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H.D.’s Helen in Egypt, written between 1952 and 1955 and published posthumously

in 1961, is a major work of a modernist poet at the height of her powers. Yet critical

attention to it has been relatively sparse, most likely due to the puzzling effect

created by the dynamic combination of poetry and prose. Conventional readings

of this poem have either ignored the prose segments altogether or interpreted them

through psychoanalytic, feminist and postmodernist perspectives. But an important

letter H.D. wrote to Norman Holmes Pearson on the 3rd of February, 1955 reveals

that she decided to include the prose segments after she had visited a nearby

recording studio where she had made the spontaneous decision to give brief intro-

ductions to the poems. The letter furthermore indicates that she envisioned her own

translation of Euripides’ Ion to be a model for crafting the prose interludes—and

indeed Euripidean drama and its criticism turns out to offer crucial perspectives for

understanding how they function. This essay seeks, therefore, to problematize con-

ventional readings of this poem and offer new considerations of its hybrid textuality

by situating it within the contexts of Euripidean drama and twentieth century

theories of orality. When read in this light, Helen in Egypt reveals itself to be a

reflection of its compositional process both structurally and at the level of its nar-

rative, thereby constituting a unique example of a reflexive modernist text that fuses

poetry and prose as well as oral and textual consciousness.

I. Introduction

H.D.’s Helen in Egypt, written between 1952 and 1955 and published posthu-

mously in 1961, is the major work of a modernist poet at the height of her powers.

Yet critical attention to this poem has been relatively sparse, most likely due to the

puzzling effect created by H.D.’s dynamic combination of poetry and prose.

Conventional readings of this poem have either ignored the prose segments alto-

gether or interpreted them through psychoanalytic, feminist and post-modernist

perspectives. But an important letter H.D. wrote to Norman Holmes Pearson on

the 3rd of February, 1955 reveals that she decided to include the prose segments

after she had visited a nearby recording studio where she had made the spontan-

eous decision to give brief introductions to the poems. The prose, therefore, is a

phonotext conceived in oral consciousness, and as such it retains special proper-

ties. The letter furthermore indicates that she envisioned her own translation of
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Euripides’ Ion to be a model for crafting the prose interludes—and indeed

Euripidean drama and its criticism turn out to offer crucial perspectives for under-

standing how they function. This essay seeks, therefore, to problematize conven-

tional readings of this poem and offer new considerations of its hybrid textuality by

situating it within the contexts of Euripidean drama and twentieth century theories

of orality. When read in this light, Helen in Egypt reveals itself to be a reflection of

its compositional process both structurally and at the level of its narrative, thereby

constituting a unique example of a reflexive modernist text that fuses poetry and

prose as well as oral and textual consciousness.

The book is divided into three sections, entitled Pallinode, Leuké and Eidolon,

that consist of seven, seven and six books, respectively. These books are each

divided into eight lyric segments, each preceded by a brief, italicized prose section.

Pallinode, Book One, begins with the following prose passage:

We all know the story of Helen of Troy but few of us have followed her to Egypt. How did she get

there? Stesichorus of Sicily in his Pallinode, was the first to tell us. Some centuries later,

Euripides repeats the story. Stesichorus was said to have been struck blind because of his invective

against Helen, but later was restored to sight, when he reinstated her in his Pallinode. Euripides,

notably in The Trojan Women, reviles her, but he also is ‘restored to sight’. The later, little

understood Helen in Egypt, is again a Pallinode, a defence, explanation or apology.

According to the Pallinode, Helen was never in Troy. She had been transposed or translated from

Greece into Egypt. Helen of Troy was a phantom, substituted for the real Helen, by jealous

deities. The Greeks and the Trojans alike fought for an illusion.

The prose is then followed by three lines of blank type space and eight stanzas of

verse, beginning

Do not despair, the hosts

surging beneath the Walls,

(no more than I) are ghosts;1

This alternation of prose then poetry is repeated 160 times throughout the book.

This pattern can seem troubling and disruptive. It is difficult to know how to read

the prose segments: stylistically, they seem to interrupt the flow of the verse; and

on a functional level, they seem to obviate the narrative progression in the lyric

that follows. One is tempted at times to skip the prose altogether.

Initial critical reactions to the text were understandably mixed. Denise

Levertov, in her review of the book, wrote merely that the poetry and prose

sections ‘illuminate and complement’ each other, while Thomas Burnett Swann

found them to be intrusive and even ‘unsatisfactory’.2 Gestures to defend the

inclusion of the captions on theoretical grounds then followed. In the Autumn

1 H.D., Helen in Egypt (New York, 1961), 1:1.

2 D. Levertov, ‘H.D.: An Appreciation’, Poetry (1962), 185; T.B. Swann, The Classical
World of H.D. (Lincoln, 1962), 179.
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1969 issue of Contemporary Literature devoted to H.D., Linda Wagner echoed

Levertov’s praise and added that this was ‘an effective way to avoid ‘‘telling’’ the

story in the poetry itself’.3 In addition, Norman Holmes Pearson, H.D.’s long-time

correspondent and literary executor, wrote that the interwoven passages succeeded

because they provided ‘an example of flux’ rather than merely addressing flux as

their subject.4

Ten years after the H.D. issue of Contemporary Literature, there was a resur-

gence of H.D. scholarship bearing a marked interest in using psychoanalytic,

feminist and post-modernist hermeneutics that observed a complicity of form

and ideology. Critics found that the hybrid textuality of Helen in Egypt exemplified

the woman writer’s struggle to find a narrative modality that facilitated the open

and indeterminate expression of her experience. In 1979, Rachel Blau DuPlessis

argued that while ‘the prose and poetry are simple retellings of the same events, at

other points a degree of difference is emphasized: the event is first present, then

absent or obscured’.5 In 1986, Susan Stanford Friedman argued that the work

‘encoded [H.D.’s] rejection of male epic models and promoted a hybrid form’,

thereby constituting ‘a deconstruction of the binary gender system underlying

poetic genres, norms personified by Homer as the father of the epic and

Sappho as the mother of the lyric’.6 Picking up this thread in 1992, Robert

O’Brien Hokansen argued that the competing forms ‘underscore the fallible arti-

fice involved in imposing literary form on experience’.7 With the exception of a

2003 article by Brian Glaser, which reads the poem in light of the psychological

demands of H.D.’s old age, nearly all recent readings have argued similarly that

the hybrid textuality functions to undermine its own narrative.8

To understand how this reading works, let us look at an example. In analysing

the beginning of Pallinode 1:1 (quoted above), Hokansen argues that the prose

makes ‘self-assured declarations based on authority’ while the verse makes

3 L.W. Wagner, ‘Helen in Egypt: A Culmination’, Contemporary Literature, 10 (1969), 534.

4 L.S. Dembo, ‘Norman Holmes Pearson on H.D.: An Interview’, Contemporary Literature,
10 (1969), 440.

5 R.B. DuPlessis, ‘Romantic Thralldom in H.D.’, Contemporary Literature, 20 (1979), 193.

6 S.S. Friedman, ‘Gender and Genre Anxiety: Elizabeth Barrett Browning and H.D. as
Epic Poets’, Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature, 5/2 (1986), 222.

7 R.O. Hokansen, ‘ ‘‘Is it all a Story?’’: Questioning Revision in H.D.’s Helen in Egypt’,
American Literature, 64/2 (1992), 333.

8 B. Glaser, ‘H.D.’s ‘‘Helen in Egypt’’: Aging and the Unconscious’, Journal of Modern
Literature, 28/4 (2005), 91–109. Glaser argues that the poem is an ‘act of integration’ of the
poet’s fantasy life and real experience, exhibited by shifting tones. While he intuits some of
the dramatic function of the alternation, the focus of his inquiry remains psychological. For
examples of the theoretical reading which view the genres as having opposed implied
ideologies, see G. Hart, ‘ ‘‘A Memory Forgotten’’: The Circle of Memory and Forgetting
in H.D.’s Helen in Egypt’, Sagetrieb, 14/102 (1995), 174; H.V. Emmit, ‘Forgotten
Memories and Unheard Rhythms: H.D.’s Poetics as a Response to Male Modernism’,
Paideuma, 33/2-3 (2004), 144–5; or S. Benstock, Textualizing the Feminine (Norman,
1991), 164. The major H.D. critics to date (Blau DuPlessis, Friedman, Gregory) have
only treated the prose in brief.
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‘negative or passive claims’. After a series of similar observations about subsequent

books within the poem, he surmises:

The prose commentary’s insistence on ‘facts’ and ‘the truth’—in contrast to the ‘intuitive

or emotional knowledge’ of the poetry—represents the ideological stance that devalues

Helen and her experience. This stance can be identified as patriarchal or even phallogo-

centric, and the poem also suggests that narrative itself is implicated in the politics of

meaning.9

The problem with reading Helen in Egypt through narrative or genre theory is

that it reduces the poetry and prose sections to indexical icons of ideological

binaries (male/female; determinate/indeterminate; fact/intuition). Rather than

illuminating either, it focuses on a phantom contention between them. The

ironic result is that H.D.’s poetics—a stunning achievement in which her writing

undoes binaries and reveals inherent circularities and indeterminacies through

shifts in tone and rhythm—are overlooked. The theorist reinforces the ideologies

which H.D. so deftly eschewed, inventing in the interstices what the poet had

already accomplished in the writing. How then are we to read the hybrid textuality

of Helen in Egypt? To answer this question, we must first look at the book’s

compositional history.

II. Epistolary evidence

On the 3rd of February, 1955, H.D. wrote to Pearson,

I did just 21 minutes this time, some of the first section with captions . . . .It is difficult

editing the sections but it has given me the idea of making some captions or short descrip-

tive paragraphs, as introductions to cantos, not to all of them, but from time to time; they

should be printed not as notes at end or beginning, but along with the poem, as I did the

ION notes. This will require a good deal of thought, as I will bring in the mythology,

explain certain references and some of the philosophy. I don’t want to hurry this and it

might make the book too long. But I hope to go over the whole, reading it aloud and

changing a word or phrase from time to time. Look at the Viking Portable Dante, in the

library, and you will see what I mean. I would want the notes in italics, not so many

of course, as in the Laurence Binyon translation, but done creatively. I felt the captions

that I did for the disk selections did help—you will see what I mean, when you run

them off.10

The audio-recording genesis of the compositional shift of Helen in Egypt is para-

mount to understanding the work’s hybrid textuality. Unfortunately, this has been

overlooked by all but a few critics, and in cases where it has been addressed, the

textual references that H.D. makes in this letter—Binyon’s Dante and her Ion—

have not been considered.

9 R.O. Hokansen, ‘Is it All Story?’ 320.

10 H.D., Letter to Norman Holmes Pearson, 3 February 1955, Norman Holmes Pearson
Papers, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library (Yale University).
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To complicate matters, most critics have been operating under the false notion

that the compositional shift was Pearson’s idea.11 These critics cite his interview

with Contemporary Literature in 1969, where he was quoted as saying,

I wanted a recording of H.D.’s voice; she made it for me, although it has never been

published. She chose excerpts of Helen for the recording, and she introduced the excerpts

by a few of these prose passages. I was so struck by the effect that they made that I

suggested to her that she write them as interludes for every song, and she did it. Now

that is simply a further rendition of an idea that was in her own mind, because, of course,

she thought of the prose passage without putting it down, and then wrote her lyric about it.

We have what I could call an organic rendition of the way her mind operated, something

much closer, if you want to call it that, to the creative act.

The archives do show that Pearson encouraged H.D. to incorporate prose cap-

tions—but this was in an airmail to the poet dated the 17th of February, 1955—

some two weeks after she had written informing him of her intention, indicating

that their inclusion was indeed an autonomous aesthetic decision.12 A thorough

consideration of the references made in the letter as well as the impact of the

audio-recording genesis on the book’s compositional shift is therefore overdue.

III. Prose caption precedents

Prose segments have often been included in editions of long poems and seem to

have arisen from a complicated interaction between poet, publisher and intended

reader.13 As the stated model for the visual rhythm and layout of Helen in Egypt,

11 In 1996, Rosanne Wasserman considered the poem in light of H.D.’s decision in the
above letter. However, she did not consider the very important reference to Euripides or
compare the prose segments of the original audio, opting instead to read the structure
through the influence of Pound, Freud, and H.D.’s novel-writing (R. Wasserman,
‘H.D.’s Helen in Egypt: Comment on the Lyric’, Sagetrieb, 15/1–2 (1996), 161–72). In
2002, Adelaide Morris acknowledged the significance of the recording on H.D.’s compos-
itional shift, but focused on the influence of advances in media technology—not on how it
affects our reading of the poem (A. Morris, How to Live, What to Do: H.D.’s Cultural
Poetics (Urbana, Chicago, 2003), 56–88). Louis L. Martz mentions the letter but admits that
he found it while looking for evidence that the captions were not her idea, as he felt they
presented ‘a special problem’ and sought permission to overlook them (L.L. Martz, Many
Gods and Many Voices (Columbia, 1998), 105). Finally, R.B. DuPlessis, S.S. Friedman,
L.M. Friebert, and R.O. Hokansen each mention the audio recording, but they cite the
Pearson interview—indicating that they had been working under the erroneous notion that
the captions were his idea, not hers (L.M. Friebert, ‘From Semblance to Selfhood:
The Evolution of Woman in H.D.’s Neo-Epic Helen in Egypt’, Arizona Quarterly,
36 (1980), 165–75). It is worth noting that H.D.’s letter was not in print until D.K.
Hollenberg’s publication of Between History and Poetry: The Letters of H.D. and Norman
Holmes Pearson in 1997.

12 N.H. Pearson, Airmail to H.D., 17 February 1955, H.D. Papers, Beinecke Rare Book
and Manuscript Library (Yale University).

13 To give just one example, when Milton included prose arguments in Paradise Lost, as
one long text in the 1668 first edition and then redistributed through the books in the 1674
second edition, his publisher Simmons included a note explaining that he had procured the
prose arguments from the author ‘for the satisfaction of the many that desired it’ (B.
Lewalski, The Life of John Milton: A Critical Biography (Oxford, 2003), 456).
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Laurence Binyon’s translation in The Viking Portable Dante is immediately rele-

vant. The captions in this edition share the qualities that Ezra Pound admired in

Binyon’s Dante translation as a whole, that is, they were free of any merely ‘dec-

orative or rhetorical word’.14 Binyon’s captions also pre-emptively quote phrases

from the verse that follows, a tactic that H.D. adopted in Helen in Egypt. In

Pallinode 1:4, for example, the caption ends ‘It is the lost legions that have con-

ditioned their encounter, and ‘‘the sea enchantment in his eyes’’ ’—after which we

meet with the quoted phrase in the verse:

How did we know each other?

was it the sea-enchantment in his eyes

of Thetis, his sea-mother?

In both H.D. and Binyon’s Dante, the prose cites the verse in order to attune the

reader to epithets and other figures of speech that follow, automatizing for the

reader what might otherwise be too richly figurative and alienating a voice.15

The most important intertextual reference mentioned in the letter, however,

was her translation of Ion. It is worth saying a word about H.D.’s engagement with

the plays of Euripides in general. Most critics assume that Helen in Egypt was a

response to Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey.16 But Eileen Gregory, who edited H.D.’s

working notebook for Helen in Egypt, points out that there is

no evidence that H.D. re-read Homer after about 1920. However, H.D.’s knowledge of

Euripides’ plays was comprehensive; her engagement with them throughout her career was

specific and detailed; and from time to time she even read secondary criticism of his work, a

concession she made for few other literary figures except Shakespeare. H.D. in Helen in

Egypt is unconcealed in pointing to an extensive Euripidean intertextuality.17

A recognition of the influence of Euripides on this text rids us of the red herring

that the poem is a rebuttal to the male epic tradition. Helen in Egypt contains

Homeric themes and character names, but otherwise Homer is not a substantial

influence on this work. The plays of Euripides and the secondary criticism of his

work, however, figure in both the structure and the narrative of Helen in Egypt in

significant ways.

14 R. Fitzgerald, ‘Mirroring the Commedia: An Appreciation of Laurence Binyon’s
Version’, in P.S. Hawkins and R. Jacoff (eds), The Poets’ Dante: Twentieth-Century
Responses (New York, 2001), 148.

15 In a translated text, prose captions have the important function of bridging historical and
cultural gaps. H.T. Wharton’s Sappho: A Memoir and Translation (1887), which Diane
Collecott notes was ’a close companion throughout H.D.’s poetic apprenticeship’, included
prose commentaries that historicized the fragments as well as their various translations into
English (D. Collecott, Sapphic Modernism, 1910-1950 (Cambridge, 1999), 13).

16 See, for example, S.S. Friedman, ‘Gender and Genre Anxiety’; R.B. DuPlessis, Writing
Beyond the Ending; S. Benstock, Textualizing the Feminine; or L.M. Friebert, ‘From
Semblance to Selfhood’.

17 E. Gregory, ‘Euripides and H.D.’s Writing Notebook for Helen in Egypt’, Sagetrieb,
14/1 (1995), 83–84. For a full account of classical allusions throughout H.D.’s oeuvre, see E.
Gregory, H.D. and Hellenism (Cambridge 1997), 218.
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IV. Dramatic apparatus in Ion

H.D. began her translation of Ion in 1914, abandoned it under the stress of the

war, then resumed it after her analysis with Freud in 1935. The final text was

published in 1937. In 1954, she re-read her translation and appended an essay

about the dramatic apparatus in the opening scenes. She was, by this time, in the

midst of writing the poems for Helen in Egypt.

The commentary in H.D.’s translation of Ion demonstrates her critical under-

standing of the dramatic devices in Euripides’ plays, including prologues, mes-

sengers and the chorus. H.D.’s letter to Pearson indicates that she envisioned the

captions in Helen in Egypt as ‘short descriptive paragraphs’ that should be printed

‘along with the poem, as I did the ION notes’. In her introductory translator’s note

to Ion, H.D. writes that her 19 ‘explanatory notes’ interspersed throughout are

‘sanctioned by the form of the play’. Each one discusses ‘an entrance, an exit, a

change in inner mood and external grouping of the characters’ (p. 149). When

considered with the structure of Helen in Egypt in mind, these commentaries also

provide invaluable instructions as to how to read the prose captions.

The translator’s note to Ion observes that the first few lines of Hermes’ prologue

are ‘an announcement of a curtain about to rise’ and that ‘the quality and timbre of

his voice are to set the rhythm of the whole performance’. Her commentary guides

us in appreciating how the prologue, a seemingly ancillary passage, ‘outlines the

plots’ and strings us up to ‘a fine pitch of intensity and discrimination from the

first’. Then, H.D. tells us, we will experience the conjuring power of words and

actually see Hermes before us. The seemingly dry, pedantic prologue, therefore,

has a crucial purpose and is indispensable to the play’s aesthetic integrity. She

compares the prologue to ‘a programme’ or ‘an overture’ in which

All the threads of the story are indicated, the plot outlined, the leit-motif sufficiently

stressed. If we are passionate lovers of the drama, we may find this almost the most

fascinating part of the play; on the other hand, many a budding Philhellene has struck a

snag at the start, decided, on hasty perusal, that Greek drama is out of his depth and has let

the whole thing go, after a single dreary attempt to follow the heavy and authoritative

opening.18

The notion of a budding Philhellene striking a snag at the ‘heavy and authoritative

opening’ is reminiscent of Gilbert Murray’s observation that turn-of-the-century

scholars found the Euripidean prologue to ‘spoil the play’ and even conclude that

‘Euripides had no sense of the stage’.19 Like so much of the commentary in Ion,

this passage demonstrates that H.D. had thoroughly absorbed Murray’s 1913

Euripides and His Age.20 In it, as Christopher Stray writes in the Oxford

18 H.D., Hippolytus Temporizes & Ion (New York, 2003), 150.

19 G. Murray, Euripides and His Age (London, 1946), 135.

20 Gregory’s archival research also confirms that H.D. read Murray (‘Euripides’, 85). It is
also interesting that Murray was ‘the most significant telepath of his age’ which certainly
would have made him a kindred spirit to H.D., whose interest in the occult is made explicit
in Notes on Thought and Vision (City Lights, 1982) (N.J. Lowe, ‘Gilbert Murray and
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Dictionary of National Biography entry for Murray, ‘he presented the poet as a

radical and freethinker; the book belonged to a contemporary revaluation of a

dramatist whom the Victorians had regarded as inferior to Aeschylus and, espe-

cially, Sophocles’.21 H.D. begins her translation with an epigram excerpted from

Murray’s chapter ‘Euripides and his Art’, which analyses the Euripidean dramatic

devices that present ‘stumbling blocks’ to modern readers: prologue; set speech;

messenger; deus ex machina; and chorus.22 When considering how the prologue

reveals the play’s secret, Murray writes the following passage, which seems to offer

insight as to how H.D. would justify inclusion of her captions:

Because, we must answer, there is no secret, and the poet does not aim at that sort of

excitement. A certain amount of plot-interest there certainly is: we are never told exactly

what thing will happen but only what sort of thing; or we are told what will happen but not

how it will happen. But the enjoyment which the poet aims at is not the enjoyment

of reading a detective story for the first time; it is that of reading Hamlet or Paradise

Lost for the second or fifth or tenth. When Hippolytus or Oedipus first appears on the

stage you know that he is doomed; that knowledge gives an increased significance to every-

thing that he says or does; you see the shadow of disaster closing in behind him, and

when the catastrophe comes it comes with the greater force because you were watching

for it . . . .Most of the prologues have about them something supernatural; all of them some-

thing mysterious; and all of them are scenes of waiting, not acting—waiting till the

atmosphere can slowly gain its full hold. Regarded from this point of view I think

that every opening scene in Greek tragedy will be seen to have its significance and

its value in the whole scheme of the play. Certainly the prologue generally justifies

itself in the acting.23

The disclosed secret is what allows the ‘catastrophe’ of Euripidean tragedy to

strike us ‘with greater force’. It also enables dramatic irony. In the case of Ion,

we know what Kreousa does not: she is Ion’s biological mother—a fact that will

not be revealed to her until the last scene of the play. The suspense, therefore, is

not in the narrative but in the acting, in the gradual convergence of the audience’s

knowledge with the characters’. Similarly, Helen’s fate in Egypt is suspenseful not

because of its unfolding narrative in the verse, which is pre-iterated in the caption

that precedes it, but because of the evolving consciousness and changing timbres

evident in her lyric voice.

In addition to fostering a second disclosure of the disclosed secret through

skilful acting, the prologue was meant to provide the audience with a bridge

Psychic Research’, in C. Stray (ed.), Gilbert Murray Reassessed (Oxford, 2007), 349).
According to Lowe, Murray amassed over 50 years of experimental data from experiments
which were published in scientific journals. Even through the 1970s, Murray’s body of
research was considered by the scientific community to be the most important and compel-
ling evidence for extra-sensory perception in existence.

21 C. Stray, ‘Murray, (George) Gilbert Aimé (1866-1957)’, Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography (pubd online Jan 2008) <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/35159> ac-
cessed 13 June 2009.

22 Murray, Euripides, 144. 23 Murray, Euripides, 136–7.
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between life and art. In ‘The Opening Scenes of Ion’ (pp. 262–78), the essay she

appended in 1954, H.D. guides readers through a historicized visualization of

Caierophon, an Athenian aristocrat, and several others who have accompanied

him to the theatre.24 After stressing how ‘tedious’ the companions find the pro-

logue, she explains:

The beginning is meant to be ponderous, it is more or less purposely boring. The chief

characters are named; the plot as in a grand-opera programme, briefly outlined.

The Athenian playgoer knew then from the start who would enter, what was about to take

place. He came from his house, his regiment, from civic, social or political duties. ‘Of

nothing, too much.’ The Athenian citizen was not to be jerked suddenly from one world

to another. Life was to merge with art. But it was to merge, to be bridged gradually.

The long prologue was this bridge (p. 250).

The meticulous and didactic beginning is a preparation, a bridge to an encounter

with art—to the good and the beautiful, to kalon. In a similar fashion, the

messenger, who appears at the end or middle-end of the Euripidean drama, also

offers a bridge to another world. H.D. explains that the messenger

picks up threads that have already been woven and re-woven, finds loose ends, unravels

here and there and re-weaves, till there can be no possible loose-stitch, no blur in the

out-line, no rough seam, no hint of clumsy handiwork. Indeed, the Attic drama was

fitly presided over, by that patron alike of all subtle spinners and thinkers, Pallas Athene

(p. 225).

The description of conclusiveness and integrity afforded by the messenger may

sound unappealing to feminist and postmodernist tastes, but this formal unity is a

vital aspect of H.D.’s poetics. Ion shows us that the introduction of a voice in an

inspired or highly agitated state requires the mediation of prose provided by the

prologue and messenger. H.D. writes that the shock of the ‘short lyrical rhapsody,

or threnody, from the chorus, after the smooth narrative of the messenger’ is ‘as if

the poet had, inadvertently, spilled wine-purple through the pure line-ing of his

own verse’ (p. 230). H.D.’s reading invokes Nietzschean dichotomies: Apollonian

neatness (line-ing) provides the necessary formality for displaying the Dionysian

oracularity (wine-purple) in the passages that follow. The two aesthetics—one

exacting, the other ecstatic—derive from expressions of mutually dependent,

oscillating states of being. The more intensified their ostensible disparity

and the more carefully wrought their underlying contiguity, the greater the as-

tonishment we will feel when we encounter the spiritual in the choral voice—

in the Euripidean drama as well as in the lyrics that follow the captions in Helen

in Egypt.

24 H.D. may have taken the name from Plato’s Defence of Socrates, in which Chaerephon
features as a friend of Socrates known for being ’impetuous’ and who on one occasion went
to the Delphic oracle to ask if there was anyone wiser than his friend (Plato, Defence of
Socrates, Euthyphro, Crito., ed. and trans. David Gallop (Oxford, 1997), 31).
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V. The choral ‘I’ and orality

In 1915, not long after the publication of her first poems in Poetry, H.D. began

translating sections of the chorus in Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis. For the rest of

her career, H.D. would continue to exploit the expressive possibilities of the Greek

chorus in her writing.25 The Euripidean chorus was in most cases made up en-

tirely of women and employed a radical shift in pronoun use from ‘we’ to ‘I’.

Eileen Gregory writes that ‘the polyvalence of the choral ‘‘I’’ . . . .is perhaps the

most important lesson H.D. learned from Euripides’. She adds that ‘the speech of

the choral ‘I’ in Greek tragedy presents a paradox: it is at once one and many, a

single identity with a single complex of emotion and thought, and at the same time

a multiple entity, projecting a kind of experience by consensus’.26 The polyvalent

‘I’ of Euripidean drama was a strong contributing factor to the oracular quality in

H.D.’s later poetry. Her attraction to the occult is well documented in her novels

and memoirs, but the oracular voice seems to have been something that grew—not

just out of the Hermetic tradition—but also out of her translation of Euripides.

In her commentary on Ion, H.D. explains that the chorus’s first appearance in

the play is ‘in a sense, a manifestation of [the play’s] inner mood, expression, as it

were, of group-consciousness; subconscious or superconscious comment on the

whole’ (p. 149). Later she remarks that it ‘is an outside voice, punctuating and

stressing moods. It is the play’s collective conscience’ (p. 166). But, she also notes

the paradoxical individuality that is expressed by the collective: ‘They breathe

bitter and fiery words as if to prophesy the unconscious reaction of their queen.

They feel as one, as a proud, deserted woman might feel’ (p. 187). Indeed, the

chorus is a modality she must have imagined throughout her career, for, even in

lyric poems such as ‘Eurydice’, ‘Helen’ and ‘Demeter’, the anger of each woman

suggests a collective incantation rather than a personal confession.27

To understand the nature of the Euripidean chorus it is helpful to look at its

historical context. The expressive potential of the choral ‘I’ in Euripides may have

indeed grown out of a singular moment in ancient Greece: the advent of writing.

The twentieth century oral theorist Eric A. Havelock argued that, as the capability

to store information in script began to spread, a shift in consciousness occurred.

What had been passed down orally and collectively could now be processed and

stored in private and over time. Prior to the fifth century, plays were not written

down but memorized, and the chorus of the Greek drama sang extemporaneous

paeons which can be thought to express the id or unconscious. With the advent of

writing, however, reason or logos could also be expressed. The collective within the

drama, the chorus and the psyche, began to delineate its experience through the

perspective of an individual, speaking subject.

25 See Gregory, Hellenism, 139–147, for a consideration of how this influence evolved over
time.

26 Gregory, Hellenism, 145, 147.

27 See B. Keeling, ‘Modernist Anonymity and H.D.’s ‘‘Pygmalion’’: Whose Story is This?’,
Paideuma, 33/2–3 (2004), 177–202, for a discussion of this ambiguity in H.D.’s lyric voice.
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The figure of Psyche is a crucial leitmotif in H.D.’s poetry. And, as Havelock

points out, our contemporary notion of psyche as the soul belies its significance in

ancient Greek literature. He offers the following insight:

Aside from the reflexive pronouns (my-self, your-self, him-self) the chosen symbol of

selfhood became psyche, often erroneously rendered as ‘the soul.’ The choice betrays an

instinctive fidelity, on the part of those who exploited the word, to the continuing part-

nership between orality and literacy. For here was the symbol of the speechless thoughtless

‘ghost’ of oral epic, able in Greek orality to discourse (and so ‘think’) only after being

revived by the warm blood of temporary human life, but now given a new dimension in the

guise of the ‘ghost in me’ which as it speaks also thinks, and, through the new life of the

intellect, achieves the only complete life of man.28

To the fifth century Greek, psyche symbolized ‘the speechless thoughtless ‘‘ghost’’

of oral epic’. It only became ‘the ghost in me’, or the soul of many in a thinking,

soul-searching individual, when it was wed with logos and oral consciousness

shifted to textual consciousness. It is somewhere between the two that we find

the psyche of Euripidean drama and the paradoxical quality of the choral ‘I’: a

collision of collective consciousness with individual and oral with textual. This

‘I’ embodies the shift itself and its figure is flux. Its speech is the product of being

able to give voice to spontaneous emotions . . . but with a new prospect of being

able to process and transcribe those emotions privately. This is precisely where we

find the Psyche of H.D.’s poetry: a speaking ghost at the brink of understanding

herself as a thinking individual through literacy, decryption and writing.

The very plot of Ion illustrates these themes. The play ends in a reconciliation

between Pallas Athene, the arch-goddess of wisdom, and Apollo, god of poetry and

song. Apollo comes to forgive and understand the former’s rationale for giving a

false prophecy at the beginning of the play. In her appended commentary H.D.

remarks

Let not our hearts break before the beauty of Pallas Athene. No; she makes all things

possible for us. The human mind today pleads for all; nothing is misplaced that in the

end may be illuminated by the inner fire of abstract understanding; hate, love, degradation,

humiliation, all, all may be examined, given due proportion and dismissed finally, in the

light of the mind’s vision (p. 225).

‘The light of the mind’s vision’ is the rational faculty that presides over the lyrical

outpouring of the speaking subject. It is the meditative and private contemplation

associated with Pallas Athene, the writing mind or textual consciousness. It is also

the particular faculty that H.D. came to know under analysis with Freud. She had

gone to Vienna in 1934 to be analysed after suffering a block in creativity. In 1937,

upon reading Ion, Freud wrote to H.D. and praised her for her closing commen-

tary quoted above, which he found to ‘extol the victory of reason over passions’.29

The talking cure had given her the ability to write again. It had also given her a

28 E.A. Havelock, The Muse Learns to Write: Reflections on Orality and Literacy from
Antiquity to the Present (London, 1986), 113.

29 H.D., Tribute to Freud (Manchester, 1985), 194.
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keen interest in the rational mind’s role in articulating and understanding the

passions of the psyche and the ability to recognize the sound of writing in her voice.

VI. In the studio

In February 1955, H.D. went to a nearby recording studio in Zurich to record

selections of Helen in Egypt for Pearson. She had just re-read and emended her

translation of Ion and prose interludes as well as the choral ‘I’ were fresh in her

mind. Before the first segment of verse she read out a brief commentary:

Helen is of course that Helen of Sparta. Helen of Troy. Helena, hated of Greece. In a dream

or drugs she left Troy. She finds herself in Egypt. How? Why? She does not know, until the

image of a lost and ship-wrecked Achilles appears.30

Three seconds of silence followed. Then she read aloud:

few were the words we said,

nor knew each other,

nor asked, are you Spirit?

The introduction is louder, and while hardly matter-of-fact (one detects gravity

and concern throughout), the tone is less breathy, less wavering than in the verse.

The introduction and brief pause are like the Euripidean prologue: they prepare us

for the range and subtlety in the voice that follows. The audio stage is set. We are

attuned to what Helen seeks: an identity or a past that she might salvage from the

apparition of this lover. Thus prepared, we leap with the speaker to a different

emotional state in an imaginary setting. The voice continues:

are you sister? are you brother?

are you alive?

are you dead?

the harpers will sing forever

of how Achilles met Helen

among the shades,

but we were not, we are not shadows;

as we walk, heel and sole

leave our sandal-prints in the sand,

A speaker who asks, ‘are you alive, are you dead?’, a speaker who walks ‘among the

shades’ will reach our sensibilities only if there is a guide mediating the distance

between us and this imaginary realm. It was in the studio, during this extempor-

aneous composition, that H.D. intuited the need for captions and thought to

include them in the final text. A working notebook on file in the H.D. papers at

30 From a recording archived online at the University of Pennsylvania’s PennSound data-
base: <http://www.writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/> accessed 14 Jul 2011. A full tran-
scription of the captions is included in the Appendix A.
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the Beinecke library labelled ‘Captions’ shows that she drafted and revised the

majority of them in October and November of 1955.31 Although these captions were

written several months after she had left the studio (her letters to Pearson in the

autumn of that year address a hiatus in writing), their oral conception still influ-

enced their composition. H.D. had specified in her letter to Pearson on the 3rd of

February that the captions would require ‘a great deal of effort’ and that she would

have to ‘go over the whole, reading it aloud’. And, indeed, on the 24th of December,

after the captions had been finished, she wrote to Pearson that these were ‘the only

poems I ever wrote that I memorized in part, and say over and over’.32

After listening to the recording on PennSound, I transcribed the audio captions

(see Appendix A) so as to compare them with the final ones in the printed text.

The audio captions number 14 in total and correspond to 31 verse segments. They

are, as the reader will see, relatively sparse. Many are only a line or two in length

and, much like the printed captions, offer little in terms of tone or poetic language.

In many cases, the caption simply identifies the speaker and operates as a temporal

bridge to the scene of the lyric. In other cases, the caption provides the listener

with useful mythological matter. In the second audio caption, for example, we

learn that Thetis is the sea-goddess, Achilles’ mother, and also the Greek incar-

nation of Isis—all crucial information for the listener who would understand the

plot. The transcription also reveals that the narrative progress of the verse is

sometimes pre-empted in the caption before it. In the third audio caption preced-

ing Pallinode 1:8, for example, we are told that ‘Helen tries to disguise herself or

hide from Achilles’ but that ‘he recognizes her’. He does not do so until the

seventh stanza in the poem, a dramatic moment in which he catches her wrist

and yells invectives, and so the audio caption divulges what would otherwise be a

surprising moment in the poem’s narrative. Knowing what we do about H.D.’s

appreciation of the dramatic apparatus of the Euripidean drama, however, we can

understand how the captions stage an oral performance of a written text in subtle

and unique ways by making us listen for tonal shifts in the verse.

Oral theorists relate the ‘primary orality’ of literature in ancient Greece to the

advent of sound technology that was coincident with modernism. According to

Havelock, sound technologies of the modern era represented the most profound

collision of oral consciousness and textual consciousness since Greek drama in the

fifth century.33 H.D. was a striking example of a literary figure who was both

well-versed in the primary orality of ancient Greece and also a modernist who

experimented with recording technology. It is not surprising, then, that H.D.

sensed the need for a Euripidean textual apparatus while recording a dramatic

reading of her poems in the studio.

31 H.D., ‘Captions’, H.D. Papers, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library (Yale
University).

32 H.D., Letter to Norman Holmes Pearson, 24 December 1955, Norman Holmes Pearson
Papers, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library (Yale University).

33 Havelock, Muse, 31.
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At the level of the narrative, Helen in Egypt is a quest story. Helen’s emotional

self is in search of an intellectual understanding of her true identity. The speaking

subject ‘I’ (usually Helen, sometimes another character) in the verse is akin to the

choral ‘I’ of the Euripidean drama, which voices spontaneous emotional experience

and impressions. The prose, on the other hand, corresponds more nearly to the

role of the prologue or messenger which—while it does not critique the verse—is

told in the third or sometimes second person and acts as a bridge or ‘scene of

waiting’ to the acting in the verse.

Since they were conceived in oral consciousness, these captions constitute a

phonotext and bear several special features that one would not expect from an

editorial commentary. One is their use of rhetorical questions. While critics have

argued that the prose periodically questions and disrupts the verse in a provocative

or antagonistic manner, it is in fact the case that both the prose and the verse

employ rhetorical questions. Furthermore, as we see in the audio transcript, the

rhetorical questions ‘How? Why?’ were posed from the very first. This is a tech-

nique H.D. ended up employing throughout the printed captions. In the caption

of Pallinode 1:8, for example, H.D. asks ‘who is she?. . . . are they both

ghosts?. . . . is she afraid of losing even her phantom integrity?. . . . We must

blame someone’. She then follows this with similar questions in the verse:

‘what sort of enchantment is this?

what art will you wield with a fagot?

are you Hecate? are you a witch?

a vulture, a hieroglyph,

the sign or the name of a goddess?

what sort of goddess is this?

where are we? who are we?

where is this desolate coast?

who am I? am I a ghost?’

Helen is ‘both phantom and reality’ endeavouring to find her true identity and so

she continually poses questions aloud and to herself. The captions render the pain

of Helen’s amnesia and scapegoating more poignant. We are aware of Helen’s

plight, and so, when we hear her in the act of questioning, it strikes us with

greater force because we knew to listen for it.

Still other phonotextual properties of the captions have been historically mis-

interpreted as meta-textual ones. The first caption of the printed text (quoted

above) begins, ‘We all know the story of Helen of Troy’. Hokansen argues that

the ‘we’ designates an ‘editorial’ voice that imposes critical commentary on written

text.34 The reality, however, is that H.D. began employing this convention while

she was reading aloud in the studio. The use of ‘we’ first occurred in the fifth

audio caption, which precedes Leuké 3:1: ‘This is Paris the Trojan Prince, the

34 R.O. Hokansen, ‘Is it All Story?’, 320.
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legendary enemy of Greece. It was his arrow that had slain Achilles. Now we turn

as it were to the other side of the medal, the other half of the story’. The distinc-

tion is subtle but important. More than a critical imposition on the verse, which

would imply an exegesis after the fact, the use of ‘we’ was conceived during the

recording and signifies the voice of a guide addressing the audience. It assists and

introduces the verse. Like the prologue or the messenger, the audio caption and

the printed one it inspired provides a reflective commentary and background for

the verse—between scenes but always on stage and integrated into the drama.

VII. Helen in Egypt: form and content

Helen in Egypt, like nearly all of H.D.’s works, has many autobiographical reson-

ances and dramatizes the arc of a heroine coming into greater possession and

consciousness of her perceptive powers. The three sections each have a different

setting and constitute different levels of psychic awareness. H.D. sums up the

different stages in a caption toward the end of the book, in Eidolon 4:1:

If the Helen of our first sequence was translated to a transcendental plane, the Amen-temple

in Egypt, and the Helen of our second sequence contacted a guide or guardian, near to her

in time, Theseus, the hero-king and ‘Master of Argo’, our third Helen having realized ‘all

myth, the one reality’, is concerned with the human content of the drama. ‘I am awake, I see

things clearly’.

So, Pallinode is a rite of initiation in a phantom plane, outside of time; Leuké

represents her analysis with Freud, inside of time; and Eidolon, finally, is a sober

awakening in eternal time.35 The three phases, however, also illustrate the intricate

fusing of collective and individual consciousness, of ‘I’ and ‘we’, as well as oral and

textual modes of thinking. The emendations H.D. made to Ion during her writing

of the verse sections, along with her decision in the studio to include captions, had

ramifications beyond the text’s arrangement. A closer examination of examples

within each of the book’s three sections will illustrate how the singular composition

of Helen in Egypt is also expressed reflexively in its content.

VIII. Pallinode

In Pallinode, Helen perceives her dual phantom/mortal condition and learns to

intuit the Amen-script. In this section, more than in the two that follow, we

glimpse Helen’s emotional self. She explores her fraught relations with Achilles

and Paris and begins the task of deciphering a hieroglyph on the wall of the

Amen-temple. The caption of Pallinode 1:7 condenses the major themes of the

first book:

Helen achieves the difficult task of translating a symbol in time, into timeless-time or

hieroglyph or ancient Egyptian time. She knows the script, she says, but we judge that

35 These temporal distinctions are made in Pallinode 1:7, Leuké 7:1 and Eidolon 5:4.
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this is intuitive or emotional knowledge, rather than intellectual. In any case, a nightbird

swooped toward them, in their first encounter on the beach. To Achilles, lately arrived from

Troy and the carnage of battle, this is a ‘carrion creature’, but Helen would banish these

memories. She says she is ‘instructed’, she is enchanted, rather. For from the depth of her

racial inheritance, she invokes (as the perceptive visitor to Egypt must always do) the

symbol or the ‘letter’ that represents or recalls the protective mother-goddess. This is no

death-symbol but a life-symbol, it is Isis or her Greek counterpart, Thetis, the mother of

Achilles.

In the caption’s second line it seems—at first glance—that Helen’s credibility is

being called into question. Here Hokansen argues that the line ‘devalues Helen and

her experience’ by insisting on ‘facts’ and ‘the truth’. He also finds it to be an

‘explicit contradiction’ of the verse that follows.36 ‘There is mystery in this place’,

says Helen,

I am instructed, I know the script,

the shape of this bird is a letter,

they call it the hieroglyph;

strive not, it is dedicate

to the goddess here, she is Isis’;37

But H.D.’s use of ‘judgement’ in the caption is more nearly indicative of an

inclination than an authoritative dismissal of what may be ‘intuitive’ and (there-

fore) ‘feminine’. In fact, H.D. uses ‘judgement’ elsewhere to connote perception.

In analysing Ion’s first speech, H.D. asks, ‘Does Ion envy these young priests this

early-morning, ritualistic libation? We judge so’.38 The rhetorical questions assist

the reading audience in forming an imaginative projection. The questions operate

like antennae, determining the co-ordinates of emotional circumstance and helping

the reader to identify with the protagonist’s situation—which is the ultimate ob-

jective of the Greek tragedian. Furthermore, in Pallinode 2:3, the caption qualifies

its previous ‘judgement’:

We were right. Helen herself denies an actual intellectual knowledge of the temple-symbols. But

she is nearer to them than the instructed scribe; for her, the secret of the stone-writing is repeated

in natural or human symbols. She herself is the writing.

Here we have evidence that the prose caption can affirm the value of intuition and

correct itself in a later caption; it acknowledges its own opinion as both right and

incomplete and does not function merely to correct Helen’s assertions in the lyric.

The captions, like the verse, are a dialogic expression of emotion and intellect.

The above narrative recalls H.D.’s own experience in Corfu, which she referred

to as ‘the writing on the wall’. She envisioned a tripod, an older man, and a

36 R.O. Hokansen, ‘Is it All Story?’, 339–40.

37 The adjective ‘dedicate’ is an antiquated form of ‘dedicated’ which H.D. probably
employed because it forms a slant rhyme with ‘script’ and ‘hieroglyph’. This pronunciation
is evident in the audio recording.

38 H.D., Hippolytus Temporizes & Ion, 158.
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goddess and then asked Freud’s help in deciphering the significance of these

images while under analysis in 1933 and 1934.39 The meaning of the line ‘she

herself is the writing’ is that Helen is a glyph, an untranslatable symbol that exists

outside of rational expression or logos. It is, as the caption tells us, a ‘life-symbol’

that ‘represents the protective mother-goddess’. The mother-goddess appears

elsewhere in H.D.’s opus. In Tribute to the Angels, H.D. depicts her bearing an

ineffable message:

she carries a book but it is not

the tome of the ancient wisdom,

the pages, I imagine, are the blank pages

of the unwritten volume of the new;

all you say, is implicit,

all that and much more;

She also reveals this mother-goddess to be an independent spirit, emerging from

an internal hardship:

but she is not shut up in a cave

like a Sibyl; she is not

imprisoned in leaden bars

in a coloured window;

she is Psyche, the butterfly,

out of the cocoon.40

The symbol Helen sees in the Amen-temple, the sign of the mother-goddess, is

also Psyche, the collective spirit that can be sensed intuitively and that which is

given expression in the speaking individual. In order for this intuition to become

intellectual knowledge, however, in order for Helen to not only project the symbol

but to interpret it, the symbol psyche must be wed with logos.

IX. Leuké

Moving from Pallinode to Leuké, we see Helen go from a ‘transcendental’ realm of

her past loves with Achilles and Paris to the ‘time-in-time’ encounter on the Greek

island Leuké where Theseus, the father-figure, leads her through a series of laby-

rinths that help her to decipher the Amen-script. This section clearly mirrors

H.D.’s analysis with Freud between 1933 and 1934. If Pallinode can be understood

as Helen’s projection of and identification with the symbol, Leuké can be char-

acterized as the process of her understanding it intellectually under Theseus’

guidance.

39 H.D., Tribute to Freud, 3.

40 H.D., Collected Poems 1912-1944, ed. Louis L. Martz (New York, 1983), 570.
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The captions here, as in Pallinode, perform a function that is perforce more

informative than the verse; they distil a summary of the lessons learned in the

verse’s narrative but in a way that supports rather than corrects the verse. Leuké in

many ways exemplifies ‘dream-work’. The very process of using the intellect to

structure and describe projections of the unconscious is here played out in the

symbiotic relationship between caption and verse. The relationship, as in

Pallinode, is akin to the prologue and chorus in a Euripidean drama—only this

time the prologue’s speaker frames the events with psychoanalytic interpretation.

This framing accounts for several distinct features in Leuké, which were not

present in Pallinode.

Much in the way of a Freudian analyst, the captions self-consciously record and

interpret what the verse experiences. The recurrence of the ‘veil-motif’ in the

verse is vigilantly observed by the captions and interpreted as a symbol for ‘dream’

or ‘enchantment’ (2:5, 2:6, 3:4 and 3:8). At other times, the language of the cap-

tions is proscriptive and almost clinical, as in the following passage:

Helen must be reborn, that is, her soul must return wholly to her body. Her emotional

experience has been ‘too great a suspense to endure . . . . The memory of breath-taking

encounters with those half-seen’ must balance and compensate for the too intense primary

experience (5:1).

Helen will ‘return wholly to her body’ when she can learn to navigate the buried

memory of ‘intense primary experience’ with the intellect. Her emotional self must

gradually coalesce with her reasoning self in order to turn ‘breath-taking encoun-

ters’ into a fully embodied psyche, a speaking, reflecting breath of life.

Helen’s memory is retrieved only gradually. Theseus encourages her to ‘re-

member these small reliques, as one searches for ‘‘a pearl, a bead, a comb, a cup, a

bowl . . . after a wreck’’ ’ and to remember back through the mother: ‘return to the

Shell, your mother, Leda, Thetis or Cytherea’. When he sees that Helen has been

traumatized both by the war in Troy and the hieroglyphs in Egypt, he tells her:

there is nothing to fear,

you are neither there nor here,

but wavering

like a Psyche

with half-dried wings (5:2)

The caption understands this Psyche to be a ‘revenant’, returned from the phan-

tom world to a world of real time where, Theseus tells her, she must

disappear into the web,

the shell, re-integrate

nor fear to recall

the shock of the iron-Ram,

the break in the Wall,

the flaming Towers (5:5)
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Helen accepts Theseus’ advice, relaxes her fears and subsequently notices ‘a voice

within’:

do you hear me? do I whisper?

there is a voice within me,

listen—let it speak for me.

She finds initially that the voice is that of ‘Helen of Sparta’ and is troubled by the

memory of the war: ‘do I love War? Is this Helena?’ (5:8). It is the voice of her

maligned self fearing that the epic poets are correct, that she was in fact the cause

of the Trojan War. In the Freudian sense, of course, this fear is also Helen’s

confrontation with the death instinct. In the next poem, a different voice begins

to speak. We are told by the caption:

Again, the ‘voice’ seems to speak for Helen. It is a lyric voice this time, a song rather than a

challenge. It takes us back to Egypt but in a Greek mode.

This ‘Greek mode’ is the chorus of her unconscious. Now she remembers Egypt

and her loves. This is Eros, counterpart to Thanatos. In a rush of frenzied ques-

tions, the choral voice tries to grasp some truth in the memory of the phantom

realm and asks whether Achilles had been real:

was Proteus his father?

could Proteus, king of Egypt,

of many names, of many shapes,

manifest as Achilles?

stop—O voice prompting my strophes,

stop—how could that be? (6:1)

Here Helen feels overwhelmed by the compulsive voice ‘prompting [her] strophes’.

Psyche has spoken, but the song remains indecipherable: we have been told by the

caption that ‘We cannot altogether understand this evocation . . . the rhythms must

speak for themselves’. The breath in life has been embodied, now all that remains

for Helen to do is to learn how to bring it into her command so that she does not

‘flame out, incandescent’ (6:5). Theseus helps her to still time, to stop and start the

voices at will, so that the past may be deciphered:

I would renew the Quest,

I would bind myself with the Girdle,

the circlet, the starry Zone;

as I strove in the precinct,

to decipher the Amen-script,

so I would read here

in my crystal, the Writing,

I would measure the star space (7:6)

In her mind, her ‘crystal’, Helen had found a way not only to welcome the intense

voices but to codify them in a script of her own invention.
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X. Eidolon

In Eidolon, Helen is called back to Egypt. ‘I would renew the Quest’, she told us,

and now she has been prepared to do so by ‘her reconciliation with time, Greek

time (through the council and guidance of Theseus)’ (1:1). What is the quest of

Helen in Egypt? Friedman and Blau DuPlessis have identified it as a ‘quest for

wholeness’, and, more recently, critics have found the quest to be a struggle

against narrative authority, one which is reflexively expressed in the disjunction

of the poetry and prose.41 The writing tells a different story.

Throughout Helen in Egypt, as in the examples I have cited, each caption and

verse segment repeatedly ask questions. Helen is uncertain of her own identity and

traumatized by her past. The questions are tools of theoretical reasoning which she

uses to find epistemic bearings and thereby establish what she can and cannot

know. In Eidolon, Helen is confidently aware of her intuition and her own inner

reality. The questions that she asks, then, are less metaphysical and more directed

at the actual source of her censure. Helen asks forthrightly how and why she has

been blamed for the Trojan War. She asks if her scapegoating and the whole

‘holocaust of the Greeks’(2:4) were merely for art’s sake. The caption tells us

There is no question of Helen’s integrity nor even of the old antagonists, ‘Eros? Eris?’

There is a story, a song ‘the harpers will sing forever.’ It is a play, a drama—‘who set the

scene? who lured the players?’ The players have no choice in the matter of the

already-written drama or script. They are supremely aware of the honour that ‘all song

forever’ has conferred upon them. They would play their parts well (2:5).

The comparison of the narrative to Drama (and not to epic) is clear here. The

characters’ fates are pre-scripted—but to what ends? Apollo, god of poetry and

music, seems to have made a pawn of Helen and a muse of war. The verse goes on

to pose the question

Was Troy lost for a kiss,

or a run of notes on a lyre?

and then to question the logic of living a pre-scripted life:

who set the scene?

who lured the players from home

or imprisoned them in the Walls,

to inspire us with endless,

intricate questioning?

why did they fight at all? (2:5)

41 See Friedman, Psyche Reborn, 269 and DuPlessis, The Career of that Struggle, 110. For
examples of the poetry-prose disjunction, see Hokansen, ‘Is it All Story?’, 332–4; Hart,
‘A Memory Forgotten’, 174; Emmit, ‘Forgotten Memories’, 144–5; and Benstock,
Textualizing the Feminine, 164.
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‘Indeed it was ‘‘Apollo’s snare.’’ None other’ (2:6), the next caption tells us, after

which Helen’s literary and historical identity come back to her:

So Helen remembers her part in the greatest drama of Greece and of all time. She seems

almost to speak by rote, she has grown into her part. But she breaks off, as it were, from the

recorded drama to remind us of the unrecorded . . . her first meeting with Achilles, ‘on the

ledge of a desolate beach’ (2:7).

After remembering the ‘recorded drama’ Helen looks at what is left: only a simple

memory of an encounter that has been ‘unrecorded’ by the great poets. ‘Only a

song now and rhetorical questions that have been already answered’ (2:8), she says.

Helen’s song is the symbolic language she found within, the one she used to

translate and record her memories for herself. She is aware, however, that

self-discovery is forever indefinite. The caption echoes Helen’s earlier comment

in Pallinode 6:1: ‘You may penetrate every shrine, an initiate, and remain unen-

lightened at last’ (4:4).

Indeterminacy and resistance are, as I have argued, present in this text, but

they exist on a level that does not undermine the poem’s integrity. Section by

section, the poem projects the finished unity of an Attic drama. This is

because—contrary to what some theoretical readings have argued—the cap-

tions are not meant to contradict or challenge the verse that follows. Rather,

they are there to assist the reader in perceiving a complicated range of tones

and emotions in the speaker’s voice. The edges of this speaker’s consciousness

are jagged, but the presentation is ‘woven and re-woven’ such that the work

on the whole is a harmonious and polished sequence. The prose captions of

Helen in Egypt—like the prologue and messenger in the Euripidean drama—

prepare us for the dramatization of a strong but troubled voice learning to

find her bearings. The relation between caption and verse, finally, is not a

male/female or fact/intuition dialectic, but rather a continuum of emotional

and intellectual perception, a dialogic expression of psyche and logos that cre-

ates writing.

The indeterminacy in Helen in Egypt is not in how it challenges narrative

authority but in how its narrative challenges authority. We have seen that

Helen has found no answer to explain why she was blamed for the war except

‘Apollo’s snare’—a snare she herself eschewed in order to create her own

rhythms refracted in ‘the crystal, the center, the ice-star . . . . the Absolute of

negation’ (Leuké 7:2). The solace that Helen finds is not a destination of psychic

healing but an intellectual compass, which she can use to navigate her emotional

past and forge her own evolving, imperfect language. The hybrid textuality of

poetry and prose need not be antagonistic in order to introduce indeterminacy

into H.D.’s writing. Indeterminacy in both the poetry and prose of H.D. is a

brute fact.

By this point in the narrative, Helen has learned that life is a series of pauses in

which emotional glimpses of the eternal can be held and deciphered. As Eidolon
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demonstrates, these glimpses and pauses take place within the sober world of

rising suns and turning seasons:

the seasons revolve around

a pause in the infinite rhythm

of the heart and of heaven (6:8)

H.D. had reminded us of that world off-stage in Ion:

All this time our Greek sky has been changing . . . .Greek unity gives us freedom, it expands

and contracts at will, it is time-in-time and time-out-of-time together, it predicts modern

time-estimates. But the sun, at any rate, has been rising (185).

‘Time-in-time and time-out-of-time together’: these are modern time-estimates

(vis-à-vis Bergson’s durée) but in the unchanging reality of the passing years.

H.D.’s extemporizing was both spontaneous oration (time-in-time) and eternal

recording (time-out-of-time). It was out of the moment that H.D. spoke in the

studio, recounting, from what was then an ingrained aesthetic sensibility, a ‘scene

of waiting’ that would make her other, less-embodied reading voice come more to

life. By seeing what has already been summarized unfold, we gain the impression

that we are witnessing a prophecy fulfilled. Recapitulation is, paradoxically, how

this poem dramatizes the spontaneity of song—both in its audio recording and on

paper. Out of one moment, yet reproducible in every other.

Helen in Egypt, like Ion, is a presentation that hinges on dramatic irony. Helen

has been ‘translated’ to Egypt ‘in a dream or drugs’, whereas ‘we all know the story of

Helen of Troy’. The dramatic irony in this case, however, is complicated by the

awareness that our previous knowledge is mostly incorrect. We are told from the

start that ‘According to the Pallinode, Helen was never in Troy’. What we assume we

know about Helen’s fate, therefore, can be at best partially valid because ‘Helen is

both phantom and reality’, she must seek to find her true identity, and we must seek

with her. While we are aware of some of her surrounding history, we—like

Helen—are unable to find definitive answers. Taken on the whole, Helen in

Egypt is a narrative full of unknowns and without resolution. Section by section,

however, we are told exactly what will happen in the caption and then wait to

see how it unfolds. The final composition—with the inclusion of the captions—

illustrates this paradox of quest and irony. ‘The secret is no secret’, writes H.D.

near the poem’s end, after we have been told by the caption, ‘perhaps we do not

understand the significance of the Message’. Here we have a wholly modern realiza-

tion of Murray’s insight that in the great tragedies of Euripides ‘there is no

secret’.42 Acting is more valuable than revelation. Helen in Egypt reveals that

human drama.

Somerville College, University of Oxford

42 Murray, Euripides, 136.
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Appendix A: Transcription of H.D.’s Helen in Egypt Sound

Recording*—Zurich, 1955

Caption 1 (0:00–0:30)

Helen is of course that Helen of Sparta. Helen of Troy. Helena, hated of Greece. In a dream or

drugs she left Troy. She finds herself in Egypt. How? Why? She does not know, until the image of

a lost and ship-wrecked Achilles appears.

Pallinode 1.3, ll. 16–30 (0:33–1:13; p. 6)

Pallinode 1.4 (1:27–2:42; pp. 7–8)

Caption 2 (2:46–3:05)

In the sanctuary of the great Amen-temple, Helen recalls her first meeting with Achilles and her

invocation or prayer to his mother, Thetis, the sea-goddess, a Greek incarnation of the Egyptian

Isis.

Pallinode 1.6 (3:07–4:27; pp. 11–12)

Pallinode 1.7 (4:28–5:45; pp. 13–14)

Caption 3 (5:48–5:59)

Then Helen tries to disguise herself to hide from Achilles, but she does not succeed. He recognizes

her.

Pallinode 1.8 (6:00–7:59; pp. 16–17)

Caption 4 (8:03–8:30)

Helena has spoken of the unreality of war. This phantasmagoria of Troy as she calls it. But

through her contact with Achilles she finds reality. Achilles himself and a host of spirits who

rescue her from him. And in the end reconcile her to him.

Pallinode 3.3 (8:32–9:29; pp. 39–40)

Pallinode 2.4 (9:32–11:15; pp. 24–25)

Caption 5 (11:19–12:23)

This is Paris the Trojan Prince, the legendary enemy of Greece. It was his arrow that had slain

Achilles. Now, we turn as it were to the other side of the medal, the other half of the story. Paris

recalls his own death, his last moments on the Ionian walls. He had been fatally wounded by the

*These sound recordings are distributed by PennSound. � 2006 by the Estate of H.D.
Used by permission of the Estate of H.D and New Directions Publishing Company. All
rights reserved by Estate of H.D. and New Directions. Time codes and page numbers
(which correspond to both the 1961 New Directions and 1985 Carcanet editions of Helen in
Egypt) are given in parentheses.
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poisoned arrow of Philoctetes, but he managed to find his way back to his former home on Mt. Ida

and the nymph Oenone with whom he had lived as a shepherd before he left her for Troy and

Helen. Oenone, the daughter of a river god, has the magic gift of healing, but she refuses to save her

old lover. But in the end the goddess herself manifests to prove his love for her and for Helen. Paris

speaks to Helen:

Leuké 3.1 (12:24–13:39; pp. 132–133)

Leuké 3.2 (13:40–14:33; pp. 134–135)

Caption 6 (14:34–14:54)

So Paris chooses death rather than forgetfulness. He finds himself here on Leuké, the mysterious

white island. L’Isle Blanche of Thetis, or of Aphrodite where lovers meet and are reconciled.

Leuké 3.3 (14:55–15:52; p. 123)

Leuké 2.2 (15:54–17:21; pp. 121–122)

Caption 7 (17:25–17:40)

But even now at Leuké, Paris continues an old argument and questions the power of the mysteries.

And Helen’s love for Achilles.

Leuké 3.6 (17.42–18:35; pp. 141–142)

Leuké 3.7 (18:36–19:45; pp. 143–144)

Leuké 3.8 (19:48–20:46; pp. 145–146)

Caption 8 (20:49–20:56)

There is Achilles before Troy. He recalls Helen upon the walls.

Pallinode 4.1 (20:57–22:06; pp. 49–50)

Pallinode 4.3 (22:07–23:30; pp. 53–54)

Caption 9 (23:34–23:48)

Then we have Paris from Leuké, L’Isle Blanche, a legendary or dream island, where he recalls

Helen within the walls and then speaks with her.

Leuké 2.3 (23:49–24:26; p. 123)

Leuké 2.5 (24:27; pp. 125–126)

Leuké 2.6 (25:24–26:28; pp. 127–128)

Leuké 2.7 (26:29–27:25; pp. 129–130)

Caption 10 (27:27–27:35)

Now Helen herself asks, ‘Was Troy lost?’

Eidolon 2.5, ll. 1–9 (27:36–27:52; p. 230)

Eidolon 2.4 (27:53–28:33; p. 229)

Eidolon 2.6, ll. 1–9 (28:33–28:55; p. 232)
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Caption 11 (28:57–29:02)

Now we have Helen again within the walls.

Eidolon 2.7 (29:03–30:17; pp. 234–235)

Eidolon 2.8 (30:17–31:12; pp. 236–237)

Caption 12 (30:15–31:29)

Achilles’ idol, or Eidolon, is his ship with the figurehead, the Mermaid. The painted mermaid is

symbol of a sea-goddess, his own mother, Thetis.

Eidolon 3.1 (31:30–32:56; pp. 238–240)

Caption 13 (32:58–33:11)

So in the battlefield before Troy, Achilles remembers his first ship. So in the dust of battle, he

remembers his first ship.

Eidolon 3.3 (33:12–34:27; pp. 243–244)

Eidolon 3.4 (34:28–35:26; p. 245)

Caption 14 (35:28–35:35)

Now Achilles remembers a memory forgotten.

Eidolon 3.5 (35:36–36:49; pp. 247–248)

Eidolon 3.7 (36:50–37:42; pp. 251–252)

Eidolon 6.8 Eidolon, ll. 16–18 (37:43–37:52; p. 304)
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