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From Theodor Kallifatides: Cypern

L5

Aphrodite had ruled this island. There were temples and cult
places everywhere. There was an abundance of myths, many of them
very beautiful. They dealt with her loves. One of the most
beautiful concerned her brief, but intense infatuation with the
young Adonis. It was a deadly love, since Aries, consumed by '
jealousy, killed Adonis who died in the arms of his mistress in
the ancient city of Idalion where the anemones still grow - that
is to say, the blood of Adonis. Even Zeus reacted to this
terrible deed. He saw to it that Adonis was allowed to return to
the living once every year to visit his divine mistress.

I had a f£inal encounter with Aphrodite, and this time it was
truly a private encounter, for it was in her bath. But that will
have to wait. There were so many other things to do on the way.
First I wanted to spend a day away from gods, godesses, churches
and saints. I did not want to dwell on the past. Though that is
often difficult, especially here on Cyprus.

I intended to try, however. Northwest o: Paphos lies the
wonderful Coral Bay. I took along two volumes of poetry by the
Cypriot woman poet E1lli Peonides and drcve off.

I wanted to get back to the twentieth century. The poems brought
me back, with a vengeance. A powerful, sensuous poetry. I had met
Elli Peonides at one of the innumerable peace conferences
f?gﬁﬁéﬁféa by authors during the eighties. I visited her and her
husband in their home in Limassol. They received me with a warmth
that only Cypriots are capable of.

Many guests have been to their home. In their guestbook I found
to my great surprise some lines by Gerd Andersson, the famous
ballerina and one of my absolute favorites among dancers. It is a
small world.

The Peonides couple and I sat on their porch drinking the
incredibly delicious retsinated wine that her family grows,
talking about peace, Cyprus and poetry.

- Lefcosia is the last divided city in Zurope, said Panicos
Peonides. Before, there were Berlin and Lefcosia. Now it is just
Lefcosia.

The Cypriots themselves refer to their capital as Lefcosia.
Everybody else calls it Nicosia.

I asked to what extent Cypriot writers have been affected by the
Turkish occupation.



- Affected?, they said with one voice. We hardly talk of anything
else!

I had received the same answer from the novelist Giannis
Katsouris, whose wonderful novel Styliaros Anabasis I had just
read.

Now was the time to speak up, clearly and unambiguously. Formal
aspects were secondary. First the great wound had to heal.

"Postmodernism and things like that are for those who do not have
to wonder who it is knocking at your door in the middle of the
night", someone had said, I don't remember who. This insight had
hit me like a blow. It was not just sorrow at having lost a third
of your country - first and foremost it was fear. Fear that what
had happened before the indifferent eyes of the world might
happen again.

- Now you understand why we attend as many peace conferences as
possible, said Elli Peonides smilingly as she served us a
delicious cheese pie. I smiled back as if I understood - but I
did not. It is hard to understand somebody else's fear. Maybe the
hardest thing of all. We are able to understand it when someone
is in love or sad, but we do not understand someone's fear unless
we, too, are afraid. Fear makes us alone.

Being a writer on Cyprus is obviously not easy. There are no
professional writers. Everybody has to do someting else to earn
their living. Their audience is much too small, and even though
Cypriot authors write in Greek they do not have access to the
Greek market, other than in exceptional cases.

They therefore have to keep the tradition alive on their own. And
they do. Their tradition is powerful and ancient. Some of the
Classical commentators maintain that Homer himself was born on
Cyprus. Of course, no one knows for certain. Others claim that a
Cypriot epic poet, Stasinos, married Homer's daughter and that
Homer gave his works to his daughter as a dowry, since he was a
poor man.

Only fragments remain of Stasinos' epic works. They show that
poetry has existed on Cyprus since the twelfth century BC, and
probably before that. A tradition like that does not die out
easily. In spite all military occupations, in spite of all the
problems. Once Man has learned to sing it takes a lot to silence
him.

- It is frightening to think that I am using the same words as

Sappho, Elli Peonides said.
B et

I lay there on the warm sand of Coral Bay reading her poetry. I
did not notice much of that fear. I guess you learn to live with
that as well.
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