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10 
Once Upon a Time in Asia Minor:  

Arnold and Rosalind Toynbee’s Frames of the 
Greco-Turkish War in Anatolia (1919–1922)

Georgios Giannakopoulos

If one sees a child growing up in vicious habits, it is –not always the child that one has to 
blame; it is the parents or the school.

James Headlam-Morley to Lewis Namier, 12 February 1919

The archive 

This chapter aims to offer an account of Arnold. J. Toynbee’s and, to a lesser 
extent, Rosalind Toynbee’s testimonies of the Greco-Turkish war in Asia 
Minor, by making use of some of the 160 unpublished photographs that are 
part of Toynbee’s archive at the Bodleian Library in Oxford. The motivation 
for researching this photographic archive is twofold. On the one hand, the 
archive illustrates Toynbee’s assessment of the Greco-Turkish war, which, in 
turn, informed his understanding of nationalism and internationalism in the 
aftermath of World War I. On the other hand, this research stems from an 
ongoing reflection on recent discussions regarding the nature of historical 
evidence in light of what has been termed the ‘visual turn’ in historical studies 
(Campt and Tucker 2009: 3; Hunt and Schwartz 2010). In what follows,  
I shall try to answer the following questions: how influential was the witnessing 
of the Anatolian campaign for the development of Toynbee’s political and 
historical thinking? How can we contextualise Toynbee’s neglected photographic 
archive and treat it as something more than a mere documentation of  
things past?

These questions will not be treated equally; what follows instead relies on a 
reconstruction and contextualisation of Arnold and Rosalind Toynbee’s frames 
of war. Thus, this chapter aims to offer an exposition of the largely ignored 
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visual imprints of Toynbee’s Near Eastern endeavours.1 The photographs are 
located in a thin envelope in one of the seven boxes pertaining to the ‘Anatolian 
War’, which comprise a small part of the voluminous Toynbee archive in the 
Bodleian Library. The material on the Greco-Turkish war of 1919–22 includes 
Arnold and Rosalind Toynbee’s general correspondence, Greek and Turkish 
pamphlets, press cuttings, testimonies and papers relating to the documentation 
of atrocities, reviews and writings linked with the preparation of Toynbee’s book 
The Western Question in Greece and Turkey (Toynbee 1922).

The main body of the photographic archive depicts acts of violence, 
deportations and evacuations related to the Toynbee’s engagement with 
relief work throughout the spring and summer of 1921 in the Gemlic-Yalova 
peninsula on the outskirts of Constantinople. There are also portraits of Greek 
and Turkish soldiers as well as European officials, scenes of leisure and images 
of travel on official and private occasions; these themes widely encompass 
Toynbee’s experience in the Near East. To that end, the photographs make a 
considerable contribution to the photographic archive of the Greco-Turkish war 
in Asia Minor.2

The constitution of Toynbee’s photographic archive presents us with the 
problem of ownership and authorship. The varying size and technical features of the 
photographs make it impossible to establish the identity of all the photographers 
involved. There seem to be at least four different groups of images. First, there is 
a distinct group of 10 annotated photographs posted to Toynbee by Dr Maurice 
Gehri, officer of the International Committee of the Red Cross. All of them 
depict scenes of deportation and acts of violence, ranging from vague images of 
smoke coming out of distant villages, to images of bodies covered in blood. These 
pictures belong to a larger collection of 50 photographs taken by Gheri’s mission 
in Anatolia, currently deposited with the International Committee of the Red 
Cross historical archives in Geneva. They were probably used as evidence for the 
report issued by the Red Cross on the Gemlic-Yalova atrocities following an 
inter-allied enquiry (Gheri 1921; Rodogno 2011). Although the Toynbees had 
no direct involvement in the writing of the Red Cross report, documenting these 
atrocities occupied most of their time in Constantinople during the summer of 
1921.

The archive also includes postcards and visual memorabilia of soldiers as well 
as other acquaintances of the Toynbees during their stay in Anatolia. Among this 
diverse collection, we encounter some of Toynbee’s Greek soldier-guides from the 

1 For instance, in her recent account of Toynbee’s different encounters with ‘atrocity’ throughout 
World War I and its aftermath, Rebecca Gill (2011) makes no reference to the visual aspect of his 
activities. 

2 There are, obviously, many sources of photographic depictions of the Greco-Turkish war in 
Asia Minor both in Greece and Turkey. In the Greek (institutional) context, one would have to begin by 
inquiring in The Centre for Asia Minor Studies, The War Museum in Athens and the Hellenic Literary 
and Historical Archive. 
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time he spent with the Greek armed forces, postcards from high-ranking officers, 
as well as depictions of Turkish officials. In a rare moment of war reporting, one 
even finds depictions of Arnold Toynbee himself at the warfront, while embedded 
with the Greek armed forces. Finally, there are scenes from the social life of the 
Toynbees during their stay at Constantinople in the company of western friends 
and acquaintances. Although the origin of a number of pictures remains unclear, 
there is no doubt that the images refer back to crucial aspects of Arnold and, to a 
lesser extent, Rosalind Toynbee’s political and social engagement in Anatolia. It is 
thus evident that the camera and the photographic lens served various aims, ranging 
from recording the ‘truth’ against nationalist propaganda, to depicting scenes of 
amusement and leisure. This plurality of purpose manifests itself in the annotations 
on the back of some of the photographs: the images bear signs – either single letters 
or numbers – pointing to some sort of classification, most likely devised by Toynbee 
himself. Their exact meaning, however, is impossible to retrieve.

While it remains unclear whether the Toynbees brought a camera of their own 
with them to Anatolia, it is almost certain that Arnold Toynbee used the photographic 
archive as a source for the writing of his controversial book (Toynbee 1922). This 
provided a lasting interpretation of the Greco-Turkish conflict and articulated 
a number of key assumptions regarding the nature of history. However, despite 
Toynbee’s at times florid prose and vivid metaphors, the book did not feature any 
illustrations, save for two maps: one of the overall region, and one of Toynbee’s own 
travels. Given the lack of evidence pertaining to this decision, one might speculate 
that Toynbee did not want to place a further strain in his already tainted relationship 
with the Greek diaspora in London and the donors of the Koraes Chair after the stir 
created by his documentation of the Greek atrocities (Clogg 1986).

Toynbee’s use of the archive points, one might argue, to a traditional 
understanding of photographs as a source of documentation, whether they 
allow the viewer to recall places and acquaintances, or provide important 
documentation of acts of violence. In this account of Toynbee’s activities in 
Anatolia, the photographs gain significance not as depictions of a time past, 
but as archival traces of a historian’s preoccupations, and are framed accordingly. 
This chapter aims at presenting the archive thematically with parallel references 
to Rosalind Toynbee’s unpublished testimonies of the Greco-Turkish war in 
Anatolia in order to construct a visual narrative. The ambition is not simply 
to ‘look at’ the pictures and their annotations, but to ‘watch’ them as historical 
objects conveying, in Peter Burke’s words, something of ‘the structure of thought 
and representations of a certain time’ (Burke 2001: 11).3

The main thrust of the chapter will focus on Toynbee’s views of the Greco-
Turkish conflict juxtaposing, when possible, the domain of the visual with that 

3 Maria Todorova (2009: 22) has drawn attention to what she has called ‘imagology’: an 
interdisciplinary genre ‘dealing with the problem and representation of “otherness”’. Although many 
years have passed from the publication of her Imagining the Balkans, there have not been many attempts 
to deal with the material and visual aspect of the representations of otherness.
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of the written text. It is thus structured around images that introduce us to the 
journalist who has spent time with the Greek military forces and the agents of 
humanitarian relief. The first section, by way of introduction, accounts for Toynbee’s 
complex relationship with Greece and discusses key aspects of his early thinking by 
referring to a juvenile photograph from Toynbee’s year abroad at the British School 
in Athens. The remaining sections focus on Arnold’s and Rosalind’s depictions of 
some of the military and humanitarian aspects of the Greco-Turkish conflict.

A wandering scholar 

In one of his late autobiographical essays, Toynbee paid tribute to the decisive 
influence of Greece on his intellectual development. He talked of ‘three Greek 
educations’ that ran in parallel within the trajectory of his scholarly career. The 
first influence upon him was prompted by the study of ancient Greece and the 
exploration of the Greco-Roman world within the confined walls of the elite 
public school of Winchester and Balliol College, Oxford in fin de siècle Britain. 
The conclusion of his undergraduate studies signaled the advance of his ‘second 
Greek education’, with the young scholar’s Wanderjahr in Greece and Italy. To 
Toynbee’s mind, in Greece the glorious ancient past would merge with the odious 
political present marking the beginning of his systematic involvement with 
international politics. Reflecting retrospectively on his first experience in Greece, 
Toynbee asserted:

I had come to Greece to learn there from inanimate nature […] about the dead and buried 
Greek world that had become my spiritual home as a result of my humanist education in 
England. But, incidentally to my pilgrimage to these dumb relics of Antiquity, I found myself 
meeting living Greek men and women who were highly intelligent, alert and vocal. […] For 
them Ancient Greece was not, as it had been for me at Winchester a city of refuge from which 
one could keep the present day world at bay; it was an heirloom that had value for its possible 
service in helping them to achieve their country’s present day national ambitions […] I had 
come to Greece for the purpose of meeting not the present-day Greeks, but the relics of their 
ancient predecessors. I was now meeting the present-day Greeks, and they’re giving me a 
second Greek education. They were initiating me into the twentieth century world in which 
I, too, willy-nilly was implicated (Toynbee 1969: 28–9).

Toynbee’s frequent excursions in mainland Greece, during the year of his stay 
in Athens, earned him the reputation of the School’s most committed traveller. 
His wanderings blended enquiries on the material remains of the ancient Greek 
past with concerns about the political realities of Greece and the Balkans.4  

4 The advent of institutions such as the British School in Rome and Athens facilitated this 
merging of the past and present in numerous ways. They offered a hub for the rediscovery and the 
placement of the ancient past on scientific foundations, through archaeological excavations and the 
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This dual concern was by no means Toynbee’s own peculiarity. For instance, a 
year before Toynbee’s fellowship at the British school, A.E. Zimmern, his former 
tutor at Oxford, had used his time in Greece to compile his influential survey of 
fifth-century BC Athens (Zimmern 1915) and gather evidence for his ongoing 
meditations on the psychological and sociological underpinnings of the idea 
of nationality. In addition, the British School’s director Alan Wace, a trained 
archaeologist, worked simultaneously on the Myceanean age, on Neolithic 
pottery, on modern embroidery from the Greek islands and took an interest in 
the anthropology of the nomadic Vlach pastoral community (Llewellyn Smith 
et al. 2009: 67–77; Toynbee 1969: 22).

Toynbee’s wanderings in mainland Greece resembled Wace’s itineraries. 
Both, in Toynbee’s account, were travelling like ‘Klepths’ carrying ‘a rucksack, 
water-bottle, and raincoat, but nothing more’ (Toynbee 1969: 24). Their 
‘Spartan’ attitude differed from the lavish style of the director of the British 
School at Rome, Ashby, who carried all sorts of things with him including a 
‘camera with an ample supply of heave slides’ (ibid.). Toynbee thought that the 
application of the traveller’s imagination rendered the camera unwarranted. 
This assertion did not, however, prevent him from posing for the documentation 
of the School’s domestic life (Fig. 10.1). When each member of the School 
was asked to pose in a series of staged photographs, Toynbee chose to be 
surrounded by water flasks, maps, socks, cloths and notebooks – the essential 
aids of a traveller whose distant and authoritative posture attested to his lofty 
mission (Toynbee 1969: 20).

We are informed that this picture is in fact ‘part of a now undecipherable, 
inside joke’, part of a series of images ‘for which students and officers of the 
School posed in the same setting but surrounded by a different collection of 
objects’ (Llewellyn Smith et al. 2009: 5). Toynbee’s inquisitive gaze evokes the 
figure of the historian in quest of past historical sites, the wandering scholar 
who would spend many hours in village coffee shops learning modern Greek 
and discussing current affairs. It is also representative of the British traveller 
of the time, who would employ the standard tropes of colonial vocabulary in 
his intimate letters, including, in Toynbee’s case, descriptions of the Greek 
‘dago’.5

collection of inscriptions. They opened up towards new sciences to the extent that archeological 
practice accommodated more anthropological endeavours; they also provided a point of reference for 
contemporary travellers and wanderers and played a political role in promoting their countries’ interest. 
Cf. Llewellyn Smith et al. 2009. 

5 The word ‘dago’, short for the Spanish first name ‘Diego’, had acquired a derogatory meaning 
by the mid-nineteenth century and was chiefly used for Italians and Southern Europeans in the US, UK 
and Australia. The 1911 edition of Encyclopaedia Britannica defines the term as ‘a name given somewhat 
contemptuously to Spanish, Portuguese and Italian sailors’. On the racist and colonial underpinnings of 
Toynbee’s understanding of modern Greece, cf. Clogg 2000, Chapter 2. 
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Figure 10.1 Unknown photographer, A.J. Toynbee at the British School of 
Athens c. 1911–12

Source: © British School at Athens Photographic Archive
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Toynbee’s success in securing a fellowship in ancient history at Balliol 
College, upon his return to Great Britain, marked the beginning of a promising 
academic career. War in the Balkans prompted him to offer an account of 
Modern Greek political life inaugurating, thus, his scholarly engagement 
with international politics (Toynbee 1914; Toynbee 1915a). The subsequent 
outbreak of the Great War disrupted Toynbee’s academic preoccupations and 
turned him towards the study of the question of nationality as the basis of 
a future European settlement (Toynbee 1915c, 1915b).6 Toynbee’s successful 
attempt to avoid military service allowed him to move to London and offer his 
assistance to wartime propaganda: as an expert adviser to a special commission 
entrusted with the work of documenting atrocities and war crimes committed 
by the Germans in Belgium and by the Ottomans against Armenians (McNeill 
1990: 68; Toynbee 1917a; Toynbee 1917b; Toynbee 1917c; Toynbee 1917c).

Such publications were an integral part of Britain’s propaganda efforts 
directed at neutral countries, as well as the Ottoman east and, most 
importantly, the diaspora communities in the United States.7 Demonstrating 
the demoralisation of German soldiers and the ‘murderous tyranny of the 
Turks’, the propaganda sought to project an image of Britain as ‘the natural 
protector of small oppressed nations and the guarantor of national self-
determination’, with particular reference to the Armenian, Jewish and Arab 
communities (Renton 2007: 647). Thus, the ‘Near East’ was depicted as  
‘a landscape of oppressed nations’, whose origins could be traced back to the 
Orientalist and Biblical literature of the ancient East. Evidently, in the words 
of a historian of the British involvement in the Middle East, ‘nationalism, as 
per thinking of the time was the redemptive force that was to take Western 
Asia back toward civilisation’ (Renton 2007: 653). This attempt to create a 
version of ‘Asiatic Balkans’, as it was referred to in the British press (Renton 
2007: 666), relied on both the contribution of archaeologists and learned men 
with expert knowledge of the calibre of Martin Sykes and T.E. Lawrence and 
on the use of different kinds of visual imprints as instruments of propaganda.8 

6 Writing on Nationality and the War, Toynbee tried to think through the question of nationality 
in scientific terms. Deeply influenced by the psychological theories of Tarde and Bergson, he understood 
nationality as a ‘subjective psychological feeling’ at once elective and predetermined (Sluga 2006: 43). 
Toynbee’s vision of international order was largely based on the application of the principle of national 
self-determination, albeit in an evolutionary framework. His juvenile internationalism envisaged, in 
Sluga’s words, ‘a prototypical League of Nations […] modeled on the federalism of the United States, 
comprising of psychologically “mature” nations that could survive the psychological progress of the 
“backward countries” into nations’ (ibid. 43). 

7 On the question of British wartime propaganda, see Messinger 1992; Gregory 2008; Monger 
2012.

8 A few years later, at the Paris Peace Conference, Eleftherios Venizelos chose to start making 
his case for the territorial claims of Greece with a photograph of a sponge fisherman. The picture was 
put forward as evidence of the Greek historical and cultural rights in the region. 
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At the same time, publications of ‘historical records’ of the German atrocities 
in Belgium were replete with photographic depictions of destroyed houses, 
bombarded churches and hospitals. The written word, in the form of detailed 
first-hand accounts of murders and catastrophes, was complemented by images 
of empty streets, destitution and ruins (Toynbee 1917a; Toynbee 1917c). 

As the war progressed and British propaganda evolved, Toynbee found his 
place in the infamous Political Intelligence Department working as an expert 
on the affairs of the Ottoman East.9 In this capacity, he participated in the Paris 
Peace Conference as one of the many experts of the British delegation. During 
his short stay in Paris, Toynbee welcomed the news of his appointment as 
the first Koraes professor of Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, a position 
to which he had, somewhat ambivalently, applied after the encouragement 
and sponsorship of his father-in-law, the leading classicist Gilbert Murray.10 
Toynbee’s Philhellenic reputation and his extraordinary cognizance of the 
Hellenic world had appealed to the electors of the Chair, which was largely 
subsidised by the Greek state and the diaspora community of London (Clogg 
1986).

The title of Toynbee’s inaugural lecture, delivered in the presence of the 
Greek premier Venizelos, was indicative of the young historian’s ambitions: ‘The 
place of mediaeval and modern Greece in history’. Despite his disenchantment 
with regard to the descent of the Greek ‘race’ and the role of Byzantium in 
world history, Toynbee’s verdict upon contemporary Greece pointed to the 
role of the Greek state as a ‘land bridge’ between Europe and the Middle East 
and reserved for Greek statesmen the role of  administrators in the interaction 
between different civilisations in Asia Minor (Clogg 1986: 44; Cowling 1980: 
22–9). At the same time, Toynbee was fully aware of the challenges and the 
ultimate impossibility of the Greek occupation of Smyrna.11 This did not by any 
means deter him from travelling to Asia Minor to examine how the Greeks were 
managing their temporary mandate in the occupation zone of Asia Minor.

9 On the Political Intelligence Department, see Goldstein 1988 and Sharp 1988. 
10 Writing to his friend Robert Shelby Darbishire from Paris on 21 July 1919, Toynbee 

confided a sense of ‘mania’, a feeling of uprootedness and bewilderment that led him to a ‘dislike of 
the professorship’. The letter makes clear that at the time he was waiting to hear from another offer, 
although the nature of the offer is not clear (Peper 1987: 7).

11 Among the tasks he undertook was the drafting of a plan for ‘European Turkey’ and Smyrna 
together with Harold Nicolson. Their plan acknowledged both the strategic unsustainability of a 
Greek occupation of Smyrna and the risk of Venizelos’s electoral failure if Greek claims were to be 
denied. They professed to ‘cut the Gordian knot’ by giving the Greeks European Turkey only and 
internationalising the Straits. Nicolson added that ‘such a solution would at least have the merit of 
finality. All other solutions would entail trouble in the future’ (Nicolson 1945: 312). One month later 
the Greek army landed in Smyrna.
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Frames of war (I): an embedded journalist

Toynbee’s journey in the Near East reflects many of the intertwined trajectories 
of his career: an academic ‘philhellene’ studying history in the making; a historian 
looking for the proper foundation of a theory of history; a British scholar in public 
service; a firm internationalist with a belief in the prospects of the League of 
Nations; a freelance journalist for the liberal Manchester Guardian seeking a fair 
and balanced representation of the facts. His practical considerations were balanced 
by a theoretical enquiry into the foundations of history through a comparative 
empirical study of the Eastern and Western European civilisations, in line with his 
academic affiliation with King’s College London. His journey, reconstructed from 
his book on the Western Question, his diary, letters and dispatches may be divided, 
broadly speaking, into different phases. First, what might be labelled the Greek 
‘point of view’: his writings from Athens on the turbulent political affairs shortly 
after the electoral triumph of the anti-Venizelist camp in the November 1920 
elections; his observations from the Smyrna region with regard to the cultural and 
administrative achievements of the Greek administration; his writings from the 
warfront while embedded with the Greek army in early spring 1921.

The second phase of Toynbee’s journey may be loosely called the Turkish ‘point 
of view’. Joined by his wife Rosalind in Istanbul in the spring of 1921, Toynbee 
spent most of his remaining time documenting atrocities and attempting to build 
contacts with Turkish nationalists; his commentary on the fortunes of the war was 
increasingly perceived as ‘anti-Greek’. Thirdly, shortly before leaving for Britain via 
Istanbul on 16 September 1921, Toynbee revisited Smyrna and wandered through 
parts of mainland Greece, but this time his enquiries were met with widespread 
suspicion, if not outright hostility.

Toynbee’s first articles in the Manchester Guardian focused on the turbulent 
political situation in Greece after Venizelos’s defeat in the election of 1 November 
1920 and conveyed his deep anxiety about the future of the Anatolian campaign.  
With these concerns in mind, Toynbee boarded the SS Ismini on 26 January 1921 
and sailed to Smyrna, the first place east of Greece he ever set foot in. The Smyrna 
he viewed would bring to mind Toynbee’s earlier images of Piraeus: disorder, chaos, 
an unruly mob and a town in bad shape, badly lit, with a host of noisy coffee shops. 
Smyrna had a strange character, different from any other Greek city, which would 
make him cry out: ‘My God, the contrast between this and Athens is an advertisement 
for the Greeks or in any case for the success in taking the western inoculation. […] 
But, Toynbee added, ‘I mustn’t let myself be a Philhellene, for they are taking me up 
with a vengeance – [they] sent an officer on board to meet me…’.12 

Toynbee spent his first couple of months in the region of Smyrna in the 
company of officers and other Greek officials and he was frequently escorted 
by Greek soldiers enjoying a status very similar to what one might today call 
‘embedded journalism’ (Fig. 10.2).

12 Toynbee Papers, Box 53, Bodleian Library, Oxford.
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His commentary for the Manchester Guardian addressed the problem of what he 
took to be the ‘colonisation’ of Smyrna and the tensions rising from the forceful  
re-emergence of the Greeks, that brought dissonance in the otherwise harmonious 
co-habitation between the Franco-Levantine merchants and the ‘Turkish peasant’.13 
While acknowledging the dangers the Greeks brought to the cosmopolitan setting 
of Smyrna, Toynbee’s internationalism prompted him to advocate an enlightened 
administration, which would effectively resolve the ethnic tensions, turning 
Smyrna into a workable political unit. To that end, the Greek administration of 
Smyrna seemed adequate for this task.

From the ‘advanced outposts’ of the once thriving Greco-Roman civilisation, 
Toynbee did not fail to note the unique bonds of nature (the layout of the landscape 
and the natural environment) and culture (the characteristic idiosyncrasies of the 
local populations).  The heights of Anatolia, beyond Eski Sehir, were the furthermost 
‘natural limit’ of two cultural matrixes: a mysterious hyper-historical eastern ‘force’ 
and the west. These reflections and many other quasi-anthropological observations 

13 ‘The Smyrna Problem: Views of the Western European Colony’, Manchester Guardian, 28.02.1921.

Figure 10.2 Unknown photographer, A.J. Toynbee in Usak, 4 February 1921. 
Toynbee received the photographs from captain Dimotakis, his 
military escort

Source: Toynbee Papers, Bodleian Library Oxford
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about the virtuous character of the Greek Venizelist officers and the aspirations of 
the various Greek, Turkish and Levantine inhabitants were obviously informed by 
Toynbee’s expeditions in the interior of the Smyrna zone of occupation (Fig. 10.3).

The commanding officer of the second and third division, General Vlachopoulos, 
an ‘olding man with [a] little beard under his chin’, was a gentle ‘philosopher’ – a ‘type 
Anglais’.14 His and other neighbouring units were disciplined and well organised, 
thanks to their contact with the British in the Macedonian warfront and to their 
common fight against the Bolsheviks.15 Their manners were strikingly non-Greek:

They talk all kind of politics (not only their own party politics), read books (not only French 
novels), are interested in the economics of this country, in the Turkish peasantry and in the 
Byzantine and Ancient remains – in fact, I have enjoyed staying with them more than seeing 
the country – and that is saying a great deal.16

14 Toynbee Papers, Box 53, Bodleian Library, Oxford.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.

Figure 10.3 Unknown photographer, A.J. Toynbee in Usak, 4 February 1921. 
Toynbee received the photographs from captain Dimotakis, his 
military escort

Source: Toynbee Papers, Bodleian Library Oxford
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Toynbee was quick to notice the danger of becoming a ‘Venizelist’. ‘What is worse’, 
he wrote, is that ‘I seem to believe that an Englishman is a good sort of thing to be’.

Toynbee clearly did not fit in the military unit. His trajectory could not 
have been more different from that of T.E. Lawrence, whose reputation as 
‘Lawrence of Arabia’ is still a reminder of British imperial complicity and 
complacency. In fact, Toynbee had crossed paths with Lawrence at Oxford, 
but the two men followed very different directions: Toynbee chose the Greco-
Roman world, while Lawrence’s adventurous spirit brought him to D.G. 
Hogarth’s excavations in Arab lands. Both, however, shared a passion for 
international politics – a feature common among many young learned men of 
their generation who aspired to represent different peoples and cultures. 

Toynbee’s staged encounters with the Greek military personnel and 
the Greek inhabitants of the villages in the zone of occupation was at first 
‘tremendous fun’, but it also made clear to him his own sense of responsibility. 
A few days after his journey to Usak, in yet another village, Toynbee received 
‘the greatest reception’ he had hitherto been offered:  

Figure 10.4 Unknown photographer, Muslim women and children waiting to 
be evacuated at a quay somewhere in the Gemlik peninsula,  
c. May–July 1921

Source: Toynbee Papers, Bodleian Library Oxford
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I motored over [...] to a town called Kula to the north, with 3 or 4 thousand Greeks and they 
had got it into their heads that I was a sort of emanation of M.G. [Manchester Guardian]. 
When we got within about ¼ of a mile we saw crowds coming out with union jacks and 
Greek flags and I was marched through the town with a procession of school children behind 
me, the priest on one side, the chief merchant on the other and everyone shouting «Ζήτω η 
Αγγλία» [Long Live England]. They had hung carpets all along the road (it is one of the chief 
places where they make them) and I was taken to the school where I held a sort of a state 
reception.17

Unfortunately, no such picture survives in Toynbee’s archive. The only material 
from this time, the depictions of Toynbee’s visit to Usak and the regiments of the 
second division holding the south-eastern front, was taken by one of his military 
escorts, captain Dimotakis, and conveys a strange, almost uncanny feeling of 
non-belonging (Fig. 10.3). The second frame (Fig. 10.2), which, judging from the 
angle, must have been taken by someone on horseback, confronts the viewer with 
an odd type of mobility; it is as if Toynbee is racing towards the lens. Surrounded 
by soldiers in both cases, Toynbee stages himself photographically as a soldier 
too; only his watchful capacity singles out Toynbee from his companions – he 
remains the lone observer.

As his visits continued, Toynbee would very soon face the horrors of war. The 
immediacy of this experience surpassed his previous knowledge of documenting 
and inspecting countless photographs and testimonies of the atrocities on 
both fronts of the Great War. Reflecting on his experience in the battlefield, 
he unwillingly alluded to what Eduardo Cadava calls the ‘enigmatic relation 
between death and survival, loss and life, destruction and preservation, mourning 
and memory’ (Cadava 2001: 35). Confronted with the reality of war, Toynbee 
gradually became aware of what the photographic image of ruin and devastation 
bears witness to:

[…] a dead man is a dead man, and they are not nice to see. The sudden fixation of a violent 
movement, like an instantaneous photograph, is very dreadful – the only mercy is that they 
look so inhuman that you think of them as something like waxworks and forget that they had 
been men two days ago. There is something sinister, too, about the place where this is going 
on so that in a day or two you get to hate the hills and valleys […] What a wonderful man 
Tolstoy is - that account in War and Peace of the sensation in getting in touch with the enemy 
is just what one felt, though I only remembered it now that I am writing. The sinisterness and 
the fascination certainly increase into the same ratio when you get near to the place when the 
obscenity is going on [...].18

The parallel effect of the ‘sudden fixation’ of a violent movement to that of an 
‘instantaneous photograph’ displays a profound understanding of the photographic 

17 Toynbee Papers, Box 53, Bodleian Library, Oxford.
18 Toynbee Papers, ibid.
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snapshot. Toynbee compares the mechanics of war to the photographer, fixing an 
expression of pain and agony on to the dead man’s features. To him, the inhumanity 
of death removed all life from the human face, reducing it to a senseless mask. 
However, it is precisely the agony, the inhumanity of the face petrified even until its 
last convulsion that eventually detaches Toynbee from the photograph once more. 
He sees these men as wax effigies, as corpses ceasing to be human. The ‘mercy’ he 
invokes applies not to the victims of war, but to the spectator who is spared the agony, 
believing that these images no longer really depict human beings. Such reflections are 
likely to have informed his own collection of photographs of atrocities: they remain 
devoid of feeling and are to be scrutinised from the distance of the historian’s lens.

The military horror in Anatolia was different from the atrocities in the 
Western front of the Great War in that the conflict was seen as deriving from 
centuries of ‘abnormal social development’ and could be ‘cured’ only through the 
coordinated intervention of the Great Powers.19 Toynbee’s first-hand view of the 
military stalemate led to his realisation of what a potential victory of the Turkish 
national movement would mean. Toynbee’s political commentary stressed the fact 
that the Smyrna Zone was an ‘unworkable unit’ both from an economic and an 
administrative perspective. Instead, he proposed a confinement of the occupation 
zone to the frontiers of the former Vilayet of Aidin and the formation of a mixed, 
proportional administration under the political guidance of the Great Powers 
together with the non-Greek and non-Turkish populations of the region. The 
model for this idea was the pre-war Vilayet of Lebanon.20

Frames of war (II): agents of humanitarianism

Istanbul was the point of departure for another, more personal ‘war’ that the 
Toynbees found themselves waging: one against the ‘atrocities’ perpetrated by the 
Greek army and other irregular forces on the South Kios (Gemlik-Yalova) peninsula 
(Fig. 10.4). In the spring/summer of 1921 the Toynbees would become the voice 
of the slaughtered, suppressed and expelled that seemed to have jumped out of 
books, like those which Arnold Toynbee had composed, with particular care during 
the Great War, to the point of mental exhaustion. The victims, however, were no 
longer Christian populations caught in the web of the ‘blood thirsty’ and ‘barbaric’ 
Turk. This brought the reversal of a very powerful topos, upon which rested the 
presumption for the superiority of the European civilisation in the long nineteenth 
century (Rodogno 2012: 12).

19 ‘[The] true diagnosis of the atrocities might be that they were a prolonged epidemic to which 
the Near and Middle Eastern Societies were subject from the time when they lost their indigenous 
civilisations until they became acclimatised to the intrusive influences of the West’ Toynbee 1922: 
267 and Gill 2011:182. See also Toynbee papers and ‘The Greek front after the battle: a visit to the 
third division’, Manchester Guardian, 27.05.21.

20 ‘The Turk at home’, Manchester Guardian, 12.04.21.
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The atrocities in the Gemlik peninsula were not unprecedented in the 
broader Anatolian front, especially after the landing of the Greek army. 
Turkish populations had also facilitated the formation of bandit groups, 
similar to the ‘comitajis’, caught in a web of mutually destructive ethnic 
violence. With regard to this strategically important side of the front, the 
Greek authorities facilitated the formation of paramilitary groups and bandits 
operating in the Turkish villages. Looting, rapes and other atrocities intensified 
over the months following the gradual escalation of the conflict to a total war 
of systematic destruction (Toynbee 1922: 283–341; Llewellyn Smith 1999: 
373–5; Kostopoulos 2007).  

In Toynbee’s commentary, which was bound to cause a stir amongst both 
the Greek community of London and the Greek authorities, the ‘civilising 
mission’ of the Greek administration was depicted as devoid of any moral or 
political legitimation.21 He believed that such ‘brutal’ activities were awakening 
‘the subconscious of the primeval animal’ in persecutors and persecuted alike, 
making them appear one and the same. The Great powers had a moral duty to 
prevent ‘the transfusion of this racial war in the Middle East’.22

In a series of letters addressed to her family and especially to her father 
Gilbert Murray, Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford and one of the figureheads 
of the League of Nations movement in Britain, Rosalind Toynbee described an 
almost impossible reality in a highly symbolic language of colonial detachment:

All Christian populations, Greeks and Armenians alike, had somehow become  
anti-human. They had ghastly bestial faces as though they had been drinking blood; the 
whole crowd often seemed demoniac. It was something that Conrad would describe better 
than anyone else - as though all men were gradually changing back into wild beasts, only 
not clean untamed wild beasts but beasts that were obscene and unnatural, and beyond 
belief.23

Rosalind Toynbee’s testimonies inadvertently employ themes from the 
Christian iconography of suffering and bring to life scenes from her romance 
novels.24 When referring to Muslim women, who were forced to wait for days on 

21 ‘Greek Massacre of Moslems’, Manchester Guardian, 27.05.21, ‘The Greek atrocities at Yalova’, 
Manchester Guardian, 10.06.21, ‘Greek atrocities at Yalova’, ibid., 13.06.21, ‘Greek atrocities’. Ibid., 
14.06.21, ‘How Constantinople is “Controlled”’, Manchester Guardian, 01.07.21, ‘The Greek retirement 
and the atrocities’ Manchester Guardian, 21.07. 21, ‘The Greeks in Asia Minor’, Manchester Guardian, 
16.07.21, ‘The Greek censorship and Eastern Thrace’, Manchester Guardian, 19.07.21.

22 Toynbee Papers, Box 52, Bodleian Library, Oxford.  
23 Toynbee Papers, Box 50, Bodleian Library, Oxford. 
24 Rosalind Toynbee, née Murray made her debut in the Edwardian literary scene with her 

Leading Note in 1910. By the time of her conversion to Catholicism in the late 1930s, she had published 
five novels in total. In the 1940s and early 1950s she composed a series of religious tracts negotiating 
her conversion to Catholicism. 
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the quays to be evacuated, she describes them as ‘Italian Madonnas’ with their 
‘long blue draperies and white veils round their faces’ (Fig. 10.4). The dramatic 
climax of this scene invokes the ‘Madonna of the Rocks’, a ‘rocky promontory 
jutting out into the sea’ bearing on its highest point a weary, faceless picture 
of the Madonna painted on a rock, in which Carola, the heroine of Rosalind 
Murray’s The Leading Note (1910), took refuge to lament the departure of her 
‘eastern’ Russian lover. More than a decade later, ‘the Madonna on the Rocks’ 
found her true face in the plight of the uprooted Muslim women. This strange 
inversion – the Christians turn into blood-thirsty barbarians, while the Muslims 
ascend into divinity – explains Rosalind’s missionary zeal in forensically exposing 
the misconduct of the Greek forces. 

Among the many photographs concerning the Gemlik-Yalova atrocities 
there is one particular frame which exemplifies the (de)contextualising 
tendencies of the photographic act. To paraphrase Susan Sontag: ‘alter the 
caption and the children’s [mutilations] could be used and reused’ (Sontag 
2003: 9). Acknowledging that the caption is needed for a photograph to make 
sense as a historical document, one must also be aware of the many different 
frames on which a photograph may be operating (Fig. 10.5).25 The depiction of 
a mutilated child looking straight into the camera, demanding her truth be told 
has a timeless quality. This figure may serve as an illustration of all the suffering 
that needs to be publicised, although it should be noted, as Judith Butler has 
put it in another context, that  ‘even the most transparent of documentary 
images is framed, and framed for a purpose, carrying that purpose within its 
frame and implementing it through the frame’ (Butler 2009: 70).

For the historian, who aims at documenting what has happened, and 
the humanitarian, who provides relief, the caption offers much-needed 
contextualisation, as it is around the caption that the meaning of the photograph 
is developed. Or, as Sontag would have it, ‘while the image is an invitation to 
look, the caption, more often than not, insists on the difficulty of doing just 
that’ (Sontag 2003: 40). Rosalind Toynbee meticulously noted that this was the 
depiction of ‘a little girl from one of the burned inland villages whose whole 
lower jaw has been blown off by a bomb. Armenian “Chettis” did her village; 
descended on it during the day – they threw three bombs at them. The child’s 
mother was killed, her own jaw blown off, twenty people killed’.26 Thus, framed 
accordingly, the girl’s gaze serves as a testament to the unwarranted killing of her 
family and becomes a call for justice (Fig. 10.5). 

For the remainder of the summer of 1921, the Toynbees participated in 
a full-scale ‘humanitarian mission’, which was followed by an allied Inquiry. 
They participated in more than five missions of the Red Crescent on board of 
the Gul-i-Nihal offering relief, coordinating evacuation attempts, searching for 
suffering populations, taking testimonies from witnesses, gathering names of 

25 Cf. Azoulay 2008: 20–23.  
26 Toynbee Papers, Box 53, ibid. 
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the missing, as well as recording personal stories and narratives of atrocities.  
Toynbee’s earlier aim to observe the treatment of minorities in Asia Minor 
had turned into a fully-fledged humanitarian mission. The ruins of the ravaged 
villages were further disconnected from the remnants of a glorious past; 
they were, rather, the remains of an odious present. History was no longer 
understood as ‘the study of scenery or sites’ but, rather, as ‘an insight into people’s  
character’.27

27 Toynbee Papers, ibid. 

Figure 10.5 Unknown photographer, Child from Pazarkeni mutilated by bomb 
thrown into house by Armenian Chettis, c. May–July 1921

Source: Toynbee Papers, Bodleian Library Oxford
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Conclusion: the missing photographs

Other than relief work, the Toynbees spent the summer of 1921 in Istanbul 
among their western friends, strengthening their newly established relations 
with merchants and members of the ruling class of what would soon become 
the Turkish nation-state. Arnold wished to monitor the ways in which ‘the 
European governors of eastern lands’ treated ‘the educated natives’.28 At the 
same time, he became increasingly critical of British foreign policy and argued 
for a new rapprochement with France, which would bring peace and secure the 
interests of both countries in the changing landscape of the Near and Middle 
East. 

After leaving Istanbul in September 1921, on his way to Italy, somewhere 
in Bulgaria, Toynbee experienced an apocalyptic vision of his theory of history, 
which was first and foremost to be a history of civilisations. This was one 
of the many apocalyptic visions of Toynbee, the prophet. From the hills of 
Constantinople to the battlefields of Anatolia and from the villages of the 
Smyrna region to the Gemlik-Yalova atrocities, Toynbee’s intuitive vision 
stripped the landscape of its materiality transforming it to a site for the  
re-enactment of past historical dramas. And the source of light was in the 
‘West’, for it was the West casting its shadow over the rest of the world. Yet 
the national ‘awakening’ of the non-western world marked the gradual erosion 
of the civilisation in the West:

The non-Western societies are oppressed by our chilly shadow, while we are resentful when 
they assert their individuality. This is partly what arouses our animus against the Turks and 
the Russians. They do not fit into our Western scheme, and so it bothers us to be reminded 
of their existence. At the same time, our lack of interest in them … is probably a sign of 
well-being in our own society. So long as a civilisation is fulfilling its potentialities and 
developing in accordance with its genius, it is a universe in itself. Impressions from outside 
distract it without bringing it inspiration, and it therefore excludes them as far as possible 
from its consciousness. But no civilisation has yet found the secret of eternal youth, still less 
of immortality.29
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