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ABSTRACT

SURVIVING RUINS AND STORIES OF SMYRNA /IZMIR: CENTENNIAL
MEMORIES OF THE GREAT FIRE OF 1922

EGE MEHMET AKMAN
CULTURAL STUDIES M.A. THESIS, JULY 2024

Thesis Supervisor: Prof. Ayse Giil Altinay

Keywords: memory, memorialization, silencing, nationalism, counter-memory

works, surviving ruins, the Great Fire of Smyrna/Izmir of 1922

This thesis analyzes the stories and narratives of Izmir-based counter-memory works
regarding the Great Fire of Smyrna/Izmir in the two decades leading to its centennial
in 2022. Following its near absence in the official historiography as well as its silenc-
ing in social memory within the context of the nation building process in Turkey;,
I argue that these recent counter-memory works constitute a collective effort for
challenging the multiple layers of silencing. While doing so, these memorializations
contribute to a common ground for coming to terms with the violent past of the city
and seeking potentials of a collective mourning for the unmourned loss of Smyrna
-with the catastrophic destruction of its multicultural population. As the activists,
artists, and locals make use of the surviving ruins within the former fire zone (the
former Greek, Armenian, and Frenk quarters of the city) and seek surviving stories
where pre-1922 traces are now-defunct as reference points for their counter-memory
works, I analyze their interactions with these survivors and with each other.
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OZET

SMYRNA /IZMIR’IN HAYATTA KALAN HARABELERI VE HIKAYELERI:
YUZUNCU YILINDA 1922 BUYUK YANGINININ HAFIZALASTIRILMA
BICIMLERI

EGE MEHMET AKMAN
KULTUREL CALISMALAR YUKSEK LISANS TEZI, TEMMUZ 2024

Tez Danigmani: Prof. Dr. Ayse Giil Altinay

Anahtar Kelimeler: hafiza, hafizalagtirma, sessizlestirme, milliyetcilik, kargi-hafiza
calismalari, hayatta kalan harabeler, toplumsal hafiza, 1922 Biiyiik Smyrna/Izmir

Yangini

Bu tez, Biiyiik Smyrna/Izmir Yangini’na iliskin Izmir merkezli ve yanginin yiiziincii
yildontimiine giden son yirmi yilda gerceklesmis olan karsi-hafiza caligmalarinin
hikayelerini ve anlatilarini incelemeyi amaclanmaktadir. Bunu yaparken, Biiyiik
Yangin’in Tiirkiye’deki ulus insasi stireci baglaminda resmi tarih yaziminda yer bu-
lamayisini ve toplumsal hafizada da sessizlegtirilmis olusunu takiben son dénemdeki
bu kargi-hafiza caligmalarinin bu ¢ok katmanl sessizlestirmelere meydan okumaya
yonelik kolektif bir caba olusturdugunu ileri siirtiyorum. Bu hafizalagtirmalari,
kentin ¢okkiiltiirlii yapisinin yitirilmesiyle sonuclanan siddetli doniigtimle ytizlesmek
ve Smyrna'nin kaybmin Izmir'de tutulamamis kolektif yasini tutmak adina ortak
bir zemin olusturma yolunda firsatlar olarak degerlendiriyorum. Bu ortak zem-
ini kuran aktivistler, sanatcilar ve hemsgerilerin bunu yaparken 6zellikle kentin eski
yangin alani ve ¢evresinde (yangin 6ncesi Rum, Ermeni ve Frenk mahalleleri) hayatta
kalmig olan harabeler ve/ya hikayelerden referans noktalar1 olarak yararlandiklarini
gosterip kargit-hafiza iglerini iireten bu kisilerin birbirleriyle ve hayatta kalanlarla
kurduklar iligkileri analiz ediyorum.
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Yav tno oudprno to yaykivi
Yo vrouid Oev éye yivel
Kdnke i1 éywe otdytn

K1 éByale o keudA to dyt
Kdnke to otaypodpdpn

K1 o umouvyiotik vrepéo axdun
Yuipvn grwyoudva oudpvn
Ilov 'vai n opopgid oouv ekeivn
Kdnke i1 éva oyoleio

ITov Tav maplevaywyeio
Kdnie ka1 pa oaoxdAa

/. 7 z z
Iov Tayv dompn dompn oav to ydAa

Nothing like the Smyrna yangini (fire)
Has happened in the diinya (world)

It burned down to ashes

And Kemal took out to the shore

The crossroads burned

And the biyik dere (large stream) too
Smyrna, poor mother Smyrna

Where is that beauty of yours

A school was also burned

Which was a girls’ school

A teacher was also burned

Who was white, white as milk

An anonymous Greek lamentation to Smyrna

(words used in Turkish in italic):

Dedicated to the anonymized singers of the lamentations

in the memory of their lost cities and burnt villages
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Research Background

I was born and raised in Izmir. Its central neighborhoods around the Alsancak
quarter, which I've been calling home up to this day eventually turned out to be
the focal point and my field for this thesis, as a result of an ever-growing curiosity
that stems from the built (and ruined) environment surrounding me in my daily life,
starting from my earliest encounters with the cityscape of Izmir as a child. Despite
this curiosity, it took me years to finally grasp that these neighborhoods as well
as the iconic urban park (Kiltiirpark, or as locals call it Fuar) encircled by them
spatially correspond to the fire zone (yanginlk alani or shortly, yanginlik) of the
Great Fire of Smyrna/Izmir in 1922 (Figure 1.1). That is roughly a century-old
denomination that not so many locals would be able to recall today. What else is
not remembered regarding yanginlik and the city’s past prior to 1922 by its current
residents, including the younger me, constitutes the departure point of this thesis.
The official history of the 1922 Izmir Fire, which I was intensely exposed to and
convinced by as a schoolchild, was quite simple and consistent, leaving not much
room for further inquiry: “The enemy burned down the city while escaping and
we built it from scratch after we poured them out into the sea.” Seemingly uncon-
testable at the time, the violent transformation and the spatiotemporal rupture that
established Izmir out of Smyrna! was rendered in this shuddery explanation that we

were expected to proudly memorize at school.

Despite my wholehearted embrace of that explanation that was not visibly chal-
lenged within the overwhelmingly secular, Kemalist, middle-class, and vocally Turk-
ish environment of my childhood, I still remember carrying with me a sense of dis-

satisfactiont. This dissatisfaction would eventually make me feel lost and express

1Accepting 1922 as the rupture, I will be using the name Izmir while referring to the city in the post-1922
context, and for pre-1922, I will use Smyrna. When the context is not temporally specific, I will prefer
using them simultaneously.
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itself as a literal stomach-ache “Who exactly was the enemy to escape, to set the city
on fire, to be driven into the sea?” was the first question that creeped up in me. The
answer was mostly Yunanlar (used typically for the Greeks of Greece). This answer
invited a second set of questions: “What about Rumlar (used typically for Greeks
of Anatolia)? “Who were they and what were they doing in our hometown? How
come these names (Yunan and Rum) were being used interchangeably?” I later re-
alized that my confusion was simultaneously embedded in the repetitive statements
that I heard from my maternal grandmother Giiler during our occasional visits to
Urla (a coastal rural town 40 kilometers away from the center of Izmir), where her
whole lineage is said to be from: “Who knows which Rum planted these olive trees,
built these stone walls back in the time? Once upon a time...” I used to think that
she must be referring to antiquity, the times when numerous ruins of Ionian Greek
city-states dotting the Aegean landscape had been built. There stepped in another
confusion that I carried regarding the hegemonic narrative: Rum Evi, the Greek
House. These characteristically two-storeyed, high ceiling, stone buildings most of
which are recognizable at first sight with their iconic cumba balconies, karosiman
tile stones, and embroidered ferforje gates mostly escalating from the street level
with a few marble stairs were to be found in numerous places in and around Izmir.
Even though many of the Rum Evi that I came across were at least partly in ruins
and seemingly inhabited, they could not be ancient or vacant for hundreds of years,
could they? The answer became even more apparent to me when in another family
visit to Urla, my mother pointed out one of the decadent Greek houses located on
the main street of the town center and told us that this was the house into which
she had been born. “How is this possible? Why was she born in a house like this?
Why did my grandparents live in a Greek house?” How did my great-grandparents
learn how to speak Greek?” were among the questions that stayed with me from
this encounter with the house where my mother was born. This distant memory
too belongs to the times when I was not yet introduced to or grasped the migration
past of my family, a part of whom had been forcefully displaced from Thessaloniki
based on the Convention Concerning the Exchange of Greek and Turkish Popula-
tions around a century ago, while another part had been simultaneously expelled
from Kavala as a result of the same Miibadele convention; including the nuclear
family of my maternal grandfather who ended up moving into the above mentioned
Greek house. Based on the figures carved on the stone fagade of the house, together
with the date 1875, this house was probably built in 1875 by someone whose family
initials were 3.X.E. (S, Kh, E). Who were they?

Back to the fire zone, while during a brief stroll through its neighborhoods, it is

almost inescapable to encounter some components of the cityscape including a con-



siderable number of Greek houses that have been standing wherever they are for
more than a century now, unlike their interiors and surroundings. It means that
they have witnessed the city before 1922 and survived until today, whether some-
how intact or in ruins. These historical buildings and their seemingly accidental
presence across the streets of Alsancak create a stark contrast with adjacent apart-
ment blocks and vivid boulevards. They stand as silent witnesses and survivors of
a silenced past. This study takes their witnessing as a starting point to as ask such
questions as: “Who built these buildings, all dated prior to 1922, and live in them?
What was the neighborhood like before the Great Fire? What exactly happened
during and after the fire? And why is it so difficult to learn about the fire and the
city before the fire?” Before elaborating on these questions, I should first present
my acquaintance and engagement with two of the historical buildings where layers
of memory and haunting questions intertwine with my life journey, as well as my
academic journey that led to this research. Both high schools today, they are named
after the prominent ideologue of Turkish nationalism and the founder of the Turkish
Republic respectively: Namik Kemal High School and Izmir Atatiirk High School.
Accepting them as “surviving ruins”, I will delve into their surviving stories in the

following chapter (Figure 1.2 and Figure 1.3).

1.2 Literature Review and Theoretical Reflections

Since this thesis aims to look into the same city from different time periods while
accepting the Great Fire of 1922 as the most dramatic rupture of its modern timeline,
a threefold literature review was needed. The reason for that was to understand the
city within its historical and socio-political contexts towards 1922 firstly, and in the
aftermath of 1922 secondly, with an exclusive emphasis on September 1922 thirdly,

the epicenter of the violent transformation of the city.

Towards its abrupt destruction by the Great Fire in 1922, Smyrna had become
a significant cultural and mercantile intersection point especially from the turn of
the 17th century onwards, as a cosmopolitan port city in the heart of the Eastern
Mediterranean, connecting the hinterland of the Ottoman Anatolia with the sea, and
the ports of the Levant with the rest of the Mare Nostrum, and beyond. Smyrna’s
rise as a port city rather than a city with a port (Kolluoglu 2002) towards becoming
a Mediterranean metropol (Bilsel 2008) have attracted a considerable body of schol-
arship in last two decades (Eldem, Goffman, and Masters 2017; Kasaba 2002; Kol-
luoglu and Tokséz 2015; Smyrnelis 2008; Zandi-Sayek 2024; Inal 2015). In addition,



Figure 1.1 : George Poulimenos” Map of Smyrna in 1922, displaying the neighbor-
hoods around the fire zone. Edited and highlighted by the author. The red line
stands for the borders of the Great Fire of Smyrna/Izmir in 1922 and the black line
shows the detail section in Figure 1.2 and 1.3. Source: George Poulimenos.

the distructive end of that city was discussed in great detail in the reference books
written by Mliton’s (2008) Paradise Lost. Smyrna, 1922 and Georgelin’s (2008) The
End of Smyrna: From Cosmopolitanism to Nationalism. The ethnic/religious com-
munities of the city have also been subjects for a number of recent academic works.
Among these illuminating works were Kechriotis (2009a; 2009b; 2011a; 2011b) on
the Greek Orthodox community, Mildanoglu (2017a) and Hovanissian (2018) on the
Armenian community, Danon (2020) and Bora (2021) on the Jewish community, and

Turgut (2023) on the Levantine communities of the city. Other significant recent
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Figure 1.2 :The heart of the fire zone and its scale adjusted comparison with Kiilttir-
park’s borders. Numbers in Figure 3 represent two surviving ruins (1=Central
Girls’ School /Izmir Atatiirk High School, 2=Evangelical School/Namik Kemal High
School) and the location of my family house (3). Edited by the author. Source:
George Poulimenos.
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works that shed light on the pre-1922 city include a dictionary of the city’s lingua

e

franca Smyrneika (Baltazzi et al. 2012) and a unique “travel guide” to the city
in 1922 (Poulimenos 2022) with rigorous maps that display the urban layout right

before its destruction in great detail.

The Great Fire’s memory? and the spatial and symbolic reconstruction of the city in

2In this thesis, I deliberately refrained from directly engaging with one central question that almost con-
stitutes the core of the body of literature mentioning the Great Fire, especially in Turkish: “Who set the
fire?”. That question followed me throughout my entire fieldwork too. In other words, the absence of
the memory of the Great Fire, I argue, excludes its repetitive mention in numerous academic and non-
academic works that somehow confidently points to the ethnicity /nationality of the perpetrators in spite
of the abundance of contradictory historical accounts. To summarize, most resources in Turkish claim that
it was Greeks and Armenians whereas in non-Turkish resources the claim for Turkish responsibility almost

seems to be a consensus. I believe it is my share of responsibility as an Izmiran researcher and resident
with Turkish background who is still partly settled on the fire zone, to underline the Turkish responsibil-
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Figure 1.3 : The Fire Zone and Kiilttirpark
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its aftermath have found their places in the works’ of some scholars - mainly in the
last decades. Kolluoglu’s (2002; 2005; 2007) and Neyzi’s (2008a; 2008b) pioneering
works on how forgetting and remembering the Great Fire worked within Izmir’s
and Turkey’s memoryscape constitute the departure points of this thesis (as well as
constituting some of the remarkable personal and political departure points for me,
growing away from my nationalist background). At the same time, they were the
most referred works throughout my field work, inspiring some of my informants di-
rectly towards their involvement in their counter-memory works in Izmir. Gonliigor
and Sezer’s (2020) work stands as another significant reference for this thesis, with
its fruitful discussion on the therapeutic forgetting and agnostic remembrance with
a great emphasis on the memory of the Great Fire, benefitting from the transforma-

tion of Kiiltiirpark as well as the interventions of artists and activists to Turkey’s

ity in the outbreak of the Great Fire and more importantly, the responsibility for the catastrophe in the
aftermath. Thus, “Who did not extinguish the fire?” became the question I rather focused on. Largely
excluding this central debate could be seen as a shortcoming of this thesis but at the same time I believe
it could also be seen as a humble interruption to rechannel the focus to the potentials of remembering and
mourning the Great Fire in our day and in the future.
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late memory turn. Cildir and Yilmaz (2020) and Yilmaz (2020) concentrates on the
ideological re/construction of the urban memory as well as the urban space, parallel
to the construction of “the contract of Turkishness” (Unlii 2018). Meanwhile, Cana
(1996), Bozdogan (2001), and Cetin (2005) delve into the reconstruction of the city
around the fire zone through the lens of urban planning and design employed by
the modernization and nation building projects. Furthermore, Kaymak and Suman
(2023) discusses the ruptures and shifts in the memories of the participants of their
memory walk that “chases the ghost of Smyrna” in contemporary Izmir. Following
Janson’s (2023) earlier fieldwork, together with Torsten Janson and Biray Kolluoglu,
our manuscript submitted for publication in early 2024 analyzes the recent Izmir-
based exhibitions in which the memory of the Great Fire was revisited alongside the
centennial commemorations of the milestones in the official Turkish historiography

-including the “Liberation” of Izmir four days before the Great Fire.

In addition, the violent reconstruction/Turkification of the city after the Great Fire
was studied in relation with “expropriating the dead” (Morack 2021) of the lost
Christian communities as the city’s “phantom pain” (Morack 2022) ; looting of the
city and the fire zone (Kurt 2022) and its legitimization as ganimet/trophy (Ulusoy
2023) ; and later complementary policies and official collaborations to homogenize
the city including the infamous “Citizen Speak Turkish” campaign’s violent reso-
nance in Izmir in 1934 (Lamprou 2022) and the pogrom of September 6-7 in 1955
bringing violence back to the fire zone (Vardar and Ulusoy 2023). Besides, the
images and visual archives of the Great Fire being used by different national narra-
tives (Amygdalou 2019) and different temporal contexts (Varlas 2020) were revisited
recently. Lastly, Hiir’s (2022) and Yilmaz’s (2022) pieces are worth mentioning for
breaking the silence exactly on the centennial of the Great Fire by reminding the loss
and displacement of a great number of predominantly Greek and Armenian civilians

during and after the fire as well as the responsibility of the Turkish authority.

Apart from the Izmir/Smyrna studies literature I discuss here, theoretical discus-
sions on social memory studies, and, in particular, the memory of space in different
forms, constitute the theoretical background of this thesis. To start, Halbwacks
(1992) explains memory as a collective, social phenomenon rather than an individ-
ual one, so much so that there are as many memories as groups. Lowenthal (2015)
points to memory as a selective and active process constructed in the present based
on what is needed to recall from the past, that “foreign country.” This active pro-
cess might lead to horizontal and vertical shifts of memory, Portelli (1991) adds, in
a sense that chronologies and significance of particular moments from the past could
be manipulated in the present. Emphasizing the selectiveness of memory, Sturken

(1997) suggests that remembering is in itself a form of forgetting, especially when
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2. SILENCING AND FORGETTING

2.1 Surviving Stories of Two Surviving Ruins

Namik Kemal High School is located in an unexpectedly large garden between
Kiiltirpark and the residential areas near the August 26th Gate, one of the five
monumental entrances to the park®. Its colossal building used to catch my eyes
daily through the mulberry and pine trees bordering its garden and the street of
my house. Apart from its huge windows, ionic columns pinning its entrances, pi-
lasters decorating the outer walls, and exceptional, tower-like top floor, one other
feature has always caught my attention. It was nothing but its “skewed” layout in
terms of its almost diagonal orientation towards its surroundings including the grid
street plan. (Figure 2.1) “How come it had been built this incompatible with the
streets around it?”, I used to ask myself. Again, it was still years before I managed to
comprehend that it was a good question, but when asked the other way around. Re-
garding my other question “What is/was this building?”, the answer kept changing
depending on whom I asked. Its nameplate said it was Namik Kemal High School,
my parents said it was originally Inénii High School, my paternal grandfather who
had attended high school there said it was originally Izmir Second High School for
Boys, the caption for the famous picture of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk? captured as
he was leaving the building with a crowd of students said it was originally Izmir
High School for Girls, and finally, when I was old enough to step into the building
myself and had a chance to ask one of the long-serving teachers the same question,

he said that it was originally a Greek School but he was not able to recall the name

3The names given to five entrances to the park signify some symbolical names and dates in relation to the
Turkish “National Struggle”: Lausanne and Montreux, respectively, referring to the peace treaty in 1923
and a substantial convention in 1936 with identical names, and Republic, referring to the new regime;
August 26th and September 9th, respectively indicates the first and the final days of the last phase of the
Greco-Turkish War in 1922, the Turkish “Great Offensive”, the final day of which was also declared the

“Liberation” of Izmir.

4The founder and the first president of the Turkish Republic whom I will call as such while referring to
him within a context before 1934 when he was given the surname Atatiirk. I will be using this name for
references after 1934.
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of the school other than its first letter that should have been “E”. That was thanks
to a group of visitors from Greece®, he told me, whose ancestors were not only from
Smyrna but were also among the people who were affiliated with the school and the
construction of the very building back in the day. Narrating what he has learned
from meeting these unexpected visitors who “came from far away only to see our
school with all those documents and maps with them”, the teacher told me that the
ancestors of the visitors had cared about the school so much that they had paid at-
tention to every detail at the time of the construction of its new building, including
the “E” shape of its footprint dedicated to the name of the school. In addition, he
implied that the school principal and himself were not willing to talk much more
with the visitors out of the anxiety that the visitors might want to “take back” the
school since they had brought “many documents in Greek” with them. Needless
to say, this conversation has left me with even more confusion about the past as a
fresh high school student who was yet again reminded of the abovementioned anx-
iety along with some crumbs of information regarding the past of the city and the

story of the Evangeliki/Evangelical School.

Fast forward a decade, it has become much more than a giant “E” in the satellite
images and maps of my neighborhood as I finally have some more satisfying answers
through which I appreciate that it was the pivotal Greek educational institution for
boys in Smyrna since as early as 1733 (Protypo Gymnasio Evangelikis Scholis Smyr-
nis n.d.). Meanwhile, the building turned out to be an ambitious project for the
Greek Evangelical School for Boys to move in, in a Greek revivalist architectural-
style building to include an archeological museum, an extensive natural science col-
lection, and a library with more than forty thousand books and hundreds of rare
manuscripts (Arhontakis and Vartholomaiou 2022) Its groundbreaking ceremony
took place in 1909 with the attendance of the leading figures of the Greek Orthodox
community of Smyrna, and it was completed in August 1922 (Amygdalou 2015).
That was only days before the fire.

When it comes to the latter school, Izmir Atatiirk High School, here comes another
similar story but with a much more intensive personal background, since I studied
there between 2011 and 2015 while at the same time I worked as the voluntary tour
guide of the school and of the school museum that was opened in 2013 in the Greek
House that is located in the front yard of the school. This school as well is adjacent
to the Kiltiirpark and its campus stretches out from Lausanne Square to Montreux

Square both of which open up into the park beneath monumental entrances bearing

5Presumably, Takis Tcakiris was among these visitors. On May 21, 2013, Yiizlesme Workshop invited
him to Izmir for a talk entitled “Do You Recognize This Building? Here and There: Memories from the

Evangelical School in Izmir and in Nea Smyrni. My encounter with the teacher who has met the visitors
was around that time.
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Figure 2.1 :The “skewed” orientation and the haunting “E” as surviving ruins.
The building of Namik Kemal High School and its surroundings. Source: Open-
StreetMap.

7y

the same names as their respective square. Despite the historical main building of
the school being placed in the middle of a large area partly covered with woods and
hence far from the streets circulating it; it stands out with its massive three-story
neoclassical structure painted in a distinctive yellow, monumental main entrance
with a propylaecum composed of four ionic columns carrying a triangular pediment,
impressive double-winged wood gates adorned with yellow crystal glasses, and a
group of illuminated signs on top of its roof. The latter used to consist of separate
signs for three numbers and three letters (of the word yil, year in Turkish) indicating
the current age of the school which are now accompanied by three more illuminated
signs with pictures of Atatiirk, the Turkish flag, and the school logo on them. These
signs and especially the numeric part that is being switched every summer for one
greater number constitute my earliest memory about the school, leaving me with
the question “How come this school had been named after Atatiirk when he was
only 7 years old?” since the logo manifests the year 1888 as its foundation year -
and the birth year of Atatiirk was 1881 as one of the first pieces of knowledge I have
ever memorized. As soon as I got older enough to realize that this did not make any
sense, | started asking a familiar question “What is/was this building?”. However,

this time, the answers were seemingly consistent regarding the name of the school.

Following the years of watching the numbers on the roof switch while dreaming
of becoming a student there one day, the first day at school proved my ambition
right as we were immediately introduced to the short history of the school during

the school tour. Its history was proudly enmeshed with the history of the Turk-
13



ish nation, the independence of the country, the “liberation” of the city, and the
foundation of the modern nation-state as a secular republic: Its nameless students
who were around our age had been martyred after attending the military volun-
tarily during the Battle of Gallipoli, the school has applied to be granted with an
Istiklal /Independence Medal that were typically reserved for individuals who had
contributed to the Turkish “National Struggle”, and furthermore, among its for-
mer students and teachers were well-known “big guns” including fellow fighters of
Mustafa Kemal, generals, early prime ministers and numerous ministers, mayors,
industrialists, authors, scientists alongside other familiar figures from the history
books. They were all men and the school was a high school for boys only anyway,
for more than a century until the late 90’s. Besides, Mustafa Kemal, the “Head-
teacher” himself, had visited the school twice. On his second visit in 1931, he had
also paid a surprise visit to a classroom during a geometry class and he was pho-
tographed while standing on the teacher’s platform, examining one of the students
writing on the blackboard. Perhaps since as soon as this iconic picture started circu-
lating, the school has been identifying and promoting itself with that very moment,
as being “the school where even Atatiirk taught a class.” Through such a militarized,
masculinized, and nationalized narrative, our responsibility was clarified as students
of this vocally “symbolical stronghold” of secularism and Kemalism: to behave as
proper bearers of this legacy. Having already been familiar with such narratives
through my compatible privileged social location and background, I was committed
and confident to do so. Therefore, when we were introduced and assigned to memo-
rize the school anthem for our first music class, my only questioning reaction had to
do with a rather technical detail. We were told that the anthem was composed by
the famous musician Ahmed Adnan Saygun in 1933 when he was one of the music
teachers at the school, and the second stanza of its lyrics was the following: “High
school gives life to our enlightened ideals / Science is our love, Turkishness is our
glory / Our Gazi shows us the way to go / Long live the Turkish Nation, long live
our homeland / The free voice of a free homeland gives us faith /May it live forever
Izmir Atatiirk High School”. The detail is about the year again. Since Mustafa
Kemal was given his surname Atatiirk in 1934, it made sense that in the lyrics he
was referred to as Gazi (meaning war veteran, perhaps his most prevalent epithet
before 1934) unlike the name of the school bearing his not-yet-existing surname.
That was how I developed an obsession with “correcting” the short history of the

school to make sure that it would circulate as much as possible with all its splendor.

Visiting the city archive (Ahmet Piristina Izmir City Archive and Museum) other
than every public library and old book store that I could access at the time in

search of references regarding the past of the school, it was not that challenging to
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Figure 2.2 :The picture displaying the front fagade and (soon-to-be demolished)
the street entrance of the former Greek Central Girls” School and then Izmir High
School for Boys (today’s Izmir Atatiirk High School) that had moved in recently at
the time. Although this has been among the most recognizable and circulating old
pictures of the school during my time there, I realize that we have never noticed
how apparent it is that the signboard (that reads High School for Boys) had been
placed on top of the original structure. The date of the picture should be between
1923 when the name on display became official and 1925-26 when the front yard was
enlarged towards the fire zone at the expense of the former street footprint. Source:
The Museum of Izmir Atatiirk High School.

update the story by bringing together the following brief timeline: It was founded
as Izmir Mekteb-i Idasisi (as the city’s first modern Ottoman public high school for
boys based on the Maarif-i Umiimiyye Nizamnamesi, General Education Regulation,
of 1869) in 1886 (not in 1888 as the school logo suggests) in a dedicated building
that was immediately adjacent to Konak, the Government House (Timal 1999, 13-
14) , overlooking the pivotal public square pinned by the later unrivaled symbolic
landmark of the cityscape, the clock tower. In 1910, it was renamed Izmir Mekteb-
i Sultanisi (an upgraded and extended organization for the Ottoman public high
school institution) and functioned as such until 1920 when the Greek authority
(1919-1922) dissolved it and transformed its building as the court of justice (Uriik
2008). After the Kemalist authority took control of the city in 1922, the court of
justice was not relocated, but instead, another vacant but rather intact building in

the heart of the fire zone® left by Greeks was appropriated for the school to move in

6«Our school, together with the church, was resembling an island amidst yamklik (the fire zone).” wrote
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with its new name: Izmir High School for Boys (Timal 1999, 70). (Figure 2.2) It was
said to have been used by Greeks as a hospital during the war and as a nursery school
before that. In 1936, its branch was opened to meet the increasing demand in the
nearby (Figure 2.5) building that is now familiar to us: the former Evangeliki School,
then Izmir High School for Girls, and soon-to-be Izmir Second High School for Boys
when the branch was declared a separate entity in 1939, leading to another renaming
for the first one to be, as expected, Izmir First High School for Boys (75-76). Finally
in 1942, the first was renamed Atatiirk by then-president Ismet Inénii’s instruction
during his visit to the school, and therefore, the second was automatically renamed
[nénii (101). Meanwhile, the lyrics of the school anthem needed only a tiny touch
with the replacement of the word erkek (for boys) to Atatiirk...

Figure 2.3 :A look from one surviving ruin to its counterpart: from the building of
the Greek Central Girls’ School (today’s Izmir Atatiirk High School) to the build-
ing of the Evangelical Greek School for Boys (today’s Namik Kemal High School).
Following a decade-long familiarity with the picture above, it was only during the
field study that I came across the approximate reverse angle below (Notice the main
entrance in the bottom right). This angle allows us to see into some parts of the
ruins of the Greek neighborhoods. From the same angle today, the spectator would
not be able to see the other building since the area between is covered by the great
trees of Kiilttirpark, and later by apartment blocks including the ones I lived in. The
date of the picture should be between 1922 and 1925-26, after the fire and before
the enlargement of the front yard. Source: Nejat Yentiirk Collection.

Especially between 2012 and 2015, I have told the extended version of this story cou-

Samim Kocagbz who was studying there at the time: “Even in the 1930s, in the middle of Izmir fire’s ruins
as far as the eye can see, stood this school left by Greek, with the church adjacent to it. Its outer walls
were made of rubbles that were carried from the ruins (...) a little away from the outer entrance was fire
ruins like a mountain.” (Kocagoz 1989, 55-56, quoted in, Tinal 1999, 76)
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Figure 2.4 :A look from one surviving ruin to its counterpart but from the opposite
direction and roughly a century later. The roof of the Central Girls’ School/Izmir
Atatiirk High School from which the earlier picture was taken is barely visible
through the trees today. Picture taken by the author from the roof of the Evangel-
ical School/Namik Kemal High School.

pled with its highly celebrated militarized, masculinized, and nationalized narrative
tirelessly as the voluntary tour guide of the school and the school museum. The
audience for this walking tour which typically lasted for up to an hour was mostly
crowded groups of middle school senior year students who wish to get accepted to
the school, their teachers and families, groups of alumni, and groups of students at
the time. Thus, more than 5 thousand visitors took the walking tour with me in
more than 150 separate tours. I was also frequently called by the school principal
to repeat the story when he had official visitors and local press members who were
eager to make news, particularly about the 125th-year celebrations of the school in
2013 which included the restoration and opening of the school museum (reopened
in 2017 as Izmir City Museum for the History of Education despite the collection
remained limited to the limited history of the school). In short, the story consisted
of the Turkified story of the school and the buildings, combining the pre-1920 story
of the school in Konak with the post-1922 story of its current campus while slurring

over the pre-1922 memory, except for three moments throughout the tour: The mo-
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ment in the beginning of the tour when I wrongfully claim that the ionic columns
we pass by were spolias excavated from Agora, the nearby archeological site of the
ancient Greek city; the moment we gather in the “columned hall” underneath the
“broken bell” hung on the wall, the only pre-1922 object remained in the building
other than several tag ayna (stone mirror, the name of mirrors produced with a
distinguished artistic style) and two ruined pianos, when I tell the “ghost stories”
passed down by the boarding students referring to the “ghosts” of the school who
was responsible for the breaking of that uncanny bell, tacitly referring to the ghosts
of the Greeks who had died in the building during its so-called hospital days and
still wander around the tunnels underneath the building that were once functioned
as the mortuary according to legend; and the moment we are about to enter the
museum when I state the obvious and tell that the building is a Greek house that
was partly in ruins for the last couple of decades before its restoration and its ear-
lier function as the residence of the school principle, it belonged to a Greek family.
(Figure 2.5)

Then, the ghosts were unearthed as the tours were going on, twice, through a picture
and a “stone”. These “discoveries” led the memory of the Greek school to spill over
its repressed and ambiguous presence within the narrative of the story of the school.
Beyond the above mentioned moments, now the presence of the Greek past had a
name: Kentrikon Parthenagogeion/Central Girls’ School. Firstly, the picture (Fig-
ure 2.6) was shared on one of many social media accounts formed by different cohorts
and alumni groups via another acclaimed social media account dedicated to the old
pictures of Izmir. I clearly remember the confusion I felt, among other commenters,
when I saw the circulating picture for the first time: “What are these girls doing in
our school?”, “Were they allowed in schools before Atatiirk anyway?”, “What about
the more-than-a-century history of the legendary high school for boys?”, “What
alphabet was used to write that handwritten note anyway?”, “It must have been
taken in another look-alike building, or perhaps another country, right?”... Then
came the stone. (Figure 2.7) As the restoration of the Greek house was about to be
completed, a monumental stone hidden in the storage of the school became a cur-
rent issue. I remember our history teacher talking about that big old stone, actually
an inscription she was shown in the storage. “It sheds light on the history of our
school and it is covered with people’s names, written in Greek”, she told us. I was
confused again. “How could it have something to do with the history of our school
if it was in Greek?”. We guessed that we would learn more about it when we had a
chance to see it ourselves in the school museum that was about to be opened at the
time. “After all, it should be removed from its decaying place in the storage and

find its way to the museum, right?”. Soon, I received my answer thanks to a tour I
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Figure 2.5 :Three surviving ruins together: The school building together with the
Greek house (today’s school museum) across its left wing, and the Roman Catholic
St. John’s Cathedral (the “Dom” Church as non-Christian locals call it today) partly
visible on the very left. These three were said to have survived the fire thanks to the
large yards of the school and the church preventing the flames from engulfing the
buildings. The other dome visible near the seafront belongs to the Italian School for
Girls (soon to be demolished). The building fully visible on the top right, then the
French Consulate and today’s Arkas Art Center, constitutes another exception in
terms of remaining up to this day as one of the seven surviving ruins (among over
two hundred) located on the famous Smyrna Quay, Kordon or Kordonboyu, either
intact or partly in ruins. The date of the picture should be between 1935 when
the construction of the Parachute Tower from where the picture was taken started
to be built, and 1936, when the Kiiltiirpark was inaugurated and its distinguished
outer walls visible on the bottom right were completed. Notice that it was 14 years
after the fire and despite the greater part of the fire zone having been cleared to
pave the way for Kiiltiirpark that year, some other parts remained in debris for
years to come. Behind the school in the picture for instance, approximately where
the famous Fasula Square once stood, one of these not-yet cleared parts is visible.
(Poulimenos 2022)

attended with my family. It was a tour dedicated to the remaining churches of the
city and we were heading towards the above mentioned Dom Church adjacent to the
school. Our guide, a renowned archeologist and tour guide’ , made us stop by the
school and told us about its pre-1922 story. I was left speechless, with a mixture of

confusion and shame, both because I was not able to find almost any of these details

"I refrain from referring to this beloved person since I was not able to contact him to confirm what exactly
happened to the stone since he sadly passed away in 2015 and this tour was the last time I saw him. I
had a chance to participate in some of his tours as a child and I am deeply grateful to him for introducing
me to what we were not taught at school, the multicultural layers of memory embedded in the city, and
eventually, to my school
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myself to add them on my tours, and simultaneously because I felt like I was not
sure whether I would have wished to learn about them in the first place, since they
pose a considerable challenge to the militarized, masculinized, and nationalized nar-
ratives I had born into, found myself through, and reproduced daily. For this reason,
when I asked the guide whether he knew about that very stone and he told me that
it had “unfortunately disappeared within the knowledge of the school principal”; I
was both shocked and disappointed while at the same time, I could not help myself
from asking myself questions to legitimize the situation: “Why would they do such
thing, could it have been for good?”. T finally got a grasp of what was going on
when the disappearance of this monument was soon followed by the appearance of
another monument in the school’s backyard with the personal initiative of the same
principal, who was a vocal Turkish ultranationalist. It was nothing but a brand
new Atatiirk monument. Although the school already had three of them built in
different decades®, one in the front yard, one in the columned hall, and one in the
backyard; the latter one with a sole bust on top of a tall and blank pedestal was
removed and the new statue now defining a secondary ceremonial ground with its
layout was erected and attached by an expanded inscription of a quote by Atatiirk:

“How happy is the one who says ‘I am a Turk’”.

Fast forward a decade once again, the hegemonic narrative I have tried to describe
in detail so far, upon which my hometown and my school were built has completely
collapsed for me, gradually and painfully at first, and dramatically but still painfully
later on. Following the invitations by the surviving ruins around me, from the stone
walls passing through the olive groves in Urla to Greek houses all around, from
Evangeliki to Kentrikon in the fire zone, from the “haunting” broken bell to the
broken monument, the breaches of the narrative kept expanding and paved the
way for a transforming (self) confrontation and coming to terms with the past.
This thesis primarily stands for an attempt towards politicizing and making a more
creative sense out of this transformation while hopefully functioning as a journal
that brings together other stories of transformation, perhaps going hand in hand
with the stories of other (or perhaps common) surviving ruins of Smyrna/Izmir.
Lastly, before delving into the literature and theory, I should complete this extended
personal introduction by fulfilling a self-assigned responsibility by introducing an
alternative version of the story of my high school, to challenge and unlearn the

earlier version that I used to commit to.

As Vasso and Maria (2007) present, founded by the Greek Orthodox community of
Smyrna in 1830/1834, Kentrikon Parthenagogeion/Central Girls’ School was the first

8For an illuminating further discussion on periodizations of Atatiirk monuments and their detailed political
and artistic analysis, see Tekiner 2010)
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Figure 2.6 : The “confusing” picture circulating on social media groups affiliated
with students, teachers, and alumni of Izmir Atatiirk High School: A group of stu-
dents and teachers posing in front of the monumental entrance of the Central Girls’
School of Smyrna. Date unknown. The hand-written text above reads “Ot dimhw-
potovyot ToU dwaoxareiou Kevtpuov Hapdevaywyeiou Xudpvng uetd tav xodnyntov
twy” (The diploma holders of the Central Girls’ School of Smyrna in front of the
teachers). The date of the picture should be between 1912, when the building was
inaugurated, and 1922. Translated by the author.

Source: Izmir Atatiirk High School Alumni Association

girls” school in the city (alongside the nearby Armenian Hripsimyants Girls” School
which was founded by Hripsime Gostantyan, a pioneer of women movement, in 1830’s
(Kosyan 1899, cited in, Hrant Dink Foundation n.d.)). Initially located in one of
the rooms of the pivotal Greek hospital in the city, established in 1723 and later
known as the Agios Charalambos Hospital (Dardalis 2005), the school was moved
to the precinct of the Agia Fotini Cathedral, the seat of the Orthodox Metropolis of
Smyrna, in 1840 and operated there until 1878. This period was marked by the long
term of Sappho Leontias, a renowned educator and feminist?, as the headmaster,

who led the school’s upgrade to a full gymnasium (high school). It was referred to as

9Apart from her terms in Kentrikon in 1863-77 and 1887-91, she served in other Greek girls’ schools in
Smyrna, Samos, and Constantinople. In her former term in the school, among her students was Polyxeni
Loizias, who became a pioneer of education and feminism in Cyprus and published the first women’s jour-
nal of the island Kypriaki Kypseli between 1912 and 1920. REF Cpr. She wrote in the women’s journal
Eurydice which was edited and published by her sister Emilia Ktena Leontias. The 76-volume journal pub-
lished between 1870-73 in Constantinople was the second Greek women’s journal of the Ottoman Empire,
(Dalakoura 2012), only after Kypsel”, a 6-volume monthly journal published by Eufrosyne Samartzidou.

(Women’s Museum Istanbul 2012).
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Figure 2.7 : The surviving picture of the unsettling discovery of the then-surviving
monument displaying the names of the people who contributed to the construction
of the new building of the Central Girls’ School. Above the list of people’s names,
the legible part of the title reads: “..TOY KENTPIKOYT ITAPOENAIQI'EIOT
ATIAY PQTEINHY” (...of the Agia Fotini Kentrikon Parthenagogeion/Central
Girls’ School). Translated by the author. The picture was taken around 2013.
Courtesy of Umit Eser.

Agia Fotini Central Girls’ School even after it temporarily moved to a larger building
in (now defunct) Rodon Street and finally relocated to its first dedicated building in

(now defunct but corresponds to the current location) Meimaroglou Street in 1886

22



with its 1100 students. In 1900, by the Greek Ministry of Education, the school’s
education was recognized as equal to the Arsakeion Girls’ School in Athens, the
pioneering educational institution for girls in Greece. Finally, given the need for
a higher capacity as well as the competition with other girls’ schools in the city, a
much larger building was decided to be built upon the former one, and the Athenian
architect Karathanasopoulos was invited to Smyrna in 1908 to build the current
Greek revivalist architectural-style building between 1909 and 1912. The names
of the Greek Orthodox community at the time who contributed to the building
were inscribed on a monumental stone (Figure 1.6). With the inauguration of the
new building, the school had sections dedicated to a kindergarten, a six-year primary
school, a four-year high school, and subsections for commerce, teaching, and nursery
education. It also consisted of “branches” in surrounding Greek neighborhoods,
with the following (all now defunct) seven primary schools for girls being under its
supervision: Tou Agiou Pnevmatos (in the district of Agios Dimitrios), Kiupetzoglio
School (in the district with the identical name), Agia Aikaterini (in the district and
adjacent to the church with the identical name), Kolettio School (in the district of
Agios Georgios), Metamorfosis (adjacent to the church with the identical name in
the district of Mortaikia), Akasoglio School (in the district of Evangelistria), and
Agios Tryphonos (in the district and adjacent to the church with the identical name).
At its peak, during its only decade in function as such towards 1922, Central Girls’
School had 3000 students, together with its branches.

Among them was Olga Vatiodu, a Smyrniot Greek woman who had a chance to
pay a visit to Izmir in 1952, thirty years after 1922 when she was forced to leave
her hometown, and her school, at the age of 17. She was an exceptional student
who was already writing for literature journals published in Smyrna as early as
1921 (Baydar and Eser 2020). Thankfully, she also wrote a memoir Thirty Years
of Longing'® covering her exceptional visit, through which she narrates her mourn

over the “death” of a city:

“I am stubbornly searching for the broken marbles to see if I, too, can
perhaps find a familiar inscription or a sign that would write down our
returnless journey in history. But I cannot find anything. My lands
only speak to me of a painful history. A white feeling rising from the
ashes gives a powerful and cruel response to my thoughts (...) Wherever

I give my mind in this sweet paradise, I look everywhere, from this

1075 single edition Ste Smyrne to Proto Proskynema/The First Visit to Izmir was published in Greek right
after the visit, fortunately, it was edited and translated into Turkish almost seven decades later in 2020,

by Ayca Baydar and Umit Eser.
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newly created place to the ashes hidden under all this ground, and I get
entangled in the chain of legends.” (Vatidou 1952, in Baydar and Eser
2020, 73)

Her search for familiarity brings her also to her school where she reunites with the
columned ceremonial hall “still untouched, perfectly intact, makes you think it waits
for something”, the school’s chapel “whose alter was emptied” (The school chapel
corresponds to the main teacher’s lounge today.), the “twisted” school bell “hung in
the middle, still inviting one to the class, still the same” (There appears the “broken
bell”!), the house of Benakis, the doctor, standing adjacent to the right wing of
the building “survived completely” (ibid, 79-81)... (There comes the previously
nameless Greek house that corresponds to the school museum!) As she wanders
around the building, she describes what she calls “the pain of the stone that eats
its own tears”: “A heartbreaking scream, a painful harmony brought about by the
magnificence of the building, echoes from its ceilings. This hits my soul deeply and
causes irreparable pain (...) Of all the black ruins, this whole white building makes
me cry the most.” (ibid, 80). She finishes her school tour on its rooftop with her
eyes “catching the whole city of Izmir”: “No, this is not Izmir. This is just the green
wreath on his grave. The park that covered this poor corpse. Above this, a ghost
disguised as an angel is floating in the sky. The ghost of friendship. It has large blue
and red wings and it proudly spreads them over human suffering” (ibid, 81). As she
leaves the city with a final cry, she greets its ghosts once again: “Lost hometowns
are not lost! The sleepless lamps in the fallen temples have not yet gone out. As
long as ghosts still exist in their invisible depths, nothing is lost. As long as there

is faith, love, memory.” (ibid, 81).

Today, in the Nea Smyrni (New Smyrna) district of Athens where many Smyrniot
Greeks were settled after 1922, stands two high schools: Nea Evangeliki and Ken-
trikon, since 1934 and 1978 respectively (Belitsos et al. 2013) dedicated to the
“faith, love, and memories” of the two schools that stand still in the heart(s) of

Smyrna/Izmir. (Figure 2.8)
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Figure 2.8 : The cover page of the school magazine Anoixi/Spring’s issue (The En-
glish translation of the subtitle would read: “Bulletin of the Central 2nd High School
for Girls of N(ew) Smyrna”) from 1978 when the school was renamed Kentrikon after
the one in the cover picture, welcoming students and greeting its new counterpart
56 years later.

Source: Digitized Collections of the Greek Literary and Historical Archive (ELIA).
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3. THE CENTENNIAL, COUNTERING, AND REMEMBERING

3.1 The Silent Centennial?

As the centennial of the Republic of Turkey was approaching towards 2023, one
centennial was followed by another, marking the passing of exactly hundred years
of certain key dates of the official Turkish historiography, including September 9
and September 13 in 2022, standing for the centennial of the “Liberation of Izmir”
and the outbreak of the Great Fire, respectively. These centennials led to local and
national governmental authorities, with their collaborating partners, to organize a
number of commemorations and celebrations in Izmir, mostly in the form dedicated
exhibitions, particular installations in brand new museums, and public ceremonies.!!
Before delving into the alternative commemorations or counter-memory works on
the memory of the Great Fire later in this chapter, I will first discuss some ex-
amples of the Great Fire of 1922 being publicly revisited - or visited for the first
time. These examples include a full-scale exhibition under the auspices of a district
municipality in September 2022 (entitled Ates Cemberinde Izmir/Izmir Encircled
by the Fire), a much smaller photography exhibition by the metropolitan munic-
ipality in September 2022 (entitled Biiyiik Izmir Yangini 1922/The Great Fire of
[zmir 1922), and a dedicated room to the memory of the Great Fire with an un-
precedented representation of it in the 100.Y1l An1 Evi/Centennial Memorial House
opened by the metropolitan municipality in September 2022. On the other hand,
with two other examples, I will display how the silencing of the memory of the Great
Fire was reproduced in its centennial and how the re/visits to it simply remained
absent in these two overreaching incidents that marked the cityscape with their own

spectacularities. The first one is the centennial public celebration organized by the

UFor further discussion and detailed analysis of some of the materials and narratives involved in these
commemorations and celebrations, see Janson (2023). Furthermore, co-written by Janson, myself, and
Biray Kolluoglu, our upcoming article (expected to be published in early 2025) entitled “Stirring up the
Ashes: Exhibiting the Great Fire of Smyrna in the Context of Turkish Memory-Politics” also aims to
broaden the discussion.
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metropolitan municipality on September 9 that attracted hundreds of thousands of
people to Izmir’s Kordon and the second one is Ahmet Giinestekin’s popular ex-
hibition entitled Gavur Mahallesi/Infidel Quarter opened in November 2022 in the
metropolitan municipality’s venue Atlas Pavilion located in the heart of Kiiltiirpark,

also attracting hundreds of thousands of peoples.

Curated by Aybala and Nejat Yentiirk from their unrivaled personal collections
of photography and postcards related to Izmir, the exhibition Ates Cemberinde
[zmir/Izmir Encircled by the Fire was opened on September 11, ironically right in
between the two abovementioned centennial events. The opening also marked the
inauguration of its venue named Cat1 Bostanli by the Karsiyaka municipality which
is noteworthy because the curators were not able to convince the Izmir Metropoli-
tan Municipality to host the exhibition and when they brought the idea to Cemil
Tugay (the mayor of Kargiyaka then and the mayor of metropolitan municipality
as of 2023), he enabled this exhibition to be the opening exhibition of this brand
new municipal venue.'? The exhibition stands as the most extensive exhibition in
Izmir to this date that centers the Great Fire and deserves attention for directly
and openly revisiting the memory of the fire and for doing so publicly in collabo-
ration with the local authorities. However, the threefold layout of the exhibition
that is composed of respective parts dedicated to the official Turkish timeline of
the “National Struggle,” to the fires of the Western Anatolia towards the end of
the Greco-Turkish War, and the Great Fire in 1922 reveal that the focal point of
the exhibition is the Western Anatolian fires encircling Izmir, rather than the Great
Fire that literally encircled it. Thus, the exhibition points to the question “Who set
the fire?” again by underlining the responsibility of the Greek army for the Western
Anatolian fires with the emphasized objective of rechanneling the focus away from
the almost trivialized Great Fire. Interestingly, while doing so, the exhibition still
reserves a large section for the pictures of the latter with a large-scale installation
that depicts the fire zone (Figure 3.1). Besides, the narrative refrains from openly
answering the question “Who set the fire?” and aligning itself with the official Turk-
ish answer to this question, even though the official historiography dominates the
rest of the exhibition. Yet, in another part of the exhibition where Western Anatolia
is mapped, Izmir is marked as one of “the cities burnt down by the Greeks” which
contradicts with the reluctance to address this question in the narration of the Great
Fire itself.

12Nejat Yentiirk, interview by the author, Izmir, September 16, 2023.
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