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Dream in Bas-relief: 6 Poems by Kostas Karyotakis 

Translated from the Greek by Peter J. King and Andrea Christofidou 

 

 
 

 
We’re proud to present today another #NTM2018 premiere: six beautiful new poems by  

the beloved Greek poet Kostas Karyotakis translated by the accomplished Peter J. King and 

Andrea Christofidou. Kostas Karyotakis [Κώστας Καρυωτάκης] (1896–1928) published three 

collections of poetry before committing suicide in June 1928. His poems are beautiful and 

sorrowful, turning “the darkness from within me […] into sweetest melody.” They will stay with 

you for a long time. Enjoy. 

 

There are thousands of ways to celebrate #NTM2018. We’ve developed this list of 30 ways to 

celebrate NTM to get you started, but we’re open to suggestions and encourage you to find your 

own way to celebrate. You don’t need our permission to celebrate, just as you don’t need 

anyone’s permission to celebrate Black History Month, or National Ice Cream Month in July. 

Every effort counts!  

 

We’d love to hear from you! If you think of a way to celebrate National Translation Month in 

2018, email us at info@nationaltranslationmonth.org. We’re always open to any collaboration 

ideas. Find us on Twitter @TranslateMonth, tag us using #NTM2018 and #TranslateMonth2018, 

join our mailing list, submit a translation month event, or like our Facebook page. And, most 

importantly, celebrate your favorite authors in translation this September and all year round. 

 

—Claudia Serea and Loren Kleinman  

 

http://nationaltranslationmonth.org/30-ways-to-celebrate-ntm/
http://nationaltranslationmonth.org/30-ways-to-celebrate-ntm/
mailto:info@nationaltranslationmonth.org
http://twitter.com/translatemonth
https://www.facebook.com/nationaltranslationmonth
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When You Came... 

 

The chrysanthemums were fading like desires 

in the garden when you came.  You smiled 

serenely, like a small white flower. 

Silently I took the darkness from within me, 

turned it into sweetest melody, 

and it was sung above you by the leaves. 

 

 

from Nepenthe (1921) 

 

 

 

 

Gala 

   I too shall enjoy one night. 

 

Come black-clad tonight, pale friends, 

come to my garden, 

so that with a single pulse 

we all live through the heavy dusk. 

 

The stars are atremble when 

the tear-brimming eye blinks. 

The world of the spinney decays where it stands. 

Below it weeps the spring. 

 

The moon in horror snatches back 

its silvery fingers 

from the houses that seem mute, 

although they spoke the tongue of death. 

 

The dusk is bleak tonight, 

though we shall celebrate the dusk, 

we who have moist eyes 

and hell within us. 

 

Our benches wait.  And when the first 

rose blossoms at the sky’s rim, 

when the dawn stoops over us, 

in the darkness of our tears 

 

its gentle light will be reflected. 

Full of awe we’ll raise ourselves upright, 

each brother will relate his pain 

and we shall listen with bowed heads. 

 

And just as I’m about to utter something 
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beautiful and tender to you all, surrounded 

by morose desires, I’ll find the mournful word 

that hasn’t yet been spoken. 

 

Come black-clad tonight, pale friends, 

come to my garden, 

so that with a single pulse 

we all live through the heavy dusk. 

 

 

from The Pain of People and of Things (1919) 

 

 

 

 

Clerk 

 

The hours have faded me, found yet again 

hunched over the ungrateful table. 

(Through the open window facing me 

the streaming sunlight’s playful.)  

 

Doubled over in the dust of documents 

I strain for air. 

(Life pulses sweetly and its thousand voices rise 

out of the freedom of the square.) 

 

Though my eyes and mind are tired and clouded, 

I continue writing in the room. 

(In the vase beside me are two lilies, luminous. 

As if they’ve come out of a tomb.) 

 

 

from Nepenthe (1921) 
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Lives 

 

And so they go and die the way they live. 

 

I tell of lives devoted to the light 

of peace and love, and as they roll 

like streams, they hold it close within them 

everlasting, indivisible, just as 

the sky gleams in the rivers, 

just as across the skies suns roll. 

I tell of lives devoted to the light... 

 

I tell of  little lives that hang 

down from a woman’s ruby lips, 

just as votive offerings – silver hearts – 

hang down from the iconostases,1 

and they are as humble and as faithful 

on a woman’s cherished lips. 

I tell of little lives that hang... 

 

Where they are unsuspected, 

thus they follow quietly – 

dark, alien, and sorrowful – 

a lissom woman’s form and footstep 

(she suspected nothing), where they’ll sink 

down to the ground, fade quietly. 

Where they are unsuspected... 

 

Where they crossed uncertain, faint 

as stars are at the hour of dawn, 

upon a woman’s thoughts as she passed by 

in such a cheerful hurry that she failed to see 

the lives that slowly fade 

like nightlights’ flames at dawn. 

Where they crossed uncertain, faint... 

 

 

 

from The Pain of People and of Things (1919) 

                                                       
1 Iconostases are screens of icons which separate sanctuary from nave in Greek Orthodox churches.  Offerings 
in the form of models of objects or parts of the body, usually made of silver, are often hung on the screens as 
petitionary prayers. 
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Graves 

 

Eleni S. Lamari, 1878-1912 

Poet and musician. 

She died with the most dreadful sufferings of the body 

and with the greatest composure of the soul. 

 

ATHENIAN CEMETERY 

 

Such peace holds sway here! 

One would say the graves themselves were smiling, 

while the dead converse in muted tones 

in upper case, deep in the darkness. 

 

From there with plain and simple words 

they want to reach our peaceful hearts. 

But their lament, whatever they desire to say, 

fails in its purpose, for they’ve fled too far away. 

 

All that’s here to mark Martzokis2 are two 

sticks of wood laid one across the other. 

For Vasiliadis,3 here’s a great stone book. 

 

And a plaque half hidden in the grass 

– for that’s how Death presents her now – 

this is Lamari,4 a forgotten poet. 

 

 

 

from Elegies and Satires (1927) 

                                                       
2 Stephanos Martzokis (1855–1913), a minor Ionian poet 
3 Spiridon Vasiliadis (1845–1874), a well-known poet of the Athenian Romantic school 
4 Eleni S. Lamari (1877/8–1912), a minor poet, was born and died in Athens 
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March Mournful and Vertical 

 

I gaze at the ceiling's plasterwork. 

The dance of the meanders draws me in. 

My happiness, I feel, would best 

be sought in heights. 

 

Symbols of a higher life: 

unchanging, transubstantiated roses, 

white acanthus border round a 

horn of plenty. 

 

(Humble, unpretentious craft, 

how late I am to learn from you!) 

Dream in bas-relief, I shall approach you 

vertically. 

 

Horizons will have strangled me. 

In every climate, every quarter, 

struggling for bread and salt, 

the love-affairs, the boredom. 

 

Ah! now I ought to wear 

that lovely plaster garland. 

So, with the ceiling as my frame, 

I'll be adored. 

 

 

 

 

from Elegies and Satires (1927) 
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About the author 

 

Kostas Karyotakis [Κώστας Καρυωτάκης] (1896–1928) was 

born in Tripoli, Greece; his father’s profession as an engineer 

meant that his childhood was spent travelling all over the country. 

After a degree in law, he took up a position as a civil servant, 

though he hated the bureaucracy (something that comes out in a 

number of his poems), and was therefore frequently moved on, 

thus continuing the nomadic existence of his youth.  Between 

1919 and 1927 he published three collections of poetry.  In June 

1928, he was transferred to Preveza (the subject of one of his 

best-known poems); thirty-three days later he committed suicide. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the translators 

 

Peter J. King (b. Boston, Lincolnshire) teaches philosophy at 

Pembroke College, Oxford.  His poetry, including translations 

from German and Greek, has been published in journals such as 

Acumen, Tears in the Fence, Dream Catcher, Lighthouse, 

Oxford Magazine, New Walk, Bare Fiction, Osiris, and The 

Interpreter’s House.  His latest collections are Adding Colours to 

the Chameleon (2016, Wisdom’s Bottom Press) and All What 

Larkin (2017, Albion Beatnik Press).  He runs the “In the Pink” 

poetry readings at pembroke College. 

 

 

 

 

Andrea Christofidou (b. Nicosia, Cyprus) teaches philosophy 

at Worcester College, Oxford.  Her publications are all in 

philosophy, including a very well-regarded book on Descartes 

Self, Reason, and Freedom: a New Light on Descartes’ 

Metaphysics (2013, Routledge). 

 

Other of our translations from Karyotakis have so far been 

published in the Oxford Magazine, the Worcester College 

Record, and Acumen. 

 

 

 


