Constantine Cavafy (1863-1933)
Cavafy, “a Greek gentleman in a straw hat, standing absolutely motionless at a slight angle to the universe (E.M. Forster), was a Greek poet who lived in Alexandria.
His work is divided into 3 categories: 1) Historical Poems, 2) Sensual Poems, 3) Philosophical Poems. Poems by Cavafy appeared only in pamphlets, privately printed booklets and broadsheets during his lifetime. The first publication in book form was «Ποιήματα» (Poems) published posthumously in 1935.
Among the most notable translators of his works are French writer Marguerite Yourcenar, whose early narratives reflect the poet’s intimist themes, the author and translator Edmund Keeley, Philip Sherrard, John Mavrogordato, Rae Dalven and Stratis Haviaras.
Cavafy was not only instrumental in moving Greek poetry in a new direction, but also in establishing new parameters in modern European poetry. He has been praised by critics for his original use of language and “skill at merging historical subjects with modern sentiment to create a universal statement”. According to Marguerite Yourcenar, whose early work reflects Cavafy’s intimist themes, “He is one of the greatest, the most accurate, perhaps the most pioneering.” E.M. Forster, who published an essay on Cavafy (“The Poetry of C.P. Cavafy”) as early as 1919, dedicated the second edition of Alexandria: A History and a Guide (1938) to the Alexandria born poet and reviewed John Mavrogordato’s translation of Cavafy’s Poems, [first published in The Listener (July 5, 1951)], praises him for his unique use of language, and W.H. Auden, in introducing one of the first English editions of his Complete Poems, writes: “Ever since I was first introduced to his poetry (…), C.P Cavafy has remained an influence on my own writing; that is to say, I can think of poems which, if Cavafy were unknown to me, I should have written quite differently or perhaps not written at all.”
