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Collective Memory and Political Mythologies: Eleftherios
Venizelos in Greek Postwar Historiography, 1945-1967

Christos Triantafyllou

National and Kapodistrian University of Athens

In recent decades, questions about the role of great personalities in history have returned
— but in a whole new fashion. Instead of researching how these personalities acted or
advocating for or against their greatness, scholars are more interested in how great men
— and rarely women — become great symbols, in how they were commemorated and in how
they served as vehicles for various political and social agendas, while they were alive and
after their deaths.® At the crossroads of social, cultural and political history, this academic
trend seems to have originated in sources as diverse as the study of Soviet personality
cults during the Cold War, biographies, memory studies, new political and social history,
and a mix of historical sociology and political science.? Some accounts in this vein are more
sociology-oriented,® mainly those originating from the United States, while others, mainly
those produced in Europe, focus more on the historical aspects of this phenomenon.* Either
way, these works seem to have contributed greatly to our understanding of how collective
memory and symbolic politics work and are intertwined. In modern Greek historiography,
only a few such works have appeared in the context of the rise of cultural history since the
1990s and of the contemporary rise of memory studies.® In these studies, an important
factor is how various public narratives about the historical figure in question contributed to
the shaping of his or her reputation. These “paper monuments”, as Michael J. Hogan calls
them, serve as a vehicle through which various memory agents promote historical
reputations and formulate narratives about the past.® This article attempts to describe an
extended array of such narratives about one of the most prominent historical figures of
twentieth century Greece, Eleftherios Venizelos.

While attempting to examine the whereabouts of a historical figure’s memory, we
should take into account the sociological aspect of collective memory studies. According to
Wulf Kansteiner’s insightful methodological model, we should consider three factors in
understanding collective memory: the intellectual and cultural traditions that frame our
representations of the past, the creators of memory, and its consumers.” Moreover, to
grasp how the past is commemorated and used, we should examine, on the one hand, the
functions of certain modes of historical thinking, and, on the other, the practices through
which these representations are produced and disseminated. According to Barry Schwartz,
memory is a cultural system, that is, a symbolic system through which societies organise
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their experiences and aspirations. In other words, collective memory is effective only if it
can be embedded into narratives, institutions, archives, monuments, rituals, etc.® This leads
us to the processes of memory work: in a truly multivocal procedure, various memory
agents produce different narratives about the past by choosing which of its elements are
useful to them, struggling to make their version the prevailing one.® This does not mean that
we deal only with arbitrary constructions that just happen to fit to our present needs; there is
a past, not as a physical object, but as a layered corpus from which we choose what to use
and what to interpret. The latter applies to both historiography and public history — it is their
goals and practices that differ. However, the past itself sets forth some restrictions to what
can be interpreted and in which way. At the same time, prevalent interpretations of the past
usually determine future ones to some extent, forming layers and trajectories for our
collective beliefs about events, personalities and other historical landmarks. In other words,
the past’s malleability is not infinite, and if a narrative about it cannot be plausible, it will not
be effective.®

The Greek case: Eleftherios Venizelos revisited

In his introduction as the editor of an important collective volume, Paschalis Kitromilides
argues that there is a “more or less general consensus” about Eleftherios Venizelos (1864—
1936) being “the most important statesman in Greek political history and the creator of
contemporary Greece”. This “Venizelos cult”, as he calls it, can be traced in politics, public
opinion, historiography, literature, monuments, and even in the name of Athens
International Airport. This was not always the case; Venizelos seems to have been
unanimously recognised as a national symbol only in the past 50 years.!! The purpose of
this article — based on my PhD thesis, in which | tried to analyse the posthumous political
uses, historiographical accounts and public commemorations concerning Venizelos — is to
trace the historical context of this pantheonisation of Venizelos between 1945 and 1967,
especially through historiography and public narratives about the past. That is to say, | do
not intend to describe every aspect of Venizelos’ postwar perception, but to highlight some
key elements of it through a specific historiographical lens.

Although the impact of the Second World War has more or less overshadowed the
First World War historically, the latter had a profound effect on almost every country and
has been embedded in many national historiographical narratives as a key moment,
perceived and commemorated in a variety of ways. In the Greek context, two main factors
stand out: on the one hand, the First World War is perceived through the lens of the Greek-
Turkish War of 1919-1922, the military defeat of Greece in Asia Minor and the ensuing
refugee crisis; on the other hand, this war is framed and understood within a broader
period, usually called the “war decade” (1912—-1922).%? Similarly, the Greek interwar period
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is considered to have started not in 1919, but in 1922. In the epicentre of all these dramatic
events of the early twentieth century, serving as a metonymy through which they were
contextualised and understood later, stood one man: Venizelos. The status of Venizelos in
Greek historical consciousness is one of a “founding father” — one similar Greek term
attributed to him and to only a few others is ethnarch, the “leader of the nation”, and bears
an intensely paternalistic subtext, while, at the same time, depoliticising a historical figure
— due to his role in the reorganisation of the Greek state, and because of the territorial
expansion of the country during his time, which was perceived as a national unification via
the liberation of Greek-speaking peoples under foreign rule. This perception of Venizelos
positioned him in a pantheon stretching from Alexander the Great to the prominent
nineteenth century politician Harilaos Trikoupis, thus creating a long-lasting personality
cult.t3

Trying to understand how the first half of the twentieth century was framed and
historicised in Greece after the Second World War, one always stumbles on Venizelos; at
the same time, trying to examine how the historical reputation of one of the most important
Greek politicians came to be, one cannot avoid the question of how the first half of the
twentieth century transformed from a recent past into a crucial part of the Greek national
narrative. For this to happen, many political and social actors did their own part; therefore,
we need to address the pressing issue of who commemorated Venizelos and why. The
protagonist of this story was, for the most part, the centrist political faction, which emerged
right after the end of the Second World War claiming to be the rightful political successor of
Venizelism. Their claim was based on the fact that the major political party of this faction
was the Liberal Party, which was founded by Venizelos himself in 1910, and the fact that a
great part of centrist politicians had been his political partners. In the political spectrum, the
centrists, who were strongly anticommunist for the most part, stood between the right — who
would have been the successors of the anti-Venizelists, had they claimed so — and the
communist left, which originated in the early twentieth century, but whose first considerable
impact occurred in the 1940s.'* To this day, the centrists are considered the “natural”
successors of Venizelos, but this assumption has a blind spot: the fact that, although there
were many centrists with a Venizelist past, this claim had its own historicity and was
constructed over time.'® In other words, there were other contestants for the position of
Venizelos’ successor, but the centrists’ version of the past prevailed — first, because it was
they who were most interested in supporting such a claim and, secondly, because they had
the political and symbolic resources to do so. This was made possible by a nexus of
political, historiographical and other ventures and was framed by the historical context of
the early postwar decades. That is to say that historical reputations and historiographical
interpretations of the past are not formed in a vacuum; social agents, institutions and
cultural products like newspapers and books determine how the past is handled and how
political mythologies are shaped and used — in other words, how the historical past is turned
into a practical past that helps us understand our present by formulating a narrative for
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selected parts of history.%® In fact, the press and journalism often function as important
memory agents, influencing and reflecting public conceptions about the past.l” After all,
almost all kinds of self-representations are based on some primogenitor and on the concept
of generations; personal and collective memory are thus amalgamated, and personal
mythologies are turned into traditions shared by groups — among which political ones hold a
special position.'® Venizelos’ historical reputation and the historisation of the first half of the
Greek twentieth century is by definition such a case.

Newspapers and books published between 1945 and 1967 are the ideal sources for
this type of research: the Greek press of the time took great interest in politics, it was read
by millions, and disseminated news, opinions and narratives to the majority of Greek
people.® Books circulated less widely, of course, but they served the purpose of cementing
beliefs and freezing them in time. It should be stressed that many of the newspaper stories
and features that will be discussed in this article were published in books, either later or
even at the same time; the latter is of great importance as it shows that the newspaper
material was often considered both equally valid to and as timeless as a book — in our case,
a history book. This broad public sphere was both of intellectual and political interest to its
contemporaries, and the agents who produced these texts had a role that transcended their
occupation as journalists, politicians or military officers, as we will discuss below.

This material can be examined through three interconnected axes: first, by genre:
texts about Venizelos were either historiographical or autobiographical; second, by political
affiliation: these narratives generally reflected their authors’ political choices — centrist,
leftist or right-wing; third, by format: they were published either as newspaper articles or as
books. Of course, these axes are purely methodological, hybrid narratives of both
historiographical and autobiographical nature appeared frequently, and the same texts were
often published both as articles and books. However, all these publications constituted a
nexus with the same goal: to historicise Venizelos and his era during the early postwar
decades. | will attempt to examine all three axes at once with certain examples, highlighting
important aspects of distinct publications on the Cretan leader.

Eleftherios Venizelos between historiography and politics

Historiographical texts about Venizelos and his era were the core of the nexus described in
this article; this corpus had certain general characteristics, which transcended political
affiliation and media format. First of all, their period of reference was the first half of the
twentieth century, and they all revolved around Venizelos as a metonymy — in other words,
almost no one could write about this era without referring to Venizelos; second, they dealt
with a period that had hitherto received almost no historiographical attention, so they
usually relied on unknown archival sources and autobiographical texts, stressing their
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importance and the need to pinpoint their field of study; third, they were frequently used as
a foundation for political analogies in their time, and they were closely involved with
contemporary politics. Among them, the most influential were those of centrist affiliation,
many of which were initially published as newspaper serial articles.

Ever since the interwar period, Greek newspapers were rich in historical material.
Although there did exist other genres of historical and commemorative texts about the
Cretan leader in the press — such as anniversary and political articles — we will focus on
serial historical narratives about Venizelos and his era. These texts were a crucial part of
postwar public history in Greece, and they were produced by prominent journalists and
intellectuals who conducted in-depth research, citing unpublished documents and keeping
in touch with international scholarly literature. Serial narratives were published for long
periods of time, stretching from a few weeks to several uninterrupted years, and generating
public debates about the past. They are examined as a particular form of historiography
with its own conventions and goals, in an attempt to understand how they formed and
disseminated a specific array of schemes and interpretations about Venizelos and early
twentieth-century Greece, in close connection to the realm of politics. Books, on the other
hand, did not have such an explicit topicality, but they were equally important for the
formation of the postwar historiography about Venizelos and his era. Between 1945 and
1967, dozens of such books were published, but there is still no full bibliography of them; in
an early attempt to paint a picture of this mosaic, | will refer to selected works from specific
categories and genres, reflecting different paths within public history and distinct
historiographical choices according to respective methodological and political perspectives.

From 1945 to 1967, a total of 37 serial historical narratives concerning Venizelos and
his era were published — often in times of great political turmoil, like 1952 and 1962 for
instance. A great part of those narratives appeared in centrist newspapers, which indicates
this political faction’s endeavour to preserve and promote the memory of Venizelos as its
own primogenitor. | will focus on three serial historical narratives, which reflect three distinct
phases of the formation of this historiographical corpus. The first one is Greece Between
Two Wars, 1923-1940 by journalist Grigorios Dafnis, which is still regarded as one of the
most influential works concerning the political history of the Greek interwar period. Dafnis’
work was originally serialised in Eleftheria, from 4 January 1953 to 22 April 1954, and was
then published in two volumes in 1955 by the prominent publishing house lkaros. George
Mavrogordatos stresses the importance of Dafnis’ work as the first to reconsider Venizelos’
era in a critical manner, picking up the torch from previous important, albeit eulogistic
works, like the one by Georgios Ventiris in 1931.2° Dafnis’ work appeared at a time of a
restructuring of the centrist political faction, due to the gradual domination of Greek politics
by right-wing parties — led by Alexandros Papagos and his successor, Konstantinos
Karamanlis — that reaped the benefits of the Greek Civil War of 1946-1949. After a peak in
historical material about Venizelos in the Greek press during the 1952 election campaign,
Dafnis attempted to formulate the first total narrative of the Greek interwar period,
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essentially creating a new field of study which he had to frame and explain.?! Dafnis divided
the interwar period into two subperiods: the domination of the Venizelist faction in the 1920s
and the rise of the anti-Venizelists in the 1930s — the former being perceived as an era of
relative political stability, and the latter as a political and social crisis. Despite his apparent
Venizelist affiliation, Dafnis formulated a complete theory about the presence of Venizelos
on the Greek political scene, in which the Cretan leader’s latter active decade was regarded
critically, since, he argued, Venizelos had become a conservative who had lost his
connection to the social forces that supported him.?? Dafnis’ work generated a sizeable
public discussion that was articulated via letters by both Venizelist and anti-Venizelist ex-
ministers and retired military officers, it was — and still is — frequently cited by other
historians, and gained him the reputation of an expert in modern Greek political history.?3

The second serial narrative we will focus on is the work of Polychronis Enepekidis,
who taught at the University of Vienna. Enepekidis published two major narratives: “The
Secret Archives of Vienna”, published in To Vima from 13 November 1960 to 16 February
1961, and “The Royal Guerrilla War”, published in Ta Nea from 5 March to 19 April 1962.
These two narratives were collected in a book under the title The Glory and the Schism:
From the Secret Archives of Vienna, Berlin and Berne, published in 1962 in two volumes.
Enepekidis presented the “voice of the documents”, which were presumed to carry their
own truth and did not require any mediation; the author acted as a host, who, using an
almost literary prose, brought to light the conspiracies plotted by the anti-Venizelists from
1915 to 1918 against Venizelos, the Greek people and the Entente. In an editorial, To Vima
explained that these serial narratives were a part of its contribution to modern
historiography that aimed for the people to draw useful insights about the past and the
present; the ultimate goal was to avoid another schism like the one of 1915.24 The timing
was crucial: in the early 1960s, a great clash, called the “Relentless Struggle” — in which the
left participated reluctantly — began to arise between a social coalition led by the Centre
Union party and Karamanlis’ governing right-wing party, the National Radical Union. The
contested elections of 1961 were the spark that ignited underlying political and social
tensions in the semiauthoritarian Greek state, and Venizelos was an important symbol used
to frame the political struggle. The crown’s political interventions were a target for the
centrists, so the National Schism of 1915 was the appropriate framework for them to use
against the government and the “deep state”.?> In contrast to the introspective first phase of
the mid-1950s, at the turn of the decade a growing historiography and bibliography about
Venizelos reflected a volatile political environment, in which the “royal guerrilla” (that is, the
fierce political interventions of the crown against democracy and the country itself) was
considered an appropriate historiographical term, and the antiroyalist acts of Venizelos in
1916-1917 offered a useful example of this clash.2®

The most representative serial narrative of the third historiographical phase is
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“Eleftherios Venizelos and his era” by the prominent journalist, author and playwright
Georgios Roussos. Roussos’ work, which was also published in To Vima newspaper, is the
longest of the era, spanning from 19 March 1961 to 11 December 1966; due to the military
dictatorship of 1967-1974, it was only published in book form in 1975, as the fifth volume of
his Modern History of the Greek Nation, 1826-1974. As it was clearly stated by the
newspaper, the narrative was closely connected to that of Enepekidis, whose archival
research was a major source for Roussos, among others. Using dramatic literary prose,
influenced by his playwriting and writing of historical novels, Roussos argued that
Venizelos’ feats were constantly stalled and destroyed by evil forces, namely the crown and
the anti-Venizelists. Writing during the fiercest phase of the aforementioned clash, which
led to the military coup of 1967, Roussos place the responsibility for every negative
development of the early twentieth century at the door of Venizelos’ opponents, who were
the predecessors of the author's contemporary antidrasis (meaning “reactionary forces”, a
common term of the era used by centrists and leftists against the nexus of right-wing
parties, the crown, the military and US involvement in Greece). In fact, Roussos argued, the
national triumph of the “war decade” was a result of Venizelos’ large-scale internal reforms
and of his diplomatic skills, contradicting the widespread assumption that these military
victories were an accomplishment of both Venizelos and the monarch.?” Roussos’ narrative
often found itself in the political spotlight: in an unusual act, King Paul provided the
newspaper with archival material, attempting to participate in the latest historiographical
trend concerning a period of great interest to the crown, while Roussos often attacked the
royal family for its lavish lifestyle during the First World War and for conspiring with the
Germans against Greece.?® During a political clash between the Centre Union and the
government about the omission of Venizelos’ name in the 50th commemoration of the
Balkan Wars, the arguments of Roussos about King Constantine’s poor military leadership
were used by both the Centre Union and the centrist newspapers.?® Moreover, Roussos
was in frequent contact with other Venizelist agents, like the retired lieutenant general
Dimitrios Vakas, with whom he exchanged historical data and articles about Venizelos.*°
Roussos’ narrative holds a key position in the Venizelist and centrist nexus of the era, as it
was simultaneously formed in both historiography and politics over two decades.

In the initial postwar decades, a special kind of quasi-historiographical text appeared,
aiming specifically at preserving Venizelos’ legacy through the publication of his articles,
quotes and archives — either in newspapers or in books. An exceptional example is the
work of Stefanos Stefanou, who served as Venizelos’ secretary from 1928 to 1932. He
actively promoted the historical reputation of Venizelos through institutions — mainly the
Liberal Club, the Liberal Party think tank — and through numerous publications. Although
Stefanou wrote some newspaper articles, his most important work of the era was a two-
volume book Eleftherios Venizelos’ Political Testaments, published in 1965. This work
comprised selected texts, articles, speeches and quotes by Venizelos, with a lengthy
introduction by journalist and Venizelos’ close partner Potis Tsimpidaros — also an active
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reputational entrepreneur of the Cretan leader — and by Stefanou. In this introduction, they
tried to pinpoint the state of Venizelos’ legacy and reputation; the booming literature about
him, they wrote, was a clear sign of this pantheonisation of Venizelos, so they published
this book to capture his essence —since he had not written a memoir himself — which would
be a valuable guide for contemporary issues. 3! Using the widespread expression
“Venizelos’ testament(s)”, Stefanou sought to provide his contemporaries with a collection
of almost sacred texts, aiming at the quasireligious reception of Venizelos by his followers,
even after his death.

A more official historiographical account serving the same goal was the multivolume
Book of Eleftherios Venizelos, published in 1964 by Tassos Michalakeas and funded by
Centre Union government. This work, which included a foreword by Prime Minister
Georgios Papandreou, was actually a lavish collection of texts and illustrations about
Venizelos by prominent writers, poets, journalists, politicians and historians, conveying the
aforementioned centrist narrative.3? The timing of the publication was not, in fact, arbitrary;
the book was an important part of the politics of history that the Centre Union advocated
during its incumbency, concerning a heroic version of the Venizelist past: the government
celebrated the centennial of Venizelos in 1964-1965 with a vast array of events, rituals,
memorial services, lectures, the production of a documentary, radio broadcasts, press
features and memorabilia. The political and historical message was clear: the centrist
government was celebrating its primogenitor and was placing itself in the grand genealogy
of the Venizelist saga.

While becoming an increasingly important element of the Greek national narrative,
Venizelos also appeared in mainstream and authoritative sources of knowledge. An
interesting example is the Great Greek Encyclopaedia — the definitive source of general
knowledge at the time: in its 1929 edition, the entry about Venizelos — written by politician
and journalist Theodoros Vellianitis — focused only on his diplomatic accomplishments until
then, without making any reference to his internal reforms. On the contrary, in the
encyclopaedia’s addendum of 1956, the respective entry, written by Tsimpidaros, narrated
Venizelos’ career since his beginnings, stressing that much research was still needed on
the Cretan leader’'s work. The crucial difference was the focus on his internal reforms,
which were meticulously listed in respective subchapters, and resonating with other
attempts to re-evaluate Venizelos’ legacy in a more detailed and systematic way.33

Anti-Venizelist historical texts were not popular in the early postwar period. What
was actually popular, though, were positive perceptions of Venizelos by right-wing former
anti-Venizelists, such as Papagos and Karamanlis. Such politicians presented themselves
as heirs to Venizelos’ legacy through a nationalistic lens, focusing on elements like his
diplomatic feats and anticommunist policies while distancing themselves from the
republican aspects of Venizelism and of Venizelos himself. In other words, in their eyes
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Venizelos had to be depoliticised in order to become a much-needed national leader — a
phenomenon that can be often observed, as in the case of Napoleon. ** In the
historiographical field, the most prominent author of anti-Venizelist descent was Spyros
Markezinis, who was also an important right-wing politician. In 1966, Markezinis published
his four-volume Political History of Modern Greece, 1828-1964. He formulated an
interpretation that no other historian had at that time, and that directly reflected his political
views: he argued that Venizelos did not become conservative over time, but that he had
been a “progressive conservative” all along. His clash with King Constantine was a mere
character disagreement, and he should not have been so attached to Britain. In other
words, Venizelos was a true conservative who was derailed by foreign influence and by his
socialist colleagues. In the end, the Cretan leader lost control due to the assassination
attempt against him in 1933, and concluded his career with the wrong decision of
organising the failed military coup of 1935.3°

Apart from his presence in ambitious historiographical publications, sources of
general knowledge and political texts, Venizelos was also a hero who became an
inspiration for authors more oriented towards popular culture. Such an example was the
right-wing author and playwright Spyros Melas. Melas was essentially a professional writer
of all sorts, who used to write about anything popular — it is not surprising, therefore, that he
published numerous newspaper articles and a trilogy about Venizelos and his era.3¢ Melas
denied the mainstream scheme of Venizelos as the leader of the emergent Greek
bourgeoisie, claiming that, neither in Venizelos’ era nor in his own, had there existed any
social classes. The Liberal Party was described as a personal creation of Venizelos, whom
the people trusted so much that there was no need for the existence of MPs.3” Melas’ work
was a prominent example of mainstream anticommunism and of subtle authoritarianism in
the context of national-mindedness — a context in which Venizelos was often perceived as
the forefather of Greek anticommunism and as an example of how a semiauthoritarian
democracy should work under the rule of one strong leader. This use of great statesmen to
glorify charismatic leadership in contrast to the “weakness of parliamentary rule” was
common in Europe both before and after the Second World War, as illustrated in the
Bismarck case.38

Having examined various views on Venizelos by both Venizelist and anti-Venizelist
authors, it is time we focus on the left. Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the left
— either socialist or communist — had had an intense relationship with Venizelism. The
communist left had a fierce enmity towards Venizelos as the leader of the bourgeoisie —
after all, he enacted the first Greek anticommunist law in 1929 — but after the failed coup of
1935 an alliance between the Venizelist and leftist masses was formed — pejoratively called
“Venizelo-communism” — due to the restoration of monarchy by the anti-Venizelists.3° In
spite of these ephemeral alliances, the stance of the communist left towards Venizelos
remained negative, and the stance of his heirs towards the left remained ambivalent: in the
context of national-mindedness, the centrists clearly differentiated themselves from
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communism, but, by the early 1960s, some kind of loose alliance started to form against the
right and the crown. One could think that history was repeating itself, but we have to take
into consideration that this impression is heavily influenced by the political uses of the past
that the subjects of the era themselves used, directly comparing, for example, 1915 to
1965.

Leftist intellectuals produced many historical texts in the early postwar decades, both
in Greece and abroad — due to the fact that the Communist Party had been outlawed since
1947 — most of which were published directly as books or brochures. Usually, the
references to Venizelos were part of broader, Marxist interpretations of Greek history, which
were often used as political arguments. For example, Giorgis Lamprinos’ book Monarchy in
Greece, published in 1945 and again 20 years later, was intended as a tool for the people
to understand the regime issue, that is, whether Greece should be a monarchy or not
— which was trending both in 1945 and in 1965. The author argued that Venizelos betrayed
the Goudi coup of 1909, by forming an alliance with the crown, and by promoting only minor
reforms. The National Schism was interpreted as an internal conflict of the bourgeoisie, and
Venizelos seized all the popular support for himself in the absence of a truly radical political
party.“% On the contrary, Yanis Kordatos was not so critical of Venizelos; in his The
Interventions of the British in Greece (1946), he argued that the Cretan leader was initially a
progressive and a republican, but he was corrupted by British influence, only to become a
servant of the crown.** A few years later, Nikos Svoronos published an overview of Greek
history in French, in which he argued that Venizelos was the leader of the emerging
bourgeoisie, seeking to reorganise the Greek state according to the Western liberal model.
However, he did not attempt radical social reform and, by 1922, had already lost his
progressive momentum. For Svoronos, this was a symptom of the alliance between the two
parts of the bourgeoisie (that is, the “progressive” Venizelist elites and the “conservative”
anti-Venizelist ones), which had emerged at the end of the First World War.4?> The next
important historiographical work in our timeline is Kordatos’ five-volume History of Modern
Greece, published in 1957-1958. In this work — the only one of communist descent that
Markezinis deemed was worth referring to*® — he cited Ventiris as his primary source,
although he argued that the latter was too biased in favour of Venizelos and thus extracted
erroneous conclusions. His main scheme was that, although Venizelos and the bourgeoisie
initially clashed with conservative forces, they ended up forming an alliance with them due
to the rise of the working class.** The only left-wing work specifically about Venizelos was
the three-volume Eleftherios Venizelos: His Life and Work, published in 1959 by Dimitrios
Pournaras, an agrarian socialist, publisher and author who had already written books about
Kapodistrias and Trikoupis. His work can be compared to other centre-leftist ones, namely
the historical articles of the Eleftheria newspaper, and the political and historical discourse
of Nikolaos Plastiras’ National Progressive Centre Union (EPEK). Pournaras established a



Collective Memory and Political Mythologies: Eleftherios Venizelos in Greek Postwar Historiography

pantheon of defenders of the “democratic idea”, stretching from eighteenth-century
revolutionary Rigas Fereos up to Venizelos, who fought against the conservative forces.
While this clash of good versus evil is reminiscent of the centrist serial narratives, there is a
difference: Pournaras argued that, although Venizelos was a great leader who sought to
support the people, he also committed great mistakes, so he was not as great as his
followers believed.* Well into the 1960s, and with the aforementioned movement against
the right gradually on the rise, left-wing historiography made the appropriate turn: Spyros
Linardatos, possibly the most popular journalist-historian of that faction in that decade,
published two books seeking to explain how the Metaxas dictatorship of 1936—1941 came
to be. Starting from the assumption that “progressive historiography” had not yet touched
on modern Greek history, he argued that the early twentieth century could be explained as
a clash between the bourgeoisie and the working class. Venizelos, as the leader of the
progressive part of the former, took some initiatives towards social reform but did not have
the courage to proceed further. Although he was indeed a great personality and the only
true leader during the “war decade”, he was overly attached to Britain and his presence
decelerated the radicalisation of the masses. Over time, he became more conservative,
orienting himself towards fascist Italy. Linardatos cited all major centrist serial narratives
and leftist books, and frequently quoted them, mainly Dafnis and Kordatos. In the context of
the “anti-right-wing ideology” of the 1960s, Linardatos argued that the domination of the
right had begun in 1935, and accused the centrists of compromising on numerous
occasions.*®

A distinct kind of historiography was that of the Greek military. The latter had
attempted to establish a historical department in 1914, but it was only after the civil war, in
1954, that the Army History Directorate was founded. 4’ Its founding year and its
publications schedule is indicative of the new, more active role of the military in the public
sphere in the context of national-mindedness, as perceived by the politically dominant right
of Papagos and Karamanlis.#® The military sought to write its own history, as many
institutions often do, and, at the same time, tried to historicise the “war decade” in terms of
military feats, as a constitutive part of the grand national narrative.*® While trying to maintain
a neutral language, it was clear that in the military’s books King Constantine was
considered the one true leader of the army; in fact, in a book about the First World War, the
author — citing only books published in the interwar period — argued that the majority of the
Greek people did not support Venizelos, who used the Entente’s force for political ends.°
The rest of the authors avoided referring to politics,> constructing a narrative about the
early twentieth century according to which the army had made a major contribution in Greek
history and to the formation of the modern Greek state. The official military discourse of the
postwar era sough to cement the military’s position of power not only in the recent events of
the civil war, but also in its feats during the early twentieth century. Regardless of its crucial
role in the National Schism and of its division into two factions during that period, the post-
civil war military attempted to depoliticise these events by narrating early twentieth-century
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history as a continuum of seamless national triumphs. At the same time, the military
disseminated a normalised anticommunist discourse that was rooted, among other aspects,
in history; concerning our area of interest, an example of this discourse can be found in an
army handbook, in which the author argued that Venizelos essentially cofounded the Greek
Socialist Party (sic) in 1918, in order to promote the Greek interests in Macedonia among
international left-wing circles. However, as benevolent Venizelos’ intentions may have
been, communist spies prevailed inside the party.5? This narrative indicates that perceptions
about Venizelos and his era, for example that he was the forefather of anticommunist
policies, were disseminated via different sources, only to serve similar goals.

Vehicles of memory: autobiographical publications on Venizelos

As Luisa Passerini argues, autobiographies are constructions that uncover the cultural
environment that produced them.53 Autobiographical publications on Venizelos and his era
were very frequent in the early postwar decades. Although they cannot be considered as
historiographical texts, they hold a special position within the nexus described; in fact, the
authors’ personal relationship with Venizelos was an experience that constituted them as
Venizelist subjects who had the right to uncover the truth and to preserve their leader’s
legacy.>* Many of them were initially serialised in newspapers, often regarded as being of
equal historical value to the historiographical narratives, and they were frequently cited in
the latter.

It is not surprising that one of the most important memoirs was that of Venizelos’
widow, Elena, who was a reputational entrepreneur in the truest sense: she communicated
frequently with journalists, authors and researchers about her late husband’s legacy, she
tended to the publication of Venizelos’ translation of Thucydides in English and in modern
Greek, she patrticipated in the annual memorial services in Crete via a proxy, and — most
interestingly — she published her memoirs titled In the Shadow of Venizelos in the
prominent centrist To Vima newspaper, along with many personal letters she and her late
husband had exchanged over the years.®® In her memoir, she deliberately positioned
herself below her husband, questioning if “a prophet, a God, was in need of a wife”
— juxtaposing gender stereotypes with widespread assumptions about Venizelos’ special
nature.>®

Another important category of memoirs, given the heavy involvement of the military
in politics during the Venizelos era, were those of retired military officers. The first important
postwar memoirs were those of retired major general Alexandros Mazarakis-Ainian, which
were published posthumously in 1948 (he had passed away in 1943); Mazarakis, a
Venizelist, had been writing his memoirs from 1932 until his death, and his work quickly
became a standard source for almost anyone writing about the Venizelos era — including
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Dafnis, Enepekidis and Roussos. According to the author, Venizelos completely reformed
the Greek state, but he made the mistake of trusting King Constantine and his people.
Despite his greatness, Venizelos had his own grave flaws: he demanded that his
colleagues be blindly loyal and noncritical of him, being very prone to rapid changes of
heart about people and political issues.>” Published somewhat earlier (1946), but while its
author was still alive, were the memoirs of the key anti-Venizelist figure Viktor Dousmanis,
who, along with loannis Metaxas, was one of the most trusted military and political
confidants of King Constantine. Dousmanis’ is one of the few anti-Venizelist works that
drew considerable attention, in the context of the postwar Venizelist historiographical
domination, and it was often cited only to be contradicted. The first chapter of the book was
about Venizelos: although Dousmanis acknowledged him as a capable politician, he argued
that, in order to have become a truly great leader, Venizelos should not have been driven
by passion and selfishness. According to the author, Venizelos was jealous of
Constantine’s abilities and popularity, so he tried to subdue him. Throughout his career, the
Cretan leader's sole purpose was to assume power, undermining everyone in order to
achieve his goal. All his accomplishments were, in fact, someone else’s working, be it the
military, his partners or the Entente.5® Unlike Mazarakis and Dousmanis, who died in the
1940s, other military officials actively participated in the postwar political and
historiographical field and produced memoirs later on. An important example is Stylianos
Gonatas, who was one of the leaders of the Venizelist military coup of 1922, who later
cofounded the Security Battalions during the German occupation, and, in 1945, founded the
National Liberal Party, claiming to be the true successor of Venizelos. Parts of his memoirs
were initially published in the New York-based newspaper Atlantis and in the Athenian
newspaper Akropolis in 1957-1958, and were then published in a book both in English and
in Greek in 1958. The main purpose and goal of the book — to establish Gonatas’ reputation
as the one true successor of Venizelos and to cement his political status — was clear right
from the beginning: the book started with a large photo of Venizelos, accompanied by a
quote of his praising Gonatas. In the rest of the book, the author narrated his
accomplishments in a stark prose, referring to Venizelos mainly in order to establish his
point that he was the only one who had the right to evoke the Cretan leader — unlike all the
others, who, as he wrote, took advantage of Venizelos’ name and legacy. Gonatas’
memoirs are an interesting example of the blurred lines between political uses of the past
and autobiographical texts, which were really common during this era.>®

Several retired military officers attempted to blend historiographical and
autobiographical texts; among them, an exceptional case is Dimitrios Vakas, who wrote
several articles and books about Venizelos. Starting from his own experiences during the
1916-1917 Venizelist National Defence military and political movement, Vakas wrote
articles in Greek and in French, aiming to historicise this period, and, as already mentioned,
kept contact with other authors. Among his many books, two stand out; the first one,
Greater Greece: Eleftherios Venizelos, a Leader in War was published in 1949 and again in
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1965. His book, part of which was published in the Ethnos newspaper in 1948, was widely
read and cited; it started with a letter by Venizelos’s son and prominent politician Sofoklis
praising Vakas’ work. The author’'s main goal in this book was twofold: on the one hand, to
argue that the “war decade” of 1912-1922 was equally heroic to the 1821-1830 War of
Independence and to the Greek-ltalian War of 1940-1941, and, on the other hand, to
underline Venizelos’ military leadership.®° In 1965, Vakas published a book titled Eleftherios
Venizelos: His Life and Work, in which Venizelos was compared to Themistocles, Pericles,
Alexander the Great, Bismarck, Cavour and even Moses.®% The books goal was to
summarise all the standard schemes about the Cretan leader that had been articulated in
the previous years; in order to accomplish that, Vakas chose the format of the cheap, short
pocketbook, aspiring to give readers an easy way to approach a dense historiographical
corpus spanning at least 20 years.

Conclusions: what is left of the (Venizelist) past?

During the early postwar decades, Eleftherios Venizelos was frequently commemorated by
numerous different agents and for various different reasons. He served as the primogenitor
of the emerging centrist political faction; he was appointed the forefather of the
anticommunist national-mindedness; he was used as a prism through which the history of
the first half of the twentieth century was contextualised. His memory gradually transformed
from a divisive one, him being the leader of a political faction in a fierce clash, to a widely
accepted one, him becoming the “founding father” of the modern Greek state. Those who
most successfully claimed to be his heirs — the centrists — produced a corpus of historical
narratives, elevating him to an almost divine status — as often happens with national
heroes, like Lincoln and Garibaldi.®? But they were not the only ones to produce narratives
about Venizelos; in a dense field of historical discourse, agents of all sorts wrote about him
and “his era”, trying to pinpoint a particular past in the context of a brave new present.

In this research, our main question is not who the rightful heir of Eleftherios
Venizelos was, but who felt the need to present themselves as such and who claimed to
have the right to do so. Trying to connect the dots, the focus of this article was not on what
was written about Venizelos between 1945 and 1967, but on how these publications were
interconnected, constituting an interpretative corpus and a network of people and
institutions, whose version about a certain past prevailed. This nexus can be located in the
space between politics, historiography and public history, in a process through which
various agents, after the Second World War, sought to historicise the early twentieth
century, creating a corpus of texts and schemes about the leader who served as a
metonymy of that period. This aspect of Venizelos as a metonymy is of great importance,
and it means that essentially no one in Greece could write about the first half of the
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twentieth century without referring to the Cretan leader.

With only few exceptions, this corpus was not an academic one; serial narratives,
books, and other publications on Venizelos and the early twentieth century were produced
by journalists, retired military officers, politicians and other public intellectuals, many of
whom were of Venizelist origin. The latter, on the one hand, sought to historicise their
memory, and, on the other, cemented a political genealogy between Venizelos and their
contemporary centrist parties according to the historical evolution of this faction during
1945-1967. These narratives circulated within the public sphere, either as newspaper
pieces or as books; they constituted a public discourse about the past, in which various
agents took part, either promoting Venizelos’ historical reputation or examining his period
historically. Prominent reputational entrepreneurs like Elena Venizelos and Stefanos
Stefanou used resources, institutional positions and specific narratives, ensuring that their
version of the past would prevail. In that sense, Elena Venizelos could be compared to
Jacqueline Kennedy, who, with Robert Kennedy’s aid, had a major role in the selection of
what would be published about the late president;53 Stefanou, like Lincoln’s secretary John
Hay, tried to pass Venizelos’ legacy onto his successors.®* In other words, memory agents
should be considered reputational entrepreneurs only if they actively promote a historical
reputation via specific means, and with the clear goal to preserve it from oblivion and to
highlight its timeless essence.

Academic historians played almost no part in the historiography of the era about
Venizelos; academic journals of the time, like Balkan Studies, and university professors
produced almost zero research output on the early twentieth century, due to their main
focus on previous periods of Greek history at the time.®® The bulk of the historiography
about Venizelos was produced by journalists and writers. These agents — whether of
Venizelist descent or not — created a distinct field of historical study, spanning from 1909 to
1941, and produced a set of historiographical claims which, albeit some first apparitions
during the interwar period, were basically cemented in the early postwar decades, thus
becoming a trend. Moreover, these interpretations served as historiographical foundations
in Greek research about Venizelos and his era after 1974 — for example, the focus on his
internal politics paved the way for the extensive discussion during the 1980s on his
contribution to the modernisation of Greece. Some of these basic claims were that
Venizelos was a great leader; that his period was autonomous, and not part of a broader
one; that Venizelos was a product of his time and the leader of a social coalition led by the
bourgeoisie; that his career should be divided into subperiods, and that he acted differently
during each of those; that his internal reforms were equally important to his external feats.
Apart from these foundational interpretations, a large array of schemes appeared in this
period, reflecting the need for further research and the political affiliation of the authors:
centrist authors’ interpretations evolved from an initial attempt to re-evaluate Venizelos’
work to his portrayal as a fierce enemy of various conservative forces; leftist historians
analysed Venizelos’ career in Marxist terms, according to which he was either a
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progressive politician led astray by conservative colleagues and foreign agents, or a
conservative bourgeois leader who tricked the masses into believing that he was their ally;
the few prominent right-wing authors argued that Venizelos was in fact a conservative and
a royalist, who relied only on his charisma and who repressed his political opponents.
Regardless of the authors’ affiliation, almost all agreed on the “dual Venizelos” scheme,
according to which the Cretan leader’s initial decade of work was superior to his final one.

Apart from reputational endeavours and historiographical attempts, a great part of
publications on Venizelos were autobiographical. Albeit constituting a distinct discourse
genre, these works were closely connected to other types, as an essential part of the nexus
described in this article. In these texts, produced mainly by retired military officers, personal
involvement in the narrated past was considered an advantage and an evidence of truth. In
fact, the authors’ personal relationship with Venizelos was an experience that constituted
them as Venizelist subjects who therefore were entitled to uncover the truth and to preserve
their leader’s legacy. What stood out in these memoirs was the historisation of the early
twentieth century as a saga; Venizelos was presented a war leader who greatly contributed
to the expansion of Greece. Apart from in memoirs, this view was common both in
historiographical works, and in official publications of the Greek Army, constituting a military
discourse through which, on the one hand, the “war decade” of 1912-1922 was
incorporated in the national narrative, and, on the other, the military cemented its power in
the context of national-mindedness by formulating a genealogy of its national feats.

These different genres of narratives about Venizelos and the early twentieth century
instigated a specific historical discourse in the early postwar decades. Although their
conventions and their focus were different, all these narratives were part of a larger nexus
involving distinct groups of agents that converged in a common goal: to historicise the
Venizelos era and, in a broader perspective, to contextualise the early twentieth century
and its relationship to contemporary post-Second World War Greece. Ventures like both the
one described in this article and the separate, to some extent, discourse about the Asia
Minor Catastrophe®® indicate that after the Second World War there were still open wounds
concerning a previous phase of Greek history. A few years after the dramatic events of the
Second World War, the Venizelos era was then removed enough not to be contemporary,
but it had not lost its currentness, so over time it could — and would — be used as a safe
historical analogy for the new postwar era, where new political and social divisions had
arisen. While the 1940s, with all their traumatic implications, generated the fiercest public
debates about the past,®’ the first half of the twentieth century could — and did, to some
extent, at least until the 1960s, when the centrists systematically used Venizelos as a tool in
their political clash with the right — serve as a recent “golden age” in the national narrative
for bourgeois political forces. In the context of anticommunist national-mindedness, the
Venizelos era was often depicted retroactively as a time when political divisions were mild
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and between factions that shared the same national ideals. In order for that to happen, the
traumatic aspects of that era — mainly the National Schism and the Asia Minor Catastrophe
— needed to be tarnished, and Venizelos needed to be depicted as the primogenitor of all
bourgeois political forces, with a particular focus on his anticommunist policies. This aspect
of Venizelos was of particular interest to right-wing political forces of anti-Venizelist descent;
the latter were in great need of a unifying political symbol that would function
complementarily to the crown, and for that reason they tried to detach Venizelos from
radical republican perceptions of Venizelism. Consequently, and regardless of their goal,
their assessment of the Cretan leader contributed to his overall positive historical reputation
during the postwar period. Venizelos was the perfect metonymy for this venture, given his
major impact on Greek history and the multiple claims to his legacy. The question of how
exactly this happened, to what extent, which social forces promoted it, and what its impact
on Greek political culture was, is one for another, broader research project. After all, in the
early postwar decades, Venizelos transformed from being a leader of the National Schism
to an almost unanimously accepted national symbol, and the corpus of narratives described
in this article played a major role in this process — and, in the end, in Greek historical culture
as we now know it.
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