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ANGELIKI SOKOU

RECONSTRUCTING THE PAST THROUGH
UNRELIABLE VOICES.
A COMPARISON BETWEEN ORAL AND LITERARY TESTIMONIES
ON THE ASIA MINOR DISASTER OF 1922*

Whether it happened so or not I do not know;
but if you think about it you can see it is true.
[John G. Neihardt (ed.), Black Elk Speaks].

Introduction

The relation between history and literature has been the subject of many
studies and has raised many questions and disputes. Although it is widely
accepted that literature and history are two different disciplines, the actual
development of each in and through narrative can reveal great similarities.' It
has been argued that history adopts to a certain extent the character of an art,
since the arrangement of historical data itself is already a construction which
suggests the kind of textual morphologies also used in literature.” In this way,
history shares certain characteristics with fiction as a result of being

* This article was based on my Master’s Degree (M. A..) undertaken in the Department
of Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies in London’s King’s College (1999). Ishould like
to thank from this position, too, my supervisor Professor Roderick Beaton as well as Maria
Nikolopoulou.

1. Lionel Gossman, Between History and Literature, London 1990, p. 233.

2. Peter Haidu, «The Dialectics of Unspeakability: Language, Silence and the
Narratives of Desubjectification», in Saul Friedlander (ed.), Probing the Limits of
Representation: Nazism and the ‘Final Solution’, Cambridge, Massachusetts and London
1992, pp. 177-299.
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composed as textualised thought and research.® The association between
history and literature becomes more problematic and consequently more
challenging when the work of fiction refers to the extratextual world and aims
at the representation of real events. In this case, it is literature that merges in
a sense into history exercising the referential discourse that the latter uses.

The convergence between history and literature is even more enhanced in
the case of oral history, an alternative and supplementary source for
historiography,* and of fictionalised testimony. According to John Beverley, the
latter is a fictional narrative told in the first person by a narrator who supposedly
witnessed the events he or she recounts.’ It is evident that both oral history and
fiction as testimony draw on narrative genre and historical discourse, since they
are concerned with narratives referring to historical events. Both are built
through a narrative discourse based on the act of witnessing the testimonial
discourse, since the narrators either are, or function as, witnesses who attempt
to describe their past experiences with accuracy. In an attempt to denote the
truth about reality, fictionalised testimonies exercise an ‘unadorned’ discourse,
a matter-of-fact narrative in order to enable events to speak for themselves.®

Can the events actually speak for themselves? The achievement of truth
and accuracy in oral and literary testimonies is an issue which needs to be
further discussed. In fact, the description of events is conveyed through
human discourse whose material differs from the true nature of the facts.
Inevitably, language allows us to hear only a person speaking and not the
events themselves.’

The ability of literature to represent the actual world has been a pro-
blematic issue for literary criticism that gave rise to many different opinions.
Wolfgang Iser in his book The Fictive and the Imaginary claims that the
reality represented in a literary text is not meant to represent the actual reality.®
Whenever realities are transposed into the text, they turn into signs for

3. Haidu, «The Dialectics», op. cit., p. 281.

4. Stephen Caunce, Oral History and the Local Historian, London 1994, p. 7.

5.John Beverley, «The Margin at the Centre on Testimonio (Testimonial Narrative)»,
Modern Fiction Studies 35, No 1 (1989), pp. 11-28.

6. Fr. Abatzopoulou, ‘O &Adog év dtwyud: H eixdva vob Efpaiov o) Aoyoreyvie.
Zyrjuara lotoplag xal uvbomAactac, Athens 1998, p. 100.

7. Abatzopoulou, op.cit., p. 100.

8. Wolfgang Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology,
Baltimore and London 1993, p. 13.
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something else. They are transformed from determinate elements into
indeterminate ones by the fictionalising acts of selection, combination and
self-disclosure, thus leading to a transgression of boundaries.” Selection
crosses the limits of extratextual systems. Combination crosses the
boundaries of intratextual fields of reference. Self-disclosure of the text’s
fictionality transgresses the represented world, indicating that the latter must
only be conceived as if it were a real world so that it points to something other
than itself.'” As aresult, the real merges into the imaginary and the reproduced
reality creates a reality beyond itself.

The limitations of fiction as testimony to denote the real world constitute an
issue that emerged after WWII with the need to represent in literature the
experience of the Holocaust." In fact, literature about the Holocaust may
provide a significant study in the controversy on the limits of representation, for
it sharpens the problematic dichotomy between historical and fictional truth.'"”
The problem which preoccupied the critics was whether it was possible for
literary language to represent such an extreme and traumatic experience as the
Holocaust."” According to Elie Wiesel, the Holocaust as literary inspiration is a
contradiction in terms, since it implies the death of hope, trust, inspiration and
language." Wiesel also stresses the difficulty of the artist to write about a
situation that goes beyond its very description.” Similarly, Roland Barthes
underlines the limitations of literary language to express ‘unspeakable’ or
‘unthinkable’ events. He claims that literature is a well-structured, yet limited
cognitive system which can neither go beyond the knowledge of its era, nor say
everything.'® On the contrary, Foley claims that the Holocaust experience can

9. Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary, pp. 3-4.

10. Ibidem, p. 19.

11. Fr. Abatzopoulou, ‘H Aoyoreyvia dbg paprupie. "EMyvec weloypdpor yia T7) ye-
voxtovia T@v ‘Efpatwy, Thessaloniki 1995, p. 15.

12. Yael S. Feldman, «Whose Story Is It, Anyway? Ideology and Psychology in the
Representation of the Shoah in Israeli Literature», in Friedlander (ed.), Probing the
Limits, pp. 223-239.

13. Hayden White, «Historical Employment and the Problem of Truth», in Friedlander
(ed.), Probing the Limits, pp. 37-53.

14. Elie Wiesel, «The Holocaust as Literary Inspiration», in: Dimensions of the
Holocaust, Northern University, Evanston, Illinois 1977, p. 5-19.

15. Wiesel, «The Holocaust», op. cit., p. 7.

16. ‘O Porav Mrapr ano tov Podav Mropt, Athens 1977, p. 137, cited in
Abatzopoulou, ‘O dAdos év dtwyud, p. 123.
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be represented only by literary sub-genres such as the diary novel or the
documentary novel which do not perceive history as a teleological process.
Nevertheless, she believes that Genocide cannot be described by the
traditional literary schemes of the historical and imaginary novel."”” Most
critics, however, seem to agree that traditional literary norms based on a
rationalistic concept of the world, such as realism, are inadequate to represent
extreme and traumatic experiences.'®

It is widely accepted that an eye-witness is the only person who can
represent an event exactly as it happened.” In this light, Berel Lang argues
that the most important and reliable works on the Holocaust are the oral
testimonies of the witnesses,” an assumption based on the hypothesis that it
is possible to discover the truth about history, which seems to ignore the
limitations of oral history to reconstruct the past with accuracy. Nevertheless,
it has been argued that oral testimonies do not reflect the exact events, but
rather are products of the narrator’s choices and shaping.”' Historians have
carried out many researches to evaluate the veracity of eyewitnesses and have
discovered that people may sincerely say that they have seen what they could
not have done.”” More specifically, the informants through their testimonies
give, either consciously or unconsciously, a distorted account of what has
really occured, because they tend to see only some aspects of it, and to
interpret what they have seen according to their viewpoint.”* As a witness can
never describe everything he has seen, he has to make choices. These choices,
however, are to a great extent determined by the cultural values and the

17. Barbara Foley, «Fact, Fiction, Fascism: Testimony and Mimesis in Holocaust
Narratives», Comparative Literature 34 (1982), pp. 330-360, cited in Abatzopoulou, ‘O
GArog év Swyud, pp. 136-139.

18. Abatzopoulou, ‘H Aoyoreyvia do¢ paptupia, p. 22.

19. Abatzopoulou, ‘O &Adog &v Stwyud, p. 142.

20. Berel Lang, «Historical Writing and the Memory of the Holocaust», in Berel Lang
(ed.),Writing and the Holocaust, New York 1988. For the production of oral testimonies
referring to the experience of the Holocaust see also Fr. Abatzopoulou, 76 éAoxatdrwua
ol papruples v Edpvwy Epatwy, Thessaloniki 1993, pp. 11-37.

21. Marc Bloch, dpologie pour I'histoire ou le métier d’historien, Paris 1949, cited in
Abatzopoulou, ‘O dArog év Stewyud, p. 98.

22. Elizabeth Tonkin, Narrating our Pasts: The Social Construction of Oral History,
London 1992, p. 40.

23. Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition, London 1965, p. 76.
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tradition of his society.” Rumours and hearsay may become a well-
established part of the collective memory so that some people come to believe
they actually saw an incident which in fact they did not experience.”

The subjectivity of the narrator is also enhanced by the effects of memory
as a discarding process. Paul Thompson in his book The Voice of the Past:
Oral History, cites the results of social psychologists to underline the role of
memory in the reliability of witnesses.” Immediately after an event it seems
that we can remember a great deal more than later on, while over time reliance
on memory becomes inconsistent, as certain memories fade or may have been
influenced by subsequent experience.”” Another factor that can influence the
reliability of a witness is the interaction with the fieldworker. It is very
probable that informants may choose their subjects according to their
perception of the interview’s purpose. The social status of the interviewer
may influence their definition of what it is permissible to say. Last but not
least, the way a question is raised usually affects the way the interviewee
interpretes it, and therefore the nature of the answer.”®

The fact that an oral testimony necessitates the existence of both an
experience and a discourse should also not be overlooked. Putting an event into
words indicates an inevitable alteration to that event, since discourse itself can
be characterised as a kind of translation.” In this context, the narrator’s
personal language seems to be a medium for the direct observation and
description of the fact. This primary level of mediation is followed by the
historian’s own mediation. Oral testimonies, in order to be cited in a book,
must be transcribed. The transcription of a testimony is also a matter of
choices and of interpretation for the historian.” Despite his/her intention to
present the unmediated voice of the informant, the written form of an oral

24. Vansina, op. cit., pp. 97, 108.

25. P. Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, London 1992, p. 137.

26. Ibidem, pp. 110-111.

27. Popular Memory Group, «Popular Memory: Theory, Politics, Method», in
Richard Johnson and others (eds.), Making Histories: Studies in History-writing and
Politics, London 1982, pp. 205-253.

28. Yvette J. Kopijn, «The Oral History Interview in a Cross-Cultural Setting: An
Analysis of its Linguistic, Social and Ideological Structure», in M. Chamberlain and P.
Thompson (eds.), Narrative and Genre, London 1998, pp. 142-159.

29. Tonkin, Narrating our Pasts, p. 41.

30. Bloch, Apologie, cited in Abatzopoulou, ‘O dMog év Suwyud, p. 98.
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testimony might well reflect the historian’s own evaluation or personal
discourse.

Thus, it is possible to argue that neither the historian nor the novel writer
may claim to represent the accurate past and mirror reality.’' Given the
limitations of both literature and oral history in denoting true historicity, the
past only emerges in a fragmentary way that it cannot be confined within
exact and narrow borders.

Representation of the Holocaust in fiction and history stressed the
importance of the oral testimonies and increased the production of
fictionalised testimonies and oral history books. In the same way, in Greece,
the Centre for Asia Minor Studies started a systematic effort to publish oral
testimonies of common people about one of the most crucial and traumatic
events in Modern Greek history, the Asia Minor Catastrophe of 1922. The
collection of oral testimonies from ordinary people who had experienced the
havoc had begun, in 1930. These testimonies were published in two books
entitled ‘H "E£o0do¢ in 1980, 1982

Apart from the production of oral history books, some new literary texts
dealing with the theme of Catastrophe appeared in 1962, on the fortieth
anniversary of the Disaster.”

This study will discuss two of them, Xro0 Xatypedyxov: Ta copavrd-
ypover pudc youévng mohteias by Kosmas Politis and Marwudva Xdpars”
by Dido Sotiriou. Interestingly, during the same period even the literary
testimonies that had been published in the immediate aftermath of the
Catastrophe were revised. In this way, the novel ‘Iotopix évéc alypardstou®

31. Abatzopoulou, ‘O &irog év Stwyud, pp. 98-99.

32.Ph.D. Apostolopoulos (ed.), ‘H "E&odoc, vol.I: Maptuples dmo tic énapyles 76y
Sutxddv mapadlwy tiic Mixpasiac, Athens: Centre for Asia Minor Studies, 1980; P. M.
Kitromilides — G. Mourelos (eds.), ‘H "E&odoc, vol. II: Maprupies amd wic émapyles tic
Kevrpixiic xaw Nétioag Mixpaoixg, Athens: Centre for Asia Minor Studies, 1982.

33. For the literary production about the Asia Minor Disaster see Thomas Doulis,
Disaster and Fiction: Modern Greek Fiction and the Asia Minor Disaster of 1922,
Berkeley 1977.

34. Cosmas Politis, o0 Xatlyppdyxov: Ta capavrdypova pdc youévye mori-
telog, Athens 1993 (Original edition 1962). All references are to the 1993 edition and will
be indicated in my text by the page numbers.

35. Dido Sotiriou, Marwuéva Xduore, Athens 1983 (Original edition 1962). All
references are to the 1983 edition and will be indicated in my text by the page numbers.

36. Stratis Doukas, Toroplx évoc alypaiditov, Athens 1998 (Original edition 1929,
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by Stratis Doukas, which was first published in 1929 and revised in 1932,
underwent significant changes in 1958 when an afterword was attached. To
Novuepo 313287 by llias Venezis was first published in the Mytilenean
periodical Koumave in 1924, while its first re-edition appeared in 1931. The
book was revised twice more in 1945 and in 1952. It is noteworthy that all the
writers mentioned above were themselves refugees from Asia Minor. It could
be therefore suggested that their texts reflect the ‘refugee discourse’.

This paper examines the relation between the oral testimonies published
in ‘H "E&odoc and the literary texts mentioned above, which belong to the
genre of fictionalised testimony, since they have been read as prose-fiction
texts referring to historical events with an attempt by the narrators, who
function as witnesses, to tell the truth.*® The limitations of oral testimony to
represent the past with accuracy will be viewed through I1&podoc of Y00 Xo-
¢nppdyxov, the only text under examination which thematises the act of
testifying. A further comparison among the texts is carried out to reveal that
the ‘true’ skill of testimonial discourse lies not in its ability to present the
unmediated voice of experience, but rather in its power to draw on tradition
and myth at all levels of mediation and that literature creates a tradition on
which collective memory may draw too.

L. I1dpodog: Bearing Witness to the Act of Witnessing

The limitations of testimonial discourse in the representation of the past
constitute a problematic issue, never mentioned explicitly in the texts under
discussion. In other words, neither the oral nor the literary testimonies under
examination seem to question the ability of the oral testimony to denote the
truth about past events. On the contrary, they show faith in the ability of
language to present the actual past experience. The only text, among the texts

revised in 1932 and 1958). All references are to the 1998 edition and will be indicated in
my text by the page numbers.

37. llias Venezis, To Notuepo 31328, Athens 1989 (Original edition 1931, revised
in 1945 and 1952). All references are to the 1989 edition and will be indicated in my text
by the page numbers.

38. By the term of fictionalised testimony I am referring to the texts: Ioropla évoc
alypardirov; To Noduepo 31328; Marwuéve Xdpara; Lol Xarlyppdyxouv: To ca-
pavtdypove pidic youévns molitelug.
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examined here, which challenges the power of testimonial discourse to
present the truth with accuracy is IIépoSoc in the novel Xtod Xatlyppdyxov
by Kosmas Politis.

[T&podoc, which not accidentally is the central part of the novel, thematises
the act of testifying. Yiakoumis, the narrator, talks to a voiceless person who
is probably a writer gathering information through oral testimonies about the
Catastrophe of Smyrna. The title of the text could imply many different
notions, as Professor Peter Mackridge has noticed in his introduction to the
book.* It may allude to the passing of time, it may suggest a side-turning or
it may refer to the part of the Greek tragedy when the chorus enters the
orchestra.” In this sense, Yiakoumis, like the tragic chorus, seems to presage
the disaster about to occur.*’ However, as this section will seek to show, the
text may be read in a different context, that of a parody which reveals the
impossibility of reproducing the past through reminiscences.

Bearing witness to the act of witnessing itself, IT&podog reveals the inherent
difficulties of oral testimony in representing the past, and highlights the
particular problems raised during the process of interviewing in the depiction
of truth. The text deals with obstacles such as the relativity of memory, the
subjectivity of the informant, the implicit influence of the cultural background
and the interaction between the witness and the interviewer.

More specifically, the text demonstrates the double role of both the
historian and the informant who are observers and later on narrators of what
they have seen or heard respectively. Thus, Yiakoumis is a witness to the
Disaster in 1922 and forty years later, in 1962, becomes a narrator of his own
experiences.”” However, between the informant’s two roles come the effects
of memory, the ‘fallibility’ of which seems to be one of the most problematic
issues in performing a reliable testimony. Memory is a selective process
which records some of the past events and discards others. On these grounds,
it has been characterised as the ‘sedimented form of past events, leaving

traces that may be unearthed by appropriate questioning’.*’

39. Peter Mackridge, «H mounrixd) wob ypov ol tob ypbvov Zrol Xarlyppd-
yxown, introduction to Politis, Zrod Xatlypedysxou, pp. 27-63.

40. Mackridge, « H mounzuehn, op. cit., p. 39.

41. Ibidem, p. 39.

42. «llave dmd Thre wdmov cupdvra ypdvion (Politis, ol Xatlnppdyxov, p. 139).

43. Popular Memory Group, « Popular Memory», op. cit., p. 241.



RECONSTRUCTING THE PAST THROUGH UNRELIABLE VOICES - 287

Most of the obstacles brought up by the function of memory in the
representation of past experiences are mentioned in a masterly way in Politis’
text. The writer refers to the progressive decline of memory over the years,
by exhibiting the awareness of the narrator/witness that certain memories
might have faded, ‘Qotéoo, 0 Oupmring pov elvon prmakec yopraproouévo, Ta
OVOTTaTLoL TOU TEVLYPEve Peg 6Ty Teouxyido xad Ti dyprdde (143). It is widely
accepted that immediately after an event we can remember a great deal more
than later on, as for a redundant phase we have something close to a
photographic memory which, however, lasts for only a very brief period.*
Yiakoumis stresses once more the long period which has come between the
events experienced and the present in order to justify the relativity of his
memory, Xovtpométoluon péco 6T& Tehevtoln capdvto yedvie (143).
Moreover, the function of the memory process in old age is another issue
brought up by the text,"Omwe xal vé 'vou, ydvouve of Obunceg 6 pérpo ot
vepdpata (143). Scientific studies have proved that after the age of thirty
memory begins to show a progressive decline.” What is of great importance,
however, is that the text itself indicates an awareness of the unconscious
processes of discarding memory, Ko alyouvpe, xdmov O Eeoxiortd — Edmeton,
umopel ol va pmy T0 Tapw eidro (143). Additionally, recall and subsequently
accuracy can be prevented by unwillingness. More precisely, traumatic
experiences can result in either a conscious avoidance, or an unconscious
repression of displeasing events.* It is in this sense that Yiakoumis postpones
the narration of the most dramatic moments of his past. He starts talking about
his present life and he goes on to refer to his past by giving particular details
about events not necessarily relevant to the Catastrophe. It could be suggested
that it is in this context that at the end of each narrative Yiakoumis repeats,
Adre elyo vee 6ol e (140 and 143) sending the young man off.

The selective function of memory results to a certain extent in the
subjectivity of the informant.”” People usually choose to remember what they
want to. In other words, the process of memory depends partially upon

44. Thompson, The Voice of the Past,p. 111.

45. Ibidem, p. 116.

46. Ibidem, p. 114.

47. The fallibility of memory is also brought up in other points in the novel: «T6 xax6
elvou, o 6 &vhpwog To QUAdEL PEG GTO UVNLLOVIXG TOU — Xul TOL TTOPULOPPUIVEL Ve~
hoya pg 7o cuppépo Touwn (Politis, Trol Xatlyppayxou, p. 36).
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interest.” What is most precisely remembered is what has been sporadically
recalled and it is usually material relating to people.” People usually recall
episodes that had a specific meaning for them and do not keep in mind dates
and details of specific historical events. As a result, many events of
importance are neglected in the narratives of witnesses and others of ‘lesser
importance have a significance attached to them that seems exaggerated’.*” In
this light, Yiakoumis in IT&poSog says, Elvaw xed ©” dAho: Ydyvovrac dvdpeoo
o1’ dmoxoddio, Evor Plyovro &md omacuévo xalpeprnt pavtdler i umpUANd-
v, % Eva ypuoagixd TO Tapaplyvels 6t va Tave xitpivog Tevexés (143).

By the same token, Yiakoumis’ narrative focuses more on incidents
relating to his personal life, than on historical events presented through brief
descriptions and dense sentences. In this respect, Yiakoumis refers to pre-
war life in Smyrna giving a detailed description of a particular custom,
namely that of flying the kite. From a literary point of view, it has been
noticed that this description functions as a symbol for the ascension of the
dead city,’' which Yiakoumis also explicitly connects with the Ascension of
Christ as depicted by Orthodox traditional art.”> However, from another point
of view, it can be suggested that extended references to the cultural aspects
of life demonstrate the influences of tradition on the choices of the
informant. Since an informant may be deeply interested in the traditions of
his people, he may on his own initiative assemble a number of traditions and
describe them in his testimony.”® Tradition is a well-established part of
community memory and it is interwoven with reality and myth in peoples’
minds to the extent that some people come to believe they have actually
witnessed something they have not.

Having stressed the problems raised by the process of remembering,
Politis introduces the part referring to the most crucial events by the phrase
"Av Oupapon xoha (143). Yiakoumis recites all the historical events that took

48. Thompson, The Voice of the Past, p. 113.

49. Ibidem, p. 137.

50. Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 139.

51. Mackridge, « H mounmuxip, op. cit., p. 43.

52. «Né&, yiie vo xarahdPerc, Eéperg o elxbviopa, mob 6 &yyehog anxddver Ty To-
pomeTpa, . 6 Xptorog Byatver dmd Tov Tépo i dvakigeTon aTov odpavé» (Politis, o
Xorlyppdyxov, p. 143).

53. Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 119.
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place a few hours before the Catastrophe of Smyrna framing them once more
with incidents from his personal life. In fact, the pivotal theme of his
narrative is his relationship with his wife and the very last moments he spent
with her. In his description of those latest hours of his town, Yiakoumis
incorporates a hearsay he had been told by his barber. The phrase ox0Bet %ol
uob Aéer o1’ adtl (147) is indicative of the way in which rumours and hearsay
are transmitted among the members of a small community. It can be
suggested that such stories constitute a kind of oral tradition which
influences people’s narratives to such a degree that true and imaginary
events are not easily discerned. Bearing in mind that both memory and
imagination are ways of comprehending and interpreting events,*
Yiakoumis questions the reliability of his own words, I"ié& tobro, xal §oa gob
xouPévtioon Yid T& Toeprévia, wmopel v& ‘vou pbvo gavtactx pou (143). By
highlighting the informant’s instability and uncertainty about his own words,
Politis underlines once more the limitations of testimonial discourse to
represent the actual past.

Moreover, the text dramatises the interaction between the witness and the
historian and its consequences in performing a reliable testimony. Oral
history interview is a dialogic discourse, an interactive process created not
only by what the interviewees say but also by what the historians do.” Oral
testimony is not a monologue, but the narrative’s address to an audience.®
The presence of the interviewer as the immediate receiver of the testimony
dynamically affects the structure and the content of the testimony itself. It is
vital that the narrator does not speak in a vacuum, but is aware of the fact that
his words are important to someone. By opening the discussion, the
fieldworker determines the roles and introduces the basis of narrative
authority.”” In this light, the recurrent phrase of Yiakoumis Agv #ye timot’
Ao va oob 76 (140) may also indicate that the speaker feels obliged to talk

54. Louis O. Mink, «History and Fiction as Modes of Comprehensiony, in R. Cohen
(ed.), New Directions in Literary History, London 1974, pp. 107-124.

55. Alessandro Portelli, «Oral History as Genre», in Chamberlain and Thompson
(eds.), Narrative and Genre, pp. 23-45.

56. Dori Laub, «Bearing Witness or the Vicissitudes of Listening», in S. Felman and D.
Laub (eds.), Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History,
New York and London 1992, pp. 57-74.

57. Portelli, «Oral History», op. cit., p. 23.
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only because of amandate from the historian.” Thus, these words could mean
‘I only speak, because you ask me to and probably I will say what you want
to hear.”

Additionally, it is normally expected that the speaker’s attitude will
depend on his/her impression of the historian, his social status and his specific
motives.” The presence of the interviewer may lead the informant to ‘strive
for the best possible diction” or to give answers that are expected to be
approved by the former.® From the very beginning of Il4poSo¢ Politis
demonstrates the interaction between the informant and the researcher as a
social phenomenon which influences the performance of a reliable testimony.
In this sense, Yiakoumis expresses respect towards the writers, Tobe &yw ot
peydkn drebhndy adTode Tob ypdpouve BiBAia (139), and immediately after he
undermines what he and the writer have just said as norms of social
conventions xahtepa v& maparhcovpe TO xoytovapiope (139). In this light,
the phrase i coBupa (139) seems to be a highly sarcastic comment on the
reliability of the witness and more importantly on the ability of language to
denote the truth.

As the first person to speak in an oral history interview is the interviewer,
the source’s narrative can always be seen as a response to the historian’s,
initial questions.®" Although ITdpodoc is not written in a dialogue form, the
historian’s presence in the field can be inferred from Yiakoumis’ responses.
It is actually the historian’s questions and expectations that encourage and
form Yiakoumis’ narrative. Yiakoumis easily wanders off the point and
provides irrelevant information, when he is encouraged to free expression,
but the historian’s gradual introduction of a set of questions leads him to more
specific answers. Yiakoumis focuses on his subjective experience, while the
researcher seems to be more interested in the depiction of historical events.
This interplay between the unique perception and recollection of events
identified with the narrator, and the expectations for an accurate historical
representation identified with the narratee/historian highlights the nature and
the limitations of oral testimony.

Apart from the interaction between source and historian at the moment of

58. Ibidem, pp. 28-29.

59. Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 92.

60. Portelli, «Oral History», op. cit., p. 24.
61. Ibidem, p. 28.
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their encounter in the interview, what historians hear and what they say or
write is also of great importance.® The historian’s presentation of the material
in the text is highlighted through a bracketed but still significant, sentence (To
&Bdvarro Soupdvio Tiic Duiiic, ornuelwos adtdc wod dxouye o ooupd) (146).
It is the only point in the passage where the action is not conveyed through
Yiakoumis’ narrative, but through the voice of a quasi omniscient narrator.
This arch-narrator is a somewhat disembodied voice and has been
characterised as a persona of Politis.”® Thus, the text also illustrates the double
role of the historian/writer. The words heard by the historian during the
interview are transferred and interpreted differently when presented in
written form. The subjectivity of the writer often affects the transcription of
the testimony. In this way, Yiakoumis’ words Té "o p& wé pdrioc pov. “Omesg
0O2¢ eEynoé to (146) could have a dual meaning. From one point of view, they
refer to the explanation of the events described, that all services functioned
properly even a few minutes before the Catastrophe. However, from another
point of view, they can be seen as an implicit comment on the interpreting role
of the historian. What the witness relates is interpreted according to the
historian’s perspective.

To conclude, TTdpodog is the only literary text under discussion to exhibit
the nature and limitations of oral testimony. More specifically, it stresses the
relativity of the witness’ testimony as a result of the discarding process of
memory and it demonstrates how consciousness becomes the mediating
factor to the recollection of events. Furthermore, the text dramatises the
interaction between the informant and the historian and refers to the
subjectivity of the latter in interpreting the testimony. Thus, we come to the
next question. What are the elements that render the testimony a mediated
voice of experience?

I1. Testimony: A Mediated Voice of Experience

All the texts under discussion aspire to denote the truth by adopting the form
of testimonial discourse. Both oral and literary testimonies are supposed to
transfer the exact words of their narrators in an attempt to present the
unmediated voice of experience. Their explicit aim is to allow the events to

62. Ibidem, p. 23.
63. Mackridge,«‘H moumuxiy, op. cit., p. 30.
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speak for themselves through a discourse which does not include any
interpretations or comments on the part of the narrator/witness. However, as
the first section has shown, there are certain factors which prevent the
informant from being objective in the description of his past. The use of
language as a medium, through which the witness constructs his narrative,
indicates a primary level of mediation between the experience and the
narrative. As oral discourse is later transcribed in order to be cited in the oral
history or the literary book, a paradox is introduced. Although the reader has
the impression that the narrator relates his first-hand personal experiences,
the final form of the testimony is shaped by either the historian or the writer
acting as a medium through which the witness ‘writes’.

Consequently, there are three levels in which the testimony regarding an
experienced event can be divided. The first level is the experiencing ‘I’, the
witness who is present at the time when the incident takes place. When,
however, the witness exercises his role as the narrator of his experiences, he
presents a quite different story from the fact itself because the acting of
language is an illusory reflection of reality. Thus, he introduces the second
level of testimony, or in other words the first degree of mediation. More
specifically, as language itself is a constructive system, the reality it produces
is a constructed representation. In this way, a narrated experience is by
definition a transmission of reality.* It has been suggested that the witness’
speech surpasses the witness who is actually the medium of realisation of
testimony.® By virtue of the fact that the testimony is addressed to others, the
witness, as a narrator, becomes the vehicle of a reality beyond himself. Thus,
it could be said that the primary narrative, addressing a small circle of people
orthe unnamed interviewer only, is relatively mediated or much less mediated
than the production of the testimony in a written form.

In transcribing the oral testimony, the writer takes the material, which was
narrated to him by the informant, and gives it a written form. This is the
second degree of mediation which appears to be much stronger. The final
form of the testimony is a written text whose concept implies a stable entity
that exists independently of all those who interpret it. The writer’s
intervention is the one that presents the story as something not individual but

64. Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen, Truth, Fiction and Literature, New
York 1994, p. 239.

65. Shoshana Felman, «Education and Crisis, or the Vicissitudes of Teaching», in
Felman and Laub (eds.), Testimony, pp. 1-56.
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representative, as something that makes an appeal to people. In transcribing
the oral testimony for publication either as an historical source, or as a literary
text, the writer makes claims for greater significance. After having been
written and published, the testimonies become a kind of monument that
addresses the public. The process by which the informant’s speech,
addressing a determinate audience, is turned into a discourse addressing a
broader audience, namely the public, indicates the intentionality of the writer.
The intentionality of the writer is the only criterion for the reader to
distinguish a literary work from an individual narrative and, according to
Genette, it is usually denoted in the paratexts of a book.*

The mediating role of both the historian and the literary author in giving
the oral testimony a written form is an additional factor opposing the
aspirations of the testimonial discourse to represent the actual past. The
professed intention of the literary writer and the historian to re-tell the truth
about the historical facts is communicated to the reader usually in the
paratexts provided in the books under examination. However, sometimes
these paratexts undermine the immediacy of the discourse by drawing
attention to the role of the person who composes the text. This part of the
dissertation focuses mostly in the paratexts in order to show that, although the
testimonies under discussion present themselves as unmediated voices of
experience, they actually reach their readers as the mediated voices of
witnesses shaped by a writer. The section also seeks to investigate to what
extent this final shaping implies intentionality on the part of the writer.

Oral history, according to Alessandro Portelli, ‘begins in the orality of the
narrator but it is directed towards and concluded by the written text of the
historian’.*” Both the narrators’ orality and the historians’ intervention are
underlined in the introduction to the first volume of ‘H "E£odoc. Testimonies
gathered in the book are the narratives of common people from the western
coastline of Asia Minor who have told their personal stories to fieldworkers.
Testimonies have been classified in three volumes by geographical region.
The second volume includes testimonies of people from central and south
Asia Minor, while the third deals with testimonies from the former inhabitants
of Pontos. The historians are those who re-tell the reminiscences of the

66. Gerard Genette, Seulis, Paris 1987, cited in Abatzopoulou, ‘O Ao év Srwyud,

p. 101.
67. Portelli, «Oral History», op. cit., p. 25.
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witnesses.”® Furthermore, the text underlines the double value of the written
testimonies, stressing in this way the linguistic expression of the narrator as
something different from the experience itself.” Interestingly, the mediating
role of both the narrator and the writer in the construction of a testimony is
demonstrated in the following sentence:

Tl 8ev pmopet [t0 KLMLE.] v Eeywploe ovjpepa [1980] 16 Balpd Spyd-
VGG TG RAYNoNG GG GLYXEOTNUEVOU GUVEAOY, 0D GvijeL TV 110 TOV &
e, ol T6 Palpd EnéuBacne oty Spydvmo adty) mod propolice Vo dox)-
oeL 6 ouvepydtng (Ag).

The introductory text, in this way, recognises the use of language as amedium
through which the experience is altered.

However, the historian’s intervention in a book of oral history must be
erased from the published text in an attempt to create the illusion that the
witness is speaking directly to the reader.” Portelli has stressed the
importance, in achieving this goal, of the paralinguistic elements of the
interview as vehicles for carrying the informant’s attitude.”” However, the
prevailing tendency among the researchers is to smooth the narration by
neglecting the paralinguistic features that give oral sources a surplus vis-a-vis
the written ones.” It can be deduced that in the case of oral history accuracy
is considered to be the aim of all transcribing and editing, but still there is a
problematic issue. A transcript faithful to sounds might turn the speech into
an unreadable page and this can hardly be characterised as accurate.” In this
context, the oral testimonies of ‘H "E£0dos, according to the introduction to
the first volume, underwent few but essential alterations in order to be
transformed into comprehensible and readable written texts.” On the other

68. «Ta Eyouv depnymlet oTodg ouvepydreg Tob Kévrpou —mod o xarréypordory dué-
aoc— dvpwmor dmhoin: George K. Tenekidis, Preface to ‘H "E£odog, vol. 1, p. X.

69. «To xelpeva Emopévarg, Too0 dig dumerpleg puiic xplotung mparypatindThTag 6co
xal G¢ YAwoowd) Exppasm: George K. Tenekidis, op. cit., p. X.

70. Portelli, «Oral History», op. cit., p. 32.

71. Kopijn, «The Oral History Interview», op. cit., p. 148.

72. Ibidem, p. 148.

73. Portelli, «Oral History», op. cit., p. 34.

74. «Ol erepfoeig Tév cuvepyortdv dev Fray mopd Emovstiddes, wob dméPAemoy
o7 va elvan 9 dphiyney, G¢ yeartd md xelpevo, xarovonty ol edxorodidBacTry:
George K. Tenekidis, op. cit., p. X.
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hand, the historians maintain that they tried not to change either the content
or the form of the narratives, in their attempt to preserve the accuracy in the
written testimonies.”

As it becomes apparent, the historians’ interventions in the oral
testimonies of ‘H "E£odoc are silent and invisible, but can still be traced in the
texts. For instance one rarely finds the expected regional linguistic varieties
in the written testimonies, since the language is very homogenous and close
to standard (xowi) modern Greek.” Specifically, in some written texts a few
words or even whole phrases in Turkish are transferred unedited, while their
translation is provided in footnotes. This, however, leads to the assumption
that the speaker might have used more Turkish idioms which were translated
directly into Greek, according to the information given in the introduction.”
This is evident in the testimony of Afroditi Yiannaki, where the informant
seems to have used both Greek and Turkish words to re-tell the utterances of
a Turk.”

Hence, representing the linguistic idiom is one way of conveying the
accuracy of the testimony, but translating or even making the spoken word
accessible to the reader through punctuation and other paralinguistic elements
constitutes a silent intervention. Punctuation is used in a written text in order
to separate the sentences and to make the meaning clear. It is in this context
that one should view the long sentences with frequent punctuation in ‘H "E£o-
doc, a phenomenon absent in the oral discourse. Single sentences separated
by dashes, commas and semi-colons are very common in the texts.”

75. «ZTiy Tehund] Toug obvTady ol ouvepydreg [...] xparobooy dxbpn pt Th peye-
Witepn ToTéTT TI) YAWOO®, TG0 &Td TiY drwodm THe popeTic xal Tob Aekihoyiov 8oo
%ol &md Ty &modn Thg Swrdmwers. Xtlg oA Ayeg mepimTddoeg TOb 6 TANEOQO-
onTic dev umopobioe vé Exqppuatel ot ENMVIXG GAAG 0Ta ToUpXIXa, ElBxdE TOLEXO-
pobhe cuvepydrng petéppale duéong xal xaréypagen: George K. Tenekidis, op. cit.,
p.-X.

76. It is widely known that some of the refugees did not speak Greek at all, but even
if they did, their dialects were various and peculiar such as Pontic and full of distinctive
linguistic characteristics. George Th. Mavrogordatos, Stillborn Republic: Social
Coalitions and Party Strategies in Greece, 1922-1936, Berkeley 1983, p. 193.

71. See footnote 76.

78. For instance the word toopumodx means quickly as the translation indicates:
George K. Tenekidis, op. cit., p. 197.

79. For instance: «To pobya pag o6 povoopuse — ém’ to mwoahs Bpekipora — Frave
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Indicative of this quasi silent intervention is the use of exclamation marks and
dots which aim at expressing the intonation of the speech in the written texts.*
The choice of different ways of conveying direct speech is also noteworthy.
The spoken exchanges are either in quotation marks or in dialogue form.
Moreover, the absence of grammatical and syntactic errors normally to be
expected from people who lack formal education must not be overlooked.
Finally, the separation of the texts into paragraphs is yet another indication of
the researcher’s mediating role.*

By the same token, in the oral testimonies first published in 1964 under
the title ‘O Kotvog Adyog® paragraphs and punctuation are used to smooth
out problems raised by the oral discourse, although the information given in
the introduction draws attention merely to insignificant corrections done on
some of the testimonies written by the informants themselves under the.* Elli
Papadimitriou, the person who had the inspiration of this work and gathered
the testimonies, stresses the absence of any kind of mediation in order to
illustrate the accuracy and immediacy of the discourse, although a kind of
intervention can be detected in the texts themselves.*

The professed accuracy and immediacy of the testimonies indicates the
desire on the part of the editor to present not only facts, but also a traditional
discourse representative of the collective whole. In her introduction,
Papadimitriou emphasises the significance of the oral discourse as a
fundamental element of Greek tradition, xal miotebew mhe 6 Abyog yiveton
Bpyavo €06 oo ugpn pag (5). In this sense, the very title of the book exhibits
its aim to be read as a collective testimony where the individual voice is
mingled together with the collective through a traditional discourse. That is

emaves pog Pelpa, dppwoTior, TupeThe, melva Bha T xod To elyapen: Testimony of
Marianthi Karamoussa, ‘H "E£odoc, vol. I (pp. 187-195), p. 193.

80. Examples can be found in the testimony of Panayiotis Marselos, op. cit., pp. 11-
19.

81. In relation to this structural form, see Thanassis Valtinos, ‘Opfoxwore, Athens
1994. The literary texts are not separated into paragraphs in an attempt to reflect the
fluency of orality of the real testimonies.

82. Elli Papadimitriou (ed.), ‘O Kowog Abyos. ’Apnyfuara, vol. 1, Athens, 1984.
All references are indicated by the page numbers.

83. Papadimitriou, op. cit., p. 4.

84. KEyo o Aelder ar’ w4 péompy: Papadimitriou, ‘O Kowvdg Adyos. ‘Apnyfuc-
T pS.
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why ‘O Kowog Adyog Oa yvwpiotel dotépeutn mnyh tob mokitiopob xol THg
iotoplac pac (6). The same intentionality on the part of the editor to offer a
work of both historical and cultural significance is also to be discerned in ‘H
"E&o0doc. The aim of the collection is declared to be two-fold. On the one hand
it constitutes a source of historiography and on the other it offers a sample of
collective discourse due to the linguistic value of the texts.* In this light, the
discourse of the texts is explicitly identified with the title of the above book,
«6 wowdg Abyoo».* The very title of ‘H “E£odog indicates its two-fold
significance as well. The editors, in the introduction, underline not only the
historical, but also the biblical allusions. Thus, the title points to the uprooting
of'the Greeks of Asia Minor after the convention of the compulsory exchange
of populations in 1923 and also alludes to the biblical Exodus emphasising
the power of tradition.”’

More importantly, Venezis was the first writer to introduce the biblical
allusions in fictionalised testimony as pointers of Greek culture and tradition.
Each chapter of the 1952 edition of T4 Noduepo 31328 is entitled by verses
from David’s psalms.® Venezis’ work can therefore be related to the biblical
allusion of ‘H "E£odoc.

However, the fact that the psalms were added to the book some time after
the first edition indicates the intentionality of the writer. A comparison among
the editions of the book demonstrates the different levels of mediation and
reveals this intentionality as a result of the second level of mediation. In 75
Notuepo 31328 the three levels of bearing witness are mediated by the same
person, as the introduction to the edition of 1945 underlines. The witness is
identified with both the narrator and the author, but they can still be
chronologically separated. In this way, one can distinguish Ilias, the young
man who experiences captivity in the labour battalions in the immediate
aftermath of the Catastrophe, from Venezis, the narrator who writes his story
for the first time addressing a small audience in 1924.% The first version was

85. «Idwdrepn elvon 1) YAwoowd) Gl wod mepinhelovy Tow xelpever adrdn: George
K. Tenekidis, op. cit., p. \3".

86. George K. Tenekidis, op. cit., p. \3".

87. Ibidem, p. 1 «T6 K.M.Z. vioBérnoe tov 8po ““EEodoc” atd fifihuxd Tou vén-
oty ol & Tov o Epo Tihoplpnee T xelpeva TGV LUpTLELDYY.

88. The edition of 1945 does not contain the psalms, Ilias Venezis, T6 Noduepo
31328. Té Bifrlo tijc oxrafiis, second edition, Athens 1945.

89. «lIlive elxooréva ypbvia dred 76 1924 od Eypadior aTiy TEMTY ToL PoPEPT, YU-
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published under the title ‘31328. T¢ tpdfBnée ¢ dvlpwmog ue 6 mapamdve
voluepo mod mdaotyxre oxAdfBos ardv méAepo’ in serial form in the Mytilenean
periodical Kapmdvee from 5 February to 6 June 1924.” According to Ines di
Salvo, the primary version of 1924 seems to be closer to the experienced
events. The writer composed the text without a specific plan, by recalling
single episodes from his memory. In this light, the adhesion to the recalled
incidents has been characterised as direct and emotional.”

In 1931, however, Venezis, as writer, introduces a systematic organisation
of the already used material.” In addressing his work to the general public,
the writer claims greater significance and uses the means which will make an
appeal to the collective consciousness. For this purpose, he altered his
personal story in order to present it as representative of the collective whole.
In the 1931 version, Venezis elaborated on the original narrative of 1924 and
added further narratives.” New data relating not only to historical events, but
to the folk tradition of Anatolia as well were inserted into this edition. One
can also detect an intention —still tacit though— on the part of the author to
promote a pacifist message.” In the 1945 edition a preface was added which
draws attention to the veracity and authenticity of the text and presents it as
an autobiographical testimony. After all, Venezis himself confessed that
although his narrative was based on real events, he had made some changes
in order not to offer a purely superficial reproduction of facts.” For example,
the presentation of the thoughts and feelings of several people as those of the
hero,” indicates the author’s intentionality to establish his work as

pllovrac, moudt, dmd T xdrepye THic Avatoic, To ypovixd TobTon (Venezis, To Nou-
uepo 31328, p. 13).

90. The information given is based on the study of Ines di Salvo which examines the
specific changes made between the 1924 edition and that of 1931: Ines di Salvo, 76 Nou-
wepo 31328 di Venezis: Dalla prima alla seconda redazione, Palermo 1978, p. 6.

91. Ibidem, p. 9.

92. «T6 Eavodotredor o6 1931 Erav Bydixe ot Biffion (Venezis, op. cit., p. 13).

93. These narratives had already been published in Venezis’ MaveiAne Aéxac (1928),
a collection of short stories which also dealt with the theme of captivity, Di Salvo, 15
Notuepo, pp. 8-9.

94. Di Salvo, T Noduepo, p. 10.

95. The information is based on an interview that Venezis gave to the newspaper 76
Bijuser on 19/12/1950, cited in Di Salvo, op. cit., p. 10.

96. Ibidem.
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representative of the collective mentality. Furthermore, the juxtaposition of
the raw reality and the use of literary conventions in the text,” underlines even
more Venezis’ intention to write a literary text which will reflect the collective
mentality and will address the public. The adding of psalms to the 1952
edition stresses the intentionality of the author to link his book with the
tradition and to present it as a work representative of Greek civilisation.”

In the same way, in the preface to Matwuéva Xdpara Sotiriou’s professed
intention is to contribute to the reconstruction of a lost world by presenting
the voice of a representative of the collective whole. In this context, Manolis
Axiotis, the narrator, is explicitly identified with the representative of the
whole community, Kdre dr’ wév Maveikn Afudytn, tov xevrpind donynty) tob
BiPrlov, Omdpyer 6 wixpacidrre dypdrne (7). Axiotis introduces the primary
level of mediation with his narrative. Moreover, this mediation is enhanced
by the fact that the narrator writes his own first hand experiences instead of
relating them to the author.” Here, as in the previous testimony, the first level
of mediation is introduced through a written discourse, a fact which might
lead to a significant alteration of the experienced event itself.

Nevertheless, Sotiriou explicitly claims to be re-telling the written
reminiscences of her narrator.'” Thus, a second degree mediation is indicated
by the fact that Sotiriou re-writes Axiotis’ testimony enriching it with
information obtained by other witnesses’ testimonies.'” The goal of this act
is to transform an individual discourse into a representative one, so as to make
an appeal to the collective mentality. Presenting herself as a collector of oral
testimonies, which are given the meaning of Aeiixol Onoawpat (7), Sotiriou
intends to contribute to the continuum of the Greek culture. However, adding
apolitical interpretation of the facts to the text through the voice of Axiotis'”

97. Beaton, Introduction, pp. 139-140.

98. The elements of tradition would probably make an appeal to the consciousness of
ordinary people and would act as bearers of a pacifist message. Moreover, the fact that the
chosen psalms refer to sufferings of the Jewish people may indicate Venezis’ interest in
the Holocaust.

99. «Kdbuoe pe Omopovi) xal xbmiace v ypduer p o Myo ypoyrrortdnior Tou, To
oo eWav Tor pdria Toun (Sotiriou, Marwuéva Xduara, p. 7).

100. Peter Makridge, «Kosmas Politis and the Literature of Exile», AeAtto Kévrpou
Muxpaciarixéy Zmouvddyv 9 (1992), pp. 223-239.

101. €Amd Térowoug adrémreg phprupes THpa TO Ghkd mob ypetolbpovver, Yid vé
yeddor Tobro 7o pubiotbenuan (Sotiriou, Matwuéve Xdpara, p. 8).

102. Beaton, Introduction, p. 241.
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invites a historical reading of literature.'®

In the afterword to IoTopla évig alyuardrov, which was added to the third
edition of 1958, Stratis Doukas declares that he had also used a genuine oral
testimony to write a literary text. Doukas is the only author to admit his
intervention in the construction of the written text and at the same time to
claim that he is presenting a true testimony.'® In his paratext all the levels of
mediation presenting a written testimony are underlined. More specifically,
Nikolas Kazakoglou narrates his story to Doukas who writes it down at the
same time, in order to preserve the immediacy of the narrator’s discourse.
Still, the writer stresses his intervention in the primary narrative by the words
xportobon, TapéAeima xal petdhhala (66). Although, the narrator signs the first
written version of his story, Doukas admits that he has changed even the
signature from Kazakoglou to Kozakoglou. Moreover, Kazakoglou re-tells
the beginning of his story which was missing from the first written text, but
7 Spynoh Tov Sev elye ma Ty Wix Leoraca (66). This phrase emphasises
the first level of mediation by indicating that a narrative about an experienced
event can never be the same as the event. In this sense, it could be suggested
that Kazakoglou is the experiencing ‘I’, but Kozakoglou is the primary
narrator who inevitably alters the experienced event, while Doukas, as the
writer of the book, introduces the second level of mediation.

The authorial intervention is mentioned many times in the paratext and it is
highlighted through the different editions of the book. Doukas re-writes the story
by dictating it to his cousin in order to preserve the authenticity of the oral
discourse, but he defends departing from the literal truth for the sake of the
story.'” Thus, the story in the editions of 1929 and 1932 is presented as having
been written gmapdhhogyto g pob iy elre (67), although the reader knows
that this is not the case. In the edition of 1958, however, the changes which were
made by the writer are denoted explicitly in the paratext.'® Yet, the popular

103. The didactic aims of the novel are underlined in the following phrase: «vé iy
Eexvolv ol mahiol, va Pydhovy owoti) xplom ol véow (Sotiriou, op. cit., p. 8).

104. Drawing attention to the writer’s role in composing a novel has been characte-
rised as an innovative technique absent from the literature of realism (Abatzopoulou, ‘O
HMog év Srwyud, p. 102).

105. «“O obvrpopéds Tou [...] orevayweifnxe mob otiy iotoplo pouv Tov elya xpe-
pdaer [...] Tt va tob dmavtiow; [dc Eror t80ehe # ioropia;n (Doukas, Torople, p.
67).

106. «AMhoFo Baouxd T popeip (Doukas, op. cit., p. 67).
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language seems to be of great importance for Doukas, as his aim is to preserve
the popular charm of his hero’s discourse by ‘purifying’ it.'” Doukas’
intentionality results in the presentation of his text as a hybrid, an innovation of
an invented ideal oral testimony which reflects the collective voice.

In conclusion, all the testimonies under examination reveal the necessity
of two mediators, one to narrate the experienced incident and one to be
responsible for the transformation of the oral discourse into a written text. As
a consequence, the testimonies presented by oral history and literature are
mediated voices of experience. However, it is the author’s intentionality that
determines the form of each work which can be traced not only in the form,
but also in the selections he or she makes as far as content is concerned. This
brings us to the next question. What do the selected themes of oral history and
literature reveal?

I11. Collective Memory versus Historical Truth

It has been argued that history is a discipline different from and superior to
collective memory and in this context, memory has been treated as a primitive
phenomenon.'® However, such identifications are equivocal, since memory
and history are strongly related and deeply interwoven in the way people
perceive and reproduce historical events. This section examines the nature of
collective memory and its relation to history and tradition, focusing on the
fact that testimonial discourse draws on myth and tradition at every level of
mediation. More specifically, the chapter deals with the recurrence of
common thematic motifs both in oral and in literary testimonies and seeks to
reveal the relation of these similarities and the reason of their existence.
Among the descriptions of violent scenes about the Asia Minor disaster,
there are some narratives both in oral and in literary testimonies under
discussion, that could be characterised as humane. These stories or events
deal mainly with the theme of friendship between individual Turks and
Greeks from Asia Minor and appear with almost the same content in three

107. «Kpdrnoo xol vévica mepioobrego ©6 haixd Abyo, xafapilovtds Tovn (Doukas,
op. cit., p. 67).

108. Tonkin, Narrating our Pasts, pp.118-119. For the relation between history and
collective memory see also Jacques Le Goff, History and Memory, trans. by S. Rendall
and E. Claman, New York and Oxford 1992, pp. 79-147.
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texts, one of which is an oral testimony and the other two are not uninte-
ntionally —as the paper will seek to show— literary texts. The first such
instance appears in Anastasis’ Charanis oral testimony in ‘H "Eodo¢ and in
two literary texts, 76 Noduepo 31328 and Marwudva Xdpoara. It refers to
the relationship developed between the narrator/captive in labour battalions
and a doctor of the opposite camp. The latter helps the former either by curing
him or by giving him sick leave to stay away from the atrocities of the war.
Although there are differences in the stories, the prevalent element in all three
is the presentation of the doctor as a deus ex machina who saves the narrator
at one of the most dangerous moments of his life. The second common story
again presented in one oral testimony and in two literary texts namely, in
‘Ioropta évic alypardrov and in Matwuéva Xdpata has a similar theme, that
of a friendship developed between a Greek and a Turk under specific
circumstances. Here, the Greek captive, who in Iorople évoc alypaAdtov has
escaped captivity by pretending to be the Turk, works for the Turk during or
after the war. The latter is presented once again as a friendly, and helpful
figure. More specifically, these passages deal with the moments of the
narrator’s departure. The Greek has decided to leave instead of staying with
the Turk, who seems to have loved him as his own child and who wishes to
arrange a marriage between him and a girl from his family.

Having stressed the above thematic similarities, it is challenging to
examine why these stories are repeated. In answering this question, there are
two extreme explanations. One possibility is that these events actually took
place several times, which is why they keep re-appearing in the narratives.
This purely historical aspect implies also that literary testimonies reveal the
truth about real events which were witnessed by the narrator. On the other
hand, the extreme literary explanation would be that the dynamics of story-
telling make the specific story recur. In other words, the stories bear repeating,
because they are ‘good’ stories to be narrated. Their quasi fairy tale structure
and theme make the stories re-appear whether or not they had actually
occurred. Theoretical studies on the nature and function of narrative have
tried to explain what are the required features of a ‘good’ story which make
it followable.'” Narrativists have stressed the techniques of telling, the
sequential form which bears a beginning, a middle and an end, the elements
of expectation, surprise and resolution, and the acceptability on the reader’s

109. Mink, «History and Fiction», op. cit., p. 110.
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part as the fundamental stuff of a story to be followed."® According to Mink,
stories bear repeating ‘in some cases because of the pleasure they give, in
others because of the meaning they bear’.""

Based partially on the above statement my argument will show that the
repetition of two common themes in one oral and two literary testimonies is
not accidental. In examining the interrelation between the dynamics of the
testimonies under discussion, I will try to prove that the similarities in
question are the result of common conceptualisation of experience, rather
than of a common experience. The appearance of the specific stories in the
oral testimonies means that the narrated events have occurred in the same or
in a similar version, but their recurrence in at least two literary texts implies
a kind of cultural function. The recurrence of particular thematic motifs in
story-telling form discloses the way history is perceived and preserved by
collective memory. The stories that people want to hear over and over again
are those which shape the collective consciousness of a community.'"?
According to Mink, individuals understand history through the ‘configura-
tional” mode of comprehension that is, the ability to balance in their minds a
number of different elements."” As the state of knowledge presupposes the
act of comprehension, stories seem to be one of the easiest ways for people to
understand and recollect historical events which are endowed with different
story-meanings through emplotment."*

In understanding the function of the thematic similarities and their
interrelation it is useful to consider why the particular stories have been
selected. The notion of selection is implied both in oral and in literary
testimonies and takes place at both levels of mediation. At the first level, the
notion of selection is identified with the narrator’s preference to tell a specific
story rather than another. Narrative involves selection, since no one can
describe everything he/she has seen. In making this choice, the narrator
emphasises the meaning he considers important to the described event.'"”
Experience is usually organised in stories which carry the significance given

110. Ibidem, p. 120.

111. Ibidem, p. 120.

112. Ibidem, p. 120.

113. Ibidem, p. 117.

114. White, «Historical Employment», op. cit., p. 38.
115. Vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 97.
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by the collective mentality to events."® Since people are bound to be
influenced by this significance, it can be suggested that individual narratives
about past events constitute an elementary form of popular memory. Rumours
and hearsay survive, when they make sense to people and become a well-
established part of community memory. The stories which illustrate the figure
of the good Turk make an appeal to people’s consciousness. They demon-
strate the way common people understand history. All Turks are not enemies
in the eyes of the Greeks of Asia Minor, since they had been living together
for many years.

The selection of ‘non-witnessed’ incidents at the first level of mediation
can be traced in both the oral testimonies under discussion. The informant
who narrates the incident with the doctor refers to a dialogue which has taken
place between the doctor and a person familiar to the narrator. Although, the
narrator has not witnessed the specific scene, he cites the whole dialogue in
his testimony as if he were present. In the second testimony the example is
more striking, since the narrator exercises in a way the function of a literary
text. More specifically, he interrupts his narrative in order to present someone
else’s story dramatically in a way reminiscent of the so-called embedded story
in literature. Thus, the particular extract from ‘H "E&odoc is not a typical case
of oral testimony. This story could be composed of rumours which had
adopted the form of a well-established tradition in the collective memory.
Equally, the event might actually have taken place. One could also
hypothetically suggest that the early published text of Doukas had
contributed to the creation of the particular folk tradition, an assumption that
remains unprovable however. Whatever the case might be, the question posed
on the issue of the story selection is not interesting for the true origins of each
story, but rather for what it reveals about the story function as a cultural
element. It would be an oversimplification, however, to argue that ordinary
people who describe their traumatic experiences arrange their material
according to some literary plan. Oral narratives draw unconsciously on a wide
range of folk elements present in contemporary popular culture, such as fairy
tales, legends, hearsay, and even published stories.

In the texts examined, real events seem to function as narrative motifs for
literary testimonies. They enrich the text not only with special meaning, but

116. Popular Memory Group, «Popular Memory», op. cit., p. 229.
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to a certain extent also with a kind of structure. The fact that both of the
common themes are found in the same novel, Marwuéva Xdpare written and
published much later than the others, illustrates the literary exploitation of the
specific narrative qualities. Both stories seem to carry the traditional
functions of the fairy tale where a good man saves the life of a person in
danger. In both narratives, there is the element of the fairy-like miraculous
escape which has survived through folk tradition. Folklorists all over the
world have tried to categorise the various folk tales and to make a type-list
which helps researchers to recognise a tale and its version. Propp, in his book
Morphology of the Folktale, abstracts the compositional pattern that underlies
the structure of a fairy tale as a whole and enumerates the functions of the
dramatis personae."” According to his study, the above stories take the form
of the tale where the hero is unjustly persecuted and finally rescued with the
help of a magical agent who appears suddenly and is introduced as a gift.
Thus, the passage from an initial disequilibrium to an equilibrium, which
according to Todorov constitutes the structure of some fundamental narrative
plots,"* is succeeded here by the qualities of a character, namely a good Turk.
This assessment however, should not lead us to the assumption that the
narrated events never happened. Rather they were enriched or transformed to
a certain extent in order to fit the qualities of a good story and in this way to
be able to survive through the years. Propp connects the evolution of the folk
tale as a collective product in a community with the belated development of
written literature and the wide sense of an oral epic tradition, characteristics
which can also be detected in the nature of Greek culture.'’

Nevertheless, the motif of the helpful Turk is exploited by literature to
serve the writers’ intentions. A good example for understanding the notion of
selection at the second level of mediation is the first story, which refers to the
incident with the doctor. In the oral testimony, the doctor is not a Turk but a
European captive. By contrast, both literary testimonies emphasise the
Turkish origins of the doctor. A fact which indicates the writers’ intention to
stress the mutual suffering and the common fate of the two people. Their

117. Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale, Austin and London 1968.

118. Tzvetan Todorov, The Poetics of Prose, Oxford 1977, pp. 108-119.
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Greek Culture and Literature», Journal of Modern Greek Studies 7 (1989), pp. 321-335.
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mutual suffering is further stressed in Venezis’ text by the fact that the
doctor’s mother had been killed by Greek soldiers. It is not by chance that this
information was added by the writer in the 1931 edition, when the book began
to promote a pacifist message.'” The common fate underlined here through
the mother figure is strongly linked with the dedication in Venezis’ book Xty
Tupayviopévy pntépo pov. X’ Gheg Tl prrépeg Tob xdopov. Sotiriou’s text,
overtly influenced by To Noduspo 31328 refers to the same figure, "Awre,
olpe TAhpo 6T pwhve gov va of xahotaioer va ouvéplerg (123). Sotiriou here,
as in most parts of her novel, underlines the importance of reconciliation and
stresses once more the imperialistic nature of all war. The writers” anti-war
feelings are evident in all the literary texts. Doukas’ testimony is also
dedicated to the common sufferings: Aqiepdveton oTe xowe popTiple Tév
AaGdv.

The recurring verbal motifs in the broader context of thematic similarities
in these texts indicate that there are some ‘speech incidents’ which are
conveyed through a community discourse, on which individuals draw to
describe their personal experience.'>' More specifically, all the texts underline
the doctor’s lies and devices which aim at helping the Greek. In the oral
testimony one reads p.” &Byahe 6 yrtpdc Papd ppwato (61), in Venezis® text
Ou 76 o 0d "yme Sovherk o” Epéva (134), and in Sotiriou Mk xelvoug o
Tépasay AL TV &ppwoTia, BTtwe ey, dmbypae TeTPAUTVES vappwTIREG
&derec (123). However, the literary texts seem to stress even more the
humanitarian behaviour of the doctor. The characterisation by the speaker of
the oral testimony of a captain as a humanitarian (&v0pwmiotic) is applied in
Sotiriou’s text to the doctor, T pumopel va xaver # dvbpwmid! (123).
Furthermore, the presentation of a Turkish doctor as a Christian saint who
saves the Greek captives —ple adv &yrog Tiic yproTioavosivig ol pag ow-
oe (122)— strengthens even more the pacifist message of reconciliation that
Sotiriou promotes. This message is also highlighted in the two literary texts
by extended references not only to the acts, but also by references to the
physical characteristics of the doctor and more specifically to his eyes which
reflect his inner world and kindness. In this respect, in 76 Noduepo 31328 one
can read pe Osppoc dvatoritiva patio (134) and in Marwpdvae Xdpata pe to
xollopd yardlio pdri tov (123). Apparently, the doctor is given a kind of

120. Di Salvo, T4 Notuepo, p. 54.
121. Kopijn, «The Oral History Interview», op. cit., p. 145.
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magical and fabulous quality by the literary texts which seem to have drawn
their material from the folk tale tradition.

In the second common story, the tendency to stress the characteristics of
the good Turk is again evident. Here, not only does the Turk help a Greek by
offering him a job, but he also regards him as a member of his family. The fact
that a Muslim wants to include an Orthodox Christian in his family through
the act of marriage could be regarded as unusual in relation to the religious
ethics of Greek and Turkish societies, presented only in the oral testimony:
Tehnd T660 TOV &ydmroe Tob Tlehe va Tov xdver yapmpd tou (130). In Doukas’
text one can trace verbal similarities to the oral testimony, for instance 6
*opOC TTEPVOUGE 1L & GepevTixde (o Bho xal Td xohdg YvovTay pall pov (49),
6 dpevindg pov EPode 6o vob Tov va ué TavTpéder ué s dvndud Tou (50), or
the Turk’s words &y® 0érw va o6& xdve dixé pov (50), but still the Turk is
unaware of the Greek origins of his employee. Thus, the hypothesis that it is
the early published literary text which, by establishing an oral tradition, has
influenced people’s narratives, is to some extent strengthened. One could link
the element of marriage in the two testimonies with the fairy tale marriage
with a bride who is usually given as a reward to the victimised hero for having
come through a testing procedure.'” In Sotiriou’s novel, however, the Turk
does not wish to arrange a marriage between a Christian and a girl closely
related to his family, although he treats the Greek like his own child. This
attitude is underlined in the text by means of similar verbal motifs, 6 yépoc
Buwe frav drme mhvte podoxds pe Taotexd Préupa (151) or pe xdvave v
6’ dyamhon oov moudt pov (151). Sotiriou uses the established tradition to
emphasise the need for reconciliation between the ordinary people of the two
opposite camps in an explicitly didactic tone. In this light, the Turk, when
talking to Manolis, draws parallels with his sons who also participate in the
cursed (xatopauévo) war.

Since discourse is the medium through which experience and memory are
organised, the full potential of a testimony lies also in the flow of social
discourse.'” Verbal acts reflect not only the collective conceptualisation of
the facts, but they also indicate the cultural aspect of social discourse. It is in
this context that the repetition of identical phrases in the testimonies must be
examined. More specifically, in the second common story the phrase B
%ohd &md Tobg yprotiavods (130) in the oral testimony is repeated in Doukas’

122. Propp, Morphology of the Folktale, p. 63.
123. Kopijn, op. cit., p. 142.
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text oAb xohd eBa &md ‘g (52 and 53). The repetition in the literary text
does not seem to be a technique of an invented style, but has rather to do with
the nature of oral discourse. In other words, the particular expression was
probably a common phrase used in the everyday speech. In this way, the
narrator’s discourse, in an attempt to persuade the reader of its authenticity,
reflects the latter’s linguistic expectations.™ This tendency is indicative of
the writers’ professed intention to present not only facts but also the cultural
dimensions of the collective discourse.

In conclusion, the recurrence of common thematics in the texts under
discussion reveals that testimonies draw on myth and tradition at all levels of
mediation. It can be inferred that the narrated events have actually occurred,
since they have been related by witnesses, but they have been enriched or
transformed in order to be exploited by literary texts. The selection of these
stories from the literary texts serves the writers’ intentionality to construct the
collective nature of experienced events. Thus, literary testimonies present an
individual’s narrative by linking it with stories that make an appeal to people’s
consciousness. In addition, the discourse used reflects the collective
discourse of those times. In other words, by using stories which demonstrate
people’s understanding vis-a-vis historical reality, the testimonies under
discussion manage to link the individual with the collective conceptualisation
of events. Oral history and fictionalised testimony both present the collective
memory as it is established in and through tradition. In this way, history and
memory are no longer distinctive disciplines but complementary to one
another. In fact, they seem to ‘collaborate’ in giving the testimonial discourse
the power to preserve T4 v mob iotopetl.”

Conclusion

Both the oral and the literary testimonies under discussion demonstrate the
way Greeks in Asia Minor experienced the Catastrophe of 1922. On the one
hand, oral historians in ‘H "E£odog link the individual with the collective
experience, which makes history by the accumulation of oral testimonies. On
the other hand, literary authors present the single story, of a specific

124. Abatzopoulou, ‘O &\og év Stwyud, p. 105.
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individual, setting it as a representative of a whole community. All the texts
show faith in the ability of testimonial discourse to convey the collective
experience. In that sense, the writers draw attention to two dimensions in the
texts, the content, which is supposed to represent the truth about historical
facts, and the discourse, which reflects the collective voice. In other words,
the writers’ intention is to demonstrate the collective experience by stressing
what people say and how they talk about it. In this way, they introduce a
combined historical and cultural reading.

The historical reading resembles the historian’s factual reading of a
source, since it is based on realist premises and it assumes that what is
signified has some real existence outside the text. In this sense, the texts all
show faith in the ability of language to denote the truth about the past and use
the discourse of the witness as a way of reconstructing the past. All the texts
aspire to let the events speak for themselves. A more careful reading however,
reveals the limitations of both oral history and fictionalised testimony in
conveying the unmediated voice of experience. [I&podoc, a text which
thematises the act of witnessing and testifying to the past, communicates the
difficulty of the testimonial discourse in reconstructing the past through
reminiscences. The effects of individual and collective memory, mingling
together the real and the imaginary, come between the experienced events and
their narrative, rendering the narrator subjective and often unreliable. The
specific conditions of the interview and the interaction between the informant
and the interviewer constitute another factor which often contradicts the
accuracy of the witness. Furthermore, the professed accuracy and immediacy
of testimonial discourse are often undermined by the writers themselves in
the paratexts of the books. The narrator’s discourse, as an act of construction
which conveys the primary narrative of the event, and the intervention of both
the historian and the literary author in transforming the oral testimony to a
written text, introduce two different levels of mediation. As a result, what
reaches the reader is not the unmediated voice of experience, but the mediated
voice of the witness.

Regarding the fact that the material of testimony includes not only
narrations, but also the dimensions of personal and collective memory, the
narratives of ordinary people seem to be complex cultural products, as they
draw on a wide range of genres. The existence of common stories both in oral
and in literary testimonies stresses the presence of elements of fairy tale and
legend in people’s narratives. These stories present more than factually
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accurate accounts; they reveal the mental registration of an event in the
collective memory. The reconstructing and telling of both collective and
individual memory of the past is an active process which demands skill, art
and imaginative power. In this sense, testimonies seem to be the mediated
voices of collective conceptualisation of events and as such they reflect
elements of folk tradition.

Bearing in mind that the mental registration of an event is itself an event,'*
it could be suggested that the testimonies under discussion present a truth
beyond the historical one, namely, the well-established truth of collective
mentality and tradition. In this respect, both the oral and the literary
testimonies underline the fact that the true power of testimonial discourse lies
not in its adherence to the events, but rather in its deviation from them, where
fantasy and symbolism intrude. Therefore, an alternative and supplementary
reading of all the texts discloses the special value of oral sources as subjective
and spoken testimonies. The elements of collective mentality and folk
tradition are not communicated only through the popular charm of the
discourse, but also through selected narratives that may not be reliable. Thus,
despite the initial impression that testimonial discourse can reconstruct the
past with accuracy, the historical truth always remains beyond its grasp and
can only arrive at some approximation to it. What is actually reconstructed is
the way the past is understood and preserved in the collective memory and in
its expression, namely the tradition. The unreliability of the testimonies
stresses even more the cultural reading that these texts introduce and its
importance in discovering the traditions of the past.

126. Tonkin, Narrating our Pasts, p. 120.
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