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An “Unknown” War in Greece? Perceptions and
Historiographical Approaches to the First World War in the
Wake of the Centenary

Elli Lemonidou

University of Patras

The First World War constitutes one of the most interesting historiographical fields for the
examination of convergences and divergences between European and local
historiographies. The long-time dominant historiographical narrative, which focused very
much on the history of the Western Front and underestimating all “secondary” fronts, is
strikingly different when compared with the way each national historiography talks (or, in
many cases, falls into silence) about the general history of the war or the country-specific
events. As a general rule, it can be said that most national historiographies in Europe (with
a few, very significant exceptions) have historically failed to fully appreciate the importance
of the Great War, for a rich variety of reasons, even though this event has been crucial not
only for the entire European history, but also for many cases of the state-building process
across the continent. This claim is clearly visible in the case of Greek historiography, where
both the general and the local dimensions of First World War history have been reduced to
a number of standard narratives about the main political, diplomatic and military
developments, while the multilayered dimensions and the transnational perspectives of the
war have been to a great extent neglected. The recent centenary constituted inevitably a
turning point in the examination of the historicisation process of the event, at both
international and local level. This article presents an overview of the main pillars of
European historiography of the war throughout the years, with a special regard to the
impact of the recent commemorative period, while it also discusses the presence of the
First World War in Greek historiography, from the interwar period to the initiatives
undertaken on the occasion of the centenary.

An international overview
The most common analysis of international historiography on the First World War focuses

on the works written in English and French (and less on those in German, Italian and other
languages), introducing some major periods with a distinctive character in the development
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of research. In this text we follow the scheme proposed by Antoine Prost and Jay Winter
and widely accepted nowadays,' despite some recent amendments proposed by Winter
himself.? According to this proposal, First World War historiography is categorised in three
major periods, each one of them presenting some special features that help understand the
development of research production on that field.

The first period coincides with the interwar years and is characterised by the
overwhelming presence of testimonies, the traditional focus on military and diplomatic
history, the emphasis on the lives and deeds of great political and military leaders and the
almost total absence of the simple soldier’s viewpoint. As the events were fresh in private,
public and official memory, states and individuals were trying more to find a meaning for
what happened in the slaughterhouse of the war and less to learn and understand the real
facts and procedures that led to it all. History became a tool in the hands of politicians, who
tried to serve national aims through the publication of large volumes of diplomatic
documents, especially regarding the heated argument of the causes and responsibilities for
the outbreak of the war. In this context, academic historiography was rather unwilling to
deal with the event, due also to the limited development of contemporary history studies in
academic environments of that time. Apart from some major contributions, such as the well-
known book of Pierre Renouvin,’ the most fertile historiographical production of that time
came from the United States, a country that had the luxury to distance itself from the
competition of the great European powers. It is not by chance, therefore, that the main
alternative viewpoints about the war in the aforementioned period appeared mainly through
literature and art, that is expressive modes to a much lesser extent dependent on political
and diplomatic boundaries.

After a 20-year period of rather expected silence about the First World War, in the
wake of the new and larger global catastrophe, the 1960s marked a new milestone in the
historiographical production. The 50th anniversary of the war presented a great occasion
for reflection, while the wider spirit of the period directly influenced the way in which the war
was dealt with. This tendency was further facilitated by the opening of important archival
sources about the war. For the period under examination, which runs from the 1960s up to
the late 1980s, we can highlight the influence of new historiographical trends (most of all,
social history) on First World War studies, the renewal of military and diplomatic history, the
development of history of international relations, the gradual shift to a meticulous study of
the various forms of discourse on war, in the context of the much-discussed literary turn in
historical studies,* as well as the publication of major works which are now considered real
turning points in the historiography about the war, such as Fritz Fischer’s books on the
German foreign policy and war aims.’

The next big step in First World War historiography is marked by the major changes
after the end of the Cold War. The general resurgence of public and academic interest in
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the past led, among others, to the development of memory studies, a branch that has
thrived particularly in the context of First World War studies, mainly thanks to Winter's
groundbreaking contributions.® Particular emphasis was also placed on cultural history,
focusing on the way in which the war was lived and experienced by specific individuals or
groups, both on the battlefields and at the home front. The beginning of the 1990s was
marked by the founding (in 1992) of the museum and research centre of the Historial de la
Grande Guerre in Péronne, which constituted the first, very influential effort of transnational
cooperation in the field of First World War studies. It is equally important to emphasise that
this period sealed the definitive passage of the First World War into the realm of
historicisation, following the death of the last surviving war veterans in the first decade of
the twenty-first century. In any case, we should never forget that the above periodisation
covers almost exclusively, with few exceptions, the case of major Western historiographies,
due to their quantitative and qualitative advantage, as well as their influence in academic
research all over the world.

The Greek case

The Greek case is a typical example of a peripheral country in relation to what has been
analysed so far. In general, Greek historiography has dealt with the great event of
international history in a way that can be called “descriptive”: in all works of European
history written by Greek authors — and which, in any case, are not many in number — there
are sufficient references to the basic facts and major aspects of the Great War. These
relatively brief mentions, however, do not cover the full dimensions of a particularly complex
event. The void of a general monograph about the First World War in Greek has been
covered by the publication of some translations, unequal in their content and in the quality
of their language.” The contribution of Greek historians to the negotiation of international
dimensions of the war is very modest, in most cases limited to the link between the
domestic aspect and the role of major European forces or the general political and
diplomatic context of the time.

Greek historiographical production includes a series of compositions that have been
established as reference works on the subject and which are often — some of them —
mentioned in the international literature about the Macedonian Front and the war in
Southeastern Europe.® These are certainly essential contributions, as their authority and
importance in the field of political and diplomatic history cannot be called into question.
However, with few exceptions, the resonance of international historiographical debate on
the First World War has been scarce in Greece.

In terms of school history, which is a privileged vector for the transmission of
historical knowledge to future generations, the picture is not much different. For many
decades, references to the First World War in history textbooks for primary and secondary
education have been short, mainly focused on the Greek dimension, with only general

4
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references to the developments in the European field. This general image has only partially
and sporadically improved since the 1980s.’

The above-described image brings inevitably into question the overall slim interest in
the First World War in Greece and the reasons behind it. Only during the interwar period
there were, expectedly, many references to that event in Greece. Even with little activity
from academic history, a series of political and public interventions kept the memory of the
war (including its European dimension) alive throughout that period.!® After the 1940s, the
interest of Greeks in the war diminished dramatically, under the huge impact of the dramatic
events that shuttered the country and the entire world in that decade. Never again did that
conflict came again to the focus of academic and public interest in the country, with the
exception of a limited number of historiographical contributions. Much can be said and
argued about this “indifference”, which can be attributed, among else, to the “remote” and
“irrelevant” character of the war for most of Greeks (there was the sense that the action of
the war happened predominantly far away from Greece and had no real impact on the
fortunes of the country), the complex character of Greek (direct or indirect) involvement in it
and its almost complete identification with the domestic trauma of the National Schism.!! It
is also very important to stress that the First World War has been completely overshadowed
by other major events in the history of twentieth-century Greece, such as the victorious
Balkan Wars of 1912-13, the Asia Minor Catastrophe in 1922 and, above all, the highly
traumatic Greek 1940s.!? For all its partial merits, academic historiography has clearly
contributed, through choices and silences, to the consolidation of that situation. ' In
addition, it is not by chance that even the Public History channels in Greece have been
much rather inactive and scarcely influential regarding the First World War. The collective
perception of that war has been univocally attached to the fragmental images of the
Western Front trenches, without a real and deep awareness of the full dynamic and the
universal repercussions of the event.

The centennial anniversary as a turning point in international research

As expected, the 100th anniversary of the First World War was marked by an impressive
series of initiatives, which by their mere quantity and variety redefined unavoidably the
landscape of First World War studies. Even though the first attempts to evaluate the impact
of the centenary in this academic field are already underway, a full and complete
appreciation of what has really changed will take years to be realised. The scholarly
production about the Great War continues to thrive well beyond the “formal” end of the
anniversary period.'* Jay Winter, one of the most prominent historians of the war, claimed
in 2019 that a thorough account of the academic impact of the centenary will not be
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possible before the mid-2020s, when most pending publications, as well as dissertations
and research projects initiated on the occasion of the centenary will have been concluded. '

Taking the above into consideration, we can still suggest out that the most striking
feature of this period is the coexistence of well-established, traditional approaches to the
First World War with fresh visions in terms of subjects, disciplines and countries involved.
These parallel paths reflect in a perfect way the very nature of that war, where the old and
the new intersected in many aspects of warfare, strategy and management of daily life in
the battlefields as well as in the home front.

In the case of the centenary, the traditional aspect is represented by the dominating
role of the countries that have always been at the forefront of academic research and public
interest in the First World War, namely the UK and France. This was mirrored in the central
organisation of commemoration activities, followed by a high number of publications and
conferences with big international appeal. On the thematic level, the centenary has seen
the reemergence of some traditional issues of First World War studies, like the one of the
origins and responsibilities for the outbreak of the war. This topic, which could even be
regarded as an autonomous branch of historiography, fully dominated the beginning of the
centenary period, thanks to a number of influential publications, which, among else,
reintroduced the study of personalities in order to shed new light into the role of specific
actors during the July crisis.'®

On the other hand, the centenary has been strongly characterised by the
multifaceted expansion of First World War Studies. It is true that the highly symbolic
commemorative period came at a moment of maturity for First World War research, after
the huge progress achieved in the last decades. The scholarly community was now ready
to face thorny and challenging issues regarding the Great War, definitely free from the limits
set by the living memory and the direct consequences of the event in previous times.
Echoing earlier demands, academic historians prioritised expanding research to the lesser
known fronts of World War |, as it is now clear to everyone that no general history of the
war can be complete unless it takes into account its real dimensions and the horizontal
presence of various phenomena (from trench warfare to desertions, from violent population
movements to home front sufferings) in more than one fronts. This expansion was not only
reflected in the general history works, which are increasingly covering (or aspire to cover)
all the war fronts to the fullest possible extent; it was also enhanced by the rise of interest in
the First World War even in countries that had almost banished this event from their
national historiographical narratives until a few years ago. This trend has had, of course,
different pace and qualitative characteristics, depending on each country. In any case, it
can be claimed that the anniversary served as a trigger for all national historiographies to
reflect on the role of the respective countries in the Great War. As a result, there is now a
much richer pool of studies on issues that had been left out of the dominant tendencies of
historiography (for example, studies of social and cultural history regarding the Habsburg
Empire), while, in other cases, such as Russia and other Eastern European countries, the
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centenary marked the resurgence of academic and public interest in the First World War,
with results expected to be visible in the years to come.

A similar case regards the expansion of the temporal limits of study of the war. If
previous generations of historians had focused on the integrated study of the two world
wars, the centenary was characterised by the demand for a review of the limits of the First
World War itself. This proposal is based on the admission that episodes of armed conflict
before and especially after the war constitute ultimately an integral part of the same event.
Therefore, their understanding is essential in order to properly assess the political,
diplomatic and military developments of 1914-1918, as well as the consequences of war on
the European and world map of the twentieth century. In this context, terms such as “Long
First World War”, “Greater War”, or “Second Great War” are becoming increasingly
common in the literature, with the discussion still ongoing in the period after the First World
War centenary, marked by the anniversaries of the peace treaties and the conflicts of the
early years after the war.!”

This new spirit is directly related to the further development of the transnational
perspective in the First World War studies, which has been facilitated by the growing
communication between historians through all possible ways. Some of the most important
works of recent production have been specially designed to serve the needs of a fully
transnational approach, focusing on the universal character of the war and adopting an
inclusive viewpoint.'® Even though the quest for a fresh, fully integrated historical account of
the war remains open, the historiography of the centenary can be considered a very
promising base to ensure a prolonged interest in the war even after the conclusion of the
highly symbolic period of 2014—-2018.

The Greek centenary

In a provisional review of the four-year anniversary period in Greece, the picture can be
described as “tricky”. It can hardly be claimed that the First World War anniversary has
gone unnoticed, at least at the level of the academic community. But it would also be
difficult to say that the various activities on this occasion have radically changed the level of
awareness among the general public. It is very important to point out that in Greece the
centennial events did not have a central coordinating body, as opposed to what happened
in France, the UK and other countries;!’ therefore, the activities undertaken were based on
individual, public, local or academic initiatives, and were characterised, for the most part, by
fragmentation and absence of coherent links between them. The main initiatives include a
number of conferences, workshops, or research programs (with or without international
participation), a small, but significant number of new independent publications or
translations,?® a rather remarkable number of exhibitions, with an expected emphasis on
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aspects of Greek involvement, ceremonies of remembrance in cemeteries or monuments of
foreign fallen soldiers in Greek territory, as well as in battlefields of the Macedonian Front;
last but not least, occasional reports in print and electronic media, especially in the first year
of the centenary, as well as a number of special TV productions.

A key dimension of Greek participation in anniversary events is, of course, the
participation of Greek historians in international conferences, collective volumes and special
editions. While their interventions had generally a Greek focus, there exist some good
examples of creative osmosis between Greek historiography and new trends in
international literature.?! However, much more remains to be done in this direction, as there
is no doubt that the overall picture of reception of the First World War in Greece remains
deficient. Considering the international interest raised by the centenary and the general
belief that, even after the end of this milestone, the Great War will still be a major reference
point in historiography and public discourse at international level, it is obvious that the
antennas of Greek historiography have to be more open than ever.

The current situation offers a historical opportunity: the opening up of research to the
regional fronts of war, aiming at the substantial integration of events and situations from all
fronts into the overall narrative of war, requires the international cooperation of historians
and passes through the expansion of primary research and elaboration of existing findings
from individual national historiographies. The Greek historical community faces a double
challenge: on one hand, to transform the acquired wisdom of international research into
knowledge accessible to the largest possible extent to the Greek public, a process in which
the role of school history and the full exploitation of all Public History channels are crucial,
on the other hand, to participate actively in the international interest in local and regional
research, benefitting from the international experience in inadequately studied fields of
Greek history during the First World War and integrating the Greek case into the broader
regional and European historical context of the war experience. The example of other
countries has proved how important is the scholarly work at the local history level for the
regeneration of First World War studies — in the cases of Germany and ltaly, local history
has been a precious vehicle for the adoption of modern historiographical trends and the
widening of knowledge about the war. Even though there have been isolated efforts in
Greece in this context, it is sure that further work can surprisingly change the entire
landscape of First World War reception in the country. This prospect, in addition to the
“internationalisation” of study of key issues in the history of that period, which by no means
are Greek exclusives (from the blockades and the sufferings of the population to the
problems in soldiers’ recruitment and even the civil conflict itself), may create new,
challenging perspectives for First World War studies in Greece. It may finally occur that in
the case of Greece, like in other countries, the centenary may not be a conclusive
landmark, but a “starting” point for First World War Studies.?
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