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Up until now all oral history projects recording the memory of  the annihilated Jewish communities in Europe focussed on the genocide experience of the survivors
. In addition to their therapeutic function, these Survivors’ testimonies were intended to serve as  a source of research in social sciences. Initiated in Israel and the US, these testimonies were also aimed to produce new material, that would enrich tolerance education around the world
. 

The ongoing political crisis in the Middle East and the resurgence of racism and antisemitism in Europe prove that this important aim has not been achieved. Technical difficulties hindered this oral history product to reach the wider public. Between 1995 and 1999 the Shoah Visual History Foundation has recorded on video more than 52,000 testimonies of Jewish and non Jewish survivors all over the world
. These, however, are not easily accessible. In part they have not all been translated into English
, are expensive to buy and are to be found only in far away Los Angeles
. Also, the fact that the Holocaust issue was connected mainly to the traumatic Jewish experience, has not stimulated enough the interest of the non-Jewish world, unable and unwilling to identify with these little known, yet “problematic” social groups. As the case is in post war Greece, for most people who had never met or known them, Jews appear to have emerged either to be victimised by the Holocaust or to be accused as “mean Israelis”. The in-between information and story that could help re-cognize
 the links : the similarities and differences between the Jewish and non-Jewish world was missing. 

This vaccum is now being filled by the Vienna based Centropa ‘Witness to a Jewish Century’ project, which is in the process of constructing an audio-photographic digital archive of sharable Jewish oral life stories.[image: image1.png]


 Centropa was conceived by Edward Serotta
,  an American born, now European Jewish writer, photographer and television-news correspondent specializing in contemporary Jewish issues in Central Europe. He has written three books and produced four documentary films. 

Ed Serotta founded Centropa's electronic archive in Vienna in 2000 after making a film on a Jewish old age home in a small town in Romania. As he says  when he had first visited that home 15 years before, in 1985, it had 45 residents.  By 2000 there were but 12. During the times he visited this home, the old people would tell him stories, jokes, and share their old pictures with him.  In 2000, in what had become a nearly empty hall, he felt that a precious part of his own heritage had been lost. Since the fall of communism in 1989, he had been meeting young Jews studying for degrees in Sociology, History and Anthropology, and it was with this generation he chose to make his pact, namely to retrieve the stories of their grandparents before it was too late.   This is how he came up with the idea of saving whatever was left in an organised way. From the start, Serotta’s intention was the creation of a digital archive of survivors life stories that could be easily accessible to all.

Originally the project was limitted to Hungary, Serbia and Slovakia and started with a group of four people. Within six years, by the fall of 2005, 14 countries with 15 full-time staff members and another 100  part-timers, acting as interviewers, editors, historians and programmers, were involved in the project. All are Europeans, Jews and non-Jews, and therefore share a common cultural and historical backround with the interviewees. 

This is because Centropas’s oral accounts  concern only those Jews that after liberation returned and are still living in their country of origin, in the communities of Central and Southestern Europe. The age group of people interviewed is limited to those born not later than 1933. The specific program provides a platform for elderly Jews to share their memories of an entire century: not just the horrors that befell them, but tales of first loves and favorite (and most hated) teachers, school vacations and Jewish festivals etc.. So, the emphasis is continually on: LIFE- or else on everything that makes up a life. Along this line, interviewers of the second and third generation, recruited and trained locally, conduct audio interviews with survivors by formulating questions that trigger both a personal story and a cultural identity profile. The project aims at completing 1,500 interviews by the year 2008
.

The interview starts by filling in a family tree form or template with the survivor. Eventhough this is done in writing, the tape recorder is constantly turned on. It so happens that even at this stage the interviewee often starts telling his story, as he remembers certain traits of the people he names. 

Once the family tree is completed the survivor is ready to start his account by speaking on his family’s origins, the paternal and maternal grandparents, their occupation, their home, their practice of Judaism and their place in the community. In case he or she have not met their grandparents, the same questions will apply when they will be discussing their parents. In that case the interviewer should ask them to speak about the memories his or her parents had of their parents-or else his or her grandparents : when and where were they born, if they had siblings, what languages they spoke, how they dressed -in a Jewish or a European way-, if they had a maid, how religious they were, the way they celebrated Jewish holidays, if they belonged to a cultural or social, Jewish or non Jewish, organisation, who were their neighbors and if they had connections with them, who were their friends, stories they were told about the way their parents grew up and anecdotes about their family, relatives or social milieu. This is followed by questions refering to the description of the survivor’s birthplace. 

Introducing this environmental dimension to the survivor’s account helps him exit the small family-neighborhood circle and usually stimulates his social memory. To these, questions about his early childhood years, his siblings, his playmates and schooling will be added. Parallely, the issue of his Jewish education and practice of tradition will be brought up in the discussion. Questions such as ‘ which was your favorite Jewish holiday’  the way one celebrated it and celebrates it now, point to the subject’s religious or cultural identity as well as to his/her moral or social philosophy after WW II. 

Than, comes the section of the survivor’s life as an adult, if the interviewee was not a child or an adolescent youth when the war broke up. Though the main open ended question to be asked in all cases at this stage  is  “where did the war find you?”, the issue of local antisemitism will probably be raised and consequently the relations between Jews and non-Jews in a time of crisis will be discussed in a more immediate manner. The way non Jews had reacted to the situation of the Jews during the German occupation is known to have played a determining role to the genocide or more rarely the victims’ salvation. Some of those answers may explain why have Jews disappeared officialy from national  history. Others will result to breathtaking stories either on the defenses certain survivors had to develop in the camps or record stories on how they and their families were  assisted by non Jewish friends. Given that by now the Jews have acquired a face with a voice,  these stories are in themselves the most immediate way of “putting the subject and his world back into history”
. It is also the most convincing educational material for all age and religious groups. This is because they set authentic and specific examples of paterns of human behaviour that the audience can identify with. 

The last section of the interview relates to the period after liberation, the challenges the survivors had to confront upon their return and the changes in their life and communities : what they found upon their return, they way they were received by their country’s authorities and their neighbours, how they mourned their loved ones  the way they reorganised their family and professional life, what changed in their Jewishness and in their perception of the world, how this change influenced the way they educated and related to their children and grandchildren. In general, what they think of their life today. No detail is negligeable, and it is up to the interviewer’s listening skills to encourage the survivor to speak of whatever he wishes.

In case the interviewee has a problem in remembering or in elaborating on certain issues, such as often is the celebration of Jewish holidays in his home, a useful way to prompt him to do it is to say to him “take me there, what do you see that you did in this occasion?” This is especially useful in cases that the interviewer is a Jew and the interviewee feels there is no need to tell him what he already knows. Another difficulty rises if the interviewee avoids to speak on certain issues that are  painful to him, and in such an instance he will have to be respected. Besides, usually these silences are louder than words. Also, interviewers should not be upset if the survivor diverts chronologically or thematically from the issue discussed and speaks on something else of his choice. This is somehow unavoidable in an oral discussion, especially with older people who are not used to speak in interviews and prioritize differently.  

Order is anyway sure to be re-established in the following way. After a couple or more visits, when the interview has been completed, the audio account is transcribed with precision into an autobiographical text that corresponds to the recording of the interview. This same text is then copied in another file to be edited and re-arranged chronologicaly as well as thematically. In the next stage this edited version of the account will serve as a basis for the translation of the survivor’s life story into English.  Evenhough the survivor’s wording is maintained during the translation, our intervention as editors and translators will necessarily turn this autobiographical account into a  biography- hereafter codified as BIO. This maybe explains the confusing-if not puzzling wording that appears in the title of my paper as “ autobiographical biographies…”. It should be noted that the first person form of the original account is kept in the Bio for reasons of immediacy. Once the Bio text is completed, it will be preceded by a 10 line paragraph written by the interviewer, who draws a summary profile in introducing the interviewee.

Another part of the editing process consists of the preparation of a Glossary by the interviewer. His responsibility lies in choosing and in annotating all the idiomatic expressions or historical references  mentioned in the oral account and the corresponding transcription text. These form a Glossary of cultural and historical terms which is also translated into English, as the second part of the Bio. The Glossary  renders the account  accessible  to foreign audiences. In the same sense it also complements the interview so that it can be used for educational purposes.

What makes the project unique is the final stage where Centropa interviewers also borrow, and scan, many old family photographs and documents, and respondents are asked to speak about the people in their old photographs and the meaning of the documents. This photographic commentary process was thought preferable to video. The scanning of the pictures produces a better electronic result. Also, in my experience  addressing oneself to one person instead of two while touching those pictures, instead of pointing at them for the videographer too, safeguards the interviewee’s concentration and this enhances his memory. The survivor having mentioned his friends and family members at least twice during the construction of the family tree and the interview conversation, enjoys sharing their pictures with the interviewer with whom he has established a certain closeness. It is the act of remembering and of commemorating a living, or often, a lost sister, brother, parent, or school class-while survivors are looking at it-that brings this particular project to life.  In other words, it is not: tell us what happened to you.  It is: tell us about the world you lived in; take me into this photograph; paint a picture for me of what is going on here. This process of  going over old family photos and documents, which are part of their personal story  heightens the immediacy and confirms authenticity. In this stage the survivors’  comments will also be recorded, reorganised and translated and will become part of the pictures’ templates digitally designed to complement the data provided by the Bio. Also this third level is a memory stimulation process often eliciting or completing side stories of family members. It will often help the interviewer and biographer to add or clarify certain points that could have been understated or missed during the interview. It will also help him present the Bio in a more complete way. The collection of pictures and documents also functions as an undeniable evidence of the authenticity of the story or side stories. This is why they are also used in documentary films and published in albums producing social history through microhistories. 

Before it becomes part of Centropa’s site this material will be read and corrected by a professional editor. His/Her  responsibility is to see  that the English Bio text and photograph legends are intellegible and well organised. In addition,  that the Glossary is inclusive of all terms that could puzzle the reader.

The Bio, the Glossary, the Family Tree and the Pictures’templates will be then published in Centropa’s site, under the birth country of the interviewee and the interviewer, and the survivor’s and the interviewer’s names with the dates that the interview was  conducted.
Besides its electronical availability, what makes Centropa’s oral history archive even more accessible is that its director Edward Serotta donates  CDcopies of the transcribed accounts, with the Family Tree, the Glossary, the Bios and the Photo and Document templates, to the local Jewish Museums, which add it to their archival collections. In this way Museum visitors, both laymen and school or university youth and researchers, have the opportunity to get aquainted with the site and retrieve it at will in their own PCs at home. To this end Centropa has created a few auxiliary window sites such as its own electronic Quarterly with book reviews and relevant articles. Another section specializes in recipees and at times jokes,  picked up from interviews conducted in various countries. 

Counts of people visiting  this site show that it is the one that draws the widest visitors’ attention.  The entertaining element involved in this procedure allows the non Jewish audience to discover the reality of what is thought of as a mystified Jewish world.  In this case it is common that non Jewish readers are pleasantly surprised in recognizing the similarities rather than differences among people who live in the same neighborhood or city.  As a result stereotypes are demystified, and if not the only one, it is certainly one good way to combat taboos created by ignorance and prejudice. In an indirect though concrete way the viewer could also become aware that what was lost in the Holocaust  was part of his world too. (In a second level he/she will eventually start wondering about the priorities set by the official historiography).

For Jews, who after the Shoah have lost ties with those of their relatives that have emigrated elsewhere, the Family Tree becomes a strong point of reference. The collection of recipees of holiday meals reinforces the cultural identity of survivors who have lost touch with traditional practices.  When the concentration and documentation of individual stories will be explored and studied as a whole, it will enhance the survivors’ collective memory and strengthen their confidence. 

For social scientists this material constitutes an oral history archive that is a treasure trove for research. Family trees and data on relatives deliver demographic and genealogical data, draw the stratification of Jewish society and its  population movements, and depict everyday life style for historians and anthropologists. On a different level they provide a first hand material on memory, mentality and identity issues to Historians and Social Anthropologists. Finally, psychologists dealing with trauma will draw from comments on changes that occurred in critical times and the way those affected the survivor. As a result these autobiographical biographies are as inspiring as they are inclusive sources and resources for the study of Jewish life in the 20th century non Jewish environments. Provided that one is aquainted with electronic equipment and programs, they are the most easily accessible and least costly of all existing oral history archives.

All interviewers, Jews and non Jews, are Europeans, and therefore share a common cultural and historical backround with the interviewees. On the other hand they also have a somewhat different approach as interviewers. Jews, both interviewers and interviewees, driven by an ego-histoire motivation, aim to retrieve their historical legacy. Whereas,  the discussion between non-Jews and Jewish survivors is a political act aiming at re-setting these stories in local memory,  history and society. 
Salonika has only recently become part of  the Centropa project because when  we were first approached in 1999, we were still involved with the Shoah Visual History Foundation project of videotaping survivors’ interviews all over Greece. It was a complicated operation and consuming experience and, though it was well organised, it proved too complicated to reach the wider public.  Centropa’s project, on the contrary, is simpler, less costly and at the same time very challenging, since it is in constant dialogue with the wider public.

In the ongoing project in Greece the group of interviewers consists of  5 Jews and 3 non Jews conducting interviews of Thessalonikans in Salonika and Athens. There are 2 men and 6 women between the ages of 25- 50. All are English speakers, hold academic degrees in social sciences and are active in their fields, which are Anthropology, History, Industrial Design, Literature, and. Psychology.

The interviewers have met each other in three training seminars organised by the local coordinator in Salonika and Athens, between September and October 2005.  During the last seminar which took place in the Goethe Institute in Salonika, they were already halfway in conducting their first interview and had many practical and theoretical questions to discuss with the staff and visiting lecturers who came from Jerusalem, Berlin, Prague, Vienna and Istanbul. So far, two - 2 hour long, interviews have been completed.

To sum up : Centropa’s autobiographical biographies are inclusive of all aspects of Jewish life and Culture in Europe. Its collection of stories in the last five years reinstated the Jewish world and its memory before, during and after the II WW in many countries.  The subtitle ‘Witness to a Jewish Century’ relates to the connection of the interviewee with his ancestors, his offsprings and grandchildren, that often belong to the second or third generation, represented by the same age group of people conducting the interview. 

Life stories of  European Jews still living in their country of origin are enriched by a family tree, glossaries, recipees,  jokes  and commented family pictures, that restore the Jews to their social and cultural context. Eventhough the Holocaust experience is not excluded, its association with what was and what has changed since it happened has a greater impact on the internet user exposed to the mutlidimensional material provided to him electronically. Easily accessible and multifaceted this material defines cultural distinctiveness in a positive and specific way : It triggers the viewer’s thinking and   perception  by activating spontaneous comparisons with one’s own family story and culture. It could therefore constitute an ideal tool to enrich tolerance education around the world . At the same time it is a multidynamic source of research in social sciences.  Thanks to new technologies, and well chosen key words, both memory and culture are recorded,  preserved and accessible to all.
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