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A paper sent free to the St Nicholas’ friends

all around the world, by Fr Gerardo Cioffari, o.p., director of
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THE HOLY MONASTERY OF

60 ST NICHOLAS OF THE CATS

THE LEGEND REFERRED BY

1 STEPHEN OF LUSIGNAN IN 1572
oo IN THE MARVELOUS POEM BY

GEORGE SEFERIS

This issue of the
St Nicholas News has
been written in Italian by
Fr Rosario Scognamiglio,
Dominican Father of my
community of St Nicholas
Basilica in Bari, who lived
many years in Greece.

I enjoyed reading this
short poem about the
Cats of St Nicholas
and I am sure St Nicholas
friends will be delighted
too. Through this poem
Seferis expressed an
aching metaphor of the
meaning of human life.
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But deep inside me sings
the Fury’s lyreless threnody @
my heart, self-taught, has lost

the precious confidence of hope...

Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 990 ff.

“That’s the Cape of Cats ahead”, the Captain said to me,
Pointing out a low stretch of shore through the fog,
The beach deserted; it was Christmas day —
“and in the distance towards the West the wave gave birth to
Aphrodite;
They call the place the Greek’s Rock (2-
Left ten degrees rudder!”
She had Salome’s eyes, the cat I lost a year ago;
And old Ramazan — how he would look death square in the eyes,
Whole days long in the snow of the East,
Under the frozen sun,
Days long square in the eyes: the young hearth god.
Don’t stop traveler.

“Left ten degrees rudder”, mumbled the helmsman.

(1) The song of the Furies is a lament (6pnvog ) without music: sad, because it announces the death
of a man struck by the justice of the gods. In the speech he pronounced receiving the Nobel Prize
(1963) G. Seferis declared that true poetry expresses love for mankind, and justice is its rule. In the
classic tragedy man that goes beyond measure is punished by the Furies. This law of justice is valid
even in the kingdom of nature.

(2) A beautiful rock near the western coast of the Island of Cyprus. According to mithology, from
the foam of that coast emerged Aphrodite, the goddess of love and beauty. It is also called The
Greek’s rock, because of the legendary hero of the XII century, Digenés Akritas, who to contrast the
Saracen invasion, unrooted the large rock throwing it into the sea. All these elements put the story
of the cats in a dramatic and epic framework.

(3) In greek «tpla kaptivia aplotepd» («three little quarters to the left »). The «kaptivi» (
venetian cartino) is a term of the popular marine Neo-Greek language. It means the unity
corresponding to three out of the 360 grades of the windrose. Three little quarters to the left are
equal to nine grades of the rudder (in this case to the West).




... maybe my friend was close by,
Now between ships,

Shut up in a small house with pictures.
Searching for windows behind the frames.
The ship’s bell struck
Like a coin from some city that disappeared
Coming to revive in the mind, as it falls,
Alms from another time.

“It’s strange,” the captain said,

“That bell — given what day it is —
Reminded me of that other bell, the one the monastery used.
A monk @ told me the story:

A half-mad monk, a kind of dreamer.

It was the time of the great drought,
Forty years without rain,

The whole island devastated,

People died and snakes were born.
This cape had millions of snakes
Fat as man’s leg

And full of poison.

(4) The dreaming monk could be identified with the Dominican Chronicler Stephen of Lusignan.
In fact Seferis himself refers to him as a narrator with an innocent and faraway look. See G.
SEFERIS - A. PHILIPE, Jvvouidia, Kastanioti Athens 1991, 70-71. Here it is the original text of the
Dominican Father reported by Seferis in the notes to the first edition: « Pour n' oublier comment
ce bestial venereux fut extirpé du susdit Promontoire il fault noter ce quit s' ensuit: le premier
Duc de Chypre, fist bastir un Monastere de Moynes de l' ordre de sainct Basile en l' honneur de
sainct Nicolas,et donna tout ce Promontoire a ce Monastere, a telle condition qu' ils seroient
tenus d' y nourrir tous les jours cent chats pour les moins, ausquels ils bailleroient quelque
viande de tous le jours au matin et au soir, au son d' une petite cloche, afin qu' ils ne
mangeassent pas tousjours du vernin, et le reste du jour et de la nuict allassent a la chasse de ces
serpens. Mesme de notre temps ce Monastere nourrissoit encore plus de quarante chats. Et de la
vient, qu' on l' appelle encores aujourhuy le Promontoire des Chats».




In those days the monastery of Saint Nicholas
Was held by the monks of St Basil, ()
And they couldn’t work their fields
And they couldn’t put their flocks to pasture;
They were saved in the end by the cats they raised.
Every day at dawn a bell would strike
And the crew of cats would move out to battle.
They’d fight the day long, until
The bell would sound the evening feed.
Supper done, the bell would sound again
And out they’d go to fight the night’s war.
They say it was a wonderful thing to see them:
Some lame, some twisted, others missing
A nose, an ear, their hides in shreds.
So to the sound of four bells a day
Months went by, years, season after season.
Wildly obstinate, always wounded,
They annihilated the snakes; but in the end they disappeared:

They just couldn’t take in that much poison.

5 Literally “Saint-Basilians” (Aylofaoiieiteg), so called because they followed the Rule of St Basil of
Caesarea .
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Like a ship gone down (©)
They didn’t leave a thing above the surface:
No miaow, no bell even.
Steady as you go! ()
What could they do, the poor devils,
Fighting like that day and night, drinking in
The poisonous blood of those reptiles ?
Centuries of poison; generations of poison”. (8)
“Steady as you go”, echoed the indifferent helmsman.

Wednesday, February 5, 1969

6 Tt is not without reason that the verb to express the sinking of a ship («katamovtiopévo») is the
same used in the speech at the BBC (March 28, 1969) to indicate the wreckage of human ideals
“marsh of stagnant waters”.

7 Literally: «right line !» (Ipapun!): it is the captain’s command to hold a course, avoiding any
change of direction. The word that recurs three times (the last one pronounced by the helmsman
with indifference) points at the irrevocable course of history. PAVLOU, Seferis and Cyprus, p. 73
notes here the poet’s pessimism in front of the drama that sorrounds him: In the meantime Greece
travels and we know nothing. We don’t know that all of us are sailors out of commission. [...] And
if we see the Egean sea flourishing of deads, they are those who tried to reach the ship by
swimming, those who were tired to wait for ships that never sail» («On the way of G.S.», 24-25.
34-37; transl. by Filippo Maria Pontani; in F. PONTANI, Poeti greci, 609-11).

8 The word poison (papudxt) recurs more times in the last verses, because it is the leitmotiv of the
poem. Critics underscored its symbolic value: X. A. KOKOLES , The twenty-year period of Seferis, ,
Tessaloniki “TTapatnpntng” 1993, 79, notes that “poison” doesn’t not mean the same thing for
anybody, but changes according the circumstance, would be he a Greek or a Stranger, lives he in
Greece or abroad, reads he a poem in 1973 or in 1980, or even if in the period 1940-1949 he was an
adult or not. The word poison, furthermore acquires other nuances if we remember other Seferis’
verses like: If you shall condemn me to drink the hemlock, I shall thank you (“The Thrush”, III, v.
20); the salty taste of the woman who kills the prisoner with the poison (ibidem, III, v. 64), or
remembering a poison given while in exile, or in prison or because of love, as for instance in the
popular songs or in the dance of “pepnétiko”.




THE POET

GEORGE SEFERIS

This short poem was written February 5th 1969, and it could be considered Seferis’
swansong. He died few years later in Athens (September 20th, 1971).

Born in Smirne February 29th 1900, George Seferiadis (pseudonym: Seferis) was
son of a celebrated scholar of International Right. His family moved in 1914 to
Athens where the young man continued his studies. Since 1918 he lived in Paris
where he obtained the degree in Law (1924).

From here he follows the dramatic events of 1922, upsetting the city of Smirne and
depriving his family of all its properties. Hence in his poetry very strong is the
feeling of the exile. Back to Athens he enters the Foreign Office, beginning his
diplomatistic career both before and after the Second World War, till the year 1962.
Afterwards he lived in Athens, manifesting his disagreement towards the Colonel’s
dictatorship.

Among his poetical writings (for which he received the Nobel Prize in 1963) are
worthy of note: Strofi («Turning point», 1931), Mithistorema («The Legend» or
«Novel»,1935), Gimnopedia (1936), Log Book (several volumes, since 1944 to 1955).
Many poems by G. Seferis were translated and published in Italian by F.M. Pontani e
di B. Lavagnini.

His poetry, original and creative, avoids rethorical celebrations of the past or void
nostalgies. Mythology and facts of history through his verses acquire a universal
significance. This is also the context of St Nicholas Cats.

The idea came while going to Lebanon as Greek consul and in Christmas 1952 he
passed close the Promontory of the Cats. He wrote some notes but always delayed
the poem. In 1968 the idea took form:

It’s strange. Sometimes one word it is enough to stop me from finishing a poem.
And the years go by. The verses come out, and disappear again. The Cats of St
Nicholas were there like a decoration. Although writing other poems on Cyprus, I
did not succeed finishing it. I could not find the thread. Finally, as soon as I found
it, I dated the poem at February 1969.

That thread was the connection between the story of the cats told by the Dominican
writer Stephen of Lusignan and the Greek historical drama under Colonel’s Junta
(see S. PAvLOU, Seferis and Cyprus, Leukosia 2000, pp. 63-73:“Civil engagement
and narration of history in the poems of G. Seferis”, 69-70).




He acknowledged that a symbolic meaning was already inside the story, and
also that symbolism could be variously interpreted by the readers. Someone (D.
N. MARONITES), has spoken of Seferis as optimist, but the majority of scholars
believe that a vein of pessimism runs through his work. In fact even the fight
against the evil rarely reaches a pure goodness. Seferis himself speaking to his
friend sen. Mc Carthy, said: While writing this poem, I thought to the evil that is
assimilated by our subconscious, if I may say so. In this light the message of
“The Cats of St Nicholas” remembers the “forced narcosis” of dictatorship that
submerged in a marsh of stagnant waters the noble ideals and sacrifices of the
people.

When he died in 1971, his funerals changed into an imposing demonstration
against the regime and a huge crowd sang Mikis Theodorakis’ song inspired to
Seferis’ poem Apvnon, («Reject», known for its first verse: «Xto mepytdAl 1o
KpLu@O»), in spite of the fact that it was prohibited by the Colonels.

Faithful to his proposal not to publish his poems in Greece, he had given a
copy to Edmund Keeley, who translated and published it in the Encounter of July
1969, pp. 3-4: The Cats of St Nicholas, by George Seferis] , adding also the
passage by Stephen of Lusignan about the story of the cats that inspired the poet.

Cfr. Estienne de Lusignan, Description de toute lisle de Cypre, Paris 1580; photo
offset ed: Les éditions L'oiseau, Ammochostos 1968:

So as not to forget how these poisonous reptiles were exterminated from the
above-mentioned Promontory, one must note the following: ... the first Duke of
Cyprus had a monastery built for monks of the order of Saint Basil in honour of
St Nicholas, and he gave this whole Promontory to the Monastery on condition
that the monks would be bound to feed at least one hundred cats every day, for
which they would provide some daily meat in the morning and the evening, at
the sound of a small bell, so that the cats would hunt down these serpents. Even
in our time this Monastery fed more than forty cats. And thence comes its name,
even to this day: the Promontory of the Cats.




THE TRANSLATOR

EDMUND LEROY KEELEY

EDMUND LEROY KEELEY, Professor Emeritus of English at Princeton University, was
born in Damascus (Syria) in 1928. Son of the American diplomat James Hugh
Keeley, he spent his childhood in Canada, Greece, and Washington DC before
earning his B.A. from Princeton University in 1949. In 1952 he received a doctorate
in Comparative Literature from Oxford University. He served twice as president of
the Modern Greek Studies Association from 1970 to 1973 and 1980 to 1982, and as
president of PEN American Center from 1992 to 1994. This same year he retired
from a long career of teaching English, Creative Writing, and Hellenic Studies at
Princeton University.

He is one of the best experts of Neo-Greek Literature, and a fine translator into
English of the poems of C. Cavafis, G. Seferis, Od. Elytis e Y. Ritsos. He cooperated
with P. Bien- P. Constantine - K.van Dyck, in the edition of the anthology A
Century of Greek Poetry, River Vale, New Jork, 2004; he wrote novels and
translated many Neo-Greek texts, for which obtained several awards and prizes.
Related to our subject are worthy of note: George Seferis, Collected Poems: 1924-
1955 (With Philip Sherrard) Princeton University Press, 1967; George Seferis,
Collected Poems, (With Philip Sherrard) Princeton University Press, 1995; George
Seferis and Edmund Keeley: Correspondence, 1951-1971 Princeton University

Library, 1997.

Edmund Keeley is not only the first translator of this poem, but also the one to whom
Seferis entrusted “The cats of St Nicholas”, having decided not to publish his poems in
Greece while there was the dictatorship.




Ovyateg T Al NwkoAa

Tov & avev Avpag ouws vuvwset Bpnvov Eptvoog avtodibaxtog éowlev Buuog,
0V T0 7tV Exwv EATibog pirov Opacog. ATAMEMNQN. 990 é.

«®aivetar 6 Kapo-T'ata...», oo eime O KATETAVIOG
Selyvovtag éva YaunAo ylaAo pEca 0To TovoL

T &8e10 akpoyldAl aviuepa Xplotovyevva,

«... kat kata tov ITovvevte ahdpya to kOpa yevvnoe v A@poditn
Aéve tov 1ommo ITETpa tov Popiov.

Tpia kaptivia aprotepda! »

Eixe ta pana mg ZaAoung 1 yata mov £xaoa Tov &AL xpovo
K1 6 Papadav mag koitade katauata to Oavato,
HEPEG OAOKANPEG LETA OTO X1OVL TG AVATOANG

OTOV TAYWHEVOV TJA10

KATAUATA HEPES OAOKANPEG O LIKPOG EPETTIOG DedC.
Mn otafeig ta§iSiw.

«Tpla kKapTivia aplotepd» HOVPUOVPIOE O TILOVIEPTC.
...I0WG O PIAOG LOV VX KOVTOOTEKOUVTAV,
Eepmapkog Twpa

KAEI0TOG 0 éva LIKPO OTTITL UE EKOVEC

yvpevovtag tapabupa mom am’ i kadpa.
XtOmnoe 1) Kapmava Tov kapaflov

oav T poveda moAtteiag oL xalnke

KL 1)pOe v&x (ovTavepel TEPTOVTAG

AMOTIVEG EAETLOOVVECG.

«ITapa&evor, Eavaeme O KAMETAVIOG.

«Tol 1) kapumava- pEpa mov eival -

Hov Bvpoe TV AAAN Eketvn, T Hovaotnpiola.
Amyotave Vv totopia évag kaAdyepog

€vag LooTpeAog, £vag OVEIPOITOAOG.

«Tov ka1po TG HEYAANG OTEYVIAG,

- gapavta xpovia avappoyia -

pNuayTnKe 6A0 TO Vol

meBaive 6 KOOUOG KAl yevviovvTay pidia.
MuAtouvia @i ToUTo T AKPWTNPL,

XOVIP& OV TO TodApt avOpwItov

Kai papuakepd.




To povaot)pt T Al-N1koAa To eiyav 10te
Ayl0BaociAeiteg KaAoyEPOL

K1 OUTE WITOPOLOAYV VA SOVAEWPOLV T XWPAPLA
KL oUte vax BydAouy ta komadia otr) Bookn
TOUG £0WOAV Ol YATeg TOL avaBpepav.
Trv kaBe avyn yxtumovoe pia kapmava
Kat EeKvov oAV TOOUPLO Y1 T1) HaXT).
‘OAn péEpa YTumovvIav g TV pa

IOV oTjuavay o Bpadivo tayivi.
Amodemva TTAAL 1) Kapmava

Kai fyaivav yix Tov moAelo THG VUXTAG.
"Htave Baopa va tig PAEmelg, Aéve,

GAAT KOUTOT), KL &AAT oTpafy, TV &AAN
XWPIG HUTH, XWPIC AT, TTPOPii KOUPEAL
"Etol ué t€ooeperg kapmaveg v nuepa
TEPATAV [NVEG, XPOVIA, KALPOL KL AAAOL KALPOL.
Aypla TEICUATIKES KAl TAVTA AAPwueveg
EoA0Opepav T Pidia ua oTo TENOG
xalnxave, 5&v avteav TO00 @APUAKL.
Qoav kapa Pt KATATOVTIOUEVO

TIoTe 8&V aPnoav OTOV APPO

UT)TE VIAOUPIOUQA, UTTE KAUTAVAL.
Tpappn!

Ti v&x 000 KAVOULV Ol TAAAITTWPEG
TTAAEVOVTAC KAl TTIVOVTAG LEPA KAL VUXTA
TO ALUA TO PAPUAKEPO TWV EPTETWV.
ALOVES PAPUAKL YEVIEC PAPUAKL».
«papun!

Ti v& 000 KAVOULV Ol TAAAITTWPEG
TTAAEVOVTAC KAl TTIVOVTAG LEPA KAL VUXTA
TO ALUA TO PAPUAKEPO TWV EPTETWV.
AlVeg papUAKL, YEVIEG (PAPUAKL».

«Tpapun!» avtihainoe adiapopog O TIHOVIEPTC.

Tetaptn, 5 PePpovapiov 1969
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APPENDIX
STEPHEN OF LUSIGNAN

JACQUES QUETIF, JACQUES ECHARD, Scriptores ordinis Praedicatorum

recensiti... incohavit R. P. F. Jacobus Quétif... absolvit R. P. F. Jacobus
Echard, Paris 1719, 300-301

Discendant — as it is said - of the noble and
royal family of the Lusignan, of French
origin, which governed for three centuries
Cyprus and Jerusalem, Stephen was born in
1537 at Nicosia, third son of Jason of
Lusignan and Lucy de Flatre. His parents
cared for his cultural formation. When
entered the Dominican monastery of
Nicosia he left his baptismal name of James
and took Stephen.

He found a valid teacher in the person of
fr. Julian, an Armenian of those who left
their country in order to settle in Nicosia or
Famagusta. Being ordained bishop for the
Armenians of Cyprus and confirmed by
pope Pius IV he succeeded in convincing
many Armenians to go back to Church of
Rome.

In 1556 with his master he went to
Rome, but after not so long time they were
back to Nicosia, where Stephen for his
qualities drew the attention of the bishop,
that people called Amatho, but whose name
was Andrew Mocenigo, noble Venetian.
This bishop appointed Stephen General
Vicar, a charge that he already exercised
since 1567, and that continued to exercise
under the new bishop Serafin Fortibraccia,
a Dominican father born in Famagusta but
of Milanese discent. In 1570 he had to go
together with Fr Julian to Rome for
important questions. July 25t of that year
Nicosia was conquered by the Turks and a
little afterwards Famagusta too. Being
impossible to go back to Cyprus, pope Pius
V appointed Fr Julian bishop of Bova
(Calabria) while Stephen entered the

monastery of S. Catherine a Formiello in
Naples. Travelling through Bologna,
Padova and Venise he was very much
engaged in finding money to ransom his
relatives, prisoners of the Turks. From 1577
till 1588 he was in the monastery of St
Jacques in Paris, where he composed
several historical works. According to the
Dominican historian Fontana (Theatrum),
the pope Sixtus V appointed him bishop of
Lemessos in 1588, but it seems that he
couldn’t go there, because that city was
occupied by the Turks. The abbot GHILLINI
says in his Theatrum that he died in 1590,
and Altamura accepts this date, while
Revetta thinks that he died in 1595. It is not
easy to determine the question in a way or
in another.

WORKS

1. Chorografia et breve historia universale
dell'isola di Cipro, principiando al tempo di
Noe, per infine al 1572, Bologna, Alessandro
Benaccio 1573 (in 4°). The author affirms that
he wrote the work in St. Catherine a Formiello
(Naples) and dedicated it to Charles IX king of
France and Henry king of Poland.

2. Raccolta di cinque discorsi intitolati
corone, per comprender in Se cose
appartenenti a gran re et a principi. Nella
prima delle quali si tratta  del-
l'origine del regno di Francia Nella II come un
Ré debbia essere imperatore romano et
distruggere detta setta de’ Maomettani Nella
III della nobilta di Hierusalem, approvata per
molte ragioni. Nella IV dei Re et imperatori del
mondo canonizati per santi. Nella V di una
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cronologia univer-sale ridotta sotto il dominio
dei pianetti. Padova; Lorenzo Pascati 1577 ( in

4°).

3. Histoire generale des royaumes de
Hierusalem, Cypre, Armenie et lieux
circonvoisins contenant lentiere description et
situation d’iceux. De lorigine des Rois. Princes
et grand seigneurs, qui ont commandé , dont
la plupart etoient Francois. De leurs moeurs ,
religion et depertment et generalment de tout
ce qui il y est advenu et passé depuis le deluge
universel jusqu'en U'an 1572. Paris, Guillelme
Cludiere 1579; 2a ediz, Paris, Robert Fouet,
1604 e 16013. Now Master of Theology, the
Author dedicates the work to Carlo di Borbone,
bishop of Reims. It is devided into four
sections: I. Genealogy of kings and princes of
Jerusalem, Cyprus, and Armenia. II. Chronicle
or General history of Cyprus, to the year 1572;
III. Two French reports of Angel Calepio on the
conquest of Nicosia and Famagusta; IV. On his
genealogy.

4. Genealogie de la roiale maison de
Bourbon. Paris , Jean le Clerc 1580.

5. La defense des religieux contre ceux qui
soutiennent que Uhabit religieux este
seulement pour les pauvres, inutiles set
paresseux, et non pour les riches et de noble
maison, Paris Charles Roger 1581.

6. Catalogus virorum illustrium veteris et
novi testamenti, nec non  pontificum
Ecclesiarum Romanae, Constantinopolitanae,
Antiochenae, Alexandrinae, et Hieroso-
lymitanae: item Ecclesiarum Aquilejensis,
Ravennatensis, Mediolanensis, Parisiensis et
aliarum cum causis dissensionis Ecclesiae
Romanae et Orientalis, Paris Guillelme Lenoir
1580, in 8°.

7. Baowikov @uiaktnpiov. Livre par
lequel il est prouve qu'il est necessaire et utile a
UEglise qil y ait des Religieux, et iceux de
divers ordres distinguéz par differens habits et
regles, comme il s’est vu de toute ancienneté,et
que n'est chose nouvelle quitter et abandonner
le monde pour faire voeu dobeissance
pauvreté et chasteté. Paris, Guill. Lenoir 1585,
in 8°pp.288.

8. Les genealogies de soixante et sept tres
nobles et tres illustres maisons de France,
partie de France, partie etrangeres issues de
Morovée, fils de Theodoric II roi d’Austrasie,

Bourgogne etc., avec le blason et declaration
des armoire que chacune maison porte. Paris,
same editor, 1586 e 1587.

9. Les droits, autoritez et prerogratives
que presendent au roiaume de Hierusalem les
princes et seigneurs spirituels et pemporels,
savoir Le Pape, patriarche, empereur, rois de
France, Angleterre, Aragon, Naples, Hongrie,
Cypre etr Armenie , Venise et Genes, les ducs
D’Anjou, Bourbon, Savoie, Lorraine et
Montserrat, le contes de Brienne, Laval, et
autres,l Paris, same editor, 1586, in 4°.

10. Des empereurs et des rois qui ont
ambassé Letat religieux. Paris.

11. L’arbre des rois de France de la race
des Valois, Parigi. The work is dedicated to
Henry III.

12. La comparaison du premier comte
de Boulogne avec Caterine de Medicis, reine de
France, Codice, ms. in 4°, n. 4522. A booklet
of only 36 pages dedicated to the Queen
Catherine.

13. Arbor animae, Parigi, dedicated to the
prince Gui de Lusignan.

14. Arbor machina mundi, Parigi,
dedicated to Gregory XIII.

15. Arbor familiae lusitanae, Parigi, with
the inscription of Ludovicus of Lusignan.

16. Parentele di quast tutti i pincipi della
cristianita con Francesco dei Medici, gran
duca di Firenze , Parigi 1587 in folio.

17. Arbor regum Lusitanorum, ovvero
Compendio dellorigine, re, ecc. del
Portogallo.Published in Paris under the name
of Fr. Giuseppe Teixera, ed. Mertayer, 1582, in

4°.
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FROM BARI
A WARM
GREETING

TO
ALL

= ST NICHOLAS’

FRIENDS

AROUND

THE

WORLD

Capital of the Cyborium of St Nicholas’ Basilica in Bari (about 1105)
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