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“History Unmasks All Secrets”:
The Dreyfus Affair and the Armenian Genocide
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Any understanding of the concept of the modern Deep State must begin with the Dreyfus Affair, which wracked France for a period of twelve years from 1894-1906. At first glance, this event bears little resemblance to the scope and horror of the Armenian genocide. But upon close examination, the two events share a troubling similarity in the ease with which the power elites of modern governments could destroy the life of a single, decent man in France and an enormous population of law-abiding civilians in the Ottoman Empire. As argued in this paper, the Dreyfus Affair was a foretaste of the Armenian genocide.

Writing in his memoirs, the French dramatist and essayist Romain Rolland, a pacifist and lover of truth, identified the Dreyfus Affair and the Armenian genocide as “the two major crimes of the day.” [1] At first glance, the Dreyfus Affair, which wracked France for a period of twelve years from 1894-1906, bears little resemblance to the scope and horror of the Armenian genocide. In France, a decorated artillery officer, Alfred Dreyfus, was framed as a traitor by the French military establishment because he was a successful Jew and a convenient scapegoat. By contrast, in Anatolia, an estimated 1.5 million Armenians were murdered under the cover of war at a time of rabid nationalism in the Ottoman Empire. But the two disparate events share a striking similarity in the ease with which the power elites of a modern government could ruin the life of an innocent man in France and decimate an ethnic population of law-abiding civilians in the declining Ottoman Empire, then conceal their actions with a startling bureaucratic efficacy. [2] When he was convicted of high treason and sent to Devil’s Island, it appeared as though the fate of Alfred Dreyfus was sealed. Yet within a decade, a political scandal had grown into a divisive national “affair,” edging towards civil war. Eventually, Dreyfus’s good name was restored. While there is no debate about the guilt or innocence of Alfred Dreyfus today, the Armenian genocide has for a century been frozen in political time as a taboo subject. Even the use of the word genocide continues to be challenged when referring to the 1915 atrocities in Anatolia. [3] In exploring why a sense of closure was achieved in the Dreyfus case whereas the struggle continues for universal recognition of the Armenian genocide, an essential theme emerges: the fragility of the rights of the individual when pitted against the repressive forces of the modern state.

The ignominious defeat of the French during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 left France embittered and humiliated. With the passing of a quarter-century, the French loathing for the Germans and the rising tide of anti-Semitism in France combined in the selection of a scapegoat who would take the fall for others in a breach of national security. Writing in a legal journal in 2012, General André Bach observed of the Dreyfus Affair that “from the beginning there was an effort at disinformation carried out from the highest French political and military echelons to distract the attention of the German military attaché in Paris from the top-secret improvement of a cannon prototype.” [4] The distraction came in the form of scraps of paper allegedly retrieved from a wastepaper basket that suggested the passing of classified information from a French military officer to the Germans. The words appearing on this crudely reassembled piece of paper served as the evidentiary basis to incriminate Captain Alfred Dreyfus. It did not matter that the handwriting experts could not agree that the note was written in the penmanship of Dreyfus. He was condemned in a closed system by a military tribunal that had arrived at a guilty verdict as a foregone conclusion. [5] The novelist Robert Harris succinctly sums up the forces at work in France that condemned Dreyfus: “It was as if all the loathing and the recrimination bottled up since the defeat of 1870 had found an outlet in a single individual.” [6] But the powerful French military establishment underestimated the degree to which core civil liberties in France would eventually vindicate an innocent man. Alfred Dreyfus believed that “history unmasks all secrets,” [7] and through his personal will power, the relentless support of his family, courageous politicians, and impartial journalists, a sustained assault on the powerful military establishment resulted in the clearing of his name.

During the interminable period when Dreyfus was suffering in the inhumane conditions of the Devil’s Island penitentiary off the coast of French Guyana, his loyal supporters in Paris met with a string of defeats in their attempts to prove his innocence. Despite the efforts of a dedicated brother, Mathieu Dreyfus, a brilliant defense team led by attorney Edgar Demange, and a military colonel with a conscience, Georges Picquart, Dreyfus was found guilty in his tribunal, with the military refusing to disclose vital pieces of evidence for reasons of “national security.” The top generals, including Boisdeffre and Pellieux, declined even to comment on the trial documents because, in so doing, they might be risking war with Germany. General Boisdeffre spoke for his circle of military colleagues when he asserted that “on all points … the evidence is correct and authentic. I have not a single word more to say. I don’t have that right. I repeat, gentlemen, I do not have that right.” [8] Without full disclosure and the nation divided, the Dreyfus Affair took on the semblance of a war of words that unfolded in the partisan French press.

When it appeared that Dreyfus would be denied an appeal of his case, the truth of Dreyfus’s innocence was on the verge of being lost to history or remaining in a state of perpetual limbo in what the novelist Roger Martin du Gard called “a festering wound that nothing can ever heal.” [9] Writing at the height of the Dreyfus Affair, the anti-Semitic publisher Edouard Drumont noted with alarm that the “French people don’t think for themselves any more. They don’t have the time, they no longer know how to, they let their newspapers do their thinking for them, their brains are made out of paper.” [10] Drumont evokes the complaisant mindset of the Belle Epoque in which the partisan press contributed to splitting the French nation in half by taking sides as either Dreyfusards or anti-Dreyfusards, depending on which newspaper was read. But Drumont seemed unaware of the inherent power of words when the press is operating in a free society. Slowly, the supporters of Dreyfus uncovered enough evidence to reveal how he was framed as a spy. A turning point in the history of journalism and a watershed moment in modern consciousness came with the publication of Emile Zola’s exposé “J’Accuse.” It was this landmark event that transformed the Dreyfus Affair into a stunning reversal of history when the curtain was pulled back to reveal the inner workings of the modern Deep State.

Zola’s “J’Accuse” was published on January 13, 1898, in the liberal, socialist newspaper L’Aurore, which had been founded by the politician Georges Clemenceau in the previous year. Zola framed his critique as an open letter to the President of France, Félix Faure. In appealing to the President, Zola was shaming the French press for having failed to assemble the strands of the Dreyfus story for the public. But more than attacking the polarized community of journalists, Zola was taking on the most powerful institution in France: the army. He identified by name individual members of the military who had manufactured evidence and withheld a secret dossier to Dreyfus’s defense counsel in the interest of national security. Zola’s scathing conclusion was that “a society that sinks to that level has fallen into decay.” [11]

Zola’s critique may be read as a flagship moment in the modern notion of human rights in taking a stand for the inalienable freedoms of the individual. Historian Eugen Weber asserts that the Dreyfus Affair “turned from a particular issue of alleged injustice to a contest between national security (the honor of the army) and individual freedom.” [12] It was Zola’s “J’Accuse” that brought the matter to a head. In Zola’s thinking, the victimization of Alfred Dreyfus was a flagrant violation of the principles that were first articulated in the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen at the time of the French Revolution. For Zola, France appeared to be reverting back to the abhorrent conventions of the ancien régime:


What an accumulation of madness, stupidity, unbridled imagination, low police tactics, inquisitorial and tyrannical methods this handful of officers have got away with! They have crushed the nation under their boots, stifling its calls for truth and justice down its throat on the fallacious and sacrilegious pretext that they are acting for the good of the country! [13]



Shortly after the publication of Zola’s polemic, a League of the Rights of Man (Ligue des droits de l’homme) was established by the former Minister of Justice, Ludovic Trarieux, attracting a membership of 12,000 by 1899. [14] Perhaps the most far-reaching statement made by Zola was that the scope of the life-damaging consequences to Dreyfus extended far beyond one human being to the body politic as a whole: “I say that it will arouse the conscience of all mankind …. If the truth is buried underground, it swells and grows and becomes so explosive that the day it bursts, it blows everything wide open along with it.” [15] The realization of the damaging effects on a culture from the obfuscation of historical truth, as pronounced by Emile Zola, figures prominently as well in the suppression of the true story of the Armenian genocide.

Alfred Dreyfus became a patsy in a secret process carried out by a limited coterie of the power elite of France; the same secretive process was used in planning the Armenian genocide by a handful of Young Turks. The French poet and journalist Charles Péguy (1873-1914) claimed that one of the reasons for an outpouring of support for Dreyfus in France was due to a sense of national guilt for not interceding on behalf of the Armenians during the Hamidian Massacres, which occurred in the mid-1890s and prefigured the genocide. [16] In one of the ironies of history, the cadre of Young Turks who successfully overthrew the regime of Sultan Abdul Hamid II in 1908, formed the core of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) residing in Paris at the precise time the Dreyfus Affair was running its course. As noted by investigative journalist Vicken Cheterian, “the Young Turk movement radically changed when two doctors, Bahaeddin Sakir and Nazim Bey … transformed it [the movement] in the period of 1904 and 1905 from their safe haven in Paris.” [17] These two influential figures witnessed first-hand the drama of the Dreyfus Affair in France. They almost certainly learned lessons on how the military could shape policy and control information from having observed up close the chaos that had divided France. [18]

Historian Taner Akçam has meticulously peeled away the layers to verify the authenticity of the key documents that set in motion the Armenian genocide. Talat Pasha’s telegrams and the eyewitness observations of Naim Efendi demonstrate how provincial governors were invested with the power to carry out the killing orders. But the method of devising a cover story was much more sinister when compared to the primitive forgeries of the Dreyfus case. [19] In the cover-up of the Armenian Genocide, Akçam demonstrated how “a parallel process was underway of constructing a ‘truth’ on the foundations of a fabricated body of facts whose authenticity was indisputable …. The inevitable result of this, of course, was that an alternative account was created, thereby paving the way for a historical debate.” [20] In other words, the cover-up involved a psychological operation wherein the authentic documents authorizing the genocide were presented to the public as forgeries with the goal of creating confusion and (the term used most widely today) disinformation. In the Dreyfus case, a body of evidence was fabricated, hidden from the public, then used to convict Dreyfus, based on the unimpeachable character of the military generals. But in the Armenian genocide, the Deep State had progressed in sophistication to the degree that authentic documents were alleged to be inauthentic, setting the stage for the false narrative of denial that has persisted for over a century.

Whereas the power of the press was instrumental in determining the innocence of Alfred Dreyfus, it was the suppression of free thought that played the critical role in concealing the truth about the Armenian genocide. Until the activism of the 1960s, the best word to describe the response to the Armenian genocide was silence. After the passing of a half-century, the reason for long-awaited change is succinctly identified by historian Peter Balakian: “[with] a legal and moral basis of a human rights culture in place, there was an unprecedented space for thinking about what had been termed in 1915 ‘crimes against humanity.’” [21] But it took even longer for the Armenian genocide to find its equivalent of Emile Zola in the courageous figure of Hrant Dink. [22]

As the editor of the only Turkish and Armenian weekly newspaper, Agos, founded in 1996, Dink began to address the taboos of Turkey’s past. He relentlessly sought to educate a nation ignorant of its history. As recounted in her article “Surviving Hrant Dink: Carnal Mourning Under the Specter of Senselessness,” Alice von Bieberstein acknowledges Dink as:


a truth-teller, who spoke with a simple Anatolian tongue in a way that unsettled all dogmatism. According to a friend, "There was no one who was not touched." What made him so extraordinary, she continued, was that he broke with the old Armenian habit of presenting himself as a happy and grateful subordinate. He was critical toward Turkey, and he was critical of Armenians, as well as of the West, while practicing a lived form of ethics. [23]



Dink was fearless when it came to rocking the boat of Turkish denialism. He kept his eye on the big picture, as his stated goal was to write on behalf of future generations, to model empathy rather than vengeance, to open dialogue, to continue the struggle for human rights, and to remove politics from a dispassionate understanding the past. Just as Emile Zola was the major voice of dissent in the Dreyfus Affair, Hrant Dink became the conscience of twenty-first century Turkey.

Dink has not been the only hero in the long journey of making the truth known about the Armenian genocide. One of the earliest influential political figures was the American diplomat Henry Morgenthau, who received reliable evidence of the atrocities in 1915 and was an eyewitness to the inner circle of the CUP, which planned and carried out the genocide. Morgenthau resigned his position as ambassador to the Ottoman Empire in 1916, in order to lobby Congress on behalf of the rights of the Armenians. He recalled that:


In my childhood, I cried over “Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” and wept at the way the Negroes were sold into slavery ... but all of these things are nothing compared to what went on in Turkey under my own eyes. I do not want to give too many harrowing pictures and it will not be wise for me to go into details, but I will say that I have been requested to state that most of the stories that have reached the United States are founded on facts. [24]



Morgenthau’s memoirs reflect the testimony of a courageous eyewitness to history, who stood for justice and truth. Nearly a century later, John Marshall Evans, who served as Ambassador to Armenia from 2004 to 2006, was removed from his post for his belief that the word genocide must be universally applied to the atrocities of 1915. Since his dismissal, Evans has continued his advocacy of the truth as a speaker and a writer. In a review published in American Diplomacy in 2012, Evans wrote that “the Ottoman archives, far from painting a picture at odds with that which is already familiar to scholars of American, German and Austrian documentation, actually confirm the basic facts of the 1915 atrocities.” [25]

Evans had penetrated the layers of obfuscation exactly like a number of politicians during the Dreyfus affair, above all, Auguste Scheurer-Kestner, Vice President of the Senate in the French National Assembly. Scheurer-Kestner initially believed that Dreyfus was guilty, but switched his position to a staunch advocate of his innocence when he was presented with the evidence by Col. Georges Picquart. For his support of Dreyfus, Scheurer-Kestner lost his seat in the Senate and died on September 19, 1899, the very day of the presidential pardon of Dreyfus.

Despite overwhelming evidence of Dreyfus’s innocence, the French military court found him guilty of treason a second time on September 9, 1899 in Rennes. Ten days later, the new French President Emile Loubet pardoned him. In 1906, Dreyfus was made Chevalier of the Legion of Honor in the same courtyard where he had been degraded eleven years earlier. He later served in World War I and died in 1935. In stark contrast to the Dreyfus Affair, there has never been anything like a presidential intervention in Turkey to set the record straight about the Armenian genocide. As observed by legal scholar Vahagn Avedian, when the modern state of Turkey emerged out of the Ottoman Empire, the new “republic” never adopted the civil liberties and the rights of the individual. For Avedian:


The [Turkish] Republic retained the main essential Ottoman institutions, its administrative bodies, the army, and the main part of the political parties. That a revolution took place in the country does not constitute a change in identity, neither does the constitutional change from empire to republic, or territorial changes, in this case dissolution of the empire. Furthermore, it is suggested that the ‘new’ nationalist movement was rather the same ‘old’ Unionists who, having lost the war and their authority, simply renounced their affiliation to the old war crime burdened regime and regrouped their forces in order to continue the process of building a ‘Turkey for Turks’. [26]



In its attempt at “regrouping” and modernization, the new state of Turkey drew upon Western technology, much like Peter the Great’s transformation of Russia in the seventeenth century. But also like Peter’s project of Westernization, the new Turkey under Mustafa Kemal retained its old autocratic features without the assimilation of the inalienable rights of the individual from the Enlightenment. As noted by Avedian, the new regime “simply renounced their affiliation to the old war crime burdened regime,” then continued apace with the same repressive forces of the Ottoman Empire.

The result was a perpetual vacuum that never brought comfort, restitution, or acknowledgment of the truth to the victims of the Armenian genocide. Writing in America in 1996, the immigrant Seicuk Tezul identified precisely what is still missing in Turkey today in the refusal to take responsibility for the Armenian genocide:


History is waiting for that honest, dignified, fair, and noble Turkish leader who will acknowledge his ancestors’ biggest crime ever, who will apologize to the Armenian people, and who will do his best to indemnify them, materially and morally, in the eyes of the entire world. Yes, history is longing – and the Armenian people are longing – for that person who will break the dim and tragic taciturnity of 81 years between the two nations, the person who will stop the bleeding from that deep wound. [27]



In this eloquent statement, Tezgul identifies precisely why Turkey has not authentically confronted its historical past in order to acknowledge the truth.

Beginning in the Enlightenment, the human spirit emerged into a new age that recognized the worth and dignity of the individual. Today, the expression “human rights” is applied collectively to nations as well as to the individual. In this regard, historical truth matters when seeking to come to terms with human rights abuses. In his book Silencing the Past— Power and the Production of History, Michel-Rolph Trouillot identifies a set of four criteria for understanding how historical truth may be recovered over time. Trouillot observes that:


Silences enter the process of historical production at four crucial moments: the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance (the making of history in the final instance). [28]



In reconstructing the turbulent past of Haiti, Trouillot demonstrates that during the four stages, the sources, archives, narratives, and history are part of a delicate process wherein at any point, the record may be dusted off and rewritten. He also argues that “authenticity” in the present moment is crucial to recognizing the truth about the past. The methods used in the Turkish suppression of the Armenian genocide in the Kemalist era resulted in the success in removing any semblance of “authenticity.” As observed by Uğur Ümit Üngör in his article “Lost in Commemoration: The Armenian Genocide in Memory and Identity”:


Well before groups of Armenian survivors could formulate a coherent account about what had happened in 1915, a master narrative was being constructed by the perpetrators …. The Kemalist regime assumed that society, and humans themselves, were a malleable tabula rasa, that no remnants of memories remained after shock and trauma, and that people could and would forget. [29]



Conscious of the workings of the human mind, the authorities moved forward in the creation and application of the denialist syndrome.

It is possible that the memories of the Dreyfus Affair could have been suppressed the same way in France. Historian Tom Conner reminds us of the delicate process in which the precious freedoms of the nation of France were vulnerable, due to violations of civil liberties during the Dreyfus Affair:


Our own values today, by and large, have been shaped by Dreyfusard universals such as Truth and Justice; however, in the process, we seem to have forgotten that the road traveled has been long and hard and that anti-Dreyfusard ideals were at least as firmly entrenched in French society as those of their opponents. Even though we as a society today do not always practice what we preach, at least we uphold those same values embodied by Zola and his comrades-in-arms; we would do well to remember how we arrived at where we are today, so as not to consider our rights as given or eternal. [30]



Conner is identifying what was the most dangerous phase of the Dreyfus Affair when France was splitting asunder and when newspapers were publishing screeds like “Out of France with the Jews. France for the French.” [31] Carried to their logical end, those xenophobic words have the precise ramifications of what occurred in both the Armenian genocide and the Holocaust. It was not inevitable that Dreyfus would be exonerated. Neither was it inevitable that Emile Zola would write an explosive article exposing the lies of the French army. Historian Vivian Curran Grosswald argues that the Dreyfus Affair was no less than “the struggle to define, or to redefine, the French nation.” [32] The same ongoing struggle about coming to terms with the Armenian genocide currently defines the nation of Turkey. We would be wise to remember that we still have a long journey ahead to ensure that the lessons of the Dreyfus Affair are not lost when we examine the miscarriage of human rights in such instances as the Armenian genocide. Alfred Dreyfus’s observation that “history unmasks all secrets” finds its modern counterpart in Hrant Dink’s expression “the water finds its crack.” [33] Nature abhors a vacuum. But the Dreyfus Affair and the Armenian Genocide demonstrate how painful the process may be in separating dogma from historical truth.
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Hollywood and the Armenian Genocide: A Critique of The Promise and The Ottoman Lieutenant

[image: image]

In 2017, two mainstream motion pictures were released on the historical topic of the Armenian genocide. The two films offered contrasting interpretations. This study seeks to peel away the layers of The Promise and The Ottoman Lieutenant to explore which version is the more accurate depiction of history. A major issue to raise about the two screenplays is the degree to which each screenwriter took the time to actually study and portray the Armenians in 1914-15.

Introduction

A remarkable 1919 silent film entitled Auction of Souls (aka, Ravished Armenia) was Hollywood’s first attempt to bring the realities of the Armenian genocide to the silver screen. The fact that the film was even made is evidence that the genocide had occurred because detailed, first-hand accounts of the atrocities had reached the Los Angeles film community shortly after World War I. The film was based on the memoir of an Armenian survivor, Aurora Mardiganian, who escaped a grueling period of bondage during the genocide and fled to the United States. Mardiganian played herself in the film. The most stunning choice of the filmmakers was to depict the literal crucifixion of a group of Armenian girls. Years later, Mardiganian indicated that Hollywood film decorum would not permit the graphic portrayal of the rape and impalement that she witnessed and described to the film production team. According to Mardiganian:


The Turks made little pointed crosses. They took the clothes off the girls. They made them bend down, and after raping them, they made them sit on the pointed wood, through the vagina. That's the way they killed – the Turks. Americans have made it [the film] a more civilized way. They can't show such terrible things. [1]



All prints of Auction of Souls were considered lost until a reel of twenty-two minutes was discovered in Soviet Armenia. The surviving footage, which may be viewed on youtube, includes brief moments of the shocking crucifixion sequence in the toned-down version of the American filmmakers.

In the 1930s, MGM purchased the film rights to the successful novel The Forty Days of Musa Dagh by Franz Werfel. In the depiction of the heroic stand taken by the villagers around the foothills of Musa Dagh in southern Anatolia, the novel had great potential as a historical action picture with a strong social message. The project was ready to move into production when pressure was exerted by the Turkish government that resulted in the cancellation of the picture by MGM. The formidable lobbying and intimidation campaign was part and parcel of the Kemalist regime to deny that the Armenian genocide had occurred. But the State Department of the United States also forced the hand of Louis B. Mayer to scrap the project. Mayer was told bluntly that if he produced the film, no MGM film and no American films in general would be screened in Turkey. Despite its investment in the property of Werfel’s novel, MGM never brought the work to the screen. Finally, in 1982, a sprawling, low-budget film adaptation entitled Forty Days of Musa Dagh was produced, but it failed to convey the epic scope of Werfel’s novel.

Over the years, a number of mainstream American films have addressed the Armenian genocide. They include Nahapet (1977), Ararat (2002), Lark Farm (2007), and The Cut (2014). Most notably, the distinguished director Elia Kazan filmed America, America (1963), which addressed the persecution of both Armenians and Greeks in the late Ottoman Empire. After a century of sporadic film treatments of the Armenian genocide, two big-budget Hollywood productions were released in 2017. The Ottoman Lieutenant and The Promise appeared nearly simultaneously; the latter was released six weeks after the opening of the former. While both films work within the same structure of epic romance, each one takes a different approach to the historical details of 1914-15 in the late Ottoman Empire. The goal of this essay to assess the strengths and weakness of these two films. What did the filmmakers get right in their depiction of the Armenian genocide? What were the shortcomings? Was there a hidden agenda behind the simultaneous release of the two films in 2017?

I. A Promise Fulfilled: The Promise is Carefully Researched and Rich in Detail

Budget: $90 million

Box office grosses: domestic ($8,224,288); international ($2,299,805); total ($10,524,093); home market receipts ($802,130) [2]

Executive Producer: Kirk Kekorian

Director: Terry George

Screenplay: Terry George and Robin Swicord

Actors: Oscar Isaac (Mikael Boghosian), Charlotte Le Bon (Ana Khesarian), Christian Bale (Chris Myers), Shohreh Aghdashloo (Marta Boghosian)

* * * * * *

The Promise was inspired by film producer Kirk Kekorian, whose lifelong dream was to raise awareness of the Armenian genocide in a major motion picture. Kekorian’s parents were survivors of the genocide, and he was born in America. But he never forgot his Armenian heritage. Although he did not live to see the finished film, the production team of The Promise was clearly impacted by Kekorian’s vision. Specifically, the film artists were guided by the goal of working closely to the documentary record, eyewitness accounts, and the limited amount of surviving pictorial evidence from the Armenian genocide. Unable to shoot the film in Turkey, the production team settled on Spain, Portugal, and Malta for the principal location footage. Along with the filming of The Promise, a separate production crew made a two-hour documentary film entitled Intent to Destroy. Directed by Joe Berlinger, the documentary expands the lens of the fictional story of The Promise to examine the aftermath of the genocide with silence, denial, and suppression of the truth. Expert commentators, including the investigative journalist Vicken Cheterian, appeared in the documentary, along with testimony from eyewitnesses, plus the perspectives of the cast and crew of The Promise. One of the actors, Daniel Ciménez Cacho, who played the role of the Armenian priest, was captured on camera describing how, after publicly announcing that he was interested in participating in a film about the Armenian genocide, he was approached by the Turkish ambassador, given a lecture on the government’s official position on the genocide, and handed a work of propaganda. Other segments included Armenian actors recalling personal experiences from their family histories. Taken together, The Promise and Intent to Destroy are a complementary educational package intended to introduce students to the Armenian genocide.

The screenplay of The Promise frames the Armenian genocide in the context of a love tragedy. Like David Lean’s film adaptation of Boris Pasternak’s novel Doctor Zhivago, The Promise makes use of the love triangle as its narrative structure. The complications in a personal romantic drama serve in foregrounding the tragic events that unfold in the Armenian genocide. Writer-director Terry George described in the DVD bonus track the goal of showing how “ordinary people when challenged find greatness through their reactions to their catastrophic circumstances.” In The Promise, the story begins in a relative period of calm for a small Armenian community in 1914, and the film ends with the battle of Musa Dagh that occurred from July to September of 1915. The three principal characters in the love triangle are a young Armenian medical student (Mikael Boghosian), a French-Armenian dancer (Ana Khesarian), and a hard-drinking, brash American journalist (Chris Myers). The story of the Armenian genocide is told from the perspectives of those three characters.

The saga begins in a fictional Armenian village called Sirhoun (“beautiful”) in southern Anatolia. Terry George indicated on the DVD commentary track that he wanted to capture a sense of life before the genocide in the region of Cilicia that became one of the flashpoints of the atrocities. The town apothecary Mikael dreams of becoming a doctor, and he agrees to an arranged marriage in order to collect a dowry to finance his medical studies. He promises to return to his betrothed, a young woman named Maral, after earning his degree from the Imperial Medical School in Constantinople. The filmmakers capture the panoramic landscape of Turkey, as Mikael makes his way to the great city. A spectacular vista of the Bosporus awaits him upon his arrival. Mikael is befriended by a kind uncle who fatefully introduces him to his children’s tutor, a French-Armenian dancer named Ana Khesarian. Ana is in a relationship with the swashbuckling journalist Chris Myers. But the chemistry between Mikael and Ana is immediately apparent to all. The principal love story of the film will be that of Mikael and Ana.

On October 29, 1914, Turkey entered the Great War on the side of the Axis powers. The film depicts the gift of German battleships to the Turks, leading up to the declaration of war. From his perspective as a journalist, Chris is highly critical of the alliance of the German and Ottoman powers. By this time, Mikael has progressed with his medical studies after successfully avoiding conscription when a Turkish friend, Emre Ogan, bribes an official. The filmmakers create a stunning sequence of back-to-back scenes with a moving Easter service in an Armenian church where Father Komitas is singing. The only technical error was to have the congregation sitting during the service; in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, the group should have been standing. The church scene is juxtaposed with the violence occurring in Constantinople on April 24, 1915 (“Red Sunday”), wherein over two hundred Armenian intellectuals were rounded up and killed. By this point in the film, the title “The Promise” comes into focus, as Mikael vows to remain true to his promise to marry his betrothed in Sirhoun, and Chris makes the promise to bring the realities he observes about the Armenian genocide to public attention in the international press.

During the Red Sunday massacre, Mikael is apprehended and sent to the Taurus Mountains where he is consigned with other Armenians to forced labor in the construction of railway tracks. It is clear to the Armenians that they are being worked to death. After a daring escape, Mikael witnesses a train transporting Armenian civilians dying of thirst in locked boxcars. The filmmakers drew on the documented deportations of Armenians that took place via train along the Berlin-Baghdad rail line. The scenes set in the Taurus Mountains were based on careful research, demonstrating how the younger Armenian men were taken from their homes, purged from the Ottoman army, and worked to death in laying the rail tracks. The brutality of the Turkish military and the humiliation of the Armenians were graphically portrayed in the Taurus Mountain episode.

By the midpoint of the film, a shortcoming in characterization is apparent in the development of the journalist Chris Myers. Initially portrayed as a hot-tempered, alcoholic reporter, his sudden transformation into a sober and selfless crusader for the truth stretched credibility. The character would have been more believable if he had retained his flawed traits while relentlessly pursuing journalistic integrity. It was almost as if the viewers experienced two different character portraits of Chris Myers by the end of the film.

In recounting the story of the Armenian genocide through the eyes of a reporter, the filmmakers make use of a scene where Myers discovers an entire Armenian community destroyed and all of the residents massacred. Myers’s guide urges him to leave and not to take photographs of the carnage. Indeed, the ruling party, the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), forbade the taking of photographs during the war. A dragnet was undertaken in rounding up all photographic evidence from the film labs. Only a small amount of pictorial evidence has survived while the genocide was in progress.

Several brief scenes introduced the leaders of the CUP who plotted the Armenian genocide. The only two members of the “Young Turks” portrayed in the film were Talaat Pasha and Dr. Nazim Bey. The scripting was an almost verbatim record of the conversation with Talaat Pasha as recalled by American ambassador Henry Morgenthau, wherein Talaat Pasha requested a complete list of the American insurance companies that had provided coverage to wealthy Armenians. The goal was for the CUP to confiscate Armenian property and wealth. It was also clear in the film that the CUP had already devised the cover story of denial as the genocide was in progress: the character of Faruk Pasha informs Chris Myers that “there is no war here, only evacuation.” [3] In effect, the denial had been carefully crafted along with the genocide itself, as apparent in the words of Ambassador Morgenthau to Talaat Pasha: “Minister, you are using this so-called ‘relocation’ as a cover for the systematic extermination of the Armenian people.” In one of the film’s deleted scenes, Dr. Nazim discusses the overarching plan for carrying out the genocide, just as the secret meeting chaired by Reinhard Heydrich at the Wannsee Conference (1940) served as the blue print for the Holocaust. The Promise would have been a more complete film if the deleted scene with Dr. Nazim had remained in the final cut.

In any film treatment of genocide, there are formidable artistic decisions that need to be made about the actual killings. In The Promise, the filmmakers created a moving scene wherein the men, women, and children of Mikael’s village of Sirhoun were massacred. While the scene of the dead bodies is brief and the filmmakers intentionally softened the grisly nature of the massacre, it is nonetheless an unforgettable scene. Mikael discovers the massacre at a time when he wanted to bring the citizens of Sirhoun to safety at Bassek, where they could flee by boat. But he arrives too late. Both Mikael’s father and Maral, pregnant with Mikael’s child, had already been murdered. Mikael’s mother Marta and his young niece Yeva are the only survivors of the massacre. The role of Marta was sensitively performed by Shohreh Aghdashloo. This is the most harrowing scene in the film, and it was courageously conceived by the filmmakers.

The final stretch of the film depicts the displaced Armenians traveling to Bassek in the hope of finding safe passage out of Anatolia. But the town of Bassek has already been decimated by the Ottomans. The film accurately portrays a large caravan of Armenians marching to their deaths. The entourage of Mikael, Ana, Chris, Marta, and Yeva is joined by other Armenians, including a large group of orphans. Ana cares for the children as the adults brace for an attack. In the film’s final sequence, the Armenians take refuge in the mountains of Musa Dagh, where they engage the Ottoman army. The filmmakers take license with the historical battle of Musa Dagh, which was fought between the Turks and the residents of a cluster of villages surrounding Musa Dagh, not a group of refugees from the outlying area of southern Turkey. Still, the scene was accurate in that, on September 13, 1915, the French navy rescued more than 4,000 Armenians during the stand-off at Musa Dagh. While his appearance in the film is brief, vice-admiral Louis Dartige du Fournet (1856-1940) unilaterally made the decision to order the rescue of the Armenians from the foothills of Musa Dagh.

The film’s coda is set in Watertown, Massachusetts, in 1942, after the passing of a quarter century since the Armenian genocide. The final scene is a tribute to the Armenian orphans present for a gathering at the home of Mikael Boghosian. The occasion is the wedding of Mikael’s niece Yeva, who is being honored by a large group of Armenian orphans who emigrated to America. In his short speech, Mikael simply says, “We’re still here” to acknowledge the courage of the Armenian people. In the bonus track of the DVD, actor Christian Bale described the conclusion as “a message of hope and human resilience and an eternal promise to the ancestors not to forget.” It is a thoughtful and moving ending to a sensitive and well-crafted work of cinema.

SUMMARY: The Promise: Strengths and Weaknesses

STRENGTHS

--Despite the limitations of a fictionalized film treatment of a historical subject, The Promise was detailed in the portrayal of the Armenian genocide. The love plot did not overwhelm the historical narrative, yet supported it much like the screenplay for Dr. Zhivago offered a portrait of the Russian Revolution.

--There was careful research apparent in the details of the film, drawing upon the historical record for the depiction of the broad outline of the Armenian genocide.

--There were uniformly excellent performances, especially Oscar Isaac as Mikael and Shohreh Aghdashloo as Marta.

--An interesting lesser role was the character Emre Ogan, a Turkish nationalist who took a stand against the atrocities committed against his Armenian friends. It was a complex character development of a malingerer and a playboy, who eventually experienced a transformation and awakening about the genocide.

--The depiction of the decimation of an entire Armenian community in the fictional town of Sirhoun was moving and realistic.

--The filmmakers worked closely to the historical record in the scene in the Taurus Mountains where former Armenian soldiers were worked to death in the construction of rail lines.

--The depiction of a dedicated American Protestant missionary was effective in developing one of the subplots of how the missionaries went from the role of saving souls to providing armed resistance against the Turks, in order to save the lives of children.

--The character of Ambassador Henry Morgenthau was incisively written in a deleted scene where it is clear that Morgenthau is an eyewitness to the inner circle who planned, carried out, and covered up the genocide.

--The film was beautifully photographed and was successful in realizing many of the standard features of the film epic.

WEAKNESSES

--The filming of an Eastern Orthodox/Armenian church service was disappointing. While the singing was beautiful, the filmmakers could have presented more of the ritual, as well as the emotional impact of an Armenian Easter service. The congregation should have been standing, and the scene should not have been so dimly lit.

--More attention could have been paid to the inner workings of the CUP and the planning of the Armenian genocide. The characters of Talaat Pasha and Dr. Nazim Bey were too sketchy. The deleted scene of Dr. Nazim’s secret meeting should have been included in the final cut of the film. In the bonus track of the DVD version of the film, director Terry George indicated that the secret meeting appeared “outside the connection of all of our characters and was overly expositional.” But the inclusion of the scene would have demonstrated the careful planning of the systematic elimination not only of the Armenians, but of Greek and Assyrian Christian minorities as well. The meeting is part of the historical record and would have served the film’s goal of depicting the Armenian genocide within the genre of the film epic.

--The character of Chris Myers stretched credibility in his transformation from a drunken, brawling reporter to a choir boy. Myers’s character would have been more credible as a flawed figure from start to finish.

--One of the film’s deleted scenes depicted the resignation of Henry Morgenthau from his post as American ambassador to the Ottoman Empire. He felt that he could make a greater contribution in fighting for the rights of the Armenians in Congress and in lobbying for American intervention. In the bonus track of the DVD of The Promise, director Terry George indicated that Morgenthau was “one of the great heroes” of the Armenian Genocide story. The director also felt that the resignation scene was too narrow in scope to include it in the final cut. But the restoration of the scene would have added to the stature of Morgenthau’s character and informed audiences of his efforts on behalf of Armenians.

--The film’s depiction of the battle of Musa Dagh took license with the historical record. The filmmakers could have included a caption at the end, indicating that the Armenian resistance came primarily from the villages surrounding the foothills of Musa Dagh, as opposed to a large group of deported Armenians from various communities throughout Anatolia. In the final screen crawl, a note about the famous novel by Franz Werfel would have alerted audiences to the significance of this historical moment.

II. The Ottoman Lieutenant: Whitewash

Budget: $40 million

Box office grosses: domestic ($240,978); international ($156,874); total ($397,852); home market receipts ($35,613) [4]

Producer: Stephen Joel Brown

Director: Joseph Ruben

Screenplay: Jeff Stockwell

Actors: Michael Huisman (Lieutenant Ismail Veli), Hera Hilmar [Hilmarsdóttir] (Lillie Rowe); Josh Hartnett (Dr. Jude Gresham), Ben Kingsley (Dr. Garrett Woodruff)

* * * * * *

Like The Promise, The Ottoman Lieutenant adopts the structure of a romantic drama framed in the backdrop of World War I and the decline of the Ottoman Empire. The two movies span the same timeframe of 1914-15. Most of the action of The Ottoman Lieutenant is centered around the community of Van in Eastern Anatolia. The focal point of the action is the American Mission Hospital run by Dr. Garrett Woodruff (Ben Kingsley). He is assisted by a young American physician, Dr. Jude Gresham (Josh Hartnett). In the opening scene, Dr. Gresham pays a visit to Philadelphia on a fund-raising mission. It is there that he meets Miss Lillian “Lillie” Rowe (Hera Hilmar), a dedicated young progressive and nurse, who defies her parents and travels to Van, bringing along a truck and medical supplies necessary for Dr. Gresham’s operation of the infirmary. Lillie’s escort on her travels through the dangerous territory of Anatolia is Lieutenant Ismail Veli (Michael Huisman), an ambitious military officer in the Ottoman army, with whom she falls in love. Their tragic love story unfolds around the entry of the Ottoman Empire into the Great War.

The Ottoman Lieutenant makes use of intermittent voice-over narration in which the protagonist, Lillie Rowe, provides background on her personal journey and the turbulent events in Anatolia. The narrative bites imply that the personal story of Lillie Rowe is the film’s primary concern, as opposed to the broader historical drama. Lillie opens with the reflection that “I thought I was going to change the world. But, of course, it was the world that changed me.”

Haunted by the loss of her brother to tuberculosis, Lillie has dedicated herself to helping others and is naturally drawn to Dr. Gresham’s American Mission Hospital in Van. The film is successful in showing the selfless American missionaries providing medical care during the Great War. The nonpartisan nature of the missionary doctors, who minister to anyone in need of medical treatment in the community of Van and the outlying region, is well-presented. At the same time, the filmmakers chose not to depict the American missionaries as one of the vital sources for testimony about the Armenian genocide. The missionaries in Eastern Anatolia would have known that the provincial governor had been empowered to arrest and deport Armenian citizens en masse during the timeframe of the film. But as portrayed in The Ottoman Lieutenant, the missionaries were depicted as being completely in the dark about the atrocities that were taking place in Van in 1915. In point of fact, the missionaries were eyewitnesses to the deportations.

Once Miss Rowe is making her way towards the mission, the film becomes even more problematical in historical accuracy. The Van region was a traditional home to Armenians. On their journey, Lillie and Ismael are attacked by a small group of Armenian bandits. They escape with their lives, finally arriving at the mission, but the thieves steal both the truck and the medical supplies. Dr. Gresham describes Eastern Anatolia as “a place of unspeakable violence and transgression,” and the unambiguous implication is that the Armenians are the source of the unrest that is afflicting the region. According to Lt. Velli’s commanding officer, Col. Khalil Bey, “the question is whether the Armenians will stand with the empire or join the Russians against us.” The audience is led to believe erroneously that a major question facing the Ottoman Empire in 1914 was internal dissension due to the Armenians. This superficial and incomplete portrayal of the Armenians is described in macrocosm by the colonel. And it is presented in microcosm in the depiction of the Armenian bandits, who steal Lillie’s truck and threaten to kill her. Ultimately, the ringleader of the Armenian bandits returns the truck and supplies, but only after negotiating a deal with Dr. Gresham for the opportunity to hide a cache of Armenian guns in the mission’s chapel.

The full story of the atrocities committed against Armenians, dating from the Hamidian massacres of 1894-96, is left untold in the film. The complicated relationship of the CUP and the minority populations of the Ottoman Empire in 1914, which was accurately portrayed in The Promise, is completely omitted in The Ottoman Lieutenant. Dr. Woodruff provides a capsule that once again misrepresents the crisis of the Armenian population on the eve of the Great War. In the doctor’s view, “this war in Europe is going to split Anatolia down the middle: Armenians on one side, Turkey on the other.” As someone working on the ground in Van in 1914, the doctor surely would have known that the lead-up to the Siege of Van did not involve an Armenian uprising, but rather a defense of the city by the Armenians against the Turks. The historical siege was one of armed resistance in order to defend Armenians’ lives, which is not depicted in the film. The filmmakers would have the audience believe that a civil war was unfolding, when, in fact, the Siege of Van was a heroic stand for survival by the Armenians that was twisted into a “revolt” and used as a pretext to deny that the genocide had occurred. In other words, the film is presenting the precise false narrative devised at the outset by Talaat Pasha.

In an April 15, 2017 interview for the Daily Beast, the film’s screenwriter, Jeff Stockwell, defended his script. Stockwell recalled that:


The producers wanted the story to take place at the mission in Van, in the months leading up to the Van uprising …. I knew the story would involve moments of the Turkish perspective (for instance, their deep fear about the Russians coming in, the claims of Armenians working as bandits, the sense that Turkish villagers perished too). [5]



By focusing on the “Turkish perspective,” Stockwell’s screenplay avoids presenting the conflict from the perspectives of the Armenians. From the interview, it becomes clear that Stockwell was influenced by the goals of the film’s producers to place a revisionist spin on the historical Siege of Van. But in setting the film in and around Van in 1915, the screenwriter had the obligation to at least develop some Armenians characters who were not “bandits,” in order to tell the complete story. The principal producer of The Ottoman Lieutenant was Stephen Joel Brown, who became Chief Executive Officer of Y Production company in 2015. Y Production is based in Istanbul Turkey. From the Stockwell interview, it is obvious that The Ottoman Lieutenant was funded by Turkish investors with an agenda of presenting “the Turkish perspective” of the Armenian genocide.

A graduate of Stanford University, Stockwell confessed in an interview for Creative Screenwriting that “I knew nothing about Turkey or eastern Anatolia. Or about being a missionary nurse in 1914. And especially not about what it would have been like to be in the Ottoman army.” [6] He should have added that he knew nothing about the plight of the Armenians in 1914. In his screenplay, Stockwell offers only innuendo that Armenians were being subjected to persecution, as apparent in Lillie’s oblique narration, when she informs the audience, “The Ottomans took measures to stamp out the Armenian rebels and the rebels fought back.” Stockwell strove to make Lt. Velli an Ottoman military officer who would stand up for the rights of Armenian civilians throughout the film. Yet the screenplay was incomplete, and Stockwell’s research did not go far enough in painting the total picture of the world of eastern Anatolia in 1914-15.

The shortcomings in the screenplay were apparent as well in the failure to study the geography of Anatolia and the places that figure prominently in the film’s action. As Lillie is making her way east across Anatolia, she pauses to gaze on Mount Ararat. While Lieutenant Veili provides her with a routine summary of the mountain as the site “where Noah landed,” he fails to note the importance of Mount Ararat as an iconic cultural reference point in the history of the Armenians. Stockwell should have at least studied Atom Egoyan’s film Ararat from 2002, wherein images of Mount Ararat appearing in the film are linked to the Armenian heritage.

Another location that is visited by Lillie and Ismail is the idyllic island of Ahtamar. The lovers take a boat ride out to the island to visit the Christian church. But Stockwell apparently never took the time to learn that the church is a famous Armenian place of worship, the Holy Cross Cathedral, whose architectural style informed not only the buildings in Anatolia, but significantly influenced church design in Muslim and European architecture. The island of Ahtamar is also associated with a famous Armenian legend about the princess Tamara, whose lover swam to the island to meet her for their trysts. The young man was beneath the princess in social rank, and, in his secret visits, he was guided by her lantern until it was destroyed by the princess’s possessive father, who objected to his daughter’s relationship with the lad. Without the illumination from the lamp, the young man drowned in the lake. Stockwell missed a golden opportunity to draw upon the legend of Tamara for the principal love story in The Ottoman Lieutenant. In the film, the mortally wounded Ismail eventually dies as he is being transported across the lake by his lover Lillie. The arc of development of the love tragedy in the film bears a striking resemblance to the tragic legend of Tamara and her lover, which had occurred on the same lake. But this connection is never made in the film.

The Ottoman Lieutenant depicts one scene of an Armenian deportation in progress. In Lillie’s narration, she has pointed out that “Armenian men were taken from their homes and conscripted to serve in the Ottoman army, while the rounding up of Armenian women, children, and the elderly had begun.” But when
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