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Achim Engelberg

‘Foreigners not wanted’ – A conversation with
Petros Markaris
In the streets of Athens
Whitewashed houses; a cat is scrapping with its kitten. Brightly, the trees turn a different shade of green in the autumn of the year. Only the roar of the waves is missing
to fulfil the happiness of island life. Instead, hooting and honking cars; motorcycles
squealing provocatively. A wiry-metallic sound screeches from far away. Turning
around, the observer views the long-fraying Athens in a grey noon-day haze of humidity, dirt and exhaust fumes. Ray of lights are shining on windows and roofs, making them sparkle and glitter. Anafiotika is the idyllic place between the steeply
towering rock of the Acropolis and the Plaka of the old town; originally, its inhabitants came from the island of Anafi and, still today, houses stand in the ever-more expanding metropolis of Athens like islands in the ocean – a city of the newly-arrived,
newcomers and emigrants.
On the way from the national theatre to the Plaka – the tourist-oriented hypershaped old town – you walk through the Menandrou: lined by neo-classical houses
and jammed by cars and piled-up waste. Crumbling façades uncover field stones.
Boldly sweeping iron balconies rust in the humid smog. Wood trestles shore them up
to avoid a threatening crash. In nearby Koloniaki, one can find an impression of how
noble such buildings must once have been, and can still be today. Restored, they
house designer stores and noble boutiques. On central Menandrou Street, they remain
objects of long-lasting, speculative property transactions. As long as this street is left
to its slow decay, refugees from the Indian sub-continent come here to meet. They are
joking; getting new haircuts; smoking; drinking; buying and selling discount clothes.
Indian music clatters from cassette recorders. You could feel as if you were in India if
the gaps between the houses did not allow a view of the Acropolis. However, labour
immigrants mostly do not live in this greying, but central, district: they live in the
cheapest cabins or basements on the outskirts. Menandrou Street is their meeting
point, the place of their social life. When it rains, they gather beneath the few existing
arcades. When the sun is shining, they spread out across the whole length of the street.
Similar meeting points exist for Sub-Saharan Africans, particularly from Nigeria,
who frequently offer pirated CDs on the beach. And for Russians, Albanians, Romanians, Serbs, Bosniaks, Georgians and Armenians. The Poles even have their own
school.
It is a remarkable transition: in the sixties, emigration agencies called Greeks to
go abroad to Germany, or other destinations. Destinies like those told by Thanasis
Valtnios in his emigrant story The Legend of Andreas Kordopatis (published in German by Romisini), today no longer happen to emigrating Greeks but to immigrating
foreigners – a few of them in the seventies but many more in the eighties. Their
number has risen dramatically since 1989.
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Athens is in transition. Everywhere, construction sites for the approaching Olympic games, streets where traffic is lessened, restored houses, resurfaced by-passes,
modernised hotels. Almost everywhere, the old oriental cafés, for example at the central Omonia Square where, once, you could sip your coffee for several hours while
chatting, have disappeared: today, the cafés have been replaced by fast-food chains.
Noisy Moloch and south-east Europe’s ray of hope: Athens is both at the same time,
connected like a metropolis and dissected like a village and, hence, alive.
Petros Markaris is its most important chronicler. In his social criticism novels,
written in the genre of the detective novel, he describes the metropolis as torn between an old way of life and the EU’s high-tech capitalism, between chic districts and
emigrant asylums.
In these novels also live thousands of Albanians and Macedonians, as possible future Greeks. And where, once again, the old Athenian expression comes true: Where
do you come from? – From Athens. – Yes, but where are your origins?
Despite being an older author, Petros Markaris is also stimulating to young people. Born on 1 January 1937 in Istanbul, as a child of a Greek mother and an Armenian father, he went to a German grammar school and studied Economics in Vienna.
He has been living in Athens since the fifties.
His oeuvre oscillates between popular and sophisticated culture, between Germany and Greece, and between theatre, cinema and prose. As a scriptwriter, he works
closely together with Theo Angelopoulos, the undisputed most important Greek director. Markaris wrote the screenplay for the detective series Anatomy of a crime, and
has written dramas like Still Foreigner (in Greek in 1978; in German in 1988) as well
as novels such as Nychterino Deltio (1995; in German, under the title Hellas Channel,
in 2000); Amyna Zonis (1998; in German, under the title Moth, in 2001); and O Che
Aftoktonise (2003; in German, under the title Live!, in 2004). For the German-speaking public, his oeuvre is edited by the Diogenes publishing house in Zurich. Besides
translations into Turkish, French and Italian, in 2003 he managed to enter the English
book market, not often reached by a south-east European. Nychterino Deltio, concerning among others the co-existence of Greeks and Albanians, was published in the
United Kingdom under the title Night Bulletin by Harvil. The American edition, published by Grove Atlantic, is called Deadline in Athens.
Petros Markaris has also produced translations from the German, too; above all,
Bertold Brecht. Recently, in 2002, he published a well-received new translation of
Goethe’s Faust I and II. At the moment, he is working on a volume of short stories, all
of them covering the subject of foreigners in Greece: Bulgarians; Bosniaks; Albanians.
Engelberg: How did you develop the character of detective Kostas
Charitos?
Markaris: He came to me. I didn’t search for him. From 1991-93 I had been writing
the detective series Anatomy of a crime. It had been a huge success but after three
years I really got tired of it. The TV station wanted to continue, though, so we agreed
on me continuing for six months. At this time, I came upon a typical Greek petty
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bourgeois family. I didn’t know that it was a police officer’s family; I didn’t know
what I was supposed to do with the idea. Everyone tells stories about the petty bourgeois in Greece. I didn’t want to do that too, so I dropped the idea, but the officer
didn’t want to leave; he was present in my thoughts every day. He tortured me! And
so that was the way I came upon the police officer. It was important having started
with the family. Being a long-time left-wing activist, I had no sympathy for cops. In
Greece, they had been a synonym for the fascists. But here I was with this petty bourgeois family. And then, for the first time, I realised that these poor policemen are
petty bourgeois. They have the same dreams that their children can study to become
doctors or lawyers. And that was the way this construction developed. A crime and a
family story told in parallel, without being interwoven.
Your detective novels expand into novels of social criticism. Do you
undertake research?
Yes, always. With Nychterino Deltio it is the social network of the media. I saw these
people at close-hand and said to myself: this is not real life. They work themselves to
death for their everyday success, not for the success of a lifetime, but for an hour’s or
a minute’s or a programme’s success. I went on researching and experienced the
friendly terms in which they talk to each other and call each other by first names, but
they are so jealous that they try to push each other out. When working on Amyna
Zonis I had been wondering why all these small football clubs, at the third division
level, the plebeians of football, had so much money. I made some investigations and
found out why – you can read it in the novel. I always research people who are involved in a case. Firstly, I tried to talk with the football players, but they didn’t want
to know. However, through an acquaintance of my brother-in-law, to whom I had to
promise discretion, I found out anyway.
What comes after the research?
I need a picture. Something to start with. I don’t know how it will proceed. I start to
gain an impression while writing. I develop the dramatic plot chapter by chapter.
A crucial subject in your oeuvre are immigration flows…
A while ago, no-one wanted to immigrate into Greece. That’s why the Greeks could
say: we are not racist. Now, as Albanians have arrive in droves, and Romanians and
Serbs as well, the Greeks discover that they can be racist, too; that they can be nationalists – just as all other Europeans. Foreigners are not wanted. However, it depends on
the kinds of policies made and whether they are aimed at including foreigners. If they
are, it can succeed, although slowly, very slowly. If not, the foreigner will continue to
be a stranger, even after several years. In Greece, it is not only that the Greeks dislike
Albanians, but also that the Albanians dislike Greeks, too. Everyone meets each other
with disrespect.
Of course, this depends on the cultural level of the country of origin as well. A
strong Polish community, for example, exists in Greece. A quite funny thing, actually.
They arrived in their droves because someone once had said that emigration to Can1/2004
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ada was more easy from Greece. That was not true and they got stuck. They are good
craftsmen and workers – the Greeks like them. When Germans complain about Poles,
the Greeks ask why: they are really nice people. Many things do not depend on nationality but on the cultural level.
You develop your fictitious Athens from real locations. The paths of all
your characters can be found on a city map. Do you often go out for a
walk through Athens?
I know the workers’ districts and the suburbs so well that I don’t need to go there anymore. I can imagine it.
But you describe the streets exactly.
Yes, and they really turn out to be just like I describe them. Once, a journalist wanted
to visit some of these places. With her, I then went to a street for the first time. And
really, the flowerpots, the small houses with narrow iron stairs to be climbed in order
to reach a single room: everything was just like I had described it. I have lived in such
districts for decades.
I think extreme differences are exciting. If you go out to Kifissia, for example,
you find yourself in a milieu of richness like that of certain districts of Berlin, Munich
or Paris. But when you go to Nea Philadelphia, you can see the old workers’ districts,
the like of which you can’t find any longer in the rest of Europe. That’s typical for
Athens, it’s typically Greek. For me, the difference between EU-Greece and oldGreece is interesting. I think that we are today experiencing this difference like never
before in our history.
But you weren’t born in Athens, but in Istanbul in 1937
Yes, my father was a merchant, my mother a housewife. Typical middle class, two
children, my sister and me. Even if we could sense the unstable living conditions, it
was a comfortable life. We had Greek and Turkish friends and everyday I met Turks,
Greeks, Armenians and Jews because I went to an Austrian grammar school. Nationalism didn’t exist. After 1956, things went more and more downhill; it became unbearable. Now the situation has improved again, although more between people, less
so with the politicians.
I belong to those people who believe that the 19th century’s really great monarchies did manage one thing: that their citizens weren’t marked by nationalism. It began after World War I. The old Ottoman Empire didn’t know nationalism at all: for
centuries, the foreign minister had been a Greek. But the historical trend took its direction towards the nation-state. Atatürk, whom I admire, because he created so much
in a very short time, used nationalism as a powerful device to hold together the different parts of this society.
In Greece, and Serbia too, such an aggressive nationalism has existed since the
breakdown of the great monarchies – you have experienced this lately. Now, you can
see it with the Albanians. It is a vicious circle, and there are no political solutions, unfortunately. We will not be happy until the day we will have reached a solution. But
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this doesn’t only count in the Balkans. When the Jospin government recognised the
free right of self-determination, the Spanish were unhappy because of the Basques.
And in Belgium also, because of Flanders. If it continued like this in the Balkans, we
would only have very small spots left as nation-states.
Returning to Istanbul...
I have stayed in contact. I go to Istanbul three or four times a year. I think Istanbul is
an exciting and particularly erotic city. You can fall in love with Istanbul. The old,
partly decaying districts, the centre, the Bosporus, the sea. This commuting between
Europe and Asia is unique.
Could you imagine yourself situating a detective novel in Istanbul?
I could. Actually, I even have an idea for it. But I don’t know if it would be a success
in Turkey. You see, the Greeks have had democracy since 1974. Today they can live
together with police officers. But the Turks... If I tell them about a Turkish cop being
nice, they could never get over it.
But your novels are successful in Turkey.
Yes, they are. But Turkish detective novels are all about private detectives, not about
police officers. That’s typical.
One often reads that you were influenced by Brecht...
I saw Mutter Courage in the Berliner Ensemble in 1957, one year after Brecht’s
death. I was mad for theatre and went to see everything. After Mutter Courage, I
knew that’s what I wanted to do. I was fascinated by the narrative form. I have also
read many theoretic works by Brecht. I was so enthusiastic that I began to translate
him. At this time in Greece, there were no good translations. My own distant narrative
form, this way of constantly commenting on the world, that’s because of Brecht.
What do you think of Heiner Müller?
Heiner Müller was the last universal dramatist in the tradition of Goethe. Today’s authors – particularly those in theatre – write on small, single social cases. Heiner
Müller’s way of thinking and writing was unique. The best analysis of revolution I
ever read was in Orders:
Revolution is the mask of death and death is the mask of revolution.

A sentence of this kind can only be written by an author who has experienced revolution and who has suffered from it, too. He discusses what he loves and hates. There
is no other author who has explained quite so well what it means to be a revolutionary
and to have been disappointed by revolution, and both at the same time.
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How would you categorise yourself in Greek literature?
I feel more close to German literature than to Greek. I would not let myself be categorised there. I don’t like this way of revolving around Greece. This kind of being
bound up in oneself doesn’t fit my character. Greece in microcosm interests me insofar as I discover in it its contradictions and its relations to the rest of the world.
The great modern Greek authors are lone wolves: Seferis, for example. The interesting point of his poetry is the contradiction between Greece and Not-Greece. He
was a cosmopolitan. For a large part of his life, he lived abroad and he always emphasised that Greece was an idea. For Seferis, Greece is more a longing than an experience.
Well, on the one hand you are influenced by German sophisticate culture:
Goethe; Brecht; and Müller. On the other hand, by realistic American
detective novels such as those written by Ed McBain.
Yes. I love contradictions because I myself am contradictory.
Your new novel O Che Aftoktonise is once again about the globalisation of
crime?
Globalisation of the economy and of crime exist side-by-side. There is a crime network reaching from Russia to America. In this way, the South American cocaine cartels co-operate with the Russian mafia and make up major property businesses; there
are whole districts in Greece which belong to it. The same case is true with England.
Legal and illegal cannot clearly be distinguished any longer.
This is the way that the Russian mafia sends emigrants to Greece. People from
Uzbekistan are brought to Moscow. There, they pay $2 000 out of the necessary
$5 000 and are then smuggled via Bulgaria into Greece. In Greece, they are allowed
to pay the remaining sum of money in instalments. A history teacher from Uzbekistan
working as a cleaner in Athens pays her instalment every month. Only a well-functioning economic system can accept payment by instalment. I’m afraid that the takings from illegal businesses flowing into the financial net could become so large that
it becomes impossible to pull them out again without causing a financial crisis. Meanwhile, globalised crime is continuing to work on making legal and illegal no longer
distinguishable.
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