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Helios and Athene -+ H.D.

Athens, 1920

The serpent does not crouch at Athene’s feet.
The serpent lifts a proud head under the shelter of
her shield.

The serpent is marked with pattern as exquisite
as the grain of the field-lily petal. He is hatched
from an egg like the swan.

The baby Ion, son of Helios, was deserted by his
mother. She laid him among violets. Athene, the
goddess, sent serpents to protect him. These serpents

fed the child with honey.

When Helios the god slays the serpent, he slays in
reality not so much the serpent, as fear of the serpent.
The god learns from the serpent. Be ye wise as serpents.

The serpent lifts a proud head beneath the massive
shield-rim of Athene, guardian of children, patron of the
city.

On one of the remote altars‘ of Demeter at Eleusis,
is a serpent carved beautifully in high bas-relief.

The Eleusinian candidate, it is thought, at one
stage of initiation, walked through a black cave,
the retreat of snakes.

The mind may learn, though the body cringes back.
Consider the birds. Be wise as serpents.

In Athene’s hands is a winged creature, a Nike,
her own soul.

Consider the birds. Consider your own soul.
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The naked Greek, the youth in athletic contest,
has set, accurately prescribed movement and posture.
This convention made of him a medium or link between
men in ordinary life and images of Pentallic frieze or
temple front. We gaze upon this living naked embodiment
of grace and decorum. We are enflamed by its beauty.
We love it.

When we have exhausted the experiences of personal
emotion, we gain from the statue the same glow of physical
warmth and power.

The statue of Helios on the Olympic frieze, as the
beautiful personality that once charmed us, acts as a
go-between.

The youth is a link between men (let us say) and
statues.

The statue is a link between the beauty of our human
lovers and the gods.

The statue enflames us. Its beauty is a charm or
definite talisman.

Our minds can go no further. The human imagination
is capable of no further expression of beauty than the
carved owl of Athene, the archaic, marble serpent, the
arrogant selfish head of the Acropolis Apollo.

No individual has created beauty like this. No
country or individual ever will.

But the Hellene did not throw down his chisel and
rest in self-complacent admiration.

His work began when his work was finished.
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The priest at Delphi, the initiate, even the more
advanced worshipper, began his work where the artist
ceased his labour.

The statue was like a ledge of rock, from which a
great bird steps as he spreads his wings.

The mind, the intellect, like the bird rests for a
moment, in the contemplation or worship of that Beauty.

The mind grips the statue as the bird grips the
rock-ledge. It would convince itself that this is
its final resting place.

The mind, in its effort to disregard the truth,
has built up through the centuries, a mass of polyglot
literature explanatory of Grecian myth and culture.

But the time has come for men and women of
intelligence to build up a new standard, a new
approach to Hellenic literature and art.

Let daemons possess us! Let us terrify like
Erinyes, the whole tribe of academic Grecians!

Because (I state it inspired and calm and
daemoniacal) they know nothing!
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It was in Helios’ heart to break, in Athene’s
not to be broken.

So Delphi and Athens stood, existent, gaining power,
gaining strength, through inter-dependence of hatred.

But this hatred was clear, defined, removed from
any hint of personal intrusion, intellectual, abstract.

If Athene’s citadel broke, Helios’ temple crumbled.
If Helios yielded to her, Athene herself was undone.

Delphi and Athens were thus allied forever.

Delphi, the serpent, the destructive heat, Delphi
the devastatingly subtle seat of oracles, Delphi whose
centre of religion was a centre of political intrigue,
Delphi the lie, the inspiration, the music, found in
Hellas, in the world, one equal: Athene.

Athene with silver line between eye-brow and ridge of
helmet could look with all the concentrated power of her

eyes and leave unscathed no God in the world but one:
Phoebus of Delphi.

The olive, turned from sombre gray to trembling silver
by the wind, sweeping from the snows of Pentellicus, the
imperishable silver of her helmet, the serpent whose belly
shone silver as she lured him by her daemoniac power to
lift his head from the black grass; the white silver of
the olive leaf, the white belly of the serpent were as
her guarded eyes.

To Helios alone could she open wide their splendour.

He hated her because she stood unconquerable: he loved
her as an equal.
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We cannot approach her direct, so abstract, so cold,
so beautiful.

We approach her, if at all, through the medium of the
Mysteries and through the intercession of other Gods.

At the foot of the Acropolis, as a lover, waiting at
the feet of his Beloved, is the theatre of Dionysius.

The Greek Drama, the outgrowth of the worship of
Dionysius, is a means of approach to Athene.

The greatest Athenians of the greatest period were
initiates of the Eleusinian mysteries. Those great
mysteries were protected by the Love of Athene.

The Love of Athene is symbolized by the arch of
wings, for Demeter by the cavern or grot in the earth,
and for Phoebus by the very essential male power.

Love for Athene is the surrender to neither, the
merging and welding of both, the conquering in herself
of each element, so that the two merge in the softness
and tenderness of the mother and the creative power and
passion of the male. In her hand is the symbol of this
double conquest and double power, the winged Nike.

The winged Nike, the white sea-gull, the imperturbable
soft Owl, the owl, whose great eyes search the night, the
mind, the dark places of ignorance.

Athene, the maiden, Parthanos, is doubly passionate.



	Article Contents
	p. 150
	p. 151
	p. 152
	p. 153
	p. 154

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Iowa Review, Vol. 12, No. 2/3, Extended Outlooks: The Iowa Review Collection of Contemporary Writing by Women (Spring - Summer, 1981), pp. 1-382
	Front Matter
	There and Here [pp. 1-2]
	From "Book of My Hunger, Book of the Earth" [pp. 3-6]
	Bread [pp. 7-8]
	Letters from Three Women [pp. 9-10]
	The Lives We Invite to Flower among Us Flower beyond Us [pp. 11-12]
	The Woman in Buffalo Is Given to Waiting [pp. 13-14]
	Johnnieruth [pp. 15-20]
	Family Script [pp. 21-24]
	Falling South [pp. 25-26]
	Mornings Remembering Last Nights [pp. 27-28]
	Epithalamion [pp. 29-30]
	Two, Remembered [p. 31-31]
	Travel Notes [pp. 32-35]
	The Children's Ward [pp. 36-47]
	Hanging the Pictures [p. 48-48]
	Extended Outlook [p. 49-49]
	Agave Americana [pp. 50-61]
	Madeleine's Dreads [p. 62-62]
	From "Natural Birth" [pp. 63-68]
	Formal Garden Series [pp. 69-75]
	The Sleeping [p. 76-76]
	Silence. She Is Six Years Old [p. 77-77]
	In My Father's Cabin [pp. 78-79]
	Letter to Sandra McPherson [p. 80-80]
	Poem for Maya [p. 81-81]
	Expatriate [p. 82-82]
	Endurance [pp. 83-84]
	Because One Is Always Forgotten [p. 85-85]
	Message [p. 86-86]
	Selective Service [p. 87-87]
	Energy Unavailable for Useful Work in a System Undergoing Change [pp. 88-96]
	Each Bird Walking [pp. 97-98]
	Internal Geography: Part One [pp. 99-100]
	The Love Sequence [pp. 101-108]
	Summer, an Elegy [pp. 109-122]
	Clanking to Byzantium [pp. 123-124]
	To a Friend Going Blind [pp. 125-126]
	I, Boudica [pp. 127-131]
	Well Enough Alone [p. 132-132]
	The Shallows [p. 133-133]
	De Arte Honeste Amandi [pp. 134-136]
	Places [pp. 137-149]
	Helios and Athene [pp. 150-154]
	Reading H.D.'s "Helios and Athene" [pp. 155-163]
	Queen Charming [pp. 164-166]
	The Gaudenzia [pp. 167-186]
	Indulgence and Accidents [pp. 187-188]
	Getting to Know, or Stepping out in an Entirely Different Way [p. 189-189]
	Gowanus Canal (Because You Said Look Again) [p. 190-190]
	Mouse [p. 191-191]
	Whale [pp. 192-193]
	Problems of Translation: Problems of Language [pp. 194-197]
	Abishag [pp. 198-199]
	From "Claims" [pp. 200-202]
	Philosophy in Warm Weather [p. 203-203]
	Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks [p. 204-204]
	The Pond at Dusk [p. 205-205]
	Restaurant [p. 206-206]
	Absorption of Rock [pp. 207-208]
	Eager Street [pp. 209-210]
	Leaving My Daughter's House [pp. 211-212]
	Upstairs [pp. 213-214]
	A Sequence for My Mother [pp. 215-219]
	A Poem for Women in Rage [pp. 220-222]
	Abortion [pp. 223-231]
	The River Honey Queen Bess [pp. 232-233]
	My Familiar Lover [pp. 234-235]
	On Faith [p. 236-236]
	Asthma [p. 237-237]
	Utanikki, August 1978 [pp. 238-239]
	Afternoon Walk [p. 240-240]
	Doing Time [pp. 241-242]
	First Intimation [p. 243-243]
	Meditation on Friendship: Getting Lost in the Woods with Deena-Jamesville, NY [pp. 244-245]
	Key West (Triple Ballade with Enjambed Refrain, Plus Envoy) [pp. 246-249]
	In Mrs. N's Palace [pp. 250-251]
	Stone Soup [p. 252-252]
	Fracture [p. 253-253]
	Fairy Tale [p. 254-254]
	Even before the Mirror Myra [p. 255-255]
	Hand Fantasy [p. 256-256]
	Final Anatomy [p. 257-257]
	Pilot Captured by the Japanese, 1942 [p. 258-258]
	History: 13 [p. 259-259]
	The Takers [p. 260-260]
	The Meal [p. 261-261]
	The House of Fecundity [pp. 262-263]
	Sex without Love [p. 264-264]
	The Birthmark [p. 265-265]
	At That Time, or the History of a Joke [pp. 266-267]
	One Blue Flag [p. 268-268]
	In the Middle of a Life [pp. 269-270]
	Spaces of Work [pp. 271-277]
	Homage to Lucille, Dr. Lord-Heinstein [pp. 278-279]
	Laocoön Is the Name of the Figure [p. 280-280]
	Self-Criticism [p. 281-281]
	The Thread [pp. 282-285]
	For Ethel Rosenberg [pp. 286-290]
	Mother-in-Law [pp. 291-292]
	Integrity [pp. 293-294]
	Laura Riding Roughshod [pp. 295-299]
	The Short Order Cook in the Mountains [pp. 300-301]
	Basic Training [p. 302-302]
	High Holy Days [pp. 303-305]
	Doors Opening Here, and There [pp. 306-308]
	Fishes at Saint-Jean: Chagall, 1949 [pp. 309-313]
	Days [pp. 314-315]
	Ordinary Lives [p. 316-316]
	Postcard [p. 317-317]
	What Can You Do? [pp. 318-319]
	When the Furnace Goes on in a California Tract House [p. 320-320]
	Secondhand Coat [p. 321-321]
	Poetry [p. 322-322]
	On Ruth Stone [pp. 323-330]
	How We Love Now [pp. 331-332]
	Love That Gives Us Ourselves [p. 333-333]
	For My Aunt Florence Who When Praying Gives God Not Only Her Friends' Names but Also Their Addresses [pp. 334-335]
	Pears [pp. 336-337]
	My Grandmother's Hair [p. 338-338]
	Father [p. 339-339]
	Pneumonia [p. 340-340]
	1933 [p. 341-341]
	Breaking a Voodoo [p. 342-342]
	Eve Triem: A Retrospective [pp. 343-347]
	From "A Dictionary of Common Terms": Arch; Bliss; Die [pp. 348-349]
	Franz, the World Is Abstract [pp. 350-351]
	Starkweather House [pp. 352-353]
	Running [pp. 354-357]
	Physics [pp. 358-359]
	Making the Painting [pp. 360-361]
	The Last Migration: Amherst, Mass., Winter, 1981 [pp. 362-363]
	Northern Liberties [p. 364-364]
	Necessity [p. 365-365]
	For My Daughter's Twenty-First Birthday [p. 366-366]
	Alice James [pp. 367-368]
	A Woman at the Window [pp. 369-370]
	Toward a 44th Birthday [p. 371-371]
	Your Story [p. 372-372]
	Review: Review of "Leaf's Boundary" by Sheila Zamora [pp. 373-374]
	Back Matter



