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- Nea Historia:

By Steve Frangos
The National Herald Staff Writer

CHICAGO - The Nea Historia is the
collectivist form of biography writ-
ing Greek Americans have been
producing since the 1980s. Rather
than follow the traditionai single
narrative perspective of Western bi-
ography Nea Historia accounts of-
fer a collective presentation of
everyday life so that the action and
even the very perspective of the
speaking voice within the biogra-
phy can change as suits the narra-
tive flow. A case in point would be
at the very beginning of “Emily and
George” Helen Zeese Papanikolas’
biography of her parents’ lives (Salt
Lake City: University of Utah Press,
1987). The volume begins with Pa-
panikolas thinking about her moth-
er and father as she is driving her
aged mother. Then, without a
break or explanation, the narrative
voice jumps and is offered by the
mother as she thinks about her life,

This orientation not simply flies
in the face of long established big-
graphic literary form but also ac-
cepted notions of possible reality.
Yet, this approach is spentaneously
emerging from an ever growing
number of Greek American writers,
That these writers have no contact
with each other only underscores
their common experiences as Greek
Americans. Sociologically the critj-
cal point is that these accounts,
which now form a sizable group
with no sign of disappearing as self-
selected narrative form, provide an
unexpected insight into shared no-
tions of being Greek.

Obviously from an outside point
of view these Greek American au-
thors are blurring a number of dis-
tinct Western literary genres: auto-
biography, community history, bi-

The Meaning and Significe

nations of kinship relations (in-
cluding koumbari), exact mention
of home villages in Greece, where
relatives live/d both in Greece,
America and around the world,
church affiliation, notation of the
business or profession of persons
mentioned, participation in wars,
recognition of different genera-
tional viewpoints and habits, and a
proliferation of very exacting de-
tails such as street addresses, dis-
tances, times of day when specific
events occurred, the cost of various
items, and even the seasonal avail-
ability of wide variety of jtems.
There has even been a tendency, in
various historical accounts for the
writer to list items of importance,
Not every one of these features
needs to be in an Nea Historia vol-
ume to make it part of this genre. A
mixture of the above is really all
that classes these books together,

For those readers who never
studied the Greek language it
should also be noted that in Greek
the word ‘historia’ is simultaneous-
ly the root for both English words:
history and story. Deborah Tannen,
In “You Just Don’t Understand:
Wormen and Men in Conversation
(New York: Ballantine Books,
1990)" has noted that the Greek
American conversational style of
first and second generation Greek
Americans often mirrors those of
their Greek forefathers. Much has
been written in the social science
literature concerning Greek alle-
glance to home villages, regional-
ism, and their general insular na-
tures. Could it not be that the Greek
American autobiographies jump
back and forth from one person to
another as simply unconscious lit-
erary extensions of these other so-
cial expressions of collective identj-
tv?

The Muse Clio, depicted in the aboye
millenia. Since the ‘80s she has favor



ography, fiction and the memeoir, In
the Greek American Nea Historia,
the merger of and active selection
from various distinct literary forms
allows the writer to focus their nar-
ratives on a small group of persons
and working from that base craft an
account that more exactly re-cre-
ates their personal experiences of
not only recalling the past but their
sense of everyday life, as well,

Clearly Gréek Americans live in
the same physical world we all do.
What is markedly different, and
these now roughly 200+ volumes
obviously testify, is their intended
readers. Most but certainly-not, all
of these volumes are privately
printed. While self-publishing has
much to do with editing and the
overall process of being published
by an established literary agency --
it also is very strongly tied to who
will be given (and who will be de-
nied) a copy of the final published
book.

Aside from what a non-Greek
might understand as a multi-voice
narrative there are in fact other
constant elements: detailed expla-

closest family, and

Seen in this light these collec-
tive-biographies offer us a better
means to understand, sociological-
ly,- the commonly heard Greek
phrase, apo pou eise; e.g2. ‘where
are you from?’ While it is generally
understood that the speaker is ask-
ing which village were you born in,
that is what part of Greece are you
from, ultimately mare is implied.

In Greek thé dgﬁjéfzone's dikds
by definition names an individual's
closest personal family and friends.
The private cireulation of many of
these Nea Historia volumes mirrors
this close personally select group of
_ friends.’ Given
that-these-voluries are privately
circulated it is very likely we wiil
never know how many have been
or will be published.

All these issues were brought
home to me with great force when I
read Apostolos N. Athanassakis’ re-
view of “My Life in the Furnace” by
Panayotis Tranoulis (New York: Pel-
la Publishing, 2005). Mr. Athanas-
sakis opens his review with these
lines: “There are probably hun-
dreds of autobiographies written

by Greek imrmigrants in the U.S. Al-

though some of them have been
published for very limited circula-!
tion by various cultural Greek asso-

ciations, most of them remain un-

published. A few are in the hands of.
relatives; some have become

archival material in various li-

braries.” After this point, Mr.
Athanassakis offers his overall re-

view of Tranoulis biography.

Let us examine closely these
opening remarks. The “various cul- |
tural Greek associations” publica-
tions are the innumerable directo-
ries, telephone books and fraterrial
organization publications that have
been-issued for decades. To cite but
one of a virtually endless stream of
such publications we can name the
relatively recent: “Greek heritage
and biographies: Order of Ahepa,
District 14 convention, St. Paul
Minnesota, 1985 (St. Payl, MN:
Ahepa, 1985)."

Given my personal experiences
it also seems that Mr. Athanassakis
is himself speaking from everyday
encounters with unpublished ay-
thors and their relatives by his
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painting, has inspired Greeks for
id Nea Historia biography efforts.

main vague and only offer approxi-
mately 200 volumes, when speak-
ing about how many Greek Ameri-
can biographies, Nea Historia style
or no, exist. Because Greek Ameri-
cans are privately printing these
books as well as having them issued
by some of the largest publishing
conglomerates on the planet.

I personally own 112 different
volumes that fall under the broad
and general category of Greek
American biography. And let me be
clear. | am not including communi-
ty histories or any variety of those
publications issued by “various cul-
tural Greek associations” that
Athanassakis speaks of in his re-
view, Then there are some 80 to 90
books 1 have discovered by search-
ing on WorldCat (and elsewhere)
that are catalogued as biographies
that I have not seen. The continu-
ing wild cards, and this can not be
over stated, are the privately print-
ed biographies. So, the figure of
200 Greek American biographies
published since 1980 is, [ believe, a
conservative estimate.

So, while in a certain sense Mr,
Athanassakis's statement that
“There are probably hundreds of
autobiographies written by Greek
immigrants in the U.S.” is correct it
gives the wrong overall impression
by not making the critical distinc-
tion between full length individual
autobiographies/biographies and
the small paragraph long vignettes
one reads in Greek American direc-
tories and fraternal press publica-
tions.

Mr. Athanassakis also notes that
some biographies “have become
archival material in wvarious li-
braries.” Once, more, a neighbor-
hood library search can locate
Greek American documents of this

e of Greek American Autobiography

lish translation of this book by his
son George Karampas which was
privately published in Cincinnati,
Ohio sometime in 2006. This 150
page memoir offers a vast sweep of
events and persons and is dedicat-
ed to Aspasia Karampas the wife of
the author.

On first glance Demetris G.
Karampas’ book would not seem to
have anything whatsoever to do
with Greek American biography
since his account is of his life in
Greece, Mr. Karampas, while he
had a brother, son and other ex-
tended kin living in the United
States only visited the United
States, never lived here,

So, why even bother to cite this
book, at all? While Demetris
Karampas' focus is always his life
and his village the rest of Greece
and its turbulent history also fill his
narrative. As do brothers, brother-
in-laws, his son George, grandchil-
dren and beloved friends in places
far from his village of Vrontama
such as Valparaiso, Indiana; Day-
ton Ohio and even Canada and
Australia.

While Mr. Karampas always
speaks directly to the reader (as
one would expect from any Euro-
pean or American autobiography)
we do find many of the other fea-
tures seen in the Nea Historia ac-
counts such as exhaustive detailed
explanations of kinship relations,
very precise geographic discussions
of who and what happened, men-
tion of where relatives live/d both
in Greece, American and around
the world, discussion of the busi-
ness or profession of persons men-
tioned in his history, his participa-
tion in first the war in Anatolia,
then the Second World War in

.Greegg, and, lgerthe Greel Ciil 5.



statement that “most of them re-
main unpublished. A few are in the
hands of relatives.” Again, from my
personal experiences, this is the
kind of material most likely to be
lost to history. Fearing that they

ay be cheated in some way (usu-

. ally monetarily) Greek authors and
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their relatives do not trust anyone
and the manuscripts are simply lost
or never circulage which is as good
as throwing them away.

So, if this material is so difficulc
to come by or remains unpublished
how can we arrive at any sure sense

ofihow many exist? :
*, Intemnat serviee is  gyailable
{ atevery public library4n the United

| States. In searching for a book or

other item held by a library a pa-
on must use the WorldCat, e.g.

l{_\(orld Catalog for library collec-

ons, not dnly in America but often

. quite literally the entire planet. All
| one has to do to find Greek Ameri-
| ¢an biographies is to type in that

phrase in the search block and wait

i for the biographic books and other
| materials to come up on the screen.
| Ifthis is the case then why do I re-

kintt'as well.

After all this broad discussion 1
would like to focus on one histori-
cal account that, [ believe, rides the
cusp of standard historical account
and the essence of the Nea Historia,
On the surface Demetris G, Karam.-
pas’ memoir appears no more than
a recollection of his life in Greece.
But more is at work here.

The opening paragraph sets the
tone and purpose of the entire vol-
ume: “I am circulating a limited
number of copies of my book enti.
tled “MY LIFE - Biographical His-
torical Recollections” printed in
Athens, Greece in June 1990: “I do

not aspire, withftkis publication, to

paint a self-portrait or to profit fi-
nancially. My aim is to present to
the members of my family, to my
close friends and relatives, and to
every reader of this book certain
events from my personal and famj-
ly life, the way [ lived them in my
illage, Vrontama—Laconias,
which I love so much, May all who
read this book come to their own
conclusions and retain whatever is
useful to them.”
This quote comes from the Eng-

War, along with very exact details
including what Mr. Karampas calls
statistics which are lists of fellow
villagers’ names who were killed in
World War II and the Greek Civil
War.

How can so many of the features
found in Greek American memoirs
since the 1980s also appear in this
privately circulated history of a
Greek villager whose English edi-
tion was not available until 20067
Are these just the details found in
any memoir or biography written
at any time in history?

After reading a wide array of
these biographies, I believe, that
there are enduring: cultural per=
spectives and' styles of expression:
found in Greece, among Greek
Americans and perhaps other
Greeks in the Diaspora in the style
of autobjography, biography, and
memoir they are now writing.

All we need do is begin to read
more of them and see what this
emerging commonality can tell us
about collective sense of self and
history.
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