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PART I 

 

THE SYMPOSIUM

 


 

In Place of a Preface

 

Why this Symposium and Why in Rhodes?

History and Acknowledgements

 

THE STORY OF how “Writing out of Exile” came about must be called rather unique. Before 1989, there would not have been the slightest chance for such a gathering. The world was firmly divided in one communist and one capitalist half. The division was marked by the Iron Curtain, a device at the same time real and metaphysical. And although no bombs were falling in Europe, for nearly half a century there was a war raging, named the Cold War.

Who would have believed, before 1989, that authors and translators from east and west would be able to unite out of their free will, unhampered by their governments, to discuss literary questions and learn from each other?

This miracle was first performed by the writers' organisations of the shores of three seas, that is to say, the Baltic, the Black and the Aegean Sea. In late autumn 1994, they carried out a marvellous literary cruise of some four hundred writers and translators. The beautiful white Greek ship with the significant name “World Renaissance” took us to long secluded shores and harbours, like Odessa (Ukraine), and Constanta (Rumania), Varna (Bulgaria) and Istanbul (Turkey), Izmir and Piraeus/Athens. To the further away Batumi and Suchumi we could not go, because shooting was still going on between Georgians and Abkazians. At the same time, authors from both sides were on board the “World Renaissance”, discussing their problems in total liberty and calmness. There were Greek, and Bulgarian, and Turkish, including such of Kurdish descent, and Russian, and Ukrainian, and Moldavian, and Rumanian writers on board, engaged in peaceful readings. There was even an evaluation of the on-going terrible fights on the Balkans, given by guests from Belgrade, radiating intelligence, emotion, and humanity.

It should be mentioned here, that this unbelievable literary cruise had been preceded by yet another, on the Baltic Sea, in spring 1992. Also the Baltic Cruise's ship had a telling name: “Konstanin Simonov”, after the renowned Russian writer. The Baltic Cruise resulted in the creation of the international “Baltic Centre for Writers and Translators” in Visby, Gotland. And to double the miracle, the Black Sea Cruise led to the establishment of the “International Centre of Literature Writers and Translators of Rhodes”.

There are more similarities. The Baltic Centre is overlooking Dome and Harbour of Visby from the top of the cliff. The Rhodes Centre, being the former British Admiralty, is enthroned directly below the ancient acropolis, high above the deep blue waters of the isthmus, with the shores of Turkey seemingly at hand.

In both cases, local or state authorities run the centre, in close collaboration with the participating writers' unions.

Scholarships are given by the European Union and UNESCO. In fact, the two centres are honoured to operate under the auspices of UNESCO.

The symposium “Writing out of Exile” belonged to the events suggested by the General Assembly of the writers' unions in May 1998. This body of collaborating non-governmental organisations (NGO’S) is named the “Three Seas Writers' and Translators’ Council” (TSWTC).

“Writing out of Exile” was performed in English. Please note that this language in most cases was not the writing tool of the participating authors, except for two of them living in the USA. Generally speaking, exiled authors write in their mother tongue, or in the idiom of the country they immigrated to. The lingua franca English documented in these texts reflects but another condition of life of the exiled author. And the editor, himself not being a native speaker, purposely refrained from any undue corrections of the contributions. As to the making of the book, the editor owes a lot of help and good advice to Azar Mahloujian, one of the participants of the symposium.

The members of TSWTC deserve thanks for their contribution, namely, the writers' unions of Denmark, Sweden, and Finland, who paid for the travel and stays of five authors.

Explicit thanks also go to the European Commission, whose 1999 ARIANE programme of cultural support granted one fourth of the costs of the symposium, plus fifty percent of the costs of this documentation. The Swedish Trust for Future Culture covered the rest of publishing costs via its support for the co-operative print-on-demand publishing project “Podium”, whose experience in the new POD-technique and production assistance proved of great value.

Special gratitude is owed to the authorities of Rhodes, namely the Board of Trustees of the International Writers and Translators Centre of Rhodes, “Waves of Three Seas”, and its Director and employees. Without their commitment, and financial and practical help, the symposium “Writing out of Exile” could not have been performed.

 

Uwe Friesel


Welcome on Behalf of the Municipality of Rhodes

George Giannopoulos, Mayor of Rhodes

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, on behalf of the citizens of the town of Rhodes and of our Municipality, I would like to once again express my great joy and feelings for your being with us. Each time when I have this pleasant task, the first days of the waves of three seas, that is, the waves of the Aegean, the Black and the Baltic Sea, come to my mind, when writers gathered during this wonderful, unforgettable cruise. It was then that you decided to found an International Centre for Writers and Translators here on this corner of the earth.

One cannot help remembering the fever during the preparations and the anticipations, the sense of importance and the enthusiasm for what was going to happen. And it did happen: in honour of the waves that drifted the thoughts and led them to build this Centre. And thus it was named and became the International Centre “Waves of Three Seas”.

I believe that since then it has succeeded on its course and started to justify those who first thought of it, as well as those who are still working for it, and to give satisfaction to those who spared no effort organising and still developing it further.

It is significant that today we have reached the point to discuss in this beautiful symposium of writers in exile, what literature may entail: the confrontation with political and religious intolerance, the loneliness of the writer, but also his way of withstanding such hardships when alone. Let us contemplate how it is when one is secluded. Let us find out how in this hardship can raise the faith that all of this will stop. How the conviction comes about that freedom of people and freedom of speech, peace and international solidarity are precious and that we all must persevere, each one of us from his own bulwark.

Once again, we welcome you, in an area which unfortunately faced a tension in Asia Minor, with a disastrous earthquake, and similarly so in the Anika basin. This may, however, become a bridge, so that two people living here come nearer.

I wish those thoughts of yours, which you will develop today and tomorrow, shall become a foundation for this new bridge, helping to bring the people of Greece and Turkey closer to each other, just as other people.

In this sense, I wish you every success in your convention.


Welcome on Behalf of the International Centre

Costas Skandalidis, President of the International Centre

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, we welcome you to the brightest corner of our world. We welcome you to the land of the infinite white and the Sun, to Rhodes, not only Apollo's land, but also to the land of Zeus, the god of hospitality of the ancient Greeks. And we wish you to learn from the most beautiful Rhodes, to see and acquire much knowledge, and draw the right conclusions from the symposium, which starts today.

Maybe, it is a bad habit if we only learn. So we must question ourselves, whilst listening to your literature, which you have written during your exile. People who have a free mind, none of which was ever subjugated or used as a blind instrument by others, wrote this literature. As Epictetus, the ancient Greek slave said in Rome: “No one can prevent me from that which I myself wish to do.”

Ladies and Gentlemen, I will resume with an old story, as it was told by our European writer Jacques Lacarriere at a conference in Athens in 1984: “All we are saying these days reminded me of an old story, the story of David and Goliath. We all know it, and I will let you guess, who is David and who is Goliath in this case. David had one privilege and one fault: In order to defend himself, he had an unusual weapon, a child's toy, a sling. And with this sling, he threw stones. Today, a writer also has a strange tool, something like a sling, a child's toy (anyway, we know that a poet often is asked whether he still is a child), and he uses words to throw. And the words have one advantage as compared to the stones: when they hit, they are painful for a long time...”

Ladies and Gentlemen, we are only very few days away from the millennium. And all of us, who are today present at this symposium, with some well-known writers in world literature, must consider the new century. We must send a message to the leaders and governors of this planet: that the new century belongs to the children of the whole world, and to peace. We, the inhabitants of this blood stained world full of woe, wish to mark this event. We propose to organise during the year 2000, in the town of Rhodes, to be exact, in the ancient stadium, a concert with Greek-Turkish music, with the top composers Mikis Theodorakis and Zulfu Livaneli. The money from this concert will be sent to UNICEF for the suffering children of the world. This action is our offering towards the oncoming generations and to those not yet born. At the same time, it is an opportunity towards encouraging peace.

We thank you by expressing one wish for you: to have a good time in our small homeland.

 


A Word of Commemoration

Nikos Kasdaglis

 

Nikos Kasdaglis, born 1928 on the Isle of Kos, is a well-known Greek writer based on Rhodes. He is one of the founders of the International Writers and Translators Centre. He has published novels and short stories. One of these, by the title “Blessed are Those who have Mercy”, describes the terrible concentration camp practices on the Island of Makronisos during the time of the Junta. It was translated into many languages. His latest book deals with Kurdish themes. It is not by chance that Nikos refers here to Georgos Seferis. He himself became a victim of the Junta, when because of his participation in “The eighteen Texts”, he lost his job as a bank clerk.

 

DEAR COLLEAGUES, the subtext of today's seminar is literature written in exile, by writers in exile, or by writers who were self-exiled. Their common characteristic is nostalgia for their place of birth. This leads to many variations of a shared theme.

But I wish to point out here that there exists also a different movement, which belongs to today's seminar as well. I'm referring to the case of such writers who returned to their country, after the political leadership was usurped by dictators, in order to confront dictatorship. In particular, I refer to the Greek poet and novelist Georgos Seferis, who was teaching at Harvard University in the U.S.A., when in 1967, dictatorship was proclaimed in Greece. Two years after this, Georgos Seferis decided to oppose eponymously, by naming things, and he did so with a public statement on the 29th of March 1969.

In order to make his statement, he left his chair at Harvard and returned to Greece, to face the consequences of his statement. By acting like this, he became the symbol of resistance against dictatorship.

I cannot comment this declaration in any better way, than by reading out what Seferis himself stated.

(Nikos Kasdaglis reads the original Greek text. Then Peter Curman from Sweden reads an English translation, which is rendered here.)

“My decision to keep out of politics was taken a long time ago. I have tried on past occasions to explain why, since it in no way means that I'm indifferent to the political life of Greece. Thus, from that time onwards until now, I've generally refrained from becoming involved in such matters. Despite all that, for many months now 1 have felt growing within and throughout me an increasingly urgent duty to say something about our present situation in the fewest possible words. And this is what 1 would like to say:

It is now two years since we have had imposed upon us a regime, which is entirely opposite to the ideals for which the world and our people so splendidly fought during the last world war. It is a situation in which all the spiritual values we managed with so much pain and sacrifice to keep alive have been submerged in the muddy and stagnant waters of a putsch. I can easily understand why injuries of this kind are nor taken so very serious by some people. Unfortunately, we arc not concerned with the dangers only. We all know from our experience how, when dictatorship arrives, everything seems easy at the beginning. But tragedy inevitably lies in the way at the end of it. Consciously or unconsciously it is this outcome which torments us, just as in the age-old curses of Aeschylus: “The longer the trouble lasts, the worse it becomes.” I'm a man without any kind of political affiliation. I can say without fear and without passion: I see before me the abyss towards which we are being led by their oppression, which has spread out over our land. This situation must be brought to an end, and it is imperative for the good of the nation. I return now to my silence, and I pray to God that he will not again oblige me to speak.”

 


Welcome on Behalf of the

Three Seas Writers' and Translators' Council

Alexander Shurbanov

 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, on behalf of the Three Seas Writers' and Translators' Council (TSWTC) I would like to welcome you to the beautiful island of Rhodes which we have come to think of as our sunny home. The TSWTC has a history now of some three years of symposia and conferences, friendly gatherings of people who have devoted their lives to literature, from seventeen European countries. All of those people have managed to come together and speak to each other, to enjoy each other's company, to cope with common problems through the power of words and of literature.

This is one of the events that we have participated in organising, and we consider it to be among the most important ones because of its universally valid topic.

It is true that not all writers live in exile or write out of exile. But exile can be understood in a variety of ways. And we shall see in the course of this symposium that exile can have many hues. The theme of our meeting touches upon some very important concerns of civilisation. One of them is the relation of writers to homelands. Another one is the relation of writers to politics. And the most important one, I think, is the mission of the writer as a bridge between cultures, literatures, and languages.

The island of Rhodes is probably the ideal venue for this kind of topic to be discussed. It is a cosmopolitan place. With its rich cultural legacy and its complex way of life that we can see in the streets, with its diverse population consisting of people who live permanently here and others who come only for a short time, it is also indicative of a certain development in the modern world, a development which brings about more links and more lasting connections. We hope that all the participants will enjoy this symposium as an enriching and rewarding experience, and that, as has been the case with previous events, new friendships and new creative ideas will emerge from our coming together.

I wish you all an enjoyable and memorable stay in Rhodes. Thank you.


Brief Introduction to the Symposium

Uwe Friesel

 

DEAR MR. GIANNOPOULOS, dear Mr. Skandalidis: It is not out of disrespect that I do not use your title or profession when addressing you. After having built up together the idea, structure and real existence of the “International Writers and Translators Centre of Rhodes”, I thought that it would be on the contrary rather impolite to address you by your title instead of by your personal names. Because it takes people to take interest in such matters as anybody who reads your inauguration speeches and welcome texts can see. You are engaged in this just as much as we are, and that's why the Centre functions despite the sometimes Babylonian multitude of languages. So may I include you when I now say:

Dear colleagues and friends!

I want to draw your attention to the fact that this symposium only a few years ago would not have been possible. Time runs fast, and we tend to forget. But till the very end of the Cold War, gatherings like this one were state-directed events, designed to prove that exile mirrored a criminal defect of the other side. The same holds true for the exiled author coming back and having to choose where to live.

There were a lot of first class authors who after World War II, when it became clear that Germany was to be divided wanted to live in communist GDR rather than in capitalist BRD.

Bert Brecht did so, as you know, and perhaps even Thomas Mann thought about this choice, because he was not at all welcome in his native city of Lübeck which he had made famous all over the world by his Nobel Prize awarded novel “Die Buddenbrooks”- the chronicle of a family.

Only a short time afterwards, writers turned the other direction, from East to West, that is - like Uwe Jonson and later Wolf Biermann, to name the two perhaps best known. During the Cold War, each side would use “their” exiles to demonstrate their own superiority over the other side. In Berlin, this could be watched like under a magnifying glass. Exile authors were abused to represent a supposedly better system. And whether it pleased them or not, by their sheer existence they were that proof.

Since then, “Writing out of Exile” is one of the first conferences of its kind, where this division is no longer made and no longer possible to make. Of course I am aware of the efforts of the International PEN-Club to build up a “Writers in Exile” committee. Apparently, PEN still sticks to the notion of exile violating the rules of humanity, whereas the Rhodes symposium might well show that there are no two exiles alike. Some exile might turn out to be the life history of a person who has come to good terms with his or her host country, not at all wanting to go back home. This might well show up. And I shall not be the one to prejudice the outcome of our meeting here in Rhodes, this Mediterranean island of words that for centuries, if not millennia, has seen writers and rhetors of various nations, with no dramatic connotation of exile, but rather a cosmopolitan outlook. I think that above all exiled authors have a wider knowledge of the world.

This, dear colleagues, should be sufficient as an entree to what you have to say. The majority of you in fact do write “out of exile”, so both your personal biography and your writing are, so to speak, a study case for the matter in question.

Not everybody has sent biographical notes when writing or e-mailing to me in Stockholm, from where I tried as best I could to organise this symposium. Therefore I beg you to first introduce yourself and your work and your reason to live in an exile situation, before you start to read your papers or begin a panel discussion. The audience, I'm sure, will take much more interest in what you have to say, if before you had the kindness of giving some of your authentic background of life and good or bad fortune.

Let me add two more remarks, one concerning our language situation here in this auditorium, the other concerning two authors from Asia who for different reasons could not come.

First, I would like to once more point out that the group of international writers who are our guests here today at the Aktaion of Rhodes represent fifteen different countries if you count both their mother country and the country where they live now. And if you add the nationalities of those who are in the cultural committee, then we find authors of some twenty countries present.

We are using English as a lingua franca. So the Swedish will rather speak Swenglish, and bbbbbGermans like me Genglish. Nevertheless, this shows how useful English can be in such a context. But let's keep in mind that our literary language is quite different and rather more substantial. We are communicating in English, but we cannot show ourselves here as the writers we really are. Unless, of course, one has chosen to write in English, as did Vassily Aksionov, despite the fact that he came to America already being a famous Russian writer.

Second, I want to tell you why two of our invited colleges cannot be here today. In the very last minute, they informed us that they were not able to come. This sort of darkens a bit every more optimistic outlook of exile literature being either voluntary or involuntary.

The first is Mr Fakhar Zaman. He used to be the Cultural Minister of the Pakistan Prime Minister Benasir Bhutto. As you recall, her father was murdered for political reasons, and the regime now seems to be rather close to exactly those reasons. Thus, it is not really a surprise that he cannot come. He sent a fax, of which I shall now read to you the main passage: “I was all set to leave today: a ticket non refundable, visa, hotel in Athens, everything arranged. But because of an unforeseen, unavoidable political factor I am unable to attend you conference, to which I had been looking forward for months. I had prepared my paper and re-adjusted the Islamabad Declaration, I was very eager to meet you, and Peter Curman, and Boris Pankin and all the rest, and also bringing some books. But fortune would have it otherwise.”

Now, I shall quote just a short paragraph of the Islamabad Declaration to make it transparent for you why suddenly Mr Zaman could not come. Paragraph 3 reads: “It is absolutely essential that writers, artists and intellectuals in all countries of the world should be free to travel across national frontiers. All barriers to the flow of information, exchange of literature, and intermingling of cultures must be demolished.” Paragraph 4 reads: “To realise their ideals, the writers, artists and intellectuals resolve to discourage all forms of political, social, economic and cultural hegemony, to persuade all states and communities to settle disputes and differences amongst them through dialogue instead of armed conflicts and confrontation, and to pool their energies to eliminate the colossal waste of global resources, so that the ideal of distributive justice can be realised by the entire human kind. Although organisations such as UNESCO have a mandate to achieve these aims and objectives mentioned above, (...) there is room for more world wide forum to promote the unity of the human family.”
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