
Introduct ion

Georgios Seferiadis, son of Stylianos, was born in Smyrna
(now Izmir) on 29 February 1900, according to the ‘old’ cal-
endar, or 13 March according to the now-universal calen-
dar that Greece adopted in 1924. e name ‘Seferis’ is a lit-
erary pseudonym, and did not come into existence until
much later, in 1931 when he published his first volume of
poetry.

e lost paradise of Seferis’ childhood was not Smyrna,
where he had been born, but the tiny fishing village of Skala
tou Vourla. Skala (now Urla Iskelesi) lies some thirty kilo-
metres west of Smyrna along the coast. It was there, until
he was twelve, that Seferis spent his childhood summers.
Whenever in his later poems, essays, diaries and correspon-
dence Seferis refers to his childhood years, to ‘light’, or ‘the
other world’, it is to this place and those memories that he
refers.

When war broke out in Europe in August 1914, the Se-
feriadis family le Smyrna for the greater safety of Athens.
It was there that Seferis completed his schooling. Aer that,
as a student at the Sorbonne, in Paris, he seems to have
hated his studies in law, which he completed in 1924, aer
painful struggles. To his sister Ioanna, before this, he had
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already confided his first steps towards becoming a poet. It
was during these years in Paris that Seferis met the first
great love of his life. She was French, a talented pianist.
Aer he was obliged to return to Greece, to enter his coun-
try’s diplomatic service, the affair languished. But his feel-
ings informed much of his first volume of poetry, that he
published in 1931 with the title Turning Point, in particular
the poignant, lyrical and tormented ‘Love’s Discourse’ and
the lyric here translated as ‘Refusal’, which thanks to the
much later setting by Mikis eodorakis has become Se-
feris’ best-known poem.

e poems of Turning Point are much more than per-
sonal. ey grapple directly with the symptoms of moder-
nity, as the poet had experienced them both in Greece and
abroad. e earliest of these poems to be written, entitled
‘Fog’ (in English) and written in 1924 on his first visit to
London, evokes an alien and frightening cityscape, in
which the brass band of the Salvation Army, heard through
the traditional London ‘pea-souper’, is a mockery of salva-
tion in a place where even the angels are deadly. Other early
poems celebrate, in an almost futurist manner, such things
as motor cars and rockets. 

At the same time as his first collection of poetry was
published, Seferis embarked on the first foreign posting of
his diplomatic career. His two and a half years in London in
the early 1930s brought him for the first time into close con-
tact with literature in English. Many years later, he would
relate how in December 1931, buying Christmas cards in
Oxford Street, he had his first encounter with the poetry of
T.S. Eliot. It was one of the most decisive discoveries of his
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life. Almost at once he began translating poems by Eliot;
his own later poetry would oen be compared to Eliot’s.

By the time he returned to Athens, in February 1934,
Seferis had already begun work on a new volume of poetry,
for the first time in free verse. is would become the se-
quence, published in 1935, to which he gave the provocative
title Novel (it is also known in English by its Greek title:
Mythistorema). It was in this volume that Seferis first began
to establish the poetic landscape that would win him fame
both in Greece and abroad. is is the spare, burnt Aegean
landscape of rocks and earth, where water is scarce and the
sun as unforgiving as the ancient Furies. In this landscape,
which is presented mostly in a timeless way in Novel, the
ancient myths of gods and heroes, and the heroic legends
of the Argonauts and the War of Troy, are presented in a se-
ries of disjointed fragments. In the tight, closed world of
Novel, there is no escape either from the landscape or from
the endlessly repeated cycles of violence and vengeance,
which are the stuff not only of myth, but of Greek history
too, both ancient and modern. 

Later in the 1930s, Seferis served briefly as consul in the
southern Albanian town of Körçe (Korytsa in Greek), con-
tributed poems and essays to the influential new periodical
that had been founded by his friend George Katsimbalis
(Henry Miller’s ‘colossus of Maroussi’), and fell in love with
his future wife, Maro.

In the early hours of Monday 28 October 1940, when
Greece rejected an ultimatum from Mussolini’s Italy, Seferis
helped dra the official declaration of war. Greece had en-
tered World War II on the Allied side. e Italians were
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beaten back in Albania, but then in April 1941 Hitler came
to the aid of his ally, Mussolini. Seferis was evacuated from
Athens, along with the government that he served, on 22
April 1941, a few days before the invading Germans
reached Athens. e plan at that stage was to hold the is-
land of Crete. But within a month Crete, too, would be
under attack, and the Greek government and its civil ser-
vants were evacuated again, this time to Egypt, as the whole
of Greece was placed under occupation by the Axis powers.
During the remainder of the war, apart from brief spells in
South Africa and in Jerusalem, Seferis was based in Cairo,
as press officer to the exiled government. ree and a half
years were to pass before he and Maro would see Greece
again, just aer the liberation in October 1944. e poem
‘Last Stop’ was written during a frustrating delay in their
repatriation, on the ‘Tyrrhenian shore’ of southern Italy,
and takes stock of the personal and national trauma of the
wartime years.

For a poet, no experience is truly wasted. In the midst
of the unfamiliar world of wartime Egypt, Seferis had found
time to write a short book of poems, that would be pub-
lished in Alexandria in 1944, with the title Logbook II, as
well as several remarkable essays. He also collaborated with
a group of British writers, of whom the most famous today
is Lawrence Durrell, whose poems he translated into Greek,
while they translated his into English. is collaboration
helped to establish the basis for Seferis’s international rep-
utation as a poet aer the war.

Back in Greece, during the autumn of 1946, Seferis spent
a two-month period of leave, his first since before the war,
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on the island of Poros. ere, contemplating the spectre of
civil war that was already beginning to tear his country
apart and would last until October 1949, Seferis wrote what
is certainly his densest and most complex, perhaps also his
finest poem.

It is called ‘rush’, to commemorate a small ship that
had been scuttled off the harbour of Poros at the beginning
of the war. In this poem, the minor casualty of war, the
shipwreck that is still visible on the seabed, comes to rep-
resent the ship on which Odysseus travelled to the under-
world, there to learn what he most needs to know: how to
return to his home in Ithaca. In this way, Seferis draws on
the Odyssean myth to create, out of Odysseus’ voyage into
the depths, a vision of a transcendent, symbolic homecom-
ing, to what the poem calls ‘the light’.

In the early 1950s, while on a diplomatic posting to sev-
eral Arab states and based in Beirut, Seferis paid a series of
visits to Cyprus, at the time still under British colonial rule.
In Cyprus, he was able to rediscover his lost childhood ideal
of a Greek community living close to nature and tradition,
and untouched either by modernity or by the dead hand of
Greek officialdom. Out of what he called the ‘revelation’ of
Cyprus, Seferis wrote a series of poems, at first titled…
Cyprus, Where It Was Ordained for me to Live… (now
known as Logbook III). ese poems are full of the sights,
sounds, touch and smell of real places and lived moments;
in a small number of pages they also weave together a pag-
eant of the whole history of Cyprus, from prehistoric times
to the 1950s.

Worked into this texture is the precariousness of an is-
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land, and its predominantly Greek-speaking population, in
the decade when British colonial power was waning.
Cyprus had been ruled by Great Britain since 1878. Seferis
was acutely sensitive to the demands of his fellow-Greeks
in Cyprus for enosis, or union with Greece. At the time of
his visits, the British government had set its face publicly
against this ever happening. In several of these poems, Se-
feris gave a grim and all too accurate prophecy of the con-
sequences of the collision course that was then developing,
between colonial intransigence and the accumulated bit-
terness of the Greek Cypriots. 

Subsequently, appointed Ambassador to London from
1957 to 1962, Seferis would take a leading role in diplo-
matic efforts to resolve the armed conflict between the
Greek Cypriots and the British that lasted from 1955 to
1959. He disagreed profoundly with the terms of the settle-
ment that led to the independence of Cyprus in 1960, and
accurately foresaw how it was likely to unravel, as indeed it
did between 1963 and 1974, leading to the stalemate that
still exists in the island in the 21st century.

Seferis le the London embassy in 1962 and in 1963 was
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, the first Greek ever
to win this highest international distinction. But his wider
fame in Greece and among Greeks abroad was due not so
much to this and other official honours, as to the musical
setting of four short poems by Mikis eodorakis, which
had its first public performance on 13 November 1961. Se-
feris notoriously disapproved. But it was through the
medium of eodorakis’ immensely popular music that Se-
feris’ poetry first reached a wide audience.
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His final collection of verse, ree Secret Poems, pub-
lished in 1966, has been called a cryptic apocalypse and
read as Seferis’ considered response to Eliot’s Four Quartets.
Seferis never committed himself overtly to religious belief
as Eliot did. ree Secret Poems envision a corrupt and de-
graded world coming to an end, just as the poet contem-
plates his own life reaching the traditional span of ‘three
score years and ten’. In these poems, there is no palliative
for the pain of physical dissolution, and no escape for the
soul into an aerlife. But the end of a life, and even the end-
ing of a world, are not quite final, either. At the moment
when the pulse stops, when the sun ‘oversteps his measure’,
in the words of the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus,
and the world is consumed in fire, come ‘birth pangs of res-
urrection’. ere is an intimation of a future aer all, a new
world ready to emerge out of the conflagration.

Aer retiring from the diplomatic service in 1964, Se-
feris had hoped to distance himself from the political life
of his country. is proved impossible for him, aer the im-
position of the military dictatorship of the ‘Colonels’ on 21
April 1967. In March 1969, the retired diplomat broke with
the professional habits of a lifetime and issued his famous
‘Statement’ to the foreign press, in which he denounced the
abuses perpetrated by the regime. e response by the junta
was low-key and characteristically petty. en at the end of
July 1971, Seferis was taken into the Evangelismos hospital
in Athens, where he died on 20 September.

Seferis’ funeral, on 22 September 1971, turned into the
first large-scale spontaneous demonstration against the
regime of the Colonels. In defiance of the ban on music by
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eodorakis, the crowd spontaneously broke into song, and
Seferis was borne to his last resting place amid the swelling
chant of the song ‘Refusal’. In a way that he would never
have expected or, perhaps, quite have wished, Seferis in
death had reached the audience to which he had always in-
sisted that his poetry belonged: the people.

is volume presents complete translations of Novel and
ree Secret Poems that have not been published before, 
together with translations of shorter poems that have ap-
peared over the years in a number of publications, listed
below.

e translations presented here bring together for the
first time the fruit of more than forty years. Novel has been
newly translated for this volume, superseding previously
published versions of a few of its constituent sections. e
translation of ree Secret Poems dates from 1972-73, when
I benefited from the help and support of my teacher of
modern Greek at the University of Cambridge, the late
Stavros Papastavrou. e translation was accepted in 1973
for publication by a leading British literary publisher. If this
had gone ahead it would have been a precocious first book
for me. But the publisher stopped answering letters once it
emerged that the Seferis estate was not granting exclusive
rights. is had always, and for sound reasons, been Seferis’
own policy, and so far as I know it has been continued by
his estate to this day. I am particularly glad to have this op-
portunity, aer so long, to bring these translations into the
light of day. e ‘voice’ of these translations must necessar-
ily be different from my own today; respecting that differ-
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ence, I have refrained from any intervention in the text of
1973 other than the silent correction of a couple of errors.

Other translations were made at different times over the
intervening period, and have previously appeared in the
following publications:

From Turning Point (other than ‘Love’s Discourse’):
Arion: A Journal of the Humanities and the Classics 14/1
(2006), except for ‘Refusal’, which was there published with
the title ‘Renunciation’ and is now superseded by the pres-
ent version. is version has previously appeared, with my
permission, in an article by Polina Tambakaki in Classical
Receptions Journal 5/1 (2013): 144-65.

‘Love’s Discourse’: Modern Poetry in Translation 21
(2003).

From Logbook II and Logbook III: all previously pub-
lished in George Seferis, A Levant Journal, translated, edited
and introduced by Roderick Beaton (Ibis Editions, Jerusalem,
2007) and reprinted with permission. An earlier version of
‘Last Stop’ had previously appeared in Arion 13/2 (2005).

I am most grateful to Anna Londou for permission to
publish these translations and to Aris Laskaratos for wel-
coming them into the congenial and prestigious company
of the Modern Greek Classics series published by Aiora.

King’s College London
August 2015
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