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CHAPTER 3

Late Antiquity as an Expression of
Decadence in the Poetry of Constantine

P. Cavafy and Stefan George

Anastasia Antonopoulon

InTrODUCTION: CAvAaFY's AND GEORGE’s THESES
Recarping HisTory

Literary modernism reacts to the historicism of the nineteenth cen-
tury in two ways, either by producing “poetry without history” or
poetry of a “productive historicism.” The latter term, suggested by
Dirle Niefanger,' denotes an aesthetical procedure in literature, which
responds to modern experiences of alienation by depicting them in an
historical context, so that they become more familiar. In this way, new
relationships arise between history and poetry. This tendency is espe-
cially observable within the literature of European decadence, which,
by orienting itself toward such historical periods as the Late Roman
or the Hellenistic-Alexandrian eras, tries to define the present. This
chapter investigates this pheromenon on the basis of the work of
Constantine P. Cavafy and Stefan George.?

Cavafy (1863-1933), who is now considered as one of the preemi-
nent Greek poets, was a Greek of the Diaspora, born in Alexandria.
More than any other Greek poet of his time, he “worked within the
context of European poetics™ of the late nineteenth century, such as
the movements of Symbolism, Aestheticism, and Decadence. Stefan
George (1868-1933), the leading exponent of the German Aesthetic
movement, with strong ties with the French Symbolists, introduced
the dogma of Part pour Part (art for art’s sake) in Germany, not only
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through his poetry, but also by means of his programmatic texts in the
literary magazine Blitter fiir die Kunst, which he founded i 1892.
For both poets, the past plays a dominant role; nonetheless, they both
revolutionize the tradition of historical poetry, as it was established in
the nineteenth century. In his early lyrical collection Algabal (1892),
for instance, George creates an absolute novelty within German lit-
erature by putting an extremely negative historical personality in the
center of the work, while at the same time making a strong departure
from the scurces. Cavafy’s historical poems on the other hand consd-
tute an innovative and unique treatment of history, which provides a
complete departure from post-Romantic patriotism.

In his foreword to the collection The Books of the Eclogues nand
Eulngies, of Legends and Lays and of the Hanging Gardens (1894),
Stefan George stresses that no image of a specific historical period
is set forth in these poems, in spite of the fact that they refer to the
past. The poet goes o to say that the content of these lyrical rexts
is nothing more than “reflections of a soul which has fled temporar-
ily to other times and other places.”® The imagery of the poems is
indeed evocative of an exotic past, yet at the same time it is familiar,
since the writer concludes that “each epoch and each spirit, by being
individually formulated, moves into the realm of the present and the
personal” {George 1958, 1:63}. This statement provides an essen-
tial characterization of what we have called “productive historicism”
at the beginning of the chapter. Cavafy’s relationship to history is
more complicated, given that a considerable number of his poems
revolve around historical themes. Since the publication of G. Seferis’s
article on Cavafy, it is commonplace in scholarship to say that the
poet employs the “historical method,” which means that the present
is expressed through the past by means of the technique of “objective
correlation,” in analogy to the “mythical method” of the modernists.”
The Cavafian historical method, however, is not one of absolute iden-
tification of the past with the present. It does not funcrion as a one-to-
one correlation; instead, it is to be understood kaleidoscopically as a
game of reflections that allows the reader to see his or her own present
condition through history.®

It is obvious now that the Cavafian attitude toward the past is very
similar to that of Stefan George. Their common interest in Byzantium
and in the Late Roman and Hellenistic-Alexandrian eras connects
them both to the wider phenomenon of European Decadence, since
the French Symbolists were the first who made these historical periods
the subjects of their poetry. They are transitional periods characterized

o
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by exhaustion, failure, and decline, yet at the same time by spiritu-
alization, splendor, and debauchery. In eras like these, poets find a
familiar frame to express their feelings. Concerning the Hellenistic
period, Cavafy said, “In this epoch I feel free. I have made it my own™;
then, about the Byzantine period: “For me the Byzantine period is
like a cupboard with many drawers. If I need something, I know in
which one I have to search in order to find it.”” In German literature,
Stefan George represents the anticlassical tendencies of the turn of
the century, according to which antiquity remains a literary theme
brought forward through an entirely different approach from the
one undertaken by eighteenth-century classicism. In the place of the
humanistic ideal of antiquity, there now appears an epoch of decline:
Stefan George brushes the brilliant Age of Pericles aside and turns to
the Late Roman and Hellenistic eras instead.

DecAapeNcE AND LaTE ANTIQUITY:
TueEMATIC CORRELATIONS IN THE WORKS
oF Groree AND CAVAFY

Within the scope of this study we adopt the general definition of the
term Decadence as formulated by W. Rasch, who describes it as “a
literary phenomenon in European literature at the end of the nine-
teenth century, with a thematic focus on the depiction of decay and
downfall, in ail its differendations.”® According to Rasch, Decadence
encompasses such acsthetic categories as fin de sidcle, aestheticism,
or Part pour Part. Under the main theme “decay,” many motifs that
describe its symptoms and manifestations are subordinated, such as
biological degeneration, enmity toward nature, worship of beauty,
scorn for contemporary values, exhaustion, sexual perversity, sensual-
ity, and self-indulgence.

Here we concentrate on the quesdon of how both poets employ
the past in order to express their decadent feelings and their poetics. A
possibie first answer is that both poets’ protagonists are often histori-
cal or pseudo-historical figures, who appear incapable of changing the
circumstances of their lives for the better and avoiding failure. Such
characters include the last Byzantine Emperor Theophilos Palaiclogos
in the homonymous poem of Cavafy, who has lost his courage and
prefers to die, or Dimitrios in the poem “King Dimitrios” (Cavafy),
who faces the end of his kingship not like a king but “like an actor.”
Once the play is over, Dimitrios “changes his costume and goes
away.”® Similarly in George, in particular in the collection The Books
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of the Eclogues and Eulggies, one of the main recurring figures is that
of the resigned person, as in the poems “The End of the Victor”
or “The Knight who Gives Up.” Just as in Cavafy, the protagonists
here accept their failure, not as a tragic breach but as a human condi-
tion. The much-cited verses from Cavafy’s poem “The God Abandons
Antony” reflect the attitude of both poets: “Don’t mourn your luck
that’s failing now. ../ As one long prepared ... / Say goodbye to her,
the Alexandria that is leaving.”

Along with the historical figares, both poets present whole cultures
that are too tired to act, cultures that stagnate in lethargic suspension.
However, behind this inactivity the initial process of degeneration lies
hidden. As an example of thematic analogies between their works,
let us consider comparatively Cavali’s “Waiting for the Barbarians”
and George’s “The Burning of the Temple.” They are both pseu-
do-historic poems, and despite their differences they both share the
same thematic focal point, namely the juxraposition between civili-
zation and barbarism.}® D. Dimiroulis, interpreting Cavafy’s poem,
summarizes its content in the formulation “Barbarism against civilisa-
tion or civilisation inviting barbarism”; this could apply to George’s
poem as well. Both poems arc written in a dialogic form and have a
dramatic-theatrical character. Exact historic dates are not mentioned,
but clear references to such terms as “Forum,” “Senate,” “consuls,”
“praerors,” and “Emperor” in Cavafy’s poem, as well as the naming of
the barbarians as Huns in George’s poem, all lead the reader directly
to the late Roman era. In George the representatives of the old civili-
zation are the priests of the temple, whereas in Cavafy they are all of
the powerful officials of the agora mentioned above. In both poems,
these civilized figures show the same atdtude toward the barbarians:
they do not choose the way of resistance, but instead are prepared to
yield their land and goods to the barbarians.

I, the leader of the barbarians in George’s poem, does not appear;
we are informed about him and his actions only indirectly through the
conversation between the priests, He is the barbarian invader pian-
ning to occupy the land and destroy everything. In Cavafy’s poem no
leader of the barbarians is mentioned. The presence of the barbarians
as a whoie is very powerful in the poem, stressed through the tenfold
repetition of the epithet “the barbarians.” In each poem the plot ends
differently. In George’s case, the temple burns in the end. The priests
surrender, sacrificing themselves, the temple, and what it represents,
for a new beginning. In Cavafy, on the other hand, the barbarians do
not appear despite the expectations. Or it could be that “there are
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no barbarians any longer,” as the border guards report. The narra-
tor of the poem concludes: “And now, what’s going to happen to us
without barbarians? / They were, those people, a kind of solution.”
The empire is now really disappointed because the barbarians do not
come. Both poems can be read in the context of European Decadence,
since in both of them surrender and defeat are perceived as the only
salvation, and the barbarians as the only solution, for timeworn and
decayed cultures.!? Both poems show a clear affinity for the dominant
“degeneration-regeneration” theme, which in fin-de-si¢cle literature
is often expressed symbolically through the fall of the empire and the
imminent arrival of the barbarians. Although at first sight it seems
as if the poems formulate different positions through their closing
verses, I would argue that they represent the same skepticism roward
the solution of the barbarians. Cavafy, with exquisite irony, denies
the very existence of the barbarians, and by doing this, he “negates
messianic consolation” (Tziovas 1986, 175). He makes “a parody
out of the mythology of salvation” through the return to a primitive
barbaric condition (Tziovas 1986, 175). Simifarly, George remains
skeptical, although at the end of his poem he lets the barbarians come
and destroy the temple. In his poem, no dialectic synthesis between
barbarism and civilization emerges. Following the destruction of the
temple, the old culture is not substituted by a new one, despite the
fact that barbarism includes embryonic elements for a new creation.!?
To erect a new temple—that is the conclusion of the poem—more
than “a thousand years” would be needed. '

Thus, the burning of the temple has to be read much more as a
yearning and less as a suggestion. Both poets arc deeply concerned
with the way the Western world has been taken over by positivistic
rationalism at the end of the nineteenth century. Both poems use the
fall of the Roman Empire as a backdrop for the anxiety and uncer-
tainty that permeates the European thought of their time.

DecapenT AESTHETICS WITH REGARD
10 LATE ANTIQUITY

Beyond the thematic analogies, the past plays an important role for
both poets in formulating the principal aspects of Decadence, such as
artificiality, the aestheticization of life, and the emphasis on the depic-
tion of ritual in poetry, which are examined below,

The first section of George’s collection Algabal, entitted “The
Realm Below,” describes a subterranean world of luxurious artificiality
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fashioned by the emperor Algabal himself.'® Here he is neither priest
nor emperor, but an aesthete. This is his realm, his own sanctuary
to which he flees from reality. Diamonds and rubies, alabaster, ivory,
crystals, and topaz are the materials of this self-conjured world, which
is never illuminated by natural light, but rather by the flickering arti-
ficial light of candles.}é

The garden he has constructed, as the last poem of the first sec-
tion states, needs “neither air nor warmth,” since the trees are made
of coal and pieces of lava. It is a lifeless, sterile garden with no ability
to reproduce. Algabal’s garden is the most characteristic example for
the modified perception of nature in the context of European mod-
ernism. It presents an absolute “denaturization of nature in favor of
the aesthetic need of the decadent.”'” This rebellion against nature
itsclf possesses above all a significant poetic meaning, which finds a
clear articulation in the last stanza of the poem. Here the speaking I
expresses its wish to turn this lifeless garden into a fruitful one: “But
how can I engender you in my sanctuary ... great dark black flower?”
The black flower, “a poctic provocation,”® substitutes the blue flower,
the main symbol of longing in the German romantic tradition. By
negating the blue flower, the poct diverges from Romanticism and
introduces a new aesthetics, which proclaims an absolute autonomy
of art. The work of art has to be understood as an autonomous entity,
entirely a product of the artist, independent from society, polidics, and
ethics.!? The poet is like Algabal, who “wishes to share no credit for
his creation with nature, or ultimately with God.”?®

With regard to space in Cavafy’s poetry, it is undeniable that
it is urban and artificial, deprived of references to nature. I. M.
Panayotopoulos has therefore characrerized Cavaly as “the poet of the
enclosed space.”?! In many of his poems the small room dominates,?
which at times, as in the case of “Walls” or “The Windows,” appears
to be hermetically isolated from the outside world. The small room,
almost always referred to as dark or only artificially lighted, consti-
tutes the poet’s sanctuary; it is a place of solitude, memory, vision,
and poetical creation. The choice of isolation is a conscious one, and
is associated with an elitist distancing of oneself from the multitude.
The public space in Cavafy’s poetry is principally the cityscape of his
contemporary Alexandria,®® but stylized through reminiscences of
ancient Alexandria in the form of a tdmeless, mythical city. In this
way Cavafy’s Alexandria becomes synonymous with cultural and racial
fusion, homoeroticism, and indulgence. Apart from Alexandria, other
ancient cities that constitute the scenery of Cavafy’s poems are Antioch,
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Sidon, and Seleucia, all of them cities which in the Hellenistic period
experienced a peculiar flowering, characterized simultancously by cul-
tural development and moral degeneradon. In Cavafy’s poetry they
are never simply geographical places, but rather codes of eclecdcism
for those who understand life as something full of indulgence and
intellectual activity.** The poetical map of these cities includes very
few recognizable places, such as disreputable hotels, cotfee shops, tav-
erns, casinos, or theaters. At the same time, as Charalambidou-Solomi
stresses, the urban scenery in Cavafy’s poctry is depicted as a sterile
cityscape without nature, children, animals, and women. In fact, ail
manifestations of the natural element (flowers, plants, mountains) are
excluded from his poetry. Thus, Cavafy’s Alexandria is represented as
a poetically recreated city designed “to serve as a suitable setting for
his aesthetics.”?®

The rebellion against nature in both poets can: be understood not
only as a resistance to Romanticism, but to bourgeois society as well 26
In the sterile environment of their poetry, the only birth is the birth
ofa paem. This is an important common characteristic befween them.
In his artificial garden, Stefan George attempts to engender the black
flower, actually the new poetry; whereas Cavafy, in his incomplete
“Genesis of a Poem,” acknowledges as conditions for engendering a
poem the isolation of the artist in an enclosed space where memory
and vision predominate.?” It is significant that both of them flee to the
past and revel in an ancient ambiance {for George, it is Algabal’s late-
Roman decadent environment, whereas for Cavafy, it can be found in
the decadent mythical urban cityscape of Alexandrian cides).

The only reaction to this feeling of decadent stagnation suggested
by Aestheticism is the intensity of senses, which leads to the indul-
gence in each moment, Walter Pater’s Renaissance, a hugely influen-
tial book for European modernism, proclaims a new Hedonism that
flourishes in the desire to celebrate the transitory nature of life by
freezing the moment and preserving it. To maintain the ecstasy of the
moment “is success in life,” concludes Pater; only the accumulation
of such moments constitutes a meaningful life.?® The quest for per-
fect moments is one of the main dimensions in Cavafy’s work, often
expressed through direct or indirect references to the past. Tastes,
colors, and perfumes become allegories not only for an intensive sen-
sual life, but also for daringly aesthetic writing. In the poem “Ithaka”
the poet presents life as a long journey, justified only as a journey
in the world of senses. Not only does the tide point to the past, but
also the whole organization of the poem, with repeated references to a
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time-transcending exotic Orientalism. Therefore, one must indulge in
“sensual perfume of every kind,” or search in Egyptian and Phoenician
cities for distinguished fine things like “mother-of-pearl and coral,
amber and ebony.” The luxuriant quality of materials and clothes as
an aspect of the aesthetics of life appears in the poem “Alexandrian
Kings,” where Cleopatra’s son, Kaisarion, the young king, is depicted
only through his luxurious clothes and valuable jewels. We hear noth-
ing about the other traits of his personality; he is completely identified
with his extravagance. In George’s Algabal we notice similar aesthet-
ics of life and an underlying intense sensual experience. The emperor’s
clothes are ail of a rare exquisite silk material, imported exclusively for
him from Syria. At the same time rare oriental scents like essence of
spikenard, lavender, myrrh, or incense create a sensual atmosphere,
recalling similar details in Baudelaive’s Corvespondances or Parfum
exorique?® Algabal is presented as a hedonistic, narcissistic figure; in
his realm a luxurious exoticism predominates, which, as in the case of
Cavafy’s poetry, echoes the discourses of exoticism and Orientalism
that permeate European Decadence. This Orientalism, which abounds
in the works of both poets, includes the Western vision of the East
as a mysterious land of fabulous luxury, erotic license, and indolent
indulgence; thus, it conforms perfectly to the acsthetics of décadisme
{Decadence). The Orient is the absolute O#her,*® and its evocation
points to an extracrdinary experience for the senses, far away from the
banality of daily existence.

Between Cavafy’s and George’s aestheticization of life there is,
despire the common dimensions discussed above, a great difference:
George radicalizes this aspect to the point of aesthetcal amoralism.
We can take as an example the first poem of the second section, which
describes a scene where the emperor is feeding his pigeons. The whole
poetical narration assumes an air of a still paintng, When one of the
slaves disturbs this static scene he is forced to commit suicide, submit-
ting to the emperor’s will. At the same time the elimination of the
slave restores the aesthetical order, creating, however, a new picture:
The slave’s red blood on the green basalt tile becomes a new aesthetic
experience, which again leads to the creadon of a new work of art,
since Algabal orders a craftsman to engrave the scene on a trophy.
Another poem describes a scene in which Algabal orders his guests
to be asphyxiated at a banguet under a mass of roses dropped from
the ceiling.*! In this way, the emperor offers his guests an extreme
variation of mourir en beauté, while at the same time he provides him-
self with a rare spectacle. This amoralism poiats to an “aesthetical
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fundamentalism,”*? which aims to create an independent realm of art

in which bourgeois values are excluded or converted into their oppo-
sites. The scorn of bourgeois values and the elitist attitude toward
society, deriving from the conviction of the superiority of art, is a
theme in Cavafy as well, but it never reaches the extreme of amorality
that is evident in the case of George.

Closely connected with the aesthetics of life is the ritualization
of expericnce in decadent literature. Both Cavafy and George share
a strong interest in ritual and the cultic as a commeon character-
istic, which situates both of them within a particular tendency in
modern literature, along with poets such as Bandelaire, Mallarmé,
Verlaine, or Valéry. Modernists use rituals as an anciént or primitive
form of communication, expressing in this way an antithesis to the
conventional consideration of reality. W. Braungart examines the
function of the ritual in George’s work in its expression as religious
worship or social ceremonial, and speaks of an “aestheticization of
the rituai.”?® This statement could perfectly characterize Cavafy’s
poetry as well, since rituals occupy an outstanding place in his
work.** Many ritualistic poems address popular orthodox liturgical
rites that recall the Byzantine tradition. His poem In Church, for
instance, focuses on the ornamental decoration of the church and
on the magnificence, splendor, glory, and austerity of the liturgy.
The attitude of the I-speaker is not the attitude of a believer, but
of an aesthete.® It is worth poticing that the religious ceremony is
presented in a theatrical manner that leads to a heightening of the
senses: sight (the precious holy vessels, the majestic presence of the
pricsts), hearing (the liturgical chanting and harmony), and smell
(the aroma of incense).?® A similar ritualistic and ornamental char-
acter runs also through the prose poem “Old Christian Vision,”
by George. The consecration of a young man named Elidius is
here depicted in an old Byzantine basilica. A great multitude is
gathered, while priests preparing the consecration mutter litanies.
The appearance of the Archpriest recalls the Cavafian “splendor
of our Byzantine heritage.” He is followed by children holding lit
candles, in his complete palatial vestment with a miter decorated
with glowing gemstones. Both poets turn to ritual, considering it
a form of externalization of the esoteric dimensions of the soul;?”
both of them employ ceremony and ornament to enhance aesthetic
poetics, while at the same time offering a clear opposition to the

bourgeois optimism of progress at the beginning of the twentieth
century.
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DecapeNT ErROTICISM AND ANTIQUE ART

A sexuality deviating from Christian morality is one of the main ren-
dencies in fin-de-siécle literature. Within this tendency, homosexuality
constitutes undeniably the most fequently recurring theme. Many
Aesthetes and Decadents excluded women as an object of desire from
their worlks, replacing them with “the ideal of the young man.”*® The
glorification of the beautiful ephebe in fin-de-siécle literature epito-
mizes the spirit of decadence, according to Philip Stephan, since it is
combined with some of its principal characteristics, such as worship of
beauty, an elitist attitude, and the defiance of more traditional ethics.®
For Cavafy, the mouf of the ephebe pervades his ocuvre as a whole,
whereas it predominates in George’s Maximin cycle. In both pocts, as
will be clarified later, homoerotic love is connected with Platonic ideas
and with the aesthetics of J. J. Winckelmann, who praised ancient
Greek sculpture in his works, especially as they were presented by
Walter Pater.”

George has often been characterized as a continuator of the ideas of
Winckelmann in modernism, since he placed the guasi-religious wor-
ship of an ephebe in the center of his poetry.** The Maximin poems
have a biographical origin, inspired by the extremely gifted young
boy Maximiliam Kronenberg, whom George met in 1902, and who
died suddenly after having spent three years in close contact with the
George circle. In the boy’s youth the poet has found the embodiment
of his ideal, which can be summarized in his later verse “deification of
the body and the embodiment of the deity.”

In 1906, after the boy’s death, George published a memorial book
entitled Maximin, ein Gedenkbuch, glorifying him as a god. On the
title page of the memorial book there is a photograph of Maximin
“that signals the homoerotic charge of the ensuing paragraphs.”*
The archetypal character of Maximin is underlined through icono-
graphic references to antiquity. Following the typology of Antinous,
the young boy appears in the photo as a bust, turned away from the
viewer at a three-quarters angle, with nude upper body, a garland on
his hair, and a rod in his hands. The photo stylizes him as “a live
statue” (Siinderhauf 2004, 223). Already the opening sentences of
the memorial book, wherein the poet describes his first meeting with
Maximin, reveal the religious attitude toward the ephebic youth, who
is depicted as “all powerful.” However, the Greek apotheosis of an
athletic ideal that is immediately evident in Maximin’s appearance is
also combined with the evocation “of a centuries-old Christian cul-
ture” { George 1958, 2:522). The heroic athletic atdtude of the young
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boy is thus mitigated through the burden of culture that he seems
to carry. Maximin is a latecomer, who despite his heroic shape pos-
sesses the characteristics of that melancholy which is formed through
centuries of Western culture, exactly like Tadzio in Thomas Mann’s
Death in Venice. Both of them remind us of Cavafy’s young latecomer
Kaisarion in the homonymous poem, who looks “ideal in his grief.”

Maximin and Tadzio are two examples in the German literature of
the early twentieth century that embody the idea of an ephebic beanty
combined with an antique sculptural understanding, Platonic percep-
tions, homoeroticism, and Decadence. As a matter of fact the preface
t0 Maximin abounds with metaphors inspired by ancient sculpture
that are projected onto the young boy. These serve to illustrate the
significance of antique art for George’s perception of male beauty:
“brightness and charisma”; “heroic shape”; “gesture”; “the far-off
gaze and at the same time so penetrating and briliant that the oth-
ers had to look down™; “the embodiment of our notion and of our
ideal”; “the slight browning of his skin™; “the ideal of the youth™;
“blooming beauty”; and “superiority not through talking or acting,
but alone through his presence in the space.” The erotic undertones
in the text are not provocative, since they present Maximin as a subli-
mated, essentially genderless figure. The last lines of the preface con-
stitute the climax of the deification. After his early death Maximin has
to be worshipped like a god: “We now can eagerly, after impassioned
signs of veneration, erect his statue in our sanctuary, kneel before him
and worship him.”

It has been pointed out that ancient sculpture serves Cavafy both
as a source of inspiradon and as a vehicle for his definition of the ideal
of the young ephebe.*® The main feature of the Cavafian ephebe is
his beauty; sometimes this beauty is truly divine, as in the case of the
poems “Omne of Their Gods™ and “Ionic.” In the first poem the young
man is a “tail, extremely bandsome, / with the joy of being immor-
tal in his eyes” who, descending from the Olympian mountaintops,
moves through the Syrian marketplace of Scleucia arousing general
admiration. In “Ionic” the godlike ephebe is a “young cthereal fig-
ure” who “indistinct, in rapid flight, / wings across the hills.” In both
poems the deity seems to be among us in a lovely human form. On
the other hand, clear Platonic references emerge in the poem “In a
Town of Osroini.” The poem describes a wounded young man named
Remon, lying by an open window, while the moonlight shines on
“his beauteous body.” Remon could be Syrian, Greek, or Armenian,
but the moonlight makes his “sensual face™ remind us of “Plato’s
Charmidis”: thus, he becomes “a timeless icon of homosexuality,”#*

N
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A pardcular secton within Cavafy’s love poetry includes the epitaph
poems that refer to dead or dying young men. The dead young men
have “a subtle beauty” (“For Ammonis, Who Died at 29, in 6107} or
are “famous for their good looks™ (“Tomb of Iasis”}. The settings,
as well as the protagonists in these poems, are fictiious. The names
(Iasis, Ammonis) point to the past, while some details and specific
references place the poems clearly in the late Alexandrian period, a
period employed by the poet to denote sensuality. Cavafy uses .the
historical as a tool for exploring the personal, and ar the same time
as a tool for expressing homosexual desire, as a strategy to conceal
intended meanings. “Epitaphs, codes and the classics” are, as Sarah
Ekdawi acknowledges in her article on the Cavafian ephebes, three
Victorian strategies for writing about sex, which Cavafy used in the
same fashion as Oscar Wilde before him.*® A particular use of sculp-
tural terms is to be found in the poem “Kaisarion.” Here the sculp-
tural vocabulary functions as a metaphor for the poet’s imagination.
The fact that history books dedicate only a few lines to Kaisarion gives
Cavafy the freedom to mold him into an object of beauty accord-
ing to his imagination. e forms a sympathetic view of Kaisarion, a
delicate and sentimental beauty: “I made you good-looking and sen-
sitive /... / pale and weary, ideal in your grief.” The ideal of beauty
is here undermined by decay, evoked by the palior and sorrow of the
young man. In both poets, the glorification of male beauty adopts
religious characteristics evoked through sculptural terms. This has to
be understood as a strategy of sublimation that has its roots in J. J.
Winckelmann, who in his famous descriptions of ancient sculptures
in the eighteenth century uses sublimation strategies to conceal his
homoerotic feelings. Walter Pater plays an intermediary role berween
Winckelmann and modernism; in his study “Winckelmann™ (1867),
he examines Hellenism and homoeroticism from the standpoint of
aesthericism.*® In both pocts the classical ideal of beauty, the plastic
perfectness, is tempered with the characteristics of morbid decay.

In conclesion, I would like to stress one final similarity. L.
Giannakopoulou points out thar the description of male beauty in
Cavafy’s “I’ve Looked So Much” {“The body’s lines. Red lips.
Sensual limbs. / Hair like that stolen from Greek statues, / Always
lovely, even uncombed, / And falling slightly, over pale foreheads™)
corresponds to Hellenistic sculpture, and specifically to the work of
Lysippus {Giannakopoulou 2007, 1351f). It is known that during the
Hellenistic period intensc erotic feeling was expressed in art and pro-
jected onto statues, which were “invested with a deep homoerotic
feeling and were the object of constant observation and fantasies”

LATE ANTIQUITY AS AN EXPRESSION OF DECADENCE % 61

{Giannikopoulou 2007, 149). In this context, it is worth mention-
ing that Lysippus is the only ancient scuiptor mentioned in-the work
of Stefan George. In his short epistolary work The Emperor Alexis’s
Letters to the Poet Avkadios, the poet refers explicitly to Lysippus char-
actetizing his works as “magnificent” and underlining as a distinctive
trait “the strong limbs unified with fine curves in a divine manner.”#”

ConcLusion

The European literary avant-garde rediscovered late antiquity at the
end of the nineteenth century, and transformed it into a model epoch
for the fin de siécle. This study examines the phenomenon on the
basis of the poetry of C. P. Cavafy and Stefan George, two pocts who
have never been considered comparatively before.

Both of them take inspiration from late antiquity to create their
themes and their poctics. In the second subchapter, the essay has
examined how both of them employ historical or pseudo-historical
figures and situations from the late Roman and Alexandrian periods in
order to express the modern decadent feelings of weariness, exhaus-
tion, and decline, As a main example for this, the study has juxtaposed
the poems “Waiting for the Barbarians™ (Cavafy) and “The Burning
Temple” (George).

Beyond the thematic correlation, we may conclude that the period
of late antiquity plays an important role for both poets in formulating
their views of some of the main aspects of decadent aesthetics, such
as artificiality, aestheticization of life, or evocation of ritual in poetry
(subchapter 3). The last subchapter (4) investigates how Cavafy and
George employ ancient sculpture in their works in order to glorify
ephebic male beauty and encode their homosexuality. The use of his-
tory in their writings could be characterized as productive historicism
(subchapter 1), since neither of them is interested in a purely anti-
quarian reception and depiction of history; instead, they both employ
history in a free and productive manner in order to depict life in the

modern age and express their dissatisfaction with the moral and social
order.
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