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Modern Greek Studies 
Program at University 
of Michigan a Success 

By Evan C. Lambrou 
Special to The National Herald 

NEW YORK - In any given semes
ter, fully one in ten students at the 
University of Michigan in Ann Arbor 
are taking at least one Greek-relat-

" ed class, according to Vassilis Lam-

� bropoulos, C.P. Cavafy Professor of 
..- Modem Greek at the University. 

Michigan has some 30,000 stu
dents, pr. Lambropoulos said, so 
that means roughly 3,000 of its stu
dents are taking courses in Greek 
history, philosophy, art or literature 

,• - ancient, Byzantine or modem - at 
any given time during the regular 

' academic year. 
:! I ', ! "Of our 30,000 undergraduates, 
Y ' ' in any given semester, roughly one 

in ten takes a Greek class of some 
kind - Ancient, Byzantine or Mod-

,j �m. That's how popular Greek is , 
here. That's a stunning number," he 
told the National Herald. 

Michigan's Modem Greek Stud
ies Program falls under the auspices 
of two of the Universit}'s depart
ments, Classics and Comparative 
Literature, but even within the 
framework of the larger depart
ments, the Program still enjoys con
siderable leeway in terms of formu
lating a curriculum and teaching 

, courses Dr. Lambropoulos and his 
colleagues think ought to be taught. 

"We can chart our own course, 
and basically do whatever we like. 
But we are accountable, not only to 
our department and to our adminis
tration, but to our students. Ameri
can students vote with their feet. If I 
offer a class that I hap en to like, · 

:--�but 1�uf p rip eral or miligina 
interest, then I can end up with an 
empty class. On the other hand, if I 
manage to engage the interests of 
18-22-year-olds in Greek culture in 
a way that is relevant to them, then 
my classes are full," he said. 

Michigan's MGS Program has 
three core faculty members - two 
fulltime professors and one fulltime 
lecturer - and six affiliated faculty 
members who teach courses related 
to contemporary Hellenism, he 
said. 

"Our program benefits from the 
fact that we are housed in a large 
Classics department - one of the top 
three in the country, in fact - so our 
students have access to Ancient 
Greek and many other related 
courses, so we don't need to worry 
about covering anything before 
1750," he said. 

The Program offers more than 
12 courses per year, he added, and 
students can both major and minor 
in Modem Greek Studies. 

"Currently, there are 14 majors. 

Continued on page 5 

The Natio al H� 
A WEEKLY GREEK AMERICAN PUBLICATION EE>NIKOE KHPYE www.thenati�arne, r.ranm",.,...,conT1TTn----

d 

he St ady Re 

ch ms 
o Op New 
alki School 

• 

r 

April 19, 2008 

t·on of Three e 

Aff 

Ran gos 

$1.00 GREECE: 1.75 EURO 

t 
e 



THE NATIONAL HERALD, APRIL 19, 2008 COMMUNITY 5 

Modern Greek Studies Program at University of Michigan a Thriving Success 
Continued from page 1 

'I'wo thirds of them are of Greek her
itage, and one third is non-Greek. 
This semester, we have 380 stu
dents for all the classes we teach. 
That number is spread out over six 
courses," said Dr. Lambropoulos, 
who is teaching a course on Greek 
American culture this semester. Last 
sem�§ter, he taugi)t "Greece in 

'Fih,n" and "Ideas of Rebellion in 
Modem, Tragedy," a graduate-level 
course comparing and contrasting 
Nicos Kazantzakis with various con
temporary Gree�, as well ,as some 
noQ;Greek, playwrights. , 

The core requirements• for a de
gree in Modem ,Gieek. Studies in
clude thre!! years (six courses) of 
Mod.em Greeif. language; one 
�o,urs� on Greek -American culture; 
a course on, travel literature in 
Greece; 11 c0t1rse on Greece. in film; 
and a course on the city of Athens. 

Fe;>� their.enrichment, MGS ma
jors are also .free tq take various re
lated courses which the Classics De
partment and MGS Program recom
mend or help them choose, he said 
(e.g., courses on Balkan history 
with an emphasis on Greece, or a 
course in Mediterranean anthropol
ogy, again with an �emphasis on 
Greece). , 

Dr. Lambropoulos himself teach
es three courses, two in the fall and 
one in the spring. "I would teach 
two and two, if not for administra
tive responsibilities," he said, not
ing that he is in charge of the Pro
gram's outteach efforts. 

"We operate simultaneously as a 
small academic unit, but also as a 
cultural center.· We organize lec
tures,. talks, conferences, concerts, 
exhibits - you name it. Many of the 
events are open to the public; 
events that target both the town 
and the gown," he said, citing a re
cent lecture on the GreekJewish ex

·perience by noted surgeon from the 
University of Illinois in Chicago, 
Mimis Cohen, which. was attended 
by more than 100 people. 

WHY GREEK STUDIES? 
Why major in Modem Greek 

Studies, and what can somebody do 
with an MGS degree? 

"It's a curriculum which can pre
pare one for a diverse array of fields 
he or she may wish to enter after
wards. What does somebody do 

nation-building process taking 
place in the 1820's and 1830's and 
afterwards, and it's called Greece," 
he said. 

"There was a leftist-communist 
experience in Greece. We under
went decades of Cold War because 
there was an experiment in hot war, 
and that was the Greek civil war. So 
we can point to Modem Greek his
tory and say that Greeks, conscious
ly or unconsciously, alone or with 
others, have been experimenting 
with all these things. And as we dis
cuss these ideas today, we can point 
to many examples in Greece's re
cent history to examine them. You 
want to talk about federalism, look 
at what Rigas Phereos (considered 
one of the forefathers of the Greek 
Revolution) was proposing during 
the Greek enlightenment before the 
Greek Revolution," he said. 

"So it's worth reading someone 
like Salman Rushdie ('The Satanic 
Verses') . .It's worth reading some
one like (2006 Nobelist) Orhan Pa
muk. And it's worth reading Greek 
fiction, as well," Dr. Lambropoulos 
added. "Today's Greek author -
who writes poetry, short stories, 
novels, plays and so on - has access 
to the language of Homer, Plato and 
the New Testament; Makrigiannis, 
Seferis and Romanos the Melodist. 
That he can draw from this reposi
tory is absolutely stunning." 

Completing a degree in Modem 
Greek Studies at Michigan also 
shows that one has engaged a cul
ture and civilization with a tumul
tuous history," he said, "and that 
means you can discuss just about 
anything, and have an ongoing con
versation with the human predica
ment. 

So Greek Studies at Michigan is 
worth pursuing for all those rea
sons, he said. And for Greek Ameri
cans, in particular, it not only helps 
them get in touch with their roots, it 
also helps them take a rational ac
count of their cultural heritage. 

"For Greek Americans, it is very 
helpful in their process of self-dis
covery. There is probably no Greek 
American student on campus who 
does not take at least one Modem 
Greek class, and the sense of valida
tion is immense. They connect with 
their heritage much more powerful
ly as a result. They rediscover what
ever it was at home that looked and 

Professor Vassilis Lambropoulos, C.P. Cavafy Professor of Modem 
Greek at the University of Michigan, says Modem Greek Studies are 
alive and well in Ann Arbor. 

with an English major? These ma
jors are all part of a liberal arts cur
riculum. They don't train you for a 
specific job. They offer a broad, hu
manistic training of the mind for 
any kind of job that you may want 
to do now or later in life," he said. 

"People who major in Computer 
Science don't necessarily work in 
that field. They might work for a 
bank or pursue another path entire
ly. By and large, American universi
ties have abolished the idea that 
four years of college prepare you for 
something specific. They prepare 
you to be an American or global cit
izen of the 21st Century. And the 
way the economy is going, what a 
college graduate ends up doing is so 
unpredictable that, if you know 
how to read, write and think criti
cally, that's more than enough 
preparation," he added. 

What is it that people really need 
to know about Modem Greece in 
order to feel invited to study the lit
erature and history of Modem 
Greece, he was asked? 

Greece is the crossroads of many 
civilizations, East and West, and is 
the crucible for where people exper
imented with major modem ideas, 
Dr. Lambropoulos explained, ideas 
like nation-building. 

"One thing we always say - and 
it is worth repeating - is that Greece 
is at the crossroads of so many civi
lizations, languages, faiths and cul
tures. If you go to downtown 
Athens today, you will see a China
town there. From antiquity until the 
present day, Greece through the 
centuries has been a test case for 
new things - some good, some 
bad," he said. 

"We emphasize that Greece was 
the first European nation-state to 
emerge in history. Beyond what we 
say about the Greek Revolution and 
our fight for freedom in 1821, 
Greece is an incredible nation
building experiment. There are na
tion-building efforts in Iraq today, 
but there was an earlier, fascinating 

sounded foreign or backwards, and 
find it is now an object of serious 
academic study. And it all begins to 
make perfect sense. They look at 
what once seemed strange, and re
alize there is an actual context to it," 
he added. 

Dr. Lambropoulos was born and 
raised in central Athens, in Metak
sourgio near. Omonia Square, in 
1953. His parents still live there. He 
pursued his undergraduate studies 
at the University of Athens, where 
he studied Byzantine and Modem 
Greek Literature, and then received 
his doctorate from University of 
Thessaloniki in Modem Greek Liter
ature. 

Dr. Lambropoulos then spent 
two years at University of Birming
ham in England for a post-doctoral 
fellowship (1979-81), and elected 
to pursue an academic career in the 
United States. He first came to U.S. 
in 1981 and took a position, a Mod
em Greek professorship, at Ohio 
State University. He spent 18 years 
at Ohio State, and went to Ann Ar
bor after the University of Michigan 
established the Cavafy chair in 
1998. 

The Cavafy chair, named after 
the famous modem Alexandrian 
Greek poet who was deeply inter
ested in Hellenism in the Diaspora, 
was the result of efforts made by the 
Greek American community and 
Philhellenes in the Detroit area. It 
was spearheaded by a group called 
the Foundation for Modem Greek 
Studies, a tax-exempt organization 
established to facilitate fundraising 
efforts for creating the chair. 

COMMUNITY-WIDE EFFORT 
The Cavafy professorship, which 

started in 1998 with the first of 
three $250,000 annual install
ments, is a unique project because 
the money for the chair did not 
come from a single major donor. It 
was a community-wide, grassroots 
initiative. 

"Greek Americans and their 
friends in this area put their hands 

in their pockets, collecting $5 here 
and $10 there. It is now fully en
dowed, which means it will exist in 
perpetuity," Dr. Lambropoulos said. 

The University of Michigan then 
solicited Dr. Lambropoulos to fill 
the chair, reaching across the bor
der to Columbus from Ann Arbor, 
yet another instance reflecting the 
traditional rivalry between the 
Wolverines and the Buckeyes. 

Dr. Lambropoulos is married to 
Artemis Leontis, a third-generation 
Greek American who is also his col
league in Greek Studies at Michi
gan. Dr. Leontis earned her Ph.D at 
Ohio State 'and is now coordinator 
of the MGS Program at Michigan. 
Dr. Lambropoulos and his wife have 
a 20-year-old daughter, Daphne, 
who is currently studying Biology 
and Anthropology at Michigan. The 
Lambropoulos family attends Saint 
Nicholas Church in Ann Arbor. 

Dr. Lambropoulos said it was im
portant to him to pursue an acade
mic career in the U.S. because he 
thought the American educational 
system has more to offer, and is 
more flexible, than European ones. 

"Most American professors whb 
came from Greece, nearly all of 
them, came to this country for grad
uate studies, and then after com
pleting their dissertations, chose 
the American academic system over 
the Greek one. Their exposure to it 
was through their graduate experi
ences here. I'm the rare exception of 
someone who simply looked at the 
American educational system and 
intellectual scene'from afar, and re
alized that it was more exciting and 
inspiring than the Greek and Euro
pean systems," he said. 

"So I decided that I wanted a ca
reer in this country because I be
lieve the American university is a 
very interesting place to work, and I 
also think that there have been 
many interesting developments, as 
well as innovative and provocative 
exchanges of conversations and 
ideas, in the field of Humanities 
over the last few decades here. We 
are constantly debating something 
new and different, so you have a 
sense of openness, challenge and 
change," he added. 

Asked whether he misses Greece 
at all, Dr. Lambropoulos said he 
goes back often enough, and is suffi
ciently immersed in the life of the 
Greek American community, as well 
as in his own professional responsi
bilities, that he does not miss it. 

"I go back every summer. I have 
maintained close contacts with col
leagues, artists,. writers and many 
others in Greece's intellectual, acad
emic and cultural circles. In a sense, 
I never left t:Jie Athenian_ cultural 

- and intellectual scene that I knew 
when I was younger. So basically, I 
don't ntiss Greece because I am for
tunate have a very Greek life in 
this country. I have a Greek wife. We 
have a daughter. I teach Greek. I am 
surrounded by many successful 
Greeks in the area. And I have 50 
Greek colleagues on campus in all 
departments, many of us immi
grants," he said. 

Dr. Lambropoulos said he also 
works with Greek Studies chairhold
ers at other institutions across the 
country, as well as with colleagues in 
other departments and other mod
em languages at Ann Arbor. 

The MGS Program's focus on 
Modem Greek can be viewed as a 
narrow one, however, and does not 
include Byzantine Studies, which 
covers a major gap in the continuum 
of Hellenism between the Classical 
and Modem periods. 

Many people associate Hellenism 
with Classical times, and fail to un
derstand that Hellenism did not end 
with the Golden Age of Pericles, so 
one can argue that the lack of proper 
insight on Byzantine history is part 
of the reason why U.S. foreign poli
cy on Turkey and the Balkans is so 
problematic. 

That being the case, shouldn't be 
more Byzantine Studies chairs also 
be established, Dr. Lambropoulos 
was asked, and can Modem Greek 
Studies programs morph into joint 
programs in which both are taught? 

''The problem is there," he said, 
and efforts have been made to reach 
out to the Byzantine Studies com
munity. 

"They are brilliant scholars. They 
have mastered many languages and 
cultures - Byzantium was a multi: 
cultural society - and they know 
their area inside-out. But they are 
often caught up in their own sphere 
of expertise, so we need to try and 
bridge the gap," he said. 

"We certainly need a greater de
gree of collaboration. Last fall, we 
reached out to our Byzantine Stud
ies colleagues and organized a two
day symposium on iconoclasm in 
the Byzantine Empire and today," he 
added. 

Asked weather he thought the 
creation of more · Greek Studies 
chairs would ultimately help make a 
difference in persuading policymak
ers to look at things from another 
perspective and change their ap
proach, Dr. Lambropoulos said, 
''The creation of more positions will 
only help the cause." 

One of the problems with estab
lishing more Greek Studies chairs, 
however, is that sometimes the 
wrong professors get chosen to fill 
them. 

''That's a risk we have to take," 
Dr. Lambropoulos said. 

But when Michigan first solicited 
him, it was at least in part because 
the Detroit-area · community had 
some knowledge of him, and were 
corresponding with the University's 

Professor Vassilis Lambropoulos, C.P. Cavafy Professor of Modem 
Greek at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, with his wife, Pro
fessor Artemis Leontis, center, and their daughter Daphne. 

administration about him, and oth
ers, as appropriate candidates for 
the Cavafy professorship. 

"The community gave the admin
istration many names. One very im
portant thing that the Greek Ameri
can community in Ann Arbor did 
was, as soon as they started the cam
paign - if not before - they ap
proached Modem Greek scholars 
around the country and said, 'Look, 
we are business people. We don't 
know where to start. We don't know 
the way a university operates. But 
you are academics. Tell us how it's 
done. Tell us who is out there.' And 
in their letterhead, they listed ( emi
nent Greek American scholars) like 
Van Coufoudakis and John Iatrides 
as advisors," Dr. Lambropoulos said, 
and University took all those things 
into consideration. 

GREECE AND GREEK 
AMERICAN EXCHANGE 

Asked whether the academic sys
tem and institutions of higher learn
ing in Greece are of any assistance 
to Greek Studies programs state
side, Dr. Lambropoulos said there is 
some measure of "reciprocity'' and 
loose exchange on an "ad hoc ba
sis," but that there are no active ex
change programs between Greek 
and American universities because 
the state-run system in Greece is al
most diametrically opposed to the 
U.S. �st;_em, w_!:iic;h �rmits all col

'\eges and universities ·'a much 
greater degree of autonomy. '" 

"Institutionally, Greek universi-

ties do not have slots for American 
students. It can not be done under 
the present circumstances. And the 
reason is strictly practical. You have 
two extremely different systems. In 
Greece, you have state-run universi
ties. So whatever they do, they have 
to report to the Ministry of Educa
tion, and it's a centralized system. 
That's the usual European motto. 
Then you have the other extreme -
our case - which is completely de
centralized. Whether state or pri
vate, every campus has complete 
autonomy in America. So the two 
systems operate very differently. 
Mechanically, the two systems 
speak two different institutional 
languages," he said. 

But in the last 30 years, Dr. Lam
bropoulos added, he has observed 
"tremendous improvements"' in re
lations between Greeks on both 
sides of the Atlantic. 

"We communicate more often, 
and we understand one another 
better. It's partly because of the In
ternet, but there are also other fac
tors - like the growing confidence 
of the Greek American community, 
which can now embrace its Greek
ness with real pride, rather than feel 

·embarrassed about it. As we move 
into the third and fourth genera
tions, Greekness is increasingly be
ing viewed as an asset," Dr. Lam-
.br�oulo5 said!" ,:.>JJG.. ;, 

.,,_, 'On ilifljfe!!k Sia�, their 'exffif: 
sive, land-lllfsed sehse of' what 'is 
Greek is changing. A few years ago, 

immigrants were viewed as 'Greeks 
abroad.' I'm an expatriate Greek, 
but my wife in an American citizen, 
so she is not a 'Greek abroad.' She 
was born in the United States. Now, 
everybody is using the word 'Dias
pora.' That's a major philosophical 
change. Greeks in Greece now ac
cept that they happen to be 10 mil
lion Greeks in Greece who are also 
part of the global Greek Diaspora. 
So that's an interesting change on 
their part," he said. 

"Now you even have all· these 
programs on Greek television about 
Greeks in the Diaspora. Up until on
ly ten years ago, the only image 
they had of the Greek outside 
Greece was the Greek emigr.ant. 
Now, it's sinking in that somebody 
can be perfectly Greek, and not· be 
an emigrant," he added. 

Can>somebody be Greek without 
knowing the Greek language, Dr. 
Lambropoulos was asked? 

"Being Greek is for whoever real
ly wants to be Greek. Those of us 
who are in constant contact with 
the yoanger generations' wimess 
the most fascinating things. We see 
John Smith, the kid who has never 
been to Greece -who can't even say 
'geia sou' - 'come to class and say, 
'I'm one eighth Greek.' Consider Jef
frey Eugenides, • who ' won the 
Pulitzer· Prize· for 'Middlesex.' He 
does not speak the language. But I 
want to say he is as Greek as I am. 
He is ohe eighth Greek, and he won 
the Pulitzer with his second novel, 
which is the saga of a Greek family 
from Smyrna to Detroit. And tlfat, 

. to him, was a process of self-discov-
ery - through his art - of what ulti
mately would become hisl main 
identity. I'm fascinated by all these 
young people who are part Irish or 
part Indian or what ·have you, and 
yet choose to identify with their 
Greek heritage," he said. 

There are other Greek American 
scholars who argue that the m�st ef
fective way for people to preserve 
Hellenism in America is for people -
Greeks and non-Greeks alike - to 
embrace the Greek Orthodox faith 
and religion. 

"That's true, but we also have 
people_ who come to things Greek 
because of the great literature, mu
sic, poetry, art and so on. And sever
al proponents of Hellenism today, 
who almost couldn't care less about 
Greece 10-20 years ago, have expe
rienced transformations, some
times even because of their chil
dren's interests, and they just love 
Greece today. As we have under
gone these conceptual and philo
sophical changes together, the right 
technological improvements also 

>came into the pictu're;· arid we now 
havea-wOrR!erful_ s01i.v� 1ieffce, �f 
the Greek American "rul:H1'F!e'llai:ltt: 
minds," Dr. Lambropoulos said. 




