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Europe and the Cultural Politics of Mediterranean Migrations 

Abstract 

 This dissertation is a study of the representation of Mediterranean migrations in literature, film, 

and visual art. Through an analysis of a critical selection of creative works that respond to specific events 

of forced Mediterranean migration from antiquity to the present day, the dissertation examines 

displacement as a narrative, ethical, and aesthetic framework that bears testament to Europe’s 

longstanding interconnectedness to its southern and eastern Mediterranean neighbors. From ancient myths 

of Mediterranean displacements that have become foundational narratives of European civilization; to the 

less studied case of displacement of Europeans to the Middle East during World War II; the internal 

displacement of the Greek and Turkish populations of the Mediterranean island of Cyprus after the 

island’s division in 1974; and the recent refugee influx to Europe as it has been represented in 

contemporary film and visual art; the different events of forced Mediterranean migration examined put 

Europe’s 21st-century refugee question in a broader historical and cultural context, revealing different 

political, cultural, and geographical imaginaries of Europe.  

 Through an interdisciplinary analysis that combines literary criticism with methods from visual 

studies, history, cultural geography, anthropology, as well as political theory, this work contends that the 

first-hand experience of displacement has an effect on both the form and the content of literary and 

artistic works. This gives rise to an epistemology of displacement that offers new strategies of reading, 

writing, looking and interpreting, which inevitably resists dominant historical and political narratives that 

perpetuate North/South, West/East binaries. In light of the growing inadequacy of Euro-centric models of 

knowledge production to reflect on today’s world and the mass migrations that will continue to define it, 

this study proposes one possible way in which the humanities can think about fixed geopolitical and 

cultural categories through the moving, provisional perspective of the displaced. This model can be 

complemented by, applied, and adapted to other shared and contested geographical regions in the world, 

and the migrations that they give rise to. 
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INTRODUCTION. 

THE LITERARY GEOGRAPHIES OF MEDITERRANEAN DISPLACEMENTS 

 

 In the past three years, more than ten thousand people lost their lives trying to cross the 

Mediterranean Sea to get to Europe. No longer just ‘the cradle of civilization’ or a sunny tourist 

destination, the Mediterranean has become the symbol of Europe’s moral and political predicaments: a 

site of life and death, rescue and neglect; a frontier and a vulnerability. Asylum seekers crossing the 

Mediterranean have been perceived in a similarly ambivalent, and polarizing way: they are as much 

‘terrorists’ as they are ‘vulnerable’ humans fleeing war and persecution; equally perceived to be the 

catalysts of the European Union’s downfall, as well as the very people that the European Union has a 

responsibility to protect.  

 This curious dynamic reflects a broader pattern in the relationship between the variously defined 

cultural and geographical constructs that we refer to as ‘Europe’ and ‘the Mediterranean’. The 

Mediterranean Sea, after all, has long acted as the geographical embodiment of a paradox at the heart of 

Europe: on the one hand, Europe strives to separate itself politically and socially from its southern and 

eastern Mediterranean neighbors by using the sea as a border. On the other hand, Europe relies on the 

Mediterranean as a connector for much of what it defines as ‘European’ cultural heritage.1 Arguably, the 

idea of ‘Europe’ – or at least the broad range of concepts associated with the term – would not be what it 

is today had it not selectively appropriated aspects of the millennia-long history of various parts of the 

Mediterranean littoral. In today’s increasingly xenophobic political climate, it’s easy to forget that the 

Mediterranean, and Mediterranean migrations, have actually shaped and defined what is now widely 

referred to as European culture and European thought.  

                                                   
1 Often described using the composite term ‘Greco-Roman, Judeo-Christian’. 
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 This dissertation is a study of how Mediterranean migrations are represented in literature, film, 

and visual art, including how migrants represent themselves. It examines displacement as a narrative, 

ethical, and aesthetic framework that demonstrates Europe’s interconnectedness to its southern and 

eastern Mediterranean neighbors, by analyzing a selection of creative works that respond to specific 

events of forced Mediterranean migration from antiquity to the present day. These include ancient myths 

of Mediterranean displacements that have become foundational narratives of European civilization, such 

as the story of Europa and the bull; the less studied case of displacement of non-Jewish Europeans to the 

Middle East during World War II;2 the internal displacement of the Greek and Turkish populations of the 

Mediterranean island of Cyprus after the island’s division in 1974; and the recent influx of refugees to 

Europe following the Arab Spring. The different events and itineraries of forced Mediterranean migration 

analyzed in this dissertation put the most recent refugee crisis in Europe in a broader historical and 

cultural context, revealing different geographical imaginaries of Europe. Taken together, they also offer 

an opportunity to compare the different ways in which migrants and refugees, from various backgrounds 

and times, chose to represent their experience of displacement, and how that experience changes the form 

and structure of their artistic output. 

 Events of displacement in the Mediterranean are practically limitless. For this reason, the 

dissertation focuses on case studies from different historical periods that involve the Greek world in one 

way or another, but always in a rigorously comparative, Mediterranean context. Greek culture occupies a 

particularly liminal position in the constitution of Europe as a cultural construct, being at once central to 

the concept of European cultural heritage, particularly through Greek antiquity, but perceived as 

‘peripheral’ to the modern project of the European Union, both in terms of its geographical location and 

its most recent financial predicaments. The complex relationship of Greece to Europe and the European 

Union was made evident with the influx of refugees in the country, especially from the summer of 2015 

                                                   
2 Dubbed a ‘reverse’ migration (Tharoor), in comparison to the routes taken by asylum seekers and 
migrants from the Middle East and Africa to Europe this past decade.  
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onwards, which showed the European ‘periphery’ to be of central, even existential, importance to the 

European project.3 Greece can thus be said to exemplify what literary scholar Panagiotis Roilos refers to 

as the ‘para-marginal’, a term describing a situation, quality or subject (collective or individual) that is 

‘neither entirely marginal nor entirely central, neither entirely “other” (or sensationally exotic) nor 

entirely “us” (or naturalized)’4 (Roilos, “The European ‘Animal Farm’”). As a point of departure for this 

project, modern Greece (as well as the broader Greek world in its various geographical manifestations 

throughout the centuries) offers fertile ground for a targeted, yet comprehensive study of different types 

of Mediterranean migrations, as well as the different liminal imaginaries of Europe that the artistic 

representations of migration produce. 

 We tend to study migrants and refugees as statistics. But when we study them as narrators, as 

artists, as filmmakers, their work allows us to challenge the ways we understand history, geography and 

ethics, forcing us to look at what we consider to be established facts and received knowledge from a 

moving, provisional perspective. As a result, this dissertation contends that the representation of 

displacement in literature, film and visual art offers a form of resistance to monolithic historical and 

political narratives that perpetuate North/South, West/East binaries. Responding to the growing 

inadequacy of Western, Euro-centric models of knowledge production to reflect on today’s world, the 

study of displacement in the Mediterranean, and its formative relationship to the concept of Europe, 

provokes radically new strategies of reading and looking, which can be applied to and complemented by 

                                                   
3 This applies equally to Italy and other countries the territories of which include the EU’s external coastal 
boarders. For an eloquent analysis of the ‘central’ importance of the ‘periphery’, see Balibar’s essay ‘At 
the Borders of Europe’ in the 2004 collection We The People of Europe? 

4 Roilos elaborates on the definition of the para-marginal (παρα-περιθωριακό) as follows: ‘The concept of 
the para-marginal … refers to situations, qualities, individual or collective subjects that are found neither 
at the center of an ideal or idealized whole, nor outside of its periphery, nor even at its very border. On the 
contrary, the para-marginal (neither precisely central, nor precisely marginalized) describes a situation 
that is quite complex, since it is only partially acceptable, and only partially rejected, in contrast to the 
blatantly marginal, which is by definition expendable, rejectable’ (“Η Δυναµική του Παρα-
Περιθωριακού” “The Dynamics of the Para-Marginal”, translation is my own). 
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studies of other such liminal spaces that cast issues of race and ethnicity; belonging and citizenship in 

sharp relief. 

 

‘Mediterranean’: Sea, Region, Definition, Conundrum   

 Whether there is a cultural unity that corresponds to the broader geographical or ecological unity 

of the Mediterranean region has been a matter of debate among Mediterranean Studies scholars since the 

French historian Fernand Braudel’s landmark work on the region.5 According to a popular view, with the 

end of the ancient world, the ability of historians to retain a unifying vision of the Mediterranean space 

has faltered (Burke 907). This ‘faltering’ has provoked a rich corpus of scholarly work that spans the 

fields of history, archaeology and anthropology. From claims that the ‘Mediterranean’ is not only hard to 

pin down as a category or culture area, it is often also conducive to stereotyping and orientalist othering 

(Herzfeld, “Practical Mediterraneanisms” and “The Horns”); to the conceptualization of the 

Mediterranean as a site of micro-regions defined by connectivity and mutability (Horden and Purcell), 

scholars have found different ways to grapple with the analytical conundrum posed by the Mediterranean 

Sea and its surrounding lands. Certain disciplines – like that of literature – have rarely attempted to take 

up the category of ‘the Mediterranean,’ precisely because of its multivalent, elusive nature, and the fact 

that it inevitably involves a broad range of cultures, languages and artistic traditions (Kinoshita, 

“Medieval Mediterranean Literature”).6  

 What’s more, the ‘death’ of the Mediterranean as a scholarly framework (Ben-Yehoyada 9) – 

especially in the modern world – has been pronounced time and time again, with geographical and 

analytical categories such as ‘Europe’ and ‘the Middle East’ considered more robust and relevant (Horden 

                                                   
5 La Méditerranée et le monde méditerranéen à l'époque de Philippe II [The Mediterranean and the 
Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II] (1949).  

6 Literary studies that refer to the Mediterranean tend to spring from national literature departments and 
are mostly preoccupied with specific authors that lived or traveled to the Mediterranean (see Villa; 
Thaniel) or with the Mediterranean landscape in national literatures (Pagano); or addressing colonial/post-
colonial themes and frameworks, such as ‘francophone’ and ‘anglophone’ (Talbayev).   
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and Purcell).7 From the 18th century onwards, Europe turned to the Atlantic for expansion (Pomeranz 25), 

while colonialism divided the Mediterranean Sea into two allegedly monolithic blocs of Christians and 

Muslims (Burke 908), a geographical imaginary that is still alive and well today, and the boundaries of 

which roughly coincide with those of ‘Europe’ and its southern and eastern ‘Others’ respectively. The 

growing trend of ‘nation-states’ sea-shunning consolidation’ (Pamuk and Williamson 4) in the 20th 

century meant that a region that used to be a paradigm of cosmopolitanism and connectivity in antiquity 

was relegated to north-western Europe’s periphery (Pomeranz 24). Another reason why the 

‘Mediterranean’ might have dropped out of fashion, so to speak, is political: by the late 20th century, 

Europe stopped being materially invested in the Mediterranean other than as a site of package tourism 

(Hazbun; Daskalaki), and a zone of securitization (Vasconcelos et al).8 In light of this Eurocentric 

approach to the Mediterranean, it is no surprise that instead of a ‘tri-continental hub where cultures 

converge’ (Burke 908), scholarship has focused on the sea as a boundary. The Mediterranean as a shared 

space was considered appropriate enough as a concept only in the context of an ancient or medieval past, 

where geopolitical powers could aspire to span the sea’s north and south, east and west coasts. 

 The tragic fate of thousands of migrants crossing Mediterranean waters in the wake of the Arab 

Spring, however, showed one way in which the Mediterranean continues to be a shared space and a 

converging point for three seemingly distinct continental categories. In the summer of 2015 alone, more 

than a million asylum seekers reached Europe (), most of them by crossing the Mediterranean. The 

unprecedented influx of such a large number of non-European refugees and asylum seekers to Europe – 

particularly throughout the Syrian civil war – put the modern Mediterranean front and center in the 

                                                   
7 Horden and Purcell, authors of the truly formidable work of history titled The Corrupting Sea, phrase 
the problem as follows: ‘outside the long and various traditions of geographical thought…the 
Mediterranean has not obviously suggested itself as a single area of investigation… far less worth 
studying as a collectivity than is Europe or the Middle East…’ (15). 

8 It is worth noting that the Schengen Agreement, signed in 1985, which safeguarded freedom of 
movement for European citizens, came at the cost of more restricted borders between the European and 
non-European Mediterranean coasts, in effect ‘outsourcing’ border control for the EU’s external frontier 
to North African countries.  
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modern European collective consciousness. The humanitarian crisis unfolding on the waters and coasts of 

the Mediterranean drew mainstream political, media and artistic attention to the sea, marking it as a 

unitary, if contested and over-determined, space in the ‘European’ and ‘non-European’ imaginaries. This 

demonstrated, quite forcefully, the continuing relevance of the Mediterranean to Europe as a zone of 

undeniable connectivity among Mediterranean territories that have been consistently branded as ‘Other’ 

to Europe. More than any other event in the history of the so-called ‘inland sea’ from the 20th century 

onwards, then, the influx of refugees and asylum seekers to Europe in the wake of the Arab Spring called 

for a renewed, and reconfigured conceptualization of the Mediterranean in our contemporary world.  

 Responding to the moral and political paroxysms that the so-called refugee crisis in Europe 

sparked, this dissertation project began as an attempt at a working definition of ‘the Mediterranean’ that 

could be used within the field of Comparative Literature. Prompted by the wide use of the term 

‘Mediterranean (my emphasis) migrant crisis’9 by the media during the summer of 2015, I began thinking 

about whether the phenomenon of displacement wasn’t itself producing a Mediterranean space that could 

form that very analytical and spatial framework for a cultural study of the literature and art of migration, 

and whether this literature of migration, defining as it does a ‘shared’ Mediterranean space, could form 

the basis for a larger project of ‘Mediterranean literature,’ conceived as literature in the Mediterranean as 

opposed to an over-reductive project on the literature of the Mediterranean.10 The ‘hole in the doughnut’ 

(Purcell 17), an expression used by critics of The Corrupting Sea to refer to the Mediterranean Sea as a 

dead zone, turned out to be neither ‘hollow’ nor ‘empty’ nor ‘uninhabitable’: during the summers of 2014 

– 2016 particularly, it was full of life, and full of death. Displacements that happened across the water 

were undoubtedly ‘Mediterranean events’, something that also tied the present ‘crisis’ with the 

                                                   
9 The media quickly shifted their terminology to the more widely used ‘European migrant crisis’, 
demonstrating the a term still in use at the time of writing, despite the much lower number of asylum 
seeker arrivals in 2017 and 2018. 

10 I borrow this distinction from history and anthropology, that have long debated the analytical and 
disciplinary ramifications of that prepositional change. 
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innumerable crossings that have defined the history of the Mediterranean Sea and its surrounding 

continents for millennia. Furthermore, the space produced as a result of the millions of Mediterranean 

crossings in the wake of the Arab Spring was not merely rhetorical. The barrage of media representations 

of Mediterranean crossings that reached millions via television and the Internet (see Georgiou and 

Zaborowski) focused attention on the sea itself, with packed refugee boats, coasts strewn with lifejackets, 

even dead bodies washed ashore making up a large part of the crisis’ visual vocabulary. This meant that 

‘the Mediterranean’ was taking shape first as a literally fluid no-man’s (or everyman’s) land, where the 

geopolitical boundaries between Europe and its southern and eastern Mediterranean neighbors blurred, 

before it ‘expanded’ into its meaning as a littoral and a European ‘periphery’. Where other critics are 

‘essentially concerned with what happens on land rather than on the surface of the sea itself’ (Abulafia 

xxv), this dissertation takes ‘the surface of the sea,’ and the sea’s metonymic power, as its starting point 

and anchor. 

 A spotlight on the Mediterranean as a space created by crossings meant a renewed attention to 

geography, since the flow of people into Europe by both land and sea demonstrated the constructed nature 

of geopolitical boundaries, which the sea facilitated. When I say geography, I don’t just mean the physical 

features of the environment that people live in. I mean also the metageographies produced by 

hegemonical arrangements of space into continental and other such categories. Defined by geographers 

Lewis and Wigen as ‘the set of spatial structures through which people order their knowledge of the 

world: the often unconscious frameworks that organize studies of history, sociology, anthropology, 

economics, political science, or even natural history’ (ix), metageography is a major component of 

epistemology, demonstrating how the ways we talk about geographical space are inextricably tied to 

specific cultural, political, and social frameworks. In this context, the Mediterranean, and Mediterranean 

displacements, become an excellent prompt for the study of limits and the way people ‘regionalize’ the 

world, which in turn defines each person’s metageographical understanding, ultimately underpinning her 

knowledge.  
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Mediterranean Literatures  

 While linguistic diversity and the disciplinary arrangement of literary studies around the national 

framework are both credible, if not entirely satisfactory, reasons for the big lack of contribution to 

Mediterranean Studies from the field of literary criticism (Kinoshita “Mediterranean Literature”) a study 

of literature that primarily challenges the ways Europe and the Mediterranean have been pitted against 

each other is necessary not in the least because it has been instrumental in creating the arbitrary 

opposition between the two. One of the rare references to literature in Horden and Purcell’s landmark 

historical inquiry on the Mediterranean is a reference to the so-called ‘Romantic Mediterranean’: the 

imaginary constructed by Northern Europeans that began visiting and writing about the Mediterranean 

Sea and its surrounding coastlines in the 1700s. According to Horden and Purcell, these travelers 

effectively created the most potent dichotomy between the two ‘regions’ - the North/South divide - that 

has been consistently activated whenever Europe seeks to extricate itself from the Mediterranean 

politically and culturally. This is only a relatively recent, if formidable, example of how literature has 

shaped various understandings of the Mediterranean, its relationship to its surrounding continents, and the 

cultural associations of geographical categories. One only has to think of Homer’s epics, and the 

oppositions therein developed between Greeks and Trojans, West and East; or the Greek historian 

Polybius’ account of how the Romans came to build their empire, by defeating the Carthagenians, until 

then the region’s major naval power, following a drawn-out conflict arranged along a North/South axis; or 

even Shakespeare’s Othello, where the Eastern Mediterranean is synonymous with the threat of the 

‘Grand Turk’, nodding to a division of the world along a Christian/Muslim dichotomy.  

 If literature has been complicit in shaping our perceptions of space and politics, it also has the 

power to destabilize them and offer alternative ones. The Mediterranean, after all, as a site of crossings 

and tensions between Europe, Africa and Asia, has long served as an imaginary and physical site for 

narratives that highlight the negotiability of identity and regionality – the way we chose to arrange and 

define geographical space. Many elements of Europe’s ‘Mediterranean’ provenance in terms of heritage, 

often referred to as the ‘Greco-Roman, Judeo-Christean’ traditions, which have in common their 
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Mediterranean locale, are constituted by narratives of migration and displacement. Take, for example, the 

nostos (return journey) narratives of Odysseus and Aeneas, or the foundational narrative of the Jewish 

Diaspora. The texts mentioned above – Homer, Polybius, Shakespeare – equally bear testament to the 

Mediterranean as a contact zone and a site of exchange, even as they affirm powerful cultural 

dichotomies.11 Other texts, such as The History and Description of Africa (16th century) by Johannes Leo 

Africanus, born al-Hasan ibn Muhammad al-Wazzan al-Fasi, feature stories of cross-continental travel 

and religious conversion. An Andalusian Muslim displaced to Fez with his family as a boy, the adult Leo 

Africanus was captured by Christian pirates, presented as a gift to Pope Leo X, converted to Christianity, 

learned Italian and Latin, taught Arabic in Rome, then eventually returned to North Africa. According to 

some accounts, Leo Africanus converted back to Islam before his death.  

 The field of literature, then, is awash with texts produced in or about the Mediterranean that 

challenge existing cultural and geographical dichotomies. In the 2014 Companion to Mediterranean 

History, Sharon Kinoshita claims that ‘literary studies as currently configured are ill-equipped to explore 

certain kinds of texts and issues,’ including ‘Mediterranean literature,’ primarily because of the national-

literature focus of academic departments (“Mediterranean Literature” 314). As Iain Chambers argues, ‘to 

concentrate on the question of cultural crossovers, contaminations, creolisations and historical memories 

[that the Mediterranean offers] reveals a stark absence, even structural failure, in local critical 

vocabulary…’ (“The Mediterranean: A Postcolonial Sea” 425). A study of literature that ‘anchors’ itself 

in the Mediterranean, then, seems to be an opportunity for an interdisciplinary reconfiguration of literary 

studies, as well as ‘a project of reterritorialization’ (Kinoshita, “Mediterranean Literature” 314). Since it 

                                                   
11 Some examples of contact/exchange in the ancient Mediterranean world include the fact that there was 
an Etruscan equivalent of Odysseus called Utuzde (Malkin, Small, Greek World 17); and that the Romans 
only became a naval power in response to the Carthagenians’ superior maritime experience. One could 
take this a step further and claim that the Romans and Carthagenians had to ‘learn’ from each other in 
order to remain competitive against one another. In a remarkable ‘exchange’ of each power’s established 
skills (Carthage was a naval power, Rome a land power), Hannibal, the famed Carthagenian general, took 
to the mountains to reach Rome, while the Romans took to the seas in order to defeat their North African 
enemy. A direct result of the contact/conflict between the two cities? 
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follows that a study of ‘Mediterranean literature’ must also interrogate Europe as a category, not only is 

this a fruitful line of inquiry to follow with regards to disciplinary boundaries in the academy, today’s 

political context actually demands it.  

 The change that is required is methodological: the geographical, theoretical and disciplinary 

frameworks within which literature is studied needs to shift away from ossified continental or geopolitical 

categories (i.e. how literature falls within a ‘national’ project’s self-fashioning) and should constantly 

interrogate terms such as ‘citizen’, ‘national’, ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee,’ pushing against the legal 

definitions of these terms, which, as I will demonstrate in the following pages, hinder a broader 

understanding of the phenomena they partially describe. This shift is necessary for literary studies (but 

also the arts and humanities in general) to be able to take on the texts and artworks resulting from more ad 

hoc ‘spaces’ and identities, such as the ones produced by Mediterranean displacements. ‘Mediterranean 

literature’ as the literature of Mediterranean displacements, then, is also a project of constant 

epistemological reassessment and redefinition.   

 Indeed, where forced migration specialist Nicholas van Hear lists ‘three types of thinking’ about 

refugees, namely in the social sciences, the world of policy and practice, and popular, vernacular or 

everyday thinking about refugees (3), I am concerned with a fourth type: that of literary and artistic 

representation of refugees and forced migration. Literature and art are in a privileged position to broaden 

our understanding of forced migration thanks to their ability to convey more than just ‘the facts’. This 

very element makes them an indispensable component of human history, which must involve the study of 

the irrational as well as the rational (Abulafia xxxi); the fictional as well as the real, and reminds us that 

‘epistemology’ need not be synonymous with ‘scientific positivism’, national borders, or immobility. If it 

is true that in poetry, literature and the arts in general, ‘we are less disposed to manipulate things or 

reduce them to our own technical-scientific, quantitative frames of reference’ (Heidegger, “Building 

Dwelling Thinking” 344), then cultural, literary or artistic studies of forced migration (not just limited to 

the Mediterranean) are especially important, since as I hope to show much of our ‘technical-scientific’ 
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frames of reference are contingent on geographical and cultural taxonomies that are completely upended 

by the circumstances of forced migration.  

 

Displacement: Itinerary and Space 

 The double quality of displacement (displacement as trajectory across space, and displacement as 

production of space12) could justify a cultural study of Mediterranean migration that would be less 

concerned with the origins or destinations of the displaced, less concerned with reaffirming a strictly 

continental, land-based schema of the world, and more concerned with their journey and their 

movements, with the topos of the sea. Such a shift in focus would make the Mediterranean – as a medium 

of movement – the center of developments in Europe today, and not its inconvenient periphery. This 

perspective builds on Braudel’s legacy, especially his question of ‘the extent to which the movement (my 

emphasis) of boats, packed animals, cars and people themselves, make the Mediterranean one; and, from 

a certain point of view, make it uniform despite its local resistances’ (57), as well as Horden and Purcell’s 

assessment that what is Mediterranean is an ‘exceptionally high degree of connectivity’ (10). The most 

recent influx of refugees from non-European countries into Europe via the Mediterranean demonstrates 

that this connectivity persists even in a modern world in which hegemonic geographical understandings 

sustain the impression of Europe as totally separate from its southern and eastern Mediterranean 

neighbors. 

 It is not so much that the Mediterranean is rendered unitary through the networks that emerge as a 

result of asylum seekers crossing the Mediterranean: but it is rendered shared, not necessarily 

indefinitely and in the exact same way always, but at least for those moments of crossing, by radically 

different stakeholders. These include not just the asylum seekers or other migrants arriving on boats, but 

also the coast guard officials that rescue them, the smugglers that send them off, the European Union 

                                                   
12 I use this phrase in the sense inaugurated by French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre in his 
work of the same title, with its implications of the unity of mental, social and lived space. 
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Member State that will act as their first point of entry, and the countries where they will eventually settle, 

if they manage to do so. The mere occurrence of these events in the past years – not to mention their 

frequency – justifies a contemporary study of the Mediterranean that takes the crossing as its site and 

symbol, and as the basis for a comparative study with other moments, and other types, of forced 

Mediterranean migrations. One possible definition of ‘Mediterranean’ literature and art, then, could take 

its parameters from the shared experience of a Mediterranean crossing, the very act that renders the sea 

itself shared, both between different ‘non-European’ nationalities, and between ‘non-Europeans’ and 

‘Europeans’.  

 In the ‘shared space’ model that I prioritize in this dissertation, it is not necessary nor is it 

desirable to impose a cultural unity, or a harmonizing discourse, in order to talk about events of 

displacement, that are often contentious and polarizing. The project will demonstrate how the wide range 

of cultural and geographical imaginaries produced by displacement denote neither a space of total 

commonalities, nor of clear-cut dichotomies between Europe and the Mediterranean, including the Middle 

East and Africa. Instead, by looking at the literal and figurative implications of the geographical 

contiguity of Europe and the Mediterranean, it will use metonymy as an analytical structure to show how 

each geographical category partakes of the other, in different ways, depending on circumstance.  

 This objective shares many qualities with anthropologist Naor Ben Yehoyada’s goal of 

demonstrating the potential of ‘transnational processes’ beyond the frequently used dichotomy of the 

local/national versus the global: ‘the transnational needs to be neither global nor cosmopolitan, and 

should not be confused with either. On the contrary, transnational constellations like maritime regions 

deserve to be studied on their own terms—that is, by reconstructing how they attain and lose their 

palpability as the scales and substance of political relations between the local and the global’ (20). The 

innumerable itineraries of displacement (contemporary or historical), which involve both movement and 

stasis-in-movement (refugee camps), act as such ‘transnational constellations,’ that resist hegemonic 

arrangements of space and cultural categories.   
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 The journey of displacement is, after all, a major component of the contemporary visual art being 

produced in response to the recent European refugee ‘crisis’ (see Khalili; Ai Weiwei; Scheffner)13 and 

was a large component privileged by journalists in the first-hand accounts of refugees in the media and in 

non-fiction books published as the crisis was unfolding.14 A focus on Mediterranean migrations is then a 

focus on how displacement shapes and creates space, instead of the other way round. This model accepts 

that each refugee and migrant journey, depending on its particular circumstances, will produce a distinct 

metageography, which cannot be completely identical to any other. The sheer complexity of the most 

recent wave of refugees via the Mediterranean to Europe, including its demographics (Syrians, Iraqis, 

Afghans, Eritreans, Libyans, women, men and children alike), its multiple routes and causes (the Syrian 

conflict, the state of Afghanistan, the collapse of Libya, the political situation in Eritrea, Somalia and 

Yemen) make it so hard to even begin talking about the so-called ‘crisis’ as one thing,15 that the delimited 

physical spaces over which it unfolds offer a useful entry point, particularly for a comparative, 

interdisciplinary cultural study of displacement such as this one.  

 The point of departure for the theoretical and methodological approach of this dissertation, then, 

responds to a question that Ben-Yehoyada asked himself while conducting field work in Sicily and 

Tunisia: ‘what did all that have to do with the Mediterranean, apart from the fact that it was all happening 

right at its center?’ (7). This dissertation contends that when it comes to events unfolding in 

Mediterranean waters, on Mediterranean islands, on boats sailing on Mediterranean waves, the answer is 

already in Ben-Yehoyada’s question: they have to do with the Mediterranean, because they all happened, 

and continue to happen, right at its literal and conceptual center: on the surface of the sea itself. The 

                                                   
13 Art historians and film critics have noted this shift as a ‘migratory turn’ (see Mathur; T. J. Demos) in 
both genres. 

14 See McDonald Gibson; and Kingsley.  

15 A displaced person from Syria will have a different metageographical understanding of the world than a 
Polish citizen, or a French expat in London; she will also have a different metageographical 
understanding from a displaced person that crossed the Mediterranean to get to Europe from Yemen or 
Libya.   
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political, ethical and even aesthetic repercussions of this change of focus are significant, especially in a 

world where forced migration as a mass phenomenon is on the rise. Such ‘reterritorialization’ implies a 

reconceptualization of displacement in a way that resists the categories that have shaped it in politics and 

international law, including the term ‘refugee,’ the over-legalistic nature of which led to Hannah Arendt’s 

devastating identification of the ‘human’ with ‘the citizen’ (in her 1949 article “The Right to Have 

Rights”, and developed in Chapter 9 of The Origins of Totalitarianism); as well as the concepts of ‘land’ 

and ‘property’, which Judith Butler has demonstrated as being at the heart of humans’ vulnerability to 

dispossession (Dispossession 206).  

 In the short literature review of Mediterranean Studies above, it is clear that most scholarship 

looks at the Mediterranean from Europe, and that it privileges Europe over the Mediterranean:  

By preferring Europe over the Mediterranean as a spatial category, anthropologists opted for a 
political imagination that was made of a lineage of discrete spatio-political entities and cultural 
identities, not of structural relationships. The deconstruction of the Mediterranean, or of its 
anthropological concept at the very least, was begotten together with the reconstruction—indeed, 
the reaffirmation—of Europe (Ben – Yehoyada 23). 

 

Contrasting ‘spatio-political entities and cultural identities’ with ‘structural relationships’, Ben-Yehoyada 

echoes a long-standing trope of differentiation between the continent and the sea, which takes on 

analytical and methodological implications. How could a project about Europe from the Mediterranean 

take shape? How would it contradict the geopolitical map, and the metageographies of our current system 

of regionality? What would it mean to look at Europe from the fluid centrality (Chambers, “The 

Postcolonial Sea” 425) of the ‘middle sea’, the most topical representation of which is the forced mass 

movement of people?  

 

Defining Displacement 

  Hegemonic metageographies that distinguish Europe/the West from ‘the rest’ (which the 

Mediterranean Sea inevitably undermines) are at the heart of the terms ‘refugee’ and ‘citizen,’ which is 

why methodological components from cultural geography play an exceedingly helpful role in this 
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dissertation. The current refugee regime, including the term ‘refugee’ itself and its associated rights and 

protections, was instituted in the aftermath of World War II, as the Cold War began to gain steam. As 

Alexander Betts and Paul Collier demonstrate in their 2017 book Refuge, this international legal regime is 

decidedly Eurocentric. Intending only to apply to people in Europe, the 1951 Geneva Convention on the 

Status of Refugees was created to deal with the targeted persecution of Jews and other groups in Eastern 

Europe, which by the end of the 1940s had fallen behind the Iron Curtain. In 1967, ‘in a classic instance 

of Eurocentrism, a convention explicitly focused on state persecution of individuals in postwar Europe 

was applied globally and permanently … without modification’ (Betts and Collier 5).16 

 Analyses that take the definitional dispute about the terms ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’ as carrying the 

substance of the debate on migration and refuge in 21st-century Europe spend valuable energy on a 

constructed differentiation that was intended for a much more limited geographic and ethnic scope than it 

is being used for today. Yet the hold of this difference is still strong, not just in political and media 

discourse, but among academic scholars and researchers as well, often underlined by the implication that 

the plight of refugees is fundamentally and essentially different from that of other people migrating. This 

directs scholarly attention (especially in the social sciences) towards analyzing the legal and political 

regimes that control these narrow definitions, especially focusing on their distinctiveness. I am not 

suggesting that people fleeing violence should be considered in the same way as people moving for the 

sole reason of economic betterment. The terms, however, with which each study deals in have normative 

and institutional ramifications, and it is important to bear in mind what is being missed by taking the use 

of such established categories for granted, and what may be gained by introducing terms that broaden the 

concerns usually associated with the topic of migration. In a notable example of such ‘broadening’, 

Nicholas van Hear, Deputy Director of the Center of Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS) at Oxford 

University, insists that there is a benefit of studying refugees within the broader frameworks of ‘forced 

                                                   
16 ‘Unsurprisingly, several of the countries that provide the main havens for refugees – notably those in 
the Middle East and Asia – have not signed it, believing it not to fit the realities of refuge in their regions’ 
(Betts and Collier 5).  
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migration’ and ‘mobility’, disagreeing with his colleagues, who argue that studying refugees under the 

disciplinary banner of ‘forced migration’ belittles their plight (“Forcing the Issue”). Van Hear’s argument 

is based on the need for looking at the broader structural components of the state of displacement, which 

pertain to much more than just a (largely broken) legal status.  

 How can we pay special attention to people who flee unlivable conditions (in contrast to migrants 

who move for economic benefit) while also acknowledging that the current definitional and legal test that 

divides ‘migrants’ and ‘refugees’ is failing? This question is particularly significant in a cultural study of 

migration such as this one, which introduces questions around the ethics and aesthetics of representation, 

and deals with discourses that are less ‘utilitarian’ or ‘functional’ than those of policy and political 

science. Betts and Collier have reframed the matter at hand in a convincing way: today, less people are 

fleeing individual, targeted persecution, and more and more people are fleeing generalized violence in 

fragile states. As a result, ‘the pertinent underlying phenomenon today is displacement (my emphasis), 

not refuge’ (Betts and Collier 15).  

 Bearing the above in mind, in this dissertation I have chosen to use the term ‘displacement’ to 

describe the state of forced movement from one’s homeland to somewhere else. As a scholar of literature, 

film, and visual art, my main concern is the experience of forced movement as the circumstance and 

subject of literary and visual artistic representation, and particularly the ways in which the experience 

produces alternative metageographies. ‘Displacement,’ with its inclusion of ‘place’, the implication of 

movement (distance covered), as well as the express connotation that its result is someone being moved 

from their ‘right’ place, is a much more apt, and more inclusive, term for the purposes of this project. At 

the same time, ‘displacement’ also preserves the signification of problematic mobility that the term 

‘migration’ (as opposed to ‘travel’, ‘movement’, or ‘mobility’) holds,17 part of the distinction between 

                                                   
17 ‘People have always moved, and human movement is only contingently constituted as an object of 
investigation and a problem for policy. Not all mobility is subject to scrutiny, but ‘migration’ already 
signals the need for control and in public discourse is often raced and classed’ (Anderson, “Where 
Next?”). 
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‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’ that renders the former undesirable compared to the latter from the perspective of 

a host society, pointing to such movement as problematic from the perspective of the person moving also, 

albeit for different reasons.  

 With its privative prefix (dis-), one that could also denote opposition and distance, there is a 

violence inherent in displacement, with the term bridging, by definition, both one’s ‘proper’ place and 

one’s ‘new’ place. Sustaining this double spatial awareness is well-suited to the geographical interest of 

this dissertation, and its goal of demonstrating the production of alternative cultural and geographical 

imaginaries (or metageographies) as a result of forced migration. While this work could contribute to the 

broader, relatively new field of Mobility Studies, it does not concern itself (theoretically or content-wise) 

with voluntary migration or travel. Its main focus is works that represent human movement arising from 

war, violence (generalized or targeted), persecution; when human movement is a result of conditions at 

home becoming unlivable,18 in accordance with British-Somali poet Warsan Shire’s influential line that 

‘no one leaves home unless / home is the mouth of a shark’. 

 More relevant than whether the people arriving to Europe via the Mediterranean are migrants or 

refugees, this dissertation seeks to study the ‘mode of being’ that is produced in the desperate process of 

fleeing one’s home and of crossing the sea, a mode of being that is accompanied by a resulting mode of 

knowing. This I call the ‘epistemology of displacement’. The study of the literary and artistic products of 

displacement aims to reveal the matrix of that mode of being and knowledge, by examining how the 

experience of displacement shapes the formal choices of authors, artists and filmmakers representing the 

first-hand experience of displacement; and how these choices contribute to alternative, non-Eurocentric 

geographical understandings of the world. The Mediterranean, as a literal and a figurative space, is an apt 

setting for the development of this epistemology.   

 

                                                   
18 This could also apply to environmental migration, or migration resulting from natural disasters, but 
these fall outside the scope of this dissertation.   
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Narratives of Mediterranean Displacements 

 All refugees have stories. These could be stories of the Syrian civil war; of fleeing ISIS in Iraq; 

stories of running from Boko Haram in Nigeria; stories of conscription and a crumbling political order in 

South Sudan.19 But for the millions braving the sea routes to Europe, they are also stories of 

Mediterranean crossings. This is evident from the vocabulary that began to dominate the popular 

understanding of the so-called European refugee crisis, especially from the summer of 2015 onwards: 

‘people smugglers’, ‘refugee boats’, ‘coast-guard’, ‘shipwrecks’, ‘drownings’.20 Tiny island spaces were 

put on the ‘map’, as it were, of the European consciousness: Lampedusa, Lesvos, Samos.  

 An excerpt from the story of Ahmad, a 35-year-old man from Syria who was interviewed at 

Idomeni, in the north of Greece, in the summer of 2016, is exemplary of how central the narrative of the 

Mediterranean Sea crossing is in the first-hand experience of displacement of the most recent refugee 

wave to Europe: 

… About fifty people got into each boat, whereas the smuggler had told us he would put only 
thirty-five people in a boat and we knew that the maximum capacity of the boat was thirty-five 
people. After we got aboard one of the smugglers started the motor and told one of the passengers 
he had to steer to the island. The passenger was a young man of no more than twenty-five who 
had never steered a boat in his life and suddenly he was in control of the lives of fifty passengers 
on the boat. The young man set off with us and the boat almost capsized half an hour into the 
journey. The women and children started screaming in fear and because of the dark. That trip was 
the most difficult on our journey to the paradise of Europe. The men on the boat tried to calm 
down the people who were frightened and some of them prayed to God to take us safely to the 
Greek island. When we reached territorial waters, a Turkish coastguard ship approached us and 
asked us to stop and get on board their vessel. But we prevented the man who was steering from 
stopping, for fear we would go back to Turkey and they would put us in prison. The coastguard 
tried to make a hole in the boat and sink it, but they couldn’t because of the waves. Then they 
tried to stop the motor by throwing ropes at it, but we kept the ropes away from the motor. It was 
a very difficult and frightening situation, and when we reached Greek waters, that boat retraced 
its steps. Then we saw the teams from the humanitarian organizations waiting for us on the beach 
and pointing out a good place to land through lights in the distance. That miserable journey had 
taken three hours … (Emmerich and Trabalik) 

                                                   
19 For an excellent non-fiction account of the stories and routes of refugees, and the impact they had on 
European Union politics, see Kingsley.  

20 This list gree further to include ‘hot-spots’, ‘refugee camps’, ‘closed borders’, ‘detention centers’.  
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 The jam-packed boat; the smuggler’s deceit; the absolute lack of control over one’s situation 

(exemplified both in the ‘young man’ tasked with stirring the ship, and the rest of the passengers that are 

helpless to contradict the smuggler); the metageographical association of Europe as ‘paradise’; the actual 

moment of contact and/or conflict with a policing vessel; the relief upon arrival: these are experiences 

shared by many; and they turn into narrative tropes that represent forced displacement as experience and 

knowledge, a kind of knowledge that is not entirely historically contingent. In many ways, the sea journey 

transcends temporal boundaries: ‘this is a sea that patiently recreates for us scenes from the 

past…locating them under a sky and in a landscape that we can see with our own eyes’ (Braudel, Memory 

and the Mediterranean 3).  

 Works of literature, film, and visual art that represent Mediterranean displacement offer an 

understanding of Europe from a moving perspective. This is in sharp contrast to what I call a grounded, or 

continental, perspective that assumes the world’s geopolitical and cultural arrangements to be set in stone, 

and which has defined a more purist vision of Europe. It is not at all accidental, then, that migrants 

crossing the Mediterranean are often described, and describe themselves, in liquid terms. They come in 

‘waves’; they ‘seep’ through borders; they are, to borrow the title from Ai Weiwei’s documentary on 

migration, a Human Flow.  

 The condition of forced displacement offers an epistemology that is radically different to that of 

the safeguarded, stationary ‘citizen’. Consider this diary entry by Greek poet and diplomat George 

Seferis, who was displaced in the Middle East during World War II: ‘One can almost see them: they start 

off sailing in their little boats from Attica or the Greek islands; they arrive in Turkey; they make their way 

to Egypt; and their color changes, it becomes more like ours. What happens? What made them different 

over there? What changes them here?’ (Days IV 226). The gradual transformation described by Seferis is 

not just a metaphor. As migrants move across the international waters of the Mediterranean, they leave 

behind the certainty of a well-defined legal status. They are transformed from citizens into political 

asylum seekers. They must confront the new places they encounter through this changed lens, unable to 

fall back on modes of knowledge that were valid on home ground.  
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 At the same time, refugees and migrants are agents of change: they carry the transformation that 

they undergo as a result of being uprooted into the very spaces that they arrive at. Characteristically, 

French political theorist Étienne Balibar uses movement to describe the effects that the refugee ‘crisis’ 

has produced in the European Union: a ‘vacillation de cadre’ ‘vacillation of the framework’ and 

‘tremblement de l’identité’ ‘shaking/trembling of identity’ (“Europe et Réfugiés” 154). The displaced do 

not just move themselves; they ‘move’ their host societies too, whether in terms of affect, social relations, 

or political developments; on the individual as well as the collective level. They render both identities and 

geographies much more fluid than official cartographies and dominant political discourses show them to 

be. 

 Ahmad’s story, then, is also a story of the Mediterranean Sea: it connects Ahmad, and all the 

refugees and migrants arriving to Europe, to a millennia-old history of mass movements across the 

Mediterranean (see Batolini, Comer, Meharry and Zoh), as well as a long tradition of artistic and literary 

representation21 of migration in and across the Mediterranean from antiquity to the present.22 This 

dissertation invokes a small fragment of that tradition.  

 

Chapter Outline 

 The main thesis of this dissertation is that displacement is the primary characteristic of the 

diachronic relationship between the Mediterranean and Europe, and that in fact, Europe as a cultural 

construct has been, and continues to be, variously constituted through its relationship to Mediterranean 

                                                   
21 I include fictional, non-fictional, and poetic representations of migration here. 

22 The potency of this connection is well illustrated by the references to Homer’s Odyssey in book titles, 
articles, and films about the refugee crisis in the recent years. The New Odyssey by Patrick Kingsley 
(2016); Children of the Mediterranean: The Odyssey of the Unescorted Refugee Children by Giota 
Tsarmpopoulou (2016); Lauren Collins, “The Children’s Odyssey” (New Yorker, vol. 93, 2017); John 
Psaropoulos “A Syrian Refugee Family's Year-Long Greek Odyssey” (The New Athenian, 2017). This is 
part of a longstanding trend to use the term ‘odyssey’ in titles of works addressing refugee crises. Some 
examples include: The Hundred-Year walk: An Armenian Odyssey by Dawn Anahid MacKeen (2016); 
Crossing the River Kabul: An Afghan Family Odyssey (2017) by Kevin McLean; Balkan Odyssey by 
David Owen (1997); A Baltic Odyssey: War and Survival (1995) by Martha von Rosen. 
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migrations.23 The experience and/or representation of displacement produces different literary and artistic 

forms, with the displaced subject’s provisional, and mobile, positionality expressed in the ethical and 

aesthetic choices exemplified by each work. When it comes to displacement across the Mediterranean, 

these artistic works offer a worldview from the perspective of the displaced, which, like a world view 

from the moving, fluid site of the Mediterranean, can help us think about both Europe and the 

Mediterranean in new ways. The dissertation thus contends that representations of displacement, and the 

different metageographies they produce, entail an epistemology that undermines the taxonomic categories 

of Enlightenment Europe. By extension, offering a much broader, and malleable, definition of what 

constitutes ‘Europe’, the ‘Mediterranean’ works analyzed in this dissertation also demonstrate the limits 

of the European literary and artistic canon, both in terms of what it has traditionally included and the logic 

that has governed the processes of exclusion that constitute it. 

 In the chapters that follow, I flesh out a fuller (if non-exhaustive) picture of the epistemology of 

displacement as it emerges in a selection of literary and artistic works from antiquity to the present day, 

which feature various itineraries of displacement, and as a result, produce various ‘Mediterranean spaces’. 

What do these works tell us about Europe? What do they tell us about the Mediterranean spaces they 

(re)create? What can they teach us about displacement, as the defining bi-lateral (structural) relationship 

between the two? And finally, what can they tell us about the role of literature and the arts in general, in 

moments of political turmoil and in the face of the ever-growing phenomenon of mass migration, which 

affects every part of the globe?  

 In Chapter 1, I look at the origins of Europe as expressed by the myth of Europa (particularly 

Hellenistic poet Moschus’ treatment of it) and other ancient texts (such as Herodotus’ Histories and 

Aeschylus’ Suppliants) that involve women being carried across the Mediterranean. I argue that these 

                                                   
23 This does not preclude the Mediterranean’s own multiple definitions from the perspective of Europe 
and European thought, which I have analyzed briefly above. 
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displacements act as processes of both differentiation and overlap between ‘Europe’24 and its ‘Others’, 

and that their literary treatments signify attempts at cultural translation and self-knowledge. Studying 

these ‘originary’ narratives that Europe uses to legitimize its cultural currency through the framework of 

displacement reveals a syncretism that goes against ‘purist’ narratives of European civilization.  

 In Chapter 2, I examine an often overlooked aspect of the forced migrations caused by World 

War II: the displacement of Europeans25 to North Africa and the Middle East, particularly during the 

summer of 1942, before the Allies’ victory in El Alamein. There are more people displaced today than 

any time since World War II (Betts and Collier 1), making the period an indispensable 20th-century case 

study for a dissertation on Europe and the cultural politics of Mediterranean migrations. I chose to focus 

on the specific itinerary of displacement because it undermines many of the contemporary (racialized) 

stereotypes about refugees, as well as the perception of 21st century Europe (and the European Union) as 

‘paradise’. Through a comparative examination of works by Greek Nobel Laureate George Seferis, 

British novelist Olivia Manning, Egyptian-Greek author Stratis Tsirkas and Australian journalist Alan 

Moorehead, the chapter demonstrates a cross-cultural disillusionment with European ‘civilization’ that 

takes shape in, and from the geographical perspective of, the eastern Mediterranean. 

 If the Mediterranean has ‘for several centuries served Europeans in staging the distinction 

between the West and the ‘rest’ in the most intimate geopolitical settings’ (Ben-Yehoyada 23), few 

settings are as ‘intimate’ as Cyprus, the elusive location of the European Union’s eastern-most border, 

and home to the only divided capital in Europe. Chapter 3 of this dissertation focuses on the poetry of 

internally displaced Cypriots following the island’s division in 1974, pushing the limits of Eurocentric 

                                                   
24 A term first used in antiquity to specify a portion of the Greek world, more specifically the Greek 
settlements on the west coast of the Aegean Sea. 

25 The focus on the chapter is primarily on non-Jewish Europeans. The literature on the persecution of the 
Jewish population of Europe during WWII, including scholarship on the Holocaust, is immense, as is the 
corpus of artistic and filmic representations on the subject. I chose to focus instead on texts by authors 
that are not usually treated as World War II refugees - in part due to the Allies’ victory, and in part due to 
their ethnic or religious identities - for the purpose of further demonstrating the fragility of ‘European’ 
unity.  
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metageographies both in terms of cultural/geographical categories and dominant understandings of 

displacement, which tend to focus on people who have crossed national borders. Through an examination 

of the dramatic shift in the poetry of internally displaced Cypriots in Greek, Turkish and English, post-

1974, I argue that a malleable ‘geographic consciousness’ modeled after the island nature of Cyprus takes 

the place of nationalistic imaginaries that had, up to 1974, delineated, divided and segregated the different 

ethnic communities on the island. The chapter includes works by poets Andriana Ierodiaconou, Neşe 

Yaşın, Kyriacos Charalambides, Gür Genç, Jenan Selçuk and Stephanos Stephanides. It is one of the few 

works of literary criticism on Cypriot literature that analyzes poems in their original language, be it 

Greek, Turkish or English, thus allowing for a more accurate understanding of the shift in the island’s 

poetics. In places like Cyprus, which are tangentially ‘European’ geographically even as they claim 

cultural and political ties to Europe, how does displacement further complicate their position, and how 

does the poetry of internal displacement model some of the processes of internal ‘otherization’ that are 

unraveling across continental Europe today?   

 The dissertation’s final chapter deals with contemporary visual art and film (from 2008 onwards) 

on the subject of Mediterranean migrations. The point of departure for this chapter is that visual media 

has been the main representational vehicle for the most recent European refugee ‘crisis,’ and that 

displacement and visuality are both major components of a distinctively 21st-century sociopolitical 

experience, which unfolds on mobile screens and digital images in real time. Through an examination of 

works of film and media art by Ai Weiwei, Bouchra Khalili, Narimane Mari and Basma Alsharif, the 

chapter proposes a theoretical framework for the epistemology of displacement based on theories of the 

moving image, and of the cinema experience. What formal innovations do artists employ to represent 

Mediterranean displacements in cinema and media art? What are the ethics of visual representation, in 

particular for art forms, such as media and film art, that share the same code with mass media?   

 Studied in a diachronic ‘Mediterranean’ – and not just a ‘European’ – context, it becomes evident 

that the most recent influx of refugees to Europe is not the unprecedented, existential ‘crisis’ that certain 
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European politicians have consistently billed it as.26 This makes the recent arrival of refugees part of a 

pattern at the heart of Europe’s identity,27 which has seen Europeans themselves crossing the sea to get to 

safety,28 and which has complicated the very concept of the ‘European citizen’ itself.29 This broader 

historical and cultural framework that the recent refugee arrivals to Europe are part of inevitably points to 

the historically contingent nature of stereotypes about migration (mostly racialized) with its attendant 

hierarchies of geopolitical power and territorial privilege. 

 Political scientist Phil Cole states the importance of such reframing when it comes to dealing with 

seemingly essential categories, whether those are legal (‘refugee’) or geopolitical (‘Europe’): 

Focusing on the refugee in particular, we can see that the Refugee Question is structured as a 
problem that has to be solved in the interests of that political order, namely in the interests of the 
nation-state and its members. The refugee is structured as the object of that question, and a 
passive object with no agency and no voice. What we need to do is to flip this perspective around 
and see the refugee as the active subject of the Refugee Question – that is both asking it and 
actively seeking an answer to it – and that the citizen of the nation-state be constructed as the 
problem, a problem that needs to be solved in the interests of the refugee (Cole, “Framing the 
Refugee”). 

 

Studying the literature and art of displacement is an action of ‘flipping’ the perspective around and 

casting the refugee as the active subject of the political, cultural, and social questions that accompany any 

mass movement. This dissertation aims to contribute to such a reframing of the ‘Refugee Question’, 

wherever that may emerge. The acts of writing, filming, and making are affirmative actions in 

themselves: they demonstrate that the experience of displacement is not constituted by survival alone, but 

                                                   
26 There is no doubt that the mass movement of people from the Middle East and Africa to Europe 
produced a humanitarian crisis, and that it sparked a political crisis as far as the conception of the 
European citizen and European institutions are concerned.  

27 As the various treatments of the myth of Europa show, examined in Chapter 1.  

28 During World War II, for example, the hierarchy was reversed for many: Europeans were fleeing 
Hitler’s takeover of the continent, producing waves of migration to the Middle East and North Africa. I 
offer an extensive analysis of this topic in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. 

29 This is particularly prevalent in the case of Cyprus and the island’s internally displaced persons, which 
straddle the de facto eastern border of the European Union. More on this in Chapter 3.  
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by affirmative creative processes that work against the stereotype of migrants and refugees as agency-less 

objects of international legal policy and politics. How do our ideas about migration and refugees change 

when we study the ways in which literature and other arts transform the experience of displacement? How 

do our ideas about Europe change when we consider Mediterranean displacements? How can these works 

participate in a cultural political dialogue between the non-displaced and displaced populations of Europe 

specifically, and of the world in general?  

  

Migrant Metonymies in the Mediterranean 

 Rhetorically, the term ‘Mediterranean migrant crisis,’ which the media used prolifically during 

the summer of 2015, projected events specific to certain geographical parts of the 

Mediterranean sea and/or coastline30 onto the Mediterranean region as a whole, in a metonymic tour-de-

force that expanded to include the entire European Union.31 If ‘Europe’s “migration problem” is totally 

inseparable from the state of war in the Middle East’ (Balibar, “Europe et Réfugiés” 154), then the 

crossing of the sea is symptomatic of a metonymic relationship of events and geographies making Europe 

not just part of the Mediterranean, but part of the other regions that border it. The physical contiguity of 

Europe to the Middle East enables a ‘contagion (my emphasis) of war [that] envelops the whole of 

Europe…' (Balibar, “Europe et Réfugiés” 155).  

 

                                                   
30 See Figure 1 for the most traversed routes in 2015 and 2016.  

31 The preferred media catchphrase quickly morphed into ‘European refugee crisis,’ which turned out to 
be the most enduring phrase for the phenomenon. 
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Figure 1. Mediterranean Sea routes in 2015. Map by National Geographic. 

 

The Mediterranean is the geographical embodiment of that ‘contagious’ – I prefer the term ‘metonymic’ – 

effect which shows Europe to be part of the Middle East and North Africa and vice versa, making these 

seemingly separate categories part of a larger whole. Étienne Balibar presents the influx of refugees as an 

enlargement of Europe, which  

is paradoxical because it is not territorial, even though it has territorial implications, but is 
demographic: what ‘accedes’ to Europe in this sense is not new states, but men, women and 
children without a state. They are virtual European citizens. Essentially human, this enlargement 
is then also moral: it is an enlargement of the definition of Europe, from the very idea it has of 
itself to the interests that (Europe) defends and the objectives that it assigns itself (“Europe et 
Réfugiés” 154).  

 

This is not an ‘external’ force ‘invading’ a protected, pure ‘inside’. Europe exists on a continuum with its 

surrounding regions. Basic as this statement may seem, it is often obscured by a dominant metageography 

that isolates Europe from its Mediterranean neighbors. Balibar’s is as much a pragmatic as it is a 

moral/ethical argument. The narrative implications of this argument could involve the artistic and literary 
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representations of displacement as foundational myths for Europe’s ‘enlargement’, as Balibar envisages 

it. Besides being conceptually valuable, the metonymic structure that the French philosopher draws on has 

real-life correlates as well. As a Greek coastguard on the island of Lesvos says in Greek filmmaker 

Daphne Matziaraki’s Academy Award-nominated documentary short, 4.1 Miles, ‘[The refugees] come 

here having fled war and having escaped death, yet they die in the peaceful seas of Greece.’  

 Another example of the real-life effects of the Mediterranean’s ‘liquid state’ shows how even 

legal ‘frontiers’ – those defining ‘international’ and ‘national’ waters – may be rendered fluid as a result 

of human migration. At the height of asylum seeker arrivals to Europe by sea in the summer of 2015, the 

Italian coast guard would often sail south into what are technically Libyan waters in order to rescue 

refugees or to face people smugglers (Italian coast guard interview). Justified through claims of an 

‘exceptional’ state, such violations of international law are exemplary of a transnational, transgressive 

quality that defines micro-histories that bridge the Middle East, Africa and Europe via the Mediterranean. 

Pertinent to this discussion is cultural theorist Iain Chambers’ argument that ‘even the most generic of 

geopolitical definitions that seeks to register the limits of the Mediterranean … finds its criteria 

superseded by the historical waves and cultural fluxes that roll outwards (my emphasis) … That is to 

register Slav, German, Arabic and African histories as an integral part of the Mediterranean’s liquid 

state…’ ("The Mediterranean: A Postcolonial Sea" 430). 

 It is not just geopolitical and legal boundaries that are shown to be porous and fluid in the context 

of Mediterranean displacement. In many of the artistic and literary works analyzed in this dissertation, the 

first-hand experience of displacement gives rise to a cognitive or conceptual destabilization of established 

norms in the individual. A combination of being on the move and sharing the itineraries and spaces of 

displacement with others similarly afflicted, this ‘contagious’ or metonymic destabilization of 

displacement may very well be a reason why sedentary populations (such as host communities) are so 

suspicious of migrant and refugee mobility. Commenting on the pattern of European self-destructive 

nationalisms in the first part of the 20th century, Indian writer Rabindranath Tagore mapped the 

conceptual connections between movement and change; immobility and stability employing 
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topographical similes that made use of the contrast between land and sea: ‘In human beings differences 

are not like the physical barriers of mountains, fixed forever — they are fluid with life’s flow, they are 

changing their courses and their shapes and their volumes,’ in what is a ‘world-game of infinite 

permutations and combinations’ (qtd. in Mishra). Migrants and refugees crossing the sea are symbols and 

agents of change; they bring the turbulent sea they cross with them, as it were. 

 In V.S. Naipaul’s “The Tramp from Piraeus,” the prefatory chapter in his novel In A Free State,32 

refugees are presented as a cause of disturbance for the narrator, who is desperate to separate himself 

from them as he boards a ship at the Greek port of Piraeus, bound for Alexandria, Egypt. In the chapter’s 

opening paragraphs, Naipaul brings out the tensions at the heart of the Mediterranean as a shared space 

through the narrator’s description of the ship’s passengers and spatial configurations. While Naipaul’s 

narrator is describing a crossing of the Mediterranean at a different time – the expulsion of foreign 

residents of Egypt as part of Nasser’s post-Suez crisis policies from 1956 onwards - the ‘dingy little 

steamer’ that is ‘overcrowded’ evokes an image that eerily similar to the some of the most representative 

images of asylum seekers arriving to Europe by sea in the past few years: 

It was only a two-day crossing from Piraeus to Alexandria, but as soon as I saw the dingy little 
Greek steamer I felt I ought to have made other arrangements. Even from the quay it looked 
overcrowded, like a refugee ship; and when I went aboard I found there wasn’t enough room for 
everybody … [The people on the lower deck] were Egyptian Greeks. They were travelling to 
Egypt, but Egypt was no longer their home. They had been expelled; they were refugees… Dingy 
Greek ships like ours had taken them out of Egypt. Now, briefly, they were going back, with 
tourists like ourselves, who were neutral, travelling only for the sights; with Lebanese 
businessmen; a troupe of Spanish night-club dancers; fat Egyptian students returning from 
Germany (1).  
 

 Even though Naipaul’s narrator is not a refugee himself, the presence of the refugees on board 

triggers a range of feelings and assumptions in him, not only with regards to the Greeks on the lower 

deck, but with regards to himself, too. What emerges is an anxiety of a ‘contagious destabilization’ from 

the mere fact of his physical contiguity to the refugees on board. The narrator immediately expresses 

                                                   
32 This novel, which looks more like a series of short stories, deals with the theme of post-colonial 
‘freedom’ and the fate of ex-colonial subjects in the wake of the decline of Empire. 
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regret when he sees the steamer: ‘I should’ve made other arrangements’, a regret that derives largely from 

witnessing the excess of the refugee presence, directly correlated to the small space of the steamer – ‘it 

was overcrowded’; ‘there wasn’t enough room for everybody’. The narrator takes great pains to 

separate himself as much as possible from the refugees by emphasizing repeatedly that he is physically on 

a separate deck - ‘We (my emphasis) on the upper part of the ship were lucky. We (my emphasis) had 

cabins and bunks. The people on the lower deck didn’t’ (1) and by situating himself 

in a conceptual collective that is radically different from that of the refugees: he is part of a group 

of ‘neutral tourists’, who are traveling for leisure and not out of necessity. The emphasis on ‘neutral’ is 

used to signal to the reader that, on top of being a voluntary traveler, the narrator is also not involved in 

any political disputes in any way shape or form. So the refugees on the boat are not just people who were 

forcibly displaced from their homes; they are also political agents, or at least victims of political 

circumstances, non-neutral by definition (whether that means they are ‘remarkable’, ‘offensive’ or signal 

a partisan dispute). 

  This obsession to separate himself from the Greek refugees reinforces the potent effect of 

contiguity, or random proximity, on the narrator’s experience: is physical closeness with the refugees 

dangerous? Is there something irresistable about sharing the same space with them? Is their state, their 

mode of being, contagious? In the beginning of the story, the narrator, on the upper deck of the 

overcrowded ship, has an experience of the Mediterranean space that one could liken to the European 

citizen’s, or at least, the non-refugee’s experience of it: it is a comfortably segregated one. However, the 

setting of Naipaul’s narrative, the ‘overcrowded’ dingy Greek steamer, eventually forces the lines of 

segregation between ‘tourists’ and ‘refugees’ to blur. As the two worlds are forced to share the mobile 

space of the boat, mobility between the two decks of the boat becomes an issue, and is, in fact, the main 

focus of Naipaul’s story. A few hours into the trip, the story title’s tramp, an ambiguous character who 

seems to have found his way to the upper deck when he wasn’t supposed to, begins to cause great 

discomfort among the 'upper deck' characters of the story, including the narrator who explicitly says 

he ‘feared to be involved with’ him (6).  



	

 30 

 Confronted with this character, about whom the text reveals nothing concrete other than the 

appearance-based, highly normative designation of 'tramp', the narrator seems to gradually lose 

confidence in his ability to discern identity, and to occupy a fixed position of knowledge. Instead, his 

discourse is filled with doubts, reservations and reassessments. Take, for example, the very first 

description of the tramp by the narrator: ‘[he] looked very English; but that might only have been because 

we had no English people on board’ (2). The lack of a recognizable ‘original’, so to speak, English person 

allows the tramp’s identity to be open to many more interpretations. As such, it completely blurs the line 

between the narrator’s ‘them’ (the refugees) and ‘us’ (the wealthier tourists).  

 The whole confusion continues, with the narrator stating that ‘from a distance he didn’t look like 

a tramp’ (2), and that [his walk was] ‘as stylish as his polka-dotted saffron neck-scarf’ (2). His clothing, 

we are told, ‘might have belonged to a romantic wanderer of an earlier generation’ (2). Almost all of 

these statements are invariably refuted or re-assessed at a later point in the narrative: ‘…but when he 

came nearer we saw that all his clothes were in ruin, that the knot on his scarf was tight and grimy; that he 

was a tramp’ (2). Even after the revelation is made, the narrator lapses into perceiving the tramp’s 

clothes in a different light again: ‘even now, at the first glance, his clothes seemed whole’ (5) only to 

revise that statement another time: ‘His jacket was in an appalling state. The pockets bulged; the flaps 

were fastened with safety pins’ (5). 

 Not being sure what the tramp really is, not being able to 'read', as it were, his clothes or his 

behavior into a narrative that conforms to familiar conceptions of knowledge, forms the backbone for 

what I refer to as Naipaul’s ethical and political argument in the story. This is contingent on the twofold 

act of crossing that the story presents us with: on the one hand, traversing the Mediterranean in a setting 

that imposes proximity and contact with bodies and beings that are defined from the very beginning as 

'Other'; on the other hand, the transgressive act of the tramp's crossing into the 'upper deck space' of the 

boat. The two are interlinked; they are each part of one another. The state of crossing the sea, of finding 

oneself in a literal moving no-man’s land as well as ‘an essentially unfixed category’ (Purcell 16), is the 

experience of being neither ‘here’ nor ‘there’. In the boundless context of the open waters, national 
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categories are neither discernible nor validated by the surroundings. Like the condition of liminality, the 

sea crossing triggers a proliferation of identities, which the story maps onto the tramp in the shape of the 

narrator’s multiple conjectures. Such a proliferation renders a singular identity ultimately indiscernible. 

This has the effect of gradually wearing down the dichotomy between ‘us’ and ‘them’ so confidently set 

up by the narrator in the beginning of the story, pointing to the dichotomy's ineffectiveness as a tool of 

recognition in the context of the moving vessel. 

 In my reading of the text within the framework of Mediterranean migrations, the tramp is key in 

understanding Naipaul’s representation of displacement, which focuses on the ‘contagious’ effect of the 

provisional, precarious mode of being of the refugees on the lower deck. The tramp not only 

eludes categorization through his appearance and his presence on the ‘wrong’ deck; he also induces a kind 

of uncertainty and instability in the cognitive capacities of the narrator. It is as if the tramp’s drifting, 

slightly 'unhinged' demeanor is metonymically shared with the narrator as a result of their physical 

encounter and proximity. One of the ways that the effect of the tramp on the narrator manifests itself is in 

the narrator’s descriptions of how the tramp seemingly materializes in front of him, with no sense 

of causality or origin. The tramp ‘appeared (my emphasis) on the quay’ (2) and then ‘reappeared’ (3). 

After some of the passengers beat the tramp up, the narrator says that he ‘locked himself in one of the 

lavatories. But he reappeared (my emphasis) among us, twice’ (11). Unascertainable causality is a thread 

that runs throughout the story, and there is no eventual revelation of a hidden meaning of the tramp’s 

actions. The origins of the tramp elude both the narrator and the reader permanently. Much of what 

defines the first-hand experience of forced displacement is a lack of control, a dissipation of the 

boundaries of established knowledge that are inextricably linked to a sense of place. A shift from 

causality to contingency is one of the many characteristics that define the epistemology of displacement. 

 

Displacement as Narrative Ethics, Cultural Politics  

 Both the Mediterranean, as a negotiable geographical and cultural unit and the state of 

displacement as experience, are reminders of the fluidity of boundaries. Juxtaposing Europe and the 
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Mediterranean can inform our understanding of both, producing a much-needed ‘rightly and fruitfully 

contested’ history of Europe (Algazi 227). By focusing on displaced authors and the representation of 

displacement itself, as opposed to the ways in which displacement is perceived by host communities, we 

open ourselves up to the possibility of alternative metageographies of Europe, alternative structural 

relationships that show how arbitrarily constructed the notion of ‘Fortress Europe’ is.  

 These alternative metageographies imply a host of reassessments: the study of Mediterranean 

displacements and the different geographical imaginaries that they project is as much a cultural, political 

as it is an ethical project. Referring to ‘the Refugee Question’33 in Europe, political scientist Phil Cole 

approaches it through its unique topology and topography: 

the discourse does not just have a topology – an inside of political order and an outside of 
political disorder which the refugee brings with them – but also a topography, a geographical 
shape. Looking at political theory again, the fact is that not only has theory been ‘insider’ theory, 
theorising [sic] from inside the nation-state (my emphasis), it also theorises [sic] from inside a 
particular kind of nation-state in a particular location (my emphasis) – liberal democratic states 
in the Global North. It structures a perspective on migration and membership centred [sic] on the 
interests of citizens of Global North liberal democracies (Cole, “Framing the Refugee”). 
 

Cole maps a legal category that has taken on an extremely normative value in the current debate about 

migration to Europe (‘refugee’) onto a specific geographical understanding of the world. In his 

interpretation, ‘Europe’ can be equated with ‘the Global North liberal democracies’ that sit at the top of 

the socioeconomic chain of command, so to speak, in the European Union. The refugee discourse, as 

described by Cole, also reflects the kind of reaffirmation of Europe that most scholarly approaches to ‘the 

Mediterranean’ have reinforced. Europe as a continent is the ‘inside’ that defines the EU’s external 

geopolitical border, the limits of citizenship, and the perspectives that dominate the study of migration to 

Europe, with its accompanying narratives. 

 What Cole fails to highlight is how the Mediterranean is an ‘outside’ that demonstrates the 

porousness of that very boundary it is supposed to reinforce. It is ‘an outside indistinguishable from an 

inside’ that ‘constitutes an inside’ (Spivak 13): the Mediterranean brings the South and the East into the 

                                                   
33 Note that Cole does not use the term ‘crisis’. 
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North and West, rendering the distinctions moot. The arrival of refugees and migrants to Europe performs 

the same structural paradox: they are the agents of that ‘bringing’, and by extension, of the transformation 

it induces. This transformation is not singular: it is multivalent and polyphonic, and, like the tramp’s 

identity in V. S. Naipaul’s story, it is often inconclusive, at least within mainstream categorical 

frameworks and taxonomies. The cultural translation effected with each migrant or refugee arrival is 

unique. Therein lies the greatest cultural political potential of literature, film, and visual art, as well as the 

arts and humanities’ contribution to the study of Mediterranean migrations and the way they have shaped, 

delimited, and continue to redefine Europe and European thought.  

 Such works offer a trove of material that exhibits what Edward Said described as a ‘contrapuntal 

awareness’ (366) – that ‘double’ way of living that defines an exiles mode of being, thinkin, and writing. 

A ‘contrapuntal awareness’ occupies both the ‘here’ of a new, strange place and the ‘there’ of home at the 

same time. This is not just an aesthetic project: Theodor Adorno reminds us that the exile’s way of being 

has a strong moral component to it: ‘it is part of morality not to be at home in one's home’ (Adorno, 

Minima Moralia 39). To study, then, the cultural products of the displaced, as well as the representation 

of displacement, is to engage in an ethical project that takes shape in language, moving image, text, and 

sound, and that is much more accessible, adaptable, and ultimately much more representative of the real-

life experience of displacement than legal, geopolitical or demographic understandings of forced 

migration. 

 Our ways of thinking and being in the world are intimately linked. This dissertation contends that 

literature, film and visual art representing Mediterranean migrations can constitute a platform for the 

study of the variable imaginaries produced by the para-marginal condition of displacement in civic and 

political society, and the para-marginal positionality of the Mediterranean vis-à-vis Europe dominant in 

the academy and in popular discourse. The complex dynamics of para-marginality set the stage for the 

interdisciplinary analysis of the representation of displacement that follows, which pays particular 

attention to the cultural political role of literary and artistic works in performing the inextricability 

between cultural and geopolitical entities that share the Mediterranean space.  
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CHAPTER ONE. 

EUROPE AS MIGRANT 

 

 The story of Mediterranean migration is as old as the story of Europe itself. Even a cursory look 

at the myth of Europa, Europe’s mythological counterpart and the origins of the continent’s name, 

demonstrates the inextricability of Europe to its southern and eastern Mediterranean neighbors. Europa, a 

princess from Phoenicia – in modern day Lebanon and Syria – was abducted from her homeland by the 

god Zeus, who had transformed himself into a bull. Zeus carried Europa across the Eastern Mediterranean 

to the island of Crete, where she gave birth to Minos, the founder of one of the oldest ‘European’ 

civilizations.34 Europa, then, was not European to begin with. It was her displacement, by which I mean 

her movement from her homeland to somewhere else that created Europe. It was this very movement 

inaugurated ‘Europe’ as a term to describe a geographical area that was first limited to territories settled 

by the Greeks on the west coast of the Aegean Sea and then expanded to refer to ‘the western edge of 

Eurasia, the world’s largest landmass’ (Rietbergen xxiv).  

 The force of Europa’s myth still resonates today. Sculptures of Europa and the bull grace the area 

near the old buildings of the European Parliament in Strasbourg35 (Figure 2) and the EU Commission in 

Brussels (Figure 3) a testament to the ongoing use of Mediterranean, Greco-Roman culture as cultural 

capital in the heart of a supra-national structure largely dominated by northern European financial and 

political capital. Europa is, to this very day, both geography and mythology.36 As a result, her story, and 

its reception, demonstrate the inseparability of geographical, cultural and ideological imaginaries (what 

                                                   
34 The Minoan Civilization, on Crete, has been recognized as the ‘first high civilization on European soil’ 
(Britannica). 

35 ‘The sculpture, entitled "The Removal of Europa," was a gift from Crete to the European Parliament in 
2005’ (“Discover artistic Europe”).  

36 For an extensive analysis of the double nature of Europa/Europe, see Barbara Renger.  
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Lewis and Wigen refer to as ‘metageography’37) as well as the inseparability of Europe and its 

Mediterranean ‘Others’. Yet it is precisely Europa’s displacement, and its category-blending 

ramifications, that have come to be abstracted in the reception of the classics by European intellectuals 

from the Renaissance to the present day. The statues gracing the major EU institutions de-contextualize 

the story,38 focusing on the myth’s Greek and Roman provenance as valuable cultural capital and ignoring 

the Mediterranean crossing that shows Europa to be a bridge between two geographical entities; a shuttle 

between the so-called ‘East’ and the so-called ‘West’. The representation of the myth of Europa in 

contemporary Europe seems to display the ‘liminality between remembering and forgetting’ (Peckham 7) 

that is characteristic of heritage. This selective uptake of the myth ignores the syncretic context of the 

Mediterranean world that gave birth to Europa as myth and geography, a syncretic context that has 

defined the history of ‘Europe,’ but which is either consistently repressed or turned into the antinomian 

ideology underlying ‘Fortress Europe’ policies today.  

 After all, in one of the most compelling images from a short epic poem titled “Europa” by 

Hellenistic poet Moschus, which I will be discussing in detail below, Europa finds herself more closely 

aligned to the Mediterranean Sea than to the land mass that she will call home. Moschus’s poetic 

representation of the maiden shows her in a ‘disorienting intermediary space between continents’ 

(Beaulieu 117): ‘neither a sea-sounding shore nor a high mountain was to be seen’, with only the ‘air 

above and the boundless sea below’ (Moschus, “Europa” 131-133) as orienting referents. What would it 

mean to think about Europe from the Mediterranean? How would an analysis that takes the moment of 

crossing as its focal point, the same crossing that hundreds of thousands of people have attempted in the 

past decade, shift our understanding of Europe and European culture?   

                                                   
37 ‘By metageography we mean the set of spatial structures through which people order their knowledge 
of the world: the often unconscious frameworks that organize studies of history, sociology, anthropology, 
economics, political science, or even natural history’ (ix).  

38 This is not so much the case with the innumerable paintings on the topic, that often depict Europa and 
the bull mid-flight, over the water, caught between two land masses, not unlike the barrage of imagery of 
refugees crossing the Mediterranean Sea today. 
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Figure 2. "The Removal of Europa" by Nikos and Pantelis Sotiriadis. The statue is found beside the old 

buildings of the European Parliament in Strasbourg. 
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Figure 3. Statue of Europa by Leon de Pas outside the Council of the European Union in Brussels.  

 
 The point of departure of this chapter is that the imaginary of ‘Europe’ has been constituted in 

direct relation to Asia, Africa and other spaces that could be described as ‘Other’ or ‘peripheral’ to it 

since antiquity, and that any inquiry that involves ‘Europe’ as a concept or a geography must contend 

with the endless definitional problems that the term gives rise to.39 By acting as both a separating and 

connecting force, the Mediterranean Sea is the site in which these often simultaneous processes of 

differentiation and overlap play out. The chapter will examine a selection of literary and historical works 

from antiquity that feature Mediterranean crossings, as a central, indeed a constitutive element, of what 

                                                   
39 For a comprehensive analysis of the cultural and geographical interpretations of Europe and its ‘Others’ 
in antiquity, as well as an extensive bibliography on the topic, see Andreas Hartmann’s 2012 article 
“Europe and the other : roots of European identity in Greco-Roman antiquity.” 



	

 38 

we now call ‘European’ civilization and culture. These works’ constitutive force works on two levels: 

first, on the level of content, by directly taking up stories of Mediterranean displacement that illustrate the 

relationship between ‘Europe’ and its ‘Others’. Second, in a meta-textual way, by being widely 

recognized as part of the canon of European literature and culture. The chapter will show that, far from 

corroborating purist narratives of Europe, going back to these ‘foundational’ texts highlights their 

unsubstantiated nature.  

 Starting with a brief analysis of the opening book of Herodotus’ Histories, the chapter will then 

examine the Hellenistic poet Moschus’ epyllion “Europa,” before moving on to look at Aeschylus’ 

Suppliant Women.  The objective is to demonstrate some of the ways in which these works, part of a 

tradition that is often ‘weaponized’ in the name of European ‘purity’,40 actually reveal a much more 

complex understanding of the relationship between ancient Greek/Europeans and their so-called ‘Others’. 

I am particularly interested in the ways in which they subvert our contemporary expectations of cultural 

purity. Such a (non-exhaustive) exercise of looking back to some of the foundational cultural works of 

Europe that take place in the Mediterranean and feature Mediterranean displacements demonstrates the 

highly constructed nature of post-Enlightenment conceptualizations of ‘European civilization’. In the 

words of cultural historian Peter Rietbergen, ‘it is crucially important not to forget that from the earliest 

times onwards a diversity of peoples living in ‘Europe’ as well as, more visibly … peoples from other 

worlds have played an important, not to say an essential (my emphasis) part in shaping Europe’s culture’ 

(xxxii). Indeed, when Greek culture is called upon as a marker of European ‘purity’ or a hallmark of an 

‘exclusively’ European culture and civilization, this fundamentally ignores many of the nuances, 

interactions and exchanges41 between Greeks and non-Greeks that mythology and ancient literature made 

                                                   
40 This was especially true in 19th century Europe, where northern Europeans sought to establish a cultural 
continuity between the Greco-Roman past and themselves, even rejecting archaeological findings of 
cavemen in northern Europe (Rietbergen).  

41 Like the ‘promotion of national heritage … during the nineteenth century … involved the elimination 
of other local or nonconformist heritages that were deemed dangerous to national unity’ (Peckham 4), the 
creation and continuation of a ‘European’ heritage has depended on similar strategies of elimination or 
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very clear to their contemporary audiences. In the words of cultural historian Robert Peckham: ‘to oppose 

a tumultuous, heterogeneous present against a homogeneous, stable past is, of course, to fall victim to the 

myth of a golden age’ (4). 

 This chapter’s contribution to the existing scholarship is the comparative study of these canonical 

literary texts through the lens of Mediterranean displacement. Its underlying goal is to show how the 

artistic representation of displacement, the shuttling of mythical characters from one ‘continent’ to 

another, is a topos for the institution and the complication of geographical as well as cultural boundaries, 

with a specific focus on Europe. Taking the Mediterranean Sea as the geographical embodiment of the 

complexity that a continental schema often overrides or whitewashes (Lewis and Wigen 14), the chapter 

argues that characters moving between the continents and across the Mediterranean Sea further embody 

that complexity, and metonymically carry it with them, so to speak, to their landing points. Instead of 

looking at the Mediterranean from Europe, then, this chapter isolates literary moments when Europe is 

constituted in, by and across the Mediterranean, drawing out some of the ideological and cultural 

implications of such a perspective both to a Eurocentric, post-Enlightenment epistemology and to the 

ongoing debates about ‘Fortress Europe’ and immigration to the European Union.  

 

Herodotus and the Blurring of the West/East Metageography 

 When Herodotus, the Greek historian from Alicarnassus42 was writing his account of the Persian 

Wars in the fifth century BC, the East/West divide was an already well established part of political and 

historical discourse. Its dominant manifestation was the Europe/Asia distinction. As historian Lynette G. 

Mitchell points out, ‘by the second half of the fifth century the barbarian as the natural enemy was 

rhetorically and ideologically entrenched, and that this motif persisted through later centuries’ (222). 

Compounded by the Greek writer Hecateaus’ work, which arranged the world into three connected but 

                                                   
repression.  

42 On the coast of Asia Minor, now in modern-day Turkey. 
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distinct continents - a ‘geometrical schematism’ that Herodotus himself mocked (Hartmann 39) even as 

he used it for orientation in his Histories - the continental schema that continues to define our world today 

carried similar cultural and ideological ramifications for Greek antiquity.    

 The opening of Herodotus’ first book offers a justification of the enmity between Greeks and 

Persians precisely within such a metageographical context. According to Herodotus, who ventriloquizes 

both the Greek and Persian side of events, the conflict originated in a series of abductions across the 

Mediterranean carried out by both sides; and more specifically, by the ancestors of both sides. The 

beginning of ‘the quarrel between the barbarians and the Greeks,’ writes Herodotus, was the Phoenicians, 

who on one occasion crossed the Mediterranean, landed at Argos with their ‘Egyptian and Assyrian 

wares’ and abducted Io, Inachus’ daughter (I.1). The Greeks then retaliated by abducting Europa, the 

daughter of Phoenix, King of Tyre (in modern day Lebanon and Syria), carrying her across the 

Mediterranean to the island of Crete.  

 This tit-for-tat competition between Greeks and barbarians, which according to Herodotus also 

included the abduction of Medea by Jason, culminated in the most legendary, most consequential of 

abductions: that of Helen Queen of Sparta.43 This led to what the Persians referred to as a 

‘disproportionate’ show of force by the Greeks:44 the Greek invasion and sacking of Troy, the primal 

moment of conflict between the two civilizations. Indeed, this act of aggression ‘defines a permanent, 

polemical opposition between barbarian and European/Greek … the origin of the enmity through which 

the terms ‘Greek’ and ‘barbarian’ acquire their enduring meaning’ (Bergren 21). The ‘meaning’ of their 

distinction resonates to this very day, mutatis mutandi, via the Roman Empire, the Crusades, colonialism 

and the war on terror post-9/11 as the potent, and problematic, formulation of ‘the West and the rest’ 

                                                   
43 Famous in posterity as ‘Helen of Troy’, quite tellingly. More on this later.  

44 ‘The Asiatics, when the Greeks ran off with their women, never troubled themselves about the matter; 
but the Greeks, for the sake of a single Lacedaemonian girl, collected a vast armament, invaded Asia, and 
destroyed the kingdom of Priam’ (Histories I.1).  
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(Hall 1995), and more importantly for the present study, as Europe and its (non-European) Mediterranean 

‘Others’.  

 Scholars have variously attributed Herodotus’ opening remarks regarding the various 

interpretations of the pre-history of the enmity between Greeks and Persians as a ‘programmatic sample’ 

of his narrative method (Griffiths 131); as testament to the ‘predominantly oral environment’ (Fowler 37) 

of Herodotus’ time; and as a ‘hint that the study of foreign customs’ (Rood 290) will play a significant 

role in his inquiry. What I’d like to focus on in this chapter, however, is the prominent role that narratives 

of displacement (of women) across the Mediterranean have in the Histories’ first book. As the specific 

cause of Persian - Greek tensions (according to Herodotus’ informants), it is these Mediterranean 

crossings that constitute ‘the difference that creates meaning’ (Bergren 22) between the two cultures and 

political entities. It is also these crossings that form the ambiguous site of overlap between seemingly 

mutually exclusive geographical and cultural entities, an overlap – or better, multiple overlaps – that 

Herodotus explores throughout his work.45 Produced in ‘a moment of crisis and confrontation’ 

(Rietbergen xxiv) this binary definition, however, can only emerge because both cultures, both peoples, in 

both mythical and historical time, move in the shared and contested space of the Mediterranean Sea and 

its coastlines. In his simultaneous production of a ‘cultural map and an image of the physical world’ 

(Rood 291), Herodotus presents the Mediterranean displacements of Io, Europa, Medea and Helen as 

highlighting both the constructed nature of the continental ‘divide’ and the inseparability of geographical 

and cultural imaginaries, bringing the real and the fabulous, the mythical and the historical, perhaps too 

close for our contemporary comfort. 

 Herodotus’ text itself is both a site on which the ‘polemical opposition’ between Europe and Asia 

is inscribed, by virtue of affirming a widely accepted world view defined by the categories of a 

                                                   
45 For Herodotus’ rejection of overly schematic geographical boundaries and divisions, see Munson (84-
6) and Thomas (98-100). As for cultural overlaps, there are numerous examples of Herodotus’ syncretic 
approach to cultural identity. For example, in Boook III Herodotus claims that the Thesmophoria festival 
derives from Egypt. In Book IV, Herodotus asserts that the Greeks derived the clothing and aegis of the 
goddess Athena from Libyan women’s dress. 
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continental schema; and an act of undermining it. On the one hand, Herodotus’ first book begins by 

treating the two sides, Greeks and Persians, as geographically and ethnically distinct,46 something 

reflected in Herodotus’ formal and methodological trope of offering different ‘versions’ of the Persian 

Wars’ origins, which include that of the Greeks, the Persians and the Phoenicians. On the other hand, 

Herodotus breaks from the binary opposition that has defined his predecessors’ and contemporaries’ 

interpretations47 by offering a different root cause (Croesus’ subjugation of the Greeks) without 

disproving or discrediting the evidently widespread knowledge of the abduction stories.  

 Scholars have argued that Herodotus’ focus on the abduction narratives is a parody of ‘a rather 

superficial register’ prevalent in late Archaic and early Classical poetry and prose, an attempt to show 

‘how one should not explain the origins of a great conflict’ (Wecowski 154). However, even if Book I is 

meant to be a parody of his predecessors’ and contemporaries’ naïve mode of historical inquiry, the 

Mediterranean crossings of the abducted women serve another purpose: to set the scene for Herodotus’ 

own narrative technique and his unique historiographical method, which seems to mimic the process of 

displacement and cultural (mis)translation symbolized by the abducted women. As Rachel Friedman and 

others have argued, ‘the language of [Herodotus’] first statement of authorial method is the language of 

travel,’ which ‘introduces his authorial persona as that of a traveler,’ adopting ‘a confrontational stance 

towards the territorial affiliations’ (166) that he defines in the Histories’ opening sections. Friedman also 

draws a compelling comparison between the diction in Herodotus’ Prologue and the opening of the 

Odyssey, further highlighting the importance of a moving perspective, in terms of narrative perspective 

and in terms of content, in the Histories. Even as Herodotus dismisses the ‘shallow factuality’ which 

argued at face-value that Helen (and other women before her) caused the Trojan War as ‘nonsense’ 

                                                   
46 ‘Asia, with all the various tribes of barbarians that inhabit it, is regarded by the Persians as their own; 
but Europe and the Greek race they look on as distinct and separate’ (Herodotus I. 1.3). 

47 ‘For my part, I shall not say that this or that story is true, but I shall identify the one who I myself know 
did the Greeks unjust deeds, and thus proceed with my history, and speak of small and great cities of men 
alike’ (I. 5. 3) 
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(Blondell 152) the fact that he acknowledges these women as inseparable from the mythical-historical 

imaginary of his readership demonstrates the importance of the women’s crossings, and the processes of 

exchange and contact48 that they stand for, as cultural and political capital, but also as the basis for a 

different – we could call it itinerant – epistemological framework for understanding the world. 

Throughout his work, Herodotus sets up a ‘fundamental association between a primary experience of 

dislocation and the possession of a certain type of theoretical wisdom’ (Friedman 173).  

 One of the ways this itinerant epistemology emerges is through the many instances throughout the 

Histories in which Herodotus engages in exercises of cultural translation. This is evident from his 

strategies of presenting foreign peoples and making them comprehensible to his Greek audience, 

strategies that show Herodotus to be an astute comparatist. Describing the Lydians, Herodotus highlights 

areas of commonality with the Greeks, while also offering how they differ. For example, he writes that 

‘these nations make sworn compacts as do the Greeks (my emphasis); however, when they cut the skin of 

their arms, they lick each other's blood’49 (I. 74. 6). Even in some of the most far-fetched and fabulous 

passages, like Herodotus’ description of the ants found in the Indian desert ‘not as big as dogs but bigger 

than foxes’ (III. 102. 1), Herodotus makes a comparison that aims to bring the foreign object of his 

description closer to his readership: ‘These ants live underground, digging out the sand in the same way 

as the ants in Greece, to which they are very similar in shape …’ (III. 102. 1). When describing the 

surface area of a foreign plot of land, Herodotus uses a space in Delos to make the foreign place ‘legible’ 

to his readership. Indeed, ‘scholars have recognized that Herodotus’ accounts of foreign cultures (e.g., 

Persians, Egyptians, Scythians) are formulated according to Greek cultural categories and Greek self-

                                                   
48 See Ann Bergren’s essay on the ‘veridical power of the marriage bed’ in ‘The (Re)Marriage of 
Penelope and Odysseus’ (215) and ‘The Floating Chest: Maidens, Marriage, and the Sea’ in Beaulieu (90-
118).   

49 He continues with another similarly formulated sentence: ‘The customs of the Lydians are like those of 
the Greeks, except that they make prostitutes of their female children’ (I. 94. 1) 
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perception, and thus are an important source for identifying the ways that the Greeks defined themselves 

(my emphasis) and articulated their norms and values (Forsdyke 225). 

 Herodotus is also preoccupied with the provenance of traditions, and tracing cultural elements or 

practices that are shared among apparently different, often even warring, peoples. Examples include when 

he mentions that ‘the games now in use among [the Lydians] and the Greeks were invented by the 

Lydians’ (I. 94. 2); or when he observes how Lacedemonian traditions and habits resemble those of Egypt 

and Persia (VI. 58-60). Referring to a temple of Aphrodite in Syria that the Scythians destroyed, 

Herodotus indicates the interconnectedness of the eastern Mediterranean region in terms of religion: ‘This 

temple, I discover from making inquiry, is the oldest of all the temples of the goddess, for the temple 

in Cyprus was founded from it, as the Cyprians themselves say; and the temple on Cythera was founded 

by Phoenicians from this same land of Syria. (I. 105. 3). Through the double processes of cultural 

translation and syncretic comparison, Herodotus is reminding his Greek readership that the origins of 

their cultural practices are shared. 

 In the different versions of the abduction ‘events’ presented by Herodotus (Greek and non-Greek) 

in Book I, as well as in his dismissal of any attempt to confirm the veracity of those versions, there is one 

unwavering constant that is not contested: the fact of these women’s displacement. What is contested, 

however, is the degree of willingness of the women to be carried across the Mediterranean, to a foreign 

land, by members of the ‘other side’. It seems that the status of these ‘migrants’, whether they are willing 

or unwilling – the contemporary correlate would be debating whether people crossing the Mediterranean 

to get to Europe today are economic migrants or refugees (see Pitsou; Fargues) – is the bearing on which 

the whole premise of the cause of the conflict – at least in the most popular understanding of events – 

turns. Despite that uncertainty, or perhaps because of it, these displaced female figures are integral in 

what I call the borderification process that produces the Greek / barbarian divide, even as it undermines 

it. By borderification I mean that process of movement that shapes a geographical imaginary, a ‘mental 

map’, through the creation of boundaries, which are then often employed to control the very movements 

and transgressions that brought them about.  
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 In his 1921 essay “Critique of Violence,” German philosopher Walter Benjamin turns to the myth 

of Niobe, a female mythological figure that is literally transformed into a geographical feature, in order to 

illustrate the specific structural characteristics of what he calls ‘mythic violence’, violence outside the 

law; or, indeed, before the law. Unlike Io and Europa, Niobe’s transgression – her crossing – is not literal. 

Her hubris is that she has bragged about having more children than the goddess Leto, and as a result, she 

was turned into a stone. Commenting on the nature of the outcome for Niobe, Benjamin claims that 

‘mythic violence establishes (my emphasis) a law far more than it punishes for the infringement of a law 

that already exists’ (248). That the ‘law’ takes shape as a land mass, or a stone, in the myth of Niobe is 

significant as a demonstration of the conceptual affinity of the legal to the geographical. The implication 

most relevant to the present study, however, is that there is a degree of uncertainty as to where the 

‘frontiers’ or the ‘boundaries’ of human power lie before Niobe’s transgression, her hubristic crossing, 

occurs. Violence, which is in Niobe’s case an instant of borderification, the agent or force that creates the 

border, ‘bursts upon [her] from the uncertain, ambiguous sphere of fate’ (Benjamin 248). It is this 

‘uncertain, ambiguous sphere’ that is relevant to Herodotus’ explanation of the enmity between Greeks 

and Persians in Book I of his Histories. 

 Indeed, in the case of Herodotus’ introduction and his interpretation of the historical-mythical 

chain of events that fueled the ongoing enmity between Greek and Persians, this ‘unwitting’ (Benjamin 

248) quality is not determined by the Greeks’ or Persians’ lack of knowledge with regards to each other’s 

geographical domains. Instead, the ‘unwitting’ infringement is located in each side’s perception of the 

willingness of the woman, the abduction’s object, to be transferred across these circumscribed frontiers: 

Now as for the carrying off of women, it is the deed, they say, of a rogue: but to make a stir about 
such as are carried off, argues a man a fool. Men of sense care nothing for such women, since it is 
plain that without their own consent they would never be forced away (my emphasis)… The 
Phoenicians, as regards Io … deny that they used any violence to remove her into Egypt; she 
herself, they say, having formed an intimacy with the captain, while his vessel lay at Argos, and 
perceiving herself to be with child, of her own free will accompanied the Phoenicians on their 
leaving the shore, to escape the shame of detection and the reproaches of her parents (Histories I. 
4. 1 – I. 5. 2) 
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In this ‘ambiguity of female mobility’ (Bergren 7) – did they or did they not want to? – women become 

that very ‘fate’ that Benjamin describes as mythic violence, or ‘boundary-making’ violence. They are the 

very kernel of uncertainty at the center of these widely circulated, shared but contested, narratives of war, 

presented instead as their unambiguous cause and their justification. They become as much symbols of 

the clear-cut boundaries between the two warring sides – the Niobe effect – as they become of the 

‘ambiguous’, ‘uncertain’ sphere that lies between and within them, which finds its geographical correlate 

in the Mediterranean Sea.50 The Mediterranean Sea, unlike the land and the mountains that are Niobe’s 

lasting domain (to this day there is a rock called Niobe’s rock on Mount Sipylus in modern day Turkey 

near Izmir) is constantly in flux, it is ambiguous by definition. In the imaginary of the women’s shuttling 

from one ‘marked’ territory to another lies the almost inexorable interconnectedness of Europe and Asia, 

Greeks and non-Greeks. In fact, they are the structural components of these myths that demonstrate that 

the world is, to a large extent, a ‘mélange of overlapping and incommensurable distribution patterns’ 

(Lewis and Weig 13). As long as female agency is ‘uncertain’ and ‘ambiguous’, then it follows that the 

seemingly set borders between the two continents – Asia and Europe – keep blurring at the moment of 

crossing. 

 

Metis: Knowledge Mediterranean and Fluid 

 In her essay “Language and the Female in Early Greek Thought,” classics scholar Ann Bergren 

locates female power/agency/knowledge in this very ambiguity. According to Bergren, female figures have 

‘a capacity for double speech, for both truth and the imitation of truth, a paradoxical speech hopelessly 

ambiguous to anyone whose knowledge is less than [theirs]’ (14). In Euripides’ Helen, for example, which 

operates on the premise that the real Helen was not in Troy but was carried off to Egypt by the gods, only 

Helen herself can prove the real state of affairs and restore her sullied reputation. The burden of proof, so 

                                                   
50 In this they resemble Odysseus and the quality of metis which I will look at in another section of this 
chapter. 
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to speak, falls entirely on her. Even after she has convinced her husband and the other Greeks of her 

innocence, however, Euripides’ play itself remains as a meta-theatrical reminder of the pervasiveness and 

productivity of the ambiguity that Helen’s displacement exemplifies.51 An entire cultural tradition, an entire 

geographical, political and metageographical understanding of the world, rests on the belief of Helen’s 

presence in Troy, the Trojan War and its aftermath. Even if the ‘real’ Helen was in Egypt, what does it 

matter? The value of this ‘double speech,’ which methodologically underlines both Euripides’ play and 

Bergren’s argument, is not so much that it decisively ‘settles’ the score; or that it offers an alternative, but 

equally monolithic, origin story for the Greek/barbarian, Europe/Asia divide. The value of it is that it draws 

our attention to the shuttling perspective of the Mediterranean crossings that underlie that divide.  

 While Bergren claims that a special kind of transformative intelligence, referred to as µήτις (metis) 

in antiquity, is a type of knowledge specific to women,52 it is not only women who exemplify such 

‘ambiguous mobility’ with its semantic, symbolic and epistemological ramifications. In fact, πολυµήτις is 

one of the stock adjectives used by Homer in the Odyssey to describe Odysseus, the Mediterranean seafaring 

migrant par excellence. There is something about the act of crossing, something about the quality of the sea 

that gives seafarers, travelers and the displaced the capability of metonymically becoming more like the 

fluid matter of the water; to touch, as it were, both familiar and unfamiliar ‘ground’; to belong, like 

Euripides’ Helen, to both the realm of the real and the imaginary, the native and the foreign. Bergren’s 

argument of ‘ambiguous mobility’ as well as the concept of metis analyzed in the seminal 1974 study on 

                                                   
51 It is telling that one of the most famous sophistic treatises, Gorgias’ Encomium of Helen, uses the case 
of Helen in order to prove the power of rhetoric. Instead of being concerned with ascertaining the true 
course of events that led to Helen’s sullied reputation, Gorgias is much more interested in asserting the 
persuasive power of rhetoric and its role in both the ‘seduction’ of Helen, and in recuperating her 
reputation.    

52 Marriage exchange, childbirth and other historically contingent circumstances (like the legal status of 
women in ancient Greece) justify Bergren’s formulation. As Marie-Claire Beaulieu concludes in her 
chapter on ‘Maidens, Marriage, and the Sea’: ‘the sea is an ambivalent intermediary space for women that 
represents the liminal status of girls before marriage’ (118).  
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Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society by Marcel Detienne and Jean-Paul Vernant53 may thus 

be expanded and modified to describe the formal qualities, structural functions and narrative representation 

of mythical migrant figures who move between the codified spaces of Mediterranean landmasses, rendering 

them as fluid as the sea itself.   

 According to Marcel Detienne and Jean-Paul Vernant, Metis is ‘the power of the waters, fluid and 

polymorphic’ (137). Unsurprising, if we look at her genealogy: a Titan, Μήτις (Metis) was the daughter of 

Oceanus, first wife of Zeus and mother of Athena. Metis’ name becomes synonymous to a near-protean 

force that involves an elusive, sometimes deceptive potential for mutability and metamorphosis, displayed 

by other maritime mythological figures such as Thetis. In one of many memorable passages, Detienne and 

Vernant draw a connection between metis and multiples, echoing the kind of semantic proliferation and 

repetition that defines the opening invocation in Homer’s Odyssey:54 

Why does metis appear thus, as multiple (pantoie), many-colored (poikile) shifting 
(aiole)? Because its field of application is the world of movement, of multiplicity and 
of ambiguity. It bears on fluid situations which are constantly changing and which at 
every moment combine contrary features and forces that are opposed to each other. 
In order to seize upon the fleeting kairos, metis had to make itself even swifter than 
the latter. In order to dominate a changing situation, full of contrasts, it must become 
even more supple, even more shifting, more polymorphic than the flow of time: it 
must adapt itself constantly to events as they succeed each other and be pliable 
enough to accommodate the unexpected so as to implement the plan in mind more 
successfully (20). 

 

 In this passage, metis is relegated to the ‘world of movement’, and as such it is described in terms 

of fluid. The implied contrast is to the static, grounded world of the land, the rigidity and inflexibility of the 

continental schema that I have touched upon earlier in this chapter. Metis is characterized precisely by the 

way it operates by continuously oscillating between what would have been, for the Greeks, two mutually 

                                                   
53 Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society is one of the main intertexts of Bergren’s work. 

54 I analyze the epic’s opening below.  
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exclusive ‘spheres of reality’: that of being and of becoming.55 Its way of ‘dominating contrasts’ is not to 

subsume them; but to produce even more contrasts. Furthermore, Detienne and Vernant present metis in 

terms of comparatives: ‘swifter’, ‘more supple’, ‘more shifting’, ‘more polymorphic’, showing how the 

qualities of metis are dependent, to a large extent, on confrontation, on an encounter, that can only be 

survived by a metonymic sharing of the quality of the threat. In the context of the representation of 

Mediterranean displacement in ancient literature, then, metis is the mode of being, the way of knowing the 

world that the migrant and the sea exemplifies. 

 As a noun, metis connotes the ability to unfailingly one-up an adversary by adapting and improving 

on his strengths. It follows that you need metis to dominate metis: ‘when the individual who is endowed 

with metis, be he god or man, is confronted with a multiple, changing reality whose limitless polymorphic 

powers render it almost impossible to seize, he can only dominate it – that is to say to enclose it within the 

limits of a single, unchangeable form within his control – if he proves himself to be even more multiple, 

more mobile, more polyvalent than his adversary’ (Detienne and Vernant 5). Semantically and figuratively 

speaking, then, domination means fixity for the vanquished, like Niobe. By contrast, what is up for grabs, 

what cannot be controlled, categorized, possessed or mapped, is fluid and ambiguously mobile.  

 Homer’s Odyssey, one of the formative works of ancient Greek culture and a staple text in courses 

on Western or European civilization, makes an explicit connection between its protagonist Odysseus, the 

cunning ‘man of many devices’ (‘άνδρα πολύτροπον’) and the sea. It also gives Odysseus’ the quality of 

metis. The epic’s opening verses oscillate between the edifying and devastating quality of the adventures 

that the sea thrusts upon the homebound Trojan War hero:  

ἄνδρα µοι ἔννεπε, µοῦσα, πολύτροπον, ὃς µάλα πολλὰ 
πλάγχθη, ἐπεὶ Τροίης ἱερὸν πτολίεθρον ἔπερσεν: 
πολλῶν δ᾽ ἀνθρώπων ἴδεν ἄστεα καὶ νόον ἔγνω, 
πολλὰ δ᾽ ὅ γ᾽ ἐν πόντῳ πάθεν ἄλγεα ὃν κατὰ θυµόν, 
ἀρνύµενος ἥν τε ψυχὴν καὶ νόστον ἑταίρων  

                                                   
55 ‘On the one hand there is the sphere of being, of the one, the unchanging, of the limited, of true and 
definite knowledge; on the other, the sphere of becoming, of the multiple, the unstable and the unlimited, 
of oblique and changeable opinion’ (Detienne and Vernant 5). 
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        (Homer, Odyssey I. 1-5) 
 
Tell me, O Muse, of the man of many devices, who wandered full many 
ways after he had sacked the sacred citadel of Troy. Many were the men 
whose cities he saw and whose mind he learned, aye, and many the woes he 
suffered in his heart upon the sea, seeking to win his own life and the return 
of his comrades.  
       

The sacking of Troy is merely the beginning of Odysseus’ troubles. For ten years ‘upon the sea’ he suffers 

‘many woes’; but ‘upon the sea’ he also encounters ‘many cities and the minds of many men’ that add to 

his glory. The archetypal hero-mariner is faced with a sea that provides valuable experience but also 

devastation and pain. The paronomasia – or repetition of cognate words – of the quantifier ‘πολύ’ (‘very’; 

‘many’; ‘much’) in the lines quoted (‘µάλα πολλά/πλάγχθη’ / ‘full many ways’; ‘πολλών δ’άνθρώπων’ / 

‘many were the men’; ‘πολλά δ’ ό γ’ έν πόντω’ / ‘many the woes he suffered…upon the sea’) establishes 

the multivalent, often nefarious role of the sea in the epic,56 highlighting the proliferation of meaning that 

the sea invites. It also draws a link between the sea’s multiple symbolisms and Odysseus’ capacity to 

respond to it in variously resourceful ways.  

 Many of the ‘stock’ adjectives used to describe Odysseus in Homer’s epic poem use the prefix 

‘πολύ’: ‘πολύµητις’ (‘of many counsels’ or ‘of many wiles’) and ‘πολυµήχανος’ (‘resourceful, inventive’), 

including the very first description the epic offers of him, used in the poem’s first line: ‘πολύτροπον’. 

Beyond chiming into the repetition of ‘πολύ’ that resonates throughout the first verse of the Odyssey, the 

word ‘πολύτροπος’ has a revealing double meaning: ‘much traveled’, ‘much wandering’ in a literal sense 

but also ‘shifty, versatile, wily’ in a figurative sense (Liddell and Scott). The multiple meanings that the sea 

accumulates as a symbol in the Odyssey, evident from the epic’s opening invocation, allow it to be presented 

as both an unpredictable, dangerous space and a space of glory and opportunity. Here is a sea-voyage filled 

with uncertainty, enmity, adventure and discovery, and a hero with equally versatile and cunning means to 

resourcefully counter it.  

                                                   
56 The fact that it is Poseidon, god of the sea and other waters, alone among the Olympians who opposes 
Odysseus’ return to Ithaca amplifies the sea’s threatening capacity, and the nature of the threats that 
Odysseus faces as sea-like; fluid; mutable.  
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 Historically speaking, the archaic and classical Mediterranean basin was the kind of ‘multiple and 

changing reality’ that Detienne and Vernant describe as the prime setting for and of metis. It was over the 

waters of the Mediterranean Sea that ‘Greeks, Phoenicians, Etruscans and other people migrated, founding 

new cities, creating regional identities, and transferring cults, myths, artistic conventions and artifacts, 

amphorae and philosophies’ (Malkin, A Small Greek World 5). The various Greek and other colonies and 

emporia57 that emerged in the Mediterranean basin between the ninth and fifth centuries BC were the result 

of cultures that were ‘in the process of becoming’ within the protean and frontier environment of the 

Mediterranean Sea. The fruit of migrations and explorations, these settlements became nodes of cross-

cultural contact and exchange, where the lines dividing each culture and settlement were much less clear 

than what we today would think of as cultural difference. It is perhaps unsurprising then that Odysseus as 

a popular figure was himself an example of a ‘pan-Mediterranean exchange’ representative of the 

syncretism that characterized the ancient Mediterranean, with an Etruscan equivalent called Utuzde 

(Malkin, A Small Greek World 17). 

 Odysseus’ nostos, the Trojan War hero’s journey of return to Ithaca, is paradigmatic of a rich 

tradition of nostos narratives that show heroes struggling both with natural elements and with magical, 

divine beings in the Mediterranean in order to get back home. It is also paradigmatic of a characteristic of 

ancient Greek modes of being.58 The very world as the archaic Greeks understood it was the result of the 

returns, migrations and diffusions triggered by the Trojan War. Such nostos narratives formed the 

mythological backbone of both Greek and non-Greek settlements, founding narratives that gave the various 

city-states and emporia legitimacy: much of the focus of Greek tradition, ‘memory’ or oral tradition, for 

example, is trying to connect family or polis to Homeric heroes, and the world of Homeric poems (Thomas, 

                                                   
57 Maritime trading posts or commercial enclaves established by various peoples in the Mediterranean. 
For a comparative study of Mediterranean emporia see Demetriou 2012.  

58 For an extensive analysis of the ‘state of being’ of ‘wanderers’ (asylum seekers, evacuees, economic 
migrants) in the ancient Greek world ‘as it is depicted in a variety of literary genres’ see Garland, and 
more specifically his chapter on “Wandering Greeks.” 
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“Floating Gap”). Besides edifying the East-West division in the Greek imaginary, and being a 

foundational/originary moment in the ancients’ understanding of history, the Trojan War as mythology also 

marked the beginning of pioneer activity in the Mediterranean, where a large undifferentiated terrain was 

up for grabs.  

 It is in diffusions and migrations, both literal and figurative, historical and mythical, that Irad 

Malkin, like many other historians working on the Mediterranean before him, locates the strength of the 

surprisingly unified Greek culture that developed there: ‘Greek civilization came into being just when the 

Greeks were splitting apart’ (Malkin, A Small Greek World 5). This formulation proposes a different way 

of understanding cultural constructs, one more dependent on the dynamic force of movement and mobility 

than the static force of well-defined centers. Malkin examines the ancient Mediterranean through the 

framework of network theory, attesting to a process of syncretism that shares many of the structural qualities 

attributed to metis as epistemology and a way of experiencing the world. Even the language of network 

theory shares the sense of movement and mutability that Detienne and Vernant associate with the sea on 

both a physical and theoretical level. Malkin describes the decentralized network of archaic Greek maritime 

colonies in the Mediterranean as defined by content ‘flows’ that ‘appear mostly across open maritime spaces 

and, perhaps most important, move along multidirectional (my emphasis) network lines’ (Malkin, A Small 

Greek World 18). 

 By applying network theory as ‘another way of observing the Mediterranean’ Malkin gives a 

portrait of a ‘space that is relative and relational, a historical space that is both formed by connectivity 

among its proliferating nodes (here ‘colonies’) and simultaneously shaping their particular development, 

interconnections and civilizational commonalities in the process’ (A Small Greek World 18). The 

transformative qualities of migration, and the dynamic, mutable processes that the sea, as a shared space, 

affected as much the geopolitical arrangements of the ancient Mediterranean as it did its cultural formations 

and its artistic representations. Malkin compellingly concludes that, ‘in the archaic Hellenic network, 

physical space and the space of the collective imagination converged’ (A Small Greek World 18). In such a 

construction, Mediterranean migrations – the action and symbol of a particular understanding of space, 
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knowledge and identity capable of producing ‘civilization’ by decentralization, by diffusion and 

displacement – become the very currency of cultural capital in the Mediterranean region. It is the very 

process that constitutes the concept of ‘Europe,’ even as that concept becomes less and less syncretic as it 

is interpreted and further constructed from the 18th century onwards.  

 As a narrative and epistemological structure, then, the women’s (forced?) Mediterranean crossings 

in Herodotus’ first book are the catalysts for a mental map that defined geographical and cultural ideas 

about Europe that are still felt today. Their displacement engenders a specific cultural and geographical 

understanding of the world, so in that sense it is both culturally and politically ‘productive’: the women 

migrants are not ‘simply transformed by [their] act, but they also transform [their] new world’ (Stephanides, 

“The Translation of Heritage” 55). By becoming part of their ‘host societies’, the women metonymically 

connect Asia and Europe,59 extending the sea’s conceptual fluidity onto the very landmasses that they 

finally settle in. Far from being an exclusively post-modern and post-colonial formulation, the 

transformative effect of the migrant on her new world that Cypriot poet and scholar Stephanos Stephanides 

derives from Salman Rushdie is already recognized in and demonstrated by Herodotus’ text. It is also the 

fundamental premise of the myth of Europa.  

 

Europa’s Primal (Dream) Crossing 

 The myth of Europa occupies a special position among the mythical narratives of Greek antiquity 

that have defined Europe due to its link to the Minoan civilization on Crete, which ‘is often portrayed as 

the start of European civilization’ (Price and Thonemann, 44). According to myth, Zeus fell in love with 

Europa, the King of Phoenicia’s daughter,60 transformed himself into a bull in order to take her as a lover 

without drawing the ire of his wife, Hera. Zeus carried Europa across the eastern Mediterranean to the island 

                                                   
59 I elaborate on the importance of the metonymic structure in the context of displacement in the chapters 
that follow. 

60 Agenor or Phoenix, depending on which version of the myth you follow.  



	

 54 

of Crete, where she gave birth to Minos, Rhadamantys and in post-Homeric accounts, Sarpedon (Oxford 

Classical Dictionary). Europa’s crossing from Asia to the island of Crete, a fittingly liminal, island space, 

highlights the porosity of the Asia/Europe divide. 

 In one of the sources that feature the myth, the Library of Apollodorus (a compendium of Greek 

mythology from the second century AD), the actual abduction of Europa is described in just one sentence.61 

What is most important for the author of the Library is what the abduction triggered: ‘on the disappearance 

of Europa her father sent out his sons in search of her, telling them not to return until they had found Europa’ 

(III.1.1). The brothers eventually give up on the search and colonize other parts of the Mediterranean 

basin.62 Beyond the figure of Europa herself, then, there is a whole host of migratory narratives that her 

displacement from Asia to Europe, and her transformation from ‘Other’ to ‘Greek’, triggered. All of these 

narratives connect the mythical past to the historical past of the Mediterranean. Most notably, one of these 

narratives concerns the provenance of the alphabet that the Greeks used: it was one of Europa’s brothers, 

Cadmus, founder of the city of Thebes, who introduced the Phoenician alphabet to the Greek world. In his 

telling of the myth in Metamorphoses, the Roman poet Ovid also choses to highlight Cadmus’ trajectory 

following Europa’s abduction. The circumstances that saw the alphabet ‘arrive’ to the Greeks, also 

recognized by Herodotus (I. 58) and other ancient historians, marks the Greeks’ vehicle of communication 

– Greek language itself – as a product of cultural translation.  

 Perhaps the most important and influential work that takes up the myth of Europa is an epyllion (or 

small epic) by late Hellenistic poet Moschus of Syracuse, written some time in the second century BC. 

Moschus’ epyllion came to be the crucial model for further treatment of the subject.63 Moschus’ 

                                                   
61 ‘Zeus loved her, and turning himself into a tame bull, he mounted her on his back and conveyed her 
through the sea to Crete’ (III. 1. 1)  

62 ‘Phoenix settled in Phoenicia; Cilix settled near Phoenicia, and all the country subject to himself near 
the river Pyramus he called Cilicia; and Cadmus and Telephassa took up their abode in Thrace and in like 
manner Thasus founded a city Thasus in an island off Thrace and dwelt there’ (Library III. 1. 1). 

63 Works inspired by Moschus’ include an ode of Horace (c. 3.27), the treatment of Europa in Book II of 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses (2.833–3.7), Achilles Tatius’ romantic novel (Leucippe and Clitophon 1.1), and 
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positionality as an inhabitant of what the Romans came to call Magna Grecia in a world post-Alexander, 

whose conquests ‘had bound Asia and Europe together’ (Buxton 35), could be one of the reasons why his 

epyllion presents a syncretic, connected view of the world in terms of geographical and cultural 

understanding. The poem is notable for a number of reasons, but I will focus on the way it exposes the 

continental schema as ultimately flawed, and that it does so through a series of formal choices that reflect 

knowledge as ambiguous instead of as fixed. As a result, the poem undermines a ‘conception of global 

geography as fundamentally static’ (Lewis and Wagner 11), offering instead a destabilized, fluid and 

ambiguous understanding of the construction of Europe by focusing on the liminal state exemplified by 

Europa’s crossing of the Mediterranean.  

 “Europa” effectively begins with a dream sequence. While Europa is asleep, the goddess Aphrodite 

sends her a premonitory dream:  

 
τῆµος ὑπωροφίοισιν ἐνὶ κνώσσουσα δόµοισι 
Φοίνικος θυγάτηρ ἔτι παρθένος Εὐρώπεια 
ὠίσατ’ ἠπείρους δοιὰς περὶ εἷο µάχεσθαι, 
Ἀσίδα τ’ ἀντιπέρην τε· φυὴν δ’ ἔχον οἷα γυναῖκες. 
τῶν δ’ ἣ µὲν ξείνης µορφὴν ἔχεν, ἣ δ’ ἄρ’ ἐῴκει 
ἐνδαπίῃ, καὶ µᾶλλον ἑῆς περιίσχετο κούρης, 
φάσκεν δ’ ὥς µιν ἔτικτε καὶ ὡς ἀτίτηλέ µιν αὐτή. 
ἡ δ’ ἑτέρη κρατερῇσι βιωοµένη παλάµῃσιν 
εἴρυεν οὐκ ἀέκουσαν, ἐπεὶ φάτο µόρσιµον εἷο 
ἐκ Διὸς αἰγιόχου γέρας ἔµµεναι Εὐρώπειαν. 
(Moschus, “Europa” 6 – 15)  
 
…at that time, as she slumbered in her upper chamber, Europa, daughter of Phoenix,4 still a virgin, 
thought she saw two continents contend for her, Asia and the land opposite; and they had the form 
of women. Of these, one had the appearance of a foreigner, while the other resembled a native 
woman and clung more and more to her daughter, and kept saying that she had herself borne and 
reared her. But the other, using the force of her strong hands, drew her not unwillingly along, for 
she said it was fated by Zeus who bears the aegis that Europa should be her prize. 
 

Europa’s abduction by Zeus is foregrounded in this dream in a geographical personification that moves 

between a geopolitical and mythical-theological level of interpretation. The abduction is framed in the 

                                                   
Nonnus’ epic Dionysiaca (1.46–364). For a comparative account of the treatment of the myth in the 
above, see Kuhlmann.  



	

 56 

context of two ‘arguing’ continents, of which only one is named: Asia. The ‘other’ – ‘άλλη’ – that we can 

identify as Europe, remains nameless. It is instead defined by two adjectives: ‘ξένη’, meaning ‘foreign’ and 

‘αντίπερην’, lit. ‘on the other side,’ that help us identify it as Europe. It is worth noting here that the mere 

fact that readers from antiquity to the present instantly recognize the ‘foreign’ continent as Europe is itself 

indicative of the hegemonic discourse that this very text is part and parcel of. The opposition between native 

and foreign land masses; ‘here’ and ‘there’; a ‘motherly embrace’ and a ‘forceful tugging’ give the dream 

a violent dimension that could allude to geopolitical tension. The vision of two warring continents within 

the uncertain, ambiguous framework of the dream prefigures the primary moment of boundary-formation 

between Asia and Europe, by highlighting the grey zone, the protean state that exists prior to differentiation.  

Classics scholar Jonathan Smart has argued that Moschus’ epyllion ultimately ‘rejects political 

allegory’ (46) because it attributes responsibility for both Europa’s dream and her abduction ‘to the divine 

sphere with Zeus and Cypris’ (45). Yet Smart’s reading of the effect of the ‘divine sphere’ and by extension 

the dream narrative it is couched in ignores the property of myth as political by definition, in as much as it 

is a product and an expression of collective memory and of a culture’s imaginary, among other things (see 

Bremmer). My reading of Herodotus’ remarks in Book I of the Histories demonstrates the political 

relevance of myth even in antiquity. More importantly, however, Smart’s interpretation ignores the fact that 

both divine and dream discourse (often the same thing in classical Greek culture) can involve a semantic 

doubleness, akin to the ‘double speech’ used by Ann Bergren to describe the female in Greek thought. With 

this in mind, Europa’s dream can function both as geopolitical allegory and as the manifestation of the 

gods’ power over Europa. This semantic ‘openness’ is, after all, a trademark quality of dreams in classical 

Greek culture, as it is of prophecies and oracles.64  

                                                   
64 All three are considered divine in one way or another, as many instances in classical Greek literature 
show. There is Clytemnestra’s dream in Sophocles’ Electra, and in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and The 
Libation Bearers; Oedipus’ dream in Oedipus Rex64; Zeus’ false dream to Agamemnon in the Iliad; 
Penelope’s dream in the Odyssey, and the list goes on. Dreams are connected to the gods as vehicles of a 
god-sent message, as warnings or even as traps.  
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Panagiotis Roilos makes a compelling case for the semantic ambivalence inherent in poetic and 

prophetic discourse in his discussion of C. P. Cavafy’s poem “Απιστία” (“Unfaithfulness”), a poem that 

draws heavily from the representation of prophecy in Greek mythology. The poem is a commentary on 

the prophecy that Apollo makes regarding Achilles’ life at the wedding of his parents, Thetis and Peleus. 

Apollo declares that ‘sickness will never visit’ the son that ‘will come from Thetis and Peleus’’ union, 

‘and his life will be a long one’ ‘ποτέ αυτόν αρρώστια δεν θ’αγγίξει / και θάχει µακρυνή ζωή’ (Cavafy 

“Απιστία”). When Achilles is killed in battle, Thetis mourns his loss and chastises the god whose promise 

she considers false and cruel: 

πού γύριζεν ο ποιητής που στα τραπέζια 
έξοχα οµιλεί, πού γύριζε ο προφήτης 
όταν τον υιό της σκότωναν στα πρώτα νειάτα. 
Κ’ οι γέροι την απήντησαν πως ο Aπόλλων 
αυτός ο ίδιος εκατέβηκε στην Τροία, 
και µε τους Τρώας σκότωσε τον Aχιλλέα. 
 

where was this poet who holds forth 
so eloquently at banquets, where was this prophet 
when they killed her son in his prime. 
And the elders answered that Apollo himself 
had gone down to Troy 
and together with the Trojans had killed her son.  
 
 

 It is telling that Thetis – in free indirect speech – refers to Apollo as both a ‘poet’ and as a ‘prophet’; 

both domains that produce ambiguous discourse, a discourse that ‘precariously oscillates between 

correctness and fallacy’ (Roilos 177). In this instance, Thetis, who Detienne and Vernant use as an example 

of metis, was herself ‘duped’ into thinking that ‘µακραίωνος βίος’ - translated as ‘long life’ – was meant to 

secure Achilles’ longevity on earth. Instead, it may have very well alluded to his immortal reputation as a 

warrior (Roilos 178). Thetis’ confidence in her son’s literal immortality is violently undercut by Apollo’s 

personal role in the killing of Achilles, indicating an interim domain of divine intervention, that does not 

conform to the categories of ‘true’ or ‘false’ that are constructed by and made legible for humans. In 

Cavafy’s poem, Achilles’ fate is presented in that ‘deliberate ambiguity’ that Benjamin considers the 



	

 58 

characteristic quality of mythical, law-making violence, and which I have demonstrated is also 

characteristic of the dual process of borderification.  

 Roilos’ insightful analysis demonstrates that on a semantic level, Apollo’s oracle, like the definition 

of the abducted women’s willingness in Herodotus, oscillates between two well-defined, opposite poles: 

‘The emphasis is again on hermeneutics as a disconcerting, if not hazardous, semantic process in which 

falsehood and truth are (de)constructed in a continuous dialogue between signs and interpreting agencies’ 

(Roilos 178). Deducing the meaning of the oracle is itself a process of migration, of shuttling between two 

well-defined categories that are, however, themselves dynamic.65 Like the sea and its transformative quality 

of metis, the dream discourse is as multivalent as it is ultimately undefinable. The moment of Mediterranean 

crossing, Europa’s abduction by Zeus, is similarly represented in the dream sequence of Moschus’ poem as 

a ‘disconcerting … semantic process’ in which Europe and Asia are similarly ‘(de)constructed in a 

continuous dialogue between signs and interpreting agencies.’ After all, Europa is not entirely discontent 

with being ‘tugged’ by the foreign continent. And like a migrant’s crossing, the process of translation 

transforms both the displaced person and the points of origin and arrival.  

 Read in this tradition of prophecies and god-sent dreams in classical Greek literature, the fact that 

Moschus situates the premonition of Europa’s abduction and displacement within the ambivalent semantic 

framework of the dream destabilizes, metonymically, the whole poem’s signs and meanings. It introduces 

an alternative framework of interpretation that is ‘anchored’ in the mobile, and liminal, perspective of 

Europa as migrant. This framework echoes the many epistemological issues raised in Euripides’ Helen, a 

play that one could argue makes the case that Helen, in body and reputation, was in two places at the same 

time. Helen’s displacement from Sparta triggers a war despite her actual whereabouts. Euripides might well 

be suggesting that it is the act of leaving her ‘right place’ that causes the war, no matter where she ended 

up ‘landing’.  

                                                   
65 Since the oracle is divine, it can never be wrong; so ‘truth’ and ‘falsehood’ are fluid also (Roilos 178).   
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 Perhaps the most indicative instance of the ‘double speech’ that runs throughout Moschus’ poem 

is the term ‘Europa’ / ’Europe’ / ’Ευρώπη’ itself. The poem indulges in the semantic confusion it evokes 

by obliquely presenting the land mass of Europe as both ‘foreign’ (in relation to Europa’s Phoenician 

origins) and ‘familiar’ (the poet feels confident that the reader will understand which continent the poem is 

referring to). The opening lines of the poem allow us, then, to situate Europe/Europa both in Asia and in 

the ‘foreign land on the other side’. The dream section gives the reader a glimpse of an alternative 

perspective of geographical space that is seemingly at odds with the tradition it is situated in. The poem 

presents the multiple hermeneutic possibilities evoked by the term ‘Europa’ / ‘Europe’ by simultaneously 

presenting two different temporal and geographical imaginaries: the moment before continental 

differentiation, and the moment when that differentiation is taken for granted. 

 The representation of Europa’s displacement in the context of a dream discourse also points to the 

ways in which Moschus’ poem as a whole emulates Europa’s destabilizing experience. The epyllion clearly 

parallels the dream sequence which prefigures the moment of abduction with the description of Europa’s 

actual abduction. It does so in three distinct ways. First, in both instances Europa comes into contact with 

the divine (first the dream, then Zeus himself as a bull). Second, both encounters baffle her, challenging her 

established knowledge of self and belonging. Caught in the middle of two continents in her dream, Europa 

wakes up asking for the meaning of her vision:  

τίς µοι τοιάδε φάσµατ’ ἐπουρανίων προΐηλεν; 
ποῖοί µε στρωτῶν λεχέων ὕπερ ἐν θαλάµοισιν 
ἡδὺ µάλα κνώσσουσαν ἀνεπτοίησαν ὄνειροι; 
τίς δ’ ἦν ἡ ξείνη τὴν εἴσιδον ὑπνώουσα;  
(Moschus, “Europa” 21 – 24) 
 
Which of the gods in heaven has sent such visions upon me? What sort of dreams appearing above 
my covered bed have scared me as I slept so sweetly in my chamber? Who was the foreign woman 
whom I saw as I slept?  

 

Riding the bull over the waves of the Mediterranean, in a literally indeterminable space between continents, 

Europa expresses a similar sense of bafflement and disorientation: ‘Where are you carrying me, godlike 

bull? Who are you? And how do you pass over ways hard for shambling cattle, and do not fear the sea?’ 
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(II. 134 - 136). Third, in both the dream and the moments before her abduction, Europa occupies a liminal 

geographical position: caught between two continents in the former; playing near the water, on the 

Mediterranean littoral in the latter. In this parallel construction, dreaming and displacement share a 

destabilizing quality both in terms of their intradiegetic function (they confuse Europa) and as tropes 

governed by different semantic rules (they require a different way of reading, as my discussion regarding 

dream and prophetic discourse above has shown).  

Moschus’ dream inset, therefore, is a formal trope that affects the entire reading of Europa’s myth, 

making it much more than ‘a universal pattern of male-female encounters’ (Smart 44). To argue, like 

Jonathan Smart does, that Moschus’ poem is not a political allegory because it presents an ‘effaced 

opposition’ between the two continents, is to claim that ‘politics’ or ‘politicization’ lies only in antinomy 

and polarity. As I have shown, the very structure of Moschus’ poem is predicated on the reader being able 

to occupy that hermeneutic middle ground where one thing can mean two opposite things at once (Asia and 

Europe; willing and unwilling). As a result, the poem itself accommodates multiple levels of interpretation 

that allow for both a more innocuous, pastoral reading of the poem and a more geopolitical interpretation. 

Moschus’ dream section is not a rejection of political allegory: it is the proposition of a political allegory 

that breaks from what has been the conventional way of looking at the constitution of Europe as always in 

opposition to Asia. Moschus’ poem does not anchor the reader in any one of the two continents. The poem’s 

conceptual epicenter is the fluid, transformative mode of metis that defines Europa’s displacement, which 

also becomes the hermeneutic framework that the poem demands the reader to adopt.  

 Beyond just an origins story or a love story, then, the story of Europa is a story about the fluidity 

of boundaries. The marine Mediterranean setting of the myth’s central action casts this into sharp relief. 

Where Moschus choses the dream discourse as a way of turning the destabilizing experience of Europa’s 

displacement into an interpretative framework, fifth century AD poet Nonnus, one of the most notable 

Greek epic poets of the Roman period, highlights the ways in which Europa’s crossing completely upsets 

a taxonomically ordered epistemology by emphasizing the link between the sea and Zeus’ transformation 
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into a bull.66 This is a general theme of Nonnus’ epic poem Dionysiaca (in which his version of Europe’s 

myth is found) and of the myths that the epic features, something attested to by the poet’s pre-emptive 

methodological statement in the opening of the work. Nonnus calls upon ‘Proteus of many turns’ that comes 

‘in all diversity of shapes’ to help him with the ‘diversity of songs’ that he is about to present (Nonus, 

Dionysiaca I.14-15). 

 In Nonnus’ telling, an Achaean mariner sees Europa riding the bull over the sea’s waves. 67 The 

mariner points out all the improbable elements that the scene exhibits, and goes on to express them in a 

long monologue that can be read as a list of logical inversions, all the ways in which the scene defies 

common sense:  

 
εἰσορόων δὲ 
µιµηλὴν ταχύγουνον ἐχέφρονα νῆα θαλάσσης 
τοῖον ἔπος περίφοιτος Ἀχαιικὸς ἴαχε ναύτης· 
“Ὀφθαλµοί, τί τὸ θαῦµα; 
πόθεν ποσὶ κύµατα τέµνων 
νήχεται ἀτρυγέτοιο δι᾿ ὕδατος ἀγρονόµος βοῦς; 
µὴ πλωτὴν Κρονίδης τελέει χθόνα; µὴ διὰ πόντου 
ὑγρὸς ἁλιβρέκτοιο χαράσσεται ὁλκὸς ἁµάξης; 
παπταίνω κατὰ κῦµα νόθον πλόον· 
… 
ταῦρε, παρεπλάγχθης µετανάστιος· οὐ πέλε Νηρεὺς 
βουκόλος, οὐ Πρωτεὺς ἀρότης, οὐ Γλαῦκος ἁλωεύς, 
οὐχ ἕλος, οὐ λειµῶνες ἐν οἴδµασιν, ἀλλὰ θαλάσσῃ 
ἀτρυγέτῳ πλώοντες ἀνήροτα ναύλοχον ὕδωρ 
πηδαλίῳ τέµνουσι καὶ οὐ σχίζουσι σιδήρῳ· 
(Nonnus, Dionysiaca I. 90 – 97; 110 - 114) 
 
 
One saw this mimic ship of the sea, alive and nimble-kneed, — an Achaian seaman passing by, and 
he cried out in this fashion: “O my eyes what’s this miracle? how comes it that he cuts the waves 
with his legs, and swims over the barren sea, this land-pasturing bull? Navigable earth—is that the 
new creation of Cronides? Shall the farmer’s wain trace a watery rut through the brine-sprent deep? 
That’s a bastard voyage I descry upon the waves!  … Bull, you are astray out of your country; 
Nereus is no bulldrover, Proteus no plowman, Glaucos no gardener; no marshground, no meadows 

                                                   
66 After all, Zeus has to transform himself to carry Europa away, and as a result she is also transformed: 
into a Greek, into a queen, into a continent. The whole narrative is premised on the mutability of identity. 

67 This is a moment that Moschus describes as one where all bearings are lost, where all that Europa can 
see is the undifferentiated, and undifferentiable, seascape.  
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in the billows; on the barren sea there’s no tillage, but sailors cut the ship-harbouring water with a 
steering-oar, and do not split with iron;  

 

 Using the bewildered perspective of the Achaean mariner, Nonnus shows the bull to be completely 

out of place (‘Bull, you are astray out of your country’) through a series of antinomies that emphasize the 

seemingly mutually exclusive qualities of the land and sea. In fact, the term used in the Greek original is 

‘µετανάστιος’ (lit. ‘wandering’), which is the etymological root of the Modern Greek word for migrant 

(‘µετανάστης’). This ‘impossible’ event, observed as it is from the perspective of the mortal mariner, is 

compounded by the fluid, destabilizing and protean site of the Mediterranean Sea, which is as divinely 

ambiguous as the site of Moschus’ dream. After all, in his transformation into a bull, Zeus metonymically 

links the land to the water, and the water to the land: ‘this sea-bull is a creature very different from the land-

bull, has a fishlike shape’ (Nonnus, Dionysiaca I. 100 - 101). The mariner’s exclamations thus further point 

to the double moment of the crossing as that of differentiation and ambiguity. His incredulity confirms the 

dichotomy - land versus water - that defines conventional epistemology, while the scene in front of him 

cannot be interpreted using that dichotomy as an epistemological framework.  

Through his use of the dream inset, Moschus offers a very sophisticated interpretation of the myth 

of Europa as a whole as a moment of what we would now refer to as cultural translation. Nonnus’ use of 

the Achaean mariner, and his almost comedic oscillation between the hermeneutic rules of the land and 

those of the sea, functions in a similar way. Despite her name, then, Europa ‘belongs’ both to the European 

and Asian continents. Thanks to her crossing of the Mediterranean, she is both the ‘outside’ and the 

‘essence’ of the continental territory that the Greeks considered theirs. In the words of literary theorist 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak: ‘this grabbing of an outside indistinguishable from an inside constitutes an 

inside, going back and forth and coding everything into a sign-system by the thing(s) grasped. One can call 

this crude coding ‘a translation’. In this never-ending weaving, violence translates into conscience and vice-

versa…’ (13). The violent moment of Europa’s abduction, in its ‘mythic ambiguity’, is a ‘shuttling’ between 

cultures that turns violence into conscience. In the case of Europa, this conscience is collective: it is a 

geographical and cultural imaginary of Europe as distinct from Asia. Yet at the same time, Europa’s myth 
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is also a reminder of the internal ‘Other,’ not just in terms of an originary narrative wherein ‘rape turns into 

marriage, the union by which a foreign female becomes the origins or perpetuation of the race’ (Bergren 

21); but as an ongoing, ever-present, and in fact fundamental element of individual and collective 

identities.68  

Is Europa the barbarian’s daughter, or the mother of the European Greeks? Ann Bergren provides 

one possible answer, by stating that Europa is first the former, and then, after her ‘exchange’, becomes the 

latter. However, as this chapter has demonstrated, Europa’s story occupies such a liminal position between 

myth and history, fiction and fact, Greek and non-Greek traditions that to use markers of linear temporality 

(first, then) imposes a teleology that is supported by neither Moschus’ text nor Herodotus’. In the poetic-

prophetic moment of the dream, as well as in Europa’s disoriented crossing of the Mediterranean, Moschus 

presents Europa in Asia, Europa in Europe, and Europa in between the two at the same time. Europa is 

always already both. She is both the (migrant) origin of Europe and a proof of the destabilizing effect of 

the migrant experience to cultural purism arguments. Thanks to the ‘ambiguous mobility’ afforded literally 

and figuratively by the Mediterranean Sea, she also undermines the idea that continental distinctions 

somehow denote significant cultural groupings.  

 

Strange and Mobile Kin: Europe, non-Europe and Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women 

 In the last section of this chapter, I want to turn briefly to an ancient work that explicitly 

addresses the issue of immigration and the status of asylum seekers: Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women. 

Aeschylus’ tragedy, like Moschus’ Europa and Book I of Herodotus’ Histories, presents a mobile, 

displaced point of view as constitutive of the taxonomic categories and dichotomies that dominate their 

contemporary societies’ understanding of the world. In fact, Aeschylus presents migration as a 

destabilizing but also ultimately unifying force: an originary narrative trope that binds together culturally 

                                                   
68 Chapter IV of this dissertation is especially concerned with examining the state of the internal ‘Other’, 
through the case of the island of Cyprus and the representation of internal displacement in post-1974 
Cypriot poetry. 
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distinct, yet geographically contiguous, Mediterranean peoples. In contrast to the other works examined in 

this chapter, Suppliant Women takes the issue of immigration to the polis, or city-state, exploring the 

ways in which the arrival of Egyptian asylum seekers to the Greek city of Argos destabilizes the political, 

legal and epistemological frameworks of the city-state. The play thus provides a fruitful parallel to 

contemporary socio-political developments concerning immigration to Europe, and is particularly useful 

in understanding the representation of migration in art as cultural politics.  

 In Suppliant Women, the cultural groupings defined by continental distinctions (Europa – Asia – 

Libya) are completely undermined when a group of fifty Egyptian women, the daughters of Danaus (or 

Danaids) arrive at Argos69 seeking refuge. Claiming a common ancestry with the Argive people via the 

mythic figure of Io70 – one of the four ambiguous ‘abduction victims’ listed in Herodotus’ Histories, and 

a ‘model’ of Europa’s abduction in Moschus’ epyllion71 – the Danaids turn to Pelasgus, the King of 

Argos, to protect them from their male cousins, the sons of Aegyptus, who wish to marry them by force. 

The Danaids’ asylum request is a source of great anxiety for Pelasgus, who is faced with the task of 

arbitrating between two different legal systems (domestic and foreign); two different internal governance 

approaches (the imperative of xenia72 and his people’s will); and the simultaneous status of these women 

as both kin and strangers. As this short summary demonstrates, Suppliant Women, like Moschus’ Europa 

and Herodotus’ first book, also operates within a framework of antinomy between men and women, 

                                                   
69 In the Peloponnese.  

70 ‘The basis of their claim is descent from Io, an Argive priestess once courted by Zeus. Transformed 
into a cow and driven to Egypt, she was there touched by the god and restored to human form, 
subsequently giving birth to a son, Epaphus’ (Bakewell 3). 

71 In a section of Moschus’ epyllion notable for its elaborate ekphrasis, the basket that Europa and her 
friends are using to collect flowers near the shore before she is abducted by Zeus / the bull is decorated 
with a representation of Io’s myth.  

72 Guest-friendship, ‘a bond of trust, imitating kinship and reinforced by rituals, generating affection and 
obligations between individuals belonging to separate social units’ (Herman). 
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where the former are land-bound and fixed, and the latter are mobile and exchangeable.73 Aeschylus’s 

representation of Mediterranean migration in Suppliant Women then, engages with migration’s effect on 

multiple spheres: civic life, the law, myth, geography, kinship and gender. 

 My goal in this final section of the chapter is to demonstrate how Aeschylus, through his 

representation of the migrant status of the Danaids, destabilizes any claims of ‘pure origins’ and points to 

the Mediterranean Sea as the site of undifferentiated, potential identity as well as the liminal space across 

which differentiated identities are formed. For this, I argue that he relies heavily on the fluid and 

transformative force of the sea, which he closely associates with the Danaids throughout the play, by his 

use of language. I am also interested in the ways in which Aeschylus uses the tragic genre as a vehicle to 

convey a logic of cultural translation that the suppliant women themselves embody, especially the crucial 

role that the visual field plays in the representation of displacement, a topic that I explore extensively in 

the context of 21st century visual art on Mediterranean migration in the final chapter of this dissertation.  

 Classics scholar and historian Lynette G. Mitchell makes a compelling case that ‘the continental 

polarity of Europe/Greece and Asia forms the background’ (212) for Aeschylus’ play. This would have 

struck a chord with Aeschylus’ contemporary audience, who would’ve understood Aeschylus’ work as a 

commentary on large-scale immigration to Athens in the fifth century BCE and more particularly the 

newly-created legal status of µετοικία (metoikia) given to ‘free non-citizens living among’ Athenians 

(Bakewell 3). This status recognized migrants as both ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ Athenian society, blurring 

and defining the distinction between Greeks and non-Greeks.  

 The term µέτοικος (metoikos) itself – literally translated as someone who lives with – designates a 

spatial contiguity, the sharing of the city space among citizens and non-citizens, even as it rejects 

identification between the two groups. The term operates on a premise of contiguity rather than similarity, 

                                                   
73 For an extensive analysis on the Suppliant Women and gender, see Zelenak and Zeitlin.  
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structurally resembling Roman Jakobson’s distinction between metonymy and metaphor. With metoikia,74 

any essential similarity with the citizen is rejected: the prefix µετα- (meta-) – meaning ‘among’, ‘with’, 

‘besides’ – describes instead a relationship based on proximity. The metoikos, then, can be said to 

metonymically share some of the privileges and obligations of the citizen,75 while the mere creation of 

metoikia as a legal status in turn metonymically qualifies the status of citizen by forcing them to share at 

least some of their privileges with immigrants. As Geoffrey Blackwell eloquently summarizes in the 

Introduction of his book Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women: A Tragedy of Immigration (2013): ‘Metics made 

crucial contributions to Athens in multiple ways, and so had to be tolerated and even encouraged at times. 

Yet these same people were outsiders and had to remain so; by their very nature they constituted an 

existential threat to the democratic city and its self-understanding’ (8). One can’t help but draw a 

comparison between contemporary arguments about the economic necessity of immigration to Europe,76 

which clashes with the desire to sustain a ‘self-understanding’ of European societies as predominantly 

white, Christian and/or secular. Viewed through the lens of metics, then, the city-state in Aeschylus’ 

tragedy emerges as both a shared and a contested space, at once affirming and undermining the distinction 

between Greek and non-Greek (or ‘barbarian’).   

                                                   
74 For the most comprehensive examination of metoikia, see David Whitehead’s The Ideology of the 
Athenian Metic (1977).  

75 In exchange for limited protection for themselves and their movable possessions, metics had to comply 
with a list of regulations, including (among other things) paying an annual fee to the city and having a 
citizen sponsor. 

76 According to one European Parliament Briefing Report from December 2015, ‘in the longer term, the 
refugee influx could be positive for the European economy by, for example, addressing the EU's alarming 
demographic trends’ (Karakas 1). 
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 The arrival of the Danaids also challenges geographical delimitations, something illustrated by 

their takeover of an altar-mound outside the city walls as shelter. The shrine is a sacred place of ritual,77 

and is thus liminal78 by definition. Its liminality, however, is further corroborated by the way in which the 

shrine is also a manifestation of the reconfiguration of Argive geography as a direct result of ‘outside’ 

contact. Its role as a site that lies outside the polis’ jurisdiction is ‘activated’ when the suppliants take up 

their positions on it, which signals to the local people that they cannot touch or harass them. The asylum 

seekers metonymically make the mound their own, and the shrine becomes, by virtue of the Danaids’ 

presence, a piece of ‘foreign’ territory in the heart of Argos, not unlike a refugee camp or detention 

center, a heterotopia79 of sorts that exists both within and without the Argive city-state.  

 The ‘continental polarity’ (Mitchell 212) that underscores Suppliant Women is evident from the 

very opening of the play, both in the way the Danaids describe themselves and in the way Pelasgus, King 

of Argos, first reacts to them. Pelasgus’ first address to the Danaids unambiguously casts the women as 

foreign to the Argive space, and highlights the visual component of displacement:80  

 
ποδαπόν όµιλον τόνδ᾿ ἀνελληνόστολον  

                                                   
77 Danaus tells his daughters that ‘it is best from every point of view, girls, to sit at this rock sacred to the 
Assembled Gods: an altar is an unbreakable shield, stronger than a city wall’ (Aeschylus, Suppliants 188 - 
190). 

78 Skjoldager-Nielsen and Edelman broadly define the term as designating ‘a transitory and precarious 
phase between stable states, which is marked off by conceptual, spatial and/or temporal barriers, within 
which individuals, groups and/or objects are set apart from society and/or the everyday’ (1). The term was 
first coined by French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep in 1908, and further developed by 
anthropologist Victor Turner in the 1960s.  

79 I borrow the term from Michel Foucault, who coins and defines heterotopias as ‘places that do exist and 
that are formed in the very founding of society— which are something like counter-sites, a kind of 
effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the 
culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted’ (Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” 3). 

80 The visual code of the migrant or the displaced is something that Danaus himself draws attention to, by 
instructing his daughters to act appropriately to their status: ‘answer the natives in words that display 
respect, sorrow and need, as it is proper for aliens to do, explaining clearly this flight of yours which is 
not due to bloodshed. Let your speech, in the first place, not be accompanied by arrogance, and let it 
emerge from your disciplined faces and your calm eyes that you are free of wantonness. And be neither 
forward nor sluggish in speech’ (Aeschylus, Suppliants 192 - 200). 
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πέπλοισι βαρβάροισι κἀµπυκώµασιν 
χλίοντα προσφωνοῦµεν; οὐ γὰρ Ἀργολὶς 
ἐσθὴς γυναικῶν οὐδ᾿ ἀφ᾿ Ἑλλάδος τόπων. 
(Aeschylus, Suppliants 234 - 237) 
 
 
From what place does this company come that I am addressing, in un-Greek garb, wearing 
luxurious barbarian robes and headbands? The dress of these women is not from the Argive 
region, nor from any place in Greece.  
 

Pelasgus characteristically uses the term ‘ανελληνόστολον’ (translated above as ‘un-Greek garb’), a 

composite word that describes the group of women as non-Greek in privative terms, before using the 

affirmative term ‘βάρβαροις’ (‘barbarian’) to double down on their foreignness in what is evidently a 

tautology.  

 Pelasgus also initially disbelieves the women when they say they are descendent from Argos, 

purely on the basis of their external appearance that ‘classifies’ them as the offspring of another continent:  

ἄπιστα µυθεῖσθ᾿, ὦ ξέναι, κλυεῖν ἐµοί, 
ὅπως τόδ᾿ ὑµῖν ἐστιν Ἀργεῖον γένος. 
Λιβυστικοῖς γὰρ µᾶλλον ἐµφερέστεραι 
γυναιξίν ἐστε κοὐδαµῶς ἐγχωρίοις· 
(Aeschylus, Suppliants 277 - 280) 
 
What you say, strangers, is unbelievable for me to hear, that this group of yours is of Argive 
descent. You bear more resemblance to the women of Libya—certainly not to those of this 
country.  

 

Pelasgus’ words rely on the visual manifestations of the dichotomy between Greek and non-Greek, and 

the stereotypes or metageographical associations of the terms ‘Europe’, ‘Asia’ and ‘Libya’. Their 

appearance, by being different to the local customs, signals their foreignness. This analysis echoes the 

convincing argument that Attic tragedy’s ‘barbarians’ were, above all, a type that acted as a foil for male 

Athenians’ self-definition (Hall).  

 Even before Pelasgus frames his encounter with the women in terms of the Greek/barbarian 

dichotomy, however, a ‘continental polarity’ surfaces in the very opening remarks of the Danaids. In the 

Danaids’ speech, the distinction between Greek and non-Greek is organized less around the hard 

dichotomies that Pelasgus uses, and more around the contrast between land and water; stability and 
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movement; danger and safety. In the first choral ode, Aeschylus emphasizes movement and arrival in 

order to clearly mark the status of the Egyptian women as foreign. In the first five lines of the play, the 

Danaids claim that they have ‘fled’ or ‘escaped’ (‘φύγοµεν’ and ‘λιπούσαι’) their home via the sea 

(‘φεύγειν ἀνέδην διὰ κῦµ᾿ ἅλιον’), landing at Argos as suppliants:  

Δίαν δὲ λιποῦσαι 
χθόνα σύγχορτον Συρίᾳ φεύγοµεν, 
οὔτιν᾿ ἐφ᾿ αἵµατι δηµηλασίαν 
ψήφῳ πόλεως γνωσθεῖσαι, 
ἀλλ᾿ αὐτογενῆ φυξανορίαν 
… 
φεύγειν ἀνέδην διὰ κῦµ᾿ ἅλιον, 
κέλσαι δ᾿ Ἄργους γαῖαν, ὅθεν δὴ 
γένος ἡµέτερον, τῆς οἰστροδόνου 
βοὸς ἐξ ἐπαφῆς κἀξ ἐπιπνοίας 
Διὸς εὐχόµενον, τετέλεσται. 
τίν᾿ ἂν οὖν χώραν εὔφρονα µᾶλλον 
τῆσδ᾿ ἀφικοίµεθα 
(Aeschylus, Suppliants 4 – 8, 14 – 20) 
 
We have left the land of Zeus, which borders on Syria, as fugitives, not through public banishment 
for bloodshed after condemnation by state decree, but of our own accord, in flight from men … to 
flee headlong over the waves of the sea and put in to the land of Argos, from whence originates our 
race, which claims to derive from the touch and breath of Zeus on the gadfly-driven heifer. So to 
what more friendly land than this could we come… 
 

The Danaids are therefore immediately associated with the fluid, dynamic and precarious element of the 

sea, in contrast to the land (‘γαίαν’ and ‘χώραν’) to which they arrive, which is stable and provides 

security. This is further compounded by Aeschylus’ choice of making Pelasgus the son of Palechton, 

whom he refers to as ‘γηγενούς’ (lit. earthborn),81 thus setting up another opposition between the 

incoming migrants and the Argive natives.  

 In one allegorical interpretation of the Danaid myth – especially popular in the nineteenth century 

– the Danaids represent ‘the Nymphs of the Argive springs, while their suitors represented the streams, 

which, depending on the season, became torrents or dried up’ (Papadopoulou 28).82 Ascertaining which 

                                                   
81 This is Aeschylus’ own interpretation of Pelasgus’ genealogy.  

82 This interpretation relies on the number of Danaids, which recalled the fifty Nereids (water deities) and 
the association of the Danaid family with water (Papadopoulou 28). 
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interpretation of the myth of the Danaids is more convincing falls beyond the scope of this chapter. 

However, the fact that in his treatment Aeschylus choses to draw out the association of the suppliants with 

the element of water gives further weight to my reading of the play as a commentary on the ultimately 

unifying quality of Mediterranean migration narratives, which underpin even the most seemingly 

trenchant continental identities, and destabilize the metageographical dichotomies produced by them. The 

element of water is the geo-physical manifestation of that conceptual connectivity.  

 In fact, the element of the sea frames the play: not only does it feature heavily in the Danaids’ 

opening speech,83 it also has a prominent role in one of Danaus’ final speeches, where he syntactically 

and linguistically links the sea - that they have crossed to reach safety - to his and his daughters’ plight: 

‘let us not suffer what we endured long sorrow and ploughed a long sea-furrow with our keel to avoid’ 

(Aeschylus, Suppliants 1006 - 1007). The original Greek uses enjambment and repetition to draw a 

parallel between ‘toil’ and ‘sea’: ‘πολύς πόνος / πολύς δε πόντος’.84 This turns out to be a foreboding 

formulation: shortly after Danaus’ speech, the sons of Egyptus land at the shores of Argus, threatening the 

Danaids, and Argos itself, with more violence.  

                                                   
83 In that first speech, the Danaids invoke Io, Zeus’ calf ‘from beyond the sea’ (‘υπερπόντιον’) (41 – 42); 
they also draw attention to the turbulent conditions of a sea crossing (‘the battering of storm and squall, 
thunder and lightning, and the rain-bearing winds of the savage sea’ (35 – 37). The frequent allusions to 
the sea by the Danaids could be the reason why in at least one translation of the play, the 1926 Harvard 
University Press translation by Herbert Weir Smyth, lines 14 and 15 cited above (‘φεύγειν ἀνέδην διὰ 
κῦµ᾽ ἅλιον, / κέλσαι δ᾽ Ἄργους γαῖαν…’) are expansively translated to incorporate an extensive 
description of the Danaids’ sea crossing: 

And bade us fly, with him beside 
Heedless what winds or waves arose 
And o'er the wide sea waters haste 
Until to Argos' shore at last 
Our wandering pinnace came … 

The element of the sea offers the translator both a literal and metaphorical topos for the women’s 
uncertain, liminal state. 

84 The full lines are as follows: ‘πρὸς ταῦτα µὴ πάθωµεν ὧν πολὺς πόνος, / πολὺς δὲ πόντος οὕνεκ᾿ ἠρόθη 
δορί’. 
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 Indeed, when the sons of Egyptus land at Argus’ shores, one of the main demands that their 

messenger makes to the Danaids is that they leave the earthy mound that acted as a sanctuary for them 

and board the Egyptian ship for the voyage back to Egypt: ‘you will quickly board the ship, the ship, 

willing or unwilling!’ ‘σὺ δ᾽ ἐν ναῒ ναῒ βάσῃ / τάχα θέλεος ἀθέλεος’ (861 - 862); ‘you won’t jump out of 

the Egyptian boat’ ‘Αἰγυπτίαν γὰρ βᾶριν οὐχ ὑπερθορῇ’ (873). The sea brought the Danaids to safety; and 

it may also carry them back to danger. Unlike the dichotomies represented by the continental schema, 

which the polis also follows, the sea is metis ultimate: it can never be controlled, anticipated, or 

categorized. Each potential Mediterranean crossing has a different, unexpected, and ultimately provisional 

meaning. The sea as symbol, condition and medium can oscillate between the poles of safety and danger, 

identity and estrangement, transcending and including both poles at the same time.  

 In an almost ‘contagious’ effect of the instability of displacement, the contiguous proximity of the 

Danaids to Argos metonymically ‘displaces’ the Argive state and its King as well. Pelasgus’ first 

encounter with the Danaids gives the audience a glimpse into the destabilization that the suppliants’ 

contiguous presence to the city will eventually cause.85 After he has confidently asserted that the Danaids 

look nothing like Greek women, Pelasgus is baffled by another visual element: the maidens are holding 

branches in their hands, a distinctly Greek way of signaling their status as asylum seekers (‘µόνον τόδ᾽ 

Ἑλλὰς χθὼν συνοίσεται στόχῳ’ ‘… yet suppliant branches are lying beside you … only in that respect 

would “Greece” be a reasonable guess’ (243). This ‘is astonishing’ ‘θαυµαστόν πέλει’ (243) to the King, 

whose deductive faculties have been immediately confounded by the arrival of this foreign group, 

demonstrating the ways in which migration ‘displaces’ not just the group or individual forced to move, 

but the host society as well. As a formal device, Pelasgus’ confusion is representative of the kinds of 

overlaps that define Aeschylus’ presentation of the Danaids as ambiguous, a liminal force that connects 

                                                   
85 The play is assumed to be part of a trilogy that then goes on to describe a war between the sons of 
Egyptus and Argos. ‘Although much about the subsequent trilogy remains unclear, the dramatic action 
certainly featured war, multiple changes of regime, and a significant alteration in the Argive body politic’ 
(Bakewell 11).  
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Greece to the ‘Other’. Furthermore, it preempts how his governing and judiciary faculties will also be put 

to the test by the Danaids’ arrival.    

 The Danaids’ arrival forces the fixed laws and loyalties of the city-state to adapt, to transform, to 

transcend their own limits. The arrival of the migrants destabilizes the balance and the order of the city, 

by demanding the city considers an external demand as its own. Pelasgus presents his excruciating 

dilemma as one that has him shuttling between two different law-making systems, two different cultures, 

a predicament that requires him to decide between a number of equally credible, and equally forceful, 

claims. The arrival of the Danaids, then, is also a problem of jurisdiction:  

εἴ τοι κρατοῦσι παῖδες Αἰγύπτου σέθεν 
νόµῳ πόλεως, φάσκοντες ἐγγύτατα γένους 
εἶναι, τίς ἂν τοῖς ἀντιωθῆναι θέλοι; 
δεῖ τοί σε φεύγειν κατὰ νόµους τοὺς οἴκοθεν, 
ὡς οὐκ ἔχουσιν κῦρος οὐδὲν ἀµφὶ σοῦ. 
(Aeschylus, Suppliants 387 – 391) 
 
If the sons of Aegyptus have power over you by the law of your state, saying they are your 
nearest kin, who would be willing to oppose that claim? You must plead your case, you see, 
under the laws of your home country, to show that they have no authority over you … 
 

Pelasgus’ insistence on clarifying the Egyptian law demonstrates, once again, that the continental schema 

that the play itself alludes to is an oversimplification of cultural, ethnic and legal categories. 

 What is perhaps most significant here for the purposes of my analysis, is that Pelasgus’ 

predicament is as much one of arbitration as it is of interpretation: he refers to the Danaids’ plight as ‘not 

easy to judge’ ‘οὐκ εὔκριτον τὸ κρῖµα’ (397). Pelasgus can neither ‘read’ the situation in front of him 

through the lens of the polis’ laws alone, which privilege citizens; nor can he strictly conform to the 

Egyptian law, which would see his kin, the Danaids, be married by force: ‘I am at a loss—fear grips my 

mind— whether to act, or not to act and to take my chances’ ‘ἀµηχανῶ δὲ καὶ φόβος µ᾽ ἔχει φρένας / 

δρᾶσαί τε µὴ δρᾶσαί τε καὶ τύχην ἑλεῖν’ (379-380). Confronted with the claims of these migrant women, 

any confident assertion of what is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ is met with doubt and uncertainty. Ultimately, 

Pelasgus and the rest of the Argive polity prioritize kinship over geopolitical and cultural identity, 

referring to the Danaids as αστόξενοι (astoxenoi) or ‘public guests of the city’ (Liddell and Scott), another 
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category that seems to echo the mediating quality of metoikoi already discussed. The representation of 

migration in Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women, then, demonstrates the limits of the more fixed, continental 

worldview represented by the city-state. It uses the originary narrative of Io’s crossing to locate the 

common ancestry of Argives and Danaids in the act of displacement across the Mediterranean. 

 As much as Mediterranean crossings are the site of differentiation between Greeks and 

‘barbarians,’ they are also the site of the common lineage between the Argives and the Danaids. Consider 

the following: it was Io’s crossing of the sea that began the line of which the Danaids are the latest 

descendants. Io’s displacement from her Argive home to the foreign land of Egypt begets the Danaids’ 

difference. In a similar manner, it is the Danaids’ crossing, their arrival from ‘elsewhere,’ that confirms 

them as foreign to the land of Pelasgus in Aeschylus’ play, as my analysis above has shown. At the same 

time, however, this same act of crossing is also construed as a return to an ancestral land to which the 

Danaids’ have a claim because of Io.86 It is telling that, when the sons of Egyptus arrive – a menacing 

crossing that threatens the Danaids all over again – the Danaids’ claim to the land of Argus is 

consolidated further. In the final scene of the play, Pelasgus orders the women to enter the city walls, 

uniting the suppliants with the Argives against a common enemy, with whom, however, they both share 

blood. The arrivals around which Aeschylus’ play is structured bear testament to the relationship between 

the sea as a geographical embodiment of the ultimate fluidity of geopolitical and cultural boundaries. The 

asylum seekers help Aeschylus show the ancient world of the Mediterranean as highly interconnected by 

demonstrating the transformative effect of the suppliants’ arrival on both the metageographies that 

defined Greek thought and on the mythical-historical understanding of the Greek past.  

 What ultimately brings the Danaids and their father to Argos to seek refuge is an understanding of 

the world governed by a metageography that does not conform to the continental schema, but relies 

instead on a metageography formed by the common heritage between seemingly distinct and even 

                                                   
86 They repeatedly invoke the ‘ancestral gods’ of Argos, and call on Epaphus, Io’s son with Zeus, ‘here 
(my emphasis) in the ancient grazing-grounds of his mother’ (51). 
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‘antithetical’ groups. It is a different understanding of the world, that rearranges the meaning and effect of 

both time and space in the constitution of identity. Outlining their lineage incessantly, the chorus of the 

Danaids forcefully suggest that links to a specific territory or landmass do not expire with time, hence 

their invocations to the ‘ancestral gods’ (79). Their sense of belonging in Argos through their familial link 

to Io, should be as valid as their sense of belonging to Egypt, the land in which they were born. The 

Danaids therefore make claims to a past pre-differentiation, in that mythical-historical time – ‘the dim 

past’ – that blurs the distinction between self and other. As a result, they induce Pelasgus to think in a 

similar manner, to alter his way of ‘judging’ matters in a way that incorporates the mobile, displaced 

perspective of the Danaids, and its spatiotemporal ramifications. The Danaids’ alternative metageography, 

the metageography of migration, has future-looking ramifications also. Lynette Mitchell reminds us that 

eventually, according to myth, ‘from the marriage of Hypermestra [one of the Danaids] and Lynceus [one 

of the Egyptiads] the Argive royal line will be founded’ (215).   

 

Conclusion  

 What I have proposed in this opening chapter is a methodology to think about ‘place’ (be it 

geography or culture) from the point of view of displacement, instead of vice versa. Each migrant 

itinerary is governed by its own metageographical logic, generating different, equally valid geographical 

imaginaries that are often subsumed by the bigger continental categories with which we have become 

accustomed to understanding the world. In Suppliant Women, as in Moschus’ “Europa” and in the 

opening section of Herodotus’ Histories ‘non-Greekness is brought right to the heart of Greekness’ 

(Mitchell 217). As some of the defining texts of the so-called western civilization’s canon,87 these texts 

also bring displacement and migration at the heart of ‘European’ cultural identity. They also perform the 

aesthetic and conceptual productivity of displacement. Like Herodotus’ description of the poet Arion 

                                                   
87 Suppliant Women is the oldest known extant theatrical work; Herodotus’ Histories is widely 
acknowledged as the founding work of history in the western world; while Moschus’ epyllion has defined 
the reception of the continent’s foundational myth across genres and art practices for centuries.  
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performing his song in the middle of the sea, his life threatened by a group of avaricious sailors, the 

treatments of migrant figures in the texts I have examined point to the relationship between ‘the despair of 

placelessness and the poet’s performance of his craft’ (Friedman 171). This relationship can point to one 

of the many functions of the arts in times of political and humanitarian crisis. 

 Pelasgus’ dilemma in Suppliant Women in many ways echoes the European Union’s present 

quandaries regarding migration, which often depend on the definition of Europe that each member state, 

or each European citizen, have in mind. The refugee crisis triggered by the Syrian civil war in particular 

has raised a barrage of questions: Is Europe defined by its championing of human rights? By the tenet of 

freedom of movement for goods and people? By the strictly controlled outermost borders, which have 

been termed ‘Fortress Europe’ by its critics? By its Christian and/or secular societies?   

 Thinking of Europe from the fluid, dynamic Mediterranean, and more specifically, from the 

perspective of the millions of different Mediterranean crossings that have occurred throughout the 

millennia, completely undercuts the dichotomies that have underpinned purist narratives of Europe since 

antiquity, and which are often, mutatis mutandi, at the heart of contemporary extremist and/or populist 

discourse today. Such a ‘Mediterranean-first’ methodology, which is organized around the fact of shared 

geographical space, also demonstrates that the pursuit of origins in the misty, distant past that is often 

idealized as homogeneous, reveals even more ambiguity, even more complexity and even more overlaps 

than the present. It also qualifies narratives of European exceptionalism, and of European superiority.  

 In the following chapter, I will examine a selection of narratives of forced displacement from 

Europe to the Middle East during World War II, one of the many events of twentieth-century 

Mediterranean displacement that completely overturn the concept of Europe as a safe haven and a beacon 

of civilization, with the goal of showing how the physical experience of displacement changes the formal 

choices of authors, in tandem with their metageographical understanding of the world.  
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CHAPTER TWO. 

NARRATIVES OF EUROPEAN REFUGEES IN THE MIDDLE EAST  

DURING WORLD WAR II 

 

Egypt was the key to the situation and for the moment the most important place in the world 
(Moorehead, Desert War 385).  

 

 In the summer of 1942, things were not looking up for the Allies. From Finland to the French 

territories in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia; from Norway to Greece and Sicily; from France to Romania; 

Hitler’s army and its allies had taken over large swaths of Europe. In the UK, more than 1,000 bombers 

attacked Canterbury in June 1942 alone. Germany had invaded Greece and Yugoslavia. Hong Kong had 

surrendered to the Japanese, who also captured Singapore (Knowles).   

 In the North African front of the war, Erwin Rommel, the commander of the German Afrika 

Korps, broke the Allied line at the Libyan outpost of Tobruk on 21 June 1942, spreading panic among the 

local and European populations in Cairo and Alexandria – many of whom had fled to Egypt from 

Europe88 – as they suddenly found themselves only 150 and sixty miles away from the enemy 

respectively. The fall of Tobruk89 set the stage for what would be one of the most decisive battles of the 

                                                   
88 Harriet Pringle, the female protagonist of British novelist Olivia Manning’s Levant Trilogy, set in the 
Middle East during 1942-1944, describes the confluence of different nationalities in Cairo, as a direct 
result of Hitler’s takeover of Europe: ‘Cairo had become the clearing house of Eastern Europe. Kings and 
princes, heads of state, their followers and hangers-on, free governments with all their officials, everyone 
who saw themselves committee to the allied cause, had come to live here off the charity of the British 
government. Hotels, restaurants and cafes were loud with the squabbles, rivalries, scandals, exhibitions of 
importance and hurt feelings that occupied the refugees while they waited for the war to end and the old 
order to return’ (93).   

89 Describing the night of the fall of Tobruk, Alan Moorehead, an Australian war correspondent for a 
British newspaper, wrote: ‘That night the searchlights arched over the town again and bursting colour 
filled the sky. The ground shook with the weight of bombs. Somehow Tobruk seemed to be more like its 
great name in the world, a place of action and excitement’ (372). In the context of the war, the small, run-
down town of Tobruk takes on a heightened significance, an almost mythical quality, not only in 
hindsight but also as war developments were unraveling in real time. Tobruk’s ‘great name in the world’, 
created through a combination of Western media coverage and the military significance of the place, help 
take it out of its actual geography and into the imagined geography produced by the war, of places of 
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war: the battles of El Alamein. As both the Axis and Allies took their positions on either side of the 

Alamein line, tens of thousands of already displaced Europeans ‘were all on the move again’ (Manning, 

Trilogy 93), boarding jam-packed trains to Palestine. A microcosm of what was happening on a European 

and global scale, the evacuation of people to Palestine in the summer of 1942 is much less studied than 

the waves of Jewish refugees across Europe and the rest of the world during World War II, as their 

displacement was, in most cases, provisional and the scale of the displacement much smaller. Yet the 

‘forgotten story’ (Tharoor) of this ‘reverse migration’90 (Abu Mrad) is of interest precisely because it cut 

across social class and nationality and also because it bears testament to a time when Europe was the 

locus of instability - now regularly ascribed to the Middle East and North Africa – that forced people to 

seek shelter across the Mediterranean Sea. 

 This chapter primarily deals with the representation of displacement in the literature produced by 

a set of authors of Greek, British and Greek-Egyptian origin that shared the experience of being evacuated 

to Jerusalem in the summer of 1942. It contends that this so-called ‘reverse migration’ from Europe to the 

Middle East offers an entry point into an often neglected part of European history that constitutes a case 

study of the continent’s existential relationship to the Mediterranean during World War II. ‘As a 

secondary theater during the later stages of [the] conflict, the Mediterranean has been given less attention 

than the more celebrated … invasion of Northwest Europe … its contemporary mythology virtually 

unchallenged’ (d’Este xi). Through an examination of the literature of the marginal populations of the 

Mediterranean front’s displaced people, this chapter aims to highlight parts of the front’s history that have 

been completely neglected by virtue of not being connected to the military victories that constitute the 

biggest part of that front’s ‘contemporary mythology.’ The movement of European populations across the 

                                                   
extreme importance to the Allied cause – even if, before the war, no one had even heard of it or been 
interested in it.  

90 Abu Mrad uses the term ‘reverse migration’ to compare the influx of (largely) Syrian refugees to 
Europe during the Syrian civil war and one of the most frequently used migration routes from Syria to 
Europe to the routes that Greek and other European refugees took to get to the Middle East during World 
War II.  
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Middle East and North Africa generated a host of geographical, cultural and political imaginaries that 

simultaneously expanded and contracted the physical distance between Europe and its North African and 

Middle Eastern neighbors. Such alternative metageographies of continental overlap and entanglement are 

often totally excluded from monolithic narratives of identity that dominate the popular discourse in a 21st 

century climate of Islamophobia, fundamentalism and right-wing populism.91 

 Describing their motivation in embarking on the book project titled Africa and World War II, 

scholars Judith Byfield and Caroline Brown ‘discussed their mutual concern with the largely superficial 

treatment of Africa in European and American accounts of World War II’ (xvii). Their book project aims 

to show how the war, far from a ‘European war’ alone, had long-lasting effects in the African continent as 

well, albeit understudied: ‘For men and women across the continent, the war was not just a distant event; 

rather, it transformed their lives, made them agents in a global struggle for democracy, and left an 

indelible imprint on their history’ (Byfield and Brown xvii). Having had similar treatment in World War 

II scholarship to the African locals that the editors are referring to, the many kinds of displaced people 

that found themselves in the Middle East at the time, with the exception of the Jewish people, have 

scarcely been studied in their own right. They are part and parcel of the history of Africa and the Middle 

East during World War II, and their stories, too ‘force us to problematize the dominant narrative of the 

war that begins and ends in Europe’ (Byfield and Brown xx). This is in line with this dissertation project’s 

attempt to highlight the fluidity of Europe’s boundaries especially as related to the Mediterranean as a 

diachronically liminal geographical area and analytical framework.  

                                                   
91 As recently as March 2017, the UN High Commissioner admonished certain European politicians for 
propagating ‘lurid public narratives which appear deliberately aimed at stirring up public fear and panic, 
by depicting these vulnerable people as criminal invading hordes’ (Dearden). During the Brexit debate, 
Neil Farage unveiled a poster depicting refugees at the Slovenian border with the caption ‘breaking 
point’; David Cameron referred to them as ‘swarms’; the Czech President Milos Zeman said he was 
‘convinced that we are facing an organised [sic] invasion and not a spontaneous movement of refugees’ 
(AFP). 
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 While the British ‘expat’ poets in North Africa and the Middle East during World War II have 

garnered a lot of scholarly attention,92 a study that better represents the diversity of the group of displaced 

Europeans and looks at the literature of displacement as the product of a precarious condition with the 

destabilizing power to reconfigure social and cultural hierarchies can dispel the mysticism around the 

‘exceptionality’ of the British authors writing in North Africa and/or the Middle East at the time, often 

motivated by the imbalances of Orientalist and colonial frameworks. This is something acknowledged by 

British author Olivia Manning, who wrote from Cairo and Palestine during the years of the war after 

being forced to leave Romania and then Greece. In her essay “Poets in Exile,” published in the London-

based magazine Horizon in 1944, Manning responds to the criticism that British writers in the Middle 

East during World War II were ‘out of touch’ by claiming their contact with exiled or refugee authors 

from all over the world as an aesthetic propeller.93 Her experience as a displaced writer, in contact with 

authors such as George Seferis and Elli Papadimitriou, Greek authors whose work will also be addressed 

in this chapter, leads her to criticize the dominance of what scholarship now refers to as ‘major 

literatures’: had Seferis been writing ‘in English, French or German, there is little doubt that he would 

already be known abroad as an important poet’ (Manning, “Exile” 275). Against the contemporary critical 

current, Manning is making the case for displacement as a condition that broadens the British literary 

center’s reach and influences by virtue of its treatment of the contingency of lived experience abroad. 

 This chapter will begin by sketching out the historical and political context of European 

displacement in North Africa and the Middle East in the summer of 1942. It will then engage in a 

                                                   
92 Some indicative works on the British expatriate literati during World War II include Cairo in the War 
by Artemis Cooper (1989); Many Histories Deep: the personal landscape poets in Egypt 1940-1945 by 
Roger Bowen (1995); Personal landscape: British poets in Egypt during the Second World War by 
Jonathan Bolton (1997); British Writing of the Second World War by Mark Rawlinson (2000) and 
Literature of the 1940s: War, Post-War and Peace by Gill Plain (2013).  

93 ‘…they have become cosmopolitan; they have met and been influenced by refugee writers of other 
countries; they have learnt foreign languages not commonly learnt by English people and so absorbed 
new literatures’ (Manning “Poets in Exile” 271). 
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comparative analysis of the representation of displacement in accounts of the journey from Cairo to 

Palestine by authors from different backgrounds and across genres: the posthumously published personal 

and political diaries of George Seferis (1977 and 1979 respectively) the Greek poet and Literature Nobel 

Laureate, detailing his exile with the Greek government to Cairo and Palestine; the popular history book 

titled A Year of Battle (1944)94 by Australian author Alan Moorehead, a war correspondent in Egypt for 

London’s Daily Express and The Danger Tree (1977) a novel by British author Olivia Manning, herself a 

self-described refugee from Greece to Cairo and an evacuee to Palestine. The objective here is to ground 

the discussion of displacement in the contingent circumstances brought about by being on the move, in 

transit. A reading of the authors’ journey also illustrates the ways in which narratives of a shared 

experience can diverge according to positionality, but that certain powerful tropes cut across genres and 

personal circumstances. The chapter will then move on to an analysis of Greek-Egyptian author Stratis 

Tsirkas’ Η Λέσχη (The Club) (1960) the first novel of the Drifting Cities trilogy, which takes place in 

Jerusalem during the summer of 1942. I argue that Tsirkas transforms his first-hand experience of 

displacement into a narrative structure and literary style that enacts the blind spots, misrecognitions and 

cognitive dissonances of the physical experience of forced migration, which is the very element of the 

work that helped propel the work into the canon of Modern Greek and European literature.  

 Through this comparative, cultural political analysis of the representation of displacement during 

World War II across authors from different (national and ideological) backgrounds, the chapter will 

reveal the alternative metageographies95 emerging from the experience of forced migration, and will 

argue that these constitute the (moving) grounds of an epistemology of displacement, which includes an 

ethics and an aesthetics reflected in the literary works in question.  

                                                   
94 All references to A Year of Battle in this chapter will be to the one volume edition of Moorehead’s so-
called North African trilogy, titled Desert War: The North African Campaign 1940-1943 (1st ed. 1944, 2nd 
ed. 1965, 3rd ed. 2001). The trilogy comprises of Mediterranean Front (1942), A Year of Battle (1943), 
and The End in Africa (1943).   

95 I discuss this term, including its definition, extensively in Chapter 1. 
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Revisiting the War’s Mediterranean Front 

 The existential significance of the battles of El Alamein for the Allied campaign - and Europe as 

we know it today - is hard to overstate. Alan Moorehead, an Australian war correspondent for the Daily 

Express, in his book A Year of Battle, first published in 1943, describes what exactly was at stake: 

Only one barrier lay between [the Germans] and the Delta - the Alamein Line, 150 miles from 
Cairo, sixty miles from Alexandria. The vanguard of the enemy arrived on the line on the last day 
of June.   
 Only now was the full extent of the danger realized. Churchill was in Washington when 
Tobruk fell, conferring with Roosevelt, and together they heard the shocking news that the whole 
British position in the Middle East was in danger of immediate collapse. It promised to be the 
greatest disaster since the fall of France (my emphasis). Into the Middle East for three years the 
British Empire had poured every man, gun, tank it could spare. Here alone the British had a front 
against the enemy. The loss of Egypt would precipitate a chain of misfortunes almost too disastrous 
to contemplate (my emphasis). It would force England back to the dark days of the Battle of Britain.  
 With Egypt would fall Malta and all British control of the Mediterranean (my emphasis). 
The Suez Canal would be lost and with it the stores and equipment worth fifty Tobruks. Suez, Port 
Said, Alexandria, Beyrout and Syrian Tripoli might go. Palestine and Syria could not then hope to 
stand and once in Jerusalem and Damascus, the Germans would be in sight of the oil wells and 
Turkey all but surrounded (my emphasis). The Red Sea would become an Axis lake and once in 
the Indian Ocean the Italian fleet could prey upon all the routes to Africa, India and Australia. India 
would be approached from both sides by the enemy. Finally, Russia’s left flank would be hopelessly 
exposed (382).   

 

 Moorehead’s projection in this worst-case-scenario ties together the Mediterranean Sea, its 

islands, the port cities of the Eastern Mediterranean, the Read Sea, even the Indian Ocean and Russia’s 

left flank through the domino-effect of disasters described. This produces a geographical imaginary that 

highlights the interconnectedness of Europe to the Mediterranean and of the Mediterranean to seemingly 

far-flung territories such as Russia, a result of the circumstances of world war and their physical 

geographical contiguity. The stakes of this battle on the southern Mediterranean coast, Moorehead seems 

to be saying, exceed those of just a colonial engagement or a local skirmish: ‘Egypt was the key to the 

situation and for the moment the most important place in the world (my emphasis)’ (385). Moorehead is 

not alone in this assessment.96 When the British commander of the Eighth Army, Bernard Law 

                                                   
96 There is broad consensus among World War II historians in terms of the second Battle of 
El Alamein being an important, if under-appreciated, ‘turning point’ in favor of the Allies in the war. 
Carlo d’Este, an American military colonel and historian writes that ‘the dramatic reversal of British 
fortunes took place near a windblown and fly-infested railroad siding on the Egyptian border with Libya’ 
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Montgomery, finally defeated Rommel’s forces in November of the same year, it gave the British-led 

Allied forces enough momentum to take back Tripoli and allowed the British and American fleets to land 

in North Africa, defeat the Vichy-government in the French colonies, opening up the possibilities of 

fighting against Germany in European territory once more.97  

 While Moorehead’s text might be open to the kind of criticism articulated by Mark Rowlinson in 

his chapter on the Desert War in British Writing of the Second World War (2001), that Moorehead’s is a 

case of textbook ‘aggrandizement of what was elsewhere viewed as a side show’ (112), the status of 

Moorehead’s work as one of the most popular books on the Desert War98 begs the question of what kinds 

of other, more ‘accurate’ accounts that ‘elsewhere’ is referring to and draws attention to the inherent bias 

against localized or so-called ‘marginal’ accounts of events that we are used to treating as global (often a 

shorthand for Eurocentric or Western-centric).  

 Rawlinson’s ‘elsewhere’ also points to the importance of positionality when demarcating the 

limits of the ‘center’ and ‘side-show’ of an event, both in terms of space and time: 

Writing in 1942, war-correspondent Alexander Clifford grafted the Libyan 
campaigns of the winter of 1941–2 onto grand strategy with a richly ambivalent 
image: ‘a single water-tight front in itself it became the left wing of the biggest 
single front the world has known.’ The desert war acquired a significance its 
isolation denied it (my emphasis) by being hinged to the Soviet counter-offensives. 
But Clifford's geographical figure is an East—West view of Europe (reversing the 
West—East gradient of the Atlantic and Central European worldview) (my 
emphasis) and this, together with the traditional inferiority of the left flank, 
counteracts the aggrandisement [sic] of what was elsewhere viewed as a side-show 

                                                   
(xxi). The significance of the Western Desert and North African campaigns is also attested to by Rick 
Atkinson, an American historian: ‘No twenty-first-century reader can understand the ultimate triumph of 
the Allied powers in World War II in 1945 without a grasp of the large drama that unfolded in North 
Africa in 1942 and 1943’ (2).  

97 ‘Along with Stalingrad and Midway, North Africa is where the Axis enemy forever lost the initiative in 
World War II’ (Atkinson 3). 

98 A review of the Mediterranean Front in January 1942 already describes Moorehead’s first book as 
enjoying ‘a wide reading’ (“Mediterranean Front”). According to a review of one of many biographies, 
Moorehead’s communications and subsequent books were ‘compulsive reading’ (Hooten). The one-
volume edition titled African Trilogy and its edited version The Desert War were republished and 
reviewed to great acclaim in the mid-1960s. A review for the New Statesman affirms Moorehead’s 
reputation as a historian, having to remind readers that he started off as a war correspondent (Carver).  
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(112). 
 

That ‘its isolation denied’ the Northern African front significance; and that its significance was only 

constructed through the discourse produced by the narratives coming out of the desert in almost real time 

and hence not the result of ‘objective’ assessments that benefited from hindsight and a broader 

geographical perspective is a strangely self-defeating point to make in a chapter arguing for the selfsame 

discourses’ potential to shape ‘social reality.’99 If anything, Clifford’s alternative geographical imaginary, 

that 'East-West view of Europe,’ demonstrates the importance of positionality in the process of ‘drawing 

the circle’ – defining the parameters of an inquiry or historical phenomenon – both in terms of narrative 

and in terms of geographical arrangement. The ‘center’ of the narrative, as the ‘center’ of the geo-

strategic or geo-political developments, shifts according to temporal, political, ideological and other often 

highly provisional considerations. Is the moment when Egypt ‘was the most important place in the world’ 

less worth studying as soon as other places and other moments – that were somehow related to it, no 

doubt – become ‘the most important’?  

 Studying Moorehead’s work in a literary framework means prioritizing considerations of its 

narrative force and structure above so-called ‘objective’ assessments of its historical value in hindsight. 

Moorehead’s narrative has been dubbed a classic trilogy and has shaped and propagated a potent 

imaginary of the Desert War that is worth examining in its own right. That he does so from an ‘isolated’ 

position in North Africa and not from a more central position in continental Europe actually gives the 

reader the opportunity to situate the center of Allied efforts – even in that brief moment of the Alamein 

campaign, ‘hot on the heels’ of events, and for the duration of time she is reading Moorehead’s account – 

                                                   
99 Rawlinson does it again on page 114 of his book when he refers to John Cromer’s statement of the 
literary scene in Egypt as a microcosm of world literature 'despite its geopolitical isolation’ and on page 
117 when he writes of the ‘geographical isolation on the far side of the Mediterranean’ as having ‘its 
compensations in the resonances of the region’s past’, as if its significance can only be drawn from its 
history. Rawlinson’s understanding of ‘adjacent’ implies contagion and connectivity, a trope which I 
analyze in the dissertation’s introduction. 
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in a non-European space, further challenging the war as ‘beginning and ending in Europe’ (Byfield and 

Brown xx). This offers a rare opportunity to think of the provisional imaginaries that World War II 

spawned before they solidified into the historiography and mythologies of Allied victory that dominate 

our contemporary understandings of the war.100 One of the advantages of studying the literature of the 

displaced is precisely that their moving position - their position in movement – involves a level of 

precarity that forces a focus on provisionality, resisting being subsumed into grand narratives that reduce 

the heterogeneity inherent in any such global event.  

 In any case, a study drawing from the so-called ‘margins’ of the war (whether this is a ‘marginal’ 

territory or a ‘marginal’ population such as refugees) also brings to light the complex but indubitable 

relationship between the geographies of war and those of colonialism. Displacing the entry point of a 

study of the Second World War outside of Europe is to involve a parallel history that many ex-imperial 

powers of today’s Europe often consider completed. Byfield and Brown’s remarks that ‘men and women 

[of Africa] were put in the position of sacrificing their lives and economies to give others in Europe the 

freedoms that they did not enjoy’ (xviii) highlight the continuing need of revisiting the Eurocentric stories 

and histories of World War II in order to grasp its truly global impact, the results of which reverberate in 

today’s globalized world. Indeed, the reason why many of the authors examined here (possibly with the 

exception of Papadimitriou and Tsirkas) found their way to the Middle East and North Africa was due to 

Britain’s control of large parts of the region, even though Egypt was technically sovereign and was 

‘neutral almost until the end of the war in 1945’ (Perry 100).  

 While colonial considerations and post-colonial readings of events and texts from the period are 

indispensable, and while post-war developments in Europe can only partially be made sense of outside of 

a colonial framework, I contend that, in the context of the summer of 1942, it was not just the colonial 

interests of Europe’s imperial powers that were determined in North Africa and the Middle East, but the 

very existence of all the states under Nazi occupation and ultimately, the future of Europe itself and the 

                                                   
100 The war’s ‘reality [is very quickly] cloaked in the mists of peace’ (Marshall 23). 
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emergence of post-war European identity. Moorehead recounts finding the following in an Italian 

soldier’s letter: ‘We are trying to fight this war as though it is a colonial war in Africa. But it is a 

European war in Africa fought with European weapons against a European enemy’ (66). Despite its 

location, then, the North African front of the war is not one where Europe as a unit is fighting against a 

foreign ‘Other’; it is a war between competing European ideologies finding their battleground on African 

soil. Winston’s Churchill’s use of the collective ‘we’ in his statement that ‘before Alamein we never had a 

victory. After Alamein we never had a defeat’ (Churchill 630) illustrates how British colonial interests are 

part and parcel of the Allied cause but not its only driver. The multiple levels of interpretation that 

Churchill’s ‘we’ invites is representative of that plurality. And while the use of ‘European’ by an Italian 

and a British in Africa might be associated with imperial claims, the involvement and investment of non-

imperial countries in the Western Desert front broadens the scope of Europe’s engagement in Africa 

beyond the colonial. This is powerfully illustrated by the importance of Egypt as the setting for vital 

developments in the post-war future of another European country, that was neither powerful nor an 

imperial power: Greece.  

 Fearing the fall of the country to the Nazis, the Greek government fled to Crete in April 1942 and, 

following the disastrous defeat of the Allies in the Battle of Crete went to exile in Cairo in May of the 

same year, where it remained until the liberation of Greece in 1944. One of the civil servants displaced 

with the government was the poet George Seferis, who worked for the government’s information 

office.101 In the meantime, ‘thousands of refugees from the Aegean islands and the rest of Greece arrived, 

fleeing German enslavement’ (Tsirkas, “Πνευµατική Αντίσταση” 481). Parts of the Greek army were 

transferred to Egypt, Palestine and Syria to join the Allied forces fighting there, while the Royal Hellenic 

Navy joined the Royal Navy in Egypt, Malta, and Lebanon, after being driven from Greek home waters 

by the German air force and army (Jones 367). Cairo became the setting where issues of domestic and 

                                                   
101 He was first sent to South Africa before arriving in Egypt on April 25th 1942. Seferis was subsequently 
evacuated to Jerusalem in the summer of 1942. 
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foreign policy as well as governance played out, tensions that eventually culminated in the Greek Civil 

War (1946 – 1949).  

 Ideological differences between the conservative Anglophile royalists and the republican left 

wing played out both in the political elite in Cairo and among the ranks of the displaced Greek military 

forces, scattered throughout the Middle East. The latter culminated in a mutiny in March 1943 by the 

Greek army and a mutiny by the Greek navy in April 1944, when  

enlisted naval personnel seized all RHN ships in Alexandria harbor to protest the Greek 
government’s refusal to allow leftist parties to join the government. Loyal Greeks with British 
assistance eventually boarded the mutinous vessels to crush the protest. Incidents leading up to 
the mutiny and the mutiny itself sharply altered the Anglo-Hellenic naval relationship and can be 
seen as precursors to the Greek Civil War (1946–1949)’ (Jones 368).102  
 

To exonerate this left-wing movement in the Middle East is one of Stratis Tsirkas’ objectives for his 

trilogy Drifting Cities (Tsirkas, “Συνέντευξη” 65).103 In more ways than one, then, Greece is an 

emblematic case study of how the future of European countries, and by metonymic association the future 

of Europe as a whole, was largely determined by its displacement to the so-called periphery during World 

War II. This makes Greek authors that found themselves in Cairo, Alexandria and Jerusalem during 

World War II particularly significant case studies of this understudied forced displacement in the 

Mediterranean region at the time. 

 By forcing the Allies to fight for and at places that were considered ‘peripheral’ to the big 

powers for the very existence of the ‘right’ European values – and not Hitler’s ideals, which were 

‘perfectly European’ (Seferis, Days IV 224) –  the Mediterranean and North African fronts of the war can 

be said to have expanded the reach of Europe, and what was in effect a European existential crisis, well 

                                                   
102 According to one British soldier, the Greeks had the courage ‘to conduct here, in the Middle East, 
Europe’s first communist revolution’ (Seferis, Political Diary 111). Such an angle may justify reading the 
case of Greece as an important case study in terms of the pre-history of the Cold War in Europe. 

103 ‘Έπρεπε λοιπόν να δικαιωθούν τα παλικάρια - γιατί σκοτώθηκαν και πολλά - να δικαιωθεί ο αγώνας 
τους και ταυτόχρονα να γίνει µια έµµεση απάντηση στις κατηγορίες, ότι δηλαδή µπορούσε να ήταν 
δάκτυλος των Εγγλέζων.’ ‘These young men had to be vindicated – because may of them were killed – 
their struggle had to be vindicated and there was a need for an immediate response to the accusations that 
they were British agents.’  
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into Asia and Africa, and made Asia and Africa central to the definition of post-war Europe as we’ve 

come to know it. This academically under-studied aspect of the war (compared to the battles fought on the 

continent, the Holocaust, and other major developments stemming from it), almost completely neglected 

in popular historiographies of World War II, challenges current narratives of an insular Europe – like 

‘Fortress Europe’ – and by extension of North Africa and the Middle East as Europe’s antinomian 

‘Other’. The specific circumstances of the summer of 1942 also offer a caveat and supplement to 

exclusively post-colonial analyses of the North African and Mediterranean fronts and their legacy by 

virtue of the presence of self-described ‘Europeans’ as refugees and evacuees - those vulnerable positions 

nowadays associated with people from the global south, Muslims, Arabs, other disenfranchised 

groups - in these so-called ‘Other’ territories. This in turn challenges the concept of Europe as ‘Eden’.   

 

Alternative Metageographies of War 

 Nazi occupation of continental territory displaced the center of the Allies' resistance to territories 

now often cast as either peripheral (Greece) or entirely extrinsic (Egypt) to Europe both in a geopolitical 

and cultural sense. Geopolitical developments and exigencies at the time of World War II created and 

imposed an alternative geography on the Allied forces, one that drew the free Imperial center (London) 

leading the Allied cause at the time into an existential kind of relationship both with its colonial mandates 

as well as with ‘peripheral’ European countries such as Greece. ‘The Mediterranean was the only arena in 

which British ground forces could operate against Hitler’s armies between the extrication o the British 

Expeditionary Force from Dunkirn in June 1940 and the Normandy landings of June 1944. Until the 

invasion of Sicily and Italy in the summer of 1942, Britain’s land war was conducted across the barren 

North African littoral’ (Rawlinson 112).104 The peripheral theater of war in the Mediterranean and its 

North African coast offered an ex-centric battlefield that had a direct impact on continental Europe.  

                                                   
104 Note also Jack Coggins’ comments in his book The Campaign for North Africa: ‘with the Continent 
closed to [Churchill], the only place he would get to grips with his enemies was in Africa’ (8). 
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 Before the fall of Greece, Moorehead describes the importance of the country for the Allied 

cause: ‘Greece, in fact, sent an urgent request for help the moment Benghazi fell. If the Nazis attacked 

through Bulgaria, then Greece would fall and with it our last chance of getting an easy foothold in 

Europe. That was the vital thing. A foothold in Europe’ (140, my emphasis). There is no doubt that the 

use of ‘Europe’ here is as much a cultural as it is a geopolitical marker; a symbolic as much as a strategic 

location for the Allies at that point in the war. In Olivia Manning’s novel The Danger Tree, British self-

described refugees from Greece consider the country’s occupation as the biggest disaster of the war thus 

far: ‘Calamity for them was the German occupation of Athens and many wept as they heard the final 

broadcast from the Greek radio station … The silence that followed was, for them, the silence of the 

civilized world’ (66). I do not wish to elevate Greece to a position of importance that it did not have; nor 

do I wish to paint the British-led Allied coalition as a homogeneous group that had the best interest of all 

its ‘European’ members in mind at all times. On the contrary, I want to demonstrate that such collectively 

and individually imagined geographies were provisional and prone to change according to the shifting 

landscape of the war, but that their brief centrality upends conventional representations of current 

hegemonical geopolitical and cultural representations.  

 With the forced movement of people – including the government – away from mainland 

Greece105 in April 1941 comes a re-assessment of the ‘center-point’ of the war effort’s geometry. The 

                                                   
105 In April 1941 the government went to Crete, then left Crete for Cairo in mid-May. Other refugee 
itineraries included crossing to Turkey on a boat and then being driven down to Syria or Palestine. 
Refugees made their way to the Middle East until Greece’s liberation in 1944. Refugee itineraries and 
experiences as documented by writers at the time resemble those taken by Syrian refugees today. From 
Seferis’ Political Diaries: ‘Στην αρχή έφθαναν πάρα πολλοί πρόσφυγες στην Τoυρκία µε ο,τι είχαν … ο 
Καβασής [του προξενείου] έπαιρνε 70 λίρες από τον καθένα [πρόσφυγα] για να τον βοηθήσει. Έδινε … 
τις 50 σε Τούρκους αξιωµατικούς ή υπαλλήλους’ ‘First, refugees would arrive to Turkey with everything 
they had … Kavasis [from the consulate] would take seventy pounds from each [refugee] in order to help 
them. He gave … fifty to Turkish officials or civil servants’ (43). Greek poet Elli Papadimitriou also 
writes about a woman who arrived in Palestine from Samos, having traveled along the entire coast of 
Turkey up to Mersin in a small fishing boat with twenty-eight people (“Greek Refugees” 1962).  
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‘circle within which’ relations appear to stop (my emphasis) and make some sense as a whole106 keeps 

being re-drawn, as stakeholders are forced to change their position by the exigencies of the war. In a diary 

entry from May 11th 1941, a few days before his departure from Crete, Seferis describes an exchange with 

one of his superiors about the repercussions of the government leaving the island, one of the few 

remaining free territories of Greece:107  

 ‘What can I say,’ he said, ‘we are the Government and the Government cannot be 
cut off in a fortress.’ 
But what if this fortress is all that is left of the country? 
And so a national issue becomes a local one. Crete, after seeming destined to 
become a ‘Free Greece’ for a moment, became once more a province thanks to the 
fateful momentum of things (Days 80).108 
 

 Instead of becoming a ‘free Greece’, Crete falls to Nazi forces; and the Greek government 

narrative shifts: the Cretan defeat becomes a ‘local issue’ as opposed to a vital ‘national issue’ it was 

before the battle began. The central position of a matter of national importance slides into a peripheral, 

provincial role. This applies to elements of the Greek government as much as it does to the British 

attitude to Greece as soon as the Battle of Crete appears like a lost one. Seferis records the following 

conversation with a British officer in his Political Diary: ‘I remember the British officer who was in 

charge of the press office in Athens. When I asked him the other day whether he would stay or go to 

Egypt, he replied: ‘Well Crete isn’t that important to us.’ It might not be important to them, but for the 

Greeks…’ (80).109 

                                                   
106 ‘Really, universally, relations stop nowhere, and the exquisite problem of the artist is eternally but to 
draw, by a geometry of his own, the circle within which they shall happily appear to do so’ (James vii). 

107 Not for long. The Battle of Crete resulted in a disastrous withdrawal of Allied forces, overwhelmed by 
German paratroopers and the German airforce. The island fell to the Nazis on June 1 1941.  

108 - Τι τα θέλεις, µου λέει, εµείς είµαστε Κυβέρνηση και η Κυβέρνηση δεν µπορεί να µένει κλειστή µέσα 
στο φρούριο.   
Αλλά όταν το φρούριο αυτό είναι ο,τι έχει αποµείνει από τον τόπο;  
Έτσι η εθνική υπόθεση γίνεται µια τοπική υπόθεση. Η Κρήτη, απο Ελεύθερη Ελλάδα που έµοιαζε να 
προορίζεται µια στιγµή, ξαναγίνεται µε τη µοιραία φόρα των πραγµάτων µια επαρχία  (Μέρες Δ’ 80). 

109 ‘Θυµάµαι τον Εγγλέζο αξιωµατικό που είχε την υπηρεσία τύπου στην Αθήνα. Όταν τον ρώτησα τις 
προάλες αν θα έµενε ή αν θα πήγαινε στην Αίγυπτο, µου αποκρίθηκε:   
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 The geographical imaginary shifts, not only along the axis of territory but also along the axis of 

stakeholder interests: ‘Crete is not so important to us’. With the fall of Greece, including Crete, Hitler’s 

army expanded its reach further south and so the Allies’ ‘foothold in Europe’ moved further south with 

him, leaving the continental and island territories of Europe and landing on the southern Mediterranean 

coast of North Africa. In the summer of 1942, that foothold was to be found as far south as the Alamein 

line, running forty miles south from the Mediterranean coast to the Qattara depression in Egypt’s Western 

desert. In those crucial months, North Africa became as central to Europe’s post-war emergence and 

identity as Stalingrad and Normandy were in their respective timeframes, even if the latter have a more 

prominent position in the canonical historiography of the war.  

 For Moorehead, the interconnectedness of Britain’s fate and the North African front, thousands of 

miles away, was self-evident. As early as the 1941 campaigns against the Italians in the Western Desert, 

Moorehead paints an imagined geography by highlighting the interdependence of the British ‘center’ with 

the southern coast of the Mediterranean, including Libya, an Italian colony from 1911: ‘A campaign in 

the Western Desert was the soundest possible way to remind the people of Britain that they were not 

alone, that they had outside forces fighting for them and toward them (my emphasis) through Africa and 

Europe’ (55). The centrality of these North African locations (like Tobruk and Alamein) is further 

emphasized by Moorehead in a passage describing the British forces’ zeal in defending Tobruk, just days 

before it fell to the Germans in 1942: ‘They believed they were defending London and their own homes 

across its sulphur-coloured plains and the perimeter was as real to them as the cliffs of Dover’ (374). 

Moorehead transposes the border of Britain, closed off to the army - ‘the cliffs of Dover’ – onto the desert 

battle’s perimeter.  

 Such an alternative metageography infused large parts of the Greek political and military 

discourse as well. An entry in Seferis’ memoir from August 1st 1942 demonstrates a potent imaginary that 

                                                   
- Μα η Κρήτη δεν έχει και τόση σηµασία για µας.  
Γι’αυτούς µπορεί, αλλά για τους Έλληνες …’  (Σεφέρης, Πολιτικό Ηµερολόγιο 80). 
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saw North Africa and the Middle East as home fronts. On a visit to a Greek army camp in Palestine where 

a contingency of the Greek army was based, Seferis records the following conversation with the military 

commander:  

When I told him: 
- May you have the good fortune to fight in Greece, too.  
He looked at me and said: 
- Why? All battles lead us to Greece. We shouldn’t say such things. The fight 

is for our country, wherever the fight may take place: in the desert, or in the 
Indies (Days IV 240)110 

 

In the commander’s response Seferis documents an attitude similar to that of the British soldiers’ as 

described by Moorehead above. North Africa, the Middle East, the western desert, ‘even the Indies’ 

become over-determined spaces onto which, and through which, each country, each army, each individual 

in the destabilizing context of global war, projects and forms a geographical and political imaginary. A 

later entry in Seferis’ Political Diaries (1943) offers another illustrative example. Following a suggestion 

from his superiors that he might be posted away from Cairo to Tehran in April 1943, Seferis complains to 

a colleague that, the government having ‘brought me from the periphery to the center, is now sending me 

back to the periphery’ (112-113). With the ‘center’ of Athens being closed off, the ‘center’ is Egypt; the 

‘periphery’ is South Africa and Iran.111  

 While these examples from Seferis’ and Moorehead’s writing could be read as illustrations of 

what Mark Rawlinson refers to as the desert landscape’s amenability to ‘reinscription’: 'the uncharted 

space of the desert reversed the domination of environment over the war writer’ (115), the argument’s 

                                                   
110 ‘Όταν του είπα:  
- Σας εύχοµαι να πολεµήσετε και στην Ελλάδα.  
Με κοίταξε και παρατήρησε:  
- Γιατί; Όλες οι µάχες στην Ελλάδα µας πηγαίνουν. Δεν πρέπει να λέµε τέτοια πράµατα. Ο αγώνας είναι 
για τον τόπο µας, όπου και να γίνεται, στην έρηµο, ή στις Ινδίες (Μέρες Δ’ 240). 

111 This is one of many examples that justify studying Seferis ‘in a distinctively Middle Eastern 
context…to follow the poet’s ruminations as he moves eastwards, rather than westwards, toward 
territories whose significance in modern Greek literary development has remained largely unexplored’ 
(Pourgouris 446). 
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basis on geographical determinism is only partially followed through; it ignores elements of the desert 

landscape – such as sandstorms and mirages – that destabilize the writer’s knowledge and confound his 

sense-making faculties. The excerpts from Moorehead’s and Seferis’ texts quoted above can also be read 

as evidence of the obverse claim: that it is precisely because the foreign environment dominates that 

writers resort to constructing rhetorical tropes that insist on bringing the homeland, the only fixed center 

of the war,112 to the so-called periphery. The foreignness of the desert, its harsh conditions and uncanny 

‘emptiness’ inevitably trigger feelings of estrangement. Moments of uncertainty that seem to contradict 

what is mostly tightly controlled narrative break through Moorehead’s carefully constructed imaginary of 

Egypt as Britain: ‘It was difficult to make it clear to the soldier on the Nile that he was doing as much to 

defend England or Australasia or India as he would have been in his own village' (183). And when a 

Cockney driver asks him: ‘Oo the hell are we fighting anyway - the Wops or them niggers?' (128). That 

Moorehead transcribes the Cockney accent in his text highlights how out of place the British soldiers are.  

 In Seferis’ case, the painful reminder of being so far away from occupied Greece is a recurrent 

theme, and the poet highlights that distance’s unsettling effect by calling into question the cognitive 

capacities and sanity of the displaced: 

I sometimes have the impression, the horrifying impression, that all of us who are 
outside of Greece, are a troupe of crazy, substance-less people … no one can see, 
in this abominable cauldron we are all stewing in, the difference, the unbridgeable 
difference (my emphasis) : that the people in Greece are suffering with their bodies 
every day, every night, while these people here talk or shout (Days IV 227).113 
 

                                                   
112 With some notable caveats. Tsirkas, who is a ‘πάροικος’ (a diaspora Greek) not a ‘µέτοικος’ (a 
displaced) in Seferis’ terms (Political Diary I 47) considers himself an Egyptian but nonetheless 
constantly writes about the return to Greece. See especially Tsirkas’ Diaries of the Trilogy (1973). Note 
Seferis’ use of the marked term µέτοικος / metoikos, which I analyze in the previous chapter in the context 
of 5th century BC Athens. In Seferis’ case, the distinction is relevant because it demonstrates how 
displacement can take many different shapes and forms.  

113 ‘Κάποτε έχω την εντύπωση, την τροµαχτική εντύπωση, πώς όλοι εµείς, που είµαστε έξω από την 
Ελλάδα, είµαστε ένας θίασος από τρελούς ανυπόστατους ανθρώπους … κανείς δεν βλέπει, µέσα σ’αυτό 
το αποτρόπαιο καζάνι όπου βράζουµε, τη διαφορά, την αγεφύρωτη διαφορά : ότι εκείνοι εκεί στην 
Ελλάδα υποφέρουν µε τα κορµιά τους κάθε µέρα, κάθε νύχτα, ενώ τούτοι εδώ µιλούν ή φωνάζουν’ 
(Μέρες Δ 226).     
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Despite rhetorical tropes, political statements, and even the effect of propaganda via the radio whose 

waves do not recognize national borders, Seferis emphasizes that there is a radical difference between 

being in Greece and in Egypt that some of the displaced often forget. It is telling that Seferis refuses to 

classify himself in either ‘those over there’ (‘εκείνοι εκεί’) or ‘these over here’ (‘ετούτοι εδώ’) in the final 

sentence of this excerpt – he uses the third person plural for both, even though in the previous sentence he 

uses the collective ‘we’. Perhaps he is creating a third, interim space for himself, as a displaced painfully 

cognizant of the simultaneously ‘privileged’ (because his body is safe) and disadvantageous (because he 

is now substance-less, guilt-ridden for not suffering) situation of being away from Greece.114 These 

counter-examples demonstrate the oscillation between different mental cartographies that is exemplary of 

the state of displacement as represented, and enacted, in these texts.  

 

Displaced People, Uncanny Landscapes   

 The mental to-and-fro registered in the literature of the authors studied here casts the lands of 

Egypt and Palestine as simultaneously foreign and homely. On the way to a Greek army camp in 

Palestine, Seferis remarks that ‘the landscapes of Palestine are familiar; they are the kin of our own; not 

the face of Attica. More like an extrapolation (my emphasis) of our lands’ (Days IV 239 – 240). Seferis 

‘extends’ the visual of the Greek world into the Middle East, very consciously avoiding the potentially 

deceptive mechanism of substitution that a metaphor identifying ‘the face of Attica’ with Palestine’s 

landscape would imply. By using the term ‘extension’, Seferis draws on the concept of Mediterranean’s 

unity in order to find comfort in the land of Palestine. This way, North Africa and the Middle East fall 

within a broader world that is recognizable. During his trip from South Africa to Cairo, Seferis writes that 

                                                   
114 ‘Βρέθηκα πάνω σε τούτη τη γυµνή χώρα. είµαι ο ξένος. Δεν έχω τίποτε να κάνω εδώ, ο τόπος µου δε 
µε περιµένει. µέσα στον πόνο και τη νύχτα της σκλαβιάς αγωνίζεται να σώσει την ψυχή του. Είµαι ο 
ξένος. Από τον αγώνα αυτόν, που είναι ο δικός µου αγώνας, µ’αποκλείσανε … Είµαι ο ξένος. Δεν είµαι 
τίποτε. δεν έχω τίποτε’ (Days IV 138). ‘I found myself in this naked land; I am the stranger. I have 
nothing to do here. My home is not waiting for me: it is fighting to save its soul in the darkness and pain 
of occupation. I am the stranger. They have excluded me from this fight, which is my fight too… I am the 
stranger. I am nothing; I have nothing’.  
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he is approaching the ‘doorstep of our world’ ‘το κατώφλι του κόσµου µας’ (Days IV 214).  

 Elli Papadimitriou, a Greek communist poet also displaced in Palestine and an acquaintance of 

both Seferis and Manning, whom the latter refers to as ‘a gifted poet’ (“Poets in Exile” 273) conveys a 

similarly uncanny engagement with the landscape of Egypt in a poem titled “Επιγράµµατα του 1944” 

(“Epigrams of 1944”): 

Πάλι οργώνουνε οι φελλάχοι τ’ανοιξιάτικα  
Τρίτος χρόνος της εξορίας µας, Έλληνες,   
Τ’αλέτρια ξύλινα κι εδώ  
Κι’ εδώ πεζούλια και χωράφια αχαµνά  
Πώς µοιάζουνε τα χώµατα κι ο κόπος του ζευγά  
Άλλα καληµερίσµατα όµως, άλλες ευχές  
Στον τόπο µας έπαιρνες κι έδινες.  
(Απόκριση 23)
 
The fellahs are ploughing for spring again 
The third year of our exile, Hellenes, 
The ploughs are wooden here too 
Here, too, gaunt ledges and fields  
How similar the soil and the ploughman’s toil 
But in our land, you would give and receive 
Other goodmornings, other wishes.
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Time in exile is kept by the seasonal activity of ploughing: the poetic voice slightly surprised by the sly 

passing of time – ‘πάλι’. For three lines, the image of the fellahs ploughing the land allows the poetic 

voice to draw its similarities to the equivalent process in Greece. Yet the deictic, topical pronouns ‘κι 

εδώ’ – ‘here too’ – sustain the unbridgeable difference between Egypt and Greece. So does the verb 

‘µοιάζουνε’, which can be translated both as ‘look alike’ and ‘are similar’. The similarity’s negative (all 

those elements that are not quite the same) is consolidated in the final two lines of this stanza, the volta 

marked by the jarring preposition ‘But’. By placing the secondary sentence first – ‘other goodmornings, 

other wishes’ - Papadimitriou manages to mediate the passage from Egypt to ‘our land’ (the first three 

words of the last line: ‘στον τόπο µας’) through the linguistic element of greetings and wishes. That the 

aural element of language here (in Egypt) is so radically different to the one ‘in our land’ is what cements 

the feeling of estrangement and nostalgia that the poem ends on, and jolts the poetic voice out of the 

deceptive identification of the observed landscape with ‘home.’ This simultaneous identification and 

estrangement that Papadimitriou’s poem enacts is a process and a symptom of the overlaps produced by 

cultural translation, where ‘the easy binary’ between home and foreign land ‘becomes problematic with 

the migrant translator caught in-between’ (Stephanides, “Translation of Heritage” 54) 

 In Tsirkas’ second novel for the Drifting Cities trilogy, titled Αριάγνη (Ariagni), the protagonist 

Manos Simonides, a displaced Greek soldier and member of the communist resistance in the Middle East, 

gets a glimpse of Europe, which he identifies with Greece, in an area of Cairo: ‘Ήτανε σα λίγη Ευρώπη, 

κολλητά στο τζαµί, και θύµιζε παρασόλια, Φάληρο στις παλιές του δόξες, την αµµουδιά, τη φανφάρα, 

τους αρµυρούς ζέφυρους’ ‘It was like a bit of Europe, next to the mosque, and it reminded him of 

parasols, Phaliro in its old glory, the sand, the fanfare, the brackish zephyr…’ (157). Moments of 

perceived similarity are some of the most emotionally destabilizing for Manos, since they expose the 

unstable meanings of familiar sights and signs transposed to another continent, in the context of forced 

displacement: ‘Το ένστιχτο µου µ’έκανε να στρίψω το κεφάλι κατά το λιµάνι, κατά τη θάλασσα. Μόλς 

την είδα να στραφταλίζει κάτω από τις λοξές ακτίνες του φεγγαριού που έδυε, ανέβηκε το κύµα του 

παραπόνου και µ’έπνιξε’ ‘My instinct made me turn my head in the direction of the harbor, towards the 
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sea. As soon as I saw it glimmering under the diagonal beams of the sinking moon, a feeling of injustice 

rose up like a wave and drowned me’ (73 - 74). The sea is a shared visual and physical element of Manos’ 

experience in both Greece and Egypt. It is also the connector, a shared contiguous space between his 

present location and home. As such, the power of habit prompts him to turn towards the water; but 

recollection of the fact that he is physically distant from the very place that he usually associates the sea is 

destabilizing enough to move him to tears.  

 Ariagni as a whole frequently alludes to the potentially destructive effects of a false sense of 

homeliness, a move that simultaneously affirms and undermines the Mediterranean region as a hub of 

mobility. The novel pits the character of Ariagni, a tolerant, left-wing Greek Egyptian who sympathizes 

with the Egyptian population’s demands for self-determination, against her husband and one of her sons 

that take on a haughty, racist attitude akin to a colonizer’s when it comes to the locals’ struggle. Ariagni is 

fully cognizant of the provisional nature of the position she occupies in the Egyptian society as a member 

of the Greek diaspora.115 Recognition of her position’s provisionality is exactly what gives her 

tremendous foresight, making her viewpoint the most assertive and accurate one in the trilogy: ‘Πού θα 

σας βγάλουν αυτά τα µυαλά; Τρέµω. Θα’θελα να µη ζω. Να µη δούνε τα µάτια µου. Θα έρθει µέρα. 

Βλέπω κόσµο να στριµώχνεται στις προκυµαίες, µε βουνά γύρω τους τις βαλίτσες και τους µπόγους και 

τα στρώµατα’ ‘Where will this attitude take you? I tremble. I’d rather not live to see it. The day will 

come. I see people cramming onto the docks, with mounds of luggage on their backs and bundles and 

mattresses…’ (117). Losing sight of the precariousness of one’s position has political consequences: 

Tsirkas’ narrative casts the self-deluding colonizing attitude on behalf of Greek Egyptians – the flawed 

idea that they own the landscape – as important causes that drove the Greeks to leave Egypt in the 1950s 

and 60s.  

 The authority given to Ariagni’s figure and world view in Tsirkas’ novel imbues the position of 

                                                   
115 Most of the Greek communities in Egypt left for Greece with the rise of Nasser and his movement of 
Pan-arabism. 
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displacement with political efficacy. Besides being a physical condition and a legal status, displacement is 

also a mode of thought: to be able to be moved by and relate to the ‘Other,’ to recognize one’s relational 

existence to the world and its people, even those one hasn’t chosen to surround oneself with. Ariagni’s 

double vision is the vision of the inextricability of the self from the ‘Other’, both in terms of personal 

subjectivity and collective identity. It is the double vision at the heart of the narratives examined in 

Chapter I, that undermine oversimplified dichotomies and categorizations by demonstrating thee 

interconnectedness of seemingly mutually exclusive categories. Tsirkas’ novel presents the self-aware 

condition of the displaced – a condition of movement and instability – and its force as intergenerational 

memory, as the basis of a more morally and politically responsible understanding of the world.  

 

Movement as Text 

 More than anything else, it is the physical experience of forced movement that fuels the 

alternative imaginaries offered by the authors examined in this chapter. In one way or another, the 

circumstances and consequences of being in transit define the way the authors describe, represent and 

enact displacement. In this second part of the chapter I will look at the ways in which Seferis, Moorehead 

and Manning deal with the journey of displacement. I argue that the contiguous arrangements imposed by 

emergency travel become emblematic of the general state of displacement, and that these impose a new 

sense-making order among these variously-defined refugees, which is represented in their texts. This 

crystallizes into a specific narratological style and narrative order in Stratis Tsirkas’ Drifting Cities that I 

will analyze in the third and final section of this chapter. With the exception of Moorehead, who stayed 

behind to cover military developments but had knowledge of the journey through his wife, the rest of the 

authors were evacuated to Palestine during the summer and fall of 1942. A close examination of the texts 

and other critical works shows that George and Maro Seferis were on the same evacuation train as 

Moorehead’s wife (Lucy Moorehead, a British citizen that worked for GHQ in Cairo), the boarding of 
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which is also described in Manning’s Danger Tree novel.116 The authors’ convergence on this route, in 

either biographical or literary terms, as well as their contemporaneous stay in Jerusalem justifies a 

comparative study of their experience of displacement and the different genres and modes they chose to 

represent that experience in.  

 The imminence of the German threat and the violence of war literally and metaphorically 

dislodge the reference points that had made the world legible up to that point. The moving vantage point 

of the displaced captures the ever-shifting, destabilized and destabilizing ramifications of a world in 

upheaval. The ‘triply-exiled’ Olivia Manning, for example, who arrived in Egypt from Athens as ‘a 

refugee without money, with few possessions’ (David 119) found that ‘the crowded streets, the noise, the 

uncertainty of everything (my emphasis) the prices that varied according to whether you were Egyptian, 

European, or English, and the rumors of German advances upon Cairo convinced her this was a war even 

more frantic and disorienting (my emphasis) for civilians than that experienced in Romania and Greece’ 

(David 122). The already unstable condition of displacement is compounded by the unfamiliar world that 

Manning encounters in Cairo, often treated with an Orientalist disdain. For example, in her essay “Poets 

in Exile” Manning refers to Palestine as a place that ‘rouses the irritation rather than the imagination’ 

(278).117  

                                                   
116 In Manning’s case, although she herself went to Palestine along with her husband in August 1942 
(David 145) her character Harriet Pringle in the Levant Trilogy choses to stay in Egypt but witnesses the 
evacuee train as it enters Cairo’s rail station. 

117 Manning’s novels in particular mix together the unsettling experiences of encountering the Middle 
Eastern ‘Other’ as a white British colonial and of being a refugee. Both work towards altering her hitherto 
unwavering support of Britain’s imperial project: ‘she began to question the stories of imperial superiority 
that were crucial in the construction of British national identity’ (David 120). Seferis is not immune to 
this, and his Orientalist tendencies come through quite forcefully in certain diary entries: ‘Τα χάνεις, και 
νιώθεις λίγο µεθυσµένος µέσα στο καράβι της ξενιτιάς, τριγυρισµένος από άλλες ράτσες, ξανθά παιδιά µε 
γαλανά µάτια, και κούληδες ή σχεδόν κούληδες που θαρρείς πως τώρα θ’αρχίσουν το χορό, όπως στο 
Ταξίδι στις Ινδίες’ ‘You lose it and feel a bit drunk on this refugee ship, surrounded by other races, by 
children with blond hair and blue eyes, and coolies or almost coolies that give the impression they are 
about to break into dance like in A Passage to India’ (Political Diary 86). 
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 In one of his diary entries from the boat trip from South Africa to Egypt, Seferis makes the 

connection between the physical state of displacement and a destabilization (even unhinged-ness) of the 

displaced person’s cognitive state, using an analogy to the theatre: ‘Ο κλειστός κόσµος ενός θεάτρου, 

όπου η σκέψη ξέρει τα σύνορά της και δε διαλύεται, σήµερα τόσο µακριά. Ο τωρινός µας κόσµος είναι 

ξέσκεπος, απεριόριστος, εξατµιζόµενος’ ‘The closed world of a theatre, where thought knows its limits 

and does not dissipate is so far away today. Our world today is uncovered, unbounded, it is in the process 

of evaporating’ (267). The ‘theatre’ here can refer both to the physically enclosed space of a theatrical 

venue and its stage, but also to the tight narrative structure that underlies the fictional representation of 

events. Seferis’ imagery ties the physical and cognitive experiences together. Breaking the world’s 

boundedness – the things that have kept it ‘together’ including certain political conventions now 

transgressed and the respect of countries’ national boundaries now disregarded – unhinges thought and as 

such, destroys it. 

 Τhought as a reference to a unit of cognitive activity dependent on certain shared and stable 

assumptions of rational, liberal scientific humanism – that perpetuated ‘a clear perception of the finite 

world as finite’ (qtd. in Sherrard 38) – is no longer useful in a world that looks nothing like the one in 

which ‘thought’ was engendered. The ‘evaporating’ world of total war cannot be grasped, cannot be 

shaped into a comprehensible narrative. By acknowledging the inability of the displaced to sustain an 

understanding of ‘the finite world as finite,’ Seferis hints at an epistemology of displacement that is 

located in the in-between ‘confusion of the absolute and universal with the relative and the particular … 

the divine and the human, the ideal and the real …’118 (qtd. in Sherrard 38). Like the fast-altering 

geographies/cartographies produced by the movement of armies, navies and the air force, to be displaced 

implies a constant reassessment and reorientation of perspective.  

                                                   
118 This comment is derived from the work of philosopher Dr. Edward Caird (Master of Balliol College, 
Oxford) on Hegel, and quoted by Sherrard in his essay titled “The Other Mind of Europe,” as an example 
of rational, positivistic thinking as the ‘only possible kind of world view’ (39) embedded in British and 
European schools and universities in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  
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 It is for this reason that the uncertainty deriving from physical and cognitive deracination often 

appears in narratives of displacement in the shape of aporias.119 In Stratis Tsirkas’ Ariagni, the second 

novel of the Drifting Cities trilogy that takes place in Cairo in 1943, even Peter, a level-headed, rational 

British army major expresses the deep-set uncertainty and ambiguity brought about by the war, which 

shakes all received knowledge to its core: ‘Δεν ξέρω… Πριν από µερικά χρόνια θα σου απαντούσα µε 

σιγουριά. Τώρα όλοι µπερδεύτηκαν…’ ‘I don’t know…A few years ago I would respond to you with 

certainty. Now everything is confused…’ (239). The inability to understand and interpret the world 

extends to the individual’s decision making process, which becomes impossible: ‘Και πραγµατικά έχουµε 

στεγνώσει από την πίκρα, από την αβεβαιότητα από τη στέρηση πνοής. Αν µας έλεγαν: “Θα καθίσετε 

εδώ και θα σκοτωθείτε όλοι” θα ήταν τόσο απλό. Αλλά κανείς δεν ξέρει τί θα γίνει αύριο. δεν µπορεί να 

ακουµπήσει σε καµιάν απόφαση’ ‘If they told us: ‘You shall sit here and you shall all be killed’, it would 

be so simple. But no one knows what will happen tomorrow; one cannot touch any decision’ (Seferis, 

Political Diary I 71). This also affects the individual’s ability to make sense of herself, to ‘contain’ and 

know one’s self: ‘Δεν ξέρω πια αν είµαι ευτυχής ή δυστυχής: ασυνάρτητη ύπαρξη’ ‘I don’t know if I am 

happy or unhappy anymore: incoherent existence’ (Days IV 300). This chapter proposes the ‘I don’t 

know’ of a constantly changing position beyond one’s control as the dominant discursive framework in 

which authors who were forced to migrate, and seeking to represent displacement, operate.  

 This difficulty of writing about displacement is similar to the difficulty of writing about war. In 

his book on British and Anglophone literature on the Desert Campaign of the Second World War Mark 

Rawlinson quotes Victor Hugo’s claim in Les Miserables that ‘in the fog of war’ ‘geometry is misleading, 

only the tempest is true. … No narrator, be he never so conscientious, can fix the exact shape of that ugly 

cloud that is called battle’ (110). The tempest – that moving medium resulting from the ‘main events’ of 

war such as battle, the dust in the air around a battlefield, the waves of water engulfing a naval battle – the 

                                                   
119 ‘A perplexing difficulty’ (OED), etymologically ‘without passage, no way out’ (Liddell and Scott) 
from the Greek απορία, but also connoting a lack of πόρος, or ‘ways and means’ (Liddell and Scott).   
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fast-fading negative of war’s positive, offers a ‘truth’ that historically canonized events themselves do 

not. ‘Fixing’ the moving particles of battle is impossible. 

 The displaced of war do not fall comfortably into the two categories of ‘staff’ and ‘front-line 

duties’ set up by Rawlinson in his analysis of the representation of the North African front in British and 

Anglophone literature. Rawlinson sees these two categories as an ‘analogue of the historian’s alienation 

from the specificity and otherness of past actions, and a microcosm of the relationship of the outside and 

inside of war’ (133). In terms of textual representation, Rawlinson associates the narrator and the novelist, 

whose task is to recognize ‘a stage in every battle when it degenerates into hand-to-hand combat, 

dissolves into fragments,’ ‘seeking to represent what is illegible or fogged’ with the front-line soldier, and 

the historian ‘resisting the fragmenting of his representation’ with the necessarily distant strategist or staff 

member. But the displaced are neither soldiers in combat, nor detached observers sitting ‘outside the 

action of battle.’ Literally caught ‘in between’ fronts or battles, the displaced of war are a side-effect of 

war whose macro and micro elements are inseparable.  

 The displaced are hardly alienated from the specificity of the experience; but at the same time 

they are viscerally aware that their hyper-specific experience is also part of a larger experience, the two 

existing in a synecdochic relationship: ‘Εδώ στη Μέση Ανατολή, όπως τη λένε, βουλιάζουµε ολοένα και 

πάµε. Δεν είµαστε άνθρωποι, είµαστε οι ξένοι. Είµαστε όχι µια ξενιτιά, είµαστε τόσες ξενιτιές όσοι 

νοµάτοι είµαστε. το τσούρµο ενός βουλιαγµένου καραβιού, που χαροπαλεύει, ο καθένας ξεχωριστά, 

καβάλα σ’ένα ιδιαίτερο ναυάγιο’ ‘Here in the Middle East, as they call it, we are sinking further and 

further down. We are not humans, we are ‘the foreigners’. We are not just one group of foreigners; we are 

as many groups as individuals; the crowd of a sinking ship, each of us fighting for our life, riding our 

own personal shipwreck’ (Days IV 251, my emphasis). 

 As much as displacement hardens the legalistic aspects of identity – with no documents you 

cannot enter Palestine, you cannot stay at hotels – it also erodes all sense of personal history. Seferis’ 

observation is that the experience of mass displacement strips the displaced from their humanity, leaving 

them with the sole identity of ‘foreigner,’ even as it isolates each individual from the other members of 
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that very group. That there are ‘as many groups as individuals’ does not differentiate one group from 

another: it only confirms the personal and isolated struggle of each person. The paradox, of course, is that 

the groups are divided into sub-groups ultimately comprised of one person alone. Seferis’ image 

illustrates the interminable sub-divisions of a group that is only homogeneous on the surface and from the 

outside, bearing testament to the ultimate irreducibility of people and their stories. The displaced might 

share the same fate but at the same time they are radically alone. The diachronic trope of describing 

refugees as ‘waves’ and mass displacements of people in terms of the sea is effective precisely because it 

contains the same duality.120  

 In the double movement of equalizing/reducing and isolating, displacement offers an 

intermediary between modes of strategist/historian and narrator/novelist: ‘Oppositions between the 

abstract and the concrete, the absolute and the contingent, the military mass and the militarized civilian, 

are heuristic rather than metaphysical. The meaning of battle is not located at one or other pole, but is 

produced in the shuttling of discourse between them’ (Rawlinson 111). That shuttling between the 

abstract and the concrete, combat and observation, action and inaction is precisely the space occupied by 

the displaced. Their literature (fiction, memoir, non-fiction, poetry) is uniquely positioned in the 

interstices identified by Rawlinson’s analysis of the legibility of battle in North Africa.  Their work, no 

matter what form it takes, spans both the historical and the fictional, via the testimonial. That Seferis’ 

collection of poetry, for example, written during his time in exile cannot be read without some basic 

knowledge of the political/historical developments that he references is a convincing argument.121 In turn, 

Tsirkas writes a ‘historical novel,’ trying to balance the ‘accounting of the past’ with a ‘novelistic truth’ 

(Tsirkas, “Συνέντευξη” 65); Manning’s trilogy ‘seamlessly weaves the autobiographical with the 

                                                   
120 See Introduction and Chapter 1.  

121 Made by Tsirkas in his essay on Deck Diaries B’: ‘I doubt that someone can truly enjoy the poems of 
the Deck Diary B’ collection without having vividly in her mind the events that unraveled during the four-
year exile of the Greek government to Cairo – and not just the events, but their order too, the timeline of 
the first, second and third mass movement of the anti-fascists within the army’ (“Μια άποψη” 243). 



	

 103 

fictional’ (David xx); and Moorehead’s work is considered historical, albeit flawed, due to its author’s 

proximity to the events described and his critique of them (The Spectator 90). 

 To look at the war, then, through displacement is to grasp the precarious and provisional state of 

the individual condition as well as the precarious and provisional state of an archive-in-the-making before 

the transformative, teleological power of victory or loss and their respective historiographies intervene. 

Indeed, that the displaced are neither ‘in battle’ (‘enmeshed in the event [which] had become a text, the 

correct reading of which was a matter of life or death') nor detachedly away from it (they are fleeing it) 

renders the concept of a so-called ‘correct reading’ of the events they experience irrelevant. Their moving 

perspective shifts the entire framework of inquiry, showing that the questions which the texts of the 

displaced raise are very different ones: what is reading? What is knowledge? How do I read? How do I 

know? To substitute ‘war’ and ‘battle’ in Hugo’s quote with ‘displacement’ is to dispel with even the last 

bit of the assumed groundedness and geo-specificity that the term ‘battle’ offers. A focus on the displaced 

is a focus on what Hugo refers to as ‘tempest’; and it is in the communication of the moving intermediate 

conditions of forced travel that the ethics and aesthetics of representing migration have their most 

compelling basis.  

 

In the Same Boat? 

 Accounts of the journey to Palestine illustrate the effect of ‘this latest and most fearful emergency 

… in the desert’ (Manning Danger Tree 71) on the institutional and social cohesion of the British and 

Allied presence in Egypt. On June 26th 1942, Seferis writes that ‘panic has been set alight like dry grass 

and the fire is quickly spreading’ (Days IV 215). Olivia Manning’s protagonist, Harriet Pringle, looks on 

as ‘the Embassy men and women … brought out trays and bags of papers’ which ‘servants were feeding 

… to the fire’ (Danger Tree 82). Harriet also mentions the ambivalent stance of the local population in 

anticipation of a new occupying force. Iqal, an Egyptian employee at the American Embassy in Cairo, 

tells Harriet that he is ‘brushing up my German to be on the safe side, but all the time I am asking myself, 

“Better the devil we know”’ (74).  George Seferis’ diary entry dated July 5th 1942 but referring to July 3rd 
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describes the same situation: ‘In the streets, an atmosphere of a city already surrendered to the new 

occupier. At the British Embassy, confidential papers were being burnt in the garden, and Arab drivers 

refused to serve British officers’ ‘‘Στους δρόµους ατµόσφαιρα πολιτείας που παραδόθηκε κιόλας στο νέο 

κατακτητή. Στην Αγγλική πρεσβεία καίγαν τα εµπιστευτικά χαρτιά τους στον κήπο, κι οι Αραπάδες 

σοφέρ αρνιόντουσαν να παραλάβουν Άγγλους αξιωµατικούς’ (219).122  Moorehead’s description involves 

a broader survey of the evacuation: ‘The British fleet had left Alexandria … Every unit that did not have 

essential business in the fighting was being ordered to get out at once. Part of the United States military 

headquarters set off in the dead of night for Khartoum and Asmara … The wives and families of British 

soldiers were warned to get ready for immediate evacuation’ (383).  Like a heat source slowly melting 

metal, the high intensity situation of the imminent German threat slowly begins to cause the atoms of the 

Allied structures in Egypt to oscillate, dislodging the confidence in British control of the region and 

pushing its constituents further east.  

 Cairo is in the midst of a reconstitution – it is emptied out of the signifiers of British de-facto rule 

and Allied allegiance. One of the consequences of this process, is that it puts most of the Europeans123 in 

Cairo and Alexandria on a level playing field, in the sense that, despite social status, nationality or 

political protections, they all want to flee Egypt because they are all equally afraid of being captured by 

Hitler’s army. It can perhaps be argued that, because this displacement mostly concerned the European 

                                                   
122 Moorehead confirms the burning of documents: ‘A thin mist of smoke hung over the British Embassy 
by the Nile and over sprawling blocks of the G.H.Q. – huge quantities of secret documents were being 
burnt. All day a group of privates shoveled piles of maps, lists of figures, reports, estimates, codes and 
messages into four blazing bonfires in a vacant square of land between the G.H.Q. buildings’ (383). 

123 As the backgrounds of the writers examined in this chapter demonstrate, I use the term ‘European’ 
very broadly here, to include members of European diasporas in North Africa and the Middle East: from 
the Greek Egyptian communist, born and raised in Africa, that is Stratis Tsirkas; to the twice-displaced 
Greek press officer and poet (George Seferis); and the information officer of the British Empire 
(Lawrence Durrell); from the Australian war correspondent for the Daily Express of London and his 
British wife; to the female British author evacuated to Cairo after the fall of Greece; July 1942 marked a 
crisis point for all of them, and for most, it was the impetus for (yet another) forced displacement.  
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populations of Egypt, all of the writers referenced here were in a position of relative privilege to the local 

population, the majority of which did not evacuate. This, however, does not mean that the experience of 

displacement was any less jarring; or that there weren’t fractures and divisions in the displaced population 

of Westerners in the Middle East and North Africa as well.  

 In Manning’s The Danger Tree, Ben Phipps, a British freelance journalist evacuated to Cairo 

from Athens, almost looks forward to the evacuation of Europeans to Palestine for this very reason:  

Resentful of his own displacement, Ben Phipps was scornful of the English who lived richly in 
Egypt.  
‘A bloody good thing if the whole lot are given the boot. Let them know what it’s like to live out 
of a suitcase.’ 
‘What good will that do us?’ Harriet asked. 
Ben’s small, black eyes jumped angrily behind pebble glasses. 
‘We’d all be in the same boat. That’s what.’ 
Harriet had to agree that calamity had its uses. If they ended up together in Iraq or the Sudan, 
Gracey would have no more power over Guy (67). 

 

The panic of evacuation melts the glue of national solidarity and in the process highlights the different 

micro-demographics produced by world war (and in this case, colonial interests also). Despite being 

British, for example, Moorehead and her husband felt ‘socially insignificant’ in a Cairo that had become 

the final ‘bolt-hole for privileged Europeans’ (David 121). Phipps, evacuated from Greece, wants the 

British benefactors of colonial power in Egypt to share his experience of forced migration. Harriet builds 

on the thought by offering a utilitarian hypothetical: in the far locations of a potential displacement, her 

husband Guy would stand on equal footing as his inefficient boss Gracey, which would put an end to the 

unequal power relationship that saw the latter treat the former condescendingly and depriving him of 

work. Manning’s narrative demonstrates an evident tension in the emergency’s effect on social and 

institutional structure, arguably one that can be grasped only from the perspective of the displaced: that in 

as much as the cause for evacuating makes a group out of an incredibly mixed population, it also 

somehow reaffirms the existing divisions between them. Moving physically also ‘moves’ established 

hierarchies, unsettling existing frameworks and creating the potential for new ones to be formed. 
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 The levelling effect of displacement can also be read in the trope of describing refugees in terms 

of a liquid body – more notably ‘waves’124 – which captures the way displacement makes a mass out of 

individuals, a grand narrative out of the thousand microhistories that comprise it. In his account of the 

boarding of the evacuation train at Cairo station, Seferis successfully captures the way the physically 

contiguous relationship of thousands of bodies in transit dissipates the individuality of each one. The 

chaos and urgency of the moving moment overwhelms distinctions of gender, age, nationality and social 

status, and tests the limits of patience and the social norms of respect and dignity.125 

And the signal was given and this wave of people (my emphasis), taking with it luggage, paper 
bags, babies, jolted up and filled the carriages to the brim, like water on a sinking ship (my 
emphasis). That’s how we found ourselves on the train’s wooden seats, in a crowd speaking 
German and Italian (the “Free” subjects of the enemy), were arguing, shouting about, getting 
angry (Seferis, Days IV 220).126 

 

The sheer force of the crowd, which jets onto the carriages, submerging them like water on a sinking ship 

(the verb ‘καταποντίζω’ being much more evocative of a distressful maritime emergency than the English 

translation) is indiscriminate in what it carries away with it: ‘suitcases, paper bags, babies’ are all tossed 

about as the evacuees desperately get onto the train. The simile of the crowd of people charging onto the 

train like a violent sea wave makes a mass unit out of the individual subjects of this involuntary migration 

and gives them the qualities of the sea many of them have crossed to get to Egypt or will cross (again) 

shortly. The imagery of water here is significant as it does not recognize the bounded-ness of each 

                                                   
124 Alan Moorehead writes of the ‘great wave of free Italians’ rushing ‘the carriages … followed by 
successive waves of Free Czechs, Poles, French, Hungarians, Rumanians, Greeks, Germans, Yugoslavs, 
and even Danes’ (389). 

125 Harriet Pringle, Olivia Manning’s main character, describes the scene as follows: ‘As the first 
carriages drew abreast of the platform, hysteria set in. The men who were castigating Pinkrose for loutish 
behavior, now flung themselves forward, regardless of women and children, and began tugging at the 
carriage doors’ (Danger Tree 94). 

126 ‘Και το σύνθηµα δόθηκε και το κύµα τούτο του κόσµου, παρασέρνοντας βαλίτσες, χαρτοσακούλες, 
µωρά, τινάχτηκε και καταπόντισε τα βαγόνια, όπως τα νερά όταν βουλιάζει ένα καράβι. Έτσι βρεθήκαµε 
πάνω στα ξύλινα καθίσµατα µέσα σ’ένα πλήθος που µιλούσαν γερµανικά και ιταλικά (οι «ελεύθεροι» 
υπήκοοι του εχθρού), νευρίαζαν, µάλωναν και ξεφώνιζαν’ (Μέρες Δ’ 220). 
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individual, or the limits of the space that each individual may occupy in the set physical parameters of the 

train.127 Seferis and his wife ‘find themselves’ on the wooden seats – the passive voice used by Seferis 

highlighting their forfeited agency thanks to the overwhelming force of the crowd. At the same time, 

Seferis’ position within that ‘wave’ allows him to grasp some of the differentiations in the crowd via the 

medium of language. After all, his account is highly personal, centered around himself but fully cognizant 

that he is part of a larger whole. This is an example of the shuttling between the ‘abstract and concrete’ 

that the literature of the displaced captures.  

 

Displacement as Narrative 

 Comparing Moorehead’s account of his wife’s evacuation to Seferis’128 shows how a more 

‘historical’ work might differ in its representation of displacement to an exclusively autobiographical 

work only posthumously published. It also demonstrates that despite divergences stemming from genre, 

both authors’ texts ‘enact’ displacement to various degrees, either by warping the sense of time; relying 

on contiguity instead of causality; or presenting irresolvable aporias:  

Finally, it was agreed that she and the baby should go to Palestine in a special evacuee train and 
be prepared to join G.H.Q. there. 

This was grossly breaking our word to one another. We had sworn that neither of us 
should ever suffer the horrors of an evacuee train. In Rome, when we were first married, old 
Doctor Hubrecht, the Dutch minister, who was not often solemn, said to us, ‘Never, never be a 
refugee. It’s always better to stay where you are.’ (my emphasis) 

                                                   
127 George Seferis and his wife Maro experience the muddling of status and identity that can be brought 
about as a result of mass displacement first hand when they have to evacuate Crete for Cairo in 1941 and 
are put wrongly into a ‘refugee camp’ despite asserting multiple times that they were part of the 
diplomatic corps of Greece (Days IV 89). In their evacuation to Palestine, Seferis tries to avoid this 
happening again on the train from the Suez Canal to Jerusalem, when, after a ‘whole day without water, 
and unable to stretch’ his legs, he had to ‘hobble to the front carriage’ where his supervisor was, to make 
sure that they ‘would not be put in a refugee camp’ again (Days IV 222). Asserting his identity becomes 
hard due to the physical toll that the journey takes on his body: the image of him ‘hobbling’ to the front of 
the train is a pathetic reminder of interconnectedness of the control over one’s body with the power to 
assert one’s individuality. 

128 Some of the particularities of the journey – including the ‘waves’ of Europeans, the ‘particularly heavy 
raid’ at El Kantara and the Czech Jew’s attempted suicide – overlap completely with George Seferis’ 
account of his evacuation to Palestine, proving that Lucy Moorehead and George and Maro Seferis were 
on the same train, making the texts ripe for a comparative study of the representation of displacement. 



	

 108 

But here we were in the middle of a particularly bad crisis and there seemed to be nothing 
else to do (my emphasis). We had a nightmarish packing and I drove Lucy and the baby to Cairo 
station. The special train eclipsed all our forebodings. To begin with it was several hours late. 
There was also travelling in it members of Casey’s staff and a great crowd of Europeans who had 
thrown in their lot with the British and were therefore likely to face the Gestapo and the firing 
squad if they were caught. When the train drew in a great wave of Free Italians rushed the 
carriages and this, as far as I could make out, was followed by successive waves of Free Czechs, 
Poles, French, Hungarians, Rumanians, Greeks, Germans, Yugoslavs and even Danes. 

I got Lucy and the baby a compartment at last and was thankful that Eve Smith, another 
G.H.Q. secretary, was traveling with her. The enemy plastered the El Kantara canal crossing with 
a particularly heavy raid that night and Lucy had to trudge into the desert with the baby and wait 
in a transit camp until morning. A Czech Jew standing next to Lucy at the Customs was told his 
passport was not in order. Convinced that he was trapped he tried to commit suicide on the spot 
by cutting the veins of his wrist, and blood spouted round the baby (my emphasis). It was a 
triumph of the malicious obstructiveness of some petty official. The man, however, was treated 
and recovered. A day later Lucy and her fellow refugees were dumped into community wards in 
Jerusalem (Moorehead 388 - 389).  

 

Like Seferis’ description, Moorehead’s account points to the motley group of people that were part of the 

evacuation and how the experience of displacement was shared by a broad range of nationals whose fate 

was yoked to the Allied cause in North Africa. Including the free Italians and free Germans adds to the 

complexity of the constitution of this ‘wave’ of refugees, affirming that any grouping of them together, 

while rhetorically convenient, is epistemologically reductive and inaccurate. While the ‘wave’ is 

something discernible, the exact number and nationalities of the people boarding the train is something 

that eludes Moorehead, pointing to the limits of his knowledge as it is produced while witnessing the 

boarding of the train: ‘as far as I could make out’ (my emphasis).  

 While there are moments when Moorehead admits to having no choice – ‘there seemed nothing 

else to do’ – these are balanced with equivalent moments of control – ‘it was agreed’; ‘I got Lucy a 

compartment’- that are consolidated through the way the narrative harkens to past events as foreboding 

this exceptional circumstance, especially Doctor Hubrecht’s admonition to ‘Never be a refugee.’ 

Moorehead frames this moment of displacement through carefully selected references to the interdiegetic 

past and future. The account is book-ended by the memory of Doctor Hubrecht’s warning and the 

‘dumping’ of Lucy in a refugee camp, an attempt to capture the whole episode as one of tragic irony – 

little did they know back then in Rome, that they would be forced to evacuate – highlighting the gravity 
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and inexorability of the situation.129  The experience of displacement is presented as a rupture in an 

otherwise controlled environment: ‘But here we were...’ This contrasts to Seferis’ account which, being 

the third moment of displacement for the poet and his wife in three months, is presented as an accepted 

fact, an iterative part of a process already started: ‘And the signal was given…’  

 For Seferis, this train journey is a continuation of his displacement, not the beginning. 130  He also 

retains the acute sense of uncertainty that comes with not knowing where the train is taking them. Three 

pages after describing the initial boarding of the train Seferis admits that he ‘did not know where they 

would ‘unload’ us. Military secret. We finally found out, late that night, that our destination was 

Jerusalem’ ‘Δεν ξέραµε καν που θα µας ξεφόρτωναν. Στρατιωτικό µυστικό. Τέλος, προχωρηµένη η 

νύχτα, µάθαµε πως το τέρµα ήταν η Ιερουσαλήµ’ (Days IV 222). It is unclear if Moorehead and his wife 

knew where they were being taken to at the time, or whether the knowledge of the destination is an 

element confirming the involvement of hindsight in Moorehead’s composition. Whatever the case, 

however, on the whole Moorehead’s narrative attempts to isolate, ‘contain’ displacement in a 

conventional narrative form, while Seferis allows for an impressionistic account that is more focused on 

representing the moment and not the whole.   

 Issues of genre play into these distinctions: Seferis writes and publishes a diary, a genre that has a 

fragmentary quality by definition. While he heavily edits and curates his entries (the division of the 

Political Diaries and the more personal Days131 being an illustrative example of this), Seferis retains the 

                                                   
129 Other refugees, like Seferis, would remain in the Middle East until 1944. The conclusion of 
Moorehead’s A Year of Battle finds ‘Lucy and the baby having a wonderful time by the sea. They were in 
a place of bright, sunny gardens’ (422). The Moorehead family was eventually posted to the United 
States.  

130 Seferis goes on to compare this displacement with the one from Crete to Cairo: ‘Η πίκρα µου δεν ήσαν 
ο πόνος που δοκίµασα φεύγοντας από την Κρήτη. Ήταν µια ταπεινή κουρασµένη πίκρα, διαπεραστική. 
Ένα τέτοιο πράγµα δε γινότανε µήτε στα ’39, µήτε στα ’40, µήτε στα ’41 – γινότανε στα ’42’ ‘My 
bitterness was not the pain I experienced when leaving Crete. It was a modest, exhausted bitterness that 
pierced my soul. This was happening neither in 1940, nor 1941 – it was happening in 1942. A hundred 
thousand or fifty thousand men would have changed everything’ (Days IV 220). 

131 Alexandros Xidas writes in the Introduction to Seferis’ Political Diary A’ (1935 – 1944) that ‘the 
‘dichotomy’ of Seferis as a ‘civil servant’ and ‘poet’ was important’ to the author noting that it was 
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structure and piecemeal nature of a work that reflects his perspective in each moment, and the changes 

that perspective undergoes as he confronts new events and developments, as he moves from place to 

place. Moorehead, on the other hand, attempts to sustain the immediacy of his eye-witness testimonies 

produced ‘hot on the heels’ (The Spectator 90) of events while also analyzing them in the context of their 

aftermath. It is also significant that Moorehead composes his work from the ‘outside’ of the provisional 

environment of forced displacement, at a place of relative comfort, a place of his choice. Moorehead’s 

account of the events leading up to his wife’s evacuation to Palestine, then, struggles less with the 

relationship between the ‘wave’ and the individual (perhaps because his first-hand experience of the 

evacuation is only partial)132 and more with the tension between the ‘absolute and the contingent’: 

interjecting the accidental into a narrative that is otherwise quite controlled. As a reckoning of the Allies’ 

effectiveness in the North African and Mediterranean fronts, and aspiring to be considered as a history of 

the war in North Africa and the Middle East, the reception of Moorehead’s trilogy depends on 

assumptions of objectivity that are based on a certain level of retrospective distance and/or detachment. 

 Having said that, Moorehead’s account draws the reader’s attention to the moment of 

displacement in another way: it points to the possible expansion of the term refugee beyond the narrow 

category of legal status and beyond the stereotypes governing European understandings of the word 

today. Moorehead’s text, written as it was before the Geneva Convention of 1951 that enshrined the status 

of refugee in international law,133 nonetheless criticizes a hyper-formalistic attitude vis-à-vis the fate of 

                                                   
Seferis who divided his diaries into these two categories, and that the materials under each category have 
significant overlaps: ‘Σηµαντική η ‘διχοτόµηση’ µεταξύ ‘υπηρέτη του κράτους’ κ ποιητή … Έχουν 
ξεχωριστεί από τον ίδιο το Σεφέρη. Σε αρκετές περιπτώσεις η εφαρµογή της διχοτοµίας δεν είναι, ούτε 
µπορούσε να είναι, απόλυτη’ ‘The ‘dichotomy’ between ‘civil servant’ and ‘poet’ is important … it has 
been outlined by Seferis himself. In many cases, the application of this dichotomy is not, nor could it be, 
absolute’.  

132 After the boarding of the train, Moorehead bases the rest of the account on second-hand knowledge of 
his wife’s journey to Palestine.  

133 According to the Geneva Convention of 1951, a refugee is a person that ‘… owing to wellfounded 
[sic] fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being 
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the displaced of war as a strictly legal or bureaucratical issue by referring to ‘the malicious 

obstructiveness of a petty official.’ While this passage is carefully curated to highlight Lucy Moorehead’s 

plight as a refugee like any other, that a British national working for G.H.Q. considered herself a refugee 

even though the experience of displacement lasted for under a month (the Mooreheads voluntarily left 

Palestine for the US in August 1942 according to Knott) might raise some eyebrows from our current 

perspective. Yet encountering the classification of Lucy Moorehead as a refugee pushes the 21st century 

reader to consider two issues: first, it challenges stereotypes associated with the term refugee and how it is 

defined; and second, it highlights the peculiar relationship between the status of refugee and time.  

 Strange as it is to think about British colonials such as Manning and Moorehead’s wife as 

refugees in the long-run, the thought is worth hanging on to in the context of the specific timeframe 

studied here, and in light of the self-identification of the authors with that term. Thinking of British 

citizens – the privileged beneficiaries of an ethically dubious imperial project – and other Europeans 

temporarily displaced in the Middle East that self-identify as refugees challenges our assumptions on 

what could make one: their national origin, the time they have spent displaced from their home, their 

social status, their itineraries, a specific combination of all of the above? Studying various narratives of 

displacement helps us move beyond strictly legalistic interpretations of the term and arrive at more 

provisional definitions that are less vulnerable to the expedient manipulations that the law is often 

subjected to. This is particularly topical in 21st century Europe, when one bears in mind that, in the past 

five years or so, while Syrian refugees are in many cases automatically given refugee status due to the 

well-known, and highly mediated, conflict that has ravaged the country, asylum seekers to Europe of 

other nationalities have often been almost immediately labelled as ‘migrants’ by the media and the 

political establishment, widely assumed to be voluntarily displaced, and thus not entitled to international 

law protection. This has created a dichotomy between migrant and refugee that grossly oversimplifies, 

                                                   
outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such 
fear, is unwilling to return to it’ (UNHCR 2011).  
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and typifies, a very complex and dynamic situation. After a certain amount of time, for example, asylum 

seekers and refugees may become ‘economic migrants’ since, like everyone, they require money to 

sustain themselves and will enter the host country’s labor market.134   

 The concept of displacement, after all, as well as the status of refugee, is predicated on return. A 

refugee is someone who ‘is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of 

that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual 

residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it’ (UNHCR 

2011). The ‘fear’ component of the legal test implies a catastrophic or threatening event, which, in most 

cases, will eventually subside. The status of refugee thus rests on provisionality; on the assumption of the 

status’ ultimate temporariness. Even when the temporary home becomes permanent, a sense of 

provisionality remains, since, as many authors have attested to, one only partially adopts one’s new 

location as home.135 This begs the questions: If all refugees eventually return to their homes, is their 

previous refugee status completely lost and/or irrelevant? Can they no longer identify as one? How long 

must a displaced person remain out of place to be acknowledged as a refugee? These questions show that 

the legal definition of ‘refugee’ is not, and could never be, exhaustive.  

 Knowledge of Lucy Moorehead’s displacement as ‘temporary’ is a benefit of hindsight, then. In 

the highly unstable and unpredictable environment of the Western Desert campaign and the Second 

World War in general, the moment of displacement initiates a change in status the end date of which is 

indeterminable: Manning and her husband arrive in Cairo with ‘no guarantee that they would ever return 

                                                   
134 For more on this flawed distinction between migrant and refugee that the legal conventions set up refer 
to the episode “In The Same Boat” of The Humanitarian Assistance podcast, especially the segment 
featuring sociologist Philippe Fargues, the founding director of the Migration Policy Center at the 
European University Institute in Florence, Italy.  

135 In his essay “Reflections on Exile,” for example, Edward Said refers to the state of the exile as one that 
imposes a ‘contrapuntal awareness’ (365), which spans both the past and the present, home and 
‘elsewhere’, alluding precisely to the temporal ramifications of being forced to leave one’s home. He adds 
that the experience of exile makes evident that ‘in a secular and contingent world, homes are always 
provisional’ (365). See also Hannah Arendt’s essay titled “We, Refugees.”  
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to England’ (David 119); while Papadimitriou contemplates return only to highlight its indeterminability: 

‘Γυρίζοντας θα πάρω µια στη Σίφνο / Ίσως βγη πιο συµφερτική από δυό γαϊδούρια. / Μα πότε θα 

γυρίσουµε;’ ‘When we go back I’ll take one to Sifnos / Perhaps it will be more profitable than two 

donkeys. / But when will we go back?’ (7). Studying authors from social classes and nationalities not 

usually associated with the precarious condition of forced displacement highlights the peculiar 

temporality that migration imposes, which finds its way into the narrative representation of displacement.  

 This could be a way to resolve Moorehead’s purposefully deferring the revelation of the duration 

of Lucy’s stay in Palestine until the final chapter of the book. While it might be an attempt to place his 

family life as much in the middle of historical events as his professional life, to justify a sort of first-hand 

knowledge of the events he is writing of and to dramatize his personal suffering, the fact that he is writing 

a non-fiction book claiming to be a history of the desert war – which often moves between the 

perspectives of being in the moment and in hindsight – makes this temporary omission even more 

peculiar. Does his omission pose an ethical problem? Is he falsely representing displacement, even for the 

brief pages between this account and the final chapter? By belatedly disclosing the outcome of Lucy’s 

evacuation, Moorehead seems to be placing the onus for refugee status on the fact and experience of 

forced movement, as opposed to the duration of being in another place. This underlines the difficulty of 

making an ethically-astute argument in favor of a minimum time ‘displaced’ required to be considered a 

‘refugee.’ To make such an argument requires ignoring the significance of the intermediate transit itself; 

the experience of moving, forcibly, from one place to another, and that experience’s lasting effects. 

What’s more, thinking in terms of a minimum time-limit implies the privilege of standing outside of the 

situation of the displaced. While immersed in the live archive of any kind of migration, it is impossible to 

ascertain where displacement ‘ends’; in some cases it is also hard to determine where and when 

displacement begins.136  

                                                   
136 This is something particularly pertinent in Tsirkas’ treatment of the Egyptian Greeks in his novels 
Αριάγνη (Ariagni) (1962) and Νυχτερίδα (The Bat) (1965), most of whom are hyper-sensitive to the 
transitory nature of their stay in Egypt, even though most of them were born and raised there.  
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Contiguous bodies, contingent narratives 

 The incident of the Czech Jew’s attempted suicide, mentioned in both Seferis’ and Moorehead’s 

account, is an example of the way in which the physical experience of displacement can affect the way 

authors chose to represent it narratively. The fact that Moorehead adds that the Czech Jew was ‘treated 

and recovered’ is emblematic of the way he constructs his narrative: there is always a beginning a middle 

and an end, even if, as in the case of Lucy’s displacement, the latter is slightly deferred. Moments of 

hindsight in the work confirm instead of undermining a more linear narrative structure based on causality. 

Here is the excerpt again: 

A Czech Jew standing next to Lucy at the Customs was told his passport was not in order. 
Convinced that he was trapped he tried to commit suicide on the spot by cutting the veins of his 
wrist, and blood spouted round the baby. It was a triumph of the malicious obstructiveness of some 
petty official. The man, however, was treated and recovered (389). 
 

Contrast this to the way in which Seferis mentions the Czech Jew’s suicide attempt: Στις 07.00’ µάθαµε 

ότι το τρένο θα ξεκινούσε κατά τις 10.00’. Στις 11.00’ η δεύτερη εξόρµηση για την κατάληψη θέσεων⋅ 

φριχτοί διαγκωνισµοί και καβγάδες του εξουθενωµένου πλήθους⋅ ο Τσέχος συνάδελφος έχασε την 

αντοχή και άνοιξε τις φλέβες του’ ‘At 07.00’ we learnt that the train would depart around 10.00’. At 

11.00’ the second campaign for the conquest of seats; the exhausted crowd’s awful elbowing and fighting; 

our Czech colleague gave up and cut open his veins’ (Days IV 222). 

 Compared to Seferis, Moorehead gives much more detail around the event of the Czech Jew’s 

suicide attempt; its cause ‘the pettiness of a bureaucrat’; the event’s affective result ‘he thought he would 

be stuck’; the result ‘he cut his veins open’; and the resolution ‘he was treated and recovered’. In contrast, 

Seferis is much less concerned about the causal relationships between the actions he witnesses. His 

grammar indicates this: the juxtaposition of three phrases (two fragments and a sentence), the paratactical 

arrangement of the three actions described (storming of the train; fighting of the crowd; cutting of the 

veins), conveys an atmosphere as much as it describes events. Seferis’ text has an almost cinematic 

quality by means of the montage that parataxis allows him to create. Each phrase stands solely in a 

relationship of contiguity to the phrase next to it, which trumps a more conventional linear temporality. 
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All the actions described could have taken place contemporaneously; in any temporal order; time is of no 

significance; the writer cedes control to the experience and the moment. In Seferis’ rendition, the journey 

of displacement is not couched in any redeeming or relieving conclusion.137 As a self-proclaimed ‘eternal 

refugee’ (Days IV 218), Seferis’ text mimics the permanent provisionality of a displaced person’s life and 

his production of knowledge: ‘You lose it and feel a bit drunk on this refugee ship, surrounded by other 

races, by children with blond hair and blue eyes…’ (Political Diary 86). 

 Yet even Moorehead’s text is not immune to the way the destabilizing effect of displacement 

seeps through the narrative structure of its representation. The incident of the Czech Jew’s ‘blood 

spouting round the baby’ is a physical marker of the inevitability of a shared experience in a situation 

where social status and hierarchies are often irrelevant by virtue of the contingency brought about by the 

contiguous relationship of bodies. It is a lively punctum in Moorehead’s passage that somehow breaks 

from the curated aspect of the whole and seems to pull the reader in the moment. In the briefly 

uncontrolled and uncontrollable spouting of blood, which becomes relevant to him because it does so 

‘round [his] baby’, is the utter powerlessness of the forcibly displaced, who often have no say as to their 

destination but most importantly no choice about who they share the experience and spaces of 

displacement with: ‘Σ’όλη µου τη ζωή λαχτάρησα µόνο ένα δικαίωµα: να διαλέγω µόνος µου τους φίλους 

µου. Μα το’ξερα ήταν όνειρο εστέτ κ αριστοκράτη…’ ‘My whole life I longed for just one privilege: to 

chose my own friends. But I knew this was the dream of an aesthete and an aristocrat…’ (Tsirkas, Ariagni 

305) and Seferis again: ‘Στο βάθος δεν ξέρουµε µήτε που θα πάµε, µήτε που θα κατασταλάξουµε … 

Βρισκόµαστε στο κέντρο µιας χασµωδίας. Ανυπόφορο να είσαι έτσι, µε τέτοιους συντρόφους που δε 

διάλεξες’ ‘We don’t really know where we are going, nor where we will end up… We are in the middle 

of a great gap/abyss. It is unbearable being this way, with companions you haven’t chosen’ (Days IV 94). 

Characteristically, Tsirkas at the end of The Club has Emmy writing to Manos about the missed 

                                                   
137 The end of Moorehead’s book coincides with him finding ‘Lucy and the baby having a wonderful time 
by the sea. They were in a place of bright, sunny gardens’ (422) and their eventual posting to the United 
States. 
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opportunity of their love as a ‘transit camp’ ‘where no one knows what kinds of people one meets, nor 

can one chose, nor can one keep those one prefers close’ ‘στρατόπεδο τράνζιτου … όπου κανένας δεν 

ξέρει µε τι ανθρώπους γνωρίζεται, µητε µπορεί να διαλέξει, µήτε να κρατήσει κοντά το εκείνους που 

προτιµάει’ (318). The concept of choice dissipates in the face of necessity: and so to be a refugee, to be a 

person displaced is to be a person contiguously and therefore contingently related to others, and to your 

surroundings.  

 The constantly changing, contingent environments of displacement also affect the relationship 

between signification and interpretation. The rules (or lack thereof) that govern displacement render the 

interpretive processes of peacetime and in-place-ment ineffective. The cognitive effect of the physical 

conditions of displacement is something that Seferis draws attention to in several examples throughout his 

1942 diary, but one of the most poignant ones comes during the evacuation train’s stop at El Kantara and 

a particularly heavy air raid by the Germans: 

In some cases the drone of the airplanes over our heads spread a great deal of irritation 
throughout the flock of people. A man next to me started shouting in French:  
-Tell me, sir, why are you blocking me from standing next to my wife!  
It took me a long time to realize that he was addressing me. I had no idea who he was, nor who 
his wife was (Days IV 222). 
 

The collective and individual anxiety is crystallized in the French man’s retort to Seferis. Once again, the 

hyper-specificity of each displaced person’s micro-history (the person shouts in French, he demands to be 

let to stand next to his wife) is in tension with the levelling chaos brought about both by the crowded 

conditions on the train and the bombers’ buzzing overhead. Seferis fails to recognize that the man is 

addressing him; and when he does, he cannot tell which woman the man is referring to as his wife. The 

French man is presented here as being slightly unhinged; yet from that man’s perspective it is Seferis that 

seems to be acting incomprehensibly by blocking his access to his wife. According to Seferis’ 

interpretation of the situation, then, the physically exhausting and overwhelming experience of 

displacement causes an ‘unprecedented sensitivity’138 (Political Diary 47) that results in interpretive over-

                                                   
138 That the experience of being evacuated/displaced is a destabilizing one is also evident from the 
description of Mr. Kollas, a Greek senior civil servant who ‘had completely lost it during this adventure’ 
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drive or miscommunication. Both are examples of the ways in which the displaced are constantly playing 

catch up with the changing environments they find themselves in.   

 In the fluid conditions of being on the move and out of place, there is no end in sight. While the 

closure achieved in retrospection erases the contexts of past actions, ‘consequences which seem to us 

inevitable because we know they took place were, even for those who then predicted them correctly, 

uncertainties of an inscrutable future’ (Rawlinson 130). These are ‘the limits of understanding in a 

moment of a present crisis’ (Rawlinson 130). Narratives that are written in transit like Seferis’ or even 

shortly after like Moorehead’s that nonetheless wish to communicate the condition of displacement 

follow the moving, provisional perspective of the displaced body. As the authors examined here 

demonstrate, the state of displacement and its warping of temporal considerations broadens the reach of 

‘present crisis,’ stretching it back into an indeterminable origin and forwards into an inscrutable 

future. The state of uncertainty of that present moment is an 'epistemological limitation’ that is a 'crucial 

component in communicating what constitutes’ (Rawlinson 132) the experience of displacement. Part and 

parcel of the experience of displacement, epistemological limitations are not narrative flaws, but essential 

elements of (hi)stories from an archive in the making.  

 Stratis Tsirkas’ Drifting Cities trilogy is constructed through a series of perspectives all of which 

purposefully suffer from such ‘epistemological limitations.’ The third and final section of this chapter will 

focus on the first novel of the trilogy, The Club, which takes place in Jerusalem in the summer of 1942.139 

It will argue that the innovation of Tsirkas’ novel is largely thanks to his transposition of a personally 

lived experience of displacement into a narratological structure that resists reducing its constituent parts 

                                                   
‘τα είχε ολωσδιόλου χαµένα από την περιπέτεια’ (Days IV 221). Even after they get to Jerusalem – still 
displaced, even though they have settled in their temporary living situation – Seferis describes the 
‘condition of the spirit’ of his peers and colleagues as one defined by an ‘uprecedented sensitivity’, where 
even men that he knows in a professional capacity break down in tears (Political Diary 47). 

139 The novel was intended as a stand-alone work when it was first written. The name Drifting Cities first 
features on the second novel of the series, Αριάγνη, published in 1962 (Pechlivanos 42). 
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into a homogenized whole. This is as much a literary innovation as it is a political and moral argument.140 

Tsirkas, an author ‘especially attuned to the world of the displaced’ and ‘drawing inspiration from it’ 

(Kazamias 20) uses the condition of displacement as the foundation of an ethics of narrative that 

functions, on the one hand, as a corrective to dominant nationalistic historiographies of the Greek 

communist resistance in the Middle East; and on the other, as the basis of an epistemology 

acknowledging that ‘nothing can be considered permanent and stable, be it a value or a meaning’ ‘τίποτα 

δεν µπορεί να θεωρηθεί ως κάτι µόνιµο ή σταθερό, είτε ως νόηµα είτε ως αξία’ (Gounelas 15). 

 

Drifting People, Drifting Cities 

 Stratis Tsirkas prefaces The Club with a quote from one of Seferis’ poems from the collection 

Ηµερολόγιο Καταστρώµατος ΙΙ (Logbook II): ‘Ιερουσαλήµ ακυβέρνητη πολιτεία / Ιερουσαλήµ πολιτεία 

της προσφυγιάς!’ ‘Jerusalem ungoverned city / Jerusalem city of refugees!’ (Poems 203). The collection 

was written during the period of Seferis’ displacement to South Africa and Egypt and was published first 

in Alexandria in 1944 then in Athens in 1945. The poem is titled “Ο Στρατής Θαλασσινός στη Νεκρή 

Θάλασσα” (“Stratis Thalassinos on the Dead Sea”), and was composed during the period that this chapter 

grapples with, July 1942, while Seferis was in Jerusalem.  

 The term ‘ακυβέρνητη’ – in the poem and in Tsirkas’ trilogy title – can be read in two ways. 

Literally meaning ‘ungoverned’ or ‘ungovernable’, the adjective can be interpreted both as a designation 

of a political situation – a polity without leadership – or, within a maritime framework, a ship without a 

captain.141 The use of a seafaring image to allude to a lack of control operates on a similar premise to 

                                                   
140 In a personal letter to one of the critics of The Club, Tsirkas wrote that his intention was ‘ethical; 
meaning moralistic: people’s behavior. To cauterize, first and foremost, the abuse of power. Secondary 
intention: to vindicate the [Greek communist] movement in the Middle East’ ‘Σκοπός: ηθικός, δηλαδή 
µοραλιστικός: η συµπεριφορά των ανθρώπων. Να καφτηριαστεί προπαντός η κατάχρηση εξουσίας ή 
δύναµης. Δευτερώτερος: Δικαίωση του µεσανατολίτικου κινήµατος’ (qtd. in Pechlivanos 181). 

141 The association of the polis or state with a ship is neither Tsirkas’ nor Seferis’ invention. Creon in 
Sophocles’ Antigone uses the metaphor in his very first speech (l. 162 - 210) and Plato uses the metaphor 
in Book VI of the Republic (488a–489d).  
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Aeschylus’ association of the suppliant women and the element of water, detailed in Chapter I. It is on 

this second, more figurative meaning that translated editions of Tsirkas’ trilogy in English, French, 

Italian, German rely on to convey the work’s title142 even as Tsirkas’ own French translation in his 

synopsis of The Club, prioritizes the first: ‘Cité sans gouvernail.’143 While the titles of the trilogy’s 

published translations do not directly communicate the explicit political signification of Tsirkas’ own, 

they are a figurative allusion to a major theme that underpins Tsirkas’ work: the representation of forced 

displacement in the Eastern Mediterranean during World War II, and the way it defines both the cities of 

Jerusalem, Cairo and Alexandria, and the fates of the novels’ characters. The state of displacement is used 

as a topos to examine a series of political, moral, and social issues that affect the world, and specifically 

Europe, during the course of the war and in its aftermath.144 

 The relevance of the maritime image in Seferis’ poem and Tsirkas’ title becomes even more 

compelling when one thinks about the diachronic persistence of refugee boats as emblematic of forced 

migration from antiquity to the present day.145 Seferis boarded more than one refugee boat in his 

evacuations from Athens to Crete, then Crete to Cairo. Olivia Manning herself also had the experience of 

a refugee boat fleeing from Greece to Egypt, ‘the last civilian ship to leave the Piraeus harbor’ (David 

118). In Manning’s novel The Sum of Things (1980) her character Harriet Pringle is supposed to board a 

boat returning British women and children back to the UK that gets sunk by the Germans. Rosa, the 

Polish Jew in Anne Feldman’s bed and breakfast, describes the refugee ship she and her family boarded 

very vividly as well (Tsirkas, The Club 103 - 104). Like Aeschylus’ suppliant Danaids, the movement of 

                                                   
142 Drifting Cities; Cités à la derive; Città alla deriva; Steuerlose Städte. 

143 This translation is Tsirkas’ own and features in the draft synopses of The Club found in the Stratis 
Tsirkas Archive at the Hellenic Historical and Literary Archive Society, Athens.  

144 While the action unfolds in the Middle East between 1942 and 1944, Tsirkas published the novels 
between 1960 – 1965, after he had moved to Athens, and a decade after the end of the Greek Civil War. 

145 Chapter 4 of this dissertation offers an analysis of the representation of Mediterranean migration in 21st 
century film and visual art, dedicating part of its analysis to the visual representation of refugee boats.    



	

 120 

populations during World War II metonymically destabilizes the cities they arrive at, making them 

similarly ‘adrift’.   

 The poetic structure of Seferis’ lines that Tsirkas borrows, however, and the fact that they are 

taken from a highly elliptical poem, warrants a reading that brings the ‘ungovernability’ of Jerusalem and 

the presence of ‘refugees’ in a metonymic instead of a causal or metaphoric relationship. The city is not 

ungovernable only because it is a city of refugees. As one of the spiritual centers shared and contested 

between the three Abrahamic religions, and the site of a desired return for the Jewish population (the 

latter being especially significant in the context of World War II), Jerusalem encapsulates the cultural 

overlaps that grand narratives, frequently employed to prop up a strictly ‘continental’ metageographical 

understanding of the world, often suppress. The city, then, is ungovernable, drifting, a city of refugees, 

since ever, for ever, specifically and abstractedly. Jerusalem transforms its temporary and permanent 

inhabitants as much as they transform it. This allows Tsirkas to deal with Jerusalem both in the specific 

historical context of the summer of 1942 and as a timeless symbol of Mediterranean syncretism, which 

involves a long history of conflict, displacement and hybridity. 

 The Club takes place in Jerusalem, in the summer of 1942, when the city saw the influx of 

refugees, evacuees and displaced people described earlier in the chapter. The Club opens with the 

protagonist of the trilogy, Manos Simonides, a Greek communist soldier deployed to the Middle East 

after the fall of Greece, hiding from his comrades in a bed and breakfast owned by Anna Feldman, a 

German Jew, ‘widow of a Hamburg architect and daughter of demised industrialist from Koln’ (Tsirkas, 

“Synopsis”) after having had a major argument with his party superior. Tension with the party leadership 

is a recurrent theme in the trilogy: Manos is an intellectual constantly challenging assumptions while his 

leader, a senior party member dubbed ‘the Little Man’, is a demagogue in the habit of rehashing political 

platitudes. Joining Manos at Feldman’s bed and breakfast are refugees from all over Europe and the 

Middle East: ‘Emmy, a beautiful Viennese hedonist arriving from Cairo via Rome’; ‘her husband Hans 

Bomberdsberg, a devout Catholic, a Dolfus-party member and ex-minister, now attached to the British 

services’; ‘the enigmatic Michelle Rapescu, an ex prostitute of Rue Vavenne … and a spy for the Free 
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French’; ‘professor Robert Richard, an Oxford Hellenist, Catholic, a fan of T. S. Eliot, a humanist and a 

homosexual’; ‘the maid Rosa, a Polish Jew’; ‘lady Nancy Campbell from Scotland, the wife of a British 

ambassador. Her lover Ronald, a philologist and Spitfire pilot’; ‘a couple of Sephardic Jews from Yemen; 

another couple from Romania’ a Czech typist; an R.A.F major’ (Tsirkas “Synopsis”). A microcosm of the 

city of Jerusalem and indeed the world at the time, Anne Feldman’s bed and breakfast is described as 

‘Noah’s Ark’ and ‘the tower of Babel’ (The Club 21); a place where the tenants ‘found themselves talking 

all together in all the languages of the world’ ‘εκεί βρεθήκαµε να µιλάµε όλοι µαζί σε όλες τις γλώσσες’ 

(The Club 122). A physical space shared and contested by displaced bodies from different parts of the 

world, the bed and breakfast is a site of destabilized identities and dispossessed subjectivities.146   

 Emmy and Manos fall in love, but their relationship is never consummated. Instead, Emmy 

becomes the lover of Adam, a local Greek pimp who is eventually killed by Rosa, Emmy’s Polish-Jewish 

servant. Politics and sex mesh in a plot that holds an unexpected twist in its second-to-last chapter, where 

the existence of Club Mirador is revealed. Described as a ‘peculiar and somewhat mystical organization 

that, together with many others, ruled over Jerusalem’ ‘την αλλόκοτη και κάπως µυστηριώδικη 

οργάνωση, που, χώρια ή παράλληλα µε τόσες άλλες, κυβερνούσε κι αυτή τα Γεροσόλυµα’ (302) at the 

time, Club Mirador is made up of various displaced Westerners, many of whom are guests at Feldman’s 

bed and breakfast, who challenge themselves by assigning each other a potential sexual conquest and 

betting on each member’s success or failure. The revelation of the club’s existence radically alters the 

                                                   
146 I use the term ‘dispossession’ here as defined and analyzed by Judith Butler in Dispossession: The 
Performative in the Political (2015): ‘On the one side, dispossession signifies an inaugural submission of 
the subject-to-be to norms of intelligibility, a submission which, in its paradoxical simultaneity with 
mastery, constitutes the ambivalent and tenuous processes of subjection … In this sense, dispossession 
encompasses the constituted, preemptive losses that condition one’s being dispossessed (or letting oneself 
become dispossessed) by another: one is moved to the other and by the other – exposed to and affected by 
the other’s vulnerability … On the other side (the extent to which this side can be assumed as “other” will 
have to remain in suspension for a while), being dispossessed refers to processes and ideologies by which 
persons are disowned and abjected by normative and normalizing powers that define cultural 
intelligibility and that regulate the distribution of vulnerability … In the first sense, we are dispossessed 
of ourselves by virtue of some kind of contact with another, by virtue of being moved and even surprised 
or disconcerted by that encounter with alterity’ (158). 
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way in which the reader has interpreted the novel’s preceding events. The sexual and romantic 

relationships that have unfolded throughout the novel can no longer be attributed to personal free will or 

sheer political manipulation. Actions are dominated neither by a grand military or political strategy nor by 

the micromanagement of the Club’s lusty members. Accident, contingency and the haphazard 

circumstances of displacement play a central role in the characters’ fates.147 

 Stratis Tsirkas was born in Cairo in 1911, the son of Greek migrants from the island of Chios, and 

lived in Alexandria for most of his adult life. Tsirkas was intimately familiar with the Greek communist 

struggle as he was a member of the Egyptian chapter of the Greek Communist Party and a founding 

member of the ‘Greek Liberation Link’ (ΕΑΣ) a left-wing political group supporting the liberation of 

Greece from German occupying forces (EKEBI, “Χρονολόγιο”). By the time he published The Club, 

which was his first novel, Tsirkas was already an acclaimed writer in Egypt and Greece with three poetry 

collections, three short story collections and a novella under his belt, many of which referred to the 

conditions of working class people in Egypt and had a social realist bent. He did not shy away from the 

title of ‘militant’ author (‘στρατευµένος’ συγγραφέας)148 meaning that his work is closely aligned with 

the Greek communist cause and ideology. Acutely aware of his position as a diaspora Greek and his 

family’s history of displacement, Tsirkas’ ‘refugee origins … defined him both socially and intellectually’ 

(Kazamias 20). My reading of The Club contends that Tsirkas’ experience of displacement is as 

constitutive to the Drifting Cities trilogy as his communist ideology and is in fact what motivates the 

polyphonal narratological technique that his novels employ. 

                                                   
147 That causality is obscured almost to a mystified degree is confirmed by one of Emmy’s most striking 
lines to Manos, in a letter that makes up the concluding chapter of The Club: ‘βρισκόµαστε σ’ένα 
στρατόπεδο τράνζιτο, που άλλοι αποφασίζουν για τις αφίξεις, τις συναντήσεις, τις αναχωρήσεις, πάνω σε 
άλλα χέρια που µήτε καν τα φανταζόµαστε, κι ωσότου να το καταλάβουµε ήτανε πια πολύ αργά’ ‘We are 
in a transit camp, where other people decide upon the arrivals, the meetings, the departures, in other 
hands, hands we cannot even imagine, and by the time we realized it was already too late…’ (318). 

148 ‘Δε µε φοβίζει να µε πουν στρατευµένο. Ποτέ δεν επεδίωξα να σταθώ απ’έξω’ ‘I do not fear the title 
‘militant’. I never aspired to be on the outside’ (Tsirkas, “Συνέντευξη” 66).  
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 With the already overdetermined city of Jerusalem as the backdrop to the haphazard mixing of 

races, nationalities and ethnicities that World War II had provoked, The Club sees Tsirkas grapple with 

the effects of war and displacement on the individual, both as a zoon politikon and as a zoon plain and 

simple, a distinction that The Club often renders moot, much to the chagrin of the author’s communist 

comrades.149 In fact, The Club led to Tsirkas’ dismissal from the Alexandrian faction of the Greek 

Communist Party (Pechlivanos 153). The line between the personal and political; the public and the 

private, is a blurry one in the trilogy (Athanasopoulos 242), as is evidenced by the sexual subterfuge 

involved in the political dealings of the novel’s characters.150 This is only one of the ways in which 

Tsirkas’ novel undermines the cultural and political categories that result from dogmatic thinking.  

 In The Club and throughout the Drifting Cities trilogy, Tsirkas is also concerned with the power 

struggle in the Greek political and military ranks between right-wing, Anglophile monarchists and left-

wing republicans, both fighting for their own visions of post-war Greece and its governance. 

Conventional treatments of this issue, which are usually ‘concerned with how the divisions of mainland 

Greek politics expressed themselves in Egypt’ leave ‘Egyptian Greek attitudes to the Egyptian political 

scene less studied and understood,’ (Tziovas, Diaspora fn. 63). Tsirkas’ work, by contrast, traces a more 

complex network of influence flows both within the diasporic ‘periphery’ of Egyptian Greeks and their 

relationship to those ‘εξ Ελλάδος’ (‘from Greece’) but also from the old and new diaspora in Egypt 

during World War II to mainland Greek politics. In terms of its effects on Modern Greek literature, then, 

Drifting Cities not only brings the geographical locations of the Middle East into the canon; it also infuses 

the canon with the kind of innovation usually associated with those Greek authors (Kalvos, Solomos, 

Cavafy, Seferis) who are largely ‘distinguished by critically definitive life experiences outside of 

                                                   
149 In a letter to Tsirkas Vangelis Athanasopoulos refers to The Club as a ‘political novel that is not 
militant’, something that ‘disappointed Tsirkas’ comrades’ (241). 

150 As Manos’ superior in the communist party tells him in the novel, ‘they’re called bedroom 
confessions. Emotions, sympathies…those are just camouflage …’ ‘…λέγονται του κρεβατιού. 
Αισθήµατα, συµπάθειες είναι το καµουφλάρισµα…’ (185). 
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mainland Greece’ and ‘were shaped by a cosmopolitan cultural environment’ ‘διακρίνονται για το 

κρίσιµα καθοριστικό εξωελλαδικό παιδικο-εφηβικό-νεανικό τους βίωµα ... [και διαµορφώθηκαν] µέσα σε 

ένα κοσµοπολίτικο πολιτισµικό στερέωµα’ (Kotzia 77). 

 By weaving the protagonist Manos Simonides’ wanderings as a Greek communist soldier in the 

Middle East fighting for his party’s right to be represented in post-war Greece together with the fates of 

other displaced Europeans and their nations, the trilogy also successfully demonstrates the 

interdependence of the Allies and the gradually shifting ground of the complex allegiances that eventually 

defined post-war European politics. Drifting Cities and its reception put North Africa and the Middle East 

center stage as far as Greece’s post-war future is concerned, both in terms of politics and in terms of 

literature. Bearing in mind its reception in Europe (including winning France’s Best Foreign Book Prize 

in 1971) it is not far-fetched to say that Drifting Cities also succeeded in bringing those very places 

(Egypt, Palestine, Greece) and the experience of the displaced during World War II into the European 

literary consciousness as well. After all, while the novels are shaped by Tsirkas’ Egyptian upbringing and 

his experiences in the Middle East, their style and intertextual references ‘directly allude to the western-

European tradition of the 19th-20th century novel’ ‘παραπέµπουν ευθέως στη δυτικοευρωπαϊκή 

µυθιστορηµατική παράδοση του 19ου και 20ου αιώνα’ (Kotzia 76).   

 

Out of Place 

 From the opening chapter of The Club it becomes clear that the displaced (northern) European 

characters of the work find themselves in an interim space that defies their understanding of the world. 

They are not in Europe any more, and as such, they are totally estranged from the mechanisms that 

regulate daily life in the ‘ungovernable city’ that is Jerusalem. By extension, they are also estranged from 

the sense-making systems they had hitherto relied on.151 In that very first chapter, Emmy, Manos’ soon-

                                                   
151 Hans – the Austrian ex-minister – is the first character in the novel to use the term ‘ακυβέρνητη’ 
(‘ungovernable’, ‘ungoverned’ – see above) to describe the city of Jerusalem. 
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to-be Viennese love interest, wakes up slowly from a long night’s sleep to see Hans, her husband, getting 

dressed. Hans is an anxious man, and his condition as a displaced person in a foreign land makes him 

even more stressed. Emmy asks, in the most nonchalant way, where they are – ‘Έλα Χανς, πες µου. 

Αφρική για Ευρώπη;’ ‘Come on, Hans, tell me. Africa or Europe?’ (10) – clearly frustrating her husband 

who cannot fathom forgetting such a crucial piece of information, especially in the state of uncertainty 

that they find themselves: ‘Μα Ασία βέβαια!’ ‘Asia of course!’. Hans holds onto pieces of factual 

information – such as their location, the date and time – as to a lifeline – ‘βέβαια!’. Emmy’s perspective is 

more open to overlaps; her preference for a more sensual and sensory understanding of time and space 

made evident by the way she reacts to Hans’ declaration of ‘today’s date’ she states that ‘Next year will 

be the 100th anniversary from Holderlin’s death’ (11). Precision, facticity, science are not important to 

her. Those are Hans’ elements, and he is the more stressed and the more out-of-control for it.  

 In contrast to her husband’s, Emmy’s understanding of Asia and Jerusalem seems to be closer to 

‘home’: ‘...Κάτι µου λέει πως άρχισε κιόλας το ταξίδι του γυρισµού. Μυρίζω Ευρώπη...’ ‘Something tells 

me that our journey back home has already begun. I can smell Europe...’ (13). This irritates Hans, the 

clear-cut Austrian bureaucrat who considers Jerusalem to be extremely foreign and profoundly 

destabilizing and incomprehensible, despite the fact that he had offered it as a third factor in-between the 

continental antinomy of Europe – Africa that Emmy posits.152 His admonition is severe: ‘Δεν είναι 

Ευρώπη εδώ, φράου Μποµπρεστµέργκ, κατάλαβέ το! Είναι Ανατολή. Όταν θα δεις την παλιά πόλη και 

µάθεις τα µίση και τις δολοπλοκίες που σπαράζουν αυτή την ακυβέρνητη πολιτεία, θα νιώσεις πιο 

σοφά...’ ‘This is not Europe, Frau Bomberzberg, you must understand this! This is the Orient. When you 

see the old town and learn about the hate and treachery that devour this ungovernable city, you will come 

to your senses...’ (13). Threatened by the perceived foreignness of Palestine, and Jerusalem in particular, 

Hans posits it as the opposite of Europe, the motherland of positivistic, scientific thinking (offspring of 

                                                   
152 Jerusalem - the center of all three Abrahamic, monotheistic faiths and hence their great overlap – 
includes as many ‘foreign’ elements as it does familiar. Hans, as a Catholic, might be innately suspicious 
of the pagan-like mysticism of the Holy Land. 
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the Enlightenment) that is immediately legible to him. What frightens him about the ‘ungovernable’ city 

is as much its estranging visual qualities as the invisible ‘hate’ and ‘intrigues’ that weave themselves 

under the city’s surface.  

 In this brief exchange between husband and wife, Tsirkas succinctly demonstrates to the reader 

two very different kinds of ‘Europeans’; and by extension, two very different imaginaries of Europe 

taking shape in a state of displacement. For Hans, continental designations help organize the world into 

the familiar and unfamiliar. If this is Africa or Asia, then it is ipso facto strange. On the contrary, Emmy’s 

sensory-based perception, ‘mediated by the idealist vision of Holderlin’ (Tsirkas, “Synopsis”) and 

highlighted by the use of the olfactory sense in the way she processes information and makes 

assumptions, deductively comes to a conclusion based on the physical and experiential stimuli around her, 

ignoring rigid geographical designations. Her view of the world is more open to receiving Jerusalem as a 

familiar place. In one sense, she is right that ‘she can smell Europe’ in the bed and breakfast, since it is 

mostly occupied by Europeans; and since Jerusalem plays a prominent role in the Christian European 

imaginary. Through this debate about Jerusalem and its ‘status’ as foreign or familiar among two 

(northern) Europeans, Tsirkas introduces the city as a symbol of the destabilizing forces of displacement, 

which in turn erodes any comfortable denominations between ‘Europe’ and its ‘Others’.  

 A place at once outside and at the heart of ‘Europe’, Jerusalem encapsulates the destabilizing 

experience of displacement by Europeans in the Middle East during World War II. The diachronic 

understanding of Jerusalem as a crossing point of multiple civilizations that up-ends the continental 

schema of geographical and cultural classification is something that Ron, a British fighter pilot of left-

wing ideology and the lover of Nancy, a British aristocrat whose estranged husband is the conservative 

ambassador of the British Empire to Egypt, inadvertently brings up. Speaking to Manos during one of 

Feldman’s teas, Ron offers a narrative of the shifting ‘centers’ of Europe and the contested nature of 

Jerusalem: 

You can brag about being from both centers of the world … Remember Xenophon? Athens is in 
the center of Attica, Attica in the center of Greece, Greece in the center of the world. But the 
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Crusaders wanted Jerusalem to be the center of the world. And the Muslims say that this is where 
the prophet was fortunate enough to glimpse Paradise… (151).153 
 

That there are two centers ‘of the world’ is self-evident for Ron, a British liberal educated in the tradition 

of ‘the intellectual movements marked by the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Age of Enlightenment 

and so on’ (Sherrard 39). From the point of view of a British philhellene, Athens and Jerusalem are 

compatible and complementary. His view of the world is undoubtedly Eurocentric – the ‘world’ he refers 

to being the Western world. Quoting Xenophon is a way of consolidating his undeniable membership in 

the potent imaginary that sees the Western/European world as resting on the pillars of Jerusalem-Athens-

Rome, even if he is not actually from any one of those centers of Europe, like Manos is. As much as the 

Jerusalem-Athens-Rome schema is the foundation of Western/European culture, however, it is also 

representative of the ‘internal tensions along the faultlines of Western culture’ (Habermas 156). Ron’s 

account, more specifically the implications of the geometric-geographic imagery employed, reflects those 

tensions.  

 Besides highlighting Jerusalem’s role as an overdetermined site revered by both Christians and 

Muslims (he notably omits the Jews here) Ron’s statement raises the question of the provisionality and 

even arbitrariness of the ‘center’ as concept. Jerusalem is the center that ‘breaks’ the symmetry of the 

ancient Greek world – Xenophon’s concentric circles are a prime example of the historian drawing the 

limits of relations from a fixed, continental position – by becoming ‘central’ in the European imaginary 

through the moving force of the Crusaders’ expeditions to the east. With the displacement of the world’s 

center from Athens to Jerusalem and the proliferation of the West’s identity to include the Judeo-

Christian tradition, the ‘European’ imaginary broadens to include the shared and contested holy land of 

three religions, making the multiple histories of Jerusalem part and parcel of Europe’s identity both 

                                                   
153 ‘Μπορείτε να καυχιέστε πως βαστάτε απ’τα δυο κέντρα του κόσµου … Θυµάστε τον Ξενοφώντα; Η 
Αθήνα είναι στη µέση της Αττικής, η Αττική στη µέση της Ελλάδας, η Ελλάδα στη µέση του κόσµου. Μα 
οι Σταυροφόροι θέλαν κέντρο της γης τα Γεροσόλυµα. Κι οι µουσουλµάνοι λένε πως εδώ αξιώθηκε ο 
Προφήτης να ρίξει µια µατιά στον Παράδεισο' (151). 
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through narratives highlighted and narratives suppressed.154 One such example of suppression is Ron’s 

glaring omission of the Jewish claim to Jerusalem. With the ‘peacefulness of Empire’155 on his side, Ron 

can take a macro-view of the world through a very specific European/British imaginary which he 

comfortably distils in a three-sentence summary glossing over millennia of history, exchange, co-

existence, confrontation and conflict.156  

 This abstracted view of the Western world and ‘its centers’ is in sharp contrast with the reality on 

the ground in Jerusalem where, the implications of a shared and contested center take on a tangible 

quality that matches the city’s multiple historico-mythological significations. Jerusalem-as-center 

manifests what Habermas refers to as the ‘unavoidable competition [that Europe and Christianity finds 

itself with] other forms of faith and claims to truth’ (152), a competition that forces ‘a relationship with 

[those] competing messages.’157 A shared space is a contested space; and a contested space often 

‘flattens’ hierarchies, creating different kinds of relationships between contiguously situated signs. A brief 

account of George Seferis’ impressions of the Golgotha Hill can elucidate the kind of contiguous 

relationships propagated and preserved in Jerusalem, which are evident in the city’s physical elements but 

instantly influence the ways visitors receive, interpret and understand knowledge.   

                                                   
154 Ron’s reference to the Muslims is not normative in any way. He states their claim on Jerusalem as a 
matter-of-fact. While Europe as a cultural and political concept invented by (mostly northern) Europeans 
as a result of the Enlightenment has a selective memory of Mediterranean history – the fact that Ron 
doesn’t mention the Jews could be one such indication – one’s physical presence in Jerusalem makes 
visceral many elements that nationalist and colonial narratives exclude.    

155 ‘Η γαλήνη της Αυτοκρατορίας’ is a phrase used by Seferis in response to Lawrence Durrell ‘practicing 
the piano’ in the midst of the Cairo emergency (Days IV 217). 

156 That Ron, the British liberal, is the designated mouthpiece of this worldview is also indicative of this 
worldview’s limitation: a view of the Mediterranean shaped by thinkers external to it; and in the particular 
case of the British, by an Empire that ruled the Mediterranean – the sea that bridges these two centers – 
for centuries. 

157 While Habermas writes this in response to a question on globalization, conditions very similar to the 
ones which he posits as motivating this competition are present in Jerusalem in the summer of 1942, with 
world war erasing much of the particularities associated with being in ‘your place’; or of each 
individual/group even having its own place.   
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 After a day of sightseeing in the Holy City, Seferis highlights the differences between Jerusalem 

and Athens’ archaeology, impressed by the former’s conservation of the multiple strata of its history. This 

is an archaeology less vulnerable to the amnesia of revisionism and more open to selective interpretation: 

an overdetermined space serving different roles and purposes to different people, its symbols carrying 

multiple meanings depending on the specific circumstances of one’s temporal, cultural, social or 

geographical position.  

… I try to articulate the incredible mixup of this church. I try to engage in the abstraction required 
in order to comprehend that, while I am standing under a temple’s dome, I must also imagine that 
this ceiling does not exist and that this here is the very place of Christ’s removal from the Cross; 
that over there is the Tomb etc. This is an archaeology diametrically opposed to that which we are 
used to in Greece, where archaeologists have clarified so scientifically the dwelling places of our 
dead gods: an Acropolis where nothing piled on it throughout the years was ever moved, an 
Acropolis that still has the Ottomans’ harems standing on it, and the Christians’ churches, and 
Makriyiannis’ Serpetze, intact, an Acropolis with all of these elements contained within a structure 
of the previous century… (Days IV 229).158 

 

The very fiber of the city and the specific site stunts Seferis’ capacity for ‘abstract’ thought. The ‘mix-up’ 

of the church is hard to articulate, because it is unlike anything the poet has encountered before. His 

attention is drawn to the particular elements that exist side by side, in competition but also in an 

unavoidable, contiguous relationship that conveys the city’s syncretic history. To encounter an 

arrangement so radically different to what he is used to, in a holy site considered ‘central’ to one’s culture 

– his imaginary of the place is not in step with the physical reality – is to be further moved, or displaced, 

in the sense that Judith Butler writes about. As a result, Seferis begins imagining an alternative Acropolis 

that would enclose the various epochs’ architectural remains – untouched – in a single physical space, 

                                                   
158 ‘Προσπαθώ να συλλαβίσω το αφάνταστο µπέρδεµα τούτης της εκκλησιάς. Προσπαθώ να κάνω την 
αφαίρεση που χρειάζεται για να καταλάβω πως ενώ βρίσκοµαι κάτω από το θόλο ενός ναού, πρέπει να 
φανταστώ συνάµα πως σκέπη δεν υπάρχει και πως εδώ είναι ο τόπος της αποκαθήλωσης, εκεί ο Τάφος 
[κτλ]. Είναι µια αρχαιολογία αντίθετη από εκείνη που συνηθίσαµε στην Ελλάδα, όπου οι αρχαιολόγοι 
ξεκαθάρισαν τόσο επιστηµονικά τις κατοικίες των νεκρών θεών: Μια Ακρόπολη όπου δε θα είχαν 
µετακινήσει τίποτε απο όσα σώριασαν τα χρόνια, και όπου θα είχαν αφήσει και τα χαρέµια των Τούρκων, 
και τις εκκλησιές των Χριστιανών, και το Σερπετζέ του Μακρυγιάννη, απείραχτα, και που θα την είχαν 
κλείσει ολόκληρη µέσα σε µια οικοδοµή των αρχών του περασµένου αιώνα’ (Μέρες Δ’ 229). 
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‘squashing,’ so to speak, the fourth dimension of a linear, teleological understanding of time into a 

singular three dimensional space that is somehow more representative of Greece’s history.159  

 Indeed, the adverb ‘scientifically’ is a jibe against Greece’s way of sanitizing archaeological 

spaces so that they represent just one of the many potential histories to which they belong. For Seferis, 

this ‘scientific’ approach is a characteristically European trait. In the context of Jerusalem, this ‘beehive’ 

(Days IV 224) of contradictions and multiple histories, Seferis realizes ‘what a scandal a European is to 

life; a European and his creations. The idea of a Messerschmitt in this environment is something 

monstrous’ (Days IV 224). Seferis highlights the dark side of the intellectual traditions of ‘civilized 

educated men’ (Sherrard 39), by claiming that far from being an ‘advance, a progress in human thought 

[that] conferred on the modern sophisticated European or western mind a superiority…’ (Sherrard 39) the 

European intellectual tradition had in fact helped spawn the monstrosities of Nazi Germany. The 

normative force of the word ‘scandal’ points to Europe as a disgraceful construct that has lost the capacity 

to be moved by the differences that constitute it and attempts instead to destroy them, clinically, 

industrially, using technology such as the Messerschmitt warplanes. Jerusalem makes Europe look like a 

‘scandal’ by offering a model so different to Europe’s obsession with positivistic categorization.  

 A reminder of Europe’s shared legacy with spaces beyond itself acts as a corrective to extreme 

narratives of purity and superiority, such as Hitler’s strand of white supremacy. Seferis continues: ‘Λέµε 

πως πολεµούµε για τον ευρωπαϊκό πολιτισµό. Ο ευρωπαϊκός πολιτισµός χρεοκόπησε µια και καλή, µε 

                                                   
159 Modern Greek studies scholar Dimitris Tziovas is more forgiving than Seferis towards the way Greeks 
treat their past: ‘The debate about the past in Greece involves a clash of two competing temporalities: one 
promoting the notions of succession, continuity, and conservation of the past, and the other based on a 
hybrid fusion and the coexistence of material objects from different periods. The aestheticization, 
sanitization, and veneration of the classical past by the hitherto dominant temporality of modernity seems 
to have given way to a postmodern temporality, which to some extent looks back to premodern, local 
practices, treating the material remains of the past neither as isolated and protected entities nor as 
exhibition objects but as something integral to the routines of daily life and the fabric of social space. 
Relying as they do on linearity and the conservation of ethnic and aesthetic autonomy, earlier notions of 
the past are now challenged by a postmodern (and premodern) emphasis on the materiality of antiquity 
and its changing or syncretic daily uses’ (6). Linearity and continuity gives way to syncretism and 
contingency.  
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τούτο τον πόλεµο. Η Γερµανία είναι ευρωπαϊκός πολιτισµός και τα καµώµατά της τέλεια ευρωπαϊκά, 

δηλαδή επιστηµονικά’ ‘We claim to be fighting for European civilization. European civilization went 

bankrupt for good with this war. Germany is European civilization and her caprices are perfectly 

European, that is scientific. They kill us, they decimate us, they devastate us according to the rules of 

science’ (Days IV 224). A European civilization that loses sight of its subaltern components; that 

denigrates the value of its so-called marginal or minority elements; that excises its foundational 

connections to places and cultures beyond itself, other than to use aspects of those cultures selectively in 

order to entrench an insular definition of ‘Europe’, is a bankrupt civilization. Nazi Germany and its killing 

machine is Europe-in-excess; the European Enlightenment values of rational thought extrapolated to their 

perverse, far end. The physical space of Jerusalem induces a destabilization of the term ‘European’, in a 

way similar to how the experience of displacement throws all established notions of identity and norm 

formation up in the air. In the ‘confused souks of [Jerusalem’s] bazaar’, Seferis finds himself ‘in between 

Greece and the East’, uniquely poised to ‘judge what should pass through the gates of Europe from this 

dark and enchanted world’ ‘µέσα στα µπερδεµένα σοκάκια του χτεσινού παζαριού …σ’εκείνο το σηµείο 

όπου παίζει η ζυγαριά ανάµεσα στην Ελλάδα και την Ανατολή… για να δικάσω τί πρέπει να περάσει έξω 

στις πόρτες της Ευρώπης από τούτο το σκοτεινό και µαγεµένο κόσµο’ (Days IV 224). Jerusalem as a 

model of syncretism and a monument to displacement, a text that constantly revises its own positionality; 

such a model may be able to reconfigure the ‘bankrupt’ concept of Europe. 

 

The Jerusalem Effect 

 This ‘mixed-up city’ (‘ανάκατη πόλη’) (Seferis, Days IV 241) offers a radically different model 

of spatial, historical and intellectual arrangements that baffle displaced Europeans, pointing to the 

limitations of their established modes of knowledge and understanding. In The Club, Tsirkas paints an 

atmosphere of tumult and temporariness that is derived both from the war and subsequent displacement of 

his characters and from the history of the city itself. The effect of Jerusalem – like that of displacement as 

analyzed above – is as much physical as it is cognitive: ‘Δεν λένε πως η Γερουσαλήµ τρελαίνει ή 
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σκοτώνει;’ ‘Don’t they say that Jerusalem either kills you or drives you mad?’ (Tsirkas, The Club 86, 

125). It is perhaps this almost contagious quality of deconstructing received knowledge by virtue of 

brining together in physical proximity elements usually thought of as radically different that makes this 

phrase one of the oft-repeated adages in the novel. 

 There is a quality to the city resulting from it being an overdetermined place, home to a number 

of religions, sects and creeds; races, ethnicities and nationalities that challenges European understandings 

of legibility, even as it constitutes part of the European imaginary: ‘Τα Γεροσόλυµα, λέω, είναι 

στ’αλήθεια η πιο αλλόκοτη πολιτεία. Κάθε καµπαναριό και µια αίρεση. Κάθε χάβρα, κάθε τζαµί. Ένα 

κουβάρι πνευµατικές ανησυχίες, που ετοιµάζεται να ξεµπλέξει ο Χίτλερ µε µια κλοτσιά…’ ‘Jerusalem, I 

say, is truly the most bizarre city. There are as many sects as bell towers, as churches, as mosques. It is a 

skein of spiritual anxieties that Hitler is getting ready to detangle with a single kick’ (142).  Jerusalem is 

bizarre precisely because of the multiple components that make it up, and the fact that signifiers that 

should be familiar – the bell tower, the church, the mosque – may signify something in excess of their 

anticipated meaning. The contiguous relationship of all these cultural and religious symbols does not 

produce a cohesive/constructive ‘cosmopolitanism’: on the contrary, it upsets the very signification of 

each element independently. A church is not just ‘a church’; it could be a church of any one of dozens of 

denominations, what Tsirkas refers to as ‘αιρέσεις’ – ‘sects’ or ‘cults’.  

 Manos tries to trace the cause of Jerusalem’s potentially lethal effect on the individual to its 

physical environment, in a rational, scientific way: ‘Μα γιατί; το νερό; το χώµα; Οι αχνοί της Νεκρής 

Θάλασσας;’ ‘But why? is it the water? the dirt? the mist from the Dead Sea?’ (The Club 86). What 

Tsirkas’ novel makes clear is that it is Jerusalem’s diachronic characteristic as a city of displacements, a 

drifting city, that produces that feeling of dread and insecurity – fearing death or lunacy – to visitors or 

new residents that arrive with expectations of stable references and knowledge-as-legibility. Instead, the 

effect of the city on both the cognitive and physical integrity of the individual – lunacy and death as being 

the irrecoverable end points of each respectively, the graveyards of sense-making – is a manifestation of 

the profound upending that such a city of syncretism, shared and contested by all three monotheistic 
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religions both as  symbol and territory, but also as a city of migrants and refugees in the specific context 

of World War II, can have to established frameworks of knowledge. 

 The notion that ‘refugees from Egypt’ (The Club 197) – like Seferis, Papadimitriou, and Manning 

– are disrupting life in Jerusalem and Palestine in general is repeated throughout The Club, echoing some 

of the arguments often employed during debates on immigration and the refugee crisis in this second 

decade of the 21st century. Ben, the American intelligence officer tells Emmy that ‘refugees have turned 

everything upside down’ ‘µε τους πρόσφυγες αναστατώθηκαν τα πάντα’ (206) while one of Manos’ 

Greek comrades – Garelas – insists that the refugees from Egypt ‘were sent by the fifth column on 

purpose’ ‘Ξεπίτηδες µας τους στείλαν οι πεµπτοφαλαγγίτες’ (227) and that they are ‘causing great 

damage’ ‘το τί κακό κάνουν οι πρόσφυγες από την Αίγυπτο δε λέγεται’ (227). While Jerusalem marks the 

end-point of the evacuation journey for the people forced to move from Cairo to Palestine, their status as 

displaced – together with the physical and cognitive destabilization that this implies – continues. It is 

precisely this latter quality that makes the refugees ‘threatening’ to the people that receive them. Their 

arrival is perceived to upset an order, in the same way that their displacement has upset their own capacity 

to interpret and understand events.160  

 The metonymically destabilizing effect that the refugees have on the social, political and military 

‘order’ of things is directly related to the effect that their bodily presence has on the spaces of Jerusalem. 

As such, the destabilized perspective of displacement functions like contagion: it spreads through the 

physical contiguity of bodies. While ‘whoever didn’t have the means ended up in a refugee camp in 

Bethlehem where misery and mourning reigned supreme’ ‘όσοι δεν είχαν τον τρόπο να συντηρηθούν 

µαντρώνονταν σ’ένα στρατόπεδο προσφύγων στη Βηθλεέµ κι εκεί πια ήταν η µιζέρια κι ο θρήνος’ 

(Tsirkas, The Club 224), the jam-packed living conditions of the refugee camps extended to ‘higher class’ 

accommodations as well. In Seferis’ account of their arrival in Jerusalem, he describes the city’s main 

                                                   
160 It is notable that those complaining of the refugees ‘upsetting’ an order are Europeans that are ‘out of 
place’ in Jerusalem. The Greek locals who help Manos hide (Mr. Vasilis and his wife) actually feel an 
obligation to the displaced. 
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hotel, ‘King David’ as being full of people: ‘Μέναν ακόµη τρία κρεβάτια στην τραπεζαρία. Άφησα εκεί 

ένα υπάλληλο, που ήταν άρρωστος ... Εµείς, ύστερα από πολλά τηλεφωνήµατα, τρυπώσαµε επιτέλους 

σ’ένα µικρό ξενοδοχείο που το έχουν Γερµανοεβραίοι πρόσφυγες’ ‘Three beds remained in the dining 

hall. I left an employee there who was sick … As for us, we finally managed to burrow our way into a 

small hotel owned by German Jewish refugees’ (Days IV 223). In the chaos of the arrival of thousands of 

people from Egypt, physical spaces such as hotels become as contested and crowded as compartments in 

the evacuation trains. Tsirkas takes great pains to highlight the physically crowded conditions resulting 

from the refugee wave to Jerusalem in the summer of 1942. In the opening pages of The Club, the reader 

discovers that Emmy and Hans weren’t supposed to be at Feldman’s bed and breakfast at all; but they had 

to ‘reserve a room at a pension because at the Astoria travelers were sleeping even in the hallways’ 

‘κράτησε δωµάτιο σε πανσιόν γιατί στο Αστόρια οι ταξιδιώτες κοιµόντουσαν και στους διαδρόµους’ 

(12).  

 This condition is both the product of and a contribution to the erosion of an established order. 

This applies to both the emotional composure of the displaced, and to the social and political cohesion of 

institutions (national, local, military, moral, or political). For example, Seferis writes of an 

‘unprecedented sensitivity’ ‘µια χωρίς προηγούµενο ευαισθησία’ (Political Diary 47) among the 

displaced Greeks (‘µετοίκων’) in Egypt and Palestine. Seferis’ encounter with a ‘modest and balanced 

city man’ whom he knew from Greece, ends with the man ‘sobbing loudly. He was suffocated by 

nostalgia and injustice’ ‘... αναλύθηκε σε δυνατούς λυγµούς. Τον έπνιγε η νοσταλγία και το άδικο...’ 

(Political Diary 47), while Tsirkas highlights the reconfiguration and reconstitution of moral norms in the 

context of displacement, writing about the behavior of some of the refugees in Palestine: ‘οι πρόσφυγες 

απ’την Αίγυπτο. Κάθε καρυδιάς καρύδι…Πλούσιες λεβαντίνες…Παλιά παράνοµα ζευγάρια 

νοµιµοποιούσαν το δεσµό τους, φιλικοί κύκλοι ανταλλάσαν µεταξύ τους, οριστικά κι επίσηµα, τις 

γυναίκες ή τους άντρες τους…' ‘the refugees from Egypt are a motley bunch. Rich Levantine ladies … 

Couples from the past legitimizing their illicit affairs, friends exchanged spouses among themselves, 

permanently or provisionally…’ (197 - 198). Illicit affairs are made legitimate; people are less concerned 
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with conforming to the sexual norms of a crumbling world order. This is the argument that Benny, the 

American secret service agent who tries to seduce Emmy, uses to persuade her to move in with him, after 

she rejects his invitation saying that ‘people’ will gossip if she did that. Benny tells her: ‘What people? 

With the refugees here everything is confused, I’m telling you…’ ‘Ποιός κόσµος; Με τους πρόσφυγες 

αναστατώθηκαν τα πάντα, σου λέω’ (206) meaning that the city is in such state of flux and chaos that the 

standard social constructs and expectations, the conventions of social and moral propriety, do not stand 

anymore. Tsirkas also has the character of the Jewish doctor, the lover of the ‘Little Man’, speak in favor 

of sex during wartime as a matter of good health, even if it means suspending norms of fidelity. Such 

sexual transgressions, according to her, are justified in the context of the war’s state of emergency.161 This 

is not to say that Tsirkas, or I, for that matter, share the view that an influx of refugees or migrants 

‘erodes’ the social fiber of a place – far from it. Indeed, most of the novel grapples with Manos’ struggle 

between surrendering to his emotions for Emmy and staying focused on the communist cause.162 What 

these references all support, however, is Tsirkas’ representation of displacement as a profoundly 

destabilizing experience in emotional and physical terms. The novel’s characters are in a ‘free state’163 not 

only because they have been physically moved from their ‘place’ but also because, as a result of the 

intensely physical and high-stakes experience of forced migration in the context of war, they undergo a 

destabilizing reconfiguration of their cognitive and emotional frameworks. 

 The incoming refugees are a symptom and an agent of a broader reconfiguration of values, 

politics and power structures caused by the war. Manos laments the way ‘the war has turned everything 

                                                   
161 ‘…δεν καταλαβαίνεις πως η αγωνία του πολέµου ερεθίζει αφάνταστα την ευαισθησία µας; Θελουµε 
να πάρουµε κ να δώσουµε, το ερωτικό πάλεµα στρώνει τα κουβαριασµένα νεύρα, γαληνεύει την 
αναστατωµένη ψυχή µας. Δεν έχει σηµασία το πώς και µε ποιόν, είναι ζήτηµα υγείας πια…’ ‘…can’t you 
see that the anxiety of the war rouses our sensitivities? We want to take and give, the sexual struggle 
smoothens our knotted nerves, it calms our suffering soul. It doesn’t matter how, or who with; it is a 
matter of keeping healthy…’ (222). 

162 The latter wins. 

163 I use this phrase here in reference to the complex use of it by V. S. Naipaul in his novel In a Free State 
(1971), where ‘free’ also alludes to the movement of people in a postcolonial world. 
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upside down… everything is sliding, everything is tipping over, everything is slowly sinking under the 

weight of water’ ‘…τώρα που ο πόλεµος τα αναποδογύρισε όλα…όλα γλιστράνε, όλα γέρνουν, κάνουν 

νερά και βουλιάζουν’ (107). The metaphor of the war as a body of water gives the war an all-

encompassing, all-powerful quality that groups together whatever stands in its way. The repetition of 

‘everything’ serves both to emphasize the totally destabilizing effect of the war and its totalizing capacity: 

it demonstrates the ultimate insignificance of ‘difference’ and ‘differentiation’ in the face of such a 

powerful force: nothing remains afloat. Once again, the fluid connotations of maritime imagery serve to 

describe an ideological and cognitive grey zone, with the figure of the sinking ship (inevitably alluding to 

refugee shipwrecks) signaling that fluidity’s ultimately destructive quality. It is no coincidence that 

Manos’ thoughts come only three pages after Rosa’s descripton of the refugee ship that brought her and 

her family to Palestine.164 Tsirkas’ narrative itself enacts the ‘contagious’ effect of contiguous 

arrangements. Even critical responses to Tsirkas’ work share in the turbulent imagery of the sea, 

associated throughout the trilogy with displacement, as a formal way of designating both how Tsirkas 

treats the historical-political environment of his novels’ setting, and its effects on the modern Greek 

literary scene. Elisavet Kotzia, for example, writes that ‘Tsirkas’ cities are ‘drifting’ because of the 

collapse of a pre-existing navigation system, placing their faith in the future potential of a left-wing 

system that will restore social order’ (80). 

 Manos also uses another image from the sea that alludes to the overcrowded and disoriented 

condition of displacement, which also highlights the way the upheaval of world war extends to received 

norms and behavior: ‘ο κόσµος, ώρες ώρες, είναι σαν ένα πανέρι γιοµάτο ζωντανά καβούρια. 

                                                   
164 ‘Κι η Ρόζα είπε για το φορτηγό ένα σκυλοπνίχτη σα νεκροσέντουκο που τους πήρε από το Γαλάτσι κι 
όταν βγήκαν στ’ανοιχτά τους κατεβάσαν στ’αµπάρια τάχα µου µόνο όσο για να περάσουν το Βόσπορο κι 
ύστερα τα Δαρδανέλλια µα από κει και πέρα τους κατέβαζαν πάντα µόλις χάραζε και τους ανεβάζαν µόνο 
τη νύχτα. Όρθιους κυρία µου οχτακόσιες ψυχές αλλιώς δε µας χώραγε ... Η βρώµα και η δυσωδία ...’ 
‘And Rosa told them about the container ship, a sinkable wreck like a hearse that took them from Galatsi 
and when they were out in open waters they took them down to the hull, they said it was just until they 
crossed the Bosphorus and then the Dardanelles but from then on they kept taking them down to the hull 
and bringing them up to the deck only at night. We were standing, yes sir, eight hundred souls standing 
on that ship, otherwise there was no space … The stink of it …’ (The Club 103). 
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Δαγκώνουµε τον πλησίον µας, µας δαγκώνει κι αυτός και, πάνω στο µαλλιο κουβάριασµα, δαγκώνουµε 

τον εαυτό µας’ ‘…the world, sometimes, seems like a basket full of live crabs. We pince the person next 

to us, he bites us too, and in the mess that follows, we end up biting ourselves’ (107). Manos’ description 

of people as crabs extrapolates the sea imagery of the previous citation to a bathetic rumination on the 

nature of human beings in the context of war and displacement. Alluding to the second commandment 

from Matthew - ‘ἀγαπήσεις τὸν πλησίον σου ὡς σεαυτόν’ / ‘love your neighbor as yourself’ (Matthew 

22.39) – Manos constructs an image where helpless, small creatures, capable of moving only sideways, 

seemingly disoriented, pinch their neighbors – a sharp contrast to loving them. That the crabs’ actions do 

not follow a clear causal or agential pattern, however, is evident from the use of the term 

‘µαλλιοκουβάριασµα’ – literally meaning the entanglement of hair but figuratively used to refer to a fight, 

a violent argument. The ‘black box’ quality of that ‘entanglement’ is an apt symbol for the unexpected, 

random and accidental encounters with fellow human beings in distress. That ‘we end up biting ourselves’ 

bears testament to the sense of confusion and disorientation that defines the experience of living in a 

world in upheaval: it becomes self-destructive.  

 Beyond the emotional and moral ‘displacements’ that The Club highlights, a sense of order and 

due-process on the level of institutions is also completely upended as a result of the forced migrations that 

the war triggers. Tsirkas’ novel shows how peace-time priorities and ways of institutional thinking 

become irrelevant. In fact, the influx of refugees, and the existential uncertainty of displacement, point to 

the glaring limitations of peace-time processes and conventions (legal, social, and intellectual) that are 

revealed to be neither enforceable nor useful during wartime. In The Club, Manos draws the reader’s 

attention to one such example: ‘people arrive [at the bed and breakfast], they sleep, they leave, and no one 

knows who they are or where they came from’ ‘Άνθρωποι έρχονται, κοιµούνται, φεύγουν, και µήτε 

ξέρεις πούθε βαστάει η σκούφια τους’ (107). Manos, for example, introduces himself to Feldman and the 

rest of the tenants of her bed and breakfast under a false name. Feldman has no way of knowing about 

this, because she is too proud to ask her tenants for ID cards. This detail is directly drawn from Tsirkas’ 

own experience: the author arrived in Palestine with no identification card, and managed to find a pension 
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where the ‘landlady was such an aristocrat she considered it an embarrassment to ask for IDs. If you said 

your name was Yiannis, that’s it – you were Yiannis’ (“Περιπλάνηση” 572). Recording people’s 

identities and truly knowing people’s origins becomes impossible and ultimately irrelevant in the chaos of 

displacement.  

 As much as the war ‘hardens’ identities and categories (Allies vs. Axis, locals vs. refugees, right 

wing vs. left wing) it also demonstrates the arbitrariness of such polarized definitions. Tsirkas 

successfully demonstrates this tension by positioning the displaced quality of each character as the central 

focus of his treatment of the war, and at the top of the hierarchy of identities that define them. Even the 

ideologically fixed Greek communist soldiers that Tsirkas presents are viewed first and foremost through 

the lens of displacement. As a result, even the stories of militarized individuals resist being molded into 

totalizing, teleological histories. Instead, in Drifting Cities they are presented as irreducible, persistently 

eluding and resisting their ‘incorporation into the strategic colossus’ of ‘monolithic depictions’ 

(Rawlinson 119). If the battle participant is ‘superior’ to the battle observer, the displaced occupy an 

interim space between the two, breaking the dichotomy, and shuttling between the limelight of 

historiography and historiographical oblivion. Taking displacement as the (moving) reference point of an 

examination of any aspect of the war, then, is a methodology that acknowledges the 

significant participation and suffering of people beyond the militarized/institutional individual.  

 

The Materiality of Displacement 

 Tsirkas’ literary treatment of displacement draws precisely from the physical experience of forced 

movement, and the material dimension of that experience. Displacement for Tsirkas, who experienced it 

first-hand, is real and tangible. It is not a result of an abstract or conceptual sense of rootlessness, of a 

transcendental homelessness (Calotychos 172) often ascribed to a writer like Lawrence Durrell and his 

Alexandria Quartet, 165 a work frequently compared to Tsirkas’ trilogy. An early example of how Tsirkas 

                                                   
165 Justine, the Alexandrian Jewish title character of Durrell’s novel, tells Darley, the narrator: ‘ How is it 
that you are so much one of us and yet…you are not? … You are a mental refugee of course, being Irish, 
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ties the material to the symbolic manifestation of displacement comes in a comment that Manos makes as 

he observes the environment of Feldman’s bed and breakfast. The tenants, he says, ‘are all alone, cut off 

in the margins of the world and their nations. In the margins of even this schizophrenic Jerusalem. The 

house doesn’t have a telephone. This is not a disadvantage of a practical nature, but a symbol’ (29). It is, 

of course, a material disadvantage that bears testament to the conditions of lack experienced in 

displacement. But that Manos interprets it as a symbol of the profound isolation and marginality imposed 

by the war on people that are forced to move and find themselves ‘out of place’ is a good example of 

Tsirkas’ preoccupation with the material world that his characters inhabit.166  

 In another poignant scene from The Club, Emmy is confronted with the sight of the Sephardic 

Jew Rachel having a convulsive fit: ‘Αντίκρυ σ’αυτή την Αραπίνα που παραληρούσε, θυµήθηκε πως 

βρόσκεται σε ξένο τόπο, δίχως άντρα, δίχως γονείς’ ‘Facing this delirious Arab woman, it occurred to 

Emmy that she found herself in a foreign place, with no husband, and without her parents’ (129). The 

physical suffering of another human being so different to her – she refers to Rachel as an Arab here – 

brings out an urgent realization in Emmy that she is far away from home. She ‘remembers’ the multiple 

levels on which she is cut off from the world (‘in a foreign place, with no husband, with no parents’) on 

‘facing’ this radically different-looking sick woman (‘αντίκρυ’ is significant here, no touch is required for 

the kind of dispossession she is overcome with). She becomes fully cognizant of her situation by facing 

this radically different person in a sense of delirium – doubly or triply estranged from her own physical 

condition. Emmy’s knee-jerk reaction is to look for Manos – ‘Μα τί έκανε λοιπόν ο Μάνος, γιατί δεν 

                                                   
but you miss our angoisse’ (Durrell 28). The collective ‘we’ she is referring to here is unclear. Is it ‘we’ 
the Jewish people, or ‘we’ the Alexandrians?  

166 In the opening chapter of the novel, Emmy immediately translates the state of displacement and being 
a refugee into a material image: she tells Hans that she ‘hates those single refugee beds!’ (15). Hans 
interprets this as a sign of her lustful behavior: ‘Emmy, please! I told you many times, we are refugees 
here!’ (22), inappropriate for their situation. But what the single bed represents is the lack of 
companionship and the end of normalcy. Despite being caught up in a wave with thousands of other 
people, she feels ‘disconnected from the world. Hans. All these years, alone, without any friends, without 
any warmth…’ (22). 
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έµπαινε;’ ‘What was Manos doing, why wouldn’t he come in already?’ (129) – in order to seduce him; a 

‘bodily’ antidote to the deeply destabilizing experience of encountering Rachel’s seizure, echoing the 

Jewish doctor’s prescription of sex to combat the existential malaise of the war.167 Emmy, through the 

contiguous relationship that displacement imposes on the tenants of Feldman’s bed and breakfast, is 

metonymically ‘moved’ by the sight of Rachel’s seizure.  

 The largely equalizing power of contingent relationships between displaced bodies experienced 

during the journey of displacement continues in the city-space of Jerusalem and seeps through the walls 

of Anne Feldman’s bed and breakfast. In this house with the ‘peculiar atmosphere’ ‘παράξενη 

ατµόσφαιρα’ (28), Manos can observe how ‘all these people, all these shipwrecks of the storm that’s 

ravaging the world, are being torn apart instead of brought together!’ ‘Τόσοι άνθρωποι, τόσα ναυάγια της 

καταιγίδας που σαρώνει τον κόσµο, κι αντίς η δυστυχία να τους σµίγει, τους χωρίζει!’ (28). The attempt 

to set boundaries and stick to specific categories for oneself is a direct response to the blurring effect of 

displacement, that forces relationships between strangers similarly deracinated. Once again, we witness 

that simultaneous hardening and blurring of identity lines that forced migration and the war has imposed 

on the novel’s characters.  

 It is this destabilization, the loss of a pre-existing order that leads Feldman, the bed and 

breakfast’s owner, to desperately cling to her pre-war status more than any of the characters in The Club. 

A Jewish refugee herself, Anna nonetheless considers her status to be higher than that of Rosa, a Polish-

Jew, and her family. She gives the Polish guests of her bed and breakfast the less privileged rooms 

                                                   
167 The topic of displacement, affect and sexuality is a topic that merits its own study. In his diaries, 
Seferis refers to the human body in displacement as the only thing that an individual truly owns. He does 
not refer to sexuality, however. In Tsirkas’ The Club, the female Jewish doctor’s ‘diagnosis’ of 
heightened sexual tension during wartime as a ‘health issue’ literally offers the body as a remedy to the 
destabilization of displacement: ‘…erotic struggle smoothens out our knotted nerves. It doesn’t matter 
how or with whom [one has sex], it is a matter of healthy well being’ ‘…το ερωτικό πάλεµα στρώνει τα 
κουβαριασµένα νεύρα, γαληνεύει την αναστατωµένη ψυχή µας. Δεν έχει σηµασία το πώς και µε ποιόν, 
είναι ζήτηµα υγείας πια’ (222). This echoes a trope found in poetry of Cypriot internally displaced poets, 
that paint the body as the site of reunification in light of the island’s geographic segregation, but also cast 
the island’s physical geography as a body mutilated. See Chapter III. 
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‘downstairs,’ while she insists on sleeping ‘upstairs’ herself, even when a room is not available – a micro-

scale attempt to fend off the contagion-like effect of sharing a space with the refugees she deems 

‘unwanted’.168 Hans is portrayed in a similar way, as he tries to distance himself from the poorer refugees 

living downstairs, by referring to them as very ‘confused’: ‘Κάτω µένουν άνθρωποι πολύ ανακατωµένοι’ 

‘There are some very confused people staying downstairs’ (17).169  

 Anna’s attempt to separate herself from the Polish Jews staying in her bed and breakfast is futile. 

This is made evident by the ironic treatment that Feldman gets in Tsirkas’ narrative. The only character 

whose perspective is narrated in the first-person, Feldman’s incantatory-like recollection of her lineage 

crystallizes in the tragi-comic exchanges she has with Rosa, made even more ridiculous by their reliance 

on ethnic/national/territorial distinctions that are, in the context of their shared displacement in Jerusalem 

during the second world war, entirely irrelevant: ‘Ουλανέ της Κολωνίας!’ cries Rosa, using the term for 

the Prussian cavalry to describe Anne’s snob and frigid attitude, while she responds calling Rosa 

‘γουρούνι του γκέτο!’ ‘a pig from the ghetto!’ (128).  

 By the end of the novel, however, which coincides with the end of the summer and the victory of 

the Allied forces in El Alamein, even Anna’s sense of self is shaken to the core:  

We think that we know but we are all mistaken about everyone. I take my hat off to whoever can 
say that they know even what they themselves are. I, for example, often think that I am the 

                                                   
168 Hans remarks that Anne treats the people downstairs in a very vulgar manner, but that it is not because 
of their religion since she is also Jewish: ‘τους φέρνεται πρόστυχα. Δεν είναι ζήτηµα θρησκείας, γιατί 
κάτω έχει και Εβραίους’ ‘she treats them horribly. It’s not a matter of religion, because there’s Jews 
downstairs too’ (Tsirkas, The Club 21). 

169 This is a symptom of displacement that Olivia Manning herself observed in the peculiar group of 
people that made up the European expats, exiles and refugees in Cairo: ‘kings, princes, courtiers, and all 
the hangers-on of royalty’ (David 121) tried ‘to maintain, amid rivalries, squabbles, hurt feelings, 
scandals, and aggressive self-importance, some real or imagined status from the past’ (Manning, “Cairo”). 
Seferis has a similarly ironic response to the Greek royal family and their attitude on the evacuee liner 
that takes them from Cairo to South Africa in 1941: ‘Είναι και όλο το πριγκιπολόι που περνοδιαβαίνει 
ακατάπαυστα µπροστά σου. Διάφοροι ρωτιούνται αν πρέπει κάθε φορά να υποκλίνονται’ ‘The whole 
royal family is here as well, and they walk past us all the time. Various people here are wondering 
whether they should bow to them everytime’ (Political Diary 27) and ‘Πλάι µας µαζεύτηκε η βασιλική 
οικογένεια ... Μιλούν µεταξύ τους αγγλικά, γαλλικά και λίγα ελληνικά, κάποτε. Θα είµαστε, υποθέτω, 
γι’αυτούς, οι ιθαγενείς’ ‘The royal family gathered next to us… They speak to each other in English, 
French and some Greek, sometimes. I guess we are, for them, natives’ (Political Diary 27). 
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landlady of a small pension and one with a bad reputation at that since the day I took in that 
person – let’s not name names (The Club 242).170   
 

In the microcosm of Feldman’s bed and breakfast, in the city of Jerusalem, in the context of the Second 

World War, the existence of a reference point to which knowledge – even self-knowledge – can be 

anchored is lost. While ‘Jerusalem constitutes a topographical arrangement of polyphony’ and ‘the B&B 

with its rooms occupied by representatives of different races and nations is a spatial arrangement’ 

(Athanasopoulos 256) of it, Tsirkas’ narrative refuses to cast this polyphony’s multiple elements as an 

idealistic cosmopolitanism. Instead, he highlights the lapses and gaps, the aporias necessarily generated 

by the multiple, coexisting perspectives in the same space. There is no one person that ‘is right’: ‘we are 

all wrong about everyone’ is an absolute statement that reflects not just Feldman’s own disappointment 

with Manos and her other guests, but the impossibility of knowing others, in the sense of having fixed 

knowledge of others, in a state of displacement. Tsirkas’ novel does not conclude that Feldman, for 

example, is either a high-status individual or a bigot or the landlady of an ill-famed bed and breakfast. 

She is all of the above and many more, at different times, in different contexts and depending on which 

character is concerned. This is how the polyphony of Tsirkas’ narrative structure, and the multiple 

perspectives offered through the narration, each with its own blind spots, emulate the experience of 

displacement for the reader. What is most important in this passage is that Anna situates the shift in her 

self-image, and her acknowledgment of herself as something other than the heiress of a great fortune 

(now lost) in the moment of co-habitation and physical proximity to ‘that person’ - Rapescu, the only 

female character in the novel and the bed and breakfast who manages to sleep with Manos. It is the 

uncontrollable fact of their contiguity that produces this unexpected shift in Anna’s identity.  

 

 

                                                   
170 ‘Νοµίζουµε πως ξέρουµε κι όµως όλοι κάνουµε λάθος για όλους. Πάλι καλά όποιος µπορεί να πεί πως 
ξέρει τί είναι ο ίδιος. Εγώ λόγου χάρη συχνά νοµίζω πως είµαι η κυρία µιας µικρής πανσιόν µάλιστα µιας 
κακόφηµης πανσιόν από τότε που φιλοξένησα να µη λέµε τώρα ποιο πρόσωπο’ (Η Λέσχη 242). 
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Displacement as an Ethics of Narration 

 As a conclusion to this chapter’s final section, I’d like to focus on the ways in which the formal 

structure of The Club offers a literary model that shapes an epistemology of displacement. The Club 

combines first, second and third person narration, switching between the perspective of different 

characters (Manos, Emmy, Anna).171 What is of particular interest here is that even passages of third 

person narration conform to the subjective knowledge of the character they are meant to reveal, in the 

style of free indirect speech. Tsirkas’ Drifting Cities have no omniscient narrator. I contend that this 

narrative structure is directly inspired by the experience of displacement in Jerusalem, and the experience 

of being in such close physical proximity to radically different, radically foreign people at a liminal time 

defined by contested world views.  

 In her article “Η Ειρωνία στις Ακυβέρνητες Πολιτείες” (“Irony in the Drifting Cities trilogy”), 

literary critic Natia Charalambidou further describes the implications of this choice:  

…these multiple perspectives are consecutively presented and they give the reader the illusion that 
she has a holistic understanding (εποπτεία) of events straight from the characters themselves … 
while at the same time this forces the reader to constantly qualify information that she has already 
received and to reassess certain assumptions and/or conclusions that she has come to along the way 
… this technique implies an apparent polyphony, that is, the recognition of the coexistence of 
diverse worldviews, but at the same time it acknowledges the limitations of each specific focus 
(47).172 
 

 The Club’s multiple points of view do not get synthesized in an overarching narrative. If anything, 

the revelation of Club Mirador only adds to the confusion that displacement and war has already imposed 

upon the characters. Tsirkas thus resists the teleological force of historical narratives that subsume their 

                                                   
171 Tsirkas follows the same narratological strategy in the other two novels of the trilogy, with other 
characters’ perspectives. 

172 ‘… µια τεχνική πολλαπλών εσωτερικών εστιάσεων, πολλαπλών προσληπτικών πρισµάτων […] και 
που µε τη διαδοχή τους δίνουν στον αναγνώστη την αυταπάτη ότι έχει µια συνολικότερη εποπτεία των 
γεγονότων από τους ίδιους τους ήρωες, ενώ συγχρόνως τον εξαναγκάζουν να αναθεωρεί συνέχεια τις 
πληροφορίες που έχει ήδη προσλάβει και τα συµπεράσµατα και εικασίες που τυχόν διαµόρφωσε … Αυτή 
η τεχνική σηµαίνει µια φαινοµενική πολυφωνία, δηλαδή αναγνώριση της ύπαρξης διαφόρων 
κοσµοαντιληπτικών προοπτικών, αλλά συγχρόνως και αναγνώριση των περιορισµών µιας συγκεκριµένης 
εστίασης’ (Charalambidou 47).  
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fragmentary and elusive components into ‘monolithic depictions’. One of the concluding sentences of the 

novel, part of Emmy’s letter to Manos, reflects an understanding of knowledge as ipso facto partial or 

provisional: ‘Ποτέ δεν ξέρουµε ακριβώς κάτι. Ξέρουµε µόνο ένα κοµµάτι, ένα άλλο το ερµηνεύουµε 

στραβά, ένας άλλος ξέρει αυτό, µα δεν ξέρει το άλλο που ξέρουµε εµείς, η ζωή µας κυλάει έτσι από µισές 

αλήθειες σε µισές παρεξηγήσεις’ ‘We never know something exactly. We only know a piece of it. We 

interpret another piece of it wrongly, another person knows something but doesn’t know something else 

that we know, our life moves in this way, made up of half truths sliding into half-misunderstandings…’ 

(327). Emmy might as well be describing the reader’s experience of Drifting Cities.  

 This appears to be a narratological corollary to Tsirkas’ Marxist view on history as expressed in 

the excerpt from Friedrich Engels letter to Bloch,173 dated September 21st 1890, with which Tsirkas 

prefaces the trilogy’s final novel, The Bat:  

history is made in such a way that the final result always arises from conflicts between many 
individual wills, of which each in turn has been made what it is by a host of particular conditions 
of life. Thus there are innumerable intersecting forces, an infinite series of parallelograms of forces 
which give rise to one resultant — the historical event. This may again itself be viewed as the 
product of a power which works as a whole unconsciously and without volition. For what each 
individual wills is obstructed by everyone else, and what emerges is something that no one willed 
(qtd. in Tsirkas, The Bat). 
 

 The ‘intersecting forces’ of individual wills haphazardly crossing paths, ‘obstructed’ by one 

another, producing something ‘no one willed’ closely resembles Emmy’s description of life in Jerusalem 

as a ‘transit camp’: ‘other people decide upon the arrivals, the meetings, the departures, all these are in 

other hands, hands we cannot even imagine, and by the time we realized it was already too late…’ (318). 

In such a reading, the mobile positionality of displacement and its temporal component of an ever-

changing present precludes the externality that would allow for a detached ‘supervision’ (‘εποπτεία’) of 

events. What’s more, the impotence of the individual as a direct result of its interaction with other 

competing wills recalls the destabilizing effect of the contingent and contiguous arrangements of 

                                                   
173 Scholar Yiorgos Yeorgis argues that Tsirkas used this excerpt from Engels ‘as his own Marxist 
interpretation of the events in the Middle East’ (42) during World War II.   



	

 145 

displacement, as documented by the authors already examined in this chapter. By taking the moving and 

provisional perspectives of his displaced characters as a point of departure, Tsirkas succeeds in creating a 

text that represents displacement by enacting its cognitive effect.  

 Through its content and structure, The Club is emblematic of many of this chapter’s claims about 

displacement’s destabilizing effect; the alternative geographical imaginaries produced by displacement 

and war; the ethical and political dimensions of representing displacement; and the understanding of 

displacement, migrants, and refugees as categories that cannot always be reduced to fit a narrow legal 

definition. Drifting Cities’ unique contribution to the discussion of migration in the Mediterranean is that 

it turns these concepts into narrative principles. I have argued that Tsirkas’ literary innovation in Drifting 

Cities, and the worldview conveyed by the trilogy as a whole, is contingent on his experience and 

understanding of displacement in the (off-centric) space of the Middle East during World War II. This 

prompts him to construct a narrative that enacts the baffling, inconclusive and destabilizing experience of 

displacement, with all the blind-spots, inconsistencies, mis-readings and misunderstandings of a (hi)story 

in the making – the only kind of history that can do justice to the displaced.   

 

Conclusion 

 Commenting on Tsirkas’ novel in light of Marxist theory, Gounelas refers to its polyphonical 

formal structure as an ideological, even ethical choice, revealing Tsirkas’ belief in the ‘multivalent quality 

of each moment; not just as a temporal dimension, but as praxis’ ‘αυτή η πολυσυνθετότητα της στιγµής, 

όχι πια ως χρονική διάσταση, αλλά ως πράξη’ (20). The epistemology of displacement that I have 

identified in the works analyzed in this chapter, then, is not just a matter of literary perspective or 

innovation: it is a way of knowing the world, with political and ethical ramifications. Moving across the 

sea, the displaced authors analyzed in this chapter connect and undermine what are often presented today 

as seemingly unbridgeable cultural divides. The context in which their forced migration occurs also 

reverses the contemporary notion of Europe as Eden, showing it to be historically contingent.  
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 By turning the focus on the Mediterranean front of World War II, and demonstrating the 

importance of the North African front to the future of Europe as a continent, this chapter shifted the 

hegemonic metageographical narratives that dominate historiographical, literary, and popular 

understandings of the war. Through an interdisciplinary, comparative analysis of the texts of Alan 

Moorehead, George Seferis, Olivia Manning, Elli Papadimitriou and Stratis Tsirkas, this chapter has 

demonstrated the different ways in which Europeans forced to migrate to the Middle East during World 

War II chose to represent their experience of displacement, and the ways in which the narrative and poetic 

form of their work shifts as a result of that experience. Each of the works of prose and poetry that I have 

analyzed in this chapter reveals something about the state of displacement, and bears testament to the way 

literary form can be: Seferis’ memoirs emulate the destabilizing cognitive effect of forced movement, 

while Moorehead’s Desert War trilogy tries hard to contain the contingencies of war and displacement. 

Papadimitriou’s poetry allows the reader to share in that ‘contrapuntal awareness’ (Said 366), that dual 

temporality of exile; and Tsirkas, perhaps more comprehensively than the rest, crafts a literary form and a 

moral, epistemological argument around displacement as both a literal and an existential condition. By 

focusing on the moving perspective of the displaced, the chapter demonstrated the broad range of 

geographical, cultural and political imaginaries that emerge from each itinerary of displacement that do 

not conform to the continental schema and dichotomies. As such, they offer an alternative methodology to 

approaching a seminal moment in Europe’s history. 

 In the following chapter, I will continue exploring the representation of Mediterranean 

displacement and its ramifications on the concept of Europe, but in the context of the divided 

Mediterranean island of Cyprus, where displacement and geographical division are intimately and 

traumatically intertwined. More specifically, I will be looking at the ways in which the poetry of 

internally displaced Cypriots from 1974 onwards reconstitutes the island’s geography as a way of 

simultaneously imagining a return and the restoration of the island as a whole. The Cyprus case ‘opens 

up’ the definition of Mediterranean displacement and further elaborates on the ways in which geographies 

and metageographies proliferate in the wake of forced migration. With a de facto border running through 



	

 147 

the island, and with only half the island ‘officially’ a member of the EU, the case of Cyprus and its 

internally displaced people demonstrates the arbitrary nature of cultural, geographical and geopolitical 

categorization and its lasting effects on history and politics. 
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CHAPTER THREE. 

THE GEOGRAPHIC CONSCIOUSNESS OF INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT:  

CYPRIOT POETRY POST-1974 

 

The island of Cyprus, its history and culture, have long been understood in the local and global 

imaginary through its geographical location. ‘At the crossroads of three continents’; ‘bridging East and 

West’; ‘between Europe and the Middle East’ are phrases employed to describe Cyprus in a range of 

contexts by Cy priots and non-Cypriots alike: from history books and oil and gas white papers, to tourist 

guides and political speeches. Cyprus’ geographical location is often cited as a reason for many of the 

island’s successes and plights - such as the fact of its many conquerors - including, most recently, the 

Turkish military occupation of thirty-seven percent of the island. For the most part, such trite phrases can 

be applied to any place in the Mediterranean and by extension, to the Mediterranean itself. They reveal an 

imaginary of the island as the central point of a cross-stitch; a temporal and spatial point of encounter for 

numerous civilizations; and the point of overlap for multiple geographic and cultural classifications. Its 

Frankish, Venetian, Ottoman and British colonial heritage, as well as its Greek, Egyptian, Assyrian, 

Persian and Phoenician past make defining a singular identity or even geographical designation for 

Cyprus an impossible task.  

Despite its inevitably hybrid history in antiquity and modernity, however, for the past century 

politics and culture on the island of Cyprus have focused less and less on its Mediterranean legacy and 

more on the struggle for dominance between the two major ethnic groups on the island, the Greek and 

Turkish Cypriots. This ethnic conflict, in its various manifestations, is widely referred to as ‘the Cyprus 

problem’. A mutable term that has accrued diverse meanings throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, ‘the 

Cyprus problem’ currently refers to the island’s de facto division into the Greek-Cypriot controlled south 

(the internationally recognized Republic of Cyprus) and the Turkish-Cypriot controlled north, following a 

Greek-backed coup and subsequent Turkish military invasion that occurred in the summer of 1974. The 

conflict displaced 200,000 people; close to a third of the island’s entire population in the 1970s. Most 
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recently, Cyprus’ partial accession to the European Union in 2004 produced another instance of 

geographical and definitional overdetermination. The south is part of the European Union; while the north 

is not, but some Turkish Cypriots are citizens of the European Union by virtue of having passports from 

the Republic of Cyprus. Cyprus’ modern history thus challenges not only the concept of geopolitical 

borders and metageographies, but also notions of forced migration and displacement.  

Like the Mediterranean as a whole, Cyprus can be defined by what Iain Chambers calls a ‘fluid 

centrality’ (Mediterranean Crossings 27): a multi-determinate history, refusing to be pinned down to a 

single historiographical canon or civilizational narrative, but moving between all of them, all the time, 

depending on the point of departure of each inquiry. While the geographical division of the island, which 

has lasted for more than forty years, gives the impression of an essential, even inevitable polarization 

between the ethnically different citizens of Cyprus, internally displaced Cypriots are a reminder of the 

constructed nature of the geographical categorizations that have hardened Cyprus’ history of fluidity into 

a singular, intransigent, bi-nationalist narrative.  

The poetry of internally displaced people, like its authors’ life stories, transcends de facto and de 

jure geopolitical borders. In fact, the double placement of internally displaced people - they are at once 

‘here’ and ‘there’; permanently temporary; permanently shuttling - offers a unique insight into a political 

and poetic process of self-othering that can speak to the divisions, displacements and imaginaries within 

the supra-national identity of Europe and the European Union. This chapter will analyze a selection of 

post-1974 Cypriot poems by Neşe Yaşın, Kyriacos Charalambides, Andriana Ierodiaconou, Gür Genç, 

Jenan Selçuk and Stephanos Stephanides in order to demonstrate how an epistemology of displacement, 

produced as a result of Cyprus’ physical division and its people’s forced movement, manifests itself as a 

‘geographic consciousness’ that harbors a poetics and politics of relationality between people divided; 

and between people and place.  
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Internally Displaced People 

Internally displaced people are a curious case; defined as ‘persons who have had to flee their 

home but remain within their country’s borders’ (UNHCR, “Internally Displaced”), they do not have 

recourse to asylum procedures or any other international legal remedy in the same way that refugees do. 

The UN Refugee Agency writes that ‘the fact that they have not crossed borders to find safety means that 

they are often some of the most vulnerable people in the world today’ (UNHCR, “Internally Displaced”). 

Indeed, with most displaced people in the world being internally displaced (approximately forty-four out 

of sixty-five million (UNHCR Global Trends)), the dearth of institutional responses, which remain ‘weak 

and uneven’ (Betts and Collier 30), mirror the dearth of cultural analyses directed towards the specific 

phenomenon of internal displacement. While they have not crossed national (i.e. internationally 

recognized) borders, internally displaced people do cross borders in the sense that they move beyond a 

certain geographical boundary that often marks the difference between life and death. Such boundaries 

create their own geographies and metageographies, which undermine the monopoly of national borders as 

the authoritative source on territorial delimitations. The dividing line in Cyprus, otherwise known as ‘the 

Green Line’ or ‘the Dead Zone,’ a UN buffer zone that has been in place for almost fifty years, is one 

such border.  

The case of the internally displaced Cypriots is unique as a case study of forced Mediterranean 

migration for many reasons. First, it concretely illustrates the process of borderification outlined in 

Chapter 1, showing human movement as a constitutive force in the shaping of geography through the 

creation of borders, which are then employed to control the very movement that brought them about. To 

the extent that this forced movement was motivated by clashing nationalistic imaginaries, it also raises the 

question that literary scholar Vangelis Calotychos asked in 2000: ‘how has physical space been 

constituted by the imagination’? (“(Pre)occupied Space” 50). Second, as a case of internal displacement, 
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it is a paradigm of displacement as a process of self-othering,174 and of the geographical, political, and 

cultural repercussions of that process. That both Greek and Turkish Cypriots were displaced in their own 

country is also a rare common ground between two communities that have been pitted against each other 

for almost a century. The physical experience of displacement can therefore mark a starting point of a 

common historical understanding between ethnic groups in Cyprus, something that would build on 

anthropologist Yiannis Papadakis’ claim of the ‘narrative of national struggles’ acting as the paradigmatic 

form of history shared by the Greek and Turkish Cypriots, despite their competing political and historical 

claims (“National Struggle Museums” 400). Third, while Cyprus is not the only place with ethnic or 

religious tensions in Europe, the Middle East or North Africa, it is the only place in the European 

Union175 where a pronounced ethnic conflict has led to the ongoing geographical division of the country, 

the physical segregation of the population and a military occupation by a power that itself has clung onto 

the edge of Europe since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. In terms of the frequently employed, but 

arguably insufficient continental schema still dominant in the global imaginary, then, Cyprus is the east 

within the so-called ‘West’ of Europe and the EU.176 This makes it a worthwhile paradigm for the study 

of internal divisions that may emerge in the European Union today, especially those organized along the 

axis of European vs. non-European. In this way, Cyprus becomes a metonym for the relationship between 

Europe and its Mediterranean ‘Others’; between Europe and its eastern and southern borderlands; as well 

as for the relationship between the so-called center and its periphery. 

                                                   
174 I use ‘self-othering’ in this chapter to mean the processes by which an ‘Other’ emerges or is identified 
within the self, be that the individual subject, an ethnic group, a national community, or any other 
collective identity. See the collection Europe and the Other and Europe as the Other, ed. Strath 2000. 

175 Europe, too, if you count Cyprus as being geographically part of Europe. That the issue of Cyprus’ 
borders is also the issue of Europe’s borders is evident from the qualifications that have to be made swhen 
defining ‘the European Union’s easternmost border’ in light of the Cyprus problem. It is Rizokarpaso, 
Cyprus de jure (34° 36’ E); Cape Greco, Cyprus de facto (34° 5’ E); and Virmajarvi, Finland (31° 35' 
E) if Cyprus is placed in Asia!  

176 ‘In this respect, the position of Cyprus vis-à-vis the “West” could be more usefully compared to that of 
the Balkans as Europe’s internal Other’ (qtd. in Papadakis, Persianis and Welz 5). See also Strath 2000.  
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While compelling, and certainly evocative, studies of the island in fields such as history and the 

social sciences,177 no doubt motivated by the island’s ongoing – and seemingly interminable – division, 

have often focused on a static interpretation of its geography (Greek/Turkish; divided/whole), presenting 

it as a fixed point in time and space178 that passively accepts the fate that geography has ordained for it. 

This comes close to replicating colonial, orientalizing or other hegemonic attitudes about the ‘sleepy’179  

island where nothing ever changes. Yet as this chapter will show, even a cursory look at the post-1974 

literature produced on the island by internally displaced people shows that such methodological 

approaches, highly reliant on a deeply entrenched hegemonic framework of ‘Greekness’ or ‘Turkishness,’ 

are insufficient in making sense of Cyprus’ recent history and literature. In the words of Henri Lefebvre in 

The Production of Space, the French philosopher’s seminal work on the indistinguishable nature of 

mental and social space: ‘Is it conceivable that the exercise of hegemony might leave space untouched? 

Could space be nothing more than the passive locus of social relations, the milieu in which their 

combination takes on body, or the aggregate of the procedures employed in their removal? The answer 

must be no’ (11).  

To Lefebvre’s question I would add: is it conceivable that an altered space might leave minds, 

ideas, social structures intact? The poetry of internally displaced Cypriots, unique in its capacity to bring 

knowledge of the temporal, spatial, mental and lived ‘before’ and ‘after’ of division, transcends the 

boundary of entrenched nationalisms. This chapter will show that Cypriot poetry often does so by 

envisaging literal and figurative crossings of the de facto border of division, through geographical 

                                                   
177 Some examples include Kızılyurek 1988; Reiterer 2003; Papadakis 2005; Yakinthou 2009; Diez et al 
2009; Denktaş 2009; Aktar et al 2010; Loizides 2015. 

178 Something compounded by the island’s current divided state. See, for example, the quote from a 1993 
National Geographic article that prefaces an academic essay by Moira Killoran on “Time, Space and 
National Identities in Cyprus”: ‘Time stands still along narrow Hermes Street, which slashes across the 
center of the Old City of Nicosia like a deep wound that has never healed’ (qtd. in Killoran 129). 

179 In British modernist author Lawrence Durrell’s Bitter Lemons (1957), an account of his time in 
Cyprus, there are innumerable references to the ‘sleepy’ nature of the island. A central feature of the 
narrative is a tree dubbed ‘the tree of idleness’ (55, 59, 76, 89, 110, 126, 175, 187, 247). 
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imaginaries (metageographies) that reconstitute the island space in a variety of ways and that move away 

from a bi-nationalist discourse and embrace, instead, Cyprus’ Mediterranean context. As a result, the 

poetry of internally displaced Cypriots can expand our understanding of the representation of 

Mediterranean displacement by shedding light on a kind of forced movement that is less studied by 

academic discourse in the legal and social sciences and underrepresented in popular understandings of 

forced migration. The Cyprus case can offer a model on how to approach literature and art produced in 

the specific circumstances of internal displacement. 

While politics, geography and cartography claim division as a dominant and regressive force on 

the island, pushing for a static understanding of an island that is in fact constantly in flux even as this flux 

is gravely underrepresented,180 the poetry of internally displaced Cypriots presents an alternative 

imaginary, subverting the intransigence of the ‘Cyprus problem’ and its nationalisms through the 

production of alternative geographies that produce a dynamic sense of relationality between the island’s 

‘two sides’. That is not to say that all poetry that exhibits a ‘geographic consciousness’ is free of the 

traces or tropes of nationalistic discourse. Nor is it to say that poetry completely absolves itself from 

protesting against the injustices, crimes and even absurdities that have precipitated on the island post-

1974 in the name of peace. Poetry’s tool of protest is precisely that of imagining the island otherwise. In 

this light, the chapter continues the dissertation’s engagement with cultural politics by arguing that 

literature should be a necessary, albeit often neglected, correlate to political and historical understandings 

of the island that aim to go beyond the Greek versus Turkish narrative. As an example of a ‘knowledge 

that refuses to acknowledge [the] power’ (Lefebvre 10) exercised by the hegemonic arrangement of the 

island space - that ‘knowledge which serves power (my emphasis)’ – the poetry of internally displaced 

                                                   
180 There is an impression that because the island has been divided, things have remained the same on ‘the 
other side’ that was inaccessible to until certain check-points opened in 2003 that facilitated (restricted) 
movement across the north and south of the island. My article in The Cyprus Mail (2017) deals with the 
political repercussions of such a ‘static’ imaginary. 
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Cypriots is a politically charged example of a radically different mode of knowing resulting from the 

experience of the subject as dispossessed.181  

The chapter’s starting point is that the experience of internal displacement (inextricably tied to the 

geographical division of the island) had a dramatic effect on Cypriot poetry. Among others, Cypriot 

scholars and poets, including Yorgos Moleskis, Yiannos Ioannou, Mehmet Yaşın and Neşe Yaşın, have 

written about the poetic shift that occured on the island after 1974.182 My argument is that this shift is 

marked by the enactment of a poetics of ‘geographic consciousness’: a poetic engagement with the 

island’s constitutive and relational geography as a way of processing, producing, and projecting a 

different political and poetical subject post-1974. By becoming preoccupied with Cyprus’ geographical 

and geopolitical relationality – a trope that goes beyond using geography and landscape as mere symbols 

– and even rearranging it, Cypriot poets from across the divide reconstitute the relationship between 

subject and space, and present Cyprus in the context of metageographies that do not conform to the Greek 

versus Turkish dichotomy. Their poetry enacts a heightened sensitivity of how the lived experience of a 

divided geography ‘writes onto’ the poetic subject and how the poetic subject can in turn ‘write onto,’ and 

alter, established geographies.183 As a result, this chapter will also demonstrate the ultimate inseparability 

of the geographic and the imaginary as a tool of political suppression and resistance. In this way, poetry’s 

political productivity in the Cypriot context can be exemplified in the very geographic consciousness that 

it produces and enacts: ‘Man does not live by words alone; all ‘subjects’ are situated in a space in which 

                                                   
181 I use this term as defined by Judith Butler in Dispossession: The Performative in the Political (2013). I 
am particularly interested in the relationship of subject and land/territory; what Derrida refers to as 
ontopology: ‘by ontopology we mean an axiomatics linking indissociably the ontological value of 
present-being [on] to its situation, to the stable and presentable determination of a locality, the topos of 
territory, native soil, city, body in general’ (102 - 103).  

182 See Mehmet Yaşın 1998, Ioannou 2013, Moleskis 2013, Neşe Yaşın 2013. 

183 The Greek term γεωγραφείν, lit. ‘to describe the earth’s surface,’ etymologically includes the term for 
writing, making it particularly attractive as a description of this ‘double inscription’ that I refer to here.  
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they must either recognize themselves or lose themselves, a space which they may both enjoy and modify 

(my emphasis)’ (Lefebvre 35).  

No matter what their politics or gender, internally displaced Cypriot poets engage with Cyprus’ 

geography in a range of ways. Some write poems that propose geographies or itineraries meant to 

counteract the state of division on the ground and in many Cypriots’ minds.184 Others turn to a 

‘Mediterranean’ model for the island that allows them to layer their work with multiple geographical and 

continental affiliations, as well as multiple historical moments, concurrently.185 Yet others, holding fast 

onto to the tradition of their respective motherlands, display an imaginary of the island’s geographic 

reconstitution as mutilation and dismemberment, its healing ultimately defined by aporia and the constant 

deferral of desire.186 Geography provides the vocabulary of expressing a different mode of knowledge and 

of understanding the world, born directly out of the experience of displacement, something that has been 

extensively developed in Chapter 2. The frequency of such ‘geographically conscious’ poems across the 

divide in Cyprus bears testament to the link between geographical and cultural imaginaries; and it also 

affirms the moment of displacement as a common historical and literary ‘ground zero’ for Greek and 

Turkish Cypriots. The poems analyzed in this chapter, drawn from a purposefully broad range of poets, 

both male and female, Greek and Turkish Cypriot, writing in Greek, Turkish or English, have been 

chosen to show how varied, variegated, and ideologically different this geographic consciousness can be, 

pointing to the different ways in which displacement can re-emplot a subject’s relationship to the 

geography she inhabits. 

                                                   
184 Some examples of these are Niki Marangou (“Οδικός Χάρτης” “Street Map”), Andriana Ierodiaconou 
(“Η Καρδιά της Λευκωσίας” “In the Heart of Nicosia”), Neşe Yaşın (“Permission to Cross”), Alev Adil 
(“You Can’t Get Lost in the Walled City”), Kyriacos Charalambides (Αχαιών Ακτή - Coast of the 
Achaeans), Lysandros Pitharas (I Am the Twentieth Century).  

185 Examples of these are Gur Genc’s “Şiir Değil: Su!” (“Not Poetry: Water”), as well as Jenan Selçuk’s 
“Hurma” (“Date Palm”), Mustafa Göksioğlu “Şu Adamız Dediğimiz” (“Our island”).  

186 For example, Kyriacos Charalambides “Η Εποχή του Σιδήρου” (“The Iron Age”) and Nasa Patapiou 
“Τα Μετά την Άλωση” (“After the Fall”) and “Ύλη Ιστορίας” (“Material for History”). 
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The chapter will focus on poetry specifically since poetry is the literary genre with the longest 

tradition on the island,187 and the genre which has dominated the literary fields of both Greek and Turkish 

traditions since the early stages of the island population’s division into Christians and Muslims following 

the Ottoman conquest of Cyprus in 1571. Important landmarks of the island’s longstanding poetic 

tradition include the so-called Ακριτικά or “Akritic” songs, still performed today as part of a rich tradition 

of demotic songs, anchored in the Byzantine saga of Διγενής Ακρίτας (Diyenis Akritas) about a Byzantine 

border-guard of mixed Greek and Arab blood, fighting on the borders between the Byzantine and Islamic 

empires (Merry 111); the 14th century historical ballad Αροδaφνούσα (Arodafnousa), which dramatizes 

the love of the Lusignan King, Peter I (1350-1369) for a Cypriot girl called Arodafnousa and her murder 

at the hands of the Queen (Merry 26); and the 16th century Cypriot Canzoniere, widely known as Ρίµες 

Αγάπης (Poemes d’Amour), adaptations/translations of Petrarch’s sonnets that were produced under 

Venetian rule (Rodosthenous-Balafa). While the island was under Ottoman rule, literature was also 

dominated by poetry, including the 18th century poem titled “Άσµα Διερµηνέων” (“Song of the 

Dragoman”) by Konstantinos Diakonos, a member of the Greek Orthodox clergy; and the works of the 

poet/troubadour Aşık Kenzı, active in the early 19th century, that formed part of a rich Ottoman oral 

tradition that included quatrains (mani), elegies (ağıt), epics (destan), and songs (türkü) (Kappler 291). As 

for the more recent literary tradition of the island, poetry dominated the Greek Cypriot community’s cries 

for Enosis (union with Greece) from the 1820s onwards,188 as well as the Turkish Cypriots’ counter-claim 

                                                   
187 An anthology titled 27 Centuries of Cypriot Poetry marks the ancient Greek poetry of Stasinos as the 
starting point of Cypriot literary history. The anthology, however, which offers an explicitly mono-
cultural narrative of the island as Greek and European, does not feature any Ottoman or Turkish Cypriot 
poetry.  

188 With both poets referred to as the ‘national poets’ on the Greek Cypriot side, Vassilis Michaelides 
(1849 – 1917) and Dimitris Lipertis (1866 – 1937), engaging consistently with the ‘Cyprus problem,’ 
which at the time of their writing was defined as the claim that Cyprus was Greek.  
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of taksim (annexation to Turkey) during the 1950s.189 The trend continues today, with Cypriot poets 

usually leading the way for the recognition of Cypriot literature internationally.190  

 After a short summary of Cyprus’ history from early modernity to the present day, the chapter 

will explore the theoretical relationship between geographical space and poetic subjectivity through a 

comparative examination of Neşe Yaşın’s poem “Yurdunu sevmeliyiş insan” (“People must love their 

homeland” or “Which Half?”) and Judith Butler’s 2013 work on dispossession. Then, following a short 

analysis of the ways in which the Cypriot constitution performatively prefigured the division of the 

island, bearing testament to the power of discourse to shape space, the chapter will move on to a detailed 

analysis of a selection of poems by Andriana Ierodiaconou and Kyriacos Charalambides. The main focus 

of this analysis will be to demonstrate the different manifestations of a ‘geographic consciousness’ arising 

from the poets’ experience of forced displacement and the island’s division in 1974, and to outline the 

poems’ varying cultural political goals. Cyprus being an island, my analysis of ‘geographic 

consciousness’ cannot ignore the specific qualities, and cultural ramifications, of Cyprus’ geographical 

and geological nature, which are a prominent feature of many of the poems analyzed here. In dialogue 

with Giles Deleuze’s thoughts in his essay “Causes et Raisons des Îles Désertes” (“Reasons and Causes of 

Desert Islands”) I will show how references to Cyprus’ island nature in poetry post-1974 are contingent 

on the multivalent quality of the sea, which reflects the destabilizing condition of displacement. This sets 

up a metonymic association of the island to the Mediterranean as a liminal space and a borderland, 

connecting it to my analysis in the preceding chapters.   

 There are two appendices at the end of this dissertation pertaining to this chapter. The first is an 

examination of a number of representative poems written by Greek and Turkish Cypriots before 1974, 

                                                   
189 An important figure from the ‘nationalist’ movement of Turkish Cypriot poetry is Özker Yaşın, the 
father of poets Mehmet and Neşe Yaşın whom I have already mentioned above.  

190 For example, the work of Mehmet Yaşın, possibly the most well known of Turkish Cypriot poets alive 
today, has been translated into more than twenty languages, while the work of Kyriacos Charalambides, 
one of the most celebrated Greek Cypriot poets still active, has been translated into at least five languages 
and has received awards in Greece, Egypt, and Cyprus.  
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which reflect the literary production of Greek and Turkish nationalisms that have defined the island’s 

modern history, and their mutually exclusive cultural and political claims. These poems operate within a 

framework of what I will refer to as diasporic displacement vis-à-vis the two ‘motherlands’ of Greece and 

Turkey respectively, and thus help highlight the shift in poetic metageographies post-1974, which 

constitutes the chapter’s main preoccupation. The second appendix is concerned with recent 

cartographical representations of the island’s division, and is intended to complement my analysis of the 

island space as dynamic. The geographic consciousness that poets project through their work is not 

merely rhetorical: it responds to the ways in which bi-nationalist rhetoric has actually shaped 

representations of space that are considered pragmatic and objective, such as maps. While the maps 

presented in the appendix can be seen as the antithesis of island fluidity, they can equally be seen, in a 

longue durée framework, as testament to the dynamic nature of Mediterranean liminality.   

 

A Short History of the Island of Cyprus 

An analysis of the ways in which the poetry of internally displaced Cypriots speaks back to the 

island’s division through the crafting of a ‘geographic consciousness’ must begin with an overview of the 

history of Cyprus in its Mediterranean context. A basic grasp of the island’s historical narrative in 

indispensable in understanding the current political situation to which the poets examined in this chapter 

respond. Contrary to most popular - or shorthand - accounts of Cyprus’ modern history, this chapter will 

not subscribe to the oversimplified assessment that ‘the British colonial period witnessed the rise of Greek 

and Turkish nationalism in Cyprus’ (Kitromilides 1979; see also Bryant 2004). Such an interpretation 

forecloses a more holistic understanding of the two communities’ cultural and historical self-imaginaries.  

 Historian Clement Dodd gives a succinct summary of the island’s history from antiquity to the 

Middle Ages in the first chapter of his book on The History and Politics of the Cyprus Conflict:  

 
Cyprus was first peopled around 1400 BC by Greeks from Asia Minor and the Aegean. 
By the ninth century BC the island was Greek speaking, though Phoenician and Persian 
conquests a few centuries later must also have affected to some extent the ethnic make-up 
of the population. Cyprus came under Roman rule in 58 BC. Since the island later formed 
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part of the East Roman Empire, the Greek Cypriots were, and are to this day, called 
‘Rum’ by the Turks. Under Roman rule the Cypriots became Christian. Under the later 
East Roman, Byzantine, Empire their ‘orthodox’ Christian church was granted 
independence, being accorded self-governing (autocephalous) status by the Council of 
Ephesus, AD 431. Church and state became closely combined. For many centuries, 
[Cyprus] was Greek speaking, Greek Orthodox in belief, and generally under Byzantine 
rule, though subject to many disastrous Arab raids between the seventh and tenth 
centuries (1).  
 

As an example of the diachronic nature of the idiosyncratic (or overdetermined) political ramifications that 

its geographical position in the Eastern Mediterranean has brought about, it is worth noting here that 

between the seventh and tenth centuries ‘Cyprus remained a condominum in which both Arabs and the 

Byzantine officials exercised authority and from which neither power was supposed to launch an attack 

against the other’ (Gregory 183). The island was practically co-owned by two powers that were constantly 

at war with one another. That it was far enough from the centers of both the Byzantine Empire and the Arab 

Caliphate, and that it was considered ‘peripheral’ is attested to by the fact that it was used as a place of exile 

for political and religious dissidents of the Byzantine Empire; and it was a safe haven for displaced 

Christians from Palestine and Syria during the Arab raids in the ninth century AD (see the chronicle of 

Theophanes the Confessor in Mango et al.). 

The Byzantine connection was rudely destroyed by the advent of the Crusaders. In 1192 the island 
came under the rule of the Roman Catholic Lusignan dynasty of French lineage, a rule that lasted 
almost 300 years. The Orthodox Church hardly survived this calamity and the population suffered 
great hardship under Latin rule. Lusignan rule was followed by brief periods under first the Genoese 
and then the Venetians (Dodd 1).  

 

A map by Hans Rogel (Figure 4), a Bavarian engraver and mapmaker, made in 1570 - one year 

before the island fell to the Ottomans - shows how Cyprus was understood in the (northern) European 

imaginary as the limit between a civilized, Christian Europe and the Muslim Ottoman Empire. His map 

demonstrates cartography’s proclivity for the imaginary in a charming way: it depicts the Ottoman navy 

approaching the north coast of the island, its ships intercepted and sunk by the Venetian fleet. Only this is 

not a historical event; the Venetian victory that the map represents is not a fact. It is an imagined scenario. 

Beyond its scientific and descriptive value, then, the map visualizes the (northern) European political 
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desire regarding the fate of Venice’s – and the Christian West’s – easternmost outpost at the outset of the 

Ottoman – Venetian War (1570-1573). Contrary to Rogel’s forecast, the island fell to the Ottomans in 

1571, relegating his embellishments to the realm of fantasy and wishful thinking. Rogel’s map brings 

fiction and geographic fact together by depicting a moment of confrontation between two civilizations 

that inherited and proliferated a cultural political dichotomy as potent as the Greek versus barbarian 

polarity examined in Chapter 1, and other ‘Mediterranean’ polarities touched upon in Chapter 1, the 

dissertation’s introduction. As Rogel’s map shows, Cyprus was a frontier that sparked Christian Europe’s 

anxiety vis-à-vis ‘the Grand Turk’.  

Shakespeare himself would make use of that anxiety thirty years after Rogel’s publication in the 

tragedy Othello. According to R. M. Christofides, a Cypriot Shakespeare scholar, one of the ways the 

bard and his peers would have understood the island and its presentation in the play was ‘as a sacred 

Christian site lost to an aggressive Muslim Empire’ (7). Christofides makes the case of Cyprus’ fall to the 

Ottomans as ‘crucial to modern ethnonationalism on the island’: ‘The red-letter year of 1571 marks for 

Turkish nationalists the establishment of a community continually victimized by Greek persecution on the 

doorstep of Anatolia, and reciprocally marks for Greek nationalists the arrival of a continually barbaric 

obstruction to the Hellenisation of, for them, an indisputably European Cyprus’ (Christofides 7).  

The earliest Ottoman literary works concerning the island confirm Christofides’ assessment. The 

Gazevat-name were a series of stories and chronicles praising the conquerors of Nicosia and Famagusta, 

in the style of panegyric poetry. These works were deeply rooted in the Islamic tradition of gazi, the 

Muslim warrior against infidels and the struggle between the Dar al-Islam and the Dar al-Harb (Kappler 

290). According to Kappler, the Ottoman conquest of the island merely exacerbated a narrative that was 

already latent in the island’s history: ‘Cyprus as a historical paradigm for inter religious conflicts is 

particularly exposed to this kind of narration, especially if we consider the importation of the Byzantine 

Acritic tradition, forming part of the Greek Cypriot folk repertoire till today, which has some historical 

ground and uses the same strategy of epics as the gazi tradition, only at the other side of the border.’ 

Further corroborating such an interpretation, Nevzat Altay’s dissertation research on “Nationalism 
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amongst the Turks of Cyprus: The First Wave” (2005) claims that the starting point of the island’s two 

‘competing’ and ‘diverging’ nationalisms, and hence of its imaginary of division, ‘can be traced to the 

closing stages of Ottoman rule on the island during the nineteenth century’ (1).  

 

 
Figure 2. 1570 Map of Cyprus by Hans Rogel. Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

 

 Christofides’ reading of Othello is useful in understanding the connection between the island 

imaginary as bi-communal in modern times and its pluralistic past: ‘the ethno-religious mutability that 

characterizes Othello represents, firstly, a mutability associated with Cyprus and, secondly, a mutability 

modern ethnonationalistic disputes in Cyprus have attempted to erase because it undermines essentialist 
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identity claims’ (Christofides 7-8). Under the Ottoman system of religious grouping, the millet system, 

though subject to a special tax, Greek Cypriots were placed under the delegated authority of their 

religious leaders, which created a new, and large, degree of autonomy for Greek Cypriots (Dodd 2). The 

Turkish, or Muslim, population on the island at the time was roughly a quarter of the total population. In 

1878 the Ottomans handed custody of the island to the British, who officially annexed it in 1914. In 1925, 

Cyprus became a Crown colony, but by that time, the clear political demarcations between the Greek and 

Turkish ethnic groups had already been entrenched.   

Demands for the self-determination of Cyprus began as a step towards Enosis – political union 

with Greece – by Greek Cypriots, a political claim stretching back to the Greek Revolution of 1821,191 

and a claim which the Bishop of Kition had also greeted the island’s first British governor with (Hill 

297).192 The discourse around political union with Greece expressed Cyprus as a part of a lacking whole; 

the island was geographically and politically imagined as being part of Greece193 because of the majority 

of its inhabitants’ Greek heritage (including their language and Greek Orthodox religion). Greek Cypriots 

wanted the island to follow in the footsteps of Crete in 1913 and the Dodecanese after the Second World 

War, and be united with Greece.  

As for Turkish nationalism on Cyprus, recent scholarship has very aptly made note of its roots in 

the latter part of the Ottomans’ rule over the island (Nevzat), both as a sentiment responding to the 

general conditions of the Greek-Ottoman relationship, which became progressively strained after 

                                                   
191 ‘The Greek Cypriots had interacted with mainland Greece in the pre-1821 era, but their interaction and 
its political impact grew dramatically with the establishment of the Greek state. Despite the fact that some 
authors try too much to play down the significance of the effects of the Greek state on Greek Cypriot 
society, there is strong reason to believe that it was in fact instrumental in fostering and embedding a 
national consciousness’ (Nevzat 143). 

192 ‘By this time the Greek Cypriot elite, including the influential church leaders, had absorbed both 
Greek nationalism and the Megali Idea, the reunification of all Greeks in the Near East in a single state 
whose capital would be Constantinople’ (Dodd 4). 

193 Characteristically, ‘the standard map used in Greek Cypriot classrooms for decades was that of Greece, 
with Kypros [Cyprus] appearing in a cut-out to the right of Crete’ (Papadakis, “Locating the Cyprus 
Problem” 81). 
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Greece’s War of Independence in 1821, and as a reaction to Greek Cypriot demands for Enosis. As early 

as the 1890s, the issue of the Cretan revolt against the Ottomans demonstrated the brewing tensions 

between Cyprus’ Greek and Turkish populations.194 As the Greek nationalist sentiment proliferated in the 

early 20th century, so did the Turkish Cypriots’ turn to Ottoman authorities, with newspaper ‘references to 

the fatherland, and especially the nation’ becoming much more frequent (Nevzat 154). By the time 

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s regime firmly established itself in the 1920s, ‘younger Turkish Cypriots began 

very quickly to absorb Turkish nationalist sentiments’ (Dodd 8). 195 A vibrant Turkish Cypriot press 

developed in the 1930s in response to a Greek Cypriot uprising demanding Enosis in 1931, which was 

shortly followed by the establishment of the Kıbrıs Adası Türk Azınlıkları Kurum (Cyprus Turkish 

Minority Association) in 1943 (Dodd 10). In 1945, Kıbrıs Türk Halk Partısı (The Cyprus National 

Turkish People’s Party) was founded, and together the two organizations formed the Kıbrıs Türktür 

Partısı (Cyprus is Turkish Party) under the leadership of Fazıl Küçük, who would become the future Vice 

President of the independent Republic of Cyprus in 1960, and with Rauf Raif Denktaş, the far-right leader 

of the de facto Turkish Cypriot state post-1974, an active party member. Turkish Cypriot political 

organizations escalated their demands to Ankara and the Turkish mainland press for support as Greek 

Cypriot demands for Enosis culminated in an unofficial referendum that saw 96% of voters casting a 

ballot in favor of union with Greece in 1950. By the 1950s, Greek and Turkish nationalisms on Cyprus 

had been already fully formed, enjoyed wide enough support from their respective communities, and were 

about to be further pitted against each other by the Greek Cypriot anti-colonial revolt that broke out 

against British on the island in 1955.  

                                                   
194 ‘It was also a living, vivid example of, and inspiration for the struggle for enosis, from the Greek 
Cypriot perspective, and of the struggle to resist enosis, from the Turkish’ (Nevzat 144).  

195 ‘Kemalism showed itself in many ways. Many Turkish Cypriots celebrated Republic Day (29 October) 
but were not successful in their request [from the British Cyprus Government] for a school holiday on that 
day’ (Dodd 9). 
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In 1955, Greek Cypriots formed EOKA (Εθνική Οργάνωση Κυπρίων Αγωνιστών, the National 

Organization of Cypriot Fighters) an armed rebel group labelled a terrorist organization by the British, 

with the aim to rid the island of British rule and move forward with Enosis. In turn, Turkish nationalists 

on the island demanded taksim (partition), and organized armed militia groups themselves, under the 

TMT (Türk Mukavemet Teşkilatı, Turkish Resistance Organization). The British grasped the opportunity 

to intensify the developing enmity between Greek and Turkish Cypriots – who received their hyphenated 

national identities during the time of British colonization – by using Turkish Cypriots as part of the police 

force that was tasked to suppress the armed rebellion against the Crown. After four years of fighting, the 

British eventually left the island in 1959, and Cyprus became an independent state. Despite independence, 

ethnic tensions continued to simmer.  

Cypriot independence was a peculiar case, and it was a threshold moment that marked both the 

overlapping claims of other countries on the island and a turning point that further exacerbated the 

division of the island’s imaginary into two mutually exclusive nationalisms and two different 

metageographies by effectively enshrining it in the new state’s constitution. The Constitution of Cyprus 

and the international treaties annexed to it (the Treaty of Guarantee and Treaty of Establishment, ratified 

by Greece, Turkey and the UK) consolidated Cyprus as a middle ground between foreign powers and 

initiated its territorial piecing up by giving two percent of the island’s territory to the UK as sovereign 

bases, which the UK still holds today.  

In 1963, facing growing discontent from certain political classes within the Greek Cypriot 

community, the president of the Republic of Cyprus, Archbishop Markarios III, proposed a series of 

constitutional amendments which precipitated a major crisis among Greek and Turkish Cypriots. Turkish 

Cypriot elected officials, including the Vice President, Fazıl Küçük, departed from the Cypriot 

government.196 Fearing Greek Cypriot attacks and government retaliation, an overwhelming number of 

                                                   
196 For an extensive, first-hand account of the diplomatic history between 1963-1977, see Kranidiotes 
1985. Kranidiotes was Cyprus’ ambassador to Greece and Archbishop Makarios’ right hand man, and his 
political memoir offers a highly detailed resource of the events that unfolded between 1960 – 1974.  
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Turkish Cypriots - nearly twenty-five thousand people, about a quarter of the Turkish Cypriot population 

(Bryant, Displacement in Cyprus 7) – fled their villages and neighborhoods. Ninety percent of the Turkish 

Cypriot population retreated into geographically segregated enclaves (Bryant, Displacement in Cyprus 7). 

Intercommunal fighting between Greek and Turkish Cypriots lasted until 1967, and left 364 Turkish 

Cypriots and 174 Greek Cypriots dead (qtd. in Oberling). This was also the time when the Green Line 

was created,197 which was initially a buffer zone between Greek and Turkish Cypriot areas in the capital 

of Nicosia. Despite the violence coming to an end, displaced Turkish Cypriots remained in enclaves, 

another foreboding of the island’s future carving up.  

In the summer of 1974, a coup against Archbishop Makarios – the democratically elected 

President of the Republic – was carried out by the Cypriot National Guard with support from the Greek 

military junta (1967 - 1974) that controlled Greece at the time. Responding to the coup, and claiming their 

obligation as a guarantor power to preserve the state of the Republic of Cyprus and defend the rights of its 

Turkish Cypriot minority, Turkey invaded the island in two phases on July 20th 1974 and on August 15th 

1974. The Turkish military forcefully occupied thirty-six percent of the island’s territory in the north, 

which it still holds today. In the aftermath of the Turkish invasion in 1974, 150,000 to 200,000 Greek-

Cypriots fled the north of the island and forty-five thousand Turkish-Cypriots the south (Demetriou 5). 

  A massive population exchange orchestrated in 1975198 saw the Greek Cypriot population 

consolidate in the south part of the island, and the Turkish Cypriot population in the north.199 The two 

                                                   
197 According to Kranidiotes’ account, the Line was drawn on December 26th 1963 and put into effect on 
December 28th (89). 

198 ‘The Vienna Agreement of September 1975 enabled the reunification of families while at the same 
time facilitating the displacement of the 10,000 Turkish Cypriots who had resisted leaving their homes 
and properties.’ (Bryant, Displacement in Cyprus 10). However, ‘the interpretation of which remains 
disputed (official Turkish-Cypriot interpretations maintaining it was a population exchange agreement, 
while Greek-Cypriot ones maintain it was a temporary humanitarian measure) (Demetriou 6). 

199 The internal displacement of the population of Cyprus can also be seen as the most recent, or drawn 
out, aftershock of the history of relocating populations according to ethnic lines in the early 20th century, 
in the aftermath of the First World War. More specifically, within the context of turn-of-the-century 
Greco-Turkish relations (where ‘Greece’ and ‘Turkey’ were defined by very different geographical 
borders, and by a more mixed population), there was the convention signed by Greece and Turkey at the 
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communities were physically segregated by the Green Line, which had been expanded into a 188 

kilometer-long and two kilometer-wide buffer zone that cuts across the island to this day. The buffer zone 

remained unpassable until the abrupt opening of a number of checkpoints in 2003, which at the time of 

writing are still open and operational. In 2004, a UN-backed plan for a solution to the Cyprus problem 

was rejected by Greek Cypriots and accepted by Turkish Cypriots in two separately organized but 

concurrent referenda. ‘The entry, a few days after the failed referendum, of the Republic of Cyprus into 

the European Union (EU) meant that only the Greek Cypriot side effectively became part of the EU, with 

the Turkish Cypriots remaining outside. As a result, the Green Line of Cyprus became the EU’s uncertain 

border in the east’ (Papadakis, Perstianis and Welz 5). 

With close to forty percent of the Greek Cypriot and more than half of the Turkish Cypriot 

populations displaced - not including the Greek and Turkish Cypriots that emigrated abroad between the 

1950s and 1970s due to the conflict - the island space of Cyprus has been both home and exile for a large 

number of its population. In the sections that follow I hope to show how the shared experience of internal 

displacement acted as a springboard for a new poetics on the island, that had its basis on reconstructing, 

or healing, the island’s geographical space as a way to counteract identity politics.  

 

Paradigm Shift: Displacement as Common Ground  

Cypriot poetry before 1974 harbors a sense of diasporic displacement between Cyprus and 

Greece for Greek Cypriots and Cyprus and Turkey for Turkish Cypriots, with poets looking ‘outwards’ to 

the two ‘national’ centers of Athens and Istanbul, reflecting the ethno-nationalist politics dominant in 

both groups before the Turkish invasion.200 In this sense, the literature produced on Cyprus is almost 

                                                   
Lausanne Peace Conference in 1923 which formalized the compulsory population exchange of Rumelian 
Muslims and Anatolian Greeks. ‘What resulted was the total migration of 1.2 million Anatolian Greeks 
and nearly 400,000 Rumelian Muslims’ which ‘profoundly homogenized demographic texture in Greece 
and Turkey’ (Aktar 24).  

200 For a representative sample of poetry in Greek and Turkish from before 1974, which also serves to 
highlight the poetic shift that I will focus on in this chapter, see Appendix 1. 
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always what Deleuze and Guattari refer to as a minor literature in relation to the respective mainland 

literatures that they refer/defer to: always political, always a collective enunciation, in a language affected 

with a high coefficient of deterritorialization (Toward a Minor Literature 16 - 19). As such, before 1974, 

Greek and Turkish Cypriots conceive themselves collectively, even after independence, as peripheral 

members of their respective motherlands, or as members of the diaspora. The ‘diasporic’ imaginary that 

dominates pre-1974 political and literary thought on Cyprus reveals a desire, and as such attempts a 

translation, or transubstantiation, of Cyprus into the respective motherland’s literary canon as much as 

into the motherland’s geography. Cyprus is both made smaller, and larger than it is by the concurrent, yet 

mutually exclusive, affiliation to Greece and Turkey. 

The physical experience of internal displacement post-1974 (the visceral, immediate knowledge 

of forced migration and movement) dramatically altered the poetics of Cyprus, and produced both 

different subject positions and different metageographies for the island, which break free from the Greek 

and Turkish nationalist schema. Literary critics from both sides of the island have marked the change 

between pre-1974 poetry and post-1974 poetry. Turkish Cypriot poet and critic Jenan Selçuk refers to a 

large portion of Turkish Cypriot poetry written between the 1940s and the early 1970s as ‘Nationalist 

Poetry’ (“Preface” 32) while the post-1974 generation of poets are referred to as a ‘militant generation’ 

that ‘turns its back on Turkey as a motherland’ (“Preface” 34). The equivalent in Greek-Cypriot poetics 

has been termed the ‘generation of doubt’ most notably by scholar Yiannis Ioannou. This convergence in 

terms of literary criticism is significantly in itself, as it marks the beginning of a shared literary history, a 

shared literary attitude among all of the groups living in Cyprus.  

The most important study on post-1974 Greek Cypriot poetry, Yiannis Ioanou’s 2013 study Η 

Ποιητική Γενιά του 1974: Η Γενεαλογία της Αµφισβήτησης (The Poetic Generation of 1974: The 

Genealogy of Doubt), argues for an inverse connection between divided geographical space and a desire 

for a unified imaginary. Ioannou illustrates the shift from nationalist poetry to a poetry constructed on, 

and creating, an ideology of doubt and the re-evaluation of established norms. This echoes the structure of 

the epistemology of displacement outlined in Chapters 1 and 2. Ioannou notes how the traumatic 
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transformation of a desire for ‘national completion … into national mutilation’ (48) had a profound effect 

on Greek Cypriot poetry. Early in his treatise, Ioannou states that after the Turkish invasion of 1974 ‘for 

the very first time, a unitary geopolitical space is constituted in Cyprus’ (26), drawing a connection 

between geography and imaginary. The imaginary of a unitary geopolitical space also presupposes the 

beginnings of an imaginary of a unitary political subject in Cyprus, as opposed to the divisive Greek 

versus Turkish distinction. According to Ioannou, poets that write after 1974 seek to ‘rid their thought and 

creative processes from any ‘protectors’, and from all political or hegemonic guardians’ (30), referring to 

both the cultural and constitutional affiliations to the ‘motherlands’ of Greece, Turkey, and the UK.201  

While Ioannou’s argument brings together many of the considerations that interest me in the 

context of this chapter, such as the political subject; cultural hegemonization; division-as-mutilation; he is 

more concerned with defining a certain aesthetic ideology, with convincing his reader of the existence of 

a new ‘school’ or ‘movement’. I, on the other hand, am more interested in the ways in which poetry from 

this period develops and exhibits a ‘geographic consciousness’ that is at once specific to Cyprus but is 

also relevant beyond the confines of the island in the structures and techniques it employs, in the 

worldview that it stands for, and in the ways in which it reflects an epistemology of displacement. A 

‘geographic consciousness’ acknowledges and enacts the merging of ‘physical space and imaginary’; the 

inextricable nature of the human subject and geography, which gives rise to a new political awareness that 

is more open to the island’s relational history and its (literal and metaphorical) place in the world.  

  One of the most representative poems of post-1974 Cypriot poetry is the poem “Yurdunu 

sevmeliymiş insan” (lit. “People must love their homeland” but translated as “Which Half?”) by Turkish 

Cypriot poet Neşe Yaşın (b. 1959). Yaşın’s poem illustrates the effect of geographical division and 

internal displacement on the Cypriot political and poetical subject, and it also responds to the pre-existing 

                                                   
201 The reference to the constitutionally-ratified ‘guarantor powers’ of the island that were meant to 
‘protect’ Cyprus but ultimately brought about its division, is clear here. I offer an extensive analysis of the 
importance of the 1960 Constitution of the Republic of Cyprus as a foreboding performative act with 
political, cultural, and geopolitical ramifications that led to the island’s division in 1974 below.  
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divisions among Greek and Turkish Cypriots that I have outlined in the brief history of the island above. 

Yaşın is one of the most well-known poets in Cyprus today, and her name as well as her work is 

recognizable and appropriated by both Greek and Turkish Cypriots. Her family was displaced during the 

intercommunal fighting in the 1960s, moving to a Turkish Cypriot enclave in Nicosia in 1963. Yaşın 

herself occupies an especially liminal position the internally displaced Cypriot population: she is one of 

the very few Turkish Cypriots who chose to live on the south side of the island.202 Her poem illustrates the 

potency of the island’s geophysical division as a poetic topos for Greek and Turkish Cypriots, and its 

interconnectedness to the experience of displacement.  

 
Yurdunu sevmeliymiş insan 
Öyle diyor hep babam 
Benim yurdum ikiye bölünmüş    
Ortasından hangi yarısını sevmeli insan?  
 
 
A Person must love his homeland 
This is what my father always says 
My homeland was broken in two 
Between the two, which half should one love? 

 
 
Neşe Yaşın’s representation of division is basic, but that is precisely its appeal. It brings together both 

literal and metaphorical division; the patriarchal state of geopolitical affairs; the territorial element of 

politics; and the aporic state of the displaced, what I identified in Chapter II as an integral component of 

the worldview of forced migration.  

 The poem’s politics is clear: the country is one, but it is broken in two. The poetic voice is ‘torn’ 

between the two ‘sides’: the geopolitical split is a split of the subject, too. Like Euripides’ Helen (briefly 

examined in Chapter 1) the poetic voice is between (‘ortasından’) two places by virtue of being in both of 

them at once. The image of ‘two halves of a whole’ created by the poem allows for identity and alterity to 

exist simultaneously. In this sense, it is paradigmatic of Cyprus as a space where processes of self-

                                                   
202 Yaşın first moved to the south of the island for a temporary job in 1996, but ended up staying (The 
Irish Times). At the time of writing she still holds her teaching post at the University of Cyprus. 
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othering play out. The poetry of the internally displaced people of Cyprus, then, can also serve as a model 

for a poetics of self-othering, which is anchored in the physical experience of displacement; the alteration, 

and estrangement, of the hitherto familiar island space; and the restrictions this alteration placed on 

Cypriots’ movement for almost forty years; experiences shared by both Greek and Turkish Cypriots, but 

also by other ethnic minorities on the island such as the Armenians and Maronites. 

There are, however, some references in the poem that would be legible only to a Turkish-

speaking readers: the reference to ‘father’, for example, holds a productive double meaning. First, it 

alludes to Turkey and the way in which Cyprus is referred to there as the ‘small’ or ‘baby’ motherland 

(‘yavrum vatan’). Second, taken literally, the same term also alludes to Yaşın’s own father, Özker Yashin, 

himself a poet whose work before 1974 was overtly nationalistic.203 While such subtleties of language 

may allow for more layers of interpretation to be open to Turkish-speaking readers, Yaşın’s gendered 

rendition of Cyprus’ division, highlighting the patriarchal elements of political and cultural 

hegemonization that each community suffers by their respective ‘motherland,’ appeals to readers from 

both communities on the island.  

In their book Dispossession: The Performative in the Political (2013), Judith Butler and Athena 

Athanassiou make the case for the interlinked nature of social dispossession and the process of becoming 

of the human subject. Athanassiou’s definition is helpful in realizing the difference between the two 

interpretations of the term: 

On the one side, dispossession signifies an inaugural submission of the subject-to-be to norms of 
intelligibility, a submission which, in its paradoxical simultaneity with mastery, constitutes the 
ambivalent and tenuous processes of subjection… On the other side…being dispossessed refers to 
processes and ideologies by which persons are disowned and abjected by normative and 
normalizing powers that define cultural intelligibility and that regulate the distribution of 
vulnerability: loss of land and community; ownership of one’s living body by another person, as 
in histories of slavery; subjection to military, imperial, and economic violence; poverty, 
securitarian regimes, biopolitical subjectivation, liberal possessive individualism, neoliberal 
governmentality, and precaritization (143). 

                                                   
203 One of his poetry collections was dedicated to Mustafa Kemal Ataturk: Kıbrıs’tan Atatürk’e (From 
Cyprus to Ataturk) (1957) and another is titled Mehmetçik Kıbrıs’ta (The Turkish Soldier in Cyprus) 
(1960). He stopped writing poetry after 1974.  
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‘Dispossession’ is part of the processes of subjection, but it is also the process by which ‘persons are 

disowned and abjected’ in a physical and social sense. The relationality implied by the first type of 

dispossession is what makes humans vulnerable to the social/political disenfranchisement named as the 

second type of dispossession. Butler elaborates on the ways the dual meaning of the term reveals how 

each individual is bound to every other and that that interdependency pre-exists the constitution of the 

subject, thus being a part of its very emergence:  

In the first sense, we are dispossessed of ourselves by virtue of some kind of contact with another, 
by virtue of being moved and even surprised or disconcerted by that encounter with alterity. The 
experience itself is not simply episodic, but can and does reveal one basis of relationality – we do 
not simply move ourselves, but are ourselves moved by what is outside us, by others, but also by 
whatever “outside” resides in us (my emphasis). For instance, we are moved by others in ways 
that disconcert, displace, and dispossess us; we sometimes no longer know precisely who we are, 
or by what we are driven, after contact with some other or some other group, or as a result of 
someone else’s actions (156). 

 

Yaşın’s poem demonstrates the ‘outside residing’ within the Cypriot poetic subject, which is constituted 

as it establishes a basis of relationality with alterity. The poem’s final line is the poetic voice ‘no longer 

know[ing] precisely who it is’; an aporia that demonstrates the destabilizing condition of the poetic 

voice, undoubtedly produced by the division of the country and the poetic subject’s subsequent 

displacement.  

The second sense of dispossession is bound to the first. For if we are beings who can be deprived 
of place, livelihood, shelter, food, and protection, if we can lose our citizenship, our homes, and 
our rights, then we are fundamentally dependent on those powers that alternately sustain or 
deprive us, and that hold a certain power over our very survival. Even when we have our rights, 
we are dependent on a mode of governance and a legal regime that confers and sustains those 
rights. And so we are already outside of ourselves before any possibility of being dispossessed of 
our rights, land, and modes of belonging (my emphasis) (170). 

 

One of the ramifications of this composite definition of dispossession is that one can find, in the most 

horrifying, and historically or politically specific situations, a personal, universally applicable relevance: 

that of the subject-to-be. The dispossessed of the Cyprus conflict and their subsequent mode of displaced 

living and thinking are one such example.  
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Butler and Athanassiou’s definition of the dispossessed also ties our humanity and vulnerability 

as humans both to the concept of property (this contrasts to Hannah Arendt’s formulation of the human as 

citizen204) and by extension to land: ancestral, private, national or otherwise: ‘In the political imaginary of 

(post)colonial capitalist western modernity and its claims of universal humanity, being and having are 

constituted as ontologically akin to each other; being is defined as having; having is constructed as an 

essential prerequisite of proper human being’ (Butler and Athanasiou 275). Physical dis-place-ment is 

thus an event of dispossession that highlights the interdependence of the subject-to-be, including its 

desires and imaginaries, with geography. The production of the subject is a process, combining the 

‘inaugural submission to norms of intelligibility’ as well as the continuous exposure to ‘processes and 

ideologies’ that we consider social, political, ‘external’ events. In the elision of the two via dispossession, 

Butler and Athanassiou argue for a continuum between an ‘inside’ and ‘outside,’ mirroring, mutatis 

mutandi, Henri Lefebvre’s assessment of the unity of mental and social space. 

The internally displaced people of Cyprus have been dispossessed by intercommunal fighting, by 

the Turkish invasion, by forced displacement, and by the government failing to adequately compensate 

them for their material losses for over four decades. Among many poets, as Yaşın’s poem shows, this 

‘social’ dispossession directly translates into a recognition of the relationality of the subject itself, both 

with regards to others and with regards to the space, or ‘land’, it occupies.205 This explains the ‘paradox’ 

identified by Bekir Azgin, a Turkish Cypriot writer and academic, about the development of relations 

between the two sides after the island’s division in 1974: ‘It is a tragic paradox that it was only after the 

physical separation of the two Cypriot communities, that they started to show a certain interest in the 

‘high culture’, including literature, of the ‘other side’ (147).206 This paradoxical condition invites poets, 

                                                   
204 Most elaborately developed in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951).  

205 Or is forbidden from occupying. 

206 This corroborates the chapter’s claim that the broader moment of internal displacement suffered by 
most Cypriots between 1963 – 1974, cresting in the aftermath of the Turkish invasion, is the starting point 
of a common imaginary predicated on division and displacement.   
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such as Yaşın, to adopt an irresolvable in-between space that is irreducible to one identity or another; that 

refuses to occupy just ‘one side’ or ‘the other’. Relationality is revealed by dispossession: and in the case 

of Cyprus, by displacement. 

Implicit in the impossible dilemma of the poetic subject in Yaşın’s poem is its relationship to the 

cultural ‘center’ of the ‘fatherland,’ and by extension the status of Cypriot literature vis-a-vis the centers 

of Athens and Istanbul. The fractured island space creates a desire for the whole. This desire applies to the 

island’s territory; to the Cypriots’ understanding of their own identity as potentially superseding that of 

the Greek and Turkish ‘motherlands’; and to the creation of a Cypriot literary canon that could bridge the 

nationalist divide. It is worth noting here that Yaşın’s poem can also be seen as translating, or 

transposing, the Father’s conception of the ‘fatherland’ (the abstract, third-person possessive ‘yurdunu’) 

into something radically different by appropriating and possessing it (‘Benim yurdum’ is an emphatic 

double possessive: ‘my homeland’). Yaşın’s poem demonstrates how division paradoxically connects a 

new generation of Cypriots to the ‘yurt’ (the ‘land’; ‘country’; ‘motherland’) of Cyprus in a much more 

powerful way than any abstract nationalist sentiment could. In this reading, Yaşın’s poem consolidates the 

agency of the dispossessed subject. While the Green Line, like other borders and checkpoints, ‘works to 

foreclose the possibility of co-habitation, or, to put it differently, to make the relational form of 

dispossession impossible … this condition of bodily enclosure and exposure can become the occasion not 

only of subjugation but also of resilience, courage, and struggle’ (Butler Athanassiou 319).  

From a cultural political perspective, a great part of that resilience and struggle in “Which Half?” 

has to do with the relationality that it exposes, and its ability to touch, and move, both Greek and Turkish 

Cypriots. This gives the poem a high coefficient of ‘translatability.’207 The poem is an extremely 

                                                   
207 In the broader sense used by Antonio Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks to describe the communication 
of political concepts across linguistic, national and ethnic divides. As Brigit Wagner writes in her paper 
on the concept of Gramscian ‘translatability’ and ‘cultural translation’: ‘my claim is that Gramsci’s 
attention for translatability of discourses and cultures has its most profound roots in his early every day-
experience of differences: as a member of a minority culture – he was born and raised in Sardinia, a very 
peculiar region of Italy with its own history and an indigenous language, hence providing him an early 
experience of bilinguism – and as a politician who was well aware not only of class differences but also 
of regional or national mentalities and cultures. He discusses linguistic and cultural differences as sources 
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formative text in the Cypriot context, and one that transcended the Greek/Turkish Cypriot divide through 

its affective and ideological translatability.208 Its Greek translation was set to music by Marios Tokas,209 

one of the most famous Greek Cypriot composers of the early 1990s, and it is widely taught in schools in 

both communities. This means that even for people born after 1974, Yaşın’s poem becomes the first point 

of contact for understanding the situation of Cyprus as the division of a whole, and for the potential 

relationality between inhabitants of Cyprus with both their Greek or Turkish counterparts and the north or 

south ‘part’ of the island, which they may have never physically experienced.210  

Cultural scholar Marilena Zakheos has argued, in relation to Yaşın’s poem, that while ‘the trend 

in Cypriot literature today complicates a simplistic adherence to nationalism, one poem may only take on 

so much of the work needed for resolution’ (60). While it is true that a single poem alone, or that 

literature alone, cannot provide enough impetus for political change, there is no doubt that the conditions 

for a joint geographical and political imaginary, a common historical ‘starting point’, were largely defined 

by the post-1974 generation of Cypriot poets like Yaşın. In their association of the island’s geographical 

division and the emergence of a new political subject, ruptured like the island itself, displaced within their 

own country, unable to return because of policies of segregation and military occupation, they offer both 

                                                   
of misunderstanding in various parts of the Prison Notebooks and, in a more personal way, in his letters to 
his Sardinian family, his Russian wife Julka, and his sister-in-law Tania’ (3). 

208 Imminent in the poem’s ‘translatability’ is its vulnerability to overdetermination and re-appropriation. 
As Marilena Zackheos notes, the Greek version has also been used to forward a Greek nationalistic 
sentiment. This is both a mark of the translation’s success, and of its status as an entirely new work.  

209 The title of the song in Greek is “Η Δική µου η Πατρίδα” (“My Country”, with an emphatic possessive 
echoing the one in the Turkish original). As Marilena Zakheos points out, the poem has turned into ‘a sort 
of national anthem for Greek Cypriots. Tokas has frequently stated that in this song he sees the potential 
of crumbling down walls of animosity. Disappointingly, a recent search of mine for the Greek version of 
the song on www.youtube.com revealed several interpretations of Yashin’s work that maintain racist 
sentiment and thwart reconciliation’ (60). 

210 Before a handful of checkpoints opened in 2003, movement across the buffer zone was effectively 
impossible. Yet even in the years since 2003, a large part of (especially) the Greek Cypriot population 
refuses to cross to the north for political/ideological reasons. Most see the act of crossing as recognizing 
the rogue state in the north, and as giving it legitimacy. 
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an example of an ethics and aesthetics of displacement, and a reminder of the island as a whole. This is 

especially significant as the island’s division continues, and the affective impact of this ‘displaced’ 

poetics wanes. People who have experienced both sides of the island grow older and their numbers are 

decreasing. Studying the post-1974 generation of internally displaced poets, both Greek and Turkish 

Cypriots, is a way of keeping the imaginary of the island as a syncretic whole alive, and of ensuring a 

practice of cultural translation both across the Greek and Turkish Cypriot divide and across the temporal 

rift in the modern history of the island marked by the 1960s and 1970s. As such, the poetics of 

displacement, along with its production of an alternative geographic consciousness that breaks free from 

the polarity of Greek and Turkish nationalisms, is valuable not only as an aesthetic model, but as a 

methodology of negotiating shared and contested cultural and geopolitical spaces.     

It is telling that it was the island’s division, and the experience of displacement by a large number 

of Cypriots (a number that is decreasing as time goes by) and not the creation of the independent Republic 

of Cyprus in 1960 that established the ‘interest’ of the two sides’ literary elites to one another.211 This is 

because the very Constitution of the new state established a ‘mode of governance and a legal regime’ 

(Butler Athanasiou 170) that exacerbated nationalistic sentiments and precluded a cross-community 

imaginary, which dispossessed the political subjects of the Republic of Cyprus from their very inception 

as such. In this context, the poetic voice in Yaşın’s poem is already outside of itself vis-a-vis the 

‘normative and normalizing’ patriarchal powers of nation-building and nationalism. Literally ‘moved by 

others’ in the push to create a geographical ‘other side’ in the (mental) image of two contesting 

nationalisms, the poetic voice in Yaşın’s poem is re-constituted between and betwixt those ‘two sides,’ 

producing an imaginary of a poetic (and political) subject that the very institution of the Republic of 

Cyprus and its Constitution had foreclosed in 1960, and which the ongoing division of the island mirrors 

and further entrenches.  

                                                   
211 As the Appendix demonstrates, literature was used to build and support the Greek and Turkish 
nationalisms in the decades leading up to 1974. 
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Constitutional, Metageographical and Literary Divisions 

The geographical division of the island, contingent as it is on demographic homogenization (itself 

possible only through the displacement/dispossession of Cyprus’ population) corresponds uncannily to 

the way the Constitution of the Republic of Cyprus defined the limits of citizenship in 1960. As such, the 

Constitution can be read as performing the unity of mental, social, and lived space. The newly-minted 

Cypriot state – the Republic of Cyprus – provided for proportional representation and a Turkish Cypriot 

Vice President. An example of a (failed) consociational democracy,212 the Republic of Cyprus confronted 

the Greek Cypriots (approximately eighty percent of the population) with the fact of sharing power over 

the island with a Turkish Cypriot minority (roughly eighteen percent of the population at the time), but 

‘the outcome of independence did not satisfy the aspirations of either of the ethnic groups. Both in fact 

continued to pursue their respective aims of enosis and taksim after 1960’ (Papadakis, Peristianis, Welz 

2). Intending to bring the two communities together in a functional state apparatus, the consociational 

constitution of the Republic of Cyprus instead entrenched the division of the Cypriot people between the 

‘Greek’ and ‘Turkish’ national categories – and their religious correlates of ‘Greek Christian Orthodox’ 

and ‘Muslim’ – by defining citizenship along an ethnic axis and by involving the ‘motherlands’ of Greece 

and Turkey as guarantors of the state. 

As a legal document with performative power,213 the Constitution of the Republic of Cyprus is a 

‘script’ that interpellates the Cypriot political subject as either ‘Greek’ or ‘Turkish.’ Article 2 of the 

Constitution demonstrates how Cyprus’ independence was predicated on this categorization:   

                                                   
212 A ‘term developed by the Dutch political scientist Arend Lijphart to explain the mechanisms of 
political stability in societies with deep social cleavages. Through government by an elite cartel, a 
democracy with a fragmented political culture was stabilized, e.g. Austria, Belgium, the Netherlands’ 
(Grant)   

213 As defined by Austin’s speech-act work and Judith Butler’s work on performativity: the claim that 
subject identities are performed and there are no pre-existing essences. The concept of performativity (a) 
‘seeks to counter a certain kind of positivism according to which we might begin with already delimited 
understandings of what gender, the state, and the economy are’; (b) ‘it works to counter a certain 
metaphysical presumption about culturally constructed categories and to draw our attention to the diverse 
mechanisms of that construction’; (c) ‘performativity starts to describe a set of processes that produce 
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1. the Greek Community comprises all citizens of the Republic who are of Greek origin and 
whose mother tongue is Greek or who share the Greek cultural traditions or who are members of 
the Greek-Orthodox Church;  

2. the Turkish Community comprises all citizens of the Republic who are of Turkish 
origin and whose mother tongue is Turkish or who share the Turkish cultural traditions or who 
are Moslems;  

3. citizens of the Republic who do not come within the provisions of paragraph (1) or (2) 
of this Article shall, within three months of the date of the coming into operation of this 
Constitution, opt to belong to either the Greek or the Turkish Community as individuals (my 
emphasis), but, if they belong to a religious group, shall so opt as a religious group and upon such 
option they shall be deemed to be members of such Community … 
 

A unitary state was created that depended on the division of people into two often impossible categories. 

Indeed, the function of the law (which also set the ground for the state of exception214 that followed the 

partial suspension of the Constitution in 1974 and implicitly created Cyprus’ current de facto215 situation) 

excludes other kinds of categories for citizen. Any potential for a ‘mixed’ or syncretic identity is 

suppressed. The creation of a Cypriot political subject cognizant of its relationality, innovatively asserted 

by the poetic subject in Yaşın’s poem, is not only absent, but is in fact actively foreclosed by the 

Constitution from the get-go.  

Understood in this way, the Constitution set the scene for the dispossession of not just the 

internally displaced citizens of Cyprus, but of all of the island’s citizens. The impact on the cultural life of 

the island of this narrow definitional requirement for citizenship was, and continues to be, profound. 

Mehmet Yaşın (Neşe Yaşın’s brother, himself a very prominent Turkish Cypriot poet) outlines the far-

reaching political and cultural implications of the ingrained polarity of Cyprus’ society: 

the discourse of bi-communalism…takes it for granted that there are two, only two, essentially 
defined communities in Cyprus indexed upon their so-called ‘motherlands’ … it operates on the 
assumption that other Cypriots – such as Maronites, Latin Catholics, Armenians, Arabs, Britons, 
etc. – don’t exist or don’t matter. Indeed, many Cypriots of mixed backgrounds have found 
themselves having to identify with one of the two communities in conflict, and to be either Greek 
or Turk (Step-Mothertongue 8). 

                                                   
ontological effects, that is, that work to bring into being certain kinds of realities or, fourthly, that lead to 
certain kinds of socially binding consequences’ (Butler, “Performative Agency” 147). 

214 See Agamben 2005. 

215 In contrast to de jure (by law). 
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Article 2 of Cyprus’ constitution makes it clear that at the moment of the nation-state’s inception there 

was no space for alternative identities, including a cross-communal ‘Cypriot identity’,216 even if the 

island’s territorial integrity and political independence were supposed to be the Constitution’s ultimate 

goals. By requiring its inhabitants to literally ‘take sides,’ the Cypriot nation-state attempted to minimize, 

or regulate, the proliferation of identities by limiting the officially recognized categories of citizenship to 

two. While it is widely accepted that ‘nationalism suppresses the process of creolization or syncretization 

in the construction of the nation’ (Stephanides, “Translation and Ethnography” 301), the case of Cyprus 

reinforced two contrasting nationalisms, each perpetuating its own ‘pure and homogeneous’ narrative, 

adding fuel to the fire of already tense relations between the two imagined communities.  

With no mental space of overlap at the time of independence, the island’s division appears less as 

a rupture and more as an enactment of the mutual exclusivity of the two nationalisms’ demands. Because 

the island space cannot (help but) be shared, it is eventually divided, something that the Constitution itself 

attempted (but failed) to prevent. In fact, the very Constitution might have contributed to the acceleration 

of its own breakdown. 

The Cypriot Constitution’s structure perpetuated the concurrent, but mutually exclusive, 

affiliation of Cyprus’ population to two different political centers even after independence. The modes of 

production and distribution of literature and the arts on the island also reflect the Constitutional 

arrangement of Cypriots looking towards Athens and Istanbul as cultural and political centers, something 

that was even further consolidated by the island’s division in 1974.217 While the island’s two communities 

                                                   
216 The Constitution also suppressed the emergence of a Cypriot identity, which would necessarily have to 
be a multivalent, inclusive one and would need to supersede the ethno-national distinction between 
‘Greeks’ and ‘Turks’. John Reddaway, a former Colonial Administrative Secretary in Cyprus in the 1950s 
correctly recognized, twenty years before the Turkish invasion and the physical division of the island, that 
the Cyprus problem was a problem of ‘the absence of a cohesive Cypriot identity’ (87). 

217 Neşe Yaşın’s poem “Which Half?” highlights the tensions played out between the Turkish Cypriot 
population’s national, cultural and geographical relationships to the Turkish ‘motherland’ by infusing the 
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shared the center of Constantinople/Istanbul - albeit for very different reasons - in the first two centuries 

of Ottoman control over the island,218 a gradual turn towards Athens, consolidated by the Greek 

Revolution, continues to define the Greek Cypriot imaginary of a national-qua-cultural center.  

In fact, the term ‘Cypriot literature’ has incited heated debates among (especially) Greek Cypriot 

scholars and authors, many of whom contend it ‘does not exist apart from Greek literature’ (qtd.  in 

Calotychos, “(Pre)Occupied Space” 49). The implication here is that if one recognizes literature written in 

Turkish on Cyprus as Cypriot, then one helps to legitimize the so-called Turkish Republic of Northern 

Cyprus and the island’s occupation by the Turkish military.219 Noting the intellectual backlash incited by 

a 1997 conference in London titled “From Nationalism to Multi-Culturalism: New Interpretations in the 

Literatures of Cyprus, Greece and Turkey,” Vangelis Calotychos asserts that it is largely the ‘relation of 

the literary landscape to the geographical, or even geopolitical, terrain that is, doubtless, implied in the 

title’s tripartite schema (some would say pairing) of Cyprus, Greece and Turkey’ (“(Pre)Occupied Space” 

50) which provokes such a strong rejection of ‘Cypriot’ as a term that may encapsulate more than one 

identities. Literary categories and definitions suffer from a similarly reductive, bi-nationalist perspective 

entrenched by the Constitution.  

In addition to creating a bi-communal government, the 1960 Constitution included a safeguard of 

the island’s territorial integrity through two international treaties appended to it: the Treaty of Guarantees 

and the Treaty of Establishment. The former established Greece, Turkey and the UK as ‘guarantor 

powers’ to the Cypriot state while the latter gave the British two percent of the island’s territory, as UK 

                                                   
poem with a patriarchal power structure (‘Babam’ – ‘father’) that underpins familial and nationalistic 
discourses, the latter being inextricably tied to a territory (‘yurt’ – ‘country’). 

218 Kappler makes the case of Constantinople being the administrative center for both communities; the 
cultural center for Turkish Cypriots; and a religious and ‘lost’ cultural center for the Greeks of Cyprus. 
Where the Ottomans would celebrate Istanbul’s Ottomanization, the Greeks would lament its fall. See 
Kappler.  

219 Such critics’ detractors, like George Kechagioglou and Lefteris Papaleontiou, claim that the driving 
force behind this scholarly attitude is ‘a nationalistic ideology … and associations with Enosis’ 
(Kechagioglou, “Contemporary Cypriot Literature” 248). 
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sovereign bases. The goal of the Treaty of Guarantee was to prohibit the partial or whole union or 

secession of the island to another country: 

The Republic of Cyprus undertakes to ensure the maintenance of its independence, territorial 
integrity (my emphasis) and security…It undertakes not to participate, in whole or in part, in any 
political or economic union with any State whatsoever. It accordingly declares prohibited any 
activity likely to promote, directly or indirectly, either union with any other State or partition of 
the Island (Treaty of Guarantee Article I). 

 

It is clear from this first Article that each of the two dominant nationalist imaginaries was also linked to a 

corresponding geographic imaginary of the island: the Greek Cypriots envisaged Enosis with Greece; the 

Turkish Cypriots taksim, or partition, and their assimilation to the Turkish state. The Constitution, 

therefore, attempted to regulate the island’s internal geography as well as its geographical relationship to 

countries outside of it.220 However, it did so by binding Cyprus to an impossible triangle, which would 

ultimately bring about that very partition that the Constitution was meant to protect against. It is worth 

noting here that this particular Treaty of Guarantee has been singled out by legal scholars and historians 

for its exceptional nature. Characterized as a so-called ‘interested guarantee,’ due to the involvement of 

other interested parties, the Treaty ultimately implies that ‘the absolute guarantee of the inviolability of 

Cypriot territory constitutes a restriction on the country’s independence, but does not amount to a 

protectorate, a condominium, or a co-imperium’ (Ress 112). 

The Guarantor Powers agreed to ‘prohibit … any activity aimed at promoting, directly or 

indirectly, either union of Cyprus with any other State or partition of the Island’ (Treaty of Guarantee 

Article II). In the event of a breach, the guarantor powers could ‘consult together with respect to the 

representations or measures necessary to ensure observance of these provisions’ and ‘in so far as common 

or concerted action may not prove possible, each of the three guaranteeing Powers reserves the right to 

take action with the sole aim of re-establishing the state of affairs created by the present Treaty (my 

emphasis)’ (Treaty of Guarantee Article IV). The irony here is that Cyprus’ territorial integrity was 

                                                   
220 Even though these weren’t entirely ‘external’ powers since they were implicated in the very 
constitution (and annexed to the Constitution) of the Cypriot state. 
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allegedly safeguarded by dividing the island up in more ways than one. First, by institutionalizing and 

further entrenching the Greek/Turkish Cypriot difference; second, by handing two percent of the island’s 

territory to the British as ‘sovereign bases’, still in use today; and third, by making the island an overlap 

of three other countries’ interests and spheres of influence.  

Adapting – and reversing – one of Braudel’s evocative images of the way the Mediterranean 

functions as a zone of influence, the Republic of Cyprus was made to at once ‘pulse out’ (to Greece, 

Turkey and the UK), but mostly to ‘pulse in’, almost shrinking into non-existence, as the borders of 

Greece, Turkey and the UK effectively expanded outward, an impossible Venn diagram with Cyprus as 

its central overlap.221 The process of law-making and international diplomacy produced a metageography 

that challenged Cyprus’ self-containment as an island with clear-cut natural borders,222 but also the extent 

to which the Republic of Cyprus was actually sovereign. When Turkey used its power as a guarantor to 

invade the island in 1974, it claimed its right to intervene under Article IV. Article IV – as a legal tool – is 

crucial in understanding the connection between the mental cartographies of nationalism and their 

practical, geopolitical repercussions.  

 

Geographic Consciousness: A Literary Product of Displacement  

I have outlined the historical and legal circumstances that led to the production of a de facto 

arrangement of geopolitical space in Cyprus post-1974, briefly touching on the ways in which the poetry 

of displaced Cypriots reflects the inextricability of geographical, political and cultural imaginaries. In this 

following section, I will examine in more detail the mental space that Cypriot poetry produces as a result 

of the de facto geographical division of the island. In order to do so, I will look at poems by Andriana 

                                                   
221 It is telling that the editors of a compelling volume of interdisciplinary articles on nationalism and 
Cyprus titled their book Nationalism in the Troubled Triangle, alluding perhaps also to the deadly, yet 
mystifying, phenomenon of the Bermuda triangle. 

222 This would, perhaps, correspond to the creation of a unitary Cypriot identity, since that is often the 
reason cited for the island’s civil strife and one of the major causes that brought about its ultimate 
division.  
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Ierodiaconou (b. 1952), Kyriacos Charalambides (b. 1940) and Neşe Yaşın. The mismatch of visions 

between the island’s natural border (associated with life before the traumas of the 1960s and 1974) and 

the de facto border post-1974 is one of the main reasons why post-1974 poetry on Cyprus has insisted on 

reconstituting the island space through cartographic and geographic tropes. If, as Tom Conley writes, 

‘account is taken of the fact that the history of cartography is marked by the appropriation, control, and 

administration of power,’ (Cartographic Cinema 5) the use of geographic and cartographic tropes is a 

means for Cypriot poets to mimic and reclaim that power, by turning their poems into maps that both 

(dis)orient the newly-formed displaced Cypriot subject in the newly-formed Cypriot space and conjure an 

alternative geography through an imagined cartography that is their poem. 

 The poetry of Andriana Ierodiaconou responds to the division of the island with poems that 

emphasize the destabilizing effect of displacement and division, as well as the poet’s capacity to 

reconstitute, reimage, and re-assemble the island space. Ierodiaconou’s poetry, especially her first poetry 

collection titled Της Κώµης Αίγιαλου (Of Komis Aegialou) published in 1983, channels the geographical 

and imaginary destabilization experienced by Cypriots in the aftermath of 1974 into a poetic vision of 

emotional economy and incompleteness. Perhaps the most characteristic example of the effect of the 

island space’s violent reconfiguration post-1974 on the human subject is found in Ierodiaconou’s poem 

“Πεδίο Μάχης” (“Battlefield”) which opens with a surreal image 

Πεδίο Μάχης 
 
Περίεργο   
πώς στέκουν όλα ανάποδα σε τούτο το νησί.  
 
Ανάποδος ο δρόµος που παίρνουµε δυτικά  
ενώ η καρδιά µας τραβά ακριβώς παράλληλη πορεία  
στον άλλο δρόµο που χάθηκε   
επειδή µισό µίλι δεξιά των µατιών µας.  
 
Ανάποδες οι πορτοκαλιές 
διψούν αντίθετα στες πορτοκαλιές της ζωής µας 
το χώµα αέρας και ο αέρας 
γεµάτος ξερές ρίζες από την άλλη µεριά. 
 
Να’µαστε εµείς απ’εκεί κι εκείνοι ποτέ! 
Νά’ταν οι διώχτες διωγµένοι και οι φυγές µας 
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στο δίκαιο κέντρο του καθρέφτη! 
 
Αν πάρουµε το νησί ολόκληρο   
και το γυρίσουµε ανάποδα σαν πουκάµισο  
 
Αν τες νύχτες ανοίξουµε τες πόρτες µας  
 
 
Battlefield 
 
Strange 
how everything stands the wrong way round on this             
island. 
 
Wrong way round the road we take to the west 
while our heart follows a course precisely parallel 
on the other road, that was lost 
because a half-mile to the right of our eyes. 
 
Wrong way round the orange trees 
thirsting inversely to the orange trees of life 
the earth air and the air  
full of dry roots on the opposite side. 
 
That we might be there and they never! 
That the pursuers might be pursued and our flight 
in the just centre of the mirror! 
 
If we take the whole island 
and turn it inside out like a shirt 
 
If at night we open our doors 
 
 

 The poem’s opening line describes the uncanny feeling that dominates the poetic voice’s 

encounter with the newly-divided geography of a once-familiar space: ‘strange’. The new material reality 

of the island contradicts the poetic subject’s (now obsolete) geographical imaginary. It is notable that the 

poetic voice is the measure according to which the ‘rightness’ or ‘wrongness’ of ‘everything’ on the 

island is assessed. This draws a direct link between subject formation, modes of knowledge formation and 

lived geography. Ierodiaconou describes material elements such as ‘the road’ and ‘the orange trees’ as 

being ‘the wrong way round’ through juxtaposing them to the road and orange trees in the poetic voice’s 

mind, which remain unseen, unseeable: ‘our heart follows a course precisely parallel/ on the other road, 

that was lost’; ‘the orange trees of life’ (my emphasis). The subject’s imaginary clashes with the subject’s 
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physical movement across a wildly reduced space. The unfinished subordinate clause in the second stanza 

(‘because half a mile to the right of our eyes’) mimics the poetic voice’s refusal, or inability, to 

acknowledge this newly formed, absurd geographical reality, as well as her physical inability to get there. 

Is the object located ‘only half a mile to the right’ the old road they used to take, or is the poem referring 

to the de facto border, the Green Line? The fact that the sentence remains incomplete is an aporia that 

represents, in negative terms, the unproductive, almost nihilistic consequences of what I refer to as the 

hyper-borderification of the island space. Hyper-borderification prevents movement; it segregates 

absolutely; it freezes people in place and places in time; it completely blocks the innate porousness of a 

boundary. The Green Line, the UN buffer zone, also referred to as the dead zone, is the apex of this 

hyper-borderification. 

 That the poetic subject is already internalizing the island’s divided geography is evident from the 

use of deictic phrases such as ‘the other side’ in the third stanza and ‘over there’ in the fourth. Yet this 

forced segregation is also what motivates the poetic voice’s wish, that rings like an invocation, to recover 

that lost space: ‘That we might be [over] there and they never!’ ‘Να’µαστε εµείς απ’εκεί κι εκείνοι ποτέ!’. 

It should be noted here that the ‘they’ referred to here is not the Turkish Cypriots, but the Turkish 

occupying forces. This is clear from the following line, that describes them as ‘διώχτες’. Translated by the 

poet herself as ‘pursuers’, the Greek word used has more of the force of ‘persecutors’, conveying a 

violent agency that can only be associated with the Turkish military.  

 The new geographic state of affairs is destabilizing and engenders an aporic space. This is evident 

from the poem’s last three lines, that include two conditional clauses - ‘If we take the whole island/ and 

turn it inside out like a shirt’ and ‘If at night we open our doors’ – that are never completed. This is 

qualitatively similar to the final question in Neşe Yaşın’s poem. While the poetic voice may not be able to 

complete the thoughts offered, so destabilized is its hitherto established knowledge, the conditions 

presented contain the seeds of an imaginary that wants to transcend the division. The surreal image of 

turning the island ‘inside out like a shirt’ emphasizes that it refers to the whole island; and keeping ‘the 

doors open at night’ connotes an attempt to reclaim a feeling of trust and security even in the face of 
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military threat and a hitherto familiar environment that has turned hostile through the presence of a 

foreign army.  

 The title of Ierodiaconou’s poem– “Battlefield” – spreads the moment and space of conflict to the 

whole island, years after the actual invasion, by presenting the contradiction between the island’s material 

geography and the poetic voice’s geographical imaginary. The island’s division forces people into routes 

that are ‘abnormal’, almost absurd; affecting their physical movement as much as the ways they construct, 

and revise, knowledge. This shows the merging of the physical and the cognitive space, highlighting the 

subject’s very constitution by geography (mental and actual – both equally constructed and 

constructable).     

The aporic conclusion of Ierodiaconou’s poem echoes the final question of Yaşın’s “Which 

Half?”. The received knowledge of nationalism (‘father says…’), which pre-dates the moment of 

recognition of the poetic subject as split in half, is unable to offer the answer to the poetic subject’s final 

question: ‘which half should one love?’ The image of an island that is a singular entity in itself is offset 

by the more derivative interpretation of the Turkish Cypriot community as an extension of mainland 

Turkey and the rehashed nationalist, patriarchal slogans that Yaşın’s poem undermines. The poem 

presents both a ‘derivative’ and an ‘originary’ view of Cyprus as an island (see Deleuze, “Causes et 

Raisons”). The father’s claim associates Cyprus with the Turkish mainland both culturally and 

geographically, whereas the experience of a divided Cyprus allows another, as yet undefined but originary 

identity to break through from that very rupture. Ierodiaconou’s poem exhibits a similar desire for a new 

beginning – ‘turn the island inside out’ – an action that will treat the island ‘as a whole’ (‘ολόκληρο’).  

 At the heart of the mental and physical cartography and geography of division in Cyprus lies the 

Green Line, 223 an interchangeable term for the UN Buffer Zone, which features prominently in the poetry 

                                                   
223 The Green Line takes its name from the color of the pen that Major General Peter Young happened to 
be holding when he drew a line on a map of Nicosia – the island’s capital – intending to serve as a 
ceasefire line in 1963, when inter-communal conflict was in full swing. The Green Line was then 
extended throughout the island as a peace-keeping measure, after the Greek-backed coup that attempted 
to overthrow the Republic of Cyprus’ President, Archbishop Makarios III, was followed by the first part 
of the Turkish invasion of Cyprus, on July 20th 1974. When the Turkish army invaded again on the 15th 
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of displaced Cypriots. The history of its inception highlights the arbitrariness of an imagined, fictional 

boundary – a line drawn on a map – that first evolved into a ceasefire line during the mid-sixties, then a 

188 kilometer-long and four-kilometer wide buffer zone following the Turkish invasion and finally a de 

facto border with the unilateral declaration of independence of the so-called Turkish Republic of Northern 

Cyprus in 1983. Since the Turkish invasion of 1974, the Green Line has ‘acquired a physical and 

symbolic presence in daily life’ (Hadjipavlou 94). Not just a physical barrier and de facto border that was 

unpassable for almost thirty years until its partial opening in 2003, the Green Line marks the imaginary 

break between the Greek-Cypriot-controlled south part of the island and the Turkish-Cypriot-controlled 

north, referred to as ‘over here’ and ‘over there’ depending on which side one is in. The geographical 

segregation of Greek and Turkish Cypriots has given rise to an overwhelmingly imaginary construct of 

what each community refers to as the ‘other side’, bearing testament to the ways in which lived 

geography shapes the imaginary and vice versa.224  

 Nowhere is the effect of the Green Line more felt than in Nicosia, the island’s capital, ‘the last 

divided capital city of Europe’ ‘(Η τελευταία µοιρασµένη πρωτεύουσα της Ευρώπης’) (Nicosia 

Municipality website). As Irini Savvides very succinctly points out, ‘Nicosia may be seen as the topos, 

both a physical geo-political territory and an imaginary landscape that represents the entirety of Cyprus’ 

(106).225 Reflecting the potency of this topos, Andriana Ierodiaconou’s poem “Η Καρδιά της Λευκωσίας” 

                                                   
August 1974, the Green Line marked the end of the Turkish military’s movement through the island. On 
August 16th 1974, the UN Peacekeeping Force on the island marked the ceasefire lines on each side of the 
Green Line, and the buffer zone between them.  

224 See Appendix 2 for cartographic images that show the separate, often mutually exclusive imaginaries 
that have proliferated since the island’s geographical, political and ethnic division post-1974.  

225 Contrary to popular opinion, especially on Cyprus, the line is not a result of one conflict: engendered 
by the inter-communal strife on the island in the early 1960s, the line itself embodies the diachronicity 
and multivalence/multiple qualities/characteristics of the Cyprus problem. It started off as a ceasefire line 
during the ethnic clashes of 1963/1964, then was declared the ceasefire line during the invasion of 
Cyprus’ sovereign territory by a foreign actor (the Turkish military). Even the identity of the island’s 
most notorious boundary is over-determined. For an excellent study of the buffer zone and its meanings 
for Greek and Turkish Cypriots, in political, cultural and anthropological terms see Echoes from the Dead 
Zone: Across the Cyprus Divide by Yiannis Papadakis.  
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(“The Heart of Nicosia”) is both a search for the ‘heart of Nicosia’, the city’s literal center and its 

metaphoric essence post-division, and a litany of the many places that evoke this ‘heart’. The poem is 

prefaced by a real estate ad for land in the suburbs of ‘Archangelos’ – an area far from the city’s center – 

that refers to the area as being ‘in the city’. By contrasting the ad with another quote (from an unidentified 

source) that situates the ‘center of Nicosia’ ‘inside the walls’ (the Venetian walls that surround the old 

town) the poem bears testament to the shifting center of a city whose geographic arrangement was 

reconstituted following the 1963-1964 inter communal fighting, culminating in the division of its historic 

center in 1974.  The final stanza of the poem takes on an overtly political meaning: 

 
στον αρχάγγελο αρµόδιο διπλωµάτη  
στες γειτονιές  
σε εκκλησίες, τζαµές και περιοχές επίµαχες   
κάτω από κόκκινες και µπλέ σηµαίες  
 
η καρδιά της Λευκωσίας  
 
 
in embassies, at consulates 
at the official diplomat, an archangel, 
in neighborhoods 
in churches, mosques and contested areas 
under red and blue flags 
 
the heart of Nicosia 

The fact that there is no ‘heart’, in the sense of a center, anymore becomes evident as the poetic voice 

locates this in ‘embassies, consulates/ the archangel designated diplomat’. If these foreign political agents 

define and redefine the ‘center’, in their diplomatic, ambiguous language, then the center is not a matter 

of an objectively determinable, scientifically conclusive Cartesian center but an elusive construct. The 

city’s division, with its inevitable correlate of internal displacement, effects a metonymic ‘migration’ of 

its geographical center to all these other landmarks that the poem presents as supplements for it.  

 This elusiveness is complemented by the harsh, obstructive, forbidding, literally debilitating 

reality of the buffer zone: 
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Στα πίσω µαγαζιά 
κάτω από σκονισµένα νυφικά, πολυελαίους,  
υφάσµατα 
στον Αρχάγγελο µε πήχη και ψαλίδι 
στες βιτρίνες, στα φυλάκια 
στην Πράσινη Γραµµή που σταµατούµε 
 
η καρδιά της Λευκωσίας. 
 
 
In the back shops 
under dusty wedding dresses, chandeliers, textiles 
in Archangelos with a ruler and a pair of scissors 
in shop windows, at sentry posts 
at the Green Line where we stop 
 
the heart of Nicosia. 
 

Following the island (and the city’s) division, familiar ‘centers’ or ‘landmarks’ disappear, or are displaced 

(the sewing shops of the old town are now filled with ‘dusty wedding dresses’ while new measurements 

are taken in the suburb of Archangelos). In the place of old landmarks emerge other ones, signs of both 

the recent destabilization of the island’s geopolitical order and of its entrenched nature, of what I referred 

to as hyper-borderification above. The ‘Green Line’ is one such example of hyper-borderification. The 

regulation of movement that it imposes: ‘που σταµατούµε’ ‘where we stop’ becomes the ultimate ‘heart 

of Nicosia’; the ultimate representative center of a city divided, whose center point (both in geographic 

and imaginary terms) has proliferated ad infinitum. Unlike a projection of the subject’s internal 

experiences onto the landscape, or the use of nature as a mirror of the inner workings of the poetic 

subject, the use of geographical features (whether they are urban or natural) in Ierodiaconou’s poems is 

prompted by the sudden change of perspective of the relationship between a country/nation and its natural 

boundaries, which is especially felt by the internally displaced. The city is both familiar and unfamiliar: it 

becomes a palimpsest and specter of its undivided self.  
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Savvides has also convincingly argued that crossing the Green Line is a major theme in Cypriot 

poetry, especially among women poets,226 and that it takes different forms: ‘moving from the past to the 

present and perhaps to an imagined future whereby women break out of the prohibitions implicit in 

nationalism and cross the line of ethical dictates in the national imaginary’ (Savvides 107). One can even 

go further and say that the Green Line, with its concurrent hyper-regulation of bodies and hyper-

stimulation of the imaginary, is the very center of Cypriot literature post-1974, its anchor and its most 

potent topos. Moira Killoran writes that ‘the poets who reflect upon an oppositional position write 

themselves into the middle, into a poetic engagement of competing forms of historical representations: 

moving dialogically through these forms, allowing neither to dominate’ (132). Cyprus’ geographical 

division means that all poets reflect on an oppositional position, that is both literally and figuratively 

mapped, but internally displaced poets are even more preoccupied with the desire to cross the line, to 

return home. Even poets who are still inclined to highlight one form of historical representation over 

another (i.e. to cast Cyprus as either Greek or Turkish) must do so by confronting the absolute necessity 

of a ‘dialogical movement’ between the geographically experienced ‘two sides’.  

The highly regulating and dispossessing frameworks of displacement and the Green Line make 

translation a political act of resistance. In another poem by Neşe Yaşın, “Göndermesiz Mektuplar” 

(“Unsent Letters”) the poetic voice imagines a physical crossing of the border, that is accompanied by a 

linguistic shift away from both Greek and Turkish. Addressing the poem to a lover on ‘the other side,’ the 

poetic subject employs a strategy of transformation and transgression in order to fulfill the desire of a 

physical encounter that is rendered impossible by the de facto border: 

Geçiş izni yok 
aslında umutlardır izi silinen 
Özlemlerle çekilen günler hüzne dönüştü 
Beni bekleme 
öbür hücresinde acının 
… 

                                                   
226 Women activists were the first to attempt to cross the line after the Turkish invasion through the 
“Women Walk Home” initiative first in the spring of 1975, then in 1987 and 1989. For more information 
on the initiative, see Women Walk Home (1989), a short documentary directed by Popi Daniel. 
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herkese söyleyeceğım yasak adını 
 
Yürüyüp gideceğim sonra 
bir kedi kılığında 
 
Bekle beni 
kucağına al 
Türkçe “miyav” diyeceğım sana 
  
 
No permission to cross 
in reality it is the glimmer of hope which disappears 
days spent in longing have turned to sadness 
Don't wait for me 
in the other cell of sorrow 
... 
I will tell everyone you forbidden name 
 
I will then walk through 
dressed like a cat 
  
Wait for me 
take me in your arms 
I will say "miouw" to you in Turkish 
 

Transgression (‘your forbidden name’); transformation (‘dressed like a cat’); translation (‘miaov’) breach 

the dividing line both as mental and physical space and create the conditions for the poetic subject’s 

(willed and wilful) displacement to ‘the other side’. Addressing the need for a poetics of translatability, 

the final line of the poem is another blow to the hegemonic allegiances to the respective Cypriot 

‘motherlands’. The choice of the animal sound ‘meow’ breaks the binary of Greek/Turkish, while 

ironically asserting the unalterable fact of the lovers’ alterity: the poetic voice is still ‘Turkish’ and its 

lover still, presumably, ‘Greek’. Yet ‘meow’ is understood by both, it carves out a third space of 

communication without the burden of ethnicity hanging above the lovers’ heads. The internally displaced 

poetic voice is able to communicate both the divisions that keep the lovers apart and the transgression of 

those divisions.  

 Yaşın’s poem, bringing together affect, geopolitical separation, and displacement encapsulates 

the qualities that Emily Apter ascribes to translation as a cultural and political praxis: ‘Cast as an act of 

love (my emphasis), and as an act of disruption, translation becomes a means of repositioning the subject 
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in the world and in history; a means of rendering self-knowledge foreign to itself; a way of denaturalizing 

citizens, taking them out of the comfort zone of national space …’ (Apter 6). The poems of Andriana 

Ierodiaconou and Neşe Yaşın enact this process of self-othering, of ‘rendering self-knowledge foreign to 

itself’ by using the geographical reconstitution of the island space as the primary topos of an 

epistemology of displacement, with both aesthetic and political ramifications. Whether trying to cross the 

line of division, or observing the metonymic displacement of the ‘center’ of Nicosia as a by-product of 

forced movement and geographical division, the experience of internal displacement gives both 

Ierodiaconou and Yaşın a new moving ground through which to explore Cyprus’ poetical and political 

potential. 

 In his essay “The Homeland in Cypriot Poetry” Yiorgos Moleskis, a Greek-Cypriot poet and 

researcher, has convincingly identified the shift in Cypriot poetics post-1974 as one from ‘history to 

geography’. According to Moleskis, what triggers the turn to geography is the realization of the 

consequences of the 1974 war, and the effect of time, partition and fear of losing ‘the entire country’: 

‘Cypriot poets, both Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot, discovered their country as a unique 

geographical and historical place and gave it a new role and shape in their poetry, mainly after the events 

of 1974. Before that, for both communities, Cyprus was like a boat in the sea and each wanted it to sail 

towards the one or the other motherland’. While Moleskis’ essay makes an important introduction for this 

volta in the imaginary of Cyprus his investigation is limited to and inflected by a narrow definition of 

‘geography’ (mostly alluding to landscape and place names) as well as the political notion of ‘the 

homeland’. This is evident when he concludes his essay stating that ‘this identification with the history 

and the civilization of the island, as well as its geographical landscape, shows the need of the poets to 

define themselves, first of all, as Cypriots’. While this is true for many of the poets examined in this 

chapter, it is not true for all. Some Greek Cypriot poets, like Kyriacos Charalambides, for example, 

continue to think of themselves as Greek but their poetics have also been dramatically altered by the 

consequences of the island’s division. My approach, which involves identifying and analyzing the poetics 

of a ‘geographic consciousness’, attempts to correct the over-generalization proposed by Moleskis by 
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showing that geography as a topos in post-1974 Cypriot poetry is not necessarily only a vehicle for a 

political or ideological statement of ‘Cypriotness’, but it is instead a tool, a code, a language that 

demonstrates the inseparability of each poet’s geographical and political imaginary, and the proliferation 

of such imaginaries, which are a direct result of internal displacement and geographical division. Through 

such a reading, Cypriot poetry post-1974 can inform cultural and literary studies of other divided 

geographical spaces, and of other internally displaced populations around the world.  

 The Green Line as a physical barrier, an imaginary symbol of division, and a reminder of 

displacement plays a prominent role in the poetry of Kyriacos Charalambides as well. Born in the now 

occupied region of Famagusta in 1940, Charalambides was one of the 200,000 internally displaced Greek 

Cypriots after 1974. Following the Turkish invasion, his poetic opus has been dedicated to retrieving, and 

sustaining, the memory of his lost birthplace.227 In Charalambides’ poetry, the physical setting of division 

and the experience of displacement is a trigger for re-affirming the island’s Greek heritage, but also a 

springboard for the poetic subject’s imaginary transgression of unjust, unnatural borders. For the purpose 

of this chapter I will focus on Charalambides’ first collection of poems after the 1974 invasion, titled 

Αχαιών Ακτή (The Achaean Coast), published in 1977, which inaugurates a radically different aesthetic 

for the poet compared to his previous two collections. As its title shows, Charalambides uses the island 

geography as a major theme throughout the collection, which I contend is a direct result of his experience 

of physical displacement and the island’s geographical division. The Achean Coast opens with a poem 

titled “Η Εποχή του Σιδήρου” (“The Iron Age”): 

Ήθελα να µπορούσα να πετούσα 
(και να µη µε θωρούν) 
πάνω απ’αυτό που λέγεται νησί, 
απ’τη Γραµµή του Αττίλα πέρα 
στα βάθη της Ασίας της ενάερης Κύπρου. 
Να εισχωρώ στις τάξεις του εχθρού, 
καλή να βρίσκω βρώση του µατιού. 
Γη εναλία, που σου παίρνουν το κορµί 

                                                   
227 One of his most famous poetry collections, Αµµόχωστος Βασιλεύουσα (Famagusta Reigning) elevates 
the lost city of Famagusta to ‘a diachronic podium’ (Moleskis 8) and was set to music by Marios Tokas, 
the composer that also set Neşe Yaşın’s “Which Half?” to music. 
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και του ποδιού σου το κόκαλο σου κόβουν, 
τα χέρια, τη γαστέρα σου τρυπούν 
µε τάφους και σκληρά πολυβολεία. 
 
Τί κάνεις θάνατε, είσαι καλά; 
 
 
I wish I could fly 
(without them seeing me) 
over what is called an island, 
beyond the Line of Attlia, 
to the depths of Asia of air-suspended Cyprus. 
Penetrating the enemy’s ranks, 
finding a hearty feast for my eyes.  
Oh land in the sea, they take your body 
and they cut the bone of your leg, 
your hands, they pierce your gut 
with tombs and hard machine-gun bunkers. 
 
What news, death, how are you? 

  

 Cyprus as a geological unit is very present in the poem, as the references to its island nature 

demonstrate. Charalambides considers both the island’s natural borders – ‘αυτό που λέγεται νησί’ ‘what 

is called an island’ ‘γη εναλία’ ‘oh land in the sea’ – and the war-imposed ones – ‘η Γραµµή του Αττίλα’ 

‘the Line of Attila’. It is worth noting here that the line of division – the ‘Line of Attila’ – is portrayed as 

a physical obstacle to be surpassed. The poetic voice finds agency in the dream-like fantasy of being able 

to fly. The political carving up of Cyprus geography, the de facto boundaries presented here as foreign, 

unnatural, allow for an ‘in-between’ space to be created in the poet’s imaginary of the island. Note also 

that the poetic voice claims as ‘Cypriot’ part of the ‘depths of Asia’, alluding to a metageography that 

draws from the region’s Hellenic past. The genitive in its possessive form has the function of reversing 

the conventional reading of the geography surrounding Cyprus: it is not ‘the depths of Asia’ (or Anatolia) 

that lays claim to Cyprus, but Cyprus that lays claim to a part of Asia. The intensely physical – and literal 

– nature of the division also sets the ground for the personification of the island as a human body that is 

‘mutilated’ and pierced by death and the equipment of war. The references to ‘graves’ and ‘bunkers’ that 

are physical ‘dents’ in the island’s earth bring the metaphorical and literal extremely close: the island’s 

division is the poetic subject’s trauma as well.     
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 The poem “Ωκεανός” (“Ocean”) is similarly filled with imagery of breakage, of near-apocalyptic 

ruptures inflicted upon the soft island space by hard, metal instruments or tools. What is notable in this 

poem, however, is the use of Cyprus’ island nature, and its association with water, as a potentially 

recuperative and healing force:  

Ηµασταν µέρος του εκεί πολιτισµού, 
τον συνυφαίναµε, τη ρίζα του είχαµε σε µας. 
Όσο τον θέλαµε τον προχωρούσαµε, 
τον αραδιάζαµε, τον ξεκουράζαµε.  
Φορώντας το µαγιό του µπαίναµε στη  

θάλασσα, 
κι αν τραγουδούσαµε, τα κύµατα ήξεραν. 
 
Ξάφνου το σπάσιµο του φευγαλέου 
τρένου πού αντίκοβε τούς καλαµιώνες. 
 
Κορµιά εφθαρµένα, λατοµεία κακού. 
 
Το χάλκεον όρος έµπαινε βαρύ 
µες στην υπέργηρη της αµµουδιάς καρδιά. 
 
 
We were part of that civilization over there 
we wove it together, we had its roots with us. 
We pushed it forward as we liked, 
we collected it, we made it rest. 
Wearing its bathing suit we entered the sea, 
and if we sang, the waves knew. 
 
Suddenly the rupture of a departing 
train that cut across the reed bed. 
 
Eroded bodies, a quarry of evil. 
 
The copper mountain entered heavy 
into the ancient heart of the sand. 

 

 The poem asserts that Cyprus is ‘part of’ Greek civilization, but this statement is qualified by the 

deictic ‘εκεί’ ‘over there’, which acknowledges the distance between the two countries even as it 

highlights their common heritage. It defines the relationship as one of a shared culture connected by the 

sea, which is both a conduit and barrier. The image of swimmers in that civilization’s ‘bathing suit’ is 

particularly striking, and it distills Charalambides’ unique use of metonymy throughout the poem. Greek 
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civilization is represented by the bathing suit but also by the sea itself. The connection between the Greek 

center and its periphery gives the water, the Mediterranean Sea, a primary role in sustaining and invoking 

the Greekness of Cyprus. The knowledge of Cyprus as part of ‘that there’ civilization, after all, is one also 

vested in, and shared by, the waves themselves. Charalambides ‘overloads’ the metonymical figure: the 

bathing suit is a metonymy for water which is a metonymy for the connection between Greece and 

Cyprus. That it is both ‘put on’ (like a bathing suit) and immersed in (like the sea) but also selectively 

controlled (‘we pushed it forward as we liked / we collected it’) conveys the overdetermined nature of the 

relationship of Cyprus to the Greek world. There might also be a slight criticism directed against this very 

overdetermination, as if it was complicit to the violent rupture that follows. As if the fact that ‘we’ were 

not committed enough to ‘that over there civilization’ could be a reason why the rupture becomes possible 

in the first place. The sea, then, is a consolation as well as a menace. I will examine this trope, which 

echoes the qualities of metis outlined in Chapter I, more extensively in a following section.  

 The temporal ‘Ξάφνου’ ‘Suddenly’ of the second stanza marks the moment of invasion and 

division in terms of a series of images that designate a physical breakage or piecing up. The speed and 

heavy metal composition of the ‘departing train’ thrashes through the reeds; the metal implements of war 

(‘the copper mountain’) penetrate the ancient sand – a rape of the island’s coast. Most importantly, human 

bodies are paralleled to the body of the island in the third stanza: ‘Κορµιά εφθαρµένα, λατοµεία κακού’  

‘Eroded bodies, a quarry of evil’. The connection between the two phrases is not metaphorical but 

metonymical: the quarries of evil are not the bodies; but the bodies share qualities with the earth being 

quarried and vice versa.   

  Charalambides’ poem responds to the island’s division by interrogating, reconfiguring and 

reassessing a metageography that places Cyprus within the orbit of Greek civilization. While the island 

itself is being mutilated and divided, the final part of the poem uses the water surrounding the island, as 

well as a longue duree view of history (ending with Homer) to emplot Cyprus’ plight in a much broader 

geographical and temporal context. The poem ends with an allusion to Homer, and ‘the river Ocean’, 

which Homer considers to be ‘the source of the existence of all beings’ – ‘ποταµοίο ρέεθρα Ωκεανοίο, ός 
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περ γένεσις πάντεσσι τέτυκται’ (Iliad 14.246): ‘Δέλτα ικανό του ποταµού ξεχύνεται / στόν «ρόον 

Ωκεανοίο» του Οµήρου’ ‘An able delta of the river pours out / into Homer’s “river Ocean”’. The process 

of reconfiguration and reconstitution results from the destabilization caused by rupture, mutilation, 

violence and displacement. It then becomes a part of the ‘river Ocean’; or it is itself the ‘river Ocean’. 

This ties the experience to ‘that civilization over there’ with which the poem opened, all over again; in a 

more forceful, more committed and inevitable movement of a river’s estuary into the sea. The river, the 

sea, the water as refracted through Greek civilization (here Homer) is both the physical and imaginary 

connector between the island of Cyprus and the Hellenic center, as well as the more recent reimagining of 

Greek civilization itself, via its island periphery.228 As such, the poem enacts a ‘return’ to a past and a 

future where the island is whole, demonstrating how displacement affects conceptions of temporality.  

  The title of Kyriakos Charalambides’ first poetry collection published after the events of 1974 – 

Αχαιών Ακτή [Acheaen Coast] - invites a reading of his poems through the lens of Cyprus’ position in the 

sea. Through the liminal concept of the coast Charalambides is able to combine a historical and 

geographical perspective to a work that exemplifies a ‘working through’ the trauma of the 1974 invasion. 

The collection’s title is taken from Strabo’s description of the part of the island where Teucer, Ajax’s 

brother, exiled by his father from the Greek Salamis, landed to found the new city of Salamis.  

 The poem that bears the collection’s name opens by offering an alternative constitution for the 

island that hinges on a metaphor reliant on the element of water: ‘Η πατρίδα µας είναι από κάτι / 

σταγονίδια αίµατος’ ‘Our homeland is made up of / droplets of blood’. The island itself takes on a fluid 

quality, but the fluid in question is blood, not water; and the mass of the island is made up drop by drop. 

The poem effects a transubstantiation of water into blood as a way of commemorating the loss suffered 

during the 1974 invasion. The imagery of the blood droplets returns in the last stanza of the poem, which 

                                                   
228 It is notable that a Greek poet and critic, Takis Papatsonis, who wrote the introduction to Kyriacos 
Charalambides’ first collection of poetry, referred to the then young poet from Cyprus as a ‘breath of 
fresh air’ for mainland Greek poetry (Preface in Η Άγνοια του Νερού). There is a similar discourse around 
C. P. Cavafy, Seferis and Tsirkas (see Chapter 2).  
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I quote here in full and which highlights its connection to Cyprus’ island nature and its relationship to the 

sea: 

 
Αν είναι να τελειώνουµε κάπου, πριν απ’τα  σκόρπια  
γυαλιά, τα γκρεµισµένα κιγκλιδώµατα, 
τις δυο χιλιάδες έξι σταγόνες αίµατος, θαρρώ 
πως έχουµε βοηθούς άµµο και θάλασσα.  
 
 
If we are to finish somewhere, before the shattered 
glass, the ruined railings, 
the two thousand and six droplets of blood, I think 
that we have the sea and sand as helpers. 

The poem seeks a limiting principle: both to its own text-body but also to the island’s tragedy, which is a 

theme undercutting the whole of Charalambides’ work after 1974. The contrast between the hard 

materials of glass and (metal) railings and the blood droplets highlight the ‘unnaturalness’ of war and 

division, which is probably why the poetic voice seeks the limiting principle outside of the island, or at its 

borders. ‘If we are to finish somewhere…/ I suppose / that the sand and sea can be our aides’.  

 Charalambides’ poems, and the geographic consciousness that they project, rely heavily on the 

island nature of Cyprus. At times, they allude to its isolated quality (‘γη εναλία’, lit. ‘land in the sea’); at 

others, they highlight its relational quality, its vulnerability to the metonymic force of the Mediterranean 

Sea that has dual implications. On the one hand, Charalambides uses the metonymic quality of the sea and 

its Greek past to reaffirm Cyprus’ Greek identity (‘µέρος του εκεί πολιτισµού’) and to point to a potential 

healing force (‘έχουµε βοηθούς άµµο και θάλασσα’); on the other hand, there is a direct acknowledgment 

that the sea also makes Cyprus vulnerable to violent intervention (‘Το χάλκεον όρος έµπαινε βαρύ / µες 

στην υπέργηρη της αµµουδιάς καρδιά’. No longer looking towards ‘the motherland’ in a straightforward, 

naïve way, Charalambides’ poetry focuses on the island nature of Cyprus itself, and its cultural, political, 

and ontological implications.  

 

 



 

 198 

Islands: Geographies of Displacement 

On islands, borders and boundaries are at once much clearer and more blurred. It is perhaps for 

this reason that the island geography stimulates the imagination of the internally displaced poets of 

Cyprus, who embody the arbitrariness of the Green Line, post-division. If displaced persons gave Tsirkas’ 

cities a drifting, ungovernable, quality, islands are fluid by virtue of a metonymic and causal relationship 

to the sea that bounds them, and the associated protean quality of metis outlined in Chapter 1. In an essay 

from 1953 titled ‘Causes et raisons des îles désertes,’ Giles Deleuze divests islands from the ability of 

having ‘essential’ qualities by attributing characteristics usually associated with them (such as ‘desert’) to 

the sea surrounding them: 

… the lack of inhabitants on the deserted island is a pure fact due to circumstance, in other words, 
the island's surroundings. The island is what the sea surrounds and what we travel around … It is 
as though the island had pushed its desert outside. What is deserted is the ocean around it. It is by 
virtue of circumstance, for other reasons than the principle on which the island depends, that 
ships pass in the distance and never come ashore. The island is deserted more than it is a desert 
(my emphasis) (14). 
  

Deleuze’s approach to islands relies heavily on contingency and circumstance, resisting pre-ordained 

categorizations. Islands are thus a productive topos for representing the destabilizing, provisional 

epistemology of displacement, since they, too are symptoms of the unity of imagined and experienced 

space.  

In the beginning of his essay, Deleuze outlines an archaeology of sorts that comprises of two 

possible beginnings, or explanations, for the geological emergence of islands, both of which are described 

in terms of movement. Islands are either continental/derivative - that is, they have broken off from the 

mainland; or, they are originary - that is, they emerged from the depth of the sea. The former movement is 

lateral, the latter is vertical. By mapping the various relationships between ‘island movement’ (continental 

or originary) and ‘human movement’ (that may or may not be in sync with the island’s), Deleuze 

proposes the notion of the ‘ideal desert island’ as one where human movement mirrors the island 

movement, where geography and imaginary are one. Acknowledging the impossibility of such ‘perfect’ 

synchronization, however, and admitting that all islands are inevitably both originary and continental, 
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Deleuze’s text shows ‘desert islands,’ those seemingly untouched, uncharted units, more than objectively 

assessable and experienced entities, to be projections of the human imaginary.  

‘The very existence of islands is the negation of … [the human conviction that] the active 

struggle between earth and water is over, or at least contained’ (12). That a ‘struggle’ is ongoing and is an 

essential feature of islands demonstrates the dynamic qualities of a geological and conceptual unit that is 

often interpreted as insular and static, and that the island, in conceptual and geographical terms, is the 

product of a dynamic power struggle between two elements (water and earth; inside and outside) in which 

neither dominates the other. Deleuze’s pursuit of a clear-cut definition of the ‘desert island’ that looks to 

the past for full-proof, objective historical/geological validation collapses on itself. Such perfectly 

singular definitions or interpretations of islands can only be constructs, since the ‘truth’ of the struggle 

between earth and water undermines singular claims by one or the other. Islands are palimpsests of 

itineraries, human and geological.  

The claim by Turkish visual arts scholar Nermin Saybaşılı that ‘Cyprus has lost everything an 

island represents [in Deleuzian terms]’ because it is ‘surrounded by the flashpoint of ethnic conflict and 

appropriated by Turkish and Greek nationalisms which are built on race, blood origin and religion’ (94) is 

flawed on two accounts: first, it fails to understand a fundamental aspect of Deleuze’s text, which is that 

an island doesn’t represent something in a symbolic sense; it is mythology, collective storytelling, a 

geography and an imaginary at once, with no characteristics that are its own, or like it, but only 

characteristics attributed to it circumstantially, provisionally; and second, it assumes that the current state 

of Cyprus is permanent and fixed, which ignores Deleueze’s non-linear conceptualization of time that 

emerges from an assessment of the island as a space of re-beginnings.  

Applying Deleuze’s ‘desert island test’ – whether there is identification of human and island 

movement – demonstrates the particular challenges that islands pose to definition; and to the 

impossibility/futility of an uncontested narrative of origins. It also highlights the usefulness of 

‘movement’ as a substitute for a singular originary narrative. In the case of Cyprus, the case for a 

‘continental movement’ of the island would mirror the imaginary that sees Cyprus as a part of Turkey or 
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a part of Greece.229 The ‘originary movement,’ which forms the scientific consensus regarding the 

geological emergence of the island,230 would seem to corroborate claims of a separate, independent 

Cypriot identity, but would not be enough to solve the problem of how people got to the island and who 

these people were. These questions would necessarily lead the inquiry back to a continental framework 

that invites a futile search for ‘who came first’ as a determinant of the island’s contemporary state. A 

literal application of Deleuze’s theory of the perfectly desert island, then, appears to obfuscate more than 

elucidate the matter. How do we know which island ‘movement’ to chose from? The actual geological 

formation of the island holds no more sway on the popular imaginary than the imagined formations 

offered by someone like Lawrence Durrell. And which ‘movement’ of humans do we pick, out of the 

thousands of migrations, emigrations and settlements that have occurred throughout the millennia?  

The very questions raised here point to the absurdity and ultimate irrelevance of such a task. This 

could perhaps be one of Deleuze’s text’s most useful elements, and the reason why he assesses that an 

island has the capacity to be a ‘re-beginning’, or a place of ‘second origins’. When an island’s definition – 

and the act of definition, of ‘ending, terminating, determining’231 itself – is supplanted by movement (be it 

originary or continental) it introduces instability in the very concepts usually invoked to claim a fixed, or 

determined, identity. Second origins is an oxymoron - a paradox at best - but it highlights the 

impossibility of reaching an island’s ‘first origins’ and articulates the function of the island as a space of 

potential. If the search for the beginning or the origin is futile from the get-go, as the questions above 

regarding the ‘origins’ of Cyprus as island show, island-as-construct is the protean space that can be 

                                                   
229 Lawrence Durrell famously referred to Cyprus as a ‘part of Anatolia lopped off’. See Kranidiotes for 
various expressions of Cyprus as a part of the Greek whole. Also see Anthony Eden’s statements on 
Cyprus. 

230 the geological survey department of the Republic of Cyprus reports that the island began emerging 
from the ‘the subduction of the African Plate beneath the Eurasian Plate’ which eventually created two 
separate islands that further movement lifted up to what are now the island’s two highest mountain 
ranges: Troodos and Pentadaktylos. 

231 According to the etymology provided by the Oxford English Dictionary of the verb ‘define’ 
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shaped and re-shaped by human circumstances and imaginaries, which in turn cannot be separated from 

the literal and metaphorical circumstances of the sea.  

In the poem “Εισβολή – Εκβολή” (“Invasion - Estuary”) by Kyriacos Charalambides, the poetic 

voice envisages the moment of the Turkish invasion and the island’s division as a moment of a new 

geological formation, of a reimagined ‘island movement’. In the poem’s title, the Greek word for 

‘invasion’ (‘εισβολή’) is juxtaposed to ‘εκβολή’ (‘estuary’), a wordplay that uses the antonymic nature of 

the prefix ‘εις’ and ‘εκ’ (‘towards’ and ‘out of’/’from’) to turn the violence of invasion into an extension 

of the element of water that defines the island: 

Ένα καράβι µπήκε στη στεριά  
και προχωρεί µε θάλασσα από πίσω.  
Σιγά σιγά τ’αυλάκι µεγαλώνει  
και κάνει δυο νησιά – κακό καράβι. 
 
 
A ship entered the shore 
it moves ahead, the sea at its wake 
the channel slowly grows 
it makes two islands – bad ship.  

 

Charalambides emphasizes the process of re-beginning by abstracting the poem - he lifts it out of the 

immediate context of Cyprus and uses simple language and a tone that mimics the way one would 

communicate with children – and by using the verb ‘κάνει’ to describe the production of ‘two islands’ 

that are seemingly ‘brand new,’ so to speak. The split of the island is also its proliferation into other 

entities and identities. This poem, like Deleuze’s essay, projects an island as both originary and 

derivative, while also highlighting the inextricability of geography and the imaginary. The moment of 

geographical genesis is also a moment of a literary genesis: the above poem would not exist, had the 

island’s geography remained unaltered.  As for human movement, the internally displaced inhabitants of 

Cyprus are a correlative to the double island movement envisaged in Charalambides’ poem: something 

between ‘originary’ and ‘derivative’/‘continental,’ internal displacement is forced movement that 

involves both ‘absolute separation’ and ‘starting from zero.’ Charalambides’ two islands are both the 

same and different; and in the poet’s imagining, it is the sea that defines their identity and the sea that 
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facilitates their split. Inasmuch as the sea is a principle of division and delimitation, it is also a force of 

creation, or recreation, even if that recreation is traumatic and fatal. The dynamic nature of the island 

space, its capacity to proliferate meaning in the same way that the experience of displacement does, is 

relevant to my analysis not just as a creative theoretical approach that demonstrates an island’s ambiguous 

status. When one looks at the changing cartographies of Cyprus post-1974, it becomes evident that the 

transformative effects of displacement and division are as much empirical as they are affective.232 The 

movement of people and the multiple imaginaries they share and produce can alter what is considered 

‘real space’.233  

Following Deleuze’s thought, the case of Cyprus post-1974, that sedimentation of the imaginaries 

of Greek and Turkish nationalisms onto the island’s geography, can be read also as a moment of second-

origins, affirming Cyprus’ island nature, instead of destroying it, as Saybaşılı claims. These second 

origins are also the source of new mythologies, as literature produced on the island post-1974 shows. An 

island’s capacity to re-begin includes the possibility of producing too many beginnings; of producing 

contradictory beginnings; of producing unfortunate or unwanted beginnings; bloody, and fatal 

beginnings; rival, contradicting, seemingly mutually exclusive claims to a singular space. If the concept 

of the Mediterranean as a space of exchange and contact has resurfaced in recent scholarship with the 

necessary caveat of the terms ‘exchange’ and ‘contact’ including conflict, violence, even death, then an 

island re-beginning need not necessarily be peaceful: it can be fatal also.  

                                                   
232 Olga Demetriou, a researcher whose work on Greek Cypriot life stories of displacement forms part of 
a larger effort by Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) to study the effects of displacement in Cyprus, 
makes the connection between political imaginary and geographical reality that the case of the internally 
displaced people of Cyprus reveals: ‘The constitution of 1960 reflected the growing separation between 
the two main communities in the political sphere (my emphasis). However, after the inter-ethnic killings 
of 1963, that separation took on a decisively geographical aspect (my emphasis) with the retreat of 
Turkish-Cypriots into self-administered enclaves’ (5). This decisively geographic aspect of the 
communities’ separation on the level of their collective political imaginaries as Greek or Turkish is 
further sharpened with the island’s division in 1974. 

233 See Appendix 2 for cartographical examples of the ‘altered’ space of Cyprus that bear testament to the 
dynamic nature of the representation of geopolitical designations.  
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 The definitional role that the sea, and its multivalent, unpredictable and shifting qualities by way 

of metonymy, occupies in the Cypriot imaginary is also evident in a poem by Greek Cypriot poet 

Andriana Ierodiaconou titled “Νησί” (“Island”). The poem features in the bi-lingual collection titled Η 

Τράτα (The Trawler), and it is an attempt at stripping the island bare of all its historical and political 

‘baggage,’ so to speak, seeking an objective truth of what an island is, by trying to peel the imaginary 

away from the geographical: 

 
Νησί 
 
Πέρα από τα ψέµατα 
τα δικά µας    τα δικά σας    τα ψέµατα των τρίτων 
µένουν:  µια µεσαορία 
δύο οροσειρές    µια ωραία χερσόνησος 
 
και η αλήθεια της θάλασσας 
που µας ζώνει ολόγυρα, αλµυρή, µοιραία.  
 
 
Island 
 
Beyond the lies 
ours    yours    the lies of others 
there remain: one wide plain 
two mountain ranges    a beautiful peninsula 
 
and the truth of the sea 
completely surrounding us, fatal and salty.  

 

The whole poem can be read as an exercise in definition, a poetical dictionary entry that attempts to break 

the island down to its essential components. The poem aspires to something akin to an objective truth, a 

goal made clear by its title. The poet’s choice to drop the definite article – not the island, but just island – 

makes this poem both a description of Cyprus in particular and a description of Cyprus as an island. It 

reaches for the impossible bar of ‘objective truth’ by claiming to move ‘beyond the lies’ and stripping the 

island bare of the various imaginaries that history has produced, which are understood to be distorting.  

In the first stanza, the island itself is nothing other than ‘one wide plain /  two mountain ranges    

a beautiful peninsula’. Geographical features are employed as a way of eliminating human bias. But the 
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inextricable connection of people to geography is made evident from the way the poem presents the 

people, like the island, in three parts - ‘us’, ‘you’ and ‘they’ – separated with a similar spacing pattern. 

‘Ours’ and ‘yours’ could be read as referring to the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities, which 

would be a refreshing break from the more estranging, third-person ‘us’/ ‘they’ schema usually employed 

to address the other side of the Cyprus conflict. In this reading, the ‘others’ could be taken to be foreign 

actors, external forces whose role in the Cyprus problem is frequently decried in poetry: Turkey, the UK, 

Greece, the US. The first person and second person plural possessives help to set up the potential of a 

bilateral address, while the interlocutive nature of the poem means that the identification of the poetical 

voice can vary depending on the reader. The precise identification of ‘yours’ shifts depending on who we 

identify as ‘ours’. The arrangement of the poem’s lines on the page, without stixis, gives a visual 

manifestation of the division between ‘ours’ ‘yours’ and ‘the lies of others’, to mark both the ideological 

distance of these three groups, but also, in a reading that would privilege the Greek/Turkish divide, the 

physical division between the north and south side of the island and the GC and TC populations. That the 

tripartite structure of ‘one wide plain / two mountain ranges / a beautiful peninsula’ corresponds to ‘ours   

yours   the lies of others,’ demonstrates the poem’s claim of the parallels between the relationship of parts 

that make up a whole in terms of geographical spaces and imagined communities.  

Ierodiaconou reconfigures the island from first principles, as it were, using geographical and 

geological characteristics, trying to – at least for the first stanza – stay away from any normative 

inflections on the landscape. Normativity is only a line break away, however, with the mention of ‘truth’ 

in the second stanza. The ‘truth of the sea’ is presented as a constituent part of the island, in sharp contrast 

to the lies of the people, which are excised from the definitional exercise in the very first line of the poem. 

The ‘truth of the sea,’ like the ‘plain,’ the ‘two mountain ranges’ and the ‘peninsula,’ are what ‘remain’: 

indisputable components of the island space. The sea is part of the island, despite the fact that it is 

geographically exterior to it. It is part of it by virtue of being adjacent to it; by standing in a relationship 

of contiguity to it.  
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Hints of what the truth of the sea is may lie in the adjectives used to describe it and the relative 

clause that follows the phrase: ‘and the truth of the sea / that completely surrounds us, salty, fatal’ (my 

emphasis). It should be noted that ‘µοιραία’ could also be translated as ‘seductive,’ which would align the 

poem’s characterization of the sea as overdetermined with the concept of metis discussed in Chapter 1. 

The truth of the sea includes the fact that the island’s relative position to the rest of the world geography 

and its arrangement, notably through the movement of people, products and (especially relevant to 

Cyprus) armies, is of paramount importance to the very definition, or ‘essence’ of the island, even if that 

essence is elusive and a challenge to the very notion of definition. As Ierodiaconou mentioned in a 

personal interview, ‘if you took the island and dropped it into some far corner of the Pacific, you wouldn’t 

have the same history’ (Ierodiaconou, Personal Interview). To change the supposed essence of the island 

then, we would, in the words of Deleuze, ‘have to overhaul the general distribution of the continents, the 

state of the seas, and the lines of navigation’ (14). The sea’s movement is the island’s movement; its ever-

shifting potential the island’s elusiveness.  

There is another way you cannot separate the island from the sea around it. At the same time as it 

confounds a singular definition, the ‘truth of the sea’ is also the revelation of an island’s insularity. The 

term ‘ζώνω’ (‘surround’ but also ‘tie,’ as if with a belt) indicates the potentially asphyxiating effect of the 

island space. The truth of the sea is the truth of the island: fatal both in terms of the external threats that 

the island has had to face throughout its history but also in terms of the isolation that an island inevitably 

suffers from – it is like ‘an egg’: ‘L’île est ce que la mer entoure, et ce dont on fait le tour, elle est comme 

un œuf’ ‘The island is that which the sea circles, and that which circles, it is like an egg’ (Deleuze 14). 

Conduit and wall: the potent imaginary of the island as a world unto itself is undercut by its relational 

position, the sea around it, and the various material considerations that that entails. 

 Is an island a land mass surrounded by opportunity, or is it surrounded by a menace, vulnerable to 

incoming threats? Is it an isolated or connected place? The answer to such questions is almost always ‘all 

of the above’. In his 1971 song En Mediterrannée, French singer-songwriter Georges Moustaki refers to 

the double vision of the Mediterranean as a place of conflict but also a place of rebirth and beauty. 
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Moustaki describes the islands in the Mediterranean as: ‘des îles barbelées, des murs qui emprisonnent’ 

‘fenced-off islands, walls that imprison’. His song paints a picture of islands as a metonymy for a 

Mediterranean defined by conflict - including the idea of the island as prison, reminiscent of Rossellini’s 

Stromboli, a prominent example of the representation of displacement in the Mediterranean during World 

War II – while juxtaposing these to images of joyful childhood memories, and the indomitable sense of 

‘un bel été / qui ne craint pas l'automne’ ‘a beautiful summer / that is not afraid of the autumn’. This 

mixed approach is, in a way, more akin to the conceptualization of the Mediterranean in recent 

Mediterranean Studies scholarship than the often Orientalizing, conceptualization of islands as places of 

‘miracle’ espoused even by someone like George Seferis,234 the Greek Nobel Laureate and career 

diplomat whose World War II memoirs I examine in Chapter II.  

 

Fluid Double Speech: “Not Poetry, Water!”  

 For the final part of my inquiry into the representation of Mediterranean migration in the poetry 

of internally displaced Cypriots, I will turn to the ways in which poets use the sea and water in order to 

resist the restrictive physical and figurative delimitation of the island space, as it is exemplified by the de 

facto division of the island. As a pharmakon235 to the island, an antidote, a poison, a scapegoat, but also a 

remedy, the sea reflects back the island’s indefinability, which like the transformative intelligence of 

metis becomes part of the ethics and aesthetics of the representation of internal displacement.   

Costas Montes (1914 – 2004), a Greek Cypriot poet closely linked to the struggle for 

independence and a fervent supporter of Enosis in the 1950s, expresses the double meaning of the sea in 

his poem “Της Εισβολής” (“Of the Invasion”) published in the 1975 collection Πικραινόµενος εν εαυτώ 

                                                   
234 In the preface for his poetry collection dedicated to Cyprus, Logbook III, Seferis wrote: ‘Είναι 
περίεργο να το λέει κανείς σήµερα· η Κύπρος είναι ένας τόπος όπου το θαύµα λειτουργεί ακόµη’ ‘It’s 
strange for one to say this today: Cyprus is a place where the miracle is still at work’ (Endnote in Poems 
444). 

235 In the sense given to the word by Jacques Derrida in his 1968 essay “La Pharmacie de Platon” 
(“Plato’s Pharmacy”). 
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(Bitter with oneself).236 In “Της Εισβολής” the poetic voice expresses discontent with the sea, which is 

described both as beloved and complicit in the Turkish invasion:  

Είναι δύσκολο να πιστέψω  
πως µας τους έφερε η θάλασσα της Κερύνειας, 
είναι δύσκολο να πιστέψω 
πως µας τους έφερε η αγαπηµένη θάλασσα της Κερύνειας 
 
 
It is hard to believe  
that the sea of Kyrenia brought them, 
it is hard to believe 
that the beloved sea of Kyrenia brought them. 

 
By not being able to define the sea as either good or bad, the poetic voice admits to a complete lack of 

control over the fluid element that surrounds Cyprus. The repetition of the first and second lines 

demonstrates the utter disbelief of the poetic voice, at the complicity of the sea in the invasion. The 

iteration of the second line, lit. ‘that the Kyrenia sea brought us them’ / ‘that the beloved sea of Kyrenia 

brought us them’ (my emphasis) enforces the stunting and traumatic effect of the Turkish landing by 

adding the adjective ‘αγαπηµένη’, thus augmenting the sense of betrayal that the poetic voice feels. In 

what is close to a moment of cognitive dissonance, the poem ‘stutters,’ the only difference between the 

first and second iteration of its meaning being the adjective ‘beloved’. That the sea is given agency helps 

conceal the historical/political fact that it was the military coup against the democratically elected 

president of the Republic of Cyprus, backed by the military junta of Greece, that ‘brought’ the Turkish 

military to the island. The sea as symbol and carrier of Cyprus’ plight reinforces the idea of the island’s 

geography as fate, and, at least in the context of Montes’ poem, absolves human actors from 

responsibility. The Mediterranean is here being blamed for the island’s division, pointing to the inevitable 

limitations of nationalistic metageographies. The poetic subject’s bewilderment fundamentally arises 

from a belief that the sea is only part of the Cypriot/Greek Cypriot world. Using the impersonal third 

                                                   
236 It is highly likely – and the wordplay in Charalambides’ poem analyzed above («Εισβολή – Εκβολή”) 
might be proof of this – that Charalambides is responding to Montes’ poem, which also casts the sea as a 
guilty party in Cyprus’ invasion and subsequent division. 
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person plural to describe the Turkish invaders (‘them’), the poetic subject communicates that the Turkish 

military is out of place by attacking Cyprus: a movement that forces the poetic subject into a 

destabilizing, traumatic realization of the inextricability of the island space to all of its surrounding 

regions.    

The sea is also used for its transformative, protean quality in poetry that does not engage with the 

Cyprus problem. An example drawn from the highly personal poetry of Stephanos Stephanides, a 

Cypriot-born poet who was taken to London as a child, and then lived in Guyana, the United States and 

Spain before returning to Cyprus in the 1990s, points to the sea as a marker and agent of the state of 

liminality that displacement gives rise to. In his 2000 poem “Larnaca Oranges,” a eulogy to Stephanides’ 

deceased father, the sea becomes the locus of departure and return, the borderland between ‘here’ and 

‘there’, the living and the dead, in a way that further consolidates the relationship between geography and 

ontology that the experience of displacement highlights:  

 
from the sea of Larnaca many years ago 
you set off on a dream for me and you 
and took me by the hand onto a ship 
for my first crossing of a sea; 
and now to this same sea you have returned 
    for your last dream 
once my father you return and become my child 
so that now I must dream your dream for you 
while I dispatch you in a casket 
as you leave behind for the last time 
the city of Lazarus and of Zeno 
and cross the sea to your funeral pyre.  

 

In contrast to Montes’ poem, the use of the sea by Stephanides is non-normative, perhaps because 

Stephanides emigrated from Cyprus before the Turkish invasion. Yet still, crossing the sea is a 

transformative act: not only because it marks the first moment of displacement away from home for the 

poetic subject, the beginning of his life, as it were; but also because it marks the site of a death ritual for 

the father. The poet’s childhood memory of being taken away from the island is localized through the use 

of the place name of Larnaca but also made abstract by casting that voyage as archetypal; the first of 
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many. The father’s return to the island – his return ‘to this same sea’ after death – affects a reversal in the 

father-son relationship – ‘once my father you return and become my child’ – that highlights the sea’s 

potency as a transformative force on the elements it circles or carries, while itself remains a consistent 

force of metis. For Stephanides, displacement is the sea, and the sea itself is the symbol of the poetic 

subject’s translation. Despite the island’s ‘hardened’ division, it remains – by virtue of its contiguity to 

the sea – a fluid, transformative, destabilizing space, at once familiar (‘this same sea’) and strange.   

 In Jenan Selçuk’s “Hurma” or “The Date Palm,” the water is a symbol of the migrations, 

exchanges and conflicts that are constitutive of the island’s history and its syncretic metageographies. The 

poem is an ode to the island as a site of cultural and historical syncretism, and Selçuk’s innovation is to 

displace the destabilizing perspective produced by division and displacement post-1974 onto the island 

itself, by having a personified palm tree in the Mesaoria plain of Cyprus describes its lineage:  

Hurma 
 
Ben ağacım, bir hurma 
Mesarya mezarlığında 
Gölgemde gömülü uygarlıkların 
kemikleri köklerim. 
 
Kırk kıvırcık kölenin kürek çektiği 
gemilerle getirildik Mısır’dan. 
Küpeli bir Helendi vaftiz babam 
Sünnetçim, devşirme bir Osmanlı berber 
oğlancı. Baharları Aphrodite’in 
kışları Zenon’un yanına çırak verildim. 
 
Belki farkına varmadınız 
modeli bendim, Lusignan mimarların. 
Venedikli tüccarlardan miras 
bu tatlı dillilik, zevk düşkünlüü 
RomaBizans... İngilizlerin eseri, sergilediğim 
 
bölünmüş kişilik sendromları 
zaman zaman insan sanışım kendimi 
yalandıkça, yalana sarılan. Paranoyalar 
bayrak kumaşından dikilen, deli gömleği 
made in Greece, made in Turkey: 
 
Savaş görüyorum suya bakınca! 
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 Date Palm 

I am a tree, a date palm 
 in some Mesaoria cemetery  
Civilisations buried in my shade, 
their bones 
my roots. 
 
Forty curly-haired slaves rowed 
the boats 
  which brought us from Egypt. 
My grandfather a Hellene wearing an earring 
my circumciser an Ottoman barber 
a boy kidnapped into the Janissaries 
   a pederast. 
 
I was apprenticed 
to Aphrodite in spring 
  Zenon in winter. 
You may have not realized! 
I was the model for the Lusignan architects. 
Inherited from Venetian merchants 
this sweet tongue, 
  chasing pleasure 
   Roman Byzantium…  
 
A creation of the British 
my exhibition 
of split personality syndromes. 
  From time to time 
my presumption that I am a human being, 
the more I am licked 
  the more I hold onto lies. 
Paranoias 
Stitched of flag cloth, a straitjacket 
made in Greece 
  made in Turkey: 
 
I see war when I look in the water!  

 

The poem explains the ‘split personality syndrome’ of the island, the polarity between Greek and Turkish 

Cypriots and the division and displacement that effects it, as ‘a creation of the British’. The date palm, 

like the internally displaced Cypriots, predates the constructed division of the island and is able to see that 

there is nothing essential about the geopolitical categories that have defined Cyprus’ history from the 20th 

century and beyond. In fact, it casts it as a direct result of British colonial policy. 
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 While the final two stanzas move chronologically, in a causal relation to one another, in the sense 

that the reference to the British precedes the consolidation of Greek and Turkish nationalisms and of flags 

made in the respective ‘mother countries’, the rest of the poem refers to Egyptians, Hellenes, Ottomans, 

Lusignans and Venetians contrapuntally, lacing together different historical moments. The poem also 

brings together the historical and the mythological – the goddess Aphrodite and the philosopher Zenon 

are both presented as masters of the date-palm – showing historical and mythological personas as equally 

productive and effective on the island’s imaginary. The island space can accommodate the real and the 

fictional, the local and the ‘foreign’, so much so that their distinction becomes blurred.  

 The closing lines of the poem are its tour de force, and they are what make this poem relevant to 

an exploration of the theme of the water and the sea in Cypriot poetry after 1974. While the English 

translation here renders the second part of the last line as ‘when I look in the water’, the Turkish original 

‘suya bakınca!’ could also be translated as ‘when I look at the water’.  This is important as the first option 

carries a much more personal, self-reflective meaning, with the water not having to be that of the sea. 

After all, the Mesaoria plain is in the middle of the island, so that the date palm in a Mesaoria cemetery 

being close enough to look into sea water is geographically impossible. Such a translation would mean 

that the date palm, the poem’s subject, associates its own reflection in the water with war. The mixed 

lineage that the poem describes becomes representative of war and conflict.  

 However, if we go with ‘look at the water’, the date palm – being able to look across the plain to 

the sea, on the south or east of the island, perhaps even the north due its height – takes on the role of a 

sentry, occupying a privileged position in the island’s geography. In such a reading, the water referred to 

is that which surrounds the island, the water of the Mediterranean, something that allows for a much more 

layered interpretation of the poem. The date palm sees war when it looks at the water because the water in 

question was the conduit of all of Cyprus’ settlers, conquerors and invaders. At the same time, by being 

the water over which the ‘forty curly-haired slaves’ that brought the date palm to the island from Egypt, 

the war the date palm is acknowledging could also be a war within itself and its multiple representations 

and assumed identities throughout the millennia. To look at the water and see war, in the case of the date 
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palm, is to not only be afraid of the ‘outsiders’ coming in; it is to confront the seemingly incongruous 

elements of one’s lineage that are not adequately described by the Greek/Turkish divide, which has 

become the dominant motif in Cyprus’ modern history. That motif leads to paranoia; both the Greek and 

Turkish flags are metonymically described as straitjackets. The paranoia is both general and personal; 

public and private. Not complying to that double vision, described also as a ‘split personality disorder’ 

that is the ‘legacy of the British’, might also lead to a subject’s marginalization – the straitjacket could be 

as much a result of being a pariah in a world that classifies people, things and places as Greek or Turkish 

as it is of the general situation of things on Cyprus.  

 The significance of the Selçuk’s choice of a date palm as the poetic voice serves a number of 

purposes. As a prominent feature of the Cypriot landscape, the date-palm has not been imprinted with one 

or the other dominant nationalist narratives, despite its association with ‘those who returned from a haj 

and planted one in commemoration of their pilgrimage’ (Stephanides, “An Island of Translation” 48). It 

also allows the poem to talk about lineage and the fact of island settlement from a non-human-centric, 

hence less directly political, point of view. The poem’s proposition, however, is that even the natural 

features of Cyprus are a result of migrations, movements and displacements in the Mediterranean. Such a 

reading would be able to accommodate an aspect of the nationalist paranoia of the last stanza – the 

internally displaced people of the 1963 and 1974 conflicts – within the longue durée view that the date 

palm offers, as part of the island’s broader historical pattern (perhaps a source of relief?) and not an 

exception to the rule. Most importantly, however, the date-palm, as part of the physical landscape of the 

island and as a tree, has the capacity to bring together considerations of geological depth (in the soil – its 

roots are the bones of civilizations) and geographical breadth (with its allusions to other lands) that are 

often ignored by the constructed classifications of continental metageographies and their accompanying 

ideologies.   

 I want to end this section with a comparative reading of two poems – “Πορεία (Θάλασσα)” 

(“Journey (Sea)”) by Andriana Ierodiaconou and “Şiir Değil ... Su!” (“Not Poetry … Water!”) by Gür 

Genç –   that offer the sea, or water, as an answer to the rigid identity politics stemming from the island’s 
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division and its population’s internal displacement, which continue to largely define cultural and artistic 

practices on Cyprus. As I have already argued above, the internal displacement of Greek and Turkish 

Cypriots across the effectively ethnic line of the buffer zone resulted in the further suppression of any 

overlapping, syncretic identities, turning the fluid, transformative potential of the island space into a 

hardened borderland. Yet it is the internally displaced that have the capacity to demonstrate a Cyprus 

otherwise, by using the sea as a structural component of their poetry, as a basis of an epistemology of 

displacement that emphasizes the need to look beyond the typical continental and nationalistic 

designations that produced displacement in the first place.  

 In the poem “Πορεία (Θάλασσα)” (“Journey (Sea)”), Andriana Ierodiaconou turns the sea into a 

symbol of a desire of impossible return. Whether this alludes to the unmoored quality of existence in 

forced displacement experienced by Cypriots, or to the state of islanders in general, is unclear; Cyprus is 

never named in the poem. To make that distinction is anyway irrelevant: the island experience is made 

universal by the shift marked in the poem of the sea as a physical element to the sea as a concept. In this 

double movement of specificity and abstractedness, the poem shows how island geographies as both 

vehicles and prisons are an apt metaphor for the uncanny experience of being displaced within the borders 

of one’s own country.  

 
Πορεία (Θάλασσα) 
 
Χρόνια πορευούµαστε  
και θάλασσα δεν βρίσκουµε. 
 
Τον πόνο τον κάµαµε ξηµέρωµα 
τον πόθο δρόµο 
µα όλο πορευούµαστε 
σε άσπρο χωµατένιο κάµπο. 
 
Τα χελιδόνια βρίσκουν µέρες πράσινες 
χωρίς δισταγµό. 
 
Χρόνια πορευούµαστε 
και η θάλασσα µας ξέχασε  
και απόγινε λέξη  
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Journey (Sea) 
 
We have been walking for years 
but we still haven’t found the sea. 
 
We have made of pain an awakening 
of desire a road 
but we keep on walking 
across a plain of white earth. 
 
Swallows fry to green days 
without hesitation. 
 
We have been walking for years 
and the sea has forgotten us 
and become a word 

 

 The objective of the collective poetic voice is to reach the sea. Despite the metaphors in the 

second stanza that transform the emotional states of ‘pain’ and ‘desire’ into the hopeful physical elements 

of ‘daybreak’ and ‘road’ respectively, the ideal end point of the sea – as a point of relief, of fulfillment – 

is never reached. The poetic voice’s journey is stunted, as if the collective ‘we’ of the poem is walking 

around in circles on an island, instead of cutting across it to reach the sea. The final stanza marks a 

poignant reversal: it is not the collective ‘we’ that forgets about the sea as its goal; instead, it is the sea 

that forgets about the travelers. To be forgotten by the sea is to lose a sense of vitality that can give 

substance to hollow symbols: ‘and the sea has forgotten us / and become a word’. Perhaps a commentary 

on the emphasis on the sea for commercial and tourist purposes, or of the overuse of the sea as a symbol 

for self-congratulatory narratives that effect no political or cultural change, Ierodiaconou’s poem is a 

lament for a loss of mobility, a loss of a sense of relationality that has come with the inertia of the island’s 

protracted division.    

 In a similar move, Turkish Cypriot poet Gür Genç affirms the power of the sea as a reconstitutive, 

life-giving element by contrasting its moving quality to the ossified cultural and political environment of 

the divided island. Addressed ‘to Cypriot poets’, “Şiir Değil, Su” (“Not Poetry, Water”) advocates for the 

importance of water as a physical and mental antidote for an island culture consumed and bogged down 

by the hyper-borderification of an overdetermined geography and history. 
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ŞİİR DEĞİL, SU 
Kıbrıslı Şairlere 
 
Afrodit’ten beri aşk çöplüğüne döndü bu ada. 
İşgalci ırkların köklerine karışan ayaklarımız 
kımıldadıkça kemik yığınları kıtırdıyor 
ağırlığımız altında 
 
Toprak öylesine yüklendi ki ölüm şırasıyla 
tek kurtuluş 
                      şiir değil 
                                         su! 
 
Aşırı ısı nedeniyle taşlar bile eriyip 
derelerle denize aktı 
yaban diller erimiş bakır gibi yaktı 
cinsel istila ile açılan ağzımızı. 
 
Az bir ada için bu kadar şiir çok 
artık yazmayın 
                           ağaç dikin 
                                              ya da su! 
 
 
NOT POETRY…WATER  
To Cypriot Poets  
 
Since Aphrodite this island has turned into a rubbish dump of love.  
Our feet tangled in the roots of invaders  
bone piles crack as we move  
under our weight.  
 
The earth so over-saturated with death syrup  
the only escape  
is not poetry… water!  
 
Due to excessive heat even the stones have melted  
and flowed in streams to the sea  
Foreign tongues like melted copper burnt  
our mouths opened with sexual invasion.  
 
For such a small island so much poetry  
do not write anymore  
   plant trees  
     or water!  
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Responding to the representation of displacement and other traumas resulting from the sixties and 

seventies in the poetry and literature of Cyprus post-1974, Gür Genç offers an alternative that substitutes 

language with the living elements of geography: ‘trees / or water!’. The poetic voice contrasts water to 

earth, which has been ‘over-saturated with death syrup’ and offers it as a relief against the ‘excessive 

heat’ of the island’s literal and metaphorical environment. Much more optimistic – and simultaneously 

ironical – than Ierodiaconou’s use of the sea, Gür Genç’s advocating for water is something of a 

mismatch to what the poems lists as the island’s problems, in the sense that it is not evident at all how 

water would solve them. Why water should act as an escape to an island described as a ‘rubbish dump’ 

filled with ‘the roots of invaders’ and ‘bone piles’ is not directly articulated. Nor why it is an antidote to 

‘foreign tongues like melted copper’ and a corrective for ‘our mouths opened with sexual invasion’. One 

can only surmise that, due to its metonymic association to the sea – the poem refers twice to ‘the island’ – 

what water can offer is the possibility of a reconfiguration, a cleansing of existing cultural (and national) 

stalemates, and the chance for poets to look outwards. To look outside of themselves as individuals, and 

beyond the confines of the buffer zone and the island’s natural borders as a community. Water - with its 

promise of movement, upheaval and rejuvenation - counteracts everything that has ‘rooted’ itself on the 

island, including stale metageographies that insist on defining Cyprus and its people as either one thing or 

another.  

 

Conclusion 

In its melding of imaginary and geographical space, Cypriot poetry post-1974 can serve to 

expand my inquiry on place from the perspective of displacement. As my theoretical and literary analysis 

has shown, displacement and movement are integral components of islands as literal and figurative 

structures of definition/categorization, by virtue of their metonymic connection to the sea. As such, they 

offer a counterweight to hegemonic continental designations and dichotomous metageographies, which is 

the reason why internally displaced Cypriot poets, forced to migrate within the de facto borders of their 
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own country, have exhibited an increasingly ‘geographic consciousness’ as part of their epistemology and 

poetics of displacement.  

The shift between pre and post-1974 poetics is firmly anchored in the experience of the island’s 

mutilated geography, which turns displacement from an abstract, rhetorical trope used by nationalism into 

an internalized, intensely personal experience that affects the poet’s bodies and minds. As such, 

‘geographic consciousness’ results in the ‘othering’ of the self, along with the imaginary ‘getting to 

know’ of the ‘other side’ that is physically segregated. Displacement triggers new imagined cartographies 

in the poetry of Greek and Turkish Cypriots that work against the division of the island and the separation 

of its Greek and Turkish populations. 

 As a corrective to those ‘investigations of ethics and politics [that] continue to be universalist in 

aspiration – to the detriment (my emphasis) of place’ (Casey xii), the case of the poetry of internally 

displaced Cypriots, so firmly situated in the experience of lived space and its corollary production of a 

mental space, can also be viewed as evidence of the analytical and cultural importance of localizing, or 

localized, knowledge. While certain aspects of the experience of forced displacement will be undoubtedly 

shared among refugees, migrants, and internally displaced people; each narrative, each poem, each 

perspective retains its individuality and irreproducibility by virtue of the specific geographies that it 

literally refers to and/or occupies, and between which it shuttles.  

 While the widespread phenomenon of literal and metaphorical displacements resulting from an 

increasingly globalized world order contributes to the neglect of space as a philosophical paradigm or 

question, displacement is also the force that compels us to focus on place once more, heralding ‘a 

revitalized sensitivity to place’ (Casey xiii) in both the lived and mental spheres. Beyond serving as an 

analytical framework, the advantage of such re-focusing would be an acute awareness of ‘the 

unreplaceability’ of the places that people are migrating from and to, ‘their singular configuration and 

unrepeatable history’ (Casey xiii), as well as the unreplaceability of the individuals that occupy or move 

between these places, working against late-capitalism’s globalized production of ‘disposable’ individuals. 
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 The specific historical and geographical circumstances of Cyprus’ position on the border of 

Europe and its Mediterranean ‘Others’, make the divided island especially useful as a cultural, theoretical, 

and literal ‘moving ground’ from which to interrogate the processes of overlap, crossing and 

borderification that Europe is confronted with today. The complex processes of historical and cultural 

overdeterminations, as well as its protracted division and the unresolved issue of the internally displaced 

persons of the island, form a palimpsest at the eastern-most part of the European Union that can be said to 

reflect the challenges of the very center of the European project.  

 Building on my analysis of the representation of displacement through a geographic 

consciousness that advocates for movement, transgression and transformation, the next chapter will 

examine contemporary works of film and visual art responding to the most recent refugee wave to 

Europe, following the Syrian civil war. It will argue that the moving medium of film, inherently 

destabilizing and predicated on the displacement of its audience, can function as a formal and theoretical 

corollary for the representation of displacement in the twenty-first century.  
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CHAPTER FOUR. 

MEDITERRANEAN DISPLACEMENTS AS MOVING IMAGE 

 

At the cinema, we face screened moving images; these images surprise us and take hold of us; 
they lead us directly to living reality, forcing us to see it again in its fullness. Simultaneously, 
they feed our imagination, opening us up to the possible; they provide a knowledge and an 
awareness, and they make us live in unison with other spectators. These traits do not belong 
exclusively to the cinema, and they do not offer a definition of cinema in any narrow sense; 
nevertheless, as a whole they characterize a phenomenon. If cinema is experience, this is the form 
that it takes (Casetti 24 - 25). 

 

 The mediation of the refugee ‘crisis’ in Europe post-Arab Spring has been overwhelmingly 

audiovisual. Images of refugee boats and related footage from the Mediterranean are widely produced and 

circulated by news media in print, broadcast, and digital. For most people in Europe and the rest of the 

world, the crisis has unfolded primarily as a moving image: both because it has been digitally over-

captured by cameras of all sorts (satellite; GoPro; cell phones; news media); and because the footage and 

images capture people on the move; on the moving surface of the Mediterranean Sea, or in the liminal 

context of its coasts. Some of the most characteristic and iconic images produced during these years 

included images of boats crossing the Mediterranean, overflowing with people; of bodies washed up on 

otherwise picturesque Mediterranean coasts; 237 of lifejacket graveyards, as they came to be called; and of 

the squalid conditions in hot-spots and refugee camps on Mediterranean islands like Lesvos and 

Lampedusa. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that the topic of Mediterranean migration and the European 

refugee crisis has dominated the field of visual art, and has been a major theme in contemporary cinema, 

especially cinema produced in Europe.  

 While contemporary literature has struggled to produce works addressing the most recent refugee 

                                                   
237 The image of Alan Kurdi, the three-year-old Syrian boy who drowned while crossing the 
Mediterranean, lying lifeless, face down on the beach in Bodrum, is perhaps the most iconic photograph 
to emerge from the refugee crisis (see Mortensen, Tzanelli).  
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arrivals to Europe from the perspective of the displaced,238 works of video and film representing 

migration in the Mediterranean have proliferated exponentially in the first two decades of the twenty-first 

century. Referred to as the ‘migratory turn’ (see Mathur and T. J. Demos) in visual art, this trend is 

equally present in the film industry, as movies ‘about people fleeing intolerable conditions, heading for 

promised lands of opportunity, have been flooding festival screens for at least the last ten years’239 

(Russell 17). From documentary shorts and feature-length movies, to experimental non-fiction films, art 

films and video installations, the worlds of contemporary art and cinema have taken the thematic of 

displacement and migration in their stride.240 

                                                   
238 Perhaps due to production challenges; language constraints; access problems; the slow process of 
publishing; the literature that has been written about the current European refugee crisis rarely features 
first-hand accounts or narratives. Some notable fiction works that address the refugee crisis in the 
Mediterranean are German author Jenny Erpenbeck’s novel Go, Went, Gone (2017); the novel Το 
Πέρασµα [The Crossing] by Greek author Constantinos Tzamiotis (2016), as well as Όλα Για το Καλό 
[Everything for Good Reason] by Yiannis Makridakis (2017) and Eldorado (2008) by French author 
Laurent Gaudé.  

239 The 20th century itineraries of Mediterranean displacement analyzed in Chapters II and III of this 
dissertation also found representational ‘homes’ in film and visual art. When it comes to Cyprus, 
countless works of art have grappled – and still grapple – with the topic of displacement and division, 
while director Michael Cacoyiannis made a documentary about the Turkish invasion of 1974, titled Attila: 
The Rape of Cyprus, which captures the immediate aftermath of that summer’s events. As for film 
representations of World War II displacements, works about the period’s refugees are countless. Films 
about Jewish persecution during World War II and the Holocaust are a genre of their own: from Otto 
Preminger’s Exodus (1960), Agnieszka Holland’s Europa Europa (1990), Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s 
List (1993), and Quentin Tarantino’s Inglorious Basterds (2009) (see Haggith and Newman; Popescu for 
a complete filmography). Some well-known movies that grapple with World War II displacements but do 
not focus on Jewish characters, which are more closely aligned to the purview of my analysis in Chapter 
II of non-Jewish refugees to the Middle East, are Michael Curtiz’s Casablanca (1946) and Roberto 
Rosselini’s Stromboli (1953). In the former, the narrative and existential theme of ‘waiting’, a 
characteristic of the state of displacement as exemplified in my readings of Seferis, Tsirkas, Manning and 
Moorehead in Chapter 2, is tied to the geographical space of Casablanca. In the latter, the film’s main 
character (played by Ingrid Bergman) experiences displacement as a prison, first in the shape of the 
interment camp she finds herself in following World War II; and then in the shape of the volcanic island 
of Stromboli to which she is taken by her new Italian husband. The isolated and haggard island landscape 
in Rossellini’s film is a projection of the post-war destitution and disorientation represented by 
Bergman’s character, in a similar way that the divided geography of Cyprus affects and reflects the 
mental space of the internally displaced Cypriot subject (see Chapter 3).  

240 ‘The many recent migration-themed art exhibitions in Europe and the United States attest to 
migration’s importance as subject matter for cultural producers working throughout the Mediterranean 
and the Arab-speaking world’ as well as throughout Europe (Chubb 271). Some of the most recent art 
shows that heavily featured the topic of migration were documenta14 (2017) in Athens and Kassel as well 
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 Movement-as-displacement finds a particularly pertinent manifestation in film and visual art on 

multiple levels: as content (films about displacement); as an ontological concept (film as 

displacement241); and as a crucial part of film history (the links between history of mobility and 

cinema242). ‘The cinematic form has the ability to mirror and interpret phenomena such as shifting 

European borders; the formation of new personal, regional, national and transnational identities; the 

transformation of communities; and, more generally, the character of movement in postmodernity’ 

(Mazierska and Rascaroli 2). The close relationship between forced displacement and works of moving 

image, and the sheer number of audiovisual works that deal with the subject, merits the study of the 

current European refugee crisis through its visual representation in film and visual art.  

 This chapter will focus on four contemporary works of film that either deal with the most recent 

wave of refugee to Europe as it unfolds in the Mediterranean or ruminate about contemporary 

Mediterranean crossings. The films are Chinese artist and activist Ai Weiwei's documentary of the global 

refugee crisis, Human Flow (2017); Algerian artist and filmmaker Narimane Mari’s Le Fort des Fous 

(2017); US-based Kuwaiti artist Basma Alsharif art film Ouroboros (2017); and French-Moroccan visual 

artist Bouchra Khalili’s eight-channel video installation, Mapping Journey Project (2008-2011). All of 

these films were produced between 2008 and 2017, and they can all be classified, to various degrees, as 

‘art films’; either because of the circumstances of their production and exhibition, or due to their makers 

                                                   
as the Venice Biennale 17. To this may be added MoMA’s ongoing Citizens and Borders initiative 
(which showed Bouchra Khalili’s Mapping Journey Project in 2016; as well as Jacob Lawrence’s 
Migration Series and Other Visions of the Great Movement North); and the Isabella Stewart Gardner 
Museum’s commission of Judith Barry’s installation on the museum’s façade that features a top-down 
image of a refugee boat (Gardner 2018).  There are countless examples of exhibitions that feature works 
dealing with migration, some of which are detailed in Chubb 2016. Furthermore, museums themselves are 
shifting policies and approaches in response to migration: ‘As they give up their presumed super partes 
objectivity and universalism, [museums] are expected to take and declare a political stance, not only by 
reacting to contemporary matters, but also by contributing to the shaping of society and becoming forums 
able to accept and build on dissent’ (Lanz 179). 

241 See Deleuze, “Image-Movement”. 

242 See Eleftheriotis; Ezra and Rowden. 
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self-identifying primarily as visual artists. All of the artists examined here mostly live and work in 

Europe, but they are not from Europe. With the exception, perhaps, of Ai Weiwei’s film, the other works 

share in common the fact that they toe the line between documentary and fiction, and may be best 

described as ‘experimental non-fiction’. The choice of this ambiguous genre is on the one hand, tied to 

their provenance as art films or media art, but it also inevitably raises questions – more so than literature 

due to the fact that it shared the visual language of hegemonic media representations – about the ethics of 

visual representation.243  

 Why is the juxtaposition of these works special? While many of Ai Weiwei’s previous works on 

displacement have been examined next to Khalili’s projects on migration, this chapter is the first work to 

juxtapose these bigger names with emerging artists and filmmakers such as Narimane Mari and Basma 

Alsharif, whose works have not been studied in light of Mediterranean displacement in particular. It is the 

very fact that these works, produced as they are for a limited number of (shared) international artistic fora, 

but choosing to represent the experience of displacement in the Mediterranean in such different ways, that 

calls for their comparative analysis. Furthermore, while Narimane Mari and Bouchra Khalili are émigrés, 

voluntarily living in various parts of France and elsewhere in Europe, Ai Weiwei’s inability to return to 

his homeland of China and Basma Alsharif’s Palestinian origins mean their works are not just about 

displacement: they are products of it. All of the artists’ uptake by the most coveted European and Anglo-

American institutions of art and culture, show how Edward Said’s claim that ‘modern Western culture is 

in large part the work of exiles, émigrés, and refugees’ (357) still holds today.  

 Some questions that the chapter will address are: What are the formal characteristics that artists 

and filmmakers use to represent migration through moving-image? How do some of the poetic and 

                                                   
243 As for fictional representations of Mediterranean displacements resulting from the Syrian civil war in 
mainstream cinema, they are much fewer in number, but this could be attributed to the longer pre-
production and production processes demanded by the genre. Some notable examples are Finnish director 
Ari Kuarasmaki’s black comedy This Side of Hope (2017), which follows a Syrian refugee who arrives in 
Finland and befriends a middle-aged local man; and a limited TV series produced by the BBC called 
Collateral (2018), which grapples with the subject of people smuggling.  
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narrative tropes identified in Chapters 2 and 3 translate to the screen? What is the cinematic equivalent of 

their epistemology? How can film works make us see and understand migration differently? How can the 

study of migration change our understanding of film? This chapter will examine the moving image as a 

medium for the representation of Mediterranean displacement in the 21st century, exploring the 

relationship between movement, knowledge, time and space that is inherent in both the experience of the 

cinema and the experience of displacement. How is the attempt to represent displacement changing 

cinema’s forms?  

  

Movement, knowledge, cinema 

 It has been convincingly argued that from the 19th century onwards, vision, movement and 

knowledge are bound together in a peculiar dialectic that defines modern subjectivity (Eleftheriotis 12). 

The cinema – broadly defined as the experience of watching a film within the specific limitations of a 

shared physical space that to a greater or a lesser extent ‘takes away the control over viewing audiences’ 

(Michalekakis 17) – is both a product and a continuing constitutive force of that subjectivity. It is 

undoubtedly part of a ‘visuality that has shaped the world we live in’ (Aumont qtd. in Elsaesser 69).244 

Today, the proliferation of satellite imagery, CCTV, mobile phone cameras and virtual reality is part of 

that genealogy, increasingly approximating Foucault’s panopticon and producing ‘social relations based 

on vision and control’ (Elsaesser 10). This interrelated, dialectic history between vision, movement and 

knowledge in the West sets the scene for the historical and formal entanglement of cinema and 

displacement, opening up the possibility of exploring an epistemology of displacement as one that is 

structurally and affectively similar to cinema as a ‘specific form of knowledge, experience and 

expression’ (Elsaesser 13).  

                                                   
244 This is consistent also with French sociologist Pierre Bourdieau’s analysis of the primacy of 
photographic image as ‘objective’. Bourdieau says that it is because the camera can mechanically 
reproduce the perspective that painting from the Renaissance onwards had established as the ‘right’ 
perspective that we regard it as objective and more ‘truthful’; not because it actually represents the world 
as it is. Ways of seeing and the world thus shape each other.  
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 While movement and knowledge are entangled in post-industrial, modernist, the exclusionary 

character of their common genealogy is clear from the conflation of movement with 'travel’, implying a 

free and voluntary mobility primarily available to citizens of industrialized nations and metropolitan 

centers: 'It’s not just that traveling enables knowledge; it’s that the process of knowledge itself perceived 

as a journey, as a gradual progression of a subject towards ever increasing knowledge’ (Eleftheriotis 12). 

While ‘mobility of vision involves a dialectic of certainty and uncertainty’ (29) that is artistically 

productive for the 19th and 20th century artist as flaneur or traveler, it can also result in a confrontation 

with the limits of established modes of knowledge and perception. The disappointing ‘quickness’ and 

‘blurriness’ of images past a train’s windows, for example, and the effect of losing control of one’s senses 

due to motion, may very well produce a fragmented, interrupted knowledge; casting doubt over its very 

status as knowledge. Put this way, it is not hard to see the obverse repercussions to movement’s 

modernist scientific and artistic elements, and how historically or socially contingent they are. In 

Batteries of Life, art historian Christoph Asendorf draws from the history of impressionism to make the 

case for the reifying effect that movement has on humans observed in motion: ‘There remains only a 

language of movements, which make people into speechless mobile bodies and therefore equivalent of 

things’ (89).  If you move too fast, or if the conditions of movement are not optimally controlled, then, 

from the perspective of the displaced, the premise of vision and movement as instruments of ‘complete 

knowledge’ disappears, and, from the perspective of the observer, humans turn into the moving vehicles 

or mediums that carry them across space.  

 Can the connection between vision, movement, and knowledge be sustained if displacement is 

forced? How does forced displacement disrupt the modernist paradigm of vision-movement-

knowledge?  What kind of ‘knowledge’ would forced displacement produce? How would that 

‘knowledge’ change our axioms of looking? And our way of making cinema? While an examination of 

the cinema and moving-image representations of Mediterranean displacement between 2008 - 2017 can 

not be expected to exhaustively address these questions, it will outline the different formal tropes that 

visual artists and filmmakers have been employing to represent the current refugee crisis in Europe and 
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the Mediterranean as a necessary first step, and fruitful resource, from which to derive insights regarding 

the interplay between forced migration and film as a medium and artistic genre. 

 Forced migration, as my analysis in Chapters 2 and 3 has demonstrated, greatly qualifies the 

relationship between movement and knowledge. Instead of a ‘progression’, the representation of forced 

migration in the literature of European refugees in the Middle East and of internally displaced Cypriots 

demonstrates displacement as a much more contingent experience defined by a temporal and geographical 

non-linearity. As far back as the archetypal stories of Ulysses, Europa, and Helen of Troy examined in 

Chapter 1, the perspective of displacement gives rise to a (non) structure of wandering, iteration and 

rootlessness that puts a sense of loss, lack and uncertainty at the very heart of concepts generally 

understood as constant and stable.  These include the social norms of ‘home’ and ‘love of home’ (Said 

366) as well as the geographical and cultural construct of ‘Europe’. An experience that ‘dissipates’ the 

limits of the world’s ‘theater’ (Seferis, Days IV); turns the world into a ‘transit camp’ (Tsirkas, The Club) 

over which the individual has no control; ‘leveling out’ social hierarchies (Manning, The Levant Trilogy); 

and ‘fragmenting’ or ‘mutilating’ perception (Said, Adorno); displacement as a first-hand physical 

experience undermines any confident assertions that movement results in progressive, teleological, all-

encompassing knowledge. Instead, it reveals that the study of the movement of forcibly displaced 

individuals in particular, reveals an epistemology that is much more provisional. One of the goals of this 

chapter is to understand whether and how displacement as a formal and epistemological paradigm 

translates to works of film dealing with forced migration in the Mediterranean. 

 If forced movement produces a different kind of epistemology that emerges in the literary and 

visual representations of displacement, as I claim it does in this dissertation, it is a knowledge of 

uncertainty and provisionality, what Said refers to as the ‘nomadic, decentered, contrapuntal’ subjectivity 

of exile, an ‘unsettling force’ that ‘erupts anew’ as soon as ‘one gets accustomed to it’ (366). And 

while each artist examined in this chapter negotiates the relationship between displacement, knowledge 

and visual representation to different ends, not unlike the reconstitution of different geographical 

imaginaries present in post-1974 Cypriot poetry, interrogating and reconstituting that relationship affects 
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the structural and formal constitution of their works. My analysis will begin by drawing from established 

works of film and cinema theory in order to demonstrate the potency of film as a medium, and the cinema 

as ‘a space that is both physical and discursive’ (Elsaesser 4), for the representation of displacement.  

 

Cinematic models of movement and displacement 

 Conceptual considerations of movement and displacement have been part of cinematic discourse 

from the cinema's early days: George Melies Le Voyage dans La Lune (1902) transported audiences to the 

moon; while the Lumiere brothers’ L’Arrivée d’un Train en Gare de la Ciotat (1896) showing a train 

pulling into a station, encapsulates the proposition of the camera as ‘a generalized equivalent of the 

movements of translation’ (Deleuze, “Movement-Image” 4). Seminal works of film theory have featured 

rigorous analyses of the medium in terms of movement, from André Bazin's analysis of the ontology of 

the photographic image as one that effects a ‘transference (my emphasis) of reality from the thing to its 

reproduction’ (198) to Giles Deleuze’s Bergson-influenced movement-image.245 Displacement also 

features prominently in cinema studies, namely in the analysis of cinema as a ‘threshold’ (Elsaesser) and 

the historical site of convergence for socially marginalized or displaced groups (Hansen). Furthermore, 

considerations of displacement as a sociopolitical phenomenon inform recent scholarship of various 

national cinemas (Schrader and Winkler; Rego and Brasileiro; Hagener) and they also offer a 

methodological framework for the study of cinema in a globalized world (see studies of transnational 

cinema such as Ezra and Rowden, Berger and Komori,  Palacio and Türschmann).246 Responding to 

cultural criticism’s affective turn, there has also been research on mapping the ways film bodily and 

                                                   
245 The ‘movement image is pure movement extracted from bodies or moving things’ (Deleuze, 
“Movement-Image” 23). It is image-as-movement, not movement in image. For Deleuze, this is one of 
cinema’s most unique and important qualities.  

246 ‘Films and cinemas that transcend national boundaries and/or fashion their narrative and aesthetic 
strategies with reference to more than one national or cultural tradition or community. The idea of the 
transnational alludes to the forces that link people and institutions across nations: the global circulation of 
money, commodities, information, and people, for example (Kuhn and Westwell).  
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emotionally move us (Thain). This would echo Judith Butler’s formulation of relationality as revealed by 

dispossession.   

 In her chapter on “The Cinema as an Alternative Public Sphere,” Miriam Hansen draws from the 

circumstances of cinema’s early history in metropoles like Paris and New York to demonstrate how 

cinema as a social space is closely linked to global histories of migration. Hansen claims that the cinema 

was an ethnically de-centralized space where different sorts of people - including immigrants from 

different backgrounds - came into contact with one another. ‘The farther the theater from the 

neighborhood centers and the less associated with a particular immigrant constituency, the more likely it 

was to assemble strangers of diverse ethnic backgrounds who were not only displaced in relation to 

dominant forms of identity, but had that displacement in common with each other’ (105). As an 

experience, then, the cinema has an equalizing, communalizing quality that also confirms the distinctions 

between its spectators/ members: ‘the most separate and most diverse human beings attend the same film 

at the same time’ (Delluc 257) echoing my analysis of forced migration as a shared experience that cuts 

across ethnicities and nationalities in the preceding chapters. 

 Spectator theory uses the physical parameters of the cinematic experience to articulate a more 

theoretical, or conceptual, application of displacement in cinema. According to Thomas Elsaesser, cinema 

can function as a liminal space 'whereby the spectator enters the film, giving up his/her individual subject 

status in favor of a communal experience and a self-alienating objectification’ (42). Elsaesser’s proposal 

of a theory of cinema which ‘puts the body and the senses at [its] centre’, thus prioritizing proximity as 

opposed to the ‘scope regime’ (10) of film theories based on distance, is not unlike a theory of migration 

that prioritizes the displacement of bodies across space, in contingent and contiguous arrangements both 

with one another and with the spaces of transit they share. As a liminal space or a threshold, the cinema 

shares with borderlands, like the Mediterranean, the fact that it attests to both ‘division’ and ‘spatial 

proximity’ (41) that enables a shuttling between ‘here’ and ’there’. Through such a metonymic 

understanding of what constitutes the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of film, cinema might be ‘proposing to us, 

besides a new way of knowing the world, also a new way of ‘being in the world’ and thus demanding 



 

 228 

from film theory next to a new epistemology also a new ontology’ (Elsaesser 12) Spectator theory also 

defines the spectator as a relational entity, echoing Butler’s theory of dispossession-qua-relationality, with 

spectator and film 'each occupying the other and being in turn occupied, to the point where there is only 

one reality’ (12). On a cognitive and perceptual level, cinema as liminal space and experience can 

function as a paradigmatic mode and medium for the representation of displacement, which also 

communicates the self-othering experienced by displacement (which I argue for in the previous chapter).   

 Elements of French film theorist and critic André Bazin’s work further demonstrate the relevance 

of cinema as a useful model to theorize an epistemology of displacement. One of Bazin’s lasting 

contributions to the field of film theory is his formulation of the camera’s distinct capability to automate 

the process of reproducing the world and to do so without human intervention. For Bazin, this 

interpretation of cinema’s automated quality, according to film scholar Angela dalle Vacche, ‘offers a 

sense of indifferent being-there, without a pre-set utilitarianism’ (Vacche 15). One of the goals of Bazin’s 

‘de-centering of the subject through cinema’s movement is to make us understand how previous 

knowledge can prevent us from seeing things in a new way’ (Vacche 15). Cinema’s unique quality of 

automatic movement, then, puts into crisis ‘our trust in knowledge over perception’ and produces other 

ways of perceiving the world that could form the basis of a different kind of knowledge. It also implies a 

politics of de-centering that privileges the contingent as much as it does the controlled aspects of our 

existence in the world. Bazin’s theory, then, makes the cinema a well-suited medium for the 

representation of marginal or peripheral bodies and their stories. In Bouchra Khalili’s Mapping Journey 

Project (2008-2011) the artist employs the ‘de-centering of the subject’ on one level, by purposefully 

leaving the face of each of her displaced narrators out of the frame. This urges the viewer to focus on the 

personal itinerary of each narrator, which is being traced with black permanent marker on a geopolitical 

map that fills up the entire frame of all eight of Khalili’s videos. Marginal and often hidden itineraries 

take center stage, as it were, precisely because the camera on its own does not discriminate: it records 

everything that is in front of it. 
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 In his work on cinema and the movement-image, Giles Deleuze draws a direct line between 

cinema and the fluid state, locating ‘a general predilection for water, the sea or rivers’ in French (pre-

war?) cinema as an expression of a ‘mechanics of fluids which, from a concrete point of view, was to find 

in the liquid image a new extension of the quantity of movement as a whole’ (43)247 Understood this way, 

films about the current refugee crisis that privilege scenes of water and the Mediterranean Sea can be said 

to be doing something in cinematic terms on top of documenting the fact of migration. Movement is 

turned into a formal, informational and ontological component of the works. In Berlin-based artist Peter 

Schefler’s Havarie, which draws a 3.5-minute mobile phone video of a refugee boat floating in the 

Mediterranean into a 90-minute film, movement is slowed down to the point of ‘disassembling the chains 

of causality and continuity’ (Eleftheriotis 63) that dominate conventional film. Schefler’s formal choice 

points to the inadequacy of conventional narrative tropes to grasp the qualities of metis that dominate the 

‘open sea’ and define much of the contingent and life-threatening experiences of migrants in the 

Mediterranean. By manipulating movement, Schefler is also challenging the audience to see what they see 

almost nightly on their television screens in a radically different way.   

 Deleuze’s prioritization of movement as a constitutive element of cinema leads him to assert that 

‘the essence of the cinematographic movement-image lies in extracting from vehicles or moving bodies 

the moment which is their common substance, extracting from movements the mobility which is their 

essence’ (23). This theoretical approach to cinema and film is particularly interesting in the context of the 

representation of migration in film and other moving-image art. In Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow, for 

example, the film is arguably most successful when the camera is moving in surprising and unpredictable 

ways (using Steadycam, drone shots and low-flying shots) often despite the moving human beings that it 

is documenting. This is perhaps the film’s most valuable contribution to the visual representation of 

                                                   
247 This is unsurprising in the context of Deleuze’s coupling of the camera and movement: ‘one might 
conceive of a series of means of translation (train, car, airplane…) and, in parallel, a series of means of 
expression (diagram, photo, cinema). The camera would then appear as an exchange or, rather, as a 
generalized equivalent of the movements of translation’ (my emphasis, 4) 
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displacement: matching part of its formal structure to surprising material and conceptual manifestations of 

‘flow’.  

 Deleuze’s text brings together several of the formal themes that the dissertation has been dealing 

with in the course of its analysis of the representation of displacement, namely the effect of the physical 

experience of displacement on the representation of space and time; and also the way in which forced 

movement re-defines categorization in terms of geography, national identity, group belonging etc. For this 

latter consideration, Deleuze’s analysis of the relationship between the ‘parts’ of a film and the ‘whole’ is 

particularly useful. By defining the cinema as 'the system which reproduces movement by relating it to 

the any-instant-whatever’ (“Movement-Image” 6), in reference to the frame-by-frame construction of the 

cinematic image, and the shot-by-shot construction of cinematic montage, Deleuze brings the cinematic 

whole and its constitutive parts in a unique metonymic relationship thanks to movement: ‘movement 

expresses a change in the whole which encompasses’ (“Movement-Image” 8) both the whole and its 

parts. An understanding of movement as cinematic, then, allows for the concurrent sustaining of the 

‘concrete’ and the ‘abstract’, not unlike Seferis’ description of the experience of displacement as both a 

devastatingly singular and lonely condition, and a contingently collective one: 'We are not just one group 

of foreigners; we are as many groups as individuals; the crowd of a sinking ship, each of us fighting for 

our life, riding our own personal shipwreck. (Seferis, Days IV 251)’.  

 The cinematic relationship of the whole to its parts - effected by montage - also echoes the 

process by which displacement makes of different individuals, complete strangers to each other, their 

stories divergent, distinct and seemingly incompatible, a larger contingent whole referred to from the 

outside homogeneously as a ‘migrant wave’ by virtue of the physical contiguity of bodies shaped by 

shared routes, shared vessels and shared spaces of displacement. That cinema can function in a similarly 

metonymic way through montage is the primary focus of my analysis of Narimane Mari’s Le Fort des 

Fous (2017). By drawing attention to the explicitly paratactical logic of her editing choices, Mari’s film 

brings together three spaces divided by geography, time, and even register (are they fictitious or real?) 
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and which are never considered side by side - colonial Algeria, an island utopia, and present-day Athens, 

Greece - into a provisional cinematic whole.  

 Furthermore, positing the Bergsonian thesis of the ‘whole as neither given nor giveable’ 

(“Movement-Image” 7), Deleuze links duration - any encounter of the passage of time, a time-based 

experience - to a ‘whole which is changing’ (9). That issues of duration and temporality are central to the 

experience of displacement and its representation has been addressed in Chapters 2 and 3: the experience 

of forced displacement complicates the determination of its own ‘beginning’ and ‘ending’, for example. 

This signifies the possibility of a temporal ‘whole’ that is much more open than any teleological 

historiographical approach would allow for, and which is a feature of many of the artistic representations 

of displacement already examined in this dissertation. Basma Alsharif’s Ouroboros, and its allusion to the 

concept of eternal return,248 presents viewers with an interpretation of forced displacement that brings 

together disparate historical moments; distant geographical locations; in an overarching whole that is held 

together by neither causality nor functional motivation, but by this un-framing of time.    

 Applying Deleuze’s metonymic mapping of cinema's ontology (from frame, shot, sequence, to 

film, a group of films, a canon) onto the issue of forced migration, a single story of displacement can be 

understood as metonymically linked to an ‘open whole’. Determining the ‘totality’ of which individual 

story may be a part of depends on how narrowly or widely one defines it - is the ‘whole’ of displacement 

a single individual? an ethnic group? a certain geographical area, like the island of Lesvos? a continent? 

the globe? the universe?249 Such an understanding of displacement, deriving from its cinematic kinship, 

highlights the connected nature of the world (echoing Butler’s subjective ‘relationality’) without 

                                                   
248 The title – Ouroboros – refers to the ancient mystic symbol of a self-devouring snake. 

249 Indeed, this is not just a rhetorical quip. Turkish artist Halil Altindere’s Space Refugee (2016) features 
Syrian cosmonaut Muhammed Ahmed Faris proposing Mars as a new home for his displaced compatriots. 
Altindere’s VR experience Journey to Mars (2016) puts the viewer on the red planet, as a group of three 
astronauts set up a refugee settlement there.  
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universalizing the figure of the migrant or refugee in ways that take away from the specificity of each 

migrant narrative.   

 

Macro to micro and back again: Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow (2017) 

 In a discussion with Evan Osnos of The New Yorker in October 2017, at the magazine’s annual 

festival in New York City, Ai Weiwei described the subject of his feature-length documentary, Human 

Flow, in terms of globalization and its consequences. Despite a startling increase in border walls,250 the 

globalized world order means that most, if not all, humans are variously connected and that, in fact, ‘we 

can never really know who is connected to who’ (Ai  Weiwei 2017). This ubiquitous condition of 

connectedness forms Ai Weiwei’s ethics and aesthetics of representing the phenomenon of forced 

migration in the 21st century. Beginning and ending in the Mediterranean, where Ai Weiwei was based for 

some time during parts of 2015 and 2016,251 Human Flow moves across twenty-three countries, recording 

the plight of displaced populations in refugee camps, city centers, islands and deserts, from the US-

Mexico border to Afghanistan and Burma, in an almost encyclopedic scope. One of the few films on the 

contemporary refugee crisis that goes beyond just presenting ‘global South’ to ‘Fortress Europe’ 

migration, Human Flow includes ‘migration’s multiple contemporary forms—including internal 

migration, which is predominantly rural to urban, and migration to non-Western countries’ (272). Ai 

Weiwei represents migration in its specific and its universal manifestations; both as testimony and as 

concept. According to film scholar and critic Catherine Russell, Ai Weiwei’s film ‘evokes the grandiose 

scale of Godfrey Reggio’s transcendent global gaze … moving quickly from one country to the next, 

transcending borders and gravity’ (21).  

                                                   
250 One of the many statistics that the film offers is the fact that such physical barriers have increased from 
eleven at the time of the fall of the Berlin Wall to seventy today. 

251 Ai Weiwei moved to the Greek island of Lesvos and set up a studio there in 2015. 
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 Ai Weiwei’s aesthetic representation of displacement is evidenced by the film’s title. Human 

Flow is both what he captures on camera, as well as how he captures it. The movie’s hallmark is the use 

of drone shots, one of the few films since the development of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) for 

commercial photographic purposes, that uses drone technology as part of a formal, ethical and political 

argument instead of as just a flashy transition between scenes.252 The drone shots are intercut with 

intimate images ‘on the ground’: close ups of people that Ai encounters at refugee camps on the Greek 

island of Lesvos; moving interviews with grieving relatives in eastern Turkey; humorous encounters with 

young Syrian asylum seekers in Athens; talking-heads-style interviews with humanitarian workers and 

politicians; and even selfies of Ai Weiwei himself.253 According to Russell, ‘the strength of the film lies 

in the elegant push-pull relationship between the individual testimonies and the vast landscapes, some of 

which are crowded with rows and rows of standardized refugee housing’ (21). 

 As a document or visual archive of migration, Human Flow is valuable in that it gives us more 

images, and often qualitatively different images than those produced and circulated by the media. That Ai 

Weiwei makes ‘everything and everyone appear incredibly beautiful’ (Russell 21) in the film does not 

necessarily undermine the gravity of the refugees’ situation. Cinematographic choices that are often 

criticized as ‘aestheticizing’ an experience of suffering and trauma can equally be interpreted as 

‘exaggerating the extremes of the migrant experience’ (Russell 20) thus dignifying it on the level of visual 

representation. This is a matter that I will discuss in more detail below. But whether Ai Weiwei’s film as 

a whole manages to go beyond its own process of production is a matter of debate. Not quite anything 

other than the ability of Ai Weiwei and his crew to travel and film in two dozen locations throughout the 

course of a year, the film is also evidence of the global network of contemporary art practices and 

contemporary art’s political and social bent (see Chubb and Miller).  

                                                   
252 Another is Basma Alsharif’s Ouroboros (2017), also discussed in this chapter.   

253 The style of the ‘grounded’ shots differs widely from setting to setting. Often, it is the grainy footage 
of Ai’s mobile phone camera; other times it is a digital, high-definition image; and yet others it is the soft 
image of a film camera. 
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 Ai Weiwei’s representation of migration, defined by his celebrity status in the global art scene, 

does something that only very few filmmakers could (afford to) do: it gives us perspectives of 

displacement from almost every location experiencing grand-scale migration in the world. The film 

meshes genres and styles as much as it does locations and languages. There is no explicit plot, other than 

the grand narrative described by the title: Human Flow. The expansiveness that characterizes Ai Weiwei’s 

approach to the cinematic representation of the ‘global refugee crisis’254 is not just geographical. The film 

documents the various iterations and permutations of forced movement on many levels, going beyond the 

audiovisual recording of people in forced transit. On the level of form, the film uses camera movement 

and montage to ‘flow’ from one sequence to the next; on a self-referential level, the film tracks Ai 

Weiwei’s own movement as he follows the displaced as an archivist/documentarian/activist;255 on the 

level of non-visual elements, the film offers a broad range of texts, including news headlines, UNHCR 

statistics and even poetry from different countries, to map the circulation of information that has 

accompanied the refugee crisis both in the contemporary global news media environment and across 

historical time. All in all, the film’s ultimate goal is to demonstrate the countless itineraries that connect 

the world across space and time, through the act of migration and the figure of the migrant. The principle 

of ‘flow’ is as much a structural as it is an ideological one.   

 As an attempt at an ‘all-encompassing knowledge’ through vision256 and movement, Human Flow 

falls short of its (potentially megalomaniac?) goals. This is unintentional but necessary: it shatters the 

often delusional aspirations of privileged ‘globe-trotters’ or ‘dark travelers’257 rendering their resulting 

                                                   
254 This is the tagline of the film: ‘a documentary about the global refugee crisis’.  

255 Film critics have called the film an ‘epic journey’ (Salon), an ‘epic portrait of mass migration’ 
(Indiewire) and ‘a tragic travelogue of sorts’ (LA Times), all of which could describe Ai’s own role in the 
film. 

256 In its various technological means: the drone camera, the mobile phone camera, GoPros, the 
Steadycam. 

257 Dark travel/tourism: ‘as a private, personal or familial engagement with sites of memory’ and from the 
twentieth century onwards, ‘a commercialized touring to sites of disaster, suffering and heritage that hurts 
(from war to Ground Zero visitations)’(Tzanelli 2)258 I recognize the value of these debates, and believe 
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knowledge inevitably incomplete and incompletable. Regardless of its (fortunate) failure to come together 

as a unity, however, Ai Weiwei’s attempt to capture the scale of migration today, which includes using 

drone technology, is effective because it puts the force of the ‘external’ (see Kracauer) and spectacular 

reality of displacement front and center, working against the instincts and conventions that equate 

proximity and compassion. Depicting displacement as it is constructed through language, literalizing the 

metaphor of flow by making migration part of the world’s geography, and connecting distant places to 

one another through the figure of the migrant, Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow is a visual argument for global 

interconnectedness. It is also a rare example of an unabashedly expansive statement in non-fiction 

filmmaking that intends to universalize, despite the decades and countless pages of prescriptive debates258 

about ethics in filmmaking. Ai Weiwei’s claims of showing migration as the ‘human condition’ might 

make some critics cringe, but at the same time there is an equally convincing, and perhaps more 

productive, argument that ‘political aesthetics must at the very least remain open to the constructive task 

of enabling forms of experience that do not terminate in radical individualism’ (Miller 317).  

 For the purposes of this chapter, I will focus on two major formal structures that define Ai 

Weiwei’s cinematic representation of forced migration: first, the interplay between landscape and portrait; 

and second, the film’s lateral, so to speak, movement between different geographical locations. Both of 

these converge in the use of drone footage. I will argue that, while the film’s scope is too expansive, 

becoming more of a testament of Ai Weiwei’s status as an iconic artist and to the access that comes with 

this status, the trope of shifting from macro to micro visions of displacement is a successful one, on the 

                                                   
that there are certain ethical standards that should be adhered to, but I do share David Macdougal’s claim 
that a greater awareness of politics and ethics of representation among filmmakers ‘can also lead to a 
decidedly condescending and moralistic strain of ethnocentrism. In our preoccupation with the part others 
play in our concerns we may be less likely to pay attention to the part we play in theirs’ (150). 

258 I recognize the value of these debates, and believe that there are certain ethical standards that should be 
adhered to, but I do share David Macdougal’s claim that a greater awareness of politics and ethics of 
representation among filmmakers ‘can also lead to a decidedly condescending and moralistic strain of 
ethnocentrism. In our preoccupation with the part others play in our concerns we may be less likely to pay 
attention to the part we play in theirs’ (150). 
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whole resisting turning the people it documents into types. Contrary to The New Republic’s film reviewer 

who lamented how ‘poignant vignettes and interviews are swamped by long shots of the Mediterranean 

and of migrants trekking into the forests of northern Greece’ (Hsu), I contend that it is precisely those 

long shots, and especially the aestheticization of the ‘multitude’ (Hardt and Negri) through drone shots 

that constitute Human Flow’s most significant formal and ethical contribution to the representation of 

migration. Different from an entirely impersonal ‘mass’ or ‘swarm,’ the multitude, as defined by political 

philosophers Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, moves as a unit but retains its component individuality as 

well as a potential political agency. The concurrent vision of mass flow and individual agency, which 

defines Ai Weiwei’s representation of displacement in almost all the locations his film features, offers a 

different angle through which to understand migration for the non-migrating spectator, while it also 

proposes that this double vision is also part of how people on the move see themselves, too.  

 Human Flow begins with a shot of the Mediterranean Sea that fills up all four corners of the 

screen. In Ai Weiwei’s opening shot, the audience looks down onto the blue from a top-down bird’s-eye-

view of the sea, giving us enough distance to look at what is (not) happening in terms of movement and 

abstract shapes instead of figuration. The sound of waves graces each image with a fluid reference. When 

a refugee boat slides into the frame, we are still hovering above the physical, bodily reality of the state of 

displacement. While we’re up there, the image is sublime: the sea becomes symbolic of a transcendent 

conceptualization of flow. From the bird’s-eye-view of the Mediterranean blue the film then cuts to 

rough, handheld shots of the confusion and messiness that ensues upon the boat’s arrival, with Ai Weiwei 

in frame helping people off a boat on the Greek island of Lesvos. The intensely physical ordeal of being 

forcibly displaced and on the move translates into the grainy image of a lower-res, explicitly embodied 

camera, most probably Ai Weiwei’s own phone camera. Having helped a young man off the boat, Ai 

Weiwei turns the camera around and takes a selfie of the two of them. As people wade through the water 

exhausted and frail, collapsing onto the beach, the sea takes on the full weight of its physical qualities, 

and the dangers it holds. More fragmented, haphazard, less controlled: these images ‘on the ground’ 

contradict the smooth connotations of ‘flow’, yet they are a part of it. While a visual cliché, the handheld 
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camera ‘still manages, in this case, to provide a powerful sense of immersion… one productively read 

alongside or against the idealization of ‘precise’ and ‘global’ drone vision’ (Freda 234). This opening 

sequence is exemplary of a vertical movement that the film frequently employs: moving from distant, 

panoramic drone shots down to the nitty-gritty of the particular bodies and events that make up the 

refugee crisis.  

 Drone shots are also used for a lateral movement that is equally important to the film’s argument 

and aesthetic of global connectedness. ‘Flow’ dominates Ai Weiwei’s formal presentation of what are 

usually presented as siloed locales of migration. The movement of the drone camera allows the audience 

to ‘glide’ unhampered from one distant location to another. An example is when the film moves from 

Greece to the Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh, facilitated by montage and by the visual connector 

of water: from the waters of the Mediterranean to the lush vegetation and rivers of the jungle. The 

movement ends when we ‘land’ on a close up shot of a Rohingya elder being interviewed, who reminds 

us of the figurative importance of ‘flow’: ‘We are ashamed when they call us boat people, refugees, 

drifters’. By using drone footage, Ai Weiwei highlights the metonymic connection of geography to 

people, which is something particularly relevant in the literature of the displaced examined in the first 

three chapters of the dissertation. Refugees take on a fluid quality metonymically, often because they 

traverse bodies of water, adopting the qualities of the physical geography that they cross. Ai Weiwei 

harnesses the metonymic logic of film – the relationship that Deleuze eloquently describes between the 

‘open whole’ and its parts – in order to make the Mediterranean crisis part of the Rohingya crisis, despite 

the geographical and cultural distance between them. Contiguity as a structural principle that ties together 

both the work of montage and of language is an important formal element of the representation of 

displacement in Human Flow. 

 That the film opens and ends with the Mediterranean is also indicative of the central role the 

Mediterranean Sea has taken in the global (artistic) imaginary when it comes to issues of migration and 

refugees. According to art historian Emma Chubb, ‘one way to understand this concentration on 

specifically Europe-bound migration is as a reflection of the fact that many artists who address migration 
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live and work … in Western Europe. Additionally, the continent’s increased border security and the often 

catastrophic arrival scenarios and treatment of migrants there regularly attract media attention and 

galvanize anti-immigration policies and human rights groups alike’ (272). In its privileged treatment by 

artists that are well-embedded in the European and Anglo-American art scenes, the Mediterranean takes 

up a hegemonic role vis-à-vis migration routes elsewhere. The Mediterranean’s proximity to Europe, and 

its recent role as the site of an already hyper-mediated refugee crisis defined by ‘catastrophic arrival 

scenarios’ attracts politically-conscious contemporary artists, as well as artists with an affinity for ‘dark 

travel’, with all the moral ambiguities that that infers. Their work is then exhibited in major European and 

American art institutions, galleries and art shows, spaces that are attached to social practices of the elite 

(Khalili, Story Mapping 81), becoming part of contemporary knowledge of the European refugee crisis. 

Using the contiguous logic of cinema and attaching distant places to the Mediterranean, Ai Weiwei 

‘feeds’ into the highly regulated institutions of European art (home to images of Mediterranean migration) 

the representation of other places and other people not directly related to Europe that might not have 

otherwise made it to them.  

 

The aerial shot as knowledge 

 As the latest offspring of aerial photography, the drone shot shares its kin’s complex history as an 

instrument of surveillance, mapping, and war but also its use as an artistic and creative tool. At the turn of 

the 20th century, aerial shots offered ‘a new vision that privileged unusual points of view … making 

modes of perception more complex’ (“Vues d’en Haute” catalogue), and defining the work of visual 

artists from Pablo Picasso to Georgia O'Keeffe. While the aerial shot as such does not retain the same 

stark novelty today, shots from drone cameras can still effect a level of estrangement primarily because of 

their stability, and the high quality images that they produce. The distinctive top-down, flat-lay type of 

image that drone cameras capture can also create ‘a loss of a sense of scale that blurs the distinction 

between near and far’ (“Vues d’en Haute” catalogue). This has the power to point out the arbitrariness of 

distinctions that are taken for granted, or divisions that might seem unsurpassable from a grounded 



 

 239 

perspective, like borders. One of the most striking drone shots in Human Flow shows the area around the 

Idomeni refugee camp in northern Greece, at the time when the government of the Former Yugoslav 

Republic of Macedonia had closed its borders. The visual discrepancy between the refugee camp on the 

right side of the screen - filled with people, tents, things and movement - and the unoccupied, green fields 

of Macedonia on the left side of the screen, made the immense obstacle of the border seem trivial; almost 

absurd.   

 Paul K. Saint-Amour describes the effect of seeing the world from up high as one in which the 

‘individual organism dwindles to the vanishing point, bodies recede to exteriorized and genderless dots 

circulating as particles in the fluid dynamics of urban mass, made visually contiguous with the material 

fabric of the city as viewed from above’ (352). In the context of war, this receding of the human body into 

the landscape enables what Étienne Balibar calls 'hyper-objective violence' (see Violence and Civility). 

While there is no doubt that war and espionage gave rise to the development of both audiovisual 

technology and flight technology,259 with the ‘interplay of vision, subjectivity, and technology … present 

in the historical development of the gun … its optical supports and, inevitably … in the genre of the war 

film’ (Freda 231), a blanket objection to drone footage, or aerial footage in general, would lay the ground 

for an objection of any product (artistic or otherwise) deriving from cultural techniques whose original 

use was ethically dubious.   

 The fact that bodies are ‘exteriorized’ needn’t mean that they are subjected, in a hierarchical 

sense, to landscape.260 When the separating lines between bodies and space melt into the landscape, the 

disappearance of the individual, and its becoming a part of the material fabric of the landscape establishes 

a metonymic relationship between humans and geography which is revealed as both become part of a 

                                                   
259 French cultural theorist Paul Virilio has comprehensively analyzed the ‘long and intimate relationship 
between the gun and the camera’ (Freda 235) in his book War and Cinema: The Logistics of Perception 
(1989). Furthermore, aerial photography rapidly matured as a tool of mapping and surveillance in the 
context of World War I when airplanes were first equipped with cameras for reconnaissance missions 
(Dyce). 

260 See discussion below on Siegfried Kracauer’s Mass Ornament. 
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greater whole, from sufficient altitudes. As the drone footage from Human Flow demonstrates, large 

enough numbers of bodies can change the landscape, too. This makes drone footage a useful visual tool 

for the representation of displacement as an experience that renders geographical and political imaginaries 

much more fluid than our standard maps will show.  

 Bauhaus painter and photographer László Moholy-Nagy referred to the ‘experience of space’ 

from an aerial perspective as a ‘more complete experience’ (“Vues d’en Haute” catalogue). This gives the 

aerial shot a creative potential; not just a de-humanizing one. In Human Flow specifically, that creative 

potential includes the ability to visualize geographic space as shaped by the presence and movement of 

migrants and refugees, which would also reflect Ai Weiwei’s understanding of man’s relationship to 

nature, which he has framed as culture-specific: ‘As a Chinese, you are always part of your surroundings. 

Nature can be a man-made or an industrial postmodern society … you’re in there, trying to build some 

kind of a relationship’ (Obrist 69). In Human Flow, then, as in many of his other works ‘technology 

enabled, rather than distorted the production of narratives about human nature’ (Tzanelli 3). Coupled with 

the shots of people that Ai Weiwei provides from the ground, drawing a connective line between the 

micro and the macro, as well as bringing distant places together through the use of camera movement and 

montage, the use of drone footage can also be credited with facilitating a ‘flattened’ visual correlate of the 

‘contrapuntal’ existence that Edward Said claimed characterized the exile’s life.  

 In an analysis of “Hitchcock’s Aerial Views” that concludes her book A Grammar of Murder: 

Violent Scenes and Film Form, Karla Oeler suggests that Hitchcock’s signature move of a ‘cut, in and 

around scenes of murder, to an overhead perspective’ (219) is a way of confronting the violence within 

the frame and addressing the ‘violence implicit in cinematic seeing’ (219). This is an interesting 

proposition to be measured against the contexts of both Ai Weiwei's Human Flow and Basma 

Alsharif's Ouroboros, which also uses drone footage but in a more limited way.261 From an aerial 

perspective, ‘the earth unravels like an immense carpet without borders, with no beginning, nor end’ 

                                                   
261 Alsharif uses drone shots of Gaza in reverse speed.  
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(Nadar cited in Pompidou-Metz). This echoes Ai Weiwei’s understanding of the globalized, networked 

world ‘which is increasingly more like a sphere and has no East or West' (Hancox 279), an assessment 

that needn't be construed solely as an uncritical affirmation of ‘the cosmopolitan unity of humanity’ 

(Tzanelli 4). People fleeing war and persecution cross mental and physical borders, undermining the 

authority of the geopolitical map and the various nation-based prohibitions that it implies. The aesthetic of 

the aerial shot can match the desire for a world that is borderless. Drone footage, then, by blending the 

body into the landscape and highlighting the relationship of humans and geography, could be used to 

reflect the migrant perspective and the violence implicit in the arbitrary exclusion mechanisms that 

borders and nation-states employ.  

 In Oeler’s analysis, the aerial shot in Hitchcock replaces the impossible ‘reverse shot’ of the 

murder victim’s perspective, pointing to the character's ‘tragic blindness’ instead of the film’s 

omniscience (221). This is a complete reversal of conventional understandings of the so-called god's eye 

view perspective that has been linked to knowledge and control; although it is in line with the ‘estranging’ 

qualities of aerial footage mentioned in the Pompidou-Metz catalogue of the Vues En Haut exhibition 

and quoted above. Applied to Ai Weiwei’s film, this interpretation of aerial perspectives opens up the 

signifying field of drone footage, making it a supplement for the perspective of the refugees that make up 

the human flow of the film’ title, thus recognizing - by foreclosing - the ultimate impossibility of 

inhabiting and representing their perspective. That being said, the film’s hodge-podge formal structure 

and its constant shift in register - more so than its shift in location - makes such an interpretation 

tendentious. It is, however, a productive way to think about the ways in which the migrant perspective can 

be ethically represented: by presenting, in its place, an estranging image.262 

                                                   
262 This is perhaps what Alsharif’s Ouroboros succeeds in doing: because it couples the drone shot (not so 
estranging anymore; in fact, the top-down drone shot has all but lost its novelty, it has become 
mainstream) with a ‘paradoxical movement’. The reverse speed technique used by Alsharif thus produces, 
along with a distortion of time, a paradox of using an ‘omniscient’ bird’s-eye-view to confound 
established knowledge, not enhance or clarify it. 
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 The revelatory quality of a vertically moving drone is indeed a surprising and fascinating visual 

experience, even if drone footage is increasingly becoming a staple part of our visual and social 

vocabulary. Asked about the drone shots in an interview, Ai Weiwei said that ‘he wanted to show another 

perspective, and to show from nothing becomes something’ (Vankin). Filming a refugee camp in Turkey, 

the drone records rows and rows of temporary refugee housing before slowly landing in the midst of 

curious onlookers, including children, who have formed a circle around it (see Figure 5). In this scene, the 

drone movement literally enacts the macro and micro scales of displacement between which the film itself 

as a whole moves. The abstracted view of the camp, far from being ‘nothing’, is revealed to be comprised 

of people, each of whom responds to the landing of the drone in a different way.   
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Figure 3. A camera drone approaching a refugee camp in Turkey in Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow (2017). 
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 For all its capacity to capture a smooth, abstracted panorama of the world, drone camera imagery 

paradoxically does not conform to ‘the old adage about classical cinema’s use of ‘maximum technique 

and technology’ that ‘seeks a minimum of attention for itself’ ‘masking [its] means of manipulation’ 

(Elsaesser 19). Drone footage invariably draws attention to the technology that facilitated it, precisely 

because the gaze it offers is an ‘unmanned’ one, an entirely automatic gaze (and here we might imagine 

Bazin considering drone cameras as paradigmatic of the ‘essential objectivity of cinema’).263 This is 

evident in the way in which the people on the ground respond to the drone’s landing among them, but 

also in the spectator’s realization that the circle being formed on the ground is made up of people who are 

responding to the descending gaze of the drone. Through this (literal) approach, which incorporates 

‘technology’s aesthetics of distance’ (Tzanelli 4), Ai Weiwei continues a trend that runs throughout his 

oeuvre, which is the affirmation that things can be lived in and experienced ‘from afar’; by showing how 

‘distance’ is on a spectrum with proximity, and not its opposite. 

 Is this just a fancy way of justifying an ethically dubious methodology?  Of being complicit in the 

reproduction of our world’s ‘new visual normality—a new subjectivity safely folded into surveillance 

technology and screen-based distraction’ (Steyerl 24), which will not remain novel or even discernible for 

long? Filmmaker Hito Steyerl writes about the ethic repercussions of technologically-controlled aerial 

imagery, and points to the insidious nature of the simultaneous closeness/distance that they produce: 

the displacement of perspective creates a disembodied and remote-controlled gaze, outsourced to 
machines and other objects. Gazes already became decisively mobile and mechanized with the 
invention of photography, but new technologies have enabled the detached observant gaze to 
become ever more inclusive and all-knowing to the point of becoming massively intrusive (my 
emphasis) —as militaristic as it is pornographic, as intense as extensive, both micro- and 
macroscopic (Steyerl 24). 
 

In such an interpretation, Ai Weiwei’s use of drone footage cannot be judged merely on an aesthetic level. 

It is part and parcel of Human Flow’s constant shuttling between micro/macro; lateral/vertical; 

                                                   
263 French filmmaker Jean Epstein wrote that the camera ‘sees features in faces and human movements 
that we, burdened with sympathies and antipathies, habits and thoughts, don’t know how to see’ (“The 
Cinema Seen From Etna” 292). 
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intimate/general; stereotypical/specific perspectives of the ‘global refugee crisis’, which is predicated on 

an ideological displacement or distance (or the capacity to be displaced or distant) from the site of 

dispossession and suffering.  

 How can we then reconcile the intrusive, invasive, remote-controlled distant perspective of the 

drone shot with Ai Weiwei’s self-proclaimed activist approach, and with the fact that he is an artist? As 

my analysis of the creative uses of cultural techniques that began as instruments of war and espionage 

shows, dismissing it as merely ‘violent’ and exploitative from the get-go makes for poor criticism. An 

alternative approach could be to focus on Ai Weiwei’s use of the drone camera as committed to capturing 

the ‘surface’ or the ‘exteriority’ of human migration. Commenting on early 20th century Berlin’s picture 

palaces in his essay “Cult of Distraction,” German cultural critic and film theorist Siegfried Kracauer 

argues that an emphasis on the ‘external’ and its spectacular qualities, despite being considered vacuous, 

at least ‘has the advantage of being sincere’: 'It is not externality that poses a threat to truth. Truth is 

threatened only by the naive affirmation of cultural values that have become unreal and by the careless 

misuse of concepts such as personality, inwardness, tragedy and so on - terms that in themselves certainly 

refer to lofty ideas but that have lost much of their scope along with their supporting foundations, due to 

social changes’ (326).  

 In Kracauer’s analysis, any ‘inward’ considerations - that may include the self-reflexivity of the 

ethics of representation - are completely anachronistic and are irrelevant in a world of industrialized labor 

and mass automation, its contemporary progeny. Privileging ‘inwardness' continues to perpetuate a 

dichotomy between the ‘aestheticized’ and 'the real’, which Kracauer claims is moot ‘due to social 

changes’ that render the distinction unproductive. As such, objections that rest on ethical claims vis-a-vis 

the use of drone footage to document mass migration can be themselves a symptom of privileged 

spectatorship, out of touch with reality. Seen as an example of the mass ornament, a reference to grand-
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scale, synchronized dancing shows popular in the 1930s,264 the representation of displacement through 

drone footage is a way to confront the barrier of abstraction that dominates our capitalist, globalized 

world by moving beyond it. Only behind this abstraction can ‘one can find the individual rational insights 

that correspond to the particularity of the given situation’ (81). Capturing mass movement as just that is 

an integral part of the intellectual, political and ethical process required to counteract the politically 

lulling effect of its abstraction.   

 Objecting to intellectual enterprises that ‘attempt to reconstruct a form of state, a community, a 

mode of artistic creation that depends upon a type of man who has already been impugned by 

contemporary thinking’ (86), Kracauer advocates that the only way to overcome the essentialization that 

the mass ornament produces is to move ‘directly through the center of the mass ornament’; that is, not to 

shy away from the ornament’s ‘empty and superficial shallowness’ but to confront its reality. There are 

echoes of Kracauer’s claims in Ai Weiwei’s remarks on the social responsibility of the artist: “We’re 

actually a part of reality, and if we don’t realize that we are totally irresponsible. We are a productive 

reality. We are the reality, but part of reality means that we need to produce another reality’ (Obrist 7). Ai 

Weiwei’s representation of displacement as ‘flow’ through the use of drone cameras, then, can be 

understood as a confrontation of the reality of forced migration - a reality shaped by migration’s almost 

daily mediation on TV and online as mass and flow. As a result, Human Flow produces ‘another reality’: 

one in which the interconnectedness of the global is actually visualized. Bringing his artistic 

representation of displacement as close as possible to the way in which it is really, actually experienced 

could thus be seen as a marker of aesthetic success.265  

 

                                                   
264 Kracauer draws attention to the similarity of the ornament and the aerial photographs of landscapes 
and cities: both do ‘not emerge out of the interior of the given conditions, but rather appear above them’ 
(77). 

265 'An aesthetic presentation is all the more real the less it dispenses with the reality outside the aesthetic 
sphere’ (Kracauer 81). 
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 The ethics of representation 

 Visual art and films dealing with migration or other humanitarian crises are frequently 

precariously positioned in terms of the ethics of their production and spectatorship, particularly if, like Ai 

Weiwei’s work, they share the visual language of photojournalism, ethnography and the sometimes 

controversial communication strategies of human rights causes (see Tiessen).266 According to Danish 

media scholar Mette Mortensen, not unlike films, ‘iconic images,’ defined as images that become 

emblematic of a certain political event or humanitarian crisis, ‘are tied to specific situations, geographical 

locations, and personal biographies while also pointing to larger issues and collectives of people, for 

instance, the ‘refugee crisis’, the ‘threat of terror’ or, in more general terms, human suffering and despair’ 

(Mortensen 1146). This balance between the ‘authentic’ and the ‘symbolic’ level of images, and the limits 

of artistic appropriation when it comes to scenes of suffering and despair, is often at the heart of debates 

about the ethics of representation in non-fiction filmmaking.  

 Ai Weiwei’s stance is confrontational and much more straight-forwardly representational, even in 

situations where representation as a tool for a political aesthetics might be construed as ‘crass’, or ‘vulgar’ 

(Amirkhani); and in ‘bad taste’ (Steadman).267 For all the various people we get a glimpse at in Human 

Flow, and the seemingly endless tally of faces captured on camera, Ai Weiwei himself remains the only 

character that comes close to being developed in the film. Like his unabashed reenactment of the death of 

Alan Kurdi, in Human Flow Ai Weiwei does not shy away from inserting himself in the film, next to its 

displaced subjects. At times, his presence comes close to being self-congratulatory. We see him, for 

example, helping out in refugee camps, giving a woman tissues and holding her scarf back as she is being 

sick during an interview. These moments, like his selfie with the young Syrian man that he helps out of 

the boat in the opening sequence of the film, may well lead to objections that he is ‘turning the spotlight 

                                                   
266 The promotional campaign for Human Flow included calls to support various NGOs working with 
refugees around the globe.  

267 This was the case with Ai Weiwei’s reenactment of the death of Alan Kurdi, in the photograph for 
India Today mentioned above.  
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towards himself rather than prioritizing and creating space for the suffering to speak for themselves’268 

(Amirkhani). By inserting himself in the movie, Ai Weiwei also makes the film about his own itinerary 

documenting migration.269 The site of the ‘authentic’ is no longer just the refugees depicted in the film; it 

includes Ai Weiwei’s role as an artist/activist also. 

 Beyond being a trope of ‘continuity’ (Russell), Ai Weiwei’s presence in the film can also serve 

the formal and ethical function of self-reflexivity: revealing the movement of the filmmaker and 

acknowledging the unbridgeable difference between the filmmaker as a voluntary ‘migrant’, as it were, 

and the forcefully displaced subjects of his movie. Much has been written about Ai Weiwei’s own 

experience of exile from China, as well as his father’s persecution during the Cultural Revolution in 

China.,270 which might have informed Ai Weiwei’s interest in the subject of refugees. Ai Weiwei insists 

on inserting himself in the interpretation of the film also, as a way of deflecting criticism: ‘This film is not 

a historical record on refugees, but one individual — one artist's — recorded effort toward the human 

condition. That involvement is a strong character of this film. It connects the film to the perspective of a 

                                                   
268 This criticism, together with accusations of crassness and insensitivity, emerged from Ai Weiwei 
posing as Alan Kurdi for India Today in January 2016.  

269 Film critics have called the film an ‘epic journey’ (Salon), an ‘epic portrait of mass migration’ 
(Indiewire) and ‘a tragic travelogue of sorts’ (LA Times), all of which could describe Ai’s own role in the 
film.  

270 According to Vankin, Ai Weiwei ‘not only understands government persecution, having been jailed 
and surveilled in China, but he grew up as a displaced person himself. His father, Ai Qing, was a revered 
poet who during the Cultural Revolution was persecuted by the government. The family was exiled to a 
remote Gobi desert village, Xinjiang, where they lived in harsh conditions. “I had all those experiences of 
people being discriminated [against] or punished for the wrong reasons,” he says of his youth. “For me, 
it’s very natural. I can easily, when I’m facing [the refugees], see in their eyes how they are trying to 
survive. I understand them very well. I don’t want to just be there as a filmmaker. I want also to tell them 
that I know them so well. I know exactly what kind of conditions they are in.” I am not suggesting to 
equate or even draw a simple analogy between the filmmaker and his subjects, or the experience of Ai 
Weiwei’s father during the Cultural Revolution in China with the various stories of displacement in the 
Mediterranean today. I am aware that the umbrella terms ‘exile’, ‘migration’ and ‘displacement’ can often 
obscure the different historical circumstances of each individual case of persecution and precarity, and the 
particular horrors of each individual’s experience of displacement, whether in the Middle East, or China; 
in Europe or the Americas. But there is an affinity for the subject of refugees expressed in Ai Weiwei’s 
words that might merit a separate study. 
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single person, and provides an honest account of the filming process. Simply put, this film is about my 

research and knowledge of this global condition’ (Ai Weiwei, LA Times). In this light, Ai Weiwei’s 

cinematic representation of migration is a way to reveal ‘the human condition’ (equated here with a 

‘global condition’) through the subjective perspective of the artist. A move that attempts to mitigate 

criticism that demands ‘historical standards’ from art, Ai Weiwei’s justification admits to the 

impossibility of comprehensively representing migration. Ai Weiwei’s participation in the film, then, 

could be read as a way in for the spectator as well.271 There is a problem, however, with using Ai Weiwei 

as a ‘spectator yardstick’, so to speak, primarily because only he, or an artist of a similar caliber and 

world-wide celebrity, could have made such an expensive, expansive movie. In a sense, then, Human 

Flow is as much about Ai Weiwei as it is about forced displacement. It is equally about the globalized 

contemporary art scene’s (commercially-derived) capabilities to produce work that relies on connectivity 

and networks and its increasing affinity for political and social issues.272  

 This fact, however, should not automatically or militantly preclude an analysis of the aesthetic or 

humanitarian merits of Ai Weiwei’s representation of displacement. Artistic representations of political or 

social phenomena will always be criticized for some reason or another. As Jason Miller writes in his 

article titled “Beyond the Middle Finger: Plato, Schiller and the Political Aesthetics of Ai Weiwei” 

(2016), reading Ai Weiwei as a dissident activist alone is not sufficient to grasp the scope of his work and 

the resources that he has at his disposal. Nor is it enough, however, to think about him as a 

                                                   
271 This is oversimplified, however, since Ai Weiwei is not your typical spectator for a number of reasons. 
For all its universalizing aspirations, Human Flow doesn’t turn refugees into types. Artist’s models? 
Maybe. Ai Weiwei’s film shows people on the move in a more intimate way, which includes humor and 
surprise. One scene involves a woman at a refugee camp introducing us to her cat, which travelled with 
her all the way from Syria. Such close-quarters representations of refugees and migrants in the film make 
them more like Ai Weiwei - the spectator’s avatar in the film - than not.  

272 Ai Weiwei makes this clear in an interview with the Los Angeles Times: ‘This film is not a historical 
record on refugees, but one individual — one artist's — recorded effort toward the human condition. That 
involvement is a strong character of this film. It connects the film to the perspective of a single person, 
and provides an honest account of the filming process. Simply put, this film is about my research and 
knowledge of this global condition’ (Vankin).  
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straightforward aesthete who uses political developments to further his art. An example of an alternative 

approach to Ai Weiwei’s seemingly irreconcilable roles as activist and artist is Rodanthi Tzanelli’s 

interpretation of the artist’s art/activism practice. Tzanelli argues that Ai Weiwei’s ‘transits and visitations 

into refugee reception hotspots and performative existential travels into suffering and death locate his 

adventurous humanitarian style on an edge or border-crossing (my emphasis) from disinterested 

involvement to consumerist pursuit’ (2), crediting this deliberately liminal positioning of the artist with ‘a 

radical rejection of conventional approaches to heritage and as a digital commercialization of the thanatos 

(death) of old cultural forms and the human populations that uphold them’ (3).  

 By inserting himself into the refugee populations that he documents, and becoming 

metonymically related to them, Ai Weiwei might be engaging in an iconoclastic act aimed against a 

prescriptive idea of the artist as some sort of champion of ethical interactions with his subjects, which 

might hinder him or her from engaging with ‘reality’.273 Whether this is a convincing enough argument in 

light of Ai Weiwei’s overall oeuvre is beyond the scope of this chapter, but I hope that I have sketched 

some of the ethical issues at stake in any discussion relating to the representation of migration in visual art 

and film. Miller strikes the right chord when he concludes that the artist ‘occupies both spheres of social 

life - the aesthetic and the political - and can only affect the political through the imbrication of both 

antagonistic and affirmative strategies’ (317). These antagonistic and affirmative strategies can be 

directed equally towards politics and towards the art world and its institutions, making the artistic 

representation of migration a ‘tug of war’ between politics, institutions, commercialization, ethics and 

cultural sensitivities.  

 

 

 

                                                   
273 A reality that includes both ‘old cultural forms’ and ‘consumerist pursuits’ and ethical considerations 
and ‘conventional approaches to heritage’ and drones and mobile phones and migrants and flaneurs and 
altruism and profit and…  
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Faceless Migration: Bouchra Khalili’s Mapping Journey Project 

 A comparison of Human Flow to another film work about forced migration, French-Moroccan 

artist Bouchra Khalili’s eight-channel video installation Mapping Journey Project (2008 – 2011), 

illustrates the ways in which the (inexhaustible) issue of the ethics of visual representation manifests itself 

in the formal choices that constitute a work of visual art. Mapping Journey Project is an eight-channel 

video installation274 that ‘aims to draw an alternative practice of map-making elaborated and shaped from 

the perspective of individuals forced to cross borders illegally’ (Khalili, artist’s website). In each video of 

Mapping Journey Project, a person who has been forced to migrate illegally recounts his or her itinerary 

of displacement. Each video is comprised of a (different) geopolitical map;275 a hand holding a permanent 

marker literally drawing the itinerary of displacement that each narrator has taken; and the audio of each 

narrator recounting his or her story of forced migration. The video installation isolates the refugee 

itinerary, (re)traced by the migrant narrators’ permanent marker, as the main locus of the representation of 

displacement. Two things distinguish Bouchra Khalili’s approach to the representation of displacement in 

her Mapping Journey Project from the other film works examined in this chapter. First, the noticeable 

absence of personification/portraiture in the videos and second, the lack of movement, in terms of both 

camera movement and movement-as-montage. Both of these help illustrate Khalili’s evident suspicion of 

the representation of migrants and refugees as universal figures, as ‘archetypal’ or ‘exemplary’ (Khalili, 

Story Mapping 63). 

                                                   
274 As a visual, sensory and physical experience for the gallery or museum visitor, the arrangement of 
Mapping Journey Project in an eight-channel video installation means that the spectator herself has to 
move in order to witness all eight stories and trajectories of displacement. This could also be applied to 
the ways a spectator experiences Mapping Journey Project: unlike the cinema, the spectator is free to 
move around and between the eight channel video installation as she sees fit, with no set of directions or a 
‘correct way’ of viewing it. In the context of a busy gallery, this can become quite a challenge, with the 
spectator competing for space in front of the screen, and for the limited number of headsets available at 
each station. 

275 Seven out of eight maps include the Mediterranean as a bridge between Africa or the Middle East and 
Europe; the other is a map of Palestine. 
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 For Khalili, cinema is not a ‘distraction’ in Kracauer’s sense. The single shot, static frame of each 

video – unlike the constantly moving camera of Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow – directs the audience’s 

attention to the only movement happening on screen: that of the hand moving across the map, which is an 

abstraction of the speaker’s actual journey of displacement. The visuals of Mapping Journey Projects are 

thus a representation of the movements of migration itself (echoing Deleuze’s description of the camera 

as ‘the movement of translations’).276 The static, single-shot framing allows each story and each itinerary 

to command the attention of the spectator without other in-frame distractions.277 This structural technique, 

Catherine Russell claims, ‘is a valuable means for filmmakers to observe their subjects as figures in 

space, people situated in urban and rural landscapes. It adds a photographic quality to the subjects 

that lifts them out of their mundane realities into the formalism of art making’ (17). In Khalili’s case, the 

space that the Mapping Journey Project’s narrators occupy is the already representational space of the 

map. The itinerant trajectories across space that the narrators mark, which are all different to one another 

but are presented in a formally identical way, allow the viewer to focus on the individuality of each 

journey of migration, in the doubly ‘formalist’ setting of the art video and map background, which can be 

Khalili’s way of dignifying each migrant or refugee’s story.  

 An entrenched tool of power, bureaucracy and control both in terms of its activation of national 

borders and as a visual code of hegemonic knowledge, the map serves to highlight the deviations, returns, 

and repetitions of the itineraries of forced migration. Khalili describes Mapping Journey Project as a 

confrontation of ‘the most normative drawing which exists’ (the map) ‘with the most singular situations’ 

(Khalili, Story Mapping 69). Khalili’s approach to representing migration thus focuses on the hyper-

                                                   
276 Like a fingerprint, each journey and each narrative are unique: undermining both media 
representations of migration that turn the specific stories of forced migrants into an abstracted, 
homogeneous movement open to appropriation by both ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ hegemonic narratives, 
and the borders of the map it intervenes on.  

277 Catherine Russell identifies ‘fixed frame cinematography’ as a prominent device of films dealing with 
migration and displacement, tracing it across genres and countries, from Chantal Akerman’s work (From 
the Other Side, 1977 and News from Home, 1977 and D’Est, 1993), to Kelly Reichardt’s 2010 fiction film 
Meek’s Cutoff about 19th century migrants to the American West. 
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specific, de-coupling the individual both from the migrating multitude278 (each video features a single 

line, a single itinerary of displacement) and the various host societies that the individual encounters. 

Static, normative geography is acted upon by the moving hand/individual which knocks ‘down the 

vocation of mapping as a tool of power’ (Khalili, Story Mapping 69). As an example of a ‘supple line’ 

(Deleuze and Guattari 214), each migrant itinerary documented by Mapping Journey Project 

‘deterritorializes and decodes space’ (de Bruyn 27) on top of the ‘segmentary lines’ that make up the 

static geopolitical map. As supple lines, the migrant itineraries ‘constitute a micrological, unstable space 

of force relations, a threshold that resides between the state apparatus of sovereign power and an 

ungovernable, turbulent outside of mutation, multitudes, and flows that escape quantification (de Bruyn 

27). This isolated movement, and its associated marking (its geography; the act of γεωγραφείν) is both an 

act and a cartography of resistance. This specific interaction of the frame’s background and foreground, 

the map and the moving hand in Mapping Journey Project, echoes cultural theorist Michel de Certeau’s 

argument in The Practice of Everyday Life (1980) that individual action is never totally reducible to the 

structures in which it occurs.279  

                                                   
278 Even as the work as a whole to a certain extent alludes to a potential of the multitude by the curation of 
eight singular stories of migration into one installation.  

279 Visually represented as static, through the fixed geopolitical map background and the fixed camera, 
geography is animated through the role it plays as geopolitics in the specific obstacles recounted by each 
individual narrator, and the ways they overcome them. The audio of each narrator’s specific story of 
forced migration is thus a significant component of Khalili’s particularizing representation of 
displacement. 

279 Visually represented as static, through the fixed geopolitical map background and the fixed camera, 
geography is animated through the role it plays as geopolitics in the specific obstacles recounted by each 
individual narrator, and the ways they overcome them. The audio of each narrator’s specific story of 
forced migration is thus a significant component of Khalili’s particularizing representation of 
displacement. 
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Figure 4. Still from Bouchra Khalili's Mapping Journey Project. 

 While it is true that migrants’ identities and lives cannot be reduced to their trajectories alone, 

Khalili’s focus on the itineraries of displacement is a successful one. Contrary to art historian Emma 

Chubb’s argument, narratives of displacement (the trajectory of individuals from one place to another) 

inevitably feature elements of the refugees’ past, which is also their present.280  Furthermore, as I have 

shown in Chapter 2, the first-hand experience of displacement is often described in terms of transit and 

the forced travels that refugee or migrant narrators undertake. In Mapping Journey Project, the contingent 

nature of forced displacement is captured in the digressions that the narrators’ stories of transit and 

permanent markers trace: returning to the same place multiple times, taking round-about ways to get 

somewhere when the obvious route is a straight line, and so on and so forth. ‘In Mapping Journey #1, 

what does it mean when you live in Annaba and you want to go to Marseilles? It means that you cannot 

travel in a straight line. It means that inevitably you have to make detours which do not depend on you but 

                                                   
280 I am also not sure that it is art’s role to offer the comprehensive context of what led these people to 
migrate (Chubb 284). What would an art piece that sufficiently contextualizes migration look like? What 
is ‘sufficient context’? 
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on circumstances (my emphasis)’ (Khalili, Story Mapping 70). Khalili’s emphasis on trajectories 

supplemented by the specifics of spoken narration powerfully evokes the haphazard, provisional 

(non)logic that governs the experience of displacement.  

 The line traced on each map in Mapping Journey Project is also a manifestation of the ‘creative 

strategies’ (Khalili, Story Mapping 71) that people on the move have to come up with in order to make 

their way to their desired destination. An affirmative agency emerges even in the protean context of 

vicissitude, echoing the creation of an alternative island geography in the poetry of Andriana 

Ierodiaconou, examined in Chapter 3. Furthermore, while an intradiegetic temporality is set by the 

duration of the narrator’s description of their travels, the narratives themselves also offer a glimpse into 

the warped temporalities of displacement as a general condition. In Mapping Journey #3, for example, a 

Palestinian man describes how journey from Ramallah to East Jerusalem – a mere fourteen-mile distance 

– might take hours or days due to the political obstacles and checkpoints he encounters along the way. In 

Mapping Journey #2, the young Tunisian narrator declares his journey incomplete and still pending, since 

Khalili records the video while he is still in transit.  

 An inextricable component of the irreducibility of the individual to structures and norms is 

Mapping Journey Project’s inclusion of ‘authentic’ refugee, migrant and asylum seeker narratives, as 

unprocessed by montage logic as possible.281 According to Khalili, her project aims to give the subjects of 

their video back their agency, ‘to investigate how individuals with their own voices, with their own words 

try to resist arbitrary boundaries and restrictive conceptions of identity and nation-state’ (MoMA). By 

ceding control to the temporal configuration of the subject’s narrative, and by completely writing herself 

‘out’ of the audio and visual components of the work, Khalili’s formal decisions try to capture stories in 

the most direct way possible within the aesthetic and political objectives of her artistic practice. Besides 

certain formal elements that self-reflexively demonstrate ‘ways in which negotiations about the nature of 

                                                   
281 Each video is comprised of a single shot, static frame, using sync sound (sound recorded on location, 
in contrast to sound recorded during post-production in the studio). 
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the relationship between filmmaker and subject have consequences for subjects and viewers alike’ 

(Nichols 52), Khalili is invisible in her own work. Closely resembling Hal Foster’s assessment of the 

‘artist as ethnographer’, Khalili insists that her artistic process is ‘natural and simple in the sense that it’s 

all mixed up with real life’ (Khalili, MoMA): she locates her subjects at transportation hubs throughout 

Europe, and asks them to tell her their story after hours of conversation.  

 On the one hand, as an example of ‘a more participatory cinema’ (MacDougall 156), yielding a 

certain level of control over her work’s content to the narrator-subjects is Khalili’s way of avoiding the 

thorny ethical questions of ‘exploiting’ refugees or migrants for art. On the other hand, like the inclusion 

of indigenous narrative in ethnographic film, the use of the subject’s voice in documentary or non-fiction 

film ‘often raises the question of whether the film is making indigenous statements or merely absorbing a 

device into its own narrative strategies. Inevitably a method that purports to disperse some of its authority 

to its subjects is also capable of using this to reinforce its own’ (McDougall 154).282 Whether Khalili 

actually ‘empowers her speakers’ (Nawi) by giving them a platform to have their voices heard is therefore 

a matter of debate, which would involve considering to what extent an artistic representation of a 

disenfranchised person or group should seek to ‘empower’ its subject(s). The debate would also almost 

certainly lead to no concrete answer whatsoever, as it would loop back to age-old questions of art’s role 

vis-à-vis politics;283 whether art should be militant; and whether militant art can be good.  

 The most striking framing choice that Khalili makes, and which might at first seem hard to 

reconcile with her stated intention of putting unmediated migrant narratives as narratives of resistance 

front and center in her work, is the choice not to include the narrator’s face in the frame of each video. 

                                                   
282 But if filmmakers or artists ‘incorporate other voices, what textual independence do these voices 
actually have? In one sense, all texts used in this way are subordinated to the text of the author. This may 
be more true of written ethnography than film, in which more unencoded information can be said to ‘leak’ 
from the images, but in both cases the author makes certain decisions about what texts to include or 
exclude’ (Nichols 156) 

283 See Miller. This discussion is beyond the scope of this chapter, and would have to involve an 
examination of philosophical treatises in the Western canon addressing the purpose of art from Plato and 
Aristotle to the present.  
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The facelessness of the migrants in Mapping Journey Project may contribute to what Chubb calls out as 

disingenuous in Khalil’s work: ‘rather than depicting “singular lives” … these videos emphasize the very 

interchangeability and generalizability of these lives and journeys’ (Chubb 284). However, the fact that 

the faces of Khalili’s migrant narrators remain outside the frame can be interpreted as a critique of the 

abuse of affect, particularly in the visual media tropes used by the international community and 

humanitarian organizations in order to raise awareness for vulnerable populations, such as refugees. In the 

past twenty to thirty years, certain humanitarian communication strategies have come under attack for 

overly relying on images of suffering without sufficient context of the political and social situations that 

produce it (Batazzi and Parizot 117) and without giving enough critical distance to the audience. This 

genre of representation focuses on the personification of suffering, usually through the close up, which 

critics say perpetuates the hegemonic dynamics of the colonial gaze and makes the specific suffering of 

people abstract and universal, de-politicizing its causes. The iconography of the close-up photograph of a 

child or other vulnerable individual looking directly into the camera has come under attack for inciting 

sympathy for passive suffering rather than support for active struggle (see Burman; Moeller; and 

Ruddick). The result is the production of so-called ‘humanitarian victims’ (Mesnard 201) or ‘disaster 

pornography’284 (Burman 246). 

 By not putting a face to the displaced, Khalili’s Mapping Journey Project stands in sharp contrast 

to both media and humanitarian representations of forced displacement. This is also a diametrically 

opposite approach to that of Human Flow, which engages in a highly stylized trope of portraiture - 

especially in the first part of the film - that borders on the painterly. Beyond aesthetic issues, however, 

there is also the issue of protecting these persons’ identity as a matter of their safety and survival, or as 

another way of using cinematography to present them ‘with dignity’ (Russell). In this light, Mapping 

Journey Project can be said to ‘shape invisibility’ insomuch as it visualizes the geographies repressed by 

                                                   
284 Defined by psychologist Erica Burman as ‘the representation of children in humanitarian appeals 
where the child is fetishized and in which the underlying and broader causes of these circumstances do 
not appear’ (243).  
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geopolitics, borders, citizenship policies and securitization; but it simultaneously declares the migrants’ 

facelessness and anonymity in a sociopolitical and legal context that forces these people to remain 

hidden.285 Not revealing their faces could be both a condemnation of ‘arbitrary boundaries and restrictive 

conceptions of identity and nation-state’ (Khalili, MoMA) that migrants are expected to conform to and a 

necessity imposed by legal and political restrictions. As such, Khalili can be seen as utilizing the very 

marginality and marginalization of her subjects as a central quality of a dignified representation of 

displacement.  

 Despite Khalili’s formally controlled, ethically pre-emptive representation of displacement, art 

historian and curator Emma Chubb has nonetheless accused Khalili’s work of ‘migratory orientalism,’286 

illustrating the challenges artists face when choosing to take on socio-politically charged topics. Chubb 

takes issue with Khalili’s representation of migration as comprised of subjects that are ‘always suffering, 

illegal, non-white, and Europe-bound’ (273) even though that is a mostly accurate description of a large 

number of migrants in Europe today. She also highlights a mismatch between the paratexts (description, 

interviews, artist statements) of Khalili’s installation, which make claims of undermining mainstream 

media representations of migration and other hegemonic narratives, and the work’s production process. 

The latter, Chubb writes, including the way Khalili describes her encounters with her subjects as well as 

her selection of subjects, falls into the trap of perpetuating claims of authenticity, which she says derive 

from non-fiction filmmaking and ethnographic practices, the history of which is rooted in 19th century 

colonial painting (282).  

                                                   
285 ‘The immigrants would be hidden. However, every day we take the subway with people who have no 
papers.’ (Khalili, Story Mapping 71). 

286 Defined as ‘the dominant frame for representing and analyzing migration in contemporary art today: 
migratory orientalism is proposed … to argue that contemporary art’s recent turn to the 
Europebound migrant as a way to critique globalization and to posit a new humanism, universalism, or 
global citizenship largely repeats a move familiar to scholars of Orientalism and colonialism. Namely, I 
contend that this turn to the migrant to define the human or the universal relies on the construction of a 
visibly marked yet ahistorical and interchangeable Other from the global South.’ (272-273)  
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 It is true that Khalili’s selection of migrants does not include white migrants. It is also true that 

the overwhelming majority of migrants and refugees might have distinct visual features that make them 

stand out in a predominantly white European environment. Chubb’s argument seems to echo the ‘All 

Lives Matter’ response to ‘Black Lives Matter’; unless Chubb expects Khalili, or any artist grappling with 

migration, to engage in an interminable project addressing every different type of migrant in the world. 

Chubb’s claims seem to be more motivated by a prescriptive understanding of what she, as an American 

art historian, thinks are certain ‘right ways’ to represent migrants and other disenfranchised groups in 

Europe and the Middle East, which is, in my opinion, an equally Orientalizing attitude. One of her 

recommendations for more ‘responsible’ art, for example, is to shift the attention to the lives that people 

migrating leave behind. ‘How might analyses of migration-themed art change if, instead of describing 

migration as a consequence of recent globalization, we … contextualized it within the longer arc of 

postcolonial nation building?’ (293). As if the itineraries of displacement (especially the points of 

departure and desired destinations) are not part of the ‘longer’ and ‘broader’, may I add, ‘arc of 

postcolonial nation building’.   

 If artists solely focus on where displaced people come from, will they not be accused of 

appropriating the often culturally-specific political situations that trigger a person’s decision to leave their 

homeland? If showing faces inappropriately aestheticizes, and documenting real-life migrants’ stories 

Orientalizes, what tropes are left for the artist to represent migration? As is evident by Chubb’s analysis 

of Khalili’s work, a prescriptive-heavy focus of art criticism risks hampering the production of visual art 

on politically charged topics such as migration, potentially resulting in a ‘condescending and moralistic 

strain of ethnocentrism’ (MacDougall 150). Paradoxically, then, the radical egalitarianism at the 

theoretical level is achieved by restricting creative practices to narrowly conceived tactics of subversion 

(Miller 317). Accepting that the formalization of migration, through artistic representation, will always 

draw criticism for one reason or another (be it aesthetic, ethical, political), it might be more productive to 

redefine the scope of what is ‘ethical’ in representation as that which goes ‘beyond a reactive gesture’ to 

one that ‘actively [seeks] to establish or redefine spaces of shared social experience’ (Miller 319). Formal 
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choices aside, then, Khalili’s work makes each migrant itinerary a part of the shared space of a 

recognizable cartography.  

 The cinema’s capability to ‘establish’ a ‘space of shared social experience’ could be one of the 

reasons why the use of film dominates the representation of migration among artists. No matter what one 

thinks of Ai Weiwei’s film – it is perhaps the most ‘reactive’ of the four works that this chapter deals with 

– or of Ai Weiwei’s ‘dark travel’ practice, there is no doubt that Human Flow attempts to establish spaces 

of shared social experience, even if it is by the insertion of Ai Weiwei into the shared and contested 

spaces of migration (refugee camps, coastguard boats, hotspots, detention centers). Khalili’s Mapping 

Journey Project also seeks to establish a shared experience, by redefining the geopolitical maps of Europe 

and the Mediterranean region as spaces acted upon by and shared with, people rendered ‘invisible’ by the 

national, geopolitical order. In both Human Flow and Mapping Journey Project, the camera’s ability to 

‘displace’ the audience, and film’s quality as a medium of knowledge through movement have at the very 

least the capacity to reveal aspects of an epistemology of displacement (provisional, networked, protean, 

unpredictable), which calls for a constant reinterpretation of information akin to Deleuze’s Bergsonian 

interpretation of film as a whole that is ‘neither given nor giveable’ (“Movement-Image” 7). 

 

Narimane Mari: radical parataxis in Le Fort des Fous 

 As one of three components related to movement that were instrumental in the ‘evolution of 

cinema,’287 montage is one of the key ways through which a work of film can ‘provide a knowledge and 

an awareness’ (Casetti 25).288 At best, Human Flow makes use of the more conventional approach of 

montage as connector and continuity (Elsaesser 19), while in Mapping Journey Project Khalili dispenses 

                                                   
287 ‘The evolution of the cinema, the conquest of its own essence or novelty, was to take place through 
montage, the mobile camera and the emancipation of the view point, which became separate from 
projection’ (Deleuze 3).  

288 I use the term montage broadly here, to refer to the compilation and/or arrangement of different film 
fragments to create a cinematic whole. This could be a sequence or an entire film. 
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with montage altogether as a way to highlight the particular movement of each itinerary of displacement. 

The next film I will be looking at, Algerian filmmaker Narimane Mari’s Le Fort des Fous (2017), offers 

an example of what Sergei Eisenstein referred to as montage as collision (qtd. in Elsaesser 26).  

 Narimane Mari’s 2017 Le Fort des Fous is not a film explicitly about migration. Rather, it is a 

film about European crisis, of which, in its most recent, 21st-century manifestation, migration is a huge 

part. In many ways, Mari’s film would conform to Emma Chubb’s prescription for art to deal with 

migration through a technique resembling a photographic negative: to highlight what is left behind as 

opposed to the act of migration itself. Made up of three distinct parts, which the director herself says are 

only ‘very loosely connected if at all’ (Mari 2017) the film operates on a very different formal assumption 

to that of flow, and does not conform with conventional features of documentary filmmaking.289 In fact, 

Le Fort des Fous is notable for its merging of styles and genres but, unlike Ai Weiwei’s hodgepodge 

movie, it does not make any conceptual or even cinematic gestures of continuity, nor does it aspire to 

come together as a narrative unit. The film features no ‘glue of sentimentality’; no ‘authentic and 

materially motivated coherence’ (Kracauer 327) found in more conventional cinema. The fact that it is 

made up of three parts, which echoes narrative theory conventions, makes the lack of connection between 

them even more pronounced.  

 My argument is that the tripartite schema in Le Fort des Fous and its arrangement of three very 

distinct and unrelated parts is successful as an artistic representation responding to Mediterranean 

migration because of the ruptures that define its montage logic. Mari’s formal choice of confrontational or 

collision montage emulates the disjointed experience of crisis in Europe and the Mediterranean, echoing 

Said’s assessment that ‘exile, unlike nationalism, is fundamentally a discontinuous (my emphasis) state of 

being’ (360). Through non-causal juxtaposition, the film brings together three different places and 

                                                   
289 With the exception of Part III of the movie, which features lengthy interviews with two subjects. 
However, the sheer length of the section (almost an hour) and the simple visuals manage to estrange 
features that are typical of documentary into something entirely different.  
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historical time periods that have rarely, if ever, been presented within the scope of a single film290 work. 

As such, while not explicitly about migration, Le Fort des Fous manages to emulate the epistemological 

experience of displacement and its potential to provisionally gather together, in a contiguous and 

contingent arrangement, different bodies, different kinds of knowledge, and different imaginaries. It also 

offers a model for a transcultural practice of art and filmmaking that bridges the southern and northern 

coasts of the Mediterranean without relying on the implied hierarchies of comparison but embracing, 

instead, a framework of incommensurability succinctly outlined by Natalie Melas in All the Difference in 

the World (2007).  

 Part I of Le Fort des Fous is a critique of colonial French discourse on Algeria, and its continuing 

reverberations and ramifications. The first part of the movie takes place in a military academy in Algiers, 

and was shot at a military compound-turned-school, which was the office and residence of Charles de 

Gaulle during the Second World War. The characters are a group of young colonial cadets. It is unclear if 

this part takes place in the present, with the cadets and their instructor playing dress-up, or whether the 

audience is given a glimpse of a historical film. There is a loose plot of military and educational training, 

but there is no narrative in the conventional sense of the word. The only person that speaks in the first part 

of the film is the cadets’ instructor, who uses an unidentifiable language, that the audience soon realizes is 

gibberish. Subtitles give the translation of the instructor’s words in English. We know from the title 

sequence of the film that the text used in the first part is an amalgamation of French colonial writings on 

Africa as well as contemporary political discourse, including the now notorious speech Sarkozy gave in 

Dakar in 2007.291  

                                                   
290 Or any other creative or theoretical work for that matter.  

291 In a speech at the Cheikh Anta Diop University in Dakar, Senegal, Sarkozy asserted that ‘the tragedy 
of Africa is that the African has not fully entered into history ... They have never really launched 
themselves into the future” and that the ‘African peasant only knew the eternal renewal of time, marked 
by the endless repetition of the same gestures and the same words … In this realm of fancy … there is 
neither room for human endeavour nor the idea of progress’ (Ba 2007). 
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 The second part of the film transports us to a mysterious, unnamed island (it is in fact the Greek 

island of Kythera) that appears uninhabited with the exception of a group of people – they could be 

hippies – of various ages who speak in different languages. Part II is impressionistic and utopic; it plays 

with the long tradition of islands as spaces of experimentation and discovery. The style is quite abstract 

and structures itself more as choreography, with Mari setting up some extremely evocative tableaus that 

highlight both the community dynamic of the group and its relationship to nature. This section is a 

portrayal of an imagined, idealized community, where the arrival of two newcomers (from the first part of 

the film) brings out both the community’s sense of solidarity and its baser instincts. The two characters 

that are ‘transported’ from Part I to Part II do not do so in any logical or even causal manner. They appear 

washed up on one of Kythera’s beaches, having travelled (presumably) across both space and time in 

order to get to the island. The arrival is only possible in cinematic (montage) terms: it is an entirely non-

pragmatic, non-realistic event. At the same time, however, there is a real and pragmatic correlate to the 

arrival that Mari stages: the long and brutal history of colonization in Algeria and North Africa in general 

is ever-present and ever-relevant in the actual arrival of migrants and refugees to interim Mediterranean 

spaces (most recently Greek and Italian islands) and eventually to mainland Europe. While there is no 

plot device connecting parts I and II, the juxtaposition of the two sections forces the audience to make 

connections that are not spelled out, but are latent in both the film and the historical and social context in 

which it has been produced.  

 Part III takes us to Athens, Greece, sometime in 2016 or 2017. The whole of this section is 

comprised of a series of long interviews with anarchist activist Heval Mazlum and Annie Paparoussou, a 

civil rights lawyer and an avowed communist. Mazlum lives in one of Athens’ biggest squatter 

communities, at the Prosfygika housing complex - first built in the 1930s to accommodate Greek refugees 

from Asia Minor. The squatter communities have welcomed a significant number of Middle Eastern 

refugees in the past five years. Mazlum and Paparoussou are each interviewed separately by Narimane 

Mari herself accompanied by a Greek interpreter. Part III is a rumination on crisis, the structural 

shortcomings of globalization and capitalism, the workings of power, and conditions for revolution as 
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they play out in modern day Greece, the European Union’s crisis-ridden member that has shouldered the 

weight of both the financial and the refugee crises. This part offers a very different model to that of Ai 

Weiwei when it comes to the ways in which an artist can insert herself into a work. First of all, Mari’s 

face is not as well known as Ai Weiwei’s, which means that unless you know what she looks like, you 

could never tell that it was her, the filmmaker, conducting the interviews on screen. Secondly, the film 

takes no pains whatsoever to make the interviews ‘visually pleasing’. The shots are wide and static, 

recording Mari, her interpreter and her subject in different spaces: a makeshift shelter, a law office, a café, 

a living room. The visuals are so banal – and in such sharp contrast to the visually beautiful shots that 

Mari sets up in Parts I and II – that the audience is almost forced to listen to the conversation of the 

interview with the same intensity and attention that one would read an essay. Part III of Mari’s film 

renders visual stimuli, the cinema’s hallmark, almost redundant or irrelevant. The audience has to move 

past visual ‘distraction’ and turn its focus on discourse itself.  

 As a result of the film’s tripartite schema, Le Fort des Fous brings migration into a synecdochic 

relationship both with the past of colonialism and ‘today’s global strife’ (Film Comment). It also links 

migration with more than one genre and with a broad affective range. Seldom referenced directly, 

migration is a specter in the movie in many ways: first, as a legacy of colonialism; second, as a challenge 

to our conceptions of community and hospitality; third, as a matter of political ideology; and fourth, as the 

source of an epistemological and cinematic principle that prioritizes a disjointed and provisional 

perspective – of memory, displacement and disempowerment – over ossified, hegemonizing narratives, 

both historical and cinematic. At two and a half hours long, Mari’s film – even more precariously 

positioned between art piece and non-fiction theatrical film than Ai Weiwei and Khalili’s works – 

completely confounds audience expectations about narrative and genre. In fact, it relies on the inherent 

instability of the contiguous – which is at the heart of the experience of (postcolonial) displacement – as 

both an aesthetic form and an ideology. Turning this instability into a feature of her film is what allows 

Mari to connect Europe to its southern and eastern Mediterranean neighbors in a much more complex and 

nuanced way than Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow and Khalili’s Mapping Journey Project. Mari goes beyond 
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the Fortress Europe narrative and beyond universalist claims of shared humanity precisely by ignoring the 

often oversimplifying connections that make those frameworks possible.  

 In this seemingly unrelated triptych, the relationship of the standalone and self-contained parts is 

constituted by their contiguous arrangement. Parataxis – the placing of propositions one after the other, 

without indicating by connecting words the relation between them – relies on metonymic association as 

argument. In a similar way, Mari’s film does not draw relationships of subordination or coordination 

(hypotaxis or syntaxis) between its three parts. ‘Flow’ in the sense of ‘continuity’ or ‘continuum’ between 

them is purposefully eschewed in favor of a logic of juxtaposition. To be sure, the act of editing and 

montage itself is governed by the same principle; in this sense all films are governed by parataxis. 

However, the existence of different kinds of montage, and of the different effects associated with them, as 

Sergei Eisenstein most famously detailed in the 1929 essay “Methods of Montage,” makes it possible to 

talk about a particularly paratactical mode of editing. Instead of concealing itself, montage in Mari’s film 

highlights itself to the extent that it becomes ostentatiously self-referential; it is a central feature, a major 

element, of the film. This parataxis determines Mari’s representation of European crisis in both ethical 

and aesthetic terms.  

 Mari’s film uses a paratactical arrangement that Eisenstein would refer to as the montage of 

conflict. Privileging ‘conflicting relationships’ between shots, Eisenstein eschews the harmonious 

combinations of shots usually employed by classical Hollywood cinema and instead favors ‘consciously 

generated conflicts’ that help the spectator ‘grasp a preordained idea or experience a desired affect’292 

(qtd. in Elsaesser 28). In the case of Mari’s film, the conflict montage emerges out of the sections’ 

different styles; their seemingly unrelated geographical locations; and the lack of narrative or plot 

elements that might act as connectors between them. The audience occupies a non-privileged point of 

view in the sense that the ‘blind spots’ between each section of Mari’s film are never revealed or 

explained. Montage is thus employed for the purpose of obfuscating a clear cut narrative instead of 

                                                   
292 Editing is thus an ideological activity. 
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elucidating one. This obfuscation blocks passive ‘reflection’ and requires a more active spectator 

engagement.  

 The ‘preordained idea’ or ‘desired affect’ that Le Fort des Fous, then, seems to be 

communicating to the audience via this radical juxtaposition is that of the provisionality of narrative, its 

modular and contingent nature. ‘Attempting to find your bearings at any given moment within the film’s 

various narrative modes, or to simply situate oneself within a recognizable cinematic context by which to 

absorb Mari’s frequently transfixing images, is part of the film’s allure as well as its source of beguiling 

inscrutability’ (Cinema Scope). Such inscrutability is part and parcel of Mari’s ideological argument. Like 

the gibberish of Part I, Mari’s film as a whole works hard to estrange the audience both from the content 

that it presents, and from the cinema’s comfortable (and comforting) forms. As a result, Mari’s cinematic 

structure works against a long history of the cinema as a means of explicatory historical representation 

complicit in the rise of nationalism, and instrumental for propaganda293 as well as consumerism. As one 

reviewer noted, Le Fort des Fous ‘is not entertaining’ (Wilner 2017).294 I would add that it is not 

educational, either; at least not in an informative sense. It does, however, teach the audience to ‘think 

differently about images, movement, time, agency and causation’ (Elsaesser 11).295 The kind of 

knowledge produced by Mari’s film goes against monolithic historical and cinematic narratives, including 

those of Europe’s relationship to the Mediterranean and North African regions.  

 The epistemological implications of a ‘harmonious’ type of continuity montage might not be 

immediately obvious. Consider, however, the following observation by Oeler regarding the shot-reverse 

                                                   
293 There is a large number of titles that deal with the relationship between cinema and propaganda. See, 
for example Welch, Gillespie. 

294 The reviewer concluded: ‘Is it entertainment? Not really. But I can’t say I didn’t appreciate the 
experience.’ 

295 Mari seems to be embracing Eisenstein’s admonition that ‘film cannot be a simple presentation or 
demonstration of events: rather it must be a tendentious selection of, and comparison between, events, 
free from narrowly plot related plans…’ (“The Montage of Film Attractions” 41). Mari’s ‘montage of 
parataxis’ enables comparison on equal grounds by virtue of being tendentious and largely free from 
preconceptions. 
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shot technique (where one character is shown looking at another character and then the other character is 

shown looking back at the first character) that is a staple of classic cinema: ‘In the conventional shot-

reverse shot, placing one field of vision against another both defines difference (between two distinct 

points of view) and denies it, positing the same contiguous, objective space and time’ (Oeler 221). Oeler 

claims that a mere shift in the camera’s position is not enough to capture real difference in perspective, 

and thus that the difference presented by that technique is only an illusion of difference. The shot-reverse 

shot ‘illusion’ is an example of the way in which conventional narrative form forecloses the non-objective 

and contingent in cinema.296 Like plot and other cinematic norms, the shot-reverse shot is an example of 

what Kracauer calls a ‘unifying’ ‘amalgamating’ and ‘harmonizing’ technique that conceals the ‘disorder 

of society’ (327) and completely weakens the potential for change that the cinema truly has.  

 Mari’s film as theory goes against Edward Said’s claim that the state of exile always attempts to 

‘reassemble an exile’s broken history into a new whole’ (360). Instead, Mari seems to be working against 

the grain of ‘triumphant ideologies’ that Said says often make an exile’s conditions ‘bearable’ (360), 

embracing instead the productive potential of disorder favored by Kracauer. Le Fort des Fous also offers 

and enacts an epistemology closer to that described by one of Stratis Tsirkas’ characters at the end of The 

Club: ‘We never know something exactly. We only know a piece of it. We interpret another piece of it 

wrongly, another person knows something but doesn’t know something else that we know, our life moves 

in this way, filled with half-truths and half-misunderstandings’ (327). To know something does not mean 

to reduce it to a connection with something else; or to even fully understand it. The knowledge that 

emerges from the experience of Le Fort des Fous is one riddled with blind spots, one that might also be 

unbearable.   

 Echoing his comments in “The Mass Ornament,” Kracauer’s argument in the 1926 essay “Cult of 

Distraction” is that meaning emerges ‘only as improvisation, as a reflection of the uncontrolled anarchy of 

                                                   
296 It ‘hides’ the collision/confrontational montage that Eisenstein preferred in favor of a more ‘classic’, 
self-effacing montage used by classic Hollywood style movies. 
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our world’ (327). Any attempt to bring this ‘uncontrolled anarchy’ into an ‘organic whole’ is artificial and 

counter-productive. Kracauer’s criticism – like Mari’s film – is not just a repudiation of traditional cinema 

technique; it offers distraction, disorder and a lack of control as an affirmative framework. Similarly, by 

privileging a structure of juxtaposition as opposed to causality,297 Mari’s film takes the disorderly 

experience of postcolonial and late capitalist displacements (in their various rhetorical and physical 

manifestation as bodies, memories, politics, history) as a structural principle. The film’s moving and 

shape-shifting, genre-bending, inscrutable perspective has the capacity to recast both an understanding of 

Eurocentric cinema and of Eurocentric history.298  

 Perhaps the strongest example of the film’s ability to ‘reshape’ the facts and events of a colonial 

past and of a post-colonial European present is the way it creates a space - through cinematic contiguity 

and the aporias it provokes – in which the audience can look at and think about modern Algeria and 

Greece together in ways that go beyond the trite Europe vs. Africa, Christian vs. Muslim schemas. This is 

an unusual proposition, seldom if ever examined by popular and academic discourse. Le Fort des Fous 

offers an imaginary that brings these two places together conceptually, allowing for a fruitful comparison 

of two sets of histories that at first sight do not have much in common. Indeed, this kind of preconception 

is exactly what the film tries to deconstruct by eliminating causality and narrative plot. By making these 

disparate spaces and disparate themes part of the same film work, Mari metonymically connects them to 

one another without following the conventions of connection and causality that usually make a work of art 

seem like an ‘organic whole’.  

 Le Fort des Fous mediates colonialism, its legacy and the European crisis – like Algeria and 

Greece –through the idealized dreamscape of an island, that fantastically charged space of possibilities, a 

                                                   
297 And, content-wise, by means of featuring the lengthy interview with anarchist Mazlum. 

298 As a critic for Film Comment wrote in a review for the magazine in 2017 the film utilizes memory – 
the memory of colonial violence in Algeria – as an ‘active intervention, an opportunity not just to recall 
the facts and events [of a colonial past] but also to reshape them’. This reshaping is the affirmative 
contribution of Mari’s work to the representation of the matrix that makes up 21st century European crisis. 
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utopia and a no-place. Significantly, the island is in the Mediterranean, that physical space that both 

Greece and Algeria share, and a cultural construct that has carried the stigma and burden of both the 

financial and the refugee crisis in Europe. Le Fort des Fous turns the most evocative setting of 

displacement in the European imaginary today – the Mediterranean – into a topos of possibility where 

relationships other than those of dominance and exploitation can be forged between converging actors. It 

does so by forcing the audience to look at seemingly unrelated stories and places together, which in turn 

forces us to reconfigure the interpretive assumptions we make to render events historically 

comprehensible.  

 
Figure 5. Still from Part II of Narimane Mari's Le Fort des Fous (2017), filmed on the island of Kythera. 

 Mari’s radical parataxis offers a framework for reconfiguring historical understanding, through 

the reconfiguration of narrative and cinematic conventions. Le Fort des Fous reassembles and reshapes 

various aspects of Europe’s history and present, but resists giving them the comforting and comfortable 

structure of a filmic unity, or even of a conclusion, or a ‘message’. In Le Fort des Fous, the pervasiveness 

of the post-colonial experience is evident in the ways in which power structures similar to those of 

colonization are reproduced both in the quasi-fantastical realm of the island in Part II and in modern-day 

Greece (through austerity and other neo-colonial strategies) in Part III. The hegemonic nature of the 

colonial relationship cannot be contained to a specific geopolitical space; a specific historical time period; 
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and a specific narrative. By forming a matrix of ‘echoes’ between the film’s three parts, and the film’s 

audience, Mari creates a new structure of political and cultural understanding. The connection that 

emerges post-facto between the film’s three parts (you could watch each part of the film separately, but 

watching until the end changes everything) is highly contingent. It relies largely on each audience 

member’s experience and interpretation. It is much less controlled and didactic than Ai Weiwei’s 

metaphor of ‘flow’, and his often facile and universal sentiments of migration as the definitive human 

condition of the 21st century.  

 The parataxis at the heart of Le Fort des Fous also draws largely from the first-hand experience 

of Narimane Mari herself as a voluntarily displaced artist working between Algeria and France, currently 

residing in the Mediterranean city of Marseilles. The very existence of the film, and its production 

circumstances, after all (the film is a coproduction of France, Algeria, Greece, Germany and Qatar) are an 

example of how transnational cinema, responding to contemporary political and social developments, can 

‘redraw’ the boundaries of artistic production in ways that do not conform to national or even certain 

supranational entities (like the EU). This means that a work like Fort des Fous, about many aspects of 

European crisis, can emerge by focusing on the Mediterranean ‘margins’ of the continent, and by using 

the Mediterranean as an imaginary and physical space of metonymic association that confronts Europe 

with the absurdity of the geopolitical and cultural assumptions that underpin its often rigid identity 

narratives.  

 

Cinema as Return in Basma Alsharif’s Ouroboros (2017) 

 The final film that this chapter will be examining is US-based Palestinian artist Basma Alsharif’s 

first feature film Ouroboros (2017). Much like Narimane Mari’s Le Fort des Fous, Ouroboros is relevant 

to a discussion of a cinematic epistemology of displacement precisely because it draws from the 

experience of forced migration to reconfigure the nature of narrative relations. This in turn reconfigures 

the processes of memorialization and nostalgia. More specifically, Ouroboros’ structure emulates the 

distorted temporality of the experience of displacement, giving the desire for return a cinematic form. 
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 An homage to the Gaza Strip, Ouroboros takes the viewer on an unpredictable itinerary that 

includes Palestine, Italy, Brittany, Los Angeles and the Mojave Desert, partially following a male 

character whose motivation and identity are never stated. The film’s withholding of information about its 

protagonist means there is no narrative thread that connects the locations causally. Indeed, unlike the 

‘character’ of Ai Weiwei in Human Flow, the presence of the actor throughout Alsharif’s film does not 

serve the purpose of narrative continuity. Far from a ‘bearing’ for the audience, he remains inscrutable, 

defying film conventions of character development and character-audience identification.  

 The Harvard Film Archive, that hosted a screening of the film in the fall of 2017, described 

Ouroboros as a film primarily defined by ‘paradoxical movement’ (2017). It is this particular aspect of 

the film, paradigmatic of a cinematic epistemology of displacement, that this section will address. 

‘Paradoxical movement’ refers to a range of ‘movements’ featured and represented in the film that do not 

conform to cinematic conventions. These include the technique of reverse movement (rewind) frequently 

employed in the Gaza sections of Ouroboros as well as the film’s movement between multiple unrelated 

locations. I argue that this ‘paradoxical movement’ is motivated by the historical fact of Palestinian 

displacement and is what makes the film a journey ‘outside of time’, marking the end as the beginning, 

exploring the subject of the eternal return’ (Locarno 2017). This temporal element of Ouroboros, deriving 

as it does from the state of displacement, makes it relevant to this dissertation’s analysis of the 

representation of forced migration in the Mediterranean: Ouroboros shows displacement as constitutive of 

a unique historical, temporal and spiritual condition, which produces a different cinematic form. The film 

is a particularly strong example of displacement-as-cinema, manipulating cinematic modes and effects to 

draw attention to forced movement’s effects on our perception of time and space. 

 Like Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow, Ouroboros opens with a drone shot, which fills the screen with 

an image of waves crashing on a beach. A few seconds into the shot, however, we realize that the waves 

move in reverse speed; from a white, foamy crest they dissolve backwards into the blue of the sea. 

Accompanied by the sound of a drone instrument, this four-minute opening shot is more than meditative: 

it completely destabilizes how our interpretive assumptions of what is on the screen. Eventually, exposure 
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to the ‘reverse speed’ effect of the shot has a similar effect to repeating the same word over and over 

again: other words are formed from the string of sounds that you produce; and the meaning you were 

confident of disintegrates into phonemes that sound inane and absurd. Presented on the screen from the 

top down angle of the drone camera, the superlatively two-dimensional shot of the rewinding tide flattens 

the depth of field and transforms itself into another phenomenon entirely, dominated by a logic of its own: 

perhaps this is how the sea moves after all? Or is this a vertical screen, perpetually deferring the 

revelation of what lies behind it and before it? A formal nod to the meanings evoked by the film’s title, 

the opening shot of Ouroboros also sets the scene for one of Alsharif’s major accomplishments in this 

work: employing movement and time to upset teleological narrative, estranging recognizable images into 

uncanny representations of what I will refer to as a ‘past-present’ for the purposes of this chapter.  

 According to Encyclopedia Britannica, the ouroboros is an ‘emblematic serpent of ancient Egypt 

and Greece represented with its tail in its mouth, continually devouring itself and being reborn from itself 

… Ouroboros expresses the unity of all things, material and spiritual, which never disappear but 

perpetually change form in an eternal cycle of destruction and re-creation.’ Much like the effect of the 

reverse-speed shot from the film’s opening, and the typography of the film’s opening title sequence (the 

9-letter word OUROBOROS presented in three columns of three equidistant letters, see Figure 8) the 

symbol of the serpent devouring its own tail makes clearly demarcated beginnings and endings irrelevant, 

if not altogether impossible. The ramifications of such a conception of time are many and far-reaching, 

especially in the context of displacement, where the concepts of injustice and dispossession assume an 

upset of a balance or a normatively ‘correct’ state; and where the longing for return assumes a desired 

whole, a seemingly well-defined situation that needs to be restored. Ouroboros as a concept, or a formal 

rejection of discreteness or difference, upends this normative system. In a cyclical understanding of time 

and history, there can be no desired end, there can be no fulfillment; everything is made part of everything 

else. All supposed antinomies lie on a continuum, they cease to exist as such. 
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Figure 6. The title card from Basma Alsharif's 2017 film Ouroboros. 

 

 There is a general conceptual contiguity of the symbol of ouroboros with the cinema as an 

experience, that can be seen in an early article about the cinema (then called ‘the Biograph’) from 1897: 

‘It will abolish the past, or rather, the past will speak through it to the present, and a thousand years will 

be unto this marvelous device of man’s brains as a single day … To see a Roman triumph - a commander, 

chariots, and captives - trailing through the streets of the ancient capital would be as if the flood of ages 

had been arrested and were returning into the exhaustless urn of time (my emphasis)’ (qtd. in 

Michalekakis 11). The capability of the cinema to ‘return’ us to a historical past in the present gives it 

both a life-giving and a spectral quality that make the cinematic experience uncanny. The ‘abolishing of 

the past’ results from the cinema’s capacity to bring its audience into a metonymic relationship with 

historical periods that have long eclipsed, warping time both intra- and extra-diegetically. Cinema 

bypasses the main ‘rupture’ in time, the ultimate telos of death, by bringing the dead back to life. At the 

same time, it reminds the audience of its mortality: ‘On the one hand, cinema was associated with the 

triumph of realism and invested with the ability to bring the past to the present. On the other hand, it was 

associated with the uncanny and the abject, taking the present back into the past, giving unnatural access 
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to a world of death and the supernatural’ (Michalekakis 12). This double quality of the cinematic 

experience is a glimpse into the ‘eternal cycle of destruction and re-creation’ that the ouroboros 

symbolizes, where past, present, and future can coexist because they are metonymically connected to one 

another. 

 The ouroboros privileges a metonymic structure as opposed to a metaphoric one. Following 

Roman Jakobson’s formulation of the metonymic and metaphoric poles, metaphor operates on a basis of 

substitution, which implies similarity and identification between two discrete entities. Metonymy instead 

relies on contiguity, of associations that include identifying a part as a whole, favoring an often more 

contingent mode of relations between entities as opposed to an ‘essential’ one. Metonymy, by never 

claiming complete substitution, also has a structural affinity to the Lacanian concept of desire,299 which 

‘is always lacking’ (Roilos 70). This is an apt framework for a common thread in the representation of 

displacement across media, genres, and time periods: nostalgia, or the longing for home/return. George 

Seferis describes this longing as ‘our sickness’; a term also used in Alsharif’s Ouroboros by the narrator 

(speaking in Chinook) who describes an ‘irreparable loss / that left us permanently sick / and fragile’ 

(2017).  

 This sickness is the irreparable fracture produced by displacement. According to Alsharif, a visit 

to Palestine in 2012, which set the foundations for Ouroboros, prompted the realization ‘that it might be 

time to say goodbye to a kind of hope I had held on to for my entire life, that the place and its [sic] people 

would ever be free’ (MUBI interview). Indeed, Alsharif’s film projects precisely a displaced perspective 

that is acutely sensitive of ‘the discrepancies between various concepts and ideas’ - such as ‘home’, 

‘country’ and ‘return’ - ‘and what they actually produce’ (Said 365) – an interim state of instability, 

insecurity, and ultimate lack. Unable to rely on the certainty of substitution and similarity that metaphor 

offers, Alsharif’s film enacts and employs metonymic associations through its multifaceted ‘paradoxical 

                                                   
299 The affinity of metonymy to a Lacanian formulation of desire is further compounded by Alsharif’s 
loose narrative of the protagonist first witnessing his old lover with another partner, then seeking love in 
the disparate landscapes and images that the film moves across.  
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movement’ that affects her presentation of both time and space. Transposed to the world of the film, the 

metonymic form of this ‘desire’ for return ‘that is always lacking’ results in a work that resists closure, 

and resists the contraptions of a ‘whole,’ both because the ‘whole’ is unrepresentative of the experience of 

displacement and because it gives rise to a ‘hope’ that is ultimately unfulfillable, and hence politically 

unproductive. Two notable elements in Alsharif’s film enact this resistance to the whole: from the 

disparate locations the film takes place in, that become metonymically connected to Palestine; and the 

various applications of the reverse speed effect, that blurs the boundaries between beginning and ending. 

 Perhaps the most striking illustration of an ‘ouroboric’ and metonymic conception of time in 

Alsharif’s film is an almost ten-minute long scene that follows the opening drone shots and encapsulates 

the ‘paradoxic movement’ of the film as a whole. The audience is confronted with a veiled woman, of 

dark skin, in the interior of a house, presumably somewhere in the Gaza strip. The woman’s back is 

turned to us, and she is moving backwards. As she moves, the camera moves back with her through the 

hallways and rooms of the house. It might take some time before the audience realizes that the woman is 

not actually walking backwards, but that we are watching a scene in reverse. The entire sequence moves 

like this, in reverse speed (rewind), as the woman takes the camera on a ‘reverse’ tour of the house and 

the garden, accompanied by the sounds of a drone instrument. The woman occasionally arranges certain 

items in the house – a photo frame, the sheets on one of the beds – and it is only in those moments that the 

reverse movement is more ostentatiously revealed as such. The sequence ends with the woman taking the 

camera to the front door and waving hello (or goodbye; really, it’s both), closing the door, and the camera 

retreating to the front gate of the house. 

 The ‘reverse movement’ technique has the effect of making an impossible return (to the pre-1948 

state of Palestine; the return of displaced Palestinians; the permanent return of the artist to her ancestral 

home) possible. The desired ‘return’ is literalized through the technological tool of reverse motion. If only 

we could rewind history. In this scene, everything the audience sees happens both before and after 

everything else. The scene was filmed in a certain order, but is played back in reverse. The projection of 

the sequence retains both forward and backward ‘movements’ of time: the scene’s ending is in fact its 
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beginning. This muddling of time forecloses both the pre-displacement state and the objective of return 

post-displacement (i.e. the origin and desired destination). In the film’s ouroboric interpretation of time, 

dichotomies, including that of ‘past’ and ‘present’, ‘memory’ and ‘experience’ lose their force. 

 The impossibility of a ‘closed whole’ echoes Deleuze’s formulation of cinema and movement: 

‘The shot, that is to say consciousness, traces a movement which means that the things between which it 

arises are continuously reuniting into a whole, and the whole is continuously dividing between 

things’ (Deleuze, “Movement-Image” 20). In terms of the experience of displacement, the forced 

movement of people to places outside their country ‘continuously reunite’ those places into a ‘whole’ that 

ignores geopolitical boundaries, resulting in an understanding of the world in much more contingent 

terms. What a metonymic construction suggests is the endless relationality of parts to a constructed whole 

that is ephemeral and ever-changing but also credible as knowledge at the same time. Like the alternative 

geographical imaginaries that emerge from the poetry and prose analyzed in the previous chapters, the 

representation of displacement in cinematic terms renders the world, and knowledge, fluid and malleable. 

Movement, then, is the key to Deleuze’s formulation of the ‘open whole’, which, applied to an 

epistemology of displacement, both robs hope for return and makes it possible, but on radically different 

terms. The experience of displacement, with the painful realization of the ‘provisional’ nature of any 

dogma or orthodoxy (Said 365) gives rise to a new morality, a new way of being.  

 Refusing to ‘land’ on a narrative that would connect the origins of Palestinian displacement to the 

desired (and ultimately always lacking) ‘end point’ of return, Ourboros instead creates associations and 

resonances across geographical spaces. This offers a model of cinematic form and knowledge that mirrors 

the displacement of people, memories, images and other cultural artifacts, and the often arbitrary, but 

powerful, connections or resonances that those displacements give rise to. The trope of metonymy, then, 

defines not only Alsharif’s treatment of time, but also her choice of juxtaposing various geographical 

locations that are not linked to each other (or to Palestine for that matter) through any other way besides 

the filmmaker’s choice of putting them next to each other in this film.  

 This is as much an aesthetic as it is an ethical and an ideological choice. Consider the following 
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statement by Alsharif, referring to her 2012 visit to Gaza which sparked the long-term project of 

Ouroboros: ‘I was also angry that the destruction of Gaza was seen as disconnected from the rest of the 

world. To imagine that civilization in Europe or America were somehow not tied to the erasure of the 

Palestinians’ (MUBI). In light of this statement, the suturing together of different locations in the film 

without any specific motivation other than the act of suturing imposes a metonymic understanding of the 

world and its interconnectedness. A film about the Gaza Strip that takes place (mostly) in Los Angeles, 

the Mojave Desert, Italy and France is a radical statement against the tendency to silo ‘war zones’ from 

peaceful places, using geographical distance to justify the lack of reckoning by Europe and the West 

about their moral responsibility vis-à-vis the Palestinians. In this, Ouroboros shares the same aesthetic 

ideology as Le Fort des Fous, forging connections where none are presupposed. In fact, Alsharif’s move 

can be described as a cinematic version of one of the repercussions of globalization: violence erupting 

‘elsewhere’, erasing its connection to the ‘here’ that produces or incites it. 

 The insufficiency of metaphor as a trope for the representation of displacement is further justified 

if metaphor is 'understood in terms of similarity, or, in its Lacanian version, of epistemological and 

ontological identity' (Roilos, The Economics of Metonymy 71). George Seferis’ attempts to find an 

epistemological or ontological identity between the landscapes of Palestine and Greece, for example, 

examined in Chapter 2, highlights metaphor’s failure and gives way to a metonymic association instead: 

‘the landscapes of Palestine are familiar; they are the kin of our own; not the face of Attica. More like an 

extrapolation of our lands’ (Seferis, Days IV 239 – 240). Often similar enough but never quite like home, 

the new geographies, locations, and experiences that displacement forces on the authors and artists 

examined in this dissertation also demonstrate another structural element of metonymy that makes it 

relevant to the representation of displacement. 

 Describing the effect of metonymy in his reading of one of Cavafy’s poems in which the poetic 

voice describes an interaction with a new lover, Roilos foregrounds the ‘metonymic chain of continuously 

frustrated attempts to reenact the idealized erotic experience’ (The Economics of Metonymy 82). In 

Ouroboros, a metonymic chain is produced by the juxtaposition of disparate places that are not 



 

 278 

geographically contiguous but are nonetheless made contiguous by the film’s montage logic. Starting 

from Palestine and moving from one seemingly unconnected location to the next, connecting them along 

the way as part of the film’s arrangement of shots, the film performs a series of ‘frustrated attempts to 

reenact the idealized’ anticipation of return and of peace. Each landscape ‘resonates’ with some element 

of connection to Palestine, first by being associated to Palestine via the filmmaker’s own experience and 

intellectual history and second by virtue of being part of the film.  

 Ouroboros and its temporal and spatial metonymies are a projection of a range of associations 

that might not make ‘sense’ outside of the artist’s personal experience. The act of montage, and the film 

itself, creates the logic that binds them together for the limited duration of the film, opening up a different 

epistemological structure through which to aesthetically represent the most heated, overdetermined 

political topics. Alsharif draws from various sources as inspirations and structural milestones for the film, 

including Pier Paolo Pasolini’s 1965 documentary film Location Hunting in Palestine and Carlo Levi’s 

1945 memoirs of his exile in southern Italy, titled Christ Stopped at Eboli. Searching for an authentic 

landscape for his film The Gospel According to Matthew (1964) Pasolini traveled through Palestine but 

was disappointed by the simplicity of the landscape, choosing to film Palestine in Italy and France 

instead. Levi’s description of 20th century southern Italy reminded Alsharif of contemporary Palestine.300 

By filming in the European locations that Pasolini and Levi worked at, Alsharif sets up a ‘metonymic 

chain’ to ‘find’ Palestine, and introduces a filmic and narrative structure better suited to the state of 

displacement, one that refuses to emulate the false hopes of teleological expectations and refuses to make 

images conform to dominant media narratives.  

 Ouroboros is a film that ultimately shows how a ‘perfect’ return to the originary state of peace in 

Palestine (and by extension elsewhere) can only exist as deferment and imaginary. The film is that 

imaginary. That being said, the concept of ouroboros and Ouroboros contains some hope, by virtue of 

                                                   
300 ‘I was completely floored by Levi’s descriptions of the villagers in the southern Italian town: it was as 
though he were describing Gaza today’ (Alsharif, MUBI interview). 
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altering the very nature of hope, by warping both temporal and geographical relations. Alsharif continues: 

‘with Ouroboros, I was interested in weaving together disparate landscapes and peoples and histories, and 

to ask us to see them as part of an endless cycle of destruction and renewal, doomed to repeat itself as the 

process of forgetting seemed to be the only way forward’ (MUBI interview). Working against the use of 

images as a source of information and a tool for memory, Alsharif adds that Ouroboros is ‘a visceral 

experience of forgetting through images’ (MUBI interview). The media usually used to sustain the 

memory of Palestine in a certain way can be used to eclipse those memories, creating other associations, 

galvanizing the political and imaginary activities of the displaced in various ways, depending on the 

contexts they are placed in.  

 In the associative, metonymic thinking of Alsharif’s Ouroboros, the fact of resonances of one 

historical moment in another is materialized. Not analogies, metaphors or similes for one another; the 

‘resonant’ landscapes (cases studies) that make up the work are not necessarily linked by anything other 

than the fact of their cinematic contingency as part of montage, which is, in turn, what establishes and 

reveals their relationship. In this sense, as film critic Phil Cordiron writes, Ouroboros is a performance of 

what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick called ‘reparative’ practices: ‘The desire of a reparative impulse…is 

additive and accretive. Its fear, a realistic one, is that the culture surrounding it is inadequate or inimical 

to its nurture (my emphasis); it wants to assemble and confer plenitude on an object that will then have 

resources to offer to an inchoate self’ (149).  

 The inchoate self, like the inchoate ‘home’, or the perpetually inchoate state of displacement, 

produces an epistemology ‘that is not explanatory (my emphasis)’ (Bronowski 62) but is rather one of 

assemblage and malleable relations. This epistemology, as produced and reproduced by a specific kind of 

cinema emerging in Europe that deals with Mediterranean displacements, offers the audience ‘resources’ 

instead of didactically composing individual stories and individual itineraries into impossible wholes. 

That the cinema is well suited to produce the epistemology of displacement relies on the fundamental role 

that movement plays as a ‘sensible form (Gestalt) which organizes the perceptive field’ (Deleuze, 

“Movement-Image” 57) both for the moving subject of displacement and the rhetorically displaced 
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audience. The cinema can, ‘with impunity, bring us close to things or take us away from them and revolve 

around them, it suppresses both the anchoring of the subject and the horizon of the world. … With the 

cinema, it is the world which becomes its own image, and not an image which becomes world’ (Deleuze, 

“Movement-Image” 57). 

 

Conclusion 

 Gnawing at the boundaries between image and world, self and Other, ‘here’ and ‘there’, the 

moving image is a fitting representational medium for Mediterranean migration. It is not only that moving 

images of refugees and migrants from outside of Europe are making their way into European and other 

‘Western’ arts and culture institutions; that is almost always a Euro-centric process that is constantly at 

risk of subsuming the ‘foreign’ into the familiar and palatable, with ‘alternative cultural forms … drained 

of any elements which might challenge the system as a whole’ (Ferguson 11).301 Most importantly, it is 

that the moving image, as well as its contemporary modes of production and distribution, perform the 

malleability of metageographies, the porousness of boundaries, and the metonymic connection between 

seemingly mutually exclusive geopolitical, ethnic, religious, and even class categories that the physical 

experience of displacement itself casts into sharp relief.  

 On the level of production and distribution, moving digital images and their trajectories of 

circulation across national boundaries are part and parcel of the same political and economic 

circumstances of globalization that have contributed to the increased numbers of displaced people in the 

world today. The phenomenon of forced migration, tied as it is to globalization, is also linked to the ever-

proliferating ways in which we ‘encounter’ or consume audiovisual material. Francesco Casetti’s 2015 

book, The Lumiere Galaxy: Seven Key Words for the Cinema to Come, which focuses on the impact of 

                                                   
301 Ferguson adds that ‘the vital, independent cultures of subordinated groups are constantly mined for 
new ideas with which to energize the jaded and restless mainstream of a political and economic system 
based on the circulation of commodities. The process depends on the delivery of continual novelty to the 
market while at the same time.’ 
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technological developments on cinema, uses the concept of ‘relocation’ to ‘underscore the analogy 

between cinema’s transformations and the processes of circulation that characterize today’s world. 

Cinema’s movement to new devices and new environments takes place against the backdrop of wider 

processes of migration that redraw the maps to which we are accustomed’ (29). Nothing captures the 

relevance of Casetti’s assertion better than images of refugees taking photos or videos on their mobile 

phones while making their way to Europe via the Mediterranean: the contemporary transmedia experience 

of audiovisual content is ‘liquid and cascading … disjointed and displaced’ (Elsaesser 47) for most people 

on the planet. Today’s landscapes of mediation and migration, then, are both causally linked through the 

socioeconomic fact of globalization and metonymically linked through being such a big part of one 

another.302 This might well be one of the reasons that make displacement especially amenable to the 

medium of the moving image in the fields of film and visual art. 

 Second, as a form with structural, ethical and aesthetic implications, the moving image emulates a 

confrontation between self and Other, and self as Other by virtue of being predicated on displacement and 

movement. ‘The idea of the body as sensory envelope, as perceptual membrane and material-mental 

interface, in relation to the cinematic image and to audio-visual perception, is thus more than a heuristic 

device and an esthetic metaphor: it is the ontological, epistemological and phenomenological ‘ground’ for 

the respective theories of film and cinema today’ (Elsaesser 12) and for new strategies of reading, 

interpreting and seeing the world that constitute what I have referred to throughout this dissertation as the 

epistemology of displacement.  

 Beyond their aesthetic quality, and the varied ‘maneuvers’ they perform in order to mitigate 

ethical objections on the subject of filming suffering, works of film and visual art about forced migration 

are of major cultural political importance because of how they advocate – each in different ways – for 

movement and provisionality, as form, content and ideology. When it comes to the representation of 

                                                   
302 The emphasis on the use of mobile phones as screening devices in Ai Weiwei’s Human Flow (2017) as 
well as the importance of smart phones and social media for people on the move further strengthens this 
connection. They also consume the news of their own displacement through mobile screens.  
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Mediterranean migration and Europe specifically, this ideology of movement invariably produces 

radically different metageographies of Europe and its inseparability from the Mediterranean region, 

metageographies that follow less the fixed rules and conventions of so-called ‘objective’, official 

cartography, but share instead the more dynamic, clashing, unexpected and de facto syncretic qualities of 

montage.  
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POST SCRIPTUM 

  

 In the Preface to his 1875 novel Roderick Hudson, the author Henry James wrote that ‘really, 

universally, relations stop nowhere, and the exquisite problem of the artist is eternally but to draw, by a 

geometry of his own, the circle within which they shall happily appear to do so’. Not unlike the geometry 

of the artist, dominant geographical understandings of the world are but one version of arranging and 

limiting the interminable relations that comprise it. The mobile and provisional perspectives of 

displacement are proof of the mutability of those arrangements; of the multiple geographical and cultural 

imaginaries that are subsumed or suppressed by grand narratives and metageographies – such as that of 

‘Fortress Europe’ – and the hegemonic ideologies that underpin them. This dissertation has shown how 

Mediterranean migrations, and their representation in literature, film, and visual art, draw their own 

cultural and geographical imaginaries of Europe, highlighting the continent’s diachronic relationship of 

exchange and influence to its Mediterranean ‘Others’, and working against the often essentializing 

continental divisions between Europe, Asia, and Africa that are also often weaponized in political debates 

about migration.  

 In his 2014 book Islandology, Marc Shell argues that to interrogate geographical expressions is to 

grapple with the conceptual processes of definition and etymology, using the example of Venn diagrams 

to demonstrate that ‘philosophy and geography are interrelated’ (15). Following this line of thinking, the 

narratives of displacement examined in this dissertation do not just serve the purpose of revealing 

alternative metageographies of Europe and the Mediterranean: they also indicate the inextricability of the 

real and the imaginary; the objective and subjective; the so-called ‘scientific’ and the humanistic. In the 

four chapters of this dissertation, I have used the perspective of displacement as a segue into outlining an 

epistemology that resists a fixed point of view and a fixed disciplinary mandate. Instead, I have shown 

how displacement produces an epistemology that privileges mobility over fixity; provisionality over 

permanence; and fluidity over stasis. Going beyond the merely symbolic and figurative realm of literature 

and art, the representation of displacement in narrative demands a shift in focus on behalf of the reader or 
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viewer, echoing the destabilizing effect that the first-hand experience of displacement has on the 

migrating individual. This can form the basis for a much broader understanding of migration, beyond the 

narrow confines of its various legalistic definitions and their frequently abusive applications.   

 As my analysis has demonstrated, the experience of displacement has a direct effect on both the 

content and the form of the creative works examined in this dissertation. This is significant because 

stories, and other works of art, are some of the main vehicles through which we come to know ourselves, 

our communities, and the world. By weaving the representational dimension of art about Mediterranean 

migration with cultural political considerations that draw from political theory, history, law and 

geography, the dissertation has offered a much-needed ethical and aesthetic dimension to the debate about 

forced displacement in the Mediterranean, which may very well outweigh ‘specific economic and cultural 

concerns about immigration’ that tend to dominate analyses of the topic (Cole, “On the Borders of 

Solidarity”).303 This is consistent with the dissertation’s goal of highlighting the unique contribution of a 

humanistic approach to the subject of migration, which must necessarily include considerations of 

representational ethics and aesthetics, but also of affect, form, and strategies of reading, seeing, and 

interpretation.  

 This project has employed a cross-disciplinary methodology that demonstrates the potential of 

works of literature and art as vehicles of a cultural political understanding of contemporary European 

anxieties regarding Mediterranean migrations, and of an alternative discourse that could counterbalance 

narratives of European purism. Due to its limited scope, the project honed in primarily on case studies of 

displacement that involved the Greek world in a comparative context, with a special focus on Eastern 

Mediterranean migration routes from antiquity to the present day. An expanded version of this project 

would benefit from more case studies from the Western and Central Mediterranean, which could include, 

but would not be limited to, the following topics: the constitution of Rome through Carthage and vice 

                                                   
303 Ethical dimensions of arguments about migration are ‘often ‘beyond reason’ in the sense that they are 
guided by emotions even in the face of scientific facts’ (Cole, “On the Borders of Solidarity”). 
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versa, through an analysis of the representation of Aeneas and Dido as displaced figures in various 

treatment of their myths; the significance of the Jewish Diaspora narratives in a diachronic Mediterranean 

context; the North-South displacement of the Moors of Andalusia in the 17th century; the population 

exchange of Greek and Turkish nationals in the wake of the 1922 Asia Minor catastrophe, especially the 

representation of displacement by authors from the Aegean islands affected; and the effect of the 

Schengen Agreement on the mobility of Moroccans and other North Africans to Europe, something that 

triggered a host of cultural imaginaries of migration to Europe in literature, film and popular culture in the 

1990s, and initiated a wave of so-called ‘illegal crossings’ into Europe.   

 In his essay titled “Living, Dwelling, Building” German philosopher Martin Heidegger defines 

‘dwelling’ (staying in place, at rest, being left in peace) as the primary condition of human being, tying it 

to an individual’s capacity to build and think, to consider the world as a unity, and to exist in it. This 

would mean that dis-placement, the state of being out of place, would fundamentally alter a human’s 

mode of being. Coming from a highly controversial figure whose membership in the National Socialist 

party and alleged support for Hitler has spawned numerous objections both to his philosophical works and 

to his outsize but lasting reputation, Heidegger’s formulation seems to preclude a nomadic, or mobile, 

mode of being as constitutive of humanity. This in itself can be construed as anti-migrant, anti-refugee, 

and anti-Semitic. The mere existence of the works of art and literature examined in this dissertation 

contradict the necessity of physical ‘dwelling’. The authors, artists and filmmakers studied have sought to 

represent that mode of human being that emerges precisely when the conditions of ‘dwelling’ become 

impossible, demonstrating the variety of ways in which displaced persons can act as creators, or 

‘builders’, even under the duress of a precarious condition.  

 Towards the end of his essay, Heidegger recognizes the limitations of a solely physical or 

pragmatic interpretation of displacement. As a result, he shifts the focus of the argument by claiming that 

‘the proper plight of dwelling does not lie merely in the lack of housing’ (363) or, in the case of this 

dissertation’s topic, in the displacement from one’s homeland to somewhere else. It lies instead, 

according to the German philosopher, in the fact that humans must ‘ever learn to dwell (my emphasis)’ 
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(363). This caveat, it seems to me, can be particularly useful, in that it brings out the tensions at the heart 

of the phenomenon of human migration, and its inevitable effects on the ways we conceptualize our ways 

of being and thinking in the world. Heidegger asserts that one can recover dwelling, a sense of being in 

place, through thought. Is this ultimately just a complacent assessment of a man never forced to seek 

refuge during his lifetime? Is this a symptom of the ‘unbridgeable gap’ between observing and 

experiencing?  

 In such a formulation, literature, film, and visual art are uniquely positioned to constitute a 

‘dwelling’ place for those displaced, and to demonstrate the different types of dwelling – and by 

extension thinking – that different life circumstances produce. This is not to reduce the plight of 

displacement to an abstract concept alone: the pragmatic needs of housing, shelter, education, legal 

protection, the right to work and the right to return are all indispensable, and the international community 

should continue working on fixing the gaping holes diagnosed by Betts and Collier in the current asylum 

system with the utmost urgency. Yet Heidegger’s claim can begin to point the way for the role of 

literature and art in debates about migration. In a reversal of Heidegger’s imperative, perhaps ‘ever 

learning to dwell’ should be a goal for all of us who pursue the production of knowledge from within the 

comforting – and comfortable – rooms of institutional power, wealth, and certainty. Despite the fact that 

we may not have suffered the plights that we read and write about, we should re-orient and re-assess our 

thinking and methodologies so that we, too, can learn to dwell, to inhabit a world that is shared with the 

displaced, and millions of others in precarious situations.   

 Indeed, Heidegger ties our physical existence to our cognitive and imaginary processes, which 

entails a metonymic structure similar to the one I have employed in the chapters of this dissertation to 

demonstrate the narrative, geographical, and cultural interconnectedness of Europe and its Mediterranean 

‘Others’. Heidegger writes: ‘in going through spaces we do not give up our standing in them. Rather, we 

always go through spaces in such a way that we already sustain them by staying constantly with near and 

remote locales and things’ (359). Displacement, then, (our ‘going through spaces’) is as much a mark of a 

connection as it is of an absence and lack; as much a sign of a breakage as it is of a sustaining force. In 
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this structural reading of displacement echoes Said’s ‘contrapuntal awareness’, which is a direct result of 

both the physical and cognitive experiences of being ‘out of place’. By considering narratives of 

Mediterranean migration as integral to the formation of Europe as a cultural construct and as an artistic 

canon, such forms of dwelling, thinking, and being emerge as not just a foil for so-called ‘European’ 

heritage; but a necessary and indispensable part of it; on equal footing with it; and on a cultural and 

geographical continuum with it.  

 Fixed geopolitical and cultural boundaries define much of our knowledge, and political beliefs 

today. Stories of Mediterranean migration show how fluid those boundaries are. They teach us that it is 

not enough to think of our world as a fixed, and stable, object of knowledge. At the same time, they 

remind those of us in disciplines that have traditionally tended towards abstraction and de-construction ad 

nauseum of the pressing need for a pragmatic engagement with the world, and with the specific 

circumstances of the sociopolitical experiences that give rise to the ‘aesthetic’ objects of our research. 

While we can never actually inhabit the destabilizing perspective of forced displacement if we are not 

ourselves forced to move, we can allow ourselves to be changed by works of art and literature about 

migration. We can allow ourselves to become more attuned to this provisional perspective and mode of 

being, which is a way of life for more than sixty million people in the world.  
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APPENDIX 1.  

MUTUALLY EXCLUSIVE, MONOCULTURAL VISIONS:  

CYPRIOT POETRY PRE - 1974 

 

 The double vision of the island as either Greek or Turkish is seen in its most intense 

manifestation in the poetry produced before 1974. For reasons explained in this chapter’s main body, 

Cyprus differs from other postcolonial case studies in the sense that independence (which was unwanted 

and unsatisfactory for the majority of the population) was not as much of a literary and artistic threshold 

moment as the war and subsequent physical division of the island in 1974 was.  

 Before 1974, looking at the island through a ‘monocultural’ lens was common practice for the 

mainstream literature of both Greek and Turkish Cypriots. Literary products were defined by the 

respective communities’ national sentiment.304 The sample of poems that follows is by no means 

exhaustive. It is intended to give a representative taste of the kind of nation-oriented poetry produced by 

both Greek and Turkish Cypriots looking to the cultural centers of their respective ‘motherlands’ in the 

years before Cypriot independence. The aim of this is to illustrate the difference in style, tone and themes 

in the poetry of Cyprus before and after the Turkish invasion. Examples of poetry before 1974 help show 

how the island’s division led to a much less ‘extroverted’ aesthetic vocabulary, a poetics more grounded 

in Cyprus-proper, which also works to incorporate other aspects of Cyprus’ history beyond the 

Greece/Turkey dichotomy, even as – and because – it grapples with the island’s division.  

 The poem “Καρτερούµε µέρα νύχτα” (“Waiting Night and Day”) by Greek Cypriot Demetris 

Lipertis (1866 – 1937) encapsulates the national sentiment of the early 20th century. Lipertis was born in 

Larnaca, a city on the south east coast of the island. He studied French and English at the American 

University in Beirut before returning to Cyprus. He worked as a civil servant and as a French teacher at 

                                                   
304 For an extensive description of the defining characteristics of each period of Cypriot literature see 
Kechagioglou and Papaleontiou.  
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The English School, a high school in the island’s capital, Nicosia. Despite his ‘Levantine’ background, 

Greece was where he turned his poetic eye. 

Καρτερούµεν µέραν νύχταν να φυσήσ' ένας αέρας  
στουν τον τόπον πόν' καµένος τζι εν θωρεί ποττέ δροσιάν,  
για να φέξει καρτερούµεν το φως τζείνης της ηµέρας,  
ποννά φέρει στον καθέναν τζαι χαράν τζαι ποσπασιάν.  
Την Μανούλλαν µας για πάντα µιτσιοί µιάλοι καρτερούµεν  
για να µας σφιχταγκαλιάσει τζαι να νεκραναστηθούµεν. 
 
 
Day and night we wait for the wind to blow 
over this scorched land that sees no respite 
we wait for the light of that day to shine 
the day that will bring joy and relief. 
Old and young, we all wait for sweet Mother 
to embrace us and bring us back to life 
 

The ‘Mother’ alluded to here is Greece, and the poem is replete with imagery indicating that the poetic 

voice’s present state – under foreign rule, Ottoman and British - is insufferable. The distinction between 

‘foreign’ and native is defined clearly in the poem, with the bond of the mother and child used to illustrate 

the perceived familial connection between Cyprus and Greece. The imagery is highly symbolic; even the 

references to the ‘scorched land’ are elevated to a ‘universal’ level by appropriating the discourse of 

enslaved, disenfranchised people.  

 The opening stanza of Lipertis’ poem was set to music and appropriated as a song lamenting the 

loss of the north of Cyprus to the Turks after 1974. The song subdues the nationalist sentiment of the 

original for enosis and reconfigures it as the justified, patriotic desire of internally displaced Cypriots to 

return home. The want for ‘respite’ and ‘light’ has a different referent: it is transposed from a desire 

directed to Greece, to a desire directed towards the occupied north of Cyprus. In order to achieve this, 

only the first four lines of the poem were set to music, leaving all references to ‘the Mother’ out, a 

testament to the sudden change in poetic discourse. The case of Lipertis’ poem – and its radically 

different associations before and after 1974 – also signifies how the sentiments of desire and return turn 

from high-minded, abstract rhetorical expressions of nationalism to a lived desire for a physical return that 

is tied to the physical experience of forced displacement from their actual homes.  
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 A similar commitment to a Greek national fervor can be seen in the poem “Η Κύπρος προς τους 

λέγοντας ότι δεν είναι ελληνική” (“Cyprus, Addressing Those Who Say She Isn’t Greek”) by Vassilis 

Michaelides, the aforementioned ‘national poet’ of Cyprus whose poem 9η Ιουλίου (July 9th) 

commemorates the execution of Archbishop Kyprianos of Cyprus and other clergymen by the Ottoman 

ruler of Cyprus. In the poem, a personified Cyprus urges itself to ‘stand up’ and confront the people who 

are ‘bad-mouthing her,’ saying that she is ‘not a pure child of her race’. The mother-child trope used by 

Lipertis is used by Michaelides also, whose choice of the dramatic monologue highlights the emotional 

aspect of Cyprus’ defense against ‘her’ detractors: those that say that the island is not Greek. The 

personified island then turns to the Queen of England – the recent acquirer of the island – addressing her 

as the ‘Royal Highness seated in the West,’ with the request to be returned to her rightful ‘mother’: 

 
δώσ' µε κ̌ι εµέν' της µάνας µου να µε σφιχταγγαλιάσει, 
για να χαρεί τούτ' η καρκιά, ν' ανοίξει, να γελάσει. 
Δώσ' µε να µπω στ' αγκάλια της να πάρω το φιλίν της 
να σβύσω 'γιω την δίψαν µου κ̌αι κ̌είνη την δικήν της. 
 
hand me over to my mother’s tight embrace 
so that this heart can rejoice, can flutter, can laugh. 
Hand me over so that I can enter her embrace and receive her kiss 
so that my thirst be quenched, and hers also.  
 

 Within the Turkish Cypriot community, the dominant national narrative and imaginary before 

1974 looked to Turkey as the ‘fatherland’. In this poem by Nazif Suleyman Ebeoglu (1921 – 2007), the 

poetic voice sings its praise for Istanbul, the national center of the Turkish mainland:

Ey Sınan’ın sanatı, ey Fatih’in zaferi, 
Atatürk’ün içinde can verdiği ey mabed, 
İstanbul, ah İstanbul, rüyalarımın şehri, 
Her Türk gibi bağlıyım sana ben ilelebed... 
The art of Sinan, the victory of Fatih Sultan, 
The temple where Ataturk gave his life in, 
Istanbul, oh Istanbul, the city of my dreams, 
I’m forever attached to you as every Turk is. 

The declaration of the final stanza classifies the poetic voice as unambiguously a ‘Turk’ who worships the 

historical and architectural elements of Istanbul as its own, despite the poem being produced in Cyprus.  
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 Another Turkish Cypriot poet, Kutlu Adalı, expresses a much more violent vision of Turkish 

nationalism in the poem “Kıbrıs Türküsü”305 or “Cyprus Folk Song”: 

Barbaros’un leventleri 
Nasıl yüzerek ulaştıysa sahile 
Çok değil...iki kulaç atarak 
Sana zencir vurmak isteyenlerin 
… 
Irkımdır asırlar evvel çanları kaldıran 
Ey haykıran, ey ırkıma el kaldıran 
Sen o değil misin ki, asırlarca tasmayla yaşayan. 
…  
İster misin anlatayım  
Bu bayrak nasıl dikildi adaya 
Şu ilahi ezan...hani beş vakit duyarsanız ya 
Bilir misin nasıl yükseldi semaya? 
Şu köşe başındaki tümsek nedir? 
Bilir misin ey yaygara yükü millet 
 
 
Just like the warriors of Barbaros 
Reached the shore by swimming 
Not many…just a couple of strokes we swim 
And fasten chains to your hands 
… 
It is our race that smashed the bells centuries ago 
You shouting, you raising a hand to our race 
Isn’t it you, who lived in a collar for centuries 
…  
Do you want me to explain 
How this flag was planted on this island 
That holy azan that you hear five times a day 
Do you know how it rises to the sky? 
What that mound in the corner is? 
Do you know, you nation of brouhaha? 

 

In this poem, the island’s history begins with the arrival of the ‘warriors of Barbarossa’306 literally taking 

over the island geography and claiming it by interfering with or rupturing the ground: they plant flags and 

build mounds. The fact that the poetic voice addresses the Greek ‘Other’ amplifies the poem’s highly 

                                                   
305 Türkü is a type of oral poem that came out of the Ottoman tradition, mentioned in the chapter’s 
introduction. The term literary means ‘of the Turk’.  

306 An Ottoman admiral of the fleet whose naval successes secured Ottoman dominance in the 
Mediterranean in the first half of the 16th century. 
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combative tone and draws a sharp distinction between ‘us’ (the Turks) and you/them (‘you, who lived in a 

collar for centuries’, ‘you, nation of brouhaha’). The poem assumes that its readership is both Greek and 

Turkish, even though the chances of Greek Cypriots reading this would have been close to zero. As 

Mehmet Yaşın mentioned in his Introduction to Step Mothertongue, written in 2000, ‘The intellectuals of 

the two communities are barely aware of each other’s literatures’ (8).  

 “Cyprus Folk Song” makes the physical proximity of Turkey to Cyprus its primary image: the 

Turks need no more than ‘just a couple of strokes’ to reach the shores of the island. This proximity is 

employed as a justification for the island’s Turkishness. Geography, the poem suggests, indicates that 

Cyprus is ‘naturally’ a part of Turkey. The destructive act of ‘smashing’ church bells is complemented by 

the sound of the ‘holy azan that you hear five times a day’, in a coupling of destructive and creative 

actions that signal the Turks’ total domination of the island, including its sights and sounds. The poem 

also offers a powerful contrast between the Turks being all action and the Greeks all talk, what the 

translator has rendered here as ‘brouhaha’.  
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APPENDIX 2.  

DYNAMIC CARTOGRAPHIES OF DIVISION IN CYPRUS 

 

The impression of maps as ‘geographical facts’ dominates the public imaginary; wrapped as they 

are in a ‘shell of objectivity’ (Edney 188) maps are still widely accepted as tools that help us know and 

confirm geographic ‘reality.’ At the same time, scholars in literary and historical studies have pointed to 

the map as a ‘subjective imagining,’ increasingly exploring ‘the relationship between maps and ideas … 

as the spatial turn in the humanities and social sciences has fostered new critical approaches to literature, 

culture, representation and identity’ (Perkins 346). The theoretical and empiricist approaches to maps, far 

from being mutually exclusive, highlight their role as ‘mediators between an inner mental world and an 

outer physical world’ (Harley 1), a statement that echoes Lefebvre’s argument of the unity of mental and 

social space. Understood in this way, cartography straddles both the representation of a physical reality 

while indicating that reality’s proclivity to be shaped by ideas. 

The effect of displacement and its essential role in the homogenization of the island space is 

evident in the illustration comparing the population distribution on Cyprus in 1960 and today (see Figure 

9). In this static, two-dimensional set of maps, displacement is represented by the reorganization of the 

colors that correspond to each demographic of the island’s population: the redistribution of the green and 

orange colors reflecting the displacement of Turkish and Greek Cypriots, moving from an ethnically 

mixed social space to a homogeneous one. It is notable that the interim states of ‘Majority Turkish 

Cypriot’ and ‘Majority Greek Cypriot’ (light green and light orange respectively) are eliminated, and the 

white, zigzag line that runs through the diagram – visually echoing the UN Buffer Zone – is the conflation 

of both time and movement. While this image demonstrates the island’s demographic re-organization in 

the image of the political imaginary of two nationalisms, each now allocated its own space, it does not 

map, or figure, the kinds of alternative imaginaries produced by the redistribution of Cyprus’ population. 

This is the realm of post-1974 literature; and more specifically, poetry. 
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Figure 9. Population distribution on Cyprus in 1960 and today. 

That the cartography of division itself is progressive, and not static, is also made evident by more 

recent maps produced on each of the island’s ‘sides,’ which completely ignore the ‘other side.’ Figure 10, 

an official map of the hunting spaces in the so-called ‘Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus,’ is 

contingent on the erasure of the southern part of the island. Both reflecting and cartographically 

representing a political imaginary, the map has the power to will it into being – not in a cause-and-effect 

teleological process, but in a simultaneous, co-dependent production of mental, practical and social space. 

As such, these maps are not just texts to be read; or political ideologies meant to be consumed; they are 

also, by virtue of the Cypriot population’s restricted movement and certain de facto legal tools, how the 

geographic space is experienced. As a result, an entirely new shape of the island – or an entirely new 

island – is produced. Likewise, Figure 11 follows a similar mental and geographical strategy, but 

represents the south as an empty space, void of places, roads, and tourist landmarks.  No doubt these post-

1974 Turkish Cypriot representations of the island space are highly political/ideological – they function to 

‘erase’ the Greek Cypriots from memory, history, and representations of space as a way to ‘erase’ their 

claims on the island as well – but they also transmit a fundamental aspect of the lived experience on 

Cyprus post-1974. 
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Figure 10. Hunting Map published by the so-called ‘Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus’. 

 

Figure 11. Tourist map of northern Cyprus (“Turkey-visit”). 

 

Similar cartographical examples exist in the south part of the island, like the map based on census 

results from 2009 (Figure 12), which only has information for the south of the island since that is the de 

facto territory of the Republic of Cyprus, the only internationally recognized state on the island. The color 

choice plays a big role in the map’s spatial code: with its dull grey color in sharp contrast to the south’s 

warm yellows and reds, the north is homogeneously bleak, as if lifeless. This normative signification 
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visually transmits the knowledge of the northern part of the island under Turkish Cypriot administration 

as ψευδοκράτος (lit. pseudo-state), a popular term used by Greek Cypriots in order to avoid legitimizing 

the Turkish-Cypriot administration. 

 

 

Figure 12. Map of the census results of the Republic of Cyprus (September 2009) by Alexander Michael-
Hadjilyra. 

These new images and shapes of the island emerge by necessity; by the restriction of movement that 

continues to signify a previous moment of displacement; but they also contain symbolic and normative 

elements. In Figure 13, for example, the tension between text and image demonstrates how cartography, 

as a representation of space, resists being subsumed wholly by the imaginary or the symbolic. The 

headline of the map, which is found on a parcel-delivery and courier service website, claims to have ‘100 

Locations Cyprus Wide.’ The consolidation of the dropped pins (designating the company’s retail 

locations) in the south of the island only, however, contradicts the title. The fact that the geological shape 

of the island – a geographical fact – is wholly rendered also works to undermine the headline text. At the 

same time, the map as a whole can also be seen as re-defining ‘Cyprus,’ almost certainly contrary to the 

Greek-Cypriot company’s intention, as just the south of the island.   
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Figure 13. The website of a local, Greek Cypriot courier company (“Akis Express”) touts its “100 
Locations Cyprus-wide”. The north part of the island isn’t included. 

The unique nature of cartography as a representation of space, in terms of Lefebvre’s definition of 

it, ‘must therefore have a substantial role and a specific influence in the production of space. [Its] 

intervention occurs by way of construction – in other words, by way of architecture, conceived of not as 

the building of a particular structure, palace or monument, but rather as a project embedded in a spatial 

context and a texture which call for ‘representations’ that will not vanish into the symbol or imaginary 

realms’ (42). Maps have an architecture of their own that represents, and reflects, a lived space and reality 

(a ‘spatial context’), which is dependent and partially created through the symbolic and imaginary realm 

that cartography partakes of. Geography changes in response to the political imaginaries on the island, in 

an uncannily clear illustration of the production of space, the process through which mental space 

‘involves, underpins and presupposes’ social space, which shows how ‘ideal’ space and ‘real space’ 

cannot be separated from one another (Lefebvre 14). While their forced displacement is part of the 

hegemonizing capacity of the production of space, and of a long history of associating land and property 

ownership with onto-epistemologies of subject formation (Butler Athanassiou), the fact that they have 

experienced both sides of the island, and both of its geographical arrangements (being ‘whole’ and being 

‘divided’) make internally displaced poets uniquely positioned to resist and undermine the geographic and 

political configuration of the island.  
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