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M. Karagatsis (pen name of Dimitris Rodopoulos, 1908-1960) was—and remains—a 

well-known Greek writer, considered a member of the ‘’30s Generation’ of prose 

writers. The youngest member of his ‘generation,’ he was also the first to ‘leave’ it, at 

the age of 52.  

 

A prolific, wide-ranging writer who saw the publication of close to 20 of his novels 

and short story collections during his short lifetime (a few more of his works were first 

published posthumously, as well), his oeuvre encompasses a very broad spectrum 

of themes, and sweeps through an array of genres and fields, both in fiction (novels, 

short stories and novellas), and non-fiction (essays on the theatre, history, literary 

criticism, journalism and travel writing). At a young age he also wrote some poetry 

(which was published posthumously), and he is also credited with adapting a work 

for the theatre (which was staged) and writing a screenplay (for a film which he also 

directed).   

 

Karagatsis was attacked by many Greek critics of his time, owing partly to his often-

controversial choice of theme (e.g. innate sexual drive, gender portrayals, and 

others) and to his writing style (labelled by some as ‘easy’ or ‘sloppy’). Arguably, 

however, he was criticised even more (mainly by political opponents) on account of 

his outspoken political preferences and views, especially in the deeply polarised and 

civil war-torn Greece of the 1940s. 

 

Despite the existence of a segment of critics that thrashed his work, there was 

indeed much unity on the part of Greek literary critics as a whole when it came to 
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acknowledging and extolling the inventiveness of his plots and ‘natural’ storytelling 

ability.  

 

In contrast to the divided critics of the time, the members of the general reading 

public have been in agreement, for the most part, in adoring—and purchasing—his 

works, for some 80 years now. Karagatsis is one of the few writers of his generation 

whose writings remain very popular in Greece, as sales of his books continue to 

dominate those of his contemporaries, more than 50 years after his death. He is 

viewed as a classic—yet strikingly contemporary—writer.   

 

The year 2008—which marked the centenary of his birth—was named ‘Karagatsis 

Year’ by the Greek Minister of Culture. Major events, including exhibitions and 

conferences, were held to celebrate the event. That year also saw adaptations of two 

of his works broadcast concurrently on two different Greek stations, as television 

series.  

 

All of these facts and developments were interpreted as signalling the broad 

acceptance of the view that the work of Karagatsis was definitely in need of 

reappraisal by critics and academics, in light of its undiminished popularity and 

contemporary appeal. After all, could so many readers and a significant section of 

critics have been so wrong for so long? 

  

It was understood, however, that any re-examination of his work ideally had to take 

place above and beyond politics and other constraints and factors—social and 

otherwise—that had influenced the original critical reception of his works. In other 

words, there was a need to re-examine and re-appraise Karagatsis’ work on the 

basis of its literary merit alone. 

 

In 2000, in an article entitled ‘The foremost writer of his generation,’ published by 

Greek newspaper Kathimerini in a special supplement to commemorate the 40th 

anniversary of the writer’s death, Greek literary critic Aris Berlis (2000:7) had also 

identified this need for re-evaluation and had commented on Karagatsis’ place in 

Greek letters: 
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Forty years after the death of Karagatsis, we are in a better position than the critics 

of his time to appraise him. The time that has elapsed, developments both general 

and more specific (in society, in mores, in aesthetics, in the art of the novel, in critical 

studies) allow us to form a more complete picture concerning his work, absolved of 

the prejudices of his contemporaries—whether readers or critics. 

 

Thus, today we can say with confidence that Karagatsis is the foremost prose-writer 

of the ’30s generation and among the most important novelists of the Modern Greek 

language. […]1     

 

Using all of the above as background information and as a starting-point, the 

research project I have undertaken attempts to explore the novels of Karagatsis,2 

and, in doing so, offer possible answers to some of the questions that have been 

raised concerning the reasons behind his enduring popularity.  

 

The research questions posed in the study include the following: Can the pages of 

his novels provide some clues to account for his undiminished (and even growing) 

popularity? Is this unabated popularity owing to the main themes found in his longer 

fiction, and to its thematic diversity? If there is indeed diversity, does it change over 

time? Does it increase or decrease? Is there anything that lies below any diversity? 

Are all of these linked together to form a unifying theme, ideology or philosophy 

found in his work? Does he seem to manage to achieve a ‘synthesis of everything’ in 

his works, as he had once mentioned as being the objective of the novel, and to 

create one long work containing as many of life’s characteristics as possible?3  

                                                      
1
 I have carried out all of the translations in this article from the original Modern Greek into English. 

The source text for this quotation is as follows:  
Σαράντα χρόνια μετά τον θάνατο του Καραγάτση είμαστε σε καλύτερη θέση από τους κριτικούς της 
εποχής του να τον εκτιμήσουμε. Ο χρόνος που πέρασε, εξελίξεις γενικές και ειδικότερες (στην 
κοινωνία, στα ήθη, στην αισθητική, στην τέχνη του μυθιστορήματος, στις κριτικές σπουδές) μας 
επιτρέπουν να σχηματίσουμε πληρέστερη εικόνα για το έργο του, απηλλαγμένη από τις 
προκαταλήψεις των συγχρόνων του, αναγνωστών είτε κριτικών. 
Μπορούμε λοιπόν σήμερα με σιγουριά να πούμε ότι ο Καραγάτσης είναι ο επιφανέστερος 
πεζογράφος της γενιάς του ’30 και από τους σημαντικότερους μυθιστοριογράφους της νέας ελληνικής 
γλώσσας. […] 
2
 The research project focuses upon Karagatsis’ novels because these dominate his works of fiction in 

terms of number and output, he is best known as a novelist, his novels are his bestselling works, and 
he considered himself a novelist, concentrating on this form of fiction.     
3
 Originally published in Φιλολογική Κυριακή (philological Sunday) in 1943, and cited in Dimadis 2004: 

360-361. The entire source text in Modern Greek as cited in Dimadis follows, with an English 
translation below it: 
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As noted, the research project will attempt to provide possible answers to these 

questions and to others through an examination of some of the many and varied 

themes running through his novels. These include history, politics, the foreigner, 

business, gender, sexuality, physical setting, mythology, religion, fate, death and 

others.4 

 

Through a close reading of his novels and their ‘thematic exploration’ in the research 

project, it will be argued that his choice of themes may—at least to a significant 

degree—account for much of his lasting appeal to readers.  

 

Much like Monet’s paintings, Karagatsis’ novels study the light—but also the 

darkness, and the shadows, and the shades. Each of his novels, like each painting in 

a series, offers a variation on the theme of ‘Life.’ However, this is not to imply that his 

novels lack diversity; every work revolves around a main thematic axis, usually 

unique to it, with some themes coming to the fore in each novel, others regressing. 

When juxtaposed, the main themes and thematic axes found in his novels are 

undoubtedly—and steadily—diverse. And as the number of novels increases, so 

does the diversity. These all come together to create a firm, underlying thematic 

unity running through his novels, which can be considered to constitute the author’s 

philosophy of and on life (at least as these appear through his novels). 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Ξεκινόντας απ’ την αρχή πως το μυθιστόρημα είναι ‘σύνθεσις του παντός’, καθρέφτης κ’ εικόνα 
αντικειμενική μιας εποχής κ’ ενός κόσμου δοσμένη ανάμεσ’ από μιαν υποκειμενικήν ιδιοσυγκρασία, 
ήρθε η στιγμή που στοχάστηκα: […] Ποιος ο λόγος να γράφει κανείς πολλά μυθιστορήματα, πάνω σε 
πολλά θέματα, όταν ο σκοπός μας είναι μοιραία ένας και μόνος; δηλαδή ο κόσμος μας, η εποχή μας 
[…]; Με το να χειριζόμαστε ασύνδετα τα θέματά μας, όχι μόνο χαραμίζουμε τη φαντασία μας, όχι μόνο 
μοιραία δεν ολοκληρώνουμε το ξεκομένο θέμα μας, αλλά και διασπούμε με το θλιβερότερο τρόπο το 
αρχιτεκτονικό σύνολο της δημιουργίας μας. […] Αν ήταν δυνατό να συμπεριλάβει κανείς όλη τη 
γνώση, όλη την εμπειρία, όλο το στοχασμό του, όλη τη δημιουργική του δυναμικότητα, σ’ ένα και μόνο 
έργο, ένα έργο μακρύ, συνεπές, συνεκτικό, αδιάσπαστο, ένα έργο που νάχει όσο το δυνατό 
περσότερο τα χαρακτηριστικά της Ζωής. Της Ζωής που ακριβώς προσπαθεί ν’ αποδώσει. […]  
Starting off from the principle that the novel is the ‘synthesis of everything,’ the mirror and objective 
image of an age and of a world given through a subjective idiosyncrasy, the time came when I 
thought: […] For what reason should one write many novels, on many themes, when our aim is 
fatefully one, and only one: That is, our world, our time […]? By handling our themes unconnectedly, 
not only do we waste our imagination, not only fatefully do we not complete our disjointed theme, but 
we also break up, in the most woeful way, the architectural whole of our creation. […] If only it were 
possible for one to include all of one’s knowledge, experience, thought, creative spirit, in one and only 
one work, a work that is long, consistent, coherent, indivisible, a work that has as many of the 
characteristics of Life as possible—of that same Life that one is precisely trying to render. […]           
4
 Because of space limitations, the research project will inevitably have to leave some theme areas 

unaddressed; in addition, it will not be looking at the poetics of his works (including stylistics, 
linguistics, etc). 
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Propelling these themes is Karagatsis’ keen interest in the scientific study of 

humankind’s evolution and progress, and the role and effect of biology and scientific 

observation and experiment in these. Similarly, he also attempts to not only help 

bring the Greek novel up to date and modernise it, but to advance it even further 

ahead, into the future. Along with the themes found in his novels (and the other 

narrative and stylistic factors not examined in the research project), this aspect of his 

work may also help explain why his writings remain ‘modern’ today, unlike many of 

those of his contemporaries, which are confined to the period during which they were 

written and are no longer widely known or read. 

 

Lastly, Karagatsis’ novels also put forth a distinctly Modern Greek version and view 

of many of these main themes, which, as noted, are found not only in the lives of the 

writer’s compatriots, but also in those of people everywhere, owing to the universality 

that one finds at their core. For this and all of the aforementioned reasons, 

Karagatsis’ work—which also spans and moves along the Ancient-Medieval-Modern 

Greek axis—would appear to be ideal for translation and presentation to a global 

audience, in an aim to promote and support the ‘translation of cultures aimed at 

bringing the past alive in the present.’5   

 

 

                                                      
5
 Very little of Karagatsis’ work has been translated and published outside of Greece. See 

http://ekebi.gr/frontoffice/portal.asp?cpage=NODE&cnode=470&clang=1&page=10&author=234&act=
Search. None of his works has been translated into English to date; this was the subject of an article I 
wrote entitled “Kara-who?” which appeared in In Other Words: The Journal for Literary Translators 
(33, 2009: 14-16; published by the University of East Anglia and the British Centre for Literary 
Translation). 
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