CUSTOMS OF DEATH AND THE PROSE LITERATURE

In this presentation we will concentrate on theerthat death-related customs
play on prose literature. At this point we shoultess that we shall not study this role
with regard to all Greek literature, but we wilhit ourselves in a single piece of
work, the short story: “Young Man’s Death” whicheses to serve as an example
regarding the analysis of our topic.

We should confine ourselves in one and only pietéterary work since we
do not have more pages in order to be able to pwlour study. Maybe this study
will constitute the base of a more profound futoree.

We have chosen Kostis Palamas’ short story becafises folklore context.
Thanks to this short story we will be able to sesvicustoms, actions and symbols,
become obvious in a literary text.

Having realized that the customs are found in thgebof some kind of literary
creation, even an oral one like laments, we havedeoed whether customs have also
played a role on prose.

1. “Young Man’s Death” = synopsis

The short story “Young Man’s Death” was first pudfled in the “Estia”
magazine in 1891. Kostis Palamas, who mainly wipdetry, describes in this text a
young man’s death. This man is Mitros, the son ohéna. He is well-known among
the villagers of the Thalassochori (= village by tkee). Everyone admires him, and
his mother, Dimena, who is a widow, is proud of hi®ne year on Good Friday,
though, when many people go to the church for trees#land the vigil of the Epitaph,
others, mainly young ones, prepare the fireworkstrdd also goes to get the
fireworks that his company had forgotten in a cefhop, he trips, falls and cries
out: «okot®Onka» "“I've killed myself’.

From that moment on begins for Mitros a period afrp patience, hope and
despair which will lead him to death. His mothdre trelatives and his friends will do
everything possible to save Mitros’ leg so thatwi# not be left lame. They call the
doctors, the “charlatans”, who cripple his leg, floetunetellers with their herbs and
charms. However, no one manages to save the legh®oontrary, they aggravate his
condition and Mitros, who had simply fallen and hhis leg, ends up with gangrene
mortifying his whole body.

! Kostis Palamas , “Young Man’s Death”, Athens EdlitiPella, page 12.
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The young man, who didn’t want to be left scarred asho had made a god
his beauty, dies slowly and in pain, still hopiray & whole year. He is hoping that
will be saved and that he will be able to marry $3iai, Sevda’s daughter, who is
fiancée.The fake doctors, the fake surgeons and their pstioave caused disas
and Mitros eventually dies on Good Friday, exaade year after his tragic fall.

2. How customs are presented and what is their role

As we have already mentioned, the contektthis short story is folklore
Mitros’ story takes place in Thallassochori, a age which, as its name suggests
situated by the sea. The nearest town is PatrasrevPalamas lived during +
childhood.

Every short story happens in a place, whithtras case is Thalassochori
rural village where the villagers make their livibg farming or fishing.

Mitros is an only child and fatherless. His mothBimena, is a widow wh
has raised him on her own.

The basic characteristic of Mitros is his braweEveryone in the village sa
so and everyone admits it. He is also engaged girlafrom the nearby village
Melissi, who is called Frossini.

Like all of his friends, Mitros is also a fishermamd he has his own fishi
boat.

This is the background fothe story and these are the main charac
Everything seems peaceful until Good Friday, durthg Holy Week, when Mitrc
falls and hurts his leg.

The detail of Good Friday places the story in thmet period before East
when Jesus Christ’s Passios ¢commemorated. This time context gives the stc
festive and at the same time fatal atmosphere esaicEaster the death of Christ
well as his resurrection are commemorated.

Making use of a single detail concerning the timatext, the story is wtien
in an atmosphere of death in addition to that ofais and customs.

We have seen in our study on customs that the cmmerh vocabulary i
uttered and applied so that the villagers, who thee members of a community, w
be able to face the changéere the change is not death, or at least irb#gEnning i
is not. The change here is the fall and its consaqgas on Mitros and by extension
his family.

The topic then of this story is not the simple deaf a simple person and t
confrontationof this death through the established ritual. Hedéhough the gradu
death is directed, the death consists of a mediomtife writer to show the meani
that a brave young man has in the Greeks’ subconsamnind. The main topic of tl
story is bravery and its relation to death.
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Nevertheless, this topic is presented in a douinhe tcontext: the time conte
of the Holy Week, which evokes a ritual relateddeath (that of Christ), and the tir
context of change and of gradual death which alsikes actions and customs.

In this way we can place the story in the ceremlosi@ale putting it in th
beginning of the ritual. When Mitros falls he huhis right leg and lies in bed as if
were sick. For a whole year he will remain lying ied. Duing this year we wil
follow his psychological and physical reaction aadthe same time the reaction ¢
behaviour of his folks.

The story is then placed in the period before aspeis death and later on
the case of a moribund person.

The first reaction of his folks is to call the doctor of tivdlage althougt
Dimena would prefer to call a woman wé&irown among the villagers to be able
exorcise the evil eye. Through the mother’s prafeeewe see a first characteristic
the villagers, whadon’t trust doctors and whom they only call wherythtknow tha
no one else can do anything. The doctor examinesdrid tells him that he has to
patient and remain still for three months.

Mitros is patient and the months pass by. Howetiee, leg is nb healed bu
gets twisted and as a result Mitros walks with mpi Seeing the results of t
doctor’s advice he decides not to trust doctorsnaone.

All his relatives care for him and support him. Hisends come and visit hi
in the house where he rema withdrawn as if he were mourning. As he rem:
isolated this way, he slowly dies and symbolicdiy mourns for his beauty that t
been crippled and scarred.

Through his window Mitros sees Thalasochori, thensier nature and tt
fishing boats and his wasting away because he cannot enjoy this bed&ugrything
outside is heavenly beautiful. The wild flowersthre plain give off a sweet smell a
the air also brings the scent of the sea. Sincaltwdor of Thalassochori was not a
to cure him, his relatives call for other doctorsanare wellknown in the villages an
are supposed to be able to cure everything. Thesesmpirical doctors, who knc
everything and cure everything, so why not curingrds’ leg too?

Everything has to be done so that Mitros will netlbft crippled and scarred.

Through this story Palamas explains what the idefah brave young me

means to Mitros, to his fellow-villagers and to tGeeek people in general.
A truly fearless young man, like Mitros himself, aHd have the xoyw, v opurj, to
OWOTILO, TNV opoplo, TNV OHOPLE, KAl TNV TEPLOAVELD, TNV oyann ™ NG Kak Tnv
Katagpovia tov Bavatov» "words, the urge, the dignity, the beauty and thielg, the love
for life and the contempt for deatf”
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Mitros has all these characteristics. He is afragither of danger nor of dea
He used to enjoy every moment of his life. Mitrosrghips beauty, manliness &
health as his gods. And these gods have the humdy &s their temple.

Mitros is presented as an ancient hero who sets beauty, messli an
fearlessness as his ideals. Beauty, however, canootpromise with a spot. ¢
Mitros, who has hurt his leg, is marked. He remaimside the house like mourne
do, and who are also marked by wearing black ckathe

Up to this point in the story the customs do nofyplan active role
Nevertheless, the context and Mitros’ behaviour esdvthe general ceremon
vocabulary.

The first empirical doctor comes then; he gives taothree potions, tak:
money from Dimena and disappears. Mitros’ condition the other hand, despite
the medicines and attention, deteriorates instefainproving. The months pass
and it is winter again. Another empirical doctomoes but Mitros will not rise fror
bed.The renowned empirical surgeons operate on hisahleyinfect it and as a res
the leg is mortified. The doctor of Thalassochoniho had examined him firs
examines him again after the charlatans and asoerthe fact that Mitros suffe
from gangree. He warns his relatives that the leg’s amputai® the only way fo
Mitros to be saved.

However, Mitros - as it has already been mentionésl a courageous youl
man who used to run, dance and fight. Without a Hegwould be left crippled ar
would be unable to enjoy living his life accorditmhis ideals.

Since humans have not been able to cure him, histives assume th
somebody has cursed him.

A search begins then in order to find answers testions such as who and w
could have done it ahalso how can the relatives mediate in order teesilitros
from the curse and spells. Dimena along with othemen suspects a girl who wan
to marry Mitros and got jealous when she heard kiatos got engaged to Frossini.

The fall and injury of Mitbs are interpreted as a message of death caus
somebody'’s spells. Facing this message of dedth,Wie have already seen, people
not remain inactive but they react to it. Becauseytdon't know how to deal with tt
spells the relatives ask for eaqts’ help, that is people who possess magical ps
and can mediate so that a solution can be found.

¢ Kostis Palamas , “Young Man’s Death”, Athens EditiBella, page 1

218

Mitros believes in charms because he finds themutied and he loves beauty.
Dimena goes then to Patras in order to find a foetteller, who tells her that there
no chance for Mitros to be cured because an Arnremiaman has cast a spell o’
him. In this story Armenian women possess veryrggrmagical powers which no o
can defeat. Since they do not seem to be coming torasult, the relatives find
second fortuneeller, who agrees with the first one. She alsossthat Mitros ha
been bewitched by fairies. The third seer, who pead cryptic talk and exorcise t
demas, confirms the relatives and villagers’ suspia@bout the jealous girl, Morf
and her mother, who have put a spell on Mitros.sThpell cannot be broken
anyone.

A year has passed and the Holly week comes alotiy spiring and hope.

At this point the ceremonial vocabulary reachesealpwith Mitros’ death-
rattle. For a whole year his relatives have trieduhderstand why such a lad sho
be tormented, who could have wanted to harm himc&ithe fall has been interpre
as a message of deathnsdy Morfo who had cast a spell over Mitros, tledatives
have tried to mediate without any success. The hopba complete recovery h
evaporated and the ceremonial vocabulary functemshat everything can be put
order.

For a whole year customgepresented through several actions such a
message of death, Dimena’s and Mitros’ vigils hapifor something to happe
symbolic actions, practical medicines, Morfo’'s merab services held in order
bewitch Mitros and include him among the deat dinally through the symbol
mourning. All the main characters in the story dd remain idle, they act, nurse ¢
try to understand.

«O Mntpoc devéyst mtopd » “There is no way to save Mitros anymoteThe
gangrene has affected his whole body and he islgldying.

On Good Thursday they send for the priest who aéminister communion i
him, forgive his sins and give him his blessing.

Mitros’ last day is Good Friday, the day of the iVigf the Epitaph. While o
this day Christ's Passn is commemorated in church, in Dimena’s housetlaar
epitaph is being prepared. Mitros is at his lagtpgeHe is facing death and is read)
give up everything that connected him with this ldofor the sake of his ideal. t
shows great love to the @ets he knows and this helps him to pass to the werld.
One of these objects is the mirror which used fitect his ideal, beauty, and whi
will now help him take care of himself for the latéine before death comes. At t
same time the sun shinésrough the open window over the path that his seulo
follow.

' Kostis Palamas , “Young Man's Death”, Athens Hafit Pella, page 38.
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Mitros also asks his mother to lament and sing eSrfpr him. We have seen
our study ofcustoms that lament and dirges begin after a pehsendied and rare
before that. The dirge seldom begins before dying im these exceptional cases i
the dying person that laments himself. One of Mitnphrases could be considerec
self-lamentation: “Ah! Beautiful youth that will gihe way of all flesh!®. The hous
turns into a church and all the fellowHlagers listening to the lament come to of
their condolences thinking that Mitros has died.wdwer, Mitros is dying and t
wants dirgego be sung for him. His mother laments along whk test of the wome
who support her.

The first preparations begin. Clothes and a shrata brought for the dea
while other women bring flowers and a wreath forttds who is at the death’s dc
and who, when breathing his last, uttexblapadofnka » “I have surrendered”.

The customs we have encountered throughout they,stikee Dimena’s vigil
and Morfo’s memorial services for Mitros reach akeat the end when Mitros di¢
The customs are used Pyalamas as a context in order to present the defadhyounc
man who chooses to remain brave till his death.tfermore, the beliefs and t
rituals of the village community are presented,imgvthis community a mythici
value. The directive role the stoms play makes possible the narration ¢
paradigmatic and fearless life that ends in dedthrough this narration Palam
presents the human fears and the ancient valutdsedbreek society.

The customs related to death and further than tthetGre& rural community
serve as a source of inspiration for the autheptésentation of a belief.

Epilogue

This study has presented dea#tated customs and their role in pri
literature. The ceremonial vocabulary has presemtedth as a break, aspassing
from this world to another unknown one. Death tevates life and human activit
Through death the human being has to leave a wanld a society so to entel
second intermediate world, that of the grave, aftéravards a third and final one, the
Next World.

The experience of death becomes the focal pointaofintermediatione
expression. Through the rituals and the symbold tumstitute this expression t
survivors face death. Ritual is a kind of internsdin having as its target t
effacenent of contradiction between life and death. TWiy the survivors confirr
that death is just a step in life. Life and dealitadn a meaning

4 Kostis Palamas , “Young Man’s Death”, Athens EditiBella, page 4
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through rituals. Catharsis, vigil, feral, memorial services and mourning signal
ritual of death and underline the continuation ié¢ lof the community as well as
the dead person, who lives in a different way idifferent world.

All rituals are linked to separation, departuchange and embodiment in
final and irreversible situation.

Customs of death that are rooted in ancient Gresmainue their cours
through time and are preserved to the current dgeeally in Greek areas where |
traditions are followed; that is, in the provincasd villages.

The main keystones and symbolisms of ceremoniabbotary which translat
the Greek beliefs regarding death remain intactneivebig cities. Of course, son
formulations are altered, but customs stay the samé defy deathCeremonia
vocabulary stresses the community’s longing fompemence against time.

We find the same characteristics and the same ihgnigi lamentation, which i
the crossroad of ceremonial and literary vocabulkamg which translates the prot:
againstdeath. Death and customs related to it bring ateoubral kind of literatur
(lamentation) and become the source of inspirafi@nprose literature. These tv
literary creations present a community and thetiete in it and underline a people
unshakeable values and beliefs.
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