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Abstract 
 

To cross the landscape of places such as Cyprus is to pick your way across the tangible 

marks of the island’s traumatic past. Checkpoints and roadblocks, dead-ends and Dead 

Zones constitute integral features of its topography, speaking of its predicament as a 

place of ethnic conflict. The Possibility of an Island: Visions of Landscape in Contemporary Art in 

Cyprus is a research project on the Cypriot landscape and its visual culture; its politics and 

poetics. It focuses on the way the Cypriot landscape’s complex actuality and symbolic 

resonance emerges as subject in the work of visual artists making work about Cyprus. In 

so doing, it centres on and frequently returns to a set of critical questions: How does the 

landscape’s physical dissection—with checkpoints, a partition line, and a Dead Zone—

inform the work of visual artists in the present? How do they choose to represent it and 

towards what means? In what ways do their artistic considerations shape, alter, or 

unsettle conceptions and/or experiences of real (and imagined) landscapes and, most 

crucially, of our sense of identity and belonging? In navigating through these questions, I 

put forward the hypothesis that the artists’ turn to landscape and its representation 

relates to their various positionings within and against the debates concerning narratives 

of history, ethnic origin, and identity in Cyprus. Hence, in their works we are invited to 

experience evocative visions of landscape as topos (as in landscape as a place of 

belonging). Yet, the perspectives that artists employ when doing so come to challenge 

and sometimes transgress stereotypical conceptions of what it means to belong, setting 

prevalent notions of identity in doubt as well as those oppressive conditions that sustain 

and encourage discord, antagonism, and division. To support such a contention, the 

folds within conceptions of landscape and ideas relating to identity and place, history and 

memory figure prominently in the discussion, as do questions over representation and its 

reception in critical evaluations. In fact, the way contemporary artistic renderings of 
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landscape as topos converse with or challenge dominant conceptions of belonging and 

narratives of history forms a central part of the analysis in this thesis. It is a discussion 

carried out with the intention of interrogating the kind of expectations exercised on 

artists in contexts of ethnic antagonism. It is for this reason that my interest lies in those 

artists whose interventionist perspective could serve as a model for the way art can be at 

once inspiring, thought-provoking, and challenging, even when dealing with a well-worn 

and, in many respects, traditional subject like landscape. These artists work across a 

variety of media and include Marianna Christofides, Haris Epaminonda, Mustafa Hulusi, 

Stelios Kallinikou, Nurtane Karagil, Maria Loizidou, Erhan Öze, Socratis Socratous, and 

the artist group Neoterismoi Toumazou. In seeking to look into the longer histories of 

the issues debated, the discussion centres as well on the work of artists Cevdet Çağdaş, 

Adamantios Diamantis and Ιsmet Vehit Güney. As it is argued throughout this thesis, 

whatever the generational period they belong to or means through which these artists 

choose to negotiate their ideas, their work offers different perspectives on the folds 

within landscape, culture, and identity at the same time that it invites reflection over how 

we can reconsider the possibility of an island as the topos of who we are.   

 

  



 6 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Acknowledgments 

………………………………………………………………………………7  

List of abbreviations 

……………………………………………………………………………8  

List of illustrations 

..…………………………………………………………………………9-14 

 

Introduction 

……………………………………………………………………………..15-33 

Chapter I 
Setting the Ground A historiographical account of notions of landscape in divided 
Cyprus 
……………………………………………………………………………………….34-81 
 
Chapter II  
Song of an Island in Paint The case of Adamantios Diamantis (1900–1994) in 
colonial Cyprus 
………………………………………………………………………………………82-145 
 
Chapter III 
The Snake in Eden Visions of landscape and otherness in Socratis Socratous’s 
Rumours (2009) and Erhan Öze’s Extraterritorial Electromagnetic Interventions (2011) 
………….146-189 
 
Chapter IV 
The Burden of Trauma, the Temptation of Beauty Mustafa Hulusi’s 
landscapes of trauma in Recollections of Underdevelopment (2014) 
………………………………………190-232 
 
Chapter V  
Tracing the Local A sense of place and identity in the Cypriot landscape ……… 233-
301 



 7 

 
Conclusion ……………………………………………………………………………. 
303-307 
 
Bibliography…………………………………………………………………………. 
308-332 
 
Appendix I Artists’ biographical notes …………………………………………… 333-
337 

  



 8 

 

Acknowledgments 

 

With this note, I would like to extend my sincere gratitude and thanks to my supervisor 

Dr Gabriel Koureas for his advice, encouragement and guidance throughout my 

research. His critical input and support in developing my thoughts has been invaluable. I 

am also indebted to Dr Suzannah Biernoff for taking the time to read and comment on 

my writing when upgrading to a PhD status. To the artists, whose work I discuss in the 

thesis, I owe a special thanks for sharing with me their inspiring works, thoughts and 

ideas. This thesis would not have been possible without the continuous support of my 

wonderful family. They have shared this journey with me and stood by my side. My two 

children, Alexandros and Irene, share the same age with this work. I dedicate every word 

to them with the wish that they find their own paths in life as I did mine.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Cover Image: From Socratis Socratous’s The History of the War of Cyprus (2012). ©The artist. 
 



 9 

 
List of Abbreviations 

 
 
 AHDR: Association for Historical Dialogue and Research  
 
CVAR: Center of Visual Arts and Research  
 
EMAA: European Mediterranean Art Association 
 
EMB: Empire Marketing Board  
 
EOKA: Ethniki Enosi Kyprion Agoniston (National Organisation of Cypriot Fighters) 
 
EACC: Ercan Air Control Centre 
 
RoC: Republic of Cyprus  
 
TRNC: Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus  
 
UNDP: United Nations Development Programme  
 
 
 
 
  



 10 

List of illustrations 

 
Figure 1: Nurtane Karagil, The Dawn and the Sunset Issue, 2017, colour pencil on paper.  
 
Figure 2: Ben Evans and Alkis Hadjiandreou, The Ignorant Tour Guides (Pafos 2017), 
2011–ongoing, a walking tour around the city of Pafos with the use of an audiovisual 
guide. Photo: Orestis Lambrou. 
 
Figure 3: Πλάνητες (Plánetes), installation view, Old Powerhouse, Pafos. Photo: Orestis 
Lambrou. On view: Socratis Socratous, Katalogos (Tower), 2016, dimensions variable; 
Andreas Angelidakis, Flowerpot, 2015, zCorp 450, 3D colour print, 37.5 x 26 x 21 cm; 
Andreas Angelidakis, Broken Doll, 2015, zCorp 450, 3D colour print, 18.5 x 24 x 18.5 cm; 
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Figure 1: Nurtane Karagil, The Dawn and the Sunset Issue, 2017, colour pencil on paper. 
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Νήσος (nisos) is the Greek word for ‘island’. Its etymological origins are found in the verb νέω 

(neo), which means ‘float’ or ‘swim’ (Kopaka, 2009, p. 184). The word, then, in its initial 

linguistic inception aspired to describe the extraordinary ability of land to move and stay afloat. 

In ancient Greek mythology, there are numerous instances where islands actually drift off and 

sail across the sea (Kopaka, 2009, p. 184). In Hesychius of Alexandria’s Ancient Greek lexicon, 

Cyprus is defined as such an island. It is described as αερία (aeria), as in a place pushed and 

carried about by the winds (Kopaka, 2009, p. 184).1 In the sphere of myth, this is a captivating 

image: a piece of land roaming the Aegean Sea to lay anchor at the easternmost end of the 

Mediterranean Basin. An unfortunate choice of location, if we embrace the idea that it is the 

island’s position between multiple geopolitical margins, between Greece and Turkey, East and 

West, Asia and Europe, Islam and Christianity, which has sealed its destiny for centuries. More 

so in recent decades when antagonism between the country’s two main ethnic communities, the 

Greeks and the Turks, escalated into violence only a few years after the Independence of Cyprus 

from British colonial rule in 1960. A decade later, in 1974, hostilities would again arise, this time 

turning into military conflict with Turkey’s intervention, leading to the de facto partition of the 

island into the (Turkish) North and the (Greek) South. Since then, and over the past four 

decades, life in Cyprus has been defined by the physical, disruptive impact of borders and by the 

ethnic, political, and socio-economic segregation and instability they produce. These conditions 

are framed by debates over land and property, ethnic identity, and narratives of history. Cyprus 

may not be wandering the seas like the islands in antiquity, but it can be envisioned as a place 

that ‘floats’ between divergent claims: Are Cypriots Greeks or Turks? Are they the victims (of 

two opposing ethnic nationalisms) or the instigators of rivalry and tension? Was Turkey’s 

decision to apply military force an illegal act of aggression or a peacekeeping operation? Who 

suffered the most in the years that followed, and whose version of events should we abide by?  

                                                
1 Hesychius of Alexandria was a Greek grammarian from the 5th or 6th century CE and the author of 
Alphabetical Collection of All Words. 
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The issues debated within the context of what has been dubbed ‘the Cyprus Problem’ 

proliferate and are not necessarily contained within the realm of politics. The island’s 

predicament as ‘floating’ between conflicting assertions over matters of identity and history has 

permeated other spheres, including the local visual arts, its production, and reception. An 

example to consider is The Dawn and the Sunset Issue (2017), a drawing by Turkish Cypriot artist 

Nurtane Karagil (b. 1989) [figure 1]. It depicts, in a purposefully child-like manner, the 

displacement of Turkish Cypriots from Pafos, a city in the southwest of the island, following the 

exchange of populations between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities after 1974. The 

drawing, alluding to the island’s partition, is divided in two: the ‘earthly realm’ below, where the 

human drama of dislocation unfolds against a landscape enveloped in flames, and the ‘heavenly 

realm’ above, where Aphrodite and Archbishop Makarios, two symbols of Cypriot history and 

culture, are portrayed observing the events. When first exhibited in a group show I curated in 

Pafos in the context of Pafos2017, Cultural Capital of Europe, the drawing became the epicentre 

of a heated public debate over matters of aesthetics and artistic freedom of expression, but also 

over matters of history and its representation. As it was emphatically stated in the press by those 

objecting to the work’s content and demanding its immediate removal from display, Karagil was 

an artist who willfully distorted historical events.  

 

This incident points to the extent that issues of interethnic relations, including debates 

over narratives of history, still remain unresolved in Cyprus forty years on. It also points to how 

these issues and the rhetoric that surrounds them may be used as an evaluation apparatus of 

artistic expression. As it is extensively discussed in the first chapter of this thesis, Karagil’s 

drawing was threatened with censorship based on claims which drew their legitimacy from 

arguments relating to the Greek Cypriots’ perception of the ‘Cyprus Problem’. This important 

observation aside, the incident is also suggestive of how the island’s socio-historical quandary is 

one that preoccupies and concerns artists across the Cyprus divide. They seek to artistically 
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interrogate it, and their critical appraisal often leads, as I will attempt to elucidate in what follows, 

to a preoccupation with borders and co-existence, with notions of place and belonging, identity 

and otherness, and—as in Karagil’s case—with history and its representation. It also manifests as 

a sincere fascination with the island’s traumatised landscape. To drive or walk around certain 

areas in Cyprus, especially close to the borders, is to pick your way across the signs of the place’s 

disquieting past. Abandoned houses, barbed-wire fences, guarded checkpoints, frustrating dead-

ends constitute integral features of the surrounding landscape. To encounter them is to acquire 

an acute lived experience of the island’s predicament as a place of conflict. How do artists 

respond to this experience? How do they integrate it into their work? What kind of visions of the 

island’s landscape do they provide as a response, and how do these visions parallel their quest to 

artistically negotiate aspects of their socio-historical context?  

 

These questions formed the foundational structure of my argument from the outset of 

my thesis. In addressing them, I put forward the hypothesis that the turn of certain 

contemporary Cypriot visual artists to landscape and its representation relates to their interest in 

interrogating the terms with which we connect, draw bonds with, and belong to places marked 

by conflict and discord. Hence, in their works, we are often invited to experience evocative 

visions of landscapes which claim the resonance of a topos. Although in the English language it 

survives as a literary term, topos (τόπος) in Greek retains its spatial resonance (Leontis, 1995, p. 

18). It means place, an actual physical location that one can belong to, and links etymologically 

with topio, the Greek word for ‘landscape’. As will hopefully become evident, topio and topos 

closely intertwine in the work of the artists discussed. However, while their depictions of 

landscapes claim the resonance of places of belonging, the perspectives employed come to 

challenge and sometimes subvert stereotypical conceptions of what it means to belong, setting 

prevalent notions of identity or processes of identity formation in doubt, as well as those 

oppressive conditions that sustain and encourage discord, antagonism, and division in Cyprus.  
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Questions of methodology and historiography 

 

The Possibility of an Island: Visions of Landscape in Contemporary Art in Cyprus is a thesis that seeks to 

address the way the landscape’s complex actuality in Cyprus and its symbolic resonance emerges 

as subject in the work of contemporary visual artists in Cyprus. More specifically, it investigates 

the manner in which the artists selected question the landscape-as-topos connection in order to 

construct a different perception of the self and others. The folds within conceptions of 

landscape and ideas relating to identity and place, history and memory figure prominently in the 

discussion as do questions over representation, its reception and interpretation through critique. 

In fact, the way contemporary artistic renderings of landscape as topos converse or challenge 

dominant conceptions of belonging and narratives of history, as in the example of Karagil’s 

drawing, forms a central part of my analysis. It is a discussion which is carried out with the 

intention of unravelling the symbolic resonance of the landscape in Cyprus and of interrogating 

the kind of expectations exercised on artists in contexts of ethnic antagonism.  

 

While I have examined and written about the work of various Cypriot artists working 

with notions of landscape and place throughout my research, this project developed into a 

focused critical examination of specific examples of artworks instead of an all-encompassing 

survey.2 The reason for this relates to my interest in providing an in-depth analysis on the 

artworks selected instead of a comprehensive study of contemporary art in Cyprus, in the hope 

                                                
2 With artist Maria Loizidou, for example, I collaborated on a joint project titled Transcapes/The Halted 
Traveler (2013), which was carried out with a multidisciplinary team that included architect Meletis 
Apostolides, archaeologist Evangeline Markou, poet Christodoulos Makris, curator Yves Sabourin, and 
artists Antonis Antoniou, Marianna Christofides, George Hadjimichalis/Kyrillos Sarris, Katerina 
Neophytidou, and Leontios Toumpouris/Lito Kattou. The project was presented as part of Exercises in 
Orientation, first at the Nicosia Municipal Art Centre in 2014 and later at the Peltz Gallery, Birkbeck 
School of Arts, London, in 2015. With artist Antonis Antoniou, we developed Overtones (2013), a sound 
installation which was likewise displayed as part of Exercises in Orientation. My essay on Marianna 
Christofides’s April (2008/2015), a film that concentrates on the interconnection between landscape with 
notions of place and memory, will be published by Atlas Projectos (Berlin) as part of Next Spring, an 
occasional series of art reviews edited by Laura Preston.   
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that such an approach will contribute more substantially to the wider discussions in the visual 

arts concerning the crossover of landscape with notions of place, identity, and belonging in 

contexts of conflict. It is for this reason that my interest lies in those artists whose interventionist 

perspective could serve as a model for the way art can be at once inspiring, thought-provoking, 

and challenging, even when dealing with a well-worn and, in many respects, traditional subject 

like landscape. These artists work across a variety of media—film and photography, installation 

and painting—and include Cevdet Çağdaş (b. 1926), Marianna Christofides (b. 1980), 

Adamantios Diamantis (1900–1994), Haris Epaminonda (b. 1980), Ιsmet Vehit Güney (1923-

2009), Mustafa Hulusi (b. 1971), Stelios Kallinikou (b. 1985), Nurtane Karagil (b. 1989), Maria 

Loizidou (b. 1958), Erhan Öze (b. 1982), Socratis Socratous (b. 1971), and artist group 

Neoterismoi Toumazou—Orestis Lazouras (b. 1994), Maria Toumazou (b. 1989), and Marina 

Xenofontos (b. 1988). The choice to include these artists over others was informed primarily by 

their critical and inquisitive outlook as well as by specific chapter themes that focus on landscape 

as topos, landscape as a site of trauma, and landscape as cultural identity. What is more, my 

decision to include the case of Adamantios Diamantis, a prominent painter whose career extends 

from the 1920s until the 1980s, as well as the examples of Cevdet Çağdaş and Ιsmet Vehit 

Güney, in a discussion with a strong chronological focus on contemporary artists, was taken with 

the intention of interrogating the longer local histories of how the socio-historical context in 

Cyprus informs the production of art and influences (and sometimes delimits) its interpretation 

and reception. As will be evidenced, taking Diamantis’s case as an example first and the work of 

other artists later, the political rhetoric framing conflict and antagonism in Cyprus evolves into 

an evaluating apparatus for art and the way it engages issues about landscape representation.  

 

Diamantis’s example is also used in order to unlock and look into perceptions of cultural 

identity in colonial Cyprus and beyond. As will be argued, from his position as director of the 

Cyprus Museum of Folk Art—which he held from 1950 until his death in 1994—the artist 
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sought to discover a sense of self-location and cultural belonging across the landscapes of 

secluded villages and over the surfaces of folk artefacts. This practice is examined against the 

socio-political context of his time, which was defined by the colonial experience, the advent of 

modernity, and feverish Greek and Turkish nationalisms. It is also discussed in relation to the 

painter Cevdet Çağdaş, who as director of the Cyprus Turkish Museum (1962–1979) was also 

implicated in the project of delineating and safeguarding the identity of his community.  

 

Diamantis was a Greek Cypriot artist; Çağdaş, a Turkish Cypriot. Both, however, as will 

be demonstrated in Chapter V, through activities that extended beyond the isolation of their 

studios, found themselves involved in efforts to construct identity and offer historical continuity 

to their respective communities. Therefore, specifying their ethnicity in discussing their cases 

becomes important, especially in addressing the implications of ethnic antagonism in Cypriot 

society. Ethnic origin, however, does not always factor in the analysis that ensues. It does so only 

when it is necessary in defining perceptions of what artists do and what kind of socio-political 

issues they respond to. This is because I consider artists across the Cyprus divide to share similar 

critical positions when interrogating the conditions of belonging to places marked by conflict. As 

will hopefully become evident, artists, irrespective of whether they are Greek or Turkish Cypriot, 

tend to pose questions rather than offer definite statements, while their work often inspires 

reflection and encourages critical dissection of the master narratives that define conceptions of 

history and identity on the island.   

 

Adding to this, I see the work of artists originating from either of the two communities 

as engendering a re-evaluation of those circumstances that have repeatedly led to the failure of 

reconciliation in Cyprus, including a persistence in denying the existence or the pain of the other. 

This has been one of the main hindrances in reaching a peaceful settlement of the Cyprus 

problem, following the events of 1974 (Papadakis et al., 2006, p. 13). Interestingly, art was at 



 24 

times envisioned, not necessarily by artists but by different agencies, including the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 3 Association for Historical Dialogue and Research 

(AHDR), or Manifesta (the roving European Biennial organised every two years in a different 

city), as a way to topple obstacles and bring the two communities together (Loizidou, 2014; 

Tselika, 2015).4 Yet, despite the respectable efforts of these institutions to address 

misconceptions and encourage dialogue through art-oriented projects, the result tends to 

establish an illusionary symmetry between the two communities, which only reproduces the 

terms of the dispute (Loizidou, 2015). We will return to this point in Chapter III, but what is 

important to highlight here is that the claim of ‘neutrality’ or ‘symmetry’ of these organised 

initiatives is also one that exists in current scholarly approaches to history to combat the 

historiographical biases of the past. It is an admirable assertion yet not entirely unproblematic or 

possible. For example, although my intention throughout my research was to keep a perspective 

that is inclusive and sensitive to ethnic heterogeneity, my discussion does not consider the same 

number of Greek and Turkish Cypriot artists. Further to this, it includes neither Maronite 

Cypriots nor Armenian Cypriots since there are no examples of artists from these communities, 

at least to my knowledge, with an expressed interest in the ideas that I am exploring. These 

deviations from the canon of ‘neutrality’ can be identified as a shortcoming. Yet in the case of 

this thesis, they were either unavoidable—how to overcome the problem of artists with no 

relating work to a particular field of research—or a conscious choice of not conforming to a 

                                                
3 See for example the photographic exhibition entitled Cooperation, which resulted from a photography 
contest, open to local and international photographers operated by AHDR in June 2013. See also 
Uncovered, a curator-led project funded by the UNPD, which took the form of an exhibition in 2010. The 
project is discussed in Chapter III in relation to Erhan Öze’s censored artwork. For more on the uses of 
art for reconciliation in Cyprus see Tselika (2015). 
4 Manifesta 6, which was to function as an experimental art-school project in Nicosia in 2006, was 
cancelled over the political implications entailed in the use of buildings north of the divide. On the 
importance of narratives of place when setting up a socially engaged and politically challenging art project, 
like Manifesta 6, see Tselika (2015) and Pellapaisiotis (2014). For more on the reasons leading to the 
project’s cancellation from the perspective of Greek Cypriots see Toumazis (2012). For the curators’ 
views see ElDahab et al. (2006).  
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counter-productive political correctness. There remains of course the question of how to address 

the historiographical biases of the past. 

 

In fact, Cyprus art history posits an interesting example of how the politics on the 

ground may become politics on the page. One of the earliest attempts to provide an account of 

the visual arts in Cyprus was Diamantis’s Techni stin Kypro (Art in Cyprus) (1956), in which the 

artist sought to provide historical links between the past (ancient Greek art, Byzantine wall 

paintings, Gothic architecture) and the present through the work of mainly Greek Cypriot artists. 

Chapter V offers an in-depth analysis of the text in relation to Diamantis’s multifarious activities, 

yet what we could underline at this point is the observation that his account did include 

reference to Turkish Cypriot artists, including Çağdaş, but also to British and other foreign 

artists, constituting as such an interesting recognition of the possible cultural exchanges existing 

between artists of different backgrounds at the time. As the division between the two 

communities solidified with the Turkish intervention of 1974, such instances of 

acknowledgement of the other were lost, and Cyprus art history became largely dominated by 

exclusionary, one-sided surveys. An example of this is Chrysanthos Christou’s Sintomi Istoria tis 

Neoteris kai Sichronis Kypriakis Technis (Short history of modern and contemporary Cypriot art) 

(1983). A Greek art historian and a professor at the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki,5 

Christou was commissioned to write on the visual arts in Cyprus in the early 1970s, prior to the 

island’s partition. However, by the time his research was completed in 1977, the separation of 

the two communities was already a political reality.6 Christou’s resulting study carries the signs of 

                                                
5 The Aristotle University of Thessaloniki was the first Greek institution to incorporate the study of the 
History of Art in the curriculum of its Department of Philosophy. In April 1965, Christou became the 
first academic to hold the departmental chair of Medieval and Modern Art (Aristotle University of 
Thessaloniki, 2010).   
6 From a phone conversation with Eleni Nikita. Nikita was the Director of the Cultural Services of the 
Ministry of Education and Culture of the Republic of Cyprus between 2003–2010. She joined the Cultural 
Services in the late 1970s and one of her first assignment was to assist Christou in his research and 
supervise the publication of his book. 
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the Cypriots’ segregation. Leafing through its pages today, its claim to offer an overview of 

contemporary Cypriot art becomes a one-sided account of the Greek Cypriots’ artistic 

accomplishments (Christou, 1983). Turkish Cypriot contributions to the visual arts are neither 

recorded nor acknowledged, and the island’s Turkish/Ottoman influences are side-lined. Instead, 

the analysis concentrates on drawing links between the visual arts in Cyprus with the visual arts 

in Greece, both in the past and in the present (Christou, 1983, pp. 14, 80). This is coupled with 

the effort to evaluate Greek Cypriot artists within the Western canon of art history. In Christou’s 

analysis, Western modernism and its representatives are the ultimate rule against which 

contemporary Cypriot art must be measured. His discussion is, therefore, guided by the intention 

to prove the artists’ ‘Westernness’ and to outline their geographical and cultural affiliations to 

artists of the calibre of Robert Delauney and Max Ernst—just to name a few examples—an 

approach further endorsed by negating all traces of Ottoman influences when affirming ancient 

Greek ones (Christou, 1983, pp. 35, 80). This relates to arguments concerning the way Greek 

Cypriots were essentially hinting to their Westernness, and hence to their cultural progress, by 

asserting their Greekness against the threat of Turkishness (Bryant, 2006, p. 56). 

 

Christou’s study stands at the beginning of several other instances, in which the term 

‘Contemporary Cypriot Art’ becomes problematic in the way it is employed to signify the artistic 

expression of just one community.7 Since the partial opening of the borders in 2003, there have 

been conscious attempts to challenge such historiographical biases. The most notable example 

                                                
7 A case in point is the introduction to the catalogue of the State Gallery of Contemporary Cypriot Art, 
which focuses exclusively on art by Greek Cypriot artists (Nikita, 1998b). The monographs and surveys 
published by the cultural departments of banks (Bank of Cyprus, Laiki Bank, Türk Bankası), which 
constituted from the 1980s onwards the first more organized attempts to record developments in the 
visual arts are also ditstinguished by non-inclusive perspectives. See for example Çağdaş (1986); Nikita 
(2002); Danos and Loizou, 2009. Çağdaş’s ‘Kibris Türk Resmi: Bugünlere Gelişin Öyküsü’ (Turkish 
Cypriot Painting: The story of its development to these days) (1986) is an interesting instance of 
identifying painting on the basis of ethnic difference. It is also indicative of how the visual arts of each 
community were considered in isolation from each other.  
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from this period is Yirminci Yuzyilda Kibris Sanati (Cyprus Art in the 20th Century) (2005). Not 

without its problems,8 the initiative belonged to the Turkish Cypriot association Yeni Kibris 

Dernegi (New Cyprus Association) and sought to discuss Greek and Turkish Cypriot artists 

together in a bilingual volume. Its circulation coincided with a wealth of initiatives that 

encouraged bi-communal exchanges in the visual arts, including the organisation of exhibitions,9 

the publication of surveys, and press coverage.10  

 

Such attempts at cultural cross-pollination conversed with a plethora of scholarly studies 

occurring across different disciplines (Yashin, 2000; Cockburn, 2004; Costello, 2005; Loizos et 

al., 2010), and particularly in the field of anthropology (Papadakis, 1993, 1994, 1999, 2005, 2006; 

Navaro-Yashin, 2003, 2009, 2012; Bryant, 2004, 2006, 2010). These sought to re-think the 

complexity of the Cyprus problem beyond master narratives in order to suggest, according to 

one observer, that the construction of a more comprehensive and more inclusive narrative is 

possible when Cypriots are given the chance to compare their stories (Costello, 2005). Yet 

barriers—both physical and mental (in terms of language)—continued to divide the two 

communities as they found themselves adjusting to the ‘new Cyprus’—to use anthropologist 

Rebecca Bryant’s (2010, p. 3) term. As she elucidates, the new experience of border-crossing 

uncovered the real obstacle hindering the island’s reunification: the failure of Cypriots to imagine 

a common future together (Bryant, 2010). To amend historiographical biases, however, in light 

                                                
8 The book was co-authored by painter Ümit Inatci, archaeologist Anna Marangou, art journalist and 
historian Marina Schiza, and curator Yannis Toumazis, and does little to contextualise the visual arts on 
the island or to respond to the historiographical challenges of the past.   
9 See for example Hyperlinks (2004) held at the Lanitis Foundation in Limassol; Accidental Meetings (2004) at 
the Nicosia Municipal Art Centre in Nicosia; and Leaps of Faith (2005), an exhibition organised in the 
Dead Zone. 
10 I am referring to the interest observed in Art Journal run by Turkish Cypriot artists of the European 
Mediterranean Art Association (EMAA) to cover bi-communal exhibitions organised by Greek Cypriots, 
such as Hyperlinks curated by Greek art historian Efi Strouza in 2004 at the Lanitis Foundation in 
Limassol (Sonya, 2005). Conversely, Greek Cypriot magazines, such as Artion, published surveys on 
Turkish Cypriot art. See for example ‘H Zografiki kai i Glyptiki stin Tourkokypriaki Koinotita Prin apo to 
1974’ (Painting and sculpture in the Turkish Cypriot community before 1974) written by Turkish Cypriot 
artist and researcher Zehra Sonya (2008).  
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of the political situation, continues to be an important project for both scholars and civil society 

organisations (Loizidou, 2015). One example of this is the edited volume Contemporary Art in 

Cyprus: Politics, Identity and Culture Across Borders (forthcoming 2019), which attempts a critical 

engagement with the visual arts and its historiography in Cyprus. It also seeks to address the 

absence of theoretically informed literature on artists working in Cyprus today. Putting aside the 

few isolated examples, which position the work of Cypriot artists within the wider theoretical 

and artistic debates,11 Cyprus art history lacks situated, well-researched reflections as much as 

unbiased historical studies.  

 

It is with such efforts that this thesis aspires to align itself with. The methodological 

approach developed in what follows takes into account the historiographical challenges at hand 

and the questions that arise in the endeavour to provide a nuanced historical, cultural, and 

aesthetic contextualisation of the visual arts in Cyprus. Extensive emphasis, therefore, is placed 

on explicating and addressing the particularities of the Cypriot experience and how it informs the 

making of artworks and their critical reception; concurrently, attention is given to the methods, 

processes, and aesthetic strategies artists employ in making these works. To best carry out such a 

project, I draw on a variety of arguments from different fields, including art history, photography 

and film theory, trauma studies, literary theory, cultural geography, and anthropology. I retain the 

same approach in discussing the notion of landscape and the various subthemes that emerge, 

which include nationalism, history, memory, place, trauma, and identity. 

 

                                                
11 See for example Gabriel Koureas’s ‘Trauma, Space and Embodiment: The Sensorium of a Divided 
City’ (2008), which looks into the work of artists Klitsa Antoniou and Maria Loizidou, and the recent 
anthology on uses of photography in Cyprus, which includes the essay ‘The Archive as a Space for 
Negotiating Identities: Defying “Cypriotness” in the Work of Haris Epaminonda and Christodoulos 
Panayiotou’ (2014). 
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It is important to point out that my choice to focus on certain artists over others as well 

as on notions of landscape and its representation was undertaken with an awareness of the 

present moment of increasing mobility, enforced migration, and exile of displaced populations, 

which makes matters of place and belonging an urgent issue for discussion. It was also carried 

out with knowledge of the neighbouring ‘belligerent geography’ of the Middle East.12 Palestine, 

Lebanon, Israel, and recently Syria carry their own troubled histories as zones of geopolitical 

tension, war, borders, and precarious living, with artists originating from the region reflecting on 

the politics and poetics of life in areas of conflict, often using landscape and its representation to 

do so.13 However, this is not a comparative study. It does not seek to deal with artistic expression 

and the notion of landscape as manifested across the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle 

East. Although such an inquiry would provide valuable insights into how artists respond to 

issues of contested land, identity, and belonging, as well as the power of art in contexts of 

anxiety, my aim was to offer an in-depth analysis of the way a specific locale informs artistic 

practice, in the hope that such a focused critical appraisal will subsequently be applicable in 

evaluations of different contexts.  

                                                
12 I have borrowed the term ‘belligerent geography’ from Irit Rogoff (2013). Elsewhere, Rogoff (2015), in 
considering artistic practices in contexts of geopolitical unrest, suggests that artists, instead of closures, 
produce acts of dislocation which weaken the geography of nationalism, conflict, borders, and divisions. 
To appraise their influence, she proposes the idea of ‘exhausted geographies’, encouraging the 
appreciation that ‘exhaustion is in relation to political conflict, not a mode of opting out and withdrawing, 
but […] one of recognizing the limits of a logic that has dominated that conflict for most of its duration’ 
(Rogoff, 2015). Rogoff’s argument is from her essay ‘Points of Entry’, included in the edited volume 
Contemporary Art from the Middle East: Regional Interactions with Global Art Discourses (2015), which offers 
important insights into the art of the region. Two collections of essays, one titled Uncommon Grounds: New 
Media and Critical Practices in North Africa and the Middle East (2014) and another titled Dissonant Archives: 
Contemporary Visual Culture and Contested Narratives in the Middle East, constitute important contributions in 
the literature on art from the Arab world. For further reading, see Tamáss 1: Contemporary Arab 
Representations—Beirut/Lebanon (2002), an anthology edited by Pompidou curator Cathérine David as part 
of her ongoing project Contemporary Arab Representations; Imperfect Chronology: Arab Art from the Modern 
to the Contemporary Works from the Barjeel Art Foundation (2015) by Omar Kholeif; and the recent anthology 
Future Imperfect: Contemporary Art Practices and Cultural Institutions in the Middle East (2016) edited by Anthony 
Downey, which looks at the role of institutions in the production, dissemination, and reception of 
contemporary art in the Middle East and North Africa. 
13 I am thinking in particular of Lebanese artist and architect Paola Yacoub and Michel Lassere and their 
project Beirut is a Magnificent City, Synoptic Pictures (2003). The work of Joanna Hadjithomas and Khalil 
Joreige is also relevant, particularly their series of photographs Landscape of Khiam (2006–7).  
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To this I would like to add that gender issues do not factor in the analysis that 

ensues.14Although the way women are represented in relation to the Cypriot landscape does 

become a significant topic in Chapter II, particularly in relation to Diamantis’s paintings, the 

question of gender throughout the thesis and the way it influences our understanding of 

landscape gives way to the question of how artists across different periods and with differing 

cultural backgrounds have responded to the disruptive effects of conflict. That the inquiry into 

the gender of the Cypriot landscape has remained outside the scope of this study does not, by 

anyway, signal disregard or subjugation of its significance. In fact, it is an urgent topic that needs 

to be recognised and its study can branch out to matters relating to articulations of domination, 

constructions of ‘otherness’—gendered or ethnic—, and to matters of representation of women, 

including the latter’s visual description as labourers of the land or as producers of alternative 

interpretations of place to those imposed by patriarchal structures, which often evoke notions of 

the elemental, the natural and the fertile.15  

At this point, it is also essential to make clear that the fascination of the artists discussed 

in the chapters that follow with the landscape of Cyprus as a site of contest—to name just one 

facet of their interests—does not relate to its ‘exoticisation’ in any sense. This is a topic that 

needs to be stressed, as there are voices who currently view the accumulated attention of the art 

world in the case of Cyprus as ‘reflective of [its] fascination with and fetishising of the signs and 

scars to be found in places of violent conflict’ (Pellapaishiotis, 2014, p. 232). As I will try and 

demonstrate in what follows, the artists’ interest in the landscape of Cyprus and its scars, both 

                                                
14 For discussions on gender issues, politics and contemporary art in Cyprus, especially in relation 
to the practices of Greek Cypriot female artists see Photiou (2016, 2012a, 2012b). 
15 For further reading on this topic see Steven Adams and Anna Gruetzner Robins’s Gendering 
Landscape Art (2000), which focuses on the relationship between gender and the spaces we 
occupy; Alison Blunt and Gilian Rose’s edited volume Writing Women and Space: Colonial and 
Postcolonial Geographies (1994) is also relevant, particularly Catherine Nash’s contribution Remapping 
the Body/Land: New Cartographies of Identity, and Landscape in Ireland (1994, pp. 227-50). Nash further 
extends her response to feminist critiques of the masculinity of the landscape tradition within 
geography in Reclaiming Vision: Looking at landscape and the body (2010).  
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actual and metaphoric, is born out of sincere engagement, lived experience, and situated critical 

reflection. It is this aspect, along with other considerations, of the artists’ negotiations of the 

Cypriot landscape that the ensuing discussion will seek to flesh out. To do this, my analysis 

centres on, and frequently returns to, a number of critical questions that have accumulated as my 

research progressed, enriching or developing the initial set of questions with which this project 

originally began. For example, questions relating to representations of landscape came to be 

associated with inquiries into the ways art and the politics of ethnic segregation intersect in 

Cyprus. They also came to be connected with investigations into the ways artists respond to 

debates concerning ethnic origins and narratives of history in their attempt to transgress or 

unsettle prevalent conceptions of identity and belonging.  

 

Chapter Outline 
 

Chapter I establishes the frame of the thesis’s thematic orientation and sets the tone of its 

analytical approach. It begins with an extensive critical examination of the Karagil incident and 

continues with the theoretical dissection of landscape across disciplines and its overlap with 

notions of identity and place. Further to this, and in a more direct response to the socio-

historical conditions of landscape in Cyprus, the possible conjunction of topio (landscape) and 

topos (place) is addressed, using the example of Eastern Mediterranean (1969), a novel by Cypriot 

writer Ivi Meleagrou. As it is argued, in perceptions which feed off ideas concerning rootedness 

and blood-bonds with the land, landscape rises as a highly symbolic topos of the homeland, with 

the potency to define a nation’s identity and the power to ignite passions. Locating and 

explicating the topio and topos conjunction is as important in this section as tracing the history of 

the landscape’s division in Cyprus. The landscape’s exoticisation and orientalisation during 

colonial times is also considered. The aim of this three-pronged approach is to clearly outline 
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both the background against which artists in Cyprus produce their work and the theoretical 

framework within which their works will be analysed in subsequent chapters.  

 

Chapter II concerns historical antecedents as well. It focuses on the work of Adamantios 

Diamantis, particularly on his 1957 retrospective exhibition. Held in the midst of the Cypriot 

uprising against British colonial rule, the show was received with unprecedented critical 

enthusiasm as an ‘act of self-knowledge’, to cite the words of one contemporary Cypriot art 

historian (Nikita, 1998, p. 74). It also paved the way for his rise to the authoritative position of 

the ‘father of Cypriot painting’. The chapter looks into the reasons that permitted the 

exhibition’s evaluation as championing self-recognition and argues that interpretative readings of 

Diamantis’s work often developed in relation to the Greek Cypriot nationalist rhetoric and its 

discourse of opposition against British colonialism and Turkish nationalism. It also contends that 

such readings later infiltrated the writing of Cypriot art history, significantly delimiting the 

understanding of Diamantis’s oeuvre. Using his seminal painting titled Fyteftries (Planters) 

(1932–33) as an example, the chapter also suggests that what facilitated such perceptions was the 

painter’s chosen grand theme: the depiction of the landscape of Cyprus, and in particular of the 

small, secluded village of Ayios Theodoros, where the figure of the peasant was perceived as a 

cipher of purity and resistance to modern progress. As it is argued, Diamantis’s stay in Ayios 

Theodoros and his pictorial negotiation of its landscape as the topos of identity and as a surface 

inflected with notions of cultural authenticity and ethnic purity, permitted the conception of a 

painter at the borders of the West, in conflict with foreign influences from which he emerged 

victorious as the ‘founder of contemporary Cypriot art’.  

 

While the prime focus of Chapter II rests on the case of a painter whose pictorial 

negotiations of the island’s landscape have been revered, Chapter III looks into cases where an 

artist’s work has been outright rejected. More specifically, this chapter concentrates on Socratis 
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Socratous’s multi-faceted installation Rumours (2009) and the dissent it provoked prior to its 

presentation as part of the Republic of Cyprus’s official participation at the 53rd Venice Biennale 

in 2009. Bringing together video, text, objects, photographs, and elements of performance, the 

piece sought to negotiate the island’s political quandary through poetic and critical reflections on 

the landscape north of the island. A particular photograph from the installation, Seascape with 

Palm Tree and Warship in the Kyrenia Waterfront (2008), was subjected to severe criticism in the 

media who did not take its context into account. This chapter investigates the reasons behind the 

work’s denunciation in relation to the dominant rhetoric surrounding conflict in Cyprus and the 

landscape-as-topos context. It also examines them against the photograph’s central subject: the 

landscape of Kyrenia, a place under Turkish Cypriot control since 1974 with a strong symbolic 

resonance in Greek Cypriot narratives of history. It argues that in contradistinction with 

Diamantis’s case, where his paintings of landscapes and people of Ayios Theodoros were seen to 

cultivate a communal sense of identity and a unifying ground for belonging among Greek 

Cypriots, Socratous’s work functioned as a challenge to all certainties, including landscape’s 

perception as the stable foundation of a homogenous self. The intense public debate that 

preceded the presentation of his work, when assessed retrospectively, points to the ideological 

weight of the notion of landscape. It also demonstrates that the official rhetoric relating to 

Cyprus’s ethno-political predicament is dominant to the extent that its parlance threatens to 

eclipse critical voices. What is more, the values it projects may be used as the criteria on which 

ideas are examined, assessed, and potentially regulated, thus raising important questions in 

regards to insidious forms of compromising artistic expression. To examine such arguments, the 

chapter also looks into the case of Erhan Öze’s Extraterritorial Electromagnetic Interventions (2011), a 

project that was to be included in an exhibition in Nicosia—the island’s capital— in 2011, but 

was removed a day before the opening. The reasons underlying the work’s denunciation and the 

mechanisms mobilised for its regulation are examined both in relation to Socratous’s case and in 

regards to current overt and covert forms of censorship.  
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In Chapter IV, landscape as a place of belonging converts into a site of trauma. The 

discussion in this chapter delves into how landscape representation converses with acts of 

tracing a traumatic past, influencing as such our experience of and connection with place. This 

inquiry is carried out in relation to Mustafa Hulusi’s Recollections of Underdevelopment (2014), a series 

of photographs in which the artist negotiates Karpasia, his region of origin, as a place of 

dislocation and desolation. Born only a few years before the Turkish intervention, Hulusi 

belongs to a generation of artists who were too young to have first-hand recollections of the 

conflict. How to look back, then, on events never experienced to consider their effect on people 

and places, and how to approach the trauma inflicted after years have passed in seeking to 

visually represent it? These questions seem to be at the heart of the artist’s series of images, 

which address the additional challenge of using photography—a medium associated with 

instantaneous fact documentation—in order to recollect and bring together the pieces of the past.  

Primary focus is placed on the artist’s use of the medium in seeking to highlight how the turn to 

photography underscores his interest in articulating a critical position, both against his medium 

of choice and his experience of a landscape of trauma.      

 

As in the preceding three chapters, where discussions over landscape and artistic 

practices are built upon specific locations (Ayios Theodoros, Kyrenia, and Karpasia), Chapter V 

claims once again a strong geographical referent: the villages in the vicinity of Ayios Sozomenos 

in the outskirts of Nicosia, which include Dali and Pera Chorio Nisou. Adamantios Diamantis 

visited the area in the 1950s with the Greek poet and Nobel Laureate George Seferis (1900–

1971). This visit might have constituted an insignificant life event were it not recorded both by 

Seferis, in photographs and an iconic poem, and Diamantis, in the form of a book. This chapter 

reflects on perceptions of place and cultural identity performed over the landscape of these 

villages by both the painter and the poet. It also examines how their pictorial and poetic 
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negotiations converse not only with those of one of their contemporaries, the Turkish Cypriot 

artist Cevdet Çağdaş, but also with current trajectories across the same location carried out by 

artists Haris Epaminonda, Stelios Kallinikou, and artist group Neoterismoi Toumazou (Orestis 

Lazouras, Maria Toumazou, and Marina Xenofontos). As it is argued, working across a variety of 

media that includes photography and film, drawing and installation, these artists offer different 

perspectives on the folds within landscape, culture, and identity. Departing from conceptions of 

landscape as the topos of a self with roots to an antiquated past, as evidenced both in Diamantis 

and Seferis, these artists approach landscape as an intricate network of interweaving 

temporalities that reflects the complex and heterogeneous composition of cultural identity in the 

present.  This argument is extended through the examples of artists Maria Loizidou and 

Marianna Christofides, whose interest in critiquing hegemonic versions of the past by 

recontextualising narratives, makes space where there was none for the forgotten and the untold. 
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Figure 2: Ben Evans and Alkis Hadjiandreou, The Ignorant Tour Guides (Pafos 2017), 2011–ongoing, a 
walking tour around the city of Pafos with the use of an audiovisual guide. Photo: Orestis Lambrou. 
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In 2016, I was invited by Pafos2017, European Capital of Culture, to curate a contemporary 

visual arts exhibition. The assignment was envisioned as part of the organisation’s inaugural 

programme of events with which the city of Pafos would officially undertake the task to host, for 

the duration of a year, Europe’s Capital of Culture. Pafos is the smallest of the main urban 

centres south of the border in Cyprus. It is also the most isolated, due to its location in the 

westernmost coast of the island, which has translated throughout the years in the city’s exclusion 

from major cultural initiatives. To assume, therefore, such a prominent position on the 

European cultural map was approached by the organisers as an opportunity to reconsider Pafos 

as a place of diversity and cultural encounter by addressing both its present as a tourist 

destination and its past as a burgeoning port and a centre of Aphrodite’s cult, while engaging its 

various communities of locals, migrants, and expatriates (Pafos2017). 

 

In response to such intentions, the exhibition I curated developed into a thematic 

international group show titled Πλάνητες [Plánetes]. With etymological origins in the word πλάνης 

(planis), πλάνητaς (plánetas) in Greek means at once ‘wanderer’ and ‘planet’. Drawing from the 

word’s double significance and from current anthropological interpretations of ‘wandering’ as a 

permanent condition of entrapment between borders and makeshift encampments, the 

exhibition sought to reflect on the present moment of enforced migration and displacement 

without compromising the word’s cosmic connotations or divergences to differing 

interpretations (Parpa, 2017). It did so in connection with the history of Pafos—a place where 

narratives and people have historically traversed in space and time—and in close rapport with 

the works of the twenty-three participating artists and art groups [figures 2-6].1 These were  

                                                
1 The participating artists in the exhibition were Andreas Angelidakis, Rosa Barba, Inal Bilsel, Andrea Bruno, Banu 
Cennetoğlu, Savvas Christodoulides, Marianna Christofides, Marianna Constanti, Elizabeth Hoak-Doering, Haris 
Epaminonda, Ben Evans and Alkis Hadjiandreou, Eleni Kamma, Lito Kattou, Nurtane Karagil, Lefteris Olympios, 
Christodoulos Panayiotou, Yorgos Petrou, Re Aphrodite, Efi Savvides, Socratis Socratous, Lefteris Tapas, Marina 
Xenofontos, Natalie Yiaxi. 
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Figure 3: Πλάνητες (Plánetes), installation view, Old Powerhouse, Pafos. Photo: Orestis Lambrou. On 
view from left to right: Lito Kattou, Feline 3, 2016, digital embroidery on Lycra textile, aluminium, 
dimensions variable; Banu Cennetoğlu, Scary Asian Men, detail, 2006, 12 Lambda prints on aluminium, 50 
x 75 cm each, 12 glass panels, star Gobo light projection; Andreas Angelidakis, Flowerpot, 2015, zCorp 
450, 3D colour print, 37.5 x 26 x 21 cm; Andreas Angelidakis, Broken Doll, 2015, zCorp 450, 3D colour 
print, 18.5 x 24 x 18.5 cm; Socratis Socratous, Katalogos (Tower), 2016, dimensions variable.  
 
 

 

Figure 4: Rosa Barba, The Colour Out 
of Space, 2015, 5 coloured glass 
filters, steel base, HD video, colour, 
sound, 36′; Πλάνητες (Plánetes), 
installation view, Old Powerhouse, 
Pafos. Photo: Orestis Lambrou.   
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Figure 5 (above): Re Aphrodite, Shrines / Habits in the 
Kitchen, 2017, evolving installation. Πλάνητες 
(Plánetes), installation view, Shelley Residence, Pafos. 
Photo: Orestis Lambrou. Figure 6 (right): Lefteris 
Olympios, 5 Portraits (detail), 2010, oil on canvas, 
80x60 cm each. Πλάνητες (Plánetes). 
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displayed in two exhibition venues: The Old Powerhouse (at that point the city’s main exhibition 

space) [figure 3] and the Shelley Residence, a house close to the centre that once belonged to Dr. 

Horace Shelley, a British colonial doctor who served as the island’s Medical and Health Services 

Director between 1947 and 1953 [figures 5]. Among the artworks included was Nurtane 

Karagil’s The Dawn and the Sunset Issue (2017) [figure 7-8]. The artist, in seeking to respond to the 

exhibition’s topic and location in Pafos, decided to look into the city’s past as a site of 

displacement. She interviewed Turkish Cypriots who used to live in the city but were forced to 

migrate following the Turkish intervention in 1974 and later sketched their stories on paper. The 

style she employed in doing so imitated the aesthetic of children’s drawings, which allowed 

playfulness and symbolism to enter the landscape she composed out of the traumatic memories 

of the informants. Included in the work were two venerated symbols of the city in caricature: 

Archbishop Makarios (1913-1977), a clergyman and politician, born in Panayia, one of Pafos’s 

villages, to later become the island’s first president with the establishment of the Republic of 

Cyprus in 1960; and Aphrodite, the goddess of love, who according to myth emerged from the 

sea in Petra tou Romiou near the archaeological site of Palaepaphos. Both figures—Makarios in the 

likeness of the monumental sculpture in the entrance to the city, and Aphrodite as two smiling 

women partly covering their nudity with long blond hair in the manner of the mythical figure’s 

famous depiction by Botticelli—appeared floating over the landscape, nonchalantly inspecting 

the scenes of violence and despair. Humour and absurdity were Karagil’s way of dealing with the 

trauma of conflict and the historical resonance of each figure. Her decision, for instance, to draw 

two Aphrodites was a reference to the Aphrodite One and Aphrodite Two military plans designed by 

the Greek Cypriot National Guard as defence against a possible Turkish attack.2  Depicting them 

next to Makarios, a political and religious figure whose role in the island’s past is viewed 

                                                
2 Both defense plans entailed assaults on the Turkish Cypriot enclaves that existed across the island since 
1964. Information regarding the drawing’s execution is taken from conversations with the artist.  
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differently by Greek and Turkish Cypriots,3 opened up the drawing to the idea that interpretative 

readings shift and change according to perspective. What may be a symbol of love and political 

stability for one, may be a symbol of division and conflict for another. What may have acquired a 

central place in collective memories of trauma for one community, may have been side-lined and 

forgotten by the other.  

 

In the days that followed the exhibition’s opening, The Dawn and the Sunset Issue became 

the subject of a heated public debate. The events leading to this began to unfold when members 

of the local community in Pafos—in their majority male—visited the exhibition on a daily basis 

to press for the drawing’s immediate removal from display, verbally attacking the volunteer 

exhibition guards and threatening to tear the drawing down. During the first few days of 

protests, the group was reluctant to disclose their political affiliations. Scenarios proliferated, the 

most disturbing of which was the suspicion that the group belonged to the ranks of the Ethniko 

Laiko Metopo (National Popular Front). This is a right-wing extremist party with a racist agenda 

and a hard-line political approach against Turkish Cypriots, which currently occupies a 

considerable percentage of seats in Pafos’s city council. There were also accounts of high-ranked 

members of the Church pressuring members of the Pafos2017 committee to remove the work as 

well as reports of Cyprus Intelligence Service officials visiting the exhibition to inspect the 

work’s content.4 Up until that initial point, the incidents occurring daily were not disclosed to the 

press, and the Pafos2017 organisers, in wishing to keep a low profile and find a compromise  

 

 
                                                
3 As the first president of the Republic of Cyprus, Archbishop Makarios (1913-1977) has come down in 
Greek Cypriot narratives of history as the ‘Ethnarch’—the ‘father of the nation’. In Turkish Cypriot 
narratives, he is the leader that caused the first post-Independence rift between the two communities with 
his ‘thirteen amendments’ to the constitution in 1963. For more on his role please refer to Chapter II, 
particularly the section ‘Envisioning the “genuine Cypriot soul”: Diamantis’s reception in the Greek 
Cypriot press in 1957’, footnote 8.  
4 This information was disclosed off-the-record in a meeting I had with a member of the Pafos2017 
organising committee.  
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              Figure 7: Nurtane Karagil, The Dawn and the Sunset Issue (detail), 2017, colour pencil on paper. 
 

                           

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 8: View of the drawing during the exhibition’s 
installation at the Old Powerhouse preceding the opening. 
Photo: Orestis Lambrou. 
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solution, suggested the work’s transfer from the space it was displayed—in the entrance room at 

the Old Powerhouse [figure 8]—to a room at the Shelley Residence, where it would presumably 

be less visible and therefore less likely to provoke reactions. Although the artist and I could share 

some of the concerns expressed by Pafos2017, such as the obligation to respect the sensitivities 

of members of the local community and the commitment to ensure the safety of the works 

displayed, we declined to consent to the drawing’s transfer. In our view, the suggested 

compromise was an implicit yet invasive act of censorship, which posed a direct threat to artistic 

expression. In a subsequent meeting of the Pafos2017 organising committee, it was decided that 

the work would not be removed from the exhibition or from the space it was displayed. Instead, 

it would be guarded by a hired security guard. Although no official statement was issued, the 

decision was reported the next day in the Greek Cypriot press along with the complaints of the 

group, who now identified themselves as members of the Archbishop Makarios Historical 

Cultural Centre of the village of Panayia—Makarios’s birthplace.   

 

The main objection of the Association, as it was voiced by its president in the press 

reports that ensued, related to Makarios being depicted in the company of female nudity against 

a background picturing Cyprus in flames (Browne, 2017; Christodoulou, 2017). Priests in Greek 

Orthodox Church take vows of chastity and Makarios’s depiction amongst two naked women 

was interpreted as an offensive attack aimed at ‘deconstructing’, as it was emphatically claimed, 

the image of a respected public and religious figure. The Association also felt that the 

Archbishop’s inclusion in a landscape of devastation, implicated him as the main culprit causing 

the havoc (Christodoulou, 2017). Further to this, and misinterpreting the artist’s methodology 

(of conducting interviews) while emphasising her ethnic identity as Turkish Cypriot, the 

Association also dismissed her approach as ‘ridiculous’, insinuating the drawing provided a 

twisted version of historical events (Christodoulou, 2017). In Greek Cypriot narratives, 

displacement is monopolised as an experience exclusively suffered by the Greek Cypriots who 
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fled their homes en masse following the Turkish intervention in 1974. That Karagil negotiated it as 

part of the Turkish Cypriot experience was read as a wilful distortion of historical truth.  

 

Such claims, which flung the artist’s work into the arena of the diachronic historical and 

political debates dividing the two main ethnic communities on the island, were backed by 

members of the press and by people who expressed their views on social media. In fact, 

Facebook functioned throughout the course of events as the main platform for the debate 

carried out between those condemning Karagil’s work and those who recognised in the incident 

both the prevalent rhetoric over Cyprus’s predicament as a divided island and a worrying threat 

to artistic expression [figure 9]. A parallel issue that surfaced in this exchange of views related to 

whether Karagil’s work qualified or not as a work of art because of its use of a childlike 

technique. ‘This drawing is really bad, I don’t like it and I wouldn’t sit [in an exhibition] to 

admire it’, wrote one observer (Aristodemou, 2017).5 It was an argument with supporters across 

both ‘camps’, which further complicated the work’s inclusion in the exhibition, since it made it 

more vulnerable and less defensible against those demanding its removal. The drawing was 

considered not only offensive and historically misleading, it was also judged as aesthetically 

inferior. ‘That “art” is complete garbage, any ideology or political message aside, it should not be 

presented due to lack of artistic value in the first place’, wrote a commentator to an online article 

(Browne, 2017). Debates over politics and aesthetics seemed to merge into one. 

 

During this time of public controversy and for several days to follow, Karagil was away 

in London, so I was tasked with voicing both of our concerns over the matter. The artist 

understood the incident as a symptom of the two communities’ ethnic antagonism and 

considered including the possible destruction of the work as a ‘performative act’ to accompany 

                                                
5 Comment translated by the author from Greek. 
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Figure 9: Screenshots from a conversation on Facebook in relation to the drawing’s content and 
childlike technique. 
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her on-going research relating to matters of identity and historical narrative (phone conversation 

with the artist, 8 February 2017). As such, her approach cancelled out all concerns about the 

safety of the work, short-circuiting the threats directed at it. At the same time, it constituted an 

alternative to the expected reaction of fuelling disagreement with direct confrontation, pointing 

thus to other forms of resistance devised by artists when dealing with threats to their artistic 

freedom. Unfortunately, following the incident’s break in the news and the artist’s return to 

Cyprus, there was no expressed interest in the Greek Cypriot news media to record and inform 

audiences of her approach. As there are currently no bi-communal news media initiatives 

connecting the general public and breaking the Greek/Turkish language barrier across the 

Cyprus divide, informative communication is carried out by the respective news media of each 

side. In this case, Karagil was only contacted by Turkish Cypriot newspapers, and her voice was 

never heard in the Greek Cypriot press. On the contrary, it was eclipsed by Greek speaking 

detractors and supporters alike, including myself, the Greek Cypriot curator of the exhibition, 

who at the height of the debate was repeatedly contacted in order to express my views. Besides 

raising some interesting questions in relation to who has a voice in contexts of ethnic 

antagonism, this side-effect of the detractors’ reactions occasions an interrogation of the 

artist/curator relationship. What should the role of the curator be in such cases? To what extent 

should he or she ‘speak’ for the artist?  

 

Curatorial responsibility is a thorny issue in the field of exhibition-making with 

practitioners weighing up the power curators wield over artists and wondering whether a code of 

conduct should be developed (Eleey, 2013). In problematizing the structure and logic of 

exhibitions, Anthony Huberman, currently the chief curator of the Wattis Institute in San 

Francisco, observes that ‘curatorial responsibility involves the invention of ways to appropriately 

pay tribute to the lives of artworks’ (Huberman, 2011). To be considerate and take care ‘to do 

whatever is true to the spirit of the work’ within the context of the exhibition is crucial for 
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Huberman (Huberman, 2011). In the case of Karagil’s drawing, the curatorial responsibility of 

‘inventing ways’ to ‘take care’ of the work extended beyond the exhibition space to enter the 

socio-political sphere, which favoured the curator’s voice over the artist’s. Within this externally 

imposed power-dynamic, the curatorial responsibility of ‘taking care’ of an artwork ran the 

danger of becoming an over-protective embrace.  

 

Further to this issue and in rethinking the chain of events in the aftermath of the 

incident, questions proliferated relating to matters of art, freedom of expression, and to the kind 

of control dominant narratives exert on institutions and practices generally regarded as 

‘strongholds’ of ideals, including that of artistic freedom. For example, what do we expect artists 

and artworks to do for us? How wide should the field of artistic freedom be? Should aesthetics 

and politics be taken into consideration when delimiting this field? How should institutions, such 

as the European Capital of Culture, respond to such questions? What should their role be in 

politically charged contexts, where the vision of creating conditions of tolerance by cultivating an 

all-encompassing sense of European identity through culture contrasts with local debates and 

‘sensitivities’ over narratives of history? Other questions surfacing in relation to Karagil’s case 

concern issues of ethnic identity, gender, and status: Would the criticisms have been different if  

the artist was Greek Cypriot? Would concerns be less aggressively articulated or more easily 

appeased if the artist and curator were male or more established?6 

 

 These are pertinent questions and could constitute the basis for a thought-provoking 

study on the politics of exhibition-making and art production. To answer them lies beyond the 

scope of this thesis, yet if we were to tackle them in brief, what was made evident within the 

case’s set of coordinates was how the friction between varying perceptions over the scope and 

                                                
6 Arguably, both Karagil and I are emerging professionals in our respective fields. 
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function of art could potentially subject artistic freedom to limits. Beyond this observation, the 

Karagil case came to affirm the initial argument guiding my research project since its inception. 

In interrogating Cyprus’s political quandary, artists provide evocative visions of its landscape, 

which challenge and sometimes subvert deep rooted assumptions about notions of place and 

belonging, identity and narratives of history, with the potency to arouse passionate responses. 

This observation was first encouraged while reflecting on and writing about the case of Socratis 

Socratous’s Seascape with Palm Tree and Warship in the Kyrenia Waterfront (2008)—a photograph that 

was part of the artist’s installation Rumours (2009) [figure 10]. The image revealed a seascape 

observed from land in which a thick palm tree trunk dominated the foreground, partly obscuring 

a Turkish warship crossing the sea in the background. The photograph was subjected to severe 

criticism, which drew from arguments very similar to Karagil’s case. These are extensively 

discussed in Chapter III, and their consideration during the early stages of my research 

encouraged a deep interest in the way notions of identity and narratives of history traffic and 

overlap, as in Karagil’s case, with issues about land, its representation, idealisation, and 

symbolisation. Examining, therefore, the way artists engage with the island’s troubled past and 

equally convoluted present gradually evolved into an investigation of the ways they use 

representations of landscape to do so.  
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Figure 10: Socratis Socratous, Seascape with Palm Tree and Warship in the Kyrenia Waterfront, Cyprus, 2008. C-
Print, 46.5 x70 cm. Athens: The Breeders. © The artist.  
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Landscape as an art genre and a ‘way of seeing’ 

 
According to the Oxford Dictionary, landscape is ‘all the visible features of an area of land, often 

considered in terms of their aesthetic appeal’ (Oxford Reference, 2010). It is a dry, concise 

definition, like all dictionary definitions are, which nonetheless highlights a critical parameter in 

perceptions of landscape in Western thought. As the dictionary entry suggests, landscape is a 

visible object to be looked at. Primacy of vision over the other senses is key here, as is the pre-

requisite of a sovereign subject (the viewer) engaged in the act of looking and subsequently of 

evaluating what is being looked at ‘in terms of [its] aesthetic appeal’—as in its beauty. Aesthetic 

appreciations—what is beautiful and what is not—are of course a culturally contingent matter. 

As art historian Malcom Andrews (1999, p. 4) observes, ‘the aesthetic value of a landscape is not 

inherent in the spectacle—not a part of its “essence”—but “constructed” by the perceiver’. 

Hence, landscape is not only an ‘object of delight’—to use Kenneth Clark’s (1949, p. 17) 

evocative articulation in his seminal survey Landscape into Art. Due to its cultural processing and 

translation as—in this case—‘delightful’, it also denotes —as John Berger would formulate it—a 

way of seeing. As the artist cum writer reflected in his seminal book sharing the same title (Ways of 

Seeing) with his influential television series: ‘The way we see things is affected by what we know 

or what we believe’ (Berger, 1972, p. 8).  

 

In art, landscape as both an object to be seen and a way of seeing is conversant with its 

assumed pictorial essence. Landscape’s conceptualisation as an object to be visually negotiated—

in paintings, photographs, films etc.—and represented has been largely influenced by readings of 

landscape as a distinct art genre with its own generic typologies—the Heroic, the Pastoral, the 

Sublime, the Picturesque—and with a strong claim to an exceptional moment of manifestation in 

the history of Western landscape painting. Two studies are considered seminal in this respect: 

Clark’s Landscape into Art, penned in 1949, and E. H. Gombrich’s The Renaissance Theory of Art and 
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the Rise of Landscape, first published in 1953.7 Clark’s inquiry addresses the origins of landscape as 

an art genre and its development over time. He traces the genre’s beginnings in the symbolic 

renderings of natural motifs in the Middle Ages and examines the evolution of landscape 

painting from mere background for mythical and biblical iconography into an independent 

category. Clark’s assessment is carried out in terms of stylistic innovations and constitutes, 

according to some observers, a helpful overview of changing perceptions (Wells, 2011, p. 25). 

However, it foregrounds an understanding of landscape in art as a linear progression from one 

stage of artistic experimentation to the next until we reach, according to Clark (1949, p. 89) ‘the 

last stage in the development of man’s relationship with nature’, in which the symbolic visions of 

the past are replaced by ‘natural vision’, the ‘true-to-nature’ approach of the modern painter, 

epitomised—in the art historian’s view—in the work of Paul Cézanne (1949, p. 136).  

 

Gombrich’s now canonical essay parallels Clark’s study in the way it seeks to locate the 

‘rise’ of landscape as an art genre in a specific geographical area and moment in the history of 

painting. While landscapes were painted, argues Gombrich (1966), in Northern Europe by 

Netherlandish painters and the Danube School around the turn of the 15th century, it was in 

Southern Europe, and in particular 16th century Renaissance Florence and Venice, that 

landscape painting was ‘invented’. For Gombrich, this was the result of market demands and a 

revolution in perception driven by artistic theory.   

 

Both Clark’s and Gombrich’s theses have been challenged in a number of ways by recent 

scholarship. W. J. T. Mitchell (1994, p. 13), for example, recognises in Clark’s linear, genre-

oriented exegesis of landscape in art the search for ‘pure landscape’ liberated from textuality, 

                                                
7 An equally important genre-specific study of landscape is Max. J. Friedlander’s Essays über die 
Landschaftsmalerei und andere Bildgattungen (1947).  
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history, allegory, or readability, which he compares with the modern quest for ‘pure painting’. He 

further elaborates on this argument in his critique of Gombrich. He writes:    

The art-historical account of landscape is a kind of quest-romance in which pure 

landscape is the grail to be obtained after numerous trials. Paintings are assessed in 

terms of their place in this quest, and considerable importance is attached to being 

the ‘first’ instance of pure landscape. The teleology of landscape merges quite readily 

with the teleology of modernism […]. The search for pure landscape is finally the 

same as the search for pure painting (Mitchell, 1995, p. 104).  

For Mitchell (1995, p. 105), such approaches are problematic in that they claim landscape as a 

solely European—and hence Western—invention, which conforms to the imperialistic gesture 

of transforming a regional ‘genre’ into a universal and natural sign. Equally worrying, he argues, 

is the delimitation of landscape within the coordinates of ‘pure painting’ and art historical 

explanations, which result to its exclusion from its larger cultural text. As such, Mitchell (1995, p. 

104) presses for a re-conceptualisation of landscape as a medium (of exchange) found in all 

cultures that relates to a wide span of human activities.8  

Mitchell’s thesis of landscape as a culturally contingent medium converses with recent 

appreciations of the political and ideological aspects of landscape, which offer a different 

explanation to its genealogy as an arts genre. Employing a cross-disciplinary perspective, Mark 

Dorrian and Gillian Rose (2003) observe that the ‘rise’ of landscape in art related to the ‘rise’ of 

capitalism and early modernity. No longer one with the land we cultivated due to the new 

economic system, we began to perceive the natural world from a distance, and hence as landscape. 

Such understandings speak to earlier arguments, including Christopher Wood’s in his study on the 

work of 16th century German painter Albrecht Altdorfer and the origins of landscape. Wood 

writes:  

                                                
8 Mitchell elaborates extensively on the idea of landscape as a medium in his essay ‘Imperial Landscape’ 
(1994).  
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Landscape in the West was itself a symptom of modern loss, a cultural form that 

emerged only after humanity’s relationship to nature had been disrupted by 

urbanism, commerce and technology. For when mankind still ‘belonged’ to nature in 

a simple way, nobody needed to paint a landscape (qtd. in Andrews, 1999, p. 51).  

This distinction between an insider’s and an outsider’s view of landscape due to changes in 

modes of living is particularly pertinent when interrogating how we have historically connected 

to our surroundings. In a relevant essay, cultural geographer Denis Cosgrove (1985) traces the 

shift from self to setting, from subject to object, back to the Renaissance and the use of linear 

perspective. An optical system modelled on Euclidian geometry, he argues, linear perspective 

was a convention of realist vision devised for exerting power over the world of things (Cosgrove, 

1985). Most crucially, however, the application of linear perspective by artists halted the flow of 

history in static images for the pleasure of others (Cosgrove, 1984, p. 26). Hence, ‘the experience 

of the insider, the landscape as subject, and the collective life within it [were] all implicitly denied’ 

(Cosgrove, 1984, p. 26). Cosgrove forwards this argument in his landmark study Social Formation 

and Symbolic Landscape (1984), where he comments: ‘Subjectivity is rendered the property of the 

artist and the viewer—those who control the landscape—not those who belong to it.’  

This kind of vision foreshadows the Renaissance interest in new forms of subjectivity 

and aligns with the physical appropriation of space as property or territory (Cosgrove, 1984, p. 

55). The cultural geographer reaches to the above conclusion in a later essay, where he observes 

that linear perspective was developed on identical principles with those of architecture, urban 

planning, map making, land surveying, agriculture, and the artillery sciences (Cosgrove, 1985, p. 

46). As such, landscape through the use of this optical convention becomes a way of seeing, which 

brings us back to our initial observation. According to Cosgrove, however, it is a way of seeing 

that is individualist, bourgeois and relating to the exercise of power over space (Cosgrove, 1985, 

p. 45). He elaborates: 
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Landscape is thus a way of seeing, a composition and structuring of the world so that 

it may be appropriated by a detached, individual spectator to whom an illusion of 

order and control is offered through the composition of space according to the 

certainties of geometry. That illusion very frequently complemented a very real power 

and control over fields and farms on the part of patrons and owners of landscape 

paintings (Cosgrove, 1985, p. 55).  

The issue of ownership of land, on the one hand, and landscape painting, on the other, became 

the object of scrutiny in examinations of the economic and social function of landscape painting 

by art historians. For example, John Barrell in The Dark Side of the Landscape: The Rural Poor in 

English Landscape Painting 1730–1840 (1980) investigates how visions of rural life in the paintings 

of Thomas Gainsborough, George Morland, and John Constable were negotiated according to 

aesthetic constraints prescribed by class and other social or moral demands. In his study, 

questions such as what place the poor should be shown as occupying in pictorial representations 

of landscapes in order for them to be accepted as decoration in the houses of the rich became 

important as did questions relating to whether we, as viewers today, are more keen to identify 

with the rich customers rather than with the poor peasantry portrayed. In a comparable study, 

Ann Bermingham (1986) focuses on the same historical period as Barrell to illuminate the 

complex relationship between the aesthetics of the painted landscape and its economic, social, 

and political value in England, arguing that the emergence of rustic landscape painting coincided 

with the accelerated enclosure of the English countryside.  

Although both these studies concern the landscape painting tradition of an individual 

country, they do nonetheless expose the previous aestheticising accounts of Clark and Gombrich 

to a socio-political, economic, and ideological critique. Moreover, they make clear that one 

cannot discuss the issue of landscape as representation without addressing the larger cultural 
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context that produces it.9 Landscape as a ‘way of seeing’ is a cultural construct (or a medium, if 

we are to return to Mitchell) at the same time that it is a social product and a structuring of the 

world that relates to exercises of power. These considerations help open up the discussion of the 

way landscape representations constitute responses to particular places and how these responses 

essentially contribute to our sense of belonging and identity.  

Landscape, place, and (national) identity 

 
Questioning the way subjectivities are formed and perceived, social scientist Madan Sarup (1996, 

p. 15) observes that ‘we apprehend identity not in the abstract but always in relation to a given 

place.’ Sarup is writing in the 1990s at a time when issues of identity are intensely debated across 

disciplines, including film studies and cultural theory, within a post-colonial framework of 

critique, which challenges previous conceptions of identity as something natural and given.10 

                                                
9 A by-no-means exhaustive list of significant studies on meanings of landscape in art not otherwise 
mentioned in this section would include: Christof Girot and Dora Imhof’s recent anthology Thinking the 
Contemporary Landscape (2017); Emily Eliza Scott and Kirsten J. Swenson’s edited volume Critical 
Landscapes: Art, Space, Politics (2015); Lucy Lippard’s Undermining: A Wild Ride Through Land Use, Politics, and 
Art in the Changing West (2014) and her older reflections on The Lure of the Local (1998); Nato Thompson’s 
Experimental Geography: Landscape Hacking, Cartography and Radical Urbanism (2008) and Kelly Baum’s 
exhibition catalogue Nobody's Property: Art, Land, Space, 2000–2010 (2010). Rachael Ziady DeLue and 
James Elkins’s edited volume Landscape Theory (2006) is very useful in charting the debates surrounding 
landscape and its representation, particularly the section ‘The Art Seminar’, which figures a discussion 
conducted between different practitioners in the field of landscape studies. Anselm Franke and Eyal 
Weizmann’s collection of essays in the catalogue to the exhibition Territories: Islands, Camps and Other States 
Of Utopia (2003) is still relevant in the questions it raises in relation to landscape, representation and 
matters of control in contested territories. Edward Casey’s Representing Place: Landscape Painting and Maps 
(2002) concentrates on the power of place as evidenced in visual works, while Steven Adams and Anna 
Gruetzner Robins’s Gendering Landscape Art (2000) focuses on the relationship between gender and the 
spaces we occupy. Anne Whiston Spirn’s The Language of Landscape (1998) is an insightful take on 
landscape and its language across disciplines, while Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory (1995) provides 
a historical account of the two notions’ interconnection. For earlier readings on landscape and its 
representation see: Martin Warnke’s Political Landscape: The Art History of Nature (1994); Salim Kemal and 
Ivan Gaskel’s anthology of essays Landscape, Natural Beauty and the Arts (1993); and Denis Cosgrove and 
Stephen Daniels’s anthology The Iconography of Landscape (1988).  
10 This concerns a vast literature of important studies. Some key texts, however, include: Stuart Hall’s 
‘Cultural Identity and Cinematic Representation’ (1989), which looks into the discrepancies of identity 
formation against the colonial experience and through the example of Caribbean diaspora and cinema; 
Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (1993), which tracks the development of 
black identity across borders, ethnicities, and nationalities; and Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture 
(1994), which puts forward a theory of cultural hybridity. For a study on the politics of gender identity see 
Judith Butler’s seminal Gender Trouble (1999).  
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Stuart Hall’s writings are particularly influential in this respect. Prompted by questions of 

representation in post-colonial cinema in relation to enunciations of subjectivity, Hall (1989, p. 68) 

puts forward the insight that identity is never fully constituted or complete. It is always in flux 

and always constructed through, and not outside, difference (Hall, 1994, pp. 4–5). We are what 

we are not, in a process that remains open-ended. This recognition, thinks Hall (1994, p. 5), 

entails the appreciation of how subjectivities ‘emerge within the play of specific modalities of 

power’, which mark difference and exclusion according to socio-cultural divisions, including 

gender, class, religion, and ethnicity as well as geographic categories, such as region and locality. 

Hall’s ideas are articulated at a time when globalisation, decolonisation, migration, and 

displacement are critically considered as conditions that influence identity, inducing thinkers 

such as Homi Bhabha (1994) to search for the location of identity in the ‘interstices’ and the ‘in-

between’ spaces of culture and language.  

 

Writing within and against such reflections, Sarup is keen to appreciate identity as 

something incomplete and heterogeneous. He writes: ‘Identity is to do not with being but with 

becoming’ (Sarup, 1996, p. 6). At the same time, however, he acknowledges that subjectivities are 

never free-floating. They are ‘anchored’ in places and as such defined by borders and boundaries 

(Sarup, 1996, xvi, 3). ‘We are born into relationships which are always based in a place’, he 

reasones (Sarup, 1996, p. 5). ‘This form of primary and “placeable” bonding is of quite 

fundamental human and natural importance’ (Sarup, 1996: xvi, 3). Spatial interaction is key in 

processes of self-invention, he argues, highlighting thus an important aspect to consider in the 

relationship between place and self.   

 

Sarup’s reflections on the interconnection between place and identity converse with 

studies, especially in the field of cultural geography, which acknowledge the importance of 
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notions of place in processes of identity formation.11 ‘[P]eople do not simply locate themselves, 

they define themselves through a sense of place’, supports Crang (1998, p. 102)—an idea that 

facilitates conceptions of shared experience and continuity over time. Yet just as identities are 

understood as necessarily fragmented and incomplete, so are places. According to Sarup (1996, 

p. 4), ‘[h]ome is (in) a place [but] places are not static, they are always changing’ through human 

interaction, capital investment, war, and environmental circumstances amongst other reasons. 

However, in conventional perceptions of how place connects with belonging, ‘rootedness of 

peoples and cultures in “their own” territories is taken as the normal state in the taken-for-

granted “national order of things”’ (Gupta and Ferguson, 1997, p. 6–7). In such assessments, 

place and identities are understood as fixed.  

 

This ‘metaphysics of sedentarism’, as it has been evocatively described, is particularly 

relevant to how national identity is formed (Malkki, 1997). According to A. D. Smith (1999, pp. 

13–17), national identities are largely defined in historical and geographical terms, in accord with 

myths of common ancestry, memories of golden ages, and legends of heroic deeds, which are 

placed in specific territories in efforts to provide justification and continuity to the presence of a 

community or ethnic group.12 Interestingly, this is a conjuncture where landscape intertwines 

both with the notion of place and identity. As Smith (1999, p. 16) is keen to demonstrate, 

ancestral or sacred territories are transformed into landscapes endowed with poetic and ethnic 

meaning through the historicisation of nature and the territorialisation of memory. In a 

preceding, but relating study, cultural geographer David Lowenthal (1994) investigates the 

processes through which countries tend to depict themselves in landscape terms. ‘Hills and rivers 

                                                
11 See for example: Gillian Rose’s ‘Place and Identity’ (1995); Tim Cresswell’s Place (2004); Doreen 
Massey’s For Space (2005); Stephanie Taylor’s Narratives of Identity and Place (2010) and Owain Jones and 
Joanne Garde-Hansen’s edited collection Geography and Memory: Explorations in Identity, Place and Becoming 
(2012). 
12 For more on the relationship between national identities and myth see Ernest Gellner’s Nations and 
Nationalism (1983) and Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1991). 
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and woods cease to be merely familiar, they become ideological as sites of shrines, battles and 

birthplaces’, he assertes and concludes, ‘landscapes remain compelling icons of national identity’ 

(Lowenthal, 1994, pp. 17, 30). As a result, landscape can potentially become the site where the 

national self is inscribed. British historian Simon Schama (1995) goes as far as to ‘excavate’ the 

earth to reveal that the roots of this self are as deep as those of trees—or as age-old as stones—to 

affirm that: ‘National identity […] would lose much of its ferocious enchantment without the 

mystique of a particular landscape tradition: its topography mapped, elaborated, and enriched as 

a homeland’ (Schama, 1995, p. 15).  

 

Taking these arguments into account, landscape is no longer merely the passive 

‘background’ to human activity of previous arguments but a ‘potent cultural symbol’, which 

actively expresses and encodes meanings and values (Mitchell, 2002, p. 14).13 To acknowledge 

this is to consider that landscape is not only moulded directly with hands, tools and machinery, 

town planning or architecture, but indirectly through law, public policy, capital investments, and 

by the way we think or talk about it as well as how we represent it. Landscape, stressed Schama 

(1995, p. 7), is ‘the work of the mind’. 

 

The way landscape as ‘the work of the mind’ traffics with forms of representation in 

narrations of national identity has been the subject of literature which seeks to highlight the 

complacency of artists or the kind of socio-political influence they absorb. Anne Jensen Adams 

(1994, pp. 38–9), for example, in her discussion of seventeenth-century landscape painting, 

extends the insight that the selection of specifically Dutch land formations and sites as 

appropriate subject-matter by painters was a response to the project of ‘naturalising’ the political, 

religious, and economic developments in seventeenth-century Holland, and by extent the 

                                                
13 I am referring to Jay Appleton’s The Experience of Landscape (1975).  
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creation of new communities. Conversely, Stephen Daniels (1993) has examined how landscapes, 

in various media, have articulated national identities in England and the United States from the 

later eighteenth century. Daniels’s study is significant in the kind of questions it raises. In 

considering how particular landscapes achieve the status of national icons, he observes that 

processes of exclusion are critical in the construction of identity myths. Which and, most 

importantly, whose landscape is selected for picturing the nation becomes crucial, with artists 

being enlisted to aid in the project (Daniels, 1993, p. 5) (my italics). As Daniels (1993, p. 8) is 

keen to emphasise, however, there are artists whose ‘field of vision’, to borrow the title of his 

study, unsettle this dynamic, setting conceptions of national identity in doubt.  

 

Troubling stereotypes and official narratives is very much integral in how certain artists 

today choose to approach landscape as part of their iconography, often engaging with the media 

they work in knowingly. A case in point is Liz Wells’s (2011) observations regarding the use of 

photography by artists working in the Nordic and Baltic regions, where political power struggles 

abide and land figures symbolically for this reason. Wells demonstrates that although 

photography is employed by institutions, such as the Finnish Ministry of the Environment, to 

legitimise traditions and heritage, there are artists who turn to the medium in order to record 

aspects of cultural identity which do not conform to the national imagery that is officially 

projected (Wells, 2011, p. 211). ‘Ideology operates to hold together apparently contradictory 

discourses and knowledges to forge a sense of nationhood out of a diversity of historical and 

contemporary cultural currencies’, she observes in her account of how artists are often keen to 

uncover the workings of such operations (Wells, 2011, p. 211).  

 

Wells’ study belongs to a wealth of recent literature that engages with how artists in the 

present initiate representational strategies to address the changing status of both landscape and 

identity (Girot and Imhof, 2017; Scott and Swenson, 2015; Lippard, 2014; Baum, 2010). As we 
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are invited to acknowledge, artists today are increasingly concerned with politics of land use and 

hence with the ideological workings that transform landscapes into sites of contestation and 

erasures, dislocations and borders, militarisation and colonisation (Scott and Swenson 2015).14 As 

art historians Emily Eliza Scott and Kirsten J. Swenson (2015, loc. 545) correctly observe, to 

adequately address this recurring preoccupation with landscape as a product of conflict and 

power, ‘art historians and critics have opted to abandon “landscape” in favour of a term such as 

“territory”, which carries immediate geopolitical connotations’.15 This raises important questions 

in relation to the term’s effectiveness. Is ‘landscape’ the correct word to discuss current artistic 

practices that look into the socio-political and ideological construction of the world we live in?  

 

Beyond its established associations with the pictorial, the formal, and the aesthetic in 

modern art history, landscape is a concept that connects directly with uses of land. According to 

architect Anne Whiston Spirn (1998, p. 16), in her research into the word’s etymology, 

‘landscape’ in Germanic and Nordic languages is born out of a combination of meanings: land, 

which means the topographical characteristics of place and its population, and skabe or schaffen, 

which means ‘to shape’. This synthesis of words and meanings, she observes elsewhere, implies 

‘a mutual shaping of people and place: people shape the land, and the land shapes people’ 

(Cosgrove et al., 2009, p. 92). According to anthropologist Tim Ingold (2011), this is an obscured 

                                                
14 This is especially the case with artists working in response to local or regional contexts of conflict and 
geo-political unrest. For relevant reading see T. J. Demos’s The Migrant Image (2013), especially the 
chapters ‘Out of Beirut: Mobile Histories and the Politics of Fiction’ and ‘Video’s Migrant Geography: 
Ursula Biemann’s Sahara Chronicle’; Anselm Franke’s collection of texts put together in response to the 
exhibition Territories, organised at Malmö Konsthall in 2004, which looked at the intersection of 
architecture, politics, and geography in the work of artists originating from Palestine, Israel, Bosnia and 
elsewhere.  
15 Scott and Swenson (2015, loc. 545) refer to the examples of Alessandra Ponte’s ‘The Map and the 
Territory’ (2014, pp. 169–221), and to Deterritorializations, a collection of essays edited by Mark Dorrian 
and Gillian Rose (2003). To extend their observation, we could also point to the preference of 
‘geography’ both as a term and as a discipline through which recent studies seek to explicate current 
artistic considerations of landscape’s ideological and socio-political significance. Examples include and are 
not limited to Irit Rogoff’s Terra Infirma: Geography’s Visual Culture (2000); Nato Thompson’s Experimental 
Geography (2008); and T. J. Demos’s ‘Another World, and Another …: Notes on Uneven Geographies’ (2010, 
pp. 11–19).  
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aspect in various uses of the word, which confuse scape, ‘to shape’, with scope, ‘to look’.  As such, 

‘landscape […] has come to be identified with scenery and with an art of description’, he 

concludes (Ingold, 2011, p. 122). Scott and Swenson (2015, loc. 285) invoke Ingold’s remarks to 

remind us of landscape’s continued relevance as a term when engaging with current artistic 

practices that go beyond an ‘art of description’ to focus on the material rather than the visual 

aspects of land and negotiate the number of notions that ‘land’ and its ‘shape’ often radiate—

including those of identity and place. Artists ‘can expose the social agendas that have formed the 

land, bring out multiple readings of places that mean different things to different people […] and 

at the same time become conscious of the ideological relationships and historical constructions 

of place’, writes Lucy Lippard (1997, p. 19). The art historian reaches the above conclusion in 

her study of how a landscape that is lived-in becomes place, as in ‘a portion of land […] seen 

from the inside’, where identity can be re-envisioned in what she calls a ‘multicentered society’ 

through place-specific, place-responsible artistic practices (Lippard, 1997, pp. 7, 14). For 

Lippard, landscape closely connects with senses of place and identity, and rises as a complex 

material and ideological entity. To reflect on its composition is to meditate on who we are.   

 

Topio and Topos  

 
The relationship between landscape, place, and identity is inherent in one of Cyprus’s two official 

languages.16 In Greek, τοπίο (topio) means ‘landscape’ and is the diminutive of τόπος (topos) 

(Korais, 1994, pp. 253–54). Unlike the rhetorical usage of the word in English, topos in Greek 

retains its spatial connotations. It means ‘place’ and refers to space altered, constructed, and 

developed by man. It also designates a geographical area inhabited by people, and during the 

previous century the word became synonymous with homeland (Leontis, 1995, p. 69). Hence, 

                                                
16 Cyprus’s two official languages are Greek and Turkish. Peyzaj (landscape) in Turkish is loan word from French. It 
is an adaptation of the word paysage, which is a diminutive of the word pays (country).  
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when Greeks speak of their country and want to emphasise origins and roots, they use the 

phrase ‘o topos mou’ (my topos)—an invocation that declares possessiveness (Leontis, 1995, p. 69) 

but also a sense of feeling at home and belonging. Topio (landscape), then, as the diminutive of 

topos (place), acquires an extra layer of meaning. Beyond signifying a scenery to look at, the word 

is also suggestive of native soil. It can be taken to mean ‘small homeland’.  

 

To best comprehend, at this introductory point, how landscape may indeed configure as 

topos in representations of landscape in Cyprus is to turn to literature. A novel I consider key in 

this respect is Anatoliki Mesogeios (Eastern Mediterranean), written in 1969 by Greek Cypriot 

writer Ivi Meleagrou.17 Although penned in a prose that travels back and forth in time, the novel 

is chronologically set in 1963. This is a landmark year in contemporary Cypriot history as the 

searing interethnic enmity between Greek and Turkish Cypriots, which had characterised life 

since the establishment of the Republic of Cyprus in 1960, escalated into violent clashes.18 The 

novel’s main protagonist is Margarita, a married young woman in love with another man, who is 

positioned at the heart of the embroilment. Tortured by inner dilemmas, which echo the 

country’s deadlocks, the heroine embarks on a journey of self-exploration, expressed as an 

impulsive wandering in the urban and rural landscape. With the excuse of her amateur interest in 

                                                
17 Ivi Meleagrou (b. 1928) is a prominent figure in Greek Cypriot literature. Since 1950, the year she made 
her literary debut in the newspaper Protevousa (Capital), she has written short stories, novels, poetry, and 
essays on political, cultural, and women’s issues. She also co-founded the influential literary magazine 
Kypriaka Chronika (Cypriot Chronicles), in circulation between 1960 and 1972. Anatoliki Mesogeios (Eastern 
Mediterranean) was her first novel, published in Athens in 1969. Part of an unfinished trilogy, the novel 
testifies to Meleagrou’s interest in modernist literary techniques and the French nouveau roman 
(Calotychos 1998; Pafiti 1999; Papaleontiou 1999 and 2011). It also demonstrates her interest in revisiting 
seminal moments in the island’s contemporary history (Calotychos 1998; Meleagrou 1999; Papaleontiou 
1999 and 2011). Anatoliki Mesogeios is set against the inter-communal fighting of 1963–64, while her more 
mature second novel Proteleftaia Epochi (Next to Last Epoch) (1981) refers to the events of 1974.  
18 The Republic of Cyprus was founded in 1960 based on the London-Zurich agreements signed between 
Archbishop Makarios, representing the Greek Cypriots, and Dr Fazil Küçük, representing the Turkish 
Cypriots. As it has been observed, the Republic’s constitution, which established Greek and Turkish as 
the island’s two official languages, encouraged partition from the onset as it created separate categories of 
citizenship (Hitchens, 2002, p. 49). In 1963, President Makarios suggested a set of thirteen amendments 
to resolve constitutional deadlocks. The Turkish Cypriots withdrew from the government in protest, 
tensions increased, and trouble broke out. See Chapter II for more on this period.  
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landscape painting, she drives around Nicosia in streets she used to know—which she now 

experiences as unfamiliar due to the growing presence of Turkish Cypriots. At one point, she 

trespasses the city’s limits to travel towards the district of Kyrenia.19  

 

Kyrenia, in the early sixties, was a small town on the northern end of Cyprus, cut off 

from the rest of the island during the clashes by a Turkish garrison with the aid of Turkish 

Cypriot guerrilla groups.20 Meleagrou’s choice of landscape is strategic and associates the 

heroine’s journey with her exploration, at once inward and outward, of the boundaries between 

self and other. On the one hand, we follow Margarita as she discovers in the countryside of 

Kyrenia a much-coveted freedom from her middle-class environ, which she translates into a 

chance for self-observation articulated as an inner dialogue with her alter ego Eleni. On the other 

hand, we see her actively engaged in locating the presence of the Turkish Cypriot community 

across the landscape. She finds herself constantly lured into areas populated by Turkish Cypriots, 

by estranged sites, and people she does not know or comprehend. Her situation is that of 

constant attraction and repulsion as she is split between her willingness to understand and her 

desire to turn away (Papaleontiou, 2011, p. 16). Her gaze is informed by feelings of superiority, 

fear, suspiciousness, and stereotypes. In her fragmented narrative, the Turkish Cypriots are the 

infidels, the alienated good compatriots, who are now the enemy (Papaleontiou, 2011, p. 13). At 

the same time, however, that she falls into this stereotypical view of the ‘other’, she attempts to 

transgress it. She is overtaken by a desire to ‘learn about them’, to ‘look like them’ (Meleagrou, 

2011, p. 60). And as she is torn between ideological and political convictions, so does the 

landscape oscillate between a serene, unspoiled rural paradise, and a bloodthirsty inferno, a site 

                                                
19 Nicosia is the primary setting of the novel’s plot. My analysis, however, focuses on the book’s short, yet 
powerful section in which the cityscape gives way to the natural landscape of Kyrenia.  
20 In December 1964, Turkey threatened with invasion. Turkish military planes flew over Nicosia, while 
the Turkish regiment allocated on the island received orders to move North and capture the castle of St 
Ilarion, overlooking Kyrenia, on the Pentadaktylos mountain range (Droushiotis, 1998). It was considered 
a strategically important post, since it controlled the main route connecting North and South. 
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of slaughters, murders, and rapes (Meleagrou, 2011, pp. 39, 58–60, 62). This ominous and 

threatening side of the landscape is revealed in her chance encounters with Turkish Cypriots—

villagers who dance to a wild rhythm, shepherds with ‘dark’ faces, boys at the meat market who 

used to greet her but now avoid eye contact (Meleagrou, 2011, p. 60). It is in these moments of 

brief co-existence with them, when her gaze clashes with the ‘evil others’ in what is now perceived 

as their landscape, that the edenic vistas of a beautiful land evaporate into apocalyptic scenes of 

violence and death. 

 

It has often been suggested, even by the writer herself, that a primary intention in her 

writings is to return to and re-examine seminal moments of Cyprus’s contemporary history 

(Calotychos 1998; Meleagrou 1999; Papaleontiou 1999 and 2011). In Eastern Mediterranean, she 

revisits the years marked by inter-communal hostility. Remarkably, the reconsideration of 

selected events from this period occurs in the narrative through landscape, which figures as a 

kind of surface over which the island’s embattled past and present is inscribed. For example, the 

killing of Greek Cypriots in the village of Kioneli in June 195821 is retold when Margarita walks 

the plain where it all happened, and the plain speaks to her of the horrible bloodshed it witnessed:  

 
That morning she had looked [the plain] in the eye, eager to find out … The plain 

had spoken to her but she hadn’t understood, it had escaped her … Now everything 

is different […] they are being hunted down in the unharvested corn. They are 

running and throwing themselves down in the wheat … trying to hide and perhaps 

shake them off … It isn’t a children’s game in the country, oh no, it isn’t a game of 

                                                
21 According to journalist Makarios Droushiotis (1998, pp. 215-216), the killings occurred when twenty-
five Greek Cypriot habitants of Kontemenos village rushed to help their fellow villagers, who were being 
harassed by Turkish Cypriots on their way home. When they were stopped by an English patrol, they 
were made to return on foot through the village of Kionelli. While crossing the plain, they were attacked 
by 200 Turks armed with knives, guns, mattocks and iron rods.   
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hide-and-seek in their ancestral fields, no, no, God, no! This is death (Meleagrou, 

2015, p. 40).  

 

Even if the violent killing is evoked in a highly abstracted manner, the writer, by employing the 

‘trope of the speaking topos’ (Calotychos, 1998, p. 333), seems to suggest that history is written 

on the land and attributes to it the power of speech. But landscape does not only retain history 

in Meleagrou’s book, it also contains identity. 

 

A powerful motif of ethnic nationalism is the establishment of a special liaison between 

nation (or ethnic community) and land (Smith 1986 and 1999). Not just any land, insists Smith 

(1999, pp. 149, 151–52) as we have already discussed in a previous section, but an ancestral land, 

soaked in the blood of forefathers, where memory is territorialised and nature historicised, 

acquiring a ‘special symbolic and mythic meaning’. The metaphoric use of blood and earth has 

been a tool favoured by both Greek and Turkish Cypriots in constructing national identity 

(Killoran, 1998, pp. 163–65). The way landscape figures as a cherished ‘homeland’ in Eastern 

Mediterranean could serve as a case in point.  

 

Meleagrou uses Margarita’s wanderings, first in the cityscape of Nicosia and later in the 

landscape of Kyrenia, to speak of the primordial bond between human beings and earth, nation 

and land. The connection she weaves is dense and passionate. Landscape is personified, and 

Margarita, in response, not only sees but smells, touches, and feels it. As has been observed, 

landscape is ‘experienced with intensity and passion as a living organism, which vibrates with 

emotions’ (Charalambidou, 1995, p. 23).22 In one of her drives, the heroine stops and gets out of 

the car:   

 

                                                
22 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
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suddenly everything was behind her, life and people, and in front of her there was 

earth, only earth, stretching away serenely […] It filled her eyes, her mouth, she could 

taste it. What a colour! … What a colour! …  She leaned backwards, lay down upon 

it, her whole body touching it, she turned over onto her front, lay her cheek against 

the ground, closed her eyes, rolled down the short slope, enfolding herself in the earth 

until she reached the bottom and lay still […] And as she lay there on the ground, it 

seemed to her as if a whole age had passed, as she lay there face down on the earth, 

she seemed like […] one of those small harmless lizards whose colour is so like that 

of the earth that they blend in perfectly when they lie still (Meleagrou, 2015, p. 20). 

 
As this passage evocatively suggests, Margarita longs to become one with the inanimate 

environment that surrounds her. She desires to become it. She presses her body against its 

surface and dreams of internalizing it in a liaison that is intensely sensorial and almost erotic. 

And as the distance between body and landscape is abolished, Margarita’s drive across the 

landscape becomes a dive into its essence. Landscape is no longer a view from a distance. It 

becomes embodied matter in an act that could be interpreted as a dramatic declaration of the 

heroine’s unconditional succumbing to the landscape’s symbolic status—as cherished homeland, 

as beloved place of belonging, as the desired body of the man she is in love with.  

 

To fully grasp, however, the thinking that informs Meleagrou’s understanding of this 

profound relationship with the earth, one has to look beyond Eastern Mediterranean. As literary 

critic and scholar Vangelis Calotychos (1998, p. 332) observes, the writer’s views on the way 

national identity is nurtured by land are best expressed in her introduction to her collection of 

essays and speeches:  

 
The Cypriot’s devotion to the paternal land emerges as the fulcrum of all values; this 

very devotion forever constitutes the inexhaustible source of strength, inspiration, 

and forbearance. This natural bond with the earth is a phenomenon unique to the 

Cypriot. He has endured through the ages. His devotion to the protection of his 

earth lifts him to transcend life as laid out by chroniclers, the blood he has spilt forms 
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rivers in the Cypriot earth, so that he may defend his freedom and preserve his 

security. (Meleagrou, 1994, p. 22)23 

 

Although written almost three decades after the 1969 novel, this passage reveals the significance 

the writer attributes to the Cypriots’—who in this case are none other than the Greek 

Cypriots24—attachment to their ‘paternal land’. She sees this bond as a means for a nation’s 

survival, as a unique source of strength and endurance against all odds. ‘Let us hope that this 

ancient, ancestral characteristic will arouse itself with all its might and resist every plan for 

solution which provides for the selling out […] of our ancestral land’,25 she concludes in her 

1994 introduction (Meleagrou, 1994, p. 22).  

 

Returning to Eastern Mediterranean, it is interesting to observe that the landscape acquires 

its full symbolic status only when it is set against the landscape of the ‘other’. In Margarita’s 

narration, nature is historicised and turned into a site where the memories of a nation are 

territorialised—if we are to return to Smith (1999)—only when she discovers that it faces yet 

another threat: the risk of being despoiled by the presence of the other’s marks, signs, and 

symbols. In the novel these emblems are the crescent moon over seas and mountains, street 

signs in the Turkish language, cultural monuments, the intrusive prayer of the muezzin, and the 

echo of the Turkish Cypriots’ dominant step in the streets. It is this horrific realisation—the 

landscape’s loss of ‘purity’—which sets the national narrative in motion, turning the landscape 

(topio) into a highly symbolic topos of the homeland with the potency to define a nation’s identity 

and the power to ignite passions. 

 

 

                                                
23 Excerpt translated from Greek by Calotychos (1998, p. 332). 
24 The way Meleagrou applies a Greek Cypriot perspective in her reconsideration of historical events has 
been the subject of literary critique (Calotychos 1998; Papaleontiou 1999 and 2011). 
25 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
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The Cypriot landscape: Tracing a history of (its) division 

 
Meleagrou’s novel was written in the mid-sixties, almost a decade before the Turkish 

intervention in 1974 imposed a de facto partition on the island. The plot, however, unravels 

across an equally fragmented landscape, at a time when ethnic segragation became visible with 

roadblocks and fences isolating the Turkish Cypriots into enclaves. Özker Yaşın (1932–2011)26, 

the prolific Turkish Cypriot journalist, poet and writer, who like Meleagrou responded to the 

political reality of his day, transfuses the experience of such a landscape into his novel Mücahitler: 

Kibris Türkünün (Fighters: The Novel of Turkish Cypriots) (1970). The book was completed in 1965 

(Oberling, 2007, p. 159) and chronicles the story of Halil, a village school teacher, who joins the 

fight against the Greek Cypriots. His adventures are told in a passionate tone, indicative of 

Yaşın’s embrace of Turkish nationalism in his prose.27 Beyond this, the writer’s approach is also 

telling of how the island’s division was recorded and documented in its literature at the time it 

was occurring. Yaşın writes:  

 

Now all the entrances to the Turkish quarter of Nicosia are clogged with barrels full 

of earth. Trenches have been dug, underground passageways have been opened. 

Shelters which were build by the British under the walls of the city during World War 

II and were later closed have been discovered. The physiognomy of the city has 

completely changed. Wherever you look, you are confronted with piles of earth (qtd. 

in Oberling, 2007, p. 160).28  

 

                                                
26 A key figure among the Turkish Cypriot literary community since the 1960s, Yaşın was a journalist, 
poet, publisher, bookseller and a producer of radio and television programs on literature. In 1968, he 
founded the newspaper Savaş (War) (1968-1972) and in 1970 the short-lived Aile Magasin (Family 
Magazine). He was also one of the founders of the Cumhuriyetçi Turk Partisi (Republican Turkish Party). 
His is best known for his collection of poems Kanlı Kıbrıs (Bloody Cyprus) (1964) and Oğlun Savaş’ a 
Mektuplar (Letters to War, My Son) (1965), distinguished by their nationalist prose.       
27 For more on Greek and Turkish Cypriot literature of this period see Kechagioglou (1998). For a 
discussion on issues of nationalism and identity politics within the context of literature in Cyprus see 
Yaşin (1998) and Azgin (2000).  
28 Yaşın’s novel has not be translated in Greek or in English.  
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In Mücahitler, the reader witnesses the moment when people in Cyprus were physically 

separated into us and them. The earth covering Margarita’s body in Eastern Mediterranean piles up 

to be contained in barrels. Concurrently, the reference to defence shelters of the past unlocks the 

layered history of segregation on the island. The initial division of Nicosia occurred in 1956 

during the struggle for independence from British Colonial rule (Calame and Charlesworth, 

2009, p. 128). Annexed to the Ottoman Empire in 1571 to become a British protectorate in 

1878, the island embarked on an armed insurrection between 1955–59  to end British rule, which 

was led by the Greek Cypriot guerrilla organisation EOKA—an acronym of Ethniki Organosi 

Kyprion Agoniston (National Organisation of Cypriot Fighters). 29 EOKA passionately supported 

the claim for enosis (union) with Greece  and to constrain their attacks, the British recruited 

Turkish Cypriot officers, a decision with severe implications on intercommunal relations.30 The 

first serious incident of anticolonial violence manifesting as interethnic aggression took place in 

1956 when a Turkish Cypriot officer was killed. The paramilitary Turkish Cypriot group 

VOLKAN emerged, which now countered EOKA’s claim for enosis with its own political 

aspiration of taksim (partition). In May 1956, in recognising the signs of a shift from anticolonial 

to intercommunal conflict, the British erected barbed wire and installed five checkpoints in the 

capital to prevent further clashes and looting (Calame and Charlesworth, 2009, p. 128). This 

semi-official boundary was known as the Mason-Dixon Line. As Calame and Charlesworth 

(2009, p. 129) observe, however, in their study of the history of Nicosia’s division, the Line 

functioned as a template for the city’s later segmentations, ‘strongly suggesting that each formal 

partition was informed by the divisive strokes which preceded it’.   

 

                                                
29 Cyprus became a crown colony in 1922. 
30 For an in-depth historical overview of the events that marked this period see Kyriacos Markides’s The 
Rise and Fall of the Cyprus Republic (1977) and Diana Weston-Markides’s Cyprus 1957–1963: From Colonial 
Conflict to Constitutional Crisis (2001). For more on EOKA and the idea of enosis please see Chapter II, and 
particularly the section ‘Envisioning the “genuine Cypriot soul”: Diamantis’s reception in the Greek 
Cypriot press in 1957’.  
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Cyprus gained its independence in 1960, an outcome that its two main ethnic 

communities were hesitant to accept. The ‘Reluctant Republic’, as it was evocatively described by 

one observer, inherited its population’s internal divisions, and as early as 1963–64 interethnic 

enmity escalated into violent clashes (Xydis, 1973). This led to the seclusion of Turkish Cypriots 

in enclaves and the establishment of the infamous ‘Green Line’, drawn with a green chinagraph 

pencil by British Major General Young onto the map of Nicosia along the boundaries set by the 

Mason-Dixon Line (Calame and Charlesworth, 2009). With the arrival of a United Nations 

peacekeeping force, the partition was extended to crisscross the island. As we are made to 

witness in Yaşin’s novel, the landscape was now punctuated with trenches, fences, roadblocks, 

and a substantial no-man’s land known as the ‘Dead Zone’ (Calame and Charlesworth, 2009, p. 

132). The setting up of a frontier line was intended as a temporary measure to appease tension. 

However, the island’s partition ‘seemed to encourage further animosity and segregation’ 

throughout the 1960s (Calame and Charlesworth, 2009, p. 134). By 1974, events escalated once 

more. A Greek Cypriot coup, supported by the Greek junta in Athens, against President 

Makarios overturned the fragile political balance. Exercising its rights as one of the three 

guarantor powers to the 1960 Constitution, Turkey intervened militarily, taking control of the 

northern part of the island.31 This caused a wave of enforced internal migration, with Greek 

Cypriots fleeing to the South and Turkish Cypriots to the North. The Turkish intervention 

imposed a de facto partition called the ‘Attila Line’, corresponding in large part to the Green 

Line established in 1963. As observed, ‘the “chinagraph frontier”, hastily drawn as a temporary 

ceasefire measure, was converted into an impenetrable physical partition in 1974’ (Calame and 

Charlesworth, 2009, p. 133). Up until 2003, when the Turkish Cypriot leadership partly opened 

the checkpoints, the ‘impenetrable partition’ continued to keep the two communities apart.   

 

                                                
31 The other two countries serving as guarantor powers were Greece and Britain.  
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Today, as peace talks fail to yield a result, the Greek Cypriot controlled Republic of 

Cyprus (RoC) remains the only internationally recognised state, while the self-declared Turkish 

Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) is only recognised by Turkey. According to 

anthropological research into the symbolic and political struggles that continue to frame the 

conditions of ethnic segregation and belonging in Cyprus post-2003, ‘the opening of the 

ceasefire line […] has not led to reconciliation but has instead led, in concrete and possibly 

lasting ways, to the discovery of new borders that may, in fact, be the real ones’ (Bryant, 2010, p. 

16). Such observations come as affirmation of the view that borders, at first rendered flexible 

and permeable (as to a certain extent the Green Line in Cyprus is today), turn from temporary 

objects into permanent conditions (Weizman, 2003, p. 105). This can be witnessed in 

contemporary Cyprus, where the physical divisions imposed by contestation over land have 

translated into contestation around the construction and uses of history, memory, identity, and 

otherness, which has only served to deepen the rift between the two communities and drive 

them further apart. As has been argued, narratives of history (but also of identity) in nation-

states with competing claims to sovereignty and statehood become ‘major battleground for the 

legitimation of opposing political claims’, reinforcing division and prolonging discord (Papadakis 

et al., 2006, p. 6). Borders, in this sense, are not only real and visible, they are also constructed, 

invisible, and perhaps harder to transgress.  

 

The current condition, then, of the Cypriot landscape is that of segregation as it 

continues to carry into the present the tangible and intangible marks of a traumatic past. The 

checkpoints and roadblocks, the fences and barbed-wire walls, the intense military presence all 

constitute integral features of the island’s topography. They co-exist with signs of urban 

expansion, modernisation, and globalisation. This is landscape shaped as much by military and 

political practices as by town planning, architecture, public policy, and capital investments, 

possibly creating further conditions of segregation and division. Writing of his experience driving 
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across the island, Greek architect Yiorgos Tzirtzilakis (2011, p. 55) notes: ‘[h]ere the 

metaphysical aspect and the light of the Mediterranean landscape coexists with new forms of 

global economy and habitation, the scattered traces of military violence, the abandoned zones 

and the various boundaries and obstacles which inscribe their physical and mental impact onto 

the landscape’. It is this state, which he describes as the ‘inappropriate coexistence of history and 

the present time’, that renders, in his view, the case for Cyprus as being of great interest for 

artistic and architectural research (Tzirtzilakis, 2011, p. 55). What we may add to the architect’s 

remark—and what the discussion in this research project will seek to flesh out—is that in 

addition to the conflation of past and present, the landscape in Cyprus is also remarkable for the 

way it invites reflection on the processes through which contested geographical locales may offer 

the ground, even if unstable, for situated consideration of the web formed by land, history, 

politics, place, and identity in current artistic practices.  

 

The Cypriot landscape and the notion of the ‘exotic’ 

 
An equally important aspect of landscape in Cyprus to be considered is its history as an object of 

misrepresentation. An ex-colony and an island understood to exist on the margins between East 

and West, Cyprus and its landscape has often been used in conceptions of geographical and 

cultural ‘otherness’ to illustrate perceptions of the exotic. A convoluted term, exoticism in its 

standard usage presupposes contact between the foreign and the strange, the bizarre and the 

mysterious, and above all, with the spatially distant (Todorov, 1993; de la Durantaye, 2008; 

Schmidt, 2015). Through encounters of such nature, enabled by European colonisation, 

exoticism is linked with Primitivism but also with other cultural categories, including 

Orientalism. According to literary theorist, Tzvetan Todorov (1993), essential to the experience 

of the exotic is the idealisation of ethnically different cultures, a process of mythicising the other, 

driven by a fascination and a yearning towards that which is deemed ‘unknown’ or ‘different’. 
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Todorov (1993, p. 266) also observed: ‘The exotic preference is almost always accompanied by 

an attraction for certain contents at the expense of others […] customarily chosen along an axis 

that opposes simplicity to complexity, nature to art, origins to progress, savagery to sociality’.  In 

Europe’s vast project of colonial expansion, the colonists saw themselves as representatives of a 

complex culture and valued the colonised as ‘incarnations of the opposite pole’ (Todorov, 1993, 

p. 266).  Approached, thus, through the binary structure of ‘us’ and ‘them’, exoticism as 

interpreted by Todorov comes in reinforcement of Edward Said’s argument in Orientalism (1978) 

regarding Europe’s tendency to delineate identity by opposition and by reducing other cultures 

to clichés and generalisations.  

 

When Cyprus became part of the British Empire, such practices of exoticisation were 

complicated by the island’s ancient Greek ancestry, through which the colonised could claim 

paternity to the higher civilisational model of the coloniser (Papadakis et al., 2006, pp. 4–5). 

Further to this, the Turkish Muslim community drew pride from their past as subjects to the 

Ottoman Empire. As observed, ‘this […] was not to be the usual colonial story of the encounter 

of “Europe” and a “people without history”’ (Papadakis et al., 2006, p. 5). Yet, a significant part 

of the visual legacy of colonialism in Cyprus actually points to the repetition of that ‘usual 

colonial story’. Consider, for example, Mount Olympus in the island of Cyprus, painted in 1882 by an 

artist identified as C. A. Rilley [figure 11]. The painting offers a view of a gorge densely covered 

by a lush palm tree forest and enveloped by steep slopes, the highest of which (Mount Olympus 

we presume) rises dramatically in the background. In the foreground, a waterfall abundantly 

overflows, while three black-skinned figures wearing tribal outfits engage in what is meant to 

appear as a casual everyday interaction. The picture is filled with stereotypes relating to 

conceptions of exoticism—black skin and palm trees included. It is an inaccurate representation 

of the island’s landscape and people, produced at a time when Cyprus had just come under 
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Figure 11: C. A. Rilley, Mount Olympus in the Island of Cyprus, 1882. 
Centre of Visual Arts and Research Collection, Nicosia.  
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British control, and is indicative of the kind of representations expected in relation to places 

geographically remote—in this case from the British imperial centre. What matters here is not 

truthfulness but the satisfaction of clichés and expectations, regardless of the glaring mistakes 

this might entail. The place’s allure, implies the painting, is to be found in misconception. 

 

According to visual anthropologist Nicos Philippou (2014), such misrepresentations and 

constructed fabrications of Cyprus’s landscape were common in efforts to preserve the image of 

an exotic island on the border between East and West. Philippou’s study of photographic 

depictions of the island in colonial times has led him to argue that from photographer John 

Thompson, who visited Cyprus in 1878 when the British assumed administration, to Maynard  

Owen Williams, who journeyed to the island in the late 1920s for a National Geographic travelogue, 

to Jean and Franc Shor’s photographic and written account in 1952, the visual depiction of 

Cyprus ‘suffered’ from the predicament of a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural place with a rich 

classical, medieval, and Ottoman past that resisted easy categorisation within either of the 

perceived cultural poles of ‘Occident’ and ‘Orient’ (Philippou, 2014, pp. 28–9). Photographers, 

he observes, confronted the quandary with images of an unspoiled ‘half-oriental’ heaven 

untouched by modernity aimed at gratifying their audience’s fantasy of purity and otherness 

existing in far-away lands (Philippou, 2014, pp. 29–39). As such, they resorted to fabrication. 

Any evidence of modernity’s advent on the island was programmatically wiped out in an effort 

to preserve the image of the exotic island that lies outside the technologically advanced yet 

artificial modern world.   

 

Exoticism, however, if we are to return to Todorov (1993, p. 264), is a relative notion in 

which the roles between observer and observed can be interchangeable. Rilley’s painting belongs 

to the collection of the Centre of Visual Arts and Research (CVAR) in Nicosia, where it is 

exhibited. Founded in 2014, the Centre houses the Costas and Rita Severis Collection, a private 
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venture that materialised over the course of several years through the efforts of Dr. Rita C. 

Severis, an art historian and now the CVAR’s Executive Director. The collection centres on the 

history of travel and colonialism in Cyprus and brings together a large selection of paintings (and 

other artefacts) by artists, professional or amateur who travelled to Cyprus between 1700–1960. 

Excluding the few examples of paintings by Cypriot artists from the mid-twentieth century 

onwards, it is almost exclusively built around the idea of how a place and a culture was viewed 

and by extent interpreted by ‘others’—be they traveling artists or monks, ethnographers or 

writers, archaeologists or soldiers, who shared the common characteristic of originating from 

somewhere else, usually from the ‘West’. As such, it is a collection that is founded on the clear-

cut dichotomy of ‘us’ and ‘them’, which encompasses the oppositional conjunctions of 

East/West, colonist/colonised, viewer/viewed. In fact, the works on display, unfolding 

chronologically in the CVAR’s three-storey building, offer a vivid account of the way the island’s 

landscape and people have been, throughout the centuries, not only an object of fascination and 

scrutiny but also one of manipulation, misinterpretation, and fantasy. Hence, it is possible to 

trace among the amassed works the notion of the ‘exotic’ reduced to its basic significance of 

‘foreign’, as in Rilley’s painting. ‘Foreign’ artists painting a ‘foreign’ place at a moment when a 

‘pure outside’ was still possible to conceive.  

 

Having said this, there are instances in the collection where one can trace the uneasy 

relationship between coloniser and colonised in Cyprus, as in the series of ink drawings by 

Gladys Peto [figure 12]. An artist, writer, and illustrator married to a British officer stationed in 

Cyprus in the 1920s, Peto executed the drawings to accompany her guidebooks describing life in 

the colonies (Severis, 2000, pp. 215-19). They bear evident influences from Art Deco, a prevalent 

style at the time. One of them, titled A Curious Habit of Patting you Upon the Cheek which is Rather 

Disconcerting (1926), pictures a Cypriot woman extending her hand to touch the face of an English  
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Figure 12: Gladys Peto, A Curious Habit of Patting You upon the Cheek which is Rather Disconcerting, 
1926, pen and ink drawing. Centre of Visual Arts and Research Collection, Nicosia.  
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woman, who is taken aback by the forward gesture. In current readings of the artist’s approach, 

the drawing is understood as a declaration of Imperialist superiority in which we can discern 

condescendence and arrogance (Severis, 2001, p. 94). Indeed, both tendencies can be traced, 

especially in the ethereal depiction of the English lady, dressed as she is in fashionable clothes 

that declare the modern progressiveness of the culture she is from, as opposed to the rendering 

of the Cypriot woman in traditional attire that states the ‘backwardness’ of her world. The 

Japanese influences evident in Peto’s work, concurrent with the vogue for Japonisme within Art 

Deco at the time, add an extra layer of ‘othering’ to her drawings. The ‘exotic’ customs of 

‘exotic’ others recorded in an ‘exotic’ style against a landscape of elongated dark cypresses, which 

further emphasise the scene’s mystification. A different reading of the drawing seems possible, 

however, if we consider the artist’s choice of theme. It is about an instance of cultural exchange 

that is highly revealing of how both the British and the Cypriot—represented here by the two 

women involved—viewed each other as mutually strange. The Cypriot woman, although 

represented as vulgar and uninitiated to modern behavioural patterns, is depicted stretching her 

hand out to reach the foreign woman; her arm bridging the gap between her pre-modern 

traditional world and the modern progressive world of the ‘other’, in a gesture that in Cypriot 

custom declares affection, fascination and, quite often, condescendence.32  

 

In the CVAR, Peto’s ink drawings are part of the Colonial Collection, a section in the 

display incorporating costumes, souvenirs, memorabilia, and other ephemera that date from the 

colonial period in Cyprus. Here, one is confronted with the attempt to visually revive the story of 

the British Empire on the island through its objects, which in their majority represent power and 

                                                
32 A foundational text on agency and those operating on the margins of power is Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak’s (1985) ‘Can the subaltern speak?’. For further reading see Antonio Gramsci (1971), who coined 
the term ‘subaltern’ and Guha (1982). See also Pratt (1992) whose ground-breaking study examines the 
way colonised subjects sought to represent themselves.  
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control.33  Maps, official uniforms of the British army, insignia of the Empire, the Union Jack 

even, are gathered up as pieces of Cyprus’s historical present and as specimens of one country’s 

dominion over another. The narrative they suggest relates to the cycle of exploitation, violence, 

and manipulation exercised by imperial rule on the island, which culminates on the last floor of 

the CVAR, where the issue of ethnic division is presented as the outcome of a scheming Empire. 

This is explained through newspaper clippings and references to British writer Lawrence Durrell 

(1912 –1990) and his questionable role as British public relations officer during the Cypriot 

armed insurrection in the 1950s.34 The relevant exhibits are gathered in a single showcase, 

located at the far end of the last exhibition room, offering a conclusion to the trajectory laid out 

by the collection’s display. Here, reading Durrell’s notes and looking at his pictures of 

Pellapais—the village he adopted as his home—we are invited to witness the dark side of being 

gazed at by others. The ‘unique representation of how Cyprus was seen through foreign eyes’, as 

the collection is described in the entrance to the CVAR, concludes with a critical reflection on 

how these ‘foreign eyes’ exerted power and exercised control.  

 

The display’s emphasis on artefacts that expose imperial practices allows the space 

required for critiquing the matrix of colonial power. It is, however, an approach that depends on 

the perpetuation of the dichotomy between coloniser/colonised, viewer/viewed, which 

disregards the possible occurrences of cultural cross-pollination and their recognition in the 

artworks displayed. It has long been established that collecting is a form of cultural description 

                                                
33 For readings on the way objects are used in museum displays for cultivating specific interpretations of 
cultures and ‘otherness’ see Coombes (1994, 2004). For the way exhibitions converse with notions such 
as Orientalism, see Mitchell (2004). An early collection of essays on the politics of museum displays is 
Ivan Karp and Steven Lavine’s Exhibiting Cultures (1991). Key edited volumes on the subject are also 
Griselda Pollock and Joyce Zemans’s Museums After Modernism: Strategies of Engagement (2007), and Daniel 
Sherman’s Museums and Difference (2008).  
34 Durrell came to Cyprus in 1953 to take up a teaching post, before becoming the public relations officer 
of the British Colonial Government in Nicosia. During this time, he wrote Bitter Lemons of Cyprus (1957), a 
book criticised for its distinctly colonial perspective (Given, 1997), which generated the literary response 
of Cypriot poet Costas Montis in Closed Doors: An Answer to Bitter Lemons (1964).  
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(Clifford, 1988). The cultural self is defined and redefined through the accumulation of symbols, 

objects, pictures, and narratives that declare its presence and character according to systems of 

value and meaning (Clifford, 1988; Huggan, 2001). The CVAR’s Collection, dependent as it is on 

works by foreign artists, considers as valuable the knowledge derived from the way others 

viewed Cyprus and its people. The island, it suggests, acquires its physical and cultural presence 

because others have valued it enough to cite and report it. As argued, the artists’ representations 

it brings together often contained misconceptions, which in our post-colonial present are rightly 

used to substantiate arguments regarding the manipulative colonial gaze. However, as Peto’s 

drawing insinuates, these representations are also pointing to interactions and inter-cultural 

interpretations that occurred despite the existing colonial hierarchies embraced by the artists 

involved. The issue that arises, while navigating through the rooms in the CVAR, is how to 

account for these alternative forms of colonial encounter without resorting to the usual binary 

structures when conjuring up the pieces of the past. It is a question that is correlative with how 

we can appreciate the CVAR Collection as a valuable ‘image bank’ of colonialism in Cyprus but 

also of travel and cultural interaction in efforts to determine the island’s cultural identity.  

 

The issue of retracing and giving renewed presence to the past, beyond conventional 

strategies in redeeming what is lost, surfaces in the work of contemporary Cypriot artists 

interested in notions of memory, cultural identity, and in how individual histories intertwine with 

wider histories. As will be discussed in the final chapter of this thesis, artists in their 

reconstructions of the past propose methods of historicising and strategies for displaying objects, 

artefacts, and data that differ from the conventional methods of display. In effect, their work 

opens up a space where it is possible to push away from the apparatus of multiple dichotomies 

and reflect on Cyprus’s past in ways that diversify our understanding of our colonial inheritance 

and, consequently, its interface with the notion of the exotic, often using landscape 

representations to do so.  
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In this historiographical account of notions of landscape, which has been compiled in 

this chapter with divided Cyprus in mind, landscape has been approached as a concept 

enveloped in a web of differing interpretations. It has been discussed as an ‘object to be seen’ 

and as ‘a way of seeing’; as an art genre and a culturally contingent medium that draws into play a 

range of political, social and historical factors. It has been highlighted as a ‘work of the mind’ —

separated from its actuality to be exoticised, orientalised or simply typified in representation— 

and as a place of belonging, a topos where perceptions of identity take root to give shape to 

nations. Beyond this, landscape has been approached as a site of conflict and ethnic segregation, 

where its representation can evolve into an equally contested ground over narratives of history 

and memory, artistic freedom and aesthetics. To outline these varying notions of landscape in 

this chapter concerned the delineation of the background against which the ensuing discussion 

will unfold. As far as Karagil’s example is concerned, it was key in opening the conversation on 

how artists working in Cyprus today seek to critically reflect on its predicament as divided by 

taking a deep and concentrated look on its landscape and the differing practices that shape it. As 

I will try to demonstrate in what follows, this very often leads to questions over what it means to 

belong to such places. These artists seem to be asking how we can retain, in the face of 

unresolved political problems, ethnic antagonism, conflicting narratives of history and 

conceptions of identity, any sense of a topos, a place to belong to, and construct a conception of 

self and others that is not dismissive, regressive, or unresponsive to heterogeneity. In short, how 

can we rethink place and reimagine who we are? This is a question contained in Karagil’s 

drawing, in which the trauma of the past is inscribed over the landscape to be re-read and 

perhaps tended to in the present with humour and playfulness. This possibility to revisit, to 

rethink and perhaps recover from the past is the ‘bright’ side of lived and situated experience in 

landscapes of conflict, if you like. Indeed, the landscape in Cyprus is in many ways the product 

of various forms of exploitation—political, administrative, economic. Yet, this does not 

foreclose the fact that it is a surface that does invite reflection over how we can reconsider the 
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possibility of an island as the topos of who we are. This idea constitutes the point of departure for 

the next chapter, which focuses on the particular intersection of landscape, place and identity in 

the work of Adamantios Diamantis, a key figure in Cyprus art history, whose paintings have 

inspired, as I will shortly argue, a particular conception of Cypriotness.    
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In considering concepts of reciprocity between landscape and identity, this chapter examines the 

way artists are variously involved in the project of depicting landscapes as places of ethnic 

significance and symbolic meaning. More specifically, it looks into the case of Cypriot painter 

Adamantios Diamantis (1900–1994)1, historically accredited and publicly acclaimed as ‘the father 

of Cypriot painting’.2 It does so by trying to understand the way artists are assessed and local 

manifestations of modernism are charted in conditions of ethno-national division and post-

colonial anxiety. More specifically, it seeks the reasons behind Diamantis’s ascent to a magisterial 

position in what the artist chose to paint and, most importantly, in how the works that resulted 

from his choice were interpreted.  

 

The chapter delves into these questions by focusing on the artist’s first solo exhibition; a 

case I consider emblematic of his later trajectory. Held in 1957, it took the form of a thirty-year 

retrospective that brought together an impressive body of oil paintings, watercolours, and 

drawings, which depicted in their majority rural scenes and landscapes inspired from the artist’s 

sojourns in the countryside (Nikita, 1998, p. 73). The exhibition was held at the Ledra Palace 

Hotel3 during a particularly agitated moment. Cyprus, then a British Colony, had plunged into 

political turmoil when, in 1955, the Greek Cypriots embarked on an armed insurrection against 

the British. Diamantis’s (1975, p. 9) show opened for nine days during a brief cease-fire and 

                                                
1 Diamantis is considered the first Cypriot to seek a professional art education in Britain. He left for 
London in 1920 where, following a year at the Central School of Saint Martins, he was accepted at the 
Royal College of Art (1921–23) (Nikita, 1998, p. 23). Upon his return to Cyprus, he took up a teaching 
post at the Pancyprian Gymnasium (1926–62) in Nicosia, where he taught for almost forty years. He later 
became the first director of the Cyprus Folk Art Museum (1950–94), a post he retained until his death. 
See Appendix I for an extensive biographical note.   
2 The title was attributed to the painter not only by the press who often delight in exaggerations of such 
kind (Cyprus Mail, 1964); it was also assigned to him by his peers (Makariou, 1983 and Economou, 1989) 
and by art historians looking into his work (Christou, 1994, p. 7).    
3 Due to the lack of art institutions, galleries, and exhibition spaces, Cypriot artists exhibited in clubs, 
coffee shops, trusts, associations, and hotels. Advertised at the time as Nicosia’s ‘historic and deluxe’ hotel 
(Keshishian, 1959, p. 249), Ledra Palace was often used as an exhibition space. The first commercial art 
gallery in Nicosia was opened in 1955 by journalist Alex Efthyvoulou but closed a year later (Nikita, 1997, 
p. 50). The other hotel to host exhibitions was the Saray Hotel (Sonya, 2008, p. 43). 
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managed to attract, despite its short duration and the charged political climate, the extraordinary 

number of ten thousand visitors across the island’s social classes and ethnic communities (Pieris, 

1985, p. 84).4 The press was equally enthusiastic. The exhibition was described, if we are to use 

the most eloquent description written, as a ‘song of an island in paint’ (J. A., 1957, p. 5), and 

Diamantis was quickly hailed as ‘the painter of Cyprus’ (Kyriacou, 1957, p. 2) [figure 13]. 

Enthusiasm regarding the exhibition’s impact persisted even in subsequent evaluations, where 

Diamantis’s first step into the limelight was glorified as an ‘act of self-knowledge’ that expressed 

‘the spirit, ethos, and soul of a people’ ¾to cite the words of Cypriot art historian Eleni Nikita 

(1998, p. 74), whose monograph remains to this day the only extensive study on the artist’s 

oeuvre.5 

 

This chapter looks into the reasons that permitted such perceptions, examining them in 

relation to the socio-historical circumstances pertaining to the exhibition’s reception in late 1950s 

Cyprus. It also discusses these perceptions in relation to the chapter’s main argument which 

considers the articulation of triumphant narratives regarding Diamantis’s work as dependant on 

his choice to depict the Cypriot landscape¾a surface inflected with notions of cultural 

authenticity and ethnic purity¾against which the figure of the peasant was seen to emerge as 

cipher of purity and resistance. In order to illustrate the above hypothesis, the discussion 

concentrates on Fyteftries (Planters) (1932–33), a work included in his 1957 exhibition but 

executed in the early 1930s [figure 15].  The painting was understood as a resonant pictorial 

                                                
4 The number of ten thousand visitors is mentioned by Diamantis in his letter to George Seferis (Pieris, 
1985, p. 84). However, Phileleftheros (1957, p. 3) newspaper, in an article commenting on the exhibition’s 
impact and published on the last day of its duration, reported that the number of visitors to the exhibition 
amounted to that of five thousand people. The same number was reported in Hürsöz (1957b) two days 
later. Whether Diamantis exaggerated his exhibition’s appeal is a matter of speculation. The people’s 
response remains in either way impressive. 
5 Previously the director of the Cultural Services of the Ministry of Education and Culture of the Republic 
of Cyprus (2003-2009) (see footnote 6 of Introduction) and currently the curator of the Cyprus 
Collection of the Leventis Gallery, Nikita can be credited for drawing, almost single-handedly, a 
genealogical account of contemporary Cypriot art through the disciplinary genre of biography. See section 
‘Beyond 1957: The rise of the ‘father of Cypriot painting’, this chapter, for a critical take on her approach.  
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negotiation of the Cypriot landscape and, along with the rest of Diamantis’s work, came to 

epitomise for the public and critics alike a very particular conception of Cypriotness, harnessed 

at the time by the spread of Greek nationalism and an observed resistance to the advent of 

modernity. As it is argued, such approaches limited significantly the reception of the painter’s 

work within Greek Cypriot narratives of identity, restricting its critical impact amongst the 

island’s communities and overshadowing its dialogue with modern art.  

 

Envisioning the ‘genuine Cypriot soul’: Diamantis’s reception in the 

Greek Cypriot press in 1957 
 

In the mid-1950s, changes in Cyprus’s socio-political sphere were both dramatic and cataclysmic. 

In 1955, the Greek Cypriots, who constituted eighty percent of the island’s population, 

embarked on an armed insurrection against the British, led by EOKA that demanded the island’s 

freedom and enosis (union) with Greece.6 The Turkish Cypriots responded by pursuing their own 

political aspiration of ‘partition or death’ (Markides, 2001, pp. 3–4).7 In April 1957, following 

Archbishop Makarios’s8 release from an imposed exile in Seychelles, the Turkish Cypriot 

                                                
6 Nurtured by Greek nationalist ideas that considered Cyprus an unredeemed part of Greece, the claim 
for enosis had sprung up as a controlled yet constant pursuit amongst the Greek Cypriot educated elite 
before the close of the 19th century. It developed into a widespread movement when Greek nationalism, 
largely conceptualised in mainland Greece as an opposition to the ethnic oppressor, the Turk, and 
subsumed by the romantic notion of Hellenism, entered education with the fervent support of the Greek 
Orthodox Church (Given, 1997, 1998; Bryant, 2004). 
7 The idea for the island’s territorial and population division was cultivated among the Turkish Cypriot 
community by governmental circles in Turkey. These circles feared a possible departure of the British and 
a return to a policy of self-government for the Cypriots on the basis of the Radcliffe Constitution drafted 
in 1956 giving a comfortable parliamentary majority to the Greek Cypriots (Markides, 2001, pp. 15–16). 
As Turkish Cypriot leaders refused to resign themselves to political impotence, Ankara supported them 
politically to pursue their own ideal of taksim (partition) (Markides, 2001, p. 5). For further reading on the 
Turkish Cypriot community during British colonialism see Kizilyürek (1999 and 2009).  
8 Since 1950, Archbishop Makarios was the head of the autocephalous Orthodox Church of Cyprus and 
the political leader of the Greek Cypriots. Due to the particular socio-political circumstances pertaining at 
the time, which hindered the island’s progression towards secular democracy, the church still held its 
ethnarchic role in the community (Markides, 2001, p. 4). An outspoken supporter of the enosis movement, 
with a debatable role in the EOKA struggle, Makarios sought to establish close ties with the Greek 
government and managed to persuade the Greek prime minister, Alexandros Papagos, to take the Cyprus 
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municipal councillors demanded municipal separation9, while Turkish Cypriot leaders toured the 

island mobilising their community against any inter-communal activities or organisations 

(Markides, 2001, p. 16). By May 1957, when Diamantis’s exhibition was held at the Ledra Palace 

Hotel, the seeds of conflict and frustration between the two communities were already sown. 

Considering the heated political climate, it is surprising that anyone would attend a painting 

exhibition, let alone members of the Turkish Cypriot community.  

 

By the time of his show, however, Diamantis was a well-respected figure in local cultural 

circles with many factors contributing to his elevated status. First of all, an association during his 

student years with Henry Moore10—an artist of wide acclaim by then—as well as his friendship, 

since the early 1950s, with Nobel Laureate Greek poet, George Seferis, positioned him in the 

upper crust of the Cypriot intellectual elite with connections to dignitaries of international 

stature. Furthermore, as one of the first Cypriots to seek an art education abroad, he was 

regarded as an accomplished painter, and his rare participation in group shows was always 

accompanied by enthusiastic reviews (Anthias, 1938, p. 1). His understanding of modern art was 

also highly appreciated. He gave lectures, curated exhibitions,11 and reviewed art shows and art 

                                                
issue to the United Nations in 1954. The British resolved to open talks on the island’s future. Following 
the collapse of these talks in 1956, Makarios was exiled to Seychelles. He was released a year later, but was 
not allowed to return to Cyprus until 1959. 
9 The Turkish Cypriot municipal councillors resigned en masse from the municipal councils in June 1957. 
Following Cyprus’s Independence in 1960, the issue of separate municipalities would develop into one of 
the thorniest subjects that lead to the constitutional crisis of 1963 (Markides, 2001). 
10 Actually, Diamantis had shared with Moore the First Prize for drawing upon graduation from the Royal 
College of Art (Nikita, 1998, p. 24). Other fellow students of Diamantis at the Royal College between 
1921 and 1923 included Barbara Hepworth (1903–1975), Raymond Coxon (1896–1997), and Wilfrid 
Blunt (1901–1987).  
11 Diamantis’s first curated group show was in 1940, when he was invited to set up the Cypriot 
Exhibition—the first art exhibition initiated by Cypriots (Nikita, 1997, p. 37)—which took place in Nicosia 
in the context of a larger cultural and sports event for raising financial support for the Greek Navy 
against the Germans during World War II (Kypriakos Fylax, 1940, p. 2). As the leading member of the 
Omilos Filotechnon (Society of Art Supporters), he also organised two group shows in 1946 and 1947 
(Kranidiotis, 1946a and 1946b; Diamantis, 1947). In 1947, he was assigned to curate the first exhibition 
dedicated to folk art on the occasion of the ten-year anniversary of the Society of Cypriot Studies (Nikita, 
1998, p. 55). In 1949, he curated the Cypriot participation at the Panhellenic Exhibition of Folk Art at the 
Zappeion in Athens (P.K., 1950; Kypriakos Fylax, 1949). A year later, at the same venue, he presented a 
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publications for the influential Kypriaka Grammata.12 He was one of the founding members of the 

Society of Cypriot Studies13 and the main instigator of the Museum of Folk Art. Above all, 

however, Diamantis’s reputation, which gave him a prominent standing among the Cypriot 

community at large, was that of an accomplished art teacher known for advancing secondary 

school art education at the prestigious Pancyprian Gymnasium, where he taught for almost forty 

years.14 What is more, through his part-time post at the mixed Teachers’ Training College in 

Morphou, which he retained between 1937–49, he played a crucial role in encouraging both 

Greek and Turkish Cypriot students to seek an art education abroad (Nikita, 1998, pp. 50–51). 

According to Cevdet Çağdas (b. 1926), the Turkish Cypriot painter who later gained a prominent 

standing among his community, it was Diamantis who recommended him for a scholarship to 

study in Brighton (Trautmann, 2010, p. 55).15  

 

By 1957, therefore, the artist was a figure of unquestionable status with activities that 

extended beyond the solitary environs of his studio, granting him respect and appreciation 

among the island’s communities. This can be evidenced in the newspaper articles that preceded 

his show at the Ledra Palace Hotel (Anthias, 1957, p. 1; Haravgi, 1957, p. 1; Kythreotis, 1957, p. 

2; Malenis, 1957, p. 2). These all acknowledged Diamantis’s important contribution to painting 

and art education. One commentator went as far as to call him ‘the father of art in Cyprus’ 

                                                
widely successful exhibition of his art students, which subsequently travelled to the Pancyprian 
Gymnasium in Nicosia (Poulianou, 1950, p. 2). 
12 Kypriaka Grammata (Cyprus Letters) (1934–37, 1939–56) was a literary periodical distinguished by its 
Hellenocentric approach. It professed introspection and the return to roots as a way to establish a 
distinctive local identity in the arts (Papaleontiou, 2001). 
13 A non-governmental association founded in 1936 by a group of Greek Cypriot teachers, writers, and 
researchers.  
14 The Pancyprian Gymnasium is the oldest educational institution in Cyprus. Founded in 1812 as the 
Greek School, it had an important role to play in promoting the idea of enosis amongst its students. In 
1956, during the armed insurrection of 1955–59, the school’s library, Severios Vivliothiki, became the 
epicentre of a conflict between British soldiers and students, shouting enosis slogans. The school was 
subsequently shut down for several months.    
15 For more on Çağdas’s role see Chapter V.  
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(Eleftheria, 1957, p. 2). The show had not yet opened its doors to the public and the artist was 

already being accredited with the paternity of the visual arts on the island. 

 

At the Ledra Palace Hotel, Diamantis exhibited eighty-eight oil paintings, including 

Planters, and twenty-one watercolours [figure 14]. The works were executed between 1922 and 

1953, spanning his artistic practice since his return to Cyprus from his studies in London. In 

their majority, the paintings depicted rural scenes and landscapes from his excursions to Ayios 

Theodoros, the village where he kept a country house. His chosen theme was a ubiquitous 

subject-matter in Cypriot art16 being revisited anew by a younger generation of artists that sought 

to experiment with current trends in painting. I am referring to the Pagkypria Enosi Filotexnon 

(Cyprus Arts Society) which appeared in 1956, hosting regular group and solo shows at its venue 

(Nikita, 1997, p. 49). Among its members were artists who sought the synthesis of modern 

language with components of local vernacular identity through what has been described as a 

‘dialectic relationship to internationalism’ (Strouza, 1997, p. 24).  These artists included Stelios 

Votsis (1929–2013), Andreas Chrysochos (b. 1929), Nicos Dymiotis (1930–1990), Costas 

Economou (1925–2016) and most notably, Christoforos Savva (1924–1968). Savva today is 

considered the key exponent of the group (Nikita, 1990; Toumazis, 2002; Danos, 2009), whose 

bohemian and free-spirited lifestyle had as equally a profound influence on the local art scene as 

                                                
16 The island’s topography and the life of the peasantry were common themes in Cypriot painting since 
the early 20th century. Their popularity coincided with the sparse, though evident, traces of Western art’s 
advent on the island in the 1920s and 30s, when a small but growing number of Cypriot artists returned 
from their studies abroad and contributed to the shift from traditional icon painting and folk art towards 
westernised forms of art that included still life, portraiture, genre, and landscape painting. Artists such as 
Telemachos Kanthos (1910–1993), Mehmet Necati (1904-1967), Loukia Nicolaidou-Vassiliou (1909–
1994), Olga Werkmeister-Rauf (1893–1987), and also Diamantis negotiated the island’s natural scenery 
with distinctive references to modern art movements; Impressionism and Post-Impressionism especially. 
The example of Ioannis Kissonergis (1889–1963) is also important. Diamantis’s art teacher at the 
Pancyprian Gymnasium, Kissonergis has been recognised as the first landscape painter in Cyprus to have 
painted en plein air (Nikita, 2016). In recent evaluations of his work, it has been argued that the recognition 
of his surroundings as landscape is largely due to his contact with the community of British artists living 
on the island, whose work was distinguished by an explicit interest in the landscape of Cyprus (Nikita, 
2016, p. 29).  
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his highly experimental art which embraced different media and techniques (Toumazis, 2002, p. 

14). In 1954, upon his brief return to Cyprus from his studies at the Heatherly School of Art in 

London, the artist had organised a two-man show at the British Institute in collaboration with 

British painter Roddy Maude-Roxby, which was followed a year later by a solo exhibition at the 

Ledra Palace Hotel (Nikita, 1990, pp. 47–48). Savva’s work was distinguished at the time by its 

rich colour and affinity to modern art movements—especially Cubism and Fauvism—which had 

never been introduced to Cyprus before. The painter tried out ideas analogous to those of 

Georges Braque and Henri Matisse on still lives, portraits and on rural scenes and landscapes, 

which he encountered in his travels around the island and especially in his native village of 

Marathovounos [figure 17].  

 

Both his exhibitions, however, in 1954 and 1955 respectively were either bypassed or 

criticised by contemporary critique as ‘influenced by some commercially successful modern 

painters, whose goal is only to shock’ (qtd. in Nikita, 1997, p. 49). In contradistinction, two years 

later in the same exhibition space (Ledra Palace) and with the same subject matter (the island’s 

landscape and people), Diamantis’s exhibition would thrive, attracting the response of a wide 

audience and the unswerving attention of the press. ‘What occurred at the Ledra Palace 

Ballroom was unbelievable’, wrote Diamantis in a letter to Seferis (Pieris, 1985, p. 84). ‘Our 

people, English, Turks […], Armenians, foreigners, aristocrats, bourgeois, commoners, workers. 

What did all these people see?’ (Pieris, 1985, p. 85).17 The reviews published in the press 

following the opening of his show make evident that what the people actually saw was something 

beyond the aesthetic and the pictorial. To begin with, the critical responses were numerous, 

which in itself constitutes an unprecedented occurrence that extends the exhibition’s significance  

    

                                                
17 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
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Figure 13: A selection of press clippings, which 
illustrate Adamantios Diamantis’s wide public 
acclaim. Above: Article published in the English-
speaking newspaper Cyprus Mail on the occasion of 
Diamantis’s exhibition in London in 1964, in 
which he is hailed as ‘the father of Cyprus 
painting’. From the State Gallery of Contemporary 
Cypriot Art Archive.  
Left: Article published in English-speaking 
newspaper Times of Cyprus on the occasion of 
Diamantis’s exhibition in 1957, in which his work 
is described as ‘a song of an island in paint’. From 
the Press and Information Archive. Below: 
‘Father’ becomes ‘patriarch’ in an eulogy dedicated 
post-humously to Diamantis by painter Lefteris 
Economou (1930-2007), in Haravgi newspaper in 
2006. From the State Gallery of Contemporary 
Cypriot Art archive.  
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Figure 14: Adamantios Diamantis’s 1957 exhibition at the Ledra Palace Hotel. Photo from Eleni Nikita’s 
Adamantios Diamantis: H Zoe kai to Ergo tou (Adamantios Diamantis: His Life and Work) (1998).  
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Figure 15: Adamantios Diamantis, Fyteftries 
(Planters), 1932–33, oil on canvas, 104 x 187cm. 
State Gallery of Contemporary Cypriot Art 
Collection, Nicosia.  

Figure 16: Adamantios Diamantis, Oi Lefkes tis 
Lapithou (The Poplars of Lapethos), 1934, oil on 
canvas, 155x113 cm. State Gallery of Contemporary 
Art, Nicosia. 
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Figure 17: Christoforos Savva, Landscape, 1955, oil on canvas, 66 x 90 cm. Cultural Centre of the Bank of 
Cyprus Collection, Nicosia. 
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past the artist’s own trajectory in establishing the format of the solo show as a valid 

model of art’s communication in Cyprus. The reviews appeared in both Greek and 

English-speaking newspapers and were penned by writers who reviewed exhibitions 

regularly, like Teukros Anthias67 and Kypros Chrysanthis,68 or by enthusiastic members 

of the public, including some of Diamantis’s ex-art students. Even the Turkish Cypriot 

newspaper Hürsöz reported on two occasions on the exhibition’s quality and success 

(Hürsöz, 1957a, p. 2; Hürsöz, 1957b, p. 2).69  

 

The argument surfacing most often in the majority of the texts underlined the 

painter’s success in capturing the ‘essence’ of what Cyprus was. The idea emerged in 

various articles summed up in eloquent observations. The painter’s work was referred to 

as ‘a visual encyclopaedia of Cypriot life’ (Yerolemou, 1957, p. 3), as ‘the most Cypriot 

art I have ever seen’ (M. F., 1957, p. 2), or as containing the ‘genuine Cypriot soul’  

 (Yerolemou, 1957, p. 3).70 The remarks were inspired by the works’ content. In 

discussing paintings such as Oi Lefkes tis Lapethou (The Poplars of Lapithos) (1934), for 

example, in which two women are pictured against a verdant landscape, Diamantis was 

revered for transcribing in paint the ‘Cypriot colour’ (Yerolemou, 1957, p. 3), the 

‘liveliness of Cypriot nature’ (M. F., 1957, p. 2), and the beauty of its landscape and skies 

(Kyriacou, 1957, p. 2) [figure 16]. His style generated equally fervent appraisals as 

distinctively shaped by the painter’s locality. ‘Diamantis’s school is truly Cypriot’ 

                                                
67 Teukros Anthias (1903–1968) was a poet and an outspoken supporter of communist ideology 
in Cyprus.  
68 Doctor, poet, and prolific writer, Kypros Chrysanthis (1903–1968) wrote regularly under the 
pseudonym ‘Ledraios’ for the newspaper Kypriaki.  
69 On two separate occasions, the newspaper commented briefly on the exhibition’s content and 
success at attracting a large number of visitors. 
70 All excerpts taken from Greek-speaking newspapers throughout Chapter I are translated by the 
author.  
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(Kyriacou, 1957, p. 2), was one of the comments, while in a review published in Neoi 

Kairoi (1957, p. 2) the artist was hailed as ‘the painter of Cyprus’.  

 

This response to Diamantis’s first public exposure shows his role as a painter was 

understood in relation to his place of origin. He was not simply a painter. He was the 

painter of Cyprus, while his works were seen to depict something more than just 

landscapes and people. In the words of Kypros Chrysanthis, Diamantis’s paintings 

contained ‘something of the […] spirit of our most Cypriot self’ (Ledraios, 1957, p. 4).  

Chrysanthis noted that this ‘self’ was best expressed in the artist’s landscape paintings; a 

statement implying a kind of deep-rooted connection between the notions of ‘spirit’, 

landscape, and identity.  

 

Landscape as topos  

 

Today, anthropological studies looking into the colonial period in Cyprus have 

demonstrated that the Greek Cypriots’ belief in their ethnic purity as Greeks was rooted 

in the assumption that land (in this case an island of Greek ancestry) and people (the 

island’s inhabitants since time immemorial) shared a common substance—that of the 

spirit or the soul (Bryant, 2004, p. 190). According to anthropologist Rebecca Bryant 

(2004), this imagined kinship between ‘the body of the land’ and ‘the body of the people’ 

was regarded as natural and given. Bryant (2004, p. 196) also observes a similar pattern 

among the Turkish Cypriots, who evoked metaphors of ‘blood’ as opposed to the Greek 

metaphor of the ‘soul’, in their attempt to legitimise their territorial claims.  
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Such processes are not unique to the Cypriot experience. To envision a territory 

as soaked in the blood and/or spirit of forefathers constitutes a prevalent pattern of 

nation-states or ethnic communities as they attempt to ground identity on a map and a 

particular territory (Smith, 1999, pp. 149, 151–2). Through this route, regions of land 

acquire symbolic meaning and rise as icons of national identity.71 Interestingly, in certain 

young modern states, such as Greece for example, the aspiration for political autonomy 

aligned with that for artistic autonomy (Leontis, 1995, p. 120). At the same time, 

therefore, that the Greeks sought to mark off the territory of Greece and delineate on a 

political level a place for the modern Greek identity to take root, they explored the 

possibility of art’s independence from moral, religious, and political demands. For 

Modern Greek Studies scholar Artemis Leontis (1995, p. 179), in her insightful study on 

the Topographies of Hellenism, this was ‘a paradoxical synthesis that [subjected] the 

autonomy of artistic activity, admittedly a European idea, to the determinations of soil 

and people, a core doctrine of aesthetic nationalism’. In her view, this brought two 

relating notions, topio (landscape) and topos (place), in close rapport in the 

conceptualisation of the Greek identity during the formative years of the Greek nation 

and can be distinctively traced in the writings of Periklis Yannopoulos (1869–1910) 

(Leontis 1995, p. 73).  

 

A liminal thinker with a vivid interest in the plastic arts, Yannopoulos sought a re-

definition of neo-Hellenic identity.72 He understood it as freed from the prevalent 

                                                
71 Beginning with the art pour l’art doctrine and continuing with the radical practices of the artistic 
avant-garde in the early 20th century, art claimed its independence from moral, religious, and 
political demands to create its own system of production, canonisation, and promotion. 
72 A distinction between Greece, Hellas, and Hellenism is required at this point. Greece refers to 
the modern political map of the Greek state. Hellas, on the other hand, is considered both the 
place belonging to Hellenes and a universal value, conceived in the West as it was rediscovering 
its classical past. Hellenism is the Greeks’ distinct ethnic category, the study of Hellas and an ideal 
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European conception of Hellenism and sought to ground it in the country’s rich traditions, 

but most importantly in its soil. His essay H Sichronos Zografiki (Contemporary painting) 

(1902) is exemplary. It is a long passionate text, which expresses his disappointment with 

Greek painters’ inability to produce a truly authentic art and heralds the study of nature as 

the highest calling for the Greek artist, whose duty must be the ‘the building of a 

homeland’ (Yannopoulos, 1902, p. 81). Yannopoulos recognises in the particularities of the 

Greek peninsula and the Attic landscape—e.g. cyan blue, curved lines, and transparent 

light—the essence of Greek identity. For him, landscape (topio) is the place (topos) of 

Hellenism, where any attempt for an autochthonous aesthetic ought to be rooted. ‘The 

foundation of Greek Aesthetics is GREEK EARTH’, he states emphatically in the 

opening line of another essay titled H Elliniki Grammi kai to Elliniko Chroma (The Greek 

Line and the Greek Colour) (Yannopoulos, 1904, p. 83).73 In his writings, landscape and 

aesthetics become categories intimately intertwined (Leontis, 1995, p. 86).  

 

Yannopoulos was a marginal voice during his time. His idea, however, of a 

landscape-regulated national aesthetic proved particularly influential in the late thirties. 

The interwar years were a turbulent period in Greece. The scheme of Megali Idea (Great 

Idea)74 had collapsed, and the re-examination of Greek identity and its borders—

geographical and ideological—became once again a pertinent issue. The notion of 

Ellinikotita (‘Greekness’ or ‘Hellenicity’) emerged as a concept and was debated among 

                                                
for Europeans and Greeks alike (Herzfeld, 1982; Leontis, 1995). Neohellenism (or neo-Hellenic 
identity) is the reconsideration of Hellenism by the Greeks in the modern period.  
73 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
74 Megali Idea (Great Idea) was the foundational concept of Greek nationalism. It surfaced in the 
mid 19th century with irredentist claims that envisioned a Greek state which would encompass 
all historically ethnic Greek-inhabited areas, including territories in the Balkans, the Hellespont, 
the Black Sea, Asia Minor, and Cyprus, with Constantinople (today’s Istanbul) as the capital. The 
Great Idea dominated Greek foreign and military policy until 1922, when the Greeks’ Asia Minor 
Campaign in western Anatolia, under the political leadership of Eleftherios Venizelos (1864–
1936), ended with the Asia Minor Catastrophe and the Great Fire of Smyrna. 
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writers and poets now generally referred to as the ‘30s generation’ (Tziovas, 1989 and 

2011).75 For Dimitris Tziovas (2011, pp. 293, 347), a Modern Greek Studies scholar, the 

aforementioned ideologeme, as he terms it, involved the fusion of national identity and 

national consciousness, aesthetics and history, and was contested through two prevalent 

approaches. The first emphasised the abstract qualities and open-endedness of 

Hellenism, while the second favoured its racial-geographic dimension and the veneration 

of landscape (Tziovas, 2011, pp. 347–49). Interestingly, the clash between these two 

differing conceptions of Greekness occurred over the re-discovery and reception of 

Yannopoulos in the late thirties (Tziovas, 2011, p. 347).76 For example, writer Yiorgos 

Theotokas (1905–1966), an advocate of an extrovert cosmopolitan version of Hellenism, 

argued that Yannopoulos voiced an introvert understanding of Greekness and promoted 

a ‘fanatic and delirious localism’ (qtd. in Tziovas, 2011, p. 348).77 However, for 

ethnocentric writers like Andreas Karantonis (1910–1982), Yannopoulos was the ‘Great 

Unknown’ and the first to recognise the importance of rooting national identity, 

aesthetics, and history in earth and soil (Tziovas, 2011, p. 348).78  

 

Despite divergences, the notion of Greekness became a fundamental pursuit for 

both liberal and conservative artistic expression in the decades that followed (Leontis, 

                                                
75 The ‘30s generation’ emerged first as a literary term and referred to a generation of young 
writers and poets, amongst them George Seferis, Andreas Empeirikos (1901–1975), Yiorgos 
Theotokas (1905–1966), and Odysseas Elytis (1911–1996). It was later extended in order to 
include every facet of Greek culture (Tziovas, 2011, p. 6). According to Tziovas (2011, p. 294), 
although the notion of Greekness did constitute an important issue at the time, it is in recent 
decades that the 30s generation became almost synonymous with its exploration.  
76 In 1938, Nea Grammata (New Letters), a prominent Greek literary magazine of the 30s, had 
published an issue devoted to Yannopoulos, reinstating his importance in Greek literature.  
77 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.   
78 Yannopoulos’s rediscovery coincided with a politically charged period in Greece. On August 4, 
1936, General Ioannis Metaxas seized power and imposed a military regime until his death in 
1941. Along with reinstated King George II of Greece, he dissolved parliament and abolished the 
constitution. During this period, an ethnocentric view of Hellenism gained ground through the 
writings of authors such as Karantonis (Tziovas, 2011).  
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1995, p.91). As the 30s generation were called to deal with the greater project of 

modernism, the resulting work of art, be it cosmopolitan or ethnocentric in scope, was in 

either case claiming an autochthonous provenance, a contention greatly indebted to 

Yannopoulos’s aesthetic nationalism (Leontis, 1995, p. 91). In the plastic arts, this was 

expressed as a turn to roots (Vakalo, 1983, p. 16). At the same time, however, that visual 

artists looked inward towards the indigenous culture, which included Classical and 

Byzantine art, folklore tradition, and the contemporary artistic production of the time, 

they also aspired to modernise and relate it to the broader context of European 

modernism (Vakalo, 1983, p. 16). ‘The 30’s generation managed to offer to international 

movements a distinctly Greek interpretation’,79 concludes Greek art historian and critic 

Eleni Vakalo (1983, p. 18) in her account of the generation’s legacy. In the process, 

Greek landscape as an all-nurturing force continued to play a vital role. As Leontis (1995, 

p. 92) describes it, the 30s generation ‘placed tradition, a corpus of literature and art that 

best expressed the autochthonous aesthetic, along the horizon of the natural landscape’. 

Art and literature was seen either as rooted or emanating from the Greek topio 

(landscape), which was perceived in either case to be the topos (place) of Neo-Hellenic 

identity and aesthetics.  

 

In Cyprus, the greatest exponent of the 30s generation was Kypriaka Grammata,80 

a literary periodical founded in the 1930s by a group of educators, poets, and writers. The 

group believed in the ideal of enosis and in Cyprus’s Greekness, which they recognised in 

the same kinds of sources as their Greek counterparts: in the island’s landscape and 

tradition (seen also to encompass Byzantine and folk art) (Papaleontiou, 2001). Often, 

                                                
79 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
80 The relationship between Kypriaka Grammata and the 30s generation in Greece has not been 
critically explored. For an evaluation of the periodical’s main ideas see Papaleontiou (2001).  
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the periodical featured poems and short stories by key figures of the 30s generation or 

reviews on their work. In a text written in the early 1950s on the occasion of Stratis 

Myrivillis’s (1890–1969)81 visit to Cyprus, the co-founder of Kypriaka Grammata, Nikos 

Kranidiotis82, praised his work for ‘laying the roots of his heroes in the soil of his 

country’ (Kranidiotis, 1952, p. 82).  

 

In the visual arts, the search for landscape’s connection with a distinctly local 

identity can be traced in various exhibition reviews of the period, especially in relation to 

the Annual Cypriot Art Exhibition. The event, organised (with intervals) until 1947, was 

initiated in 1931 by the British and managed to import, even if maladroitly, a Western 

type of group exhibition-making in Cyprus that brought together the work of both local 

and foreign artists, both self-taught and professionals.83 In the local press, the exhibition 

was usually venerated for showcasing works with Cypriot subject-matter.  ‘The local 

                                                
81 Greek novelist linked with the 30s generation.  
82 Nikos Kranidiotis (1911–1997) was a teacher, poet, literary critic, and diplomat.  
83 There is currently no critical evaluation of the exhibition’s impact in Cypriot bibliography. For 
a historical account of its iteration see Nikita (1997). Through a close examination of the annual 
list of participants, it becomes evident that the exhibition failed to attract the interest of the local 
professional artistic community, despite the fact that it was the only organised visual arts event at 
the time. With the exceptions of Ioannis Kissonergis and Olga Rauf, who used it as a platform 
for showcasing their work in big numbers, painters such as Kanthos and Nikolaidou-Vasiliou 
participated twice, while Diamantis just once (in 1938). The reluctance of the Cypriot artists to 
participate might be due to the fact that they shared anti-colonial sentiments, especially following 
the events of Oktovriana. On October 21, 1931, a crowd of around 5000 Greek Cypriot 
demonstrators marched on the Government House and burned it down. The spontaneous 
demonstration, which occurred with the pretext of a new tax law, was preceded by fierce  
speeches on the Greek Cypriots’ right for enosis. According to Bryant (2004, p. 130), by the time 
of the riot, enosis had become the principal claim of every social activity among the community. 
Further to this, the Greek Cypriots had begun to organise their resistance since the late twenties, 
and groups with a distinctively polemic agenda like Ethniki Rizospastiki Enosi Kyprou (Cyprus 
National Radical Union) (EREK) began to appear. Diamantis joined EREK and was one of its 
founding members (Nikita 1998, p. 46). The artist had even participated in the demonstration of 
October 21 (Nikita 1998, p. 46). It comes as no surprise, then, that he was disinclined to take part 
in an artistic event organised by the British authorities. That he finally participated in 1938 was to 
assuage rumours of his anti-colonial stance (Nikita 1998, p. 48). In his overview of the visual arts 
scene in Cyprus, penned in 1956 and perhaps emboldened by the armed struggle of the Greek 
Cypriots at the time, he characterised the British cultural initiatives, as ‘patronising’ (Diamantis 
1956, p. 207). 
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colour should [my italics] dominate in a Cypriot art exhibition’, wrote Teukros Anthias in 

praise of the painters who turned their attention to the island’s landscape in his review of 

1934. ‘This principle is declared […] in the silent canvases, depicting the most exquisite 

landscapes of our island […]. Thus the exhibition resembles an ode composed of colours 

and shapes to the beauty of our country’ (Anthias, 1934, p. 1).84 

 

Anthias’s poetic comment is indicative of the imaginative function that landscape 

paintings might have exercised on the viewers’ perception. They were seen as pictorial 

expressions that offered meaning to recognisable features of not only the land but also of 

notions of the ‘local’. Anthias seems to have perceived the artists’ attentiveness to their 

surroundings as a significant act of recognition and a form of tribute to the island, 

directing us to think, like Yannopoulos did more comprehensively decades before him, 

that a country’s distinctive identity can somehow be unearthed from its terrain, light, and 

colours in a process that transforms landscape (topio) into a place of belonging (topos).  

  

The quest for a landscape-regulated aesthetic can also be sensed in a text penned 

in 1946 by Nikos Kranidiotis on the occasion of two shows in Nicosia (Kranidiotis, 

1946, p. 2). The first was held at the British Institute and included works by British 

painters Geoffrey de Selincour and Ross Thomas, and the second was hosted at the 

Pancyprian Gymnasium and displayed the paintings of a group of self-taught Greek 

Cypriot painters under the name Omilos Filotexnon (Society of Art Supporters).85 

Kranidiotis unleashed a heated attack against foreign painters in general and their 

                                                
84 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
85 The group was Diamantis’s initiative. It was created in May 1943 and aimed at bringing 
together former students of the Pancyprian Gymnasium with a strong interest in the visual arts 
(Kranidiotis, 1946a, p. 2). The group included painter Marios Loizides (1928–1988), architect 
Neoptolemos Michaelides (1920–1993) as well as a number of self-taught painters (Diamantis, 
1956, p. 202). 
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erroneous conception, as he believed, of the island’s landscape. In his polemic, he argued 

that foreign artists were often guided by what they expected to find rather than what they 

actually encountered in their visits and concluded that in their paintings ‘Cypriot life is 

portrayed as a mishmash of Eastern wretchedness, mosques, dervishes and other such 

elements, which […] alter the atmosphere of the island and misinterpret the character of 

the Cypriot landscape’ (Kranidiotis, 1946a, p. 2). 86  

 

It is evident that for Kranidiotis, the landscapes ‘misinterpretation’ concerned its 

‘orientalisation’. A convoluted term, ‘orientalism’ has been used in the visual arts since the 

early 19th century to describe a genre in European painting which offered visions, often 

erroneous and essentialising, of subjects from the Middle East and North Africa 

(MacKenzie, 1995, p. xiii).87 As already discussed in the previous chapter, Cyprus, an 

island of the Levant, often fulfilled foreign painters’ quests for an exotic destination. When 

the island came under British control, its landscape was the subject preferred and 

exploited in colonial campaigns to popularise Cyprus as an attractive destination for 

tourism, trade, and emigration (Severis, 2000). In what can be read as a state-funded 

cultivation of colonial art, the British administration commissioned artists to visit the 

island and provide vistas of its landscape and people that could illustrate its aims (Severis, 

2000, pp. 202, 204). These works were either used for decorating the ‘Cyprus Court’ at the 

Colonial Exhibitions—like the one hosted in South Kensington in 1886, where paintings  

 

                                                
86 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
87 In recent years, visual representations of the East by European painters have been re-examined 
under the light of Edward Said’s seminal theory as developed in his influential study Orientalism 
(1978). His views were applied by art historians to further substantiate the argument that 
Orientalism was the product of Occidental power denigrating the Orient into the moral negative 
of the West through a set of stereotypes that equated it with backwardness, laziness, barbarism, 
and lawlessness. This concerns an extensive body of literature, but to note a few key texts see 
Nochlin (1989) and MacKenzie (1995).  
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Figure 18: Keith Henderson, The Castle of St. Hilarion, Cyprus, Early in the Morning, 1928–29, oil on 
canvas, 46x93 cm. Centre of Visual Arts and Research Collection, Nicosia.  
 

 

Figure 19: Keith Henderson, Peristerona, c. 1928, oil on canvas. Centre of Visual Arts and 
Research Collection, Nicosia.  
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Figure 20: Keith Henderson, Cyprus: Fruit-Locust Beans-Asbestos-Silk, from the series Some of the 
Empire’s Islands of the Empire Marketing Board, 1927–28. National Archives Image Library, 
Britain. 
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revealing the ‘picturesqueness of [a] historically fascinating island’ were hung beside Cypriot 

women at looms weaving silk (Illustrated London News, 1886, p. 387)—or were reproduced in 

postcards and posters disseminated for publicity purposes by governmental bodies, such as the 

Empire Marketing Board (EMB) (Severis, 2000, pp. 201, 202).88 

 

An artist who often collaborated with the EMB was painter, illustrator, and writer Keith 

Henderson (1883–1982) (Fry, 1982). He came to Cyprus in the late 1920s with a commission to 

record views of its landscape (Severis, 2000, p. 202). Concurrently, he produced a body of work 

independent of his assignment. A few of these paintings are now part of the CVAR Collection in 

Nicosia, where one can observe Henderson’s interest in vistas where unspoilt nature blends with 

elements that speak of the island’s cultural identity. Consider for example The Castle of St Hilarion, 

Cyprus, Early Morning (1928–29) [figure 18] or Peristerona (c. 1928) [figure 19].  In a style that 

demonstrates both his illustration skills and his affinity for Post-Impressionist techniques,89 he 

paints sites and places untouched by modern progress, where architecture¾orthodox churches, 

mosques, traditional Cypriot dwellings and Gothic castles, like the one of St. Hilarion, that play 

witness to the island’s multicultural environment¾becomes one with the surrounding scenery 

under a blinding light.   

 

Henderson, in what appears to have been an unprecedented gesture in the 1920s, took 

the decision to display his paintings in an exhibition in December 1928. The initiative was 

praised by a critic writing for the Neos Kypriakos Phylax newspaper, who recognised in the painter 

an unbiased artist driven by an honest interest in the island, which he expressed through painting 

its landscape and by organising—what the writer claims to have been—the first landscape 

                                                
88 For further reading on the EMB’s aims and origins see Constantine (1986).  
89 The broken down brushworks in Peristerona, for example, demonstrate interest in Pointillism.   
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painting exhibition in Cyprus (K.A., 1928, p. 1). 90 Henderson’s objectivity, however, is put into 

question if we consider the illustration that was finally used by the EMB for advertising Cyprus. 

The image was printed as a poster and can be found today at the National Archives Image 

Library in Britain and at the CVAR Collection in Nicosia [figure 20]. It depicts a caravan of six 

camels in a procession-like march, carrying¾as the caption informs us¾fruit, locust beans, 

asbestos, and silk. The horizontality of the sun-bathed landscape is intercepted by the lean 

verticality of cypresses and by the minarets of Ayia Sophia,91 complimented by the silhouettes of 

six more minarets in the background. While mosques and minarets were a common sight, so 

were Greek Orthodox churches, and although camels were often used for transporting goods 

around the island, so was the railway network that had been in operation since the turn of the 

20th century. Yet, for the EMB and by extension for Henderson, the most appropriate 

representation of the crown colony of Cyprus to be communicated to the wider British public 

was one replete with stereotypes of backwardness, which linked with a kind of otherness that 

drew from the island’s geographical and cultural proximity to the East.  

 

Writing almost two decades after the British artist’s exhibition, Kranidiotis was keen to 

spot Imperialist schemes behind the landscape paintings of foreign artists visiting the island. He 

saw that in their depictions, Cyprus was falsely identified with the Orient by giving 

disproportionate emphasis to the exotic, non-European, non-Greek elements of the Cypriot 

landscape and daily life. In his article, he rejected their approach as misleading, suggesting that 

their accumulation of oriental and exotic elements must be replaced by emphasising instead the 

                                                
90 According to the critic, foreign artists traveling to Cyprus never displayed their works in public (K. A., 
1928, p. 1). In this light, the artist’s decision was presented as rare and for this reason was deemed as 
praiseworthy. Having said this, the critic’s enthusiastic applause of a British painter at a time of rising anti-
colonial sentiments raises suspicions on whether this was a paid review to promote the exhibition of an 
artist employed by the British government. 
91 Ayia Sophia, today Selimiye Mosque, was formerly the Cathedral of St Sophia built by the Francs in the 
early 13th century. It was turned into a mosque during the Ottoman period.  
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‘abundance of light’, the ‘clarity of colour’, and the ‘purity’ of the island’s scenery (Kranidiotis, 

1946a, p. 2). These were, according to him, the landscape’s inherent properties that brought it 

closer to a Greek conception of painting, as he termed it, which could only be administered by 

Greek Cypriot artists (Kranidiotis, 1946a, p. 2). He recognised only two painters with the ability 

to take upon such a task, one of them was Diamantis.  

 

Kranidiotis’s ideas echo Yannopoulos’s notion of a landscape-regulated national aesthetic 

that revered qualities such as ‘clarity’ and ‘purity’ as expressive of the essence of Greekness. 

More importantly, however, in Kranidiotis’s attack, we can sense the desire to reclaim the 

landscape from its colonial masters and re-appropriate it into a Greek Cypriot topos purified from 

all references to the ‘ethnic other’ and Cyprus’s non-Greek legacy. What is more, we can detect 

that the eagerness for self-representation in the political sphere had permeated the domain of 

other fields, including that of art criticism.92 In many respects, Kranidiotis’s text was a calling for 

Greek Cypriot artists to come forward and challenge the pictorial colonisation and orientalisation 

of the island’s landscape by foreign, as in non-Greek, painters. For the writer, only they were in 

the position to undo the ‘harm’ and return the landscape back to its ‘true’ proportions, even if 

this meant the landscape’s re-invention and possible ‘neutralisation’ of its heterogeneity.  

 

The case of Planters (1932–1933):  

Negotiating ‘archaicness’ and ‘authenticity’ in rural heavens 

 
We can now see more clearly the kind of expectations at work during Diamantis’s 1957 

exhibition. A question, however, which emerges here concerns the way Cypriot identity was 

understood and communicated in relation to Diamantis’s paintings in the late 1950s. What did 

                                                
92 Up to this day, art criticism remains a largely under-developed field in Cyprus. Having said this, I do 
consider Anthias, Chrysanthis, and in this case Kranidiotis’s writings as comprising a body of texts that 
can be approached as early attempts at art criticism in Cyprus.  
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people mean by the term ‘Cypriot’ when observing his works? Chrysanthis’s review contains 

some interesting indications (Ledraios, 1957, p. 4). In his attempt to explicate the significance of 

the artist’s retrospective, the critic concluded:  

 

It’s really worth exhibiting your history while at the prime of your life, that is a history 

of your region for a lengthy time. A history that is at once the unchanged story of your 

race, locally and of the national body generally. This is the great significance of 

Adamantios Diamantis’s exhibition: our history, our history’s spirit offered in colours, 

lines, and tones.93 

 

As this excerpt suggests, Chrysanthis saw that Diamantis’s paintings contained the ‘history of a 

race’, with roots not only in the limited Cypriot experience but in the far wider spiritual context 

of the island’s ‘national body’. Considering that Chrysanthis’s review was penned at the height of 

the EOKA uprising, the island’s ‘national body’ was none other than that of Hellenism. As such, 

in reading Diamantis, Chrysanthis encourages us to conceptualise the island’s Cypriotness not 

against the Greeks of Greece and the Turkish of Turkey, as the concept might be understood 

today, but by its origins in a pre-colonial, pre-Ottoman, Hellenic past. This was in spite of the 

fact that references to the Turkish Cypriot community were not absent but very much present in 

Diamantis’s 1957 exhibition. Works such as Bairaktaris (1941) [figure 21], a landscape painting 

distinguished by the imposing presence of an Ottoman mosque, or the series of paintings done 

in the Turkish Cypriot neighbourhood of Asmaalti in Nicosia [figure 22], provided visions of 

landscapes and peasantry that conveyed a conception of Cypriotness that was conversant with 

and not dismissive of the ‘ethnic other’. Yet in the press reviews that followed the exhibition, 

these works were either discussed en passant (Malenis, 1957b, p. 2) or totally ignored. Penned in 

their majority by Greek Cypriots, these texts turned rather to examples of works that could 

furnish the argument for the island’s Cypriotness as Greekness, ‘offered in colours, lines and  

                                                
93 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
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Figure 21: Adamantios Diamantis, Bairaktaris, 1941, oil on canvas, 47x 52 cm. 
State Gallery of Contemporary Cypriot Art.   
 

 
Figure 22: Adamantios Diamantis, Amaxaredes tis Asmaalti (Coachmen of 
Asmaalti), 1943, oil on canvas, 61 x 82 cm. Private Collection.  
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tones’—to use Chystanthis’s words—as if identity is a matter of the palette or something that 

can be defined by the stroke of a line. 

 

In fact, colour choice was an element consistently praised by writers in 1957. With 

arguments that corresponded to Kranidiotis’s conceptualisation of what the palette of ‘Cypriot 

painting’ should be, reviewers praised Diamantis’s use of blacks, blues, ochres, and yellows 

(Kanthos, 1957; Malenis, 1957; Yerolemou, 1957). The reasons behind the perceived Cypriotness 

(as Greekness) of these colours can be discerned in subsequent interpretations of Diamantis’s 

colour scale (Nikita, 1998). In discussing a series of paintings executed between the 1930s and 

1940s, Nikita (1998, p. 127) observes:  

 
The tetralogy of the basic palette used by painters at the peak of Ancient Greek art, 

consisting of earth colours, ochre, white, black, dominate in all of [Diamantis’s 

paintings], testifying to the artist’s connection with Greek visual roots.94  

 

Although articulated decades after Diamantis’s retrospective, the art historian’s deduction is 

indicative of the need to extrapolate proofs of the painter’s ‘Greek’ connection—here in terms 

of his choice of colour. Interestingly, her argument does not deviate from the painter’s own 

explications. In his extensive documentation of the process leading to the monumental painting 

The World of Cyprus (1967–72)—considered by many to be his unquestionable masterpiece in how 

it manages to convey a captivating vision of the Cypriot peasantry—the painter justifies his 

choice of palette (limited primarily to blacks, ochres, and whites) by recollecting how, as a child, 

he came to identify fancy colours (especially red) with the Turks and the more austere black with 

the Greeks (Diamantis, 1975, p. 23–24)[figure 26]. His explication is revealing of the ideological 

load of colour choice and speaks to anthropological arguments relating to the historical 

association of brighter colours with the so-called ‘primitive’ and ‘backward’ East and of darker 

                                                
94 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
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colours with the progressive and sombre West (Taussig, 2009). Diamantis’s childhood memory is 

also indicative of the kind of stereotypes prevalent in colonial Cyprus when resolving matters of 

identity pictorially: red for the Turks, black (and earth colours) for the Greeks.  

 

Apart from colour, Diamantis’s lines and shapes acquired an equal ideological weight in 

1957. Consider, for example, the way Planters was received [figure 15]. A central work in his 

exhibition, the painting depicts an everyday rural activity carried out by three women in the 

fields. As it has been discussed in later evaluations of the work, most notably by Christou (1994, 

p. 11) and Nikita (1998, p. 120–21), the painting is replete with references to Byzantine art, Paul 

Cézanne, and The Gleaners (1857) by the French realist Jean-Francois Millet. As in Millet’s 

painting, two of the women in Planters are portrayed bent and heavily clothed, their faces hidden 

from the viewer, engrossed in a repetitive activity. These figures are counterbalanced by a third 

that stands off to one side, providing closure to the design. 

 
In 1957, however, with the exception of one review published in Haravgi newspaper95 (M. 

F., 1957, p. 2), the painting was praised for those elements that could substantiate the perceived 

Cypriotness of the artist’s work. Chrysanthis appreciated it for the austerity of its drawing that 

reminded him of ancient Doric sculpture (Ledraios, 1957, p. 4). In Ethnos newspaper, it was used 

as part of an analysis which stressed that Diamantis ‘looking at the Cypriot peasant recognized 

the shape of a very old world of ancient Greek lines and shapes’ (Malenis, 1957, p. 2). In 

Eleftheria newspaper, the painter and friend of Diamantis, Telemachos Kanthos96 (1957, p. 5), 

thought that the imposing figure on the left appeared like an archaic column which completed 

the archaicness of the landscape. The references to Doric sculpture and ancient Greek art as well 

as to the notion of the archaic can be interpreted here as allusions to the island’s Greek heritage, 

                                                
95 Haravgi is a Greek language newspaper, published since 1956 and associated with the Left.  
96 A close friend to Diamantis, he is considered a prominent landscape painter (Christou and Kanthou, 
2005). See footnote 16, this chapter, for more details on his activities. 
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composed out of lines and shapes to be most readily recognised in the figure of the female 

peasant in the left corner of the painting. Equated with a Doric sculpture, the figure acquired the 

weight of an unambiguous marker of cultural identity unearthed from the soil almost like an 

archaeological find to testify to the landscape’s archaicness and, hence, to the island’s 

Cypriotness as Greekness.  

 

Such ideas echo the artist’s own explications. Planters is based on a series of sketches 

executed during Diamantis’s early stay in Ayios Theodoros, a village he started visiting in 1931 

(Nikita, 1998, p. 43). In an interview given to Eleftheria newspaper, on the eve of his 1957 

exhibition, the artist attributed to the visit the significance of a life-changing revelation, and his 

description brings to mind the scene in Planters: 

 
Ayios Theodoros […] was for me a great milestone. This place gave me the 

opportunity not only to see and paint its incomparable landscape and light but 

something far more significant: its people […]. For me this was a revelation beyond 

words. Their archaicness, their truth moved me […]. The women stood like 

sculptures and moved like archaic figures. Since then, it is here that I find my biggest 

inspiration (Eleftheria, 1957, p. 2). 

 

As in Kanthos’s review, so in Diamantis’s statement: the peasant is seen to enclose the place’s 

perennial cultural wealth with roots to archaic antiquity. I would argue, however, that 

Diamantis’s engagement with the notion of the archaic has a double significance. It can be both 

understood as suggesting a specific historical period in the island’s past and interpreted as an 

indication of the artist’s subscription to the modern convention of viewing the village as an 

unspoiled rural Eden, where the peasants are assessed in aesthetic terms with the eye of the 

educated urban dweller. In Diamantis’s statement, villagers do not simply stand, they rise over 

the ground like sculptures. They do not walk; they move like archaic figures and function as 
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symbols of ‘truth’. Here, the notion of archaicness functions both as an aesthetic appraisal and a 

synonym of truth.   

 

Within the broader picture of modernism in art, such perceptions are common. Since the 

mid-19th century, the establishment of artists’ colonies in remote rural provinces was a frequent 

phaenomenon throughout Europe, including Scandinavia, Germany, and France (Lübbren, 

2001). By the end of the century, European artists were keen to recognise elements of the ‘true’ 

and the ‘archaic’ surviving in the secluded world of the village. This rejection of the urban centre 

in favour of marginalised society constituted a back-to-nature movement that celebrated rural life 

as an embodiment of all that was thought to have been sacrificed at the altar of rapid 

modernisation, including close community ties and originality in expression (Perry, 1993). These 

claims were accompanied by the deep-rooted belief in the idea of the peasant as a ‘pure’ and 

authentic being (Perry, 1993, p. 6).  

 

            In his statement, Diamantis is keen to embrace such notions, which in Planters are 

articulated most expressly in his reference to Millet. A key representative of Pastoralism, Millet 

testifies to the rise of landscape in European painting, and his retreat from Paris to the village of 

Barbizon precedes the generation of French artists, including Paul Gauguin and Paul Cézanne, 

who turned to the countryside for inspiration. Diamantis’s decision to engage with one of 

Millet’s most emblematic works extends beyond mere thematic considerations as previously 

suggested (Nikita, 1998, p. 121). To begin with, it declares his knowledge of Millet’s role at the 

start of a long tradition of abandoning the urban centre for inspiration and testifies to an 

eagerness to engage with this tradition upon the discovery of his ‘own’ rural locality. Millet in 

Barbizon, Cézanne in Aix-en-Provence, Gauguin in Brittany. It is very probable that Diamantis 

in Ayios Theodoros saw himself as part of the same artistic lineage.  
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            What is more, Millet seems to have facilitated in Diamantis the understanding of 

landscape as surface for critique and the woman peasant as symbol of dignity and nature’s purity. 

The Gleaners, along with other seminal works executed by the French master in the late 1850s, 

embodies the culmination of his thematic shift from historical painting to the French landscape 

and its people. It depicts three women engaged in the marginal practice of gathering ears of 

wheat left behind by harvesters against a masterfully executed rural landscape. The result gives to 

the subject of human labour the weight of ritual and to the lower-class worker an elevated status 

(Clark, 1973, p. 72). In subsequent art historical evaluations of his work, Millet’s painting was 

interpreted against the socio-political context of his time as an example of art’s critical 

engagement with bourgeois capitalism (Clark, 1973; Herbert, 1976; Boime, 2007; Fratello, 

2014).97 His treatment of landscape¾a notion typically associated with material possession¾and 

peasant life was understood as a form of social critique.98  

 

Responding to Millet’s example, Diamantis’s Planters positions the female 

figure¾dressed in traditional attire and engaged in a rural task¾as ‘other’ to modern progress 

and as one with the natural circle of things against a formally commanding landscape. In 

interpreting Millet, Diamantis subscribes to the convention of presenting an everyday rural task 

as ritual.99 Where he does seem to deviate from the French master’s approach is in the latter’s 

                                                
97 There are of course readings that point to different directions. For example, Linda Nochlin (1988, p. 
22), in examining the work within the context of feminist discourse, contends that Millet continued to 
rely on Biblical and Classical conventions in his portrayal of the three female figures. For this reason, she 
sees the work as more conversant with the realm of High Art than with the sociopolitical context of his 
time. 
98 Recent studies insist on the artist’s interest in social commentary and demonstrate that the painting’s 
criticality was later embraced by the official French state in an attempt to build a republican image for the 
nation (Fratello, 2014). As early as the late 19th century, Millet’s painting became, through its 
institutionalisation, an iconic symbol of rural work and rustic piety seen to accommodate the evolving 
French national identity against the French rural landscape (Fratello, 2014).  
99 Both Christou (1994, p. 11) and Nikita (1998, pp. 120–21) have recognised Diamantis’s emphasis on 
the ceremonial aspects of village life and his presentation of the female figure as symbol of purity. Neither 
of the two art historians, however, discusses it in depth in relation to Millet’s work or the wider painting 
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willingness to cast a critical light on the conditions of rural labour. Instead of a degrading rural 

activity like gleaning, Diamantis chose to engage his peasants in the productive act of planting 

seeds. Through this hard but dignified process, the female figures appear proud, graceful, and 

ennobled against a terrain that becomes theirs.  

 

To account for this decision, it is crucial to consider that Diamantis began work on Planters 

in 1931 (Nikita, 1998, p. 120), a seminal year in the island’s colonial history, which saw the first 

major attack on British colonial authority.100 The British responded by firming their grip, yet the 

debate concerning Cyprus’s Greekness remained unabated. If we are to position the scene in 

Planters against the period’s political context, the painting could acquire the resonance of a pictorial 

negotiation of the Cypriots’ struggle for freedom. Beyond being emblems of fertility and 

perpetuation of life, as suggested in previous analyses (Christou, 1994, p. 11; Nikita 1998, pp. 120–

21), Diamantis’s women—with the seed of revolution, of resistance, of identity in hand—toil and 

dig the surface of the earth, declaring their primordial right to own and belong to it. And through 

this act, the landscape becomes topos—a place fertile enough for the cultivation of identity.  

 

Such possible associations did not pass unnoticed in 1957. As already suggested, 

Chysanthis (Ledraios, 1957) as well as other commentators, singled out the peasant as the most 

expressive element of the relationship between landscape and identity in the painter’s works 

(Haravgi, 1957; Kyriacou, 1957; Malenis, 1957; Papavasiliou, 1957). ‘[Diamantis’s] people are our 

peasants’, wrote one observer, ‘whose life one finds unspoiled from foreign influences […] 

managing to conserve and bequeath to us the beauty of our race’ (Papavasiliou, 1957, p. 2). The 

peasant, then, imagined here as a cipher of purity and perennial cultural wealth, has managed to 

                                                
tradition of representing rural tasks as rituals. They rather examine the artist’s approach as indicative of an 
enlightened and charismatic artist, further contributing to the narrative surrounding the painter’s mythic 
status in contemporary art in Cyprus. 
100 See footnote 77 this chapter.  
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survive and withstand both the onslaught of imperialism and the effects of modernity in order to 

preserve intact the Greek Cypriot community’s genealogical links to its past.   

 

               The peasant’s mythologisation as an unchanging figure, expressive of an essential and 

pure identity, was prevalent in different national contexts when Diamantis was painting Planters. 

In 1930s Germany, for example, archaising representations of peasants as symbols of purity in 

paintings and prints were part of National Socialism’s propaganda and the ‘blood and soil’ 

ideology it propagated (Weikop, 2013). During the same decade, the peasant, and especially the 

rural woman in Soviet Russia, rose as a heroic symbol of progress in the visual campaign of 

Stalin’s regime (Bonnell, 1993). In this case, the links to the past had to be severed. Still, the 

peasant was understood as expressive of (a new kind of Soviet) identity. In Turkey, 

representations of peasantry figured prominently in pursuit of ‘Turkism’ in the nation-building 

project under Kemal Atatürk (Altan, 2005). Following the abolition of the Ottoman Empire and 

the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923, the country underwent a dramatic political, 

social, and cultural transformation. The objective was the building of a modern nation with an 

Eastern essence and a Western perspective, based on the six Kemalist principles of nationalism, 

populism, secularism, republicanism, reformism and étatism. The establishment of Turkish 

solidarity became a fundamental pursuit through the notion of Türkçülük (Turkism), which 

awakened the consciousness of a distinct Turkish Muslim identity affiliated with a national 

homeland and differentiated from the Ottoman multiculturalism of the past (Bertram, 2008, p. 

68). The political philosopher of the new Republic and Turkism’s theoretical exponent was Ziya 

Gökalp (1876–1924) (Bertram, 2008, p. 68). He believed that Turkish culture should be 

composed of Western ideas and Eastern traditional values, preserved as they were in the customs 

of people whom he understood as ‘living museums’ (qtd. in Altan, 2005, p. 549). Gökalp’s 

‘people’, however, were not the urban dwellers or the educated cultural elite but the villagers and 

peasants that Atatürk hailed as the ‘real master[s] of the nation’ (qtd. in Altan, 2005, p. 548). In 
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the visual arts, artists sought to articulate a visual language that would draw both from local 

traditions and from Western modern idioms. During the late thirties, artists began to tour the 

Turkish countryside to find Gökalp and Atatürk’s people. These ‘village tours’, as they were 

called, were organised by the People’s Republican Party (PRP) between 1938 and 1943, and they 

were part of a larger programme of cultural exchange between the educated elite and people 

living in villages (Altan, 2005, p. 553). Among the participants were painters such as Halil 

Dikmen (1906–1964), Zeki Faik Izer (1905–1988), and Esref Üren (1897–1984) who produced, 

according to Cemren Altan (2005) in a relevant research, a series of figurative and landscape 

paintings in which the new visual history of the nation was recorded and Turkishness pictorially 

negotiated within Western aesthetic conventions. Altan (2005, p. 8–12) discusses, among other 

examples, Faik Izer’s painting On the Way to Reform (1933), completed the same year as 

Diamantis’s Planters [figure 23]. It depicts Atatürk among peasants and people in Western dress 

in a dynamic pyramidal composition, which brings to mind Eugène Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the 

People (1833), with stylistic references to Social Realism painting. Like Diamantis reworking 

Millet’s composition, Izer provided a visual translation of the French artist’s painting (replacing 

Marianne with a clothed female peasant, the young man on her right with Atatürk), ample with 

emblems of the new nation in an attempt to provide visions of Turkishness. 

 

The veneration of the peasant, the appreciation of art as a cornerstone of modern 

identity and, most importantly, the adaptation of Western references is the answer offered by 

Turkish artists, including Izer, to the question of how to compose a local artistic style to best 

express the social transformation of the nation. It was a question repeatedly raised by artists in 

Turkey, including Ibrahim Çalli (1882-1960), Izer’s teacher. Educated both in Istanbul and in 

Paris, Çalli was the leading figure of the ‘1914 generation’ (Kahraman, 2013, p. 31). Also known 

as the  ‘Çalli generation’, these group of painters, who began their careers at the outbreak of  
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Figure 23: Faik Izer, On the Way to Reform, 1933, oil on canvas. 
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Figure 24 (above): İbrahim 
Çallı, Pladja Kadinlar (Women 
on the Beach), c. 1927, oil on 
hardboard, 64 x 81 cm. 
Istanbul Modern. 
 
Figure 25 (right): İbrahim 
Çallı, Fatma (Cimcoz) Barsal 
Portresi (Portrait of Fatma 
(Cimcoz) Barsal), 1933, oil on 
canvas, 116 x 90 cm. Istanbul 
Modern. 
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Figure 26: İbrahim Çallı, Hatay’ın Anavatana Hasreti (Hatay’s Longing for the 
Motherland), 1936, 194 x120 cm, İstanbul Resim ve Heykel Muzesi.   
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World War I, often turned to elements of landscape for inspiration employing an Impresssionist 

visual language to distinguish themselves from their predecessors (Kahraman, 2013, p. 41-42). 

Landscape was a common theme in wall decoration across the Ottoman Empire by the end of 

the 18th c.  and ‘represented a new, cosmopolitan gaze that laid the groundwork for Ottoman 

elites to imagine themselves as European’ (Shaw, 2011, p. 19). ‘Yet in contrast to the European 

gaze turned outward through the proliferation of illustrated travel literature during the 19th 

century, the Ottoman gaze turned inward, using foreign modes of representation to depict the 

familiar’ (Shaw, 2011, p. 19). Such approaches, which point to the uneasy relationship between 

East and West in the Ottoman Empire, would continue to define Turkish visual culture 

following Atatürk’s reformations, leading to what has been recognised as ‘embedded 

Orientalism’ or ‘internalised Orientalism’ (Kahraman, 2013, p. 41-42). The village tours of the 

1930s are now considered the apogee of Turkish art’s Orientalist stage with a Romantic strain—

in how they established hegemonic hierarchies between the educated urban elite and the 

uneducated villager, whose identity was romanticised and idealised (Kahraman, 2013, p. 42).  

 

Çalli did participate in the tours (Altan, 2005) at a time when his painting combined the 

formal characteristics of Impressionism with scenes of modern life endorsed by Republican 

ideology—such as the participation of women in outdoor activities due to their elevated position 

in society [figure 24] (Eşkinat, 2013, p. 68). However, his modernized vision of femininity both 

in subject and in style changes when Çalli focuses on the iconic status of the female peasant of 

the provinces. In Hatay’ın Anavatana Hasreti (Hatay’s Longing for the Motherland) [figure 26], a 

painting from 1936, the painter depicts a seated female peasant staring longingly at the landscape 

in the background. In contradistinction with his Fatma (Cimcoz) Barsal Portresi (Portrait of Fatma 

(Cimcoz) Barsal) (1933) [figure 25], where a woman in Westernised pose, dress and coiffure 

gazes directly at the viewer hinting to Turkey’s modern identity, the young girl is portrayed in 

traditional clothing to personify, as the title suggests, the Hatay province, a mutli-ethnic region 
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bordering Syria claimed by Atatürk’s administration as Turkish. In fact, in Çalli’s painting, the 

peaseant through  significations that allude to notions of ‘purity’—the modest posture, the 

withdrawn gaze, the non-modern attire— comes to legitimise the national aspiration to annex 

the province’s grounds. The visual language employed to negotiate such matters of nationalist 

expansionism is that of Impressionism, traced in the work’s loose brushwork and lighting 

techniques.  

 

How certain modern idioms are adapted in certain socio-political contexts to express 

ideological concerns is a vexed issue highly relevant to Çalli’s example as it is to the case of 

Diamantis—to which we will shortly return—and to that of his compatriot and painter Ιsmet 

Vehit Güney (1923-2009)101. Güney visited Çalli’s studio from the mid-1950s onwards (until the 

latter’s death) and, like Diamantis, he is offerred a magisterial role in narratives of Cyprus art 

history (Inatchi et al., 2005; Sonya, 2008). First, as the artist to have designed the flag of the 

newly declared state of the Republic of Cyprus in 1960, and second, as the self-taught painter to 

have distinguished himself as modern art’s representative among the Turkish Cypriot 

community, along with artists Mehmet Necati (1904-1967)102 and Cevdet Çagdas (Inatchi et al., 

2005, p. 28; Sonya, 2008, p. 43). His painting Women in Mesaoria (c. 1950) predates his meeting 

with Çalli, yet it illustrates Güney’s readiness to use modern painterly methods associated with 

Impressionism to transcribe and romanticise local subjects [figure 27]. Although Çalli’s 

ideological import as witnessed in Hatay’s Longing for the Motherland is absent from Güney’s work, 

what is present is the artist as the observer of rural, collective life in the landscape, which he 

represents by applying his acquired skills as a modern painter. In this, Women in Mesaoria is very  

 

                                                
101 For the artist’s biographical note please refer to Appendix I.  
102 A self-taught painter, Necati was a lawyer. He is considered the first Turkish Cypriot to showcase his 
work; it was in 1928 in an group exhibition organised by the British at the Cyprus Museum, where he 
exhibited four works (Sonya, 2008, p. 43). 
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Figure 27: Ιsmet Vehit Güney, Women in Mesaoria, c. 1950, oil on board. Centre of Visual Arts 
and Research Collection, Nicosia. 
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much in conversation with Planters and with Diamantis’s aesthetic evaluation of the female 

peasant as ‘sculpture’. The possible cross-overs existing, however, between artists of different 

ethnicities working in 1950s Cyprus were left unacknowledged in critical evaluations of the time. 

As can be deduced from Kranidiotis’s text or from the numerous responses to Diamantis’s 

exhibition, Greek Cypriots were concerned with defining their Cypriotness as Greekness. It is a 

preoccupation evidenced in this period across cultural fields, including literature and folk art. 

According to Bekir Azgin (2000, p. 149) as a result of Greek nationalism, everything that was 

Cypriot was defined as Greek, and anything related to Cypriot culture was understood as being 

Greek-Cypriot culture. To counter such claims, which also extended to the visual arts, Turkish 

Cypriot artists were keen to underline their distinct ethnic identity, while their exhibitions were 

communicated as source of ethnic pride (Sonya, 2008, p. 43-44). The lack of artistic exchanges 

across the island’s communities is also testified by the absence of common exhibitions (Sonya, 

2008, p. 43) or bicommunal art groups and art societies.103 Nonetheless, and despite the 

prevailing atmosphere, Güney’s and Diamantis’s paths converged in how they both sought to 

translate their locality using modern references. Güney’s preferred idiom was a romantic version 

of Impressionism; Diamantis’s visual language, as we will shortly argue, blended the modern with 

elements perceived as traditionally Cypriot. 

 

As has already been suggested, the subject in Planters is not just the scene portrayed. It is 

also the ‘truth’ or ‘archaicness’ that the painter contends to have discovered in Ayios Theodoros. 

Interestingly, the pictorial style chosen by Diamantias to represent such notions was one of flat 

colour areas, strong outlines, and abbreviated forms. This is much more evident in his studies 

executed between 1931–33, where the female figure is reduced to an arrangement of geometric 

                                                
103 Neither Omilos Filotexnon (Society of Art Supporters) nor Pagkypria Enosi Filotexnon (Cyprus Arts 
Society), for example, enlists any Turkish Cypriot artists as members. Although it was not possible to 
locate the list of members of the Kibris Türk Sanatçilar Ocağı (Turkish Cypriot Artists’s Society), founded in 
1960 (Oberling, 2007, p. 163), the ethnic orientation of the Society can be deduced from its chosen name.   
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shapes [figure 28], as is the stretch of land and surrounding trees, painted in even greens and 

browns. It seems that for Diamantis, the most representative style of Ayios Theodoros’s ‘truth’ 

and life’s simplicity in the village was one that abstracted from nature rather than one that 

recorded it with detail. 

 

Nikita (1998, p. 121) traces the influence of Byzantine icon painting in Diamantis’s non-

naturalistic approach. It is an influence she recognises in different aspects of his painting, such as 

the use of geometric shapes and the austere organisation of composition that usually lacks depth 

(Nikita 1998, p. 157). The art historian’s observation is significant, as it enriches the argument 

concerning the way artists working in colonial contexts or on the perceived periphery of 

modernism’s art centres sought to inflect the paradigm of Western modern art with elements 

drawn from local traditions (Hassan 1995; Naef 1996; Blaghi and Gumpert 2002; Enwezor 

2003). Following the increasing currency of the concept of plural modernities as articulated by 

writers such as Arjun Appadurai (1996) and Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar (2001), scholars, 

curators, and art theorists working with Middle Eastern and African modernities engaged the 

perspectives of post-colonial criticism to reflect on the way artists reacted as modern subjects to 

the legacy of colonialism, producing versions of modernity in their distinct regional contexts 

(Hassan, 1999; Naef, 1996; Blaghi and Gumpert, 2002; Enwezor, 2003). One of the threads that 

emerged through this scholarship is the artists’ search for an authentic voice as a response to the 

higher civilizational model of the coloniser. The claim, however, for authenticity—expressed in 

the Western paradigm of modernism as a rift with the past—in countries such as Egypt, 

Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq was articulated as a reclamation of the past, with artists rediscovering 

visual artistic traditions (e.g. Islamic art) and appropriating them in a modernist-orientated art 

production (Ali 1997; Naef 2003). Silvia Naef (2003), looking into the work of Egyptian, Iraqi,  
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Figure 28: Adamantios Diamantis’s 
studies for Planters executed between 
1931–33.  
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and Lebanese artists, locates the reasons for this tendency in the reinstitution of Islamic artistic 

traditions by acknowledged Western artists—such as Paul Klee and Henri Matisse—and in the 

‘explosion of nationalism and the building of new identities’ that most states in the region were 

enveloped in through independence struggles following World War II (Naef, 2003, p. 167). The 

effort to construct a coherent national identity, therefore, which characterised the socio-political 

context of former colonised territories was reflected in the work of artists as a fusion between 

modern expression and elements originating from ‘indigenous’ traditions. 

 

Within the frame of such readings, Diamantis’s turn to Byzantine art can be thought of 

as an attempt to use its visual vocabulary in order to impinge on his received ‘lesson’ in modern 

art with elements drawn from his locality as he responded to a charged political context.  Having 

said this, we cannot ignore that in the years following World War I, Byzantine icon painting was 

re-appraised in the search for new forms of artistic expression beyond the dominant traditions of 

academicism and Greco-Roman (Classical) values.104 What is more, the tactic of abstracting from 

nature has an antecedent in painters with stylistic affiliations to primitivist ideas, such as Paul 

Gauguin in Brittany or, some decades later, Der Blaue Reiter group in the Bavarian Alps. These 

artists, in their quest for authenticity in the secluded world of rural societies, repeated a common 

stereotype, which equated the backwardness (as in the non-modernisation) of these societies 

with notions of the elemental, the pure, and the primitive (Perry, 1993, p. 14). In aspiring for a 

corresponding visual language, they employed formal simplification as symbolic of the 

‘primitive’, seen to encompass at the time the ‘true’, ‘the authentic’, and the ‘archaic’.105 Within 

                                                
104 For a comprehensive approach to this tendency see Bullen (1999), who explores the ‘new sympathy’ 
for Byzantine art through Roger Fry’s art writings, travels, and lectures. According to Nikita (1998, p. 26), 
Diamantis was particularly interested in the British art critic. Interestingly, a copy of Fry’s seminal book 
Vision and Design (1920) exists in the library of the University of Cyprus, donated by Diamantis.  
105 The late 19th century understanding of the notion of the ‘primitive’ was very broad. It encompassed 
pre-Raphaelite Italian art, Flemish works of the 14th and 15th century, ancient Egyptian and archaic 
Greek art, Persian, Indian, Peruvian, and Javanese art. For an explication of the term see Perry (1993, p. 
 



 
 
 

130 

this analytical apparatus of primitiveness (as truth, as authenticity, as archaicness), Diamantis’s 

embrace of Ayios Theodoros can be seen as conversant with traditions of urban escapism in 

search of artistic originality. In responding to this legacy, the painter translated the ‘primitiveness’ 

he thought he recognised in his surroundings as ‘primitiveness’ in form, colour, and 

composition.  

   

           Where do Diamantis’s true affiliations lie then? Should we understand him as ‘the painter 

of Cyprus’ who managed to capture the ‘genuine Cypriot soul’ in lines, forms, and colours, 

which in his paintings offer shape to a symbol of identity’s purity and archaicness (the peasant) 

but also to the topos (the landscape) where it takes root? Or should we explicate his approach as 

an administration of references, originating both from his local context and from his experience 

of modern painting? Diamantis’s trajectory in the Cypriot landscape seems to have been indelibly 

marked by the colonial encounter and the rise of two opposing ethnic nationalisms. What he 

discovered as ‘truthful’ and ‘archaic’ in his surroundings, and sought to incorporate in his visual 

vocabulary, were the same elements that Greek Cypriots embraced in order to propagate their 

cause. As the critical reception of his work indicates, his renditions of the island’s landscape 

seem to have satisfied in people the quest for a topos from where particular conceptions of 

Cypriot identity and aesthetics could emanate. The conclusion emerging from such observations 

relates to the constriction of Diamantis’s work to an analytical framework that ignored its 

engagement with the diversity of the Cypriot community, his affiliation with artists such as 

Güney or with contexts other than the local. In trying to approach and relate to his work in the 

present, however, we cannot ignore that at the time of his journey across the Cypriot landscape 

there were other forces at play. Exposed as he was to modern art’s anxiety for an authentic and 

reinvigorated visual expression, the orientation of his itinerary (towards the landscape and local 

                                                
5). In regards to ‘primitivism’ and the critical debates surrounding the discourse some key texts include 
Foster (1985), Clifford (1988), Rubin (2006), and Danto (2006). 
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traditions) is one that resembles in many respects the path followed by artists both at the centre 

and the periphery of Europe. Yet, as I have tried to elucidate, interpretative readings of 

Diamantis’s work, during the time of his first exhibition, have excluded his oeuvre from its larger 

cultural text, making it conform to the Greek Cypriot rhetoric and its discourse of opposition 

against the political reality of British Imperialism and ethnic rivalry. The result was the 

articulation of narratives of triumph, which praised those elements perceived as uniquely Cypriot 

and negated those understood as ‘foreign’. 

 

Beyond 1957: Establishing the ‘father of Cypriot painting’ 

 

In the decades following Diamantis’s 1957 exhibition, such eulogising narratives permitted the 

conception of a painter at the borders of the West in conflict with foreign influences from which 

he emerged victorious as the ‘founder of contemporary Cypriot art’. This is especially evident in 

later scholarly assessments of his life and work, including Nikita’s monograph, particularly her 

account of his early years as a student in London. Based on interviews conducted with 

Diamantis, her account contains valuable biographic information meant to declare right from the 

outset the painter’s charismatic nature. We are informed, therefore, that Diamantis was a 

talented, hard-working man of a ‘restless spirit’, who rose to the challenges of the modern 

metropolis, engaging in thought-provoking conversations with his fellow-students; visiting 

libraries, galleries, and museums; reading avant-garde magazines like Blast; and becoming 

acquainted with the work of artists like Paul Cézanne and the other French painters categorised 

as Post-Impressionists (Nikita, 1998, pp. 23–28). At the same time, however, the art historian’s 

narrative outlines the portrait of an artist struggling as a cabinet-maker’s son with meagre 

economic means in the Empire’s capital, dominated by ‘feelings of pride and sadness’ at the sight 

of Cypriot archaeological and ecclesiastical artefacts displayed in Britain’s most prestigious 
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museums and by feelings of frustration when all his attempts to either acquire a scholarship to 

further his studies or to find employment in London proved futile (Nikita. 1998, pp. 23–28). We 

also learn of his fascination with El Greco, a painter of Greek descent, that encourages Nikita to 

reach the following conclusion early on: ‘It is a fact that Diamantis never distanced himself from 

the art that was developed in the cultural environment where he was born and belonged to, nor 

did he let himself follow movements that were foreign to his own mentality and psyche’ 

(Nikita,1998, p. 31).106  

 

On the one hand, therefore, we have Diamantis as an eager receptor of modernism, 

placed at the heart of the metropolis where he felt his future lay, and on the other an artist ready 

to question modernism’s lessons, positioned in a world deeply divided between where we are 

‘born and belong’ and where we feel rejected or estranged by ‘foreign’ movements and 

imperialistic policies—like that of acquiring the artefacts of another country. This split in 

Diamantis’s position within the grand narrative of Western modernity, illustrated by Nikita 

through biographical anecdotes, is reflected again in her account of the friendship that developed 

between Henry Moore and the Cypriot painter (Nikita, 1998, pp. 24–28). Both this friendly 

association and the fact they shared the prize for best drawing upon graduation from the Royal 

College of Art are employed as two achievements out of a series of a lifetime’s accomplishments 

that enable the art historian to construct an endearing eulogy to Diamantis. Nikita also presents 

us with two artists enveloped in a confrontational dialogue, with the Cypriot painter functioning 

as a riposte to Moore. When the latter, for example, shares his fascination for African sculpture 

when they both visit the Victoria and Albert Museum, Diamantis ‘[leads] him with pride [in 

front] of an archaic sculpture from Pafos’ (Nikita, 1998, p. 24). Although an insignificant life 

event—it is, after all, merely a daytrip to the museum with a friend—through Nikita’s 

                                                
106 Nikita’s monograph is in Greek, and all excerpts used throughout the Chapter are translated by the 
author.  
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recounting, we get a glimpse of her interpretation of Diamantis’s ideological composure. Moore, 

embodying here the civilisational model of the grand Autre who seeks originality and authenticity 

in the culture of the ‘other’—a key concern for primitivism that the British sculptor would later 

embrace—is countered by Diamantis, who declares with pride his cultural heritage and 

difference. That Moore later became an internationally acclaimed artist, while Diamantis’s fame 

was constricted within the borders of Cyprus, is an issue that inevitably comes up in the 

discussion. The matter is dealt with by providing the artist’s own interpretation of the outcome: 

‘Moore had the British Empire with him, while I had it against me’ (Nikita, 1998, p. 28).  

 

Through the artist’s remark, articulated as a retrospective consideration of his trajectory, 

we are made aware of his uneasy position between rising as a modern subject and struggling as a 

colonial subject. At the same time that we are encouraged to see him compete on equal terms 

with an artist who was later shot to stardom by the mechanisms of modernity (generated by the 

Empire), we are also made to witness his consignment by the same mechanisms to a derivative 

and subordinate role. For Diamantis, however, and by extent for the art historian who functions 

here as his interlocutor, there is an outcome that springs from his in-betweeness. It seems that 

the scale inevitably shifts to his constriction in a world where binaries such as East/West, 

us/them are perpetuated, and artists are divided into those who benefit from and those who are 

discredited by the power dynamics defining the cultural exchange between Europe and its 

periphery.107  

 

For Nikita, to understand Diamantis as a counter-modernist and as an artist standing 

against the Empire, and by extent its greatest cultural export (modernism), makes easier the 

                                                
107 For discussions on the balance between centre-periphery in relation to the visual arts and receptions of 
modernism in non-Western contexts, see Nicodemus (1994), Kapur (2000), Araeen (2003), Mitter (2005), and 
Khullar (2015).  
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justification of her thesis, which aims at establishing him as ‘one of the founders of 

contemporary Cypriot art’. For example, it is what helps her overcome the problems that arise 

when she examines his work within the discourse of modernism. Within the framework of an 

analysis concentrated on form, she is inevitably forced to realise both his accomplishments and 

his shortcomings. Where he is deemed as most resourceful is in his appropriation of Western 

visual idioms and their inflection with elements adopted from local tradition (seen to encompass 

Byzantine and folk art as well as Ancient Greek civilisation). Where he is considered as less 

conversant, however, is in his hesitation to get acquainted with the new formal and plastic 

advances carried out in the West, when he finally resettled to Cyprus:  

 

‘Living in an insular world, at the perimeter of the big revolutions in thought and in 

science, he only received some indirect messages from the radical restructuring they 

brought to the values of the visual arts’ (Nikita, 1998, p. 110).  

 

Here, the capable artist unavoidably falls victim to his geography, where the messages are never 

produced but always received indirectly from an outside, distant source. For Nikita, however, the 

factor that eventually gave him voice in this cultural monologue of the West is the way he 

managed to deal with his locality by ‘trying to resist the superficial adoption of new plastic codes, 

as long as he felt them foreign and inadequate in expressing his own personal declaration’ 

(Nikita, 1998, p. 110). 

 

This conception, then, of the artist at the borders of the West who stands against and 

resists anything foreign is one that helps the art historian to outline the portrait of a painter who 

managed to ‘tame’ modernism and emerge from the battle, struggling but triumphant, as the 

‘founder of contemporary Cypriot art’. In her introduction, Nikita explicates the reasons behind 

his prevail. Using the artist’s friendship with the Greek poet George Seferis—who unlike Moore, 

emerges as a magisterial figure that approves and justifies—she elucidates that: 
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The meeting of the painter with the poet was crucial […] because […] it justified 

his attempts to nurture his production with the ancient spirit of his ancestral land, 

with all that was authentic and solid [to his] country, collecting with care all the 

‘details’ that configure a national pride (Nikita, 1998, p. 15). 

 

In this powerful statement, we get to see that Diamantis’s turn to tradition (the very thing that 

modernism was meant to replace) was not an anachronism but a justified gesture (with Seferis’s 

blessing and consent) that permitted him to nurture his production, not with an imported and 

foreign legacy but with the ‘spirit of his ancestral land’.108 Far more importantly, however, we 

realise that for Nikita, Diamantis’s accomplishment of blending modernism with tradition is one 

that surpasses the surface of the canvas and by extent the realm of art. It is seen as an 

achievement of national significance, whereby the painter rises above his role as an artist that 

produces commodities in order to become a ‘collector’ of elements ‘that configure a national 

pride’. Although she never articulates it as such, we cannot ignore that through statements such 

as this, Diamantis acquires the status not only of the founder of contemporary Cypriot art but 

also of the ‘national painter’.  

 

This perception pre-exists Nikita’s articulations and is found in texts written on the 

occasion of the exhibition of Diamantis’s monumental painting The World of Cyprus, at the 

Museum of Folk Art (Nicosia) in 1975 [figure 30].  The work is considered to be the artist’s 

unquestionable masterpiece and has even been compared to Pablo Picasso’s Guernica (1937) 

(Inatçi et al., 2005, p. 26). Almost twenty metres long, it depicts characters of the Cypriot 

peasantry based on drawings executed in villages at various times throughout Diamantis’s 

journeys across the island. In contrast to Planters, the painting is populated almost exclusively by  

 

                                                
108 Diamantis’s and Seferis’s joint quest in discovering the island’s cultural identity through traditions and 
against the Cypriot landscape are extensively discussed in Chapter V.  
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Figure 29: Adamantios Diamantis, The World of Cyprus (detail), 1967-1972, acrylic on canvas, 
175 x 1750 cm. Leventis Gallery Collection, Nicosia. 
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  Figure 30 (above) and figure 31 (below): Adamantios 
Diamantis, The World of Cyprus (detail), 1967-1972, acrylic on 
canvas, 175 x 1750 cm. Leventis Gallery Collection, 
Nicosia. 
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Figure 32: Adamantios Diamantis, The World of Cyprus (detail), 1967-1972, acrylic on 
canvas, 175 x 1750 cm. Leventis Gallery Collection, Nicosia. 
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men dressed in traditional clothing and engaged in the once-typical male activity of sitting at 

coffee-shops [figure 29]. Women are given no place in this male-dominated leisure scene. With 

gazes fixed to the ground and children in their arms, they occupy a space in the shadow of men, 

out of sight and in the background. Gone is their active, physical presence in Planters where their 

role was filled with symbolic resonance. Instead, the composition centres and unfolds around 

Diamantis’s favourite male ‘peasant-characters’, such as Papaconstantinos, the towering priest in 

the centre, whom he met while touring the island with Seferis [figure 30]; Tomboulas, the self-

taught sculptor at the far right of the canvas, whose work he admired for its ingenuity 

(Diamantis 2002, p. 54); or Theodoros, the fiddler [figure 31], whom he sketched during his 

fieldwork expedition to Pafos in the 1940s, making him the subject of his 1951 painting Thodoros, 

the Fiddler.109 The only figures allowed to interrupt the sombre atmosphere of the painting are the 

children. Two of them, in the background and in the most playful pose of the composition—a 

girl carrying her brother on her back—are Turkish Cypriot. Ethnic heterogeneity, just like gender 

diversity, manifests as a barely visible detail [figure 32], which materialises through the figure of 

the child. Although this association could be interpreted as linking Turkish Cypriots with 

immaturity and backwardness, it seems that Diamantis is here using the child as an archetype of 

innocence through which he can ‘speak’ of ‘otherness’ without upsetting the expectations of his 

community. The idea of innocence also relates to his peasant-characters, which he saw as 

embodying the purity, the graciousness, and the solidity of the island’s cultural identity 

(Diamantis 2002). On the canvas, however, he makes them lose their firmness and density, using 

acrylics instead of oils to do so—which explains in part the thinness of his colour layers. He also 

limited his palette to black, ochre, and white; a choice that makes the depicted scene resemble a 

dreamed-up vision where people and places emerge like apparitions. The result reflects 

                                                
109 We know of these people from Diamantis’s lengthy artist statement of 1975, in which he recorded in detail the 
process that led to The World of Cyprus, including the geography and chronological scope of its composition. This is 
how we also know that the only Turkish Cypriots in the picture are the boy named Kemal and his sister. Diamantis’s 
statement was enriched with new material in 2002 in a publication by the Cultural Services of the Ministry of 
Education and Culture. I have used both versions for my analysis.  
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Diamantis’s assessment that this world, which he held dear and repeatedly studied throughout 

his life in drawings and paintings, was fading away (Diamantis 2002). ‘This World of Cyprus is on 

its way to extinction’, he wrote in an artist statement in 1975. ‘New undigested ideas and habits. 

What will come of this mess, I do not know’ (Diamantis, 1975b, p. 5). 

 

This stance ultimately infiltrated the work’s reception when it was exhibited in 1975.  The 

painting was understood as a monument to the idea of Cyprus as a place shaped with 

genuineness but ultimately threatened by modernisation and urbanisation. Most importantly, 

however, it was seen as the painter’s supreme contribution to the Cypriots’ negotiation of a sense 

of place and self. ‘The painter is consciously cyprocentric, sharing an adoring dedication to the 

country and the people of this land’, wrote a critic to Phileleftheros newspaper (Filotechnos, 1975, 

p. 5). Andreas Christofides, the then director of the Cyprus Broadcasting Cooperation, 

articulated it more forcefully in his catalogue introduction to the work, when it was exhibited in 

Athens in 1976. Writing only two years after the island’s division, he saw the painting as a 

‘reconstitution and survey of the national identity’ (Christofides, 1976, p. 20).  

 

Such perceptions persist to this day. In 2013 the painting, which belongs to the collection 

of the Teloglion Foundation in Thessaloniki, was exhibited for the first time in Cyprus since 

1975, at the Leventis Municipal Museum in Nicosia.110 Its return to the island was communicated 

by the Museum and the Greek Cypriot press111 as an occasion of national pride during a moment 

when the island was faced with yet another calamity—of an economic nature this time.112 ‘There 

is something symbolic about the presence of The World of Cyprus among us; it gives us a kind of  

                                                
110 The exhibition took place at the Leventis Municipal Museum between April 24 until October 6, 2013.  
111 In my research in Turkish Cypriot newspapers, the painting’s display was reported only in Yeni Düzen 
(Bağışkan, 2013). It was also reported in Turkish by Euronews (2013) as an important cultural activity.  
112 Following the Eurogroup’s decision in March 16, 2013 for a bank ‘bail-in’ in Cyprus, the island faced 
the most severe financial crisis in its recent history.  
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Figure 33 (above): Adamantios 
Diamantis’s The World of Cyprus 
(1967–72) as installed at the 
Leventis Gallery, Nicosia.  
 
Figure 34 (below): Adamantios 
Diamantis’s Fyteftries (Planters) 
(1932–33) as installed at the 
State Gallery of Contemporary 
Art, Nicosia. 
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Figure 35: Telemachos Kanthos, Women’s Bazaar II, 1971, oil on canvas, 98 x 130 cm, Leventis Gallery 
Collection, Nicosia. 
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Figure 36: Telemachos Kanthos, St’ agathera tis Tillirias (In Tilliria’s thorny fields) from the series Skleroi 
Chronoi (Hard Years), 1978, woodcut on paper, 29 x 59 cm. State Gallery of Contemporary Art, 
Nicosia. 
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strength that springs from an older age, from the traditional, time-honoured values of our 

homeland’, writes the Museum’s press release (Leventis Municipal Museum, 2012). The warm 

response of the public and the wide critical acclaim the painting received testifies to the 

significance Diamantis continues to hold among Greek Cypriots as the father whose presence 

both commands and comforts in times of hardship. ‘When everyone today violates the pride, the 

dignity of the world of Cyprus on a political, economic, and social level, Diamantis preserves it 

intact in all its magnitude’,113 observes journalist and arts writer Marina Schiza (2013, p. 15). 

 

            The World of Cyprus has now been transferred to the A. G. Leventis Gallery, a privately-

run institution that houses Anastasios Leventis's collection of fine and decorative art [figure 33].  

It is displayed as the central piece of the ‘Cyprus Collection’, among works by the ‘first 

generation’ of Cypriot artists,114 which includes Telemachos Kanthos’s Womens Bazaar II (1971) 

[figure 35]. This small-scale painting is based on drawings executed by the artist between 1942–

50 at the women’s bazaar (gynaikopazaro) in Nicosia, where Greek and Turkish Cypriot women 

gathered to sell their goods. With solid forms and vivid colours which vibrate across the room, 

Kanthos’s female-dominated world of Cypriot alterity functions almost as the visual and 

conceptual opposite of Diamantis’s vision of Cyprus. As such, it is a valuable reminder that 

other kinds of representations of the island and its people were possible at the time that 

Diamantis was completing his monumental piece. It is also an uncomfortable pointer to the 

absence of Cypriot artists of diverse ethnic origins in A. G. Leventis’s ‘Cyprus Collection’.   

                                                
113 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
114 The art historical canon of Cypriot art is generational. The first generation includes artists born close 
to the beginning of the 20th century and includes: Andreas Thymopoulos (1881–1953), Vassilis 
Vryonides (1882–1958), Nicos Nicolaides (1884–1956), Ioannis Kissonerghis (1889–1963), Takis 
Frangoudes (1900–1972), Georghios Pol Georghiou (1901–1972), Solomos Frangoulides (1902–1981), 
Victor Ioannides (1903–1984), Loukia Nicolaidou-Vassiliou (1909–1994), and Costas Averkiou (1917–
1981), (Christou 1983; Nikita 1998a, 2002). A. G. Leventis Gallery’s collection, the chief curator of which 
is Nikita, includes works by Kissonerghis, Frangoudes, Georghiou, Ioannides, and Averkiou. It also 
houses works by two artists of the ‘second generation’: Christoforos Savva (1924–1968) and Lefteris 
Economou (1930–2007). 



 
 
 

145 

         As far as Planters is concerned, the painting now hangs as part of the permanent display at 

the State Gallery of Contemporary Cypriot Art, in a collection—in this case public—that can be 

criticised as well for lacking ethnic heterogeneity [figure 34]. Apart from a small number of 

Turkish Cypriot painters, active since the 1970s and 1980s, such as Emin Çizenel (b. 1944), 

Hakeri Yilmaz (b. 1944) and Ümit Inatçi (b. 1960), the collection concentrates on the 

chronological display of Greek Cypriot art from the early 1900s onwards. This frame, which 

delimits our conception of what is meant by the term ‘Cypriot Art’, simultaneously constricts the 

reading of works such as Planters. As in the case of The World of Cyprus in the A. G. Leventis 

Gallery, Planters emerges as a powerful example of what Greek Cypriots expect from the aesthetic 

representation of the island’s landscape: the delianation of the topos of their identity.  

 

          The painting is one of the main exhibits in the entrance hall of the collection, which 

concludes to the third and last floor, where an exhibition room is reserved solely for the display 

of woodcuts relating to the aftermath of 1974. In their majority, they belong to Kanthos’s Skleroi 

Chronoi (1976-1978), a series of black and white woodcut prints, which converse with the 

important tradition defined by artists, such as Francisco Goya, Otto Dix and Max Beckmann, of 

using the medium to retrospectively record the vulgarity and violence of war. As stated by the 

artist, they were executed with the intention of reflecting on the consequences of conflict and 

ethnic antagonism on the island, beyond the victims/predators narrative that dominated public 

discourse after the Turkish intervention (Kathnos, 1996, p. 170). For example, there is nothing 

to indicate the ethnic identity of the figures portrayed in pain and agony. Yet, as in the case of 

Planters, when seen within the context of the Gallery’s display, the landscapes and figures 

depicted are ethnicised. If not aware of the artist’s interest in speaking of human pain across 

both communities, it is possible to interprete them as monopolising the trauma of conflict in 

favour of the Greek Cypriots, which further substantiates the argument of how official 
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narratives, when biased, significantly constrict the critical impact of artworks.115 Beyond this and 

in extending the comparison with Planters, the landscape of fertility, identity-cultivation, and 

belonging we encounter in Diamantis transforms in Kanthos’s series into a landscape of 

hardship, death and despair, where the soil’s produce become dead bodies and thorny leaves, 

when reflecting on the island’s destiny in the immediate years after 1974 [figure 36].  

 

The principal objective of this chapter was to trace the genealogy of Diamantis’s 

authoritative position in contemporary Cypriot art back to the dithyrambs devoted to his work 

on the occasion of his 1957 solo exhibition, when he was instantly identified as a pioneer and his 

work as expressive of the Cypriot ‘soul’. As I have argued, the narratives of triumph that ensued, 

and were sustained even in later scholarly evaluations of his oeuvre, resulted from the artist’s 

perceived ability to impinge on the formal language of modernism with a pictorial idiom rooted 

in the Cypriot landscape from where a particular conception of the Cypriot identity could 

emanate. During a period when issues of ethnic identity and territorial control were debated on a 

political level against the Cypriots’ experience of colonialism and the rise of two opposing ethnic 

nationalisms, Diamantis’s work was seen to carry on the discussion pictorially. In effect, the artist 

was revered as the ‘father’ of Cypriot art, while the Greek Cypriots recognised in his landscape 

paintings reassuring affirmations of who they were. Using Planters as a prime example, I have 

tried to illustrate how the two relating ideas of topio and topos were seen as interconnecting in his 

work to suggest that identity is something to be planted in and extracted from the soil. In readings 

of Diamantis’s paintings, landscape was not an object to be seen but a place to belong to. As 

argued, such perceptions limited the reception of his work within Greek Cypriot narratives, 

restricting its critical impact and overshadowing its dialogue with fellow artists, such as Güney, 

                                                
115 Thinks Telemachos Kanthos in his retrospect consideration of his woodcut prints: ‘My etchings are not 
distinguished by nationalist claims, nowhere will you see me presenting the predator, only the victim. The meaning 
concerns a testimony and a protest, that these things should not happen […] The work does not have a chauvinist, 
nationalist character. It has a human character’ (Kanthos, 1996, p. 170). 
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and the wider discourse of modern art occurring at the time in Europe and elsewhere. The 

Greek Cypriots might have gained a father, but in the process they lost an artist who could have 

functioned as an intermediary between the local and the global context, the colonial inheritance 

and Cyprus’s ‘alternative modernity’, but also between the island’s two main ethnic communities.  

 

In seeking to explore further the relationship between landscape and identity, topio and 

topos, the next chapter looks into the cases of Socratis Socratous and Erhan Öze , two artists 

whose work, unlike that of Diamantis’s, did not steer dithyrambs and encomiastic critiques but 

instead lead to instances of censorship and intense public debate. As I wil try and demonstrate, 

this was largely due to the fact that the work of both artists contained and revealed all the 

complexities of contemporary Cyprus, functioning thus as an invite to discover (and consider) a 

landscape that is also the other’s. 
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In the previous chapter, the prime focus rested on the case of Adamantios Diamantis, whose 

evocative pictorial negotiations of the island’s landscape have been systematically drawn into the 

project of legitimising an ethnic community’s identity and authority. To examine whether such 

practices and readings continue to be of relevance today, this chapter makes a chronological shift 

to the present. More specifically, it concentrates on Socratis Socratous’s multi-faceted installation 

Rumours (2009) and the dissent it provoked prior to its presentation at the 53rd Venice Biennale 

in 2009, as part of the Republic of Cyprus’s official participation at the international event. 

Bringing together video, text, objects, photographs, and elements of performance, the piece 

sought to negotiate the island’s political quandary through poetic and critical reflections on the 

landscape. Interpreted as a regrettable ‘mishandling of history’, to quote just one of the 

numerable negative comments that appeared in the local press, the work was subjected to severe 

and extensive criticism in the media (Simerini, 2009, p. 13). This chapter investigates the reasons 

behind the work’s denunciation in relation to the dominant rhetoric surrounding conflict in 

Cyprus and in relation to the context of landscape as topos, as discussed in the previous chapter. 

It argues that in contrast to Diamantis’s case, where his paintings of landscapes and people were 

seen to cultivate a communal sense of identity and a unifying ground for belonging, Socratous’s 

work functioned as a challenge to all certainties, including fixed political meanings in relation to 

the Cyprus Problem and landscape’s perception as stable ground for the affirmation of a 

homogenous self. The intense public debate that preceded the presentation of his work, when 

assessed retrospectively, points to the ideological weight of the notion of landscape. It also 

demonstrates that the official narrative relating to Cyprus’s ethno-political predicament is 

dominant to the extent that its parlance threatens to eclipse critical voices. Beyond this, the 

values this narrative projects may be used as the criteria through which ideas are examined, 

assessed, and potentially regulated, thus raising important questions in regards to insidious forms 

of compromised artistic expression. To examine such arguments, the chapter also engages with 
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the case of Erhan Öze’s Extraterritorial Electromagnetic Interventions (2011), a project that was to be 

included in an exhibition in Nicosia in 2011 but was removed a day before the opening. The 

reasons underlying the work’s denunciation and the mechanisms mobilised for its regulation are 

examined both in relation to Socratous’s case and in regards to current overt and covert forms of 

censorship.  

 

Making Rumours (2009): The background to Socratis Socratous’s 

participation at the Venice Biennale 

 

Socratous’s Rumours was a multifaceted installation that sought to reflect critically on Cyprus’s 

ethno-political predicament as a divided island. Employing a variety of media, the piece 

elaborated on a seemingly trivial issue published in a Greek Cypriot newspaper regarding the 

importation of palm trees from Egypt to the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). 

The newspaper claimed that the trees carried cobra eggs in their roots, which started to hatch, 

spreading rumours that poisonous snakes would emigrate across the border to the Republic of 

Cyprus (RoC). Acknowledging the political and symbolic connotations of the story—the snakes 

representing fear of the ‘other’ and rumours being a common tactic of propaganda employed by 

the island’s two main ethnic communities—Socratous sought to re-stage it in the Cyprus 

Pavilion, where he would be representing the RoC at the Venice Biennale (Duplaix, 2009, p. 14). 

 

His approach had evolved out of an earlier piece, Naja Haje (2008), presented in the 

context of Paris/Chypre- La Saison Culturelle Européene in Paris in 2008 [figure 37]. The work 

combined a gallery display of photographs and a performance on a boat in the Seine, during 

which an actress recited George Seferis’s The Cats of Saint Nicholas (1969)—a poem where the 
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snake figures allegorically as an evil conqueror through the fabled story of Saint Helena1 who, in 

the 4th century CE, sent a ship full of cats to Cyprus in order to exterminate the snakes that 

infested the island.  For his exhibition in the Cyprus Pavilion at the Venice Biennale, Socratous 

sought to retain the performative character of his earlier piece. His intention was to orchestrate a 

performance for the opening in which he would employ the story’s three main protagonists: the 

boat, as the medium carrying both the history of the project and a potential threat, linked 

metaphorically to St Helena’s boat, Seferis’s poem, and the Turkish naval forces that landed at 

Cyprus in 1974; the palm tree, connected with exoticism, immigration, and the island’s Ottoman 

past; and the snake, the archetypal symbol of evil that crawls like a phantasm between borders 

(Duplaix, 2009, pp. 22–24) —which also returns us, due to its association with notions of 

fertility, to Diamantis’s Planters.  

 

In Socratous’s original conceptualisation of the performance, a fully equipped boat was 

to cruise along Venice’s canals with an Egyptian date palm mounted on the deck like a 

protruding canon. Meanwhile, snake charmers from India would be commissioned to walk 

through the streets of the city, stopping to perform in various locations. They would inhabit the 

Cyprus Pavilion, looking after the snakes that would be kept in especially designed cages. The 

performance was to conclude with the planting of the palm tree in the Giardini, outside the 

Greek Pavilion, in a symbolic move—Greece being the artist’s country of residence and, 

therefore, the place where a possibility of home seemed possible (Duplaix, 2009, pp. 18–20).  

 

Socratous’s idea proved difficult to realise.2 In India, snake charmers were banned from 

exercising their profession after pressure from animal rights groups, while in Europe the 

                                                
1 Saint Helena was an Empress of the Roman Empire and mother of Emperor Constantine the Great. In her final 
years, she made a pilgrimage to the Holy Places in Palestine, where she allegedly discovered the True Cross and 
other relics. A selection of these items are now kept in Stavrovouni, a monastery founded in Cyprus by the saint.  
2 All information regarding Socratous’s initial conceptualisation of his participation at the Venice Biennale are based 
on my interview with the artist on 25 November 2012, except if otherwise stated.  
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importation of date palms was done with vigilance due to the spread of the red palm weevil, a 

bug that completely destroys the tree. In Italy, they would accept the artist’s request for 

importation only if the roots were cut, while in Venice the city’s municipal authorities declined 

his application to plant the tree in the Giardini because of strict heritage regulations protecting 

the gardens. What is more, although the artist was licensed to own cobras, the Venice Biennale 

refused to grant him permission to display them caged in the Cyprus Pavilion. 

 

These various obstacles meant that Socratous had to demonstrate last-minute 

resourcefulness. The Pavilion was architecturally restructured with wooden panels covering the 

floor, ceiling, and walls, as initially planned [figure 38]. The result gave the impression of an 

ephemeral construction meant as a direct contrast to Venice’s architecture. Inside, the display 

included Socratous’s certificate of permission to own cobras, an installation with palm tree 

trunks [figure 39], a temporary home for the snake charmers,3 a series of photographs from the 

north part of the island, and two video pieces—one documenting an interview between the artist 

and the Turkish Cypriot businessman who had imported the trees from Egypt to the areas under 

Turkish Cypriot administration. The installation was completed with a full-scale display of the 

documents (requests for permission, correspondence with the authorities, etc.) that attested to 

the time-consuming bureaucratic processes the project entailed [figure 40]. As the artist clarified 

retrospectively, his intention was not to protest but to provide the ‘testament of a refusal’, which 

exposed the kind of mechanisms that both restricted and informed the content of his work 

(Duplaix, 2009, p. 32).  

 

 

 

                                                
3 Despite obstacles, the artist gained permission to invite two snake charmers from India to contribute to the 
performance.  
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Figure 37: Socratis Socratous, Naja Haje (2008), performance in Thessaloniki. Photo from Socratis 
Socratous’s archive.  
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Figure 38: Socratis Socratous, Rumours (2009), installation view, Cyprus Pavilion, 53rd Venice 
Biennale, Venice. Photo from Socratis Socratous’s archive.  
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Figure 39: Socratis Socratous, Rumours (2009), installation view, Cyprus Pavilion, 53rd Venice 
Biennale, Venice. Photo from Socratis Socratous’s archive.  
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Figures 40 (above and below): Socratis 
Socratous, Rumours (2009), installation view, 
Cyprus Pavilion, 53rd Venice Biennale, 
Venice. Photo from Socratis Socratous’s 
archive.  
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The background to the presentation of Rumours within the context of the Venice 

Biennale provides a fertile ground for interrogating practices that pose a challenge to what we 

widely consider to be ‘the independent zone of art’.4 The artist’s experience with the modus 

operandi of a large-scale international art event points towards the operating mechanisms within 

the field of contemporary art that may liberate or limit its production and display. Found to be 

treading on the consensual barriers imposed by various authorities, the artist was asked to 

negotiate his ideas and to ‘discipline’ their content for reasons relating to safeguarding the public 

from harm (Venice Biennale) or the public space from unwanted interventions (Venice 

Municipality). Interestingly, Socratous’s strenuous relationship with what can be said or done in 

artistic terms, extended beyond the sphere of art. For reasons to be discussed further down, his 

work was seen to trespass into the realm of politics pertaining to Cyprus’s predicament as a 

divided island and was therefore heavily criticised and questioned.  

 

Language that Confines: Forms of regulating artistic expression 

 

The photographs displayed as part of Rumours included Seascape with Palm Tree and Warship in the 

Kyrenia Waterfront, Cyprus (2008) [figure 41].  The image reveals a view from shore, taken from 

Kyrenia’s port.5 The foreground is dominated by the thick trunk of a palm tree, which partly 

conceals the Turkish warship that appears to ‘lurk’ behind it in the background. The artist and 

the appointed curator, Sophie Duplaix, singled out this photograph to be used on the invitation 

to the exhibition’s official opening (interview with the artist, 3 April 2013). The choice was 

approved by the Ministry of Education and Culture of the Republic of Cyprus, who  

 

                                                
4 For a relevant discussion please refer to my chapter Censorship in Disguise: Elusive Forms of Exclusion and the Examples 
of Cypriot Artists Socratis Socratous and Erhan Öze in the edited volume Censoring Art: Silencing the Artwork (working title) 
by I.B. Tauris (forthcoming 2018).  
5 A city in the North of Cyprus under Turkish Cypriot administration since 1974.  
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Figure 41: Socratis Socratous, Seascape with Palm Tree and Warship in the Kyrenia Waterfront, Cyprus, 
2008. C-Print, 46.5x70 cm. Athens: The Breeders. © The artist.  
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 Figure 42:  Socratis Socratous’s Seascape with Palm Tree and Warship in the Kyrenia 
Waterfront (2008) under negative headlines in the two most prominent Greek Cypriot 
newspapers. 
 



 
 
 

160 

disseminated the invitation both locally and abroad (Republic of Cyprus, 2009). Just a few weeks 

before the opening, however, two prominent Greek Cypriot newspapers, Phileleftheros and 

Simerini, featured the photograph on their front pages under negative headlines and disapproving 

remarks (Hadjistylianou, 2009a; Simerini, 2009) [figure 42].6 Isolating it from the multi-layered 

artistic content of Rumours, the newspapers launching the attack subjected the image to the 

dominant Greek Cypriot political rhetoric concerning the Cyprus conflict. ‘With a Turkish 

Frigate at the Biennale’ proclaimed Simerini’s title, declaring the most worrisome element in their 

view to be the use of a photograph which featured two emblems (a flag and a warship) that 

denoted the superiority of the RoC’s archetypal enemy (Turkey) as part of official participation at 

an international event (the Venice Biennale) (Simerini, 2009, p. 1). The caption accompanying 

the photograph further emphasised the newspaper’s distress. It attributed political urgency to the 

matter by interpreting Socratous’s stance as a ‘mishandling of historical references’ that led 

‘regrettably to the logical misconception that Cyprus is Turkish’ (Simerini, 2009, p. 13).7 

Similarly, Phileleftheros bickered: ‘Could you ever imagine that for promotional reasons […] we 

would use the picture of a frigate of the Turkish army […] without even mentioning the invasion 

and occupation?’ (Hadjistylianou, 2009a, p. 3). To omit all reference to Turkey’s aggression 

constituted for the newspaper an unthinkable misstep, as if all material relating to Cyprus’s 

representation should always contain information on the events leading to its division.8  

                                                
 
6 Phileleftheros (from Greek Ο Φιλελεύθερος, which means The Liberal) is a Greek Cypriot newspaper. 
Established in 1951, it has the widest circulation in Cyprus. Throughout the years, in a media scene largely 
regulated by political parties, Phileleftheros has proclaimed its independence. It has often been criticised, 
however, for its tendency to retain a conservative pro-government stance and lately for its fostering of 
Greek-Cypriot nationalism—especially during the period preceding and following the Annan Plan 
Referendum in 2004. Simerini (from Greek Σηµερινή, which means Of Today) is also a Greek Cypriot 
privately-owned newspaper. It was established in 1976, and its orientation has been traditionally centre-
right. The reaction of other newspapers to the matter is commented further down. 
7 All quotes and excerpts in Greek in this chapter are translated by the author, except if otherwise stated.  
8 In order to add further political weight to the situation, the articles in both newspapers subjected 
Socratous’s photograph to intense military-type scrutiny, revealing the warship in the background to be 
the American manufactured Turkish frigate E493, named ‘Gelibolu’, which often violates Cypriot 
territorial waters (Hadjistylianou, 2009a; Simerini, 2009). This information, which was meant to provide 
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In the weeks that followed the newspapers’ disclosure, a fierce political debate broke out. 

The issue provoked the reaction of members of the local artistic community, instigated various 

political analyses in the press, and forced MPs and government officials to take a stand. Those 

who deemed the matter a grand faux pas shared the view that the use of Socratous’s photograph 

constituted a mishandling of the island’s quandary as a divided island, which undermined the 

Greek Cypriots’ claims for justice.9 There were also suggestions (Hadjistylianou, 2009b) that the 

artist had no right to political engagement, insinuating that the debate concerning Cyprus’s 

predicament constitutes a tightly controlled discourse to which only the elected few, meaning 

politicians, can participate: 

I think that some people have misunderstood their role. We recognise and support […] 

the visual arts. We believe, however, that symbols have significance, especially when 

they are circulated outside Cyprus by the official state. We deem unacceptable the 

choice of the specific image […] and provocative the stance of the […] government to 

send official invitations […] with a Turkish flag […] (Hadjistylianou, 2009b). 

 

The above statement was issued by an MP of the government’s opposition and is telling of the 

way the matter was exploited for reasons relating to rivalry between political parties. Beyond this, 

it makes explicit that the source of greatest distress in counter-arguments involved the 

photograph’s content—the representation of two elements (flag and warship) conventionally 

seen by Greek Cypriots as symbols of Turkish nationalism and expansionism-—which made its 

use for marketing purposes abroad ‘unacceptable’ if not accompanied by the necessary wording 

condemning the Turkish occupation. This brings to mind the way images are usually employed 

by the RoC in order to condemn the Turkish offensive. 

                                                
important details and hence unthought-of layers of interpretation to what Socratous’s seascape actually 
represented, was provided by an undisclosed source in the Ministry of Defense and by officers of the 
National Guard, which the newspapers saw fit to involve in their investigation in an apparently deliberate 
attempt to accentuate the matter’s gravity.  
9 Articles, columns, and interventions against the use of the photograph include among others: Diplaros 
(2009); Papadopoulos (2009); Skarparis (2009); and Theodorou (2009a and 2009b). For excerpts of 
politicians’ statements see Hadjistylianou (2009b, p. 37). 
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Consider, for example, one of the pamphlets edited in 2012 by the Press and 

Information Office (PIO) of the RoC with the intent of informing foreign audiences of the 

events of 1974 [figure 43].  It includes the image of a Turkish frigate next to pictures of ruins 

accompanied by a narrative whereby Turks are evil aggressors, Cypriots are victims, and the 

island illegally occupied by military forces. Although Turkey’s intervention and its repercussions 

are indisputable facts, there has been criticism relating to the political construction of memory 

and history in Cyprus. It has been observed that each community has been diachronically 

involved in the methodical production of one-sided ethnocentric versions of history based on 

over-generalisations that disregard the suffering of the other and hinder reconciliation 

(Papadakis, 2006, pp. 66–83). The PIO and the TRNC’s corresponding institution have been 

recognised as instrumental in maintaining the antagonism between the two communities, 

disseminating the official exclusionary views of their respective communities through leaflets, 

books, and other print material (Papadakis, 2006, p. 69).  

 

As a product of this mechanism, it is valid to assume that the pamphlet in question 

accommodates the image of the Turkish frigate as dictated by the dominant Greek Cypriot 

historical narrative. Supported by an array of carefully chosen linguistic and iconic messages that 

include captions, language, and other images of political and cultural significance, the warship 

pictured is nothing but the carrier of the enemy about to unleash destruction. Approached from 

this perspective, Socratous had deviated significantly from the prescribed way of representing the 

Cyprus conflict. Unlike the tactic of ‘anchoring’ meaning into specific conclusions, as evidenced 

in the PIO leaflet, he let the frigate ‘float’ in the uncharted waters of polysemy. 
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Figure 43: Cyprus, July 1974–July 
2012: Still Occupied, Still Divided. 
Pamphlet published by the Press 
Information Office of the Republic 
of Cyprus (2012). 
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In discussing the nebulous relationship between art and politics, Jacques Rancière (2004, 

p. 63) has argued that ‘suitable political art’—as in art practices and manifestations with political 

potential—is distinguished by ‘radical uncanniness’, meaning by elements that resist signification 

and thus threaten to destroy all political meaning. Socratous, by producing an image punctuated 

with the enemy’s symbols of superiority, entered the terrain of obvious political signification but 

avoided the adoption of a militant position by resorting to ambiguity, to Rancière’s ‘radical 

uncanniness’. Socratous’s refusal, however, to attach his work to a clear political message roused 

reactions. The perceived ambiguity of his work was seen as a threat to the fixed ‘political 

meaning’ of the island’s division and was therefore dismissed.  

 

For those who came to the defence of the artist—mainly journalists and members of the 

artistic community—the desire to expunge the perceived indeterminacy and evaluate Socratous’s 

work on the basis of its deviation (or not) from the dominant political Greek Cypriot rhetoric 

constituted a worrying intervention on freedom of artistic expression.10 For example, there were 

voices that interpreted the furore as symptomatic of the ‘problematic disorientation of critical 

thought in Cypriot society’, which prohibited the adoption of a different perspective in the 

photograph’s interpretation (Panayiotou, 2009, p. 41). There were also those who saw that by 

adopting the dominant political viewpoint, the disagreeing politicians and members of the press 

‘usurped patriotism’, ‘monopolised the truth’, and denigrated Socratous’s work to an unpatriotic 

act, therefore significantly compromising freedom of artistic expression (Georgiou, 2009, p. 41).  

 

Such observations are poignant, especially in relation to the kinds of limitations 

potentially imposed on public discourse in societies marked by conflict and intolerant to internal 

critique and/or dismissive of the other side’s view. As Socratous’s case exemplifies, the official 

                                                
10 For articles in favour of Socratous see Armeuti (2009); Dionisiou (2009); Georgiou (2009); Panayiotou (2009); 
Politis (2009); Schiza (2009). 
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rhetoric related to Cyprus’s conflict can threaten to eclipse critical or deviant voices. Most 

worrying is the fact that the values it projects may be used as the criteria on which ideas are 

evaluated and regulated, raising important questions in regards to covert and latent forms of 

compromising artistic expression.11  

 

In its popular perception, censorship corresponds to the ‘either/or’ modality. A work is 

either suppressed or not. Critics of the phenomenon, however, caution us that censorship can 

occur outside of the binary, in subtler and less detectable ways (Butler, 1997, p. 130).12 

Socratous’s photograph was never censored, yet the reactions it roused threatened the 

dissemination of the invitation that featured it.13 They also confined the work’s reception within 

a particular narrative, thus restricting its potential critical impact. As such, Socratous’s example is 

indicative of the way artistic expression may be compromised by operations that although non-

invasive prove significantly constricting.  

 

There are, however, cases where the context of the Cypriot conflict did eventually lead to 

censoring acts, thus proving its regulatory power over artistic expression. Consider, for example, 

the case of Extraterritorial Electromagnetic Interventions (2011), by Turkish Cypriot architect and artist 

Erhan Öze. Öze’s research deals with spatial politics in zones of conflict (Şenova and 

Paraskevaidou, 2009, p. 61) [figure 44].  Extraterritorial focuses on the way the two communities’ 

antagonism for dominance on the ground extends to the electromagnetic field in a struggle to 

control the island’s airspace (Şenova and Paraskevaidou, 2009, p. 61). The installation, which 

                                                
11 Again, for a more in-depth analysis of such ideas please refer to my chapter Censorship in Disguise: Elusive Forms of 
Exclusion and the Examples of Cypriot artists Socratis Socratous and Erhan Öze in the edited volume Censoring Art: Silencing 
the Artwork (forthcoming 2018).  
12 For a discussion on how censorship in the visual arts may operate under many guises, camouflaged as moral 
imperative, political correctness, built-in institutional mechanisms, economic arrangement, or even as ‘an inevitable 
result of the impartial logic of the free market’ see Atkins and Mintcheva (2006). 
13 Although the image in question was never censored, the invitation that featured it was silently withdrawn from 
circulation. From interview conducted with Socratous. 
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included the projection of interviews and the publication of a booklet, was developed for 

Uncovered, a research-based art project organised under the auspices of the United Nations Good 

Offices Mission in Cyprus with the support of the United Nations Development Programme - 

Action for Cooperation and Trust (UNDP-ACT) (Şenova and Paraskevaidou, 2009, p. 61). 

Uncovered was initially conceived as an intervention in the Nicosia International Airport, which 

has lain abandoned in the UN-controlled buffer zone since 1974. It later developed under the 

direction of its two curators, Pavlina Paraskevaidou and Başak Şenova, into a project that sought 

to question the politics of space on the island, which the UN agreed to support as part of its 

peace-building measures.14 

  

The exhibition, which included artists across the Cyprus divide, was held in September 

2011 in an abandoned building in the buffer zone. A day before the opening, the UN Joint 

Committee assigned to the project arrived at the venue and after inspecting the exhibition 

demanded that Öze remove his work (Paraskevaidou and Şenova, 2009, p. 61). Despite his 

objections, the installation was taken down. No official explanation was offered apart from a 

laconic announcement posted outside the artist’s assigned space, which stated that the content of 

his work was found to be beyond the framework of the exhibition (interview with the artist, 27 

August 2015) [figure 45]. Although the work was removed, the word ‘censorship’ was not used 

(interview with the artist, 27 August 2015). According to the curators, the UN executives 

avoided the term, justifying their decision as a routine application of ‘UN regulations’ but never 

explaining what exactly those regulations were (Paraskevaidou and Şenova, 2009, p. 49).  

 

 

 

                                                
14 For a full history of the project see Paraskevaidou and Şenova (2009, p. 9). 
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Figure 44: Erhan Öze, Extraterritorial Electromagnetic Interventions (2011), 
video still. Courtesy of the artist’s archive © The artist.  
 

Figure 45: The statement announcing the removal of Erhan Öze’s work, 
Nicosia, 2011. Courtesy of UNCOVERED Archive. © Özgul Ezgin 
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The practice of dissociation from the term ‘censorship’ (and its negative connotations) 

has become standard in the cultural field (Atkins and Mintcheva, 2006, p. xv). Justifications can 

be dishonest as well as disorientating since suppressive actions aren’t considered ‘censorship’—

so the argument goes—as long as the work can be exhibited or distributed elsewhere. Indeed, 

Öze was in the position to circulate parts of his piece by uploading the work’s video on 

YouTube and by disseminating the accompanying booklet he had edited (interview with the 

artist, 27 August 2015). On the receiving end of the organisation’s actions, however, the artist 

experienced the removal of his work under the pretext of vague ‘regulations’ as censorship, 

which raised, in his view, questions regarding the role the UN (and other institutions) play when 

they allegedly embrace art as a tool for resolving conflicts (interview with the artist, 27 August 

2015).  

 

Recognised as raising an awareness of the dangers of conflict, art has been effectively 

applied in different socio-political contexts to create bridges between communities. Conflict 

resolution analyst Craig Zelizer (2003) has recognised in his relevant research the benefits of 

using art for peace-building and social-change in Bosnia-Herzegovina. In Cyprus, however, the 

tactic of utilising art for reconciliation has been criticised as producing a rigid organisational logic 

that demands the two communities be represented equally, prolonging the terms of the dispute 

that exist on the ground (Loizidou, 2014, pp. 50–55). As a bi-communal project, Uncovered was 

subjected to rules of equal representation and of maintaining a balancing viewpoint that took 

into consideration—as one of the two curators phrased it—the two communities’ ‘sensitivities’ 

(Şenova 2012). If this was the exhibition’s framework, how then was Extraterritorial found to be 

beyond it?  

 

As explained in the booklet, the artist’s objective was to interrogate the competition 

between Cyprus’s two main air traffic control centres, the Nicosia Air Control Centre of the 
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RoC and the Ercan Air Control Centre of the TRNC (Öze, 2011, p. 1). According to the artist 

and curators, the UN’s decision to remove the piece was determined by the use of the word 

‘Ercan’ (also the name of the TRNC’s airport), since neither the airport nor the EACC (Ercan 

Air Control Centre) are recognised by the international community or by the UN (Şenova and 

Paraskevaidou, 2009, p. 49). It is important to add that since 1974, both communities have been 

locked in a rivalry regarding phrasing and naming. Turkish Cypriots, wishing to demarcate their 

territory, have replaced the Greek names of cities and villages under their control with Turkish 

place names and refer to the RoC as the ‘South Cyprus administration’ (Navaro-Yashin, 2012). 

Accordingly, Greek Cypriots refer to the ‘other side’ as the ‘Turkish Cypriot pseudo-state’, 

demanding that the acronym ‘TRNC’ be placed within quotation marks. Officials have also 

proceeded to criminalise material containing Turkified or altered place names (Phileleftheros, 

2015). As for the international entities involved, the UN and the EU, it has been observed that 

their strategy is to avoid using political idioms that might destabilise the divide and the peaceful 

non-settlement of the conflict (Gregoriou, 2006, pp. 16–17). Thus language plays a defining role 

in how each community seeks to deny the validity and political reality of the other. By referring 

to Ercan without necessary clarifications, Öze’s work appeared to deviate from the prescribed 

phrasing of the existing geo-political status quo. It diverged from the exhibition’s ‘framework’, 

which presumably maintained a balanced perspective respecting both sides’ ‘sensitivities’, and 

therefore ‘could not be permitted in an exhibition that was supported by the UN’ (Şenova and 

Paraskevaidou, 2009, p. 49). 

 

The rigid political context, then, in which the exhibition had to operate, and the language 

that context produced, prescribed the way the artworks were evaluated. Just as in Socratous’s 

case, it provided the lens through which to receive and interpret what was on display. As a result, 

instead of facilitating a more critical engagement with the politics of division on the island, the 

frame (and language) in question led to an instance of suppression, interpreted at the time as 
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indicative of the kind of mechanisms that control public discourse and result in long silences in 

both communities (Şenova and Paraskevaidou, 2009, p. 49).  

 

The Tree in the Landscape 

 

Socratous’s example alerts us to the authority of the official narrative in Cyprus. Seen in relation 

to other targeted works, such as that of Erhan Öze, it points to the way the dominant rhetoric 

emerging from politically charged localities can evolve into an evaluation apparatus for artistic 

expression, potentially setting the censorious/censoring mechanisms of an institution in motion. 

Beyond that, it encourages us to consider the ideological weight of the notion of landscape. If we 

turn once more to the much debated Seascape with Palm Tree and Warship in the Kyrenia Waterfront 

(2008), the dominant visual element in the picture is the thick trunk of a palm tree. Its deliberate 

inclusion in a photograph, which is otherwise dominated by the natural element of the sea, 

makes one think of roots and earth.  

 

As part of Rumours’s conceptual frame, the photograph’s allusion to landscape was 

reinforced further by the inclusion of an archive of texts, newspaper articles, and interviews that 

unravelled the story behind the rumoured existence of cobra eggs in the roots of palms imported 

to the north of Cyprus from Egypt. The newspaper reports claimed that the plantation was 

mainly executed in the Kyrenia region for decorative purposes (Hadjistylianou, 2006a). In his 

interview, Socratous offered an interesting elucidation regarding this practice of landscaping. He 

interpreted it as an attempt to ‘add a more exotic, Eastern feel to the local environment’ 

(Duplaix, 2009, p. 14). The landscape’s ‘exoticisation’, using trees hypothetically not indigenous 

to the island’s flora, facilitated the association of palm trees with notions of ‘otherness’ in the 

narrative he chose to construct. Just like the snake—an archetypal symbol of chthonic evilness—
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the tree became the ‘evil other’, threatening to de-spoil with its ‘foreignness’ the purity of the 

landscape. ‘The palm trees carry their own story and supposedly some kind of invisible danger 

which has the potential to spill over into their new home’, concluded the artist (Duplaix 2009, p. 

26).  

 

Socratous is toying here with stereotypes and the way they infiltrate our understanding of 

places and natural elements, including trees. Relevant is here once again the case of Keith 

Henderson, who used palm trees in his poster commissioned by the Empire Marketing Board 

due to their association with geographic ‘otherness’. Sensitive to such cultural appropriations of 

nature and to the meanings they produce, Socratous was keen to consider them. At the same 

time, however, that he was willing to take into account the tree’s association with ‘otherness’,  

malevolence and ill-intention, he was also keen to break the linkage and subvert it. This trope 

was particularly present in the procession-like performance for the Venice Biennale version of 

his exhibition. An uprooted Egyptian palm tree was loaded onto a ship that cruised the canals in 

search of a homeland. Its trunk protruded from the deck, threatening but also vulnerable with its 

cut roots and battered leaves. Inside the pavilion, the artist included photographic 

documentation depicting weather-beaten palm trees trying to adapt to the new environment of 

Cyprus, destined never to be assimilated. Some of them were documented with traps on their 

trunks, used at the time in the north of the island as a protection against the spread of the red 

palm weevil [figure 46]. In these images of dishevelled and entrapped palm trees, the conception 

of otherness as exclusively ominous was challenged. In fact, in Rumours as a whole, the palm tree 

personified the ‘other’ as both dangerous and vulnerable, as both foreigner and native, alluding 

to the increasing heterogeneity of Cypriot society in recent years but also to the island’s uneasy 

relationship with the East (interview with the artist, 25 November 2012). 
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Figure 46: Socratis Socratous, Trap Used for the Red Palm Weevil in Occupied Cyprus (2008). C-Print, 
46.5 x 70 cm. Athens: The Breeders. © The artist. 



 
 
 

173 

Placing Seascape within the broader context of Socratous’s installation allows us, then, to 

read the photograph in question as being not just about landscape but identity also—the object 

that landscape contains. It therefore turns our attention to the intricate relationship between 

place and self and induces us to consider the complexities that arise when the landscape involved 

concerns a geography of conflict where identity is an ambiguous subject that can destroy 

consensus. Landscape in Socratous’s photograph is not a sedative topography to marvel at or a 

fertile ground for identity to take root, as in Diamantis’s Planters for example. It is a fragmented 

territory, used and misused by its two communities, where one can think and talk of natural 

elements, such as trees, as loaded cultural symbols of a conflicted self.  

 

The idea that natural features unique to a particular geography hold an exceptional place 

in the construction of ethnically significant landscapes is a concept favoured by Schama (1995, 

pp. 10, 153–74), who looks into the way the forest was turned into a powerful symbol of 

German identity and the oak tree into a carrier of the British imperial dream during the 18th and 

19th centuries. The historian’s study of the symbolic resonance of nature was sparked by a 

childhood memory where, as a London schoolboy, he participated in a tree-planting programme 

in Israel, aimed at transforming the desert into rich forests. Recalling this incident as an adult, 

Schama observes that ‘[t]he trees were our proxy immigrants, the forests our implantation’ and 

that behind the presumably innocent act of tree-planting ‘lay a long […] tradition that imagined 

forests as the primal birthplace of nations’ (Schama, 1995, p. 6). By altering the Galilean soil, the 

Israelis were reclaiming a homeland for themselves, often extinguishing the traces of the 

landscape’s previous inhabitants in the process, an assertion which surfaces in Mitchell’s critique 

of Schama’s approach, in relation to Palestine’s orchestrated forestation: ‘[t]here is no mention 

[in Schama] that the new Israeli forests often concealed the marks of Palestinian habitation, or 

that the landscape they covered was not sandy desert, but cultivated olive groves and rural 

villages’ (Mitchell, 2000, pp. 195–96). The Zionists’ act of planting forests as a means of 
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disavowing their previous state of diasporic rootlessness is also the subject of extensive analysis 

by Carol Bardenstein (1999), who has looked at the importance of trees as cultural symbols in 

the construction of both Israeli and Palestinian collective identity.  

 

Trees, therefore, are not just leaves and roots, and the very act of planting them in the 

soil can be as efficient in marking territory as bombing buildings, bulldozing houses, and laying 

barbed wire across borders. Returning to Socratous’s photograph, it is not possible to look at the 

thick palm tree splintering the picture plane without thinking of its symbolic resonance within 

the Cypriot landscape or without becoming acutely aware of the way landscape in Cyprus has 

been an object of contestation as the two ethnic communities have claimed it in more ways than 

one. An example of this is found in the Turkish Cypriot authorities’ attempts to demarcate their 

territory post–1974 by changing the Greek names of streets, cities, and villages that lay under 

their control. Any linguistic or symbolic reference to the landscape’s past was systematically 

erased as part of the Turkish Cypriots’ attempt to ‘invent’ a space for themselves (Navarro-

Yashin, 2012). Furthermore, in an even starker declaration of their control over the land, they 

painted a large area of the Pentadaktylos Mountain Range—a symbol of freedom for the Greek 

Cypriots—with the flags of Turkey and the TRNC, which are visible from miles away, even at 

night when they are illuminated. This act constitutes, even today, a symbolic move that 

demonstrates in a direct and physical manner the TRNC’s presence and prevalence over the 

landscape (Papadakis, 1998, p. 309). 

 

It is against such practices that Socratous weaves his story of palm tree planting in the 

north of the island, as a reference to the methodical manufacturing of territory in Cyprus. There 

are other associations, however, that palm trees bring forth in representations of the island. 

Despite its prevalence across the landscape in cities like Larnaca and Limassol in the South, it is a 

tree usually linked with the island’s exoticisation and orientalisation in colonial times, as 
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illustrated in the example of C. A. Rilley’s Mount Olympus in the Island of Cyprus (1882) discussed in 

Chapter I. Having said this, palm trees have characterised the landscape of Cyprus since 

antiquity. The famed Greek botanist Panayiotis Gennadios (1848–1917) (1997, p. 1003), in his 

botanical dictionary published in 1914, claimed that palm trees were imported to the island from 

the East in ancient times. Gennadios served for years as head of the island’s Agriculture 

Department at the turn of the 20th century. Appointed by the British colonial government, one 

of his tasks was to oversee the landscaping of the capital’s first municipal garden (Republic of 

Cyprus, 1902, 1090/1902/pp. 14–13, 20–22, 27–29). It was under his direction that the site was 

planted with a wide, long corridor of palm trees in the example of European promenade parks 

(Municipality of Nicosia, 1962, 15/62/1). This feature was regarded as unique and was thus 

retained by architect Neoptolemos Michaelides, when he redesigned the garden in the late 1960s 

(Municipality of Nicosia, 1962, 15/62/1).15  

 

The architect’s decision, however, counters the fate of palm trees adorning the most 

central square of the city of Athens in Greece. Before World War II, seen as too ‘African’, they 

were felled from Omonia Square in an attempt to wipe out all Eastern references from the urban 

environment (Andrews, 1967, p. 16). Socratous recalls this incident in his interview, when he 

justifies the idea to end his performance in Venice by planting a palm tree in front of the Greek 

Pavilion (Duplaix, 2009, p. 28). He does so in order to stress that despite their persistent 

association with conceptions of otherness and the exotic, palm trees form part of our landscape. 

They are a natural element which hint to our surrounding’s hybridity and could, therefore, 

function as allusion to the Cypriot identity’s heterogeneity.  

 

                                                
15 Neoptolemos Michaelides (1920–1993) was a key representative of architectural modernism in Cyprus. His style 
brought together elements from traditional Cypriot architecture with elements drawn from modern tendencies. For 
more on his ideas regarding the redesign of the Municipal Garden see the catalogue to the exhibition I curated in 
2012 titled How to Make a Garden (2012).  
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This idea is echoed in The Date Palm (2002), a poem by Turkish Cypriot poet Jenan 

Selçuk, in which the tree’s origin is associated with the Cypriots’ hybrid identity:  

 

I am a tree, a date palm 
in some Mesaoria cemetery. 
Many civilisations buried in my shade 
their bones are my roots 
We have been brought from Egypt, by ships 
where forty-curly-slaves were rowing the oars. 
A Hellene with an earring was my godfather 
my circumciser, a fold up Ottoman barber 
pederast […] 
 
[…] A British invention 
are these split personality syndromes 
that I exhibit. From time to time 
presuming myself a human being, lying more 
when licked. My paranoias 
A straightjacket stitched from flag cloth 
made in Greece, made in Turkey […] 
 
(Selçuk, 2007, p. 34) 

 

In Selçuk’s poem the palm tree ‘presuming [itself] a human being’ becomes the Cypriot 

in search of an identity, weighed down by a culturally rich yet confusing past due to colonialism 

and the resulting split between two flags and two nations. The poet chooses to focus on the 

tree’s hybridity as both a natural feature of the East and a tree claiming in certain geographies, 

like Cyprus, a different parentage through its ‘immigration’. Similarly, in Socratous’s work the 

palm tree personifies the ‘other’; a concept that he leaves open to Cypriots across the island’s 

ethnic communities. Exploiting the tree’s ambiguous origins, he also hints to understandings of 

identity as something hybrid, formed out of conflicting origins and multiple trajectories across 

the centuries. The palm trees were once loaded onto ships that sailed to Cyprus from the East. 

Yet as Socratous’s Rumours seems to suggest, this journey is now part of who we are.  
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Conflicted Site / Conflicted Self 

 

To fully grasp, therefore, the cluster of symbols and allusions present in Socratous’s Rumours, and  

in the much debated Seascape in particular, we have to take into consideration the vexed history 

of the Cypriot landscape as a site of conflict, where natural elements such as trees may 

potentially rise as symbols of a self in conflict. The close rapport insinuated here between 

landscape and self reminds us that spatial interaction is necessary in processes of self-invention. 

To have or not have a place is crucial in how we perceive ourselves. If identity, then, is in some 

way always placed, landscape can be understood ‘as a kind of unity […], which reflects and 

articulates, the sense of self’ (Cosgrove et al., 2008, p. 103). When landscape, however, concerns 

a geography of conflict, its perceived unity seems to disintegrate under the weight of ethnic 

division and struggle for territorial control. Socratous’s representations of the Cypriot landscape 

encourage a reflection of this, pointing as they do to the various ‘cracks’ which speak of its 

troubled history.   

 

Seascape is now part of a larger collection of photographs taken by the artist and put 

together in an artist’s photo-book titled The History of the War of Cyprus (2012). The title is 

borrowed from a late 17th-century history book with the same title by Antonio Maria Graziani 

(1537–1611), which records the Ottoman-Venetian war of 1570–1573 for control over the 

island. The title functions as an encouragement to think of Socratous’s work against Cyprus’s 

history as a place of conflict. In their majority, the photographs included were taken in the 

period immediately after the partial opening of the borders in 2003, when Socratous, along with 

other Cypriots, took a leap of faith and crossed the dividing line that separated them for years. 

They are replete with traces of division, militarisation, dislocation, and uneven development. 

Abandoned buildings (including the Nicosia International Airport, once a symbol of modern  
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Figures  47 and 48: Images 
from Socratis Socratous’s The 
History of the War of Cyprus 
(2012).  
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Figures 49 and 50: Images 
from Socratis Socratous’s The 
History of the War of Cyprus 
(2012). 
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Figure 51: Images from Socratis Socratous’s The History of the War of Cyprus (2012).  
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progress); old people in shabby housing and immigrants living in poor conditions across the 

divide; UN soldiers guarding checkpoints and people at the border waiting to cross; bones of 

people, missing since 1974, laid on laboratory tables for identification; landscapes cut by barbed 

wire or strewn with urban ruins and, occasionally, with palm trees, some of them in disintegration 

due to the red weevil [figures 47-51].  In this series of photographs, Socratous’s portrayal of 

Cyprus post-1974 and post-2003 shows a country as a product of conflict, dereliction, and 

ruination, where it is not possible to configure identity as something pure, static, and homogenous. 

If the photographs do provide visions of landscape as topos, it is one of a conflicting and 

heterogeneous self. 

 

This is a fundamentally different approach to the one adopted by an artist such as 

Diamantis. Responding as well to the changing socio-political environment of his time, his work 

was preoccupied with the way landscape contains and most importantly affirms identity as 

homogeneous and fixed in the island’s Greek heritage, perceived as unchanging and given. This 

facilitated, as we have already seen, the wide critical acclaim of his work as participating 

constructively in creating a pure identity for the Greek Cypriots and a topos in which to place it. 

Socratous’s trajectory across the Cypriot landscape, however, resulted in works that appear to 

reflect critically on the above premise. His landscapes are full of contradictions and ambiguities. 

They deny landscape as a unifying, all-encompassing ground and accentuate its characteristic as a 

surface that can simultaneously evoke feelings of belonging and non-belonging. In direct 

opposition to Diamantis, Socratous’s series of images in The History, then, contains and reveals all 

the complexities of contemporary Cyprus. And if they do negotiate the notion of landscape as 

topos, the vision they offer is that of a contested site of an ambivalent self. This brings us to the 

next pertinent issue: the way his photographs, and particularly the contested Seascape, direct us to 

think of landscape as an object of invention. Although we have looked at the way the Turkish 

Cypriot authorities manufactured a topos for themselves by altering street names, we will now 
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examine a different tactic, which even if subliminal, has proved equally effective: the crafting of 

landscape through memory and nostalgia. In order to address this idea, we need to consider 

Socratous’s choice in Seascape (and in Rumours in general) to position us on the shores of Kyrenia. 

 

Actual and invented landscapes  

 

Is it possible to think of a city as real and imaginary at the same time? How do the words and 

memories we employ to describe it or the images we use to represent it shape its actual 

landscape, the total of its streets, buildings, neighbourhoods, and districts that cement it in 

reality? In post-1974 Cyprus, Kyrenia (or Girne as it has been renamed by the Turkish Cypriots) 

is such a place, where the real and the imaginary—shaped by memory and nostalgia—co-exist 

and sometimes antagonise each other. As a small town on the northern end of the Cypriot 

shores, it has claimed (along with the city of Famagusta16) a special and distinctive status both as 

an actual locale and as a construct of the imagination. In part, this is due to its dramatic ‘fall’ in 

1974.  

 

The Turkish military offensive began with Turkish parachutists landing on Pentadaktylos 

and with Turkish naval forces anchoring in the coast of Ayios Georgios, a village in the Kyrenia 

district (Droushiotis, 2006). Troops and tanks disembarked, taking the local population off guard. 

The district bore the heaviest human cost of all the island’s regions in terms of people missing and 

                                                
16 Ammochostos (in Greek), Gazimağusa (in Turkish) or Famagusta (as is the name of the city in Latin), 
is located on the eastern coast of Cyprus. Following 1974, the quarter of Varosha was emptied and fenced 
off; it remains to this day inaccessible. Consequently, the city is often referred to by Cypriots as ‘ghost 
town’ (O’ Toole, 2016). Throughout the years, the city has become the object of several studies, including 
Suspended Spaces #1-Famagusta (2007), a publication that brought together a portfolio of artworks and texts; 
Hands-on Famagusta (http://handsonfamagusta.org), a web platform that explores participatory urban 
design processes to visualise future collaboration and cohabitations in post-conflict Cyprus; and Famagusta 
Ecocity Project, ‘an initiative aimed at reviving Varosha and reintegrating it with the rest of Famagusta to 
create “Europe's model ecocity”’ (O’ Toole, 2016). 
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killed (Droushiotis, 2006). Within a few days of the parachutists’ arrival, Kyrenia was deserted. Its 

inhabitants fled to the South for protection, leaving behind a small minority who chose to stay. As 

the city that suffered the war’s first and most striking blow, it became a symbol of the island’s 

calamities and tragic fate. As such, photographs of its siege—parachutists landing on its shores, 

people seeking shelter in hotels—became iconic in the visual documentation of the conflict.17  

 

Before the island’s division, however, Kyrenia was usually typified in photographs that 

depicted its picturesque ‘little harbour’,18 punctuated distinctively by the cylindrical bastions of 

the city’s small castle. Built initially by the Byzantines, the castle was altered subsequently by the 

Lusignians and fortified further by the Venetians. It served throughout its history as the centre 

of Kyrenia’s noble life and was used as a prison, a soldier’s camp, and later as a police station, 

where executions were carried out during British colonial rule (Michaelides, 2000). Even though 

its architecture bears the marks of the island’s successive conquerors and traumatic past, the 

castle was understood by the Kyrenians as a unique landmark. Along with the harbour, where all 

social and economic life took place, it came to signify the town’s historical charm and 

picturesque beauty. Curiously, it came also to be associated with Kyrenia’s origin as an ancient 

Greek city. 

 

As the legend goes, when the Trojan War ended (13th or 12th century BCE) and the 

northern coast of Cyprus was colonised by settlers from Achaea (Peloponnese/Greece), a 

military leader, Cepheus from Arcadia, founded Kyrenia and named it after his native city. This 

story surfaces repeatedly in the Greek Cypriot literature concerning Kyrenia’s history as proof of 

its ancient Greek past (Tarsouli, 1955; Katselli, 1973 and 2000; Michaelides, 2000). The 

                                                
17 Consider for example the documentation of the war in anthologies such as Kypros: Meres tis Symforas 
(Cyprus: Days of Calamity) (1974). 
18 When Greek Cypriots refer to Kyrenia’s harbour, they usually use the diminutive limanaki  (‘little 
harbour’).  
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archaeological discovery that would provide the necessary evidence to support this premise 

occurred in 1965, when an ancient Greek shipwreck was discovered close to the harbour. Work 

began on the site in 1968, and the vessel, which dates back to 300 BCE, was recovered 

miraculously well-preserved. Its hull was mapped, re-assembled, and exhibited to the public in 

the early 1970s, along with its rich cargo of Rhodian and Samian amphorae, in three refurbished 

galleries inside the Kyrenia castle. Enthusiasm for the ship’s discovery, and more so in its 

exhibition as palpable evidence of Kyrenia’s heritage, was big among members of the town’s 

community: 

 

The Achaeans left their indelible mark on the toponymic tradition of this land […]. 

Palpable proof is to be found in the Kyrenia castle. Inside, there exists a huge room 

filled with exquisite specimens of these people […]. It is inconceivable, but true: Cyprus 

was inhabited and still is […] by those Greeks that have tracked […] a vibrant historical 

course (Katselli, 1973, pp. 16–17).  

 

The castle, then, once built to declare the conquerors’ supremacy as a site of torture and 

imprisonment, was appropriated by the people it was meant to control. Seen to contain the 

‘palpable proof’ of the Kyrenians’ ancient Greek lineage, its architecture came to represent the 

city’s—and by extent Cyprus’s—Greek heritage. As it has been argued, ‘the discovery of the 

“ancient Greek ship” further boosted the claims of a perennial link between Hellenism and the 

island of Cyprus’ (Constantinou et al., 2012, p. 187).  

 

This observation relates to discussions concerning the way conflict in Cyprus has 

encouraged the ethnicisation of cultural heritage, including architecture, historical monuments, 

and archaeological findings (Constantinou et al., 2012). While for the Greek Cypriots the 

politically utilisable concept in the case of the Kyrenia shipwreck was the ‘ancient Greek 

connection’, for the Turkish Cypriots post-1974 the effort was to de-ethnicise it and ‘link it to 
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Cypriot or north Cypriot heritage, or to an anachronistic “Turkish national space”’ 

(Constantinou et al., 2012, p. 187). Either way, the shipwreck remains an evocative example of 

how cultural heritage in Cyprus is put to the service of ideology. A case in point from a Greek 

Cypriot perspective is a video production from 1993 by the Greek Cypriot Educational Institute 

(now part of the University of Cyprus) titled To Kastro tis Kerynias (The Castle of Kyrenia) 

(1994).19 The video begins with footage depicting Kyrenia II, the ship that was modelled in 

Greece in 1986 according to the structure of the Kyrenia shipwreck. The narrator follows its 

course as it ‘arrives to the Cypriot sea, where every wave, every seabird speaks our language since 

Homer’ (To Kastro tis Kerynias, 1994). The account of the ship’s journey as it stops in every 

port along the south of the island continues before the focus shifts to a brief description of the 

castle’s history in order to conclude:  

 

The Kyrenia castle symbolises the Cypriot soul because it fights, it resists […]. Α 

wounded beast […] it stands as a reminder that this is the fate of the conquerors. They 

leave, and it stays, rooted in its land. Its own Greek land. The same will happen now 

[…] and then Kyrenia II […] will this time reach its destination (To Kastro tis Kerynias, 

1994). 

 

The images that alternate as the narrative unravels depict a beautiful and serene 

landscape, unmarked by violence. What makes the video interesting, however, is not the way it 

chooses to portray the city but the way a monument and its history are put in the service of 

specific versions of the past. The castle, here, is no longer the relic of a bygone era of Frankish 

and Venetian conquerors but a testament of Kyrenia’s—and by extend Cyprus’s—Greek origins. 

                                                
19 This video belongs to the educational programme Sound-Image on Video initiated by the Educational 
Institute in order to facilitate teaching in elementary schools. Its use raises questions over the 
consequences of such narratives on children’s outlook on identity and history. For more on education 
and children’s performances of identity and history in Cyprus see Spyrou (2006); for education and 
coexistence in Cyprus’s multicultural landscape see the recent edited volume Education in a Multicultural 
Cyprus (2017).  
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The links that facilitate this narrative are the land where the castle is ‘rooted’ and the Kyrenia 

shipwreck—the unquestionable proof of the land’s historical provenance.  

 

If a narrative that emerges through representations of Kyrenia concerns its 

conceptualisation as a land of Greek origin, a different one involves the city’s transformation 

into a symbol of nostalgia, especially for Greek Cypriot refugees. While memory is based on 

sensory experiences of the past, nostalgia is the ‘horizon’ against which such experiences are 

organised (Seremetakis, 1994, p. 9). In approaching the notion, anthropologist Nadia 

Seremetakis (1994) turns to the Greek etymology of the word in order to remind us that nostos 

means return, while alghos signifies pain in the body and soul, and concludes that: ‘[N]ostalghía is 

the desire or longing with burning pain to journey, [which] evokes the sensory dimension of 

memory in exile and estrangement’ (Seremetakis, 1994, p. 4).20  Seremetakis is interested in the 

way this sensory dimension of memory articulates history and effects the present. She is also 

concerned with the way memory is directed at ‘finding sensory records outside the body in a 

surround of entangling objects and places’ (Seremetakis, 1994, p. 9).  

 

One can argue that in the case of dislocated Kyrenians, who organised themselves in 

associations and clubs (e.g. Kyrenia Refugees Association and the Kyrenia Folk Company), 

memory’s preoccupation with locating ‘sensory records outside the body’ has led to the 

publication of dozens of pamphlets, books, and photographic albums in which the past is 

revisited and revived intact. One such publication is Mana Gi Kerynia Mou (Kyrenia My 

Motherland) (1996), published by the Kyrenia Refugees Association (KRA). It includes poems 

and excerpts of texts dedicated to the city, illustrated with photographs by Jack Iacovides (1925–  

                                                
20 Scholar and artist Svetlana Boym (2001), in her relevant study on nostalgia, offers a comparable 
definition. She writes: ‘Nostalgia is a sentiment of loss and displacement, but it is also a romance with 
one’s own fantasy’. She also describes nostalgia’s image as a kind of superimposition of two images—of 
home and abroad’ (Boym, 2001, pp. xiii–iv).  
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  Figure 52: One of Jack Iacovides's photographs (n.d.) of Kyrenia's port included 
in Mana Gi Kerynia Mou (Kyrenia My Motherland) (1996). 
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2000). All images were taken prior to 1974, and consequently the city (and the district in general) 

is depicted with no hints of its tragic fate. An idyllic topography where nature looms large, 

blooming with poppies, daisies, and trees alternates with images of ancient monuments, Greek 

Orthodox churches, and countless picturesque vistas of the harbour—the city’s symbol par 

excellence [figure 52]. Kyrenia appears frozen in time, in an irrecoverable past moment. Both the 

poems and the photography included in the book seem to function as a trigger for the senses, 

inviting the reader to ‘walk’ the city’s streets again, to ‘smell’ the clear air, to ‘re-live’ its 

atmosphere. Obviously, nostalgia and memory are at work here, which makes KRA’s choice of 

Iacovides’s photographs poignant.  Iacovides is a Greek Cypriot photographer with a distinctive 

interest in the island’s landscape, which can be evidenced in his collection of photographs 

compiled in two volumes under the title Cyprus With The Lens of Jack Iacovides (1998 and 2000). 

His approach is distinguished by the quest to ‘capture’ Bresson’s ‘decisive moment’ (Somekh, 

2000), manifested in photographic compositions that pay attention to correct lighting and 

framing. What Iacovides chooses to include (beautiful nature) and what to exclude (urbanisation, 

industrial development and its consequences) is also decisive. The resulting pictures facilitate in 

the conceptualisation of the island as a ‘heaven’ where time has stopped.21 In stark 

contradistinction to Socratous’s compilation of photographs in The History of the War of Cyprus, 

they provide fitting images for a way life on the island, prior to 1974, that is presented as 

peaceful and carefree against an idyllic landscape.22  

 

                                                
21 For further reading on Iacovides’s work see Karayianni (2014, p. 130), who reflects that in his 
photographs we are called to recognise that ‘Cyprus is sweet but suffering […], a trope that has been 
warmly embraced by Cypriot ideologues because it promotes a blend of pride and misery’.  
22 As it has been observed, the traumatic events of war in Cyprus resulted in defining time pre- and post- 
1974, inducing people to idealise the past (Papadakis, Peristianis, and Welz, 2006). What is more, 
following the island’s division, the Greek Cypriots embraced the narrative of ‘peaceful co-existence’ 
between the two communities in the attempt to ‘recast their past in a new way’ (Papadakis, 1993, p. 143). 
This narrative has been dismissed as an ungrounded myth (Papadakis, 1993).  
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This reminds us of Mitchell’s (2000) observation that landscape representations are in 

fact very potent cultural and ideological constructions, antagonising actuality, often replacing it. 

Schama (1995) was also guided, as we have already seen, by the strong belief that every landscape 

is the work of the mind, since memory and myth play a vital role in its conception, arguing that: 

‘Once a certain idea of landscape, a myth, a vision, establishes itself in an actual place, it has a 

peculiar way of […] making metaphors more real than their referents; of becoming, in fact, part 

of the scenery’ (Schama, 1995, p. 61). 

 

Kyrenia’s fate as a city at the epicentre of conflict has made its landscape vulnerable to 

manipulation. The typical image of its picturesque harbour is now overlaid with a web of 

symbolic associations—Kyrenia as Eden and land of the Greeks, Kyrenia as a landscape of 

nostalgia, Kyrenia as resistance. The reasons are complex and relate to the ways Greek Cypriots 

have dealt, throughout the years, with conflicting ideologies. They also relate to the trauma of 

conflict and its consequences, especially displacement, which has led, in the case of the Greek 

Cypriots, to idealisations of the past. Hence, Kyrenia post-1974 continued to exist, due to its 

inaccessibility, not as a real, shared space but as an idea and a symbol with various connotations 

in the minds of its displaced inhabitants and the Greek Cypriots in general. Beyond, however, 

the specificity of the Cypriot political context, Kyrenia’s endurance as a symbol refers to the 

general discussion of how geography, especially that of conflict, can be manipulated and 

separated from its physical reality through memory and invention—an argument which figures 

prominently, for example, in Edward Said’s (2000) discussion concerning Jerusalem’s landscape. 

Specifiable geographical locales, he writes, ‘can be manipulated, invented, characterised quite 

apart from a site’s merely physical reality’, through the instrumental use of notions of memory 

and geography (Said, 2000, p. 180). In Kyrenia’s case, we can also add the mischievous workings 

of nostalgia.  
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Examined against such a context, Socratous’s Seascape with Palm Tree and Turkish Frigate in 

the Kyrenia Waterfront is a photograph that came in direct contrast with the kind of imagery used in 

representations of the city. If we break down its composition and take things both literally and 

metaphorically, Socratous replaced the intimacy of Kyrenia’s harbour with the vastness of the sea 

that once facilitated the advent of the enemy; swapped the Kyrenia shipwreck, a symbol of the 

Greek Cypriots’ Hellenic roots, for the ominous frigate lurking in the background, evoking 

memories of how the Turkish intervention began; and finally supplanted its elegant castle, 

appropriated as symbol of its rich history, with a crude tree trunk meant to allude to a hybrid and 

conflicted identity. What’s more, by employing a matter-of-fact photographic approach, which 

refuses any self-conscious artistry in terms of framing and lighting in the composition, Socratous 

opposes the landscape renditions of photographers like Iacovides. His approach does not 

constitute an invitation for a ‘walk’ down memory lane. By halting all idealisation processes, his 

photograph refuses to function as an image of nostalgia. The senses are not intrigued by a 

reconstruction of Kyrenia as it once was; instead, the photograph puts us in direct confrontation 

with the city’s present reality. The resulting ‘loss of purity’ of the landscape, which in previous 

occasions—we can be reminded of Meleagrou’s novel or of Kranidiotis’s heated reaction against 

foreign landscape painters—had set the national narratives in motion, is here recognised as a call 

for introspection in order to perceive the ‘other’—both in ourselves and against the landscape—

and to question the way the past has been recorded in official histories.   

 

This chapter’s prime focus rested on the public debate caused by Socratis Socratous’s 

Seascape with Palm Tree and Turkish Frigate in the Kyrenia Waterfront (2009). In investigating the 

reasons behind the work’s denunciation, I have approached the reactions expressed as 

symptomatic of the dominant narrative concerning Cyprus’s predicament as a divided island. 

Enriching the discussion with the case of Erhan Öze’s Extraterritorial Electromagnetic Interventions 

(2009), I have tried to explicate the way official narratives springing from politically charged 
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localities may evolve into evaluation and regulating apparatuses for artistic expression, potentially 

setting the censoring mechanisms of institutions in motion. In seeking to explore further the 

relationship between landscape and identity, the chapter approached the Socratous incident as 

indicative of the ideological weight of the notion of landscape in geographies of conflict. Placing 

Seascape within the broader context of his installation Rumours and in relation to his anthology of 

photographs The History of the War of Cyprus (2012), I have discussed the photograph within the 

context of landscape as a site of conflict, used and misused, where natural and architectural 

elements, including trees, ships, and castles, can potentially rise as loaded cultural symbols of an 

identity in conflict. Beyond that, I have examined it in contradistinction with current and 

stereotypical representations of the city of Kyrenia and in relation to Diamantis’s renderings of 

the Cypriot landscape. Contrary to the latter’s pictorial negotiations, Socratous’s work carries 

within it the complexity of a contested geography, inviting us to imagine the ground of a topos 

where a different conception of identity and history might be possible. In the next chapter, the 

discussion concentrates on to the work of Turkish Cypriot artist Mustafa Hulusi to see how this 

quest for conjuring differently the pieces of the past continues to relate to attempts to conjure the 

pieces of the island’s landscape (and hence of its identity) through the use, again, of photography. 

In Hulusi's case, concepts of reciprocity between memory, trauma, and military surveillance 

infiltrate views of the landscape to speak of our experience of and connection with place. 
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Mustafa Hulusi’s landscape of trauma in Recollections of 
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193 

 The focus of the two previous chapters has been on landscape as a place of belonging in 

considering the notion’s symbolic and ideological weight in areas of conflict. In this chapter, 

emphasis is shifted to landscape’s consideration as a site of trauma and how this consideration 

may be seen to align the notion of landscape with the notion of memory and with acts of tracing 

the past, influencing as such our experience of and connection with place. These ideas are 

discussed in relation to Mustafa Hulusi’s Recollections of Underdevelopment (2014), a series of 

photographs in which the artist negotiates Karpasia, his region of origin, as a place of dislocation 

and desolation. Born only a few years before 1974, Hulusi belongs to a generation of artists who 

were too young to have first-hand recollections of the conflict. How to look back, then, on 

events never experienced to consider their effect on people and places, and how to approach the 

trauma inflicted after years have passed in seeking to visually represent it? These questions seem 

to be at the heart of the artist’s series of images, which address the additional challenge of using 

photography, a medium associated with instantaneous fact documentation, in order to recollect the 

pieces of the past and address its ‘spectral’ manifestation in the present.  

 

In the previous chapter, we have seen how Socratis Socratous employed the medium of 

photography to exploit its traditional affiliation to documentation in order to offer credibility to 

a story that blurred the real with the fictional in its negotiation of Cyprus’s predicament as a site 

of conflict between two ethnic communities and two differing versions of history. It can be 

argued that Socratous’s approach is exemplary of photography’s reinvention under the much-

discussed ‘documentary turn’ in contemporary art of the previous decades (Demos, 2006). As 

has been brought to recent attention, in seeking to expose the precariousness of experience in 

contested territories, artists have turned to the camera as part of a mixed media artistic practice 

that favours photography’s oscillation between documentation and representation to invite a 

reconsideration of art’s conjunction with the political (Demos, 2006). In Socratous’s Rumours, 

this can be observed in how he uses the photographic image as part of a series of ‘documents’ 
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(e.g. recorded interviews, newspaper clippings, etc.) to chart a story on the crossover between 

truth and fabrication. In his case, photography’s double nature (as document and as 

representation, as evidence and as artifice) is addressed through its incorporation in a context 

that intentionally exposes the challenges at work in any attempt to fix meaning and claim 

verisimilitude. The palm trees may (or may not) have carried cobra eggs in their roots, which 

may (or may not) have hatched on Cypriot soil, just as the photographs on view could be read 

simultaneously as evidence of what actually happened and as constructs deliberately included in 

order to mislead. As in Socratous’s case, Hulusi’s use of photography also addresses the 

medium’s fluctuation between documentary and simulacrum. Yet, as I will try and demonstrate 

in what follows, in Hulusi’s recent series of photographs this occurs in order to reflect on the 

spectral resonance of the past at the same time that he negotiates the real and lived experience of 

belonging to a place like Karpasia.   

 

Vehicles of Memory: Considering Photography, Memory, and the 

Cyprus Conflict 

 

The official visual representation of Cyprus’s predicament as a divided island is distinguished by 

the extensive use of graphic images of death and destruction (Papadakis, 1994; Sant Cassia, 2005; 

Toumazis, 2014 and 2017). Images of atrocity are employed by each community as a means to 

trigger traumatic memory and shed light on specific events—Turkish Cypriots emphasise the 

violence inflicted on their community in 1963–64 with images from the killings on December 21, 

1963 (also known as ‘Bloody Christmas’ ) serving as iconic examples of their suffering, while the 

Greek Cypriots focus on the Turkish intervention and its consequences—in what has been 

described as one-sided narratives of history that persistently disregard the ‘other’ (Papadakis, 

2006). An interesting example of this is Cyprus: Dies Irae (1975), a book published in the
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immediate aftermath of 1974. It includes the impressive number of 555 photographs taken by 

both local and foreign reporters with the intention to chronicle the conflict. The images bear the 

instantaneity of photojournalism and are replete with markers of ruin, destruction, and death. 

Blown-up buildings, knocked-down sacred spaces, soldiers in combat, bodies in pain, people 

displaced are recorded with the urgency of the witness to an atrocious and violent event [figure 

53]. The book was compiled by Panos Ioannides (b. 1935), the then Director of the Radio and 

Television Programmes of the Cyprus Broadcasting Corporation (CyBC), and its overall effect 

aims at confirming in visual terms the extent of the negative impact of the Turkish intervention 

on the local population (Ioannides, 1975). 1   

 

Leafing through the book’s pages today, one can sense the praiseworthy effort to inform 

and verify what happened using the photograph as document of objective truth and, hence, as 

unquestionable proof of events. However, it cannot be overlooked that the narrative constructed 

is one that corresponds with and validates the Greek Cypriot official narrative. This observation 

is not meant to imply that the facts recorded are in any way untrue. It merely emerges as a 

reminder that photography’s claim to unmediated objectivity is one that is debatable.2 A case in 

point is the photograph depicting three Greek Cypriot prisoners of war walking distraught and 

barefoot [figure 54]. It is included in conjunction with two images; one depicting Turkish 

Cypriots carrying personal belongings and one picturing a group of enthusiastic Turkish Cypriot 

men and children smiling at the camera, giving the V sign of victory. The contrast is intentional 

and seeks to highlight the vulgarity of the enemy. The accompanying caption leaves no room for 

ambiguity: ‘Greek prisoners of war return wearing only a single piece of clothing each. In 

                                                
1 The majority of the photographs belong to photojournalists Andreas Coutas (1941–2014) and 
Charalambos Avdelopoulos. 
2  For insights on the questionable role of the documentary photographer see Rosler (1981). For an 
elaboration on how institutional apparatuses, historical specifications, and various agents control the 
meaning of documentary photographs see Tagg (1988, pp. 60–102). 
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contrast, Turkish prisoners of war are freed with all their belongings. No wonder they smile’ 

(Ioannides, 1975, pp. 200–01). The text offers no definitive detail on the photographer or on the 

conditions and location in which the photographs were taken.3 However, it does provide us with 

a very particular frame in which to interpret what is depicted. It is one that monopolises 

suffering, while denying the possible pain of the other.  

 

The self-obsessed reiteration of one’s pain, described by anthropologist Yiannis 

Papadakis (2006) as ‘ethnic autism’, has been recognised as a major trope among both 

communities. In this instance, it is manifested in the instrumental use of images in which one can 

discern the subliminal intention of providing visual confirmation of the other’s aggression in 

substantiating claims of victimhood. The argument has already surfaced in critical considerations 

of the role of photography in the visual documentation of the Cyprus conflict among both 

communities (Sant Cassia, 2005, p. 132). In a comparative study that examined the use of images 

in the issue of missing Cypriots from both sides, anthropologist Paul Sant Cassia (2005) has 

noted the excessive dependence on an iconography of suffering to the extent that images of 

atrocity have become the visual vocabulary of the Cyprus Problem. As he observes, by depicting 

the aggression of others, the photographs favoured by official bodies of both communities are 

used as evidence of atrocity in efforts to substantiate claims of martyrdom (Sant Cassia, 2005, p. 

132). For Sant Cassia such practices point to the way photography may be ‘used as prop to, a 

substitute for, and a legitimation of memory, both official and personal’ in harnessing specific 

interpretations of history (Sant Cassia, 2005, p. 146).  

 

Sant Cassia’s conclusions relate to past and recent scholarship in Cyprus concerned with 

the use of photographs in public spaces, including museums, to trigger traumatic memories for 

                                                
3 As has been elucidated, omitting definitive details about photographs was a tactic observed among both 
communities (Sant Cassia, 2005, p. 145). 
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political ends (Papadakis, 1994; Koureas, 2008; Toumazis, 2014 and 2017). In an interesting 

study from 1994 on the two National Struggle Museums that exist across the divide, Papadakis 

(1994) has noted the preference for photographs of atrocity that claim verisimilitude when 

compiling history as a narrative of ‘national struggle’. In a subsequent re-examination of the two 

museums, Gabriel Koureas (2008) has indicated the excessive insistence on the trauma of war in 

narratives that persistently disregard the community residing on the other side of the border. The 

argument is also prevalent in Yiannis Toumazis (2014), whose study of museological displays in 

Cyprus, Athens, and Istanbul, has demonstrated the excessive dependence on images of atrocity 

in the attempt to generate traumatic memories in seeking to enhance nationalist ideology 

(Toumazis, 2014, p. 94).   

 

When examined within the avid literature on memory, trauma, and photography, 

especially in relation to the Holocaust, the conception of the photograph as a repository of 

traumatic memory is one that is associated with the viewer bearing witness to the events 

portrayed in the photographs (Hirsch, 1997, 1999, 2008; Liss, 1998; Zelizer, 1998). The demand, 

however, to ‘look back into the past’ is not simply directed at survivors. According to Andrea 

Liss, it is addressed, and perhaps more insistently so, to those who never experienced the events 

(Liss, 1998, p. xiii). ‘As such, the demand that photographs have been made to carry out is 

always one of retrospective witnessing’ (Liss, 1998, p. xiii). In this, the medium of photography 

possesses a unique role. According to Marianne Hirsch in her investigation into the ways the 

postmemory generation of the Holocaust connects with the past, 4 ‘photography’s promise to  

 

                                                
4 For Hirsch, ‘postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow up dominated by narratives that 
preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are displaced by the stories of the previous generation, 
shaped by traumatic events that they can neither understand nor re-create’ (Hirsch, 1999, p. 8). For a 
comprehensive analysis on the workings of postmemory see Hirsch (1997 and 1999).  
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Figure 54: Cyprus Dies Irae (1975), example of layout, pages 200 and 
201. 

Figure 53: Cyprus Dies Irae (1975), example of layout, pages 156 and 
157. 
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offer an access to the event itself, and its easy assumption of iconic and symbolic power, makes 

it a uniquely powerful medium for the transmission of events that remain unimaginable’ (Hirsch, 

2008, pp. 108-109).5 However, in so doing, she warns elsewhere, images become overfamiliar 

and may harden into stereotypes, leading to the disappearance of memory in the act of 

commemoration (Hirsch 1998, p. 10).  

This trope is most readily recognisable in the case of the Dies Irae photographs. In the 

years following the book’s publication, the large archive of images included was reduced to a 

small selection of photographs that have since been repeated time and again in similar 

photographic albums, history books, and exhibitions.6 Take for example the compact, ready-to-

be-borrowed and displayed, photography exhibition titled Memories [figure 55]. Designed by the 

Press Information Office (PIO) of the Republic of Cyprus (RoC), it is described as an 

anthropocentric ‘photographic voyage composed of memories’ relating to the island’s recent 

history based on sixteen photographs, all digitally reworked and complimented with poems by 

Greek and Cypriot poets.7 The narrative focuses on everyday life and on periods considered as 

landmarks in local history, such as the Greek Cypriots’ armed insurrection against the British. 

The Turkish intervention is revisited with images that can be traced back to Cyprus: Dies Irae 

album.  

The question ‘what images are remembered in the imperative never to forget’ (Liss, 1998, 

p. xiii) becomes relevant in this case, as are inquiries relating to the processes that make certain 

                                                
5 Although photography’s function as a bridge between generations is useful here, it is important to 
acknowledge that the relationship between photography and memory is questionable. As John Berger has 
argued (1995, p.87): ‘Between the moment recorded and the present moment of looking there is an 
abyss’. He writes: ‘A photograph preserves a moment of time and prevents it being effaced by the 
supersession of further moments. In this respect photographs might be compared to images stored in the 
memory. Yet there is a fundamental difference: whereas remembered images are the residue of continuous 
experience, a photograph isolates the appearances of a disconnected instant’ (Berger, 1982, p. 89).  
6 See for example Cyprus ’74: Aphrodite’s Other Face published in 1976.  
7 The exhibition is available at:  
http://www.pio.gov.cy/MOI/pio/pio2013.nsf/All/CB666E4FFB425CFDC2257FC500451EA2?OpenD
ocument 
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images more iconic than others. In the case of Memories, the photographs selected are examples of 

affective power. The crying mother clinging desperately to her child, children holding 

photographs of their missing fathers, a girl looking innocently at the camera are all distinguished 

for their iconic status as representative of the conflict’s most tragic consequences—including 

death and the loss of innocence. The choice of these images over others comes in support of the 

claim that pictures of women and children in distress readily lend themselves to easy 

identification and consequently to universalisation (Hirsch, 1999, p. 13). As Hirsch has pointed 

out: ‘Less individualised, less marked by the particularities of identity, [these images] invite 

multiple projections and identifications […][They] elicit an affiliative and identificatory as well as 

a protective spectatorial look’ (Hirsch, 1999, p. 13).  

Despite their affective potency, however, the images incorporated in Memories fail to 

engage us in the cultural act of remembrance. Their repeated use over the years, the fact that 

they may have become the ‘mute clichés’ of 1974 due to our overexposure to the drama they 

depict has blunted their urgency, undermining significantly their capacity to ‘make us bear 

witness’—if we are to use Liss’s words.8 Further to this, their overuse also complicates 

significantly the task of their employment in current efforts to ignite memory, including the PIO 

exhibition under discussion.9 In a noteworthy attempt to compensate for their curtailed capacity, 

the photographs chosen have been subjected to an extensive digital treatment that includes  

                                                
8 The proliferation of pictures of violence has been repeatedly recognised as a primary reason behind 
photography’s ‘crisis in representation’, most notably by Susan Sontag (1977). Reflecting on our constant 
exposure to photographs of atrocity from the Nazi concentration camps, she wonders whether a 
saturation point has been reached, elaborating that: ‘[the] vast photographic catalogue of misery and 
injustice throughout the world has given everyone a certain familiarity with atrocity, making the horrible 
seem more ordinary’ (Sontag, 1977, pp. 20–21). As such, photography’s ability to adequately represent 
atrocity, create empathy in the viewer, and instigate action is heavily debated. Equally seminal thinkers, 
such as Roland Barthes (1979, pp. 71–74) and John Berger (1980, pp. 37–40), have taken views similar to 
Sontag’s. Recent reconsiderations, however, of the subject have underlined our responsibility as viewers-
citizens when confronted with images of atrocity in what has been described as the ‘civil contract’ of 
photography (Azoulay, 2008).      
9 The term ‘mute clichés’ is borrowed from Ulrich Baer’s analysis of the challenges that emerge when 
visually negotiating the Holocaust (Baer, 2000, p. 45). 
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Figure 55 (left and right): Examples of photographs included in the Memories 
exhibition designed by the Press and Information Office, Republic of Cyprus.  

Figure 56 (left): Photograph included in the Memories exhibition picturing the 
Kyrenia port. Figure 57 (right): Cyprus Dies Irae (1975), cover.  
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cropping, superimposing, adjusting colour and contrast, applying filters and so on. It is as if in 

the effort to unseal their surface—that has hardened into a stereotype—and locate their 

relevance, if any, in our visually saturated multimedia world, their transformation was deemed 

crucial. Interestingly, it is a kind of transformation, which in visual terms bears significant 

similarities with the also manipulated picture used on the cover of Cyprus: Dies Irae [figure 57]. 

The printing effects of analogue and digital methods are, quity remarkably in this case, in close 

rapport, while the use of technology allows for references to be traced back to the moment these 

images initially appeared (as documentary photographs) and in the present (as archival material).  

 

Despite the dialogue effected, however, in visual terms between the past and the present, 

the images’ urgency is never fully compensated. Adding to this, whatever memories might be 

awakened from the surface of these processed Memories exhibition concern one-sided versions of 

history. There is no mention of the Turkish Cypriot community in the selection of photographs, 

while an almost exclusive focus is laid on incidents of conflict, as if life on the island has always 

been an incessant succession of instances of struggle. Photographs, therefore, that have 

hardened into stereotypes are here vainly implicated in the endeavour to be ‘revived’ as ‘vehicles 

of memory’ for the legitimation of the official hegemonic narrative that excludes the voice and 

experiences of the other. Equally important is that they are employed in order to conjure up 

nostalgic and idealised recollections of the lost homeland. The last of the sixteen images included 

in the PIO exhibition superimposes two picturesque views of the Kyrenia port taken prior to the 

island’s division [figure 56]. As has been discussed in the previous chapter, idyllic photographs of 

landscapes and cities were used in anthologies and books as a way to underline the nostalgia for 

‘home’ among the communities of the displaced Greek Cypriots. It could also be argued that this 

fixation on particular images of the past, in which nature looms large and life appears peaceful  
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Figure 58: Example of exercise book currently disseminated in 
Greek Cypriot public schools. 
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and serene, also engenders a very particular experience of belonging to place that demands its 

necessary idealisation from afar as unspoiled and unharmed. In the decades that followed the 

island’s division, the official Greek Cypriot position demanded that all refugees should return to 

their homes (Papadakis, 1998). In contrast to the Turkish Cypriot administration that encouraged 

people to forget, the displaced Greek Cypriots ‘were constantly prodded to only think of their 

past place of residence as ‘home’ and thus not to identify themselves with the new area where 

they lived’ (Papadakis, 1998, p. 316). ‘Den Ksexno’ (I do not forget) became the official Greek 

Cypriot slogan and a major educational target in the Greek Cypriot school curriculum 

(Papadakis, 1998, p. 316), where it was (and still is today) reinforced on the covers of elementary 

school exercise books which were printed with picturesque archival images of cities and 

landscapes taken before the events of 1974 [figure 58].  ‘Home’, in this context, is not the 

precarious lived reality in the south but that unblemished territory of belonging, unmarred by 

impending tragedies, tenaciously sustained as such by photographic images.  

 

The issue arising, therefore, when dealing with the visual legacy of conflict and its 

aftermath in contexts of ethnic rivalry concerns the employment of pictures to trigger traumatic 

memories for political ends. In Cyprus, the use of photography as a ‘vehicle of memory’ is linked 

with the overuse of images of violence and atrocity to preserve the trauma of war and provide 

visual confirmation of the other’s aggression in order to substantiate claims of victimhood. It is 

also defined by acts of selectively drawing from the past in narrating history and in delineating 

specific conceptions of place and belonging that persistently exclude the other. As such, 

photography becomes an instrument in substantiating political claims and affirming hegemonic 

narratives. It is against such a weighted visual legacy that artists negotiating the Cyprus conflict in 

photographic terms are called to work in. As I will discuss in the following section in relation to 

Mustafa Hulusi’s recent series of photographs, the challenge to override the various uses and 

misuses of photography, including the employment of technology, is one that unavoidably 
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defines their approach, leading to works which experiment with the limits of representation as 

well as with the restrictions of the photographic medium in both technical and visual terms, 

while conversing with significant artistic traditions.   

 

Defining the landscape of trauma: Between estrangement and 

enchantment  

 

Mustafa Hulusi’s photographic series Recollections of Underdevelopment (2014) is an eloquent 

utilisation of photography’s critical potential that evolves from two seemingly contradictory 

tendencies: the one aestheticising and obscuring, the other fragmenting and exposing. The series 

consists of photographs taken in the peninsula of Karpasia (Karpas), the artist’s region of origin 

in the northeasternmost part of Cyprus. In terms of style, the images are reminiscent of 

commercial landscape photography, the kind one encounters in tourist guides and pamphlets. 

There is the typical shot of the empty beach and the all-too expected close-up of the sky at 

sunset. The less stylised photographs picture foot trails, mud-brick dwellings, and weather-

beaten trees. This is photography in its most contrived manifestation: captivating in its seductive 

colours and virtuosic technique, yet rounded up by conventions, ready to be consumed at a 

glance.  There is, however, an intentional intervention on the part of the artist that disrupts the 

uncritical digestion of the photographs and the logic of their elaborate aestheticisation. In what 

appears to be an emulation of the ‘test-printing’ process of analogue photography, the artist 

superimposes upon the images differing grades of light that divide their surface into diagonal 

strips. What used to be a method for calculating the best exposure time in the darkroom acquires 

in this instance a different application that exposes the artificiality of the photographic image.  
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Take for example Hulusi’s shot of the sky [figure 59]. As the strips progress from light to 

dark, fragmenting the surface unevenly, we become aware of the way light interacts with the 

atmosphere, producing a wide colour range of reds and oranges that is extraordinary. However, 

this is not an exclusively natural effect that happened to be recorded by the artist’s camera. As in 

the case of the Memories exhibition and as the shades of light remind us, the peculiar visuality of 

the picture is also an artificial effect accomplished via digital means. Unlike, however, the images 

included in the PIO show, in Hulusi’s series of photographs, we are simultaneously enticed by 

pictures of an exceptional aesthetic quality and estranged by an outdated photographic process 

that points to the resulting images’ technologised essence. It is as if photography’s analogue past 

has returned to haunt its digital present, inviting the consideration of its inherent contradiction 

as a medium with claims both to truthfulness and fabrication in the age of digitisation. 

 

Beyond directing our attention to photography’s double game, however, there seems to 

be something more in Hulusi’s oscillation between aestheticisation and its disruption in these 

photographs. The reflection on photography’s contradictory nature —as is the use of technology 

in re-working the surface of the pictures, which arguably brings them into a dialogic relationship 

with the processed archival images of the Memories exhibition—is meant here to ultimately lead 

to the contemplation of the contradictions and paradoxes of what is being photographed. 

Consider, for example, the image of a collapsed mud-brick house with an almost sublime 

presence under the exaggerated rays of light or the image of a forgotten foot trail that leads to a 

deserted landscape, the barrenness of which appears even more striking as it dissolves into 

nothingness in the over-exposed part of the picture [figures 60 and 61]. These two images, more 

than inducing us to think of photography’s double nature, make us aware of Hulusi’s itinerary in 

Karpasia’s landscape. We follow him as he emerges in what appears to be at once both a place of 

rare beauty and alarming absence.  
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Figure 59: Mustafa Hulusi, Recollections of Underdevelopment, 2014, inkjet 
print, 20"x 30". © The artist. 
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Figure 60: Mustafa Hulusi, Recollections of Underdevelopment, 2014, archival 
inkjet print, 20"x 30". © The artist. 
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Figure 61: Mustafa Hulusi, Recollections of Underdevelopment, 2014, archival 
inkjet print, 20"x 30". © The artist 
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The peninsula of Karpasia is indeed a place of spectacular beauty.10 A long, thin strip of 

land that extends well into the northeasternmost part of the Mediterranean Sea, it is an almost 

idyllic site conjured up by sandy beaches, unique geological phenomena, and villages forgotten in 

time. Within the course of the island’s recent history, however, the peninsula claims a history that 

is both distinctively its own and representative of Cyprus’s troubled past. In the immediate years 

after 1974, Karpasia was emptied of its Greek Cypriot inhabitants, apart from a small enclave in 

Rizokarpaso (Dipkarpaz). Like many other regions in the north of Cyprus, its villages were 

depopulated, renamed, and repopulated with Turkish settlers and Turkish Cypriot refugees from 

the south (Navaro-Yashin, 2009; 2012). As a child, Hulusi used to spend his summer holidays 

there. This was in the years right after the war, when the international community refused to 

recognise the self-declared state of the TRNC, imposing an economic embargo on its bordered 

territory. In an interview conducted with the artist, he talked of the sensory split he used to 

experience between his life as a child in London, where there would be TV and electricity, and 

the everyday reality of Karpasia, where modern amenities were scarce (interview with the artist, 

29 September 2013). To use the words of the artist, the journey between London and his 

mother’s village of Yialousa in the 1980s seemed like ‘time travel’ (interview with the artist, 29 

September 2013). 

 

Hulusi’s recollections from the region refer to an underdevelopment of the economic 

kind, implied explicitly in his choice of title, Recollections of Underdevelopment, that is also an 

                                                
10 Karpasia was turned into a protected park in the 1980s and is currently a potential site of the Natura 
2000 network (Cannings, 2011). However, with the land development boom of the last decade in the 
territories under Turkish Cypriot administration, urban sprawl and tourism development reached its 
coastline. Despite protests from environmental organisations across the divide, the peninsula has acquired 
a marina in one of its harbours and an electricity line that extends well into the zone under conservation 
(European Commission 2008; Ioannou n.d.). The old semi-destroyed road that used to connect its main 
villages with the rest of the island is now a wide arterial road, while a large university campus is being built 
in the vicinity of Rizokarpaso (Dipkarpaz). Still, the region continues to fulfil in many respects the criteria 
of the ‘Med’s last un-spoilt corners’—as it was imagined in The Guardian more than a decade ago (West, 
2001).  
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intentional allusion to Tomás Gutiérrez Alea’s best-known film from the late 1960s, Memories of 

Underdevelopment. Set in post-revolutionary Cuba, the film focuses on Sergio, a bourgeois 

intellectual who struggles with the new political order. The film is a meditation on the 

individual’s place in the march of history and a reflection on the topic of ‘underdevelopment’, a 

notion with multiple connotations in South American thought (Lesage, 2012). A committed 

revolutionary, Gutiérrez Alea considers the topic in a number of ways against Havana’s urban 

landscape and Cuba’s explosive socio-political fermentations, and ultimately negotiates it as the 

product of an un-progressive, bourgeois worldview that perpetuates the systems of 

neocolonialism in the era of the Cold War.  

 

Hulusi’s play on the Cuban director’s title is a reminder that Cyprus’s fate—like that of 

Cuba’s— was sealed in many respects by the bras-de-fer  played out by the two superpowers over 

the international political chessboard during the Cold War.11 More importantly, the borrowed 

title makes explicit his intention to take up the notion of underdevelopment and examine it 

against his region of origin, where it acquires its local particularity as the result of war and a 

deteriorating economy. As Turkish Cypriots in the north of the island, impoverished due to their 

isolation from the international community, underdevelopment could be sensed in their spatial 

surroundings, visibly neglected and abandoned since 1974. Relevant observations encouraged 

anthropologists, such as Yael Navaro-Yashin (2009), to investigate the affect of derelict 

environments on subjectivity as a kind of melancholia exuded by ruins. As a child in Karpasia, 

Hulusi perceived the place’s emptiness and evacuation as the landscape’s natural mode:  

                                                
11 Interestingly, the fear that Cyprus would turn into ‘the Cuba of the Mediterranean’, due to 
Communism’s expansion among the local population, partially led to the inception of the Acheson Plan, 
which aimed at converting the island into NATO’s last frontier in the eastern flank of the Mediterranean 
(Hitchens, 1997, p. 58).  The Plan was drafted following the clashes in 1963, when the US intervened to 
resolve the crisis. It suggested the leasing of Karpasia to Turkey (a NATO member) in exchange for 
Cyprus’s union with Greece (Hitchens, 1997, p. 57). The plan was ultimately rejected, but its inception is 
telling of the Cold War climate that prevailed at the time.  
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‘It felt as if we had the place to ourselves. It felt strange, but we were too young to 

grasp it. We were having this fantastic time playing, just running around catching 

lizards and throwing stones at birds. It was only when I grew older that it began to 

dawn on me, what this landscape actually meant and how it affected people. And as 

I began to piece it together, I realised that the “North” was all about absence. There 

was this thing missing, but at the time I kind of only understood the landscape to 

be empty as its natural default mode” (interview with the artist, 29 September 

2013). 

 

In the artist’s current series of photographs, one can sense in the empty expanse of the landscape 

and in the deliberate exclusion of human presence from the frame, his childhood experience as 

well as the region’s loaded history. Beyond experimenting, therefore, with photography’s 

oscillation between aestheticisation and its disruption in these photographs, Hulusi is essentially 

inviting us to consider what these views of emptied terrain might mean. As such, he is drawing 

the contours of Karpasia’s landscape of trauma against an intentional push and pull between 

opposites. His images reveal vistas at once enchanting and estranging, mesmerising and 

alienating. In effect, we as viewers of his images are caught between indulging in their charm and 

being reminded of the reality they allude to.   

 

             It is important to note at this point that Recollections is Hulusi’s recent addition to a rich 

body of work that negotiates Cyprus’s predicament as a site of conflict at the intersection 

between what the artist refers to as the effects of ‘estrangement and enchantment’. 12 It is 

anticipated by and offers an interesting continuation to his film The Empty: Near East (2009), 

                                                
12 The artist had initially articulated his theory on ‘estrangement and enchantment’ in his preface to the 
catalogue of Expander, an exhibition he curated in 2004 at the Royal Academy (Kyriacou, 2007).  The 
show had sprung out of his concern regarding art’s disengagement from the socio-political, which he 
sought to remedy by proposing ‘estrangement and enchantment’ as strategy (Kyriacou, 2007). Hulusi 
argued in favour of revisiting the relationship between reality and its representation by embracing illusion 
in order to expose representation’s mechanisms from within; to make viewers succumb to its seduction 
whilst reminding them of its conventions and artifice (Kyriacou, 2007). 
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which locates us once again in the vicinity of Karpasia [figure 62]. The film is based on the short 

fictional story Another Time by British writer and artist Jonathan Miles, which transports us into 

the future where a US military plane carrying biological weapons accidentally crashes in Anatolia. 

Its lethal cargo spills into the atmosphere and into the neighbouring region, including Cyprus. 

Death spreads on the island, gradually decimating its population. In this post-apocalyptic 

scenario, nature takes over, dominating all traces of civilisation and human habitation.13  

 

             As in Recollections, the focus in The Empty is on mesmerising images that verge on the 

sublime. Long, static shots reveal idyllic vistas of a verdant landscape, steeped in wild vegetation. 

The traumatic event is intentionally omitted from the frame. It nevertheless continues to drive 

the story. As in the series of photographs, it is the never-seen blow, the phantom from the 

island’s past. In The Empty, however, what appears to hover over the landscape as an allusion to 

what has occurred is not strips of light demarcating the image from within but the voice of a 

male narrator who ushers us into the story, furnishing the landscapes on view with echoes from 

the island’s violent past and with a disquieting, yet very probable, vision of its future. At the 

same time, therefore, that viewers are drawn in by images of aesthetic mystification, they are 

taken aback by the nightmarish story of the place’s utter destruction. The resulting effect is one 

that both alienates and attracts or rather ‘estranges and enchants’. 

 

   

  

                                                
13 Miles had travelled to Cyprus as part of a commission to visit the island and contribute to the first issue 
of UNDO, a short-lived local art publication (Miles, 2007, p. 7). The resulting essay is a semi-
autobiographical piece titled Honey that blends the factual with the fictional. It follows the logic of an 
inner monologue, whereby the writer figures as the protagonist who waits idly in a hotel room in Nicosia, 
thinking about his next book—a spy novel set in Cyprus, a place he considers as both humiliated (by the 
numerous waves of occupations) and dangerous, where various military activities intersect (Miles, 2007, 
pp. 51, 27). Following Honey, Miles began working on two very short stories as the basis for an imaginary 
film script, including Another Time. 
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Figure 62: Mustafa Hulusi, The Empty: Near East (video still), 2009. © The artist. 
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          This trope is also evident in The Elysian Paintings (2007), a series of works with which the 

artist represented the Republic of Cyprus at the Venice Biennale in 2007 [figures 63-65]. The 

paintings are based on photographs taken by the artist during his travels across Cyprus in the 

spring months leading up to the show in Venice. The images of flowers and fruit—grapes, figs, 

lemons, and pomegranates—that are indigenous to the island, were blown up and transferred 

meticulously onto canvas by a professional illustrator, using a rich colour palette. The result 

carries references to social realist painting, kitsch, and children’s illustrations (Kyriacou, 2007, 

p.50). It can also be seen as conversing with the advertising campaigns of the past, such as those 

commissioned by the EMB during Henderson’s time, when Cyprus was promoted as an island 

rich with Mediterranean produce.  

 

          As in Recollections and The Empty, The Elysian Paintings exclude any obvious reference to 

Cyprus’s past. Trauma, conflict, war, and politics are omitted from the artist’s chosen imagery. 

Or so it seems, since the viewer is unavoidably left to wonder what lies beyond the paintings’ 

cropped frames and photorealistic renditions. In his now seminal discussion on the ‘return of the 

real’ in contemporary art, Hal Foster (1996) reminds us that superrealism is concerned more with 

concealing rather than revealing, despite its ambitious claims for truthfulness. ‘[Superrealism] is a 

subterfuge against the real’, he writes, ‘an art pledged not only to pacify but to seal it behind 

surfaces, to embalm it in appearances’ (Foster 1996, p. 141). In this attempt to ‘tame the gaze’ 

and trick the eye, however, lies superrealism’s grand failure, what Foster calls ‘traumatic 

illusionism’. 

 

          In relation to Hulusi, Foster’s elaborations are helpful in drawing our attention to the ways 

that his photorealist renditions are not a well-constructed shield against the real, but a porous 

surface through which one can ‘peek’ towards the real. Despite their painstaking execution, their  
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Figure 63: Mustafa Hulusi, Denise Grapes, from the series The Elysian Paintings, 2007, 
153 x 102 cm.  
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Figure 64 (above): Mustafa Hulusi, Malibu Flowers, from the series The Elysian Paintings, 2007, 300 x 
200 cm. Figure 65 (below): Installation view of Mustafa Hulusi’s exhibition at the Venice Biennale 
in 2007. From the artist’s archive. © The artist. 
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bright colours and careful cropping that provides visions of an exquisite Cypriot landscape, the 

paintings point to the reality they are supposed to disguise; a landscape scarred by politics, 

division, and enforced displacement. As a result, their mesmerising surfaces function as a 

reminder of that which they are meant to conceal and we, as viewers, are caught between the 

effects of ‘estrangement and enchantment’.  

 
The tension between these two poles is also effected by the artist’s approach to the 

medium of painting. His works, whilst seeking to impress the viewer with their painstaking 

photorealist execution, betray their status as artifice. They do so by exposing the painterly quality 

of the image, which is evidenced primarily in the brushstrokes that are not entirely smoothed 

out. One can argue, therefore, that ‘enchantment and estrangement’ is thus effected by making 

the viewer aware of painting’s dependency as a medium on both manual labour and mechanical 

means. As we have already seen, in Recollections this effect is repeated as a kind of oscillation 

between aestheticisation and its fragmentation negotiated in relation to photography’s condition 

as a medium operating between fact and fiction.  In The Empty, one can argue that it is achieved 

in the uneasy relationship between image and text. While the narrator transports us to a world 

steeped in destruction, the filmed images entice us to stay rooted in an idyllic Eden, where 

flowers bloom and nature survives.  

 

In considering, therefore, Hulusi’s work as it develops across different media and in 

relation to Cyprus’s predicament as a divided island, it becomes apparent that the landscapes of 

trauma he suggests—be they real of fictional—take form against an intentional gravitation 

between opposites. Conversely, one could support that Hulusi’s approach is one that runs the 

danger of failing to tip the scale towards either side, which means his visions of landscapes rise 

only as things of beauty and possibly of consumption, not succeeding to encourage the 

recollection of the traumatic events they are meant to allude to. It is a valid argument and one 
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that relates to the vexed question of how to represent trauma and historical crises. As I will 

argue, however, in the next section in relation to his series Recollections, Hulusi seeks to encourage 

complex forms of engagement with the past and often in direct dialogue with the greater artistic 

traditions he operates in.   

 

Recollections of Underdevelopment and the Romantic landscape tradition  

 

Hulusi’s journey across Karpasia evokes in many respects the Romantic tradition of the artist as 

traveller to remote locations in search of culture’s ‘other’ in ‘wild’ nature, halted before decaying 

ruins and crumbling signs of human habitation. In fact, in Hulusi’s attraction to beautiful, 

unspoilt nature, extraordinary lighting conditions, and breath-taking views, one can sense the 

intention to revisit the Romantic aesthetic of the sublime. Yet, the artist’s reconsideration of the 

notion seems to suggest that what surpasses perception and therefore exceeds the limits of 

representation in his photographs is not the vastness of nature (as theorised by Edmund Burke 

in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 1756) or the awe-

inspiring, unutterable condition it causes in the subject (as put forward by Immanuel Kant in The 

Critique of Judgement, 1790) but the blow—the traumatic event behind nature’s overwhelming 

emptiness.  

 

When we are placed, therefore, in front of a decaying mud-brick house and offered a hint 

of an interior through the broken door or when we are positioned before a barely visible passage 

in the fields or a deserted house, we are given intimations of human life shaping, altering or (in 

short) belonging to the landscape but also the insinuation that something terrible must have 

occurred that has led things to this state of unbelonging and abandonment. The intention, it 

seems, in these pictures of relics of human presence is not so much to intensify our feelings of 
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sublime estrangement in infinite nature but to turn our attention to that which has been lost. 

Emptiness, thus, becomes a historical matter, more so in the artist’s pictures of semi-destroyed 

dwellings. In fact, with their inclusion as ruins and perhaps as reminders of Karpasia’s traumatic 

past, the empty, and albeit memoryless, landscape pictured in the rest of the photographs 

acquires, as Hulusi’s title suggests, recollections. 

 

Etymologically, ‘recollection’ originates from the Latin collecta, meaning ‘a gathering 

together’, and from colligere, meaning ‘to colligate’ (Casey, 1987 qtd. in Gibbons, 2007, p. 147). 

The connotation of ‘piecing things together’ lies at the heart of ‘remember’, a verb which also 

relates to the act of reassembling members and parts (Gibbons, 2007, p. 147). Hulusi’s journey 

across Karpasia’s landscape seems underpinned by the intention to gather pieces of the region’s 

past, especially in relation to former traumatic events. Yet his way of looking back implicates a 

different form of remembering from that encouraged by official practices evidenced, for 

example, in the Dies Irae album or in the Memories exhibition.  

 

As discussed in the previous section, in these two cases, the events of 1974 and their 

aftermath are visually negotiated with photographs that are replete with markers of ruin and 

destruction in order to ignite traumatic memory and substantiate claims of victimhood in one-

sided narratives of history. Frame after frame, the images selected in both cases portray the 

process through which Cyprus became a divided island. Within their context, the resulting 

landscape is one of barbed wire, blown-up bodies and buildings, while the notion of the ‘ruin’ is 

one that relates to the tragic loss of life and to the disruption of the experience of place.  

 

This corresponds to observations relating to the way Cypriots recollect the past in the 

present. As has been brought to our attention, loss among both communities in Cyprus also 

included the destruction of heritage sites, including churches, mosques, and cemeteries 
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(Constantinou, et al., 2012, p. 178). The traces of such vandalisms are still visible in the 

landscape, ‘influencing the ways that Cypriots experience the conflict now’ (Constantinou, et al., 

2012, p. 179). To add to this, images of wrecked sites have been circulated across the divide as 

documentation of the extent of the destruction implemented and as proof of the kind of 

disrespect shown towards the cultural heritage associated with the ‘Other’ (Constantinou, et al., 

2012, p. 179).  

 

Hulusi’s photographs of ruins cannot be disassociated from such imagery in that the 

viewer may indeed recall such images of heritage destruction when viewing them. With that said, 

Recollections seems to propose a more nuanced approach to memory and trauma, landscape and 

the ruin, which recognises their nebulous interconnection. To begin with, they draw the viewer 

into settings that appear strangely empty. In this way, they may be seen as subscribing to the idea 

that traumatic experience is essentially inassimilable and therefore lies beyond the scope of 

representation.14 In its exceptional nature, trauma cannot be pictured, or so it is implied in the 

artist’s extraordinary renditions of Karpasia’s landscape. The inexpressibility of trauma, however, 

is compensated for by the artist’s search for its material dimensions in the present. Ruined 

habitats and fractured remains are included as legacies of trauma. They are also incorporated as a 

way to connect with the past, present, and future of the place represented. The ruin, as a 

reminder of what has occurred (or of what has survived) and as a warning of what may follow, 

traffics with more than one temporality (Dillon, 2014). Consequently, its addition in Hulusi’s 

                                                
14 The understanding of trauma as lying beyond speech and therefore the limits of representation relates to 
Theodor Adorno’s well-known critique of contemporary representations of the Holocaust. There is a 
wealth of literature that supports this idea. A by no means exhaustive list of studies includes van Alphen 
(1997); Lang (2000); Rothenberg (2000); Hornstein & Jacobowitz (2003); Godfrey (2007); and Guerin & 
Hallas (2007). For a critique of this idea see Didi-Huberman (2008). For elaboration on the relationship 
between memory and trauma see Casey (1987) and Caruth (1996).  
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photographs may be seen as an invitation to widen our conception of place and understand it as 

a multidimensional field in which different timeframes and narratives intersect.  

 

With that said, we cannot ignore that his intended inclusion of relics of culture and 

habitation are also conversant with the Romantic sensibility of the picturesque in the way they 

engender the idea that ‘a “natural” landscape [is] in fact ideally set off by some reminder of 

human time’ (Dillon, 2014, p. 10). Interestingly, one may argue that it is in fact Hulusi’s allusion 

to the conventions of Romantic landscape tradition that actually locates us as subjects within the 

larger historical context of the landscapes on view. It is what compensates further for the 

placelessness of his images.  

 

This is an argument that surfaces in readings of contemporary photographs that 

negotiate landscapes of trauma (Baer, 2000). For example, in his essay on the ways certain 

contemporary photographers have dealt with the landscape of the Holocaust, German literature 

scholar Ulrich Baer (2000) recognises their reliance on European Romanticism as key in the way 

they ‘restore a sense of place to the historical event that appears both geographically and 

conceptually placeless to us’ (Baer, 2000, p. 72). In responding to the idea of the Holocaust’s 

ineffability, Baer observes that these photographers provide images that contain no clues relating 

to the traumatic past of the landscape depicted. Instead, they rely on the formal language of 

European Romanticism in order to invoke in the viewer feelings of ‘seeing the site not for its 

own sake but as pointing back to our own position’ (Baer, 2000, p. 43). As Baer reminds us, 

increased self-awareness in the viewer is a legacy born with the Romantic subject and is crucial in 

how we continue to organise our vision. It is also vital in promoting ‘the individual’s ability to 

view the self within a larger, and thus potentially historical, context’ (Baer, 2000, p. 70).  
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Conversely, Hulusi’s Recollections offer us no, or scarce, clues as to the tragic events that 

unfolded against the landscape they depict. They rely on an aestheticising process that is 

conversant with the Romantic tradition in order to entice us into vistas, seemingly empty of 

historical importance, where there is nothing to see. This nothingness, however, coupled with the 

disruption of their surface by the diagonal strips of light, is what prevents the consumption of 

these photographs as ‘pleasing’ and easily-digestible. It is an approach that forces us not only to 

re-consider the argument of the ‘ineffability’ of trauma but also to think of our own position as 

belated witnesses to the traumatic event of the obliteration of place in the sites we are observing. 

They also, and perhaps more importantly so, draw our attention to that which remains. In this, 

and in contradistinction to the charming images of villages on Greek Cypriot exercise books, 

they rely on the aesthetic of the ‘idyllic landscape’ to place us at once in the present and in the 

past in ways that force us to realise the horror of our loss.  

  

At this point, it is important to add that by calling upon our position as viewers, these 

photographs demand that we fall back on our own sense of history. In her research on artists 

working with what Hirsch (1997) has termed as ‘postmemory’, art historian Joan Gibbons (2007, 

p. 70) has observed that the burden of explicating the past is often shifted onto the viewer. The 

result is a very different method of historicising in which imagination is an important element. 

Standing in front of Hulusi’s photographs, our knowledge of what has happened plays an 

important role in explicating what we see as does, arguably, our imagination as to what each 

element pictured might signify. The ruined house, the insinuation of an interior, the almost 

imperceptible path on the ground may constitute triggers ‘to make our own critical, and 

potentially creative, leaps’ in interpreting what we see (Gibbons, 2007, p. 71). The stories that 

arise may indeed refer to the violent past of the region of Karpasia. Arguably, they do not 

necessarily conform to prevailing narratives of history found in history books or in instrumental 

reworkings of archival visual material in exhibitions as in the case of Memories. As Baer (2000, p. 
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73) has noted in relation to artists working with non-lived experiences, that which is articulated is 

‘told silently through artistic conventions that situate us in reference to the actual and metaphoric 

destruction of experience, place, context, and belonging’.  

 

In his dialogue with the Romantic landscape tradition, the creative sensibility with which 

Hulusi attempts to recollect the pieces of the past in this series of pictures is one that allows 

room for a web of associations—between past and present, place and landscape, trauma and 

representation, history and personal experience. It is also one that creates space for the viewer to 

locate himself or herself in relation to the narratives that arise. In this, we may actually recognise 

Hulusi’s alignment with Hirsch’s observation that ‘the challenge of the postmemorial artist is 

precisely to find the balance that allows the spectator to enter the image, to imagine the disaster’ 

(Hirsch, 1999, p. 10).   

 

Photography and the ‘spectral’ 

 

If Hulusi’s photographs encourage us to consider landscape as a site of trauma and placelessness, 

they also invite the consideration of landscape as mediated and shaped by different 

manifestations of power that spring from the application of different economic, political, and 

military cultures. Driving across Cyprus, the experience is of a landscape where new forms of 

global economy and habitation co-exist with the scattered remains of geopolitical conflict and 

military violence (Tzirtzilakis, 2009). This is particularly traceable in the areas close to the Green 

Line. Military camps, blockhouses, disused bunkers, forgotten anti-aircraft shelters, and, up until 

recently, dangerous minefields render what could be recognised as Cyprus’s military space.  
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Returning to Hulusi’s work, it is important to note that the artist had visited Karpasia 

during the summer of 2013, when the war in Syria was raging just a few kilometres off the 

region’s shores. What began as another Arab Spring uprising in the neighbouring country 

mushroomed into a proxy war that has seen the application of new methods in battle, including 

brutal air strikes with drones. In his walks around the peninsula, Hulusi considered the 

implications of contemporary warfare as well as the dematerialised militarisation of the landscape 

that extends outside visual perception (artist’s statement, 24 May 2014). Taking his cue from Paul 

Virilio’s thoughts from the early nineties on the spatiality of war, he considers the way territories 

are controlled and battles are fought not horizontally as in the past but vertically, with GPS 

weapon systems using satellites and high altitude aircrafts (artist’s statement, 24 May 2014). 

‘Anything anywhere can be struck almost instantaneously with these guided missile systems, as 

the whole surface of the earth is mapped out for this purpose’, he asserts before taking into 

account the island’s position within this grander military scheme: ‘The front for NATO in 

Cyprus is not the ground but the air, up above’ (artist’s statement, 24 May 2014).  

 

The vertical logic of military surveillance has long preoccupied thinkers from different 

disciplines, including architect Eyal Weizman (2007), who has observed that the built 

environment sustaining the Israeli occupation and Palestinian resistance moves from 

subterranean tunnels dug deep inside the earth to the dematerialised inspection of the air with 

GPS devices. Thinking of Palestine as gutted from beneath and bombed from above, Weizman 

(2007, p. 15) spoke of its land as a ‘hollow earth inhabited in layers’. In an interesting 

contradistinction, when contemplating the modern technologies of communication and 

surveillance, Virilio (1997) talked of the hollow, ‘open sky’. According to the French urbanist, 

living as we are under the ‘exotic arena of electromagnetic fields’ (Virilio, 1997, p. 41), the 

landscape loses its optical density and depth of field, becoming a flat, virtual image on the screen. 

In Virilio’s world, the resulting transparent horizon of electromagnetic surveillance leads to a loss of 
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memory and to disorders in common perception, since the virtual comes to replace the actual, 

and the ‘square horizon of the screen’ becomes a substitute for our ‘memory of places responsible 

for our orientation in the world, causing confusion of near and far, of inside and outside’ (Virilio, 

1997, pp. 25–27).  

 

When first exhibited, the photographs in Hulusi’s Recollections were categorised in land-

air-sea formation around the gallery space and displayed skewed, rejecting the convention of 

retaining a standard reference point on the wall [figure 66].15 The resulting sense of disorientation 

was accentuated by the use of light grading that divided the images’ into diagonal strips, 

contributing to the confusion in perception. In the context of Hulusi’s interest in dematerialised 

militarisation, their broken syntax appeared as an attempt to emulate and make visible the way 

electro-magnetic waves cover the surface of the earth, sending signals and real-time footage to 

cameras that will subsequently be analysed and processed in the effort to map, control, and 

dominate both land and sky. Their fragmentation, in this sense, functioned as a kind of reminder 

of the power of the image over direct experience, echoing Virilio’s argument regarding the 

prevail of real-time technologies over real space that inevitably causes disorientation and disorders 

in perception (Virilio, 1997, p. 62). It also reminds us of the argument relating to the multiple 

crossovers that exist between the technologies used in order to wage war and those used to view 

it (Berger, 1980, p. 39; Alan Mellor, 2014, p. 219). ‘The word trigger, applied to rifle and camera, 

reflects a correspondence which does not stop at the purely mechanical’, thinks artist and writer, 

John Berger (1980, p. 39).  

 

 

                                                
15 Recollections was first exhibited in Exercises in Orientation, a research project and exhibition I curated at the 
Peltz Gallery, Birkbeck College, London, in January 2015. The exhibition also included works by Antonis 
Antoniou, Maria Loizidou, and Panayiotis Michael. For more information please visit: 
https://wordpress.com/stats/day/elenaparpa.wordpress.com 
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Figure 66: Installation view of Mustafa Hulusi's Recollections of Underdevelopment as exhibited in the 
group show Exercises in Orientation, Peltz Gallery, Birkbeck, 2015. Photo from author’s archive.  
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In Hulusi’s series of photographs, the conjunction between guns and cameras, and as 

such between war and its representation, is made overtly visible through his demarcation of the 

picture’s surface, which could be read as an attempt to emulate electro-magnetic waves used for 

surveillance that are becoming, as the artist himself asserts, ‘like the omnipresent oxygen we 

breath’ (artist’s statement, 24 May 2014). On another level, his photographs of empty beaches 

and abandoned houses point to a landscape shaped determinedly by a political culture of  

different practices, where the past (and its recollection) still haunts the present, just like the strips 

of light hovering across the picture plane. Both ways of reading these images bring a ghostly, 

spectral quality to them, which suggests that the place represented in Hulusi’s images as well as 

its reality are equally haunting.  

 

In her essay on the living conditions in the north of Cyprus prior to the opening of 

checkpoints in 2003, Navaro-Yashin (2003, p. 121) argues that the meaning of existence had to 

be ‘sensed in the unkempt places, evacuated buildings, the wrecks of war […] in order to be 

grasped’. According to the anthropologist, the north of Cyprus, administered as it was by an 

unrecognised state, had remained for years in a socio-political limbo, becoming a territory where 

the spectre of a traumatic past continued to ‘haunt’ the urban landscape and determine the lives 

of people. Navaro-Yashin uses a fictional story of ghostly encounters to speak of the precarious 

condition of living in this liminal space, where ‘the ground, the fields, the air, the heat of the 

place is swollen [with] memories’ (Navaro-Yashin, 2003, p. 116). It is interesting to note that the 

allusion to ghosts, apparitions and phantasms is one that figures prominently in the language 

used to describe life on the island across the border prior to 2003. In his anthropological study 

carried out across the divide in Nicosia, Papadakis (2005) notes how the two communities in 

Cyprus were divided both by the Dead Zone, as in the physical chasm that separates them, and 

by the zone of the Dead, as in the historical and ideological gap defined by various phantoms—

the heroes and martyrs of the past, the victims of violence, the missing persons from 1974, even 
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the Ghost Town of Famagusta—that are summoned up from their limbo to define the 

perception of history and identity in the present. One can add to this ‘congregation of ghosts’ 

Karpasia’s enclaved Greek Cypriot inhabitants, politically absent for the Turkish Cypriot 

administration but politically present to the point of exploitation in the Republic of Cyprus’s 

official narrative.  

 

In Cyprus, however, it is not just the past that emerges as haunting. One can talk of the 

future’s equally spectral resonance. When the borders lifted and the Cypriots across the divide 

had to imagine a common future under the Anan Plan, people were deterred by the prospect of 

past enmities returning in what lay ahead (Bryant 2010). Similar concerns among both 

communities prevail today, fifteen years on, especially with the discovery of energy sources south 

of Cyprus, along with the explosive situation in neighbouring countries that has turned the 

Eastern Mediterranean into a stage for maritime antagonism. Standing at the tip of Karpasia, just 

a few miles away from Syria, it is hard to ignore that the island is indeed a curious amalgam of a 

violent past and a volatile future.  

 

How can such a reality be adequately represented? How can the ghostly presence of the 

past and the future be negotiated, and what would the aesthetics of such a negotiation be? One 

can sense these questions in Hulusi, and one can trace his attempt to respond to these questions 

in the connection he weaves between photography and the spectral quality of places like 

Karpasia, which brings to mind Roland Barthes’ (1980, p. 9) elucidations on what he referred to 

as the medium’s spectrum, meaning the eidolon emitted by the object or person photographed. 

Barthes (1980, p. 9) chose the specific word because it retained, as he explained, photography’s 

relation to the spectacle, adding to it ‘that rather terrible thing which is there in every 

photograph: the return of the dead’. According to the French philosopher, death is the eidos of 

photography (Barthes 1980, p. 15). It is its most distinguishing characteristic, since photographs 
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always suggest a defeat of Time and contain ‘the imperious sign of a future death’ (Barthes 1980, 

p. 96–97). Barthes (1980, p. 97) uses portraiture photography to illustrate his argument, but he is 

driven to the same conclusion before a landscape photograph of Bethlehem, where he observes 

the co-existence of three tenses: his present, the time of Jesus, and that of the photographer.  

 

Photography, then, approached through Barthes can be the medium of spectra, haunting 

presences and mixed tenses. This is also suggested in the work of contemporary artists who 

employ photography as part of a mixed media artistic practice to negotiate the spectral presence 

of the past in the present. As highlighted by art historian T. J. Demos (2013) in his analysis of 

films and photographs examining past injustices in post-colonial Africa, these artists figure as 

‘conjures of the “spectral”’ in addressing the haunting past of their post-colonial contexts 

(Demos, 2013, p. 9). As he effectively observes, by ‘taking up the language of the ghostly’, these 

artists turn to the aesthetics and politics of a largely re-invented documentary practice within 

contemporary art that includes photography, while they also negotiate and build upon what 

Jacques Derrida has called ‘spectropoetics’ (Demos, 2013, pp. 9, 14). This is a term that surfaces 

in the French philosopher’s thought when writing after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 

(Derrida, 1994). At a moment when history was thought to have reached its end along with 

Marxism, Derrida insisted on the past’s ‘hauntology’—as in its continued relevance in the 

present through the metaphor of the ghost (Derrida, 1994, p. 10). Demos (2013, pp. 8–18) 

observes similar tactics in the work of contemporary artists who choose to travel or return to 

former European colonies in Africa in order to reveal the different ways that the historically past 

and the geographically distant haunt the here and now. 

 

One can argue that Hulusi’s practice, which extends to include film and paintings 

executed since the 2000s, is done in the same spirit. A Turkish Cypriot artist, who lives and 

works abroad, returns to his country of origin, formerly colonised by his country of residence, 
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and is drawn by the ‘hauntology’ of the place, as he himself elucidates (artist’s statement, 24 May 

2014). The same can be said of Socratous. A Greek Cypriot, who is also living abroad, he returns 

to Cyprus to interrogate, just like Hulusi, the place’s history. It is interesting to point out that 

ethnic origin does not factor in the aesthetics that these two artists choose to develop. Indeed, 

the artistic methodologies they employ—of journeying the landscape, of recording their 

observations with the camera—are similar in how they both seek to offer a critical perspective 

on the folds between art and politics, past and present, self and other, photographic fact and 

photographic fiction. Their approach is also conversant with other current artistic practices also 

occurring in areas of conflict and political unrest. According to Demos, this blurring of the 

borders between truth and fabrication in inquisitive uses of images is exemplary of 

photography’s re-invention under contemporary art’s ‘documentary turn’ in the previous 

decades, in which artists are ‘reviving and creatively developing photography’s diverse 

documentary lineages […] and [exploiting its] ability to capture the exterior world, to bear 

witness to experience within the real, social and political conditions’, even when they delve into 

fiction or into the highly contrived and the staged (Demos, 2006, p. 6).  

 

What we could add at this point is that photography’s reconsideration under the rubric 

of the ‘documentary turn’ coincided with debates relating to the medium’s political and ethical 

status. For example, in reconsidering the power relations that sustain or produce meaning in 

photography, Ariella Azoulay (2008, p. 122) argues that we have inherited from past thinkers, 

including Barthes, the reduction of our role as spectators to that of the passive addressee, 

capable only of aesthetic judgments and thus not responsible for ‘what is visible’ in the picture, 

which in effect annuls the civilian contract of photography. To think otherwise and to seek 

political agency and resistance through photography is to find our place in relation to what we 

are looking at.  
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          Returning to Hulusi’s Recollections, his use of photography is one that takes into account the 

complexities of the medium, navigating carefully between artificial fabrication and 

documentation—as does to a great extent Socratous in his photographs included in Rumours. 

Hulusi’s photographs can be seen simultaneously as records—i.e. of his itinerary in Karpasia 

post-1974, post-2003, and post the land development boom in the north of Cyprus—and as 

surfaces that contain the multiple layers of the artist’s manipulations in his to and fro between 

the digital and the analogue. At first glance, Hulusi’s approach seems directed at yielding pictures 

of excessive artifice. One could argue that if he does seek to conjure Karpasia’s spectral quality 

or its spectrum, to use Barthes’ term, he does so without sacrificing that which is inherent both to 

the medium and the term—meaning its affiliation to the spectacle. We cannot ignore, however, 

that the artist is also keen to undermine and subvert his pictures’ spectacular visuality, exposing 

photography’s inherent contradiction as a medium with claims both to truthfulness and 

fabrication. This observation brings us back to the remark made at the beginning of the chapter 

regarding Hulusi’s oscillation between aestheticisation and its disruption. It is an indeterminacy, 

which proposes a model of photography that, in its engagement with the real, both preserves 

and severs its ties to aesthetic complexity, including those drawn from the Romantic landscape 

tradition. In this, his photographs can be seen to expose the intricacies involved in the 

representation of contested landscapes with a broken historical continuum and a politically 

burdened reality, where the past still haunts the present just like the strips of light break the 

continuum of the photographic surface and hover over the picture plane like ghosts. More than 

demanding our aesthetic judgment, therefore, (if we are to use Azoulay’s line of thinking), 

Hulusi’s Recollections calls upon our sense of history and invites us to escape our passivity as 

spectators and critically consider the contradictions and paradoxes of what is made visible 

through its haunting invisibility in the picture. The same can be argued in relation to his Elysian 

Paintings (2007), in which the objective photograph is transposed by the subjectivity of the hand 
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of the commercial artist employed, whose visible brushwork creates a space for us to reflect on 

what Hulusi has chosen to omit from the canvas. 

 

The disastrous events of 1974 and their repercussions are usually represented through 

graphic images of death and destruction taken by photojournalists at the time of the Turkish 

intervention. As has been discussed in this chapter, these images have been instrumentally used 

as part of the Cyprus Problem’s ‘iconography of pain’ and as ‘vehicles of memory’ in order to 

sustain specific interpretations of historical experience. In contradistinction to the explicit 

content of these photographs, Hulusi’s Recollections of Underdevelopment negotiates war and its 

consequences, including dislocation and ruin, through allegory and allusion. Instead of stirring 

images of havoc or dereliction, the artist offers pictures of seemingly empty landscapes. His 

deliberate avoidance of unambiguous signifiers of destruction makes his series of photographs a 

thought-provoking elaboration on the limits of representation in relation to trauma, the 

shortcomings of the photographic medium, and the poetics of witnessing and remembering. As 

has been discussed in relation to other examples of the artist’s work, this series of photographs 

defines the landscape of trauma at the intersection between enchanting and alienating vistas, in 

direct conversation with the Romantic tradition of organising aestheticising visions of nature that 

aim to absorb the viewer. Beyond this, Hulusi considers the experience of place in the shadow of 

conflict at the same time that he adopts a nuanced approach, both technically and conceptually, 

to the medium of photography. This brings him close to artists such as Socratous, who is also 

interested in interrogating the medium’s poetic potential. Both artists, despite their ethnic 

origins, seek to push the meaning of their photographs to explore more evocatively the trauma 

of conflict and its repercussions on narratives of history and conceptions of landscape. In the 

next chapter, the approach artists employ across the divide continues to be significant, especially 

in relation to the symbolic and ideological weight of landscape. However, the main focus will 
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shift to a discussion of how certain artists, by consciously situating themselves in specific locales, 

encourage us to consider landscape as expressive of cultural identity. Questions of landscape as 

topos will be returned to in my analysis as will the interrogation of conceptions of otherness and 

belonging.  
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Tracing the Local 
 

A sense of place and identity in the Cypriot landscape 
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As in the four preceding chapters, where discussions over notions of landscape were built upon 

specific locations (Ayios Theodoros, Kyrenia, and Karpasia), this chapter claims again a strong 

geographical referent. It is the villages in the vicinity of Ayios Sozomenos in the outskirts of 

Nicosia, which include Dali and Pera Chorio Nisou. The area is characterised by a diverse 

cultural heritage that encompasses architecture from the Ottoman period, Gothic and Byzantine 

churches, and the notable archaeological site of the ancient city of Idalion. Simultaneously 

present, however, are the traces of rampant urbanisation and uneven development, dereliction 

and conflict—especially in the now deserted, once ethnically mixed, village of Ayios Sozomenos. 

Beyond such observations, however, which hint to the way disparate practices have shaped the 

area, the geographic delineation of this chapter’s scope was decided on due to the fact that its 

landscape has also been used by artists in their negotiations over notions of cultural identity. 

Amongst them are Adamantios Diamantis, Haris Epaminonda, Stelios Kallinikou, Aggelos 

Makrides, and artist group Neoterismoi Toumazou —Orestis Lazouras, Maria Toumazou, 

Marina Xenofontos. The chapter, which also looks at the work of Marianna Christofides and 

Maria Loizidou, Cevdet Çağdaş and Mustafa Hulusi, seeks to unravel the way the tracks of these 

artists, despite their diversity in perspective and use of media, interrelate. In so doing, it charts 

the common ground at once spatial, material, temporal, and conceptual that connects them. 

Notions of landscape and cultural identity figure prominently in the discussion as does (to a 

lesser extent) the idea of journeying as an artistic device. As it is argued, in tackling the task of 

working in and from a distinct location across a variety of media that includes photography and 

film, drawing and installation, these artists offer different perspectives on the folds within culture 

and identity through the negotiation of a notion that is conversant with both. Appreciated either 

as the topos of a self with roots in an antiquated past or as a complex network of interweaving 

temporalities that stresses the ruptures of subjectivity in the present, landscape is the thread that 

binds these artists together as they seek to provoke reflections over processes of identification 

and cultural articulation.  
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The chapter begins by turning once again to the case of Adamantios Diamantis. More 

specifically, it takes as its starting point the artist’s ‘investigative walks’ in the vicinity of Ayios 

Sozomenos in the 1950s and his subsequent use of photographs to get close both to the object 

of his observation and to the notable companion and avid photographer who accompanied him, 

the Nobel Laureate Greek poet George Seferis. The decision to include his example in a 

discussion with a subsequent strong chronological focus on contemporary artists was taken with 

the intention of converging together the various theoretical and speculative paths explored in 

previous chapters as we progress towards the thesis’ conclusion. It was also taken with the 

intention of a critical appraisal of the longer local histories of the topic in question. As will 

hopefully become evident, the possible conceptual gain from such an approach is the charting of 

the shifts in perception of what may constitute the locus of cultural identity as artists respond to 

a complex socio-political context and to the debates over the status of culture and identity, all 

while attempting an active artistic presence both locally and in the world.   

 

Investigating, photographing, displaying: Cultural identity in spatio-
temporal remoteness 
 
 

Adamantios Diamantis met George Seferis during the latter’s first visit to Cyprus in the fall of 

1953. Their acquaintance was sealed into a friendship when the two embarked on an impromptu 

excursion in the outskirts of Nicosia to visit a number of villages in the vicinity of Pera Chorio 

Nisou, using Rupert Gunnis’s Historic Cyprus (1936) as a reference (Diamantis, 1978, p. 17).

1 Seferis also carried a photographic camera with him, and this tour was part of a series of day 

trips he conducted to places of interest across Cyprus with different companions, including on 

                                                
1 Gunnis (1899–1965) was a notable British colonial officer. He served as an aide-de-camp (1926–32) to 
Sir Ronald Storrs, Governor of Cyprus, and then as Inspector of Antiquities (1932–35). His book on the 
island’s archaeological sites, places of historic interest, villages, and cities was considered for years an 
authoritative study. Both painter and poet owned a copy, to which they often referred (Pieris, 1985, p. 
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occasion Diamantis. In a retrospective consideration of their outcomes, the painter described 

their excursions in the Cypriot countryside as ‘investigative walks’ (Diamantis, 1978, p. 13). 

Neither aimless meanderings or instinctual wanderings, these outings were apprehended by the 

painter as journeys of detection.  

 

Seferis’s visits to Cyprus related to the general pursuit amongst the ’30s generation in 

Greece to define the locus of Ellinikotita (‘Hellenicity’/Greekness).2 As discussed in Chapter II, 

this quest corresponded with the aspiration to articulate the modern while considering the local. 

At the intersection of the two and in relation to the aesthetic principle of autonomy, the ’30s 

Generation developed what has been evocatively described as ‘the aesthetic of autochthony’, 

promoting that culture is ‘of itself’ (auto) and ‘springs from the land’ (chthon) (Leontis, 1995, pp. 

112–31, 116). They turned to such perceived clusters of authenticity as the architectural 

vernacular, the folk artefact, and the natural landscape. Concurrently, travelling was devised as a 

practice of exploration, often with a camera at hand (Kotionis, 2014). Such developments 

coincided with the emergence of organised mass tourism in the Aegean, the new wave of 

excursionism, and the advances in photographic technology (Moschovi, 2014, p. 230). They were 

also informed by the early 20th century photographic monumentalisation of the Greek landscape 

as ‘the mythic picture of […] a romanticized Arcadia that evidenced continuation with the 

ancient Greek foundations’ (Moschovi, 2014, p. 231). As has been noted in recent scholarship, 

such visions contributed to landscape’s heightened symbolisation in the writings of the ’30s 

Generation, most notably in Seferis’s (Carabott, 2016, p. 22).  

                                                
193). It only stands as a paradox, then, that the painter’s and poet’s investigation of the island’s authentic 
cultural identity was aided by a book based on a British officer’s peregrinations across Cyprus.  
2 There are numerous studies on Seferis’s visits to Cyprus (Pavlou, 1989; Yorgis, 1991; Pieris, 1997). For 
assessments in relation to the island’s socio-political context, two texts are particularly enlightening: 
Marinos Pourgouris’s (2006, pp. 89-112) ‘Topographies of Greek Modernism’, and Vangelis Calotychos’s 
(2003, pp. 176–94) ‘Seferis’s Cyprus’.  
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The poet came to Cyprus three times between 1953 and 1955, while stationed as a 

diplomat in Beirut. In Diamantis’s accounts of their walks, we get a glimpse of Seferis engrossed 

in an investigative fever, accumulating with diligence all sorts of information—at times talking to 

people, at others asking the painter for a drawing, or documenting objects and places of 

fascination with his camera. ‘[Seferis] collected every impression’, Diamantis writes (Pieris, 1985, 

p. 22–23).3 These ‘impressions’ were distilled into a collection of poems in 1955, initially titled 

Cyprus That Anointed Me (later published under Logbook III), which pointed to the object of his 

investigations: the essence of a geographical space where ‘ideas were no longer merely “unreal” 

anesthetizations of Hellenic identity’ but took on actual form (Pourgouris, 2006, p. 107). His 

impressions were also registered in a considerable body of 288 photographs, which revealed a 

world of peasants, children, and landscapes bereft of modern progress and dotted with 

archaeological ruins, Orthodox churches, and mature trees.4 If in his poetry Seferis conversed 

with the photographic monumentalisation of the Greek landscape as testament to the continuity 

of the ancient in the present, his photographs testify to the way such conceptions might have 

also informed his photographic aesthetic while journeying through Cyprus [figures 67-68].  

 

It is important to be reminded that the poet’s visits to the island, a British colony at the 

time, coincided with the political fermentations that eventually lead in 1955 to the Greek Cypriot 

armed struggle for union with Greece. As already suggested in Chapter II, matters of identity 

during this time were debated within a frame that was set by the colonial encounter and the 

searing atmosphere of Greek and Turkish nationalisms. Within this context, Seferis’s collection 

of poems progressively acquired an iconic place in comprising the mythology of the island ‘as an 

intense Hellenic heterotopia’, shaping the imagination of what Cyprus is (and could be), both in 

                                                
3 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
4 For a selection of Seferis’s Cyprus photographs see E. Ch. Kasdaglis’s Kypros: Mnimi kai Agapi me ton 
Fako tou Yiorgou Seferi (Cyprus: love and memory with the lens of George Seferis) (1990).  
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the Greek metropolis and amongst the Greek Cypriots (Calotychos, 2003, p. 176). In recent 

critical examinations of Seferis’s oeuvre, the poet’s reception is explicated as dependent on his 

filters of perception. Instead of encapsulating, say his critics, the cultural diversity of the island, 

Seferis concentrated on certain aspects of the local. In the words of Vangelis Calotychos (2003, 

p. 176), ‘Seferis ignores all trace of Turkish presence on the island’. Turkish Cypriot poet 

Mehmet Yashin agrees, using Seferis’s photographs to exemplify his indifference to Turkish or 

Muslim symbols (qtd. in Calotychos, 2003, p. 189). 

 

Current elucidations on his photographic output consider that, although an avid 

photographer, Seferis understood photographs as mere reflections of the world that were in 

need of the poetic act to acquire meaning. ‘It is the language that is developed around the 

photograph that has priority over the image’, notes Eleni Papargyriou (2008, p. 88). Yet, as she is 

keen to stress, ‘photographic images have an ideological significance as they measure the 

importance of the real world in the eyes of the beholder’ (Papargyriou, 2008, p. 82). While 

photography, then, within Seferis’s oeuvre is assigned a secondary role, it does acquire 

ideological import, especially when examined in relation to his choice of certain themes over 

others. ‘[W]hat is represented, how it is represented, and who has the power to represent constitute 

contested terrain’, photography scholar Liz Wells reminds us (2011, p. 6). It is this politics of 

representation that Yashin highlights, which also surfaces in current discussions that situate 

Seferis’s photographs within the context of a Greek ‘national imagery’ when considering his 

photographic vision of Cyprus (Carabott, 2016, loc. 3661). 
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Figure 67: Example of a photograph by George Seferis. Image from Kypros: Mnimi kai Agapi me ton Fako 
tou Yiorgou Seferi (Cyprus: memory and love with the lens of George Seferis) (1990).  
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Figure 68: Example of a photograph by George Seferis. Image from Kypros: Mnimi kai Agapi me ton Fako 
tou Yiorgou Seferi (Cyprus: memory and love with the lens of George Seferis) (1990).  
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As certain critics argue, however, Seferis’s ‘selectiveness […] should not surprise us’, 

since his interest was not to ‘explore the Cypriot identity but rather the Greek identity of Cyprus’ 

(Pourgouris, 2006, pp. 106–07). He recognised it as rooted in the island’s living tradition, a 

stance that corresponded with his wider pursuit to graft aspects of European modernism onto 

the legacy of the local, bringing the historical in a dialogic relationship with the contemporary 

(Leontis, 1995, p. 135). Further to this, and in considering his practice of traversing Cyprus, his 

approach is suggestive of the idea that tradition relates to physical space. ‘Traditions take place, in 

the sense that they assign cultural identity to a geographical referent’, argues Leontis (2005, p. 

31). In Details on Cyprus, the poem Seferis dedicated to Diamantis as inspired by their walk, we 

get an idea of the connection. As we read along the verses, we accumulate a sense of discovering 

a place outside of progress, where the past still exists in the present and rises, for this reason, as 

the locus of tradition’s most authentic manifestation. The poem is mainly set in the courtyard of 

the Gothic church of St Mamas in Dali, where a monk decorates a gourd in the manner of his 

ancestors, and ancient objects—a door handle in the shape of an owl, a stone figure with arched 

eyebrows, an old wooden wheel—speak of a tradition that mediates the place’s cultural identity; 

an act lyricised in the poem’s last stanza as ‘the voice of our country’ (Seferis, 1995, p. 175). In 

their majority, the elements mentioned in the poem were photographically documented, hinting 

at a more intricate relationship between images and words in Seferis’s work than that of 

causality: the visual and the verbal converge to delineate the territorial and temporal coordinates 

of ‘Greekness’ in the remote world of villages. 

 

If such deliberations hint to the poet’s outlook, what of the painter? What was Diamantis 

looking for in their investigative walks? What is certain is that Diamantis travelled through 

Cyprus under different capacities long before his acquaintance with Seferis—first as a young 

painter in Ayios Theodoros and elsewhere, but also as a member of the Society of Cypriot 

Studies in the years that followed and as director of the Cyprus Folk Art Museum (Nikita, 1998, 
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p. 55).5 What his acquaintance with the poet, however, came to affirm was the importance of 

such journeys in discovering ‘the ancient feeling of [his] country’ in isolated worlds (Nikita, 1998, 

p. 68).6 It comes as no surprise, then, to witness in his recollections of their outing that day, his 

rise as an active agent immersed with equal fervour in examining the locus and components of 

the island’s cultural identity (Pieris, 1985, p. 20–23). Interestingly, photography had a place in the 

process.7 Following his meeting with Seferis, Diamantis turned to the medium as a way to 

further his intellectual exchange with the poet. Photography became another point of contact. 

For example, throughout their twenty-year-long correspondence, Diamantis sent Seferis pictures 

of the island’s material culture.8 We get a sense of what they depicted in Diamantis’s letters but 

also in his own reading of Details on Cyprus, in which he made avid use of images to penetrate 

Seferis’s thought.9 He included photographs of people, artefacts, vernacular architectural 

elements, Byzantine wall paintings, as well as landscapes with cypress and olive trees, all 

excluding traces of modernisation and hybridity, while focusing on the cultural as ‘leftover’ from 

the past [figures 69-70].  Their provenance is unclear, yet just as photographs speak of the 

ideological disposition of the person pushing the button, so do collections and archives, 

dependent as they are on some logic of categorisation imposed by the person who selects or 

curates them.10 Beyond comprising a visual inventory of Seferis’s poem, therefore, these images 

                                                
5 For a discussion on the Society’s activities and Diamantis’s role, please refer further down.  
6 Excerpt translated from Greek by the author.  
7 Arguably, Diamantis was a painter with little interest in photography—although he did curate, as we 
learn from relevant press coverage, the 1951 exhibition of landscape photographs by Greek and Cypriot 
photographers (Eleftheria, 1951, p. 1).  
8 In their letters, Seferis and Diamantis also discussed the photographs from their ‘investigative walks’ 
(Pieris, 1985, pp. 53, 56). For information on the photographs they exchanged see Pieris (1985, pp. 130, 
162–16). 
9 Diamantis’s reflections on Seferis’s poems had initially taken the form of a text accompanied by images 
to be presented on the occasion of the 2nd Cyprological Congress, which was cancelled due to the 
Turkish intervention. The material was later published in book format under the title Leptomeries stin Kypro 
(Details on Cyprus) (1978).  
10 This argument concerns a considerable body of literature. Two key texts, however, on photographic 
archives and collections as ideologically contingent are Allan Sekula’s ‘Reading an Archive: Photography 
between labour and capital’ (1983) and John Tagg’s ‘Evidence, Truth and Order: Photographic Records 
and the Growth of the State (1988). Archive Fever (1995), Jacques Derrida’s extended meditation on the 
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notion of the archive is seminal reading as is Michel Foucault’s The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969), 
particularly his chapter ‘The Historical a priori and the Archive’.   

Figure 69: The ‘little owl’ and the ‘stone figure with arched eyebrows’. Two architectural elements 
from Saint Mamas Church in Dali poeticised and photographed by George Seferis. Images from 
Kypros: Mnimi kai Agapi me ton Fako tou Yiorgou Seferi (Cyprus: memory and love with the lens of 
George Seferis) (1990).  
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Figure 70: Examples of Adamantios 
Diamantis’s selection of images 
included in his book Leptomeries stin 
Kypro (Details on Cyprus) (1978).  
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Figure 71: Page from Adamantios Diamantis’s book Leptomeries stin Kypro (Details on Cyprus) 
(1978) depicting the ‘ancient landscape’.  
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Figure 72: The neck of a gourd juxtaposed with an image depicting the use of similar designs for 
decorating a medieval clay pot. From Adamantios Diamantis’s Leptomeries stin Kypro (Details on Cyprus) 
(1978). 
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upon reflection function as documentation of the painter’s conception of the constituent 

elements and terrain of the Cypriot cultural identity as his gaze converged with that of the poet. 

As such, they point to the way a sense of self-location and cultural belonging might be 

constituted through the contemplation and (if we may add) use of the photographic.11 On 

another level, they attest to the poet’s and painter’s shared interest in providing proof of the 

past’s survival in the present by focusing on its cultural remains through the use of a medium 

traditionally underpinned by notions of verisimilitude and authenticity, which here links with 

journeying into the landscape as investigative practice. Diamantis (1978, p. 13) wrote in 1974: 

 

[R]eading [Seferis’s] poem I came to see […] many common impressions and 

experiences […]. These walks were a contact with people and things, with history 

and tradition, the landscape, the ambiance, the light […], a taking of photos, an 

inspection. The perennial subject, the vivid unaltered preservation of things and 

modes of thinking in their ancient form or their transformation.12  

 

Just like Seferis, then, Diamantis travelled in order to ‘inspect’—an activity that becomes 

almost synonymous with the act of photographing in his statement—a world of cultural 

encounters found to exist in their ‘ancient form’. The notion of the ‘ancient’ is repeated time and 

again in his writings, assuming the significance of a filter of assessment. ‘Ancient’ are the places 

they visited; ‘ancient’ is also the monk decorating the gourd, whom he compares with the ancient 

Greek seer Calchas, echoing Seferis’s use of mythological heroes (Pieris, 1985, p. 21). Most 

interestingly, the word comes up in his description of a landscape photograph with cypresses. 

The picture is captioned simply yet resonantly ‘ancient landscape’, implying that it constitutes a 

stretch of land that has survived intact since time immemorial (Diamantis, 1978, p. 21) [figure 

71]. Seen amongst the rest of the images, mostly of objects, the landscape acquires the 

                                                
11 This observation is indebted to Liz Wells’s (2011, p. 6) relevant argument in relation to uses of 
photography by artists. 
12 All excerpts in Greek are translated by the author. 
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significance of the topos, as in of the physical place, that both nourishes and offers a spatial 

dimension to culture’s material manifestations. ‘Things and place’ elucidates Diamantis—as if 

both entities should be understood as perennially locked in a tight embrace, feeding the substrata 

of who we are (Pieris, 1985, p. 23). Not all things or places, we presume, but only those that 

assert their distinction in temporal depth and spatial remoteness, just as in Seferis’s poem.   

 

In Chapter II, emphasis was placed upon the idea that to think of landscape as topos in 

Diamantis is to consider the way the two notions may resonate as a conceptual totality. To 

support such a hypothesis, arguments were drawn from cultural geography and other fields, 

which bring sharply into view the way landscapes have been instrumentally used in order to 

construct (or deny) identity and cultural difference in efforts to offer historical continuity to the 

presence of a community. To further enrich such observations, it is important to add that 

notions of place have also been recognised as important in the project of negotiating cultural 

identity, since place does ‘[provide] an anchor of shared experience between people and 

community over time’ (Crang, 1998, p. 102). The temporal depth of place is crucial in 

conceptions of topos in modern Greek language as well. According to Leontis (2005, p. 19), ‘topos 

in Greek marks a physical place of return, a site where the past makes its presence felt’. 

Landscape and place, therefore, do interconnect as they are both seen to facilitate arguments of 

temporal continuity to stake out the territory of identity. When Diamantis, therefore, describes 

them as ‘ancient’, he is assigning time-depth to the topos of the island’s cultural identity and, by 

extent, to cultural identity itself. If the topos is ancient, so is the culture it conveys.     

 

Landscape and place, however, in Diamantis also intertwine with ‘things’. In his writings, 

they take the shape of folk artefacts as highly expressive of the culture of the people involved in 

their making (Pieris, 1985, pp. 21, 23). These artefacts are also valued based on assumptions of 

the links they forge between the past and the present. In his 1974 collection of photographs, a 
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close-up of the patterns etched on the neck of a gourd is juxtaposed with an image depicting the 

use of similar designs for decorating a medieval clay pot, visually documenting the connections 

between products from different periods (Diamantis, 1978, pp. 42–43) [figure 72]. Therefore, 

just as landscape and place are seen to testify to the temporal provenance of the island’s cultural 

identity, so is its tangible material heritage, its ‘things’. This may help to explain why the temporal 

and cultural links of such ‘things’ were only selectively valued in Diamantis’s collection of 

images. The practice of engraving gourds represents a tradition embedded in both Greek and 

Turkish Cypriot cultures. The painter, however, chose to highlight only certain aspects of the 

tradition’s provenance: its association with the medieval period when the island was under 

Byzantine rule, which Greek Cypriots appreciate as an extension of their Greek heritage.13  

 

Beyond this, however, such images testify to Diamantis’s profound interest in ‘things’, 

especially folk artefacts, which can be evidenced through out his artistic trajectory. As director of 

the Cyprus Folk Art Museum, he scoured Cypriot villages for objects to be included in its 

collection. These were selected according to criteria of ‘purity’, ‘authenticity’, and ‘craftsmanship’ 

and were subsequently classified and presented in the example of ethnographic museums of the 

time (Diamantis, 1973).14 In press articles dating from the Museum’s early activities, which 

provide insights into its collection, there persists the idea that there is something inherently 

Greek that characterises the red clay jars, glazed plates, wooden chests, carved instruments, and 

all the other objects amassed in its exhibition rooms (Eleftheria, 1950, p. 1; Ethnos, 1950, p. 4; 

                                                
13 Greatly impressed by the practice of engraving gourds, Seferis kept a small collection of them. He also 
toyed with the idea of titling his Cyprus poem collection Gourds ‘out of spite for the city slickers’ (my 
translation) (Pieris, 1985, p. 33). In this case, the gourd was valued as a non-modern artefact. 
14 In his explication of his museological approach in putting together the display at the Cyprus Folk Art 
Museum, Diamantis (1976, pp. 256–57), in an extensive passage, refers to the case of a young employee 
Mrs Eleni Papadimitriou, who was sent to intern at various ethnographic museums in Greece. She was 
also accepted as an intern at the Department of Ethnography at the British Museum. On her way back to 
Cyprus, she also visited the Musée de l’ Homme in Paris. Diamantis considers such initiatives as 
important in basing the Museum and its collection on tested museological practices.   
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Agon, 1964, p. 4; Patris, 1965, p. 5). ‘The Cyprus Folk Art Museum, through the arts and crafts 

of our people, displays in all vividness its new Greek civilisation as a continuation of the Ancient 

and the Byzantine’, writes an observer (Patris, 1965, p. 5).  

Such perceptions remind us of the long-established view that cultural identity via its 

system of representations, including its ‘things’, carries overtones of essential unity, primordial 

oneness, indivisibility, and sameness, even in post-colonial contexts of cultural resurgence.15 In 

baiting the question of cultural identity, Stuart Hall (1990, p. 224) recognises that an important 

contention of cultural practices carried out within a colonial and diasporic framework was the 

‘unearthing of that which the colonial experience buried and overlaid, bringing to light the 

hidden continuities of the past’. Hall’s argument is built on the idea that identity is not just 

‘grounded in the archaeology’; it unfolds as an active re-telling of the past (Hall, 1990, p. 224). In 

keeping with Hall’s post-colonial perspective, Homi Bhabha (1994) searched for the ‘location of 

culture’, not in fixed places and timeframes, but in the ‘in-between spaces’ and the ‘disjunctive 

breaks of difference’ as they articulate across time.  

 

Within the identity politics of colonial Cyprus, however, rootedness in time and place 

surfaced as principal objective. As demonstrated in Chapter II, Greek Cypriots tried to prove 

their ethnic purity as Greeks by establishing strong historical links between the present and the 

island’s ancient Greek heritage. Such practices paralleled assumptions that land—in this case an 

island of Greek ancestry—and people shared a common substance—that of the spirit or the soul 

                                                
15 Here, ‘things’ refers to folk artefacts. For an early consideration of their centrality in narratives of 
identity in post-colonial contexts see James Clifford’s The Predicament of Culture (1988) and Arjun 
Appadurai’s edited volume The Social Life of Things (1986). For a consideration of the importance of 
‘things’ as everyday objects from the perspective of material culture studies see Bill Brown’s (2001, pp. 1–
21) ‘Thing Theory’. Fred R. Myer’s edited collection of essays The Empire of Things offers important 
insights into the cultural differences registered in ‘regimes of value’. For an anthropological analysis of 
‘things’ as social agents and their importance across different cultural contexts see Alfred Gell’s Art and 
Agency (1998). Bjørnar Olsen’s In Defence of Things (2010) discusses objects and their centrality in 
conceptions of identity from the perspective of archaeology.  
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(Bryant, 2004, p. 190). In contrast, the Turkish Cypriots sought to counter their neighbours’ 

assertions by emphasising heterogeneity, while evoking metaphors of the blood in stressing their 

claims over the land (Bryant, 2004, pp. 207, 210). These negotiations over the location and 

temporal provenance of identity occurred within the rise of Greek and Turkish nationalisms, and 

against the British colonial regime and its attempts to forge an ‘essential’ Cypriot identity of a 

mélange culture. To battle the surge of Greek nationalism, the British resorted to promoting the 

idea of an authentic Cypriot identity which was neither Western nor Eastern, but an amorphous 

blend of the two that predated the advent of the ancient Greeks to the island (Given, 1998, p. 

13). Archaeological findings were used to substantiate such arguments by devising the existence 

of an autochthonous ethnic group, the ‘Eteocypriots’, at the same time that the partial 

dehellenisation of the past had began in books (Given, 1998, p. 14). 

 

It was against such policies that the Greek Cypriots sought to assert their ethnic identity 

as Greeks. They also proclaimed it against the island’s experience of modernity (and by 

implication of British colonial rule), affirming the argument that cultural identity in the past was 

seen as incompatible with the imperative to be modern (Papastergiadis, 2010, p. 46). For 

example, as early as 1934, the teacher and literary critic Costas Proussis wrote a series of articles 

subtitled Na Gnorisoume ton Eauto mas, ton Topo mas, tin Istoria tou (In order to know ourselves, our 

homeland, its history). His texts constituted a celebratory rejection of what he saw as the 

Cypriots’ uncritical embrace of modern life, which he sought to remedy by professing a return to 

sources (Proussis,1934a, 1934b, 1934c, 1934d, 1934e). By this he meant a cultural identity that 

excluded the island’s Ottoman past and pre-dated the advent of the British to include 

archaeological sites that established the ancient Greek connection, folk artefacts, but also life in 

villages, and the natural landscape. For Proussis, these constituted the locus of what he 

evocatively described as Kypriotismos  (Cypriotism) (Proussis, 1934a., p. 1). 
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The endeavour to locate the island’s cultural identity contra the modern in the past and in 

the remote world of villages and artefacts became more systematic among Greek Cypriots with 

the establishment of the Society of Cypriot Studies, co-founded in 1936 by Proussis and other 

members of his community’s literati and artists, including Diamantis. Aimed at establishing a 

‘scientific riposte to the policy of de-hellenisation’ of the British, the society carried out 

ethnographic fieldwork in villages and sites of cultural significance (Society of Cypriot Studies, 

2015). Its activities, which included the opening of the Cyprus Folk Art Museum in 1950, raise 

interesting questions in relation to the way examinations of recovered artefacts are performed—

as in other colonial contexts—in an attempt to lay claim to ideas of cultural purity and 

continuous tradition.16 In their study on uses of folk art in Cyprus, anthropologists Bekir Azgin 

and Yiannis Papadakis (1998) point out that research into both Greek Cypriot and Turkish 

Cypriot folklore was dictated by the claims made by Greek and Turkish nationalisms. Funded by 

the Greek Orthodox Church and by various Greek institutions, including the Greek Embassy, 

folklore research among the Greek Cypriot community was directly expressed against the British 

colonial identity-building policies (Azgin and Papadakis, 1998, p. 707).17 It was also passionately 

engaged with proving cultural continuity with Greece, providing an important ideological 

stronghold for the enosis movement (Azgin and Papadakis, 1998, pp. 704, 707–08, 712). As a 

consequence, Turkish Cypriot folklore and Ottoman heritage was marginalised, ignored, or side-

lined. According to Azgin and Papadakis (1998, p. 707), this created, along with other factors, 

the necessary preconditions of ethnic conflict on the island.  

 

                                                
16 See for example Sonal Khullar’s relevant discussion in Worldly Affiliations: Artistic Practice, National identity 
and Modernism in India 1930–1990 (2015). 
17 It should be noted that the Cyprus Folk Art Museum was a project of the Society of Cypriot Studies, 
funded and variously supported by the Orthodox Church. When it opened its doors in 1950, it was 
housed in a room on the ground floor of the Archbishopric of Nicosia, known as the ‘old church’ 
(Diamantis, 1973, p. 1). When in 1961, the Archbishopric changed premises, the Orthodox Church 
donated the building to the Museum, which extended to occupy the whole ground floor (Diamantis, 
1973, p. 1). 
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As for folk research among the Turkish Cypriot community, its guiding principle was the 

legitimisation of Turkish identity and the establishment of continuities with the culture of 

Anatolia (Azgin and Papadakis, 1998, p. 713). Acknowledged as the cradle of authentic Turkish 

identity by both the ‘humanist’ and the ‘romantic nationalist’ schools of Turkish folklore research, 

Anatolia figures in Turkish Cypriot folklore research as the place of origin of their community’s 

‘true heart’ (Azgin and Papadakis, 1998, p. 713). At the same time, therefore, that Greek Cypriots 

began drawing connections with their ancient Greek past, Turkish Cypriots strove to highlight 

Turkish Cypriot culture as the direct continuity of Anatolian Turkish culture (Azgin and 

Papadakis, 1998, p. 714). It was on the ground of such imaginings that the Cyprus Turkish 

Museum was founded in 1961 at the former tekke of the Mevlevi (or Mevlevihane).18 Also known 

as the ‘Whirling Dervishes’, the Mevlevi is a Sufi order originating from Konya, a major city in 

Anatolia. Although their practices had been banned in Turkey since 1925 by Ataturk’s secular 

policies, their residence in Cyprus continued to be used until 1956, when the premises were 

temporarily transformed into a hostel for Turkish children (Turkish Republic of Northern 

Cyprus, 2004). With the establishment of the Republic of Cyprus in 1960, the Turkish Communal 

Chamber—the body tasked with moderating matters of religion, culture, and education of 

Turkish Cypriots—recognised the building’s heritage value and founded a museum with the aim 

to collect, archive, and safeguard Turkish Cypriot culture (Trautmann, 2010, p. 56).19  

As in the case of the Folk Art Museum of the Greek Cypriot community, a painter was 

appointed as director. Cevdet Çağdaş was a former student of Diamantis and the personal choice 

of Rauf Denktash, the politician who would later become leader of the Turkish Cypriot 

                                                
18 Tekke, also known as Khalwah or Khanaqah, is the Turkish term for a Sufi residence, hospice, or lodge 
where Sufi activities, such as teaching, rituals, and worship occur (Esposito, 2003).  
19 Following the Declaration of Independence in 1960, legislative power in the new Republic was 
exercised by the Greek and Turkish Communal Chambers, which also administered matters of education 
and culture. For more on their activities see Markides (2001).  
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community (Trautmann, 2010, pp. 56–57).20 Entangled in the project of identity-building 

through heritage, Çağdaş was sent to Turkey to visit museums and gain relevant training 

(Trautmann, 2010, pp. 56–57). ‘It was an interesting time for me to acquire such a deep 

knowledge of our culture’, the painter recalled in an interview (Trautmann, 2010, p. 57). This 

sense of self-recognition through contact with the tangible marks of heritage can be evidenced in 

Çağdaş’s oil paintings and watercolours from this period. Beyond landscapes [figure 73], Çağdaş 

also painted Turkish Cypriot neighbourhoods and significant Ottoman monuments, such as the 

Büyük Han and the Mevlevihane [figures 74-75]. He also conducted research in relation to 

Ottoman heritage, which led to his study under the title ‘Ottoman culture as reflected in tombs 

and tombstones in Cyprus’ (Çağdaş, 1973). In an interesting instance of co-operation between 

cultural producers of the two communities (Hardy, 2010, p. 85),  Çağdaş was invited to present 

his research at the First International Cyprological Congress organised by the Society of Cypriot 

Studies in 1969.  

 

For Azgin and Papadakis (1998, p. 710), however, the reference to Turkish/Ottoman 

influences did constitute a problem for Greek Cypriots in their efforts to maintain the ancient 

Greek connection. In their view, the solution devised was to ignore and not mention anything 

that could be considered ‘Turkish’. This stance can be detected in a text by Diamantis from 1956 

titled ‘H Techni stin Kypro’ (Art in Cyprus). As a founding member of the Society of Cypriot 

Studies, the painter contributed significantly to delineating the contours of a local visual arts 

tradition, which he briefly identified as encompassing ancient Greek sculpture, Byzantine icon 

                                                
20 A British trained barrister and a co-founder of the paramilitary organisation TMT (Turkish Resistance 
Organisation) in the 1950s, Rauf Denktash (1924–2012) was elected chairman of the Turkish Cypriot 
Communal Chamber following independence in 1960 (Nuttall and Smith, 2012). An avid supporter of 
partition, he unswervingly pressed for a bicommunal, bizonal independent Cyprus following the Turkish 
intervention in 1974. For Denktash, there was no such thing as a ‘Cypriot nation’, but Greeks and Turks 
who were forced to live side by side (Nuttall and Smith, 2012). He held the position of the President of 
the TRNC between the declaration of the de facto state in 1983 until 2005. 
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Figure 73 (above): Cevdet Çağdaş, Morphou, 1958, watercolour, 24 x 34 cm. Centre of Visual Arts and 
Research Collection, Nicosia. Figure 74 (below): Cevdet Çağdaş, Ömeriye Quarter, 1957, watercolour, 26 cm 
x 36 cm. Centre of Visual Arts and Research Collection, Nicosia. 
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Figure 75: Cevdet Çağdaş, Büyu ̈k Han, ca. 1945, watercolour, 27 cm x 40 cm, Centre of Visual Arts and 
Research collection, Nicosia.  
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painting, Gothic architecture, and folk art (Diamantis, 1956, pp. 247–52). The text dealt with the 

description of the visual arts scene of his day and appeared in Kypriaka Grammata as part of a 

tribute to Cyprus’s ‘Greekness’. Like the rest of the contributing articles, it is distinguished by the 

effort to mark cultural continuities between the island’s past and present (Diamantis, 1956, p. 

199). In contrast, however, to other featured texts, it discussed the work of both British and 

Turkish Cypriot artists, including Çağdaş, demonstrating his appreciation of the cross-

pollinations existing between people of diverse backgrounds in 1950s Cyprus (Diamantis, 1956, 

p. 201). Having said this, his omission of the island’s Ottoman heritage—apropos the choice to 

mention Gothic architecture—and the non-inclusion of contributions made by Turkish Cypriots 

and other minorities to folk art is indicative of how the question of Cypriot cultural identity was 

disciplined through specific ancestral narratives and, hence, tied to the past, disregarding 

Cyprus’s heterogeneity and its encounter with modernity, which was changing the island.  

 

          This may explain the reason behind Diamantis’s framing of landscapes and things as 

‘ancient’ in 1953. Instead of engaging with the diverse cultural heritage of the Ayios Sozomenos 

area or with the possible traces of modernity and urbanisation, we see the painter orientated 

towards locating the island’s cultural identity in what was perceived to have nurtured it over the 

course of the centuries. Landscapes and things mattered as long as they were ‘ancient’ enough. In 

fact, landscape was appreciated for its rootedness in specific timeframes and as the topos of a 

fixed conception of identity to be extrapolated from closed traditions. Further to this, 

Diamantis’s approach to landscape also makes relevant the argument of how actual geographical 

locales can be at once separated from their physical reality and typified in representation in order 

to be mythologised and endowed with meaning, influencing the way we connect with them (Said, 

2000, pp.175–92). Indeed, how does Diamantis’s landscape photograph intervene with the way 

we perceive the Ayios Sozomenos area in the present? How to read Cypriot alterity back into the 

painter’s notion of the ancient? And most importantly for the discussion that ensues, what kind 
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of ante-history do Diamantis’s ‘investigative walks’ offer to the current itineraries of artists across 

the same locations?  

 

Cultural identity as an elastic metaphor  

 

In his series of photographs titled Local Studies (2015–17), artist Stelios Kallinikou seeks to trace 

the ‘topography’, as it is stated, of Cypriot identity by journeying and photographing landscapes 

across the Cyprus divide. Topography is the graphē (writing) of a topos, elucidates Leontis (1995, p. 

3), and the term’s use in relation to the artist’s work is indicative of how journeying the landscape 

intersects with ideas of delineating identity in relation to place.  Just as in Diamantis’s case, 

landscape is approached as the topos of the self and travelling as the device to chart its territory. 

If indeed such ideas persist in current artistic practices, what is it that distinguishes Kallinikou’s 

studies in the present from Diamantis’s investigative walks in the past?  

 

Born south of the ‘Green Line’ in the 1980s, Kallinikou belongs to a generation that 

grew up with second-hand recollections of places in what was colloquially referred to as the 

‘other side’. When the checkpoints partly opened in the early 2000s and Cypriots crossed the 

border for the first time, the idea of ‘difference’ was seen as manifested in the way each side 

grappled with urbanisation and progress. The economic prosperity of the Greek Cypriots, 

witnessed in the urban fabric of cities, was contrasted with the perceived underdevelopment of 

the Turkish Cypriots. Could there ever be, however, such a distinction as a Greek and Turkish 

Cypriot landscape? The issue of orientating oneself with respect to geographical (north/south), 

ethnic or cultural coordinates (Greek/Turkish, progressive/backward) is posed as a constant 

challenge in Kallinikou’s ‘topographies’. For instance, in Bricks (2015) [figure 76], a photograph 

that documents a pile of bricks mounted on a palette, there is nothing to indicate where this slice 
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of everydayness occurs apart from one negligible detail, visible only to the ‘trained’ eye, which 

gives away our location as being north of the border.  

 

It is this and similar confusions that Kallinikou’s photographs emulate, an approach that 

distinguishes the work of other artists interested in disorganising perceptions of otherness. Take 

for example Mustafa Hulusi and his series of black and white photographs of olive trees. The 

images are presented in identical pairs and contain no hints as to our whereabouts. A ubiquitous 

plant across the Mediterranean, the olive tree is common anywhere between Portugal and 

Lebanon. It is only when we try to interpret the reasons as to why each image is presented with 

its identical twin that we begin to pay attention to the information offered in the accompanying 

titles: A Cypriot Olive Tree Existing in Occupation in North Cyprus and A Cypriot Olive Tree Existing in 

Freedom in the United Cyprus Republic  [figures 77-78]. The artist began work on the project in 2004, 

the year Cypriots voted on the ‘Anan Plan’—a constitutional arrangement brokered by the UN. 

Hope had spread in the days before the referendum amongst people across the island’s 

communities that a common future was conceivable. Cyprus could exist in freedom from one 

day to the next. It was this exciting possibility that Hulusi aspired his photographs to instil in us 

by focusing on olive trees, a traditional symbol of peace and of a shared cultural life on the 

island. Seen in retrospect, the series functions both as a critical exposure of a geopolitical 

situation (and its dead ends) and as a poetic reflection on the quest to seek out in the landscape 

affirmative signs of coexistence. 

 

 This can also be detected in Kallinikou’s photographs and choice of locations. For 

example, included in his itinerary is Ayios Sozomenos. Since Diamantis’s walk in the area, the 

village has been the site of violent clashes, which have inspired artists like Aggelos Makrides 
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Figure 76: Stelios Kallinikou, Bricks, 2015, pigment print, dimensions variable. © The artist. 
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Figure 77 (left): Mustafa Hulusi, A Cypriot Olive Tree Existing in Occupation in North Cyprus, 2004, 
archival c-type print, 116cm x 81.5 cm (framed). © The artist. Figure 78 (right): Mustafa Hulusi ,A 
Cypriot Olive Tree Existing in Freedom in the United Cyprus Republic, 2004, archival c-type print, 
116cm x 81.5 cm (framed). © The artist. 
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(b.1942) to look into its traumatic past. In a drawing dating from 1988, the artist depicts three 

elongated human figures protruding from buildings that turn into catapults setting the landscape 

ablaze [figure 79]. The only element left intact as a reminder of the village’s mixed heritage, now 

under imminent threat, is the colourful kazantin (a mobile Cypriot traditional game popular 

among the island’s communities). Makrides’s drawing was executed in the aftermath of the 

Cyprus conflict and functions as a poetic reflection on the circumstances that led to the village’s 

current state. Situated next to the Green Line, Ayios Sozomenos lies deserted, comprising—

along with other similarly abandoned sites—what has been evocatively described as the Cypriot 

‘exotica’ (Pellapaisiotis, 2014, pp. 231–32).  If the island was revered in the past for its signs of 

‘Greekness’ or, in colonial times, for its assumed exotic character as a place between East and 

West, today its allure—or so the argument goes—is seen to lie in those marks that speak of its 

predicament as divided and scarred by conflict.   

 

Instead of turning his attention to such signs of violence or sites of fascination, however, 

Kallinikou chooses to provide us with seemingly uninteresting, yet playful views of the area’s 

landscape. In one of his images, a flock of sheep takes centre stage [figure 80]. Some animals are 

mating, others stare at the camera and, by extent, at the intruder in their territory. It is a 

humorous diversion from the tangible scars of enmity, which map the topos of identity across 

the landscape and along the lines of shared experiences. The rural scene could have taken place 

anywhere in Cyprus, and as such it is common. It is whatever joint ground survived the damage 

we witness looming as threat in Makrides’s drawing, which exists not in the abstract but as part 

of our daily lives. This focus on everydayness, which Kallinikou inherits from a retrograde 

examination of the ‘New Topographics’—a movement that came to prominence in the USA in 
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Figure 79: Aggelos Makrides, Ayios Sozomenos (detail), 1988, pencil on paper. Photo from the author’s archive.    
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Figure 80: Stelios Kallinikou, Ayios Sozomenos, 2015, pigment print, dimensions variable. © The artist. 
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the 1970s to reinvent landscape photography—unsettles the stereotypes of the ‘developed’ 

Greek Cypriots and the ‘underdeveloped’ Turkish Cypriots. It also serves to distinguish his 

research from the investigative walks of the past. Topio and topos do converge in his work to chart  

the territory of identity, yet they do so over the surface of the banal and the everyday, where 

perceptions of ‘otherness’ blur.  

 

This blurring co-exists in his work with an enlarged understanding of landscape’s 

meaning, most readily apprehended in those photographs where palm trees appear as leitmotif. 

A plant specific to the landscape in Cyprus since antiquity, the palm tree has been typically 

used—as already discussed in previous chapters—in representations of the island to illustrate 

conceptions of geographical and cultural ‘otherness’. Indeed, in Kallinikou’s photographs the 

tree’s association with the categories of the ‘oriental’ and the ‘exotic’ can be recalled. In Pink 

House (2015), for example, palm trees are the ‘exotic’ decorative element to match the equally 

exotic colour (pink) that adorns the walls of a house [figure 81]. In Palm Trees (2016), a picture 

taken in Ayios Sozomenos, they form part of a view that brings to mind the typical orientalised 

sceneries of tourist postcards and the pastoral backdrops of biblical scenes [figure 82]. The 

photograph is of a dry, open plain, where a set of palm trees, unattractive and barely surviving 

the scorching sun, appear on the horizon at the receding end of a web of crisscrossing marks, 

probably from car wheels. As well as their function as allusions to perspective’s transversals, 

these lines are also a reminder of the place’s proximity to one of Nicosia’s busiest industrial 

areas21 and, as such, of landscape’s actuality as the product of constant exploitation.  We might 

be reminded, here, of Diamantis’s photograph, where the cultural demarcation of landscape as 

‘ancient’ excludes all reference to its reality, encouraging the consideration of natural elements,  

                                                
21 I am referring to the Dali Industrial Area.  
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Figure 81: Stelios Kallinikou, Pink House (from the series Local Studies), 2015, pigment 
print, dimensions variable. © The artist. 
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Figure 82: Stelios Kallinikou, Palm Trees (from the series Local Studies), 2016, archival pigment print, 
dimensions variable. © The artist. 
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such as trees, as symbols of endurance and permanence. In Kallinikou’s photograph, however, 

we come to acknowledge—through the plain’s desolateness, the palms’ fragility, and the 

invocation of different associations (the exotic, the oriental, the biblical)—that landscape is not a 

cultural entity frozen in time but the sum of diverse practices, practical and theoretical, which 

change with time. To use the words of archaeologist Bjørnar Olsen (2010, p. 108), landscape is ‘a 

great patchwork of coexisting temporal horizons that create networks and connections between 

different times’.  This idea of the ‘temporality of the landscape’, theoretically elaborated across 

disciplines, also converses with the nature of photography as a medium of mixed tenses.22 As we 

have already seen in Chapter IV, Barthes (1993, p. 97) reflects on this before a landscape 

photograph of Bethlehem, in which he observes the co-existence of three tenses: his present, the 

time of Jesus, and that of the photographer. In keeping with this reflection, we come to 

acknowledge that the (common) topos of identity that emerges in Kallinikou’s photographs is 

one of interweaving temporalities and cultural references, which become visible when we begin 

to pay attention not only to the details of daily life, including its banalities, but also to 

photography’s enlarged timespan.  

 

In probing the question of cultural identity in the present, Nikos Papastergiadis (2010) 

argues that such conditions of conflation are optimal. He writes: ‘The energy of cultural identity, 

its potential for renewal, its subtle rhythms of extension, are most potent and focused when 

there is a dual coding of past and present, foreign and familiar, known and unknown’ 

(Papastergiadis, 2010, p. 52).  Building his argument within the theoretical framework of Hall and 

Bhabha, Papastergiadis revisits the terms of cultural identity in light of the changes observed due 

                                                
22  The condition of landscape, the passage of time and the kind of knowledge gained is a connection of 
special interest for archaeologists and anthropologists. An early key essay is Tim Ingold’s ‘The 
Temporality of the Landscape’ (1993). It has subsequently proven particularly influential for 
archaeologists such as Bjørnar Olsen (2010) in developing a theory of landscape as a ‘complex 
composition of concurrent cycles and chronotopes’. 
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to globalisation, migration and displacement, decolonisation, and the internal critique of 

modernity. For the critic, the transformations occurring have generated an inversion in status. 

While in the past, cultural identity was negotiated within ‘the vaulted chambers of high culture’ 

and consolidated in closed traditions, fixed places, and specific times, in the present moment of 

increased mobility it is distinguished by redrawing the boundaries of difference, celebrating 

diversity, and selectively incorporating the other at the intersections of cultural interactions, 

global/local exchanges, and temporal crossovers within the experience of the everyday 

(Papastergiadis, 2010, p. 61). As such, he understands cultural identity as ‘an elastic metaphor, 

one which stretches and embraces the ways in which we live’ in order to exist in a ‘state of 

exquisite vibrancy’ that allows the ‘old [to be] experienced within the contours of the new, and 

vice versa’ (Papastergiadis, 2010, pp. 61, 52).  

 

This broadening of the concept, which permits the mixing of the past with the present, 

the local with the global, the self with the other, within the realm of the everyday, can be traced 

in the work of Neoterismoi Toumazou. The group takes its name from a shop owned by the 

grandfather of one of its member’s in the old part of the city of Nicosia, once a burgeoning 

centre of small industries and commerce. In Greek neoterismos (νεωτερισµός) signifies ‘the 

progressive’ and ‘the new’, and in previous decades it was common on the signs of shops selling 

a wide range of goods, where ‘modern’ identities were performed through the accumulation of 

‘modern’ products.  Responding to the shop’s past as such a place, the group converted it into an 

artist-run space, where identities continued to be negotiated yet through different practices, 

including the redesigning and rebranding of the shop’s old stock into covetable commodities. To 

do so, the group turned to the area’s struggling clothes and accessories manufacturers to revive 

methods of production becoming obsolete. There is an analogy to be drawn here with how 

artists in the past—as evidenced in the case of Diamantis—were attracted to products of 

threatened traditions as distilling a sense of the local. Interestingly, in the case of Neoterismoi 
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Toumazou, this quest to connect with aspects of their locality relates to those residues of 

modernity (traced on clothes, furniture, graphic design elements) which they perceive as exuding 

a Cypriot identity. It also combines with their extensive use of social media networks, with which 

they purposefully unsettle the boundaries of what they understand as ‘local’. Their Instagram 

account, for instance, serves as a platform to promote their activities, document their everyday 

life, and comment on their struggles as a young artist group working in the periphery of the art 

world, using found images and videos of child athletes. Most crucially, however, it exemplifies 

their willingness to simultaneously situate their practice across different communities—both 

placed and virtual—using a mixture of references and histories sourced from local and other 

contexts.  

 

An example of this is their multifaceted installation titled A Land Rover Approached The 

Village (Black Rainbow) (2017), presented in 2017 at the Nicosia Municipal Art Centre (NiMAC) 

[figure 83]. For this piece, the group partially reconstructed the ruins of Saint Mamas Church in 

Ayios Sozomenos in the exhibition space. Their decision related to observations on how the 

church’s ruins serve as scenery for different communities to showcase their work and 

demonstrate their skills. These include amateurs using drones for aerial videos, bloggers 

reflecting on the place’s history, and bands experimenting with musical subcultures, such as rave 

and psychedelic rock. Neoterismoi Toumazou’s interest did not lie in the place per se, but in the 

fascination the place exerts on the people who translate its dramatic desolateness as the perfect 

stage for their endeavours. In response, the group reconstructed part of Saint Mamas Church as 

a setting for their own activities and history as a group. Added, for example, to the installation’s 

design was a print from their photo-shoot to promote their first fashion collection. It was  

 



 
 
 

273 

 

 

 

  

Figure 83: Neoterismoi Toumazou, A Land Rover Approached The Village (Black Rainbow), installation 
view, 2017. © The artists. 
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Figure 84: Neoterismoi Toumazou, A Land Rover Approached The Village (Black 
Rainbow), installation view (detail), 2017. © The artists. 
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complimented by a sculpture inspired by the child gymnasts they follow on Instagram and made 

to resemble a human figure standing in ‘wheel pose’. The installation was completed with a wall-

hanging sculpture-cum-charging station that took its shape from food drying racks used in 

villages; fragmented graffiti spray-painted on one of the reconstructed walls [figure 84]; and an 

abstract sign made from LED and Plexiglas, meant as an amplification of a symbol that has no 

history or meaning.  

 

The work could be read as a playful take on the often dramatic and spectacular 

reconstructions of heritage sites encountered in museums. Such attempts at reconstruction, 

observes heritage scholar Laurajane Smith (2006, loc. 1024–1036), aim at transmitting ‘authentic 

experiences’, facilitating a sense of cultural identity and belonging through the faithful emulation 

of the past.  Walking inside Neoterismoi Toumazou’s installation, the experience transmitted is 

indeed that of a heritage site, yet reduced to its most iconic, easily-recognisable aspects in order 

to be rebranded with the use of self-referential marks, signs, and objects. If a past is ever 

emulated it is that of the group’s own and of Ayios Sozomenos’s as a landscape, where identity 

(no longer believed to be either pure or authentic) is staged, posed, and performed over (not 

excavated from) the ground. As for the place’s traumatic history, it is something to be considered 

but only out of context. The first part of the installation’s title was taken from a blog which 

recounted the history of the village’s evacuation. The blogger sourced the information from a 

newspaper article of the day, which reported how embroilment between Greek and Turkish 

Cypriots began in 1964 with a Land Rover approaching the village carrying a band of armed 

men. 23 Neoterismoi Toumazou borrowed the phrase as poetic trigger, not of memory, but of 

stories to be generated in the viewers’ imagination while wandering the installation.  

                                                
23 The main cause of disagreement between Greek and Turkish Cypriots in Ayios Sozomenos related to 
the distribution of water. The armed men in the Land Rover were Greek Cypriots who wanted to turn on 
a water pump to serve nearby villages.  
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Decontextualising things and places in order to rebrand them and not preserve them 

intact—as artists did in the past—is part of what Neoterismoi Toumazou do. In many respects, 

their installation at NiMAC was about reclaiming a historical site to incorporate it into their 

world, where references blend and transmute. At the same time, however, if considered within 

the frame of our discussion so far, their work is also telling of the continued relevance of 

searching for elements of identity and senses of belonging in the margins, be they old shops, 

neglected city areas, abandoned villages, or dramatic landscapes. It is not the ‘where’ or the 

‘what’ that has changed, but how we interpret our ‘findings’. Neoterismoi Toumazou’s choice to 

experiment with the site of Ayios Sozomenos may be seen as an acknowledgment of this. It may 

also be understood as indicative of their willingness to engage with their local context at the 

same time that they deliberately confuse its geographical and cultural boundaries by drawing 

from fields (fashion, technology, music) which situate them in communities with a global reach. 

Their installation, therefore, opens up the question of how sites such as Ayios Sozomenos are 

relevant, not because they represent the past or a specific culture, but because they offer an in-

between space to experience cultural identity as an ‘elastic metaphor’, which stretches to embrace 

aspects of our way of life at the intersection of the old with the new, the past with the present, 

and the local with the global.24  

 

 

 

 

 
 
                                                
24 In recent years, Ayios Sozomenos has attracted the interest of architects and heritage scholars who look 
into ways that such places of liminality and conflict may be preserved. See for example, Ayios Sozomenos – 
place of barley: Timeless Encounters, a series of creative interventions and events within Ayios Sozomenos and 
the surrounding area organised in March 2018 by the CCFT - Creative Centre for Fluid Territories in 
collaboration with the NGO Urban Gorillas and the ARC Department of Architecture, University of 
Nicosia.  
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To conceive things otherwise: Landscape and the politics of exoticism 
 

If Kallinikou’s depiction of Ayios Sozomenos occurs within the project of envisioning the 

topography of the Cypriot identity within a dynamic interplay between references and time 

frames, which can also be evidenced in Neoterismoi Toumazou, Haris Epaminonda’s 

negotiation of the area’s landscape in her epic 16mm film titled Chapters (2013) does allow 

questions of identity but through powerful allusions to a geographically distant place outside of 

time.25 The film vaguely insinuates elements of a love story and is pieced together out of a series 

of meticulously staged tableaux vivants, which stage elements sourced from diverse cultures and 

time-periods. Geishas and exotic animals, dervishes and men dancing capoeira or dressed like 

Ancient Egyptians, representations of Mount Fuji and the Taj Mahal co-exist with various 

objects, including masks and costumes, statues and curiosities of every sort [figures 85-88]. They 

claim an evocative presence just like the depicted landscapes of waterfalls, palm trees, and 

deserts within which they appear. Contributing to the film’s overall mythical atmosphere, for 

example, are a series of long shots of a pyramid-looking hill, which looms from afar like a 

mountain god. As the artist explained, the hill is located in the UN-controlled buffer zone near 

Athienou.26 Due to military regulations, it proved impossible to film it up-close, thus she settled 

on shooting it from afar, from Ayios Sozomenos, surrounded by a group of palm trees and 

bathed in a mysterious light. Unlike Kallinikou’s photographs, Epaminonda’s frames leave out all 

reference to our location or to the possible origin of the objects depicted in the ensuing scenes. 

Things and landscapes interconnect, just as in Diamantis, yet in contradistinction with past 

conceptions of their relationship, their conjunction speaks of a profound diversity, baiting even  

                                                
25 Epaminonda’s approach to usher us into a world where people and places appear to exist out of time, was 
debated between anthropologist Yannis Papadakis and political scientist Costas Constantinou in a discussion 
organised in the context of her exhibition at the Point Centre of Contemporary Art in 2013.  
26 From Haris Epaminondas’s guided tour in her exhibition Chapters at Point Centre for Contemporary Art, Nicosia, 
12 October 2013. 
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Figures 85 (above) and 86 (below): Haris Epaminonda, Chapters (film still), 2013. © The artist.  
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Figures 87 (above) and 88 (below): Haris Epaminonda, Chapters (film still), 2013. © The artist 
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Figure 89 (above) and 90 (below):  Haris Epaminonda, from the series Volumes, 2013, 
installation view. Point Centre for Contemporary Art, Nicosia. 
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the question of exoticism. It is a question that relates not so much to recent practices which 

exoticise the Green Line, but with attempts to revisit the notion of exoticism and reconsider its 

relevance (Pellapaisiotis, 2014, pp. 231–32).27 

 

A similar approach can be detected in the artist’s installation that accompanied Chapters 

when it was first projected at Point Centre for Contemporary Art in Nicosia in 2013. Part of 

Epaminonda’s composition series Volumes (2009–on-going), the installation ushered viewers into 

a world where all references to specific locales were detached from their usual cultural 

frameworks in order to be reintroduced afresh, encouraging through unforeseen juxtapositions  

the blurring of time periods and the overlapping of places and meanings [figures 89-90].28 

 

The main focus of the installation was two antique statuettes inserted into a quasi-

minimalist arrangement of metal sheets on the floor that resembled the floor plan of a building. 

Elsewhere in the exhibition space, vases, found images, plinths, and metal support structures 

were placed in relation to each other and with attentiveness to the architectural qualities of the 

space to suggest points of contemplation. As in all of Epaminonda’s Volumes, there were no 

chronological or historical directions. The geographical and cultural provenance of each element 

                                                
27 Pellapaisiotis (2014) refers to four curator-led projects: Leaps of faith (2005), Manifesta 6 (2006), Suspended Spaces 
(2007–11), and Uncovered (2010–13) that were organised in places symbolic of military Cyprus, such as the 
checkpoint and the abandoned airport in Nicosia or the ghost town of Famagusta. As noted in the Introduction, for 
Pellapaisiotis (2014, p. 232), these projects are representative of ‘the art world’s fascination with and fetishizing of the 
signs to be found in places of violent conflict’, comprising as such ‘our exotica’.  
28 For a discussion of such ideas in relation to Epaminonda’s Volumes see for example Kaelen Wilson-
Goldie’s (2014) ‘Think Piece: The Stories They Need’. Goldie uses Epaminonda’s example, as well as that 
of other artists, to substantiate the argument for an anthropological turn in contemporary art. For further 
reading see November Paynter’s review in Artforum (2009), and Brian Dillon’s in Art Review (2008). The 
two critics examine the way Epaminonda’s approach in Volumes expands the concept of collage from the 
two-dimensionality of the found image that characterised her early collages to the three-dimensional 
world of objects and sculptures. Just as her collages are thought to produce, according to Dillon (2008), 
‘the most startling meetings between times, places and bodies’, her approach in Volumes is also 
understood as harnessing the unexpected and the enigmatic by bringing together varied materials, images, 
and objects. 
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remained generously open. Although the timeworn and the old played an evident role in the 

artist’s selection of items, the arrangement of objects into constellations that defied 

categorisation suggested an important departure from previous practices—such as Diamantis’s—

of evaluating things as signs of cultural identity rooted in time and place. The two statuettes 

could be of Cypriot origin, yet their recognition as such seemed of little importance. Suggested 

instead was the idea that meaning was to be deduced, not from cultural pedigree, but through a 

series of associations—between objects and support systems, objects and images, objects and 

architecture. The practice of borrowing from the syntax of the museum display, therefore, 

functioned here as a framing device that weakened (rather than strengthened) the bond between 

artefact and its cultural text, making objects and images seem strange, enigmatic, fascinating, and 

exotic at the same time that they appeared intensely familiar.    

 

Through her reconsideration of museological practices and in her nuanced use of 

objects, Epaminonda converses with other Cypriot artists who have an expressed interest in 

investigating issues of cultural identity and its representation. Maria Loizidou’s GPS Memoscapes 

(2012) is such an example. It is an installation which adopts the format of an exhibition within an 

exhibition, designed to unfold within a ubiquitous shipping container [figures 91-92]. Initially 

presented at the Palais des Beaux-Arts in 2012 in Brussels as part of the exhibition Mapping 

Cyprus: Contemporary Views, in its second iteration at NiMAC,29 the repurposed container was 

dumped in the exhibition space to house pencil drawings of imaginary landscapes by the artist, 

along with a small collection of landscape watercolours by the 18th-century amateur painter John 

Skippe and the 20th-century military artist H. W. Seton-Karr. Accompanying these landscapes 

was a small-scale 3-D composition of cut-out paper figures gazing at something the viewers did  

                                                
29 Loizidou’s installation at NiMAC was presented in the context of In Crisis: Terra Mediterranea (2012). 
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Figures 91 and 92:  Maria Loizidou, GPS/Memoscapes, 
2012, installation view. Nicosia Municipal Art Centre, 
Nicosia. © The artist 
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Figure 94: H. W. Seton-Karr, On the Coast Near Baffo, Cyprus, 1921, watercolour. 
Cyprus Museum, Nicosia.  

Figure 93: John Skippe, Baffo – Ancient Baffo in the Island of Cyprus, c. 1790, 
watercolour. Cyprus Museum, Nicosia.   
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not have access to, and the recording of an actress acting out Cennino Cennini’s Treatise of 

Painting (1437). 

 

Both Skippe and Seton-Karr’s watercolours were borrowed by the artist from the Cyprus 

Archaeological Museum’s collection [figures 93-94]. Skippe’s works were executed at a time of 

widespread interest in monuments and ruins of classical antiquity, and are typical of how they 

blend fact with fiction to fulfil expectations relating to the island’s ancient Greek heritage 

(Severis, 2000, pp. 31–34). Seton-Karr’s landscapes, painted during the colonial period nearly 

two centuries later, conform to demands for aesthetically pleasing images of the island as an  

attractive and exotic tourist destination (Severis, 2000, pp. 199–202). From Kantara Castle to the 

coast near Pafos, where Aphrodite’s much-celebrated birthplace is supposedly located, Seton-

Karr’s choice of landscapes relates to those typically found in tourist guides of the time. As such, 

both artists’ renditions of the Cypriot landscape are filled with stereotypes relating to 

conceptions of geographical and cultural ‘otherness’. Just as in the case of Rilley’s painting of 

Mount Olympus from 1882 discussed in Chapter I, what matters, implies their approach, is not 

truthfulness but the satisfaction of clichés, even if this leads to erroneous constructions. Hence, 

in their watercolours, the island’s allure is to be found in misconception—a constitutive element, 

as we have already seen, of European exoticism (Todorov, 1993).   

  

In Loizidou’s installation, the two artists’ works are exhibited in a dialogic relationship 

with her drawings, which picture bodies clothed in bulky clothing performing the gesture of 

carrying heavy amorphous lumps that sometimes take the shape of landscapes or of habitable 

spaces, such as caves and houses. The result suggests landscape’s interconnection with place, but 

also the centrality of the body in experiencing both entities. The artist’s approach directs us 
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to phenomenological readings of our material environment, such as that proposed by 

Dylan Trigg (2012, p. 11), who underlines the reciprocal and dynamic relationship 

between memory, place, and body to conclude that: 

 

The body activates place. The same is true in reverse: places activate the body. We 

do not, therefore, encounter place as disembodied subjects, occupying an incidental 

relation to our surroundings. At all times, our bodies are instrumental in placing us.  

 

This mutual shaping between place and body is important to think about in Loizidou. In her 

drawings, bodies are literally shaped by landscapes and, vice versa, landscapes take form through 

their interaction with the body. An arm twitches, a back crumbles, a picturesque seascape with 

rocks and mountains is sustained under the weight of a female body that pushes with all its 

might.  They are not, however, actual landscapes but recollected places diluted by the refractive 

lenses of memory and imagination. They are, as the title implies, memoscapes, which form part of 

our sense of self and how we orient our position in the world. We are invited to look at them in 

a windowless low-lit space, separated from the rest of the exhibition, in juxtaposition with a set 

of watercolours that belong to another time. What are we to make, then, of this curious pairing 

of aesthetic renderings, temporalities, and narratives, which we are called to experience in 

isolation?  

 

The general-purpose container with its über functional design that permits the transfer of 

goods across the world without unloading and reloading, invites reflections on the system of 

accumulation, transport, and exchange that occurs daily on an expanded scale in globalised 

commerce. As part of Loizidou’s installation, the converted container retains its dimension as an 

object on the move. With its outside frame left unaltered, it appears as a poetic, even if dramatic, 

inclusion in the exhibition space. As curators Steve Dietz and Gunalan Nadarajan (2006) have 

observed, when developing Container Culture in 2006, a traveling exhibition with standardised 
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containers from different port cities, containers pose a challenge to the supposed transcendence 

and neutrality of the ‘white cube’ with their commonplaceness, while at the same time 

encouraging thoughts on traveling and border-crossing. Loizidou’s installation invites such 

considerations. It also summons thoughts on orientation. GPS—the acronym of Global Positioning 

System— is about finding one’s location in a fast-moving world, and the container, we are led to 

assume, takes on the dimension of an entity that contains and safeguards a system of objects that 

are meant to have a similar function, one that helps us position ourselves in the world.  

 

When viewed from this perspective, the paintings, drawings and other elements that 

complete the display come to form a microcosm, where temporalities blend and meaning 

depends on a constellation of associations that relate to how we perceive and orientate ourselves 

in our material environment. Memory and its dynamic liaison with place are underlined as key, as 

is the central role of the body, our ‘vehicle of expression of a relation with the world’—if we are 

to return to Trigg (2012, p. 344). Thus, the pairing of Skippe and Setton-Karr’s watercolours 

with the artist’s own drawings of fictional landscapes encourages reflection on the way 

perceptions of landscape, beyond being subject to various cultural processes such as exoticism 

and colonialism, are also founded in memory—in how we experience, internalise, and 

subsequently recollect our physical environment. Artists and draughtsmen such as Skippe and 

Setton-Karr worked directly in nature but usually completed their sketches from memory. The 

resulting works were based both on observation and recollection. They also contained figments 

of their imagination—what they believed should have been there but was not, such as the temple 

of Aphrodite in Skippe’s watercolour of Pafos’ port (Severis, 2000, p. 33). As such their 

renderings emerge out of an interplay between nature study, retrospective construction, and 

ideological conviction. Yet, it is not only the artist in the landscape that we are invited to think 

about in Loizidou’s juxtaposition of images. More so than that, we are asked to question our 

own position in relation to the works on view. Inside Loizidou’s container, we are made acutely  
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Figure 95: Marianna Christofides, The Life of Mrs Singleton, 2015, installation view. Archival 
photo, drawings, 18th-century map, pigment print, magic-lantern glass slides, paper sculpture, 
oak showcase, custom-made bamboo/metallic display tables. © The artist 
 



 
 
 

289 

aware of the way our sense of our own identity and relationship to our environment is in fact 

implicated in our response to the pictures displayed and also defined by the experiences, ideas, 

and meanings they elicit. Added to the reciprocal relationship between landscape and self is here 

the equally dynamic relationship between self and image. Therefore the container in Loizidou’s 

work becomes the space to rethink Skippe and Setton-Karr’s watercolours, not only as part of 

the Imperialist project of intended misconceptions and exoticisation, but also as necessary 

components of our repository of memory or, if we are to turn to the artist’s title once again, of 

our memoscape as Cypriots. It seems, then, that inside the container, which as part of international 

trade routes is a space of contact with the outside, we are asked to enlarge our understanding of 

the island’s colonial legacy and interface with the exotic—as in its association with the ‘foreign’ 

and the ‘unknown’—beyond the dichotomy of us and them of standard conceptions. We may be 

reminded, here, of the exhibition rooms of the Centre of Visual Art and Research, where (as 

discussed in Chapter I) such dichotomies persist as opposed to Loizidou’s installation, in which 

we are invited to approach the inherited bank of colonial images as a navigational tool in 

explicating our post-colonial present.  

 

The visual heritage of Cyprus as an ex-colony is a concern also shared by Marianna 

Christofides. An artist whose work is primarily driven by a constant preoccupation with the 

forgotten and the untold, Christofides is interested in revisiting and reconstructing anew that 

which has fallen through the cracks of history. In her work in film, installation, slide projections, 

and other multi-disciplinary forms, this quest is coupled with a persistent search for images. 

What has fallen into oblivion is redeemed through visuals, be they pictures unearthed with quasi-

scientific methods, such as researching archives, or photographs saved through processes that 

welcome chance encounters like roaming flea markets for found images. What is at stake in her 

retrospective gaze into the past is the challenge of grand narratives, especially those that spring 

from a singular Eurocentric perspective of history. Recognising that such one-sided articulations 
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are a legacy of colonialism, the artist turns her attention to Cyprus’s colonial past and to the fate 

of places marred by Western exploitative policies. The microhistories she brings to the surface 

function both as critique of colonial power, probing considerations of the Western gaze, and as 

recuperative interventions that help to restore the relationship with a traumatic past.  

 

The Life of Mrs Singleton (2015), for example, is an installation comprised of artefacts, 

maps, magic-lantern slides, and found images meant to retrace the steps of Mamie Singleton, a 

woman lost in Palestine in the late 19th century [figure 95]. As we are informed by a text 

accompanying the installation, Singleton is the wife of a senior official of the British Colonial 

Office and a patient of Sigmund Freud. In one of her many travels to the Near East with her 

husband, she loses one of her children to a fatal accident and begins to suffer from anxiety 

attacks. She seeks the help of Freud in Vienna, but following a short treatment decides to 

abandon her husband and follow an Italian archaeologist involved in excavations in Cyprus. She 

mysteriously  disappears shortly after. Christofides reiterates Singleton’s life through objects and 

images exhibited in a display that emulates standard museum presentations. What is left of a 

person’s life, we are led to believe, is this meagre collection of items that have managed to 

survive the onslaught of time. Like any arrangement of objects, they tell a story. However, their 

narrative is fragmentary and perpetuates, as such, the enigma of Singleton’s life, leaving open the 

question of whether the protagonist is a fictional person or not.  

 

The piece adopts an investigative approach into archival sources and into the past, which 

blends fact with fiction. The method is characteristic of a growing number of contemporary artists 

who seek to address troubled histories by bringing conventional history-telling approaches 
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together with the imaginative powers of storytelling.30 Beyond this, Christofides’s installation is 

also a reflection on both the impossibility of rescuing the past in a coherent way and on the myriad 

of stories that exist within the matrix of history with a capital H. Singleton’s life and its tragic 

turnings unfolded in the margins of British colonialism’s grand narrative. As we are informed from 

a short text on the wall, her case exists as an annotation to Freud’s writings. However, just as a 

note of this kind is meant to open up a text to different directions and possible interpretations, 

Singleton’s story in the context of Christofides’s work is seen to inject the hegemonic narrative of 

imperialist triumph and conquest with a counter-history of love, pain, and loss.   

 

In her discussion of the way contemporary artists negotiate notions of memory, Gibbons 

(2007, p. 73) has recognised that the articulation of counter-histories is used in order to ‘provide 

ideological and political alternatives to previous historicizations of the past’. She also observes that 

in their efforts to challenge prevalent narratives, artists develop strategies that call attention to the 

traditional museum practices of display and classification as well as to the ways knowledge is 

ordered and institutionalised, and history is recounted (Gibbons, 2007, pp. 118–40). In The Life of 

Mrs Singleton, Christofides’s emulation of a museum presentation is meant to create the space for 

micro-histories to develop. Just as Loizidou’s container functions as a place to reconsider images 

gathered from various origins and times, Christofides’s museum display cases operate on an 

analogous register. They present an arrangement of disparate items for reviewing. The difference 

is that, unlike the container, the display cases call for the familiar habit of careful viewing of 

specimens. However, as we are invited to inspect the cases item by item, just like we would in a 

museum, we realise that the only guarantee to their genuineness is their contextualisation behind 

the display case. Inevitably, we are made aware of the power of such conventions to frame and  

                                                
30 The method is most evocatively applied by Lebanese artist Walid Raad in his project The Atlas Group 
(1989–2004). For more on art practices that mobilise the model of the archive see Van Alphen (2014) and 
Downey (2015).  
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  Figure 97: Marianna Christofides, The Life of Mrs Singleton, 
installation detail; archival photo.  

Figure 96: Marianna Christofides, The Life of Mrs Singleton, 
installation detail; 18th-century map.  
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define historical narratives as truthful and valid. In her examination of emblematic artists whose 

work concerns the institutionalisation of knowledge, such as Marcel Broodthaers and Mark Dion, 

Gibbons (2007, pp. 118–40) has noted their intention to critique such structures. In Christofides, 

it seems that the prime consideration is not so much to question and upset the strategy of factual 

museum displays, but to use it in order to add validity to the items gathered and by extension to 

Singleton’s story. In this respect, it is a strategy employed for the recounting of the forgotten and 

the untold. Objects are ‘held’ together inside the museum display cases, permitting the building of 

patterns where at first there seemed to be only fragments. 

 

Still, the story that unfolds is not resolutely fixed. On the contrary, the items, presented 

as they are without captions or explanatory texts, invite through their juxtapositions a multiplicity 

of interpretations and welcome the intertwining of narratives. For example, one of the most 

notable objects included in one of the display cases is a map of the Near and Middle East that 

dates from the late 18th century [figure 96]. This map offers the geography of the story. It 

pictures the territory where Singleton would lose her child, discover love, and where she would 

subsequently disappear. As such, it comes to fulfil the stereotypical view of the East as 

simultaneously dangerous and alluring, barbarous and seductive, exotic and free from the 

binding morals of the West, and—if we take into consideration the profession of Singleton’s 

archaeologist lover—a place to be excavated in search of past civilisations and lost cities. Seen 

from this viewpoint, Singleton’s life story points to the region’s inescapable destiny to be found 

at the receiving end of the West’s hegemonic gaze (and spade) as always something ‘other’ to be 

(mis)represented (and unearthed). Through Singleton’s fate, therefore, we come to think of a 

region’s fate; a conjunction made possible due to Christofides’s poignant use of historical objects 

and images. 
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In the display cases, for example, the map is exhibited alongside a selection of black and 

white photographs, including one of a woman holding a child [figure 97]. They both look  

with intense fascination at a strange object growing underneath the roof of a house. Is this a 

picture of Singleton? Is this amorphous object the cause of the child’s tragic fate? A closer 

inspection of the photograph reveals that it belongs to a much later date than Singleton’s journey 

in the region. Yet, its inclusion in the collection of objects and images implies that there is 

something to be deducted in relation to the story’s enigma. In 1907, while examining delusions, 

dreams, and hauntedness in his discussion of Wilhelm Jensen’s novel Gradiva, Freud—who is 

quite fittingly the shadow protagonist in the Singleton story—argues that repressed desires and 

memories cannot resurface on their own but return most likely in a latent form when provoked 

by external influences, such as a surrogate object. The items amassed behind the display cases in 

Christofides’s installation seem to claim a similar role. They function not as actual relics saved 

from Singleton’s life but as instigators meant to awaken the past. Like the amorphous lump  

shown in the photograph that is both fascinating and repulsive, these objects are the things 

driving the story.  

 

The example of Loizidou and Christofides demonstrates the interest of artists in 

critiquing hegemonic versions of the past by recontextualising narratives and making space where 

there was none for the forgotten or the untold. One could argue that Epaminonda’s work 

negotiates the same intentions. Yet in her case, the museological arrangement of the old and the 

timeworn seems to be an experiment in detaching objects and images from their usual cultural 

frameworks in order to reintroduce them afresh in contexts that encourage, through unforeseen 

juxtapositions, the blurring of time periods, places, and meanings. As the artist herself elaborates: 

‘In my practice, I collect the embedded narratives, which exist in the objects, trying in the process 

to flatten the hierarchies attributed to them. Once they are placed in a new context, a space is 
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created again for new meanings to emerge’ (from interview with the artist in May 2017).31 As 

already discussed, this ‘new context’ in Epaminonda’s work depends on systems associated with 

the museum display, in which images appear strange, mysterious, exotic—bringing to mind the 

kind of ethnographic collections of the past that fetishised otherness [figure 98]. 

 

In his seminal essay ‘The artist as ethnographer’, Hal Foster (1995, p. 302) scrutinised 

contemporary art’s ‘ethnographic turn’ in the nineties to unsettle the prevalent assumption that 

cultural meaning and/or identity is always constructed elsewhere in the field of the other, where a 

transformative alterity is believed to exist. Beyond problematising the fact that such practices 

presuppose a pure outside as possible at a time when geopolitical models of centre/periphery no 

longer hold, Foster (1995, p. 304; 1996, p. 178) also argues that the cultural politics of 

marginality confound the possibility of artists-as-ethnographers exploring meaning and identity 

in mixed border zones. Foster’s essay opened the debate on what he termed a ‘quasi-

anthropological paradigm in contemporary art’. It is a debate, which continues to preoccupy 

curators, art theorists, and critics,32 including Kaelen Wilson-Goldie (2014), who in reviewing the 

work of artists from different countries, argues that ‘the most interesting instances of 

anthropology being repurposed by contemporary art take place on the seams of post-

colonialism, at the edges of a rapidly expanding, ever-globalizing art world’. Wilson-Goldie’s 

placing of such practices at the ‘seams’ and ‘edges’ of art and the world may be seen to relate 

both to the ‘mixed border zones’ and ‘margins’ suggested by Foster. However, the critic shares  

                                                
31 This is from an unpublished discussion between Epaminonda and artists Alev Adil, Christodoulos 
Panayiotou, and arts writer Christina Lambrou and myself in the context of The Ground Beneath Our Feet, a 
one-day event on the relationship between archaeology and contemporary art in Cyprus, organised at the 
British Museum in October 2016. 
32 See for example Alex Cole’s (2000) edited collection Site-Specificity: The Ethnographic Turn; Anthony 
Downey’s (2009) ‘An Ethics of Engagement: Collaborative Art Practices and the Return of the 
Ethnographer’; Lucy Lippard’s (2010) ‘Further afield’ and the edited volume of texts In Between Art and 
Anthropology, Contemporary Ethnographic Practice, in which this essay is included; and Kris Rutten’s, An van. 
Dienderen’s, and Ronald Soetaert’s (2013) ‘Revisiting the Ethnographic Turn in Contemporary Art’.  
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Figure 98: Haris Epaminonda, Untitled #05 t/c, 2010, installation view. Tate Gallery, London. 
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nothing of the art historian’s reservations, which brings her views closer to recent reflections by 

curator Okwui Enwezor, who encourages us to ‘unlearn the notion that ethnography is 

necessarily “bad”’ (qtd. in Rutten et al., 2013, p. 460). More specifically, Wilson-Goldie upholds 

the assessment that the work of certain artists, including Iman Issa (from Egypt), Basma Alsharif 

(from Palestine), and Epaminonda (from Cyprus), is about discovering a sense of belonging to 

places marked by colonial encounter and political unrest. For Wilson-Goldie (2014), ‘to draw on 

museological styles that remain distinctly 19th-century’ is to counter or reflect on ‘the nationalist 

or lingering colonialist ideologies at play in the region’s crumbling museums, schools, 

monuments, theatres and other derelict houses of culture’.  

 

In other readings of Epaminonda’s installations, such as by Cypriot art historian Elena 

Stylianou (2014, p. 249), the process of archiving found material is understood ‘as means for re-  

constructing new narratives not only in relation to the museum display and the ethnographic 

collection, but also about herself’. Stylianou (2014, p. 231) also maintains that the artist’s allusion 

to ideas relating to ethnography, such as that of exoticism, functions ‘as an indirect reference to 

her own country, that has also been historically exoticized by being in the margins of the 

Western and the Eastern world’ (Stylianou, 2014, p. 231). As she argues, while Epaminonda’s 

engagement with the island’s ‘Cypriotness’ as an actual source for her work appears lost to the 

naked eye due to the dense conflation of references, it remains an important point of departure 

when we consider her engagement with the category of the exotic (Stylianou, 2014, p. 249). 

However, if Cyprus’s exoticisation in the past functions as constant allusion to her own locale, it 

is also one that allows her to negotiate its cultural diversity.33 This approach, which seems at 

odds with the manipulative workings typically associated with exoticism, is one that brings to the 

fore a different strand of the concept’s history. 

                                                
33 For a discussion of Cyprus’s photographic misrepresentation during colonial times see Nicos 
Philippou, ‘The National Geographic and Half Oriental Cyprus’ (2014).    
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We may think here of French ethnographer and archaeologist Victor Segalen (1878–

1919) who, as early as the 1900s, sought to redeem exoticism by ‘[throwing] out all the abusive 

and rancid contents of the word’ (qtd. in Todorov, 1993, pp. 323–27). From the Greek word 

εξωτικός (exotikos), which literally translates into ‘that which comes from outside’, exoticism in its 

standard usage is based on the contact with the foreign and the spatially distant. For Segalen, 

however, the category’s linkage with geographical and cultural ‘otherness’ lead to 

misrepresentations, clichés, and generalisations (Todorov, 1993, pp. 323–27). To escape such 

mishaps, he sought to envisage exoticism as a spatio-temporal category through the ‘aesthetic of 

the diverse’, in which the critical, most important contention was not spatial distance but ‘the 

ability to conceive otherwise’ (de la Durantaye, 2008). For Segalen, the exotic could be 

experienced everywhere, and the true exote was the person constantly engaged in the recognition 

of diversity, even in the commonplace and the known (Todorov, 1993, p. 329). He wrote: ‘The 

exote, from the bottom of his patriarchal plot of land, summons up, desires, sniffs out 

elsewheres. But, living in these elsewheres—enclosing them, embracing them, savoring them—

the ancestral plot now becomes suddenly and powerfully different. From this double game, this 

seesaw, a ceaseless, bottomless diversity’ (qtd. in Todorov, 1993, p. 330).  

 

Segalen’s critical examination of exoticism anticipates the wider philosophical debates on 

alterity that would subsequently occur in French thought.34 Yet, as noted, it does offer a platform 

                                                
34 The notion of alterity in identity preoccupies French thinkers throughout the 20th century across 
disciplines, including psychology, philosophy, and critical theory. Beginning with Emmanual Lévinas, the 
notion of the ‘Other’ as the radical counterpart of the Self links with questions of ethics. Building on 
Edmund Husserl’s ideas in Cartesian Meditations (1931), Lévinas, in seminal works such as his Totality and 
Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (1961), describes the relation to the Other as one of being infinitely 
responsible for the Other, and as such projects this relation as essentially ethical and as encouraging the 
encounter with the divine—as in the conception of God as the absolute Other. Responding to Lévinas’s 
arguments, Jacques Derrida in Writing and Difference (1967) develops the critical term of différance and asks 
whether the absolute alterity of the Other is not compromised by the fact that the Other is other than the 
Self and the group. Such interrogations of the Self/Other relationship were central in examinations of 
geopolitical power and domination. In investigating the origins of knowledge, discourses, and ideas, 
Michel Foucault in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969) develops the critical term of ‘exteriority’ to expose 
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to reflect on the distance between the self and the other (de la Durantaye, 2008). Most critically, 

it highlights the preciousness of our ability to ‘sniff out elsewheres’ in the familiar. Returning to 

Epaminonda’s Chapters, it is possible to argue in favour of a similar approach. When she films 

locations in and around the village of Ayios Sozomenos, she focuses on or introduces aspects 

that speak of an otherwise conception of the known. Although this negates the reality of the 

place, the bizarreness she constructs functions as encouragement to discover new possibilities in 

the familiar, while enlarging our understanding of landscape to accommodate the conflation of 

places, cultures, and time periods. In the words of one critic, Epaminonda takes us into the 

depths of landscape to restore our connection with the notion of the ‘homeland’ by giving it the 

shape of a ‘continent’—a place extended enough to shelter ‘heterogeneous wanderers’ 

(Koumides, 2013). 

 

This is primarily effected by the way the artist uses the language of cinema. Her emphasis 

on the still frame and the tableau vivant highlights the intricate relationship between the filmic 

and the photographic, already addressed through terms of opposition in the theoretical 

disentanglement of their temporal distinction.35 In these accounts, film relates to the ‘flow of life’ 

                                                
the way knowledge is not innocent but profoundly connected with operations of power. His ideas would 
later inform the work of post-colonial theorists, including Edward Said (1985 and 1994), on 
representations of cultural alterity by the dominant civilisational model of the West. In the field of 
psychoanalysis, Jacques Lacan (1988) spoke of the infant’s passage through the mirror stage and the 
conception of the self as other, introducing such loaded terms as the ‘little other’ and ‘big Other’ in 
processes of identification. The representation of the self and other, and the re-conception of difference 
in relation to Western patriarchal structures, which conceive women as immutably other, are central in 
Hélène Cixous’s theatre and writings, including The Newly Born Woman (1975) and ‘Alterity: Being Human’ 
(2004).  
35 In early texts by cinema critics, the attempt to develop critical methods for film analysis often depends 
on drawing distinctions between film and photography. An example of such a critic is Siegfried Kracauer. 
His classic study The Theory of Film (1960) is a key text on the distinctive qualities of the cinematic medium 
in relation to photography. Although film, argues Kracauer, complies with photography’s ‘realistic 
tendency’, it nonetheless constitutes a definite departure from photography’s constraints in the way it 
represents reality as it evolves in time. André Bazin is also a noted critic concerned with defining film in 
relation to photography. In his essay The Ontology of the Photographic Image (1967), he recognises that 
‘photography enjoys a certain advantage in the virtue of its transference of reality from the thing to its 
reproduction’ (Bazin, 1967, p. 14). ‘The photographic image is the object itself, the object freed from the 
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and thus claims a larger temporal scale, while photography adheres to ‘death’ as a fixed 

representation of the past (Hornby, 2010, pp. 51–53). Photography in opposition to film also 

surfaces in Barthes (1981). Yet, the French thinker, when writing on cinema, and specifically on 

Eisenstein’s approach to film, begins by admitting his resistance to film (and his preference for 

the still image) before he goes on to recognise the dialectical relationship between the two media 

over the surface of the film still (Barthes, 1977, p. 66). Writing against the conventional 

definition of the film still as ‘a remote sub-product’, Barthes (1977, p. 66) recognises it as existing 

in a palimpsest relationship with the film. As such, the still is not an extract or a subjugation of 

movement to a single shot, but ‘the trace of a superior distribution of traits of which the film as 

experienced in its animated flow would give no more than one text among others’ (Barthes 1977, 

p. 67). Barthes (1966, p. 67) also recognises that due to its existence beyond the continuity of 

narrative, ‘the still throws off the constraint of filmic time’. ‘The still, by instituting a reading that 

is at once instantaneous and vertical, scorns logical time’, he writes (Barthes 1977, p. 67). In 

Barthes, therefore, film and still image are engaged in a dialogue that offers an expanded 

experience of time and, as has been suggested by relevant readings of his writing in relation to 

uses of film in contemporary artworks, invites ‘the spectator to engage in a kind of visual 

scrutiny and attentiveness that is not subject to the technological and narrative “logico-temporal 

order” of film’ (Hornby, 2010, p. 53).  

 

Within this framework of analysis, Epaminonda’s use of still images in Chapters may be 

read, not as a rupture in the temporal linearity of the narrative, but as a reconsideration of film 

and photography as two media that complement each other. Most crucially for our discussion, 

                                                
conditions of time and space that govern it’, he argues (Bazin, 1967, p. 14). In contradistinction, ‘film is 
no longer content to preserve the object’ in time but instead offers images of the objects in the flow of 
time (Bazin, 1967, p. 14). For an inquiry into the way contemporary artists dissolve distinctions between 
the two media through evocative uses of the language of film see Louise Hornby’s (2010, pp. 48–71) 
‘Stillness and the Anticinematic in the Work of Fiona Tan’.  
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however, is the argument that the employment of images of stillness by artists ‘make relevant for 

film moments in the history of photography that speak to a particular relationship between the 

medium and the natural objects, when photography was used as a way to get closer to things and 

the world’ (Hornby, 2010, p. 54). In Chapters, the emphasis on long takes slows down the film’s 

tempo to the extent that spectators are indeed encouraged to delve into a visual examination of 

landscapes and objects. This is evidenced in the multiple fixed shots that pause on the shapes of 

stones, the texture of cracked earth, the colour of the sky—all alerting us to the landscape’s 

materiality. A similar approach is adopted in relation to objects in the film’s tableaux vivants, 

where artefacts fill the space of the screen to obtain a life of their own. Just like the landscapes 

on view, they claim an independent agency to drive the story of the film but also our conception 

of time and history. 

 

Recent considerations relating to the ontology of landscapes and things suggest a more 

nuanced understanding of how they influence human relations.36 While in the past, things and 

landscapes were understood as tangible relics of endangered authenticities tied to time and 

place—we may turn, here, once again to Diamantis’s perception of things and places as 

‘ancient’—we are now urged to consider them as existing in themselves.  ‘Landscapes and things 

possess their own unique qualities […] that they bring to our cohabitation with them’, argues 

archaeologist Bjonar Olsen (2010, p. 10). ‘This suggests that things are more than things-for-us; 

they hold and guard an otherness and integrity that require an attitude that does not subject them 

                                                
36 Such contemporary debates spring, across disciplines including the field of material culture, from 
concerns relating to the materiality and the nature of ‘things’. Advancing previous considerations on their 
meaning and function (please refer to footnote 15 in this Chapter), the questions raised relate to how we 
shape things and things shape us. A leading figure in the debate is French philosopher, anthropologist, 
and sociologist Bruno Latour (1993, 2000) and his ‘actor network theory’, founded on the notion of 
action and agency that allows both people and things to have agency. For further reading see Patricia 
Spyer’s (1998) edited volume Border Fetishisms: Material Objects in Unstable Spaces, Paul Graves-Brown’s 
(2000) Matter, Materiality and Modern Culture and Daniel Miller’s (2005) edited collection of essays on 
Materiality.  
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to sameness, but respects things for what they are in their own being’ (Olsen, 2012, pp. 13–14). 

Olsen is also attracted to the idea that things facilitate an understanding of time as a 

‘multitemporal ensemble’. ‘Things are not just traces or residues of absent presents’, he states. 

‘[T]hey are effectively engaged in assembling and hybridizing periods and epochs’ (Olsen, 2012, 

p. 108). He thinks the same of landscapes, which he understands ‘as a network of interrelated 

times and time rhythms’ (Olsen, 2012, p. 107).  

 

Returning to Chapters, it is this otherness of landscapes and things, but also their innate 

capacity to suggest the ‘interweaving of temporalities and historical references simultaneously 

present in [them]’, that Epaminonda seeks to convey through the conflation of the filmic with 

the photographic, which brings us back to the contention of ‘conceiving things otherwise’ 

(Olsen, p.107). Her static frames of long duration function as pointed meditations on their 

hybrid qualities that affect and shape our perception of them and ourselves. In fact, through 

their other worldly grandeur, we come to engage with a conception of identity that is ‘elastic’ 

enough, if we are to return to Papastergiadis, to accommodate extraordinary combinations. By 

extent, through these unexpected mishmashes, the Cypriot landscape ceases to be a piece of land 

with a specific cultural identity (that of a dual heritage in constant competition) and emerges as 

an entity of ‘a ceaseless, bottomless diversity’. Indeed, the island becomes a continent.  

 

In addressing the overlapping concepts of culture, identity, and landscape, this chapter 

mapped a cluster of neighbouring villages in the outskirts of Nicosia as a zone of contact, a 

space of encounter between artists historically and conceptually separate. In so doing, it has tried 

to underline the persistent interest, despite important shifts in perception, in staking out the 

locus of identity and culture in spatio-temporal remoteness, where the two concepts are seen to 

connect and to mutually shape each other. To highlight this enduring preoccupation is to 

acknowledge that the politics of cultural identity have yet to disappear. As Papastergiadis (2010, 
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p. 49) notes, under the pressure of globalisation and acculturation, cultural identity showed 

unexpected resilience. ‘To find a place to speak from but also one that speaks to and of you’, 

remains thus an important contention, one which requires the knowledge of the culture of the 

place one finds to speak in (Papastergiadis, 2010, p. 45). As I have tried to exemplify, however, 

through the critical appraisal of artworks executed across different timeframes, socio-political 

conditions, and artistic media, what has changed are the terms with which we interrogate the 

same questions: Where to look for a sense of self and culture? How to construct a shape out of 

what we observe, and how to communicate it?   
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Figure 99: Stelios Kallinikou, Red Arrows Rainbow, 2015, pigment print, dimensions variable. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

Red Arrows Rainbow (2015) is a photograph by Stelios Kallinikou. It captures a group of British 

Royal Air Force Hawk fighter jets performing an aerobatic display, their fuel’s emission forming 

a perfect arc like a rainbow, framing the sky and the landscape beneath [figure 99]. The 

photograph is from the artist’s series Flamingo Theatre from 2015, for which he repeatedly 

returned to observe and record life as it unfolds on a thin rugged stretch of land along the coast 

of the Akrotiri Peninsula, located south of the island, near the city of Limassol. The area falls 

within the British Western Sovereign Base Area, the largest of the two territories in Cyprus—the 

other being Dhekelia—retained by the British, before their departure in 1960. This foreign 

military presence is a thorny political issue, sustained primarily by the Cyprus dispute. For many 

Cypriots, it constitutes a throwback to the colonial era and raises questions over sovereignty 

(Loucaides, 2017).  

 

Kallinikou’s interest is in the strip of land south-east of the British base known amongst 

the locals as the ‘Lady’s Mile’, a toponym which hints to the place’s post-colonial present. Lady, 

or so the recounted story goes, was the name of the horse belonging to the first British 

governor’s wife, who used to exercise it along the coast. Today, the site continues to serve as a 

hub for different kinds of exercises and activities (Eramian, 2016). A popular swimming spot for 

families during summertime, it is also a favourite arena for motocross bikers, who use the 

surrounding sand dunes for off-road motorcycle racing. The place is also seasonally inhabited by 

migratory birds, primarily flamingos on their journey between Europe and Africa, attracting bird 

watchers and ecologists in the nearby marshlands (Eramian, 2016). Principally, however, this is a 

staging point for ground and airborne British forces that train, collect intelligence signals, and 
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carry out military operations in Libya, Iraq, and Syria (Eramian, 2016). How to speak of this 

place and negotiate the signs of disparate practices that compose its landscape? Looking at 

Kallinikou’s photograph, you are taken in by the exquisite light of a bright day and the perfect 

formations of the Redhawks as they cross the sky. At the same time, however, you are taken 

aback by questions over what this performance of virtuosity and power means. It is an uneasy 

position to find yourself in, which unsettles the pleasantness of the picture. This unease is 

accentuated by the rest of the photographs completing the series, which reveal all sorts of signs 

of exploitation and misuse by its diverse inhabitants. Landscape, as we are invited to reflect, is a 

complex entity that can tell us about the way we have come to see and engage with the world 

(the political and the social ideologies we employ) as well as the practices (military, architectural, 

industrial, colonial, etc.) we apply to shape it. To look at but also to look into the landscape is 

about interrogating the stories that shoot out of its soil to speak about our past and present, 

about who, what, and where we are. We acquire a sense of self and self-location when reflecting 

on its surface, and this is one of the reasons that makes landscape so appealing, as we have seen, 

for artists interested in critically investigating notions of history, memory, identity, and 

belonging.  

 

Although it does extend well beyond the one and a half kilometre analogy, the Lady’s 

Mile is but a microcosm, as are the other locations around which the discussion of this research 

project has been centred. Ayios Theodoros, Kyrenia, Karpasia, and Ayios Sozomenos claim 

histories distinctively their own, however, their landscape is also representative of Cyprus’s 

troubled past and equally convoluted present. Their landscape also speaks of the various identity 

debates that previously played a crucial role in shaping conceptions of cultural authenticity and 

purity in Cyprus. In this last regard, Adamantios Diamantis and Cevdet Çağdaş were key figures 

who delved into the identity politics of their time. The case of Diamantis especially is crucial in 

considering how such issues may influence both an artist’s creative output and his/her reception. 
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In exploring the way art and the politics of identity and ethnic segregation continue to intersect 

in the present, we have seen how artists, by turning to representations of landscape, can subvert 

the terms with which we think about the Cyprus conflict or relate to notions of identity and 

belonging. Either by critically engaging with their medium of choice (Mustafa Hulusi, Stelios 

Kallinikou), or interrogating dominant narratives (Nurtane Karagil, Erhan Öze, Socratis 

Socratous, Neoterismoi Toumazou), or adopting unexpected perspectives which encourage us to 

look and perceive otherwise (Haris Epaminonda, Marianna Christofides, Maria Loizidou), their 

works alert us to the dominance of the official rhetoric relating to Cyprus’s ethno-political 

predicament, which can in certain cases threaten artistic freedom. Beyond this, they point to the 

ideological weight of the notion of landscape and to its political, historical, and cultural 

dimension, including its resonance as a place of belonging. As I have tried to exemplify 

throughout this thesis, the pursuit of envisioning the contours of a topos surfaces often in these 

artists’ works. From Mustafa Hulusi’s Recollections of Underdevelopment to Haris Epaminonda’s epic 

Chapters and Socratis Socratous’s Rumours, what we are called to reflect upon is an enlarged 

understanding of a place of belonging, which extends beyond ethnic antagonisms and 

stereotypical views of the ‘other’ to allow for the possibility of an island to materialise.  

 

In discussing these ideas, several other topics emerged, including the exposure of artistic 

practices and exhibitions to overt and covert forms of censorship in places of ethnic antagonism 

and political unrest. The legacy of colonial visual culture on perceptions of cultural identity also 

surfaced as an important concern, especially in relation to works by Epaminonda, Loizidou, and 

Christofides, which dig into the gaps of narratives to make room for the forgotten or the untold, 

and encourage a reflection on past descriptions of subjectivity in Cyprus. Cultural identity and its 

negotiation in spatial and temporal remoteness was another important theme that came to light. 

While in the past, the practice of journeying towards the margin related to ideas of investigating 

conceptions of identity in the closed traditions of remote villages, today similar journeys away 
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from the centre spring from inclinations to actively draw the contours of the local by deliberately 

blurring the geographical and cultural boundaries of what ‘Cypriotness’ might signify.  

 

The consideration of these matters at various points in my analysis has brought to the 

surface issues that do constitute areas for further research. They include issues of  ‘islandness’ 

and their contribution to perceptions of landscape and ‘in-between-ness’; issues of temporality in 

relation to works that deliberately confuse a linear notion of time; issues of materiality vis-à-vis 

the object quality of artistic works and the range of media employed in the articulation of their 

underlying ideas. They also touch upon the question of how issues of gender, ethnic identity and 

landscape coalesce in multiple ways in Cyprus. The example of Diamantis’s Phyteftries (1932-33), 

as already suggested, is particularly important in drawing our attention to how these issues do 

intersect in the allocation of gender roles in representations of rural life, where the woman as 

labourer of the land—and by extent of the ethnic self—functions as allusion to notions of 

fertility, re-birth and origins based on assumptions that women possess a more elemental and 

intuitive closeness to nature—and to the roots of who we are. These gendered depictions of the 

Cypriot landscape, among which Diamantis’s Phyteftries stands out as a suggestive example, hint 

to the way notions of femininity, landscape and rural life were employed in conceptions of 

Cypriotness in the past. For this reason, they invite the question of how contemporary uses—or 

evocations—of landscape imagery in the visual arts in the present continue the conversation on 

the possible crossover between gender, ethnic identity and Cypriot landscape. This is subject for 

further study, especially in relation to the work of artists in Cyprus, who attempt to re-draw the 

link between landscape and the female body, allowing notions of diversity and fluidity to enter 

the frame of our conception of Cypriot identity at the same that they call for a revised 

understanding of notions of place and belonging.  
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A different path, which points to how this thesis can be expanded, relates to the 

recurring interest of artists, amongst them artists included in this research project (such as 

Epaminonda and Christofides), who express a fascination with what the landscape—here meant 

as ‘soil’—often contains: the archaeological ‘find’. This is an interest I had the opportunity to 

initially explore in a joint project titled The Ground Beneath Our Feet along with my supervisor Dr 

Gabriel Koureas and art writer and researcher Christina Lambrou. Borrowing its title from 

Salman Rushdie’s 1999 novel, the project took the form of presentations given by artists Alev 

Adil, Haris Epaminonda, Maria Loizidou, and Christodoulos Panayiotou at the British Museum 

in October 2016, with the intention of bringing to the fore the various uses of the 

archaeological—either as a thinking process, as metaphor, or as actual object—in artistic 

practice. What surfaced as one of the many concerns discussed was a conception of archaeology 

as an extended metaphor that positions us both above and beneath the ground in attempts to 

gain an understanding of the world through objects that are not only ‘read’ but also felt. Such 

concerns, when reflecting on them retrospectively, contained the invitation to think beyond the 

purely visible and the tangible in acquiring knowledge by paying attention to sensorial 

experiences, memory, and affect. How do artists translate such ideas into their work? How do 

such modes of perception differ or converse with past appreciations of the archaeological object 

or find in Cyprus? And how do they relate to current debates within the field of archaeology 

concerning the way objects—but also landscapes—constitute networks of interweaving 

temporalities, narratives, and identities? These are just some of the questions that could serve as 

compass points in furthering a research already preoccupied with disentangling the layers of 

meanings that accumulate over entities, including those of landscapes and ‘things’.   
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Appendix I 
 
Biographical Notes 
 
 
Cevdet Çağdaş (b. 1926) initially studied at the Morphou Teachers College (1947-1949), where 

he caught the attention of painter Adamantios Diamantis, who later supports his application to 

study art education in Brighton with a scholarship. Upon his return to Cyprus in 1952, he took 

up a teaching post at the Morphou Teachers College. In 1953, he became the Government 

Inspector for Arts and Crafts for primary and secondary schools. He served as the director of 

the as director of the Cyprus Turkish Museum between 1962 and 1979.  

 

Marianna Christofides (b. 1980) is a visual artist and filmmaker, living and working in Cologne 

and Berlin. In 2011, she co-represented Cyprus at the 54th Venice Biennale. She has received 

numerous grants and scholarships, and in 2014 was holder of the Villa-Aurora-Grant in Los 

Angeles. International Residencies in Istanbul, Paris, Stockholm and London. Recent solo 

exhibitions: Annaelle Gallery, Stockholm (2016) | Fuhrwerkswaage, Cologne (2015) | basis, 

Frankfurt (2015) | Galerie Campagne Première, Berlin (2014) | Kölnischer Kunstverein OG2, 

Cologne(2013). Selected group exhibitions: Akademie der Künste, Berlin (2016) | waterside 

contemporary, London (2016) | Halle 14, Leipzig (2016) | Benaki Museum, Athens (2016) | 

Museo Riso, Palermo (2015) | 5th Thessaloniki Biennale of Contemporary Art (2015) | National 

Museum of Contemporary Art, Bucharest (2014). 
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Adamantios Diamantis (1900-1994) is considered the first Cypriot to seek a professional art 

education in Britain. He left for London in 1920 where, following a year at the Central School of 

Saint Martins (1920-1921), he was accepted at the Royal College of Art (1921–23) (Nikita, 1998, 

p. 23). Upon his return to Cyprus, he took up a teaching post at the Pancyprian Gymnasium 

(1926–62) in Nicosia, where he taught for almost forty years. He later became the first director 

of the Cyprus Folk Art Museum (1950–94), a post he retained until his death. Seminal works by 

the artist include Fyteftries (Planters) (1932-33), The World of Cyprus (1967-1972) the series of eight 

paintings titled Agonies painted between 1963 and 1977. He showed his work in solo exhibitions 

in Nicosia (1957, 1975, 1977, 1989), Athens (1962, 1976, 1989) and London (1964, 1979), as well 

as in group exhibitions in Cyprus and abroad. He received the Award of the Academy of Athens 

(1976) and the Excellence Award in Letters, Arts and Sciences of the Republic of Cyprus (1993).   

 

Haris Epaminonda (b. 1980) lives and works in Berlin. Epaminonda has taken part in 

numerous group exhibitions worldwide and has presented solo exhibitions at venues such as: 

Centro Andaluz de Arte Contemporáneo, Seville (2016) |Le Plateau, Frac-île-de-France, Paris 

(2015) | Villa du Parc, Annemasse (2015) | Fondazione Querini Stampalia, Venice (2014) | 

Point Centre for Contemporary Art, Nicosia (2013) | Modern Art Oxford (2013) | Kunsthaus 

Zurich (2013) | Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York (2011) | Schirn 

Kunsthalle, Frankfurt (2011) | Site Gallery, Sheffield (2010), Tate Modern, London (2010) | 

Malmö Konsthall (2009). In 2012 Epaminonda took part at the dOCUMENTA13, Kassel 

together with Daniel Gustav Cramer with whom she is also collaborating since 2007 on the 

ongoing book project The Infinite Library. In 2007, she co-represented Cyprus at the 52nd 

Venice Biennale. 
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Ιsmet Vehit Güney (1923-2009) was a self-taught painter from Limassol. In 1948, he took up a 

post to teach art at the Islamic Lyceum in Nicosia. A year later, in 1949, he organised his first 

exhibition in Limassol. His meeting with Turkish painter Ibrahim Çalli is considered as turning 

point in his artistic trajectory as was the scholarship he was offered in 1967 to study for one year 

at the Belfast Queen’s University, Strammil’s College in Ireland. He is widely known amongst the 

island’s communities as the painter to have designed the Cyprus flag, following the declaration of 

the new state in 1960.  

 

Mustafa Hulusi (b. 1971) lives and works in London. He graduated with honours from 

Goldsmiths College with a degree in Fine Arts and Critical Studies and went on to study 

photography at the Royal College of Art. Hulusi’s work moves within the territory of, as the 

artist claims, ‘the growing estrangement from the dominant socio-political ideology governing 

artists which has often led to an introspective and escapist mental space, a re-enchanted artistic 

space that counters the disenchantment of social and cultural life today’. Since 2002 he has taken 

part in group exhibitions in the UK and internationally including: When We Build, Let Us Think 

That We Build Forever, BALTIC, Gateshead, UK | Into Me Out of Me at P.S.1/MOMA (NY) and 

Kunst-Werke (Berlin) | Abstraction – Extracting from Reality, Millennium Galleries (Sheffield) | 

This is England, Northern Gallery for Contemporary Art (Sunderland). In 2007, he represented 

the Republic of Cyprus at the 52nd International Exhibition of Contemporary Art of La 

Biennale di Venezia. Key recent solo exhibitions include: Dirimart, Istanbul, Mustafa Hulusi - 

Negative Ecstasy (2016) | Meliksetian | Briggs, Los Angeles, Mustafa Hulusi: Recollections of 

Underdevelopment (2015) | The Page Gallery, Seoul, Propagating ambient spirit (2015).  

 

Nurtane Karagil (b. 1989) studied Fine Arts at the University of Hacettepe and holds an MA 

from the University of Brighton. She is currently art lecturer at the Eastern Mediterranean 

University in Famagusta, Cyprus. Recent exhibitions include: SKT Efruz, Nicosia (2016); Bank 
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of No, Leventis Gallery-Point Centre of Contemporary Art, Nicosia (2015); Stepping Over the 

Borders, EMAA, Nicosia (2015); How Should a War Be Remembered? Cer Modern Hub Art 

Space, Ankara (2015); Treasure Island, Nicosia Municipal Art Centre, Nicosia (2014); HOME, 

Loukia and Michael Zampelas Art Museum, Nicosia (2014); Travelling Alone in a Big Sack, 

Malta Design Week, Valleta (2014), Malta; Etkenlik Efruz, Nicosia (2014); he/she/it, Art 

Rooms, Kyrenia (2014). 

 

Maria Loizidou (b. 1958) is a visual artist, educated in Lyon, France. She lives and works in 

Nicosia, Cyprus. She has taken part in exhibitions (Venice Biennale of Art and Architecture), 

created public projects (Fatima, Portugal) and gave lectures in various institutions. Relevant 

collaborations with museums (Saint Etienne, Lyon, Istanbul, Athens) and art galleries (Maria 

Lund, Paris, Kalfayan Gallery, Athens), keep renewing her work’s perspective enriching it with 

social and political concerns giving emphasis to ‘the power of fragility’. Her collaboration with 

AA & U For Architecture, Art and Urbanism has given her the possibility to address such issues 

on an interdisciplinary level.  

 

Neoterismoi Toumazou is an art group created by Orestis Lazouras (b. 1994), Maria 

Toumazou (b. 1989), and Marina Xenofontos (b. 1988). Up until recently (2017), they kept an 

artists’ run space in 69A Aischylou St. in Nicosia. In 2017, they were amongst the guest artists of 

Polys Peslikas’s participation curated by Jan Verwoert and presented at the Cyprus Pavilion in 

the context of 57th Venice Biennale. Their practice encompasses various media and languages, 

including poetry, performance, design, music and fashion. 

 

 

Erhan Öze (b. 1982) is building his professional career on practices relating to spatial politics. 

Hence, his research mainly focuses on theory of spatial politics of conflict zones where notions 
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of sovereignty is under question. Except participating and organizing international workshops 

and field trips, Öze's architectural, artistic interventions and his political research works have 

been exhibited at various occasions in Berlin, Bremen, Halle, Istanbul, London and Nicosia. 

 

Socratis Socratous (b. 1971) lives and works in Greece and Cyprus. In 2009, he represented 

Cyprus at the 53rd Venice Biennial. Selected exhibitions include: Chèr(e)s Ami(e)s, Centre 

Pompidou (2016-2017) | Instructions for Happiness, Athens (2016) | Casts of an Island, Point 

Centre for Contemporary Art (2016), DESTE Prize Award Shortlisted artists exhibition at The 

Cycladic Museum, Athens (2015) | Focus: MENAM,  Pier 94 Special Projects, The Armory 

Show, New York (2015), Galerie Saint-Séverin, Paris (2015) | This is Not My Beautiful House, 

Kunsthalle Athena, Athens (2014) | Ηow to Make a Garden, Visual Artists, Nicosia (2012) | 

Gestures in Time at Qalandia International: Art & Life in Palestine, Jerusalem (2012) | Restless, 

Αdelaide International Festival, Adelaide (2012) | A Rock and a Hard Place at the 3rd 

Thessaloniki Biennale, State Museum of Contemporary Art, Thessaloniki, Greece (2011) | 

Uncovered: Nicosia International Airport, Nicosia (2011) | Socratis Socratous Photographs 

Athens 2000-2010, Athens Festival, Benaki Museum, Athens (2010). He is represented by The 

Breeder [www.thebreedersystem.com]. 

  



 
 
 

340 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

. 
 
 
 


