“Helen of Troy: A Poem” by Gorgias of Leontini (translated by J. K. Gayle)

LTis Cosmos Fine, makes well-manned states,
Those well-built bods, those wise souls great,
Their Virtue’s acts, their True words’ weight.
Dis-Order breeds bad inverse traits.

A man, his wife, a word, its deed,

A well-manned city state to lead,

Best practices, a noble breed,

To each right praise, we all must cede.

A praiser wrong brings praisers shame;
For “sin” and “stupid” are the same
When praise on blamed ones is cast
While blame on praised ones stands fast.

230 states this man composing here;

His true word stated must be clear:

The once-praised Helen’s wrongly blamed,
That one-man woman, oh, that wife’s

Accus’d by same-song sounding types,
By same-same-soulish tribes of men,
Of poets making so-called proofs,
Whose only make up’s ill repute.

I hereby wish to state her Truth,

To give my word, if mine be smooth,
To try her trial, if | soothe,

To make accusing men accus’d.

¥ For Nature and her pedigree

Her high-class breeding, this all see,
The perfect specimen, this case,

Is what not just a few must face.

Dame Lydia’s her mother sure,
Tyndareus her father pure,
Or Zeus begot her, he endures.
Such Patriarchy does inure

*Her master parents, divine race,
Unequaled beauty, godsome grace,
Which she received, with full embrace
From men whose bodies gave hers chase:
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Men noble by their royal births,

Men brilliant from their amassed wealths,
Men wise, men dull, men swift, men stealth,
Men lusting, risking all their worth.

®Which man of lust won her? we ask,
And how? Why him? Tis not our task,
To ask for jollies, since we know.

She left for Troy; ask Why she’d go:

®Did gods, did Fate, give her applause?
Did man assail, with words, with claws?
Was sampled lust, or Love, the cause?
To question gods gives us first pause:

For Nature ranks them strong and high,
And humans weak below the sky;

We them must follow when they’re nigh.
Weak Helen followed gods nearby.

" 1f force assailed her, to be clear,

Then claws of rape did domineer

And Law that rapist commandeered
Though him Law nails with savage jeers,

While words assail and strip her of
The Fatherland, her family’s love;
This orphan what’s she guilty of?
Barbarous rape and forcing words?

& If by such words, such Logic, she

Was snookered with such force, Then we
May too be swayed dynamically,

By mechanistic ghosts in me

° And you, and you, my audience,

May feel some frightful metered dance
That taps your tears, that makes toes prance,
To cadencing religious chants,

% That puts us list’ners in its trance
Spellbinding words not meant for chance
For one a charm, for two a stance,

For others yet grave sins, or shams,

" True fakery, fake truth, real fraud,

Or stuff of chosen hist’ry past,

In present views of those who’ve passed.

We learn, such Logic, such words laud.
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Our mem’ry serves us well, we say,
For yesterday is like today,
Tomorrow’s equal the same way,
Our souls opine in time this way.

This same soul all the time recalls

The summers, winters, springs, the falls
Like rolls of dice, like roulette balls.
The same, opinion sure, appalls.

'2S0 in this case, which cause, which riff,
Which same old youthful songlike tiff
‘bout Helen gone, can stand now If

She so was forced Then changed her mind?

The stated word persuades the soul,
The one persuading forces whole,
His suasions in the ear, a hole;
Injustice, then, achieves its goal.

3 The suasive one, with stated word,

Does move three sorts of souls who’ve heard.
For one: star watchers do get stirred

By calling night stars clear, then blurred.

For two: debaters get as riled

As crowds hear verbal contests wild
Composed of writ-speech, spoken style.
For three: philosophers revile.

! Their worded statements, their souls’ drugs
That heal some bodies, others kill,
Intoxicating hearers still,

Bemuse, bewitch, make warm, make chill.

¥ «Under the influence” was she;

If so, then difference we see,

The word, the inference, the hint.

Our fourth case now, Love’s Argument:

18 Examples lie in men of war

Whose decorations are our Corps
Bedecked in brass, steel from the store,
For defense and for offense more,

Who look so brave, until one gawks

With eye afraid, and then he balks,

And so his army does give way,

Our vict’ry had is giv’n away.
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Y For in that moment, brief and done,

The whole of courage is fast gone

Doused quick by fear, which now has won
The battle for the ration’l one,

With terrors, manias, and dread,

All tossing ‘round his once-bold head
That looked with frighten’d eye then fled.
Still look, love’s argument’s not dead:

'8 Examples lie another way

When a man’s eye knows how to weigh
The good, the beautiful, he’s made,

His art, his figurine, his play.

His full obsession, in this case,

Is what he loves, not fears, to face.
There may be pains in his desires
But of these pains he never tires.

9 |f Helen’s eye did look upon

The body of that man, the brawn
Of Alexander, armor on,

Then why our shock? Why carry on

As if love’s battle has been lost

As if gods’ looking eyes were crossed
As if mere mortals paid their cost

As if luck’s fortune has been tossed?

% Does Helen Justice get or No?

She left for Troy; ask Why she’d go.

Did love win there? Did Trick words flow?
Did man, did gods, move her? You know,

*1 This absolution, of just words,
Of woman, wife, who will not stay.
This is for Helen Cosmos, praise,
And as for me ‘tis Order’d play.
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Translator’s Note

The genre of the work that we all know as “The Encomium of Helen” by Gorgias has been much disputed.
Nobody has called it poetry. Some call it a written treatise of philosophy. More call it a text of rhetoric and then argue
over whether it is an “encomium,” a speech of praise; or “epideictic rhetoric,” a speech to show off one’s subject; or a
“parody,” a speech as a way to make fun of; or an “apology,” a speech to mount a defense.

The translators of the nine English translations of the Helen - published from 1913 to 2007 - have all treated the
work only as one of these genres of prose. The best the translators have been willing to concede that “the challenges of
translating Gorgias’ Helen” are “overwhelming” given all the “unique features” in this particular Greek text. They have
recognized how the author has added his own “metaphor and paradox” and “schemata” including “equally balanced
clauses (isocolon), the joining of contrasting ideas (antithesis), the parallel structure of successive clauses (parison), and
the rhyming of word endings (homoeoteleuton).” But these translators, especially the rhetoric scholars, have as much paid
attention primarily to his “‘arrangement of topics . . . remarkably orderly and well-signposted’”’; and they punctuate
“Gorgias’ interest in argumentation [as] he makes his point by systematically refuting a series of possible alternatives”
(page 317, Readings from Classical Rhetoric, edited by Patricia P. Matsen, Philip B. Rollinson, and Marion Sousa 1990).
Never mind that the translators do notice how the Hellene of Gorgias in the Helen poetically borrows from multiple
genres, “from Greek tragedy and poetry.”

What my translation does is to read what Gorgias writes of Helen as poetry. The ancient Greek writer certainly
refers to poets (i.e., in paragraph 2 - t¢ t@v momt@®v) and to poetry (i.e., in paragraph 8 - v noinocw droacav kai vouilm
kol ovopdalm Adyov Exovrta puétpov). This is not just a nod. Rather, the writer is poet. He starts in with rhyme, and so I’ve
looked to English rhythm and rhyme to render the work as a poem:
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1Tis Cosmos Fine, makes well-manned states,
Those well-built bods, those wise souls great,
Their Virtue’s acts, their True words’ weight.
Dis-Order breeds bad inverse traits.

A man, his wife, a word, its deed,

A well-manned city state to lead,

Best practices, a noble breed,

To each right praise, we all must cede.

A praiser wrong brings praisers shame;
For “sin” and “stupid” are the same
When praise on blamed ones is cast
While blame on praised ones stands fast.

With superscripted numbers, my translation marks the traditional paragraph enumerations. The original Greek text is in
the public domain (and can be found in Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, complied by Hermann Diels in 1922, a work
also uncopyrighted in the public domain). It is reproduced below.
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