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71 am thinking particularly of Seferis here. Despite his political differ-
ences with Theodorakis, Elytis recognized the quality of his music and
became an enthusiastic admirer of the settings of Axion Esti. However
even Ritsos was at first wary of the neo-rebetic settings of his Epitafios
poems.

8 The title of his 1972 book (Athens, Olkos) in which he laid down his
Marxist philosophy of music and provided the interested listener with
some useful information about his method of composing.

9 Canto General has been performed before large audiences outside
Greece (Cuba, Stockholm, Germany) and inside Greece, but it has never
enjoyed the same broad popularity amongst Greeks as Axion Esti.

10 Interview with the author (Meiningen, May 1995).

' Theodorakis also later categorized his Kostas Karyotakis (The Meta-
morphoses of Dionysus), first prsented at the Lyriki Skini, as an opera.

2«Na v Avriydrn.” Bpaydri,4.15.1999. (published as program
notes to Antigone, October, 1999).
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The Creative Boldness of Mikis
Theodorakis
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Creative expression is, above all, an act of freedom.

I create means I am free-I become free.

The message of art is the message of freedom.
Mikis Theodorakis, 1972

Mikis Theodorakis is the most important Greek composer of
the twentieth century. His continued creative output might make
him the most important Greek composer of the twenty-first cen-
tury. The sheer number of haunting melodies he has composed and
the diversity of the musical forms within which he creates is breath-
taking. His appeal cuts across aesthetics, class, politics and na-
tionality.

His compositions have been recorded and performed countless
of times and in almost all the continents of the world. At age 75,
Theodorakis enjoys acclaim both for his notable contributions to
the domain of music and for his peace efforts on behalf of human-
ity. In the year 2000, the government of Greece officially nomi-
nated Mikis Theodorakis for the Nobel Peace Prize. In short, he is
a creator of great eminence and he has played a significant role in
Greek and global relations.

The genius of Theodorakis is steeped in a creative boldness that
marks his music and his politics. He is a man that takes risks. The
ideas expressed in this essay are an attempt to further the under-
standing of the man and his work. There are three sections to this
paper. First, I begin with a personal view on what makes
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Theodorakis’ music so appealing to Greeks. Then I will use per-
spectives informed by the human sciences; specifically the psy-
chology of creativity and psychoanalysis. In the human sciences a
useful distinction has been drawn between nomothetic and idio-
graphic research. In nomothetic work the focus falls on the search
for general laws, on patterns of creativity. Nomothetic research
tends to be viewed as scientific. Its very nature overlooks indi-
vidual idiosyncrasy. In idiographic work the focus falls sharply on
the individual case study, on the biographical approach. Interpre-
tive disciplines such as psychoanalysis are considered idiographic
research. This paper relies on both approaches to inform the inves-
tigation into the creativity of Mikis Theodorakis.

Theodorakis’ Musical Genius

The melodic originality and sheer quantity of Theodorakis’
musical creations rival any of the great songwriters and concert
composers in the history of music. Whether writing a simple song
or a multiple-movement composition, it is his melodies that in-
toxicate and inspire. The popularity of his melodies is no doubt
due to their aesthetic significance and to listener accessibility.
Theodorakis’ goal of “art for the masses” always required an ex-
quisite creative balance. That is, the more unpredictable and com-
plex the melodic structure of the themes comprising a work, the
less likely they were to be listened to. In the early 1960s, he solved
this problem by using Greek popular dance rhythms like the
hassapico and the zeimbekiko with their familiar musical proper-
ties. He then applied his inspired melodies to such rhythms and to
great poetry such as, Yannis Ritsos’ Epitaphios, 1960, and George
Seferis” Epiphania, 1961. Thus, the Greek listener was confronted
with something old and new, simple and sophisticated. The dialec-
tical tension created by these polarities sparked a cultural revolu-
tion. The Greek public responded with extraordinary enthusiasm.
By the mid-1960s, Theodorakis was able to introduce lengthy and
complex works such as Elytis’ Axion Esti, 1964, Kambanellis’
Mauthausen, 1965, and Ritsos’ Romiossini, 1966, which demanded
a more sophisticated listener. But such a listener had already de-
veloped in Greece as a result of Theodorakis’ earlier efforts. This
was a conécious aim of the composer’s.
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The military dictatorship of 1967 1974, of course, with its ban-
ning of Theodorakis music and its repressive and brutal actions,
brought a halt to the artistic and cultural trajectory. Following the
dark years of the junta, Theodorakis continued to write haunting
melodies but the seven year interruption had broken the momen-
tum with Greek listeners and was not to be regained in quite the
same way again. Being a creator, Theodorakis continued to com-
pose and indeed he satisfied his restless muse. He wrote sympho-
nies, religious works, operas, music for the theater, cinema and
ballet, song cycles and oratorios. As he had always done,
Theodorakis memorialized the past. He did not idolize and senti-
mentalize it. He seemed to speak directly from his soul to the soul
of the listener. Not every composition was a masterpiece, but the
output of most eminent creators is typically uneven in quality and
popularity. It should be of no surprise to the concert enthusiast that
only 35% of the total output of Bach, Mozart and Beethoven con-
tinues to have any active place in the classical repertoire.

Theodorakis’ musical blend of simplicity and sophistication also
attracted listeners from outside of Greece. His works have been
performed throughout the world. In 1999, his opera Electra pre-
miered at Carnegie Hall and excerpts from his Canto Olympico
and Zorba the Ballet premiered at Lincoln Center in New York
City. Unlike the eminent composer Igor Stravinsky who was in-
creasingly embarrassed by his Russian past, which he underplayed
in favor of a European cosmopolitanism, Theodorakis celebrates
his Greekness.

The Psychology of Creativity

Creativity consists of the state or process of bringing forth ideas
or products that are both new and valuable. Creativity is not an
attribute limited to the “greats” such as Plato, Darwin, Freud,
Picasso, Stravinsky, Einstein, Graham, Gandhi, Seferis, Ritsos, or
Elytis. It is also a characteristic that can be found in teachers, elec-
tricians and chefs. But for the purposes of this article, I will focus
on creativity as associated with the creator and his or her impact
on the larger society and culture. As indicated above, Theodorakis’
achievements have been public actions that have had a great im-
pact on the Greek world and beyond.



30 Journal of Modern Hellenism: No 16, 1999

Creativity is of wide interdisciplinary interest and psychology
is but one source of understanding that has made contributions to
the topic. Within the science of psychology the literature spans
four core subdisciplines: cognitive processes, personal character-
istics, life span development and social context. These subdisci-
plines are interconnected. Nevertheless, they can be discussed sepa-
rately and do shed light on the creative activities of Theodorakis. !

Cognitive processes involve insightful problem solving, creative

thoughts and the acquisition of expertise. Since the days of the
ancient Greeks, who believed that creativity required the interven-
tion of the muses, the creative act is often portrayed as a mysteri-
ous and even mystical process. One of the goals of psychological
studies has been to remove this mystery, replacing it with a deeper
scientific understanding. In 1908, Freud attempted to accomplish
this by explaining adult creativity in terms of primary-process think-
ing, that is, as a regression to early childhood states of play.? Con-
temporary scientific explanations hold that the magic behind the
sudden, unexpected and seemin gly unprepared inspiration is rather
lawful when one considers unconscious processes. Thus, the cre-
ative mind seems to engage in a long, unconscious work prior to
the creative act proper. Further, it demonstrates an associative rich-
ness that abruptly crosscuts and transitions from one idea to an-
other. Ideas are spontaneously recombined and with great speed.
Anyone listening to even a simple musical composition of Mikis
Theodorakis will notice his particularly well developed ability to
crosscut across and integrate musical traditions involving sym-
phonic, Byzantine, rural and urban Greek music. Moreover, he weds
his music to poetry that spans many styles (i.e., social realism and
surrealism) and political views (i.e., the radical leftist Yannis Ritsos
and the restrained conservative George Seferis).

Psychologists have a long history of interest in the personal char-
acteristics of intelligence and personality. Using performance on
standard, individualized IQ tests as the gauge of cognitive capac-
ity, the early research indicated that a certain threshold level of
intelligence (verbal and nonverbal) was required for creativity but
that beyond the threshold, intelligence bore a minimal relation with
creative behavior. Newer theories of multiple intelligences are of
great interest in that they include abilities that are not a standard
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part of psychometric tests (e.g., musical, bodily-?dnes'thetic, 1_nter-
personal, and intrapersonal intelligences). Eac.h'mtelhgence is as-
sociated with a specific manifestation of crefmwty, suck} as muslllc
painting, choreography or psychologyﬁ‘. Wl.ul? the musical %nteuf—
gence of Theodorakis is clearly superior, h.l'S .mter'persopal inte 11
gence is evident in his many forays into political life. His politica
goals of social justice, peace and his personal examples _Of couratl]gie
during, World War I, the civil war, and tpe 1967-1974 dictatorship
directly affected the attitudes and behaviors of_ countless _of others.
The research on the creative personality points to a reliable pro-
file. Creative people are disposed to be independent, _nonconform—
ists, unconventional, even bohemian, and they are likely to have
wide interests, greater openness to new experiences, a more con-
spicuous behavioral and cognitive flexibility, and more risk-taking
boldness. One cannot become an eminent composer without a rest-

less personality and wide interests. The record indicates that

Theodorakis has consistently avoided conforming to the growd.
While it would take a book-length treatment to probe the evidence
that would prove such a point, two examples may sufﬁce. Folli)hw-
ing his very early success in 1960 through 1'964 with songs a(;
were based on familiar dance rhythms, recording companies urge
him to continue writing the same kind of music. Aftcr all, thlls music
had sold like no other before it in Greece. He rejfacted thls\ﬁn.ani
cially self-serving approach and labored at 1{1vent1ng new musica
forms such as the metasymphonic Axion Esti. He stuc_k to t'ns.anis-
tic goals of creating increasingly complex Greek music. Slxml?r Y,
in 1990 when Papandreou’s PASOK Party was SI_JbJect to serious
financial scandals and state corruption, Theodor.akls became a min-
ister without portfolio in the New Democratic Party of qutas
Mitsotakis. For many, this political move fr.om the left to the ngl_lt
was a betrayal, for Theodorakis this was, in part, a result of his
i ersonality.
mdlipi:r\lvdggiﬁloting thtzt the idea that creative_ ifldividuals are mad
or suffer from psychopathology has no empirical su‘pport.. Thu§,
Aristotle’s claim that, “Those who have become eminent in phi-
losophy, politics, poetry, and the arts hav-e all had tendencies tci-
ward melancholia” is misleading. It is evident from the personal-
ity characteristics listed above that creators tend to be more open
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emotionally. This is not, however, the same as claiming that cre-
ative individuals must suffer from mental disorders. Yet, this emo-
tional openness may lead to the popular view of the “mad genius.”

From the standpoint of life span development, birth order, early
parental loss, marginality, and the availability of mentors and role

models influence creative potential. Exceptional creativity does not |

always emerge from the most nurturant environments. It is starling
testimony to the adaptive powers of the human being that some of
the most adverse childhoods can give birth to the most creative
adulthoods. The great creator is rarely a child prodigy. Rather, she
or he is an exploratory child, born into a family that values learn-
ing and achievement, with at least one loving and supportive adult.
Sometimes, the child may feel some estrangement from her or his
family, a sense of marginality that never disappears and that serves
as a spur for late transgressions of cultural and intellectual norms.
Crucially, as a sophisticated adult, the creator also retains childlike
qualities. Eventually, the creator finds his/her domain. After about
10 years of immersion in it, during which she gains mastery, she
needs a new language in order to continue. Her breakthrough then
occurs. However, for this decisive rupture to happen, she must have
emotional and cognitive support.

While there is no record of a young Mikis Theodorakis being
subjected to any serious direct personal physical or psychological
trauma, he did grew up in a family that was directly familiar with
the Turkish oppression and the Asia Minor catastrophe. His mother,
Aspasia Poulakis, was a refugee form Tsemes, a coastal city in
Asia Minor. Her experiences of displacement and loss had a pro-
found effect. His father, Yorgos Theodorakis, has fought for Cretan
independence from the Turks and had been exiled from his Cretan
birthplace three times for his resistance to Turkish oppression. The
intergenerational transmission of trauma is a well-documented
phenomenon. Thus the extraordinary stressors experienced by
Theodorakis’ parents, particularly his mother, were easily commu-
nicated to the first-born Mikis and his younger brother, Yannis. It
is no small wonder that when asked what is the psychology that
drives him Theodorakis responds, “ That’s simple, since I was a
youngster, I have never liked authority.”*

The matter of marginality is directly applicable to Mikis
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Theodorakis. His autobiographical reports do not indicate any es-
trangement from his family of origin. In fact, his family was ex-
traordinarily supportive of his artistic and political activism. But,
there are experiences of marginality. Indeed, the fact that he was
born on the island of Chios to a mother from Asia Minor and father
from Crete, and then relocated often during his childhood and ado-
lescence throughout Greece assured that he would experience him-
self as a stranger (“xenos”) wherever he lived.

During the 1950s, Theodorakis studied and developed his sym-
phonic musical skills in a highly focused manner, but then seemed
to need a new musical language. He found it by returning to Greece
and using the urban bouzouki music that came out of the refuge,
lower, oppressed Greek world. In 1960, he wrote, recorded, a.nd
championed Ritsos’ Epitaphios. This was his first major creative
breakthrough, a bold achievement that changed the course of Greek
cultural life. _

The question about creativity and aging has received consider-
able attention recently and it appears to have an optimistic answer.
Numerous factors operate that help maintain creative output
throughout the life span. Creators seem to display a qualitative and
quantitative resurgence of creativity in their final years.

At the age of twelve, Theodorakis wrote his first song, “The
small boat” based on a popular poem of his day by an unknown
poet. His creative output continued unabated throughout his life
despite repeatedly being sent to jail and concentration camps and
being badly beaten for his political views. In his mid-sixties, he
began writing three lengthy operas: Electra, Medea, and Antigone.
Currently, he is preparing a fourth opera, Lysistrata, to go along
with his trilogy.®

Creativity has been viewed as a process that takes place in the
mind of a single individual who possesses the appropriate personal
characteristics and development experiences. The popular image
of the lone genius is often myth. Much, if not most, of creativity
takes place in an interpersonal context and a particular artistic, sci-
entific, or intellectual discipline. For example, in the systems view
of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, creativity requires the dynamic inter-
action among three subsystems, only one of which entails the indi-
vidual creator. The second subsystem is the domain, which con-
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sists of the set of rules, the repertoire of techniques, and any ab-
stract attributes that define a particular mode of creativity (e.g., the
paradigm that guides symphonic music). The third subsystem is
the field, which consists of those persons who work within the
same domain, and thus have their creativity governed by the same-
specific guidelines. These colleagues are essential to the realiza-
tion of individual creativity, according to the system view, because
creativity does not exist until those making up the field decide to
recognize that a given creative product represents an original con-
tribution to the domain.® The early close relationship between
Theodorakis and the other great Greek composer Manos Hadjidakis
may have acted as a spur, as did his relationships with the numer-
ous gifted living poets of modern Greece.

While sociologists and anthropologists have argued that creativ-
ity is mostly if not entirely a sociocultural phenomena,” two find-
ings from psychology warrant mention. Certain political environ-
ments affect the degree of creativity manifested by the correspond-
ing population. Conditions such as warfare, anarchy, and dictator-
ships tend to depress the output of creative ideas. On the other
hand, nationalistic revolts against oppressive rule of empire states
tend to have a positive effect on the degree of creativity. Cultural
diversity has also been found to facilitate creativity. This finding is
consistent with a host of empirical results such as the creativity
augmenting effects of ethnic marginality, bilingualism, and even
exposure to ideological and behavioral dissent.® It requires em-
phasis that zeitgeist factors serve to raise or lower the general level
of creative activity at a given time and place, but cannot easily
account for individual differences in the development and mani-
festation of creativity. For example, the social, economic and po-
litical milieu may largely explain why the musical and cultural
revolution began in Greece in the 1960s but not why Theodorakis
towered over his Greek contemporaries.

Psychoanalysis and Music

The nomothetic model for understanding creativity as articu-
lated above allows for broad speculation on the life and times of
Mikis Theodorakis. An idiographic model such as the psychoana-
lytic, allows for a different line of speculation. Psychoanalysis is
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both a clinical enterprise and an applied discipline. The clinical
enterprise is a powerful and compassionate form of psychotherapy.
It concerns itself with the emotionally charged domains of experi-
ence and is about the practical day-to-day conduct of a person’s
life. Specifically, it focuses on the different domains of experience:
past and present, waking and sleeping, thinking and feeling, inte_r—
personal events and the most private fantasies. When psychoanalysis
is used as an applied discipline the goal is to shed light on phenom-
ena beyond an individual’s psychology. Creators and their creations,
social and political developments, and improving the quality of
people’s lives are often topics of applied psychoanalysis.

A sea change has pervaded the world of psychoanalysis in the
last two decades. This change has led to a great shift away from
many of Freud’s innovations and theories, particularly the reduc-
tion of individual human and cultural phenomena to the sexual.
The change has been toward an understanding that all ideas, in-
cluding psychoanalytic conceptions and accumulated wisdom, are
historical, linguistic, political and contextual. This sea change has
been termed “relational.” Relational psychoanalysis holds a strong
appreciation for the complex context of relationships. The sensi-
bility of a relational approach leads to viewing the clinical and the
applied in terms of the context of relationships, both real and imag-
ined. Thus, artistic expression comes about by being and engaging
within this relational context. It does not come about as a result of
sublimated sexual impulses. Sexuality may play a major role in art
as it does in individual personality, but it is no longer considered
the fundamental building block as Freud had proposed over 100
years ago.’

Music is a vehicle for the expression of feelings; that is, it can
reveal feelings in a manner which language is unable to approach.
This view is not intended to privilege music over language, it is
only meant to note music’s complexity. Music is about emotional
expression. Elsewhere,'® I have indicated that while music and lit-
erature involve complex conscious and unconscious processes, we
can state (if one were inclined to reduce) that at the core of music
one can find an indefinable affective/emotional reaction and that
at the core of poetry one can find an indefinable cognitive/intellec-
tual reaction. Of course, the emotional and cognitive are not truly
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separate in our mental life, but it is too difficult to address both at
the same time. When Theodorakis declared that his “greatest am-
bition was to serve poetry faithfully,” he was articulating some-
thing that great composers have been doing for many centuries,
namely, using music to intensify the impact of words. Wedding the
two often creates a whole greater than the sum of the parts.

Mikis Theodorakis’ great achievement was to integrate sophis-
ticated poetry with popular and symphonic music and to have ev-
ery worker and intellectual in Greece singing the same songs. This
integration was, and continues to be, organic in the sense that the
music and the poetry are both separate and connected so as to pro-
duce a holistic aesthetic experience. Others had created songs out
of great poetry before Theodorakis (i.e., Bach, Schubert,
Mitropoulos, Kounadis), they had even incorporated folk elements
into their music, but their music did not capture the imagination of
an entire nation and cross socio-economic classes. In addition,
Theodorakis inspired two generations of Greek composers to par-
ticipate in the development of the Greek art song and its astonish-
ing popularity.

Psychoanalysis as applied outside of the consulting room has a
long history with regard to literature (novels, plays, poetry, etc.).
The application of psychoanalytic principles and concepts to mu-
sic, however, is relatively short.!! Early psychoanalysts believed
that the gratification which music provides is based on the deep
regression to the earliest stages of extrauterine development. They
observed that musical communication is rooted in the very earliest
preverbal phases of psychological organization, when boundaries
between self and reality are not yet distinct. The mother’s voice
with its tonal inflections in both speech and song seems to provide
many infants with their first musical experience, if an auditory
stimulus can be described as having musical properties.

The mother’s body is, as it were, a rhythmical engine, with pul-
sations of the heart and major arteries, whether the fetal auditory
system has the capacity to respond to such stimuli is another ques-
tion. But the possibility that musical structures (i.e., tones, melo-
dies, rhythms) may be incorporated into the mental life of an in-
fant seems quite consistent with the theories formulated by con-
temporary infant researchers and the clinical findings of

Orfanos: The Creative Boldness of Theodorakis i)

psychoanalytsts. . - .

One compelling psychoanalytic theory of music is denveq from
the work of the British psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott. He d1c.1 not
articulate a theory of music, but his notions on transi.tiona.l objects
and phenomena are quite applicable to music. Wi.nn.lcott mclutfled
the infant’s use of noises, sounds, and words within the earl.lest
notions about transitional phenomena. Extending this we can view
music as a transitional object, like a pillow or a blanket or a toy.
Music can be a way of maintaining a sense of security for the baby
when they are separated from the mother-tunes, fragments c?f songs,
rhymes, and familiar noises may be taken along‘by a child 1n.1ts
quest for independence, to be repeated while playing alone, during

moments of solitude, or while falling asleep. Children may also

rearrange the sound and rhythms they have heard. a kind of primi-
tive interest in composing new pieces or decomposing old ones.

As children grow older, certain aspects of music often continue
to be mental links or reminders of earlier experiences that had been
associated with feelings or states of security, closeness, plcasiu're,
and intimacy. One can observe this introspectively when fe_mullar
songs and musical pieces evoke strong memories and emotions of
childhood situations. The process may be similar to that of mourn-
ing for something that has been lost forever. The_his‘tory of music
offers numerous examples of the transitional or linking properties
of musical themes.

A basic tenet of psychoanalysis is that the past, the present and
the future are created as mutually interacting modes of time and
experience. By extension, an individual not only has a history but
he or she is history by virtue of memorial activity. The past of an
individual can be put to different uses: It can be forgotten, senti-
mentalized, idealized, fetishized, or memorialized. Governments
have frequently found way of appropriating the pasts of their coun-
tries and at dangerous political times have found ways of politiciz-
ing the memorial activity. The memorial activiti.es of many qf _the
Greek governments of the twentieth century point to tt}e political
uses of the past. Holst-Warhaft'? has argued that mourning, ‘.and by
implication memorial activity, has often challenged the social and
political order in Greece. She traces this back to the Greece of the
sixth century BCE.
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The past has been put to use by Theodorakis also, albeit in quite
a different way than many of the repressive Greek governments.
Many, if not most, of the great works of Theodorakis such as Sym-
phony No. 1 (1948-1953), Epitaphios (1960), Mauthausen (1965),
and Symphony No.7 (1982) to name only a few, can be conceptual-
ized as memorial art. This music succeeds in encapsulating the
memorial activity as a powerful linking mechanism that does not
only attach one element to the other but in so doing also recasts the
past as we remember it and reshapes the present as we know it.
These compositions do not just present the horrors of the past, in-
stead they recall the ordinary scenes from the past, reinserting them
in the present. They evoke the killing and execution of close friends
in the context of the German occupation and the civil war (Sym-
phony No. 1), a mother’s lament for her son killed in a tobacco
workers strike in 1936 (Epitaphios), a number tattooed on the arm
of a girl imprisoned by the Nazi death machine (Mauthausen), and
the courage and dignity of the female partisan Athena before and
during her execution (Symphony No. 7). This memorial music cre-
ates a “potential space” in which the listener has an opportunity,
perhaps even a responsibility to create his or her own response. In
my view, this generates a certain freedom for the listener. He or
she is not told what and how they should react. Theodorakis cre-
ates a climate for the lifting of the all too frequent repression and
confusions surrounding such tragic historical events. He stimulates
memories that governments often seek to repress. He helps the lis-
tener free himself and herself from amnesia. In the process, he
memorializes the tragic events and the people involved in such
events.

From a psychoanalytic standpoint, Theodorakis creates an inti-
mate dialogue between himself and the listener. Composer and lis-
tener collaborate to create a memorializing dialogue. This dialogue
affirms the powerful feelings of loss and death. It does not disasso-
ciate feelings from thinking, affect from words. As noted earlier,
the music Theodorakis composes serves to intensify the meaning
of the words. This has the effect, on a collective level, of lifting
repression and healing trauma. It also helps healing on an indi-
vidual level. He does not compose music that is distant, abstract,
and inaccessible. For Theodorakis, relationships of the past are to
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be memorialized, celebrated and accepted in their full human glory
and tragedy. This generates a freedom for himself and those that
appreciate his music. =t
Pablo Casals once remarked that, “the most important thing in
music is not the notes.” Certainly for an eminent composer like
Theodorakis the musical notes are only part of his artistic expres-
sion. The other part concerns his dialogue with the listener about the
past. Theodorakis’ music coupled with the listener’s response opens
the pages of history. His creative boldness insures that the people
who create such history remain a part of the present and the future.
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