“My dream to become somebody else”: The Dissociative Desire

in Theodor Kallifatides’ The Past Is Not a Dream?!

Francesca Zaccone, Sapienza Universita di Roma

Citation: Zaccone, Francesca (2020) “My dream to become somebody else’: The
Dissociative Desire in Theodor Kallifatides’ The Past Is Not a Dream”, mediAzioni
27: A191-A210

http://mediazioni.sitlec.unibo.it, ISSN 1974-4382.

“Z1nv EAAGSa o1 dvtpeg {ouoav péow TnG yuvaikag”.

©odwpn KaAAipartion, Me Aéve 21éAio

1. Introduction

Theodor Kallifatides (Molaoi, Greece, 1938) is a poet, a novelist, an essayist, and
a translator whose literary career began in 1969, after his migration to Sweden.
He belongs to the generation of young Greeks after the end of the Second World
War and the Civil War and in the middle of the Cold War and the Marshall Plan,
that had no choice but to leave the country to survive and pour their experiences
into writing (Ambatzopoulou 1994). His prolific work deals with various themes,
such as the life of migrants in Sweden; Life in Greece from the 1940s until today;
the intertwinement between national and gender identity; love, marriage,

infidelity, paternity, and abandonment; the social construction of gender; and

1 This essay furthers and extends some of the observations contained in the paper “La prigione
del mio genere’: la mascolinita, la Grecia e I'altra in A. Sourounis e T. Kallifatides” delivered at
the Xl Colloquio Internazionale sul Medioevo Romanzo e Orientale Medioevo e moderno:
fenomenologia delle rappresentazioni dell’alterita fra Oriente e Occidente, held in Catania on 21
and 22 November 2019.
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bilingualism. He is an established author in both countries and he has been
studied by critics both as a Greek diaspora writer and as a migrant Swedish
writer?. He published only in Swedish during the first twenty years of his career
(his books were translated by others into Greek from 1986); however, since 1994
he has self-translated his books from Swedish to Greek and vice versa, giving

rise to a rewriting of his own novels.

Taking into account two theories regarding literary triangles, namely Girard’s
theory on mimetic desire® and Kosofsky Sedgwick’s theory on homosocial
desire?, in the following pages | will offer a close reading of Theodor Kallifatides’
autobiographical work Ta mrepaocuéva dev givar ovelpo (The Past is Not a Dream).

| will argue that the book features a triangular structure that does not fall under

2With regards to the literary frame of the modern Greek diaspora see Balta 1998, Chatzevasileiou
2018: 411-412, Kallan 2003, Paparouse 2004, Recuenco Pefalver 2017; for critiques that include
him among the Swedish migration writers, see Bassini 2009, Ciaravolo 2017, Ciaravolo 2019,
Cremnitzer 2010, Cremnitzer 2013, Eriksson 2010, Gokieli 2017, Grangvist 2013, Grondhal 2009,
Kongslien 2007, Rossell 1982, Stoubaek 2011. Whether from a Greek or a Swedish perspective,
the majority of the critics have focused their attention primarily on the topic of migration, with few
exceptions (see Recuenco Pefialver 2017, Eriksson 2010, Granqvist 2013, Rossell 1982).

3 René Girard (1965) pointed out a recurrent triangular scheme in the literary production of great
novelists. At the three summits of this structure stand a desired object, a subject, and a mediator
who give life to the dynamic of desire that animates the novel itself. According to Girard, the
subject’s desire for the object is actually caused by the mediator, who often plays the role of a
romantic rival. The mediator’s desire for the object creates a second desire in the subject that is
exactly the same as the mediator's: a competing desire. Therefore, the subject’s impulse toward
the object is ultimately an impulse toward the mediator. The resolution of the story only happens
when, at the end of the novel, the subject finally repudiates the mediator and the “divinity” he
represented, renouncing his pride. The gaze of the subject is no longer directed at the mediator
but at himself, and the desire that until that moment had created passions, hate, jealousy, and
envy is appeased when it is no longer mediated, but autonomous.

4 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1985) refocused Girard’s theory and proposed a new point of view on
the literary triangle: she investigated an extended sample of texts — both from a chronological
point of view and in terms of genre — in order to shed light on a recurrent triangular scheme where
two (or two groups of) men establish a relationship through a woman. This literary triangle
constitutes the reflection of those social and political relations that structure the masculine and
feminine sexual economy; its distinguishing feature is what Kosofsky Sedgwick called
“homosocial desire”, namely the set of connections between men that produce a power hierarchy
that keeps them at the top, transforming women in a sort of exchange currency. Hence, although
the female characters in literature are usually represented as objects of desire or rivalry, and
consequently romanticized or eroticized, they are in fact the means through which the male
characters can interact together, above all suspicion of homosexual content.
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the variants included in these theories and that it is actually situated in the
interstices between the two. At its summit stand a subject, a desired object, and
a mediator, but just as in Girard’s (1965) reading of Dostoyevsky’s work, or
perhaps even more so, the mediator here is placed in the foreground while the
object of desire is relegated to the background, creating a novelistic composition
that openly reflects the real hierarchy of desire. The mediator and the subject are
two different “versions” of the narrating self, and while in Girard’s theory the
impulse of the subject toward the mediator is concealed by the desire toward the
object, in Kallifatides it is revealed; the object is embodied by various female
characters. However, the triangle does not mirror the economy of sex where
women play the role of exchange currency between men, as in Kosofsky
Sedgwick’s theory, because it actually constitutes a process of emancipation
from that economy. The book describes the life of the narrator, the evolution of
his literary career, and his migration from Greece to Sweden not as a
Bildungsroman-like linear path of maturation, but as a transformation, a process
of deconstruction and reconstruction of the self that is not caused by a desire to
emulate — as in Girard — but by an urge to stand out from the dominant paradigm,
by a dream to “va yivw évag dAAog”™® (Kallifatides 2012: 165). This tension, that |
call “dissociative desire”, involves the textual dimension as a space of elaboration
and critical thinking on the construction of identity and translates into a distancing
from a model of hegemonic masculinity — perceived by the protagonist as
inextricably interwoven with Greek national identity — and into the acquisition of a

new self with the mediation of women.

2. “Becoming somebody else”: The Journey of The Past Is Not a Dream

The protagonist of The Past Is Not a Dream is Theodor Kallifatides himself, and

for this reason the book was received as an autobiography®; however, the work

5 “To become somebody else”. All the translations of Greek excerpts in this paper are mine.

6 In 2013, the book received the Greek national prize for “Testimony-biography-chronicle-travel

literature”, and it was presented to the Greek public as an autobiography. As with the other books

from the same author, the cover does not bear any description of the genre to which the story

belongs. On the back cover though, the story is defined as “Mia BaBid eopoAdynan e1ri Tov TUTTOV

Twv RAwV” [an in-depth confession that cuts to the chase]. The cover of the Swedish edition
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resembles a novel and it presents the features of the author’s fiction, such as the
unadorned style, the episodic narrative, the frequent time jumps, here mainly
formed by flash-forwards, and the theme itself. The story can be divided into two
main parts, separated by the moment in which the protagonist decides to leave

for Sweden.

The first part, where the protagonist is in his childhood and young age, describes
a phase of identity formation. However, it is an imperfect formation, an unstable
construction full of cracks and chinks that leaves the protagonist in a conflict
between a sense of attachment and a sense of extraneousness. | am referring in
particular to the constant sense of “avikavétnTta va TmpocapuocTtw”’ (ibid.: 104)
expressed by the narrator, as opposed to the strong feelings of love and affection
that tie him to Greece. The second part of the story begins under the auspices of
the imposition of a new name: in his first passport @eddwpog KaAAipaTidong is
rendered as Theodore Kallifatides. He starts a new life in Sweden where his
identity conflicts are slowly appeased, cracks close and little by little a new,
complete identity is recomposed. The new language, Swedish, and the writing
happening in this new language give a fundamental contribution to this
“therapeutic” process®: “Eixa avapyioel va ypdew, pa KATI TTEpiEpyo GUVEBQIVE.
Ta eAAnvikd dev koAoUaav pe Tn {wn pou™ (ibid.: 182). The intensity of the new
situation becomes an irresistible drive to write, but he can only express himself
in this unexplored language whose “personality” is completely different from
Greek and that has only recently come to be part of his life. The books born under

these new circumstances are highly successful, and the recognition of his

(Kallifatides 2010) reads “en sjalvbiografisk roman” [an autobiographic novel] instead of the
description “roman” [novel] usually used for Kallifatides’ novels; on the back, an excerpt of the
book is followed by this comment: “Sa inleds den sjalvbiografiska romanen, berattelsen om vad
som format ménniskan bakom ett av landets mest alskade forfattarskap” [This is the beginning of
the autobiographical novel, the story that shaped the man behind one of the most beloved writings
in the country]. | would like to thank Ulrik Brier Gerber for help with the translation.

7 “Inadaptability”.
8 With regards to language’s therapeutic function in Kallifatides see Recuenco Pefalver 2017.

° “l had started to write again, but something strange happened. Greek language didn’t match
with my life anymore”.
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readers — namely their appreciation, but also their ability to identify him based on
his portrait, published on the cover — adds an important piece to the process of

113

identity reconstruction of the protagonist: “Ma €oU cioar’. Mia at1rd TIG KOAUTEPES
KPITIKEG TNG CwNG pou. Eixa 1Tl evieAWS AyvwaoTog O€ HIa VEQ XWPA KI EiXA YiVEl

ey’ (ibid.: 185)1,

The idea of becoming an other, the multiplication and fragmentation of identity in
different personalities, with the help of bilingualism and the condition of being a
migrant, is a recurrent theme in Kallifatides’ works, so much so that the critics
went so far as to speak of schizophrenia (Kallan 2003: 153) or “schizoglossia”
(Recuenco Pefialver 2017: 24). Monika Kallan (2003) observed that in the three
novels En fallen angel (A fallen angel, Kallifatides 1981), Vem Var Gabriella
Orlova? (Who was Gabriella Orlova, Kallifatides 1992) and Det sista ljuset (The
last light, Kallifatides 1995) there are characters called Andreas!!, a name
containing the root of the ancient word avrip, man. They are Greek men that have
never left their country or could not bear to live far from it, animated by a strong
sense of honor and by a certain degree of inflexibility. According to Kallan, these
characters “embody the Greek man Kallifatides asserts he left behind when he
decided to become a Swedish writer” (Kallan 2003: 139)*2.

10 “It's you’. One of the best reviews of my life. | had gone to a new country as a total stranger
and | had become me”.

11 Apart from an “Andreas”, Vem Var Gabriella Orlova also features a “Mike Andrews”.

12 Kallan (2003: 151) brings forth as an alternative hypothesis that the name Andreas could refer
to Andreas Papandreou, who spent time in Sweden the first period after the Juntas’ coup. The
idea seems plausible, especially in consideration of the fact that at least the Andreas of The Last
Light (Kallifatides 1995), with whom the protagonist Odysseas’ wife falls in love, owes much of
his charm to the charisma and the skills proven in organizing political demonstration and protests
in Sweden during the Junta. However, the hypothesis does not exclude the possibility that
Andreas embodies the lost Greek identity of the character, and in fact seems to reinforce it: during
the whole decade of the 1980s Andreas Papandreou had a very strong public image, which under
many aspects resembles Kallifatides’ Andreas. It was not only his institutional office of Prime
Minister that made him in all respects a representative of Greece, but also the populist and
centralizing character of his leadership and the length of his period of office that made him an
almost omnipresent figure that could well embody a certain model of Greek hegemonic
masculinity to which the Andreas seem to allude. For further discussions of identity issues in
Kallifatides see also Balta 1998 and Paparouse 2004.

A195



In a later essay, Mia véa marpida ééw armr’ 1o mapdBupod pou (A new homeland
out of my window, Kallifatides 2002), the author splits himself into two different
people with different lives and goes as far so to speak of himself using the third

person:

TI E€pw yIa eKEiVOV TOV VEAPO TTOU £QUYE TTPIV ATTO TPIAVTA OXTW XPOVIC;

EE’ opiopou Ta ravTa ] oxedov 1a avTa. Madi peyaAwaoape, av Kal JEPIKES
POpPEC TIMPAUE DIAPOPETIKOUG BPOUOUG | HAANOV eyw ToV eyKaTEAEya. .. ]

O 1TaNIOG pou €aUTOG OEV TTPOKEITAI VO POU EEPUYEL, TOUAGXIOTOV Ol TOOO

gUKoAa 600 Tou EEpuya eyw*e. (Ibid.: 20)
In The Past is Not a Dream, the desire of the narrator to become somebody else
is emphasized by the frequent use of flash-forwards that repeatedly juxtapose
different phases of the life of the protagonist, e.g. an event of his childhood with
something happening in the future, at a further point in the narrative. This
technique not only has the effect of a constant splitting of the protagonist, but also
regularly underlines that the whole story is a long flashback, an a posteriori
interpretation of the narrator’s life from a point where he can look back and

explain phenomena that he could not fully grasp at the time they were happening.

This process is interwoven with two themes that contribute to the formation,
deconstruction, and reconstruction of the protagonist’s identity. The first is

textuality, and the second is gender.

2.1. Textual and Intertextual References; Sexuality and Gender

Construction

| use the term textuality in a broad sense, as a reference to writing, literary and

artistic texts, and to the world of belles lettres. Since the beginning, textuality is

13 “what do | know about that youngster who left thirty-eight years ago?

By definition, everything or almost everything. We grew up together, although sometimes we went
our separate ways or | should say | abandoned him [...].

My old self is not going to escape me, or at least not as easily as | escaped him”.
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part of the personal history of the protagonist as is real life experience. The
references to textuality belong to four main categories: (a) direct references to
the readings that contributed to the formation of the protagonist, for example
Dostoyevsky (“Me €ixe eTnpedoel; Z1a ravra’4, Kallifatides 2012: 71) or Simone
De Beauvoir (“avoige Ta pama yog. As 8a BAETTape ma T yuvaika OTwg mpiv’Ls,
ibid.: 74); (b) direct references to members of the literature world that the
protagonist personally met or was friends with and have subsequently had an
influence in his life, such as the writer Maria Metsora; (c) direct and indirect
references to the author’s own work that are presented as milestones (especially
those written only in Swedish, in the first two decades of this career); and (d) re-
narration of events or episodes of his life that appear almost in the same fashion
in (or dialogue with) other books by Kallifatides that are considered works of

fiction as well as in non-fictional texts such as TV interviews and essays?®.

The second theme interlaced with the protagonist’s journey from Greece to
Sweden is gender and sexuality. This subject has a pervasive presence in the
whole story, but is developed in different ways in the first and in the second part.
In the first, the numerous references to the field of gender and sexuality are
mainly related to the systemic aspects of the construction of masculinity in Greek
society, and to the consequences that it has on the education of the protagonist

and of other men of his generation:

14 “Did he influence me? In everything”.
15 “[She] opened our eyes. We would never see women in the same way again”.

16 These intertextual references “extract” some narrative episodes from the previous literary
production and from the public image of the author and reposition them in a new context, in which
they gain a different meaning and a coherence with his life (or | should say with the narrative of
his life developed in The past is not a dream). This a posteriori rewriting and resignifying process
that blurs the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction seems to hint at a reflection on the
author’'s whole body of work and on the genre it belongs to, as well as on the genre of
autobiography as a space for the elaboration of the self. | believe this subject deserves to be
further developed which | will attempt to do elsewhere due to space constraints. Here, | will only
deal with the function played by textuality and intertextuality in this specific work. With regards to
the overlapping of intertextuality and autobiography in another of Kallifatides’ novels, Breuv till min
dotter [Letters to my daughter], see Granqvist 2013.
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KdaBe xapd Atav auaprtia, Kal N ueyaAutepn o épwtag. O OedG, o1 yoveig,

AdAAoI cuyyeveic pag euAayav pe aveAénTn agoaciwon. [...] Micw atm’ 6Aa autd

dlapaivoTtav KAt GANo, pia oKoTelvr) dUvaun TTou KaTtadikalde Tn HION

avBpwTTATNTA OTOV TIEIPACHO Kal TNV GAAN pior otnv ayaprial’. (lbid.: 27,

32)
In this part of the story, the recurrent references to domestic violence, committed
against women by jealous or despising men, are lucidly observed as the social
counterpart of the military violence occurring in barracks and on the streets at the
service of an oppressive power. This construction of masculinity deploys its
effects on the young man without encountering any resistance and reveals its
most obscure sides in the form of the jealousy that makes him suffer next to the

women he loves.

The idea of toxic masculinity as a distinctive trait of Greek national identity is a
recurring motif among several of Kallifatides’ earliest works. In his first novel,
Utlanningar (Foreigners) (Kallifatides 1970), set amongst Greek migrants in
Sweden, the protagonist declares that in Greece being present during a rape is
not an unusual activity at all and that it is the real dream of every Greek man. In
the last pages, this affirmation is confirmed by the violence perpetrated by two of
his roommates on the third one, who finally kills herself. However, the novel
where misogyny and violent masculinity are most clearly depicted as distinctive
features of Greekness is without any doubt Bonder och herrar (Masters and
peasants, Kallifatides 1977). This furious and sour description of a village in the
Peloponnese called lalos can be read as an allegory of Greece (as well as a
description of Molaoi, the village where the author was born, as he himself
suggests in the foreword). In the story, masculinity and its performance,
homophobia, and misogyny seem to consume people’s lives and especially
men’s. The proof of virility seems to be the only source of prestige or shame and
can lead a man to power or to death. At the same time, every socially

reproachable behavior is inevitably associated with a lack of manliness: “One of

17 “Every joy was a sin, and the biggest of all was love. God, the parents, other relatives would
guard us with merciless dedication. [...] And behind all of this, one could discern a dark force
condemning half of the humanity to temptation, and the other half to sin”.
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the many beliefs about emigrants was this — that if you left lalos and went abroad
to make your fortune and that if, in addition, you succeeded, your penis got
smaller. All emigrants left lalos virile men and came back eunuchs” (ibid.: 33).
The dramatic narration of a child’s rape by a group of older children, encouraged
by authorities to circulate in paramilitary-like squads, occupies the most painful
pages of the book and forms its core; the indicator of the trauma from which the

dissociative desire originated might be located in this episode.

In the second part of The Past is Not a Dream, the gender issue is developed in
a more personal sense, starting from the moment when the character becomes
more aware of his own masculinity and of the way in which it conditions his life

and his relations:

Méxpl T0TE N CANI ATaV auTOoVONTN, ETTIBOAAOUEVN KOl ETTIKUPWHEVN. Agv
MTTOpPEIC Va gioal epwTeupévog av dev nAelelg. AuTo ATav TO agiwpa. ZKEWOoU
Opwg va ouvéBaive 1o avtiBeto; OTI dev PTTOPEIC va €ioal £PWTEUPEVOG
gpooov {nAeveigt®, (Kallifatides 2012: 157)
In Girard’s theory, jealousy is one of the passions brought about by the presence
of the mediator, an indicator revealing that the desire towards the object is an
“irresistible impulse to desire what Others desire, in other words to imitate the
desires of others” (Girard 1965: 12). In The Past Is Not a Dream, the protagonist’s
jealousy is an ever present feeling in his romantic relationships, from
adolescence until old age, but from the moment he becomes aware of it, he
realizes its harmfulness and he starts thinking about it in a critical way. Hence,
jealousy becomes a part of the gender theme developed within the text in a series

of moments of perspicuous analysis of several aspects of his own education.

Almost every consideration about gender made by the narrator is of a relational
kind, meaning that it focuses on gender, not in terms of the grade of resemblance

or distance from a certain model, but as a phenomenon generated by the

18 “Until that moment, jealousy was assumed, imposed and approved. You can’t be in love if
you’re not jealous. This was the tenet. But what if it worked the opposite way? What if you can’t
be in love because you are jealous”.
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interaction with Others and mainly with women; the relation with women often

represents a means of comprehension or liberation.

2.2. At the Crossroad between Text and Gender

These considerations on gender and sexuality are almost always inextricably
interwoven to the dimension of textuality in the four abovementioned forms in
which this dimension appears in the book. In the chapters that describe the
protagonist’s life before his first romantic connections with women, the
intersections between text and gender do not include the presence of a female
character. In this part of the book, the narrator reflects on the systemic and social
dimension of gender construction, and in doing so he displays full awareness not
only of the social mechanisms of construction of masculinity, but also of the way

in which certain texts serve said mechanisms:

‘Huaote uttvwTtiopévol ammd Tnv ekkANnoia, Tn AoyoTtexvia, Ta oOxoAcia.
Oaupdalaue ouyypageic TTou Ogv gixav TITTOTA KAAG va TTOUV yIa Tn yuvaika.
Akoua kai Ta Kopitola pdbaivav va Toug Baupdfouv. MoOvo n yuvaika-unTépa
YAiTwve a11é 10 picog. Ma autd dev ATav TTapd Eva AAAoBI. Agou ayatroupe
TN INTEPQ PAG, OEV ITTOPOUHE VA PICOUE TIG YUVAIKEG, Ja KAWIA yuvaika dev
ATav oav TN UNTEPA HAg.

Ta Teixn vywvovtav yupw pag, €101 0TTwg 10 éAeye o KaBdoeng. OuTte Toug
XTIOTEG aKOUyape, ouTe Ta TeEiXN BAETTApE. Nvaue yIooyUuvndEg, UIOBETHOAUE
TNV QVTPIKN YAWOOQ TNG TTEQIPEOVNONG KaI TNG UTTEPOWIAG aTTévavTi 6To AAAO
@UAO. Aiyo TTOAU yivaue OAol BlaoTég. Kal o1 TTepiocdTepol Ba TTapauévape
TéTOI01 O OAN pag T wn'®. (Kallifatides 2012: 53-54)

In a declaration made by Kallifatides during a TV interview to Antaios

Chrysostomides (Demetriou et al. 2009), the author recalls how deeply

19 “We were hypnotized by the church, by literature, by the school. We used to admire writers that
had nothing good to say about women. Even the girls would learn to admire them. Only the
woman-mother would keep away from hate. But this wasn’t but an alibi. Since we loved our
mother, we couldn’t hate women, but no woman was like our mother.

The walls were rising around us, just like Cavafy used to say. We neither heard the builders, nor
saw the walls. We became misogynists, we adopted the masculine language of despise and
superiority before the other gender. More or less, we all became rapists. And most of us would
remain that way for the rest of our lives”.
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disappointed he was when he found out about Nikos Kazantzakis’ misogyny, and
he concludes saying that not only Kazantzakis but all literature conveys a
misogynist vision. The lines quoted above describe the cultural modes of
construction of a misogynist masculinity. At the same time, they counterpose two
kinds of literature: one complicit with the patriarchal system, illustrated in the first
paragraph, and one — represented by Constantine P. Cavafy, whose poem Teixn
(Walls) is referred to in the second paragraph — that “speaks the name” of the
wall, namely it stimulates critical thinking about that same construction. It is clear
to which of the two kinds of literature Kallifatides tries to adhere. In this sense,
the excerpt can be read as a poetics passage: positioned in the first chapters to
describe the childhood of the protagonist, it actually declares the project in which
not only The Past is Not a Dream, but also a significant part of the author’s work
Is engaged where literature is a space for critical thinking about the construction
of gender identity. The reference to the “masculine language of contempt and
superiority before the other gender” could be read as an allusion to the personal
and ideological value of the language one chooses to write in, a subject
Kallifatides had already dealt with in novels and essays (see e.g. Kallifatides 1981
and Kallifatides 1993).

The thematic interweaving between sexuality and textuality characterizes even
the protagonist’s earliest memories: as a child, he was taking a walk in nature
with the purpose of finding inspiration to write a school essay, when he
accidentally witnessed, for the first time, sexual intercourse between a man and
a woman. The scene upsets him, and he runs away, frightened by what he saw
and discouraged by his failure in finding a subject to write about. He then decides
to sublimate that sexual experience through writing, and diverts the expression

of his feelings so that he can describe the event without referring to it openly:

ToTe €ixa TNV TTPWTN HOU AOYOoTEXVIKN 16€a. O@a YTTopoUCa VA YPAWwW
yia TO TI €ida, ypd@ovTag yia KATI AANo. Ap’ €mog, au’ épyov. Xwpig
Kapia duokoAia £ypawa pia I0TopIoUAA yia dia udyn avapeoa o€ dUo
oTpatiég pupunykia. OAa xwpeoav ekei péoa. O eORog, n atTéxBeiq,
TO TTABOG KI 0UTE A€EN yia TO Ceuydpl.
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Auti ATav n ocwTtnpia pou. [...] A6 BAaxdaki, BaciAidg xdpn oTn

yAwooa. O@a 10 Bupdpouv. Xpdvia apydtepa Ba avaykalououy va To

Eavakavw?. (Kallifatides 2012: 35)
His first sexual experience is transformed into his first creative writing experience,
and this double first experience foreshadows some aspects of the future literary
career of the author: sexuality and gender as the basic theme, writing as a natural

and smooth process, and language as the key to success.

2.3. The Role of Women

As the first romantic relationships appear in the protagonist’s life, the dimensions
of textuality and gender intersect more and more frequently, and they begin to
include the women of his life. Women and writing occupy increasingly relevant
positions in the text, to the point that almost every episode of the protagonist’s
story seems to revolve around these two axes; the text soon becomes the place
where life experience is elaborated and appropriated through a creative process

where women play a fundamental role:

Me e€aipeon TIg wpeg pe T Mapia, TiTToTe GAAO dEV pe XOpTaIvE TOGO TTOAU
000 01 OTIYUEG UTTPOOTA OTO AdEI0 XaPTi Kal 4 OAO TOV KOOHO OTO KEPAAI.
AkOpa kail ol wpeg pe TN Mapia EAapTtrav TEPICOOTEPO, OTAV £YPaPA YI' QUTEG.
‘Hrav oav n {wn va peydAwve, Tn dokipala avad, yivotav dikr pou?t. (ibid.:
84)

Even the crucial moment of the realization of jealousy — taking place in the

excerpt | quoted in Section 2.1 — is located at the intersection of textuality and

20“Then | had my first literary idea. | could write about what | had seen, by writing about something
else. No sooner said than done. Without any difficulties, | wrote a short story about a battle
between two armies of ants. Everything would fit in there. Fear, disgust, passion, and not a word
about the couple.

That was my salvation [...]. | used to be a farm boy, and | became a king thanks to language. |
would remember it. Later on | would need to do it again”.

21 “Apart from the hours | used to spend with Maria, nothing else would fill me so much as the
moments in front of the empty paper and with the whole world inside my head. Even the hours
with Maria would shine more, when | wrote about them. It was as if life became bigger, | tried it
on again, it became mine”.
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gender, and it is provoked by Li, the object of the protagonist’s jealousy: “Aev
€xelc To OIKaiwpa va Pe TIHwPEEIS yiati €{noa” Pou &itre TEAIKA, Kal ouvAABa™??
(ibid.: 157). Li is not only an avid reader, but also a poet with three collections to
her credit. After seeing her read a book by Lorca on the deck of the ferry boat on
which they are travelling, the character is taken by jealousy, and in reaction he
decides to flirt with another girl just a few meters away. And in a quiet moment
after his infidelity has been forgiven, he realizes he has not written in a long time
and asks Li for a suggestion on how to overcome this block. But Li is also the
name of the female protagonist of the homonymous — set on a boat — novella by
Nikos Kavvadias (2008), to whom Kallifatides might indirectly be paying a tribute
(Kavvadias had dedicated to the Spanish poet one of his most famous poems,
Federico Garcia Lorca). Finally, Li is the name of one of the female characters of
Kallifatides’ (1978) novel Karleken [Love], where she is not Greek but Swedish,
and not a betrayed girlfriend but the young lover with whom the male protagonist
cheats on his beloved companion, triggering a long meditation on the concept of
love and infidelity. Therefore, the excerpt displays a number of layered textual
and intertextual indicators — which include references to the acts of reading and
writing as well as what might be an allusion to Kavvadias’ oeuvre, and to previous

works of Kallifatides’ himself — that revolve around the female character Li.

The decision to leave Greece and go to Sweden, one of the most pivotal
decisions in the protagonist’s life and a fundamental step in the narrative, also
features a similar stratification of textual dimension and gendered reflection
where a woman serves as a bridge towards the emancipation from a specific kind
of masculinity. In this period, the young character is romantically involved with
Maria Metsora, who has a detached attitude toward him, makes fun of him, and
disappears from time to time, hindering his tendency to develop feelings of
jealousy and possession. After one of her longest absences, she reappears

married to another man, and the protagonist asserts:

AUTIBNKa  pev, TAUTOXPOva OHWG Eviwoa aTreAeuBepwpévog. ‘Hrav
utTeUBuvn yia TN Cwn NG, deV NPOUV aVAYKOONEVOG va TTailw Tov éva 1} ToV

22 “You don’t have the right to punish me for having lived” she told me in the end, and | came
around”.
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GAM\O poho, pou £€dive adela €€6dou ammd TN QUAOKN Tou QUAoU pouZ.

(Kallifatides 2012: 163)
Maria’s own emancipation discharges Theodoros from the obligation to perform
a masculinity that he feels is being forced upon him. The protagonist realizes with
relief that there might be a chance for him to escape the wheels of the gender
mechanism that seemed undefeatable up until that moment; that escape will
finally find its way on the road to Sweden, where women “dev gival eAeuBepiwv
NOwWv, aAAG eAelBepec” (ibid.: 179). Maria Metsora, herself a future writer, will
encourage him to travel to Sweden with an almost divinatory consideration on

Swedish language:

Tn punoa ata oX€dIA Pou Kal TNV €BaAa va akoUoel To dioko Tou Alykouapov
[...] ki pou eitre: “AuTh €ival n 10AvIKr YAwooa va ypAawelg Trapauubia”. Tote
aKOpa dev NEePE OTI HIa Pépa Ba Eypage Ta dIKG TNG Bauudoia TTapapubia Ye
10 6voua Mapia MAToopa. H yvwun Tng ATav amoeaacioTikh?. (Ibid.: 166)

3. Conclusion

The years in Sweden pass quickly, at an almost frenetic pace imposed by the
new experience of migration: learning a new language, understanding a
population, creating bonds, finding odd jobs of all kind, undertaking university
studies in Philosophy. In Swedish, the writing flows relentlessly and soon leads
the protagonist to success; at the same time, he meets his life companion, builds
a new family and is forced by distance to stay away from his family of origin even
in the moments of difficulty and grief. During this time, the protagonist is
tormented by nostalgia, but he has decided not to return to a place that did not

welcome him during his youth. His new life is in Sweden, and any return to

23 “On the one hand | felt sorry, but at the same time | felt liberated. She was responsible for her
own life, I was not obliged to play this or that role, she was giving me leave from the prison of my
gender”.

24 “are not libertines, but liberated”.
25 “| told her about my plans and | let her listen to the Liguaphone disk [...] and she told me: “This
is the perfect language to write fairy tales”. Back then she didn’t know yet that one day she would

write her own admirable fairy tales with the name Maria Metsora. Her opinion was decisive”.
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Greece cannot be more than a visit, a passing moment. Nevertheless, the book
ends with a journey to Greece, and not to Athens, the city of adolescence and
youth, but to Molaoi, his native village, where the protagonist has been invited to
receive an award. He attends, accompanied by his wife, whose presence ensures
he does not confuse past and present and forget his real identity: “ekeivn ATav n
ao@ANOTIKA pou BIkAiIda 0’ auTd TO TAEiDI TTIOW OTO XWPIO YIA VA PNV EEAOYIOOTW,
yla va pnv Eexdow 61 n {wr) pou ATav Ta Katmou aAAou™® (ibid.: 218). Once
again, a woman represents the liaison with his identity; she allows him to
remember that this return to the starting point is just geographical and not
chronological. However, being unexpectedly acknowledged as a prominent
representative of a place where he felt rejected and exiled from until that
moment?’; meeting people that remembered him but recognizing only a few of
them; looking in the village for the points of reference of his childhood, the objects
that represented the very symbol of the village (the same objects described in
Masters and peasants), without finding them; all of this plunges the protagonist
into a crisis: “TiI TpooTTaBw va kKavw TeAIKE; Ti wayxvw; KAalyduouv oTn yuvaika
pou. Towcg 6Aa eival pia peyaAn mapegrynon”?® (ibid.: 223). Thanks to the self-
awareness he owes to the presence of his wife, the protagonist is finally able to
overcome the moment and allow his two identities, which had been separated
during his past personal and literary path, to be reunited and pour into his present
self. It is the final resolution that, in Girard’s theory, happens when the protagonist
is forced to conversion by his impending death, renounces his pride, and
abandons the mediator, and finally goes back to himself. Kallifatides does not
need to be on the verge of death: the (implicit) realization of overcoming of the
trauma that had generated the dissociative desire and the acknowledgment of

the fellow villagers do justice to the child he had been. At the same time, him

26 “She was my safety valve in this journey back to the village not to lose my mind, not to forget
that my life was somewhere else”.

27 Minnet i exil [The memory of exile, Kallifatides 1969], was also the title of Kallifatides’ first
collection of poems and literary debut.

28 “What am | trying to do in the end? What am | looking for? | would whine to my wife. Maybe it’s
all just a big misunderstanding”.
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being there and his openness to his past allows him to take that same self he had
pulled away from. The self is recomposed and renounces the mediator as Other:

MNa mpwtn @opd oTn Cwr Pou &éviwoda aAAnAgyyun pe Tov €auto pou. [...]

Twpa 10 TWPIVA Kal Ta TTepacuéva éopiyav cav duo motduia. [...] Ta

TTepacpéva avayupioav. Ta TTepacuéva dev ATav GVeEIPo, av Kal HTTOPoUCES

mma va ¢hoeig padi Toug. Ta xpovia Kal o1 Kalpoi gixav TTEPACEl KI ATaV iowg

wpa va &avappw ekeivn TN paopn TETPA TTOU €ixa pigel TTiow dou

@eUyovrac?®. (Ibid.: 228, 230)
As in Girard’s theory, the ending appeases hatred and passion, and most
importantly it placates the hate towards the home country where he felt rejected
and towards the self that had been built in the image and likeness of that country.
The “obsession” of distinguishing himself from that self and from that country —
that had helped him build momentum to depart and resist exile — is now
transcended; the desire to be somebody else is exhausted, and since “the
absence of desire in the present makes it possible to recapture past desires”
(Girard 1965: 298) and transform them into a narration, the author is finally ready

to tell his own story. As Girard observes,

Great novels always spring from an obsession that has been transcended.
The hero sees himself in the rival he loathes; he renounces the "differences"
suggested by hatred. He learns, at the expense of his pride, the existence of
the psychological circle. The novelist's self-examination merges with the
morbid attention he pays to his mediator. All the powers of a mind freed of
its contradictions unite in one creative impulse. (Ibid.: 300)

Since in Kallifatides’ case the milestones of his journey have already been told
during the course of his past literary career, they have to be rewritten in the light
of the new awareness, free from the forces and passions that had spurred his
previous writings, and most notably his early works, the ones that mostly

expressed the urge for dissociation due to their subject and the language they

were written in. They can now be written anew in the author’s mother tongue and

2% “For the first time in my life | felt solidarity towards myself. [...] Now the present and the past
were merging like two rivers. [...] The past returned. The past was not a dream, even though you
could finally live with it. The years and the times had passed and maybe it was time to find that
black stone | had thrown behind me while leaving”.
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find their position in the story of his life, becoming the subtext of The Past is Not

a Dream.
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