in thunder, ὑψιβρεμέτης: high-thundering, but
also κελαινεφής: shrouded in dark clouds and νεφεληγερέτα: cloudgatherer. Moreover, many times he is depicted as the father of gods and
humans, and as a god who is mighty, exceedingly mighty, or all-wise. Next
to these attributes, one may also find epithets alluding to Zeus’ descent from
Cronos and abode in Olympus while other epithets attributed to him
foreground his role as protector of the rights of hospitality and as a bearer
of the aegis.
Turning, however, to Loukanes' Iliad, one realises that only three of these
designations are being rendered, one of which only hapax, specifically
πατήρ, μέγας, πολύβροντος:
1) πατήρ: father (36 times)
2) μέγας: great, mighty (22 times)
3) παντοκράτωρ: all-sovereign, controlling all things (16 times)
4) οὐράνιος: heavenly (3 times)
5) πανάγαθος: all-good (once)
6) πανσέβαστος: wholly august (once)
7) πολύβροντος: of many thunders (once)

Moreover, while Zeus’ capacity for wielding lightning bolts is
significantly downplayed and his patrilineal descent is completely
obscured, his residence is transferred to the heavens. Devoid of the warlike
insignia with which he was traditionally associated, the aegis, and ceasing
to be Zeus Xenios, a role with which he had been indissolubly linked, Zeus
is further demythologised. With the exception of a single reference to a
Zeus πολύβροντος, which is in line with Homeric epithets such as
125

CALLIOPE DOUROU

τερπικέραυνος and ὑψιβρεμέτης, no epithet used by Loukanes for his
Zeus is able to evoke memories of an ineluctably Iliadic Zeus. Not only is
Loukanes’ Zeus divested of the most typical emblems of his Olympian
counterpart, but also he is invested with qualities that typify none other
than Christ. The two marked epithets that are related to Christ are
παντοκράτωρ and πανάγαθος, the first of which is encountered as many
as sixteen times while the second only once. On account of its high
frequency, which almost gives it the character of a formulaic epithet, the
word παντοκράτωρ merits further evaluation. First, one needs to outline
the historical trajectory of the word following its intriguing story, which
according to Orsolina Montevecchi is “definitely one of the most rich,
intricate, and interesting that a term could have” (Montevecchi, 1957:401).
Semantically rich and abundantly documented in post-twelfth century
Byzantine iconographic art (Matthews, 1978:454) the term παντοκράτωρ is
first attested in the Septuagint. The frequency with which this newly
coined word appears in the Translation of the Seventy is remarkable as one
may count approximately 180 occurrences. In most of these instances, the
word παντοκράτωρ has the meaning “Supreme Lord of the Universe” and
is intended to substitute the Hebrew word “Sebaoth” (Capizzi, 1964:4, 5,
15).2
In the new era ushered in by Christ’s birth, the epithet came to be
attributed to the first person of the Trinity, the Father, and by the fourth
century AD it had become an integral part of the Nicaean Creed. It is
precisely during the critical period of the fourth century AD that the word
παντοκράτωρ found itself embroiled in a protracted and vigorous
controversy revolving around the hotly contested divinity and humanity
of Christ. In openly ascribing the appellation παντοκράτωρ to the second
person of the Trinity, the Son, Church Fathers such as the Patriarch of
Alexandria Athanasios, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa were
all making a very clear doctrinal statement against Arian forcefully
denouncing the latter’s heretical position that Christ was not of one
substance with the Father. But aside from expanding its use so as to
embrace the incarnate Logos, the Church Fathers can also be credited with
considerably broadening the semantic scope of the word παντοκράτωρ.
Drawing upon notions emanating from the construction of κρατέω with
the Accusative (in place of the predominant construction with the
genitive), which first emerged in the seventh and sixth centuries BC in
2

See also Bergamelli, 1984; de Halleux, 1977; Holland, 1973; Hommel, 1953.
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connection with the Pre-Socratic philosophers Anaximander and
Anaximenes and were later passed on to them through the filter of
Platonism and Stoicism, the Church Fathers infused the word
παντοκράτωρ with three additional meanings. The παντοκράτωρ
envisaged by them was not only an all-sovereign God, but also a God that
preserved everything, encompassed everything, and was omnipresent in
the world (Capizzi, 1964:37–81). Most importantly, the intimate connection
that was gradually forged between the title παντοκράτωρ and Christ
opened up new iconographic perspectives, which had a powerful impact
on the trajectory of the word παντοκράτωρ as it became inextricably
associated with one of the most prominent types of Christ, that of the Christ
παντοκράτωρ.
Despite the fact that the title παντοκράτωρ does not accompany the
image of Christ before the twelfth century, historians of Byzantine art often
use this designation more freely to refer to any representation that falls into
the category delineated above, even in cases where the image is not literally
labelled παντοκράτωρ. Dating back to the sixth century AD the icon at St.
Catherine's monastery in Sinai is one of the prime examples of this type.
During the seventh century AD, the aforementioned type gained great
acclaim on the coins of Justinian II while in the aftermath of the highly
divisive iconoclastic dispute over the use of religious images that raged for
two centuries (eighth and ninth) throughout the Byzantine Empire the
Christ παντοκράτωρ emerged as the prevailing image in the central domes
of Byzantine churches sealing with his imposing appearance the
triumphant victory of the Iconophiles. A first intimation of its existence in
the ninth century can be derived from the evidence of coins, and
specifically from the solidi of Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos (issued in
AD 945), where the figure of Christ is thought to evoke analogous
preexisting dome representations of Christ παντοκράτωρ (Matthews,
1978:448). Though the impressive dome of the Holy Apostles Church in
Constantinople, so graphically portrayed in the famous twelfth-century
ekphrasis by Nikolaos Mesarites,3 no longer exists, there are other early
domical representations of the Pantokrator that survive to this day, such as
the celebrated eleventh-century dome mosaic depicting Christ Pantokrator
in the Church of the Dormition in Daphne, Attica (Matthews, 1978:452).
The twelfth century, as it has already been mentioned, witnesses the
actual attribution of the title παντοκράτωρ to representations of Christ.
3

Mesarites (ed. Angold, 2017).
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The twelfth-century apse mosaic in the cathedral of Monreale in Sicily
(Matthews, 1978:446) offers an eloquent example of this rapprochement
whereas in the Greek East the thirteenth-century cupola presentation of the
Omorphe Ekklesia in Attica attests to its growing popularity (Matthews,
1978: 447–448). As Jane Matthews observes, from the fourteenth century
onwards it was extremely common to encounter the labeled pantocrator
(Matthews, 1978: 453). It should be pointed out that this designation was
not only reserved for domical representations as it was also given to
numerous icons, one of the most celebrated being the fourteenth century
icon from the Monastery of Pantokrator in Mount Athos, now displayed at
St. Petersburg’s State Hermitage Museum (Matthews, 1978:449).
Deeply ingrained into the cultural and spiritual life of Byzantium
throughout its century-long history, and instrumental in vividly expressing
some of the most basic dogmatic tenets espoused by the Orthodox Christian
Church the term παντοκράτωρ clearly had strong theological connotations,
whose gravity and solemnity could not have escaped Loukanes’ notice.
Besides, the author lived in a period during which frescoes on Mount Athos
and Meteora abounded in images of inscribed Pantokrators, and icons, such
as the one at the Monastery of Hosios Loukas by Michael Damaskenos,
continued to carry the designation παντοκράτωρ (Matthews, 1978:453–454).
Why is Loukanes opting for such a markedly Christian representation of
Zeus? Is there any classical or Hellenistic reference to a παντοκράτωρ Zeus?
Is he relying upon an earlier text that makes use of the epithet παντοκράτωρ
in an Iliadic context?
To be sure, the audience that Loukanes intends to reach, a mainly Greekspeaking audience settled in the Greek East or abroad, is steeped in the
Eastern Orthodox Christian tradition as the great demand for liturgical texts,
such as Horologia, during the first half of the sixteenth century amply
manifests (Layton, 1994). Reconstructing the author’s religious outlook is an
admittedly challenging task since the information available concerning his
life is meager. The only thing that can be said with certainty is that Nikolaos
Loukanes belonged to the first group of students that were recruited by the
renowned Cretan Hellenist Markos Mousouros to attend the Greek College
of Rome (Gymnasio Mediceo), which was founded by Pope Leo X for the
express purpose of fostering Greek studies in Italy. One may even find
preserved the exact words of Loukanes’ formal salutation to the Pope in a
welcome ceremony in 1514 that had been organised for the newly-admitted
students: “Λέοντα, Θεοῦ εἰκόν’, ἑῆς ἐλευθερίης πρόμον, ἐκ θεσφάτων
Ἑλλὰς πέμπει με προσειπεῖν” (Manoussakas, 1963: 165). Τhis salutation
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may be translated as follows: “Leo, image of god, Greece, as decreed by God, sends
me to address you, as the foremost guardian of her freedom”.
During that time, he must have been approximately ten to twelve years
old4 and the elaborate salutation with which he addressed the Pope must
have been written in all probability by Ianos Laskares, the individual who
had in the first place envisioned the foundation of such a school
(Manoussakas, 1963:166–167). It is interesting to note that when the
meticulously orchestrated ceremony drew to a close the eminent Greek
scholar gathered the young pupils and speaking to them privately urged
them to safeguard “the divine order of the Romaioi” in continuing to observe
the Orthodox Christian fast every Wednesday and Friday during the
period of their stint in Rome (Manoussakas, 1963:166). Such a solemn
exhortation on the part of Ianos Laskares reflects the anxiety felt by the
Byzantine émigrés in Italy to retain their religious particularity amid a
predominant Catholic environment. This kind of concern for the
preservation of Orthodox doctrinal idiosyncrasies — it seems — did not
lag in any way behind academic preoccupations as it was equally
prioritised.
Of course, the Greek College of Rome, in stark contrast to the Pontifical
Greek College of Saint Athanasios that was founded later, in 1577, by Pope
Gregory XIII, had no prosyletising scope. As Manoussos Manoussakas
astutely remarks, Leo X’s support for the school was not dictated by
ulterior motives. Besides, the humanist pope, who was often hailed by
Byzantine intellectuals as a prominent promoter and supporter of Greek
learning, was the one who is said to have taken the lead in enshrining the
religious rights of Greeks during the early sixteenth century through an
extensive series of papal bulls (Manoussakas, 1963:167).
It is quite evident then that Loukanes was nurtured in an environment
that deeply valued not only immersion in the classics, but also religious
instruction. This fascinating synthesis of antiquarian predilections and
Christian affinities is nowhere epitomised more vividly than in Moussouros’
Homeric Hymn to Plato. Commonly attributed to Markos Moussouros and
prefacing the editio princeps of the works of Plato (Dijkstra & Hermans,
2015:33) the Hymn had a dual aim: to incite pope Leo X to found a Greek
academy in Rome (Dijkstra & Hermans, 2015:33) and to entreat the pontiff
to initiate a crusade against the Ottoman empire with a view to liberating
4

Loukanes’ age can be surmised on the basis of the reported age of the first three students
(Manoussakas, 1963:164).
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Greece. Though a detailed examination of this intriguing poem lies outside
the purview of this article, some aspects of it that are of great relevance to
Loukanes’ work are worth commenting on.
By juxtaposing the two poems, one cannot fail to observe that both
Loukanes and Moussouros retroject onto a Homeric or Homericising5
platform their contemporary Christian sensitivities. Loukanes, on the one
hand, building upon Homeric content in order to compose his own Iliad
employs for Zeus an epithet deeply embedded in the Orthodox Christian
tradition (παντοκράτωρ) whereas Moussouros using Homeric, or to be more
accurate Homericising diction in his invocation to Plato makes overt
reference to the Θειοτόκος6 and to the ἀλεξίκακος σταυρός (the cross that
wards off evil). Moreover, if one investigates the portrayal of the Turks in
the two poems, then it becomes clear that even more analogies can be drawn
between Moussouros’ Hymn and Loukanes’ Iliad since in both works the
Turks are depicted very negatively. As it has already been mentioned above,
Moussouros was the individual who had been assigned the task of selecting
the first students of the Greek College of Rome and was thus personally
connected with Loukanes. It is highly probable, therefore, that the ideas
expressed in the eminent philologist’s masterpiece had an influence on the
neophyte scholar.
As to the question regarding a possible pre-existing connection of the
epithet παντοκράτωρ with Zeus in classical or Hellenistic times there are
two inscriptions that are worthy of note. The first, dating most probably
from the second century BC, is an inscription surviving from the Serapeum
of Delos.7 Even though the compound παντοκράτωρ per se is not mentioned
in it, the syntactic structure that stands in for it amply testifies (Montevecchi,
1957: 403) to the existence in the pagan world of the concept contained in the
epithet: “κατὰ πρόσταγμα Ὀσείριδος Διὶ τῶν πάντων κρατοῦντι καὶ
Μητρὶ μεγάλῃ τῇ πάντων κρατούσῃ”. It should be pointed out that this
particular inscription is associated with the worship of Egyptian divinities
(Montevecchi, 1957:406). For a direct attribution of the epithet παντοκράτωρ
to Zeus one needs to look at a different inscription, whose exact date remains
unknown. The inscription, which is no longer traceable, was found on the
reverse side of a white agate “representing Zeus sitting, holding the scepter
“The poem is written in what seems to be purely Homeric Greek, but closer scrutiny reveals
that Musurus invented many Homericizing neologisms” (Dijkstra & Hermans, 2015:35).
6 “The appellation Θεοτόκος is thus ‘adapted to Homeric morphology’“ (Dijkstra & Hermans,
2015:53).
7 For a discussion of this inscription, see Capizzi, 1964:9–10; Montevecchi, 1957:403.
5
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in his left hand, while crowning an eagle that is standing beside him with
his right hand” (Le Blant, 1898:106, n. 260).8 The inscription appears to have
existed in Monteleone Calabro, and specifically in the area of the ancient
Ipponio-Vibo Valentia, and in 1932 it was in the possession of a jeweler.
Orsolina Montevecchi observes that formulating hypotheses concerning this
inscription is nigh on impossible since not even the place of discovery of the
precious gem can be conclusively ascertained. Therefore, one is not in a
position to know whether this Zeus παντοκράτωρ is a Hellenic Zeus or some
oriental divinity assimilated to Zeus (Montevecchi, 1957:405).
Based on the well-attested pagan usage of the term παντοκράτωρ in
reference to deities of a non-Greek origin to which universal and cosmic
powers were attributed, especially in association with the cult of Isis, late
Orphism, and the cult of the Sun (Montevecchi, 1957:405) it does not seem
implausible to think that the Zeus of the elusive agate was also imbued with
an oriental tint. Besides, the fact that the term παντοκράτωρ is never
employed by any classical Greek author, unlike its synonym παγκρατής that
appears with high frequency in classical literature (Montevecchi, 1957:402)
and very often in connection with Zeus, could further corroborate the nonHellenic character of the Zeus portrayed in this specific agate. At any rate,
these two obscure and atypical attestations of the epithet παντοκράτωρ in
relation to Zeus are not likely to have triggered Loukanes to use this specific
epithet when referring to Zeus. The source of his inspiration should thus be
sought elsewhere.
Looking at Κonstantinos Hermoniakos’ fourteenth century paraphrase of
the Iliad, from which Loukanes borrows profusely in certain sections of his
work, one realises that the epithet παντοκράτωρ occurs once in the seventh
rhapsody (7. 79).9 It has already been mentioned that Hermoniakos excludes
the Olympian gods from participation in action. Thus, no case of divine
intervention is being documented in his work. Early on in his proemium
Hermoniakos devoutly proclaims his Christian faith and is quick to
denounce the false myths of the Greeks promising to recount the true story
of the Trojan War. The word παντοκράτωρ crops up in the scene of Chryses’
supplication of Agamemnon where the old priest refers to a παντοκράτωρ
θεός. One needs to note, however, that there is only one reference and that
in this case the epithet is ascribed to θεός in general and not Zeus. It is highly
8
9

This is my own translation. See also Deutsches Archäologisches Institute, 1832.
It needs to be noted that Hermoniakos’ division of the Iliad into rhapsodies is idiosyncratic.
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probable that Loukanes was inspired by Hermoniakos going one step
forward and expanding the use of the epithet while attaching it to an
explicitly mentioned Zeus.
It is now time to examine the ways in which Loukanes’ Christian
perspective infiltrates supplication and prayer diction in Homer.
Specifically, the analysis will draw attention to the replete with Christian
connotations term δοῦλος, which is employed by Loukanes in two prayers,
and to the verb ἐπροσκύνησεν that is interestingly used by the author in the
scene of Thetis’ supplication to Zeus.
Commencing with Chryses’ well-known prayer to Apollo from book 1 of
the Iliad, one can note that it comprises all three constitutive elements of
ancient Greek prayer, namely an invocatio (invocation), pars epica (argument),
and precatio (request).10 Furthermore, it “can be classified as of the da-quiadedi” type (give because I have given) (Pulleyn, 1997:17) since the priest
“adduces as a reason why his prayer should be granted ... his own past
actions” (Pulleyn, 1997:18). At this point the question arises: How does
Loukanes’ prayer format compare to the Homeric format used above?
Λουκ. 1. 57–63
Ἄκουσ’ Ἄπολλον θεέ μου, ἀργυρότοξε τὸν Χρύσην
ἐμὲ νῦν τόνδε σου δ ο ῦ λ ο ν, ἐὰν τὸν καλὸν ναόν σου
ἐστεφάνωσα μὲ δάφνῃ, ἢ ποτ’ ἔκαυσα μηρία
τῶν αἰγῶν καὶ τῶν ταυρίων, τήνδε μοι τὴν προθυμίαν
τέλειωσον γοργῶς θεέ μου, ἀντὶ τῶν ἐμῶν δακρύων
φόνευσον τοῖς βέλεσί σου, τοὺς ληστὰς τῆς θυγατρός μου
ταῦτα δ υ σ ω π ῶ ν ἐξεῖπε·
Il. 1. 37–42
κλῦθί μευ, ἀργυρότοξ᾿, ὃς Χρύσην ἀμφιβέβηκας

10

Ausfeld in his seminal work on Greek prayer introduced this threefold division which is still
widely used. For a discussion of Ausfeld’s theory, see Pulleyn, 1997:132.
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Κίλλαν τε ζαθέην Τενέδοιό τε ἶφι ἀνάσσεις,
Σμινθεῦ, εἴ ποτέ τοι χαρίεντ᾿ ἐπὶ νηὸν ἔρεψα,
ἢ εἰ δή ποτέ τοι κατὰ πίονα μηρί᾿ ἔκηα
ταύρων ἠδ᾿ αἰγῶν, τόδε μοι κρήηνον ἐέλδωρ·
τίσειαν Δαναοὶ ἐμὰ δάκρυα σοῖσι βέλεσσιν.
Hear me, you of the silver bow, who have under your protection Chryse
and sacred Cilla, and who rule mightily over Tenedos, Smintheus, if ever I
roofed over a pleasing shrine for you, or if ever I burned to you fat thigh
pieces of bulls or goats, fulfill for me this wish: let the Danaans pay for my
tears by your arrows.

It is true that Loukanes is careful to maintain all the elements that are
typical in ancient Greek prayer. Thus, Loukanes’ Chryses addresses Apollo
of the silver bow, albeit in an abbreviated manner since no reference is
made to areas that had traditionally enjoyed his protection, such as Chryse,
Cilla, Tenedos, or Sminthe. Moreover, the two other parts of Chryses’
prayer, the εἰ ποτέ clause (if ever) that constitutes the argument and the
request are also faithfully rendered.
What is striking a truly jarring note, however, is the addition by
Loukanes of the designation δοῦλος for Chryses, an appellation that came
to be “emblematic of primitive Christian ethical thought as represented in
the New Testament” (Carter, 1997:iii).11 Philippa Carter defines the
servant-ethic as “the consistent denial of one's own interests in favor of
those of others, and the willingness to stand unfailingly ready to serve
others” (Carter, 1997:4, 5). Such self-forgetfulness and other-directedness,
she goes on to explain, is the true mark of the authentic Christian (Carter,
1997:6). Harking back to a Hittite perception of the human-God
relationship (Pulleyn, 1997:26) this conceptualisation of the god as a master
and the believer as a servant of a deity was not rooted in Greek religion. As
Karl Heinrich Rengstorf insightfully remarks:
in the δοῦλος the free Greek world always sees its own antitype, and in
δουλεύειν it sees the perversion of its own nature. Hence the Greek can only
11

For a concise overview of the usage of the term across the centuries, see Kittel, 1964–1976:261–
280.
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reject and scorn the type of service which in inner or outer structure bears
even the slightest resemblance to that of the slave. (Kittel, 1964–1976:261–
262).

In Pergamum, to be sure, “θεραπευταί are on record in the
Asklepieion and in the cult of Hygieia and other healing gods”, as “in
moments of great personal distress” worshippers could regard themselves
as servants of a deity (Pleket, 1981:159–160). However, in the notion of
θεραπευτής one encounters only a “mitigated Greek version of the rigid
humility of Oriental worshippers to autocratic rulers and gods” (Pleket,
1981:159–160). Plutarch, whose life spanned the first and second centuries
AD, calls himself the “unimpeachable servant” (σὸν λάτριν ἁγνόν) of the
Almighty Hera (Pleket, 1981:166), but for an attestation of the word δοῦλος
or δούλη in a Greek, yet not Christian, religious context one has to look
mainly at inscriptions from the imperial period, “which all concern
Oriental cults” (Pleket, 1981:170).12
It seems reasonable, therefore, to think that Loukanes is drawing on the
rich Christian tradition of the word δοῦλος when he applies the term to the
priest of Apollo Chryses. The scene depicting Chryses’ prayer to Apollo, as
rendered by Loukanes, reveals an evocative juxtaposition of clashing
Christian and pagan perspectives as daring as the one found in the twelfth
century illustration of the relevant scene preserved in the beginning folios
of the famous tenth century Venetus A codex. In this rare illustration, one
of the very few contained in Venetus A, Chryses is portrayed holding a
censer “clearly a Byzantine — and thus anachronistic — object, although a
necessary one, if his identity and function as a priest is to be made visually
clear” (Kalavrezou, 2009:125).13 As Ioli Kalavrezou perceptively remarks in
her discussion of the twelfth-century Venetus A illustrations, it was not
uncommon for the Byzantines to represent the ancients in an anachronistic
way since they often sought “to suggest a parallel with their own society”
Rengstorf cites three passages from Euripides making use of the term δοῦλος in relation to
god along with Plato’s phrase “ἡ θεῷ δουλεία” only to prove that even in these rare
attestations of δοῦλος in connection with the Greek religious sphere the specific term does
not carry any religious connotation in our sense of the term. “Within the Greek concept of
God there is in fact no place for this word group as an expression of religious relationship
and service. It is a distinctive feature of the Greek attitude to the gods that gods and men
may be bound by family relationships … The worshipper is not so much the δοῦλος as
the φίλος” (Kittel, 1964–1976:264–265).
13 See also Weitzmann, 1981: 56.
12

134

EVANGELISING ZEUS: THE ILLIAD ACCORDING TO LOUKANES

(Kalavrezou, 2009:121). It is my belief that Loukanes following in the
footsteps of not only the Byzantines, but also all those who had across the
centuries wished to reframe the Homeric epics in more subjective
contemporary terms is superimposing on the Iliad his own Christian
viewpoints.
The second prayer in which the word δοῦλος makes its appearance is
Diomedes’ prayer to Athena in book 5 of the Iliad. In this prayer, which
belongs to the da-quia-dedisti type (give because you have given), Diomedes
invokes the help of Athena against the Trojans by reminding the goddess
of the aid she had provided in the past to his father. Once again Loukanes
remains close to the original omitting only the title of Pallas Athene
Ἀτρυτώνη.
Λουκ. 5. 89–91
Ἄκουσε Διὸς θυγάτηρ, ὦ θεά μου τοῦ σ ο ῦ δ ο ύ λ ο υ
ἄν ποτε καὶ τῷ πατρί μου, τῷ πολεμικῷ Τυδέι
ἔβοήθησας ἐν μάχῃ, νῦν κ’ ἐμὲ βοήθει Ἀθήνη...
Il. 5. 115–120
κλῦθί μευ, αἰγιόχοιο Διὸς τέκος, Ἀτρυτώνη,
εἴ ποτέ μοι καὶ πατρὶ φίλα φρονέουσα παρέστης
δηίῳ ἐν πολέμῳ, νῦν αὖτ᾿ ἐμὲ φῖλαι, Ἀθήνη·
δὸς δέ τέ μ᾿ ἄνδρα ἑλεῖν καὶ ἐς ὁρμὴν ἔγχεος ἐλθεῖν,
ὅς μ᾿ ἔβαλε φθάμενος καὶ ἐπεύχεται, οὐδέ μέ φησι
δηρὸν ἔτ᾿ ὄψεσθαι λαμπρὸν φάος ἠελίοιο.
Hear me, child of Zeus who bears the aegis, Atrytone! If ever with kindly
thought you stood by my father’s side in the fury of battle, so now again
show your love to me, Athene. Grant that I may slay this man, and that he
come within the cast of my spear, the man who has struck me unawares,
and boasts over me, and declares that not for long shall I look on the bright
light of the sun.
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Even more intriguing, however, is Thetis' supplication to Zeus, “the first
example of full physical supplication of a god in Greek literature” and
“perhaps the most controversial because it depicts a goddess supplicating
another god” (Pulleyn, 1997:57). Even though “this request is explicitly
described as supplication”, yet the goddess “uses a da-quia-dedi formula”
(Pulleyn, 1997:57) of the sort encountered in prayers, as the prayer of
Chryses mentioned above. Simon Pulleyn posits “that Homer has
conflated prayer and supplication for literary purposes” and she goes on
to argue that the poet perhaps “felt it inappropriate for Thetis to make this
request too confidently” (Pulleyn, 1997:57–58). Aubriot, on the other hand,
who classifies Thetis' request as a λιτή, that is “a form of request that begs
a favour”, based on the verb λίσσομαι (I entreat) that is used in the passage,
suggests that “this is a deliberate device of Homer to make Thetis appear
humble in deed but assertive in word” (Pulleyn, 1997:58).14 If one sets side
by side Loukanes’ rendition of this scene and the Homeric original (Il. 1.
493–527), many significant divergences come into view:
Λουκ. 1. 326–340
Μεταξὺ δ’ ἐπανεστράφη, Ὀδυσσεὺς μὲ τοὺς συντρόφους
τοὺς προέπεμψ’ Ἀγαμέμνων, ἵνα φέρωσι τὴν κόρην
εἰς τὸν ἑαυτῆς πατέρα, ἔσωσε κ’ ἡ Θέτις τότε
ἡ τοῦ Ἀχιλλέως μήτηρ, ε ἰ ς τ ὸ ν ο ὐ ρ α ν ὸ ν ἀπάνω
καὶ εὑροῦσ’ αὐτὸν τὸν Δία, τὸν καθήμενον ἐ ν θ ρ ό ν ῳ
ἐ π ρ ο σ κ ύ ν η σ ε ν αὐτίκα, καὶ παρακαλοῦσα εἶπεν
‘Πάτερ Ζεῦ θεῶν κ’ ἀνθρώπων, ποῖσε μοι τήνδε τὴν χάριν,
ὥ σ π ε ρ π ρ ά τ τ ε ι ς κ α ὶ τ ο ῖ ς ἄ λ λ ο ι ς, ὅ τ α ν σ ὲ π α ρ α κ α λ ῶ
σι

14

“According to Aubriot, λίσσομαι represents a much less self-denying action than ἱκετεύω.
Her theory is as follows. On the one hand, ἱκετεία involves a total self-abasement of the
petitioner whereby the person being supplicated is put under a sacral constraint to protect
his suppliant. A λιτή, on the other hand, is both less grovelling and lacks the sacral force of
ἱκετεία” (Pulleyn, 1997:58).
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τίμησον καὶ τὸν υἱόν μου, ἐπειδὴ ὁ Ἀγαμέμνων
ἔλαβε τὸ δῶρον τ’ ὤχε, τὴν ὡραίαν Βρισηΐδα
ἀλλὰ σὺ πάτερ τῶν πάντων, τίμησον τὸν Ἀχιλλέα
ἐν τοσούτω τίθει κράτος, πᾶσι τοῖς Τρωσὶ δὴ μέγα
ἕως ἂν Ἕλληνες οὗτοι, τὸν υἱόν μου νὰ τιμήσουν
εἰ μὲν τὸ βούλει νὰ ποίσης, ὄμοσόν μοι μέγαν ὅρκον’
οὕτως ἔλεξεν ἡ Θέτις·

To begin with, Loukanes’ account positions Zeus on a throne up in
heaven whereas Homer portrays him sitting “on the topmost peak of
many-ridged Olympus”. The most glaring deviation from the original,
however, does not consist in the devoid of any mythical allusions location
of Zeus, but in Thetis’ approach to him, the gestures she uses, and the
nature of her argument. According to Homer, when Thetis alighted on the
summit of Olympus, “she sat down in front of” Zeus “and laid hold of his
knees with her left hand, while with her right she clasped him beneath the
chin”. Specifically, the verb used in Greek for Thetis’ movement is
καθέζετο, which literally means to sit down, but which could also acquire
the meaning to kneel in a supplicatory context.15 At this point, it is
interesting to note that extant visual representations of this scene, such as
the figurative relief found above the surviving right-hand pilaster of the
Capitoline tablet, which was created in the context of early imperial Rome
(Squire, 2011:135), or one of the 58 late fifth century AD miniatures
adorning the Ilias Ambrosiana (Bianchi Bandinelli, 1955:57) invariably
depict Thetis kneeling. As for the distinctive gesture of clasping the knees
of the supplicandus, occurring in about one third of the supplications in the
Homeric epics, it was thought to lend “urgency to an appeal” (Naiden,
2006:44–45):
To explain the second gesture, taking the supplicandus by the chin, the
commentator Eustathios says that the head represents decisiveness, τὸ

15

This is Bolkestein's view. See Van Straten, 1974:183.
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ἡγεμονικόν, and so touching the latter would be a way of expressing a wish
that the supplicandus make up his mind. (Naiden, 2006:47)16

These last two gestures indicating contact with the supplicandus were
considered to possess a magical effect that German scholars termed
kontaktmagie (Naiden, 2006:9). As Naiden perceptively observes “in
contrast to Greek sources, Roman ones seldom report the knee clasp or the
associated gestures of kissing the hand or clasping the chin. In
compensation, Roman sources offer two other gestures, falling at the feet
of the supplicandus and sometimes prostrating oneself as well”. It is also
significant that “in the New Testament, most suppliants prostrate
themselves” (Naiden, 2006:50–51).
In light of these remarks, Loukanes’ choice of the verb ἐπροσκύνησεν
for Thetis’ gesture becomes all the more important. Characterised by
ambiguity (Van Straten, 1974:161) when encountered in Greek contexts the
verb προσκυνέω, which as a composite verb “is only found in sources
dating from the period after the Persian Wars” (Pulleyn, 1997:191), has
been taken to mean “fall on the ground in worship”,17 or “blow a kiss”, an
interpretation “not altogether surprising when one remembers that κυνέω
means ‘I kiss’“ (Pulleyn, 1997:192–194).18 Of course, by the beginning of the
sixteenth century, the meaning of the verb was uncontested, and Loukanes,
according to the note from Zakynthos from the year 1514 that was
published for the first time by Manoussakas, had himself performed
proskynesis before Pope Leo X during the ceremony that was organised by
Ianos Laskares on the occasion of the arrival in Rome of the first twelve
students of the Greek College (Manoussakas, 1963:166). Bearing in mind
that the Homeric verb καθέζετο, as it has already been mentioned, could
also mean kneel in a supplicatory context, one realises that Loukanes’
rendition is not entirely inaccurate. To be sure, a more intense gesture is
Eust. ad Il. 1. 427.
According to Edith Hall “it is probable that since the Greeks genuflected before the images
of the gods ... when they encountered the Persian act of obeisance towards mortal superiors,
the two gestures were identified” (Pulleyn, 1997:191).
18 Simon Pulleyn bases this interpretation on an excerpt from Lucian's Demosthenis encomium
attempting to argue that “Lucian is continuing a classical tradition”. As the same author
admits “this gesture is not found in any fifth or fourth century representations of
worshippers approaching deities or altars”. See also Van Straten, 1974:159.
16
17
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being implied, but kneeling is part of it. The woodcut representation
corresponding to this scene portraying Thetis kneeling before Zeus would
also seem to be in line with the two visual representations mentioned
above, the one in the Capitoline Tablet and the other in Ilias Ambrosiana,
had it not been for Thetis’ distancing from Zeus, the positioning of Thetis’
arms, and the beardlessness of Zeus, elements which require further
analysis, but lie outside the scope of this article.
The aim of this article has been to demonstrate the ways in which
Nikolaos Loukanes is reframing the Iliadic heritage in the context of the early
sixteenth century. By attributing the title παντοκράτωρ to Zeus the author
is investing Zeus with qualities redolent of an all-sovereign Christ, entreaties
to whom were so often addressed by Byzantine emperors before crucial
battles. John II Komnenos, for example, the founder of the Pantokrator
monastery in Constantinople (twelfth century), used to pray, according to
tradition, in front of the icon of the Pantokrator before engaging in war
(Matthews, 1978:457). Loukanes’ Iliad was produced in Venice in 1526. That
was a highly auspicious year for the Greek Brotherhood of the city as hopes
for the erection of a Greek Orthodox Church were nearing fruition.19 San
Giorgio dei Greci was soon to be built and prayers were soon to permeate
the laden with restless yearnings congregation ascending up to the
iconostasis of the church and the piously safeguarded for years by Anna
Palaeologina Notaras Byzantine icon of the Christ Pantokrator.20

Specifically, in 1526, and thanks to persistent and painstaking efforts, the Greek Orthodox
community in Venice managed to procure a plot of land wherein the future church of San
Giorgio was to be built. The construction of the church of San Giorgio dei Greci commenced
in 1539. It was complete in 1573.
20 Anna Palaeologina Notaras had brought this icon from Constantinople and she had entrusted
its protection to the Greek Brotherhood of Venice. Christ Pantokrator is flanked by twelve
Apostles and four Prophets.
19
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Australians in Crete in World War II
Peter Monteath

This paper argues that the Australian involvement in wartime Crete took
place in three main phases. In the first phase Australian forces participated in
the defence of Crete against German invasion over twelve days in May/June
1941. The second phase began with the surrender of the Allied forces and the
stranding on the island of perhaps a thousand Allied soldiers, including
Australians. These men “on the run” were forced to rely on the assistance of
Cretans for their very survival, and they found the local population
remarkably receptive to their needs. The third and final phase grew out of the
previous two phases and comprised Australian participation in resistance
activities in collaboration with local resistance elements and British forces.
The key figure in this regard was Tom Dunbabin, an Australian who became
a senior officer with the British Special Operations Executive and who did
much to shape the conduct of “irregular” warfare in Crete.

Introduction
The Australian presence in Crete in the Second World War is associated
primarily with the participation of Australian forces in the ultimately
fruitless efforts to prevent a German invasion of the island in May 1941.
Deployed to Crete in the wake of the failed defence of mainland Greece in
April, the Australians and other members of Creforce (the combined Allied
force tasked with defending Crete) were soon overrun by the German
invasion forces. As a result, most were evacuated to Egypt at the end of May
and the beginning of June.
Less well known is the presence of substantial numbers of Australians in
Crete after the main evacuations by the Royal Navy ceased. Roughly a
thousand members of Creforce who had missed out on evacuation were able
to evade German capture, or to escape from POW camps. These men,
including a substantial number of Australians, were stranded on the island,
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where they relied almost entirely on the hospitality and goodwill of Cretans,
with whom lasting bonds of friendship were formed. The period of being
“on the run” in Crete lasted weeks or even years, ending only with capture
by Axis occupying forces or exfiltration from the island through British
operations organised in Cairo.
Even more obscure in the historical record is the contribution made by
Australians to the Cretan resistance, which formed in the immediate wake
of the Axis occupation. This resistance comprised the collaborative efforts of
Cretans eager to end the occupation and British forces sent to assist the
Cretans in that task. To a large extent, this collaboration flowed naturally
from the combined Cretan-British efforts to evacuate the Australian and
other British forces on the run in Crete. A key figure in these combined
Cretan-British efforts was Thomas J. Dunbabin, an Australian archaeologist
who became the leader of British Special Operations Executive (SOE) forces
deployed to Crete to support and organise the resistance.
This essay traces the course of the Australian presence in Crete in World
War II, arguing that there were clear links in the three phases of the
Australian presence — that is, from participation in the defence of Crete, to
the presence of men on the run, and finally to the conduct of “special
operations”. While the last stage is distinguished above all by the role of just
one man in Tom Dunbabin, it was his contribution which made the most
enduring impact on the wartime history of the island. All three stages of the
Australian presence contributed to the foundation of close relations which
have been maintained into the present.

Australians in the Battle for Crete
The German invasion of Crete took place over twelve days at the end of May
and very beginning of June 1941, and thus on the eve of a much larger
campaign in the war, namely Operation Barbarossa, the German invasion of
the Soviet Union. Crete was of limited strategic importance, but the boldness
of the German military operation and the ferocity of the battle have drawn
a good deal of attention from military historians (see especially Beevor, 1991
and Stewart, 1991).
The Germans conceived and executed an airborne invasion which
commenced on 20 May and had achieved almost total mastery of the island
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by the end of the month. Australian forces consisting of some 7,700 men
were among the roughly 31,000 British Commonwealth men evacuated from
mainland Greece and integrated into Creforce (Long, 1986:315–316). Placed
under the command of the New Zealander Bernard Freyberg, the task of the
British and Greek members of Creforce was to repel the expected German
invasion attempt. Like the other British and Greek forces evacuated
hurriedly from the mainland, the Australians were poorly armed and
supplied. Moreover, the losses incurred on the mainland demanded a
reorganisation of the available units as they joined the existing British
garrison on Crete in preparing a defensive strategy. The largest
concentration of Australians — four infantry battalions and a machine-gun
battalion — was disposed to the Rethymnon sector, where the main priority
was to defend the airfield outside the town of Rethymnon itself. During this
crucial period of several weeks leading to the invasion, the Australian forces
made their first acquaintances with the local population, many of whom
would also become involved in the island’s defence (on the Australian
contribution to the defence alongside Greek and other Allied forces see
especially Palazzo, 2007; Long, 1986:197–319; Ewer, 2016:299–361; Hill,
2010:195–305).
On 20 May, two waves of German transport planes flying from mainland
bases brought paratroops and glider-borne mountain troops to Crete, the
dropping zones clustered around the island’s three airfields and the main
harbour at Suda Bay. At Rethymnon, the Australians killed large numbers
of men while still in the air and were able to contain those who landed safely,
so that the airfield remained in Allied hands. Similarly, at Heraklion, despite
bitter fighting, the airfield remained under Allied control. The crucial point
at the end of the first day of fighting was the Maleme field in western Crete,
where the airfield remained bitterly contested.
The turning point in the Battle for Crete came in the night of 20–21 May
with the Allied withdrawal from crucial positions adjacent to the Maleme
airfield. Desperate efforts to retake the airfield over the following 24 hours
proved in vain. By the end of 22 May, Crete’s fate was sealed. Although
Australian and other British and Greek forces, often in combination with
Cretan civilians, fought on over the following days, it was clear by 26 May
that the island could no longer be held, and the order was issued for an
evacuation. On that day, Freyberg cabled General Headquarters in the
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Middle East to inform him that his forces had reached the limits of their
endurance. It was evident that there was no alternative but to call upon the
Royal Navy to repeat the heroics it had achieved in evacuating men from the
mainland just a few weeks earlier (Beevor, 1991:192).
For Australian forces, as for the other Allies and the Cretan civilians, the
failed defence of Crete was as demoralising as the rapid defeat on the
mainland. On this occasion, the cost for the Australians was nearly eight
hundred casualties and over three thousand taken POW (Hill, 2010:412).
Once more German airpower had been crucial to turning the tide of battle in
the Germans’ favour. If there was a positive outcome, it was that the
common participation of Australians with Cretans in the defence of the
island, and with it the shared experience of being overwhelmed by a
technologically superior force, created the foundation of a close relationship
which was to offer advantages to Australians and to Cretans over the period
of occupation.

On the run
The evacuations took place from two locations, namely the port at Heraklion
on Crete’s north coast and the fishing village of Sphakia on the south coast,
from where most of the evacuations of Australians were staged. They
reached the village after trekking across the central spine of the island and
then descending the steep and rocky slopes to the coast, in many cases by
following the Imbros Gorge to the east of Sphakia. The Royal Navy exhibited
enormous courage in committing vessels to the evacuation at a time when
the Luftwaffe ruled the skies. Nonetheless, from 1 June it was no longer
possible to perform evacuations. By that time about half of the British forces
had been evacuated — that is, some 16,500 men. Others, however, who in
many cases had been guided to the areas adjacent to Sphakia in anticipation
of evacuation, were left behind. Stuck in a hopeless situation between
mountains and sea, the officer appointed to command the stranded men was
entrusted with the task of surrendering to the Germans (Beevor, 1991:224).
The other significant group stranded was the Australian force which had
successfully defended the airfield at Rethymnon but become isolated from
the rest of Creforce and unaware of the order to evacuate. These men were
trapped near Rethymnon when German forces pushed rapidly eastward
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from the Canea sector. In these circumstances the Australian commanding
officers reacted in different ways. The career officer Ian Campbell, who
commanded 2/1st Battalion, performed a textbook surrender of his unit to the
Germans, so that all of his men entered captivity on 29 May (Ewer, 2016:355).
In contrast, the militia officer in charge of the 2/11th Battalion, the Western
Australian Ray Sandover, gave his men the option of heading south into the
hills of central Crete with the hope that at some point they might be able to
find some means of departing the island from the south coast (Monteath,
2017:59–60).
The number of men who were “on the run” is impossible to know exactly
but has been estimated at around one thousand, among whom several
hundred were Australians.1 They were evaders, who managed to avoid
capture for varying lengths of time until they were either captured or they
managed to find some means of escape by sea. Over time there were also
escapers, that is, men who had been taken into captivity and held in one of
the POW facilities established by the Germans in the vicinity of Canea. As
these camps were makeshift affairs, typically consisting of not much more
than a barbed-wire enclosure, escape from them was relatively simple. If
they achieved that, the aims of the escapers were identical with those of the
evaders, that is, to hide out on the island until an opportunity to depart
presented itself.
The willingness of Australian and other soldiers to evade or escape was
conditioned in part by the fear of captivity, a prospect which very few had
hitherto contemplated. A further factor was also the perception that they
were likely to be well-treated by Cretan civilians, who themselves would be
opposed to the regime of occupation being established by the Germans over
most of the island and by Italians in the Lasithi province in the east. That
perception was based, in part, on the relations established between Cretan
civilians and Allied forces in the weeks leading to the German invasion.
Overwhelmingly, it appears that the experiences of evaders and escapers
proved that perception accurate. First-hand accounts by Australians and
other men on the run confirm the extraordinary level of hospitality accorded
1

Damer and Frazer (2007:264–269) identify 213 Australians who were successfully evacuated
from Crete. Beyond that figure is an unknown number of men who were not evacuated but
eventually captured or recaptured by Axis forces, commonly after lengthy periods on the
run.
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them by locals, who provided them with food and shelter at great risk to
themselves. From the very earliest days of the German occupation it was
apparent that any act of resistance, including the harbouring of men on the
run, would be treated with extraordinary harshness, extending to the loss of
life and the razing of entire villages (on the brutality of the German
occupation regime in Crete see especially Xylander, 1989).
The Cretan hospitality toward the men on the run was an extension of the
long-established principle of philoxenia. It was also an acknowledgment that
the men had made a sincere effort to prevent the German occupation.
Cretans were imbued with an historical sense which foregrounded the
experience of occupation dating back centuries; for many the Turkish
occupation was a matter of living memory. Empathy and hospitality in the
face of acute dangers were a manifestation of a sense of gratitude toward
those who had collaborated in efforts to prevent a renewed invasion and
occupation. The extent to which Cretan philoxenia translated to practical
assistance for Australians and others is evident in countless testimonies from
soldiers who were given refuge by Cretans. This occurred typically within
villages or at hidden locations nearby, so that the men could be plied with
food and drink, even in circumstances where the Cretans themselves were
enduring wartime privations. One of the Australians on the run, for
example, recalled:
As long as the Cretans had anything they would give it to us. When we went
hungry we knew that they were going hungry too. Even when they had no
food to offer someone always invited us in for a glass of wine or ouzo. They
would share their last piece of bread with us and we would all sit around the
table dipping the hard crust into a cup of olive oil and vinegar, and if we were
lucky, crunching away on a piece of raw onion. Sometimes the host, with vast
ceremony after the repast, would bring out his only cigarette and, solemnly
cutting it into three, would pass the pieces around with the air of an
ambassador handing out cigars after a banquet. (Peck, n.d.:49)

Among hundreds of examples of such selfless generosity toward the
Australians, two examples stand out. One is that of Reg Saunders, who was
among those members of 2/7 Battalion who made their way eastward from
Sphakia after they were stranded there (Gilchrist, 2007:74–76). As an
Indigenous man Saunders stood a high chance of being recognised as a
soldier on the run, yet he was shown hospitality for a period of almost a year
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until he was finally evacuated from the island on 22 May 1942 (Damer &
Frazer, 2007:260). A fellow Australian who encountered him on Crete not
long before his evacuation noted with surprise the presence on the island of
“a nearly black Australian, a cheerful man who was an object of wonder to
the natives” (Dunbabin, 2015a:26).
The other remarkable case is that of Norman Scott of 2/8 Battalion, who
led a troglodyte existence in a cave south of Suda Bay, having escaped
German captivity, and who relied on the assistance and discretion of locals.
One woman from the nearby village of Neo Horio, Irini Lagonikakis,
trekked regularly to his cave to tend to his needs. In time, however, a diet
consisting in large part of grass and snails caused Scott’s health to
deteriorate to the extent that he became completely paralysed over a period
of several months, so that his very survival was dependent on Lagonikakis.
Ultimately his lack of mobility impeded his chance of evacuation, and he fell
into German hands in April 1944, having spent 34 months in his cave (Damer
& Frazer, 2007:133, 172–173, 197).
It was well known among British authorities in Cairo that the evacuations
staged by the Royal Navy had not collected all men, that most of the
remainder had been captured by Germans, and that an unknown number
were “on the run”. It was recognised that efforts had to be made to remove
them, though this presented a significant logistical challenge. The British
organisation tasked with aiding POWs, escapers and evaders was MI9,
which had a small presence in Cairo. There it collaborated with another
organisation, the Special Operations Executive (SOE), to find ways to extract
men on the run, often referred to as “stragglers”. In part, the mounting sense
of urgency in rescuing the men was motivated by the realisation that the
presence of significant numbers of them was putting great strain on the local
population, whose lives and livelihoods were at risk. A British report
warned, “These [men on the run] are a severe liability to the Cretans and a
source of insecurity to our organisation. If we fail to evacuate them, the
Cretans will lose some of the confidence they have in our ability to help them
against the Axis” (“Appreciation”, 1942:4).
While formal responsibility rested with MI9, most of the early activity
undertaken from Cairo to gather together and evacuate the “stragglers” was
undertaken by officers of the Special Operations Executive. This was a
clandestine organisation founded by Churchill in mid-1940 to resist Axis
occupation regimes, primarily through sabotage and the encouragement of
local resistance. The first SOE representative sent to Crete to facilitate
evacuations was Francis Pool, who landed by submarine at Preveli on
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Crete’s central south coast on 26 July 1941 and performed an evacuation of
over two hundred men on 22 August 1941 (“Final Report”, 1945:32).
After the Pool visit, it was confirmed in Cairo that SOE would take over
the organisation of all MI9 activity in Crete.2 As further SOE officers were
infiltrated into Crete, they understood the rounding up and evacuation of
“stragglers” to be one of their tasks. To perform it, they relied on the
cooperation of the men still stranded there, but they also drew on the help
of men who reached safety in Cairo and yet were prepared to be infiltrated
back into enemy territory with the aim of carrying out this task. Similar
arrangements were made for mainland Greece, where it was known that
men on the run still hoped to find their way to their units, whether by
crossing the Aegean or taking a circuitous land route via neutral Turkey.
A number of Australians were among those men who, having reached
Egypt, agreed to be reinfiltrated to mainland Greece or Crete to aid their
countrymen on the run. A report lists two Australian soldiers employed to
carry out escape work: William Maynard Bazely and Francis Neil Tudor
Brewer (“Summary”, 1945). Records show that both were POWs, and then
both were employed on “intelligence duties” from November 1941.3 What
exactly they were asked to do was shrouded in some mystery, though a
confidential report divulged that they “had made outstanding escapes, and
had volunteered to go back to carry on escape work to rescue those left
behind” (“Summary”, 1945).
There was also an officer, Lieutenant G.J. Greenway of the Western
Australian 2/11 Battalion who, after finally departing Crete by submarine in
late August 1941, did not hesitate to volunteer for special duties despite the
extreme hardships he had just endured. He was sent to Greece, where he
helped establish an evacuation line through the Greek islands to neutral

This was determined in a discussion in Cairo of the extraction of “stragglers” in Crete and is
recorded in the document, “Minutes of a meeting on 6 Nov. 1941, to discuss operation in
Crete”, The National Archives (TNA) HS 5/678.
3 The records of Bazely and Brewer are held in the National Archives of Australia: NAA: AWM
63 175/500/45, Escaped Prisoner of War VX 12521 Private VM Bazely, 2/5 Australian
Infantry Battalion and NX 3461 Gunner J. Brewer, 2/1 Australian Field Regiment —
employed on intelligence duties, Advanced HQ “A” Force, Cairo. See also the Australian
War Memorial record AWM76 B37, Official Historian 1939-1945 War, biographical files —
F.W. Baylos, H.E. Bayliss, A.M. Bayne, A.W. Bazely, W.S. Beadman, L.E. Beale and R. Beale
and AWM63 122/500/15 VX12521 Pte [Private] W.M. Bazely — 2/5 Aust Inf Bn [Australian
Infantry Battalion] — [Attachment for special duty].
2

150

AUSTRALIANS IN CRETE IN WORLD WAR II

Turkey, a feat which earned him — on the recommendation of MI9 — a
Military Cross (Gilchrist, 2007:77).4
The logistical difficulties associated with sending vessels from Egypt or
Libya to Crete, the vagaries of the weather and the dangers of performing
evacuations under the noses of the Germans, meant that they were not
always successful and sometimes ended in bitter disappointment. Such was
the case on one occasion at the tiny southern coastal village of Treis Ekklesies
(Three Churches), where a British SOE officer, Xan Fielding, came across an
encampment of men — mainly Australians and New Zealanders — dealing
with the disappointment of their thwarted departure:
The chorus of Waltzing Matilda filled the dusk as loudly as a wireless
switched on at full blast against a background of yowling, spluttering
atmospherics composed of typically Antipodean sounds of revelry; and
through the open door of the village coffee-shop I saw a horde of frenzied
giants in tattered khaki and slouch hats. All these men had hoped to be
evacuated from Three Churches two days before and were now,
understandably enough, drowning their disappointment — an easy feat in
Crete, where wine and raki were both more plentiful than food. (Fielding,
1954:43)

Special Operations
SOE’s role in Crete is known above all for the daring kidnapping of a
German general in April 1944. Led by two British officers — Patrick Leigh
Fermor and Billy Moss — and with the participation of a number of Cretans,
the abduction has been depicted in film and literature. In reality, however,
the tasks performed by SOE in Crete were wide-ranging, and they involved
a number of Australians. One of them, Tom Dunbabin, though not well
known in his native Australia and barely mentioned in histories of SOE,
arguably played the most crucial role for SOE in Crete.
As indicated above, an important component of SOE’s work in the
aftermath of the Axis occupation of Crete was the evacuation of men on the

4

NAA: B883 WX976 Greenway, George James. According to Hugh Gilchrist, as part of his
rescue operations Greenway made at least one visit to Crete, where along with Bazely and
Brewer he evacuated Abbot Lagouvardas of the Preveli monastery on Crete’s central coast,
which had sheltered large numbers of men on the run (Gilchrist, 2007:77).
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run. Although this was nominally the work of MI9, in the early phase the
task was delegated to SOE officers who were infiltrated to the island, sought
to round up “stragglers”, and guided them to evacuation points. In
performing that task, the SOE officers came into contact with Cretans who
were willing not only to assist evacuations but also to undertake other
activities which undermined the German occupation. As the number of
stragglers declined, the emphasis of SOE officers shifted more and more to
its core tasks of sabotage and subversion.
Just as a small number of Australians who had managed to be evacuated
from Crete agreed to be reinfiltrated to assist men on the run in mainland
Greece and Crete, so there were some Australians who lent assistance to SOE
officers on the island. The best known of those SOE officers, Patrick Leigh
Fermor, wrote in one of his reports of the assistance given to him by an
Australian soldier by the name of Bill Ledgerwood. As he prepared to
arrange Ledgerwood’s evacuation in May 1943, Leigh Fermor wrote:
I am evacuating Sergeant Bill Ledgerwood, A.I.F., with the May trip and you
may find him useful. He is an excellent chap who was left behind after the fall
of Crete, since when he has been to no less than 10 real and rumoured
evacuation beaches, ranging from Kissamo to Ierapetra. He can rub along in
Greek, and gets on well with Cretans, who think very highly of him. He
knows certain parts of Crete well, especially Rethymnon Nomos, Apokoronas
and Sphakia. There is scarcely a village in the first two where he has not got
contacts. D’Annunzio [Vlepakes] of Headland [Kephala] 5 used him as a
messenger for carrying money in D’As philanthropic organisation. He has
been on my staff since Tom’s departure,6 and has been most useful running
my camp, such as it is. I recommend him to your attention for us in later raids
etc. in Crete. (Leigh Fermor, 1943:33)

Later that year Leigh Fermor included in the material he sent to Cairo a
brief report by another Australian, N. T. Dudley, who wrote of being a
member of the Bandouvas resistance group, which numbered some eighty
but had the capacity if required to call on another two thousand (Dudley,
1943). After the war, Dudley’s widow wrote of her husband, “After the
capitulation of Greece he managed to get to Crete, was captured but escaped
5
6

For security reasons SOE officers commonly used code-names for people and places.
‘Tom’ here is Tom Dunbabin, an Australian SOE officer discussed below.
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and masqueraded as a Greek after being taught enough of the language to
get by. He formed the guerrilla warfare in the hills, was on Crete for two and
a half years in which time I heard nothing”.7
SOE’s Xan Fielding also received invaluable assistance from Australians
in 1943. In the first part of the year MI9 had an agent on the island, the New
Zealander Tom Moir, rounding up “stragglers”. However, Moir was
captured by Germans, with the result that the evacuation being organised
by Moir had to be completed by Fielding, who drew on the help of a number
of men (Damer & Frazer, 2007:261). A British report noted that great credit
for that evacuation was “due to certain of the British and Imperial strays
who carried his [i.e. Fielding’s] plans to a successful conclusion and
particularly to [the Australian] NX.5452 Pte. Charles Hunter who assumed
full responsibility until XAN’s arrival the day before the evacuation”.8
The “Official Report” on SOE’s activities in Crete indicates that when Xan
Fielding was first infiltrated into Crete in January 1942 aboard the vessel
Hedgehog, he was accompanied by a party whose task it was to carry out
sabotage on shipping in the island’s main port, Suda Bay. Listed among the
members of the party is a Sergeant G. Delaney of the AIF (“Final Report”,
1945:36). The same report listed a number of other Australians who offered
to be sent to Crete to carry out duties there. One was John Simcoe, “a brilliant
diver and underwater swimmer”, who had helped SOE recover stores lost
during a “crash landing” the previous November and had rounded up a
“batch of strays” to deliver to the evacuation point. Similarly, the Australian
Charles Ezzy had carried stores for SOE and had also helped Hunter with
the successful May 1943 evacuation, while the Victorian Joseph Bertie was
praised for the helpful knowledge he provided of the Selino district.9

Tom Dunbabin
The most influential of the Australians who served for or with SOE in Crete
was Tom Dunbabin; indeed, there is a strong case that Dunbabin was the

This is from a letter by Mercia Dudley to Central Army Records, dated 3 October 1980, and is
held in Dudley’s service records, NAA: B883, NX5173.
8 The report by the British officer Captain Arthur Reade is held in the SOE file, TNA HS 5/730.
9 This information is contained in an undated SOE report by Leslie Stevenson, TNA HS 5/730.
7
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most effective of all the SOE officers, even if he is not as well remembered as
others.
Unlike the men mentioned above, Dunbabin played no role in the Battle
for Crete, and yet he had a longstanding relationship with the island and
with Greek culture. Born in rural Tasmania in 1911, he received much of his
education in Melbourne, Sydney and then Corpus Christi College Oxford.
During his studies in Europe and then in the course of his work as an
archaeologist, be became familiar with many parts of the Mediterranean,
including Crete (for biographical information on Dunbabin see especially
Dunbabin, 2015b; Gilchrist, 2007:88–93; Powell, 1986:104–105, 161–168).
On the outbreak of war in September 1939, Dunbabin was employed at
the British Legation in Athens. In January 1940 he enlisted with the Oxford
and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry before transferring to the War Office in
London as an intelligence officer (Powell, 1973:161). In September 1941 he
joined SOE, and after his arrival in Egypt in December he received specialist
training for deployment to Crete (Dunbabin, 2015b:103). By this time he was
31 years of age, married, and with a young family.
Dunbabin’s first mission to Crete commenced in April 1942 and lasted
until 15 February 1943, when he was exfiltrated to Cairo — and awarded a
DSO. The second tour of duty lasted from 7 September 1943 to 24 May 1944
and the third from 13 July to December 1944. His record shows that he was
re-infiltrated one last time on 4 February 1945, before being sent to Cairo for
debriefing on 6 April 1945. Like other SOE officers, Dunbabin was required
to submit reports of his work to SOE’s Cairo office, and these remain an
invaluable source for an understanding of his activities in Crete. 10
Furthermore, at the end of the war Dunbabin was required to submit a final
report on SOE activities in Crete, and this too gives a detailed and at times
critical assessment of British clandestine warfare (“Final Report”).11 After the
war, Dunbabin began working on a longer manuscript recording his
impression of his service in Crete, but because of his premature death in 1955
he completed less than half of it. Nonetheless, it is a document which recalls
frankly both the challenges and the rewards of working with Cretans during
the harsh German occupation (Dunbabin, 2015a).

10
11

Dunbabin’s SOE reports are held in TNA HS5/723 and HS5/724.
Neither in the original report as it was written in 1945, nor in its published form, as edited by
N.A. Kokonas in 2004, is Dunbabin identified as the author, but his authorship is evident
from its presence in Dunbabin’s SOE file TNA HS5/724.
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What is striking in these sources written by Dunbabin himself, but also
from the recollections of Cretans and others who knew him, is his capacity
to adapt to the harsh circumstances which prevailed in wartime Crete.
Dunbabin recalled after the war that he arrived on the island “lamentably
ill-fitted for life in the Cretan hills. My dress suggested a dock-labourer,
rather than a hillsman” (Dunbabin, 2015a:34). He was provided with a new
pair of boots — crucial on the unrelentingly rocky terrain — a tailored pair
of Cretan breeches, an identity as a native of the village of Agios Ioannis in
the Amari Valley, and then he grew a moustache, considered indispensable
to pass unnoticed (Dunbabin, 2015a:34). Dunbabin’s fellow SOE officer
Sandy Rendel recalled Dunbabin’s appearance when the two met in the
Amari Valley in central Crete:
There I found Tom dressed in a large shepherd cloak, longer and blacker than
the usual. From behind he looked like a caricature of a Grand Inquisitor, and
from the front the twirly black moustache which had made such an
unfortunate addition to his uniform in Cairo, looked curiously at home under
his shepherd’s cowl. (Rendel, 1953:102)

When Dunbabin first arrived in Crete, most of the evacuations of
“stragglers” had already occurred, so that this constituted a small part of his
brief. Increasingly, his attention was devoted to gathering intelligence about
the Axis presence on the island and to building a coherent resistance
movement. The latter in particular was no easy task, because at that time the
Cretan resistance was both fragmented and suffering under a very severe
occupation regime.
A decisive test of Dunbabin’s political and diplomatic skills came in the
form of an encounter with the well-known resistance figure — andarte —
Manolis Bandouvas. Bandouvas was a highly regarded figure with a strong
personal following in central Crete. One of the SOE officers, Xan Fielding,
described him as “a dark burly man with sad ox-eyes and a correspondingly
deep-throated voice in which he was fond of uttering cataclysmic aphorisms
such as ‘The struggle needs blood, my lads’”(Fielding, 1954:194). While both
Fielding and Dunbabin appreciated Bandouvas’ courage and commitment
to the resistance cause, they also recognised that Bandouvas’ impetuosity
risked the kind of open military confrontation with German forces that could
only end badly for the poorly-armed Cretans. This was the danger which
presented itself with the parachuted delivery of British weapons and
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ammunition in October 1942. A confrontation developed between Dunbabin
and Bandouvas, with the former insisting that the supplies were for SOE’s
use, while Bandouvas took the view that he and his men should be the
beneficiaries. George Psychoundakis, the “Cretan Runner” who aided SOE
operations, recounted that Bandouvas “retreated before Mr. Tom’s
determination” (Psychoundakis, 1954:89).12 Another Cretan, Georgios
Tzitzikas, recalled the timely intervention of another andarte,
Petrakogeorgis, in the resolution of the dispute:
The supplies were dropped by an English plane and Bandouvas immediately
said that he would take the lot, because he was the leader, and he would share
it out among his andartes. But Tom told him that the things belong to the
English service and that he would give them out as he liked. Bandouvas
threatened to kill the Englishman. Petrakogeorgis intervened and told him,
‘In God’s name, godbrother! Are we to cut our own throats, instead of joining
in the common cause?’
Of course other people intervened too, including Kostis Paradisanos, and
Bandouvas was forced to back down and that was when they split up.
Petrakogiorgis and Bandouvas split up and never joined forces again.
(Tzitzikas, 2012:60–61)

With his authority and respect established, Dunbabin went on to building
links among various resistance figures and political organisations, and in
particular between the conservative Ethnike Organosis Kretes (National
Organisation of Crete, EOK) — which he helped to found — and the more
progressive Ethnikon Apeleftherotikon Metopon (National Liberation Front,
EAM), which also contained a number of communist elements. So high was
the regard with which he was held by the Cretans and by SOE in Cairo, that
from September 1944 Dunbabin became the overall field commander of SOE
in Crete. In that capacity he applied his skills to ensuring a peaceful
transition to a post-war order, as the German presence retreated to the area
in and around Canea. Unlike the mainland, Crete indeed managed a postwar transition free of bloodshed.
12

The Cretan George Psychoundakis rendered invaluable assistance to “stragglers” and to SOE
officers, above all by running messages from one district to another, and recorded his
recollections of his role in his popular book The Cretan Runner, translated into English by
Patrick Leigh Fermor.
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Many were fulsome in their praise of Dunbabin and his role in bringing
about that outcome, not least his fellow SOE officers. Patrick Leigh Fermor,
for example, said of him that his “judgement of men was deep and sound,
with the single exception that he always placed himself humbly in the
background” (Leigh Fermor, 2015:135). Billy Moss, who participated in the
successful SOE abduction of General Kreipe, claimed, “It was mostly thanks
to Tom’s wisdom and far-sightedness in helping to found the E.O.K.
Resistance organisation that Crete was spared the hostilities and post-war
strife in mainland Greece” (Moss, 1950:210). In a similar vein SOE’s Sandy
Rendel, who had known Dunbabin at Oxford before the war, reminisced:
Tom Dunbabin had so many qualities … that he really was an awfully good
choice as our main man. He had a very good background knowledge and you
wouldn’t have believed it, but the time he had been all over Crete, how many
thousands of Cretans loved the man and very greatly respected him,
including some of the toughest characters you could ever meet. (Rendel et al.,
1991:50)

Meeting with fellow SOE veterans long after the war, Rendel offered the
opinion, “with all respect to everybody and I’m sure you’ll agree, he was
streets better than any of us” (Rendel et al., 1991:49).
Cretan opinion was equally generous. When an SOE officer toured
through Crete in the company of Dunbabin in the final part of the war, he
observed:
He is known as Mr ‘Tom’ from one end of the Island to the other, even in parts
which he has never visited. During our tour with the Brigadier13 in December
we passed through villages some that were new to him, but the welcome was
always the same. I feel he might well be called the Pimpernel of Crete
although I know he would hate such a suggestion. (Oxland, 1945:25)

The most widely known of the Cretan helpers to the SOE missions,
George Psychoundakis, recalled a high-spirited encounter in the Amari
Valley which displays as much as any other episode the extent to which
Dunbabin was able to establish a rapport with Cretans from many
backgrounds. Psychoundakis had guided a resistance figure to the Amari

13

Brigadier Barker-Benfield, Head of SOE in Cairo.
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for discussions with Dunbabin, who at that time had a lair near Khardaki on
the slopes of Mt Kedros:
He had a fine hut there with a sheet of corrugated iron on the roof, probably
used by the shepherds who pastured their flocks there in winter-time. When
they had had their talk, we all sat down and began singing. Mr. Tom’s
hideout, unlike ours, was very handy for food and drink, and the wine in
those parts is like the wine at the marriage of Cana in Galilee. Also, they had
such a large supply of oranges that some of them had gone bad. Everyone
began to drink deeply, and by and by, we were all very merry and this soon
turned into a rag. We started with the oranges, picking out the rotten ones
and throwing them at each other. Mr. Pavlo [i.e. Pavlos Vernadakis] didn’t
like this at all, and said it wasn’t right. But before he could finish, he caught
several on the head at the same moment, the attack being led by Mr. Tom.
When the oranges were finished, it was the turn of sticks and stones. Mr. Tom
had got hold of a long stick, with which he charged down on the others
pretending it was a rifle with a fixed bayonet. I had never seen him in such
high spirits before. Then it was the turn for water — whole bucketfuls were
thrown about, until we were all drenched to the skin. There was shouting and
horseplay until nightfall. (Psychoundakis, 1954:210)

Cretans’ fondness of Dunbabin continued beyond the war, so that a
popular song, simply titled “Tom”, was sung by Cretans for many years,
and he was made an honorary citizen of Heraklion (Gilchrist, 2007:91). It was
there that a memorial service was held soon after his tragic death in 1955,
and his old friend Patrick Leigh Fermor delivered a eulogy which heaped
praise on his former comrade-in-arms:
During all those years he shared all the hardships and ordeals of guerrilla life
with the Cretans: the snow and the cold, the hunger and the thirst, the
sleeping on branches and stones, the exhaustion and the ever-present danger.
And he shared, too, the rewards of that life: the company of men whom he
loved and respected and who loved and respected him. Kind and just to all,
he was stern and merciless to himself; he never shrank from a task, however
hard a battle it was, mental or physical. On those endless marches through
the mountains from cave to cave, or in flight from the German raids, he would
carry the same load on his back as the hardiest mountaineer bred among the
goat-rocks. (Leigh Fermor, 2015:133)
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Conclusions
The three stages of the Australian presence in Crete during World War II
proceeded almost seamlessly one from the other. Though Australians
generally fought well in the Battle of Crete, errors in the preparation of the
island’s defence, followed by tactical flaws from the beginning of the
campaign, brought a rapid defeat, a failure to evacuate large numbers of
men, and the commencement of a new phase of the Australian presence on
the island. Though their contact with the local population before the German
invasion had been brief, those Australians stranded on Crete encountered a
remarkable willingness among locals to feed and accommodate them. The
third and final phase of the Australian presence in Crete began when the
efforts to evacuate “stragglers” evolved into a series of activities organised
by SOE in support of Cretan resistance. The Australian participation in
SOE’s work was remarkable for the willingness of evacuees to return to the
island in support of those stranded there. Most remarkable, however, is the
major role of Tom Dunbabin, who displayed exceptional political and
diplomatic talent in bringing together diverse resistance elements and made
a vital contribution to the peaceful transition to a post-war order.
Through those three phases the Australians exhibited a level of
adaptability which facilitated their survival. Confronted with harsh and
unfamiliar circumstances, they were able to pursue a number of survival
strategies which protected them from the challenges posed by both the
natural environment and a vindictive Axis occupation regime. This
adaptability is best exemplified by Tom Dunbabin. Though a man of great
sophistication and erudition, he accepted the rigours of wartime life in rural
Crete; perhaps his own early life in rural Tasmania had equipped him with
the ability to return to the rhythms of the most rudimentary country life.
For their part, the Cretans who looked after the Australians developed an
extraordinary level of empathy with them. From the beginning they
understood that the Australians and the other Allied forces were there not
to occupy Crete but to defend it against an imminent threat. Their treatment
of the Australians was on the one hand an extension of the longstanding
tradition of philoxenia, but it was also a recognition of a unity of purpose in
the face of a common enemy.
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Gorgopotamos and After: Tom Barnes’
Greek Archive, 1942–45
Katherine Barnes

Cecil Edward (Tom) Barnes took part in the famous sabotage operation of the
Gorgopotamos Bridge in November 1942 as leader of the demolition party.
Remaining in Greece after the attack, he rose to become one of two Area
Commanders for the Allied Military Mission in Greece. The archive he left
behind at his death in 1952 includes over 1000 photos, war diaries, letters and
reports, mainly relating to his experiences in Greece. This study demonstrates
how these eye-witness records illuminate important aspects of these critical
years in modern Greek history including the Gorgopotamos operation itself
and the trek across Greece which followed, the “Animals” operation which
was conducted to convince Hitler that the Allied landings would take place
in Greece and distract his attention from Sicily, surrender overtures from the
German commander in Epirus (General Hubert von Lanz), and the so-called
first two rounds of Civil War in 1943 and 1944.

Introduction
When Captain (later Lieutenant-Colonel) “Tom” Barnes was parachuted
into Greece in late 1942 at the age of 35 as one of three engineers for a Special
Operations Executive (SOE) mission against the German and Italian
occupying forces, he had with him several small notebooks. One of these he
used as a diary, another held the key to a numbered code he was using for
villages mentioned in the diary.
Tom had kept a daily diary since 1937. In 1938 he spent a year in New
Guinea as a surveyor, and his experiences there encouraged him to cram his
pages with accounts of huge spiders, crocodile-shooting, cockroaches that
moved “like greased lightning”, malarial mosquitoes and other native
fauna. Embarking for World War II service in Africa with the New Zealand
Engineers in early 1941, he continued his diary record.
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The SOE had been founded in London two years before it recruited Tom
Barnes, under the famous injunction from Churchill to “set Europe ablaze”.
The Minister for Economic Warfare Hugh Dalton was handed responsibility
for the new organisation on 22 July 1940. Its brief was sabotage behind
enemy lines, working with and building up local resistance organisations
and so on. Initially its staff were civilians primarily from the banking sector
whose networks of contacts in Europe were expected to be useful for its
establishment. One of them was Bickham Sweet-Escott, a former banker
with Courtaulds, whom Tom was to meet in Cairo in 1944. The Cairo office
of SOE operated out of the Rustum Buildings and was known locally as “the
spy house”.1
The diaries Tom kept in Greece from 1942 to 1945 provide a detailed eyewitness account of events that helped shape modern Greece, as he worked
alongside Greeks of the two main resistance organisations, ELAS
(Ελληνικός Λαϊκός Απελευθερωτικός Στρατός, National Popular
Liberation Army) and EDES (Εθνικός Δημοκρατικός Ελληνικός
Σύνδεσμος, Greek National Republican Organisation), both at the famous
Gorgopotamos Bridge operation, where he led the party that laid the
explosives under the bridge, and later in further sabotage operations in the
Epirus region. The success of Gorgopotamos inspired the SOE to continue
and extend operations in Greece with the establishment of the British
Military Mission (later Allied Military Mission) to build the capability of
ELAS and EDES as what were effectively military forces acting against the
occupying forces. The majority of the original Harling party and other
personnel who were parachuted into Greece from early 1943 formed the
basis of the Mission, acting as liaison officers to the leaders of the resistance
organisations and organising sabotage operations. The most notable of these
was operation “Animals”, a series of coordinated sabotage activities across
Greece carried out to persuade Hitler that the Allied landings in Europe in
1943 would take place in Greece rather than Sicily. Tom played an important
part in Noah’s Ark activities in Epirus, leading sabotage operations there in
June 1943.
Tom experienced at first hand the so-called first and second rounds of
civil war in 1943 and 1944 and the dissolution of the EDES organisation after
the German withdrawal, having risen to become one of two Area
Commanders for the Allied Military Mission. It was to him as the senior
Allied officer in western Greece that General Hubert von Lanz, commander
1

Cooper, 1989:93–94; Stafford, 2000:11–15.
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of the German forces in north-west Greece and southern Albania, made
surrender overtures in 1944.
Tom was also a keen photographer. His detailed photographic record of
events in Greece comprises around 1000 photos taken as he lived and
worked in the often primitive and poverty-stricken Greek mountain villages
that were the epicentre of Resistance activities. The subjects that took his eye
as a non-Greek include family and village life — weaving on an outdoor
loom, baking coffee beans (Figure 1) — as well as groups assembled for
official events such as the Plaka and Lebanon conferences. At his death in
1952 he also left behind a number of movie films, several of which may have
been shot in Greece.

Figure 1: Baking coffee beans

The photos complement the diary record and together with Tom’s official
reports, a diary summary, and some notes made after his return to Australia,
form an important archive which has largely remained in family hands.
Tom’s letters to his fiancée Beth Harris are also an important part of the
archive but are not discussed here.
A few of the photos and extracts from official reports have been circulated
or discussed, but much of the archive was largely unknown until the
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publication of the author’s book based on the archives, The Sabotage Diaries,
in 2015.2 This article surveys the main elements of the archive and gives
examples in chronological order of the light they throw on important aspects
of Allied Military Mission and Resistance activities during the German
occupation of Greece.

The diaries and diary summaries
Tom Barnes’ war diaries begin in 1941 and end in 1945. The 1941 diary
records his first day of training with the New Zealand Engineers, 7 January
(“Marched in in evening after dinner … fairly rotten quarters”). He
embarked in the “Niew Amsterdam” on Saturday 1 February, travelling first
to India (Deolali Camp) before arriving in Egypt on 24 March and travelling
immediately to the New Zealand Forces Camp at Maadi south of Cairo. The
rest of the 1941 diary and most of the 1942 diary record engineering activities
in Gianaclis and Akaba Bay (Transjordan) before Tom returned to Cairo in
an attempt to transfer to the New Zealand Division. The Greek mission is
first announced in the entry for 22 September in the large 1942 diary, but the
account breaks off at 28 September to recommence in the small red notebook
that was among the gear Tom carried on his person when he parachuted into
Greece.
This red notebook is of considerable significance for its account of the
lead-up to the Gorgopopotamos operation, the operation itself, the trek
across Greece that followed, and activities in the Pindos mountains after the
decision by the SOE to keep the party in Greece. This small notebook is
written in pencil throughout. A number of pages are smudged and some
words and phrases have so far proved indecipherable. The handwriting is
small, with up to three or four days’ activities crammed into one small page,
in which case the writing becomes even more cramped. Each small section
covers the activities of one numbered weekday. Later, clearly, Tom has
returned to the diary with a pen, marking the months at the top of the page
as they change, and in some cases adding dates.
Initially, Tom was clearly nervous about betraying critical information
(probably he was not allowed to keep a diary at all). “D” signifies donkeys
2

For discussion of Tom Barnes’ role in the Allied Military Mission to Greece, see Brown,
2014:192–208. For a non-academic study, see Ogden, 2012, Chapter 6.
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(actually mules) but also demolition. “W” appears to refer to wogs, i.e.
Italians. “V” is for village. More importantly, as mentioned above, village
names are recorded in a separate notebook and only a number appears in
the diaries. In the more than seventy years since they were created, the Greek
diaries have remained in the family and the account has not been tampered
with. Any changes Tom himself made (for example adding months to the
first diary as noted above) are clearly apparent. The only other major change
relates to the transfer from the first notebook, which was used until early
August 1943, to a real 1943 diary which Tom presumably acquired only after
the first aircraft landing strip behind enemy lines in Greece went into
operation in mid-1943. The wording of the transcription is close but not
identical.
At some time after the diary record was first created, Tom created a
document he called “Notes and dates from diaries”. As the document is
largely typed, we can speculate that he created it in Cairo at the same time
as he was writing his Final Report, discussed below. The document uses
some pseudonyms for village names, for example “Ludwig” refers to
Ghardiki village near Mavrolithari.
There is also a separate short document entitled “Dates etc during war
period”, which begins with Tom leaving the Public Works Department in
Tasmania for the Engineers OCTU (Officer Cadet Training Unit) in Casula,
New South Wales. He records marching out of the OCTU as 1st Lieutenant
before applying for leave for the Duration and taking ship for New Zealand
to join the Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force (2NZEF). The
document finishes with Tom’s official discharge from the 2NZEF on 13
February 1946 before commencing work with the Tasmanian Hydroelectric
Commission on 2 April 1946.
The combination of the diary records themselves and the later summaries
is very useful. With few exceptions such as those mentioned above, the
diaries record day-to-day events as they happened, while the diary
summaries provide a later overview where Tom is able to focus on those
events whose significance could not have been anticipated at the time but
later became apparent.
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The photographs
Tom’s diary records his first photograph on his tenth day in Greece: “photo
of mai-mai” (a mai-mai is a makeshift Maori shelter, in this case using a
parachute as a roof), so he must have arrived in Greece with a camera. The
photographic archive consists of an album with captioned photographs, 25
rolls of developed film with a list of subjects, and numerous prints. The
movie films mentioned earlier have not been catalogued at this point.
The album was presumably put together either in Cairo or after Tom’s
return to Australia and covers significant events during his time in Greece.
With most pages titled and captioned, this is a very important record. It
begins with preparations for the Gorgopotamos operation and covers major
personnel and events during the rest of Tom’s time in Greece, including a
number of photos of the final months in Corfu.
The main photographic archive dates from after the Gorgopotamos
operation, when Tom was serving with the Allied Military Mission in
Epirus, and he selected many of these photos to record later events in the
album. This archive is documented in a small notebook which appears to
have first been used in Tom’s early (pre-Greece) days in Cairo as some
details relating to Gianaclis are recorded on the front endpapers. The
notebook lists the subjects of each of 25 separate films which are still extant
as negatives. The films themselves do not appear to have been listed in
order, as the twelfth listed is Corfu, where Tom saw EDES disbanded in
early 1945, whereas the thirteenth relates to the Epirus region and records
the ceremony of the conferral of the MBE on General Zervas which took
place at Plaisia in late February 1944. However, as the rolls of film are still
extant as negatives, the order in which each roll of film was shot is clear. The
archive also includes a number of prints, some but not all of which are
among those listed in the notebook.

Guerilla Warfare 1942-5
This is a set of 21 handwritten pages which can be dated to post-war
Australia. They could have been written over a period of time as the writing
varies from page to page and apparently from pencil to pencil, and a note
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from a later period has clearly been made on page three. However, from
page twelve, the manuscript is written on the back of sheets of paper with
the State Electricity Commission of Victoria letterhead, with the address
“Briquetting project Wallace Street, Morwell” [Victoria], dating them to the
period between mid-1950 when Tom started work with the SEC, and his
death in mid-1952. Tom describes in the notes how he sets out to “recount
some adventures that were rather off the beaten track & for security reasons
these events were not publicised”, events “concerning a British party over a
2½ year period in Greece from Oct 1942-5”.3 Reference will be made to this
document as appropriate in what follows.
There is another similar but shorter set of notes, untitled and missing the
first page, which could be an earlier version of “Guerilla warfare 1942–5”. It
is possible that both sets of notes were made for talks given at the Returned
Services League in Hobart or Melbourne.

The Gorgopotamos operation from the archive
Tom’s excitement at the opportunity to volunteer for a special mission in
Greece is recorded in an appropriately guarded way in his diary entry for 22
September 1942: “Saw Lt Col Hanson re a special C in C [Commander in
Chief] job – will have to leave to-morrow [sic] if everything is OK. Great
opportunity and job promises some excitement”.4 This is followed two days
later by this: “Were taken more into confidence. It will be a wonderful camp
if it comes off and we’ll make it so”.
As Tom finished his first day of parachute training for the drop into
Greece, we find out that “This is usually preceded by 2 weeks ground work
— we are doing one day, but should be OK. Got our harness fitted to-night.
We jump from 800’ from a Wimpy [Wellington bomber] @ daybreak tomorrow”.
This is the prelude to the mission, code-named “Harling”, that became
the successful attack on the Gorgopotamos railway viaduct, in the Brallos
Pass area on the east coast of Greece. Of three possible targets identified at
the outset, Gorgopotamos was the only one that proved feasible in the
circumstances (another of the targets, the Asopos viaduct, was later

3
4

C.E. Barnes, “Guerilla Warfare 1942-5”. Unpublished manuscript, p. 1.
Spelling and abbreviations are reproduced exactly as they appear in Tom’s records.
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successfully sabotaged by a small party of Allied soldiers only, approaching
via a steep and treacherous gorge).
Operation Harling was an initiative of the SOE. Twelve men in three
parties of four (each with leader, interpreter, engineer and signaller) were
parachuted into Greece on the night of 30 September/1 October 1942, landing
in a region of precipitous slopes on Mount Giona instead of in the Pindos
ranges as arranged, owing to a garbled signal. The correct dropping point
would have landed them to “General” Napoleon Zervas whose
headquarters for his EDES resistance organisation were in the village of
Megalochari. Instead, it proved extremely difficult to make contact with the
Resistance organisations without whom the operation could not succeed.
“Guerilla warfare 1942-5” describes early pre-operation days like this:
An old Greek Barba Niko befriended us & undoubtedly saved us from
capture or starvation.
Conditions in Greece were then at a low ebb as Britain seemed to be suffering
reverses everywhere & German propaganda exploited this — but the Greeks
were wonderful to us & shared their meagre food with us.
We lived in caves and under trees using our parachutes for blankets & tents
& were kept continually on the move with Barba Niko as our saviour. It was
a most precarious existence.5

In order to locate the resistance organisations, eventually the second-incommand of the Harling party, Monty (Chris) Woodhouse, aged in his midtwenties at the time, undertook a return trip on foot across the central ranges
of Greece, there and back in nineteen days. He located Zervas, who agreed
to assist with the operation. On the way back to Mount Giona with Zervas
and his men, Chris located Aris Velouchiotis (Athanasiοs Klaras), gained his
agreement to take part, and returned with both parties at the eleventh hour.
Already the intended deadline (the start of the battle of El Alamein) had
gone by.
The combined force of Resistance fighters (andartes) and Allied operatives
set out for the operation from Mavrolithari village on 21 November. On the
night of 25 November the party descended Mount Oiti, Tom leading a small

5

“Guerilla Warfare 1942-5”, pp. 3–4.
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party consisting of three engineers, commando-trained Denys Hamson,6 two
Turkish Cypriots who had been on the run in Greece until picked up by the
Harling Party, and several fighters from both ELAS and EDES. Here is the
attack as described in Tom’s diary for 25-26 November:
Whole gang with mules — it was dark as pitch & the going bloody. — The
plan is for my D [demolition] party to wait until the Bridge is clear & then go
in. Zero hour is 2300 — The trip down was done in absolute darkness &
silence — we crossed the river and were on our own — off loaded the mules
— and proceeded to our rendezvous — got there @ 23.10 — firing 23.15 —
bullets hit around us but OK — MMGs [medium machine guns] LMGs [light
machine guns] rifles. T guns [Tommy guns] and Grenades — No Verey
signals so went in @ 0015. Baf [Bafas] — thought he saw an Iti & went in with
TG — proceeded to Br. [bridge] — had to cut through wire twice. – Piers not
as expected — U shape — Arthur, Inder and I [Arthur and Inder are the other
engineers] laid charges & on the X [cross] members — this took nearly an
hour — 6 main charges & 16 small —Arthur & I finished simultaneously [.]
Shooting, MGs, TGs, Grenades, going off all around — 3 whistles — cover —
terrific bang — 2 spans down — one twisted — pier still stood — twisted and
leaning. & 10-12’ shorter. — went back — most of helpers cleared off — laid
charges on front of D. [demolished] pier & on T members of back dropped
span and P on p [pier] next to abutment … Br w[as] held f 3 hrs. — successful
— Proceeded uphill to rendezvous — all hands just about all in … Helluva
climb up to rendezvous. Wonderful weather for operation — raining & heavy
fog all the time … Halted @ rendezvous — damned tired — everyone too
tired to be elated over success of job … we had been 24 ½ hrs on our feet.

As the diary indicates, it had been necessary to lay the explosives under
fire. The Italian garrison were possibly forewarned of the attack and fought
back strongly, taking much longer to subdue than anticipated, so the red
flare the demolition party was expecting as their signal to go in never
eventuated.
Two pages of the photo diary deal with Gorgopotamos. The first, titled
“In the beginning — 1942” includes the well-known photo of General Zervas
and Brigadier Myers sitting side by side, a group of andartes to their right
6

Not to be confused with Lieut.Col Frederick “Bull” Hanson, who was involved in recruiting
Tom for the Harling Operation as mentioned on the first page of this article.
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and a mountain slope rising steeply behind. Alongside a photo of a group of
andartes and another of andarte officers with Chris Woodhouse (the caption
notes the lack of uniforms) is one showing “Loading mules with explosive
and ammo. for the Gorgopotamos operation” and another “At the rear
rendezvous” (the abandoned Hondroyannis sawmill). On the next page are
photos of the Harling party. One, captioned “Col. E. Myers (‘Eddie’) leader
of party” has been removed or fallen out. There is a photo of Denys Hamson,
and another of Tom with Arthur Edmunds, Captains John Cook, Nat Barker
and Inder Gill together, the caption reading “Capt. I Inder, (Inder), Sapper”
suggesting that Tom may have been unaware that Inder (short for Inderjit)
was a first name, not a surname. This page also includes the well-known
photo of Inder and Themis Marinos with Inder’s arm around Themis’
shoulder. These photos show the same structure in the background so
presumably were taken at the same time. In contrast, a photo captioned for
Chris Woodhouse is actually from a much later period, showing the AMM
representatives at the Plaka conference in early 1944.

The reports
The most important report by Tom Barnes is undoubtedly his “Final report
on activities and observations in Greece, Period 1 October 1942—27
February 1945 (final report)”, written in Cairo after his departure from
Greece in February 1945. The report runs to 49 typewritten pages and
finishes with the period of the second round of civil war which broke out in
December 1944 (the Dekemvriana), the evacuation of EDES and Tom’s HQ to
Corfu, the formation of the National Guard and the formal disbanding of
EDES.
Usefully, this report lists the three previous reports Tom submitted, one
of which, the “Summary Zervas activities July–October 1944”, Ref SFU/107/1
I have not seen. The other two reports are “Covering July ’43–April ’44
written in Cairo 13 June 1944 ref. GCA/108” and “Short report on Zervas
organisation (of a critical nature) written in field on 14 August, 1944”. The
“Final report” covers all aspects of Tom’s service in Greece from the Harling
operation onwards, including notably “Civil war Oct. ‘43–Feb. ‘44” and
“Civil war — evacuation of Preveza. Dec. ‘44”.
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It is typical of Tom that in discussing the Harling operation in his final
report, he pays tribute to the bravery of the Greek andartes in carrying out
their mission “for the most part badly clothed, badly shod (many barefooted
except for a piece of cloth or goat hide)” but does not mention that the
mission was threatened with failure because the cross-section of the bridge
piers was not as intelligence-gathering had led them to believe, necessitating
the dismantling and re-shaping of the pre-prepared charges after Tom had
personally recalculated the charges in his head while under fire and extreme
time constraints.7 The report records that “a full Sapper report was later
submitted to Col MYERS, who sent it on, but I understand it did not reach
CAIRO”. This could be explained by the unsatisfactory wireless
transmission arrangements pertaining at the time.
Tom’s “Report on observations in Greece from July 1943 to April 1944” is
much shorter; seven typewritten pages. The Foreign Office file is
accompanied by commentary by Maj DS Laskey. The “Report on Zervas
Andarte movement” is dated Epirus, 14 August 1944. It is primarily a survey
of Zervas’ four divisions, one brigade and four independent units including
the EDES 3/40 regiment commanded by Col. Yorgos Agoros. Agoros and
Tom became very close friends as they worked together on two major
operations, “Animals” and then “Noah’s Ark”.

The trek across Greece from the reports, diary entries and
photograph album
An undertaking had been given by the SOE to take the Harling party off by
submarine after the demolition. The rendezvous point was Kerenja Bay,
south of Parga on the west coast of Greece. The submarine was to signal on
three successive nights from 22 December. To make the rendezvous, the
Harling party, conducted by General Zervas’s personal adjutant Captain
Mihalis Myridakis with a small group of EDES fighters, had to cross the
Pindos ranges and the Megdova, Acheloos and Arachtos Rivers. The trip
was undertaken in conditions of extreme privation after the first few
relatively wealthy villages had been passed. Myridakis led them through
7

C.E. Barnes, “Final report on activities and observations in Greece. Period 1 October 1942-27
February 1945”, HS5/695, p. 4.
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remote and difficult country as they tried to evade the inevitable Italian
pursuit after Gorgopotamos. Undoubtedly, the reality was that without the
help of the resistance fighters and the villagers of the mountains, the party
could not have made it to the rendezvous.
The “Notes and dates from diaries”, which is not identical to the
individual diary entries, gives a useful overview of the first part of trek,
describing how the party were:
Observing great secrecy — travelling during the day on high mountain tracks
or hiding up in the mountains except at night. Our party is not strong enough
to meet any attacks and the people are well under the thumb of the Italians
and cannot all be trusted.8

Tom’s “Final report” puts things this way:
The next Three weeks, from Dec 12 to Jan 3, 1943, were spent making an
arduous and fruitless return trip to the West Coast, where we hoped to pick
up a submarine promised before we left CAIRO. This was for all of us the
hungriest and most uncomfortable three weeks in our lives, as we carried all
our KIT (without mules), travelled mostly at night in bad weather, and food
was very scarce indeed in Epireus.9

The diary record for 3 December tells of one terrifying night:
Left @ 3pm along good tracks until dark & then along a bloddy [sic] track
along the river in darkness — the track is a narrow ledge along a precipice
face. – for hours we would move 10’ & stop up to 15 mins in pitch darkness
— we heard there were Itis on our way — finally reached a girder bridge &
crossed and reached the vill[age] tired & hungry at 0030 hr. – 13 ½ [hours] on
the way — fed up to the back teeth — lousy welcome at vill[age] — nothing
prepared — Tired as hell — Good sleep — no option. 7 in a room.

Two pages of the photograph album record these early events before the
British Military Mission to Greece was established. The first is titled “The
retreat Nov-Dec 1942 after the successful demolition of the Gorgopotamos
Railway Bridge” and includes a photograph of the “Harling party on the
trail”. The second is “At Megalohori [sic] village Gen. Zervas’ base HQ in
the Epireus Mountains Dec. 1942”. It is notable that the background of the
C.E. Barnes, “Notes and dates from diaries”. Unpublished manuscript, entry for December
13–17 1942.
9 “Final report”, p. 5.
8
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photo of “Gen. Zervas and staff officers” appears the same as the
background of three of the photos from the Harling page as mentioned
above. Tom appears to have selected photos for inclusion in this album that
were not necessarily taken at the time of the events depicted on the page.
Arriving at the rendezvous weak but hopeful, the party watched for
signals as directed, but on Christmas Day a message was received that the
submarine would not be arriving. The exhausted party had to backtrack to
Megalochari village, where Eddie Myers received new instructions to take
command of “co-ordinating and developing further activities of the
andartes”.10

Epirus February-October 1943
The rigours of the return journey may have literally nearly killed Myers (a
regular soldier and older again than Tom), who fell ill with pneumonia 8
days after the return to Megalochari. In the “Notes and dates from diaries”
there is a brief summary of this frightening episode (dates relate to February
1943):
15 EDDIE’s temp 105 — sent for doctor — he is delirious half the time.
Expecting a drop of ammo tonight.
16 DR PAPACHRISTOU arrd fm MEGALOHORI [sic] and said EDDIE had
Bronchial-Pneumonia and we cannot move him. News of two Iti Bns
[battalions] 4 hours away — no Zervas andartes near. Sent runners off to
Zervas and CHRIS and preparing to move.
17 Itis 2 hours away heading for village in two directions — evacuated
everything incl EDDIE and Doc, whom we hid in a house three hours distant.
Remainder of party to XEROKHAMPUS. 11

Without the care of Dr Papachristou and his ADC Themis Marinos, the
only Greek member of the Harling party, and the provision of M&B tablets,
an early antibiotic, it is most unlikely that Eddie would have survived.

10
11

Myers, 1955:98.
“Notes and dates from diaries”, 15–17 February. This event is described in The Sabotage
Diaries, 2015:178–181.
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All were now thrown into the inescapable political turmoil and
controversy that was the Greek resistance. After a period of time in a rather
menial role gathering and distributing military supplies dropped by British
planes, Tom was posted to Epirus in the west for liaison duties with General
Zervas. He set up his headquarters in the Romanon monastery in Lakka
Sulei.
Other Allied soldiers “dropped in” and British Military Mission (BMM)
stations were set up in various locations in Epirus as Tom and his officers
prepared for a second round of sabotage operations.
Working with Zervas’ andartes, Tom learnt the essentials of warfare at
first hand. Anticipating on a small scale the Case Study in Guerrilla War:
Greece during World War II produced by the Special Operations Research
Office of The American University in 1961, Tom gives in “Guerilla warfare
1942-5” his own list of “Essentials of guerilla warfare”:
Friendly population—Greeks
Suitable terrain—Epirus
Safe bases—dump food & ammo
Comparatively assured supplies food & ammo
Thorough knowledge of terrain
Good intelligence
Guerillas themselves
Tough, disciplined, hardy
Extreme mobility
Hard hitting forces
Minimise casualties
Good communications
Good light weapons.12

First round of civil war, October 1943-February 1944
Civil war broke out between ELAS and EDES in October 1943, bringing
already-existing tensions between the two main resistance groups out into
the open. The Germans had brought up their elite mountain troops to
12

“Guerilla warfare 1942-5”, p. 12.
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Yannina in July 1943, and they were quick to take advantage of the civil war
to attack EDES.
The result is described in the handwritten “Guerilla war 1942-5” where
Tom notes:
… increased guerilla activity brought violent reaction from the enemy —
enemy ground drives unsuccessful owing extreme mobility of guerillas &
loyalty in spite of frightful reprisals against villages — burning etc.
Germany then mounted air attacks — these were severe — one on beautiful
village Voulgareli [sic] — waves of Stukas from 6am–6pm.
100 unexploded bombs including 50 kilos, 500 kilos & 1000 kilos (1). 13

However, over the course of this terrible period, the andartes
demonstrated their capacity to fight back. Tom’s “Report on Zervas Andarte
movement” explains why morale at the point of writing the report (April
1944) was high:
It is especially comforting to hear ANDARTES say that the old GERMAN
bogey is now gone — as after recent ops they find the GERMAN soldier is
not the invincible being they previously imagined, but he can be routed out
from defended positions and overcome even when backed up by arty
[artillery] and superiority in numbers. 14

Major Laskey’s commentary on Tom’s “Report on observations in
Greece” shows concern with the potential pro-Zervas bias of the report, for
example:
Col Barnes himself says that his report is pro-Zervas. It was hardly likely to
be anything else but a great deal of it rests on facts and it is indisputable that
Zervas has proved consistently loyal and cooperative while ELAS have often
been the reverse.15
“Guerilla warfare 1942-5”, p. 11. The German attack on Vourgareli village in mid-1943 is
described in Chapter 13 of The Sabotage Diaries.
14 C.E. Barnes, “Report on observations in Greece from July 1943 to April 1944”, FO 371/43685,
The National Archives, UK, p. 7.
15 D.S. Laskey, “Situation in Greece report accompanying CE Barnes”; “Report on observations
in Greece from July 1943 to April 1944”, FO 371/43685, The National Archives, UK.
13
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This commentary is in response to Tom’s commentary on the civil war
behaviour of Zervas and Aris:
ZERVAS is a striking personality: he is a courageous and cunning guerilla
fighter, with a very keen sense of humour and a shrewd judgment. I know he
is a true patriot. His main fault is that he does not enforce discipline as he
should, his argument being that his men are mostly not soldiers but villagers.
He is highly respected by his troops and by the villagers. My personal
experience of him is that he is very easy to work with and that he invariably
tells me the truth.
Aris is the most rabid of all the Communists in the Field. He is sadistic, cruel
and absolutely unscrupulous. In the GORGOPOTAMOS action however he
showed up well. I have known him to be both courageous — and the
reverse.16

Naturally these observations were sharpened by the civil war experiences
of Tom and his Greek and Allied colleagues, and undoubtedly his belief that
Zervas always told him the truth is naïve, as Lieut-Col Nicholas Hammond
later suggested.17

Women in the war effort, Derviziana, 1944
After the first round of civil war was resolved at the Plaka conference in late
February 1944, Tom set up his headquarters in the Lakka Sulei area, in the
village of Derviziana, joining General Zervas (Figure 2). He was to stay there
until the end of the German occupation of Greece, when he moved his
station to a now EDES-controlled Yannina.

16
17

“Report on observations in Greece from July 1943 to April 1944”, p. 4.
N.G.L. Hammond, “Report on AMM and Greek situation June 4-Aug 20, 1944”, FO 371/43693,
p. 4.
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Figure 2: Tom Barnes, centre, flanked by Col. Yorgos, left and Col. Zorbalas, right;
Derviziana

One particular sequence of photos taken in Derviziana in 1944 provides
a unique insight into the contribution of village women to the resistance
struggle.
All three photos show village women functioning as military transport,
carrying ammunition (mostly in the form of canisters that would have been
dropped by parachute from the bomb bays of Allied aircraft) on their backs.
The first of the sequence is taken front-on, and the viewer can see the rope
harnesses that support the women’s loads. The second shows three
women trudging uphill to join the file, while in the third one a
woman looks out at the photographer while the others walk steadily on,
heads bowed*.

Operations at Alonaki Bay 1944
By early 1944 it was possible for the Allies to mount sea operations from Italy
to supply the Greek resistance. The first of these operations, “Glasshouse”,
took place on 16 March 1944, bringing in three tons of stores. Two AMM
personnel were evacuated on medical grounds, along with seventeen British
and American aircrew who had been forced down in Greece.18
18

“Final report”, p. 17.

* Photograph 2 and 3 are not included in this publication.
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This operation was followed by several more “Glasshouse” operations
after which the code-name was changed to “Bracing”. As Tom reports:
The Pinpoints were two small bays on the West Coast about ten Kms South
of PARGA. No other suitable places existed on our stretch of coast. The
security from the sea was maintained by a caique ‘navy’ manned by ZERVAS
Andartes. These were GREEK and captured GERMAN craft, armed with
VICKERS MGs and BREN LMGs. The security from the land required
approximately 2,000 troops with Allied demolition parties on the roads to the
area. A road was built to the pinpoint and captured German MT, and later
two infiltrated GMC 3-ton trucks [US army trucks] were used, as there were
some 1,600 mule loads per LCI [Landing Craft Infantry].
Unloading was well organised after the first two LCSs [Landing Craft
Support vessels] — it was done by hand down the gangways. 100 tons offloaded in 50 minutes became standard practice after the first two ships.
This became the largest supply-point in occupied GREECE if not in enemyoccupied MEDITERRANEAN. Two and three ships a month were received,
sometimes two on the same night in different bays. The Navy performed their
difficult task magnificently—handling their craft in confined waters and
arriving punctually at the pinpoint. …
The Feeding of personnel and up to 2,000 mules from all parts of GREECE
was also a major problem.19

The sequence of photos reproduced here (Figures 3-6) brings this account
to life, with the photos showing the stores unloaded in Alonaki Bay, being
packed onto the backs of mules, carried uphill and finally the long file of
men and mules unwinding across the plain into the distance.

19

“Final report”, p. 18.
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Figure 3: Unloading Alonaki Bay

Figure 4: Loading up Alonaki Bay
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Figure 5: Carrying ammunition up the steep slope

Figure 6: Loaded mules moving inland
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The German surrender, round two of civil war and the
fight to Corfu
Tom’s Final Report records the sequence of events surrounding General
Lanz’s surrender overtures in 1944:
During August, before the anti-Nazi revolt in GERMANY, Gen VON LANZ,
C.O. 22 Mtn Corps with HQ in YANNINA, contacted me through a GREEK
Emissary reference terms of honourable surrender. A meeting was being
arranged. After the failure of the revolt in GERMANY, VON LANZ stated
that conditions had changed and his proposals were of a more limited
character; however he wished to talk about evacuation of GERMAN troops
from GREECE. Arrangements for a GERMAN senior officer to go to AFHQ
were under way. VON LANZ requested an armistice but I refused this. Our
offensive starting on Sept 2 virtually stopped all talks. At this stage it became
fairly obvious that VON LANZ was interested only in the evacuation of his
troops from GREECE and not surrender. However there was strong evidence
that VON LANZ was ‘anti-Nazi’ and if the anti-Nazi revolt in GERMANY
had succeeded it is probable that large scaled surrenders would have been
effected. All the above was signalled to CAIRO before any action was taken. 20

Full scale attacks against the retreating German troops commenced in
Epirus on 2 September, with the last troops crossing to Albania on October
18. This operation was known as “Noah’s Ark”:21
When the ‘second round’ of civil war broke out in December 1944, Tom
reports that:
EDES troops generally were heartily sick of civil wars, especially the Regular
Officers who had hoped to join the Regular GREEK Army immediately after
NOAH’s ARK. Due to lack of supplies of food and money and EAM/ELAS
biased BBC news, EDES troops generally were losing faith in BRITAIN. At
best they had little to gain, merely another civil war.

20
21

“Final report”, p. 33.
“Final report”, pp. 26–31.
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ELAS on the other hand had everything to gain, it was their big chance that
they had waited years for. Their successes in ATHENS also cheered them.
There were many fanatical ELAS who saw this as the fulfilment of their
desires.22

In particular, Tom describes Gen Zervas’ attitude as:
… of a defeatist nature from the first days of the ELAS attack. He was bitterly
disappointed. He had expected to receive full BRITISH support and to be
allied with BRITISH forces. In order to gain these two points he had obeyed
religiously Gen SCOBIE’s orders thus sacrificing his best chances of
withstanding ELAS attacks — (these were to strengthen his vital positions by
initial local initiatives). The advantages accruing to the initial attacker were
also so well known to all guerillas. Gen ZERVAS’ attitude was ‘I have told
Gen SCOBIE my requirements and he has met none of them. Our task is
militarily impossible. We must all go to CORFU as the only possible place to
make a stand’. And there certainly was some truth in this.23

EDES evacuated Yannina on 22-23 December and moved to Preveza
along with Tom’s HQ. Evacuation commenced with stores and civilians,
with the last remaining troops loaded for Corfu on December 30. 5-6000
civilians and 6,000 Andartes were evacuated, plus 260 mules and horses.
On February 16 1945 EDES was officially dissolved, and Tom’s HQ was
evacuated to Italy on February 27.24
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Greasy Spoon Dagoes:
Sydney’s Greek Food-Catering
Phenomenon, 1870s–1952
Leonard Janiszewski and Effy Alexakis1

Over the first-half of the twentieth century, Sydney’s Greeks became
numerically prominent as food caterers and radically transformed the
character of the city’s popular eating-houses. They introduced new American
commercial food-catering ideas, technology and products and influenced the
development of cinema, architectural style, and popular music along
American lines. Greek-run oyster saloons, soda/sundae parlours, cafés and
milk bars became powerful vehicles for socio-cultural change. Initially
radiating out from within the city’s central business district to the east and
south, by the early 1920s, Greek food-catering establishments were operating
in the western suburbs, including Parramatta, and as far north as Hornsby.
The profound changes that Sydney’s Greek food caterers engendered are
explored, together with the personal vicissitudes of the food caterer’s
themselves. Despite their commercial food-catering popularity, Sydney’s
Greeks experienced racist attitudes that perhaps reinforced the safety of
transferring aspects of modern American culture, rather than their own
traditional cultural elements.

This paper builds on material from a number of earlier publications by the
authors which deal, either in full or in part, with Sydney’s Greek foodcatering phenomenon (Janiszewski & Alexakis, 1988; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 1995; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2003; Janiszewski & Alexakis,

1
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2003/2004; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008; Janiszewski & Alexakis 2011;
Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016).2
According to demographer Charles Price, over 85% of Sydney’s first
generation Greeks owned or worked in food-catering businesses (Price,
1968:8). During the Australian gold rush era (1850s–1890s) “golden Greeks”
such as Spiro Bennett, Mark Gless, Andreas Kourouklis, Spyridon Magnarisi
and James (Ioakeim) Zannis, opened up stores, taverns or small hotels.
Recognising that gold digging was essentially a lottery, they directed their
attentions towards servicing miners’ needs on the fields, including the
supply and preparation of food — regular income was almost guaranteed
through such enterprise whilst the goldfields lasted, or better still, became
permanent settlements (Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2017:171–172; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 2016:34–35). Greek involvement with food catering in Australia
had commenced.
From the 1870s, increased prosperity and population (including the
number of Greeks, primarily through chain migration) as a result of the
rushes, witnessed more Hellenes entering food servicing in Australia — not
just on the goldfields. In Sydney, John Capatchos (Kapazzo/Kapazzos)
became an oyster saloonkeeper, a Corfiot named Spinelli opened a kafeneion
(traditional Greek men’s coffee house) and Athanasios Comino (Kominos),
originally from Kythera, began to sell fish-and-chips, oysters and coffee
(Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:34). Athanasios, together with his younger
brother John (Ioannis), are inextricably linked to early Kytherian settlement
in Sydney and the entry of their compatriots and other Greeks into the foodcatering trade in the New South Wales capital and beyond — principally
oyster saloons, fish shops, fruit and vegetable outlets, restaurants,
refreshment rooms, soda and sundae parlours, confectionery outlets, cafés,
and later, milk bars. Throughout Australia between the late 1800s and the
end of the 1940s, most Greeks were arriving from coastal Greece and the
Greek islands, with three islands predominating — Kythera, Ithaca and
Kastellorizo. In Sydney, the Kytherians became the most pronounced
regional group, followed to a lesser degree by the Kastellorizians
(Janiszewski & Alexakis, 1995:20).

2

All oral history interviews cited in this paper as being conducted by the authors are part of
the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National Project Archives, Macquarie
University, Sydney.
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Athanasios Comino (Kominos); most probably Sydney, NSW, late nineteenth century.
Comino became a pioneer of Greek-run oyster saloons and oyster farming in New South Wales.
His commercial success, and later, that of his younger brother John (Ioannis), encouraged other
Kytherians to migrate to Sydney and enter the city’s growing food-catering industry. Both
Athanasios and John acquired the title of “Oyster King”.
Photo from J. D. Comino et al., 1916, Life in Australia. Melbourne: Australian Printing and Publishing
Co. Ltd, p. 88 (published in Greek). Held in the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National
Project Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.

Athanasios Comino arrived in Sydney in 1873, aged 29. During a stroll
down Oxford Street in Darlinghurst, it is claimed that he entered a fish-andchip shop owned by a Welshman and considered its potential as an
occupation. Comino judged it to be much easier than the physically
demanding labouring he had been undertaking. Moreover, personal income
would increase if the business did well. Consequently, in 1878, he and a
compatriot, John Theodore, opened a small fish-and-chip shop at 36 Oxford
Street; a Greek fishmonger had occupied the site in the late 1850s, and by the
1870s, given the burgeoning trend of destination shopping on the street, the
premises had essentially become an oyster saloon (oyster saloons derived
from Britain and characteristically focused upon oysters — bottled, cooked
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and fresh — amongst other seafood offerings directed primarily towards a
working class clientele). The business grew rapidly (Comino et al., 1916:88–
89; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 1988:50–51; Collins et al., 1995:44; Gilchrist,
1992:194–195; Faro & Wotherspoon, 2000:97; Janiszewski & Alexakis,
2003/2004:180; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:92).
Four years later, Athanasios decided to venture into oyster farming —
aiming to additionally become a primary producer of one of the principal
staples of his and other oyster saloons. He initially acquired the lease of
oyster beds at the mouth of the Lane Cove River, but this proved
unremunerative. In 1884, he obtained almost 2km of foreshore for oyster
cultivation along the Evans River on the New South Wales far north coast.
That year his brother John arrived in Sydney, aged 30. In 1885 John followed
Athanasios’ lead and acquired oyster leases on the Bermagui estuary on the
state’s south coast. By the early 1900s, the Comino name had not only
become part of the firm that dominated oyster marketing in New South
Wales — Woodward, Gibbons and Comino — but had developed into a
well-recognised and popular “chain” of oyster saloons/parlours; John
ultimately owned five shops in Sydney and had financial interest in others
in country towns. Stimulated by such success, male relatives and friends
migrated out from Kythera, some “adopting” the Comino name for trading
purposes and in the process, ensuring that it became synonymous with
Greek-run oyster saloons (Cunneen, 1981; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 1988:51–
52; Gilchrist, 1992:195–197; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:92, 94).
Following Athanasios’ unexpected death from a hernia in 1897, John
inherited half of his brother’s estate and took over guidance of their business
interests. He also acquired his brother’s popular title of “Oyster King”, and
continued to encourage the migration of Kytherians to Sydney to take up
work in the city’s food-catering trade. By the early 1910s, Kytherian
migrant/settlers, such as the Cominos, the Aroney (Aronis) brothers
(Efstratios, Antonios, Panayiotis and Minas), another member of the Aroney
clan, Nicholas M. Aroney, the Samios brothers (Kharalambos and Ioannis in
partnership with their cousin Konstantinos Kasimatis), and the Psaltis
(Protopsaltis) brothers (Ioannis, Nikolaos and Kosmas), were arguably the
leading retailers of oysters in Sydney — the Cominos were additionally of
course, amongst the leading cultivators and distributors of oysters not only
within Sydney, but throughout the state. Non-Kytherian Greeks such as the
Stamell (Stamellatou) brothers (Efstathios, Nikolas and Markos) from Ithaca,
and Christos Stratigiou from the Arcadian region of the Greek Peloponnese
were also emerging into prominence as oyster saloon proprietors (Comino
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et al., 1916:88, 121–124, 226, 130, 132–133, 151–152, 164–168; Gilchrist,
1992:195–197, 199–200, 207, 215, 217; Cunneen, 1981; Janiszewski & Alexakis,
1988:51).

Comino’s Cosmopolitan Oyster “Parlors”; 136 Pitt Street, Sydney, NSW, c. 1895
Zacharia Comino was the proprietor. Note the American spelling of “parlor”. Initially these were
fish-and-chip outlets, and although they maintained a focus on oysters (bottled, cooked and fresh),
they soon acquired a wide diversity of foods (cooked meat and seafood, fruit and vegetables,
chocolates and ice cream) that could be purchased at reasonable prices. These enterprises provided
sit-down meals in men’s and women’s lounges and welcomed families.
Photo by Charles Bayliss, courtesy State Library of New South Wales, Sydney.
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Con Mottes’ Comino’s Oyster Saloon; William Street, Sydney, NSW, c. 1910
Stimulated by the success of Athanasios and John (Ioannis) Comino (Kominos), male relatives
and friends migrated out from Kythera, some “adopting” the Comino name for trading
purposes and in the process, ensuring that it became synonymous with Greek-run oyster
saloons. Con Peter Mottes (Mottee [Constantine Motis]), is said to have initially migrated out
from Kythera in the 1860s, followed later by his four sons — Peter, George, Jim and Emanuel.
Con established the oyster saloon and it was later operated by two of his sons, Peter and
George. Rooms above the shop were utilised as a boarding house — primarily for newly
arrived Kytherians seeking work in food catering.
Photo courtesy C. Mottee, from the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National
Project Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.

In the opening decades of the twentieth century it became common
practice to have young Greek boys, generally between the ages of twelve
and sixteen, chaperoned out to Australia for work in Greek food-catering
businesses — such a practice had earlier been instituted in migration to the
United States to secure staff in Greek-run catering enterprises. Born in 1914,
Xenophon Stathis “came out to Sydney in 1928 … there were nine of us
[young boys] from Kythera who were brought out to work in cafés…Greece
was a rather poor country” (Stathis, 1989; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 1995:156;
Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:20). Similarly, Peter Prineas, who was born on
Kythera in the same year, recalled that an uncle in Sydney’s inner-western
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suburb of Newtown wrote to him “that Australia had a future” and so “I
came out with a group of eight of us [young boys] escorted by Kosmas
Psaltis (Protopsaltis) … destined for cafés” (Prineas, 1989; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 2016:203). Born in 1897 in “a very small village called
Hristorforianika, near Logothetianika, on Kythera”, Anthony (Antonios)
Flaskas proudly indicated that:
I was the pioneer … I was fifteen when I came out to Australia … There were
seven of us … six boys and an old man, Nicholas “Melitas” [an alias] … He
was looking after us … My parents sent me to Australia — we were a very
poor family. Australia was a new country, there were more chances [to
improve oneself] … I had never been outside of Kythera … I landed in Sydney
with half a crown [two shillings and sixpence – 25c] … It was [only] a week
before I found a job [in a Greek-run café]. (Flaskas, 1989; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 1995:90–91; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:20, 132–133)

Anthony (Antonios) Flaskas; Temora, NSW, 1989
“I was the pioneer … 1913 … I was fifteen when I came out to Australia … There were seven of
us … six boys and an old man, Nicholas ‘Melitas’ [an alias] … He was looking after us … I landed
in Sydney with half a crown [two shillings and sixpence – 25c] … It was [only] a week before I found
a job [in a Greek-run café]”.
Photo by Effy Alexakis, from the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National Project
Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.
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Often sponsored by employers already established in Sydney, new
Hellenic arrivals would commence work in Greek food-catering businesses
as cooks, kitchen hands, dish washers, oyster openers, and – for those who
had a grasp of English — as waiters. Ioannis Notaras arrived in Sydney in
1906 aged eighteen and was employed as a dishwasher (Notaras, 1990).
Tony Rafty (Raftopoulos) recalls his father working very long hours as an
oyster opener at Victor’s Oyster Bar in King Street in the city during the early
1930s (Rafty, 1989; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 1995:95). Most persisted with
long hours of such employment in the hope of saving enough money from
their wages to purchase their own business. This was often not easy, as a
portion of their wages was generally sent back to Greece to assist the family,
or utilised to repay their fare out (which in many cases had been paid for by
their employer). There was also board to pay and sometimes wages were not
that generous. Arriving in Sydney in 1939, Kosmas Theodorakakis took
almost three years to pay off his fare of £28: “I was getting half-a-pound
($1.00) a month washing dishes starting at 6 o’clock in the morning and
sometimes, at 2 o’clock in the morning!” (Theodorakakis, 1990; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 1995:134). Some new arrivals such as Chris Pappas
(Papadopoulos) even experienced harsh exploitation by their employers:
My family didn’t want me to leave [Greece] so early for Australia [in 1911 at
the age of thirteen] … those days the ‘slavery market’ [a peonage system];
relatives wanted someone to work for them who they trusted … That’s my
bad luck.

Quite a number did return to Greece, but many stayed (Pappas, 1986;
Alexakis & Janiszewski, 1995:8, 79; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:20, 126;
Janiszewski 7 Alexakis, 1995:20; Gilchrist, 1997:246–247).
By 1908, the number of Kytherian Greeks in Sydney, according to
Nicholas Laurantus — who had arrived during that year — totalled 150
individuals. It is very likely that the actual number was higher, particularly
if family groups are considered. What is certain, is that most Kytherian
males, together with those from other regions of Greece, were primarily
engaged in food-catering enterprises (Michaelides, 1987:2–3; Gilchrist,
private papers).

193

Nicholas Aroney’s Oyster Saloon; 9
Alfred Street, Circular Quay, Sydney,
NSW, c. 1916
Originally from Kythera, Nicholas
M. Aroney (Aronis) spent some time
as a merchant in Smyrna (modern
Izmir in Turkey) before migrating to
Sydney in 1902. By the early 1910s,
Nicholas, together with the
Cominos, other members of the
Aroney clan (the brothers Efstratios,
Antonios, Panayiotis and Minas),
the Samios brothers (Kharalambos
and Ioannis, who were in
partnership with their cousin
Konstantinos Kasimatis), and the
Psaltis
(Protopsaltis)
brothers
(Ioannis, Nikolaos and Kosmas),
were arguably the leading retailers
of oysters in Sydney.
Photo from J. D. Comino et al., 1916,
Life in Australia. Melbourne:
Australian Printing and Publishing
Co. Ltd, p. 133 (published in Greek).
Held in the “In Their Own Image:
Greek-Australians” National Project
Archives, Macquarie University,
Sydney.

Offering a regular, reasonable income, potential material improvement,
independence, maintenance of the family unit, and requiring only limited
education and knowledge of English, it should not be surprising that the
Kytherians, as well as other Sydney Greeks, continued to undertake work
in oyster saloons, fish shops, restaurants, fruit shops, soda and sundae
parlours and cafés. Furthermore, such a field of self-employment was well
supported by their traditional sea-orientated and farming backgrounds
and was not affected by union restrictions concerning the limitation of
foreign labour; prior to the late 1940s the unionised industrial workforce
was fearful of the potential threat to their jobs and hard won work
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conditions by “cheap” foreign labour — particularly Asian and southern
European labour (Tsounis, 1975:21,35; Tsounis, 1987:112–113; Janiszewski
& Alexakis, 1995:21). Louis Elias recalls that his father, who arrived in
Sydney in 1924, was sacked from a cement factory because it was
discovered that he was a Greek, not a German (Elias, 1987; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 1998:96). Angelo Raftos (Evangelos Raftopoulos), who
migrated out to work in his uncle’s Elizabeth Street café in 1923, clearly
recalls the prevailing attitude: “Oh no, Greeks were certainly not allowed
to work in factories — you had to work in cafés as cooks or waiters” (Raftos,
2002; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:184). As James Plodis (Dimitris
Ploudias), who arrived in Sydney in 1928 eager “to make a few pounds” to
help his parents back in Greece, succinctly states, “Australians wouldn’t
give us jobs, we had to rely on the Greek café” (Plodis, 1989; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 1998:128).
Anthony (Antonios) Flaskas, who arrived in Sydney in 1913 and spent
most of his working life in Greek cafés and kafeneia, quite forcefully and
emotionally elaborates:
We couldn’t get a job you had to go to the Greek café. You see, it was very,
very strict White Australia … the White Australia Policy … You see, we were
fighting them days. Really, we were fighting for our existence … we were
fighting for our life. That’s how hard it was … Third class citizens was us
really — third class, not second class, third class! (Flaskas, 1989; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 1995:90–91; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:132–133)

Peter (Beneto) Veneris points out that even when his family became
successful food caterers, racism persisted: “We were proud of being Greek,
but not of being called dagoes. When we got the café it [racist name calling]
changed from dagoes, to ‘greasy dagoes’ — ‘greasy spoon
dagoes’”(Veneris, 2002; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:20, 99). Peter’s older
brother Jack concurs: “When you do look back [to the 1910s – 1930s], you
realise just how much hatred was pointed at us — yes, there was hatred!”
(Veneris, 2002; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:99).
Late in 1915, British-Australians ran riot in Sydney along George and
King Streets and into the Haymarket area, targeting Greek-run oyster
saloons and cafés — in particular, Stamell’s, the Aroney brothers, Dimitrios
Vernardos’ business and Dionysios Kouvaras’ shop. The violence was
essentially fuelled by the alleged pro-German sympathies of Greece’s
monarch, King Constantine I, whose wife, Sophia of Prussia, was the
younger sister of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Insurance companies refused to cover
the damage, claiming that the policies held by the Greeks did not cover civil
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riots. The city’s Greek shops continued to be intermittently targeted during
1916. During the Depression years of the early 1930s, despite clear evidence
of their economic and civic contribution to Australian society, particularly
by those in food-catering occupations, Melbourne geographer J. S. Lyng,
described the Greeks as “the least popular foreigners” in Australia. Some
of Sydney’s Greek food caterers, in order to restrain any potential physical
attacks upon themselves, their shops, or their goods during the economic
downturn, had “identification posters”, declaring that they were
naturalised British subjects, displayed on their shop windows (Gilchrist,
1997:20–22; Lyng, 1935:142; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:51–52; Alexakis
& Janiszewski, 1998:14–15; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:12–18, 25 [endnote
83]). In 1937, the Australasian Confectioner reported that 40 leading Greek
food caterers in New South Wales, including Emmanuel Andronicus of
Andronicus Brothers, Sydney, had formed the Combined Buying
Association Pty Ltd two years earlier:
A feeling of resentment has been growing steadily for some years amongst
the Greek retailers — resentment against the alleged granting by
manufacturers of special concessions to chain store companies; and … an
unfair attitude on the part of the manufacturers and wholesalers towards
Greek traders, from a racial standpoint. (Australasian Confectioner, 1937:1)

The company was estimated to have begun with a buying power of well
over £100,000 a year and as such, was now able to leverage fairer dealings
for Greek caterers (Australasian Confectioner, 1937:1; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 2008:52).
Although racist attitudes persisted, the generally excellent, quick
service, long opening hours and competitive prices offered by Greek food
caterers, won them at least broad commercial popularity amongst
Sydneysiders. Moreover, such popularity appears to have nurtured a
growing acceptance of fish and seafood amongst the city’s increasing
population (the Roman Catholic observance of eating fish on Fridays
ensuring particularly brisk trading on that day). Of course, Greek
restaurants and cafés also provided British-Australians with their
traditionally familiar meals — steak and eggs, chops and eggs, mixed grills,
ham with tomatoes, omelettes, corn beef and salad, and sausages with
mashed potatoes. Traditional Greek dishes were not introduced, as
catering to the established tastes of customers was paramount (Janiszewski
& Alexakis, 1995:21).
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By the opening years of the twentieth century, Sydney’s central business
district had a fair collection of Greek-run food-catering establishments.
Greek oyster saloons and fish shops were to be found along George, King,
and Pitt Streets and then to the east and south-east of Hyde Park down
William and Oxford Streets. Beyond the oyster saloons and fish shops, one
of the most commercially successful Greek-run enterprises was the tea,
coffee and chocolate business of the Andronicus (Andronikos) brothers —
one of Australia’s earliest commercial coffee roasting establishments. In
1904 Emmanuel and Charles (Kosmas) Andronicus opened a small shop at
127 York Street under the business name Andronicus Brothers, Indent
Agents and Importers. They supplied Greek café proprietors, kafeneia, and
Greek families with products and items they required. Whilst Greeks,
central Europeans and Turks were major customers for their roasted coffee,
the British-Australian public was the principal consumer of their teas and
custom-made chocolates. In 1910, Emmanuel and Charles, together with
two other brothers, Mick (Minas) and John (Ioannis), moved the business
to 197 George Street, near Circular Quay. At this time they were roasting
90kg of coffee daily. Their trademark became “AB — Always Best”
(Janiszewski, 1995:21–22; Wolforth, 1974:215–216; Gilchrist, 1992:203–204;
Baker, 1993; Ostrow, 1987:23–36 Comino et al., 1916:128–131; Gilchrist,
private papers; Andronicus, private papers).
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Andronicus Brothers, Indent Agents &
Importers; 197 George Street, Sydney,
NSW, c. 1916
Andronicus (Andronikos) Brothers was
one of Australia’s earliest commercial
coffee roasting establishments. They
supplied Greek café proprietors, kafeneia,
and Greek families with coffee and other
products and items they required. In 1910,
they were roasting 90kg of coffee daily.
The British-Australian public was the
principal consumer of their teas and
custom-made
chocolates.
Their
trademark became “AB — Always Best”.
Photo from J. D. Comino et al., 1916, Life in
Australia. Melbourne: Australian Printing
and Publishing Co. Ltd, p. 131 (published
in Greek). Held in the “In Their Own
Image: Greek-Australians” National
Project Archives, Macquarie University,
Sydney.
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The proprietors and staff of Greek-run city enterprises lived either
above the shops, or close to them, particularly around the eastern and
southern ends of the central business district — such as in Surry Hills,
East Sydney, Woolloomooloo, Darlinghurst, and Kings Cross. Greekowned shops had even begun to appear in Sydney’s inner-ring of
suburbs, such as Newtown and Waterloo (Janiszewski, 1995:22).
A distinguishing feature of Sydney’s popular Greek-run oyster
saloons were their successful melding of food-catering ideas that
originated from both Greece and the United States — a process of
transference and transformation instigated and accomplished through
the transnational flux of Greek migration. Oyster saloons were originally
introduced from Britain, where public eating-houses were rigidly,
socially structured — British oyster saloons were the eating and drinking
abodes of working class males; their food offerings were limited, and
cheap to purchase. Whilst continuing to provide inexpensive eat-in
meals, the Greeks diversified and broadened the food items of their
saloons beyond oysters, fish and beer, to include red meat, fruit and
vegetables, “American-style” milk chocolates and assorted candies and
“American-style” ice-cream and ice drinks (freezes and crushes). The
tantalisingly rich, smooth sweetness of “American-style” milk
chocolates, ice cream (promoted as “sundaes”), and candies (boiled
sugar lollies of various flavours, colours and patterns), wooed the taste
buds of adults and children alike. So popular were American sweets that
before the mid-1910s, at least two Greek-owned Sydney confectionery
factories were producing them — Pantazis K. Gahnis’ Olympia
Confectionery Factory in Newtown and Alexandros G. Grivas’ Novelty
Candy Co. in Manly — and one of the city’s leading confectionery shops
was the Chicago Candy Store on George Street operated by George
Panagakis and another Greek. The titles of some ice cream sundaes
unquestionably declared their origin as being from across the Pacific:
American Beauty, Monterey Special, Yankee Doodle Dandy and Mexican
Banana Split. Additionally, Greek oyster saloons introduced women’s
lounges and welcomed families. This reflected the tradition of public
eating in Greece — socially inclusive, rather than exclusive. The
diversification of food items was based upon American commercial
food-catering concepts. The influence of American food-catering ideas
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and products quickly came to dominate the ongoing development of
Greek-run oyster saloons — the saloons were gradually being
transformed (Alexakis & Janiszewski 2016:14–15, 33, 40, 42, 44–45, 48, 55,
56, 60, 91, 102; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:38–40; Comino et al.,
1916:216–218; Australasian Confectioner, 1956:27).
The introduction of American food-catering ideas to Sydney through
its Greek shopkeepers, essentially arose, as quite a number of these
migrant/settlers had relatives or friends living and working in the United
States, or had been there briefly themselves, working for, or as, GreekAmerican food caterers — the United States remained as a major drawer
of Greek immigrants until the imposition of restrictions in the early
1920s. The early leading protagonists of the Comino family seem not to
have had food-catering experience in the United States, but some
members of the extended clan who arrived in Australia during the
opening years of the twentieth century, most certainly did, as well as
other Kytherians. However, it was three Arcadian Greeks from the
United States — the brothers, Peter and Constantine Soulos
(Panopoulos), in partnership with Anthony Louison (Loizos/Illiopoulos)
— who appear to have been the stimulus behind the incorporation of a
revolutionary piece of American food-catering technology into Sydney’s
Greek-run oyster saloons and food-catering businesses — the “front
service” soda fountain (The Greeks in California, 1917–1918; Comino et al.,
1916:178–179, 236–237; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:39; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 1995:22; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2003/2004:180–182; Alexakis
& Janiszewski, 2016:36, 105).
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“Front service” soda fountain,
Paragon Café; Lockhart, NSW, c.
1925
The soda fountain was patented in
America in 1819. It was designed for
placement on the back wall of shops. In
1903 a revolution in design created the
“front service” fountain —placed on the
front or service counter, permitting
interaction with customers. Three
Arcadian Greeks from the United States — the brothers, Peter and Constantine Soulos
(Panopoulos), in partnership with Anthony Louison (Loizos/Illiopoulos) — appear to
have been the stimulus behind its incorporation into Sydney’s Greek-run food-catering
enterprises; use of the new fountains then spread rapidly beyond the New South Wales
capital.
Photo by J. Check, courtesy J. and P. Veneris, from the “In Their Own Image: GreekAustralians” National Project Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.

In 1912, the Soulos’ and Louison, founded the Anglo-American
Company and opened two shops in George Street and another on
Manly’s Corso (this outlet was in partnership with another Arcadian,
Panayiotis S. Karkanztis). By the mid-1910s, the number of shops had
grown to five. Their shops were influenced by the iconic small business
of “Main Street USA”, the drugstore soda “parlor”, which initially had
offered customers soda water as a means of taking pungent tasting
medications, but had quickly developed the beverage into a highly
popular and profitable refreshment (Comino et al., 1916:178–179, 236–
237; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:39; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 1995:22;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2003/2004:180–182; Alexakis & Janiszewski,
2016:36, 43, 105).
During the 1890s Greeks departing for the United States were
primarily Peloponnesian, with Arcadians being quite pronounced. It was
these Greeks (such as the Soulos’ and Louison), who when undertaking
food-catering work in America, would have experienced the growing
popularity and commercial success of, initially, the “back service” soda
fountain (also referred to as a “wall fountain”) and after 1903, the front
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service fountain — first installed in J. W. Stoever’s pharmacy in
Philadelphia. Soda fountains created effervescent water through
impregnation with a gas (carbon dioxide) under pressure, to which
flavours (usually as essences) were added, and if desired, ice cream. Back
service fountains were placed on the back bar wall, but the front service
fountains were designed to be installed on front counters, permitting
direct interaction with customers (Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:39;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2003/2004:180; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:36,
43; Funderburg, 2002:112–113).
A wide range of “exotically” flavoured soda drinks quickly attracted
public attention and ongoing consumption. Soda flavours included
pineapple, strawberry, ginger beer, banana, passionfruit, raspberry, kola,
lime juice, orange, sarsaparilla, ginger ale, lemon and hop ale. Initially,
soda fountain compressors and pumps were imported directly from the
United States (principally Chicago) by individual shop proprietors, but
the burgeoning popularity of soda drinks was such, that in 1916, two
major Sydney-based, food-catering equipment firms — Mauri Bros. and
Thomson Ltd and W. B. Harris and Co. — were publicising their services
as soda fountain importers to Greek caterers. By the late 1920s, three soda
fountain manufacturers were reported as operating out of New South
Wales (presumably Sydney), collectively selling about one hundred
fountains per year. With their huge mirrored back bars, lined with silver
and gold topped essence bottles, and coloured electric lights, soda
fountains forged an initial link between food and fantasy that would later
include architectural style, cinema and music — they were the original,
modern “light fantastic”, long before neon light signage acquired the
title. The link between food and fantasy was yet another adoption from
the United States (Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2003/2004:182; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 2008:40; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016: 16–18, 98, 100; Comino
et al., 1916:92, 118; Reinders, 1999:253).
By the close of the opening two decades of the twentieth century,
Sydney’s Greek-run oyster saloons and food-catering outlets had became
synonymous with soda fountains, American-style lollies, milk chocolate
and ice cream — whilst retaining sit-down meals (both seafood and red
meat based), they had transformed into soda and sundae “parlors”
(American spelling was often utilised on signage) (Janiszewski &
Janiszewski, 2003/2004:182; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:40; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 2016:65).
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Just prior to the 1920s, Greek food businesses were highly
concentrated in Sydney’s central business district. In 1916, of the 173
Greeks — primarily young single males — documented within the city’s
central area, at least 138 were involved in some capacity with food
catering — almost 80%. While a total of 65 Hellenes appear to have
owned (solely or in partnership, usually with relatives) food-catering
businesses such as oyster saloons, tea rooms, cafés, restaurants, fish
shops, fruit shops, hawking runs, refreshment rooms and
confectioneries, some 73 of their compatriots were employed by them.
Further expansion into the suburbs had also continued. Redfern,
Newtown, Paddington, Balmain, and Manly all had significant
collections of Greeks, most being employed in, or owning, local foodcatering establishments. Other suburbs with a Greek presence include
Double Bay, Woollahra, Waverley, Coogee, Kensington, Long Bay,
Campsie, North Sydney, Mosman, Annandale, Petersham, Parramatta,
Kogarah, Gladesville and Hornsby. At this time, some 130 Greek-run
shops were peppered throughout Sydney and its suburbs (Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 1995:23–24; Gilchrist, private papers; Comino et al., 1916:205–
206, 216–220, 236–238, 191).
During the 1920s, before the Great Depression, Sydney’s Greeks
maintained and further developed their conspicuous preponderance in
the food-catering trade. But Greeks were not just settling in the city. As
early as 1911, just over 50% of Kytherian Greeks (the dominant regional
group) were in rural New South Wales. They were again entering the
food-catering trade, and so successfully that the country Greek café
became synonymous with rural life in the state. Significantly, Sydney
adopted an important role as the Greek labour distribution centre for
New South Wales, with the city’s Greek kafeneia acting as the specific
communication points from which café job networks could be broken
into (Janiszewski & Alexakis, 1995:24; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:28–
29). Arriving in Sydney from Kythera in 1913, Anthony (Antonios)
Flaskas explains:
We had to go to the Greek coffee house … went to Castlereagh Street …
it was run by Nick Calopedis … In the country towns and all that … if
you wanted to help in a shop, you had to make contact at this place. They
send you to a job. That’s how I got a job. (Flaskas, 1989; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 1995:24)
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Twenty-six years later, when Kosmas Theodorakakis arrived in
Sydney from Kythera, the situation had not changed: “…if you wanted
to get a job, you had to go to the kafeneion” (Theodorakakis, 1990;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 1995:24).
Early in November 1932, two decades after the founding of the AngloAmerican Company, a Greek known as Mick Adams (Joachim Tavlarides
[Tavlaridis]), returned to Sydney from a trip to Greece and the United
States and opened the first modern “American-style” milk bar — the
Black & White 4d. Milk Bar, at 24 Martin Place. A claim by the Burt
brothers, Clarence and Norman, to have been operating such an
enterprise before Adams has been demonstrated to be erroneous — the
Burt’s claim of having the “first open milk bar” actually refers to the
“open frontage” of their 1929 business. Adams’ modern milk bar concept
emerged principally from the fusion of two seminal influences — the
American drugstore soda “parlor” and the galactopoleion, a traditional
Greek shop specialising in the sale of milk products (in English,
galactopoleion translates into “milk shop”) (Alexakis & Janiszewski,
2016:15–16, 24 [endnote 32], 31, 62–64; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 1998:106;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2011:320–332; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:40–
44; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2003/2004:182–186; Janiszewski & Alexakis,
1995:22).
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Black & White 4d. Milk
Bar exterior; 24 Martin
Place, Sydney, NSW, 1934
In November 1932, Mick
Adams (Joachim Tavlarides
[Tavlaridis]),
opened
Australia’s
first
modern
“American-style” milk bar in
Sydney’s Martin Place. On the
first day of opening some five
thousand
customers
are
reported to have crowded into
and around Adams’ new light
refreshment business. Vehicle traffic and pedestrian access along Martin Place were
severely affected. Police were called in to deal with the situation in an effort to maintain
public order. Adams, pictured here with children from the Dalwood Health Home,
“believed that the Depression gave a fillip” to milk bars “as the public very quickly
realised the value of milk as a tonic food ... and also the price [of fourpence (4c) per glass]
… considerably eased the financial position”.
Photo courtesy L. Keldoulis, from the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National
Project Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.

The idea of a food-catering business focussed primarily upon a single
product area could have been initially stimulated by Adams’ rekindled
memories and observations of galactopoleia whilst visiting Greece.
Potentially, a narrow-focussed business could provide extensive cost
reduction benefits when compared to those incurred in maintaining a
mixed catering concern — the Depression would have underscored the
need to limit financial outgoings; Adams had previously been running a
confectionery and soda fountain business on George Street in Sydney’s
Haymarket. In the United States, Adams’ observations of drugstore soda
“parlors”, and in particular, the presence of electric malt drink/milkshake
mixers, would have provided greater form and direction to his initial
stimulus. Sydney’s existing Greek-run oyster saloon and soda/sundae
parlours had placed prime importance on sit-down trade for meals,
drinks and desserts. American drugstore soda “parlors” emphasised
quick stand-up and bar-stool bar trade (soda drinks, malted milks,
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milkshakes and sundaes) over sit-down meal trade. Adams firmly took
up the American soda “parlor” catering emphasis and, utilising the
galactopoleion’s narrow product focus, limited catering to refreshment
beverages — highlighting the milkshake. No cooked meals were
provided, only flavoured milkshakes, pure fruit juices and soda drinks
(Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:15, 31, 62; Janiszewski & Alexakis,
2011:320–323; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:40–43; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 2003/2004:182–183; Gerondis, 2013:23, 25).
A rapid stand-up trade in milkshakes became the successful
commercial foundation of Adams’ Black & White 4d. Milk Bar. Seating
capacity in the premises was restricted to just six small two-seater
cubicles along one wall, the main feature being a long hotel-style bar with
soda fountain pumps and numerous American-made electric malt
drink/milkshake mixers (manufactured by the Hamilton Beach
Company, in Racine, Wisconsin). Adams’ acquisition of these electric
mixers ensured the swift mass production of milkshakes — essential for
his business concept to succeed (Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:15, 63;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2011:323; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:42–43;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2003/2004:183).

Black & White 4d. Milk Bar
interior; 24 Martin Place,
Sydney, NSW, 1934
The service or fountain
bar of the milk bar with
its soda fountain pumps
and straw dispensers. On
the mirrored back bar are
the milkshake mixers
(manufactured by the
Hamilton
Beach
Company, in Racine,
Wisconsin, USA) which would whisk the refreshment’s ingredients. The service bar,
designed by Adams, had refrigerated storage capacity for 50 gallons (almost 230 litres) of
milk in addition to fruit juices. Note the limited seating capacity.
Photo courtesy L. Keldoulis, from the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National
Project Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.
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The milkshake is purported to have appeared in Australia well before
Adams’ milk bar. By 1900, milkshakes — composed of vanilla powder,
cold milk, and water — were being sold at street stalls, pubs and
emporiums in Sydney. During the very early 1930s, milkshakes were
selling for ninepence (9c) per glass. Adams solidly undercut this price by
over 50% — the 4d. (fourpence – 4c) in the business’ title indicated the
cost per glass. Ice cream was not one of the drink’s original key
ingredients, even during Adams’ time. It was a component that was later
added. Adams’ milkshakes included a variety of ingredients other than
milk and basic flavoured essences, depending on the strength of taste
and texture required: varieties of fruit (mostly fresh, some dried), cream,
butter, eggs, chocolate, honey, caramel, malt, and yeast. Two flavoured
milkshakes became quite popular: the banana milk cocktail, and
“bootlegger punch”, the latter of which contained a dash of rum essence
(Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:15–16, 62–63; Janiszewski & Alexakis,
2011: 323–324; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:43–45; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 2003/2004: 185–186).
On the first day of opening five thousand customers are reported to
have crowded into Mick Adams’ milk bar, and as many as twenty-seven
thousand per week then began to patronise the establishment (The Milk
Messenger, 1935:30; Australasian Confectioner, 1932; Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 2016:16; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2011:324; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 2003:7). Such was the success that Adams soon established a
“chain” of Black & White milk bars: Brisbane and Melbourne in 1933;
Adelaide initially in 1934 and a second in 1936; Wollongong, New South
Wales, in 1937; and a second outlet in Sydney at Town Hall Railway
Station in 1944 (Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:16, 62–63, 66; Janiszewski
& Alexakis, 2011:324; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:43; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 2003/2004: 183–184).
Adams’ modern “American-style” milk bar certainly succeeded in
leading the way to dramatically popularising the milkshake as a leading
refreshment beverage, nationally — by 1937 some four thousand milk
bars were operating in Australia. Within a year of Adams opening his
original Black & White 4d. Milk Bar in Martin Place, Sydney was bursting
with milk bars — most were Greek-run. At the time, social commentator
W. Robert Moore clearly recognised the increasing American influence
in Sydney’s catering establishments: “American institutions have
touched the city. Milk Bars, or soda fountains, fruit-juice stalls and light
lunch restaurants have become popular”. Moreover, many Greek-run
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milk bars, soda/sundae parlours and cafés, had embraced
Americanisation even in name: such as, the “Niagara”, the “Monterey”,
the “Californian”, the “Hollywood” and the “Golden Gate”. Today,
Nicholas Fotiou’s Olympia Milk Bar, located along Parramatta Road in
Sydney’s inner-western suburb of Stanmore, is the last of the authentic,
original milk bars from this era; it was established in 1939 (Alexakis &
Janiszewski, 2016:16, 234–235; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2011:325;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:37–38, 43; Janiszewski & Alexakis,
2003/2004: 180, 183; Australasian Confectioner, 1956:24).

Olympia Milk Bar; 190 Parramatta Road, Stanmore, Sydney, NSW, 2015
The Olympia Milk Bar opened in 1939. Next door (heading west along Parramatta Road) was
the Olympia De-Luxe Picture Theatre. Both did a roaring family trade until the very early
1960s. The theatre then succumbed to the challenge of television and was converted into a
roller skating rink. While in the early 1950s its proprietor was a Greek recorded as J. Aliyianis,
by the close of the decade, brothers John and Nicholas Fotiou from the island of Lemnos, had
taken over. Whilst the Olympia’s “use by” date has long past, a now elderly Nicholas Fotiou
has remained — though the business is no longer trading. The Olympia is the last of Sydney’s
authentic, original milk bars of the 1930s.
Photo by Effy Alexakis, from the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National Project
Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.
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During the 1930s and 1940s the Americanisation of Sydney’s Greek-run
eateries was also being clearly reflected in their architectural style, their
symbiotic embrace of cinema, and the introduction of a music component.
The architectural Art Deco style from the United States, known as
Californian Streamline Moderne, became the popular choice of Sydney’s
Greek food-caterers when refurbishing their business. It was locally referred
to as the “Hollywood style”, the “American style”, the “ship style”, the
“ocean liner style” and the “P & O style”, and strongly favoured the
curvilinear in contrast to the angular interest of European Art Deco. New
cinema constructions in Sydney and its suburbs also adopted the style and
many Greek food caterers quickly recognised that a working relation with
picture theatres would prove commercially profitable. Some Greek food
caterers became cinema operators — such as Victor Margetis, Nicholas
Laurantus, Alex Coroneo and Peter Sourry — and Greek-run cafés and milk
bars began to concentrate around, or placed themselves directly within,
picture theatre complexes. Stanmore’s Olympia Milk Bar abutted the Art
Deco Olympia De-Luxe Picture Theatre, George Poulos’ Rio Milk Bar in
Summer Hill was a short distance from the Grosvenor Picture Theatre and
even as late as the 1970s, the Zinonos family was operating a milk bar next
door to the Randwick’s Odeon Picture Theatre. Kings Picture Theatre on
Liverpool Road in Sydney’s inner-western suburb of Ashfield was built in
1937 in the Streamline Moderne style and featured Kings Milk Bar as part of
the complex — Jack and Kath (née Kolantgis) Capsanis ran the milk bar from
the early 1950s through to start of the 1980s. The union of Greek foodcatering enterprises and cinemas offered the tastes, sights and glamour of
“Hollywood” to Sydneysiders and became a metaphor for modernity.
Moreover, the union was a further development of the working relationship
between food and fantasy that had initially been instigated through the soda
fountain, and again, such a development had been experienced by GreekAmerican food-caterers, who had conveyed its commercial success in the
United States to relatives and friends in Sydney (Alexakis & Janiszewski,
2016:16–18, 231, 234–235; Alexakis & Janiszewski, 1995:117; Janiszewski &
Alexakis, 2003/2004:188–190; Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:47–49; Capsanis,
1989; Poulos, 2014; McInnes, 2010; Bogle, 2013/2014:8–10).
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The Orion Café featuring an early jukebox; 249 Liverpool Rd, Ashfield, Sydney,
NSW, late 1940s
George Andrews (Andrew), who had been born in Famagusta, Cyprus, in 1907, was the
proprietor of the café at the time. He had arrived in Australia in 1927. The Orion featured an Art
Deco facade, soda fountain counter, confectionery counters, booth seating, and perhaps most
significantly for the time, a jukebox (which can be seen directly behind the two male customers).
Photo courtesy A. Andrew, from the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National Project
Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.

By the early 1940s, influenced by American servicemen on leave during
World War II, jukeboxes (Wurlitzer and Seeburg models) began to appear
in Sydney’s Greek cafés and milk bars. Because of the American inspired
elements in these enterprises, US military personnel considered them as a
little piece of “home town America”. For Americans on leave, a good night
out was one spent with a date at a milk bar or café dancing to jazz and
swing music, intermittently interrupted by the refreshing, revitalising
consumption of soda drinks, milkshakes, ice cream sundaes and, if
desirous of something more substantial, hamburgers (which had appeared
by the late 1930s). American and British popular music were heard in
Sydney’s Greek food-catering enterprises, well before their broad
acceptance by the city’s commercial and government radio stations. The
jukebox trend continued after the war, with catering concerns such as
George Andrews’ Orion Café in Ashfield maintaining its local popularity
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because of its music component. Consequently, in the 1950s, the rock’n’roll
generation embraced the “Top 40”, and a rapidly growing youth
subculture of “bodgies” (males) and “widgies” (females) began to frequent
Sydney’s Greek-run cafés and milk bars; though at times with disruptive
results, the rowdy noise and loud rock’n’roll music often spilling out onto
the streets and inhibiting the maintenance of a broader range of clientele.
Food and fantasy however, had again been successfully linked via
American influence (Alexakis & Janiszewski, 2016:18, 86–87, 97, 120;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:49; Bogle, 2013/2014:7–8; Veenhuyzen, 2014).

Hollywood Café & Milk Bar staff; 379 Pitt Street, Sydney, 1940s
Phillip Phillips (Koutsoukis), on extreme left, was the proprietor. In the middle is Peter Protos
(Protomastorou). On the extreme right is Peter’s brother, Bill. Phillips was Peter and Bill’s brotherin-law. Even in the 1940s, Greek-run cafés and milk bars continued to utilise the family unit in
regard to principal staff.
The Hollywood was very popular with American servicemen on leave during World War II.
Because of the American inspired elements in such enterprises, US military personnel considered
them as a little piece of “home town America”. A good night out for the “Yanks” was one
generally spent with a date at a milk bar or café dancing to jazz and swing music, drinking soda
drinks and/or milkshakes, or eating ice cream sundaes, and if a meal was desired, hamburgers.
Photo courtesy D. Vanos, from the “In Their Own Image: Greek-Australians” National
Project Archives, Macquarie University, Sydney.
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During the early 1940s, up to 3,000 Greeks resided in Sydney and its
suburbs. After the war, with the signing of a migration agreement with
Greece in 1952, Hellenes arrived from all areas of their homeland,
swamping over time, Sydney’s traditional chains of Greek migration from
Kythera, Kastellorizo and Ithaca, as well as, eventually, the numerical
predominance of single Greek men. Whilst Greek food-catering enterprises
persisted – some such as Sam Akon’s (Economopoulos) two Patricia’s milk
bars being instrumental in the move towards today’s espresso café culture
– by the late 1960s and early 1970s, most were being swamped by new
economic realities and job diversification. However, Sydney’s early Greek
food caterers had well succeeded in transferring aspects of modern
American culture to one of Australia’s leading urban centres. The
transference of popular American rather than traditional Greek culture
may have been reinforced, at least in part, by the racial intolerance of the
host society – though during the second-half the twentieth century, this too
began to change, and the tastes and smells of Greek cuisine became integral
elements of the city’s culinary landscape (Janiszewski & Alexakis, 1995:30;
Janiszewski & Alexakis, 2008:53–54; Alexakis & Janiszewski:21–22, 79, 193–
247; Teo, 2003:152–153).
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Identity and Social Connection of
Greek Dancing in Diaspora
Maria-Irini Avgoulas and Rebecca Fanany

This paper will discuss findings from a qualitative study undertaken in
Melbourne, Australia that investigated Greek dancing as an aspect of cultural
identity and wellbeing. This research involved nineteen participants (four
male and fifteen female) recruited from a well-established, long standing
dancing school in Melbourne. These students were enroled in either the
senior, adult or performance group. The participants were interviewed about
their participation in Greek dancing and the meaning it had for them as well
as their reason for participation. There were a number of differences among
the participants, which included country of birth (Australia or Greece), age,
dancing class, and length of experience. Despite this, the diaspora experience
of the participants was particularly significant, and the core reason for
participating in Greek dancing of all participants was to express their identity
and manifest their Hellenic heritage in diaspora. Preserving this heritage was
important to all participants and served as a vehicle for social connection that
enhanced their physical and emotional wellbeing.

Introduction and background
The large Greek community in Melbourne includes a number of cultural
institutions that emerged from the interests of the group and primarily serve
to maintain certain aspects of Greek culture in Australia. Greek dancing has
been an element of this local culture for many years but has grown in
popularity more recently, perhaps as part of an interest in personal cultural
heritage that is evident in Australia as well as worldwide. This trend has
been recognised in various fields, including heritage tourism (see Gonzalez,
2008); family origin and genealogy (see Tutton, 2004); and the study of
heritage languages (see He, 2010).
The Manasis School of Greek Dance and Culture is a well-established
institution in Melbourne that offers an opportunity for individuals of all ages
to learn and participate in traditional Greek dancing and also to perform at
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various events as a member of a group representing the school. It is one of
several such schools in the Melbourne area and is similar in nature to other
institutions representing various Australian cultures. The role of dance in
general as a component of health and wellbeing in Australia has attracted
some interest (see Gardner, Komesharoff & Fensham, 2008) and has been
seen as a valuable support for specific groups, such as older adults (Connor,
2000). The importance of dance specifically as a component of Greek identity
in diaspora communities has been noted and discussed as well (see HolstWarhaft, 2010).
The nineteen individuals who took part in this study represent the
Manasis School community and are characteristic of the school’s clientele.
The four male and fifteen female dancers ranged in age from 18 to 58 and
were participants in the senior, senior performance and adult dance classes.
These class groupings reflect length of experience and skill in traditional folk
dancing and also the aim of participation, for instance recreation as opposed
to performance. Thirteen of the participants were born in Australia, while
the remaining six were born in Greece. Most of the participants also engaged
in other sports (eleven individuals), while for the rest (eight individuals),
their dance classes were their only form of organised exercise activity. The
participants were interviewed about their motivations in taking part in
Greek dancing classes, the meaning of such participation to them, any
connection between dancing and health that they perceived, and role of
Greek dancing in the maintenance of a heritage identity. These participants
were recruited at the Manasis School with the support and cooperation of its
director and were aged over eighteen at the time of interview. Interviews
and the subsequent analysis of data were carried out in accordance with the
Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research.

Dance, wellbeing and health
The relationships between dance and health has long been noted by
observers and scholars (Ritter & Lowe, 1996; Hanna, 2006; Murcia et al.,
2010), and the concept of dance as a therapy for specific conditions is
beginning to be explored (Hackney, Kantorovich & Earhart, 2007;
Belardinelli et al., 2008). In addition, there is some indication that dance can
contribute to wellbeing (Murcia et al., 2010). However, it has also been noted
that increasingly participation in music and dance has become less active,
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with most people’s involvement limited to observing or being part of an
audience (Bailey & Davidson, 2005).
At the same time, the importance of physical activity to both health and
wellbeing is generally accepted and well understood. The literature
demonstrating the beneficial role of exercise on chronic disease as well as in
quality of life is extensive and unequivocal (see Warburton, Nicol & Bredin,
2006; Haskell et al., 2007). Dance, which combines physical activity with
music, which in itself is also strongly linked to emotional wellbeing (see
Laucka, 2006), would seem to be naturally attractive to many people as an
adjunct to better health and wellbeing. In this, music has been found to
improve mood and encourage movement (Large, 2000). Dance has been
shown to facilitate social bonding through participation in a shared activity
requiring a pattern of coordinated activity and interaction (McNeil, 1995).
At present, literature that investigates the motivations for individuals to
take part in modern, traditional or folk dance is limited. Nieminen (1998),
based on a study in Finland, found that self-expression, developing a social
network, physical fitness, and a desire to perform were among the main
motivations for participation in dance classes and groups. Kreutz (2008), in
a study focusing on ballroom dancing, noted that most participants saw
their participation as a form of exercise, an opportunity to socialise, and an
emotionally rewarding activity. Murcia et al. (2010) found that a majority of
their participants saw the physical benefits of dance as most significant,
followed by emotional wellbeing and personal satisfaction. They also note
the multidimensional perceptions of the benefit of dance, as reported by
their participants, as well as the fact that the women in their study reported
more positive benefits than the men. The present study contributes to the
literature in this area and includes the additional dimension of cultural
identity, which supports the choice of context, namely a Greek dancing
school in a large diaspora community.

Findings
A number of major themes emerged from analysis of the interview data.
They were: connection to Greece; social and cultural identity; cultural
maintenance; and physical and emotional benefits of dancing. Additionally,
a number of minor themes were identified that included release of stress and

219

MARIA-IRINI AVGOULAS AND REBECCA FANANY

escape from problems, membership in a social group, language and culture,
and therapeutic benefits. These themes fit into six dimensions that structure
the participants’ perceptions and interpretation of their experience:
connection to Greek dancing; the meaning of Greek dancing; reasons for
participation; dancing as an element of personal identity; Hellenic heritage
in diaspora; and dancing and health. The views of the participants are
discussed below accompanied by a selection of interview excerpts that
illustrate how they described their experiences and perceptions.
Overall, it was apparent that Greek dancing plays a significant role in the
participants’ perception of themselves as individuals of Greek ancestry and
their personal connection to their heritage and to Greece itself. All
participants viewed their participation in Greek dancing at the Manasis
School as highly beneficial, although the relative importance of specific
aspects of the experience (fitness; socialising; wellbeing and happiness;
maintenance of cultural identity; and so forth) varied, depending on the
individual. In this, it is important to note that the individuals who took part
in this study were already predisposed toward traditional dancing and
hence were more likely to report favourable attitudes and impacts.
Nonetheless, their views are significant in that they suggest potential
benefits that may result from such participation and also reinforce the value
of music and dance in general in overall wellbeing.
A number of participants viewed Greek dancing as providing a link to
Greece and their culture of familial origin, even if they themselves had never
lived in Greece. In a number of cases, the participant had been encouraged
to take part this activity by other family members who saw it as an
expression of ethnic culture. As is the case in many locations, various styles
of dance are taught in Melbourne dance schools such that an individual
interested in this pastime would be able to chose from a full range of
classical, ballroom and folk dancing classes. It is notable that many
participants were not specifically interested in dance in general. To them,
the attraction of the Manasis School is that it offers Greek dancing which
they see as having a personal connection to themselves. For this reason,
many of the participants described themselves as having Greek dancing as
a hobby but were not interested in other dance styles or in expanding their
skills in other settings.
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The contribution of participation in Greek dancing to the participants’
sense of identity was significant. Melbourne has a large Greek community
which is part of the broader Australian diaspora. While much of this
community has been in Australia for decades, the Greek identity of
individuals as well as community institutions is strong, and members of the
community have collectively gone to great length to maintain their
distinctive culture in the context of a multicultural nation. Participation in
Greek dancing, which is a public activity that derives directly from the
community’s heritage, is one way of demonstrating cultural identity and
showing association with the Greek community in Australia as well as with
Greece itself.
One male participant expressed his perception as follows:
Being part of something Greek and learning about it is very important to me.
It’s like I get a tick from my grandparents, a tick from my parents and one for
myself. [18 year old, Australia-born male]

Another participant stressed the heritage aspect of Greek dancing:
I have grown up in my family with dancing, my parents from a young age,
from when I was in the stroller would take us to dinner dances. I have grown
up in dancing and Greek music, and from a young age I was in a dancing
group. [23 year old, Australia-born, female]

The participants in this study expressed a number of reasons they took
part in the activities of the Manasis School. These ranged from a desire to
perform in public to physical fitness and emotional benefits. Some of their
views are contained in the following interview excerpts:
Performances is why we do this, the performance and the look in the eyes of
the audience. They are amazed — especially the old people, they feel very
connected. My family is very supportive of my dancing and have always
been. [22 year old, Australia-born female]
Dancing is something I enjoy, being with my friends, it makes me happy and
I keep my culture alive. Dancing is also a way to be physically active and is
exercise. It gets your heartrate up and you get a sweat. It definitely is physical
activity. [20 year old, Australia-born female]
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My family supports my dancing and encourages me to come — for me it’s
the emotional benefits that I get here, an escape and things are more bearable.
Connecting with my culture and a sense of connection, apart from your
family you have the support of your culture. [58 year old, Greek-born female]

A number of participants expressed the idea that dancing allowed them
to maintain a Greek identity, alongside an Australian identity that aligned
with other activities and experiences they had. They felt that their dancing
reflected the Greek elements of their personal culture as well as the culture
of their ancestors. For several participants, this aspect of the activity was one
of several benefits, such as maintaining health through active participation
or as a context for socialising, but was the deciding factor that caused the
participants to choose this activity over other, similar leisure pursuits. In
other words, the fact that the activities of the classes and groups associated
with the Manasis School were Greek made them desirable. None of the
participants was otherwise interested in folk dancing in general or in other
types of dance. These groups were appealing because they were Greek and
also served as a context for exercise and socialising that they found had
other, emotional benefits as well. Some of the participants expressed this as
follows:
Maintaining my Greek identity and it’s also good for my health, I get exercise
and it’s an escape and provides emotional benefits. [58 year old, Greek-born
female]
My family likes it that I dance, as I'm not forgetting my identity and I’m
keeping my Greekness and the roots of my ancestors. [18 year old, Greekborn female]
Parents and grandparents are the same as they have all made a lot of efforts
to keep our Greek culture. Like though Greek School — to uphold the
Greekness and that Greek identity. Like not to lose that — not losing that
because they left Greece. When they see me dance they are over joyed — there
is my grandson, they adore it and very proud. [18 year old, Australia-born
male]
There is the physical activity aspect to it as I don’t do another sport and a way
to keep fit. But it’s also a social thing. It’s also an escape — I used it a lot in
year 12 to zone out, so it was good for my emotional health. Both physical
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and emotional health and a connection to my heritage. [22 year old, Australiaborn female]

The Greek community in Melbourne is large and includes individuals of
all ages. The oldest members represent the original immigrant generation
who arrived in Australia in the years following World War II and who
founded the first Greek institutions in the community. The participants in
this study all had an awareness of the multigenerational nature of the
community and some idea of the varied experiences of each generation. This
knowledge was a factor in their participation and also affected their
interpretation of the experience:
When we perform and there are elders there — they cry and get emotional
but it makes them happy and provides them with emotional health as it
provides them with that sense that the Greek culture and tradition will be
continued and the young ones are making effort to keep it. [18 year old,
Greek-born male]
Elders of the Greek community get so happy, it gives them happiness and
makes them believe that Greek will continue. Their emotions show
happiness, they clap, it gives them courage, they clap. [19 year old, Greekborn female]

Several of these participants expressed the view that cultural continuity
between generations was important to and characteristic of the Greek
community in Melbourne. They saw their dancing as a manifestation of that,
namely that they were continuing a tradition that had evolved in Greece and
had been transplanted to Australia. They were aware that this continuity
tended to be very important to older members of the community and their
own families but were also anxious to continue the traditional themselves
and through their own children.
The association between dancing and health was very strong among the
participants in this study who were all aware of current thinking about the
value of physical activity in maintaining health. In this, they did not differ
from the general population in Australia, which tends to be very interested
in sports of all kinds (see Ward, 2009):
There is the physical activity aspect to it as I don’t do another sport and a way
to keep fit. But it’s also a social thing. It’s also an escape. I used it a lot in year
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12 to zone out — so it was good for my emotional health. Both physical and
emotional health and a connection to my heritage. [22 year old, Australiaborn female]
Greek dancing is something that gives you joy and should be incorporated
into healthcare — there are both physical and emotional benefits. [58 year old,
Greek-born female]
Greek music and dancing makes me feel good, as crap as I feel too — it’s the
emotion and I feel it and when I dance I feel that κεφι, that [ευεξια] wellbeing.
You really don’t know what you can achieve here — we maintain our culture
and then there are the benefits to health — both physical and the emotional
and here is no age limit dancing can be for everyone with limits. [37 year old,
Greek-born female]
I love this more [compared to other sport], and its social and I exercise — and
of course my heritage plays a role in why I enjoy this so much and I feel it’s
part of me in my DNA — it just draws me even at my age — back in the 70s
we were wogs and not accepted and now I just want it, I’m dance to it and
my culture is good for my health, and thus social is so important to our health.
[51 year old, Australia-born male]
Dancing is great for your health and the mental fitness it amazing, there is a
togetherness here, a connection and that support. [56 year old, Australia-born
male]

By definition, dancing is a social activity that requires cooperation and
coordination with others. However, to the participants in this study, the
activities of the Manasis School provided a context, not just for interacting
with others, but specifically for interacting with others of a similar cultural
background. All of the participants felt the community and identity aspects
of the dance experience were significant and important to them. The
opportunity to socialise was equally important, though. The groups they
took part in consisted of other people like themselves in a way that was of
great importance to many of them and, as a result, reinforced their cultural
identity in the context of the broader Australian society. Several also felt they
were actively contributing the maintenance of their ancestral culture and
supporting the links to Greece that had been maintained by older members
of the community. This, in addition to the personal benefits in terms of
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health and wellbeing afforded by Greek dancing, was an important
motivation for the participants to devote their leisure time to the activities of
the Manasis School and continue to dance.

Discussion
The participants in this study all described strong personal feelings for
taking part in Greek dancing. These feelings centered on their desire to show
and develop their Greek identity and to please grandparents and other
relatives by maintaining the continuity of tradition and links to heritage that
were handed down to them from a young age. A number of the participants
were born in Australia and are members of the second or third Australian
generation. As is typical among this cohort, they are fully integrated into
mainstream Australian society and participate in the various social
institutions of the wider community. These institutions are based in English
traditions that represent the Australian experience and have a different
cultural base from the practices they are exposed to at home and in their
cultural community. The traditions and practices of this cultural community
remain extremely important to the group, and the Greek diaspora in
Melbourne supports a large number of schools, churches, restaurants,
sporting clubs, and other organisations that attract Australians of Greek
background. Many of these institutions were originally set up by members
of the immigrant generation who arrived in Australia in the years following
World War II and strived to recreate what they felt to be crucial elements of
their native culture.
The early period of the Greek community in Melbourne was marked by
the use of the Greek language as a sign of community membership and the
most fluent language of the members, most of whom had at that time been
born in Greece. As time passed, the majority of community members came
to be born in Australia and, at present, have on average become English
speakers. In fact, the majority of younger people of Greek background do
not speak the language fluently and use English for the majority of their
interaction, despite many attending Greek school whose aim is language
maintenance (Bradshaw, 2006). There is strong evidence that Australians of
Greek background are increasingly becoming monolingual English speakers
and that this trend is likely to continue into the future (Tamis, 2010).
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While there can be no doubt of the role that use of the Greek language
played in identity among older members of the Greek community in
Melbourne in the past, younger individuals have largely perceived their
Greekness in the context of the Australian experience. Participation in Greek
dancing is one manifestation of this cultural identity that happens to
coincide with the general perception of the value of exercise and fitness in
the English mainstream. While it is important for these younger people to
please their older relatives by taking part in a traditional activity, it is
significant that their dancing is consonant with their views on the need for
exercise in body shape management and fitness which is prominent among
younger people (see Wright, O’Flynn & Macdonald, 2006). While it was
beyond the scope of this study to consider this issue, it is likely that this
activity would be much less desirable to the younger participants if it did
not fit into their perceptions of exercise and physical activity or contribute
to important personal goals, separate from their perception of identity.
Some of the participants in this study appeared to be aware that Greek
dancing of the type they were doing is not a popular pastime in Greece itself,
just as traditional British/Australian folk dancing is currently unpopular in
Australia. By contrast, traditional dance forms from the various cultural
groups that make up the population do seem to be thriving (see Pollack,
2000). The Australian policy of multiculturalism and the way in which this
policy is interpreted provides opportunities for the nation’s cultural
communities to present their traditional art forms, including dance.
Participation in such activities by members of the community is one way
that heritage and identity can be manifested in the public environment, and,
in fact, performance in these settings or at events set up by the school, is
important to many of the participants in this study who view such occasions
as an opportunity to show both their skill and also demonstrate the heritage.
Increasingly, heritage among members of the Greek community in
Melbourne centers on a comparatively small number of personal and social
behaviours and activities that include certain elements of food choice; use or
knowledge of Greek, even when such usage is limited to terms of address
for family members and names of cultural and religious practices;
participation in activities, such as traditional dancing, that are Greek by
nature; and certain personal prerogatives, such as membership in the Greek
Orthodox Church. Nonetheless, the younger members of the community do
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not perceive themselves to be less Greek than their older relatives who were
born in Greece. Instead, the ways in which they manifest this identity have
shifted. One important aspect of this is the current availability of social
media and internet resources that allow individuals to connect with likeminded others and form virtual communities as well as to seek and offer
information about their own culture, feelings, and experiences. The virtual
environment increasingly provides new sources of cultural capital and is
increasingly important in creating and maintaining a Greek awareness in the
diaspora community (see Panagakos, 2010). For the participants in this
study, interaction in social media was an important means to express their
Greekness who eagerly anticipated their performances being uploaded to
YouTube. The social approval associated with this within the real and virtual
community was considerable.
It is interesting to note that Melbourne is currently accommodating new
arrivals from Greece as many try to immigrate to escape the prolonged
economic difficulties in that part of Europe. While interest in migrating to
Australia is high, the number of successful migrants remains low because of
the extremely difficult employment context and rigid immigration rules (see
Cavounidis, 2013). Nonetheless, these new arrivals represent a different
Greece from the one known by the original members of the current
community, most of whom arrived in Australia in the 1950s. While it has
been suggested that the presence of a new generation of Greek speakers
might revitalise the language among members of the diaspora community
who largely speak English (Pauwels, 2008), in general the migrants have had
to adapt to the ways of the existing community, especially as it exists within
the structural environment of the Australian mainstream, and there is little
to indicate that the current trend toward the mainstream will change
direction in the future.
This suggests that the nature of Greek identity in the Melbourne
community is changing but not necessarily weakening. Instead, the
individual and group attributes that contribute to Greekness have changed
over time and will likely continue to develop in the future. This shift has
been characterised by an interest in Greek art forms, such as the traditional
dancing of interest here, and other manifestation of Greek culture, both
tangible and intangible, but also by a shift into the English language and
modern cultural environment, incorporating new media and other
technology-mediated forms. In this, Greek identity in Melbourne has come
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to be associated, not only with experience and connection to Greece itself,
but through the autochthonous institutions of the community itself which
are often local adaptations of elements of Greek culture that were important
to the original migrant generation. The traditional dancing, such as is offered
by the Manasis School, is one example of this. The form of dance and its
origins are broadly Greek, but its practice, form of performance and methods
are Australian and consonant with the social patterns of Australian society.

Conclusion
The participants in this study all felt a strong need to express and maintain
their Greek identity which exists alongside an Australian identity supported
by their experiences and interactions in the public environment. For all of
them, Greek identity encompassed personal, familial and community
elements that were separate from Australian mainstream culture of which
they were also a part. In this way, their Greekness was of great importance
to the way the participants viewed themselves and was manifested largely
in a specific set of activities and behaviours, one of which was the Greek
dancing in which they took part. Their dancing reflected a desire of the
participants in this study to connect with their older relatives, to respect their
beliefs and perceptions, and to please them by engaging in an activity that
was Greek in nature. However, they also perceived a strong personal link to
their own heritage as well as a desire to express the cultural background in
a form that was visible to others and that marked membership in the
diaspora community. In doing so, they exhibit a new form of Greekness that
is characteristic of the Australian experience and is also consonant with the
social norms of the wider community while preserving their cultural
community’s shared conceptualisation of its own heritage and folk art
forms.
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Lost in Translation? Investigating the
Linguistic and Conceptual
Understanding of Translated Text for
Older Adults of Greek Background
Michael Tsianikas and Irene Belperio

South Australia is home to a significant cohort of post-World War II migrants
from non-English speaking backgrounds. These migrants now constitute a
sizeable portion of those 65 years and older in the state. It has been welldocumented that migrants often revert to their first language as they age. The
quality and efficacy of interpreting and translating services are therefore
significant to the wellbeing of this group. Consequently, this chapter
investigates the experience of older adults of Greek background with
translated text distributed by local government. It concludes by suggesting
that education plays an important role in migrant settlement and that
language policy cannot be separated from the wider cultural, social and
political norms within which it operates.

Introduction
It has long been recognised that translation is not simply a process of
replicating one language to another. As Sulaiman (2016:63) argues, it
involves a rewriting: “[Translation] seeks to rewrite the ST [source text]
based on the socio-cultural, ideological and literary constraints which lie
behind the production of TT [target text]”. The quality of this rewriting often
determines the efficacy of the translation. Translation services and translated
text are a vital element of service provision and information dissemination
in a multicultural society such as Australia. Further, language is
fundamental to the wellbeing of immigrant communities. At a broad level,
the health and vitality of immigrant groups are affected by the particular
demographic make-up of the migrant cohort, the host country’s systematic
response and what are deemed “status factors”, which include the visibility
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of the immigrant language in the host country (Hatoss, 2006:80). At an
individual level, Radermarcher and Feldman (2017:89) contend that, “Of
particular importance, regardless of age, language spoken or cultural
background, is the desire of most people to have the capacity to
communicate clearly with others, including family, friends, community and
service providers”. Additionally, as Lo Bianco (1987:11), the author of the
National Policy on Languages (NPL) asserts, these needs become heightened
in stressful situations, for example in medical and legal settings. Further
complicating this experience is age and as Lo Bianco (1987:11) again
observes: “The great bulk of the post-war migration group now finds itself
as an aging population, frequently reverting to the use of the first language
only”. Consequently, this chapter seeks to examine the experience with
translated material of older adults of Greek background who have limited
schooling (in Greece or Cyprus) and restricted English skills. The chapter
analyses material distributed by South Australian councils, including
brochures, pamphlets and booklets that were translated into the Greek
language for this group. The four main aims of this work are to assess the
quality of translated text; whether Greek translations are understood
amongst the elderly Greek population; whether concepts in the English
language provide meaning and understanding in the Greek translation; and
the consistency and best utilisation of resources amongst South Australian
councils regarding Greek aged care translated information. The chapter
concludes by suggesting that a shift is necessary in relation to languages
policy which acknowledges that translation and interpretation and the
vitality of immigrant communities are a product of wider cultural, social and
political forces and that these must be considered in the development of
language policy and translating and interpreting guidelines.

Background
Australia continues to have one of the highest rates of overseas born
individuals in the world, with over half of this group coming from nonEnglish speaking countries. Moreover, the rate of older individuals from
non-English speaking backgrounds is growing (Radermacher & Feldman,
2017:84–85). Further, it has been shown that language and cultural identity
are fundamentally important to wellbeing amongst older people
(Radermacher & Feldman, 2017:87). In regard to Greece-born individuals in
Australia, close to 60% are now 65 years or over (Department of Immigration
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& Citizenship, 2014) and at the 2011 Census, in South Australia specifically,
the biggest cohort of Greece-born were in the 70–79 year age group
(Multicultural SA, 2014). It was partly in response to the difficult settlement
experience of these post-war migrants that a shift occurred in the Australian
immigration policy arena from assimilation to multiculturalism.
By the 1970s, the existing expectation that post-World War II migrants
could assimilate into Australian culture and life and that this cohort would
acquire the necessary language skills to do so, had been shown to be
erroneous (Hlavac et al., 2018:68). This group not only experienced
continued settlement challenges but it became apparent that greater
intervention on behalf of government was needed to facilitate the transition
to living in the host country and that the burgeoning ethnic associations and
groups played an important role in the efficacy and quality of this
settlement. In 1973, multiculturalism was introduced as a new social policy
direction and replaced assimilation (Department of Home Affairs, n.d.).
According to Section 4 of the South Australian Multicultural and Ethnic Affairs
Commission Act 1980 multiculturalism is defined as:
… policies and practices that recognise and respond to the ethnic diversity
of the South Australian community and have as their primary objects the
creation of conditions under which all groups and members of the
community may:
(a)
live and work harmoniously; and
(b)
fully and effectively participate in, and employ their skills and talents
for the benefit of, the economic, social and cultural life of the community; and
(c)
maintain and give expression to their distinctive cultural heritages.

Part of the policy shift to multiculturalism also involved the development
of language policies and in 1987 the NLP was introduced. According to Lo
Bianco (1987:2), ”The primary purpose of Australia's languages policy is to
make the nation's choices about language issues in as rational,
comprehensive, just and balanced a way as possible”. All states and
territories in Australia have polices which deal with language, translation
and interpreting services and produce policies and guidelines in this area
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for local governments.1 However, in the late 1990s the influence of the NPL
began to diminish and Hlavac et al. (2018:83) suggest that language policy
in Australia “in practice, has returned to being laissez-faire and remained
mostly monolingualist”. The limited findings from this study suggest that
there does not appear to be a uniform approach to translation and
dissemination of literature among local government areas and that this
contributes to barriers in accessing translated material and in the quality of
this information.

Methods
The project was conducted in two stages in 2012. The first stage involved
collecting information from South Australian councils. 47 councils in
metropolitan Adelaide and regional South Australia with residents of Greek
background were sent letters inviting them to participate in the study.
Councils were asked to provide: any information made available to its Greek
residents; all Greek translation material and the equivalent English version
if available; pamphlets in English regarding the services being provided
accommodating the needs of older adults; and any other information or
activities that are organised by the council for residents of Greek
background.
24
councils
responded.
The
second
stage
comprised conducting interviews, in Greek with Greek-born or GreekCypriot-born individuals aged 65 or above and residing in one of the
local government areas from which information was received.

Sample
The following table provides a summary of the information for older adults
received from the 24 councils. The material provided covered three main
areas, namely aged care, advocacy, and leisure and other activities.

1

See Australian Local Government Association, n.d.; Department of Local Government &
Office of Multicultural Interests, 2010; Dunn et al., 2001; Multicultural Council of Tasmania,
2015; Victorian Local Government Multicultural Issues Network & Municipal Association
of Victoria, 2014.
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Table 1: Information for older adults available through local government
Council
1.
Adelaide
Plains Council
2.Alexandrina
Council

Aged care

3.Campbelltown
City Council

3Rs:
Respite,
Recreation,
Revitalisation (E)
-Information on
aged care supplied
by Federal & State
governments (E)
-3Rs:
Respite,
Recreation,
Revitalisation (E)
-Information on
aged care supplied
by Federal & State
governments (E)
-3Rs:
Respite,
Recreation,
Revitalisation (E)

4.City
Adelaide

of

5.City
Burnside

of

Advocacy

6.City of Charles
Sturt

7.City
of
Holdfast Bay

Leisure/other
-Multicultural
Program (E)
-Community
Guide (E)
-Fleurieu Families
Project (E)

-National
Aged
Care
Advocacy
Program (G)
-Aged
Rights
Advocacy Service
Inc (G)
-Aged
Care
Complaints
Investigation
Scheme (EG)
-Safeguard your
Finances (Alliance
for the Prevention
of Elder Abuse)
(EG)
-Aged
Rights
Advocacy Service
Inc (EG)
HACC Access to
Services: Rights &
Responsibilities
(E)

Community care
services leaflet (15
languages) & CD
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-To Market, to
Market (E)
-Lunch & Library
Trip (E)
-Half Day Bus Trip
(E)
-Mystery
Afternoon
Bus
Trip (E)

8.City of Marion

9.City
Mitcham

of

10.City
of
Norwood,
Payneham & St
Peters

11.City
of
Onkaparinga
12.City
of
Playford
13.City of Port
Adelaide Enfield

14.City of Port
Augusta
15.City
Prospect

of

16.City
Salisbury

of

Community care
services leaflet (15
languages) & CD
Community care
services leaflet (15
languages) & CD
3Rs:
Respite,
Recreation,
Revitalisation (E)

Neighbourhood
Centre Newsletter
(E)
Community
Mediation Service
(EG)
-Community Care
Services:
Information
for
Clients & Release
of Statistics
-Community Care
Services:
Procedures
for
Complaints
-Community Care
Services: Charter
for
Rights
&
Responsibilities
(All
council
generated & G)

Community care
services leaflet (15
languages) & CD
Multicultural
Program (E)
Information
on
aged care supplied
by Federal & State
governments (E)

Safeguard
your
Finances (Alliance
for the Prevention
of Elder Abuse)
(G)

Produced
own
information
on
aged care (E)
3Rs:
Respite,
Recreation,
Revitalisation (E)
Aged
Rights
Advocacy Service
(G)
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Healthy Ageing &
Access
Services
(G)

17.City of Unley

-3Rs:
Respite,
Recreation,
Revitalisation (E)
-Community care
services leaflet (15
languages) & CD

18.City of Victor
Harbor

19.City of West
Torrens

Aged
Care
Complaints
Investigation
Scheme (G)

20.District
Council
of
Coober Pedy
21.District
Council
of
Yankalilla

22.Mid Murray
Council

-Community
Guide (E)
-Fleurieu Families
Project (E)
-Community
Directory (council
generated) (E)
-Platonas
Greek
Visiting
&
Transport
Program (EG)
-Filoxenia (EG)
Aged
Social
Gathering (EG)
-2
pamphlets
(transport services
&
community
transport
for
Christian
Churches) (E)
-Community
Guide (E)
--Fleurieu
Families
Project
(E)

Information
on
aged care supplied
by Federal & State
governments (E)

-National
Aged
Care
Advocacy
Program (E)
-Advocacy
Groups
List
(council
generated) (E)
-HACC Access to
Services: Rights &
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Responsibilities
(E)
-HACC
Confidential
Feedback Form (E)
23.Town
Gawler

of

24.Town
Walkerville

of

-COTA for Older
Australians:
Strength for Life
(E)
-9 pamphlets on
leisure/available
facilities (E)
-Multicultural
Program (E)

3Rs:
Respite,
Recreation,
Revitalisation (E)
E (English language material); G (Greek language material); EG (English and
Greek language material)

For the second stage of the study, participants were recruited from ethnic
community groups in metropolitan Adelaide and through snowball
sampling and came from the following four local government areas (table
2).
Table 2: Participant local government area
Local government area
City of West Torrens
City of Onkaparinga
City of Unley
City of Marion

Participant number
9
3
2
1

The same bilingual researcher conducted semi-structured interviews of
approximately one-hour duration with these fifteen individuals; ten women
and five men. A copy of the interview schedule can be found at Appendix
A. At the time of interview, subjects were between 68 and 88 years old, with
a mean age of 78. Interviewees arrived in Australia between 1948 and 1974.
Age on arrival ranged from 10 to 44 years, with a median age of sixteen.
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Seven participants lived alone, six lived with a partner, one interviewee
lived with a daughter and one did not respond. Eleven of the participants
had been employed in unskilled work, the majority in factories; two had
semi-skilled occupations and two were homemakers.

Data analysis
The data was analysed thematically. This method was deemed most
appropriate because diverse theoretical perspectives inform the study and
thematic analysis is not strictly determined by any one theoretical paradigm
(Nowell et al., 2017:2). One of the challenges of thematic analysis is
maintaining consistency when generating themes from the data (Nowell et
al., 2017:2). Consequently, a second researcher analysed the data and the
identified themes were checked by, and discussed with, a third researcher.

Results
Available material
A brief overview of the information provided by council in Table 1 indicates
a lack of consistency in relation to both the type and quantity of material and
the availability of these documents in languages other than English. With
regard to specific information, the News for Seniors publication distributed
by the Department of Human Services was received and read by a majority
of participants in roughly equal numbers of English language and Greek
language versions. None of the interviewees had seen or used the Aged Care
Complaints Investigation Scheme pamphlet. Information on travelling abroad
and on fraud targeted at seniors was known by a majority of participants.
However, in relation to seniors experiencing scams, not one of the
interviewees had read about it through government information, rather they
had heard about it from others or seen it on television. Only half of the
group had heard of the “Mind your Mind” initiative, again some of this
was vaguely known to some of them. Again, approximately half had
heard of the Grandparent Child Care Benefit scheme where the federal
government assists with the cost of childcare for grandparents who are the
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main carers of their grandchildren and who receive income support
payments. One respondent had learnt of this payment from one of the social
groups she attended.

Service knowledge
The majority of interviewees were aware of the existence of services for older
people. ACH Group, council, Meals on Wheels and Centrelink were all
identified as service providers. However, most participants were unable to
give detailed responses as to what these organisations did. Approximately
half of all participants were aware that council can provide information and
services for older individuals and about the same number had utilised these
services. No participants reported there being a Greek-speaking person
available when visiting council and only two interviewees had received
translated materials.
When asked if there was a difference between older individuals of Greek
background and non-Greek background a little over half of all participants
felt that language was a significant difference, with others suggesting
culture and religion were also different, and only two interviewees feeling
there was no difference. Interestingly, among two respondents there was the
sentiment of there being less access to, and knowledge of services amongst
Greek speaking older people and in one instance the interviewee replied:
Enormous! The Australian born was more opportunities and is looked after
better than the migrants. That’s what I believe. That’s what I know. [Interview
13]

This feeling of discrimination in relation to accessing services
particularly, and autonomy and agency more generally, is discussed more
fully below.

Service access
For those participants who had accessed council services or required some
form of council assistance, the majority had visited the council alone and had
driven themselves. For those who had not, they were accompanied by a
child to assist with language and communication. The implications of the
preference of the participants to be accompanied by someone they trust and
to act as an interpreter will be examined further in the discussion section.
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Within this discussion regarding service access and distribution of
material, there was also a sense of not knowing where to go for information
and there being a distinction between the capability of Australia-born and
Greek-born individuals when navigating institutions and interacting with
service providers:
The ones who are not of Greek background know where to go and ask for
help, but we Greeks do not know where to go. [Interview 11]
I would tell the government that we (the older Greek people) have been left
out of society. I believe that very strongly. I don’t expect that will ever change.
The Australian-born people (not those who are citizens, because I am an
Australian citizen) but the Greek migrants are treated differently and that
causes the separation in society. The Australian knows the law better and
knows all the information that you showed me in the booklets and if they go
to an office to ask for help, they get better attention and that’s because: either
from the colour of our skin, that our language spoken is not 100%. [Interview
13]
But of course those who speak the language well will know where to go for
assistance and find out information. [Interview 14]
And also, we are not able to find out what we need, we always need an
interpreter. [Interview 15]

This feeling of discrimination and lack of agency and autonomy does not
seem to have diminished for these participants, despite having lived in
Australia for the majority of their adult lives.

Social participation and family life
The vast majority of interviewees participated in some type of formal social
activity program and these were by and large facilitated by Greek
organisations and churches. The vast majority of participants were happy to
participate in activities targeted at older adults of Greek background and
run by ethnic organisations. One respondent attended two different formal
programs, one only involving the Greek community and the other in which
individuals of Greek and Philippine background attended. She preferred the
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latter because it gave her an opportunity to speak English and socialise
outside of the Greek community. The activity programs were generally
either health related, including some form of exercise program or a visit by
a doctor to discuss common health issues; or involved a meal and socialising.
The most common social activities on a daily basis involved interacting with
family, friends and neighbours. Daily church attendance was also
mentioned by four respondents. Children were the main relatives discussed
and all respondents indicated that they were happy with their relationship
with their family.

Greek proficiency
Eleven respondents indicated that they only had a primary school level of
education in Greece and two had completed high school. Consequently, only
one participant indicated that their Greek proficiency was “very good”.

English proficiency
Similarly, only one interviewee rated their level of English proficiency as
“good”. The vast majority had very limited English language skills in the
areas of reading, writing and speaking and two participants stated that they
felt they had no English language proficiency. Two common themes emerge
from the responses to this question. Firstly, proficiency in language was
accompanied by the notion of “getting by”. Interviewees had similar ways
in which to express this. The quotes below are from five participants who
felt that they had overall limited English proficiency but enough for basic
communication:
I get on. [Interview 2]
Slowly, slowly I manage. [Interview 8]
Only to chat with the neighbours, I can manage that, at the shops I can buy
what I need. [Interview 11]
Just a little to get by in conversation. [Interview 14]
Enough to get by. [Interview15]
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In each case of higher-level English proficiency, there was an
accompanying sense of being independent in relation to communication
needs and not requiring additional services:
Not bad. We are able to get by. We don’t require a translator so far. [Interview
9]
Average, we don’t require a translator so far. [Interview 10]
I manage on my own. [Interview 12]
I can manage on my own. [Interview 13]

Seven respondents explained that their children would assist them when
they needed help with language and communication and one stated that
they would bring someone with them to help if they needed to go to their
local government offices. The remaining seven interviewees either did not
provide a response or indicated that they did not require assistance with
English communication needs.

Literacy and comprehension
Participants were asked about their understanding of key terms in
health and services literature provided by various bodies, including
federal, state and local governments and key stakeholders in the ageing
sector, such as COTA. Some of the terms discussed were “dementia”,
“positive ageing”, “volunteering” and “human rights”. All participants
were able to provide a definition of dementia, positive ageing and
volunteering. However, some kind of definitions were largely
superficial and were generally not properly informed by a wider
discussion with others in particular family members or healthcare
professionals. In relation to human rights for older adults
specifically, respondents demonstrated varied levels of understanding
showing some comprehension of the concept. For example:
Everyone is human. The rights of everyone, even if they are Greek, Turkish,
everyone has rights. [Interview 2]
‘Human rights’ is the things that the government offers to Australian citizens
from the country to their rights. [Interview 6]
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It means those who help, hang on, no … What does it mean? [Interview 7]
‘Human rights for the elderly’ has to be when we are careful, to give respect
to the person who is older. It’s like how I did towards my father-in-law for
years, this is it. This is how understand it. [Interview 8]
For me to have the right to say what I please, to express my opinion. I do
personally feel I have my rights, I am not embarrassed to say what I think.
[Interview 12]

Understanding was especially limited when words were used in a
technical sense and therefore carried meaning different from their usual
context. This was the case for “services”, where the term referred to supports
for older adults, and the phrases “protection of personal data” and
“approach to personal information”. The examples below illustrate
interviewees’ attempts to make sense of these concepts using the more
customary definitions:
In another words, someone who will protect me? To protect me personally?
Approach to personal information? Personal information is someone to
inform me about the personal details. [Interview 2]
In another words it is when someone tells you something and you understand
it. [Interview 3]
‘Protection’ (προστασία) data’ it is like to for someone to protect our personal
matters. If I need assistance for someone to help me, but if I don’t need it, for
now my wife and I are able to take care of it. [Interview 9]
It does not say protection from ‘whom’. I understand what protection means
but it doesn’t say from whom to be protected, so I can give a better answer.
‘Approach’ means when you go somewhere, to ASK for personal
information. But if you ask people not so educated, they do not understand
what all these translations mean! [Interview 13]
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Translated material
The most problematic of translations in council documents were the use of
the phrases “service quality standards” and “community aged care
packages”. These were the least understood translations and the issue
generally appeared to be in the use of words outside of their regular
meaning. The most commonly and well-comprehended translations
involved the explanation of a medicine’s active ingredient and its brand.
Some of this understanding appeared to come from the interviewees’
experience with this and not necessarily the quality of the translation. A
number of interviewees commented on their knowledge of this prior to
reading it. For example:
I have heard of this before that medicines have two types; the cheap one and
the expensive one. [Interview 1]
Yes, I know this because I know that there are many medicine and they have
two names. [Interview 2]

It must be noted that five participants utilised a Greek-speaking general
practitioner and Greek-speaking pharmacist and were satisfied with the
medical information that these providers explained in Greek. An additional
four interviewees had a Greek-speaking general practitioner. The access to
Greek speaking healthcare professionals could also explain why this
particular translated material was most commonly understood.
Approximately half of all participants had received translated material
and half had not. Overwhelmingly when asked how the translated
information could be improved upon, participants indicated that the
translation needed to use simpler language. These are some examples of the
responses received when participants were asked how pamphlets could be
improved:
The only thing I would want is that they be more simpler. I want simpler as
much as they can because we are not educated and we do not understand
them when they are written sophisticated. [Interview 1]
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To send them more simpler. That way we can understand them. Otherwise if
they send us and it is written in “καθαρεύουσα” – what am I meant to
understand? – It has to be written simpler and little … [Interview 2]
I would comment that they are more plainly written, simpler so we can read
them. [Interview 3]

In terms of distribution, ethnic clubs appeared to be useful sources of
information. For example:
Now that I know the pamphlets are available at the Greek Orthodox
Community, it pleases me because I know where to go to find information.
[Interview 13]

Interviewees further suggested the following:
It would help if they were available from the church or from the Greek places
we shop at … [Interview 11]
It would be good for information to reach people through the Greek radio
programs … [Interview 12]
When the council sends me an account every 3 or 12 months, they should put
in an information sheet about services [for the aged]. That way, people know
where to go to find more. [Interview 13]
Send information to each household and inform people of the services and
what council can help with. Council thinks they are helping but we don’t
know what the services are. [Interview 14]

Technology
There is a growing commitment on behalf of the Australian Government to
support and improve the digital literacy of older Australians (Department
of Social Services, 2018). Further, it has also been noted that those 65 and
over from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds are less
likely to use the internet (Migliorino, 2011:108–109). In the current study, no
participants had a computer or used the internet. Given the very small
sample size, generalisations cannot be made from the data collected.
However, it remains an area which requires further consideration,
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particularly in relation to the different CALD groups. Further, while it is
likely that this is a short-lived phenomenon with this particular cohort at this
point in time, nonetheless it remains an important and vital element of
equity in service provision and it continues to be an under-researched policy
area (Migliorino, 2011:109).

Discussion
Overall, participants were aware of many services for older adults in South
Australia however, this understanding remained superficial. They were
generally well connected with their communities, utilised formal activity
programs and maintained close relations with their families. This, however,
was largely through ethnic association and churches. Participants had a
number of avenues through which they received information, such as via
council and government material; and from family, friends, ethnic
organisations and media, particularly radio. The broad experience of
interviewees was having “been able to get by”, this was in relation to
navigating institutions and the wider public domain of Australian society
and in regard to their experience with written and spoken English. There
were three particular challenges in relation to language and its connected
concerns that warrant further discussion, namely the effectiveness of the
translated material itself, the use of formal translation and interpreting
services and feelings of agency and autonomy amongst the interviewees.
While this information is from 2012 and council and government material
has changed, the experiences expressed by this group at this point in time
remain relevant today.
One of the more significant concerns raised by the participants was the
use of complex and technical language in the material provided by council
and the need to simplify this. The difficultly in comprehension for many
CALD older adults with the more advanced level of English used in
government and other documents, and the use of context specific
terminology, was likewise reflected in the generally poor understanding of
more technical terms on behalf of interviewees. This is unsurprising given
the lack of advanced level education among the study sample. Additionally,
participants focused on work and family once in the host country and this
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limited the potential for further educational opportunities, whether in the
Greek language or in English. A brief review of government and
organisational translation guidelines indicate that some attempt is being
made to address the issue of language complexity. The Victorian
Government has provided guidelines on effective translation “Effective
Translations: Victorian Government Guidelines on Policy and Procedures”
(Office of Multicultural Affairs & Citizenship, 2014) which advocate
amongst a number of other approaches that translators: clearly identify the
target audience, understand the most effective means of communicating
with this audience; engage in consultation; and utilise “Easy English”. These
guidelines suggest that the text itself be brief, clear, appropriate and accurate
and that bilingual versions of the document be created. The document also
explains the way in which translations can be evaluated and updated and
ensures that the complaints and feedback process is clear. Such guidelines
are also available from the Queensland Government, for example, and
various bodies such as the Australian Institute of Interpreters and
Translators (AUSit) and Legal Aid.2 This push by government is part of a
wider Plain Language Movement globally which seeks to address the issue
of the use of complex and inaccessible language on behalf of government
bodies to promote equity and justice for citizenry. This movement advocates
for the use of language which is clear and promotes understanding rather
than confusion (Toledo Báez & Conrad, 2017:560–562). However, Burns and
Kim (2011) identify a number of challenges with this practice particularly in
the healthcare sector. Firstly, they indicate that the authors of healthcare
material usually have advanced education, and therefore, find it difficult to
adapt their English to the requisite level. Secondly, key terms and specialist
language is often necessary in medical text and deciding when to use this
language and when to modify it can be problematic. Additionally, finding
the correct tone can also be difficult, particularly determining a way to
present official information in a friendly, yet formal manner. Lastly, the
meaning of text can often change when being translated into plain English
(Burns & Kim, 2011:59–60). A potential solution to this problem which does
not involve changing the medium entirely is outlined by Arora et al.
2

Department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander & Multicultural Affairs, 2014; The
Australian Institute of Interpreters & Translators Inc, 2019; Legal Aid New South Wales,
2014.
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(2014:310) who suggest that information in relation to health and wellbeing
can be provided in the client’s first language accompanied by pictures with
consideration of cultural sensitivity as a means of bridging divides of
relatability and comprehension.
A second important issue identified from the interviews was the lack of
utilisation of formal interpreters and translators and the continued use
particularly of children, above all daughters, relatives and friends. This can
result in potential problems regarding the accuracy of translation, issues
relating to privacy and can create increased pressure on family members,
especially daughters. Radermarcher and Feldman (2017:91) maintain
“fundamental to any successful service system is the availability of a pool of
accredited interpreters and translator”. However, a number of challenges
have also been noted with the use of formal interpreters. While an
interpreting service may be appropriate from a purely linguistic perspective,
cultural barriers may still exist, for example in relation to sex (Radermarcher
& Feldman, 2017:90). Further, there can be hesitation on behalf of older
adults of CALD background to enlist the services of a professional
interpreter for privacy and confidentiality issues. Fryer et al. (2013:619)
found in their study of stroke victims navigating healthcare information
during rehabilitation that some participants distrusted the professional
interpreters and one participant was particularly concerned that the
interpreter would share information about their condition to the rest of the
community. This study likewise found that trust was an important element
of the interpreter/client relationship and that children and relatives could
help to bridge this divide. Fryer et al. (2013:620–622) also observed that
informal interpreters are more accessible, can help with even routine matters
and do not cost the client financially. Angelelli (2011:242–243) argues for the
identification and support and of what the author claims are “circumstantial
bilinguals” who are usually the children of adults of CALD background who
act as informal interpreters and translators for much of their lives. Perhaps
a combination of recognition of the importance and relevance of both formal
and informal interpreting and translating services will ensure greater
comfort, accuracy and accessibility for individuals of CALD background to
important material and information.
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Finally, study participants expressed a general feeling of
disenfranchisement and inequality in relation to being able to navigate the
public domain of Australian society, including its institutions, and therefore
in their access to services. This is unsurprising given the importance of
language and communication to agency. Bahadir (2011:265) asserts that:
Language is a powerful weapon which speakers use to exert power,
dominate, appease, and manipulate. (self-) Representation, i.e., speaking for
a community or for oneself, and unification, that is, standing up as a
community, is only possible by means of a common language.

Angelelli (2011:238) further maintains that language rights should be
considered basic human rights because of the vital role that language has in
an individual’s growth and development, and in the generation of feelings
of pride and dignity. In fact, Angelelli (2011:238) asserts that “‘linguicism’
occurs when there are instances of discursive discrimination and
marginalization based on language”. To recognise and dismantle such
linguicism involves a recognition and rejection of a fundamental assumption
that the majority English speaking Anglo-Saxon community’s language,
culture and values are neutral. All other communities, their languages and
cultures are therefore exceptions to the norm. This perspective is then
reflected in language policy and at the micro-level the approach to
translation. Sulaiman (2016) effectively maintains that the quality and
efficacy of translation does not just rest with the individual translator but is
the product of the wider institutions and societies within which it is
produced. Such a holistic approach to translation appears to be a potential
way forward and a manner in which to examine existing practices under a
more critical lens.

Conclusion
This discussion has sought to better understand the experience of Greeceand Cypriot-born post-war migrants in relation to translated material
disseminated through local governments in South Australia. Study
participants were generally active and engaged with their families and
communities, albeit largely within the ambit of ethnic organisations and
churches; they navigated the public domain of the wider society in a basic
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way; and received, and were aware of, a number of supports and services
for older adults. Significantly, overall translated material was deemed to
be too complex and interviewees generally preferred the use of
simpler language. This is most likely a consequence of the lack of
advanced education among this cohort and the limited opportunities
for further education in Greek and English on arrival and during
settlement in Australia. Further, interpreting and translating was
largely done informally, usually by children. Participants appeared
content with this arrangement and the literature suggests that more
could be done in this policy space to bridge the current divide between
formal and informal language services. Finally, wider feelings of
disenfranchisement and discrimination were expressed by a number of
participants in relation to access to and knowledge about services and
consequently the quality of treatment they received. This is an important
finding. It suggests that language policy and guidelines cannot and
should not be divested from the wider social, cultural and political
norms which inform them. Multicultural policies which seek to ensure that
immigrants to Australia are able to participate fully in the life of the
host country and within their own lives must operate within a
policy and legislative paradigm that recognises the complex and
multifaceted nature of settlement and responds with initiatives which are
likewise connected and comprehensive. Importantly, when translation
and interpreting are considered, there must also be an awareness of
the level of proficiency migrants have in their first language.
Limited understanding in this language inevitably dictates the level of
comprehension of the translated text. Such a perspective is not only
necessary when considering language policy, but it must also inform the
approach to education of immigrants on arrival and during settlement in
Australia. A grounding in education and a comprehensive languages
policy would help to ensure the tenets of multiculturalism are
addressed and met and that immigrants to Australia are able to reach
their full potential and fully participate in the life of their host country.
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Appendix A
Interview Questions (Translated here from Greek)
1.
General
How old are you?
When did you come to Australia?
With whom do you live with?
Do you work? If no, when did you stop?
What work did you do?
As an elderly person do you face any problems? If yes, would you be able
to tell us what these are?
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Do you know of the services that provide assistance to elderly people like
yourself?
Do you participate in an elderly (social) group? If yes, could you please
tells us of your experiences there?
What is your day to day life? Do you have friends? How often do you meet
them?
Tells us a bit about your relationship with your family (i.e. children,
relatives)?
What is your literacy knowledge?
What level schooling did you complete in Greece/Cyprus?
What is your knowledge of the English language?
2.
Services — Pamphlets
In which council do you reside?
Have you visited the council for help?
Did you go by yourself?
How did you get there?
If you went there by yourself, did you talk English? If no, was there
someone there to help you with the language?
Did they give you material translated into Greek?
If yes, did you read them? Did you understand them?
If you did not understand them, did you discuss them with someone else
to understand them? With whom?
If you understood them, how did you use them?
3.
General Questions
What is “dementia”? Please describe.
What is a “volunteer”? Please describe.
What is the meaning of “services” to you?
What are the services you can identify regarding aged people?
What is the difference for elderly aged individuals of Greek background
and those of whom are not of Greek background?
What is your understanding of the phrase “positive ageing”?
What does it mean “protection of personal data” and “approach to
personal information”?
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Do you know what Centrelink is? If yes, have you used it before? Do you
know the Centrelink phone number if you need to get in contact with
them?
4.
Governmental Pamphlets
Have you seen this pamphlet before “Aged Care Complaints Investigation
Scheme”? If yes, have you utilised it before?
What do you understand from the title of this pamphlet: “Aged Care
Complaints Investigation Scheme”?
Please read the first paragraph from the pamphlet: “The Aged Care
Complaints Investigation Scheme investigates complaints and problems
concerning the services for the aged people that are financed by the
Government of South Australia including the institutional care and the
community care (care at home).” What did you understand from this and
what did you not understand: a few words or all?
Have you seen this publication “News for Seniors”?
If not, did you know you can receive this publication to your home?
If yes, do you read it? Do you understand it?
Did you read anything on the scams of seniors?
Did you read anything about “Mind your Mind”?
Did you read anything about Grandparent Child Care Benefit scheme?
Did you read anything about travelling abroad?
Did you read anything about university studies in third age?
5.
Council Pamphlets
From the pamphlet “Home and Community Care”:
•
Please read the first paragraph: “The programme Home and
Community Care (HACC) program provides services for residents who are
frail aged, or have a disability, and their carers.”
•
On page 7 reads: “Service quality standards”. What did you
understand from this phrase?
•
On page 9 reads: “Unresolved complaints between two parties can be
appealed by contacting the City of West Torrens’ Community Services
Manager and/or appealing directly to an external complaints body.
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Information on external complaints bodies can be found on page 13 of this
book”. What did you understand from this paragraph?
From the pamphlet “Community Aged Care Packages”:
•
What did you understand from this phrase?
•
What do you understand from the following:
“The Community Aged Care Packages (CACPs) are planned and
coordinated care services that assist older people who would qualify for
low level care in a residential facility but prefer to remain living
independently on their own or with their spouse or family.”
Have you seen this pamphlet before: “Why are we offered a choice of
medicine?”
•
What did you understand from this paragraph:
“Most medicines have two names — the active ingredient name and a
brand name. The active ingredient is the chemical in the medicine that
makes it work. The brand name is the name given to the medicine by its
manufacturer.”
6.
How would you like the pamphlets
How many pamphlets are you receiving in Greek? Do you remember
them?
If you had previously received pamphlets in Greek, were you satisfied
with them?
If not, how would you like them to be written?
Could you mention which ones were most useful for you?
When you have received pamphlets in the past, have you been confused by
the number, variety and information included in them?
Is there any other comment you would like to add about pamphlets?
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Personal Narratives after Stroke:
Stories from Bilingual GreekEnglish Immigrants Living in South
Australia
Maria Kambanaros

Narratives are intricately intertwined with quality of life, culture, and social
participation. This paper reports stories told by bilingual people describing
the events or consequences of a stroke on their lives. Six immigrant
participants (mean age 70 years) who were less than four years post-stroke
spontaneously produced a narrative recounting their personal experience of
having a stroke in their native language (Greek) and in their second language
(English). Stories from the two languages were taken at least ten days apart.
All participants had learned English in early adulthood upon migration from
Greece to Australia, and not through formal teaching but informally, in the
community. This group of immigrants had lived in Australia on average for
46 years. Narratives in the two languages underwent quantitative (length,
number of propositions) and qualitative analyses (ratings of coherence,
ratings of clarity). Most individuals produced coherent “tellable” stories
despite disruptions in language because of stroke-related language deficits or
aphasia. Overall, stories were better told (length, complexity of content,
temporal-causal sequencing, reference) in Greek — their native language. The
results have implications for policy-makers providing health and welfare
services to ageing immigrant populations. The findings are also relevant to
other countries that have large immigrant populations of stroke survivors.

Introduction
In broad terms, narration is the act performed by a speaker when telling a
story of real or fictional events in some type of logical and chronological
order. For the listener, a narrative is understood if the speaker has conveyed
the overall meaning, and the story “makes sense” as a whole (Olness &
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Englebretson, 2011). Measuring narrative abilities offers information
regarding language function at both the level of discourse (macrostructure)
and the sentence and word levels (microstructure). Both macrostructure and
microstructure levels are important for evaluating narrative competence
across the lifespan (Westby & Culatta, 2016). The abilities of a speaker to
narrate a “tellable” story is also influenced by one’s life experiences, world
knowledge and cultural heritage (Bliss & McCabe, 2008; Fivush et al., 2011).
There is extensive evidence that people who have suffered a stroke and
have aphasia experience significant challenges with narration. Aphasia is an
acquired language deficit usually as a result of stroke that affects
comprehension and production of spoken and/or written language. A
hallmark of aphasia is anomia, that is, word-finding problems (Kambanaros,
2008) evident in spontaneous communications (Kambanaros, 2010).
Research studies reporting on the difficulties people with aphasia have
with narration are referenced in three recent reviews addressing the
linguistic level of analysis (Bryant, Ferguson & Spencer, 2016) the current
theoretical and methodological challenges (Linnik Bastiannse & Höhle,
2016) and the quality of discourse information measures used in aphasia
work (Pritchard et al., 2017). On the whole, at the microstructure level,
impaired narrative abilities have been linked to word level deficits (Marini
et al., 2011) and breakdown of sentence structure (Whitworth et al., 2015). In
contrast, at the macrostructure level, people with aphasia tend to produce
coherent narratives regardless of word and surface sentence structure
deficits (Olness & Englebretson, 2011; Olness & Ulatowska, 2011).
Despite a burgeoning literature exploring the discourse abilities of people
with aphasia post-stroke, only a small body of research has focused on
competence in producing personal event narratives. Personal (event)
narratives are stories a person constructs from memory about an
experienced event. In this case, the narrator is familiar with the event(s) and
characters and has easy access to the content and relevant details (Fivush et
al., 2011). Furthermore, during the telling the narrator often uses evaluative
statements and nonverbal expressions that reflect their thoughts and
emotions about the experienced event and what makes the story worth
sharing (Olness & Ulatowska, 2011). Labov and Waletzky (1967) refer to
personal narratives as “the paradigm of human communication”
acknowledging their important status in everyday life. In fact, one would
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struggle to recall a typical day in which a personal story relaying an event is
not shared (Olness & Ulatowska, 2011), whether short (e.g., a few sentences
about what happened at the market) or long (e.g., a significant life-turning
event such as the birth of a baby). It is assumed by the speaker that the hearer
does not know the event(s), subsequently actions are described causally or
are rationally connected (Westby & Culatta, 2016; Fivush et al., 2011).
For the listener, a coherent narrative must include details referring to the
who, what, when, and where, details of the event (Labov, 1972). This is termed
the “referential function” of the narrative. On the other hand, when the
narrator expresses their thoughts, emotions and evaluations about what
happened (Fivush et al., 2011), this refers to the “evaluative function” of the
narrative (Labov, 1972). At a philosophical level, being the narrator of a
personal event presupposes the awareness of oneself as the experiencer of the
event in the past and the rememberer of the event in the present (Westby &
Culatta, 2016:262).
Competence in producing personal narratives is considered important
for a speaker’s social and psychological well-being as it gives them the
opportunity to “make sense” (again) of the experience during the telling
(Corsten et al., 2015). Personal narratives are closely intertwined with
cultural identity (Bliss & McCabe, 2008), and are considered “the point at
which the individual and culture intersect” (Fivush et al., 2011:323).
Generally, in health care settings, personal narratives are considered
clinically important as stories are used to inform practice and build rapport
between the clinician and the patient (Hall & Powell, 2011). Personal event
narratives are also considered ecologically salient tasks since through
everyday experience, contextual details, person revealing characteristics and
information about feelings and meanings are shared (Hall & Powell, 2011;
Olness & Ulatowska, 2017).
In this work, personal event narratives were elicited by probing from long
term memory the experience of having a stroke. Usually, stroke symptoms
come on very suddenly, leaving the survivor awestricken wondering where
“it” (the stroke) came from (Othenin-Girard, 2015). There is no doubt that
the experience of stroke is a life-changing event, and uniquely experienced
by each survivor. Stroke narratives have been shown to be important tools
for reflecting on, understanding and sharing the experience and in particular
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for working through identity (re)negotiation (Corsten et al., 2015; Armstrong
& Ulatowska, 2007) after the stroke event.
However, there is no research exploring stroke narratives in the two
languages of bilingual people with aphasia. This is remarkable given the
large numbers of bilingual and/or multilingual speakers worldwide with
aphasia, and the considerable literature on assessment and treatment
considerations relevant to this population (see Goral & Connor, 2013).

Background to the study
The focus of the present study is on bilingual immigrants with aphasia, a
vulnerable social group whose L1 or mother tongue is a heritage language
in the country of residence. All participating bilingual people with aphasia
resided in Australia and were non-native speakers of English who produced
stroke stories in their native language Greek (L1) and their second language
English (L2).
The personal stroke stories recounted by the bilingual individuals with
aphasia were analysed at the microstructure level (for length and
propositions) and for macrostructure (coherence, clarity, preservation of
temporal causal relations, breakdowns in reference). Finally, given the
suggestion by Schroeder and Marian (2014:115) that “the linguistic structure
and cultural associations of the particular language a bilingual is using
determine what is encoded during an event and how memories are
reported”, prompted the comparison of the bilingual stroke narratives for
semantic content, mainly if more memories (information) was accessed and
encoded in the native heritage language, Greek, compared to the less
proficient L2, English.

Research questions
The aim is to exclusively examine bilingual stroke narratives for their
referential language (i.e., clear statement of events), and how language is
used to highlight important information in each language (L1 and L2) based
upon the work of Olness and Ulatowska (2011).
The research questions to be addressed are three-fold. Do bilingual
immigrants with stroke-related aphasia:
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1.
produce coherent and clear narratives in both L1 (Greek) and
L2 (English)?
2.
show similar/different use of story elements (e.g., temporalcausal structure, reference and code switching) in L1 (Greek)
vs. L2 (English)?
3.
narrate more information (events) in a more proficient L1
(Greek) vs. a weaker L2 (English)?

Method
Participants
The stroke narratives from six bilingual Greek–English speaking individuals
with fluent, anomic aphasia (four males and two females, aged between 60
and 74 years) were used in the study. Demographic information is reported
in Table 1.
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All participants had sustained a stroke(s) in the left hemisphere of the
brain. There was no history of neurological disease or past brain injury,
present and/or past mental illness including depression and history of
alcohol or substance abuse. No participant had hearing or visual deficits,
and all were right-handed (self-report). All participants had been living with
chronic aphasia for more than a year (range one–seven years).
All bilingual people with aphasia were volunteers and had given written
consent in accordance with the Flinders Clinical Research Ethics Committee
(FCREC), of the Flinders Medical Centre, Adelaide, South Australia. The
current study protocol was approved by the author’s institute committee on
human research.

Demographic information
A comprehensive case history and a self-rating scale were administered by the
author1 to confirm bilingual status from each participant in the language of
their choice at the time of data collection. The information from the selfrating scale is reported in Table 2.

The information in the case history covered broad areas such as
demographic information, family history, language history, language use
and current communication needs. Major emphasis was given to the topic
of language use that included specific questions related to with whom and

1

The author is a certified bilingual English–Greek speech pathologist with 30 years of clinical
experience.

265

PERSONAL NARRATIVE AFTER STROKE: STORIES FROM BILINGUAL GREEK-ENGLISH
IMMIGRANTS LIVING IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA

what situations participants spoke Greek and/or English.
All participants were born in Greece and had been living in Australia on
average for 46 years (range 37–53 years). They had all acquired English as a
second language after puberty or in early adulthood (range 14–29 years of
age) upon migration to Australia. All participants had attended schooling in
Greece (range 3–11 years), revealing limited education not exceeding senior
high school. No individual was educated in Australia, showing that English
was learnt informally. All had premorbid employment skills that did not
require exceptionally high cognitive and linguistic skills (e.g., factory
worker, taxi driver, waiter), and all enjoyed listening to stories but also
telling stories to family and friends in Greek and English.
All bilingual people with aphasia were married and lived at home with
their spouse. All but one (TK) were married to a Greek, born in Greece. The
Greek language was predominantly used in the home and with immediate
family (but not with grandchildren) and at cultural events or religious
settings. English was predominantly used in daily activities outside the
home such as shopping, car and home maintenance, banking, medical and
health issues, talking with grandchildren and neighbors etc.
All participants considered themselves fluent speakers of English as it
was used on a daily basis. Overall, both Greek and English were used on a
regular basis in their daily lives. Language proficiency was assessed
indirectly by means of a self-report in response to a self-rating language scale
used in previous research by the author (Kambanaros & van Steenbrugge,
2006). Each participant was requested to rate their proficiency using a fivepoint scale of poor, fair, good, very good to excellent in the following
modalities: understanding; communicating/speaking; reading; writing. The
case history and self-rating scales were necessary to determine whether the
bilingual people with aphasia were fluent bilinguals pre-and post-stroke,
that is, were speaking both languages on a regular basis. A family informant
was asked to verify subjects’ language abilities for both languages prior to
the stroke also.
In sum, all bilingual people with aphasia in the current study had a fluent
aphasia based on clinical assessment using standardised language
assessments in English and Greek that could be best characterised as anomia
ranging from mild to moderate in both languages.
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Elicitation of stroke narratives
Participants were asked to tell the story of their stroke in Greek and English
at least ten days apart by the author using the prompts “Tell me about your
stroke. What happened?”, “Take your time” and “Try to remember as much
as you can” for both languages. The languages were counterbalanced
between participants (i.e., three participants told their stroke story first in
Greek and later in English and the remaining three participants did the
reverse). Stroke narratives were elicited in the home in each case using a
“willing listener” approach wherein participants produced their stories
spontaneously with minimal interruption by the clinician. Responses were
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Analyses for length, content and structure
Stroke narrative transcripts were analysed for length, content and structure
in each language as well as on all qualitative measures reported below by
three independent evaluators who were native speakers of Greek and
English, respectively, and had some formal linguistic training. Data were
analysed descriptively, without any statistical analyses strictly following the
published procedure outlined by Ulatowska and colleagues (Ulatowska et
al., 2013).
Qualitative analyses were used to determine the level of coherence and
clarity using a 3-point scale for each. Analysis of coherence (coherent,
somewhat coherent, not coherent) and clarity (clear, somewhat clear, not clear) for
each stroke narrative was subjectively based in L1 (Greek) and L2 (English).
To classify as coherent the overall semantic meaning and “wholeness” of the
narrative had to be preserved for the listener to make sense of the narrative.
In contrast, stroke narratives were classified “not coherent” when the
narrative did not make sense to the listener, particularly in cases where the
speaker had difficulties with referential aspects of the narration and
temporal-causal organisation. Similarly, a stroke narrative was “clear” when
overall meaning of the stroke story was intact. Stroke narratives that were
vague or off topic were rated as “not clear”. Furthermore, a 3-point scale was
developed to describe preservation of temporal causal relations (preserved,
somewhat preserved, not preserved) and a 4-point scale (none, mild, moderate,
severe) for the number of disruptions of reference. Also, given that stroke
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samples were produced in the two languages and that both languages are
activated during language processing (Schroeder & Marian, 2014) a codeswitching category was introduced to quantify instances of code-switching
(either from L1 to L2 or vice versa) using a 4-point range (none, low, mid,
high). In addition, a 4-point content rating scale was developed to evaluate
the similarity of information reported in L1 vs. L2 stroke narratives (identical
content, very similar content, somewhat similar content, not similar content).
Finally, Greek (L1) narratives were compared to English (L2) narratives to
determine where significant differences in event recall occurred across the
languages.

Reliability
Three independent evaluators for each language, native speakers of either
Greek or English, rated the narratives for length, content and structure (see
above). Point-by-point interrater reliability ranged from 89% to 94% across
areas reported above. These were independent judgements that were
compared. In the case of disagreement, consensus was reached after
discussion or decided upon by the author.

Results
Narrative competence of bilingual people with aphasia was evaluated based
on personal stroke stories told in L1 (Greek) and L2 (English). Overall,
bilingual people with aphasia produced a sufficient amount of language as
measured by the number of propositions in the stroke narratives for each
language. Propositions were calculated as a semantic unit consisting of a
main predicate with its argument (Olness, Matteson & Stewart, 2010). Stroke
narratives in Greek (L1) had a mean of 35.3 propositions (range 25–47) and
in English (L2) a mean of 28 propositions (range 10–51). Results of a
Wilcoxon test of dependent samples revealed non-significant differences
between L1 and L2 narratives for length (z=.943, p=0.35). Generally
speaking, bilingual people with aphasia produced longer stroke narratives
in their native language, with the exception of one participant (JY) who
produced a longer narrative in English (L2: 51 propositions) vs. Greek (L1:
30 propositions). By and large, there was a wide range in the number of
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propositions produced in Greek and English stroke narratives with evidence
for both long and short stories.
Furthermore, ratings of coherence, clarity, preservation of temporal
causal relations, breakdowns in reference and instances of code-switching
are reported in Table 3. Finally, the content of the two stroke narratives
produced by each participant was evaluated for similarity of events told and
any additional meaningful information reported in Greek but not English
was recorded (see Table 4).
All results are reported in detail below.

Overall coherence and clarity
Stroke narratives were rated as coherent and somewhat coherent in L1
(Greek) and L2 (English). There were no narratives assessed as being
noncoherent for either language. At the individual level, two participants
(NL and DK) produced coherent stroke narratives in both languages, two (JI
and MM) produced coherent stroke narratives in L1 (Greek) and somewhat
coherent in L2 (English) and two (TK and JY) produced somewhat coherent
narratives in both languages. Similarly, for clarity, narratives were evaluated
as clear and somewhat clear in Greek and English with no evidence of an
unclear narrative in either language. The same pattern as reported above at
the individual level for coherence was evident for clarity. Individual results
are reported in Table 3.
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Preservation of temporal-causal relations
Basic narrative structure (temporal-causal organisation, a setting, the stroke
event and a resolution(s) (Labov, 1972) was evident in all stroke narratives
for both languages. Temporal-causal relations were well-preserved in stroke
narratives (see Table 3) for both L1 (Greek) and L2 (English). The majority of
the bilingual people with aphasia (4/6) demonstrated correct logical and
chronological sequencing of events in Greek and English. In contrast, one
individual (JY) showed somewhat preserved temporal causal sequences in
L1 (Greek) and L2 (English). Finally, one individual (TK) showed a mixed
pattern: preserved temporal-causal relations in L1 (Greek) but somewhat
preserved in L2 (English).
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Breakdown in reference
Reference which was evaluated by the degree of disruptions or breakdown
in reference (see Table 3), and only one participant (DK) showed preserved
reference in both Greek and English stroke narratives whereas two
participants (TK and JY) demonstrated a moderate breakdown in both
languages. The remaining participants (NL, JI and MM) had a mixed pattern:
preserved reference for L1 (Greek) and a mild breakdown of reference in L2
(English).

Code switching
A code-switching category was added to the descriptive analyses of the
stroke narratives given the bilingual background of the participants with
aphasia. The individual patterns (see Table 3) were as follows: one
participant (JY) showed no code-switching behaviour for either language;
one participant (TK) showed extensive code-switching in both languages,
that is, using English words and phrases when narrating his stroke story in
Greek and vice versa; one participant (DK) showed extensive code switching
in Greek but no evidence in English; and the remaining three participants
(NL, JI and MM) showed mild code-switching to English in the Greek
narrative but no code switching in the English narrative to Greek. Overall,
code-switching was more prominent for bilingual people with aphasia when
narrating in their native language, Greek, versus their L2, English.
The example below is from participant DK’s L1 (Greek) narrative
describing her adult children’s visit to see her in hospital after her stroke.
DK’s Greek stroke story was rated as demonstrating a high amount of codeswitching as there were greater than ten instances of code-switching to
English in the Greek story. The translation follows in the parenthesis:
Το first time δεν ήρθα εδώ. Τα παιδιά μου ήταν όλα εκεί και κάνανε worry.
Έγινε mistake … wrong . Εγώ δεν το ξέρω τα παιδιά μου το λένε τώρα..με
λένε mummy hard me to say because you have a little bit … you lost it.
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[I did not come here the first time. All my children were there, and they were
worrying. There was a mistake … wrong. I do not know but my children tell
me now … ]

In the case of DK but also all other participants, the code-switching
behaviour observed in the context of aphasia was not pathological but
typical of the linguistic and cultural group the bilingual people with aphasia
are members of.

Content of bilingual stroke narratives
The similarity in content of bilingual stroke narratives in Greek (L1) and
English (L2) are reported in Table 4.
Table 4: Rated similarity in content between L1 (Greek) and L2 (English)
stroke narratives, and additional relevant information or events provided
exclusively in L1 (Greek) and not in L2 (English)
Content rating

Additional information provided
in L1

# of events

Participant
NL

2

3

DK

3

-Described physical symptoms
related to stroke experienced in
church (throat, arm, tremor)
-Reported drinking water after the
symptoms
-Told his wife he was not feeling
well
Described waking up husband
-Referred to tablets she was on
-Reported carrying medication
with her in ambulance
-Described the weather (It was
raining)
-Reported where she waited for
the ambulance (on her house
veranda)
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5

TK

2

JI

3

JY
MM

3
2

-Reported that his wife had rung
him during his stroke episode
-Described the MRI procedure
-Described heart examination
-None
-Reported on the number of
strokes she had suffered so far
-Told her husband she was not
feeling well
-Described not being able to move
her arm
-Reported on the length of stay in
hospital (3 weeks) + name of
hospital
-Reported on the length of stay in
rehab (3 weeks) + name of rehab
centre
-Described her current symptoms
(3 fingers being numb)
-Commented on the outcome of
physio
treatment
(no
change/difference)
-Reported on the number of heart
attacks (4) she had previously
suffered

1
2
0
8

Mean
2.5
bilingual content rating of stroke narrative = 4-point scale (4=identical in L1 & L2;
3=very similar in L1 & L2; 2=somewhat similar in L1 & L2; 1=not similar in L1 &
L2); #=number of additional information.

Overall, narratives in the two languages were evaluated in the range of
“somewhat similar” to “very similar”, but most bilingual people with
aphasia (5/6) provided additional information in L1 (Greek) (ranging from
1–8 events) not reported in L2 (English). The additional information
reported covered the following areas (i) stroke-related information (e.g.,
physical symptoms, medical procedures); (ii) health-related issues (e.g.,
medication); and (iii) other (e.g., the weather at the time).
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Discussion
The narratives of bilingual immigrants with aphasia were evaluated for
global coherence, clarity, temporal-causal sequencing, and referential
language in both their native language Greek (L1) and their second language
English (L2) based upon work pioneered by Ulatowska and colleagues
(Olness & Ulatowska, 2011, 2017; Armstrong & Ulatowska, 2007; Ulatowska
et al., 2011; Ulatowska et al., 2013) for monolingual speakers of English with
aphasia. In addition, a code-switching category was incorporated in the
narrative analyses given the bilingual status and cultural identity of both the
people with aphasia and the clinician (author) collecting the stories (Fivush
et al., 2011; Schroeder & Marian, 2014). Also, the series of events reported by
bilingual people with aphasia in their stroke narratives for each language
were evaluated for similarity (or not) of semantic content, and any
additional meaningful events reported in the native language (L1: Greek)
but not L2 (English) were recorded. It is important to note that Greek was
better preserved in all cases after stroke and was considered by most
participants their dominant language.
This is the first research on narrative competence in bilingual aphasia,
with a particular focus on immigrants who reside in a country where their
mother tongue or native language has the status of a heritage language, and
access to health services after stroke requires proficiency in the English
language.
On the whole, stroke narratives in both the languages of bilingual people
with aphasia had a sufficient amount of language to make the story
“tellable” to the listener. Some bilingual people with aphasia produced long
narratives while others produced shorter stories. For the majority of
bilingual people with aphasia (4/6), longer stroke stories were produced in
the native language, Greek compared to English, but the opposite was also
observed for one individual. This finding of individual differences in
amount of language produced is in line with what is reported on the wide
range in length of stroke narratives produced by monolingual people with
aphasia (Ulatowska et al., 2013).
With regards to the first research question concerning coherence and
clarity, this group of bilingual immigrants, with mild to moderate anomic
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aphasia, produced coherent and clear narratives in both their native
language (Greek) and their second language (English) despite disruptions
brought about by word-retrieval deficits typical of anomia. In general, stroke
narratives were more coherent and clearer in Greek compared to English,
but this finding was not unexpected, since the Greek language was better
preserved for most participants several years after stroke and is currently
considered their dominant language despite residing in Australia and living
in an English-dominant society. The finding that bilingual people with
aphasia show no major difficulties producing coherent narratives in both
their L1 (Greek) and L2 (English) is line with what has been consistently
reported by Ulatowska and colleagues for monolingual English speakers
with mild–moderate aphasia.
The results of the second research question on the use of story elements
in L1 and L2, are discussed below in relation to: (i) the use of temporal-causal
sequences; (ii) the degree of disruptions in the use of reference; and (iii) code
switching behaviours demonstrated by bilingual people with aphasia when
narrating their stroke story.
All bilingual people with aphasia in this study demonstrated narrative
competence in L1 and L2 because of preserved temporal-causal structure of
the stroke stories (logical beginning, middle, and end) that fostered overall
coherence. There were no differences between Greek and English for the use
of temporal causal sequences, revealing that this non-language specific
element was preserved in both languages of bilingual people with aphasia
after stroke. Reference (specific characters and their activities) was
preserved in the majority of stroke narratives in L1 but in only one narrative
in L2. Half of the participants demonstrated a mild breakdown in reference
in L2 narratives, while two participants demonstrated a moderate
breakdown in reference for both languages. Breakdown in reference was
most obvious when more than two characters were mentioned or
information unrelated to the stroke story (e.g., refurbishing a house by TK)
dominated the narrative. It is well-established from the monolingual aphasia
literature that most people with aphasia have difficulties with reference
when producing narratives (Olness & Ulatowska, 2017). The findings
regarding reference in this study suggest first, that referential language can
be an area of difficulty for bilingual people with aphasia particularly in their
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less-dominant or less-proficient language and second, if a breakdown in
reference is moderate (or worse) in one language, then in all likelihood
difficulties with reference will be present in the other language(s) as well.
Code-switching was evident predominately in L1 stroke narratives where
bilingual people with aphasia codeswitched to English phrases and single
words. Code-switching in this case could be considered an additive strategy
to develop a colourful story structure. It also permits alleviation of the word
finding deficit if the speaker can find the word/expression in the other
language. However, it presupposes that the listener is from the same
language background and cultural group. Code-switching is typical
behaviour for the bilingual Greek community residing in Australia,
particularly among Greek immigrants and their families (Tamis, 2009). In
reality, code-switched story telling may be a practical way to enhance
narrative skills for bilingual speakers with aphasia, but this needs to be
explored further using hypothesis-driven research.
Finally, in relation to the third research question, as demonstrated by the
participants in this study, bilingual individuals may produce additional
information regarding their stroke experience, health needs and the impact
of aphasia on interpersonal communication in their native (dominant)
language than in their second language. This finding has serious
implications for societies with large bi-/multilingual immigrant populations
who need to access health services in a non-dominant language. This is an
area that needs to be seriously explored further in light of the associations
between bilingualism, ageing, neurological disease and healthcare.

Conclusion
This preliminary exploration revealed that bilingual immigrants with
chronic aphasia residing in a country where their native language is a
heritage language can produce coherent narratives in their native and
second language. However, it is very important that bilingual individuals
after stroke are given the opportunity to tell their stroke story in both their
languages. Policy-makers must be mindful of the needs of bilingual
immigrants with stroke disabilities who are not dominant speakers of the
host language and require access to health and social services.
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Greek-Australian Women’s Love
Poetry: of Terrain and Transnationalism
Konstandina Dounis

This paper seeks to showcase the various facets of love, romantic and
otherwise, explored by Greek-Australian women writers in their poetry and
prose. It reinforces the paramount significance of contextuality in relation to
women’s experiences if verbal privilege is, indeed, going to have the effect of
breaking through community-engendered silences. To that end, being
cognizant of the socio-historical context of these poems, particularly those of
first-generation women writers of the 1950s, 60s and 70s, gives to these works
a certain resonant depth, thus saving them from the charge of being merely
facile fancies. Further, this paper seeks to demonstrate that those writings
emanating from their second-generation daughters reflect persistent
intersections with a keenly experienced transnationalism, the traversing of
terrain, in all its tangible and intangible complexity, a central feature
throughout.

Various facets of love, romantic and otherwise, have been explored by
Greek-Australian women writers in their poetry and prose. This thematic
focus — particularly when embraced by first-generation writers —
inevitably initiates various levels of surprise in the Greek-Australian
community. Its systemic patriarchy, carried through successive generations
by the currents of diaspora, ensures that first-generation Greek-Australian
women writers, and even their second-generation daughters, have been
viewed through a prism of unstinting conservatism, their image confined to
that rarefied, essentially asexual, domain of “devoted wife and mother” and
“good Greek daughter”.
Apart from establishing that Greek-Australian women writers actually
do engage in the writing of love poems, this paper also seeks to demonstrate
that Greek-Australian women writers’ portrayal of “love” in their poetry
and prose reflects persistent intersections with a keenly experienced
280

KONSTANDINA DOUNIS

transnationalism, the traversing of terrain, in all its tangible and intangible
complexity, being a central feature. This experience of transnationalism as it
pertains to their romantic relationships conjoins first-, second- and thirdgeneration women alike who are connected through this millennium’s
globalisation.
There is another consideration predicated on any consideration of the
literature discussed here. For elucidation, I turn to the clarity and conviction
of Adrienne Rich. The following poem is from the series entitled, “North
American Time”. It reinforces the significance of contextuality in relation to
women’s experiences if verbal privilege is ever going to break through the
silence:
Suppose you want to write
of a woman braiding
another woman’s hair —
straight down, or with beads and shells
in three-strand plaits or corn rows —
you had better know the thickness
the length the pattern
why she decides to braid her hair
how it is done to her
what country it happens in
what else happens in that country
You have to know these things. (Rich, 2002:199)

Rich stipulates that the minutiae of this particular preoccupation must be
researched and comprehended as a matter of urgency — “you have to know
these things”. The direct addressing of the reader underscores the
imperative endemic to the undertaking. Contexts, whether physical,
political, social or cultural, must be given their due weight — “how it is done
to her/what country it happens in”.

You have to know these things
Being cognizant of the socio-historical context of Greek-Australian women’s
love poems, particularly those of first-generation writers of the 1950s, 60s
and 70s, gives to these works a certain resonant depth, thus saving them
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from the charge of being merely facile fancies. A characteristic case in point
is the following early poem by Ekaterini Mpaloukas:
Outside your house you sit and sew
while I pass by forlorn
why don’t you turn to look at me
my love for you I’ve sworn.
You don’t turn round, you just don’t care
you don’t see me at all
steel bars could bend before you deign
to look beyond your wall.
Give me your hand, your lovely hand
so soft and oh so white
and comfort this poor heart of mine
that loves you with all its might.
I throw a daisy up to you
its petals, golden charms,
and if you love me as I love you
come fall into my arms.1

A lyrical piece in both the Greek version and the English translation, it
has been set to music and echoes the techniques of Greek folksong.2 It
appears to be a simple poem about unrequited love; however, a
consideration of its historical and cultural contexts yields nuances which,
while imperceptible upon first reading, emerge later. Rich’s assertions that
we must know what things happen to women and where these things happen
take an interesting turn here. Given the biographical details of the vast
majority of first-generation women writers, it is safe to assume that the
setting here is a village in Greece. The timeframe is more than likely during
the 1950s, the post-war period which allowed a certain freedom of
movement unencumbered by the fear of curfews and enemy reprisals; at
Ekaterini Mpaloukas, “On the Balcony”(Trans. K. Dounis), A Woman from Piera in Melbourne,
1992:52; (Greek: Μια Πιερίδα στο Νότο).
2 This poem has been set to music by Greek-Australian academic and composer, Pavlos
Andronikos (2010) and included on the CD, In a Strange Land (Melbourne: P. Andronikos &
S. Adam, song 1).
1
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least, for the men. The ingrained patriarchy ensured that the women’s lot
was just as oppressive, and one oppressor was transposed by another. The
speaker is a male — obvious in the Greek version — because a woman
externalising such desires back then would have been considered to be
transgressing the pervading moral code.
Here we have a woman writer portraying a lovelorn male passing by a
home where the object of his desire sits sewing behind a stone wall, refusing
to succumb to the flirtatious advances of her admirer. The very fact that the
young woman is portrayed as perennially sewing is a reflection of the
desperate economic need of the times. She is more than likely “sewing to
educate brothers younger than her”, to quote a line from another poem. The
licence that such intertextual mirroring affords, gives credence to this as a
possible scenario.3 To sustain this speculative interpretation to its possible
conclusion in the socio-historical framework of the time, if the young woman
did, in fact, “fall into his arms”, her poor economic status would no doubt
impede any possibility of marriage. This would occur unless the male in
question displayed uncharacteristic valour and was prepared to relocate
both himself and the object of his desire far away from the suffocating Greek
village terrain as existed up until the 1960s.4
Many years later, Litsa Nicolopoulou-Gogas, in prose poem form,
recollects a youthful romantic encounter. Buoyed by the distance of time and
physical landscape, she recounts the consummation of that desire. The
bitter-sweet sadness of the final declaration leaves no doubt that the union
was short lived. Had the man been depicted as being of questionable
character, the memory of their fleeting union would not have remained as a
“sacred charm” in the woman’s heart. Given the war, poverty and the dowry
system, the separation was likely to have been engendered from “without”
rather than from “within”:
The young woman is uneasy, waiting for her lover.
At dusk she is jolted by the sound of his footsteps.
Nervous, she nears the door and opens it, welcomes him inside,
eager to sense the freshness, the joy of Spring.
3
4

Konstandina Dounis, “For my Mother”, 2009:58.
From what I have been told by my parents and the select others in my acquaintance who
married for love, Greece’s large urban centres – such as Athens and Thessaloniki, for
example – provided some possibility for refuge. But, more often than not, it was the
possibility for freedom inherent in transnational crossings that loomed as the only viable
solution. See Dounis, 2009:10–11.
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The young man enters and gives her love’s first kiss
and she feels the beginning and the end intermingle as one
her heart takes flight and everything inside her dances.
That first kiss has ever-remained a sacred charm within her.5

Once “we know these things”, these seemingly simple poems transform
into a collective document of Greek village women’s oppression. They go
some way to explain the thousands of young Greek women packed off to
traverse the seas alone, headed for marriage with a man they had never met
but whose desperate loneliness in the foreign land and desire for a wife
meant he waved his customary right to demand a dowry. If post-war
transnational movements enhanced the cultural transplantation at the heart
of diaspora currents from one generation to the next, they also ensured that
the seeds were sewn for the deviation from traditional cultural mores. Stuart
Hall describes these diasporic identities as “not grounded in the
archaeology, but in the re-telling of the past”,6 and qualifies this remark:
The diaspora experience as I intend it here is defined, not by essence or purity,
but by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity…diaspora
identities are those which are constantly producing and reproducing
themselves anew, through transformation and difference. (Hall, 1999:235)

Consider Dina Amanatides’ poem, “To Love”, dedicated to her husband,
Kyriakos Amanatides:
You came
and Spring smiled warmly.
You spoke
and the dew kissed a flower.
You laughed
and the music became a magical symphony.
5

6

Litsa Nikolopoulou-Gogas, “Eros”, (Trans. K. Dounis), Images of Life, 2004:28; (Greek:
Ζωγραφιές Ζωής).
Stuart Hall, 1999:224. For further elaboration around this notion of: “fluidity of constructed
styles and identities”, see Steven Vertovec & Robin Cohen, 1999: Introduction; :xix–xx. For
a more specific focus on the post-war Greek-Australian community, see Nicholas
Doumanis, 1999:78–79.
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You passed by
and our Silence drowned out other voices.
And what if you hadn’t come?
If you hadn’t come
we would have never seen the Spring.
We would have never felt the dew.
We would have never understood the music.
We would have never known Silence’s secrets.
You came … and we lived. (Amanatides, 2011: 42)

Amanatides was born and raised in the Greek township of Meligala, an
area that suffered carnage of epic proportions during World War II and the
Greek Civil War. Barely had these two tragic events ended when she lost her
beloved mother, followed by her father’s passing shortly after. The dearth of
any sort of possibility for future aspirations being realised in her homeland
resulted in her migration to Australia to join her brother, who had migrated
several years before. Arduous manual labour in numerous factories ensued,
the only respite from the bleakness of her daily routine being the poems
which she occasionally sent to the Greek-Australian newspapers in
circulation during the 1950s.7
Through these sporadic publications she came to the attention of her
future husband. Their love of words formed the basis of an unbreakable
bond that has lasted until the present day.8 After a life of relentless hardship
and intermittent horror, this union saw her embark on a married life filled
with support and encouragement for her literary endeavours. No wonder
she writes of her husband in words that radiate an affirmation of life, with
verses that reflect the joy of creation in all its manifestation. In this context,
the final declaration — “you came and we lived” — is no exaggerated
romanticism. On the contrary, the writer acknowledges her emergence from

See Helen Nickas, “Interview with Dina Amanatides”, Migrant Daughters, 1992:192–193. For a
more detailed delineation of these publications in community newspapers in the 1950s, see
Kanarakis 1987: 229.
8 See Konstandina Dounis, “Introduction”, in Dina Amanatides’, Dreams of Clay. Drops of Dew,
2010:15–31.
7
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the shroud of death in her homeland, to the joy of life’s possibilities in her
new, adopted country.

Eros and place
A few first-generation women writers have engaged with love poetry that is
erotically charged, and their passion is reflected in metaphors of urgency,
radiating colour and texture. Each poem reflects the territory that the writer
navigated in their migration. Unsurprisingly, Vasso Kalamaras, who settled
for two decades in the rural isolation of Manjimup in Western Australia, 9
produces verses whose power emanates from the beauty of nature:
So this simple cord that binds
your body
from the hip to the very armpit,
lightly kisses the nipple of the breast,
the sensual branch,
binding my passion to you
like tendrils round a thorn bush
new shoots of love
the miracle of your kiss.10

In contrast, Antigone Kefala’s piece touches on themes pertaining to the
diasporic experience in the early years of non-English speakers’ migration,
inevitably entailing difficulties in communication, stark feelings of
alienation and debilitating “bending over silences”. The metaphor of
“unwanted luggage” rounds off Kefala’s meditation:
I think of nothing but you.
I re-invent obsessively
your presence, day by day.
I see nothing but you,
your lips constantly moving
without sound,
I bend over the silence
To get a sense of Kalamaras’ affinity with the Australian rural landscape see, Helen Nickas,
“Interview with Vasso Kalamaras”, Migrant Daughters, 1992:204–224.
10 Vasso Kalamaras, “Loving”, Landscape and Soul, 1980:41.
9
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trying to grasp
the secret resonance.
I wait at the window
the night
still with moonlight.
Why have you left me
this unwanted luggage?11

Tina Giannoukos’ “Sonnet XIII” contains the essence of a love affair
informed by trajectories of difference, the nature of which is further
highlighted against the backdrop of the all-encompassing inclusivity
suggested by the terse summation of: all lovers are linked. The ensuing
positioning of the word “liturgy” is interesting because it entails a further
“referentiality” enhanced through the prism of the poet’s particular
linguistic and cultural background. That is, this word can be perceived
within the formulary of Christian religious worship; however, it is also a
Greek word meaning “the usual manner in which certain things function”.
These superimposed shades of meaning give a further complexity to this
love, the permeable parameters of which allow transgression, the cited
violation coming in the form of linguistic disharmony. The disengagement
between the lovers is rendered complete with the powerful image “in
dialogue, we discover the monologue”, and is finally rounded off with a
plaintive musical echo from long ago, underscoring the pain of love’s loss
from time immemorial:
All loves are linked. The liturgy of this affair,
heretical, permits violation. In dialogue,
we discover the monologue. My words
slip between idioms. I am in drag.
The monasticism of your love whets
the tongue, and a startling excessiveness
emerges. You are right to limit
the alphabet of my love. The vowels
of moaning proliferate. Polyphony
disturbs your spare musicality. Bare
is the sound of your pain. No one

11

Antigone Kefala, “Letter”, Absence, 1992:130.
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can play this harmony of silence and
complaint. My favourite instrument,
right now, is the lyre of lament.12

Numerous first-generation writers, particularly those venturing into
prose in their later years, explore the possibilities of romantic love among
men and women in their age group. In Dionysia Mousoura-Tsoukala’s “The
Haunted Bridge” the widow at the centre of her short story finds love again
while tending to her husband’s grave in the Greek section of the cemetery.
What started as a friendly exchange through a shared sense of grief develops
into deep affection and — with their children’s blessing — Vasoula and the
widower, Nicola, decide to marry. Photos of their respective late spouses
grace the walls of their shared home, and they both agree that that should
be buried with them when the time comes, but their union has given them
much joy and blessed relief from the spectre of loneliness in their twilight
years. What makes an impression on the narrator is that Vasoula looks years
younger than when she first met her a few years ago. She has the look of a
woman who has finally — in old age and at the opposite end of the earth to
the village she was born in — has been able to determine her own fate and
marry a man of her choosing (Mousoura-Tsoukala, 2005:204–205).
If love of family features, so too does the love of friends. The following
poem by Yota Krili reflects the power of friendship to elevate a mood. The
cultural metaphor is shared in the reading of poetry in the mother tongue:
You came tonight, unexpected
without knowing
that it was my birthday.
You read the poems of Nasos
and the sorrow that was clotting
inside me, melted.
Your talk tonight, a lullaby
in my silent suffering
and your presence like an angel’s
in my numbed life.13

12
13

Tina Giannoukos, “Sonnet XIII”, Southern Sun, Aegean Light, 2011:139.
Yota Krili, “Visitor”, Triptych, 2003:46.
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However, in the case of Greek immigrants who ventured to these shores
in the hundreds of thousands in the 1950s and 60s, friends assumed a crucial
role. Most people, at least initially, came here alone — with neither spouse,
nor parents or siblings.14 They were alone in a strange land, without access
to the dominant language and with meagre access to their loved ones back
in their homeland. Friends became their family in the Antipodes, so much
so that their children called every adult either “aunty” or “uncle”
irrespective of actual blood ties.15 Because grandparents were absent from
the post-war migratory years in the diaspora, extended family expanded
laterally rather than vertically.

Complex landscapes
Second- and third-generation Greek-Australian women writers have
produced a large body of love poems, their increasingly obvious ease in
expressing their passion for the object of their desire an example of their ease
in diaspora’s generational journey. The poems are generally in English, and
the writers’ facility in this linguistic landscape reflects their intimate
situation in the physical landscape. Melissa Petrakis’ poem “I Have Loved
Him” is as much about her love affair with her partner as it is about her
affection for the city of Melbourne, so lovingly is it described.16
Helena Spyrou’s “Looking to Catch the Air” is a poem of successive
images, rendered through the prism of memory, that centre on a love lost
and re-sought with feverish intensity. The colours and sounds of the city,
infused with the haste of the teeming throng of commuters, form a sort of
blurred backdrop to the single-minded purpose distilled in this desire to
reconnect with the “distanced lover”. The references to “trains, blinds and
red towers” convey a strong sense of Melbourne’s inner suburbs, and the

See Anastasios Myrodis Tamis, 2005:59–66; G. Georgiou-Yiannis, 2015:25–32. For individual
testimonies, see Vivienne Morris, 2010.
15 There was a funny scene, the humour of which was based on the misconceptions that this
ritual of so naming gives rise to, in Tes Lyssiotis’ play, “I’ll Go to Australia and Wear a Hat”.
This, as yet unpublished play was first performed at La Mama Theatre, Melbourne, 19 May–
5 June 1982.
16 Melissa Petrakis, “I have Loved Him”, Southern Sun, Aegean Light, 2011:141.
14
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successive images are vivid and textured through the familiarity that one’s
place of birth renders possible.17
Second- and third-generation daughters have written many poems that
are erotically charged. Salome Argyropoulos captures the joyousness of a
sexual encounter in the following poem. The “fire of the gods” at the end is
a sort of oblique nod to her pagan ancestors, although it leaves no doubt that
their patriarchal constrictions have been abandoned for the exhilaration of
this physical union:
Touch me with your soft hands
silently beckoning me
for a taste of that sweet smelling love
like thick nectar.
Tell me boldly with a flash of your eyes
not to go
and I will gladly stay
to anoint your beautiful body
with a love eternal like the fire of the gods.18

As the title Love and Fuck Poems suggests, Koraly Dimitriadis’ collection is
composed of a series of provocative and graphic love poems. They explore
the breakdown of the writer’s marriage, the utter disappointment of her
parents at her perceived failure to hold her marriage together for the sake of
diasporic community honour, and her subsequent euphoria at being free, at
last, to live her life as she wishes. Her sexual liaisons — alternately fulfilling
and disastrous — are nonetheless on her terms, and the accumulated lessons
learned fortify her sense of self (Dimitriadis, 2011). The poems are also firmly
planted in the Australian landscape. This is nowhere better exemplified than
in the poem “Daylesford”, the name of the idyllic Victorian town famous for
its spas and picturesque surrounds. There, the poet and her husband retreat
in a bid to save their marriage for the sake of their little girl. Adrienne Rich’s
insistence on the importance of context echoes here. Daylesford had never
been an area that was frequented by first-generation Greek-Australian
immigrants, particularly in the early days of their migration, because they
17
18

Helena Spyrou, “Looking to Catch the Air”, Southern Sun, Aegean Light, 2011:273.
Salome Argyropoulos, “Spiral Love”, Southern Sun, Aegean Light, 2011:21.
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generally preferred coastal regions that reminded them of Greece. By
placing the town’s name in the title of the poem, the poet is drawing
attention to this particular landscape as her destination of choice now that
she in the painful process of asserting her right to live her life on her terms.
The terrain, both physical and emotional, of the Greek-Australian
community has become much too restrictive in scope; the wider Australian
community offers a vast place of choice and new possibilities (Dimitriadis,
2011:7).
In her short story “Pandora’s Box Re-opened” Chrisoula Simos declares
that “in contrast to my mother, I grew up in a generation that had not only
the hope, but the expectation that they would explore their sexuality,
perhaps find romantic love, and have a partnership of equals”.19 In The
Goddess Advantage Angela Pippos meets the “ideal future son-in-law”, the
educated Greek-Australian, George. After a few dates, however, he all but
disappears — no calls, no text messages, no emails, nothing. She goes
through a period of sadness and introspection and then decides to take the
road that many second-generation Greek-Australian women have taken: she
leaves for a trip to Greece, specifically her parents’ ancestral island of Ithaca,
where the beauty of the countryside and the ever-present male attentiveness
make her feel desirable and alive (Pippos, 2006:170–172). As Anastasia
Panagakos perceptively notes:
Young people with a diasporic consciousness do not necessarily dwell on
feelings of loss and exile like their parents. The traditional nostalgia bestowed
by parents competes with fantasies of beaches, romance, chic fashion and an
imagined Greek culture. (Panagakos, 2003:4)

This phenomenon of going to the ancestral homeland has long been a
feature of this country’s Greek-Australian reality, particularly from the
1980s onwards. The mass migration of the 1950s and 60s, and the hard work
that accompanied it, eventually resulted in a certain degree of monetary
comfort that allowed for a trip back home. These trips then became a
prominent feature of the lives of second-generation offspring, who were
inevitably mesmerised by the allure of the Greek landscape. The visual
impact was heightened by the fact that it was rarely mentioned at
community gatherings, where the focus of conversation was often painful
memories of the war years (Damousi, 2015). After growing up listening to
19

Chrisoula Simos, “Pandora’s Box Re-opened”, Mothers from the Edge, 2006:198–199.
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many unutterably sad stories of hunger and deprivation and general
bleakness, the breathtaking effect of the first glimpse of the idiosyncratic
blue of a Greek sea and sky was a feast for the senses.
In “Peloponnese Sunset”, Angela Costi encapsulates the essential
eroticism inherent in this landscape, relentlessly intoxicating the visitor until
landscape and desire are one:
How can you be lonely, you make love to this
environment, the hills have slopes you can swoon on
they have views you can open your thighs to
they have Venetian structures ready for you to take
with one open gasp, they have seas
that melt your gaze, the colour of lilac
if it was blue and black crosses on white churches
reminders of sacred sensuousness
reminders of honey skinned almond eyes
the touch of madness and of chance. (Costi, 2007:15)

Is it any wonder many second-generation Greek-Australian women, who
went to Greece on a holiday, ended up in a relationship there. Many of these
relationships resulted in these women relocating to Greece permanently. 20
Apart from the intoxicating landscape, there was another, much more
prosaic reason for this phenomenon. The girls growing up in the 1960s and
70s in Australia’s Greek diasporic communities were repressed by the social
mores that the parents held from pre-war, rural Greek life. The patriarchal
system meant that going out was difficult, forming romantic relationships
impossible. Back in Greece, however, the people left behind, particularly
those who had relocated to the large metropolises of Athens and

20

For an overview of this phenomenon of girls from the Greek global diaspora visiting Greece,
many on a regular basis – some even moving there permanently, despite being born
elsewhere – see Georgina Tsolidis, 2009:181–196. As Tsolidis notes, “these women have
identities that are not constrained by national boundaries and move within and between
communities, as these exist transnationally”. For a detailed analysis of this phenomenon as
it pertains to the Greek-American experience, see Anastasia N. Panagakos, Romancing the
Homeland: Transnational Lifestyles and Gender in the Greek Diaspora, where she conjoins the
exceedingly personal with sociological research. Panagakos cites her body as the locus of
her connection with Greece: “nowhere else in the world could I be recognized as my father’s
daughter by my looks alone”, 2003:198.
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Thessaloniki, had moved on. They were gratefully embracing more liberal
ways of thinking and living.
For second-generation Greek-Australian girls, going to Greece on their
own was, literally and metaphorically, a breath of fresh air. They went out
with a vengeance and formed romantic entanglements, unencumbered by
the dreaded admonitions they were used to in Australia. Predictably, these
relationships were sometimes happy and long lasting, and other times,
unhappy and short lived. In Love Begins with an A, for example, Jeana
Vithoulkas goes through the entire spectrum of possibilities. Fiore has a
number of relationships during her sojourn in Greece, ranging from the truly
horrible, through to a happy encounter with a man who proves her equal in
terms of intelligence and outlook and with whom she could actually
contemplate a future, played out against a global template (Vithoulkas,
2003:318–319).
The right of second- and third-generation Greek-Australian women to
explore their sexuality, manifests in their writings exclusively in the domain
of heterosexuality. A “good Greek girl” was expected to repay the sacrifices
that her first-generation Greek immigrant parents made by not conferring
community shame on them through behaviour that transgressed the strict
patriarchal parameters that the Greek minority mindset had transplanted
from Greece’s village terrain to Melbourne’s urban landscape. A “good
Greek girl” was expected to marry — a man certainly, a Greek man preferably
— have children, and conduct herself with propriety at all times. A “good
Greek girl” did not declare herself to be lesbian. As Panagakos’ points out in
her research on the Greek-American diasporic experience, the essential
findings of which could readily be perceived as applicable to the GreekAustralian experience, there are:
… several unwritten rules enforced by social codes. Full inclusion into the
Hellenic Community is based on certain key attributes: one must be of Greek
ancestry, heterosexual, and Greek Orthodox Christian. Lacking even one of
these characteristics means that to varying degrees one is socially
unacceptable and will not have access to certain areas of community life … I
did not encounter any openly gay or lesbian members although there were
some rumors circulating as to who might be a closeted homosexual (i.e.
bachelors in their late 30s or 40s who did not seem interested in marriage).
The compulsory heterosexuality of the Hellenic Community seems to drive
gays and lesbians away from the community and most likely from their
families as well. (Panagakos 2003:29)
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Maria Katsonis’ recently published memoir The Good Greek Girl, Το Καλό
Κορίτσι (the Greek meaning “the good girl”) is the only Greek-Australian
woman writer who came to my attention as having addressed her identity
as a lesbian in her published writings. After enjoying a very close and loving
relationship with her father throughout her childhood and teenage years,
things started to unravel during her studies at university:
A rite of passage for most Australians, the act of leaving home rocked the
family foundations. During my second year at uni, I told my father I was
moving out as I needed my independence. He screamed at me, ‘How could
you humiliate me like this?!’ The veins on his face popped with rage as he
hurled slurs of disgrace and resili, the deep shame I brought upon the family
name. In his world, good Greek girls didn’t leave home until they got married
… ‘Only a putana (prostitute) would leave’, he spat at me. His savage barbs
pierced my heart, the hurt and anger fusing to form an impenetrable barrier
between us. It took some months before our estrangement yielded to an
uncomfortable truce and co-existence. (Katsonis, 2015:20)

Once again, I turn to Anastasia Panagakos’ perspective for an
illuminating summation:
An idealized notion of Greek womanhood is a key marker of inclusion or
exclusion. Female bodies come to represent the final barrier to culture loss,
real and imagined, in the diaspora. Women projected as self-sacrificing
mothers and devoted wives provide stability for an ethnic group increasingly
challenged by dominant culture values, loss of the mother tongue, and
intermarriage. When a woman’s behavior falls outside the normative range
of gender practices the integrity of the community is seen as threatened.
(Panagakos, 2003:208)

Katsonis certainly fell “outside the normative range of gender practices”
when she bravely informed her father that she was gay, the brutality of his
response — beating her till she fell unconscious — going some way to
explaining why no other woman writer has publically declared her sexual
orientation as lesbian through her writings. Maria Katsonis’ father was not
a monster in relation to other Greek-Australian fathers, and Katsonis herself
goes to great lengths to not portray him as such in the pages of her memoir.
He was a product of his times, and those “times” allowed many GreekAustralian men (in the Greek-Australian community of the 1950s, 60s and
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70s — the years of the minority mindset) to extend emotional and physical
brutality towards their wives and daughters with impunity, as a sort of
birthright to which their gender entitled them. Whatever the context,
however, the resultant reaction was a despicable one, and Katsonis depicts
it with unflinching honesty.

*
I would like to conclude with a consideration of the most recent publication
by Ekaterini Mpaloukas titled The Widows and their Dear Departed (2016). It is
in chapbook form, consisting of five vignettes, each one focusing on a widow
living in the small village that Mpaloukas hails from in northern Greece. The
contrast with her poem, “The Balcony” could not be more marked. In “The
Balcony”, the writer assumes a male persona and does not deviate from the
folksong conventions of the day that constitute her literary prototype. Now
— some fifty years later — Mpaloukas not only confidently uses her own
voice, exploring different literary structures in the process, but takes as her
subject matter those forgotten women in Greek rural environments who
move in the shadowy periphery of village life. As I state in the Translator’s
Note (2016:5):
Ekaterini Mpaloukas’ The Widows, entailing five successive vignettes, is a
significant publication for a number of reasons. Firstly, these finely wrought
snapshots constitute a collective tribute to a once popular Greek dialect,
spoken in the writer’s ancestral region of Pieria, that has all but disappeared
from the Greek vernacular. Secondly, they focus on the lives of the women
who are invariably left behind when their husbands pass away. Ekaterini
Mpaloukas gives these women a voice that is rich in humour, nuanced in
perception and, at times, achingly painful. Freed from the constraints of the
black-clad stereotype, these women emerge as attractive, feisty and
opinionated. The fact that these vignettes were written on the other side of
the world, in the Antipodes, reflects the diasporic connections endemic to
Australia’s Greek community and highlights the importance of collective
memory in documenting experiences pertaining to both Greece and
Australia.

She has each widow recount her memories of her married life, each
snapshot entailing various degrees of romance and passion. The resultant
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portrait is funny and provocative in its refusal to adhere to the predictability
of conservativism:
… He drank so much that he would have hallucinations. He’d imagine the
café owner in a dress, the bailiff in a bra, and that the king passed by with a
sack slung over his shoulder.
Come on, he’d say to me, bring two glasses and let us toast each other.
What could I do? I’d bring two glasses.
And he would say to me, do you see this tsipouro?
Of course I can see it!
Well, we have five senses: one is for grabbing things so we know what they
are, the second is for drinking, one for smelling, one for seeing, and the fifth
one is for clinking our glasses so we can hear what the drink is. Is it or isn’t it
so?
That’s how it is, Konstandi, exactly as you say.
The minute he saw that I agreed and never crossed him, he would become
enraptured with me and then … How could I ever forget him? He was
insatiable. If only he were still alive. I couldn’t care less how much he drank.
Here and there I bring some tsipouro to his grave but I drink it on my own.
Sometimes I even sit on his grave in case he rises out of it! (Mpaloukas,
2016:11–12)

When Mpaloukas wrote “The Balcony” it would never have occurred to
her to have it translated into English. There was no need because its
projected audience was the Greek-Australian community of the 1970s,
which was characterised, at that time, by a minority self- and otherperception, thereby ensuring its insularity (Castles & Miller, 2009:104). In
2016, not only did Ekaterini Mpaloukas have her stories translated into
English before the ink had dried on her original Greek versions, but she had
two separate books printed, one in Greek and one in English, the latter print
run being larger to cater for her ever-increasing English-speaking
readership.
At her festive book launch — amply reflecting her warm disposition —
the audience was equally divided between members from the GreekAustralian community and the wider Australian one.21 With these texts, a
21

This took place on 15 May 2016, at the Greek Centre, Greek Orthodox Community of
Melbourne and Victoria.
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sort of diasporic apotheosis has been attained: the local and the global have
intersected. Panagakos observes that “participation in activities that do not
pass through the homeland, and are developed beyond the control of the
homeland, indicate the formation of new power relations in the Greek
diaspora” (2003:139). Rather than Greek-Australian women writers waiting
for validation from their homeland, they have created a dynamic base in
their adopted homeland and are using their hard-won freedom to confer
validation upon their marginalised sisters left behind in their isolated
villages, in ancestral terrain.

…
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Religious Sacraments and Dance in the
Greek Orthodox Church
Patricia Riak

The article analyses the Dance of Isiah as performed during the sacraments of
Marriage and Holy Orders in the Greek Orthodox Church. The paper is
concerned with ritual process merging both biblical text and sacramental
dance. The paper explores sacramental ritual and dance that is
institutionalised through the patriarchal cosmology of the Greek Orthodox
Church. The performance of the Dance of Isaiah will be analysed during Holy
Matrimony and Holy Orders defining “rites of passage” that move initiates
toward a religious change of status — out of one religious status and in to
another. The Church perpetuates these religious performances through ritual
in order to define changing religious identities rooted in the institution of the
Church. The paper is concerned with the coalescence of ritual process —
biblical text and sacramental dance — in order to understand ritual initiation
settings of the Church.
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Diagram 1: Interior of a Greek Orthodox Church where the sacraments of Holy Matrimony
and Holy Orders are performed. [Devised by the author from her ethnographic fieldnotes.]
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Holy Matrimony and the Dance of Isaiah
(see also Diagram 1 for the detail presented below)
The Church defines the cosmic and Christological sacrament of Holy
Matrimony as a “dyadic unity” of man and women so that God’s image in
man is achieved when the two become one. The unity of male and female
expresses the power of the Holy Spirit and man’s union with God. It is
through Christ that reconciliation between man and woman can be achieved
since the Fall, achieving grace and revealing paradise (Zion, 1992:128–129).
Thus, the tradition is one that the sacrament of marriage defines the human
condition as “fallen human nature” and “glorified human nature” through
Jesus Christ in Christian marriage (Zion, 1992:130). However, Zion mentions
that man’s natural egoism for sexuality and offspring becomes “Eros” when
he loves another and Eros then becomes both relationship and knowledge.
This love is then self-transcendent as revealed by the cross of Christ. This
relationship, Zion notes, is personal or “hypostatic” which then makes it
possible for man to commune with family that then fulfills the true image of
love for Christ and his church. This is the transformation of “natural Eros”
to “true Eros” or “true freedom” (Zion, 1992:135).
The first stage of Holy Matrimony is the Service of Betrothal that
emphasises the importance of salvation. Before the marital couple is blessed
with the matrimonial rings, the priest chants two prayers. The first prayer
calls for a holy incorporation and blessing of the couple as ordained with an
eternal love shared with the Holy Trinity. The second prayer unites the
couple as one through the Holy Trinity. When the priest takes the rings, he
first blesses them by making the sign of the cross with the bride’s ring over
the groom and the groom’s ring over the bride saying a blessing three times
to both – that one is betrothed to the other in the name of the Holy Trinity
(Evdokimov, 1985:133). Before the Service of Crowning takes place, the
priest asks God to confirm the promise of their betrothal. It is also mentioned
that “woman” is a “helper” to man for the procreation of the human race.
The priest also describes the couple as “servants” who come after other
servants in the history of betrothal for the Kingdom of God through the Holy
Trinity. Harakas mentions that God is the author of marriage and that God
joins the spouses together — not only through a theological position but as
an affirmation of the holiness of the married state (Harakas, 2005:104).
Harakas further states that the role of God is explicit when the priest says
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“Blessed are You, O Lord our God, Holy Celebrant of mystical and pure
marriage”. At the joining of the couple’s hands, which can be considered the
“epicletic moment” of the sacrament of Holy Matrimony, the priest prays as
he joins the hands of the couple:
Holy God, who fashioned man from dust and from his rib fashioned woman,
and joined her to him as a helpmate for him, for it was seemly unto Your
Majesty for man not to be alone upon the earth, do You Yourself O Sovereign
Lord, stretch forth Your hand from Your holy dwelling place, and join
together (When this is said, the priest joins their right hands) this Your
Servant (Name) and Your Servant (Name) for by you is a wife joined to her
husband. (Harakas, 2005:110)

The second stage of the sacrament is the Service of the Crowning where
the priest signifies that the holy union be “fruitful” with children and the
home. The priest then recites a prayer that describes God as a fashioner as
he transformed the rib of Adam into a wife:
It is stressed that it is not good that man should be alone. Let us make a helper
fit for him. Taking one of his ribs, Thou didst fashion woman; and when
Adam saw her he said: ‘This is at last bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh;
she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man’.

The priest then takes the crowns and recalls the martyrs or witnesses of
Christ saying the servants of God are crowned to each other in the name of
the Holy Trinity. The Crowns are a biblical symbol of victory over death.
The priest then chants:
Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete but only one receives
the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control
in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we are
imperishable (1 Cor. 9:24–25). Do not fear what you are about to suffer.
Behold, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be
tested, and for ten days you will have tribulation. Be faithful unto death, and
I will give you the crown of life. (Rev. 2:10)

The crowns bestowed upon the couple take the couple to martyrdom
through marriage as a ritual journey during the singing of the troparion of
the Holy Martyrs. It is a foundational theme within the Orthodox liturgical
setting. Yet, the fundamental liturgical meaning of the blessing is giving
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thanks to God for the union of the couple and a public sign within the church
that it is a union approved by God (Zion, 1992:112):
Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, be subject to your
husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is
the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. As the church is
subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their husbands.
Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up
for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of
water with the word, that he might present the church to himself in splendor,
without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without
blemish. Even so husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He
who loves his wife loves himself. For no man ever hates his own flesh, but
nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the church, because we are
members of his body. ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother
and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’. (Ephesians
5:20–33)

From the Eucharist, there is a connection that incorporates the Kingdom
of God and marriage where the Ephesians in Ephesians 5 emphasise the
obligation of the marriage bond and the indissolubility of the alliance as
legal concepts (Harakas, 2005:106):
On the third day there was a marriage at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of
Jesus was there; Jesus also was invited to the marriage, with his disciples.
When the wine failed, the mother of Jesus said to him, ‘They have no wine’.
And Jesus said to her, ‘O woman, what have you to do with me? My hour has
not yet come’. His mother said to the servants, ‘Do whatever he tells you’.
Now six stone jars were standing there, for the Jewish rites of purification,
each holding twenty or thirty gallons. Jesus said to them, ‘Fill the jars with
water’. And they filled them up to the brim. He said to them, ‘Now draw
some out, and take it to the steward of the feast’. So they took it. When the
steward of the feast tasted the water now become wine, and did not know
where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew),
the steward of the feast called the bridegroom and said to him, ‘Every man
serves the good wine first; and when men have drunk freely, then the poor
wine; but you have kept the good wine until now’. This, the first of his signs,
Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory; and his disciples
believed in him. (John 2:1–12)
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The change of water into wine at Cana points to a transfiguration of the
old into the new, a passage from death to life. Harakas mentions that Christ’s
public ministry was inaugurated with the miracle of transforming water to
wine as one of the petitions puts it, calling the congregation to pray “That
this marriage may be blessed as was that of Cana in Galilee”. This affirms
the propriety of marriage. Harakas also mentions that in Byzantine marriage
rituals, the Christian spouses are seen as joining the whole line of holy
married figures in sacred history. The prayers envisage a parade of married
persons beginning with Adam and Eve and including both Old and New
Testament couples and at the end of which the church places the marriage
of those whose marriage is taking place. The couple is also made part of the
history of salvation, when prayers are offered that God preserve them as he
protected “Noah in the ark, Jonah in the whale and the Three Holy Youths
from the fiery furnace”. The prayer also connects the bridal couple to the
discovery of the True Cross by St. Helena and the Forty Holy Martyrs who
received crowns from heaven. Harakas adds that it is clear that this prayer
functions to associate not only marriage but the specific married couples of
the history of salvation, reassuring the sanctity of the married state (Harakas,
2005:106). The crowning rite indicates that prayers and liturgical actions are
connected intimately to the Holy Trinity. After the Amen, the Priest holds
up the Crowns and says three times: “The Servant of God (Name) is crowned
for the servant of God (Name), in the Name of the Father and the Son and
the Holy Spirit Amen”.
The fourth stage of the wedding ritual is the Common Cup – that was
once Holy Communion. The priest asks God to bless the Common Cup so
that the marital couple may drink from it three times through the Holy
Trinity. A chant from the Psalms is spoken “I will drink from the cup of
salvation; I will call upon the name of the Lord” (Psalm 116:13). Harakas
argues that although this refers to participation in the Eucharist by the
marital couple, its association with the Common Cup as a shared cup of
ordinary wine continues the affirmation in principle that marriage and
salvation are mutually exclusive (Harakas, 2005:109).
The fifth stage of the matrimonial ritual incorporates the Dance of Isaiah.
After having drunk from the Common Cup three times, the groom and the
bride begin the Dance of Isaiah. After circling the Royal Table three times,
the priest stops them and takes the crown of the groom and says “Be exalted
O Bridegroom and be blessed like Isaac and multiply like Jacob, walking in
peace and keeping God’s commandments in righteousness”. He then takes
the crown off of the bride and says “And you O Bride: Be exalted like Sarah,
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and exult like Rebecca and multiply like Rachel and rejoice in your husband,
fulfilling the conditions of the law, for this is well-pleasing to God”.
The Dance of Isaiah is performed as a way of preserving sacred unity
during Holy Matrimony. The Bible is taken from the Royal Table and held
by the priest and the couple guided by the priest perform the Dance of Isaiah
as a triple procession. With every circle completed, the performance stopped
three times, signifying that the word of God is at the center of their lives as
they take their first steps as a married couple. Symbolically Christ is at the
centre of the performance represented by the Bible; firstly resting on the
Royal table and then held by the priest as he guides the triple procession.
The symbol of the circle represents religious eternity and that marriage is a
lifelong commitment. As an expression of joy and celebration the choir
chants:
O Isaiah dance your joy, for the Virgin was indeed with child;
And brought to birth – a Son, Emmanuel,
Who came both as God and man;
Day-at-the-Dawn is the name he bears,
And by extolling Him, We hail the Virgin is blessed
Hear Us you martyred Saints, who fought the good fight, gaining crowns
Entreat the Lord to shed His tender mercy on our souls.
Glory to You, O Christ our God, Your Apostles’ proudest boast and treasure
of
Your Martyrs’ joy, Who to all proclaimed the Consubstantial Trinity
Sacrament of Holy Matrimony. (Harakas, 2005:105)

The hymns during the Dance of Isaiah refer to the prophet Isaiah
prophesising the birth of Christ. They also refer to the Apostles and early
Christian martyrs bearing witness to Christ and his Bible by their preaching
and teaching – even at the sacrifice of their own lives (Isaiah 7:14). The
prophesy of Isaiah speaks of “God with us” – Emmanuel. God is with the
new couple as they have invited him into their marriage by receiving the
holy sacramental blessing. The mention of the prophecy is also a reminder
of the miraculous way the holy word – the true icon of God – took flesh from
a virgin. The incarnation reaches into the very depths of human existence,
making the whole of human life an epiphany of the eternal. Just as it is
because of the Incarnation that icons may be written, so husband and wife
can be icons by conceiving Christ in their hearts. Finally, the prophecy is a
reminder of fruitfulness — the fruitfulness of Mary as a result of the agency
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of the Holy Spirit, and the fruitfulness of the couple as a result of their
cooperation with God. This circular procession, a solemn “dance of joy”, is
an image of life in Christ. Husband and wife take their first steps as a
married couple in the Church, following a path marked by the good news of
the Bible. The Greek word martyria means to witness. The newly married
couple is called to witness the coming of the Kingdom of God, which came
about through the birth of the son of God from the Virgin Mary. The joy that
is celebrated through this uniting of man, woman and Christ is to parallel
the joy that Isaiah had when he said, “I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my
whole being shall exalt in my God” (Isaiah 61:10).
When the triple procession of the Dance of Isaiah is completed, the bridal
couple return to their places. The priest then takes off their crowns and gives
his blessing to them. The priest prays asking God who came to Canna and
blessed there the marriage feast to also bless his servants who through his
divine providence are now united together in Holy Matrimony. The
procession before the crowning therefore signifies an entrance into the
Kingdom of Christ – human love will acquire a totally new dimension by
being identified with the love of Christ for his church. The closing prayer
says “Receive their crowns into Thy Kingdom, preserving them spotless,
blameless and without reproach unto the ages of ages”.
Harakas mentions that the Dance of Isaiah is the most striking illustration
of the affirmation of the sanctity of the marital union. He describes the Dance
of Isaiah as a liturgical procession1 around the Royal Table and in front of
the iconostasis (icon screen). He states that there have been offered various
interpretations of this ritual but what he says is clear is that the
circumlocution led by the priest sometimes holding the Bible calls for hymns
that connect the names of Isaiah, the Virgin Mother and her Son Emmanuel,
who came as both God and man, the holy martyrs and the apostles to the
marriage and to the married couple. He adds that the couple is surrounded
by divine and holy persons, affirming the sanctity of their new union
(Harakas, 2005:105). The priest ends with reference to God blessing the
marriage feast of Cana in Galilee and to receive these crowns into His
Kingdom. There is also a reference to the God Crowned Constantine and
Helen (Evdokimov, 1985:148).

1

Fitton mentions that Ancient Greek processional dances seemed to have involved less
expressive movement and represented more of a female character (Fitton, 1973:262).
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Holy Orders and the Dance of Isaiah
(see also Diagram 1 for the detail presented below)
Major Orders of the Church are defined through Jesus Christ who
ordained the Twelve Apostles to spread the word of Christ and perform
major ordinations of bishophood as well as baptising Christians. An apostle
was sent out to proclaim the Bible through preaching, teaching and bearing
witness to the Kingdom of God through miracles coming through the Holy
Spirit. The apostolate had a sacramental responsibility through Jesus who
conveyed to them the Holy Spirit, through which the invisible power and
authority of his ministry would be forever united to their mission, visibly.
As eye witnesses of the death and resurrection of Christ, they became
confessors of the truth of the Bible and received the authority to manifest the
invisible presence of the risen Christ in their respective ministries. The
highest visible action of this Mystery was the authority to preside over the
Eucharist (the celebration of the Lord’s Supper in Holy Communion) and to
administer membership into the Body of Christ through Baptism, as well as
oversee the other Sacraments of the Church. However, as this generation of
the Apostles die, the authoritative witness of the risen Christ had to be
transferred from one generation to another. The church had to preserve the
purity of this witness to the faith. Just as Jesus appointed or ordained his
apostles, the apostles in turn ordained their successors through the
sacrament of hirotonia or ordination. Ordination is a sacrament of the church
acting through the Holy Spirit to transfer the apostolic ministry to successive
generations. Their successors were the bishops, presbyters and their
assistants the deacons. These three orders of clergy are called Holy Orders
(Harakas, 2005:200).
As its name signifies Holy Orders is the appointment by God to organise
the leadership of the church of Christ. The sacrament was carried out
through the Apostle’s prayer and the “laying on of their hands” upon the
head of the ordained. Through the “laying on of the hands”, the Holy Spirit
descends upon the candidate for Holy Orders, sanctifying him to administer
the sacraments and to guide initiates toward salvation. The first initiates that
were ordained by the Apostles were seventy bishops (Harakas, 2005:202).
The Greek word for bishop (episkopos) means overseer. The Holy Orders
are a calling to “oversee” the teaching and sacramental presence of Christ in
the church. The bishop is seen as the father of the local church – he manifests
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the place of Christ in the church, and carries in his ministry the doctrinal and
sacramental fullness of the Bible. These Bishops then appointed the Holy
ranks of priest and deacon, and gave them the authority to perform the
duties of bishops, only they cannot ordain. These ranks cannot ordain
because of the Holy Right of the Twelve Apostles to ordain. The priest was
appointed to preside over the Eucharist and the sacraments in the local
church (with the exception of ordination itself) in the absence of the bishop.
The local priest is the bishop’s representative in the Eucharistic Assembly of
the local Church. The philanthropic ministry and the assisting of the bishop
and/or priest in the Divine Liturgy were entrusted to the deacons who were
specifically ordained for this ministry (the deacon cannot preside over the
Eucharist in the absence of the bishop or priest). Deacons can perform liturgy
on their own but they typically assist the holy ranks of priest or bishop
(Harakas, 2005:206).
During Holy Orders ordination occurs on three occasions: when lay
person is ordained to deacon, when deacon is ordained to priest and when
priest is ordained to bishop.2

2

The clerical titles are: Patriarch. This is the title borne by the heads of certain autocephalous
(self-heading – i.e., independent) Churches. At the present time the heads of the Churches
of Constantinople, Alexandria (Pope and Patriarch), Antioch, Jerusalem, Russia, Serbia,
Bulgaria and Romania bear this title. The heads of the other Churches are entitled
Archbishop (i.e. Greece, Albania, and Cyprus) or Metropolitan (Poland, Czechoslovakia
and the Orthodox Church in America [OCA]). The head of the autocephalous Church of
Georgia is entitled the Katholicos. Metropolitan, Archbishop: originally a Metropolitan
(from metropolis) was the Bishop of the capital of a province, while Archbishop was a more
general title of honor given to Bishops of special eminence (e.g. Bishops of long tenure), the
Church of Russia still generally uses these titles in the original way, but the Greek Churches
(except Jerusalem) give the title Metropolitan to every Diocesan Bishop and grant the title
Archbishop to those who formerly would have been styled Metropolitans. Thus, an
Archbishop now ranks above a Metropolitan in the Greek Churches, but in the Slavic
Churches tie rank of Metropolitan is pre-eminent. Archimandrite: originally this title was
given to a Monk supervising several monasteries or who was the superior of an especially
important monastery. Now it is usually given as a title of honor for distinguished Priestmonks. Abbot (Hegumen or Igumen): originally a Priest-monk who was the Superior of a
monastery was entitled Abbot (a practice strictly adhered to by the Greek Church), but in
the Russian Church, this is more often a title of honor given to Priest-monks. In the Russian
Church, an Igumen ranks below an Archimandrite. Archpriest, Protopresbyter: these are
titles of honour given to non-monastic Priests, and are generally equivalent to that of
Archimandrite. Hieromonk: a Hieromonk is a Monk who happens to be a Priest.
Hierodeacon: a Hierodeacon is a monastic Deacon. Archdeacon: this is a title of honour
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Ordinations to the Major Orders always occur during the course of the
Divine Liturgy. A college of bishops (at least two or three) is necessary to
consecrate another bishop. A bishop is ordained in the Altar Room, in the
midst of the congregation before the singing of the Trisagion (Holy God).
Thus, the reading of the Bible is done already with his blessing. The priest is
ordained after the singing of the Cherubic Hymn before the sanctification of
the Holy Gifts. The rite of ordination to the deaconate is less solemn and
takes place before the singing of the Lord’s Prayer, when the sanctification
of the Holy Gifts has already taken place, since the deacon only assists at the
performance of the sacraments and does not perform them.
As all clerics are initiated to the priesthood in the church a documentation
of this ordination will ensue. The ordination of a priest is conducted by a
bishop along with two priests assisting him, one of which is the first or senior
priest. During the Divine Liturgy, after the completion of the Cherubic
Hymn following the Great Entrance, the two priests exit, and bring the
deacon before the bishop. They stand on the Soleas facing the bishop who
stands in the Royal Doors. The first or senior priest exclaims “Command”
and the second priest exclaims “All command” and the first or senior priest
exclaims “Command, holy Master, the one who is now being presented to
you”. The bishop then exclaims three times “In the name of the Father, the
Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen”. The deacon addresses the bishop and
the bishop then counsels the deacon. Afterwards the deacon is brought into
the Altar Room and led to perform the Dance of Isaiah while being held by
the two priests around the Royal Altar. As the Dance of Isaiah begins, the
bishop is seated at the Royal Doors facing the congregation in the Nave. The
two priests hold the initiate on each side and guide him around the Royal
Altar three times for the triple procession. Every time he completes a circle
he kisses all four corners of the Royal Altar and the bishop’s hands. After he
has completed the Dance of Isaiah, the two priests take him back out to the
Soleas where he is taken to the left of the iconostasis screen and kisses all the
icons on this side of the iconostasis screen. The two priests then take him to
the Royal Altar where the bishop is now standing and awaiting him. When
the initiate encircles the Royal Altar three times for the triple procession, the
clergy chants:

given to monastic Deacons-usually those attached to a Bishop. Protodeacon: this is a title of
honor given to non-monastic Deacons - usually those attached to cathedrals or to Bishops.
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Hear us, you martyred Saints who have fought the good fight and received
crowns, entreat the Lord, to have mercy on our souls. Glory to you, Christ our
God, the Apostles' boast and pride, the Martyrs' fervent joy whose preaching
is the consubstantial Trinity. O Isaiah dance with joy, for the Virgin is indeed
with child and brought forth a son, Emmanuel. Who came both as God and
man, Day-at-the-Dawn is his name, and by magnifying him, we call the
Virgin blessed.

When the two priests bring the initiate to the bishop, the initiate kneels
down and holds the Royal Altar with his right hand. He then places both his
hands on the Royal Altar and his head upon his hands. It is at this point that
the two priests let go of him and remain kneeling close to the ordained. The
bishop who is standing next to the deacon places his front vestment on the
head of the ordained and atop his hand and makes the sign of the cross three
times over the deacon’s head. After the first or senior priest proclaims, “Let
us be attentive!” the bishop with his hand on the head of the deacon recites
the prayer “The divine grace, which always heals that which is infirm and
completes that which is lacking, ordains the most devout deacon (name) to
the office of priest. Let us, therefore, pray for him, that the grace of the AllHoly Spirit may come upon him. The clergy in the Holy of Holies exclaim
three times ‘Lord have mercy’”. The bishop then recites a prayer:
O God without beginning or end, Who are before every created thing, and
Who honors with the title of Presbyter those whom You deem worthy to serve
the word of Your truth in the divine ministry of this order. You, the same
sovereign Master, preserve in purity of life and in unswerving faith this man
whom You have been pleased to ordain through me by the laying on of hands,
graciously imparting to him the great grace of Your Holy Spirit, making him
wholly Your servant, well-pleasing to You in all things, and worthily
exercising this great honor of the Priesthood which You conferred upon him
by the power of Your wisdom. For Yours is the kingdom, and the power, and
the glory, of the Father, the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, now and always, and
to the ages of ages.

At the end of the prayer the chanters chant “Amen” and the first or senior
priest recites the following petitions in a low voice while the clergy in the
Holy of Holies slowly respond “Lord, have mercy”. The first or senior priest
then recites a prayer:
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In peace let us pray to the Lord. For the peace from above and the salvation
of our souls, let us pray to the Lord. For peace in the whole world, for the
stability of the holy churches of God, and for the union of all, let us pray to
the Lord. For our Archbishop (Name), and our Bishop (Name) for his
priesthood, sustenance, sojourn, peace, health, salvation, and for the works of
his hands, let us pray to the Lord. For the servant of God (Name of the new
presbyter), who has now been ordained a presbyter, and for his salvation, let
us pray to the Lord. That God who loves mankind will grant to him a pure
and blameless priesthood, let us pray to the Lord. For this parish and this city,
for every city and country, and for the faithful who live in them, let us pray
to the Lord. For our deliverance from all tribulation, wrath, danger, and
necessity, let us pray to the Lord. Help us, save us, have mercy on us, and
protect us, O God, by Your grace. Commemorating our all-holy, pure, mostblessed, and glorious Lady, the Theotokos and ever-Virgin Mary, with all the
saints, let us commit ourselves and one another and all our life to Christ our
God.

Once the prayer is complete, the chanters chant “To You, O Lord” and
the bishop exclaims “For to You belong all glory, honor, and worship, to the
Father and to the Son and the Holy Spirit, now and always, and to the ages
of ages”. The Chanters then chant “Amen”. While the first or senior priest
intones the petitions, the bishop reads the following prayer with his hand
still on the ordained deacon’s head:
O God, great in might and inscrutable in wisdom, marvelous in counsel above
the sons of men: You the same Lord, fill with the gift of Your Holy Spirit this
man whom it has pleased You to advance to the degree of Priest; that he may
become worthy to stand in innocence before Your altar, to proclaim the
Gospel of Your kingdom, to minister the word of Your truth, to offer to You
spiritual gifts and sacrifices; to renew Your people through the font of
regeneration, that when he shall go to meet You, at the second coming of our
great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, Your only-begotten Son, he may receive
the reward of good stewardship in the order given to him, through the
plenitude of Your goodness, for blessed and glorified is Your all-holy and
majestic name, of the Father and the Son and of the Holy Spirit, now, and ever
and to the ages of ages.
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The chanters then chant “Amen” and all in the church stand. The bishop
proclaims the newly ordained priest “Axios!” [worthy] to which the
congregation also responds “Axios!” The bishop will hold up each item of
the ordained priests’ new vestments (totaling three) and again proclaim
“Axios!” to the congregation. Each time this is done by the bishop, the
congregation responds with “Axios!” This is done because the rite is one of
God and has to be accepted by the people of God. The ordination continues
as the three vestments are placed on the ordained priest by the bishop.
Ordination as described for the ordination of the first seven deacons in the
Acts of the Apostles, was an action of the whole Church, as the Body of
Christ, through the prayer and affirmation. Today, ordination occurs in all
three orders, as it did in the beginning, not as a private appointment but as
an action performed in the Divine Liturgy, and affirmed when the
congregation proclaim Axios! The fact that every Orthodox bishop, priest
and deacon can trace back their priesthood to the Apostles through
Apostolic Succession, is a very significant testimony to an undivided church
that has always existed since apostolic times (Harakas, 2005:212).
After the ordained priest has been dressed in his new vestments, the
ordained priest stands beside the bishop at the Royal Doors, together facing
the congregation with the first or senior priest next to the bishop and the
second priest next to the ordained. After the consecration of the Eucharist,
the bishop places the body of Christ into the new priest's hands with the
following admonition “Receive this Divine Trust, and guard it until the
Second Coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, at which time He will demand it
from you”. At the conclusion of the Liturgy the first or senior priest
approaches the congregation in order to read the prayer before the Ambo
and the newly ordained priest to say the final litany, these actions being the
first external signs of their ministry.
In all cases of ordination to the Major Orders, there is a “laying on of the
hands” on the head of the initiate, and the grace of the Holy Spirit is invoked.
A priest who intends on being ordained to bishop cannot marry. A
layperson must marry before being ordained as a deacon or a priest because
they must assert to the church that they do not want to continue to the Holy
Rank of bishop or high priesthood. Each of these is defined by its own
ordinance performed by a bishop.
There are “two lifestyles” that define the cleric in the Eastern Orthodox
Church: one is “sacramental marriage” and the other is “monastic life”
(Najim, 2001:225). Sacramental marriage for the diaconate, presbyterate and
the episcopate is possible as the Book of Genesis defines the woman as being
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of the man. Adam conceives of Eve as an innermost component of himself
before the Fall of humanity and after the law of humanity was created to
restore harmony and life in communion. The Fall occurred when Adam and
Eve were spiritually immature and so this restorative church law embraces
the clergy in the “micro-church” of the family, where they live daily through
the recurrence of communion with the Holy Gifts and nourish true Eros
(Najim, 2001:227). Najim goes on to mention that an everyday life in
marriage is seen as a “royal priesthood” and a “holy nation” and that the
Holy Spirit dwells in this royal priesthood and that each “micro-church”
(family)3 receive the Gifts of the Holy Spirit. The micro-church then is part
of the church or “mega church” and reflects “oneness” in that it is an organic
unity; it is “holy” because it is a community of saints, the sons and daughters
of God’s household; it is “apostolic” because it builds itself upon Jesus Christ
and on the teachings of the Apostles and; “catholic” because its members are
united in a community that gathers in unity (Najim, 2001:231). It is the duty
of the married cleric to translate his spiritual experience of family or “microchurch” to the church or “mega-church” or congregation. With regard to
apostolic succession, all but Paul and John were married men (Najim,
2001:233). For Najim, monastic life is clerical life that is represented through
celibacy to the church and hence Kingdom of God. The choice of clergy to
devote their life and soul to God, as explained through the New Testament,
defines that celibacy anticipates an angelic life. Saint Basil the Great was the
first legislator of monasticism and called for the formation of monastic
worshipping communities to rekindle brotherly mutuality and so monks
entered the community of the monastery living an ascetic life, that is, a
monastic life within the monastery. The ascetic life separates the monk from
clergy because unlike clergy, monks are not elected and ordained to perform
the apostolic mission in the public world, that is - outside of the monastery.
Unlike the clergy, monks live in seclusion of the outside world and this is
what defines the ascetic lifestyle. In this way, the monk devotes his life to
God to achieve deification or theosis (Najim, 2001:37).
In both sacraments, sustaining Holy Matrimony and Holy Order a
member of the church can only perform the Dance of Isaiah three times. If a
Christian marries, they can only perform the Dance of Isaiah another two
3

Evdokimov explains that the sacred act of anointing or the sacrament of chrism was extended
to all Christians. A Christian is called “a priest of the royal priesthood” and this anointing
or chrism is the belonging to the priestly people. Thus, being a priest in this sense means
being a priest of Christ and that the difference is not of “being” but of “function” hence the
difference between “lay” (layperson) and “cleric” (Evdokimov, 1985:86).
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times. A deacon has married; he has danced it once during Holy Matrimony
and can only dance it twice in Holy Orders, which means that the highest
rank attained in Holy Order is Priesthood. However, an unmarried Deacon
can perform the Dance of Isaiah three times for Holy Orders and attain the
ranking of bishop. Thus, Greek “holy men” will enact a sacred dance of the
church when initiated through holy rank. However, they may also choose to
dance in the instance that they marry which will only enable them to achieve
the holy rank of priesthood. Priests and deacons are divided into two distinct
groups – the married (white robed or parochial) clergy and the monastic (or
black robed) clergy. The monastic clergy are by nature unmarried, but one
seeking ordination to the ranks of the white clergy may now choose to be
celibate (unmarried) or married, but must make the choice prior to
ordination since under Greek Orthodox Canon Law one may not marry after
ordination. A celibate priest or deacon may not later marry and a married
priest or deacon whose wife dies may not remarry. Also, one who has been
divorced may not be permitted to be ordained. Bishops are drawn
exclusively from the ranks of the monastic clergy, although a celibate or
widower may be consecrated bishop after having taken monastic vows.
The Dance of Isaiah is a triple procession performed toward the end of
both Holy Matrimony and Holy Orders as a performance marking the
change in religious status for an initiate of the church. During Holy
Matrimony it is performed encircling the Royal Table. The bridal couple
drink from the Common Cup, and prayers express exaltation and salvation.
During Holy Orders, it is performed around the Royal Altar after the new
priest has been dressed in religious vestments. The bishop who ordained the
initiate, proclaims them worthy, marking exaltation and salvation. For the
initiates of both sacraments, the Dance of Isaiah acts as “a procession of first
steps” where the initiates proceed into new religious statuses hence lifestyles
defined by the church for both married and priestly members.
Performing the Dance of Isaiah during both sacraments also establishes a
sacred solidarity for the Holy Trinity by the symbolic use of the number
three. For Holy Matrimony it is a triple procession and with every circling
priest who is guiding them forward in the procession. The sacred
significance of the number three is also seen in other sacred practices of Holy
Matrimony such as drinking from the Common Cup three times, the
switching of the crowns on the heads of the bride and the groom three times
during the Crowning Service. Also according to Orthodox Canon Law,
members of the church are only allowed to perform the Dance of Isaiah three
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times for Holy Matrimony. For Holy Orders, the sacred significance of the
Holy Trinity is firstly represented in three major categories of cleric within
the church: deacon, priest and bishop and, that the Dance of Isaiah is
performed for all three categories during ordination. The sacred significance
of the number three is also observed when the bishop proclaims the
ordination three times when he makes the sign of the cross three times on
the deacon’s head just before “the laying on of the hands” to ordain. When
the deacon is ordained a priest, the word Axios or worthy is expressed by
the bishop to the church congregation three times and the church
congregation answers the bishop by replying with the word Axios three
times after three vestments are placed on the ordained priest by the bishop.
The Dance of Isaiah is also performed as a triple procession during
ordination for Holy Orders. The difference is that during Holy Matrimony
the marital couple is guided by one priest while during ordination for Holy
Orders the ordained priest is guided into the triple procession by two priests.
During Holy Matrimony it is one priest that guides the marital couple
during the triple procession and during Holy Orders an initiate for
ordination is led during the Dance of Isaiah by two priests. Women cannot
be ordained in the Eastern Orthodox Church so the Dance of Isaiah can only
be led by religious men. During its performance for Holy Matrimony, the
female follows the male and the male in turn follows the priest. This filing
order represents patriarchal cosmology especially with regard to the woman
being last in line for the procession because she was born of man and
fashioned through the rib of Adam to be a helper to man, as a wife. Woman
is also second in line when the Common Cup is given to the marital couple
to drink from during the service of the Common Cup.
This paper has given definition to a sacred performance known as the
Dance of Isaiah. The form of the dance is a triple procession that is circular
like secular Greek dances symbolising solidarity. However, the scope of the
paper is to offer a definition of this triple procession through biblical and
canonical interpretations of the church which incorporates it as a religious
expression for initiation practices of the Greek Orthodox Church.

317

PATRICIA RIAK

Bibliography
Evdokimov, 1985
Paul Evdokimov, The Sacrament of Love: the Nuptial Mystery in the Light of the
Orthodox Tradition. Trans. A.P. Gythiel and V. Steadman and foreword by O.
Clement. Crestwood, New York: St. Vladmir’s Seminary Press.
Fitton, 1973
J.W. Fitton, “Greek dance”, The Classical Quarterly 23, 2:254–274.
Harakas, 2005
S.S. Harakas, “Covenant marriage: reflections from an Eastern Orthodox
perspective”. In Covenant Marriage in Comparative Perspective, ed. J. Witte and
E. Ellison: 92–124. Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B. Eerdmans.
Najim, 2001
Michel Najim, “The two ways of the East: the marital status of clergy”. In
Vested in Grace: Priesthood and Marriage in the Christian East, ed. J.J. Allen.
Brooklyn, Massachusetts: Holy Cross Orthodox Press.
Zion, 1992
William Basil Zion, Eros and Transformation: Sexuality and Marriage: An Eastern
Orthodox Perspective. Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America

318

The Image of Ruins in Greek
Aestheticism: Evoking the Distant Past
and Reflecting the Human Emotion
Panagiota Daouti

The purpose of this work is to present the image of ruins in Greek
Aestheticism, as it appeared in the last decade of the nineteenth century and
the first decade of the twentieth century in Greek literature. This research will
be mainly focused on the works of Nikolaos Episkopopoulos, Constantinos
Christomanos and Platon Rodokanakis, who are the writers mostly connected
to the Aestheticism in Greek literature. The image of ruins, literally or
metaphorically used, has different functions in their works as it either evokes
the glorious distant past, or it reflects the inner world and the intimate
thoughts of the main characters. Ruins become the means to experience a
historical reality, to express melancholy or even emotional and spiritual
devastation. Moreover, this work presents the interrelation that exists
between the European Aesthetic Movement in literature and Aestheticism as
it appeared and evolved in Greece, pinpointing at the same time the
assimilation of the European characteristics of Aestheticism in Greek
literature.

The purpose of this work is to present the image of ruins in Greek
Aestheticism, as it appeared during the last decade of the nineteenth century
and the first decade of the twentieth century in Greek literature. This
research is mainly focused on the works of Nikolaos Episkopopoulos,
Constantinos Christomanos and Platon Rodokanakis, who are the writers
mostly connected with Aestheticism in Greek literature. More precisely, in
1893 Nikolaos Episkopopoulos with his short story “Ut dièse mineur”
inaugurates a different style of writing which reveals a close resemblance to
the Western European Aestheticism and comes in distinct contrast with the
literary production of his time in Greece. In 1912, Platon Rodokanakis
publishes “Ο Θρίαμβος” (“The triumph”) that seals the brief appearance of
Aestheticism in Greece. Greek Aesthetes being vastly educated and wanting
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to differentiate themselves from their contemporaries that were mostly
connected to ithographia searched for new ways of expression and they
consecutively turned their attention to European Aestheticism which first
appeared in France during the first decades of the nineteenth century and
then in England. It heralded both a new view of life, that is the idea of
treating life “in the spirit of art”, and a thorough meditation of art, regarded
as autonomous and indifferent to the moral or philosophical values that it
could convey; “art for art’s sake” (Johnson, 1969:1, 16). One of the
fundamental terms of Aestheticism was Beauty, which enclosed numerous
connotations. Walter Pater, the most prominent exponent of the aesthetic
view of life, in the preface of The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry,
stresses the futility of defining beauty and underlines the importance of
impressions that a person receives and enjoys from literature and the arts:
Beauty … is relative; and the definition of it becomes unmeaning and useless
in proportion to its abstractness. To define beauty, not in the most abstract
but in the most concrete terms possible, to find not its universal formula, but
the formula which expresses most adequately this or that special
manifestation of it, is the aim of the true student of aesthetics. (Pater, [1873]
1980:xix)

This special manifestation, unique in its substance, functions as a fragment
of the abstract notion of beauty that finds its expression through the
particular impressions that are caused to the senses by a work of art. For
Greek Aesthetes, beauty is multi-faceted creating an amalgamation of
sensuality, morbidity, artificiality and eeriness. This kind of eclectic
approach, which combines many heterogeneous aspects, transcends the
established conception of beauty connected to morality. Platon Rodokanakis
in his autobiographical work Το Φλογισμένο Ράσο (The Cassock in Flames
1911),1 while expressing his thoughts about art, highlights the connection
between deceit and beauty: “Deceit is the rule of Art and deceit itself is
beauty” (Rodokanakis, 1911:79).2 This doctrine is highly connected to Oscar
Wilde’s artistic views as presented in his extended article “The Decay of
Lying”:
It first appeared in the newspaper Ακρόπολις in 1908 (17/02/1908–24/02/1908). The first edition
of the book was in 1911.
2 All the extracts of Greek Aesthetes’ works have been translated into English by the author of
the paper.
1
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The only form of lying that is absolutely beyond reproach is lying for its own
sake, and the highest development of this is … Lying in Art. Just as those who
do not love Plato more than Truth cannot pass beyond the threshold of the
Academe, so those who do not love Beauty more than Truth never know the
inmost shrine of Art. … The final revelation is that Lying, the telling of
beautiful untrue things is the proper aim of Art. (Wilde, [1891] 2003:1090–
1092)

Besides Beauty, Aestheticism is highly attached to form, as its main
exponents show their preference for the ornate and polished/refined writing
style. Moreover, form is not alienated to matter, as form and matter can act
upon each other. This unity in the works of art made Walter Pater highlight
the supremacy of music, in which form and matter are indistinguishable.3
The importance of form while writing is meticulously described by Edgar
Allan Poe in “The Philosophy of Composition”, where he presents the stages
of writing The Raven. He declares his intention to show that the composition
is based on neither intuition nor accident,4 but it proceeds step by step and
it gradually comes to its completion following the precision of a
mathematical problem.5
“And all the arts in common aspiring towards the principle of music; music being the typical
or ideally consummate art, the object of the great Anders-streben of all art, of all that is
artistic, or partakes of artistic qualities. All art constantly aspires towards the condition of music.
For while in all other kinds of art it is possible to distinguish the matter from the form, and
the understanding can always make this diction, yet it is the constant effort of art to
obliterate it” (Pater, [1873] 1980:105–106).
4 As Poe stresses the great importance of form, he resembles the French poets of the Parnassian
School, who sought for control and precision, showing their opposition to the omnipotence
of emotion as depicted in the Romanticism. For the general characteristics of the French
Parnassian School and its connection to the Aestheticism see Karl Beckon, 1993: xxiii–xxv.
5 “Nothing is more clear than that every plot ... must be elaborated to its dénouement before
anything be attempted with the pen. It is only with the dénouement constantly in view that
we can give a plot its indispensable air of consequence or causation, by making the
incidents, and especially the tone at all points, tend to the development of the intention. …
I select «The Raven» as most generally known. It is my design to render it manifest that no
one point in its composition is referable either to accident or intuition — that the work
proceeded step by step, to its completion with the precision and rigid consequence of a
mathematical problem” (Poe, 1846:163).
3
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Poe’s poetic theory had influenced Charles Baudelaire whose work had a
great impact on Swinburne. In his long essay entitled William Blake: A Critical
Essay (1868), Swinburne claims that the value of a work of art has no
connection to instructiveness or morality. Even though art can have moral
effects, these are probably caused by accident, as the artist’s intention is the
supremacy of form itself:
Strip the sentiments and re-clothe them in bad verse, what residue will be left
of the slightest importance of art? Invert them, retaining the manner of form
(supposing this feasible, which it might be), and art has lost nothing. Save the
shape, and art will take care of the soul for you. (Swinburne, 1868:87–88)

Although Swinburne’s view is too formalistic, Aesthetes are highly
attached to form and their works are ratified by the eclectic use of words and
the preciousness of style. Greek Aesthetes intend to create a work of art,
where form and matter are highly connected (Arampatzidou, 2012:36),
recalling Pater’s idea that in actual experience of works of art, form and
matter cannot be easily divided and that the more difficult to separate them
the better is the work of art.
The image of ruins, as presented in the texts of Greek Aesthetes, has
mainly two different functions6 as it either evokes the glorious distant past
or it reflects the inner world and the intimate thoughts of the main
characters. As for the first function, the research is focused on Rodokanakis’
autobiographical work The Cassock in Flames (1911), where the writer
describes his failed attempt to become a priest and the period of time he
lived in the Theological School of Chalki in the Princes’ Islands in the Sea of
6

Ruins are scarcely connected to the old religion, which has been replaced by Christianity. In
Rodokanakis’ De Profundis (a compilation of prose poems first published in 1908) the prose
poem “Ravens” exposes the rivalry between Paganism, which is reflected on the fossilised
marbles of the Parthenon, and the new religion depicted by the black ravens, which has
seized upon the old one. The old religion is also related to an ancient temple in
Rodokanakis’ prose poem “History”, in which a shadow meets the narrator as he walks in
the ruined temple of Olympian Zeus that was once dedicated, as the narrator underlines,
to a now forgotten god. Nevertheless, in Rodokanakis’ prose poem “Catacombs”, the
underground tombs once created to immortalise the memory of the first Christians, are now
left ramshackle and dilapidated. This is also the case in his prose poem “Seniores”, in which
a couple living during the period of the Crusades are now lying in a dark, humid crypt and
the once glorious and omnipotent symbol of Christian cross remains abandoned and
neglected.
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Marmara. Before being enclosed in the Theological School, he visits
Constantinople, where he starts his wandering as this place is highly
connected to the Eastern Roman Empire and to Byzantine gloriousness.
While strolling around the city, his thoughts turn back to the time of the
Byzantine Empire and as he walks down the ancient streets, he hears the
footsteps of Caesar coming back as a great conqueror after the winning war
against the Vandals. As the narrator continues to roam about the city, he
stares at the ancient walls in amazement. The ruined crenellations in the
existing parapet walls with the broken marble inscriptions and his visit to
the church of Hagia Sophia, not only kindle his imagination but also make
him feel disillusioned as the resurgence of the glorious past is impossible:7
I felt that the unsolved Gordian knot tightened my mind while my bloody
fingers were trying desperately to rescue it from fierce choking ... As I walked
out the church I let myself be driven by my heart, because my emotion had
prevailed over my strength. (Rodokanakis, 1911:29–30)8

In Rodokanakis’ short story “Στιφάρχης” (“Stipharchis”)9 the castle of
Trikala in Thessaly becomes the means for the narrator to contemplate the
triumphant distant past and compare it with the humiliating present period,
which has lost the splendour of its ancestors’ feats and achievements:

For the gloriousness of the distant past that remains intangible but inert, see Rodokanakis’
prose poems “The Lion of Chaeronea” and “Sisyphus” in De Profundis. Both of them portray
the immortality of the illustrious past that brings disillusionment and disenchantment as
its resurgence seems infeasible.
8 When the writer went to the Theological School of Chalki, he also imagined himself being in
the Great Church, among famous Byzantine Empresses such as Theodora, Zoe and
Eudokia. In this autobiographical work, the writer describes the ruins of an ancient
windmill, where he used to spend his free time during the months he stayed in the
Theological School of Chalki. This ruined and desolated windmill reflects the narrator’s
inner world before taking his final decision to abandon the clergy and become a writer
(Rodokanakis, 1911:85).
9 The word Stipharchis means the person who is the leader of a mass military formation
(phalanx). It derives from the noun στίφος (a mass body of well deployed army troops) and
the verb ἄρχω (be the leader, lead or command a group). Rodokanakis’ short story
“Stipharchis” was first published in a book with other short stories under the title The Scarlet
Rose in 1912.
7
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I have always liked to gaze at the modern cities from the top of a castle, as
they lie in its feet worshiping in a state of humiliation the lustrous past of the
stone ramparts. It was this kind of pleasure that I felt, when I first climbed on
a rampart of the Byzantine castle. (Rodokanakis, 1912b:90)

While being absorbed in thought, the narrator observes two hawks and
their tone of voice brings to mind the war cry of his ancestors, who went up
and down fighting in the stone stairs and the fortification of the castle. As
his mind is saturated with images of the past, he compares himself to the
hawks, which turn into knights who fight for the rescue of the city in the
castle. Becoming a knight himself, he annihilates the time as Anna
Palaiologina, the queen-consort of the Despotate of Epirus wages war
against him. When this fantasy fades away, he feels as if he submerged into
a world that does not exist anymore, but the process of emergence provided
him with the necessary knowledge to conceive the deeper meaning of this
unique experience:
When this fantasy faded away during sunset, I was left all alone on the
ramparts, in the ruins and in the grandeur of the memories that were coming
out like the vapours of the earth near a volcano. (Rodokanakis, 1912b:92)

This experience made him realise his superiority and imbued him with
the feeling of pleasure to plunder, ravage and devastate. Being influenced
by Nietzsche’s philosophical views,10 he desires to be one of the strongest
people in the world, who can desolate cities and exterminate weak people.
More frequently Greek Aesthetes resort to the image of ruins in order to
present the main characters’ inner world. More precisely, in
Episkopopoulos’ short stories the image of ruins is mostly connected to
oldage, love/lack of love and death.11 In the short story “Οι Θεοί” (“The

10

11

For the influence of Nietzsche’s philosophy on Greek Aesthetes see Lena Arampatzidou,
2012:47–51.
Besides the five short stories that have been analysed in this paper, Episkopopoulos uses
ruins in another two short stories. In “Τα Δάκρυα της Γης” (“The tears of the earth”), the
image of ruins is connected to the eternity of the human melancholy and in “Ο Νεκρός”
(“The dead”), ruins reflect the narrator’s loss of happiness and his disillusion as he decides
to stay alone in life. In the short stories in question, ruins are just used in order to put
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gods”)12 an elderly man contemplates the ancient ruins of Rome, which
become not only a symbol of eternity and revival of old civilisations and
moral values, but also the symbol of the eternal religion, and worship of the
gods of all periods of time. Although the narrator is against all kind of
superstitions and human deceit, he finds by chance an old almost ruined
statuette which he and his wife worshiped as the god of their happiness.
This shattered statuette due to its secrecy and its provision of purity and
blissfulness makes the narrator wonder if it is the one and true God, the
creator of human beings. The ruins of Rome and the almost destroyed
statuette correspond to the pursuit of pure religion, which is timeless and
nameless, having as its main goal to render man virtuous.
In Episkopopoulos’ “Ο Θρήνος του Δειλινού” (“The lamentation of the
nightfall”),13 ruins are associated with old age, lack of love and loneliness.
An elderly man hearing the bells of the church recalls all the women he had
met during his life time. He meticulously describes a woman, who was
probably a figment of his imagination, as being incorporated into the image
of the flowering nature. Moreover, her lively figure is formed in the glory of
the Acropolis, the solemnity of the ancient decapitated columns and the
grandeur of the monuments.14 The narrator having touched her only once in
a dream, laments her non-existence, as she becomes a ghost that haunts his
thoughts. The futility of his life depicted on the ruins that become the relic
of the elusive image of the intangible woman, forces him to admit that his
soul has become a cold cemetery where the shadows of the past reign.
The function of the image of ruins in Episkopopoulos’ short story “Από
την Αγάπη στο Θάνατο” (“From love to death”),15 seems to be connected

12

13

14

15

emphasis on the situation described, but their function is not as crucial as the five short
stories analysed here.
The short story “The Gods” first appeared on 15/02/1902 in the journal Παναθήναια Γ΄
(October 1901–March 1902:283–285). In 1953, it was included in Xefloudas ed., 1953:269–
272. It should be highlighted that almost all short stories written by Nikolaos
Episkopopoulos were gathered in Nikolaos Episkopopoulos, 2002:217–548.
It was first published with the title “Οι Λιτανείες του Λυκόφωτος” (“The litanies of the
twilight”) in the newspaper Τὸ Ἄστυ on 1/01/1897. In 1899, it was included with the title “Ο
Θρήνος του Δειλινού” (“Lamentation of the nightfall”) in the book Τα Διηγήματα του
Δειλινού (The Short Stories of the Nightfall) and in Episkopopoulos, 1992:37–47.
See also Episkopopoulos’ “Songs of songs” where the narrator compares a woman’s grace
and splendor to the beauty of the Parthenon and the ancient marbles.
It was first published in the journal Το Περιοδικόν μας 2, 21, 1/01/1901:282–284. It was also
included in Xefloudas ed., 1953:287–290, and in Episkopopoulos, 1989:119–125.
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to old age, and to the lack of love as it was also presented in “The
lamentation of the nightfall”. An old man contemplating the Acropolis
during sunset, describes it as a dead ruin of glory and sadness. Having a
conversation with a young man, he remembers an inscription on an ancient
ruined tomb, on which it is engraved that Olivia and Daphnis lived, loved
and died. The old man finally realises that their life was “the symbol of true
blessedness”, whereas his life was marked by his long quest of noble ideals,
which deprived him of the feeling of love and companionship. The ancient
ruined inscription reveals the deepest meaning of life and brings to the
surface suppressed desires.
In Episkopopoulos’ short story “Ο Ήλιος στα Χιόνια” (“The sun in the
snow”),16 two elderly people that were once in love meet each other in a
house where solitude and frostiness reign and are aligned to the snow that
is falling outside. Their long-suppressed feelings come to the surface, until
the first rays of the sun shine into the house through the window,
accentuating the woman’s old age. The man focuses his attention on her
wrinkles and her grey hair. For him, her image can be compared to a ruin as
she has lost her beauty and liveliness: “In front of that ruin with the hideous
hair and the innumerable wrinkles, he was thinking about the lost beauty,
that he could have enjoyed, and a cruel and harsh feeling of hatred grew
upon him” (Episkopopoulos, 1953:277). His love turns into hatred and he
finally decides to walk away, leaving her once again alone. In this short
story, an elderly woman is compared to ruins, something that leads to
abandonment and depression.
In Episkopopoulos’ “Βενετία η Τρελή” (“Crazy Venice”),17 ruins are
linked to youth, love and death. As a young couple during their trip in
Venice become conscious of the evanescence of human life and emotions,
they decide to die so as to evade disillusionment and disappointment. The
city described as a moist tomb imposes its decadent aspect on them and
foretells their death:
Venice offered the secret kiss of its own death to those creatures that love
sealed their union. The melancholy that was accumulated during the long
time of isolation and decadence, the palaces and the temples, the canals and

16

17

It was first published in the journal Το Περιοδικόν μας 1, 4, 15/04/1900:101–107. It was
included in Xefloudas ed., 1953:275–280 and in Episkopoulos, 1989:101–112.
It was first published in Εθνικόν Ημερολόγιον Κ. Φ. Σκόκου 1902, vol. 17, Athens: A.
Konstantinidou, 1902:136–141.
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the gondolas, which were the relics of a triumphant and defiant life, they had
an impact on their soul. (Episkopopoulos, 1902a:139)

They decide to die after their secret union in a humid crypt in order to
immortalise their feelings and to evade an impending emotional void. The
decadent image of Venice with its temples and edifices creates the morbid
frame of the imminent death of the young couple. The interrelation that
exists among youth, ruins, love and death is also apparent in Rodokanakis’
short story “Το Βυσσινί Τριαντάφυλλο” (“The scarlet rose”).18 A young
couple after visiting the Dafni Monastery, heads for the desolated chapel of
Saint Nikolaos, where their secret union takes place:
They got out of the church and they headed for the derelict chapel of Saint
Nikolaos. They were buried for some moments in the moist and dark crypt
with the square deal wainscots that were full of the bones of the dead monks
and without even realizing it there emerged innumerable secret commands
as if they were dug out of the bowels of the earth. (Rodokanakis, 1912b:20)

Their death is imminent as they are drowned in the sea, which becomes
their watery grave. The ruined and desolated chapel becomes the transient
state/meeting point between love and death and it materialises the
devastated inner world of the main characters.
In Christomanos’ Το Βιβλίο της Αυτοκράτειρας Ελισάβετ, Φύλλα
Ημερολογίου (The Book of Empress Elisabeth, Pages of a Diary), ruins are
presented as the reflection of the emotional world of Empress Elisabeth.
During their stay in Corfu, the narrator and Empress Elisabeth visit
Palaiokastritsa where an old monastery is located. They try to define the
word Palaiokastritsa, which is also the name of the monastery and they come
to the conclusion that the name was given due to an old Byzantine castle
built during the Byzantine Despotate of Epirus. While staring at it, the
narrator addresses the Empress telling her, that in the past, princesses with
18

The first part of the short story “Το Βυσσινί Τριανράφυλλο” (“The scarlet rose”) (which was
not included in its final form) first appeared in the newspaper Ακρόπολις (12/02/1909–
14/02/1909). Its final form was published from 15/05/1912 to 31/05/1912 in the journal
Παναθήναια ΚΔ΄ (April 1912–September 1912:70–74, 103–106), and the first edition of the
book was in 1912.
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purple veils and belts woven with pearls sent their sighs and moans of
despair beyond the Ionian Sea. He implicitly reveals the psychological
situation of the Empress as her life is sealed with grief and sorrow. Elisabeth
responds using the words of a writer who saw angels passing through the
castle flying like birds. She ironically interprets the writer’s opinion about
the ruined castle, showing at the same time her consent to what the narrator
had previously supported.
While going to the old monastery they walk near the sea and the Empress
notices some rocks in it that look like stone castles full of sorrow and distress,
having fallen down to get drowned. They finally reach the monastery, which
was dilapidated as was everything around it. Despite its desolation and
isolation, it could generate the intense feelings of eternity and omnipresence,
which were also evoked by the imposing monuments of church architecture,
making both the narrator’s and Elisabeth’s soul turn back to the distant past.
In one of their last walks, they visit the Villa of Governor Kapodistrias,
which was left in complete devastation. The sight of abandonment and
solitude evoke charming sadness and tacit pleasure depicting the intimate
thoughts of the two main characters. Elisabeth expresses her contentment
underlining that she wishes “the whole world would be as enchanting as the
ruins of that place”, recalling Burne Jones’ painting “Love among the ruins”,
which “evokes the same emotions, although its musicality is more
lugubrious” (Christomanos [1908] 1929:214). Both Elisabeth and the narrator
discover and interpret their innermost thoughts while watching the ruins,
which also help them materialise the abstract notion of grief and desolation.
Greek Aesthetes were influenced by the English theoretical essays
concerning the fundamental elements of Aestheticism, such as the
supremacy of Beauty, the significance of form and the certainty of the
immediate experience. The image of ruins as presented in Greek
Aestheticism is linked to the senses and the emotional experience. More
precisely, Greek Aesthetes refer to the ruins so as to rake up the splendour
of their ancestors’ achievements and the glory of the past. Ruins become the
means to bridge the distance between past and present creating a timeless
reality not governed by the flow of time. Furthermore, the image of ruins is
frequently used to reveal intimate thoughts and state of mind, giving shape
to the obscurity of the human inner world. Although ruin’s appearance in
the works of Greek Aesthetes is crucial for the story evolution, its use is
limited. Aesthetes often refer to Antiquity or the Byzantine Empire, but they
prefer to describe temples, statues or byzantine castles and churches that are
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strong, sturdy and undamaged (Beauty as wholeness).19 Moreover, as they
show their predilection for artificiality, and preciosity, they extensively
describe fine gems, wealthy clothes and elaborate artefacts. However, they
usually resort to ruins when they want to intensify the transition between
love and death or lack of love and loneliness, which also depends on the age,
as either elderly people, who did not find love, were left alone, or young
people, who were in love, decided to die in order to immortalise their
feelings. Even though the image of ruins is not widely used by Greek
Aesthetes, its fragmented presence can transcend reality and lead to
multifaceted connotations.
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