In the Garden of Olives

(A chapter from the novel Love, Gardens, Ingratitude, Kedros publishers, 2002)
I.

Athens, which is the entire world, lay clearly before his eyes. A vast monster has covered the earth, the heavens, the water, everything. Wood: there is nothing made of wood. A land of desolation, a landscape without music. He cannot hear a sound, or rather( his ears are about to explode. He cannot hear a sound, or rather( his ears are about to explode. He can hear no human sound… a click… or rather( his ears are about to explode… because he cannot hear any familiar sound… He hears a click, he hears a clack, he hears a boom, he hears a gdoop… he hears a gdombo, he hears a grombo, he hears a gramboo, he hears a grimboo, he hears a gremboo, he hears a kraab, he hears a kroob, a greb, a krab, a kroob, a krob, a kreb, a krab, a kroop… kroop, kroop, kroop, his ears are about to explode from this sound-which-isn’t a… which isn’t… which probably isn’t of this world, a cling, a clang, a click. There is no music. He hears a( or rather he hears a( he hears a( or rather he hears a… noisy, crashing, pitiless sound. Pitilessound. 


Athens, which is the entire world, seems to be breaking through the earth’s crust. Beneath his feet it is cracking through the crust. The earth makes a crick… crick, just like a rocking chair. Whatever he does, wherever he looks: the airplanes’ cruel beaks; people’s floating cigarette smoke; the cavernous wounds and the elegantly finished (by third world hands) suitcases; the porters and the hoarse loud-speaker; everything is flowing, dust, crawling, shoes, on the shiny plastic floor of this sweaty plastichospitalairport, everything, their things, he, she, them, but he can still hear a goop, he can hear a grap, he is flowing with them and he can hear a kroop, kroop, kroop, this is all he can hear, he can hear just this tormenting sound. Criiick.


His temples were throbbing wildly. His ear drums were pulsing orgiastically. Noise and hubbub. The prehistoric Monsters who rule the planet seem to have spilled out en masse into the streets of Athens (and especially into this provincial street, inundated with glass factories, which led from the airport to the city. Legions of mercenaries, wearing their official disguise as ministers and managing directors, were organizing festive parties on the pavements and in the side streets and avenues, buzzing like a million bees, in honour of the (extended to infinity) rat-a-tat-tat of the standard machine guns and the comforting frooop-frooop of the shells of all kinds which are being aimed by remote control at every single region of the planet. An unbelievable new order was spreading swiftly to the outermost fringes of this utopian city, Athens, with an inconceivable racket: great automobiles were hurtling through the air with a demonic din, their shiny bonnets open like gaping sharks’ jaws; fountains of motor oil and petrol were spurting forth forcefully, spilling out everywhere, catching fire easily, making dark brown stains in the blackish sky; thousands of recyclable soft drink cans were raining down from the aircraft flying overhead, aluminium feuilles-volant landing with an unheard of noise on the well-asphalted earth, beside tons of shattered cars, disintegrating video players and other Japanese domestic equipment of outdated technology. The Monsters were buzzing restlessly, like millions of worker bees, the city was burning, burning, scorched in a pandemonium of criits-criits (and buzzz-buzzz), while, from time to time, a heavy one swooped down and crushed everything, drops of blood, gap, gap, and once more: gap. Clouds. Forgotten sunless marshes. Trapped lizards. Phlegm, gastric fluid, the moaning of invisible supercelestial infants… the typically Greek taxi driver stank of unwashed flesh, everywhere smelt of an ancient Balkan war.


Where the hell does this noise come from, this accursed click. Can’t other people hear it? Groop, grap, grap. Then again after a moment: gap. What sort of place is this? Why? His ears are about to explode. “Put some music on,” he screams at the driver, “Put some music on, damn you!” The driver presses the hell button and the sound is murderous, screeching, infernal, it is a krab, it is a krab, krab, krab! Mountains of recyclable rubbish, smashed videos-cars-soft drink cans are overflowing on to the kerbs, he can barely make out the dome of the sky and… what country was here once? Whereabouts in hell has he landed?


He hides his head between his knees as gdoops and squeakings and crackings and screeching noises slip through his temples, penetrate into his noise-racked body, to his kidneys, his stomach, his ears, his joints, his heart, his lungs, his chest, his fingers, his fingernails, the soles of his feet, his ankles, his back, his loins, everywhere pain, pain, pain, noise, din, din, a scream, a shrill scream pierces his heart, what would save him now would be to get hold of a piece of wood, he longs for a piece of wood to hang on to. A little bit of wood. He had a piece put away in his suitcase, in the boot, he now needed that bit of wood at all costs, he made the taxi stop, he got out carefully just as if he were in an area under bombardment, as if he wanted to dodge the shells, or more as if it wasn’t possible to dodge them and at least he wanted to be able to see, to have some visibility, not to be wiped out without reason in the taxi.


He got out somewhere in Syngrou Avenue. He opened his suitcase in the middle of the street like a madman, a tramp, like a heedless tourist amidst the respectable toing and froing of the Athenian building site. He had come from nowhere to nowhere. There was nothing recognisable in it, nothing familiar in this place where he had landed. He found the piece of wood quickly. He took hold of it, gripped it hard in his palm, a longish wand, a slim wand of maple wood from the forest of his French walks, worn smooth by the passage of time. Just an insignificant little piece of wood. He squeezed it again and again, with all his strength, trying to wring out all its energy, its pores into his pores. He knelt down and closed his eyes in order not to see. Not to see… he bent double, became one with the piece of wood and the pitilessounds all around him began to subside like frightened rabbits.


He was at the level of the Fix brewery factory. In sign language befitting a Dutch tourist he asked the people in a small café wedged between the car repair garages of the neighbourhood to look after his suitcases for him and set off uphill towards Syntagma Square in his depressing private train. He had never felt so bewildered in his life. 


He arrived at the National Garden dizzy with all these noises of unknown origin, still gripping the wand tightly. “Mother, oh Mother dear, where are you?” he groaned as he passed in through the entrance. Why had his train brought him here again. What new sight was in store for him in this biblical place of rubbish and noise. What else was there for his eyes to see in the Garden of this ill-printed land, this cheap reproduction of the confused global hubbub. What else. What else could he expect.


The train was going amazingly slowly, it was a very old train, the train of the betrayed poets of the Paris Commune, of the betrayed resistance fighters of forty-eight, an old, halting little train, without anyone he knew in the carriage, chuff-chuff, it was travelling very, very slowly so that he managed to observe at his leisure the passers-by in the Garden through the window. Some of them were approaching extremely close, he could smell their sweaty stink, but… their heads didn’t seem to be in quite the right place, their necks sprang somewhat crookedly from their bodies, at the golden mean of their shoulders, and their arms… their arms were strangely long… their arms were legs, instinctively he bent to look at their legs, they weren’t legs at all, they were arms, short arms stuffed awkwardly into their misshapen shoes.


He hadn’t looked properly at Greeks for such a long time. He had passed through the airport invisible and, like a blind man, he hadn’t even glanced at the taxi driver in the midst of the hell of noises, at the café he’d seen a crooked head behind the carafes, he hadn’t felt there was anything curious about it. “Mummy, oh Mummy-y-y!” he wanted to drag forth his old misery again, but it didn’t come out, he no longer had the strength, the world had changed a lot during the past thirty years, since the time when he was a child and heads were in their proper place and people’s limbs were the same as his. How come he hadn’t noticed it earlier? As soon as he thought this, he looked at his own arms, but before he could start sweating he was reassured; no, he was still the way he had been as a child, arms and legs in the right place.


He let his gaze wander outside again, he tried to concentrate on something, he struggled to remember through the foliage of the immaculately cared for Garden, he examined the passers-by coolly, studied from a purely anatomical point of view the unfamiliar movements made by their limbs, he was very easily becoming accustomed to their mutant appearance. A girl and a young boy like an angel were walking hand in hand. The girl, who seemed very happy, was holding him tenderly by the ankle (the boy, unfortunately, had feet in the place of hands). But he took courage as he saw that the girl had remained normal, a few members of his own species had been preserved. A moment later a gardener employed in the Garden passed before him, and he too had proper limbs, a normal person. He felt glad. 


He slowed down. He’d always enjoyed watching the world go by, but now he was totally absorbed by this image of disfigurement, by the distorted, defeated bodies of these Arm-legged people. He could no longer hear any of the tormenting racket that he’d heard before. All the filthy noises had quietened. However, the viscous silence that had taken their place beneath the labyrinthine evergreen trees was still worrying him: he felt completely deaf, it occurred to him that his ear drums had been pierced, then that if this had happened it would hurt terribly, then he thought that his thoughts continually lied to him, that his thoughts didn’t understand anything, that quite simply the world had changed in a few hours, or months, or years. He was sinking back even deeper into the carriage, deeper and deeper, so that no one should catch sight of him from outside the window. He didn’t want anyone to see him.


He stopped in a shadowy grove of trees that reminded him of his childhood walks with Silia, he hid behind an out of the way bench, he relaxed a bit as soon as he touched the dark-green grassy carpet, he relaxed pleasantly, his fingers unconsciously slackened their grip on his wand of wood. Lying face down, he could make out now and again through the insatiable ivy and the healthiest of privets the footsteps of the Arm-legged people, he breathed in the scent of the plants and animals joyfully, just as he had abandoned himself luxuriously when a child to the damp earth of nineteen fifty. A damp body. Arm-legged people. In those days he used to chase the ducks in the Garden, now there didn’t seem to be any of these feathered creatures about, a bit further off in the clearing cats were running aimlessly, many cats, feral, they wouldn’t come to you to be caressed, there was something dirty about these feral cats. The broad leaves hanging above him offered some relief to his body with their acid coolness, the earth smelt beautiful, like a beautiful brown woman, water was flowing everywhere and his body shivered. He realised very soon that most of the children were not yet Arm-legged, this made him glad. The children were tearing about and playing a little way off, freely, very freely, no parents appeared within his ken to put some order into their wild running.


The children passed close by his hiding place, with large, clear eyes, with tormented kaleidoscopes, children of various ages, eight, ten, thirteen, sixteen years old, they were wandering about slightly aimlessly like little tramps, like little ladies and gentlemen, and they weren’t chasing geese and ducks but mules and cows and pigs! Now that he could see them better, yes, these children had something of the tired gaze of mountain shepherds in their eyes, and indeed, within his field of vision, quivering in the heat, suddenly sprang small herds of animals, running before the indescribable eyes of the Arm-legged people, whole herds of pigs splashing merrily in the Garden’s ornamental pools, numerous cows swaying their haunches gracefully then slipping into the water too, like hippopotamuses, patient mules watching the fun as they chewed the odd blade of grass, and the boys running crazily among them, with little girls, eight-, ten-, thirteen-, sixteen-year-olds, their cheeks a rare red, little tramp girls, little gentlemen in motley clothes directing the animals’ progress with rods of laurel and vitex, sometimes pulling them by the ear, getting astride all of them without exception, raising the dust, clouds of dust, but the children had foreseen this and were frequently wetting down the whole place with the National Garden’s hoses, as well as the throng of Arm-legged people who kept on passing by with their crystallized eyes and ungainly gait, indifferent to the electric children’s sport.


These crazy Garden children now seemed to him to be somehow vulnerable, above them he suddenly heard jackdaws croaking and voluble crows chanting elegant little phrases in a low human voice, such as: “Hey, Lazarina! Lazarina, come up here!” or “Witty, ah how witty the little foxes are!” And these words were the first pleasant sounds to reawaken his benumbed eardrums, he wasn’t disturbed  by these prophetic black birds, he was charmed, and among this mob of birds were moving a tribe of cats, foul feral cats with diabolical eyes which made Benjamin shudder as he lay there, still glued to the grassy earth. “Lazarina, alas Lazarina!” wailed the jackdaws of ill omen from high above, and the flushed children suddenly charged towards where he was, as if they’d heard some expected signal, taking the field with the cows and other escaped domestic animals, trampling as they went the listless Arm-legged people and the blessed bushes, the roar of a tempest, wingèd leaves flying and trees walzing, and the air surrounding this multicoloured horde of children smelt faintly of dung and sweat and wet-knickered children and earth and fragrant grasses ( and the drumming feet of pigs, mules, children sounded a trumpet blast of peace in his dark soul and at last he rolled over on to his back as the procession of the National Garden’s exotic animals passed before him in all their grace. The dusty feet of children aged eight, ten, sixteen, the flayed trotters of pigs aged one or at most two, he lies on his back and surrenders to them, with ineffable longing he surrenders himself and with joy, with ineffable fierce joy: “Take me, come, children, take me!” cries a deranged Benjamin. 

II.


He abandoned himself to the mercy of time. He surrendered without terms to the invasion of the moment and space. He let the heedless children and the crazy pigs drag his despairing soul far from the Greek geography of servitude, away from photographed Time, he let their tender little feet kick him there, deep, very deep, into the Unbelievable, the Inexistent, the One.


He curled up then, and fell into a refreshing, dreamless sleep. He woke many hours later, feeling lighter. It was night, a July moon in the sky, and they had abandoned him in the age-old Garden. As he got up to have a piss, his eyes gradually became accustomed to the sudden darkness, from time to time the beams of car headlights penetrated into his leafy nest. Everyone else, Athenians and metics, were scurrying about out there, amidst the noisy lights, while he was living immoveable in here, more utterly alone than anyone, in the shadow of Silia and of Jimmy Sanidopoulos, on the Mount of Olive-trees.


He got up to walk a bit, faintly moved by the idea that he had the privilege, he alone, of wandering in this night-time Garden. He walked light as a bird, and the birds were fast asleep in the broad-leaved trees of the Garden: “Livistona chinensis”, “Sophora japonica”, “American Sphendamnus”. Fine trees. He sat by the large lake with the ducks. The pigs and the cows and the children of that afternoon had all, as if by magic, been absorbed by the silvery darkness of the night. Nature was reposing in the small country of the Garden. His gaze faded dimly over the still nocturnal waters. 


No matter how crazy your dreams, no matter how bottomless you feel your soul to be, no matter how deep you have sunk into it, what can save you, what can set you free? The train? The sweet lie? These people here do not travel on trains packed with war-lusting children. Sooner or later the Arm-legged ones will crush you. Things have become more dangerous. Is it perhaps time to take to the mountains? Time to meet the scared foxes and stoats? Just look the world in the eyes, take note of the icon-ridden refugees, consider the crippled Arm-legged people who are now sleeping the sleep of the just… The species of “People-Who-Know” mutates into that other twin species “People-Who-Have”, they’ve been successfully mutating for centuries now, whereas your own species, Ben, can’t hold out any more, how much longer can it hold out for, what else can it do to keep itself alive; your head and your legs obstinately insist on remaining in their original place, and so what, your species is on its way to certain extinction. Things have got worse. Where have your comrades hidden, Ben, what are those innocent May ’68 eyes doing now, those women who offered you the elixir of life for free, those groups of loved friends with whom you used to drink, turning your back ostentatiously on Social Security? You are alone now. It has been years since you last spoke to anyone who mattered (Yendi, where are you now, Yendi), anyone of any grace. The old patriots, the comrades, the enemies, the ancient battlefield: all have become dim, like ghosts on the horizon. The world has changed for good, within the space of a few years: everything has ended up looking like period photographs. As images everything has become unbeatable. They defeat you at every step. How much longer can you hold out in this world? How much longer can the world hold out without men like you?


To the Greek in his servitude, servile thoughts are an ancient habit which no longer shocks the native-born. In his mind now rose thoughts of the recently repatriated. Dispirited, he kicked a pebble into the lake. This disturbed the nocturnal rhythms of the Garden. Sleeping geese ruffled their feathers slightly, frogs dived into the depths, peacocks fidgeted, sparrows fluttered in the foliage, bushes rustled, and Ben, who just a year ago had ceased to rely on the petty journalist within him for food and drink, wondered like a terrified petty journalist: «Am I or am I not a suffering Indian, a black child, a Muslim woman; am I or am I not a tortured resistance fighter in the Civil War, a betrayed Spanish anarchist, am I or am I not…» Was he, or was he not, untamed Laodameia1, repentant Achilles2, tramp-like Odysseus3, desperate Rigas Velestinlis4, ruined Makrygiannis5, humiliated Theophilos6, betrayed Belogiannis7, martyrised Ploumpidis8, passionate Lambrakis9, Paul Lafargue and Laura Marx10 rolled into one, beaten up student of sixty-eight and seventy-three, even despised poet (or was he simply a useless, bootless life? 


Benjamin Sanidopoulos, journalist by profession to earn his living and poet to earn his death, really wondered whether, for lack of any drastic historical events (and given that the prospects of overthrowing Injustice were minimal), he could finally bid a silent farewell to the world in the summer monotony of the National Garden.

Translated by Petrie Caroline Harbouri

Love, Gardens, Ingratitude, a novel by Aris Marangopoulos.

The book was short-listed for the 2003 National Award for Literature. 
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NOTES
1 In Greek mythology, wife of the Thessalian prince Protesilaus, who was the first to be killed in the Trojan War. Laodameia, mourned his death so excessively that the gods allowed his image to visit her for three hours. When he returned to Hades, she was overcome with grief and took her own life.

2 Foremost Greek hero of the Trojan War, the main character of Homer's epic The Iliad. He was a formidable warrior, possessing fierce and uncontrollable anger. In the last year of the siege of Troy, when Agamemnon stole the captive princess Briseis from him, Achilles angrily withdrew and took his troops from the war. Later he allowed his friend and lover Patroclus to borrow his armor and lead his army to aid the retreating Greeks. When Hector killed Patroclus, Achilles was filled with grief and rage and returned to the battle, routed the Trojans, and killed Hector, viciously dragging his body back to the Greek camp.

3 Son and successor of King Laertes of Ithaca. A leader of Greek forces during the Trojan War, Odysseus was noted (as in the Iliad ) for his cunning strategy and his wise counsel. He is the central figure of the Odyssey, which tells of his adventures after the fall of Troy. In post-Homeric legend, however, he was pictured as a wily, lying, and evil man.

4 Famous poet, intellectual and rebel, inspired by the French Enlightment and inspiring in his turn with his writings, ballads and deeds, the Greek War of Independence (1821-1827). He was executed in Beograd, in June 1798, by the Turks, under the orders of Metternich, the Austrian conservative statesman.

5 Makrygiannis was one of the bravest leaders in the Greek War of Independence against the Turks. Self-educated he wrote after the war a seemingly naïve Memoir which is nonetheless brilliant and charming in its manifest effort to defend civil rights against the imperialist interventions of the period; the book inspired the Greek modernist movement in the thirties. Makrygiannis died in marginal misery and partial disgrace.
6 Theofilos was a humble craftsman who earned his living by painting naïve frescoes in cafés, shops, mansions against a meagre price. Along with Makrygiannis he also inspired the modernist movement in the thirties.

7 Nikos Belogiannis was a leftist militant, the legendary “Man with the carnation” (as portrayed by Pablo Picasso in the fifties), who was executed after a parody trial in 1954. It is widely maintained that the Greek Communist Party had “offered” him to his enemies because its leaders considered him a “traitor”.

8 Ploumpidis was also a leftist militant who was executed during the same period as Belogiannis, having undergone equally disgraceful “backing up” by the Communist Party.

9 Lambrakis was a leftist militant during the sixties, a deputy to the Greek parliament. He was the architect of the first Marathon march for peace. He was assasinated by right-wing gendarme collaborators, during a manifestation in Salonica, under the secret orders of superior state and military officials. The slogan “Z” that was first launched during his funeral (from the Greek verb ZEI, which means “he lives on”), has been widely known by the famous Vassilis Vassilikos novel that bears this title and also by its film adaptation by Kostas Gavras.

10 Paul Lafargue (born 1842, Santiago, Cuba) a follower of Proudhon, changed his views to those of Marx after he met him and Engels during the First International conference. Married in 1868 to Laura Marx, Marx's second daughter. Paul carried together with her organisational and agitational work during the Commune and afterwards. Lafargue wrote numerous works on revolutionary Marxism, of which best known are the classic The Right to Be Lazy, (1883) a parody of the socialist plea for the “right to work”, in fact a searing attack on the work ethic, and Evolution and Property. By age 70, in 1911, the elderly couple commited suicide together. 




