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THE PREFACES OF NIKOS KACHTITSIS 

George Thaniel * 

C�t a r t i c l e  e s t  une corrvnu n i ca t ion fa i t e  l e  4 ju i n  1 983 à un p a n e l  s u r  
"La préface e n  t a n t  que g e n r e  1 i t t é ra i re" a u  congrès annuel d e  1 ' As 
soc i a t i on Cana d i enne de L i t t é r a t u r e  Comp a r é e ,  à 1 ' Un i ve r s i t é d e  l a  
Co l omb i e  B r i t a n n i q ue , à Vancouver. N i kos Kacht i t s i s ,  u n  a u t e u r  Grec 
parm i l e s p l u s  représen t a t i fs de l a  pér iode d ' après g u e r r e ,  é c r i v i t  
toute son oeuvrede l a  matu r i té à Mont réa l ,  où i l  vécut de 1 956 à 
1 97 0 ,  année de sa mo rt . Une grande p a r t i e  de son oeuvre a é t é  pu
b l i é e  en Grèce. Ses éc r i t s  en a ng l a i s  - une courte nouvel l e  et 
q u e l q u e s  poèmes - ont été t r ad u i t s  en g rec e t  pu b l i é s  en éd i t i on 
b i l i n g u e ,  avec t re n t e  l e t t res qu : i l  ava i t  adressées à 1 ' au t e u r  de 
1 ' a r t i c l e  . Le vol ume i n t i t u l é  0 Lep i d ho p t e ro l oghos t i s Agon i a s ,  
N i kos Kacht i t s i s ,  At h i n a .  Ed i t ions Nefel i ,  1 981 , comp rend a u s s i un 
essa i d '  i n toduct ion a i n s i  qu ' un e  b i b l iograph i e  et des photos. 

A roman à c l ef i s  a form where facts a re d i sgu i sed a s  
f i ct i on(2) . At the  other  end of the s pect rum , there a re 
many ways i n  wh i c h  a w r i ter  can d i sgu i se h i s  f i ct i on as  
fact , g i ve a r i ng of  h i s to r i c i ty to h i s  p roduct of 
i mag i na t i on .  The mot i ves  may va ry . l n  Fra n ke s te i n  Ma ry 
Sche l l ey was p ro ba b l y  s i nce�e i n  her effo r t s  to ma ke he r 
fea r some s t o ry more accepta b l e  to bou rgeo i s  readers . 
Seve ra ! l et te rs supposed l y  w r i t ten by a seaman , R .  Wa l ton , 
add res sed to h i s  s i s ter  i n  E ng l and , bracket and  cus h i on 
the  th r i l I e r ,  a story s upposed l y  heard by Wa l ton f rom a 
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myste r i ous gues t on h i s  s h i p .  A l l t h i s i s  p receded by 
a preface exp l a i n i ng what s ta rted the w r i te r  on her wo r k  
a n d  con t a i n i ng references t o  Da rw i n  a s  wel l a s  Homer , 
Shakespea re and  M i l ton . 

S i m i l a r l y ,  t he n i neteen t h  cen t u ry G reek wr i te r  Emmanue l  
Roy i d es a t t ached to h i s  w i tty  med i eva l romance Pope Joan ( 3 )  
two l on g , l ea rned essays i n  a n  effort t o  con v i nce h i s  
readers  a bout the ve rac i ty of h i s  s tory  wh i ch i nvo l ves a 
fema l e  pope . Roy i des f i c t i on a l  i zed a n d  obscured l egend 
wh i ch he found i n  bath the sma l l p r i n t  of t he o ff i c i a l  
h i s tory o f  the Va t i can and  i n  popu l a r  t rad i t i on .  

Ho ra t i o  G i l bert  Parke r  a l so rel  i ed somewhat on o l de r  
mat e r i a l  t h a t  came i n to h i s  hands  when h e  w rote h i s  best
s e l  I i ng novel The Sea t s  of the M i ghty , subt i t l ed 1 1 Be i ng 
t he Memo i rs of a Capta i n  Robert Mo ray , Somet i me a n  Off i ce r  
i n  t he V i rg i n i a Reg i men t , a nd  Afte rwa rds of Amherst ' s  
Reg i men t . 1 1 (4 )  l n  h i s  b r i ef p refatory note ,  Pa rker took 
pa i n s  to exp l a i n  why h i s  1 1 p i ece of f i ct i on "  wa s not "out 
of ha rmony w i th fact" .  

The  t rad i t i on of· such prefaces seems to reappea r i n  
some w r i te r s  of the twen t i et h  cen t u ry but mos t l y  a s  
pa rod i es of  the gen re .  Beneath t he p l ayfu l ness  of such 
p reface s , howeve r ,  one can detect s e r i ou s  i n ten t .  On t he 
who l e ,  t hey a re amb i guous . On the one hand , t he p reface 
sets  or p reten d s  to set the reco rd s t ra i ght . On t he other  
han d ,  the  p reface i s  i t se l f  f i ct i on , or  mea n t  to be 
a p p rec i a t ed a s  f i c t i on .  The p reface may ,  on occa s i on ,  
r i va l  t h e  ma i n  wo r k ,  bes i des exc i t i ng i n terest  i n  i t .  

The p refaces of the nove l l a  0 Exos t i s  (The Terrace)  ( 5 )  
and o f  t h e  nave l 0 l roas t i s  Ghandh i s  (The Herc of Ghen t ) (6 )  
by  t he G reek Canad i an wr i te r  N i kos Kacht i t s i s  ( 1 926- 1 970)  
fa l 1 i n t o  t h i s  ca tego ry of 1 1o l d-fa s h i on ed 1 1  p refaces . The 
p reface of The Te r race i s ,  1 i ke Parke r ' s  p reface of The 
Sea t s  of  t he M i ghty , b r i ef and mos t  effect i ve i n  a rou sing 
i n t e rest  i n  t he s tory t ha t  fol l ows . 1 am quot i ng t he 
who l e  p reface i n  t ra n s l a t i on :  

found t he pages that  fo l l ow ,  mou l d i ng w i t h a 
t ro p i ca l  mu s t ,  together  w i t h a l ot of use l ess  papers  
food fo r b u rn i n g ,  i n  t he ba semen t of a bookstore 
where 1 wa s wo rk i ng once as a c l a s s i f i e r .  They a re 
the  c h ron i c l e  of someone who has  to g i ve an  
a ccoun t i n g  of  h i s  act i on s .  

Before 1 de l  i ve r  them ,  i n  t he form of a boo k ,  to  
t he a t tent i on of  reade r s ,  1 fee l o b i  i gated a l so to  
thank  pub l  i c l y ,  w i t h  these  pa l  i n  1 i nes , t he fo rme r 

64 



HELLENIC STUDIES/ E1UDES HELLENIQUES 

nurse and present off icer  of the Sal vat i on Army i n  a 
fore i gn l a n d ,  M r .  Réa l Des l a u r i e r s ,  for the h e l p  wh i ch 
he gave me w i th the t rans lat ion from the F l em i sh ,  the 
o r i g ina l  l anguage of the manusc r i pt .  Here and there , 
wherever 1 con s i dered i t  necessary,  1 made s l  i ght 
amendment s ,  or added o r  de leted t h i ngs . 

Last l y ,  1 shou l d  note that my effort s ,  i n  the course 
of many yea r s ,  and my contacts w i t h  a certa i n  colon i a l  
power, a s  wel 1 a s  w i  t h  anothe:r state o f  Nort hem Europe, 
ta uncover the real name of the w r i t e r ,  have rema i ned 
fru i t l es s .  l t  seems that h e  w i l l  rema i n  forever 
anonymous.  1 am sav ing  a l so other papers by the same 
author for publ i ca t i on ,  wh ich 1 l e ,  unsorted, i n  my 
drawers . 

The preface of The Hero of Ghent l s  much l onger and 
e l a borate. The 1 1ed i tor 1 1  Kacht i t s i s  argues that h i s  i n i t i a l  
i na b i l  i t y  to i dent i fy the d i a r i s t of The Terrace, whom he 
has on l y  known form h i s  i n i t i a i s ,  S . P . ,  and the imperfect 
state of other papers wh i c h  he has i n  h i s  d i sposa l , have 
been rect i f i ed .  An e l derl y gen t l eman , who happened to 
read the previous book, has sent h i m  some mate r i a l  
rel a t i ng to the younger days of  S . P .  together w i t h  a 
l etter of exp l anat i on . These he publ i shes under the I ron i e  
t i t l e  The Hero o f  Ghen t .  

Kacht i t s i s  cou l d  have stopped he re , but i n s tead ,  he 
goes on ta desc r i be ,  i n  several pages , the appearance and 
the state of the envelope wh i ch he rece i ved from the 
é l d e r l y  �en t l eman as we l l  as the contents of  the envelope, 
i nferr ing from these the personal i ty of  the sender: 

We regret hav i ng to po i n t  out , as wel l ,  that our 
correspondent ,  be ing obvious l y  tao con s c i ous of what 
he was w r i t i ng (and of the manner in wh i ch he was 
wr i t ing ) , had a l l owed h i s  wr i t i ng sty l e  to g row worse, 
rather than what he had w i s hed , to grow bette r .  Thus ,  
apart from the fact that h i s  scr i pt was not even, a 
wave of  l etters s l oped towa rd the eas t ,  another 
towa rd the wes t ,  one t h i s  way and another that way, 
so that the manuscr ipt  gave us , on f i  rst v i ew ,  the 
impression of g rass swept by a mad carn i va l  w i n d .  

Th i s  made u s  conj ecture that , perhaps, h e  suffered 
from art h r i t i s  (someth i ng wh i ch he h i mse l f  h i n ted 
anyway ) , but a l ways he l d ,  from o l d  hab i t ,  h l s  1 i t t l e  
f i nger st retched on the paper a s  a f i rm support for h i s  
hand that t raced the l i nes o f  h i s  words . 
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Ye t ,  a l t hough he had succeeded w r i t i ng i n  somewhat 
pa ra l l e l  1 i nes , h i s  w r i t i ng s ty l e  bet rayed hypo
chon d r i a  to the po i nt of madness , someone who he l d  
the  founta i n  pen t i ght  ( . . . . .  ) whos e  shou l ders  we re 
hunched ove r .  You wou l d  th i n k  that  Sorne wh i r l poo l i n  
the  pap e r  was s uc k i ng down h i s  fac e ,  tw i s t i ng i t  i n to  
the  muz z l e  of  an an i ma l  chew i ng h i s  cud . Vou cou l d  
i ma g i ne h i m  mut te r i ng the  wo rds one by one a s  they 
were f l ow i ng f rom the t i p  of h i s  pen , and that  h i s  
ea r ,  t un ed to the  p l ace f rom whe re the s c ratch i n g  
came , fe l t  a n  i n tense  sensua l p l ea s u re on hea r i ng i t .  

The conj ect u ra l  po r t ra i t  of the e l de r l y  gen t l eman 
becomes the  focus of the  p reface , wh i l e S . P . , the subj ect 
of  the nave l recedes i n  the backg round , at l ea s t  unt i l  
we f i n i s h read i ng the p reface and s t a r t  t he f i r s t  chapte r ,  
that  i s ,  the  e l de r l y  gen t l eman ' s  l et t e r .  Thu s , the  
p reface of The He ro of Ghent can  s ta n d  on  i t s  own . Mo re
ove r ,  i n  v i ew of the  fact that  t h i s  wo r k  by Kacht i t s i s  
p resent s ,  a s  a who l e ,  some defects of  p l ot ,  we can say 
that the p reface r i va l s  the ma i n  s tory . 

Kacht i ts i s l oved pa radox and appea r s  to  have re l i s hed 
d raw i ng , in  h i s  p reface , the  po r t ra i t  of h i s  e l de r l y 
cor respondent befo re l et t i ng h i m  s peak i n  the ma i n  part  
of the book.  But  t here i s  a mo re s e r i ou s , i f  s ubcon sc i ou s , 
i n tent  benea t h  the  p l ayfu l s u rface of  the  p reface of 
The Hero of  Ghen t and , to a l es ser  deg ree , of the p reface 
of The Terrace.  Be i ng the 1 1ed i to r 1 1 o f  anothe r 1 s  ma nu
sc r i pt ,  the w r i te r  cannot be  he l d  persona l l y respon s i b l e  
for man y  defects o f  p l ot o r  cha racter i za t i on i n  the  s tory . 
Thus t h e  p reface i s  a k i n d  of  p rotect i ve s h i e l d  wh i ch the 
w r i te r  1 i ft s  before h i mse l f aga i n s t  poss i b l e  censure of  
h i  s wo r k .  

l n  t he p reface of  R i cha rd B .  Wr i g ht 1 s  Fa rth i ng ' s  
Fo rtunes ( 7 ) , the reader  i s open 1 y wa rned about t he 1 1 rough 1 1  
n a t u re o f  t h e  memo i r  wh i ch he  i s  go i ng to  read . 

Over the cou rse of  the  next seve ra l mon t h s , Mr . 
Fa r t h i ng s po ke a bout  h i s  1 i fe and  t i mes  i n to a Kl ear
Tone 1 32 tape reco rd e r .  Wha t you a re about  to read 
a re h i s  actua l  words . We have eschewed fast i d i ou s  
ed i t i ng i n  t h e  hope o f  capt u r i ng t he text u re and 
co l o r  of  t he man .  Th i s  has res u l ted  i n  obv i ou s  
con t rad i ct i on s ,  wh i ch may t roub l e  some readers  . . . . .  

Kac h t i ts i s  i s  certa i n l y  s u bt l e r  i n  h i s  two p reface s .  
Yet , h i s  dua l pu rpose , t o  p l ay w i th the reader  ( pa rody i ng 
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t h i s  type of preface wh ich he had not i ced i n  h i s  read i ngs 
of o l der  books) (8) , and,  at  the same t i me, protect h i mse l f  
aga inst  poss i b l e  accusat ion a s  t o  the content o r  manner of 
h f  s story, t ransp i res through h i s  l i nes .  

Henry James noted i n  Part i a l  Port r a i t s  ( 1 888) (9)  that 
exp l anat ions  by a w r i ter of h l s  crea t i ve work are most 
effec t i ve when br ief .  James certa i n l y  meant theoret i ca l  
o r  l earned d i scuss ions w i th wh i c h  n i neteenth century 
prefaces abounded. But h i s  statement cannot be val i d  for 
prefaces, such as Kacht i t s i s '  preface to The Hero of 
Ghen t ,  wh i c h ,  i n  the pseudo-documen tary character, 
establ i s h  preface as a separate genre. 

NOTES 

1 .  The paper was read, on June 4, 1983,  at the panel 
d i scuss ion 1 1Preface as g-enr.e11, part of the annual meet i ng 
of the Canad i a n  Compar a t i ve L i terature Assoc i a t i on ,  a t  the 
Un i versity of B r i t i s h  Col umb i a  i n  Vancouver .  N i kos 
Kacht i t s i s ,  one of the most representat i ve Greek wri ters 
of prose, of the post-war pe r i o d ,  wrote a l l  of h i s  mature 
work i n  Mon trea l ,  where l i ved f rom 1 956 to 1 970,  the year 
he d i ed premature l y .  Most of h i s  works have been 
publ i shed (and some of them rep r i nted i n  one volume) i n  
Greece. H i s  Engl i s h  w r i t l ngs  -- a short narra t i ve and 
a ser ies of poems -- were edi ted , t ra n s l ated i nto Greek, 
and publ i s hed b i l l ngua l l y ,  together w i th th i r.ty of h i s  
l etters to the present wr i te r ,  an i n t roductory essay as 
we l l  a� b i l b iog raph i es and photos. , l n  the volume, 0 Lep i 
dhopterologhos t l s  Aghon i a s ,  N i kos Kacht i ts i s (The Lep l 
dopte r i s t  of Anx i ety , N i kos Kacht i ts i s) (Athen s :  Nefel i ,  
1 981 ) 

2 .  For i n stance, James 1 .  Merr· i l  1 ,  The ( D i b los)  Notebook 
(New Yo rk:  Atheneum, 1 965) , a novel wh i c h  f i ct ional izes a 
period i n  the w r i ter 1 s  1 i fe spent i n  Greece, i n  the company 
of K i mon F r i a r  and other rea1 characters. 

3 .  Ava i l ab l e  i n  paperback in an Eng l f s h  t rans l at ion by 
Lawrence Ou rre l  1 (London : . Sphere Books Ltd. , 1 97 1 ) .  

4 .  The novel f i rst appeared i n  1 896. There i s  a fa i r l y  
recent ed i t ion ( 1 9 7 1 }  by McC 1 e l l and & Stewa r t .  

5 .  Publ i s hed i n  Athens, G reece,, by "Prot i 1 1  i 1 1 ,  i n  1 964 . 

6 .  Publ i shed i n  Montrea l , by 1 1Lotofaghos1 1 ,  i n  1 967. 
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7 .  Pu b l i s hed i n  Toron t o ,  by MacM i l l an ,  i n  1 97 1 .  

8 .  Kacht i t s i s  m i ght  have a l so read the  G reek nove l  by 
S t ra t i s  My r i v i .l i s ,  1 Zo i en Ta pho ( L i fe i n  the Tomb ) , 
ava i l a b l e i n  a n  Eng l i s h t ra n s l a t i on by Pet e r  B i en ( Un i 
ve rs i ty of New Eng l and P res s ,  1 977) . Th i s  i s  a n  a n t i -wa r 
G reek c l a s s i c ,  i n  whose  p reface My r i v i l  i s  poses a s  the  
ed i to r  o f  a manusc r i pt l ef t  beh i n d  by a G reek se rgea n t  
who h a d  d i ed i n  t he  Ba l kan wa rs o f  1 9 1 2 - 1 9 1 3 .  

9 .  l n  h i s  d i scus s i on o f  Guy de Maupa ssan t . James ' s  
wo rds  have served a s  e p i g raph i n  the  book An tho l og i e  des 
p ré faces de roman s  f ra nça i s  du X I Xe s i èc l e . P résen t a t i on 
de Herbert  S . Gers hman et  B .  Wh i twort h ,  J r .  ( Pa r i s :  Ju l l i a rd ,  
1 947 ) . 
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