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Most scholars nowadays are familiar with the philological scandal
provoked by the publication of Melissanthé’s second collection of
poems entitled Mpopnteies (1931). The newspaper Epyacia con-
ducted an extended survey of the poetess’s talent, asking from
noted male critics to answer whether she was capable to pull verses
together or not. However, Melissanthé’s interwar poetry has not
attracted scholars’ attention; in contrast, her postwar poetry and
essays have been studied more thoroughly. This paper explores
Melissanthé’s extended interwar publications -in fact, three of
them: @wvég eviduou, 1930; Mpopnteics, 1931; PAeyduevn Bato,
1935- in order to emphasize her subversive attitude towards Chris-
tian patriarchy. The invocation of Christian symbols responds to
Melissanthé’s desire to mark female liberation through the concept
of love for the divine. The female eroticism, which was condemned
for centuries by Christianity, is charged positively by Melissanthé
and is highlighted as a means of liberation, resulting in the shaping
of a different theology of love, far from its Christian connotation as
an idealistic uplifting to perfection.

vé Kougia-Skandalakg, using the pseudonym Melissanthé, pub-

lished her first poetic collection, titled @wvég evtduov, at the young

age of twenty-three, in 1930. While in this collection her conversa-
tion with religion is not immediately evident from the title, as it is in her
other interwar collections ([ponteieg, 1931; @Aeyduevn Bartog, 1935; O
YUPLOUOG ToU aowtou, 1936; Qoavva kat Opauatiouds, 1939), religious
reflection irrigates most of her poems. However, this is not an attempt to
express affirmative thoughts about the necessity of faith or Christian wor-
ship. In the third poem of the collection, the sonnet with the English title
“Microcosme”, one can see a strong reflection, both existential and onto-
logical, about the relationship between God and humans. The verses "To
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TIPOOKaALPO OVELPO ElpaoTe VoG dyvwoTtou Oeov”, "Meg otnv amubpevn
aBucoo, otn dpikn ToU KEVOU [ KATIOLOU OEOU [OG YEVVTOEV 1) OTIEATIL-
opévn MANEN" and “kpudd ockouArKL pEoa pag evog Ogou n avia” (Melis-
santhé 22000: 13) reveal a creeping protest on the part of the poetess
about the reason why God created humans, which leads to the confirma-
tion that the latter were the result of an unpleasant psychological state
that governs the primordial and life-giving force of the universe. In a few
words, it appears that God created humans solely for the purpose of en-
tertaining himself in moments of ennui.*

While the austere aspect of God is also present in the other poems of
the collection? in which He makes His presence felt, it is eschewed in the
final, quite extensive poem entitled “O &pdpog Tou yuptopov”. The title
reminds to the reader the parable of the prodigal son, and indeed this is
precisely the case, albeit with the gender roles reversed. In this instance, a
life characterized by wantonness pertains to the female subject. Having
lived a life consciously thrown to uncontrolled revelry, the heroine decides
to return to the Lord. The landscape she must traverse to reach Him is
depicted as a parched desert for the purpose of presenting the idea of soli-
tude, but also the longing for its dissolution. The object of desire here is
God, who, with His seductive call, draws the woman into His embrace:

Méaoo an’ ) pAoytougvn Zov Epnuo ) pokpwi

OQUTTWE KU YPUOO Q6 OVOIKT]

oav LayEUEVOS, 1) PwVI] Z0U QUAGS

odnTikog

PTAVEL WG EUEVA

[.]

Q! tou Kupiou pov poayikrj owvrj

mov a6 v Epnuo Tou we euéva ptavet paxpivr. (Melissanthé 22000: 20)

1. This motive certainly has a long-standing tradition (and to a certain extent a Baude-
lairean basis) and would be worth exploring its presence in the realm of modern Greek litera-
ture. Furthermore, the root of the development of this theme can be traced back to Christi-
anity itself, particularly in the Book of Job, which, as Minois succinctly puts it, expresses the
impotent rage of a man who feels himself the victim of a rigid despotism and wonders why
he was born (Minois 2010: 21; see also 449 for a similar treatment of the subject by Alberto
Moravia).

2. This element is also found in her later collections, as in, for example, the triplet “Zda-
yeto” from Mpoenteies, with its characteristic epilogue: “*O kdopog eivat amépavto apayeio /
KL 0 Og0¢ TiG (Sleg odpkeg Tou TEd” (Melissanthé 22000: 41).

[A] 118



THE EMANCIPATING THEOLOGY OF LOVE

Of course, in these specific contexts, love is conceived abstractly and al-
most desexualized, as it takes place within the boundaries of the sacred.
The adjective “nadntikdg” should be noted, as its use strongly implies that
the woman holds the initiative to begin the journey that will lead her to
finding the erotic Other. She is the one who actively acts to return to the
House of God. As Francoise Dolto has argued in her psychoanalytic inter-
pretation of the parable of the prodigal son, the latter “had to live and sat-
isfy all the needs, to make sure that they are not enough and that he has
the ‘need’ of something else. [...] he had to live the experience of risking
everything, reaching to the lack, to the absolute emptiness, in order to
reach the other thing that is the desire and its power” (Dolto — Sévérin
1979: 64).3 One should consider how radical it is for a poetess not only to
replace the male subject of the parable with a woman but also to deliver
the narrative control to her. In the parable of Melissanthé, the woman
speaks directly, in the first person, revealing her voluntary decision to live
away from the subject of her desire, God, until she becomes fully aware of
His absence and decides to return for their definitive union:

To yriva otoAidia pov mwg T ayamdw, w mooo!
Ta KpATNOO TEOOV KPS EMAVW aTNV KAPSLE LoV
o mrjpay T SepUOTNTA piov

KL Eylvawv LUE TO CWMO IOV EVAL.

Agv umopw) va to metaiéw |[...]

Av Sev Epevya TOTE pov amé KovTd Zou

[.]

bev a elya vidoet T yapd Tou yuptopod Hov TWpa Téon
[...]

bev Sa kaddpovva ata média Zov e T6an

wpa evyvwuoovvn (Melissanthé 22000: 21-22)

Their blending will take place at the end of the poem, with the invocation
of another Gospel narration, that of the anointing of Christ. Melissanthé
deliberately follows the mistaken entanglement of the two different ver-
sions according to which Christ accepted a woman to anoint his feet. On
the one hand, the Gospel of Luke displays an adulteress in the house of
the Pharisee, a narration with which the poem is verbally close, since
Melissanthé points to the “aAafdotpivo Balo” (*And, behold, a woman in

3. The translation here of the French excerpt is mine.
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the city, which was a sinner, when she knew that Jesus sat at meat in the
Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster box of ointment”, Luke, 7.37).* On
the other hand, the Gospel of John speaks of Mary, the sister of Lazarus in
Bethany, who took “a pound of ointment of spikenard, very costly, and
anointed the feet of Jesus, and wiped his feet with her hair: and the house
was filled with the odour of the ointment” (John 12.3) — in fact, Christ says
below that Mary’s perfume was predetermined to be saved for his burial
(John 12.7), something which Melissanthé’s poem reflects in a trans-
formed aspect, since death adverts to her heroine. Gradually, the bounda-
ries of these two narratives were shaken and Mary Magdalene, as a re-
pentant prostitute, was identified with the other two women as the one
who came to the feet of Christ bearing the myrrh —an imagery expounded
on modern Greek poetry (Kefalea 2016). The poetess follows this misun-
derstood overlap of one story upon the other, apparently because in post-
Christian tradition Mary Magdalene holds the scepter of erotic union with
Christ as his secret betrothed. Through this reference, the symbolic di-
mension of love between the woman in the poem and God is intensified
even further. The female subject does not submit to God in order to glorify
Him;> she approaches Him instead so that their allegorical bond of love
can be fulfilled, through which she achieves by herself her ontological self-
awareness:

‘Otav 10 0KOTEWVG OTdoeL ) Yuyrj mepBAnud e
oto Qwg gou T’ dompa o ptyovv PTEPA NG

oav kpivot

Ko ypvooAAido veoyévvntn Sa mivet

amd g Adavaoiog v kprjvn

mv avOpwmivn 9AiYn Sa tivaéet

Kkt’ 640 g to Supiaua Sa kaet

YOPEVOVTHG 0TOU AUyvou Zou T pAdya yupa

Kkt n kapdid omd§ovtag To adaBdotpivo 8&do g
9’ adelper ta média Zov

Ue s Maydanvrig ta popa

4. All biblical quotations in English are from King James Bible.

5. Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke (1985: 15) has been the only one that implied this aspect in
Melissanthé’s poetry, despite the fact that her commentaries regard the postwar collection
Avpikrj eéopoddynon: “Autdg eivat o ©€dg, o KUptog, tng MeAioodvOng mou eivan iowg AdBog
va gppnvevetat oav pia kabapr] Bpnokeutikr] otdon. Moti n epwtnon dev onpaivel and-
VINOM KoL 1 HETAPUOLKT] aywvia S€vV KATAAT yEL TTAVTO OE AaTpela”.
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Modnticd Sa tpayovdrioet
KUpié pou, 6An n wrj pov Kukvog

kot Qo aBrjoet
Zav Evag YeiUappos Ypuoos TOTE KL €yw
9 avodudw
HES OTOV WKEAVO NG Apuoviog
m¢ Aiwviog!

(Melissanthé 22000: 22)

Undoubtedly, the rhetoric of the poem is not determined by revolutionary
linguistic choices that would encourage a feminist reading. However, it is
important that love, in its religious dimension, is proclaimed here inno-
cently by a woman and is considered as an essential part of her comple-
tion. Despite the fact that in the end the invocation of Mary Magdalene is
emphasized by the adjective “maBntikd” through which the woman dis-
plays a submissive attitude in the face of the greatness of the man-God,
we should take into serious account two things: firstly, in the other four
parts of the poem woman'’s self-reliance and the necessary renunciation of
divine protection are strongly presented as prerequisites for her existential
initiation into her symbolic erotic union with God; secondly, throughout
the overall narrative economy of the poem, the repetition of this particular
adjective forms a circular pattern: the passive erotic call of God at the be-
ginning of the poem is completed with the passive song of the woman
before her complete metamorphosis thanks to the finding of the divine
Other. If this repetition implies an equal treatment of the two genders,
since the woman is equated with the man-God, the way Melissanthé sets
her heroine’s intermediate exposition, both at the narrative level and at
the level of action, probably gives her an improved role, granting her a
position of active participation in the realization of her own erotic and reli-
gious fulfillment. This imagery deconstructs the way the woman is being
denoted throughout Christian texts, frequently degraded even banished
from the main narrative action (Frye 1982: 107).

In her first poetic attempt, Melissanthé did not dare to challenge the
established gender discrimination of Christian literature and customs. She
only attempted to do so questioning hierarchical love, as was saved by
popular culture. In the poem “H vepaidomopuévn”, she reverses the myth
of Sleeping Beauty. The once inert princess who waited for the manly
prince to come and wake her up and save herself and her kingdom, now
becomes the symbol of the warrior who undertakes to bring back to life
the “pnydmoulo [Tou] Tnv kaptepel / Xpdvoug TWPA, OTO POYEUEVO TOU
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umvo” (Melissanthé 22000: 17). It is actually quite memorable the fact that
in the global poetry such provocative poetic gestures will take place at a
later time. For example, it is only in 1971 that Anne Sexton will transfigure
the patriarchal core of famous fairytales in her renowned collection with
the indicative title Transformations. But let us return to Melissanthé, who,
in 1931, in her second collection entitled Mpopnteies will challenge the
Christian perpetuation of the image of the submissive woman to the
man’s love, as it can be seen in the sonnet “Metapélela”:

ATOe, eima, mwg p’ eiyes mio kepdioel
rou pédiaav ot 6ot pov 6ot avdol
«Mo Ttptv 1j TpIG 0 AAEKTWP TPIS PwVrioED
KUpi€ uov, oe eiya maAt amopvnOei

Me koupokaive, akoun, tadn, pion
-6V EYouV oL auapTies Uov mio owIEL; -
Tng Xépng oou av avoiéet pdvo n Bpvon
10T KL Udpla pov iows mAnpwIel

To T popTopNoN I’ T VOY T EKEIVN
mov adelo dpnoa T vUPIKT pag kAivn
Kt opvridnka oto pdior var o€ dw!

Koita&e av bev miotevels tig mAnyEg pov
Aog pov, To yEpt oou” va, €8 Kt £6L)
Aourtov, u’ avayvwpiCeis opa; Meg pov! (Melissanthé 22000: 33)

At first glance, one might argue that the reader is dealing with a stylized
reenactment of two well-known Christian narratives: a) the triple denial of
Christ by Peter, in order to avoid arrest and conviction like his master, and
b) the doubt of Thomas when Christ, before his ascension, displays his
wounds to the unbelieving disciple to convince him of the authenticity of
his incorporeal existence. These are two biblical stories that deal with the
issue of submission to the Christian discourse - a discourse understood
here as the bearer of religious law, upon which a spiritually hierarchical
theology has been constructed. If we agree with the opinion that the
“oTopaypog g motTpLag [rou] yivetal kpavyr] otnv avadrtnon tng

6. Her last poem discusses the same tale about Sleeping Beauty (Sexton 1g971: 107). For
Sexton'’s subversive preposition, see Ostriker 1982: 11-16.
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Mg g Emayyehiog” (Papachréstou-Panou 2002: 292) predominates in
Melissanthé's work, the same holds for this poem. Its Christian imagery is
directly linked to redemption, a concept that permeates throughout
Melissanthé’s entire (at least) interwar poetry. Of course, one must focus
even deeper. We may, then, begin to understand a bit better the forces
behind the composition of this poem. The ritual that is set up within the
verses concerns the interaction between a female subject and Christ. As
much as feminine pronouns are missing -deliberately, since the poetess
adopted an androgynous poetic profile (Athanasopoulou 2011: 327)-7
something that intensifies further the ambiguity of the leading subject, it
is difficult for a man to talk, even metaphorically, about his relationship
with Christ through the use of the “vudikr kAivn”. While Son of God can
be considered figuratively a lover for the faithful (Frye 1982: 154), always
maintaining the necessary manliness in the Holy Bible,® “vudikr] kAivn”
presupposes a lover, or, more accurately, a beloved, a characterization
that a male poet would avoid using. The marital bed, as a place of distinct
gender identities, would inevitably raise the issue of the gender identity
for each one of the couple. Melissanthé appropriates the biblical narrative,
so to crack the dominant/submissive dichotomy. Her heroine remains the
lover of Christ but denies to coopt the role of the submissive woman, dis-
regarding the sacred duty of being present in bed on the first night of mar-
riage. Not only does she refuse the obligation imposed on her by patriar-
chal culture, but she also resists even in exchanging glances with her lover,
Christ. If Saint Teresa believed that Christ penetrates the faithful like a
spear (Salazar 2002: 114), that is as a par excellence phallic symbol
through which the authoritarian masculinity of the man-God remains un-
touched, the heroine here not only refuses her symbolic subjugation to
Christ -the male- but also cancels the act of a mystical union with him. The
desire for a redemptive fusion, which would also mean spiritual liberation
according to Christian doctrine, is thwarted, and instead, the heroine illus-
trates the transcendence of a structurally gendered scale of values that
want women to be ‘enslaved’ to men (this symbolism is often found in the
Holy Scripture).

7. The deliberate avoidance of grammatical types that reveal a female subject, whether
authorial or narrative, is a characteristic that is also frequently found in the poetry of Zoé
Karellg in the post-war years (Karatasou 2008: 199-211).

8. See, for instance, the words of Saint Paul: “For | am jealous over you with godly jeal-
ousy: for | have espoused you to one husband, that | may present you as a chaste virgin to
Christ” (2 Corinthians 11.2).
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Gazing is also reversed and, far from illustrating fear or withdrawal,
promotes the idea of liberation, as female subjectivity is shaped within a
doubly charged space, Christian but also social. Christ takes the place of
Thomas, since the marks of suffering are no longer borne by him but by
the heroine of the poem. Excluded from the space of torture, the figure of
Christ appears weakened, as he cannot elicit pity for the pains he did not
suffer. On the contrary, the pain corresponds to the female subject, and by
extension to every woman in a male-dominated society. The poetess un-
dertakes to represent womenfolk and as a consequence she internalizes
women's sufferings. The layout of the poem “MetapéAela” clearly shows
that Christ is now called to touch the wounds of heroine’s symbolic cruci-
fixion, to “see in [her] hands the print of the nails” (John 20.25) and to
acknowledge the pain that she suffers. Through this process, the woman
acquires the power that was never given to her, presuming to command
even the Son of God, since the grammatical mood of the final stanza is
that of the imperative. Such a linguistic strategy gives a strong voice to
the once silent female world, and therefore the latter is being transformed
from passive to active. | believe that in this poem Melissanthé proposes
not only the feminization of the divine, but also a dynamic re-signification
of a male-dominated religious discourse, which now includes the experi-
ence of women.?

In favor of the woman's erotic advantage is also the bold declaration of
her physicality as a cleansing force. The poem “Tuvaika” articulates a dif-
ferent reality around female sexuality far from being criminalized and con-
ceived as degenerate through the “moral panic” of Christian discourse for
as long as women asserted their sexual life outside the social conventions
of marriage and procreation. Melissanthé overturns the stereotypical im-
age of repressed female sexuality. For her, love is not enough to be pure,
as the established patriarchy would like it. She invites women to surrender
to their carnal pleasure, if they want to dominate over the once powerful
men who were their conqueror. Initially in her poem female desire may

9. Similar radical actions can one detect in Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke’s poetry much lat-
er, during the postwar period, who, as Giannakopoulou (2021) elaborates, “explore[s] female
artistic consciousness and put[s] forward a female-centred poetic that distinguishes itself
from traditional perceptions of women”. On the topic, see Liapé (2017). For an introduction
to the field of Christian feminist theology and its connections with broader cultural phenom-
eng, see Athanasopoulou-Kypriou (2011).
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take on a demonic appearance. In essence, however, the poetess appro-
priates society’s fear when the woman risked acting without hesitation
and embracing her erotic physicality, an act that could condemn her to the
realm of being harmful to social harmony.* The once diabolical pleasure
that was supposed to flow from the bodily mechanisms of female sexuali-
ty now becomes the saving means that sanctifies the man, thus upgrading
the role of the woman, who now becomes the key for the gates of Para-
dise to be opened:

Muvaika
Eipou n Muvaika kot pe pidtpa o’ eéovoidw
ota payta pov déveaat okAdBog tamelvog
™ SUvourj oo aTo Kopul 1oV EMAVW oA (w
ot e Bpioketou n ATpworj oou Kt 0 Youos.

Oupavio nvevua 1j pavpos daipwy o’ aykodiddw
Ko HES aTi§ pAyes o€ BapTiCw ™G oapkog

otmng ndovris ta Taptapa av o€ kateBalw

otov madoug to kauivt Bpddel o kaSapuds.

Ta yEpta pov kUkvwy Aaipol yia idia potafouv
Kt wg g€ yaidevouy Bedovdévia ae omapalovv
Kat oov atadadw otig oAavourytes mAnyes

BaAaoapo Seio to @iAi pou 1j SnAntripio
Kt evi) o€ kaiw pE ™G KOAATEWS TIG PWTIES
Me tou épwrta o’ aytadw to tepd puatrjpio. (Melissanthé 22000: 29)

One should not assume, however, that within almost every verse of Melis-
santhé’s poetry lies the belief that writing is intended to undermine the
core of Christianity. Although her poetry quite systematically re-arranges
the gender hierarchy that the institutional aspects of Christianity have
established, she does not resort to deconstructing God. If, as Karl Barth
has observed, “eros deceives”, since it is based on a finite, worldly schema
that sees in others “only what they are, and loves them only in their non-
existential existence” (Barth 1968: 453-454), on the contrary, “agape” is
the one that leads the human being to the depths of spiritual and emo-
tional union with the Other, with God, a process that requires the rejection
of evil: "Only the love, which is strong enough to abhor that which is evil

10. Tzanaké (2018) explicates in detail the charging of the female gender with harmful
connotations through a series of medical, psychoanalytic, social, biological, etc. discourses.
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can cleave to that which is good. Love forgets-and knows; forgives-and
punishes; freely receives-and utterly rejects” (Barth 1968: 454). Melis-
santhé’s poetry incorporates such a negative aspect, denying to consent
to earthly “eros”, opting to embrace the “agape” for the eternal, some-
thing vividly expressed in the poem “WaAudg A™:

Tt o&ioe Sax yey, eima, o€ Z¢, vo pOw,
Stav tov koo mio S Bapedw

Kt 6A&g Tig ndovEg Tou Sokiudow

Tt oéiCet, oty T mAovtn pou Sa ydow
™MV aPETI] TG PTWXIAS VoL VTUIW

Kot 1t 8’ aéiCer vor petavorjow

dtav Sev Sa umopw) ma v’ auaptriow

>t médta oov, Tt aéiel va oup9w

Stav mv Tipwplio oov pobndw

Kot pevyovtag Twv tiPewy T0 Haotiyto
Na ‘pSw, o€ Z¢, kaBwig oe katapuvyto.

H twpa rj moté va unv epdw

H timota rj to mdvta v’ apvnOw

Toug Snaaupois pov 6Aoug va oou akopTicw
KL Gyt pE Wiyouda va o’ ederow

KOl VOl UTTOPETW VO 00U Tw ™ Va 8€ UE

TIG TTIO OKPIBES Oy ATTEG IOV ATTOPVIELOLL

Kt 6, Tt giya ouvayuéva pe atopyrj

oV MPW oou T awivw poatayn

M’ arr’ to 8etA6 kopui pov av tpododw

dpko oov kavw va mapadodw

Hovéyn pou atou Srjptou To payaipt

rjuepo, e&ilacotripio mepiatépt. (Melissanthé 22000: 52)

In the biblical tradition, the first chapter of the Psalms establishes the
tropes of religious authority, through the declaration of the submission of
the faithful to the Mosaic law, a process through which the flock is divided
into the righteous and the sinners. Melissanthé advocates for the omnipo-
tence of the Almighty, completely denying woman’s earthly hypostasis for
the benefit of her indestructible existence, which is achieved through her
love for her Creator. Semantically, however, the poetess’s attempt to
speculate on such theological issues seems to be quite heretical. The first
Psalm -a reminder of the separation of sin from piety- is selectively ad-
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dressed to the male: "Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of
the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of
the scornful” (Psalms 1.1). Nikodémos o Agioreités -a significant erudite
for the Christian literary tradition of the Greek Orthodox Church- in his
commentary on the Psalm, following the narration of Genesis and the in-
ferior hierarchy of women as described there, did not overlook to include
them in the context of devout living through submission; the woman is a
part of the man, not an autonomous entity: “emeLdr] katd tov Beiov Amo-
otolov ‘KedpaAr] pev Tng yuvatkdg eivat o avdpag' (A" Kop. IA”. 3) kaBwg
Se evdvovtal pe TNV KeDoANV KAl Ta AOLTId €PN TOU CWHATOG, £TCL KAl LIE
ToV Avdpa evOveTaL KOl 1] yuvr], (TIG HEPOG €0TL Tou avdpdg” (Nikodémos
o Agioreités 1819: 2). The comparison here of the way the two sexes are
united -the woman constitutes the body of a headless entity, which needs
the head, that is the brain of the man, to function- indicates a widespread
gender stereotype that women are disconnected from the realm of the
spirit (Armstrong 1987: 237). Melissanthé attempts to inscribe women in
the records of biblical tradition not as a mute presence, deprived of speech
(symbol of the spirit), but as a dynamic voice that participates equally in
man'’s familiarity with the divine. The idea of the symbolic decapitation of
the woman which Nikodémos's words consolidate, is being contradicted
by the poetess’s strong desire to overcome the desperation of a ‘feminine
writing’ condemned to speak only of the body and the emotion, and not of
the spirit. The conclusion of the poem, where the heroine strongly re-
nounces anything material in order to be united with God, promotes the
idea that a woman'’s love for the supreme entity of the universe is not de-
rived from her soul, as Ernesto Sabato argues, attributing this feeling to
the supreme principle of women, but is based on her logic. | invoke this
particular philosopher as a typical case of the ‘ghettoization’ of women at
the level of sentimental expression and their exclusion from the Word,
which goes back to the higher principle of masculinity, as Sabato would
want it (2004: 64), which Melissanthé eloquently overturns.

In the collection @Aeyduevn Batog Melissanthé strengthens the female
power even more thanks to the overwhelming imagery of the triolet “Za-
Awpn”. The titular character of the New Testament fueled a literary pan-
demic in the late 19th and early 20th century, triggering many writers to
reconstruct in various ways the biblical story about the daughter of Hero-
dias; all of these narratives have in common the indistinguishable bounda-
ries between love and death (Dounia 2011: 200-219; Vasileiadé 2014: 11-
20). Melissanthé’s poem confabulates with this tradition, thus represent-
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ing Salome in the sphere of deadly love. The imperative mood, the simple
poetic wording, and the use of the first-person which seems to confess a
story, are keys to the poem'’s rhetoric because all of them together pro-
mote the rough profile of female sexuality, mainly Salome’s ability to lay
waste with her erotic dance. Although her love is expressed in a rather
exculpatory way, she is the one that asks for the death of John the Baptist;
therefore, Salome’s image illustrates here the debauchery of an unbridled
eroticism as it was shaped throughout the earlier literary tradition. Un-
doubtedly Salome becomes a par excellence of femme fatale challenging
Christian monism. Melissanthg, through the fragmentation of a
man’s/John’s appeal to asceticism -John in biblical contexts summarizes
the Christian ideal of conquering spirituality- seeks to redefine female
eroticism and female sexuality within a liberated context, without further
traces of guilt for the woman:

Ag avouytel n avAaia g aBiooou

yla va ue BAémouv p’ adeta patia oL Tpépot

11§ Sa Yopevw ToU adN eyw) ZoAwWun

—og avolytel n avlaio tng aBvcoov—

Q, MNoyavvay, 9éAw v kepalrj cov

Maipn mov vai ) 1 aoKn Tk gou Koun!

Ag tpaBnytel n awdaia g aBvcoou

Me to yop6 pou maywoav kat ot tpépot. (Melissanthé 22000: 85)

In the same collection, there is a poem that also significantly upgrades
female eroticism, the sonnet “'Aid g apaptiog n ocwtnpia™. The fact
that the poetess uses the quotation marks, although it is not a direct
quote, is a noteworthy sign that the poem engages closely with a specific
liturgical text, the Troparion of Kassianeé. Its first stanza contains both the
words founded in Melissanthé'’s title:

KUpte, n ev moAdais apaptions meptmeoovon yuvrj,

mv orjv ateSougvn OedtnTa Lupopdpou avadaBovoa taéy,
odupouévn LOpa 0oL TPO TOV EVTAPLOTUOU KOULCEL

Oluol! Aéyovaoa, ott viUé Lot urtdpyel, 0iotpog akodaaiag,
{opuidng Te Ko agEANVOG EpWE TNG AUAPTINLS.

The renowned Byzantine poetess and hymnographer, inspired by the

anonymous adulteress saved by Christ from stoning, and composed a

hymn paying tribute to the idea of forgiveness. In the Gospels the sinful

woman, full of tears of contrition, acknowledges her transgression and
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decides to offer Christ myrrh as a token of gratitude for his mercy (Luke
7.37-38; Matthew 26.6-7; Mark 3). The repentant woman bows down be-
fore the male figure of the Son of God in an act that symbolically intensi-
fies the submission of women in a male-dominated society, where men
have the right to forgive and dictate the boundaries of morality, whether
they can be shifted or not, as in the case of the adulteress. Melissanthé’s
treatment of the story of the adulteress does not comply with the way it
was depicted by her medieval predecessor. In her own poetic universe, the
woman condemned as a sinner has a consciousness of her own autonomy
regarding the extent to which she should be punished; the repeated at-
tempts for repentance seem to be insufficient. Melissanthé’s heroine finds
no meaning in bowing down to the Lord asking for forgiveness. Instead,
she strives for a rearrangement of what can be described as moral devia-
tion, something which is associated with the concept of the Fall
("“mtwon”):

—Tou mempwpévou aveyviooto to puotrjpto!-

Taifovrag mavta v akddaotn mupd

Tou (btov pou madoug Eyva ki yw Bopd

KAELOUEVT UES TTNG AUAPTIOG TO SECUWTIPLO

Tig avopies pov 6Aeg av kaiw, kKAadid Eepa
HE TV kapdid pov, endvw, SVua eéidlaotripto
pa Sev umopwy va yovatiow mia atov Kupio
otV MPOCEUYT] T YEIAN OV Eyivay akANPX

Metd amd kdde mrwon, av QTaveL n peETaUELEL
U’ o’ Tig TOAAEG OV TUG UETAVOLEG OE KOUPEALD
(pIdapnKe Mo TG LETAVO0VONG 1) OTOAT]

Tng anwAeiog n dBuooog pgoa pov pAel
Tt amd Savdotpov auaptripatos ta ep£n
UTTOPEL KL 1) TpoaeuyT} oTa Yeidn pov v’ avéBetl! (Melissanthé 22000: 75)

Throughout the wider Christian discourse, the Fall of Man matters greatly,
as it is the first act for humanity’s entry into the earthly realm of punish-
ment. Eve’s disobedience to God’s command not to eat from the Tree of
Knowledge entrained Adam into committing a sin. Being aware of their
transgression, the gates of death, pain, and sorrow are now wide open to
them. The ethos of Kassiané’s Troparion, with its concentration on female
desire, seems to include motifs suggestive of the male-dominated inter-
pretation of Genesis, that is the conception of female desire through flagi-
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tious connotations. Eve is seen as having led Adam astray; in return for her
crime woman'’s desire in Genesis is regarded as indicative of her granting
authority to man’s power (Ricoeur — LaCocque 2005: 58-59). When she
composed her hymn, Kassiané had a clear interest in depicting Eve as a
fearful woman trembling before the power of the male-Christ; her main
heroine, the adulteress, although she does not fear him, fervently seeks
his forgiveness in her attempt to claim her redemption (Silvas 2006: 31):

KatapiAriow tous aypdvtoug oov médag,

amoounéw touToug 8e MAALY TOL§ TNG KEPAAT|G Lov BoaTpuyoLs,
wv ev Tw Mapadeiow EVa to Setdivdv kpdtov tolg watv nyndeioa,
Tw PEBw ekpubn

By promoting female sexuality in an emancipated sense Melissanthé di-
verts attention from how the same theme is depicted as a criminalized
statement both in Christian texts and in the hymn of Kassiané. Once con-
sidered as impure and immoral when it escaped from the limits of male-
dominated restrictions, for the poetess female sexuality not only flourish-
es but confirms the liberated moral geography of love: redemption is con-
quered only through carnal pleasure and disobedience to the punitive gaze
of man-God.

Last but not least, let us remember a poem that Melissanthé did not
include in her collections entitled "Metaototyeiwon” (it is not specified in
her consolidated edition of her collections whether it is a published or un-
published poem). Within a scenery of revelation, the darkness or harsh-
ness of the erotic emotion that is integrated into all the other poems here
is abolished. If we should agree that erotic desire is an ouroboros serpent,
since it never reaches an end, thus often prevents people from reaching
the sphere of completion, then this is precisely the gap that Melissanthé
attempts to bridge with the following verses, leading the erotic burden to
its discharge:

Ayarmoa mepimada tov rjAio

Ba9ug o médog pov ritav cav Tov adn
Huouvv dyvwotn ywpa amd okotddt
XOHEVN UES 0TS vUYTOG T0 Baoidelo

Tn yUpvia pou Exovtag EvSuua yauriio
oto pAoyepd Tou §69nkKa 6An Y&t
—O0T0 PWG MEPTEL TNG TKEWYNG L0V TO UPASL
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oav (okt0g o voou 1o mepLoTUAL0O—

KaSuig v avudpn dupo g epripou
pAoyiCet n mopa Tou rjAov Ty Yuyrj pov
LEG OTA EYKATA TWV CTAGVWY LU0V, WG UE WAYVEL

Ma otov auépa emdvw Autpwuévn
Kt o’ Twv madwWyv ta TEAaya aveBaivel
oav an6 Suutato pia Stapavn dyvn. (Melissanthé 22000: 131)

In Byzantine literature, the solar image of Christ, born out of the syncre-
tism with the ancient pagan tradition, was often associated with the The-
ophany, the revelation of God Himself within the world, as, for example, in
the case of Romanos the Melodist’s poetry (Stavropoulos 201g). A similar
metaphor of the God-sun is also reconstructed by Melissanthé in order to
depict the explosion of erotic magma. The first-person verb, in the active,
through which the reader is introduced to the action of the poem, empha-
sizes the woman'’s self-determination to reach God and not the other way
around. God reveals Himself and mingles with her because she chose so.
Within this universal union the body has an essential role to play; in the
end it is dissolved thanks to its reaction with the spirit. The vaporization of
the physical hypostasis in these contexts becomes a prerequisite for the
female subject to be liquefied and transmuted in spirit and thus reach dei-
fication.
*

Based on the above poems we can now propound some basic principles
about the way Melissanthé handled the issue of love, which seem to be in
effect to her poetic work during the interwar period. However, a thorough
study of the linguistic, expressive and thematic choices of her poetry is still
pending if one wants to understand her radical poetics. As Maria Athana-
sopoulou (2011: 324) has pointed out, “n mMpwTtotuTia TG [MeAiooavOng]
EYKELTAL 0TO OTL TO VEo Slwpa amoieidel Tn ocuvaloBnuatiky yAwooo
TWV TTOAXLOTEPWV TIONTPLWV, LOAOVOTL eEakoAouBel va eviadépeTal yia
ta (Sl Bépata”. | believe that the poems discussed here confirm this
view. Melissanthé&’s engagement with love is significantly different from
the way other female poetesses treated the same subject, often largely
identified with commonplace and vapid sentimentality. These characteris-
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tics of the so-called "women'’s writing”** were frequent accusations made
by male critics as they urgently sought from women the absolute outburst
of emotion when they decided to engage in creating original literary work
(Vasileiadés 2006: 103-106). In this ‘game’, Melissanthé imposed her own
terms to play, not only by avoiding similar practices but also by rewarding
the profile of a poetess who dangerously -for men- approached the limits
of intellectualism. This was, after all, one of the allegations she received
for her second collection, Mpopnteies (Makrydémas 2023: 186-187), which
confirms the male audience’s reaction to a woman's attempt to speak
about love in intellectual terms, associating it with the religious attraction
to the divine.

By charging love with Christian complexion was a strategy that certain-
ly lended a pioneering attitude to Melissanthé’s interwar poetry. The po-
etess did not dedicate herself to promoting religious themes that served
the idea of Christian morality, which inevitably became closely identified
with the nationalistic sentiment (Gazé 2011). Her verses challenge the pa-
triarchal worldview of Christianity. Her focus is not only on the female
body, but much more on the female spirit as an equal to the male,
achieved through the interplay of the two elements in Christian contexts,
which Melissanthé reinterpreted. Furthermore, she did not devote herself
to abandoning the gender-based discriminatory Christian culture. On the
contrary, she dedicated herself to rebuilding it so that women could be
incorporated, since they remain alienated even today from Christian ritu-
als and imagery, as far as Eastern Orthodox Church concerned. In this re-
spect, Melissanthé somewhat foreshadows the similar project of the femi-
nist Luce Irigaray, who advocated the transformation of the biblical legacy
to include the woman in the divinity (Joy 2006) from which is still banished
to this day (Jasper 2001: 131) — ironically Irigaray’s undertaking received
harsh criticism from feminist circles.

Irigaray’s mild radical feminism, drawing on the already established
patriarchal Christian tradition, aimed to relocate women in the realm of
the sacred, which remained exclusively male-centered. Following Ludwig
Feuerbach’s thought that “God is the mirror of man; God is nothing else
than the nature of man” (Hekman 2019: 118), she envisioned a world

11. For the problematic and abusive treatment of the term, see the very interesting opin-
ions of important female writers such as Adeia Frantzé — Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke — Rea
Galanaké — Alkyoné Papadaké — Paulina Pampoudé (1990).
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where women could be placed on an equal footing with men in the sphere
of the sacred. The concept of God cannot be conceived solely through
masculinity but should be expanded based on femininity. Melissanthé did
not reach the extreme limit of her feminist intentions, as she did not de-
mand the absolute abandonment of gender distinctions in the world of
Christianity. This, of course, can be perfectly understood if we place her
endeavor within its historical context, when feminism was in its early
emergence and women did not strive to emphasize their differences from
men but sook their identification with them?? in order to achieve an equal
(social, political, etc.) treatment. In any case, Melissanthé’s interwar poet-
ry may not have proceeded to create a new female reality by subsidizing
female sanctity, but it did cause a reflection on the concept of femininity.
The various gradations of her poetic voice did not focus on how vulnerable
or not the female subject is due to patriarchal mechanisms of pleasure
control but they echoed the silenced aspects of female eroticism and fe-
male physicality against the background of a Christian field of discourse,
which traditionally treated these subjects with suspicion. God remains
always masculine and mighty, for the poetess; however the erotic force
that pushes the woman to approach Him often functions as a factor of His
weakening. Melissanthé’s female eroticism creates cracks in the body of
male divine supremacy, hence enhancing, on the one hand, the reinterpre-
tation of a set of beliefs that define the space of patriarchal religiosity, and
on the other hand, the return to the primitive core of Christian teaching, to
the words of Jesus himself, who sought gender equality, a teaching that
was forgotten along the way under the pressure of androcentric power
(Armstrong 1987: 59). In conclusion, the deliberate use of the Christian
framework highlights the poetess’s attempt to articulate her concerns
about the nature of spiritual experience and its gender dynamics in the

12. Staying strictly within the limits of the conversation with Christianity, | think the
same endeavor undertook Melpd Axioté, in a much more diminished way. In 1939, in her
composition Zyumtwon, Axioti discussed the marginalized position of women, trying at the
same time to render men equally guilty for the Fall of Man, if we consider that the first part of
the compound “ouv” in the title also concerns them. Besides, the following verses along with
the broader context of the composition seem to sarcastically refute the disapproval of wom-
en, since in the biblical narration of Genesis they are identified as the first sinners through
Eve: “epeig, Tt Ao Bélate and pag [ epeiq elpaocte yuvaikeg — [ O pog mikpavarte. //
Zuyva to U0 pag mpoodépape oav TaTo [ péoa o€ UM poupLds / Kat [ wotdoo [ kaba-
piCope prido” (Axioté 2001: 16).
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Christian context. Female eroticism, which for centuries was condemned
or suppressed by Christianity, was positively charged by Melissanthé and
emerged as a means of liberation and formation of an emancipatory the-
ology of love.
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