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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Life is like riding an endless series of waves: sometimes we’re on top of the crest, and sometimes we 

fall into the trough. When we ride the crest, we go through a peak experience of bliss and 

exhilaration – the more so if the preceding trough was particularly deep and frightening. A good 

case in point is a scene described by Nikos Kazantzakis in his novel ZORBA THE GREEK. Perhaps you 

have read the book or seen the film starring Anthony Quinn as Zorba and Alan Bates as Zorba’s boss. 

 

This is how the story goes. 

 

One day a writer, craving the thrills of sensual experience, awakens to the fact that he has turned 

into a bookworm, so disgusted is he by the boring life he leads. Having always followed his rational 

thinking, he now begins to grasp the fact that reason is, as one character in the novel puts it, “the 

backside of the miller’s wife.”  Thoroughly shaken by this sudden insight, the writer determines to 

change his life radically and to become a man of action. Investing his money in an abandoned 

Ignite mine on the island of Crete, he decides to become an entrepreneur and to lead a simple life 

in the company of unsophisticated miners. So off he goes. 

 

While waiting for the ship at the port of Piraeus, he meets Alexis Zorba, a man who trusts his instincts 

and prefers to follow his volatile imagination rather than the wisdom of common sense. Zorba turns 

out to be a rambunctious fellow who freely boasts about his many professional and other skills. His 

tales are funny, spicy and sometimes even gory – and they all bear witness to a life lived to the hilt. In 

short, Zorba turns out to be the alter ego which the writer would like to become. The two men soon 

decide to throw their lot together.  Alexis Zorba is to assume the role of manager and foreman, 

directing the miners in their daily work, whereas the writer-entrepreneur is to be the boss, putting up 

the money and supervising. 

 

They arrive on the coast of Crete, inspect the site, and find that they need logs to support the ceilings 

in the abandoned mine. Zorba immediately begins to plan the construction of cable transportation 

to haul the logs from a mountain ridge down to the coast. There is a period of trial and error during 
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which many a blunder is committed. Eventually, a few months later, the whole contraption is ready 

for a test run, which turns into an unforgettable inauguration ceremony.  

 

An excited crowd of villagers gathers at the landing place near the beach. Zorba ceremoniously 

greets the village dignitaries and the monks from a nearby monastery who have arrived by mule and 

carry with them a statue of the Holy Virgin to bless the venture. People gawk and chatter, and the 

tension of the waiting crowd is almost palpable. In the background of all the hurly-burly a workman is 

roasting a sheep over an open fire. There is a barrel of wine to go with the roast sheep. 

 

Up on the mountain ridge men are hanging the first trunk on the cable, while down at the landing 

place Zorba keeps boasting about his “great piece of engineering.” And to duly impress the crowd, 

he makes up a story. He says that the Holy Virgin appeared to him in a dream, pointing out the right 

slope and showing a little model of the cable car construction with the proper angles for the pylons. 

Then, after yet another round of rambling, Zorba finally waves his signal flag.  

 

(Show movie here!)  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, you probably remember the famous scene. The first three tree trunks gliding 

down the cable contraption barely make it to the beach. And as the fourth trunk crashes down the 

slope, the whole construction breaks apart with a deafening noise. One pylon after the other gives in, 

and the whole apparatus collapses like a pack of cards. A flying splinter finds its mark in the thigh of 

the fat monk Demetrios, and another just misses the eye of the abbot. Zorba and his boss stand there, 

mouth agape, immobilized in their shock. The terrified crowd, monks and mules included, quickly 

disband, fleeing the scene of failure and defeat. Zorba and his boss fall prey to the turmoil of their 

emotions, deeply disappointed, frustrated, humiliated and helpless in their despair.  

 

They have hit the bottom of the trough. But after a few minutes Zorba’s nostrils capture a whiff of the 

the roasting sheep. The two men sit down to eat and drink in silence. The strong red wine slowly 

restores their depleted energies, and their spirits begin to soar. As a peaceful sense of relaxation 

pervades their bodies, they forget the pettiness of life. 

 

After a while Zorba’s boss asks him to teach him the Syrtaki. They begin to dance, and the dancing, 

together with a little more wine, increases their well-being. As the night deepens, they enter a state of 

drunken exuberance and with it, they savour a peak experience in which the joy of living definitely 

triumphs over the pain of humiliation and defeat.  

 

The next morning the writer awakens in a state of utter serenity described  in the novel as follows:  
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“Each time that within ourselves we are the conquerors, although externally utterly defeated, we 

human beings feel an indescribable pride and joy. Outward calamity is transformed into a supreme 

and unshakable felicity.” 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, I hope this description has given you an idea of what a peak experience 

may be. During these four days we shall explore the roles peak experiences play in creative 

leadership. 


