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The purpose of this work is to present the image of ruins in Greek 
Aestheticism, as it appeared in the last decade of the nineteenth century and 
the first decade of the twentieth century in Greek literature. This research will 
be mainly focused on the works of Nikolaos Episkopopoulos, Constantinos 
Christomanos and Platon Rodokanakis, who are the writers mostly connected 
to the Aestheticism in Greek literature. The image of ruins, literally or 
metaphorically used, has different functions in their works as it either evokes 
the glorious distant past, or it reflects the inner world and the intimate 
thoughts of the main characters. Ruins become the means to experience a 
historical reality, to express melancholy or even emotional and spiritual 
devastation. Moreover, this work presents the interrelation that exists 
between the European Aesthetic Movement in literature and Aestheticism as 
it appeared and evolved in Greece, pinpointing at the same time the 
assimilation of the European characteristics of Aestheticism in Greek 
literature.  
 
 

The purpose of this work is to present the image of ruins in Greek 
Aestheticism, as it appeared during the last decade of the nineteenth century 
and the first decade of the twentieth century in Greek literature. This 
research is mainly focused on the works of Nikolaos Episkopopoulos, 
Constantinos Christomanos and Platon Rodokanakis, who are the writers 
mostly connected with Aestheticism in Greek literature. More precisely, in 
1893 Nikolaos Episkopopoulos with his short story “Ut dièse mineur” 
inaugurates a different style of writing which reveals a close resemblance to 
the Western European Aestheticism and comes in distinct contrast with the 
literary production of his time in Greece. In 1912, Platon Rodokanakis 
publishes “Ο Θρίαμβος” (“The triumph”) that seals the brief appearance of 
Aestheticism in Greece. Greek Aesthetes being vastly educated and wanting   
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to differentiate themselves from their contemporaries that were mostly 
connected to ithographia searched for new ways of expression and they 
consecutively turned their attention to European Aestheticism which first 
appeared in France during the first decades of the nineteenth century and 
then in England. It heralded both a new view of life, that is the idea of 
treating life “in the spirit of art”, and a thorough meditation of art, regarded 
as autonomous and indifferent to the moral or philosophical values that it 
could convey; “art for art’s sake” (Johnson, 1969:1, 16). One of the 
fundamental terms of Aestheticism was Beauty, which enclosed numerous 
connotations. Walter Pater, the most prominent exponent of the aesthetic 
view of life, in the preface of The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry, 
stresses the futility of defining beauty and underlines the importance of 
impressions that a person receives and enjoys from literature and the arts: 

 
Beauty … is relative; and the definition of it becomes unmeaning and useless 
in proportion to its abstractness. To define beauty, not in the most abstract 
but in the most concrete terms possible, to find not its universal formula, but 
the formula which expresses most adequately this or that special 
manifestation of it, is the aim of the true student of aesthetics. (Pater, [1873] 
1980:xix) 

 
This special manifestation, unique in its substance, functions as a fragment 

of the abstract notion of beauty that finds its expression through the 
particular impressions that are caused to the senses by a work of art. For 
Greek Aesthetes, beauty is multi-faceted creating an amalgamation of 
sensuality, morbidity, artificiality and eeriness. This kind of eclectic 
approach, which combines many heterogeneous aspects, transcends the 
established conception of beauty connected to morality. Platon Rodokanakis 
in his autobiographical work Το Φλογισμένο Ράσο (The Cassock in Flames 
1911),1 while expressing his thoughts about art, highlights the connection 
between deceit and beauty: “Deceit is the rule of Art and deceit itself is 
beauty” (Rodokanakis, 1911:79).2 This doctrine is highly connected to Oscar 
Wilde’s artistic views as presented in his extended article “The Decay of 
Lying”:   

                                                           
1 It first appeared in the newspaper Ακρόπολις in 1908 (17/02/1908–24/02/1908). The first edition 

of the book was in 1911.  
2 All the extracts of Greek Aesthetes’ works have been translated into English by the author of 

the paper. 
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The only form of lying that is absolutely beyond reproach is lying for its own 
sake, and the highest development of this is … Lying in Art. Just as those who 
do not love Plato more than Truth cannot pass beyond the threshold of the 
Academe, so those who do not love Beauty more than Truth never know the 
inmost shrine of Art. … The final revelation is that Lying, the telling of 
beautiful untrue things is the proper aim of Art. (Wilde, [1891] 2003:1090–
1092) 
 

Besides Beauty, Aestheticism is highly attached to form, as its main 
exponents show their preference for the ornate and polished/refined writing 
style. Moreover, form is not alienated to matter, as form and matter can act 
upon each other. This unity in the works of art made Walter Pater highlight 
the supremacy of music, in which form and matter are indistinguishable.3 
The importance of form while writing is meticulously described by Edgar 
Allan Poe in “The Philosophy of Composition”, where he presents the stages 
of writing The Raven. He declares his intention to show that the composition 
is based on neither intuition nor accident,4 but it proceeds step by step and 
it gradually comes to its completion following the precision of a 
mathematical problem.5  

                                                           
3 “And all the arts in common aspiring towards the principle of music; music being the typical 

or ideally consummate art, the object of the great Anders-streben of all art, of all that is 
artistic, or partakes of artistic qualities. All art constantly aspires towards the condition of music. 
For while in all other kinds of art it is possible to distinguish the matter from the form, and 
the understanding can always make this diction, yet it is the constant effort of art to 
obliterate it” (Pater, [1873] 1980:105–106). 

4 As Poe stresses the great importance of form, he resembles the French poets of the Parnassian 
School, who sought for control and precision, showing their opposition to the omnipotence 
of emotion as depicted in the Romanticism. For the general characteristics of the French 
Parnassian School and its connection to the Aestheticism see Karl Beckon, 1993: xxiii–xxv.  

5 “Nothing is more clear than that every plot ... must be elaborated to its dénouement before 
anything be attempted with the pen. It is only with the dénouement constantly in view that 
we can give a plot its indispensable air of consequence or causation, by making the 
incidents, and especially the tone at all points, tend to the development of the intention. … 
I select «The Raven» as most generally known. It is my design to render it manifest that no 
one point in its composition is referable either to accident or intuition — that the work 
proceeded step by step, to its completion with the precision and rigid consequence of a 
mathematical problem” (Poe, 1846:163). 
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Poe’s poetic theory had influenced Charles Baudelaire whose work had a 
great impact on Swinburne. In his long essay entitled William Blake: A Critical 
Essay (1868), Swinburne claims that the value of a work of art has no 
connection to instructiveness or morality. Even though art can have moral 
effects, these are probably caused by accident, as the artist’s intention is the 
supremacy of form itself: 

 
Strip the sentiments and re-clothe them in bad verse, what residue will be left 
of the slightest importance of art? Invert them, retaining the manner of form 
(supposing this feasible, which it might be), and art has lost nothing. Save the 
shape, and art will take care of the soul for you. (Swinburne, 1868:87–88) 
 

Although Swinburne’s view is too formalistic, Aesthetes are highly 
attached to form and their works are ratified by the eclectic use of words and 
the preciousness of style. Greek Aesthetes intend to create a work of art, 
where form and matter are highly connected (Arampatzidou, 2012:36), 
recalling Pater’s idea that in actual experience of works of art, form and 
matter cannot be easily divided and that the more difficult to separate them 
the better is the work of art. 

The image of ruins, as presented in the texts of Greek Aesthetes, has 
mainly two different functions6 as it either evokes the glorious distant past 
or it reflects the inner world and the intimate thoughts of the main 
characters. As for the first function, the research is focused on Rodokanakis’ 
autobiographical work The Cassock in Flames (1911), where the writer 
describes his failed attempt to become a priest and the period of time he 
lived in the Theological School of Chalki in the Princes’ Islands in the Sea of   

                                                           
6 Ruins are scarcely connected to the old religion, which has been replaced by Christianity. In 

Rodokanakis’ De Profundis (a compilation of prose poems first published in 1908) the prose 
poem “Ravens” exposes the rivalry between Paganism, which is reflected on the fossilised 
marbles of the Parthenon, and the new religion depicted by the black ravens, which has 
seized upon the old one. The old religion is also related to an ancient temple in 
Rodokanakis’ prose poem “History”, in which a shadow meets the narrator as he walks in 
the ruined temple of Olympian Zeus that was once dedicated, as the narrator underlines, 
to a now forgotten god. Nevertheless, in Rodokanakis’ prose poem “Catacombs”, the 
underground tombs once created to immortalise the memory of the first Christians, are now 
left ramshackle and dilapidated. This is also the case in his prose poem “Seniores”, in which 
a couple living during the period of the Crusades are now lying in a dark, humid crypt and 
the once glorious and omnipotent symbol of Christian cross remains abandoned and 
neglected.  
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Marmara. Before being enclosed in the Theological School, he visits 
Constantinople, where he starts his wandering as this place is highly 
connected to the Eastern Roman Empire and to Byzantine gloriousness. 
While strolling around the city, his thoughts turn back to the time of the 
Byzantine Empire and as he walks down the ancient streets, he hears the 
footsteps of Caesar coming back as a great conqueror after the winning war 
against the Vandals. As the narrator continues to roam about the city, he 
stares at the ancient walls in amazement. The ruined crenellations in the 
existing parapet walls with the broken marble inscriptions and his visit to 
the church of Hagia Sophia, not only kindle his imagination but also make 
him feel disillusioned as the resurgence of the glorious past is impossible:7 

 

I felt that the unsolved Gordian knot tightened my mind while my bloody 
fingers were trying desperately to rescue it from fierce choking ... As I walked 
out the church I let myself be driven by my heart, because my emotion had 
prevailed over my strength. (Rodokanakis, 1911:29–30)8 

In Rodokanakis’ short story “Στιφάρχης” (“Stipharchis”)9 the castle of 
Trikala in Thessaly becomes the means for the narrator to contemplate the 
triumphant distant past and compare it with the humiliating present period, 
which has lost the splendour of its ancestors’ feats and achievements: 

  

                                                           
7 For the gloriousness of the distant past that remains intangible but inert, see Rodokanakis’ 

prose poems “The Lion of Chaeronea” and “Sisyphus” in De Profundis. Both of them portray 
the immortality of the illustrious past that brings disillusionment and disenchantment as 
its resurgence seems infeasible. 

8 When the writer went to the Theological School of Chalki, he also imagined himself being in 
the Great Church, among famous Byzantine Empresses such as Theodora, Zoe and 
Eudokia. In this autobiographical work, the writer describes the ruins of an ancient 
windmill, where he used to spend his free time during the months he stayed in the 
Theological School of Chalki. This ruined and desolated windmill reflects the narrator’s 
inner world before taking his final decision to abandon the clergy and become a writer 
(Rodokanakis, 1911:85). 

9 The word Stipharchis means the person who is the leader of a mass military formation 
(phalanx). It derives from the noun στίφος (a mass body of well deployed army troops) and 
the verb ἄρχω (be the leader, lead or command a group). Rodokanakis’ short story 
“Stipharchis” was first published in a book with other short stories under the title The Scarlet 
Rose in 1912. 
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I have always liked to gaze at the modern cities from the top of a castle, as 
they lie in its feet worshiping in a state of humiliation the lustrous past of the 
stone ramparts. It was this kind of pleasure that I felt, when I first climbed on 
a rampart of the Byzantine castle. (Rodokanakis, 1912b:90) 
 

While being absorbed in thought, the narrator observes two hawks and 
their tone of voice brings to mind the war cry of his ancestors, who went up 
and down fighting in the stone stairs and the fortification of the castle. As 
his mind is saturated with images of the past, he compares himself to the 
hawks, which turn into knights who fight for the rescue of the city in the 
castle. Becoming a knight himself, he annihilates the time as Anna 
Palaiologina, the queen-consort of the Despotate of Epirus wages war 
against him. When this fantasy fades away, he feels as if he submerged into 
a world that does not exist anymore, but the process of emergence provided 
him with the necessary knowledge to conceive the deeper meaning of this 
unique experience:   

 
When this fantasy faded away during sunset, I was left all alone on the 
ramparts, in the ruins and in the grandeur of the memories that were coming 
out like the vapours of the earth near a volcano. (Rodokanakis, 1912b:92) 

 
This experience made him realise his superiority and imbued him with 

the feeling of pleasure to plunder, ravage and devastate. Being influenced 
by Nietzsche’s philosophical views,10 he desires to be one of the strongest 
people in the world, who can desolate cities and exterminate weak people. 

More frequently Greek Aesthetes resort to the image of ruins in order to 
present the main characters’ inner world. More precisely, in 
Episkopopoulos’ short stories the image of ruins is mostly connected to 
oldage, love/lack of love and death.11 In the short story “Οι Θεοί” (“The   

                                                           
10 For the influence of Nietzsche’s philosophy on Greek Aesthetes see Lena Arampatzidou, 

2012:47–51. 
11 Besides the five short stories that have been analysed in this paper, Episkopopoulos uses 

ruins in another two short stories. In “Τα Δάκρυα της Γης” (“The tears of the earth”), the 
image of ruins is connected to the eternity of the human melancholy and in “Ο Νεκρός” 
(“The dead”), ruins reflect the narrator’s loss of happiness and his disillusion as he decides 
to stay alone in life. In the short stories in question, ruins are just used in order to put 
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gods”)12 an elderly man contemplates the ancient ruins of Rome, which 
become not only a symbol of eternity and revival of old civilisations and 
moral values, but also the symbol of the eternal religion, and worship of the 
gods of all periods of time. Although the narrator is against all kind of 
superstitions and human deceit, he finds by chance an old almost ruined 
statuette which he and his wife worshiped as the god of their happiness. 
This shattered statuette due to its secrecy and its provision of purity and 
blissfulness makes the narrator wonder if it is the one and true God, the 
creator of human beings. The ruins of Rome and the almost destroyed 
statuette correspond to the pursuit of pure religion, which is timeless and 
nameless, having as its main goal to render man virtuous.  

In Episkopopoulos’ “Ο Θρήνος του Δειλινού” (“The lamentation of the 
nightfall”),13 ruins are associated with old age, lack of love and loneliness. 
An elderly man hearing the bells of the church recalls all the women he had 
met during his life time. He meticulously describes a woman, who was 
probably a figment of his imagination, as being incorporated into the image 
of the flowering nature. Moreover, her lively figure is formed in the glory of 
the Acropolis, the solemnity of the ancient decapitated columns and the 
grandeur of the monuments.14 The narrator having touched her only once in 
a dream, laments her non-existence, as she becomes a ghost that haunts his 
thoughts. The futility of his life depicted on the ruins that become the relic 
of the elusive image of the intangible woman, forces him to admit that his 
soul has become a cold cemetery where the shadows of the past reign.  

The function of the image of ruins in Episkopopoulos’ short story “Από 
την Αγάπη στο Θάνατο” (“From love to death”),15 seems to be connected   

                                                           
emphasis on the situation described, but their function is not as crucial as the five short 
stories analysed here.  

12 The short story “The Gods” first appeared on 15/02/1902 in the journal Παναθήναια Γ΄ 
(October 1901–March 1902:283–285). In 1953, it was included in Xefloudas ed., 1953:269–
272. It should be highlighted that almost all short stories written by Nikolaos 
Episkopopoulos were gathered in Nikolaos Episkopopoulos, 2002:217–548. 

13 It was first published with the title “Οι Λιτανείες του Λυκόφωτος” (“The litanies of the 
twilight”) in the newspaper Τὸ Ἄστυ on 1/01/1897. In 1899, it was included with the title “Ο 
Θρήνος του Δειλινού” (“Lamentation of the nightfall”) in the book Τα Διηγήματα του 
Δειλινού (The Short Stories of the Nightfall) and in Episkopopoulos, 1992:37–47.   

14 See also Episkopopoulos’ “Songs of songs” where the narrator compares a woman’s grace 
and splendor to the beauty of the Parthenon and the ancient marbles.  

15 It was first published in the journal Το Περιοδικόν μας 2, 21, 1/01/1901:282–284. It was also 
included in Xefloudas ed., 1953:287–290, and in Episkopopoulos, 1989:119–125. 
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to old age, and to the lack of love as it was also presented in “The 
lamentation of the nightfall”. An old man contemplating the Acropolis 
during sunset, describes it as a dead ruin of glory and sadness. Having a 
conversation with a young man, he remembers an inscription on an ancient 
ruined tomb, on which it is engraved that Olivia and Daphnis lived, loved 
and died. The old man finally realises that their life was “the symbol of true 
blessedness”, whereas his life was marked by his long quest of noble ideals, 
which deprived him of the feeling of love and companionship. The ancient 
ruined inscription reveals the deepest meaning of life and brings to the 
surface suppressed desires.  

In Episkopopoulos’ short story “Ο Ήλιος στα Χιόνια” (“The sun in the 
snow”),16 two elderly people that were once in love meet each other in a 
house where solitude and frostiness reign and are aligned to the snow that 
is falling outside. Their long-suppressed feelings come to the surface, until 
the first rays of the sun shine into the house through the window, 
accentuating the woman’s old age. The man focuses his attention on her 
wrinkles and her grey hair. For him, her image can be compared to a ruin as 
she has lost her beauty and liveliness: “In front of that ruin with the hideous 
hair and the innumerable wrinkles, he was thinking about the lost beauty, 
that he could have enjoyed, and a cruel and harsh feeling of hatred grew 
upon him” (Episkopopoulos, 1953:277). His love turns into hatred and he 
finally decides to walk away, leaving her once again alone. In this short 
story, an elderly woman is compared to ruins, something that leads to 
abandonment and depression. 

In Episkopopoulos’ “Βενετία η Τρελή” (“Crazy Venice”),17 ruins are 
linked to youth, love and death. As a young couple during their trip in 
Venice become conscious of the evanescence of human life and emotions, 
they decide to die so as to evade disillusionment and disappointment. The 
city described as a moist tomb imposes its decadent aspect on them and 
foretells their death: 

 
Venice offered the secret kiss of its own death to those creatures that love 
sealed their union. The melancholy that was accumulated during the long 
time of isolation and decadence, the palaces and the temples, the canals and   

                                                           
16 It was first published in the journal Το Περιοδικόν μας 1, 4, 15/04/1900:101–107. It was 

included in Xefloudas ed., 1953:275–280 and in Episkopoulos, 1989:101–112. 
17 It was first published in Εθνικόν Ημερολόγιον Κ. Φ. Σκόκου 1902, vol. 17, Athens: A. 

Konstantinidou, 1902:136–141. 
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the gondolas, which were the relics of a triumphant and defiant life, they had 
an impact on their soul. (Episkopopoulos, 1902a:139) 
 

They decide to die after their secret union in a humid crypt in order to 
immortalise their feelings and to evade an impending emotional void. The 
decadent image of Venice with its temples and edifices creates the morbid 
frame of the imminent death of the young couple. The interrelation that 
exists among youth, ruins, love and death is also apparent in Rodokanakis’ 
short story “Το Βυσσινί Τριαντάφυλλο” (“The scarlet rose”).18 A young 
couple after visiting the Dafni Monastery, heads for the desolated chapel of 
Saint Nikolaos, where their secret union takes place: 

 
They got out of the church and they headed for the derelict chapel of Saint 
Nikolaos. They were buried for some moments in the moist and dark crypt 
with the square deal wainscots that were full of the bones of the dead monks 
and without even realizing it there emerged innumerable secret commands 
as if they were dug out of the bowels of the earth. (Rodokanakis, 1912b:20) 
 

Their death is imminent as they are drowned in the sea, which becomes 
their watery grave. The ruined and desolated chapel becomes the transient 
state/meeting point between love and death and it materialises the 
devastated inner world of the main characters.  

In Christomanos’ Το Βιβλίο της Αυτοκράτειρας Ελισάβετ, Φύλλα 
Ημερολογίου (The Book of Empress Elisabeth, Pages of a Diary), ruins are 
presented as the reflection of the emotional world of Empress Elisabeth. 
During their stay in Corfu, the narrator and Empress Elisabeth visit 
Palaiokastritsa where an old monastery is located. They try to define the 
word Palaiokastritsa, which is also the name of the monastery and they come 
to the conclusion that the name was given due to an old Byzantine castle 
built during the Byzantine Despotate of Epirus. While staring at it, the 
narrator addresses the Empress telling her, that in the past, princesses with   

                                                           
18 The first part of the short story “Το Βυσσινί Τριανράφυλλο” (“The scarlet rose”) (which was 

not included in its final form) first appeared in the newspaper Ακρόπολις (12/02/1909–
14/02/1909). Its final form was published from 15/05/1912 to 31/05/1912 in the journal 
Παναθήναια ΚΔ΄ (April 1912–September 1912:70–74, 103–106), and the first edition of the 
book was in 1912. 
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purple veils and belts woven with pearls sent their sighs and moans of 
despair beyond the Ionian Sea. He implicitly reveals the psychological 
situation of the Empress as her life is sealed with grief and sorrow. Elisabeth 
responds using the words of a writer who saw angels passing through the 
castle flying like birds. She ironically interprets the writer’s opinion about 
the ruined castle, showing at the same time her consent to what the narrator 
had previously supported.  

While going to the old monastery they walk near the sea and the Empress 
notices some rocks in it that look like stone castles full of sorrow and distress, 
having fallen down to get drowned. They finally reach the monastery, which 
was dilapidated as was everything around it. Despite its desolation and 
isolation, it could generate the intense feelings of eternity and omnipresence, 
which were also evoked by the imposing monuments of church architecture, 
making both the narrator’s and Elisabeth’s soul turn back to the distant past.  

In one of their last walks, they visit the Villa of Governor Kapodistrias, 
which was left in complete devastation. The sight of abandonment and 
solitude evoke charming sadness and tacit pleasure depicting the intimate 
thoughts of the two main characters. Elisabeth expresses her contentment 
underlining that she wishes “the whole world would be as enchanting as the 
ruins of that place”, recalling Burne Jones’ painting “Love among the ruins”, 
which “evokes the same emotions, although its musicality is more 
lugubrious” (Christomanos [1908] 1929:214). Both Elisabeth and the narrator 
discover and interpret their innermost thoughts while watching the ruins, 
which also help them materialise the abstract notion of grief and desolation. 

Greek Aesthetes were influenced by the English theoretical essays 
concerning the fundamental elements of Aestheticism, such as the 
supremacy of Beauty, the significance of form and the certainty of the 
immediate experience. The image of ruins as presented in Greek 
Aestheticism is linked to the senses and the emotional experience. More 
precisely, Greek Aesthetes refer to the ruins so as to rake up the splendour 
of their ancestors’ achievements and the glory of the past. Ruins become the 
means to bridge the distance between past and present creating a timeless 
reality not governed by the flow of time. Furthermore, the image of ruins is 
frequently used to reveal intimate thoughts and state of mind, giving shape 
to the obscurity of the human inner world. Although ruin’s appearance in 
the works of Greek Aesthetes is crucial for the story evolution, its use is 
limited. Aesthetes often refer to Antiquity or the Byzantine Empire, but they 
prefer to describe temples, statues or byzantine castles and churches that are   



 

329 

THE IMAGE OF RUINS IN GREEK AESTHETICISM: EVOKING THE DISTANT PAST AND 
REFLECTING THE HUMAN EMOTION 

 
strong, sturdy and undamaged (Beauty as wholeness).19 Moreover, as they 
show their predilection for artificiality, and preciosity, they extensively 
describe fine gems, wealthy clothes and elaborate artefacts. However, they 
usually resort to ruins when they want to intensify the transition between 
love and death or lack of love and loneliness, which also depends on the age, 
as either elderly people, who did not find love, were left alone, or young 
people, who were in love, decided to die in order to immortalise their 
feelings. Even though the image of ruins is not widely used by Greek 
Aesthetes, its fragmented presence can transcend reality and lead to 
multifaceted connotations. 
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