Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, “The Greek-Egyptian Poet Cavafy,”
and
Atanasio Catraro, “Meeting with Marinetti”

Introduction

One January evening in 1930, in the Egyptian city of Alexandria, Constantine Petrou Cavafy, the Greek modernist poet, met Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the Italian Futurist. The latter, an Alexandrian by birth (as was Cavafy), was visiting Egypt to give a series of lectures to the Italian-speaking community. At one of these lectures, Marinetti met Atanasio Catraro, an Italian journalist based in Alexandria, mostly writing for Italian expats (Viscomi 150). Catraro, who was the first to translate some of Cavafy’s verse into Italian and had become a good friend of the Greek poet, immediately saw an opportunity too good not to be seized: why not introduce these two extraordinary personalities to each other? Two first-hand accounts of that evening came into existence, presented here together for the first time and in full, making for a composite re-telling of that momentous evening in 1930—as experienced by Marinetti, Cavafy, and Catraro.
[bookmark: _Hlk141794253]The first text is taken from Marinetti’s volume of memoirs Il fascino dell’Egitto (The Charm of Egypt; 1933), which has never been translated into English, except for brief occasional excerpts in Marinetti scholarship. Here Marinetti dedicates a short chapter, “Il poeta greco-egiziano Cavafy” (The Greek-Egyptian Poet Cavafy), to his encounter with the prominent Alexandrian figure. This chapter had already appeared verbatim on May 2nd, 1930, in La gazzetta del popolo, a nation-wide Italian newspaper, preceded by a longer introduction with Marinetti’s reminiscences of Alexandria and of his mother, also to be included in The Charm of Egypt. Here Marinetti refers to a typical Egyptian January afternoon, and the publication date of his article would make it plausible that the two met in January 1930, as also stated by Catraro. Neither Gino Agnese nor Giordano Bruno Guerri (both authors of Marinetti biographies) mention this Egyptian stay, while Chris Michaelides and Claudia Salaris support a 1930 dating. In further support of this date is Marinetti’s inclusion of Cavafy’s poem “Ἀπολείπειν ὁ θεὸς Ἀντώνιον” (The god abandons Antony) translated by Catraro, who likely gave Marinetti a copy of his translation, either before or after this meeting. His Italian translation of “Ἀπολείπειν ὁ θεὸς Ἀντώνιον” (The god abandons Anthony) appeared in the Italian-language Alexandrian publication Quaderno in 1929 (Daskalopolous 542), making it plausible for the meeting to have happened in 1930. Catraro’s translation has an antiquated ring to it, which jars with the Italian Futurist’s punctuation-scant, skittish prose. Filippo Maria Pontani, a mid-century Italian scholar and translator of Cavafy, went as far as to call Catraro’s versions ridiculous (xxxvi), devoid of the original Greek’s solemn and moving tone. Yet it was through Catraro’s voice that Marinetti became acquainted with Cavafy’s verse. 
The second text is Catraro’s longer account of the Marinetti-Cavafy encounter. The Italian journalist’s narrative emphasizes Cavafy’s perspective, bringing to the fore new details of the evening. This text, originally written in Italian by Catraro himself, makes up the body of chapter “Συνάντηση με τον Marinetti” (Meeting with Marinetti), which is part of the book Ο φίλος μου ο Καβάφης (My Friend Cavafy), published in Athens in 1970 and translated into Greek by Aristeas Ralli. After research at various libraries and consultation with a number of colleagues based at institutions across Europe, it transpires that Catraro’s Italian version was never published, at least not in Italy nor anywhere in Europe. Parts of it might have been published as separate pieces in Italian-language publications in Alexandria, or elsewhere, but are now lost or extremely difficult to track down.[footnoteRef:1] The text presented here is effectively an English translation of the published Greek translation of the inaccessible or lost Italian original. My Friend Cavafy was never translated into English in its entirety, with only limited excerpts from “Meeting with Marinetti” being available in English in an essay published in 2009 by Ioannis Tsolkas.  [1:  In my attempts to track down more information on Atanasio Catraro and his Italian version of My Friend Cavafy, I have been supported by a number of colleagues who I would like to thank here: Prof Christos Bintoudis, Prof Maria Rosa Caracausi, Dr Paul-André Claudel, Sandro Manzoni, and Dr Joseph John Viscomi. ] 

Catraro’s report of that evening allows for another language—French—to break through as another mediator of that encounter. As E. M. Forster himself remembers in Pharos and Pharillon (1923), Cavafy had no trouble speaking Greek, English, and French (92). He first addresses Marinetti in French, calling him Excellency. Marinetti, who was educated in French-language schools (Salaris 46, 59), rebalances the tone of the dialogue with a more jovial response, and their conversation continues in the “familiar form”, using the informal French pronoun “tu”. Catraro tells us that the conversation between Cavafy and Marinetti “continu[ed] in wonderful French”, with the exception of Cavafy’s reading of his poem “The god abandons Antony”, which was in Greek, followed by Catraro’s Italian rendition. Cavafy, who had some knowledge of Italian as Marinetti himself attests, might have caught parts of Catraro’s translation. The choice of French would have come natural to them. Since the 1860s, French had been commonly used in Alexandria, its spread aided by those very French-language schools Marinetti first and Giuseppe Ungaretti afterwards had attended (Mansel 145). French was also an obvious choice as the language of poets both Cavafy and Marinetti admired (such as Charles Baudelaire and Paul Verlaine; Roilos 33; Salaris 50), epitomizing their shared poetic background. It offered a bypass through which Marinetti was able to get a sense of other Greek-language authors otherwise unknown to him. 
Scholars do not routinely discuss Marinetti and Cavafy together, nor think of the two as having anything in common other than their Alexandrian origins. Cavafy lived solidly in the Egyptian town for most of his life, famously revolutionizing Greek verse from afar, without gaining much recognition outside of Alexandria until the 1920s (Beaton 92; Politis 187). Cavafy’s poetry is firmly entrenched in historicism and, even as we might place him on the more progressive side of passéism, his poetics did not quite dovetail with Futurist poetics. In his reconstruction of the evening at Cavafy’s house, Catraro remembers how even the two poets’ body language was intrinsically oppositional: Cavafy sat motionless, while Marinetti was perpetually moving and gesticulating about the room. Marinetti, too, recreates this curious polarity, calling Cavafy “an Arcadian shepherd” and himself—obviously, we might add—“a racing driver.” 
Read together, the two documents emphasize different moments in the conversation, enabling a richer understanding of that evening. Marinetti appears somewhat charmed by Cavafy’s profile, presence, and performance; according to his side of the story, they spend the evening discussing “the future of Poetry” over some whiskey and soda and a dish of cheese meze. At the end of the evening, Marinetti observes a scene of moon reflections over the canal Mahmoudiyah and an ancient villa being demolished, which he compares to Cavafy’s own verse—a sublimation of the modern with the ancient. But in Catraro’s account Marinetti goes as far as to claim Cavafy as a Futurist. It was not rare for Marinetti to appropriate other writers as Futurist to promulgate his movement internationally, but to attach history-loving Cavafy to Futurism sounds rather exceptional even by his standards. Half-insulted, Cavafy demands a clarification, and Marinetti articulates a notion of Futurism tailored to Cavafy’s poetry: Cavafy’s seamless merging of times makes him a Futurist in his own right. And yet, Marinetti never mentions his reappropriation of Cavafy as a Futurist in his retelling—something he might have decided to omit after Cavafy’s reaction—and only makes a veiled reference to it at the end of his chapter, comparing Cavafy’s verse to Alexandria’s modern yet ancient landscape. 
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