


[image: Cover: Holy Beauty, Prolegomena to an Orthodox Philokalic Aesthetics by Chrysostomos A. Stamoulis]



 


Holy Beauty




   Holy Beauty   

Prolegomena to an Orthodox Philokalic Aesthetics

Chrysostomos A. Stamoulis

James Clarke & Co.


[image: Logo]


Hardback ISBN: 978 0 227 17813 3

Paperback ISBN: 978 0 227 17810 2

PDF ISBN: 978 0 227 17811 9

ePub ISBN: 978 0 227 17812 6

Click on the link above to see our FULL CATALOGUE

for more excellent titles in

Hardback, Paperback, PDF, ePub and Kindle!

Would you like to join our Mailing List?

Click here!

Enjoyed this book?

Review it on Amazon so others can too!

Click here!



 


Holy Beauty

Prolegomena to an Orthodox Philokalic Aesthetics

Chrysostomos A. Stamoulis

Translated by Norman Russell

[image: ]
James Clarke & Co.



 


JAMES CLARKE & CO.

P.O. Box 60

Cambridge

CB1 2NT

United Kingdom

www.jamesclarke.co
publishing@jamesclarke.co

Hardback ISBN: 978 0 227 17813 3

Paperback ISBN: 978 0 227 17810 2

PDF ISBN: 978 0 227 17811 9

ePUB ISBN: 978 0 227 17812 6

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A record is available from the British Library

First published as Kallos to hagion by Akritas, 2004

English translation first published by James Clarke and Co., 2022

Copyright © Chrysostomos A. Stamoulis, 2022

English Translation, 2022

All rights reserved. No part of this edition may be reproduced, stored electronically or in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission from the Publisher (permissions@jamesclarke.co).



 


To Thanasakis and Alexandroula



 



Contents



	Translator’s Introduction

	Author’s Preface

	Part I.      Philokalia or Aesthetics? The ‘Dilemma’ of Contemporary Orthodoxy

	Chapter 1.    Kostas Zouraris: ‘What We Call “Philokalia” Is Not the Same as Western Good Taste’

	Chapter 2.    Father Alexander Schmemann: ‘One Cannot Banish the Senses’

	Chapter 3.    Nikos Matsoukas: ‘Aesthetics Is a Lasting Victory over Distraction and Fragmentation’

	Part II.    Orthodoxy’s Philokalic Aesthetics: The ‘Both Together’ of Patristic Teaching

	Chapter 4.    ‘Supra-Substantial Good’: Dionysius the Areopagite and the Church Fathers on the Holy Trinity

	Chapter 5.    ‘Where Has Your Beauty Gone?’: Anthropological Notes on the Beauty Lost by the Fall

	Chapter 6.    ‘The Heavens Tell of the Glory of God’: The Orthodox Doctrine of Creation and the Problem of the Environment

	Part III.    ‘Unutterable Beauty’: Examples of a Philokalic Reading of Ecclesial Life

	Chapter 7.    Nikos Gabriel Pentzikis: A Walk ‘by the Seashore’ and the Boundaries of the Church

	Chapter 8.    The Elder Sophrony of Essex: The Remembrance of Death and the ‘Conflict’ with a Passion for Painting

	Chapter 9.    The Elder Porphyrios, the Nightingale and the Current Debate on Aesthetics: Parallel Readings of the Elder’s Discourses and Theodor W. Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory

	Afterword: Saints and Poets Perhaps …

	Who’s Who

	Select Bibliography

	Index





 



Translator’s Introduction


During the last century aesthetics became an autonomous discipline with its own technical vocabulary and, as such, detached the beautiful from the good. It was not always so. In the ancient and medieval worlds aesthetic experience pointed to a transcendent reality beyond this world. Plato posited an absolute beauty and goodness which is the eternal form that makes all things beautiful in our sensible transitory world. The aesthetic draws one towards this absolute. Morever, the aesthetic is not only visual; it also has a moral dimension that elevates the soul towards the source of beauty. Plato’s philosophical successors built on these convictions. For Plotinus beauty is coterminous with ultimate reality, so that ugliness, which is the negation of beauty and goodness, is not just what is aesthetically displeasing but is the negation of reality itself. The beauty and goodness of the primary level of reality is not immediately accessible to us, but descends to us through the secondary and tertiary levels of Intellect and Soul. Our task in this life is to ‘ascend again to the good, which every soul desires’ and to become united with it.1 The identity of the good with the beautiful cannot be demonstrated dialectically, says Plotinus. It can only be grasped intuitively through direct experience: ‘Anyone who has seen [the good] knows what I mean when I say that it is beautiful.’2 It marks the first step towards the vision of God.

This aesthetic was adopted by some of the Church Fathers, notably, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa,3 who expressed it by the term philokalia, the ‘love of the beautiful’, and through them it entered into the Byzantine tradition. In one major respect, however, the Christian version of philokalia differed profoundly from the Neoplatonic. This was the value accorded by Christianity to the body. When God created the world, he pronounced it ‘very good’ (Genesis 1:31). When the Word of God became incarnate, he demonstrated in his own person the potential transformation of the whole material world, sealing this transformation with his death and resurrection. The human body has a divine destiny. Since Christ’s resurrection, prefigured by his transfiguration (Matthew 17:1-9; Mark 9:2-9; Luke 9:28-36), the human body, resurrected and transfigured, has been understood as intended from the beginning to participate in the union of the soul with God. The beauty of the material world is thus not simply a pointer to absolute beauty, a pointer that will be discarded when we attain the vision of absolute beauty, but will itself participate in absolute beauty and will be completed and fulfilled in it.

In the modern Orthodox context, this understanding of philokalia, the perception of the world’s beauty not only as pointing to a transcendent reality but as already filled with it, has been obscured by contemporary notions of aesthetics that disconnect beauty from the true and the good. Recently, however, there has been a renewed interest in theological aesthetics. ‘By demonstrating an analogy,’ Oleg Bychkov has said, ‘and in the case of some thinkers even an essential unity, between aesthetic and other types of experience, theological aesthetics attempts to show the reverse, that is, that the aesthetic is actually indicative of some sort of core “truth”.’4 In her important book on the theophanic nature of the icon, Cornelia Tsakiridou goes further. ‘The ability of an image to realize transcendent realities aesthetically’, she maintains, ‘does not lie with its beauty. It is enargeia [the quality of clarity, vividness, self-evident truth] that brings the image to a state of ontological plenitude and presence, and enables it to convey holiness or in the case of Christ divinity.’5 Tsakiridou is referring primarily to the painted image, but she extends her remarks to apply also to the natural image and even to human persons such as the Christian ‘ascetic who converses with God, inhabits God or participates in divine being’.6

Chrysostomos Stamoulis moves within this environment, bringing into dialogue with each other the Marxist theorist Kostas Zouraris, the poets George Seferis and Georgios Themelis, the literary critic Zissimos Lorentzatos, the priest and liturgical theologian Alexander Schmemann, the dogmatic theologian Nikos Matsoukas, the novelist Nikos Gabriel Pentzikis, the ascetic elders Sophrony of Essex and Porphyrios of Mount Athos, and the philosopher Theodor Adorno – along with the Fathers of the Church, who are not simply voices from the past but witnesses to a living tradition. Some of these names are not well known outside Greece (a Who’s Who is appended at the end of the book to help the reader) but each of them from a different perspective sheds a powerful light on the multiple facets of a fundamentally unified material world as the means by which we commune with God.

Stamoulis’ discussion, despite some unfamiliar names, is rooted in the world as we actually experience it. It may be a Greek world – even a particular Greek world, the world of Thessaloniki – but Stamoulis is not speaking simply to his fellow Thessalonians, or fellow Greeks, or even his fellow Orthodox. Indeed, he protests vigorously against a narrowly defensive Orthodox theology. The dilemma philokalia or aesthetics, he says, may be a Greek one, but this is only because Greece has not yet become fully confident about its Hellenic cultural heritage except as filtered through Western European perceptions. In the course of discussing with his fellow Greek Orthodox how they can re-appropriate their patristic and Byzantine heritage within the context of modernity or even postmodernity, he also shares insights with the Western reader into a world shot through with divinity, a world that, if only we could see it with enargeia, with clarity, as it really is, would raise us, as he says, to communion with the whole of creation and through creation with God.

The insights of this theology are like the insights of poetry. It is not by intellectual analysis that we arrive at a perception of God but by an intuitive sense of his presence wherever we encounter beauty. In the English literary tradition we find something similar in Thomas Traherne or, in a more powerful and complex way, in Gerard Manley Hopkins. In the Greek tradition it is the focus on philokalia that foregrounds the presence of God in a world that is not just there for us to exploit but, if we have eyes to see, raises us to a vision of glory.




	    1. Plotinus, Ennead I.6.7, in Plotinus, Ennead, Volume I: Porphyry on the Life of Plotinus. Ennead I, trans. A.H. Armstrong, Loeb Classical Library 440 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 253.


	    2. Ibid.


	    3. In the West Augustine was also deeply impressed by Plotinus’ treatise ‘On Beauty’, which he read in Latin translation and quotes anonymously in De Civitate Dei IX.17 and Confessions I.18 and VIII.8.


	    4. O.V. Bychkov, Aesthetic Revelation: Reading Ancient and Medieval Texts after Hans Urs von Balthasar (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2010), p. xi.


	    5. C.A. Tsakiridou, Icons in Time, Persons in Eternity: Orthodox Theology and the Aesthetics of the Christian Image (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), p. 20.


	    6. Ibid., p. 19.






 



Author’s Preface


I am delighted that Holy Beauty is now appearing in English. Although written within the Orthodox tradition, the ecumenical implications of my work make an English translation invaluable, not to mention the growing Orthodox diaspora in the USA, the UK and elsewhere who will hopefully find it useful. My thanks go to Norman Russell for his translation, and to the Revd Dr George Karahalios Charitable Foundation for sponsoring the project.

It is a fact that in Orthodoxy the most important things are more often talked about than committed to writing. Thus, for many years it has been commonly held that in Orthodox theology there is no room for aesthetics on the grounds that Orthodoxy is the supreme realm of philokalia, the love of the beautiful. This thesis has been vested with such authority that anyone who has the audacity to think otherwise comes up against an impregnable wall of dogmatic opinion that leaves no margin for the discussion of any other approach.

Essentially, whenever the argument appears, it is used to present the picture of a dialectical relationship between aesthetics and philokalia. On the one hand, we have ‘Western aesthetics’1 and, on the other, ‘the East’s philokalia’, two incompatible approaches that are in conflict without any possibility of communicating with each other; and everywhere and always there is the fear of the West.

Discussion of aesthetics has usually been conducted only within the field of the ‘technology’ of the ecclesiastical arts,2 certainly not within the field of ‘ontology’. This is odd, because technology and ontology are thus treated as incompatible truths, divided realities, alien to each other and each of them autonomous. ‘They cut me and divided me into two’, a poet has said to describe this state of affairs and, in order to show the result of the division of the body, the abrogation of its unity, which is nothing other than its consignment to non-existence, he continues: ‘I cannot live or die as half a body, as a dream cut in two.’3

There have been indications of such an understanding in the form of proposals concerning Church art, from the painting of icons to singing and the building of churches, that emphasise the liturgical and ascetic character of these arts and reject any discussion of their aesthetic and artistic aspects. Thus, one was given the impression that for Orthodox art to be genuinely Orthodox it has to be an art that rejects the beautiful, that forbids the operation of the senses and protects people from the arousal of feelings and emotions, an art that militates against experience. The truth of the matter, as revealed in the Church’s liturgical life, paints a different picture, a reality that, without denying the liturgical and ascetic character of the arts within Orthodoxy, constantly reveals the Church of Christ as a place of living experience, as the supreme realm of the encounter with the beauty that generates emotion, awakens the senses, and creates a powerful experience of the ecclesial event. In other words, the Church’s truth is a truth that came in order to unify fragmented reality and reveal the catholicity of existence, a truth that knows no independent areas of sacred and profane, good and evil, sentiment and experience.

Of course, to be fair, one must at once admit that in many cases such objections to aesthetics were rational and necessary. Think of what Alexandros Papadiamandis and General Makriyannis have written about the ‘antiquarians’ and ‘lovers’ of Byzantine art.4 The passion of these people for antiquities led them to a desacralisation of artefacts used in worship and their transformation into alien elements, that is to say, into visual exhibits and objects of commercial value, whose only occasion and perspective is confined to the realm of some kind of aesthetic worth.5 Thus, as a direct response to such outbursts of aesthetics, utterly moralistic and pietistic attitudes and patterns of behaviour arose that rejected any aesthetic value and these contributed in turn to the division of the one body, with the generation of guilt-complexes and theories of purity as a direct result. The response to the absolute was another absolute, and to the ideological end in itself another ideological end in itself. There is no doubt that in both cases what was self-evident to the Church Fathers was lost: the operation of the ‘both together’ (the synamphoteron), the principle of multiple meaning and contradiction that transcends all dialectics and permits the operation of apparent antitheses. That is to say, it was forgotten that the melody of the chant, the aim of which is the underlining of orthodox doctrine, cannot but be – and this is a commonplace of patristic theology – pleasant to the ear and certainly not cacophonous. It was forgotten that the Church’s icon, which is by no means a mere picture, is not bereft of aesthetic value, but expresses another aesthetics, the philokalic aesthetics of ‘him who is beautiful in comparison with all mortals’, the aesthetics, that is to say, of the incarnate Word, who in his own hypostasis united what until then had been separate and bridged the gulf between them, thus permitting humanity’s transition from non-existence to life. Finally, it was forgotten that the great mystery of Christ’s death had as its aim, through his resurrection, the rendering of the nature of all things beautiful, and the granting of grace to the entire universe.

There is no doubt that contemporary Orthodoxy’s position on aesthetics is in no way a deviation but the confirmation of a rule that is applied to, and operates on, the boundaries of rupture, partition and subtraction. A clear example is the kind of comment made on the relationship between theology and culture, where in a facile and unfounded way contemporary theology speaks in many cases of opposition, incompatibility and conflict. Those who maintain this view claim support in the absence of a positive usage of the term ‘culture’ by the Fathers of the Church. Therefore, in order to be consistent with tradition, the confirmation of the same repudiation is obligatory. At this point, of course, a venerable argument is set out, adequately documented but certainly one-sided. It seems to be based pre-eminently on quantitative analyses and ignores, consciously or unconsciously, the dimension of qualitative analysis and the necessity in the end of examining the latter alongside the quantitative. That is to say, it ignores the fact that Christianity was not the product of culture and, indeed, much less was it born for the sake of culture. At the same time, it cannot but generate culture.

There are also, of course, those passionate voices that set out the tragedy, the falling away from the self-awareness of the body that is preserved in the life and monuments of the Church.6 Indeed, sometimes these voices seem so anguished that they declare that by any denial whatsoever of the historical flesh of culture ‘the Christian gospel is alienated and turned into a fleshless internationalist mental product’,7 or that, when Christianity cuts itself off from culture, taking culture as ‘a holistic vision of God, man and the world’, it ‘either becomes “clerical” (religion not life), or betrays itself, “surrenders” to culture’.8 That is to say, we find ourselves confronted with nothing less than the basic problem of the conflict between hesychasts and anti-hesychasts,9 with the conflict between ideas and realities at the beginning of the search for a lost self-awareness, as expressed by the God-bearers, the friends of God, the saints of the Orthodox Church.

It is self-evident that such a line of thought does not confine the investigation of the problem to the confines of art, but goes beyond these in its search for the basis that might permit the development of such a self-awareness, which founds its kingdom on division and decline. In short, the gaze that one turns on art is not independent of the truth concerning God, humanity and the world. That is where it is founded and that is where it returns. It is an unbreakable relationship. That is to say, one’s teaching on God cannot be Buddhist, on humanity Hindu and on creation Christian. Whatever kind of God one has, humanity, creation and culture follow. On the anthropological level, a division can only arise from a theology that divides, culminating in a doctrine of creation that divides, and vice versa.

I have said all this in response to the question that is often put when a dogmatic theologian declares that his concern is aesthetics. Most people ask: What has Orthodox doctrine to do with aesthetics? Let me be absolutely clear. There is no doubt at all that the division I have spoken of has influenced this sector too. The fields in which each of us works seem to be strictly demarcated and so fenced off from each other that any attempt that aims at the unification of the partial aspects of the one single truth appears to be impermissible. It is therefore not surprising that some refer to aesthetics only to identify it exclusively with the techniques and technology of the arts. They overlook its ontological dimension and do not consider that in reality aesthetics is nothing other than a forgotten path of the Church’s dogmatic teaching that, like other paths, has been reclassified; and those who do treat of it do not even suspect its loss, and certainly not the significance of the loss, in anybody other than theologians. This, of course, does not mean that aesthetics belongs to dogmatic theology like a possession it owns, but it does mean that aesthetics belongs to dogmatic theology as much as it belongs to anything else.

I come now to the great problem, a problem that flows naturally from what I have said above, namely, what is aesthetics? I can say at once that there is no universally agreed definition of aesthetics. How could there be, anyway, in an age when definitions are tending to disappear in the secular sciences as well as in theology? I have a feeling that theology is beginning, even if timidly, to rediscover its lost self-awareness, which is based on the acceptance of the end of certainty that is proposed today with especial emphasis by contemporary physics. Fundamentally, this concerns the self-awareness of the saints of God, which favours the subjective, that is to say, the utterly personal but in no way individualistic understanding of the mysteries of God, and at the same time excludes the precarious objectivities that abolish the person and facilitate the creation of impersonal institutional certainties of a totalitarian character. The Orthodox saint has always been insecure, uncertain and powerless, characteristics that lie at the opposite pole to the self-sufficiency that is ‘the symptom of either spiritual paralysis or decline’.10 Consequently, the resolution of the problem of what aesthetics is must be related to a description of all that one regards as being set within such a unity. These constitute the only possibility for the creation of a holistic image of life that permits the lifting of division, victory over all separation and the advancement of existence.

I am persuaded by discussions I have had in the course of writing this study that the acceptance of everything I have said above is not an easy matter. That is to say, how could anyone accept a theology of the senses, or a theology of touch, as a detached portion of the one single truth that constitutes the Church’s compassionate teaching on humankind, when the greater part of patristic texts relating to pastoral needs favours a somewhat guarded position with respect to the senses, and seems in this way to set the senses at the margins of their immediate concerns and, consequently, at the margins of the journey towards salvation? Nevertheless, one should not forget the relatively few texts where the truth of the matter shines out in a special way and shows that the ‘rule’ is justified only through the manifestation of this minority voice. Of course, the prevalence of this pastoral rule in the reality of our contemporary theological and ecclesial situation is such that not only does it marginalise the small minority but, in many cases, it ignores even its existence. To be sure, the question why some things were overemphasised and others remained at the margin – and indeed there are those today who battle to keep things exactly as they are, immovable and secure – has still not been answered. What does one have to fear from the truth of things? Does the truth no longer set you free? Is it only fear that does so? Why is the Orthodox Christian called in many cases – fortunately not in all – to function, especially today, with only half of his or her truth, that is to say, to live the lie of an artificial image, of a fictitious reality? Is ignorance the only cause or are there other reasons? Finally, what are we to do about the fact of our being defined by something other than ourselves? For how long will the West be our only point of reference, the permanent reason for the weakness of Orthodoxy? Has not the time finally come for the self-definition of the body and for a properly functional discussion with the different, with the other?

These are some of the questions that the present study attempts to answer through the discussion of examples capable of revealing the image of contemporary Orthodoxy in all its dimensions. They are examples that reflect the present debates and highlight what is unavoidable and necessary in contemporary theological dialogue, a fact is forgotten or marginalised when we simply engage in parallel monologues. There is no doubt at all that contemporary theology must finally stop denying the existence of different tendencies and must honestly and frankly recognise them and incorporate them into the life of the Church. A sure point of reference in this process is not only biblical and patristic theology but also the attitude of outstanding people of our time, with whom the present tendencies are tested, compared and judged. Essentially, what follows is the presentation of an open dialogue, a round table at which the participants are Kostas Zouraris, Father Alexander Schmemann, Nikos Matsoukas, Nikos Gabriel Pentzikis, the Elder Sophrony of Essex, the Elder Porphyrios, St Dionysius the Areopagite, St Maximus the Confessor, St Cyril of Alexandria, St Gregory Palamas and many others.

I conclude with several clarifications. This study does not seek to scale the heights. It does not aspire to be some kind of magisterial theological statement, nor is it governed by soteriological aims – we have had a surfeit of those already. It only attempts to draw in voices which, according to Seferis and Lorentzatos, are able to reveal the other, the invisible. In reality, my desire is that it should serve as a notebook with wide margins in which readers can mark their agreement or disagreement, can jot down their own arguments and add their own voice, their own vision, their own experience, with the ultimate aim of communion, forgiveness, fulfilment and the ‘churching’ of uncertainty in love in the certainty of the Resurrection.

One might say that the aim of this study is an endeavour to repristinate the ancient stones with which homes and churches were built and are still built. This is the work that Pentzikis, known as ‘kyr Nikos’ in his native Thessaloniki,11 advises young writers to do, and which I feel to be absolutely right for our contemporary theology. He encourages them, then, ‘to take a little jar of water and wet the stones’:


For how beautiful [he continues] are the stones, the little pebbles, on the beach! Yet when we pick them up and take them home, they lose their brilliance and their colour. When the stone is regarded simply as an object and is not viewed within an environment that is humanly more perceptible than the air, a spiritual state that corresponds to the water, then … Come now, wet the little stones with some water! That’s it! That’s what we young people must do – and, of course, I am the youngest among them …12






	    1. The term ‘aesthetics’ comes from A.G. Baumgarten, who introduced it formally into the field of scholarly discussion in 1750, with the publication of his book, Aesthetica. See A.G. Baumgarten, Aesthetica (Hildesheim and New York: Georg Olms, 1970).


	    2. Here the term ‘technology’ is used as synonymous with the term ‘technique’ and is clearly not identified with the broader use of the term, as interpreted within the context of contemporary culture. On this, see P. Tzamalikos, ‘Hē thrēskeutikē ekphansē tēs technologias’ [hereafter ‘The Religious Version of Technology’], Philosophia 23–4 (1993–94), pp. 61–87.


	    3. G. Themelis, in K. Mylonas, Historia tou hellēnikou tragoudiou [A History of Greek Song]: Volume 2 (1960–1970) (Athens: Kedros, 1993), p. 156.


	    4. See Alexandros Papadiamandis, Hē Pharmakolytria [The Deliverer from Spells], in his Complete Works, ed. by N.D. Triantaphyllopoulos (Athens: Domos, 1984), Vol. 3, p. 309. Cf. General Makriyannis, Oramata kai thamata [Visions and Wonders], transcribed by A. Papakostas (Athens: National Bank of Greece, 1985), p. 163, where Makriyannis refers to the suppression of monasteries at the time of the Bavarian monarchy in Greece (1832–63), when that part of the patriarchate of Constantinople that lay within the then borders of the Greek state was turned into a state church, the Church of Greece, on the model of the Lutheran churches.


	    5. See N.D. Triantaphyllopoulos, ‘Ho Papadiamantēs kai hē technē tēs Orthodoxias’ [‘Papadiamandis and Orthodox Art’], in Phōta Holophōta [hereafter Light-filled Epiphany] (Athens: ELIA, 1981), p. 179. Cf. A.G. Keselopoulos, Hē leitourgikē paradosis ston Alexandro Papadiamantē [hereafter The Liturgical Tradition in Alexandros Papadiamandis] (Thessaloniki: Pournaras, 1994), pp. 164–65.


	    6. See N.A. Matsoukas, ‘Theologia kai politismos’ [‘Theology and Culture’], in Ch.A. Stamoulis (ed.), Theologia kai technē [Theology and Art] (Thessaloniki: To Palimpsēston, 2002), pp. 80ff.


	    7. Ch. Yannaras, ‘Giati propagandizoume ton “plouralismo”’ [‘Why We Promote “Pluralism”’], Kathēmerinē newspaper, 26 January 2003.


	    8. A. Schmemann, The Journals of Father Alexander Schmemann 1973–1983, trans. by J. Schmemann (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2000), p. 225. Cf. Journals, p. 303.


	    9. [A hesychast is defined by St John Climacus as one who engages in the life of stillness either in solitude or in the company of one or two others (The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 1 [Patrologia Graeca (PG) 88, 641D]). The major historical conflicts between hesychasts and anti-hesychasts occurred in the fourteenth century, when Gregory Palamas was attacked by Barlaam of Calabria on the grounds that his hesychast practices were heretical, and in the eighteenth century, when Nikodemos the Hagiorite, along with other hesychasts who formed a reformist group known as the Kollyvades, were officially censured as wilful opponents of ecclesiastical authority. Trans.]


	  10. Archimandrite Sophrony (Sakharov), We Shall See Him as He Is, trans. by R. Edmonds (Tolleshunt Knights: Stavropegic Monastery of St John the Baptist, 1988), p. 122.


	  11. [‘Kyr’ (short for kyrios) used with the Christian name has since the Middle Ages been a friendly but at the same time respectful form of address – in this instance ‘Mr Nikos’. The feminine form is ‘Kyra’. Trans.]


	  12. N.G. Pentzikis, Hydatōn hyperekcheilisē. Analekta [Waters Overflowing: Collected Studies; hereafter Waters Overflowing] (Thessaloniki: Paratērētēs, 1990), p. 210.






 




Part I
Philokalia or Aesthetics?



The ‘Dilemma’ of Contemporary Orthodoxy



 




Chapter One
Kostas Zouraris


‘What We Call “Philokalia” Is Not the Same as Western Good Taste’


This book owes one half of its inspiration to the reading of biblical and patristic texts, and the study of the works of contemporary theologians of both East and West (principally Nikos Matsoukas, but along the way also Christos Yannaras, Paul Evdokimov, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Umberto Eco and others), who have given me a picture of the contemporary situation. It owes the other half to a newspaper article – if I remember correctly – by the political scientist Kostas Zouraris. This article left me with an impression which at first sight seemed to overturn the current image of aesthetics. Unfortunately, I have not been able to locate the article. Nevertheless, I think it is sufficient to refer the reader to Zouraris’ study, Athlia, athla, themethla [Struggles, Tasks, Foundations] (Athens: Harmos, 1997), where the thesis that was probably first outlined by Zouraris in the article just mentioned may be found set out and analysed in a systematic fashion.

Zouraris’ challenge, then, does not lie in his thesis in itself, a thesis, in any case, which had been formulated and expressed in part by others before him. His challenge lies first and foremost in his moulding of the context as a whole, in his creation of a theoretical basis for such a thesis. In other words, in Zouraris there exists for the first time, to the best of my knowledge, a thesis rather than merely a hypothesis.

More specifically, in this work Zouraris appears to deny the existence of any Eastern Christian aesthetics at all. His vocabulary contains only the word ‘philokalia’. Even in cases where one could use the term aesthetics ‘without danger’,1 Zouraris substitutes the term ‘philokalia’ for it. With reference to the burning of Heraklion’s Prefecture by ‘the sovereign People, Leaders and Coordinators’ of the Agricultural Workers,2 he writes in a manner reminiscent of Makriyannis:


Do you know why, when I saw my Prefecture building burning and my heart was breaking, do you know why I became as angry as hell? It was not so much that I was upset that these spineless layabouts did not see that they were destroying one of the most beautiful buildings put up by our beggarly Greek state. You have no philokalia, you have none at all. What can be done about it? Can’t you at least show some self-interest any longer? Some productive self-interest – for yourselves I mean?3



This thesis, which Zouraris supports very consistently throughout his work, has a certain coherence. His insistence on aesthetics and on its absolutely clear denial by the rioters is a proposition based on other deeper foundations. What he yearns for is the clarification of the distinction between the ‘Graeco-Roman understanding of the cycle’, which he evidently prefers, and what is ‘linear, or progressive, or otherwise dynamically centred, that is to say, Western’. On the one hand, there is the ‘Western world-view’ and, on the other, the cyclical mode of the East.4

His guide in this enterprise is the ‘apophatic’ (and certainly not ‘systematic’) Seferis, who in his theory of political life ‘neither conceals nor declares’ but ‘signifies’ what pertains to our polity.5 At first sight this seems strange. One could reasonably ask what Zouraris’ study has to do with Seferis’ Essays, with the attempt to reposition the relations between philokalia and aesthetics in an Orthodox context, and indeed within the bounds of the Eastern Orthodox Church’s dogmatic teaching. The one is a poet, the other a political scientist – what could the two have in common? What relationship does political theory have with poetry, aesthetics and philokalia? How does Zouraris respond?

He writes specifically: ‘Athlia, athla, themethla is the third part of a trilogy in which I endeavour to trace the problem of politics and polity, an onerous gift which the Graeco-Roman Empire cultivated with a blend of joy and sorrow for its own sake and for that of the whole world.’ He asks himself: ‘Has the athlos, the task, which most certainly is also inviolable, and furthermore difficult since it is not divisible or malleable, perhaps already been accomplished?’6

Within this framework, that is to say, the attempt to respond to the quandary of his initial question, Zouraris engages with Seferis and travels a common path with him. The reason for this journey together, which also answers the question posed by the present study on the relationship between political forms, poetry, aesthetics and philokalia, is given immediately afterwards by Zouraris as follows:


My study on most of Seferis’ Essays is my longest piece of writing here. It began as a brief communication to a conference and has arrived at where it now stands. I have been distracted along the way because Seferis kept surprising me, and his Essays have taken their place among the great enterprises of Graeco-Roman culture. I never expected that a ‘literary figure’ of our time – and indeed one as steeped as he in Western literature – should have made the polity, the political constitution of our own mode, the constant object of his vigilance (even though the precedent set by Aeschylus or the Akathistos Hymn should have prepared me for it). A Janus-like genius, on the one hand he shows and demonstrates the diachronic unity of the entire Hellenic mode, both prototypical-pre-Christian and Christian, and on the other he assembles practically everything, words and popular elements, which define our Polity for us and embodies them with faultless scholarship in his own reformulation. I said ‘practically everything’. Yes, because as a child of the Westernized education of his time, Seferis shows – so it seems – that he has no systematic knowledge of the corpus of Orthodox literature, although in everything else he is authentically Hellenic. It is nevertheless astonishing how this Westernized substantial property owner from Vourla near Smyrna has appropriated the popular piety of the Orthodoxy in his work, and within the context of this reception he encounters anew what Kostis Moscoff calls the ‘whole body’ of our mode.7



Zouraris’ approach succeeds with sufficient clarity in disclosing the trajectory of his thought and anguish. Moskoff’s ‘whole body’ or ‘whole flesh’,8 within which ‘the universe’ is contained, is shown through Seferis (precisely because it is from this ‘universe’ that the mode of the body, of the flesh, emerges) to be a one-way thoroughfare, a journey of the discovery of ‘diametrically opposite horizons’.9

On the one side is the cyclical mode of the East and, on the other, the linear conceptualisation of the West. According to Zouraris the chasm between East and West is enormous; the issue is starkly apparent: ‘We do not belong to the West’, precisely as Seferis meant and used to say.10

The Western world-view, which derives from Western scholastic theology and is continued in the Enlightenment’s anthropology and scientific method, is rejected vehemently. Consequently, what is also rejected is every product of such a procedure, such as the ‘metaphysical idealism of good and evil’, its direct result, the ‘prevalence of conditions of general equilibrium’ and ‘harmony’, and, finally, the ‘movement’ and ‘clash’ that are brought about ‘in the name of the final change–exchange’.11

At the opposite pole of such a theory is the East’s cyclical mode, which ‘does not believe in progress and a linear development towards an enduring “higher state” pending an auspicious end-point’.12 The aim is the constant repetition of the cycle, just as Seferis intended, according to Zouraris, with his ‘the same over and over again’.13 Within this framework, Zouraris appears to replace ‘Western’ eschatology with an ‘Eastern’ teleology in which the central dynamism of the mode is substituted by a self-moved and homoeostatic scheme.14

On this basis some initial assertions may be made. First, and this is especially important, the intensity of Zouraris’ insistence does not seem to be directed against movement as such but against the mode of the movement. Even the cycle, which under certain circumstances could refer to Eastern religious beliefs, is resolved, and is resolved indeed through the Resurrection, in such a way that ‘the strange tranquillity at the time of the shattering of the cycle-tomb’ should ‘make us smile’.15 Second, there is no rejection of the clash. It is simply that the Western world-view seems to deify it, even if it does not create it, whereas the cyclical mode confirms it. Essentially, the topic touches on the boundaries of the distinction between dogma and dogmatism, an existential need and untimely intervention, which is always realised in its time and its place, as these are experienced and read in the texts of the Fathers of the Church.16 Third, the West’s harmony is replaced by the East’s mean, or by the cyclical mode’s ‘harmony that transcends nature and reason’.17 Here, too, a sign of the distinction is the mode by which one arrives at the object of one’s search: the ‘metaphysics of progress’ and the ‘substantialist prescription’, that is to say, progress and power, at the opposite pole to ‘moderation’ and ‘meekness’, and at the opposite pole to ‘the calm acceptance of the joyful and tragic cycle’.18 Fourth, the commentary on eschatology and teleology bring to light substantial gaps. Here, the paradox, of course, is that theological research within the bounds of Orthodoxy, in contrast with Zouraris’ thesis, has denounced Western teleology as a sign and mode of the abolition of the eschatology of the Fathers of the Church. Eschatology manifests the end of the end, whereas teleology declares it.19

In the light of all this, Zouraris, a devout disciple of Seferis, declares his rejection of ‘originality’, of ‘modernism’ and of ‘any individualistic Western obsession concerning the poet’s “uniqueness” or his/her constant experimentation, on the grounds that my Law of Truth is supposedly that of modernity and revolutionism’.20 He continues:


Modernists are equivalent to slaves of utopia. Speech is only that which is tried and tested, together with the ‘agreed subtext’ between the ‘audience’ and the poet/supreme leader of the flock or the poet/politician, who propose – by producing – merely new forms of the archetypes, which only externally renew the eternal cycle and at once restore what is innovative to its former state …21



One has the feeling on reading these lines that one is confronted with a consistent negation.22 On the one hand, there is an attractive discussion of the ‘both together’23 and the ‘mean’ and the abrogation of ‘objectivity’24 and, on the other, whether intended or not, their adoption and promotion. The ‘both together’ can be realised only within the bounds of our own Eastern mode – certainly not in an exchange of communication between East and West. The abrogation of the ‘pure’ states, either good or bad, is possible only within the Eastern mode, at any rate not within the bounds of the West and assuredly not in developed relations between East and West. This mode appears to constitute a mark of the expression of exclusivity, at all events not of the expression of ecumenicity, a mark of the expression of division, certainly not of unity. I would say that these approaches both to the East and to the West appear to be conducted in an ideological mode. The references are fundamentally to the West and the East of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, or at the very most to the West and the East in the early decades of the twentieth century. From that time until now many things have changed and even more things are in the course of change.25 West and East confront each other as compact spaces/modes, without the slightest hint that there exist internal groupings and tendencies. In the final analysis, the theory is absolutely static and one-sided and, as such, runs the risk of becoming an idol.

The same happens in the case of history. Zouraris’ thesis about the cyclical mode is reminiscent to a certain degree – although this is not immediately admitted – of the ancient Greek revolving cycle, which evolves out of successive and inescapable, that is to say, necessary, returns to the initial position. By contrast, the biblical-patristic view manifests an opening to the future, which is neither necessary, nor cyclical, nor absolutely linear.26 Within this movement the last things encounter things past and things present and make them become true. Within this reality the basic goal of the creation of humanity is realised, which is its deification through its createdness, its perfection, its communion with the triadic God of the Bible and of the Fathers of the Church.



Let us turn now to the essence of our topic, which is to describe and comment on ‘our Philokalia’, as encountered, according to Zouraris, in the writings of George Seferis.27

The first stage is a review of the vocabulary. This route, in any case – the Fathers of the Church are adamant about this – is the path that leads to the beginning of knowledge, that is to say, to the beginning of participation in truth.

In the first place, the original assertion should be recalled here which, according to Zouraris, would make ‘philokalia’ the term or mode that is radically the opposite of aesthetics. This radical antithesis is attributed by Zouraris to Seferis as well; or, to be more precise, Zouraris appears to borrow the antithesis from Seferis.

Seferis, then, as Zouraris informs us, relying ‘as a Greek’, and consequently as an anti-modern anti-European, on the cycle of the ‘tragi-comic Philokalia’, has as his point of departure ‘beauté-Philokalia’.28 The key expression in this context is ‘point of departure’, always in relation with the word beauté, and this is because on the basis of a text of Albert Camus, with whom Zouraris wants to align Seferis, the question of the relation of the past to the present and to the future comes to the fore again – the problem of history is posed again within the terms of the relation between West and East.

More specifically, the passage, which comes from an article by Camus headed simply ‘June 1947’, runs as follows:


This is without any doubt what René Char wants to say. For the Greeks, Beauty lies in the point of departure. For a European, this is a goal which is rarely achieved. I am not a modern (more precisely: I do not follow the prevailing fashion). … If the Greeks gave form to the idea of despair and tragedy, this always took place through Beauty and whatever is oppressive in Beauty. It is tragedy that raises us to the heights, whereas the modern spirit has wrought its despair by starting from a point of ugliness and mediocrity. … I am not a modern.29



This calls for an explanatory comment. Here, too, it is abundantly clear that the way Zouraris approaches and handles his source material is governed by ideological considerations that cloud his vision and lead him to dangerous identifications. For example, although the word beauté (beauty) in the text is rendered in Greek by the words kallos and omorphia (beauty and comeliness), Zouraris, as he develops his discussion, identifies it with philokalia, with the specific aim of separating it from the aesthetic. The one who celebrates this philokalia, according to Zouraris, is Seferis. Also, just as, of course, there is no reference by Camus to philokalia, at least in this passage and elsewhere so far as I know, we shall see in what follows that there is no reference by Seferis to philokalia either.

Of course, there is no denying that by the term ‘philokalia’ Zouraris appears to be referring to a specific reality which, as he believes, emerges and is subsequently identified with the East’s experience of beauty and indeed with the entire mode of the East. At the opposite pole to this philokalia lies, as we shall see shortly, the aesthetic of the West, which seems to differ from beauty and comeliness. There is the principle of the West, of the European, of the modern, of the ugliness and mediocrity of the contemporary. There is the principle of the East, of the Hellene, of anti-modernism, of the beauty and comeliness of the anti-contemporary. Consequently, the following equation clearly arises: philokalia = beauty; aesthetics = ugliness. Without any further discussion this equation creates – and consequently sets – the terms of the debate.

Camus’ discussion of the beginning and end of beauty seems to have been used by Zouraris to build his structure within the overall context of the division between West and East, past and present, the cyclical mode and mode of linear progress. It is clear, moreover, that this endeavour is not central to his argument but only secondary to demonstrating the East’s beauty. His immediate focus is on the West, or rather on the demonstration of the absence of beauty in the West. What we are faced with is the phenomenon of a different definition which places the task of seeking out and demonstrating self-awareness through self-assertion on a secondary level. The East is that which the West is not, or more precisely, that which is the West is not the East: ‘in order to be a Greek … you must avoid becoming a European’.30

All this comes just when Camus and Seferis – and through them in some degree Zouraris as well – seem to be putting things in order.

In reality, a re-reading of their texts could lead to different conclusions, specifically, to the confirmation that, although beauty does not lie at the end, in no circumstances is there any foundation for the denial of its presence at the end.31 Beauty, as an eschatological good, is a gift of the beginning, which ascetically and eucharistically advances and is made whole in the future. A beauty without an end is as dangerous as a beauty without a beginning. The beauty of Orthodoxy is the end of the beginning and the beginning of the end. It is simultaneously an end and a beginning and a beginning and an end. It is now and for ever: it is alpha and omega. We encounter such a patristic, and consequently biblical, extension of time, an expression of the self-awareness of the body on its journey, in Ecclesiastes, for example, or in T.S. Eliot, who starting from ‘In my beginning is my end’, ends with ‘In my end is my beginning’.32 To be sure, such a reading of the texts gives another dimension to the subject, since it moves beyond emancipations, utilitarian subdivisions and the shedding of a secondary light.

Within this framework the contribution of Seferis, where he links the beautiful with the rejection of change, may be understood in an entirely positive fashion: ‘But this is so beautiful, why should anyone change it?’33 The poet’s problem is not change itself but bringing-up-to-date. Seferis is not unbelieving in the face of change but, as Zouraris correctly notes, he is mistrusting.34 An unbelieving Thomas is one thing and a mistrusting Thomas is another. Mistrust (dyspistia) and unbelief (apistia) are two different things.

This mistrust is maintained by Seferis with regard to the West, to development, to the contemporary, to the modern, to the aesthetic as an end in itself, and to whatever else accompanies change. He is mistrustful but certainly not unbelieving. He is suspicious but certainly not antagonistic. Like another Artemidoros, Seferis does not aim at originality,35 and for this reason he is genuinely original, that is to say, he is both now and for ever. He is neither only now nor only for ever. The Fathers of the Church were very fearful of this ‘only’,36 of this division and therefore rejected it. They struggled to hold them together, both the one and the other simultaneously.

At the heart, of course, of Zouraris’ attempt to show that Seferis was anti-aesthetic37 and purely philokalic lies an assessment of the controversy between Seferis and Lorentzatos. Specifically, in the spring of 1956, on reading ‘… Cyprus, where it was decreed by Apollo that I should live …’ (or Logbook III), Lorentzatos accuses Seferis of treating aesthetics as an end in itself,38 exactly like the type of person known in two ‘deluded’, narrow and insignificant periods, ‘that of the late classical period and roughly the last five hundred years in Europe’.39 Herein lies the beginning of everything. Herein lies the challenge that leads Seferis to the purification of his aesthetic researches and propositions.

The problem, of course, both for Lorentzatos and Seferis, is not the ‘aesthetic’40 but the ‘end in itself’. That is indeed set out clearly at the outset:


The anticanonicity [Lorentzatos notes] and the fear are lest one of the two elements should marginalize the other, in the present case lest the outward should hide the inward from the eyes of people, and the world lose its equilibrium or the motionless axis of its elevation. (Just as the world has a physical axis, so too it has a spiritual or metaphysical axis.) When the outward – the transitory – hides the inward – the enduring – where will the outward then stand on its own? In other words, ‘If then the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!’ (Matt. 6:23). The world is not just a shell: it is also a fruit. When the shell seeks to abolish the fruit, it too will be abolished, and then so much the worse for the shell.41



Consequently, and with the utmost clarity, the division, the decline, is not created by the aesthetic, or by the West, or by progress, or by linear advance, but by something being taken as an end in itself.42 Whatever becomes an end in itself is in danger of alienation, of annihilation, of non-existence. Aesthetics and philokalia are both equally at risk.43 The problem of ‘the aesthetic as an end in itself” is precisely the same – or at least very similar – to the problem of ‘the philokalic as an end in itself’.

With regard to Lorentzatos, here, too, perhaps wrongly, one can only support Zouraris. Seferis’ work suffers from the same weakness as that from which the two previously mentioned ages, the late classical and the last five hundred years in Europe, also suffered.44 That is to say, we find ourselves confronted with the problem of the lost centre. The poet, according to Lorentzatos, despite holding a superb tool – Greek speech45 – in his hands, is unable to unite himself – his work – with something higher or sacred and is led towards the void, that is to say, towards aesthetics as an end in itself.46 In contrast to this period, the period of ‘aesthetes’ and ‘decorators’, Lorentzatos goes on to say, which constitutes an exception in the progress of civilizations, within
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