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     Cavafy’s work has been looked at from a culturally specific point-of-view many times, 

depending on the culture one would choose to ascribe to him, whether this be Alexandrian, 

diaspora, gay, or Hellenistic. One aspect that has not been addressed enough concerns the extent 

to which he glorifies the Greek language, and the Greek language alone. For a Greek poet whose 

English sensibility has been stressed so much, the extent to which his work displays a type of 

language-specific ethnocentricity leaves quite an impression. When the unnamed speaker of “For 

Ammones Who Died At 29, in 610” tells the poet Raphael that he is the man capable of writing a 

few lines in commemoration of the deceased poet of the title, he justifies his judgment by 

praising the beauty of his Greek. He does not merely praise his poetry or use of language, but he 

specifies Greek, an important distinction in a poem that heightens the awareness of difference 

between Egyptian sentiment and foreign languages. 

Many writers before Cavafy have used their work to glorify their native tongue. Dante 

would be the first example to come to mind, as he almost single-handedly resurrected Italian 

demotic poetry from the ignominy of a minor literature. His influence was felt far and wide, 

including by those who during the formative years of the Modern Greek nation utilized Dante as 

an exemplar when championing the use of demotic Greek over katharevousa. Writers from 

Solomos to Kazantzakis used Dante as justification for the demotic cause.1 Cavafy, however, 

writing far from the center of the debate in Athens, remained shockingly silent on this issue when 

1 See Zissimos Lorenzatos. “Solomos’ Dialogos,” and Peter Bien. Kazantzakis and the Linguistic Revolution in 
Greek Literature.
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looked at in relation to other major Greek writers of his time. His early verse utilizes 

katharevousa often enough, but the work for which he would later become most well known 

incorporates a more conversational style and hence, shuns the self-conscious formality that 

accompanies the use of katherevousa. Cavafy’s handling of the language question was inherently  

apolitical. In this respect, his discussion of the subject of the Greek language within his poetry 

can be seen as unique; for, Cavafy never addresses the question of which Greek to use in his 

poetry. Any and all forms of the language prove useful to his work.2 With Cavafy then, arises the 

curious case of a man writing famously from the margins, centralizing the margins in the 

process, who with not an ounce of political motivation, persistently proclaims the supremacy of 

the Greek language over any other. His treatment of the subject of his language concerns not so 

much the place of Greek in a society of Greeks, but the historical significance of the use of 

Greek by those speaking it in a place where it has long since fallen into the status of a minor 

language. 

 The reasons behind the selection of these poems for translation will prove quite obvious. 

In thinking about this subject, I have chosen a specific angle of translation that does not always 

manifest itself in the same way. Much has been made concerning the lack of Cavafy translations 

that faithfully communicate the rhythm, rhyme, and cadence of the original Greek. While much 

of this cannot be avoided, I have tried to tackle these poems from the belief that the primary 

aspect of these poems that needs to be communicated across languages is each poem’s statements 

concerning the centrality (and non-centrality) of the Greek language. I have tried to be as 

faithful, as I see it, to Cavafy’s original text, and whatever liberties I have taken in terms of not 

2 Cavafy is recorded by Sareyannis to have been disgusted by the debate between katharevousa and demotic, 
declaring that both sides aimed to “throw half our language away.” See Roderick Beaton. An Introduction to Modern 
Greek Literature, n. p. 338. 
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just word choice, but rhyme and cadence especially, were done with the goal of highlighting this 

specific aspect of these works. The greatest liberties were taken when I tried to adhere as closely 

as possible to the word order and rhyme scheme of the Greek, an adherence only attempted when 

I felt that the thematic concerns of the poem required it. 

 The first translation I have made is, “For Ammones, Who Died Aged 29, in 610.” Its 

parallel themes of the loss of the fictional poet Ammones and the passing of the Greek language 

into a subsequent foreign language make it an obvious choice. 

 ΓΙΑ ΤΟΝ ΑΜΜΟΝΗ, ΠΟΥ ΠΕΘΑΝΕ
      29 ΕΤΩΝ, ΣΤΑ 610

Pαφαήλ, ολίγους στίχους σε ζητούν
για επιτύµβιον του ποιητού Aµµόνη να συνθέσεις.
Κάτι πολύ καλαίσθητον και λείον. Συ θα µπορέσεις,
είσαι ο κατάλληλος, να γράψεις ως αρµόζει
για τον ποιητήν Aµµόνη, τον δικό µας.

Βέβαια θα πεις για τα ποιήµατά του—
αλλά να πεις και για την εµορφιά του,
για την λεπτή εµορφιά του που αγαπήσαµε.

Πάντοτε ωραία και µουσικά τα ελληνικά σου είναι.
Όµως την µαστοριά σου όληνα τη θέµε τώρα.
Σε ξένη γλώσσα η λύπη µας κ’ η αγάπη µας περνούν.
Το  αιγυπτιακό σου αίσθηµα χύσε στην ξένη γλώσσα.

Pαφαήλ, οι στίχοι σου έτσι να γραφούν
που νάχουν, ξέρεις, από την ζωή µας µέσα των,
που κι ο ρυθµός κ’ η κάθε φράσις να δηλούν
που γι’ Aλεξανδρινό γράφει Aλεξανδρινός.

For Ammones, Who Died Aged 29, in 610

Raphael, they ask of you a few verses
to compose for the epitaph of the poet Ammones. 
Something in very good taste and polished. You will be able,
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you are the appropriate person, to write as befits
the poet Ammones, our very own. 

Of course you will speak about his poems – 
but speak also of his beauty, 
of that refined beauty of his we loved. 

Always beautiful and musical your Greek has been. 
But now we want all of your mastery.
Into a foreign tongue our sorrow and our love pass. 
Pour your Egyptian sentiment into the foreign tongue. 

Raphael, your verses like this should be written
so they contain you know, something of our life in them, 
so the rhythm and every phrase demonstrate 
that an Alexandrian writes about an Alexandrian. 

 The initial objective of my translation concerned the rhythm and tone of voice of the 

poem as a whole. On a general level, tone of voice and rhythm proved to be my initial guides 

with each translation. Here, the elegant verses that Raphael is being asked to compose should be 

reflected in the query itself, which is the poem. This is reflected in the Greek. The use of many 

end-stopped lines, which are rather long and yet mostly unrhymed, cause the poem to be read in 

long breaths that give it a tone of reverence. This becomes especially important upon 

consideration of the fact that this is a poem of commemoration, not only of the passing of a loved 

one, but of the felt loss of a natural mode of communication. Perhaps it seems ironic that I chose 

this as the first of my translations considering the fact that for as much as the elegance of Greek 

is proclaimed, the reality of Greek as a foreign tongue to these Egyptians, and consequentially to 

Cavafy as well, comes across perhaps even more forcibly. Despite this, the poem trusts in Greek 

and specifically in Greek alone. For this reason, I believe that any translation of this poem needs 
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to work against the seemingly predominant trend of seeing Cavafy’s poetry, as translated into 

English, as prosaic. 

 The first line of my version aims immediately to undo any quotidian element. “Raphael, 

they ask of you a few verses,” though not exactly formal, does not read as effortlessly as, for 

example, the first line as translated by Keeley and Sherard: “Raphael, they’re asking you to write 

a few lines . . .” My goal was to do away with such everyday syntax.3 This is why I have kept the 

Greek word order in lines such as: “Always beautiful and musical your Greek has been,” and 

“Into a foreign tongue our sorrow and our love pass.” This last line, the third in stanza three, 

needed to be left in this order so as to retain the horizontal movement of the original, which 

begins in line three of the stanza with, Σε ξένη γλώσσα, and ends the stanza with the final 

passing into the foreign tongue, στην ξένη γλώσσα. I believe this movement to be key to the 

theme of the poem, as well as one of the stylistic elements that best conveys this elegiac tone of 

which I have already spoken. 

 The line that requires the greatest justification is the one previously quoted, the one that 

begins the penultimate stanza: “Always beautiful and musical your Greek has been.” I am the 

only translator to have taken this liberty, no doubt because of how clunky it comes across in 

English. However, I would argue that rather than clunky, the line comes across as a loftier form 

of poetic syntax. Though English, being an uninflected language, does not allow for a 

rearrangement of word order the way Greek does, it is not unheard of for such rearranging to be 

done on behalf of poetic concerns. In his poem commemorating the work of John Milton, “On 

3 Though I will be making many critiques of other translations throughout this paper, I would like to at least 
acknowledge the fact that without these translations I would not have been able to proceed with my own project. 
The depth of my indebtedness to previous translators comes across most as I make my claims for difference. 
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Paradise Lost,” Andrew Marvel writes, “Or if a work so infinite he spanned, / Jealous I was that 

some less skillful hand . . .” (Milton, 17-18). Though in English such a rearranging has become 

resigned to mostly antiquated literary purposes, which is not necessarily the case in Greek, it is 

nevertheless important to realize that the word order of this line in Greek comes across as less 

conversational than if a subject–verb-object order had been utilized. I especially wanted to stress 

this in this stanza as a contrast to the final stanza of the poem, in which the speaker’s point-of-

view comes across more forcibly and I believe slightly more conversationally. It represents a 

thematic shift, a very slight shift of tone Cavafy often adeptly incorporates into his work. These 

last lines now place the emphasis concerning the rationale behind the composition of these verses 

onto a more intimate plane: “so they contain you know, something of our life in them.” I 

translated the Greek, ἔτσι into the rather obtrusive, “you know” rather than incorporating a more 

fluid element such as what George Valassopoulo4 uses in his translation, “in such a manner,” 

because I wanted it to be obtrusive and conversational. It represents the most forceful intrusion 

of point-of-view in the poem; therefore, I sacrificed fluidity of movement for semantics. 

 Two other choices require explanations. I translated αίσθηµα as “sentiment” rather than 

“feeling,” as it is rendered by Keeley and Sherard, as well as by Sachperoglou, Valassopoulo, and 

Dalven, because sentiment conveys a type of tenderness and nostalgia, which commemorates 

both the passing of  “our love into a foreign tongue” as well as “their” language into a foreign 

one. Sentiment has more of a subjective particularity than the more literal translation of 

“feeling.” Another choice I made, which differs from all the other translators previously 

mentioned comes in the last line. I used the simple present, “writes” rather than the continuous 

4 For all translations other than Keeley/ Sherard, Dalven, and Sachperoglou, see www.cavafy.com. 

http://www.cavafy.com
http://www.cavafy.com
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present, because I want this final act of the poem to be read as something that echoes over time, 

hence greater emphasizing the elegiac element of the passing of language. 

 

 As a point of contrast to what was done in “For Ammones,” I would now like to look at 

my translation of “Philhellene.” 

 ΦΙΛΕΛΛΗΝ

Την χάραξι φρόντισε τεχνικά να γίνει.
Έκφρασις σοβαρή και µεγαλοπρεπής.
Το διάδηµα καλλίτερα µάλλον στενό·
εκείνα τα φαρδιά των Πάρθων δεν µε αρέσουν.
Η επιγραφή, ως σύνηθες, ελληνικά·
όχ’ υπερβολική, όχι ποµπώδης—
µην τα παρεξηγήσει ο ανθύπατος
που όλο σκαλίζει και µηνά στην Pώµη —
αλλ’ όµως βέβαια τιµητική.
Κάτι πολύ εκλεκτό απ’ το άλλο µέρος·
κανένας δισκοβόλος έφηβος ωραίος.
Προ πάντων σε συστήνω να κυττάξεις
(Σιθάσπη, προς θεού, να µη λησµονηθεί)
µετά το Βασιλεύς και το Σωτήρ,
να χαραχθεί µε γράµµατα κοµψά, Φιλέλλην.
Και τώρα µη µε αρχίζεις ευφυολογίες,
τα «Πού οι Έλληνες;» και «Πού τα Ελληνικά
πίσω απ’ τον Ζάγρο εδώ, από τα Φράατα πέρα».
Τόσοι και τόσοι βαρβαρότεροί µας άλλοι
αφού το γράφουν, θα το γράψουµε κ’ εµείς.
Και τέλος µη ξεχνάς που ενίοτε
µας έρχοντ’ από την Συρία σοφισταί,
και στιχοπλόκοι, κι άλλοι µαταιόσπουδοι.
Ώστε ανελλήνιστοι δεν είµεθα, θαρρώ.

Philhellene

Take care that the engraving comes out skillfully.
The expression serious and majestic.
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The diadem preferably somewhat tight:
I don’t like those loose ones of the Parthians.
The inscription, as is customary, in Greek, 
Not exaggerated, not pompous – 
So there is no misunderstanding by the proconsul
Who is always digging things up and bringing them to Rome – 
but of course giving due honor. 
On the other side something quite exceptional, 
some discus-thrower, youthful beautiful. 
Above all I advise you to make sure
(Sithaspes, by god’s name, not to be forgotten)
after the titles of King and Savior, 
to inscribe in elegant characters, Philhellene. 
But for now don’t start with your witticisms, 
the “Where the Greeks?” and “Where is Greek
here behind Zagro, further past Phraata.” 
So many others more barbarian than us
write them, we will write them as well. 
And in the end don’t forget that sometimes
sophists come to us from Syria, 
as well as versifiers, and other vainglorious types. 
We are not that unhellenized then, I believe.

My translation does not make any choices that are drastically  different from those of 

Keeley and Sherard, Mendelsohn, and Dalven. It can be seen as a point of contrast with the 

previous translation, because it shows when syntactical liberties can be justified and when they 

cannot. This poem begins with the line, Την χάραξι φρόντισε τεχνικά να γίνει. Once again, 

Cavafy  employs a word order that is not  easily rendered into English. While the placement of the 

verb at the end of the line is crucial to the poetics in the original, it must be sacrificed in the 

English, because by reversing the natural subject–verb–object arrangement of English in this 

instance, as I had done in the previous translation, the result  would be something contrary to the 
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overall tone of the poem, which is not elegiac, nor formal.5 The insertion of the aside reminding 

Sithaspes not  to forget to inscribe the word “Philhellene” is proof of this. It is an informal, 

conversational aspect of a poem, which reads smoothly in Greek and should read as smoothly in 

English. The confident perspective of the speaker is as sure of what he wants to convey in the 

poem as in the engraving he is discussing. 

I did, however, make certain decisions as a result of this project’s mission. “Digging up” 

was chosen for σκαλίζει rather than expressions such as “smelling things out,” as Keeley and 

Sherard translate it, or “poking about” as Dalven does, because there needs to be an action of 

excavation. This is a poem, after all, which discusses engravings and inscriptions, both actions of 

carving into something solid. This resonates with the poem’s thematic element concerning the 

questioning of true Hellenism, whether a true Hellene can be found out in the margins of the 

Hellenic world, where nevertheless “sophists,” “versifiers, and other vainglorious types” still 

come. Notice that “sophists” and “versifiers” are tradesmen in language. Since this poem calls 

into question what defines a Hellene, it bears recalling that to be Greek, since ancient times, has 

been defined as someone who speaks the Greek language. The Jewish diaspora presents an 

interesting counterexample. Customs and ritual practices, rather than language, tie together a 

Jewish diaspora, which had been dispersed across a wide range of national and linguistic 

boundaries. To be Greek, however, means to speak Greek.6 Cavafy understood this, and because 

5 This translational project can in a way be seen as an attempt to nullify the belief that it is Cavafy’s “tone of voice,” 
which is what most survives translation, as W.H. Auden’s so famously remarked. Rather, I would claim that there are 
many tones of voices that come across in Cavafy’s poetry. See Auden, “Introduction” (xvi). 

6 A case can be made for religion as another defining characteristic of being Greek, especially during the Asia Minor 
disaster and subsequent population exchange. However, this aspect of cultural identification is a modern conception 
tied to the concept of the nation. Unlike the Jews, who have always been Jewish in their religious practices, the 
religious practices of the Greek people historically encompass not just Greek Orthodoxy, but various forms of 
Christianity, as well as Judaism and the Paganism of the pre-Christian era.
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of this, every  utterance of Greek within a nation whose primary language is not Greek, such as 

the locale of this poem or Cavafy’s own Alexandria, initiates a process of disinterring a 

Hellenized past from the land, or recalling that at one time Greek arrived in the margins of the 

Mediterranean as a result of the conquests of Alexander, and in a way, it never fully left. 

When in “Philhellene,” the speaker proves that “We” are not unhellenized because 

sophists and other vainglorious types still come around, the speaker is making his case on two 

planes. On the first, there is the contrast between the so-called Hellenic types, sophists and 

versifiers, who are supposedly more refined, and the speaker’s fellow locals. The poem on one 

level represents these elevated tradesmen in the Greek language as inflated beyond their worth, 

hence my rendering of µαταιόσπουδοι as “vainglorious.” At the same time, however, the poem 

recalls the roots of Hellenic identification, because to be a Greek meant to be a speaker of the 

Greek language, whether this is in the service of a lofty philosophical pursuit or in a more self-

important one, such as that  of a sophist.7 If these types still come to the speaker’s home, then 

they  are not  so unhellenized. They  are not so unhellenized then, both because they are better than 

these vainglorious types who are Hellenes, and because they  are grouped together with these 

vainglorious types, since they still deem the speaker’s home worthy of their visits. 

The next translations is the one in which I took the greatest liberties and deviated the 
most from the paths of previous translators:

  ΕΙΣ ΙΤΑΛΙΚΗΝ ΠΑΡΑΛΙΑΝ

7 Obviously the delineations between the value judgments of philosophers and sophists being made in this paper are 
highly reductive. They merely serve to heighten the contrasts already in-play within the poem itself. 
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       Ο Κήµος Μενεδώρου,                Ιταλιώτης νέος,
       τον βίον του περνά        µέσα στες διασκεδάσεις·
       ως συνειθίζουν τούτο                οι απ’ την Μεγάλη Ελλάδα
       µες στα πολλά τα πλούτη                αναθρεµένοι νέοι.

       Μα σήµερα είναι λίαν,                παρά το φυσικό του,
       σύννους και κατηφής.                Κοντά στην παραλίαν,
       µε άκραν µελαγχολίαν                βλέπει που εκφορτώνουν
       τα πλοία µε την λείαν                εκ της Πελοποννήσου.

       Λάφυρα ελληνικά·                        η λεία της Κορίνθου.

       A σήµερα βεβαίως        δεν είναι θεµιτόν,
       δεν είναι δυνατόν        ο Ιταλιώτης νέος
       νάχει για διασκεδάσεις                καµιάν επιθυµίαν. 

On An Italian Shore

Kemos son of Menedoros,     Italiote youth,
passes his life            among amusements, 
as is the habit for these  who from Greater Greece
amongst many luxuries        are raised. 

But today he is particularly,      contrary to his nature, 
pensive and downcast.    Near the beach, 
in deep melancholy       he sees them unload
the ships with their booty    from the Peloponnese. 

Greek spoils,    the booty of Corinth. 

Ah today at least it is not lawful,
it is not possibile      that the Italiote youth
should have for amusements    any desire. 
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 I must begin my discussion of this poem firstly by contrasting it to the two best-known 

translations of it beforehand. James Merrill’s translation is by far the most beautiful, but it is 

beautiful to a fault. There is nothing in the Greek that matches the type of literary register of a 

word such as “disgorges.”  Keeley and Sherard’s translation, an exemplum of lucidity, is 

however, too keen to sacrifice the complicated syntax of Cavafy’s Greek for the clarity of its 

English. Its most glaring absence involves the lack of space-breaks between the lines, breaks that  

are crucial to the original. My translation is quite clunky in comparison, but I would argue that 

the original is one of Cavafy’s less fluid poems, and so for a reason. The obtrusive use of spacing 

and the specific rhyme employed create a jagged poetic landscape that disrupts a smooth reading. 

Cavafy’s rhyme is uneven and bounces diagonally across and down the poem, a type of 

movement borne along with the aid of the spacing Cavafy uses mid-line. The word order as well, 

is unorthodox, even by Greek standards. This is why all of the various translations of this poem 

rearrange the words from the original to a great extent. Despite this necessity, problems arise 

when such a rearrangement gives way to a less complicated syntax that is unfaithful to the 

original. 

Before I discuss my choices concerning syntactical issues, let me address the use of the 

word “Italiote” for Ιταλιώτης. Sachperoglou uses “Italiote-Greek,” while Merrill and Keeley and 

Sherard use “Greek-Italian.” I have chosen the simple Italiote, because I feel any hyphenated 

expression would ruin the rhythm of the line. Also, Greek-Italian reads too much like a 

contemporary race category, invoking among other things, the idea of nation. Any idea of nation 

must be avoided at all costs, not only because it would be anachronistic, but also because this 
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poem speaks to the ease of movement between cultures and the balances of power in the ancient 

Mediterranean. 

 In terms of larger choices I made, I must first state that the primary aspect of the poem I 

tried to convey was the rhyme, because I feel that it is essential to the poetics and theme of the 

original. This theme is tied to the project of this paper. It involves the use of rhyme and rhythm 

to either disrupt the flow of the words or move them along more quickly, to either set words 

apart from each other or link them. This is of course the most basic of statements that applies to 

all poetry in any language, but in Cavafy translations this aspect is oftentimes elided due to the 

difficulty of transferring Greek into English. Cavafy’s wordplay links the poem’s themes much 

more forcibly than the simple meaning of what is being said. When what is being said involves 

the Greek language, and when the poet is utilizing that language in a highly ornate and structured 

way in order to convey the poem’s statement about that language, then a great disservice has 

been done to the poet when a translation foregoes any attempts to create a similar type of pattern.  

In stanza one, for example, the hard “e” rhyme that will dominate most of the poem begins. 

Cavafy rhymes, τούτο . . . οι, πλούτη, αναθρεµένοι, and νέοι, effectively linking these young 

men raised in wealth both thematically and poetically through these rhymes. I have tried to do a 

similar thing by linking, “these” with “luxuries.” “These” is a risky choice, because it does not 

identify these young men as clearly as the original does, but I have chosen to sacrifice lucidity 

for rhyme in the hope that the rhyme is what will make the poem’s connections jump out more 

clearly. I also realize that “Greater Greece” is not a correct translation of Μεγάλη Ελλάδα, but I 

wanted to once again invoke this hard “e” sound which is lost in the final line of the stanza by 

using the word “raised.” 
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 In the second stanza rhyme is used once again to connect the primary thematic elements 

of the poem. Cavafy repeats this hard “e” five times, four of which are perfect rhymes of two 

words with the same suffixes and two words that are homonyms: παραλίαν with µελαγχολίαν, 

and λίαν with λείαν. I have tried to repeat this by connecting “particularly” with “melancholy” as 

well as with “booty,” “beach,” and “Peloponnese.” Similar thematic connections are made in the 

original when in the final stanza θεµιτόν is rhymed with δυνατόν, further emphasizing the 

severity of the reaction of this youth to seeing theses spoils being unloaded before his eyes. For 

this reason I used “lawful” and “possible,” invoking not as forceful a rhyme as in the original, 

but nevertheless one which aims to phonetically tie these two words together. 

 I realize that as a whole the translation reads almost awkwardly, but as I have already 

stated, so does the Greek. Predominantly, translators of Cavafy into English have chosen to make 

his work read as fluently as possible. Any attempt to mimic Greek syntax is oftentimes ignored 

in favor of a more natural English. This is what Lawrence Venuti calls, “The illusion of 

transparency,” which aims to give the appearance that the heavy-handed influence of the 

translator has been kept to a minimum. Such an illusion is achieved, “by adhering to current 

usage, maintaining continuous syntax, [and] fixing a precise meaning” (Venuti 1). As has been 

shown in poems such as “Philhellene,” sometimes such translational decisions are justified. 

However, in certain instances this illusion needs to be shattered in order to convey as many of 

the linguistic choices of the poet as can be conveyed in the target language. The result should not 

highlight the choices of the translator as much as it should those of the poet, even though one 

could justly argue that such an outcome is theoretically impossible. 
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“On An Italian Shore” is an example in which a closer adherence to the poetics of the 

Greek is helpful in conveying the most important thematic aspects, which here relate to the 

reaction of a young man of luxury to the sight of Greek culture, of which he is a part, being 

appropriated by another culture, of which he is also a part. His loyalties go both ways. It is a 

poem about the rough journey over time and space through and across cultures, a journey 

mirrored in the hazardous road of the poetry across the lines. This comes about in the original 

because of various methods employed by the poet. In the first line alone one finds two phrases, 

cut in half by a line-space, further separated by commas after each. The next three lines of the 

first stanza alone are broken up by an ano teleia and line spaces. The beginning of the rhyme of 

the hard “e” sound bounces along from midline to the ends of lines as a result of the fact that 

Cavafy split the lines of these stanzas in two, and all of this in the first stanza comprises but a 

single sentence. This jaggedness continues to an even greater extent in the second line, as the 

poet makes greater use of commas and repeated rhymes. One must also take into account the 

sheer number of dependant clauses utilized by the poet, and only then does one realize just how 

jagged (to repeat my adjective of choice for this poem) it truly is. 

 Then the poem is interrupted by the banner-like proclamations: “Greek spoils . . . the 

booty of Corinth.” After such an interruption, the poem’s path smoothes out, allowing for the 

introduction of a new rhyme that subtly expresses the reaction of the youth, the rhyme of  

θεµιτόν with δυνατόν. The last word of the poem, however, alludes back to the drama of the 

previous stanzas through the use of the same suffix that was interwoven into the rhyming of the 

hard “e” sound. This is the word επιθυµίαν, or “desire,” which I have left as such, unrhymed, 

because the importance of this word as the final one of the poem is paramount. It is desire, which 
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has been erased. A facile reading, which sees this as merely a transformation of the youth’s mood 

is not enough, because the poem begins by describing these men of Greater Greece as men of 

amusements, whose very natures spur them towards the fulfillment of their desires. In losing his 

desire for amusements, the unspecified youth, who synecdochally represents a generation, loses 

the dominant characteristic of his identity according to the poem. Such a realization does not 

come about after one reading, and I would suggest that such an epiphany does not occur to the 

youth either. The poem is as much about the process of reading through gaps and interruptions to 

discover the full weight of a mundane situation as it is about the process of unloading the spoils 

taken from one culture onto the shore of another. Just as Cavafy’s epitaph poems utilize line 

spacing in order to mimic the investigative process of unearthing the biographical remains of an 

underrepresented historical figure from the remnants of an inscription, so this poem utilizes 

spacing, unorthodox rhythms, and uneven rhymes in order to force the reader to connect 

shattered pieces as one would strain to connect the fragmented shards of ancient pottery. The 

shards of phrases and pieced-together words that make up this poem represent the insecure 

process of survival and metamorphosis that not just Greek culture but the Greek language itself 

have undergone in their travels amongst the societies that initially brought them to Mediterranean 

shores and amongst those who would later appropriate it for themselves. 

All three of the lyrics discussed represent examples of Cavafy’s historical poems, though 

it has been proven time and again that his work is not so easily compartmentalized as it once 

seemed. By consistently setting much of his poetry in the past, oftentimes a past when either the 

language of Greek was still the dominant form of communication in the Eastern Mediterranean 
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or was at least on its way out of dominance, the reader is forced to reexamine the relationship of 

Cavafy’s notion of the Greek language to the culture and identity of which he wrote. By his time, 

Greek had long sunk into the status of a minor language and only one of a handful spoken in his 

native Alexandria. Cavafy’s appraisal of the Greek tongue represents another aspect of his poetry 

of a lost Hellenized past, not a nostalgia, but merely a prideful acknowledgement that the 

language he loved and has now contributed to, was once the most influential one of the Western 

world. All three of these poems, though, also speak of a Greek that is a foreign tongue, and by 

specifying the need to use it as he does in “For Ammones,” the poet betrays the fragility of the 

language’s position as the language of relevance in the society of each poem. A greater emphasis 

is thereby placed upon the subjective relevance of one’s “native” language to the individual. The 

importance of communicating the various linguistic registers of Cavafy in translations lies in this 

aspect of Cavafy’s relationship to the Greek tongue; for, his mode of glorifying Greek does not 

involve any monochromatic praise of a stable form of the language, but the uneasy process of 

transformation language takes in its attempts at survival. This a process Cavafy dramatizes in the 

movement of his poetry. 
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