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KAREN VAN DYCK

Tracing the Alphabet in Psycharis’s Journey

The issues of multilingualism and translation have a privileged place in Greek
intellectual discourse. In fact if America has a race question and Italy has a
Southern question, the topic that has generated an analogous volume of pages
and heated debate in Greece is the language question. Ever since the Greek
nation was created, intellectuals, school teachers, priests, and politicians have
fought over which form of the Greek language should be used for written
purposes, demotic, the language «of the people», or katharevousa, a purist
language that reintroduced elements of Ancient Greek. In the 1880s this de-
bate, known as the M\woowd ZAtnua (the Language Question), reached new
heights with a book that would become the manifesto of demoticists and help

make the literary explosion of the twentieth century in demotic possible: Yan-

nis Psycharis’s My Journey (To Ta£id: pov) (1888).! At the same time that this
debate was raging in Greece, the first big wave of Greek immigrants left
Greece for the United States, arriving at Ellis Island with their own language
question. The challenge of learning a new alphabet and language gave rise to
numerous immigrant handbooks (from dictionaries to cookbooks) as well as

A slightly different version of this paper was given at the Balkans Conference, Greek Ministry
of Culture, Thessaloniki, June 4-6, 2004. My longer, more in-depth reading of Psycharis’s My
Jowrney is forthcoming in a collection entitled Diaspora and Cultural Memory (eds Kamboureli -
Klironomou - Nickas), 1 am grateful to Peter Mackridge and Georgia Farinou for their helpful
comments. ~

! For useful overviews of the Language Question see P. Mackridge, «KaBapebovox (c. 1800-
1974): An Obituary for an Official Language», in M. Sarafis - M. Eve (eds) Background to Con-
temporary Greece, London, Merlin, 1290 - and the section he introduces in M. Z. Kopidakis,
Ioropia mng EAAnuixiic Néooag, Atva, E.ALA. [Greek Literary and Historical Archive], *2000.
Also see A. P. Christides, Iotopin ¢ EAAnvecdic Mdocas: And tic apyés fws Ty dotepn
Apyoudtyra, Oeagadovixr, Kévtpo EAAnuintfic TAdoows [Center for the Greek Language], 2001,
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literary texts that registered the drama of multilingualism in a new guise.
Working with the uneven social terrain that marks the cosmopolitan diaspora
Greek and the peasant immigrant, my larger research project traces the im-
portant role of language politics in imagining geographical displacement in
Greek and Greek-American literature from this watershed moment to the pres-
ent. Focusing on texts that address the journey from one cultire to another as
an exercise in translation, I show how reading literature of the Greek diaspora
published in Greece and in America together complicates any strict categoriza-
tion of literature by nation, and underscores the difficult, and yet artistically
and theoretically productive, dimension of living between two or more lan-
guages. The project is in a sense a genealogy of the perception of Greece’s
different alphabet summed up in the expression «It’s all Greek to me!» and the
way issues of translation and transliteration pervade literature about and by
Greeks over the past two centuries.? Psycharis’s description of his journey from
Paris to Constantinople to Chios to Athens with its translations, transliterations,
and wild spelling is a good place to begin.

Psycharis, a novelist, a linguist, a professor of Greek language and litera-
ture, and the son-in-law of Ernest Renan, left a large legacy of novels, scholarly
essays, and personal lore in French and Greek. I will focus on his book My
Journey, with some reference to his lecture «The Kiss» («To ®thi») (1893),
because it offers a window onto how Psycharis’s experience as a writer of the
Diaspora affects his views on language. Psycharis’s My Journey, half literary
travelogue, half diatribe, is most often read for its contribution to the aydveacg
(struggle) or déa (idea), to make demotic ¢he national language of Greece, and
by doing so give Greece her rightful place in Modern Europe. This is how
Psycharis himself understood his project. In the preface to his grammar he
explains that though he had always wanted to write a linguistic study about the
demotic Greek language, he had first to spend many years attending to the

2 For my discussion of this topic with regard to the work of the contemporary Greek Diaspora
writers and performers Olga Broumas, Kay Cicellis, Irini Spanidou, and Diamanda Galas see
«AtoTopd, peTd@paon xow v yovouxeio Yoo — Diaspora, Translation, and Women's Writing»,
EAAnvideg ovyypaeic g Staomopds — Women Writers of the Greek Diaspora, Athens, Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, 1998; «Greek Poetry Elsewhere», Gramma: Journal of Theory and Criticism, 8
(2000) and «Avant-garde Translation: A Conversation with Diamanda Galas», CONNECT: Art,
Politics, Theory, Practice, 1 (2000). For comparative discussions of translation and transliteration
as conceptual models in Diaspora literature see respectively B. H. Edwards, The Practice of Diaspo-
ra: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black Internationalism, Cambridge, MA, Harvard
University Press, 2003, and M. C. Onwuemene, «Limits of Transliteration: Nigerian Writers'
Endeavors toward a National Literary Language», Publications of the Modern Language Association
of America, 114 (5) (1999).
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national cause by writing literature in demotic.’ Psycharis and the majority of
critics who have written about his work view My Journey as national literature,
not Diaspora literature, or, for that matter, a contribution to linguistics or
translation theory.* As we will see, however, this canonical text of monolin-
gualism in the name of nation-building actually deals with many different
forms of Greek as well as French, German, Italian, and Turkish and can be
read as offering a vision of the Greek language as irremediably diasporic and
multilingual. A closer look at how words are moved from one language or
form of language to another in this text shows that translation, transliteration,
etymology, and loan words are not just practical conventions in his writing, but
conceptual models for grappling with cultural displacement. Along side the
message of transparency and perfect substitution suggested by his oft-quoted
aphorism «yAwoooa xon motpida eivor to i3to» («language and nation are one
and the same»), another tale of diasporic and linguistic disorientation unfolds.

Reading Pyscharis in this way opens up the possibility that he is espousing a
more radical theory of the sign than is usually associated with him. Although
his explicit references in his essays and grammar are to more traditional posi-
tivist linguists who focused on phonology and physiology, some of the posi-
tions he takes in My Journey and «The Kiss» actually seems closer to Saussure’s
in his posthumously published Course in General Linguistics (1916).° Many of
the ideas we attribute to Saussure can also be found in Psycharis’s discussion of
the language question: the arbitrary relationship of the linguistic sign to that
which it signifies, the importance of studying language synchronically as well
as diachronically, the difference between langue and parole, or yAdooo and
Aahté, as Psycharis puts it. I will not discuss the connections between Psycha-
ris’s and Saussure’s thought in this paper, but I want us to keep them in mind
because they can help us see through and beyond the prevalent view of Psycha-
ris’s project as nationalist and monolingual.®

3 T. Woybeng, Meydn Popatien Emotquoved Toaupatixd, vol. 1, Abfva, Exevbepoudd-
%1ng, 1929, p. 1. Dimaras clarifies this position when he says that Psycharis’s critique in My Journey
is more social than linguistic (C. Dimaras, A History of Modern Greek Literature, Albany, State
University of New York Press, 1972, p. 365). i

* See Tziovas’s discussion in D. Tziovas, The Nationism of the Demoticists and its Impact on
their Literary Theory (1888-1930): An Analysis Based on their Literary Criticism and Essays,
Amsterdam, Hakkert, 1986, and in his article «Heteroglossia and the Defeat of Regionalism in
Greece», Kambos. Cambridge Papers in Modern Greek, 2 (1994) 95-120.

3 For an overview of works in linguistics that Pycharis himself considered important, see the an-
notated bibliography to his Greek grammar, op. cit. (fn. 4).

¢ In this connection it is useful to know that Psycharis began teaching at the Ecole Practique des
Hautes Etudes in Paris in 1885 where Saussure also taught from 1881-1891 before going to
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DBorn a Greek citizen in Odessa, Psycharis lived in Constantinople as a small
child. He spoke French with his father, Greek with his nanny as well as his
grandmother, was then schooled in Germany and France, and in his thirties,
while writing My Journey, was settled in Paris teaching Byzantine and Modern
Greek Literature at the university. When he finally decides to visit Greece, he
is first and foremost a Frenchman. In fact the whole premise of his trip in 1886
seems to be an imbalance between his Greek and French selves and the need to
reclaim his motherland. The book starts with a chapter entitled «IT66o¢ xpuv-
6> («Secret desire») in which it is the sea and its ability to bring him back to
Greece that turns out to be the secret desire that has been hidden from him:

‘EfAera vy 6popepr; Héa mov elya umpootd pov, omd mhvw QHov ToV oLPUVS UE T
AQUTTEAT T TOV, GTO TAAYL OV XAUTOUS Kol TTPOTWESH Xt dExpva To xdTtw, duo
ofrwve Ta pét, arépayvty bakacoa pe ta pafud tng xopate, bdhacaa YEArOTY,
GOTPOVE AUPPODS ATOMGUEW.

Ay! ™ Bdhaooa, yotl va Tt Sud; yiatl va ) [Lov 1 axendoouy ot TAATAvoL, oL
TG xo TéAA Tor Sévtpa Tov PyGlel To XWua To yoAAwd; Mo Ty etda T Od-
Ao, waL THPE N Qovtoaio pov Ao Spduo. Buphlinxa tny Tatpida! Kot atny
natpdo Odhaoon Bo pe mdn. Ot to guAhoyigtnxa, du Efoin tétoix Weén GTo vou
Houv, Tov xéxov! dev pmopobon T TETOTIE GAAD VX GLAAOYIOTY. EEYATR TY] TOOOL-
vado, ta AovAolSLo, Tov oupovo, Xal TV oY Tou Tpwta Bt YdpTove v T BAg-
tw. Kdt pue tpofodoe! Mo Aiyobpa £ étpwye v wopBid xon e (ague nouvylo.
Z ouypy énpeme va anxwio, vo yuplow ontit, vo petpiow Toug Tapadeg pov —
va. Pyed oto toEfSL]

I saw the beautiful view before me, above me the sky with its brilliance, beside me the
hills and gteen and suddenly futther below, if I raised my eyes the endless sea with the
purple waves, the laughing sea, decorated in white foam.

Ah! the sea, why did I have to catch sight of her? Why couldn’t the plane trees, the
willows, and the other trees that grow out of the French earth conceal her? As soon as [

Geneva, Kriaras states that along with Michel Bréal and Arséne Darmsteter, Ferdinand de Saussure
was an important teacher for Psycharis (E. Kptapdc, Woydpns, 188ec, aydyes, o dvlpwrog,
Abfjve, Eotia, 21981, p. 174). He is among the teachers Psycharis includes in his dedication to his
Quelques Travaux de linguistique, de philologic et de littérature belléniques (1884-1928), vol. 1,
Paris, Société d’édition «Les belles lettres», 1930. Psycharis would have known Saussure’s early
work on sound change (Mémoire sur le systéme primitif des voyelles dans les langues indo-
européennes (Essay on the early system of vowels in Indo-European languages), Reprografischer
Nachdruck der Ausg, Leipzig 1879) when he was writing My Journey. Though the majority of
texts referred to in his bibliography in his grammar are on the physical production of language
(voice, accent, gestures), op. cit. {fn. 4), he does acknowledge quite a few works on phonetics
including a book by Charles Bally, a colleague of Saussure’s at the University of Geneva who
helped compile the influential Course after Saussure’s death (F. de Saussure, Course in General
Linguistics, trans. Roy Harris, Lasalle, IL, Open Court, 2002).

7 To TakiS: pov, ABva, Eatlo, 1993 (11888), pp. 40-41.
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saw the sea my imagination took me in a new direction. I remembered my homeland! It
was to this homeland that the sea could take me. As soon as 1 had thought of this, as
soon as I had this devilish idea in my head, I could think of nothing else. T forgot the
green, the flowers, the sky, and all the nature that I couldn’t get enough of before.
Something was tugging at me! A deep desire ate at my heart and wouldn’t leave me
alone. The moment had come. | had to rise, return home, count my money and make
the journey.®

At first this seems like a straight forward cri de coeur from an expatriate who
longs for his country, but what is interesting to me with regard to my project
of reading the movement between cultures through the lens of language is the
way Psycharis wishes the French trees could cover over the Greek sea, also that
when he discusses checking his money, he uses the Greek word mapddeq (pa-
rades) which is the plural form of a Greek word for money, borrowed from
Turkish. The fact that he wants the French to conceal the Greek, but also, it
seems, the Greek, the Turkish, suggests that there is no direct route from one
place to another even at the level of desire. The question of which culture or
language conceals or is buried in another culture or language is complicated,
and present in all its complexity from the start of My Journey. As we will see,
this game of cultural hide and seek is crucial to the development of his argu-
ment about the Greek language and the relation of demotic and katharevousa.
One of the most poignant moments in the book is when he finds he can’t read
the Greek newspapers in the reading room in Constantinople because French
keeps «popping up» from under the Greek. He expresses what he is experi-
encing by weaving together the Katharevousa and French idioms for «to take
the trouble», first a Greek letter, then a French one. The way one thing takes
over another, or pecks out from behind another, is a recurring textual strategy
and ultimately offers a theory of language that is much more nuanced than an
equation of language and nation.’®

So what do we find if we «take the trouble» to look at how languages and
different language registers encroach on each other in Psycharis’s work? Let me
mention how etymology and loan words are used to oppose the two forms of
the Greek language under debate, katharevousa and demotic, and then turn to
how this same opposition is worked out, but cannot be sustained, in terms of
contesting languages and alphabets in the section that contains the passage in

® Translations are my own throughout.

® My focus on the «words upon words» in Psycharis’s texts is not anachronistic if we consider
the general obsession in fin-de-siécle France with hidden signs or the research that Saussure was
conducting between 1906-1909 on anagrams in poetry (see J. Starobinski, Words upon Words: The
Anagrams of Ferdinand de Saussure, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1979).
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Greek and French that I just referred to. Throughout My Journey Psycharis
associates false etymologies with katharevousa, but it is in his lecture «The Kiss»
given in Athens a few years later, that he discusses his suspicions most explicitly.
He says there is no use looking up the modern word @A (kiss) in an ancient
Greek dictionary, ie. the ancient Greek verb ¢uieiv, since the verb in ancient
times had a different meaning. In fact in Ancient Greek the verb that refers to
the touching of the lips is the completely different one xuvéw.!® He criticizes
the appeal to etymology as a mode for privileging diachronic visual similarities
within. the Greek language (¢tii in modern Greek with @tielv in Ancient Greek)
and thereby «imagining» connections between unrelated experiences. He is
more interested here and elsewhere in synchronic historical connections be-
tween Greek and other languages. He finds cultural experiences are more simi-
lar between Greece and her neighbors than between Greece today and Greece
two thousand years ago. In fact in order to get to his point about how the folk
song is the place we find the modern kiss and modern demotic Greek, he goes
to Iraly’s most famous demoticist, Dante, and his line in the Inferno: «La bocca
mi bacid tutto tremante» («<Mouv @{Ance OAdTEEROE TO GTOHUA»). !

Psycharis’s distaste of etymology and a writing system based on orthogra-
phy rather than phonetics is even more forcefully illustrated when he discusses
Turkish loan words in My Journey. He sees no reason why Greeks should
throw away the Greek word tougéxt (rifle) because it borrows from the Turk-
ish word tiifek and replace it with the archaic invention mvpoBéiov with its
ties to the ancient Greek roots wop- and foi-.

O Eéveg AéEec xovévo xoxd e [ Exopow: TS €xw PEALOTO avdyxrn YioL Y& TTw TTOA-
A& mpépoto ov e [ EpyeTot xol OE YivETo Vo T TTw GAAUDG: ETOL TIC EXOUO
ducéc pov- Tig EBaka vor SouréBovy Ty WBéa pov.

Foreign words don’t do me any harm; I actually need them to say things that I can’t
figure out any other way to say; that’s how I make them my own. I make them work for
my idea.

He continues:

To Tov@éxt amd TN YAWSo pog vo to Bydrovpe, de yivetal, yioti oxotdver Tobp-
%0* TOAD Tt @pévipo va Bydiete tov Todpxo and Ta vnod xu and Tig enapyice,
vttt 0 Tobpxrog umopel vo oxot®or ypotiavode.

0T, Wouydone, To PiAf, ed. by D. Tziovas, ABAva, TTéhe, 1996 (11893), pp. 61-62.
1 Op. cit., p. 100.

2 Op. cit. (fn. 7), p. 181.

13 Op. cit.

i
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Taking the toufeki out of our language won’t work because it is what kills the Turk;
much more wise would be to take the Turk out of our islands and provinces because the
Turk can kill Christians.

Pyscharis prefers synchronic phonetic similarities between a Turkish #ifek and
a Greek tovgéxt (toufeki) than the diachronic orthographic connection be-
tween an ancient Greek mdp (pyr) or BOA (vol) and a katharevousa mvpoféioy
(pyrovolon). His point is that the Turkish loan word reflects the organic de-
velopment of the Greek language, whereas the ancient Greek root in a
katharevousa word is a forced etymology. His distinction is between his own
conception of language that takes its cue from speech and the purists that
privileges writing and visual connections. His point is that language and his-
tory cannot be mapped onto each other in predictable ways. There is no one-
to-one correspondence between a Turk and a Turkish word, a Greek and a
Greek word. If the Turkish sound d or the Italian ts is pronounced in the
mouths of Greeks, who is to say whether the Greek has become foreign or the
foreign Greek. The language of the nation must be the language that the peo-
ple speak, no matter where it comes from.™

Although Psycharis in his references to etymology and loan words seems to
set up one on the side of writing and the other on the side of speech, such a
clear-cut mode of contrasting literacy and orality cannot be sustained. This
becomes particularly clear when we look at Psycharis’s own spelling games.
Much of My Journey is taken up with the issue of writing systems and translit-
eration, but it is in the section entitled «Cabinet de lecture», where demoticism
is presented in terms of the reading experience, that Greece’s alphabetic differ-
ence is explored most fully. It is important to note that we are «in the library»,
what Foucault calls «the new imaginative space of the nineteenth century»,”
and what Kittler elaborates as the network discourse of universal alphabetiza-
tion.!® As readers in the twenty-first century it is hard to imagine how central

¥ This question of what is and is not foreign is examined in his grammar at length (op. cit., fn.
4, pp. 118-133, 152-156).

15 M. Foucault, «Fantasia of the Library», Language, Counter-memory, Practice: Selected Essays
and Interviews, Ithaca, NY, Cornell University Press, 1977, p. 90.

16, A. Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800/1900, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1990 (and
his Gramophone, Film, Typerwriter, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1997). In his preface to
the latter he writes that «the novelty of technological media inscribed itself into the old paper of
books [...] What writers astonished by gramophones, films, and typewriters — the first technologi-
cal media — committed to paper between 1880 and 1920 amounts, therefore, to a ghostly image of
our present as future». My discussion here is also informed by McLuhan’s discussion of the shift
from print to media culture in his two books (M. McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy; The Making of
Typographic Man, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1962, and Understanding Media: The
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the book, with its physical page and its moveable type, was to the retrieval of
knowledge as well as to the definition of what could be known as knowledge at
the end of the nineteenth century. The library with its books, its pages and
letters were the backdrop, props, and script of intellectual life.'” Although
Psycharis focuses on the production of sound and the demoticism of the oral
tradition, his means of delivering his message is profoundly shaped by the
conventions of print culture.

In «Cabinet de lecture» Psycharis takes as his premise the estranging effect
of seeing demotic, the spoken language, in print. But instead of denouncing
writing altogether, he turns the tables so that it is katharevousa that is made to
look ridiculous on the page.'® The «Cabinet de lecture», we learn, is the read-
ing room his father frequents in Constantinople and to which he and his father
have retired to catch up on the news upon Psycharis's arrival. The section de-
scribes the experience of a diaspora Greek back in the Greek speaking world
and his joy at finally having access to Greek newspapers again. It can be di-
vided into three parts: first a discussion of the term for reading room, then of
the newspapers themselves, and finally of a map. In each case illegibility is
connected with transliteration. The carrying of a word from one language to
another without concern for meaning represents a larger problem of displace-
ment. It signals the linguistic implications of the long journey from France to
Greece and back again, the multilingualism of monolingualism, or more spe-
cifically, of diglossia.

After getting rid of the French and katharevousa terms for reading room
and settling on the demotic, he can finally get on with what one is meant to do

Extensions of Man, Cambridge, MA, MIT University Press, 1994) and Crain’s analysis of alphabet-
ization (P. Crain, The Story of A: The Alphabetization of America from The New England Primer to
The Scarlet Letter, Stanford, CAL, Stanford University Press, 2000).

7 It is not irrelevant that many of the pictures Kriaras chose to illustrate his portrait of Psycha-
ris have him in his library reading, nor that most of the correspondence between, for example,
Psycharis in Paris and Nikolaos Poliris in Thessaloniki, was about obtaining, buying, borrowing,
and sending particular books (op. cit., fn, 6).

*® This in fact is the drama of the reception of his own writing. The lecture «The Kiss», for ex-
ample, was wonderfully received until the next morning when the papers printed the text, His
student H. Pernot described it this way: «The greater part of the audience went away under the
impression that Mr. Psichari did not speak as vulgarly as he wrate and were seriously convinced
that the language he used was the one employed by every body in colloquial conversation. This
delusion was after all natural. To hear the language spoken did not shock their acoustic nerves,
accustomed to it by an every day’s use, as it did the optic ones, when the eye saw it in print» (H.
Pernot, The Language Question in Greece. Three essays by J. N. Psihari and one by H. Pernot
translgted into English from the French by «Chiensis», Calcutta, The Baptist Mission Press, 1902,
PP. Xxii-xxiii).
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in a reading room: read. He begins in good faith. The newspapers are worthy
of his full attention:

‘Omov w av méy xavelg, 6° 6 TL pEPog Kt av xaToToAEEn, eivar Pedvipo ol ocwotd
var foréBetan e to xabetle. Kaad xépvet vax tn oo mov ouvnbiovy xat {ouv door
{ovve atov témo mov Bploxetan — va @an To oyl Toug, v oTPWon 1o xEePfdTt Tou
gV OV TO GTPVOLY XAl Ve pouyaAiln pe Tov S xpdTo. Mpénel v milvn to xpaat
Towg, vayn T whlvon Toug (av propell), va Slefdln T pruepideg Tovg®

Wherever one goes, in whatever place one settles, it is honorable and correct to try and
fit in with what already is the status quo. It is good to live like those who have gotten
used to the place - one should eat their tood, make the bed as they do, even snore with
the same snoring sound. One must drink their wine, have their same education (if pos-
sible), read their newspapers

But the clincher is the final phrase: to be able to assimilate, the foreigner has
not only to be able to read the newspapers in the new culture, but these news-
papers <ot va. tou gpalvouvtat xahoypapyéves» («should seem to him well
written»). The more we read on, however, the less sure we are that these news-
papers are well written. Psycharis’s diasporic contribution to the debate over
diglossia can be summed up in his relation to these newspapers. Is the difficulty
he has reading them due to the fact that he doesn’t know the language or that
the language they are written in is deeply flawed? Is it that his French is getting
in the way of his reading Greek or that this newspaper Greek is too much like
French? As he eventually asks exasperatedly: Metéagppaon PAEnw, A Tévtig
YAooow pou Swfalw; Otaien yo ¥ praw ot pnpepideg;» («Am [ seeing a
translation or am I reading my own language? Is it me that is to blame or the
newspapers?»).2 The crux of his argument seems to hang on this «or».

At this point in the narrative the reading experience is interrupted:

Tehpo mov 0 Ypbepts, Bupoduon TOAD XOXA& ToU, &ut ATAWGH TO XEpL OTO TPOTEL
Xt ayylEa T0 wpdto @UiAAo mov HlleAa ya mdpw, TNy (Bix aTlyr Gxovda v Tpiln
xatitle — 6 vor YivouyTow XEATOD UaXEUE xautd Tapof, xavévos xpotoe. [...] Ma
Bev mpdoeEa moAl. Néwoo mou ettay 1o Toaidmwue Tou xoptol xol to Eéyaoa.?!

Now that | am writing | remember that as I stretched out my hand and touched the
page the same moment | heard something grate as if somewhere very far away there was
some confusion, a noise. [...] But I didn’t give it much notice. I thought it was the paper
rustling and I forgot abont it.

¥ Op. cit. (fn. 7), p. 69.
® Op. cit., p. 71.
A Op. cit, p. 70.
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This is the first inkling we have that something is not right. Something is inter-
fering with the reading experience. But Psycharis doesn’t give it much thought.
Instead he harps on his good luck at being barn Greek. What is it about being
Greek that is so wonderful? He asks indulgently:

xa PAémelg otov ancva wow {ne T YAWoOoo Tou ptAodoeg, stvat Twpa Subd yhddec
OOV Holl TAPOTAVE, aXOUT yar TRV A0DY ot Sixol oov, (Bl xt amapdihoyto oo
oT0V Lwxrpdtn Tov xonpd. H povy Stapopad sivor mou t6Te¢ otapnes Jev eltav xon
oL GAPEPA TuTEVETAL Kt SAag. ‘Ouws T600 Sev darake! TTépe éva Bifiio va To
rorohdfng.

that the language you speak in the century you live in is two thousand and more years
old as old as Socrates. The only difference is that in Socrates’ day there wasn’t print or
type. But otherwise nothing’s changed. Look at a book, you'll see what 1 mean.

He says all this, asking us to peer over his shoulder, and concluding: «@u &t¥g
0 (Bro TuTtxG: éva v Be Aelmer mavta Béalovy To v dmon mpEmew («You'll
find the same conventions — not a “n” is missing. They always put the “n”
where it should be»).?® It is only at this point that we realize that this newspa-
per is not written in the demotic Greek Psycharis would find most soothing
and familiar, but, instead, in katharevousa and that he is making fun of the way
katharevousa adds at the end of the word the n of ancient Greek. Perhaps these
newspapers are not as well written as we first thought.

But what exactly is wrong, unnatural, or badly written about katharevousa?
It seems to have something to do with French language again, Just as Psycharis
establishes himself in the reading room with its newspapers we find out that
the French of this section’s title, that Psycharis has already spent quite a few
paragraphs wiping out, is back to haunt us. Picking up the newspaper Psycharis
cannot help but hear and see French. At first we are ready to attribute this to
the normal difficulties of the diasporic subject trying to remember his mother
tongue. The Greek Diaspora wants Greek to be a vital language of commerce
and literary accomplishment, and yet none of the Diaspora live and write in
Greece — they must learn Greek. And yet this does not seem to be the only
reason the French language keeps peeking through the Greek. It also seems to
have to do with what have called the multilingualism of diglossia and the fact
that katharevousa is syntactically and semantically modelled on French, Ger-
man and other Furopean languages. «Apo StéPaco proe AEEN ypoappévn
eAnvixéo («If I read a word written in Greek»), he complains:
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vowla oty B aryps Tov ) SdPala Yok o THT0OE Eltay eEAANVINGG, yoAhud
Tt My, To vinuer Yoo, M épyovvtay dda oo @pdyxwa. Ti Suadpeotn Sov-
Aewd! Bdpwva pégao pou XL ovuTTOUOVOLgXr aBlvaTo, OTTwg ®L oy TOTLOVY, Vou Y]
BounBd> Ta YoAAIRE pov: 0Ol QEVTAOLO, OOV TELTUATHEIXO SaUOVIO UE XUWITYOUCRY.
‘EAeyorr —«Metdgpaon PAénw, n tovig T YAwoon, pov Swfalw; dtain v n graly
ot @npepidegy Tpouepd (itnua! dev ToAlodoo, Bev umopoboa vt 10 Mow! ‘Ogo
Tpoywpoboa, tdoo |’ émave TARER xweic v To BEAW, xwels v To wdpw mitndes,
T péTix 2ov Egoxémaloy omd MATW OO TO YOOUIKIKO YPOULOTO QEdar] yohhue,
Eévn YAwooo! Epowdo oo va eltay toe yohhued pudepéve Léoa oto yopti!

I thought the same moment that I read it in French. Everything came through in French;
the type was Greek, but the words were French, the meaning French. It all came to me in
frangika. What unpleasant work! | was furious and I grew impatient; It was impossible,
even when I understood, not to remember my French; like a ghost, like a stubborn dae-
mon the French hunted me down. I said: «Am I seeing a translation, or am I reading my
language? Is it me that is to blame or the newspapers?» The more | continued the more
exasperated I became; withour wanting it, without doing it on purpose my eyes bronght
out from under the Greek letters French phrasing, a foreign language! It seemed as if the
French was wrapped up inside the paper.

As with the rustling, it is the paper of print culture that is somehow to blame
for this disturbance. He then goes on to describe this disconcerting sensation as
a process that is like that of tracing. It is worth reading this citation at length in
order to understand how his representational model relies on the specific tech-
nology of the reading room.

Qo o’ Z1uxe ramoTEG Yo mAPTC YIS xopTl, v o Pddng amdvw gs xaws Louypapio
M| 02 xOVEVEL YOQULO, YWt VO OTH®OTS TOL YPOUPAToL T0 Yp&piio 1 Ta Yopoxipo-

Ta wow ™y xéfe Ypoppn g lovypagids, amupddhayta dnwg eivor. Tevtwveg to |

yopett, to Paotés Suvatd pe to SoyTLAC Y va pn QUYY), TUAVELS WOt TEVvOL xoL
yobupeis. ‘Qoo ypdipele, kdle yoapps 70U XApveL T0 XOVTOM 00U, OXETGLEL TNV o
Aé yooppn. dravel Spwg Myo vo YALGTEYoY To Yot @advetal Ko va pn yio-
atpheT, mévta kat Bo pavi. Tavtlypoago mov maipvoupe 8 Ba xpir Totée dhoug
SL6doL T TEWTO Tor Prygict M T Luvypopld: Y mo Prad Ga yn to ympdotwpo To Sixo
pec B mo xovrpd. No mpogéln wovels, So 1o 3tf o ot 8v0 poli, T0 dva amdwn
atédo. 'Etot 1o mdlova xet yw' xotavinoo ve tee AT dha SimAd. Av aavtobd-
oo, ag mobus, T (pdor ~eAdufave Tov xdmow, Ty (o pa BupodoLy xor To «l
prenait la peines. Aptd to «Il prenait la peine» Eetpomwve Eagpyind amé xdtw and
EAMNVIXG oL poomaloboa va Safhow. Av elvet TPOTOG Vit oog TO TRPATTATW WE
TOV TiHTO, elToy amévie xéTw Vo Sukfale ooy Tou oag To YPGpw THP:
‘ elL&PuRBEaNvAeltToLvA
wPOEnloNVE®

®QOp. cit., p. 71.
¥ Op. dit., p. 72.
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It will have happened at some point that you have taken thin paper and put it on top of
some drawing or some letter in order to trace the writing of the letter or the etching
and each line of the drawing, unchanged as they are. You spread out the paper, you
hold it tightly with your finger so it won’t slip, you take a pen and write. As you write,
each line your pen makes covers the old line. If the paper slips a little it shows through.
Even if the paper doesn’t slip, some bit always shows through. The copy we make will
never hide everything the original typographical characters or the drawing; the copy
will either be too thin or too thick. If ane is attentive, one will see the two together, the
one on top of the other. This is what was happening to me. | had gotten to the point
where I saw everything double. If I came upon the phrase «eAdpPave tov xdmov» (to
take the trouble) at the same time T would remember the «I| prenait la peine». That «Il
prenait la peine» grew up suddenly from under the Greek that I was trying to read. If
there is a way to represent it in print, it would be something like reading what I am
writing now:
eIALGPURBEGNvAELTToLVA
kPSEmIoNVE

This is the place in the text that Psycharis finally gives us the example of con-
testing alphabets I have already mentioned. Each letter from the Greek alpha-
bet is followed by one from the Roman alphabet as if trasliteration was a
model for translation. This proving fairly cumbersome he continues by putting
the Greek and French translations in columns next ta each other:

Yrnv Bw yooppn fiema Sud noud xal mavtoteg tar YoAlwed Eemepvodooy To
Yoouxixt, pe Toémo Tou uivovvtoy kol XoAfTepo. Kdpmooss ppdoelg duifoca
état, PEaYRixa 6A0 poli xow YoouRIXG: OOG TG OTUELLVE XKOVTR XOVTR T7] oL OTNY
G2

In the same line I kept seeing two typographical characters and always the French out-

did the Greek, showing up better. So many phrases in this manner, French all mixed in
with the Greek; I note them down one next to the other as close as possihle.

In an attempt to better reproduce his experience, after two pages of en face
columns of Greek on the left and French and then even a mixture of French
and German on the right, he puts the French on the left and the Greek on the
right (op. cit., In. 9, pp. 74-75).

KotddaPo téteg mon énpene va SafBdlw avérodor avtls mpwta va ta SuxPfalw
Yootk d, elToy TOAD O TWATO vou To Aéw PETO LOU YOARXG %' ETTELTO vor XOLTALW

o TuTtwpéve Ypdppoto. Ko ywpele vo to 0Aw, tévtic étol tomalo. Twpa téfAemn
TEOTO TPGTL OAGL PEAYXIXG, OO VO, ELTOY Tol PEAYHIX TTRLTéTUTOLY

% Op. cit.
# Op. cit., p. 74.
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I realized then that I had to read backwards; instead of first reading Greek, it was more
correct to say it to myself in French and afterwards look at the printed letters. And
without wanting it, this is what I ended up experiencing. Now I saw everything in

French as if the French was the original.
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Although the columns on these four pages contain originals and translations of
these originals, not transliterations, it is odd how coming as they do after the
example of the scrambled alphabets one is tempted to view this newspaper
katharevousa, not simply as a translation, but as a transliteration of French and
German. It doesn’t organically rework the material the way a translation
would, but mimics it in another alphabet. Psycharis is making fun of the fact
that the Greek is reproducing the French and German expressions word for
word and that this is more akin to the letter for letter exchange of translitera-
tion than anything else. One example should suffice:

KéxtnroL 6Anv v péppuay xot Ty 1l posséde toute la Bildung et toute

TafBevow v Nypévony Evpumaion. Pinstruction d’un wohl erzogenen

Européen.”

# Op. cit., p. 73.
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Ultimately Psycharis’s visual poetics suggest that katharevousa might as well be
written in the Roman alphabet of French and German. It is not contiguous
with the Greek experience, but somehow an interruption, at odds with it.

At this point in the narrative the narrator falls asleep. The half-dreamy state
of reading turns into a dream in which he learns what the irritating sound was
that he had heard at the beginning. In the dream he sees before him a map of
Furope. The strangeness of the typographic page with its competing alphabets
gives way to the strangeness of a map that separates countries by color.”” In-
stead of letters in columns on the page, there are people dressed in the color of
their country, standing on their part of the map, the French on France, the
Germans on Germany. The analogy between letters on a page and people on
the map is clear in Greek where the word paper and map, yapti (harti) and
yéptne (hartis) are cognates. All of the people on thé map are looking in the
direction of Greece. In fact they are staring at Psycharis sitting at the table as
well as at the newspapers that he is reading in the reading room in Constanti-
nople. The issue of the French language haunting the Greek that we saw in the
newspaper has become Psycharis’s own problem. We understand this because
all of Europe’s people are bent over in laughter staring at Psycharis. In the same
way that the shape of a letter distinguishes it from another, the bent-over shape
of these people on the map tells us something. «@ngppzite Tayatg Twe YPb-
pete eAlvxds» («You think you write Greek?»), they taunt. <Oy, BéBotar. Tux
Vo To ®oToAGPeTE, guels mpénet vo gag to modpe. Ppayxédets! MidAote
YAGoa 8uf oog, nia vo. sog axodar] 0 x6apog» («Of course not. In order for
you to understand, we’re the ones who have to tell you. You became Western
European! Talk your own language so that people can hear you»).*

The reading room, once the scene of utter calm, disturbed only by what the
author thought was the slight rustling of a piece of paper, has become one of
loud, raucous teasing. We finally learn that the cause of that noise is connected
not to the piece of paper, yoptl (harti), but to the map, ¥éptng (harts), and to
all the peoples of Europe lined up on that map who find Greece’s supposed
preoccupation with an ancient form of a modern langunage a joke. It is clear that
the phonetic system of demotic with its association with the voice, the mother
tongue, and the Greek alphabet is meant to win out over the orthographic sys-
tem of katharevousa with its association with maps, and even the Roman alpha-
bet of the rest of Western Europe. And yet we know full well, since we’ve re-
hearsed it more than once in this section, first with the ttle «Cabinet de lecture»

¥ Op. cit., p. 77.
* Op. «it,, p. 78.
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and then with the newspapers, that in order to get to demotic, one has to start
in French and go through katharevousa. The journey from France to Constan-
tinople to Chios to Athens and from French to katharevousa to demotic is never
a one-way street; reading Greek, either Greek, is always a foreign affair. Issues
of diaspora and the nation and multlingualism, translaton and mansliteration
are deeply embedded in and indebted to each other and become legible in the
context of the reading room in which print culture can perform the shifting
movement of peoples as a contest between alphabets.

The question that these passages raise, in particular the typographically ex-
perimental ones we looked at, is when do translation and transliteration ac-
knowledge the mangling distortion of moving between cultures and when do
they conceal it? At some level Psycharis’s manifesto seems to suggest that, while
it is alright for the demoticist to keep the Tutkish word in Greek and the Turk
out of Greece, thus dissociating the signifier from the signified in a proto-
Saussurian manner, this is not true when the purist drags Ancient Greek roots
or French and German syntax into Modern Greek. Here the signifier and signi-
fied are inextricably bound up with each other. The purist’s wrapping of one
language in another inevitably brings Europe’s gaze into Greece, or more spe-
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cifically into the reading room in Constantinople. The work that I have under-
scored that seems to be going on throughout this text to show that all languages
are constructs and differential systems is momentarily undone when we find out
that katharevousa’s pseudo-ancient Greek pseudo-Gallic, pseudo-Germanic
structure makes it the laughing stock of Europe. Words are suddenly attached
to things in an almost Cratylic fashion. While Turkish in Greek does not mean
the Turk is in Greece, Ancient Greek, French, or German in Greek does seem
to mean Europeans in Greece. ]

Yet it is the piece of paper of print culture that keeps appearing in this sec-
tion, sometimes crumpled, sometimes wrapping, and other times shredded, and
the fact that this piece of paper is really two, the page and the thin piece of
tracing paper on top of it, that suggests that a perfect fit between the word and
the thing, between language and nation, is always impossible. If we only look
at where Psycharis’s journey starts and ends we have a fairly simple argument
for demotic as the only plausible national language and for language as inextri-
cably linked to its people in some quasi-essentialist way, but if we look at how
he gets there, the middle passage, we find other lessons, more radical and de-
stabilizing, more politically-nuanced, in which multilingualism and different
alphabets are the necessary ground for imagining a nation in relation to her
neighbors to the east and to the west. When geopolitical tensions are viewed
through the lens of the Language Question things get blurry and this blurriness
is not altogether bad. In fact it can be a powerful way of seeing double. If the
medium of print culture at the turn of the century is understood to be as much
a part of the message as the message itself, then another story emerges from a
close reading of Psycharis’s My Journey: No matter who you want to keep in
or out, the Turk or the European, «Tavtiypago mov moipvovpe 8 8o xpidn
Totég Ghovg Stéhov [...] Na mpooékEn xavelg, fa ta 8th xat Ta dv6 pali, To
éva andvew otdAro» («The copy we make will never hide everything [...] if
one is attentive, one will see the two together, the one on top of the other»).3!

In Psycharis’s text an opposition appears betwéen katharevousa as invested
in etymology, the diachronic development of the language, orthography, even
the Roman alphabet versus demotic which contains loan words, is synchronic
in its borrowings, phonetic, and tied to the Greek alphabet. A close reading of
the section «Cabinet de lecture», however, reveals that the material practices of
print culture undo this opposition by offering a palimpsest theory of reading
and writing as tracing. Different languages and different forms of language are
written into and onto each other in the library so that Greek cannot exist

31 Op. cit., p. 71.
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without French, German, Italian, and Turkish and demotic cannot exist with-
out katharevousa. Paying attention to how texts register the effects of multilin-
gualism gives us tools for analyzing why any discussion about the nation is also
a discussion about the diaspora and vice versa. It also suggests how every the-
ory of the sign is a theory of translation, and in diaspora literature, sometimes
a theory of transliteration.
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