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Introduction: Unearthing the paradox

On a sunny day like so many others in the autumn of 2000 I was conducting research in the Gennadius Library in Athens for my doctoral dissertation at Princeton.  I had taken what I thought was a detour from research in the Ottoman archives of Istanbul to read the papers of Constantine Musurus (1807-1891), the Ottoman Ambassador to London for much of the nineteenth century.
  Most of his correspondence was in Greek, French, and English, but as I browsed through the catalogue, handwritten in a blue standard-issue Greek school notebook, I noticed the final entry: “Old Turkish Documents.”  According to the catalogue, which had been drawn up in the early 1970s, there was one box of these documents, although the curator of the archive had never heard of these papers.  I opted to be polite and not push the matter, so resumed my research in the fascinating Greek documents that had enjoyed scarcely more attention in late twentieth-century Athens than these phantom “Old Turkish” documents.  

About a month after this incident, the curator approached me, smiling, and said she had located the box of “Old Turkish Documents” in an off-site depot, and that indeed she had never heard about them or seen them before this.
  She deposited a sizable box, tied up with string, in front of me and invited me to have a look.  That day I unearthed approximately 800 Ottoman Turkish documents—the Ottoman Turkish archive of Musurus Pasha, a.k.a. Constantine Musurus.  Given the pivotal role Britain had played in Ottoman affairs of the nineteenth century, the inestimable value of the London-based Ottoman Ambassador’s papers was hard to ignore.  And yet no one, neither scholar nor archivist, neither Greek nor Turk nor Brit, had bothered to notice this treasure trove until the dawn of the twenty-first century. Far from a coincidence, this failure to notice is a vivid illustration of the perception, and lack thereof, of the Ottoman legacy in the Balkans and the Middle East.  

The Ottoman legacy in the Balkans and the Middle East is everywhere—from the hamams, mosques, and bedestan covered markets in Salonica and Damascus, to the cuisine, music, colloquialisms, and some say even the common culture of everyday bureaucracy from Egypt to Turkey to Albania.  But beyond these whimsical and somewhat cliché examples, the Ottoman legacy is what is present but not perceived.  It is in the graveyards with beautiful pencil-shaped headstones, engraved with Persian-Ottoman poetry or verses from the Qur’an and topped with the specific headgear—immortalized in marble—corresponding to the social rank of the deceased.  Greek, Bulgarian, Turkish, and Israeli nationals walk by these cemeteries in their countries on a daily basis, and yet how many of them even wonder about the people buried there, or the vast empire to which they belonged?  Having wandered through many such small graveyards in Komotini of Western Thrace, the islands of Chios, Samos, and Crete in Greece, and so many neighborhoods of Istanbul, I am continually bewildered at the lack of curiosity on the part of today’s inhabitants regarding their imperial predecessors on the same land.  

There are of course many reasons for this lack of curiosity and absence of perception of the Ottoman legacy.  The prolonged and painful process of imperial dissolution in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries left the violent memories as the most vivid for the last generation of Ottoman subjects as well as their children and grandchildren.  If there was one thing citizens of Ottoman successor-states in the Balkans and Middle East could agree on for most of the twentieth century it was that the focus should be away from the Ottoman past.  For many this meant a turn toward national history—whether it be Greek, Egyptian, or Serbian.  For others, it meant a turn away from the Ottoman past and toward the modern, secular future, consistent with the teaching of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk.  In all cases it amounted to a consensus to negate a common Ottoman past and promote distinct national pasts, presents, and futures.      

Nowhere is this curious phenomenon of negation more apparent than in the fate of Ottoman documents across the former empire.  Many local archives were destroyed altogether throughout the Balkans and Middle East.  More telling however is the corpus of simply neglected documents exemplified by the Musurus Papers in Athens.  I have a host of other similar stories from all over Greece, for instance.  A priest in Chios told me about the gold-speckled imperial fermans he rescued from a trash bin.  A school teacher in Samos discovered an entire Ottoman-era archive in a basement and took on the task of preserving and cataloging it.  The invaluable Ottoman court records of Salonika and several towns in Crete lay fallow for decades before being cataloged.  Finally, one can only speculate on the wealth of Ottoman Turkish documents sitting in the Greek National Archives in Athens.  A shockingly large number of families in Greece even have their own stash of Ottoman documents—often land deeds and birth certificates—hidden away amongst their family heirlooms.  Oftentimes no family member able to read these is left, but they reveal the paradox between the national and individual perception of the Ottoman past—these family documents are coveted as relics from a lost family heritage, and yet the need is rarely felt to contextualize that heritage into a larger historical, imperial reality, or even to decipher the document to learn its meaning.  

My discovery of the 800 forgotten Ottoman documents amongst the Musurus Papers in Athens serves as an example of the lack of popular curiosity regarding the Ottoman past.  But more importantly, these Ottoman Turkish documents, and the even larger body of Greek documents that make up the Musurus Papers, contain the key to unlocking the paradox of perceptions regarding the Ottoman legacy in the Middle East and Balkans.  

In this essay I first explore the imperial side of this paradox of perceptions through the case of Ottoman intermediaries, and in particular of Musurus Pasha and Stephanos Vogorides, in the nineteenth century.  Second, I take up the prolonged transition between the imperial and national worlds from the 1850s to the 1920s.  Third, I consider the ways the national side of the paradox has and has not obstructed our perceptions of the Ottoman past in post-Ottoman societies since the 1922 Treaty of Lausanne.  All the while, I use the relationship between “Greek” and “Turk” as a thread to connect the many disparate pieces of the story of unraveling from an imperial order into seemingly distinct national orders in the twentieth century.  Ironically, it is the emergence and history of that relationship, between “Greek” and “Turk,” neither of which fits comfortably in the Balkans or the Middle East, that encompasses the story of the Ottoman legacy and how it is perceived today in the Balkans and the Middle East.  
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