Dream and delirium as desecrating tools
in the writing of Giannis Skarimbas'

Gaia Zaccagni?

Giannis Skarimbas (1893-1984), writer, poet, theatrical author, karagiozopaichtis (shadow theater puppet-
eer), created in his oeuvre a universe inhabited by beings that are not always human, or at least not entirely
human. This dreamlike prose, in which the subconscious is inserted by finding masks and skirmishes to
conceal one's strength, is very close to poetic expression. In Skarimbas’ writing, this nearly achieves a kind
of marked modernism and hermetic lyricism, the level of reality and that of the dream-thought alternate with
often unpredictable rhythms, capable of immersing the reader in a deep descent into the subconscious, where
everything can be said, expressed and desecrated. This article aims to find stylistic elements that can be traced
back to the influence of the world of the dream on the written page.
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1. Biographical notes

Skarimbas was born in Agia Efthymia near Amfissa (now part of Delphi municipality). He went
to school in Aigio and Patras, completed his military service in the 5/42 Evzone Regiment and
was then appointed head of the customs office in Eretria (then called Nea Psara). In 1915 he moved
to Chalkida, where he spent most of his life. He had his first works published in newspapers in
Athens and Chalkida under the pen name Kallis Esperinos (KdAg Eomeuvog). His first publi-
cation under his own name came in 1929, when he published his novel O Kapetan Sourmelis o
Stouraitis (O nometdv Zovouehic o Sroveaitng) in Ellinika Grammata (Greek Letters) maga-
zine. He died on January 21, 1984, in Chalkida.

In 1932 he published The divine goat (To Ocio Tpoyi). The story follows a certain plot and is
therefore divided into a sequence of episodes. But the plot is nothing more than an opportunity for
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Skarimbas to pursue his anti-heroic, anti-social, non-conformist intentions and to employ an
equally anarchic and extravagant language, to mock the use of language of educated people, in a
confusion of syntax and logic. In this way Skarimbas achieves the disarticulation of the institutions
that are at the base of the narration.

« We wish the experiment undertaken in 1932 by this writer on linguistic structure to be con-
sidered as an anticipation (to what extent this was undertaken consciously we do not know) of the
linguistic solutions that would come about with Surrealism » (Vitti M. 1999 : 288).

This story was written before the expressive modes that aimed to subvert the traditional linguis-
tic form were used in Greece, and at a time when Surrealism had not yet led to the composition of
the discourse using free association.

The particular personality of this writer, which presents many surrealist elements, emerges in
all the genres which he dealt with (prose, poetry, theater, satire, theater of the Karaghiozis...). His
aversion towards the constituted values of Greek culture was very strong. He didn’t travel a lot,
but his mind and his soul remained restless. He rejected the realistic approach and moved the
center from the narrative act to the linguistic tool of discourse.

His anarchic writing, in which a continuous mixture between the plane of reality and the plane
of imagination is evident, gave rise to a way of writing that was totally unique and peculiar, and
which F. Kontoglou defined as "Skarimbas’s style". The mechanisms and functions of the dream
are activated and put into practice. Ghiannis Skarimbas is an extremely particular writer, sui gen-
eris,

who lived on the edge of the literary world, a particular case that makes us neither hot nor cold.
[...] As far as I remember, Skarimbas lived surrounded by a sort of snobbish aura: we are all
westernized, that is, liars. He stands out from the crowd as the Great Self-taught. And this is
precisely the fundamental difference between a recognized and affirmed poet, like Elytis, and
one like him, snubbed by the intellectual elite. (Petropoulos E. 1996 : 232-223)

2. Language and dream - Dreamlike language

For Skarimbas, language is everything and everything emanates from language. The function of
dreams can be manifold: dream activity can offer a glimpse of emotions, even linked to future
events. Dreams can create new ideas by generating random thoughts. They activate connections
in a safe place. As Alfred Adler said, « the feelings that our dreams have given rise to remain.
Nothing remains of the images, there is no understanding of the dream, but only the sensations it
leaves behind. The purpose of dreams must be in the sensations ». Skarimbas, with his poetic
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prose, with his neologisms, gives us infinite sensations, as if he were immersing us in the dream
with him. His language enchants, magnetizes. Its best value is its linguistic variety.

3. The dream

Neuroscience, only in alliance with psychoanalysis, can further enrich the current knowledge of
the dream activity that only in recent decades has acquired, alongside ‘wakefulness’ and ‘sleep’,
the dignity of a real state, revealing itself as a periodic phenomenon, no longer causal and not
necessarily linked to an unresolved conflict, a contingent disturbance of the subject's lack of cour-
age to face the common sense of everyday life. When the brain temperature drops below a certain
threshold, the brain, stimulated and programmed by an endogenous generator, becomes blind and
deaf, a brain that dreams: the eyes under closed eyelids begin to move in a flurry, although the
dreamer is as if paralyzed. During the vigil all the information that comes from the outside world
is processed, during ‘sleep with dreams’, as Heraclitus writes, our brain folds in on itself, discon-
nects, distracts itself from this ‘common world” and departs into the ‘Own world’, devoting itself
to information from within. Sleep with dreams allows us to systematically test all the circuits of
our brain motor ‘as if” it were a machine kept in the garage that needs to be turned on periodically
in order to function.

Dreamlike thinking, which affects the processes of learning, memory and creativity, probably
performs a function of maintenance and internal reprogramming. During sleep with dreams the
different sensory channels, activated simultaneously by an endogenous generator, are hit by an
overwhelming wave of mental, visual, auditory, tactile, kinaesthetic-vestibular, olfactory images,
coming from different spaces and times, which are metabolized and reorganized by the creative
Self into a narrative canvas thanks to the natural linguistic-narratological faculty of our mind-
brain.

Skarimbas proceeds in his narrative technique as if he were translating the images and sensations
that the mind produces in dreams into linguistic expression. Almost a stream of consciousness, in
which each word has its specific weight and a prism with facets that recompose the sensory
stresses on several levels simultaneously.

If articulated language, which refers to a code composed of conventional, abstract and shared
signs, is used to communicate with others in the ‘common world’, dream language, as in the child's
inner dialogue or self-centered language, seems to draw on a cuneiform, pictographic, ideo-
graphic, musical, intonational, figurative code that qualifies for the presence of mental images.
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4. Examples of dreamlike writing

When we dream, we communicate with ‘ourselves’, as in inner language, through elliptical
omissions, syntactic fragments, contractions, agglutinations of ‘more’ words condensed into ‘one’
compound. In any case, the dream is a communication addressed to ‘oneself’, and therefore ellip-
tical, non-syntactic, timeless, condensed, incomprehensible to others, certainly not to the sleeper.

What is writing? Language is a kind of Nature that passes entirely through the word of the writer
without therefore giving it any form, without even nourishing it: it is like an abstract circle of
truth, only out of which the density of a solitary speech begins to settle. It encompasses all
literary creation such as heaven, earth and their union sketch a family home for man. It is not so
much a repository of materials as a horizon, that is a limit and at the same time a station, briefly,
the tranquilizing field of an economy.

Language is not the place of a social bond, but only an unconditional reflection [...] It is by
election, and not by choice, a social object. [...] (Barthes R. 1972 : 17)

In the same sense, language seems to be moving for Skarimbas: it becomes Nature itself, not a
‘social’ place (« not the place of a social bond »), but only ‘an unconditional reflection’ coming
from deep within, what Skarimbas calls « cosmic reflections, as if they were inside a huge lens »
(see infra).

The belief that the life we live is the dream and that reality is our dream prevails in many of
Skarimbas’ works and, evidently, connects to Phenomenology’s belief that visible things, and
everything that is a subject of human sensations, make reality false and that only what is taken
under a visionary way can be considered as real.

Skarimbas writes, almost as a programmed premise of his poetic collection :

A short two-word note (prologue note)

I would like to say something about poetry - but I can't, this earthly and out of tune voice does
not suffice. I would define it as a call of our enigmatic solitude, something like our protest, in
our dark anxiety - Life.

This untouched and terrible area, our Self is an ‘unknown land’, where you don't know where
the message will come from (the virgin number, the sign or the signal) from where its call will
come ...

What, in a certain sense, is understood in a surrealistic sense as ‘third eye’ (instinct), turned
away from the human convention, no longer looks outward. It is closed (when we are awake), it
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opens - when we sleep - towards our interior. And it sees ... It is extraordinary - amidst confusion
- the luminous flood (PAeyyn ewtoyvasia) of his gaze, his cosmic ‘reflections’, as if they were
inside a huge lens. Oh, what a huge and terrible curtain has opened! His ‘associative’ scripts
(from the monkey to the quadruped-man and from this to the spirit) instead of the wind’s wings,
can only be measured in light years! And we call this DREAM. Now, if this really is a ‘dream’
and not only real life and destiny (which life we live prone ...), while waking (awake life) belongs
to the dream, it is not pertinent to this note, and does not fall within my [evaluation] skills ...
The misfortune is that even dreams are not as beautiful ‘dreamlike’. The form is fake. Because
there is no reason for man to have beautiful dreams. His history on earth, from the protozoan
dawn to his painted Cherubim, from that quadruped man to his elevation on ‘two feet / biped’,
his merciless struggle (of survival) in nature, has not left him in inheritance nothing pleasant, so
that he can forget where he came from ... For this reason, he sleeps and wakes up ... For this
reason, he raves sleeping - while, when he’s awake, he does nothing but lying. For this reason,
he continuously sends that SOS to NOTHINGNESS ... Since then (I repeat it) I close my eyes
(Skarimbas G. 2016: 13-15)3.

3 M. Taygia cuvTopia pov 6vo Aoy@v (Tporoyikod Keipevo)

®a’ Oeho KATL Y100 TN TOINON VAAEYQ- [0 OEV UTOPD, OE PTAVEL TOVTN 1) YOVUATIVI Kot Topdyopdn ¢ovi pov. o
TOAEYO GOV KOAEGLOL TNG OLVIYHOTIKNG EPNLAG HOG, KATL GV StopapTupio LoG, 6T 6TLYEPT SoTapdyTpLd pog —
Zon. [...]

AVt 1 amdT TN KO TPOHEPT| TEPLOYT|, O EQVTOG (OG- £lvan pia terra incongnita, 6mov dev E€petg movbe Oo covpbHet
éva pivopa (o mapbévog apBudg, to onpeio 1 to cvvnua) and mov Oa o’éPpet avtnvng To kdAeoud mg...To
GOVPPENAIOTIKO. —TMG- VOOVHEVO KOl «TPITO HATL> AEYOUEVO (TO £VOTIYTO), OVOCTPAMEV Oom’TNV ovOpdTIvN
cvpPaocn, dev Bwpei mo ot 6E®. KAeiotod (Eurvol 6vtog pog) avoiyet —koyuotoi- Tpog ta eviog pog. Kot BAénet...
Etvon katamAnKTikn —ev To1g unepdépact- n PAEYIKT QOTOYVGIN TOV, 0VTOL, Ol GOV TEPAGTION PAKOV, GUUTOVTIKOL
«katponticpol» tov. Omoia moppéylot kot gofepn aviaio mov ecvpdn! Ot «ovvelpunkée» oknvobesies Tov
(am’Tov...00paio £0G TOV KTETPAVOPMTO» Kol am’auTOV HEXPL TO TVEDNA) avTi — Onwg Oa Aéyape — enl Ttepvy®f
AVELOL, QVTEG HETprovvTal HOvo pe £t — Tov eoToc! Ki epeig o Aépe 1000 0 v € 1 p . Tdpa, av Tpdypoatt ovtd
glvor «ovepo» kat oyt Lovo aAndvn Comn kot tenpopévn (tov tnv odue eueic oto TpodpvTa...) Vo M EVmvia ivon
T’0Veipov, OV NG TAPOVGNG GUVTOUING OV, KO OV TMOV KOVOVTHTOV TOV SIKOV Hov. [...]

To dvotoynua givar 6t Kot Ta 6velpa ToTé dev givan «oav dvelpa» mpaia. To oyfua eivar yevtiko. AtoTt Kavévoy
dev €yel Aoyo o avBpomog va givor mpaio to Ovelpd tov. H enl g I'g wotopio tov, amd 10 Avkowyég tov
TpOTOlOeV £0c Ta (oypaplotd XepovPeil Tov, and TOV TOTE TOV «TETPAVOPOTO» pEYPL TG DYMONG TOV «OT
dvo», 0 aveAENTOG aydvag Tov (NG NPIOONG TOV) GTN PVGT, TITOTA dEV TOL KANPOJOTNGE EVYAPIOTO, MGTE VO
Eeyvaer- moOev NpOe... ' awtd Koydron kot metdyetar ... '’ avtd Topaphdet 6t OVEPE TOV- EVE GTO «EOTVOY TOV
oMo yevdetat... Kat yr’avtd 0lo expéumet exeivo to SOS mpog 1o TIIIOTA... "Extoteg (Yo va to- Eovamid) KAEio
T0 HOTIO. ..
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The third eye — or instinct — is the quintessence of the ability to penetrate the unfathomable. The
gaze is capable of, pervaded by an ‘optical pouring of light’ (the expression PAeyikr| potoyvoia
is an image that is difficult to translate, precisely because of the particular language-making tech-
nique of which Skarimbas is a master). Through the dimension of sleep / dream, the gaze spreading
from the third eye illuminates cosmic distances - or an inner world made of unusual depths. The
unknown ego-land seems to come to life and turns into its real ultra-human dimension only when
the third eye turns its gaze inwards, that is, when we sleep, when the alert and censorious con-
sciousness is put out of play by the state of sleep.

A sort of truce, therefore, the dream, as a balance to the ‘misfortune of living’, an oasis of truth-
fulness in a context of lies that make man ‘prone’, a ‘quadruped’, a sort of primitive animal, not
at all evolved.

The dreamlike pace of Skarimbas’ ‘style’ is predominant in both poetic and narrative produc-
tion, and also dominated by an extremely lyrical and visionary rhythm. According to Barthes'
definition,

[...] style, however refined it is, always presents something raw: it is a form without a goal, it is
the product of a push, not an intention, it is like a vertical and solitary dimension of the thought.
Its references are found at the level of a biology or a past, not of history: it is the "property" of
the writer, his greatness and his prison, it is his solitude. Indifferent and invisible to society, the
closed action of the individual, it is not at all the product of a choice, of a reflection on Literature:
it is the private portion of the ritual, emerging from the mythical aims of the writer and goes
beyond his meaning of responsibility (Barthes R. 1972 : 18).

Refering to Barthes’ idea that style is a form without a predetermined purpose, the product of
an inner push and not an intention, I present as an example of Skarimbas’ dreamlike style of writ-
ing (our translation), two prose passages from the novel ‘The divine goat’, where the border be-
tween prose and poetry becomes increasingly blurred.

In the first, we witness the ‘epiphany’ of the protagonist / anti-hero, who is described with dense
and evanescent stylistic brush strokes. As in a dream, in which the contours of reality appear
fluidly, so the language of Skarimbas becomes elliptical, poor in verbs and therefore in action,
and instead extremely full of images, full of that sense of the ‘vague’ and the ‘indefinite’ of
Leopardian origin. Philosophical and metaphysical concepts, such as eternity, are juxtaposed to
the human dimension, alternating the macrocosmos and the microcosmos, and calculated on the
basis of the measure of man's gait (the step).

82



Gaia Zaccagni : Dream and delirium as desecrating tools in the writing of G. Skarimbas

1.

Men had misunderstood him: the dust had turn him all white and the road - oh, my God - the
road would never end. He felt nothing: neither joy nor pain. He was indifferent and calm: why?
was not creation in its place? or did something happen by chance against the law of attraction?
silence knew him, nights knew him, he was the desert flower...

The world... slowly: things left to go: horizons are created, time - places - seasons - are born. Do
you know how they walk on earth? they just go, nothing else, the limits are meeting with you,
the streets are behind you - the cities - they sing for you from the depths. Chaos has a beat,
emptiness has a pulse, and only the hours are silent, and only the times don't speak. Eternity
looks at you and thinks, latitudes, distances, are dedicated to your going, the earth emanates with
reverence under your steps.

So they go: all forward and straight, on the edge of the rails, on the rivers, on the edge of the
beautiful beaches, always in the main road and the countryside, steps don’t go up and down,
streets do not go obliquely, the mountains shall pass on the right and on the left for you, the seas
follow each other, or a curve or a straight line, but what curve? As big as the earth. And what
straight line? As infinite as the boredom of birds and the point of arrival of the trains that carry
the wind of snow... and the world slowly: eternity gives credit. (Skarimbas G. 1993: 15)*.

In this second piece, the narration is held in the first person: it does not report events, the objec-
tive and tangible facts of a story, rather it flows like a long sequence-plane that reproduces the
dreamlike atmosphere of a state of mind in which the contours of the “Ego’ become liquid and no
longer separate the individual from the nature which surrounds him.

4 Tov eiyav Tapeénynoet ot GvBponoL: 1 6kOVN TOV gixe KapEL OAOUGTPO, KL 0 SpOHOG — 0y, 0e€ Lov- 0 SpOpOG TOTE
d¢ O tedeiove. Agv aiotavotay timote: uNTe yopd pite AOnn. Adtpopog NTav Kot 1oVY0G: YTl LTmg dgv Tov
N dnpovpyia ot B€om g M unv eiyxe avtipnon yio tov vopo g €AENG; 1 Glonn Tov eyvapile, ot viyTeg Tov E€pav,
NTav ™G epNds owtdg Gvooc...

O kOoHOG apyd, TO TPAYLOTA APNUEVO GTO TAEL TOVG. VoL dMtovpyodvTal ot opilovTes. o yevVIETaL —LOVAOG- O
¥POVOG. Ol TOTOL, Ol EMOYES VO WYAIVOLVE. EEPETE MOG TEPTATAVE GTN YN; VA, TNYOivVOLV, TITOT GALO, TNyaivovv,
og TpolTavTAve To Opla 6 0KOAOLOAY TiG® Ol dpoOpOL- Ol ToALTEIEG- GOV Tparyovddve Pabdid. ‘Exet éva ytdmo 10
¥00G, £XEL £VOL GPVYLO TO KEVO, KOl LOVO Ol DPEG CMOTAIVOLV, Kot LOVo ot Kotpoi de phodv. H oiwvidtn og kortdlet
KO GKEPTETAL, TOL TAATY, Ol OMOGTAGES, £lvat aplepopéva 6To Badt cov, avabupdletr P’ eviafelo kat’ on’to Prpa
cov N yn. ‘Etot mave: 6ho {co kot vipita, dKpn-GKpn oTIS GLEPOTPOYLES, GTO TOTANLN, AKPN-GKPT GTOVG ®PAiOVG
YLAovG, TavTa dnpoctd Kt 6o kapmo, dev avePfokatefaivovy ta fripata, dev mav ot 6TpaTEG AoEd, Yo Géva deEd
N CepPa va dwPaivovy ta 6pn, va eEelicoovtar ot BdAacoes, 1| KOUTOAN, 1 gvbeia, oAld i Kapmoin; Oon n yn.
Kot 11 gvBeio; Oco atéppovn eivar n TAREN TV 0pViov Kot TO TEPUO TV TPAiVEOV TOV KOVBAAAGY TO (LOVIA... KL O
KOGLOG 0pYQL, 1) OLOVIOTH TIGTMVEL.
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The character’s perceptive abilities are amplified to the maximum and the writer's style allows
us to immerse ourselves totally in the hero’s point of view.

2.

I’ve quickened my pace. My thoughts hovered like restless butterflies against the wind: I felt
my life in a strange way, like a landscape over time, like an improbable form, I perceived my
idiosyncrasy. Did I know what I was looking for? I pitied the stones that are lifeless and cannot
feel!

Gradually the night began to come down. Mysterious and passionate, the plain stretched out in
the nocturnal silence; the wasp of the night looked at me, shyly, in silence. Eyes fixing as nails
upon me one by one, the stars, found their place within the night. Oh!

When the night covers, that’s when all things speak, when beings come into agreement. In the
dark my thought has no limits. I open my ears and perceive the breath of the desert, as the most
sensitive receptor, I catch the most imperceptible noise from miles away. Then I sneeze...
(Skarimbas G. 1993: 21)°.

My last example is the poem Friends (H @Aoya / The Flame, 1935), where the images vanish into
thin air as dreams and where the poet clearly flirts with the idea of dream-reality and illusion.

3.

FRIENDS

Lonely clouds travelled in the twilight
the mountains, silent, in the atmosphere
my - taciturn-friends traveled

in the wind.

I said: my friends! ... My life is trembling

3> Téyvvo Ty TEPTOTNOIE HOV. Zav GTOV AVENO avTifeTO TETAAODIES VIIGLYES, PTEPOVYILAV O GKEWELG HOV: EVimba
m {on pov mapaéeva, cav ‘va tomeio 6To ¥povo, cav ‘va oynue anibavo, évimbo v 1locvyKpacio LoV Gvion:
unda E€po ti {fTaya; Aomdpovva To KOTPAOVLD TOLV’ AYvY0L KoL SEV LTOPOLV VoL asTdvovTaL!

Apyroe oryd-cyd vo voytdvel. Muotnplakog pootikonadog pnes’otig fpadvveg oryaMég amAmVOTOY 0 KAUTOG: 1
opiyyo g viytag pe Koitale, deld, clOmAd. MATia Tov KApPAOVOVTAY TAVE OV £Ve. £va T aoTéPLa, Toipvoy
pes’otn voyta ) 0éom Tovg. Xa!

‘Otav n viyta okendoet, TOTE Eval TOV (WAAVE TO TPAYLLOTO, TOV GUUPMVOVVE T0. Ovia. Mec’6To oKoTAdL eV €XL
opla 1 GKEYN HOV. ZTEVEM 0T KL 0KOVPHACOVLAL TV OVOTVOT| TNG EPNIOV, GOV O EVALGTNTOTEPOG SEYXTNG, TLAVD
Kot Tov mapaptkpdtepo B6puvfo amd pilia poakpid. Tote prepviCopat...
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the last places go alone,
impalpable my acquaitances winds
and men.

It was a dream, it was an illusion that
we live, as long as our life has friends,
alone or together we go,

even alone.

Like lonely clouds in the twilight

the mountains silent in the atmosphere
Like taciturn my friends go

in the wind...

(Skarimbas G. 2016 : 43)°.

6 Ol ®IAOI

IIqyowav ta cdyvepa épnua oto deikt,
ta Bovvd BovPd oty atpoceapa,
ta&idevav pov- apiintot- ot pikot
GTOV a€pal.

Eina: ot gidot pov!...H on pov tpépet-
01 TEAEVTAIOL TV LOVEAXOL TOVG Ol TOTOL,
AMALOTOL Ol YVOPLUIEG LoV GvepoL

Kt ot GvOpomot.

‘Ovetpo Ntav, fTav TGN To THG
Cobpe, ptaver ) Lon pog pihovg vayet,
XDOPLOL N AVTALO TALE, OTOG

KOl Lovayot.

‘Onwg o sVYvepa Epnia 6To deiit,
ta Bovvd BovPd oty atpoceapa,
Om®G aLilnTol Tave [Lov ot pikot
GTOV 0EPQ...
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The evocative and desecrating force of Skarimbas’ writing has the ability to overturn and alter-
nate the spheres of dream and reality, creating a dimension entirely sui generis, in which free will
and freedom of expression reach a level of identity that only Surrealism seems to have achieved.

The language, a malleable and visionary tool in the hands of Skarimbas, winds through a thou-
sand nuances, swaying between dimotiki, the archaizing language and dialects, flanked by the
creation of crackling and sonorous neologisms.

Skarimbas' poetics, according to which « joy is a right, while work is a sin » finds its natural
place in the reality of dream.

Bibliography

Roland BARTHES (1972), Le Degré zéro de I’écriture. « Nouveaux Essais critiques», Paris, Edi-
tions du Seuil.

Elias PETROPOULOS (1996), Yaoxoouog »xat xaoayxiolng, Athens, Nefeli

Mario VITTI (1999), Storia della Letteratura neogreca, Roma, Carocci

Ghiannis SKARIMBAS (1993), To @cio Toayi, edited by Katerina Kostiou, Athens, Nefeli
—(2016), Amavtes otiyot 1936-1970, edited by Katerina Kostiou, Athens, Nefeli

Simeon STAMBOULOU (2006), ITnyég tns meCoyoapios tov dvvy xagiuma, Athens.

86



