
THE PERMANENT LONGING FOR ELSEWHERE 

 

 

In January 2011, Toronto’s Gallery TPW presented The Permanent Longing for Elsewhere, a one-night 

screening featuring Rainer Ganahl’s I Hate Karl Marx, Bouchra Khalili’s Mapping Journey #3, Daniela 

Swarowsky’s Messages from Paradise #1, Egypt to Austria, About the Permanent Longing for Elsewhere 

and  John Smith’s Flag Mountain.  

 

According to the International Organization for Migration, the total number of 

international migrants has increased from an estimated 150 million people in 2000, to 

214 million people today. 1 As the number of migrants has grown, so have their 

destinations diversified, broadening the prevalence of both journey (on the part of the 

immigrant or refugee) and reception (on the part of the host community). People have 

always wandered, but this recent proliferation begins to shift the migrant’s point of 

reference from that of the fixed resident to that of the fellow traveler. While nation-

states have long provided a foundation for understanding alliances between large 

groups of people, today’s cultural flows spill across national borders. Migrants are one 

element among many that constitute global circulations of culture, politics and 

economy, and the contemporary denizen must continually negotiate acculturations 

between the many communities that compose their lives. The Permanent Longing for 

Elsewhere features works that hone in on a sense of frustration that often accompanies 

experiences of migration, exploring how national identification is breaking down as a 

suitable frame of reference in a globalized world.  

 

In I Hate Karl Marx Rainer Ganahl renders a hypothetical near future set in Berlin in 

the year 2045. Ganahl’s antagonist is a young German woman. She yells wildly in 

Mandarin at a bust of Karl Marx, expressing a deep frustration at communist China’s 

global dominance and the subsequent dissolution of capitalism. She is completely 

distressed by the fact that her native German culture has been publicly effaced. What is 

currently a vague fear of China in the West is extrapolated into a gross and irrational 

                                       
1 “Facts & Figures,” International Organization for Migration, http://www.iom.int/jahia/Jahia/about-
migration/facts-and-figures/lang/en. 



hatred, which she legitimates by pointing to China’s social rule.  

 

Although the film conveys one German’s hostility toward China, Ganahl’s film disrupts 

an easy demarcation between nations by pointing to a shared ideological history. A 

trajectory of Marx’s ideas of communism–from his German roots to their being taken up 

(and significantly altered) by Mao Zedong–are caricatured in a future Germany where 

Marx’s egalitarian dream manifests as China’s cultural and political ubiquity.  

 

The performativity of her anger–while at turns funny–encourages a self-reflexive 

examination of Western anxiety toward foreigners. Although xenophobia can be 

understood as a protectionist, base-level reaction, this mistrust cannot be the tolerated 

as a response to cultures different from one’s own. By flipping the cultural position of 

the West from one of assured dominance to one of angry inferiority, Ganahl points at us, 

his audience. It becomes our obligation to consider “the anxiety of being colonized by 

soft power…and the alienation from culture, landscape, soundscape et cetera that [non-

Westerners] endure constantly.” 2  

 

In Flag Mountain, John Smith similarly uses a national symbol to provoke a 

deconstruction of nationalism. Situated in Southern Nicosia, the camera in Smith’s film 

gazes north, crossing a wall that divides the Mediterranean island of Cyprus and its 

capital city between Greek Cypriots in the south and Turkish Cypriots in the north. The 

island of Cyprus, long under British administration, gained independence in 1960. 

Nevertheless, tensions still divided the people of Cyprus between those who desired 

political union with Greece, and those who called for partition, namely the island’s 

Turkish inhabitants. Over ten years of intercommunal violence followed, and in 1974, 

after an attempted coup by Greek Cypriots, Turkey invaded the island and occupied its 

northern regions. In 1983, Turkish Cypriots proclaimed the Turkish Republic of 

Northern Cyprus an independent state, but to this day Turkey is the only country that 

acknowledges the militarily administered namesake republic as legitimate.  

 

                                       
2 Gabriel Mindel Solomon, e-mail message to author, 22 November 2010. 



What Smith’s camera bears witness to as it looks across the dividing wall is the image of 

two giant flags painted on the side of a south-facing mountain–one belonging to Turkey 

and the other to the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. In this way, the images can 

be seen from both Turkish and Greek parts of the city. As though only that which has 

been written is real, these flags can be understood in two ways: as an effort to validate 

the Turkish Republic, and as a provocation of the island’s Greek population.  

 

The flags are contextualized by the observation of the mundane goings on of the city’s 

inhabitants. The film begins and ends with ordinary imagery of the city, which includes 

Greek, Turkish and Turkish Republic flags blowing in the wind (though the proper flag 

of the nation of Cyprus is not seen once). In the film’s middle, Smith takes artistic 

license and sensationalizes the mountainside by employing familiar Hollywood tropes 

such as quick cutting and a bombastic soundtrack (of the Turkish national anthem). 

Smith includes nighttime footage as well, showing the flags outlined with a multitude of 

pulsing lights. This mediated spectacle, easy to scoff at, is all the more poignant for the 

way the filmmaker has framed it. Smith’s queers this common gesture–a display of 

nationalism–by illustrating how these signifiers can be used as instruments of force to 

orient belonging and separation. 

 

Furthermore, Smith’s film registers the arbitrary nature of the dividing line in Nicosia. 

An island population, already set apart geographically, has segregated themselves based 

on allegiances to homelands elsewhere. As has been said of Smith’s work, 

“Precariousness is the handmaid of oppression. Nothing does a better job at disrupting 

communal ties than the wasteland of a terrain vague.” 3 However, recent openings in 

the barrier that divides north from south suggest that as a younger generation comes of 

age, and as those people who have a lived connection to Turkey or Greece retire, a new 

kind of Cypriot identity will become possible.   

 

Bouchra Khalili’s Mapping Journey #3 depicts what is, perhaps, today’s best-known 

terrain vague: the West Bank. Part of an ongoing series, these mapping journeys focus 

                                       
3 Ana Teixeira Pinto, “Rear Window,” Art Agenda (15 July 2010), http://art-
agenda.com/agenda/view/67. 



on the confrontation between peripatetic experiences of travel and the normative nature 

of cartography. Khalili’s third chapter is filmed in Ramallah and documents the 

convoluted route a young Palestinian man must make to visit his Palestinian fiancé who 

lives in East Jerusalem, despite the short distance of 14 kilometres that separates them. 

The film is shot from above without revealing the man’s face. His hand sketches a 

dangerous route that utilizes illegal roads to bypass Israeli-controlled checkpoints and 

the separation barrier, which would otherwise restrict his movement between these two 

cities by way of isolating East Jerusalem. The path he traces translates his journey onto 

a map, an idealized image of the land that fails to capture the politicized topography of 

what it means to be Palestinian or Israeli in the West Bank, making apparent the 

insufficiency of two-dimensional representations of the world.  

 

While this man’s story is an extraordinary example of how borders are arbitrarily 

established and enforced, it is also an ordinary example of how people regularly subvert 

these boundaries with both their bodies and their minds. The physical geography of a 

place rarely, if ever, coincides with the imagined geography. Furthermore, the 

complexity of contemporary migration paths reveals the essentially random nature of 

political boundaries: their authority is derivative of nation-states and not necessarily the 

will of the people who occupy the land or even the land itself. There is a representational 

gap between lived experience and the flatness of geographic maps, which reflects a 

schism between reality and ideology. 

 

The narrator of Khalili’s film makes his travels as a gesture of the heart. Another 

motivation for migration, perhaps more common, is the promise of a better life 

elsewhere. In Daniela Swarowsky’s Messages from Paradise #1, Egypt: Austria, About 

the Permanent Longing for Elsewhere, this desire for the ideal is brought to the fore 

and multiplied. In a village in Egypt, young men dream of going to Europe where they 

hope to realize what they lack at home: money, freedom and new horizons. But in 

Austria, Egyptian immigrants speak nostalgically about their homeland. Both those who 

stayed in Africa, and those who immigrated to Europe tell the same story, which is one 

of grappling with how to settle without being split between old dreams and practical 

realities.  



 

Swarowsky marks a difference in generations with her constructed dialogue where those 

wishing to leave for Europe are young and idealistic, and those negotiating life in 

Austria are older, evincing a pragmatic wisdom about how difficult it can be to re-

establish life elsewhere.  This generational gap reflects a larger shift in emigration 

policies that aggravates notions of utopia, and as Swarowsky notes, “the idealized West 

has even more appeal for a generation of frustrated young Egyptians who, unlike their 

grandfathers, face considerable barriers to emigration. As emigration becomes more 

difficult, the dreams of wealth, success and a life marked by respect and freedom 

become stronger and grander.” 4  

 

The stories that Swarowsky presents, of being caught between an attachment to a land 

that brings comfort and perceived freedoms elsewhere, serves to expose the way that 

being either a citizen of one’s homeland, or an immigrant by dint of need or desire, 

position us all as objects of negotiation. Elsewhere is not a place, it is an idea of what a 

person can become.  

 

At the core of The Permanent Longing for Elsewhere is a deep sense of frustration born 

of the liminal space between competing national identifications, as if the choice were 

one or the other, not both. But the reality of a globalized world means that national 

identities do not exist in a vacuum. Localized populations are composed of natives and 

immigrants, and are further affected by emigration. Nations, like people, are not 

discrete units.  

 

Yet, these films suggest possibilities for circumventing this frustration. Ganahl implies 

that cultural identity can be understood as a collage, meaning it is possible for the 

screaming woman to seek out productive ways to conceptualize her identity as German-

Chinese. Smith, by making strange what are usually a proud symbols of a nation, 

disarms the authority symbolized by state flags. Khalili’s film gestures toward the cracks 

aplenty in the fake lines we have drawn, and continue to draw, all over the earth. And 

                                       
4 Sherif Awad, “Reality Check from Paradise” Egypt Today, 
http://www.egypttoday.com/article.aspx?ArticleID=8658. 



Swarowsky demonstrates how prevalent feelings of displacement are today, hinting that 

these feelings could form the basis from which to build shared understandings across 

cultures. 

 

By stimulating the political imagination, works in The Permanent Longing for 

Elsewhere prompt a consideration of what is to be both done and undone in light of 

itinerant realities. Conceptualizing these possible frameworks begins by questioning 

what occupies the space opposite another. The idea is not to standardize identity to 

something palatable for those occupying relative positions of power, nor is it to preserve 

pockets of difference as fetishized otherness. It is to maintain the integrity of any two 

people in the plethora of random encounters that await to be had. Without national 

signifiers, there could instead be a recognition of the common struggle to understand 

oneself in the midst of a sea of people that may or may not reflect shared language, 

beliefs or politics. Our particular emotive translations of these journeys are in fact what 

we have in common, and our diverse backgrounds are surely where we can begin 

constructing fruitful relationships from. 

 

Thank-you Kim Simon, Pablo de Ocampo, Gabriel Mindel Solomon, Kika Thorne, Max Fawcett, Clayre 

Phillipson, Juliann Wilding and Eric Emery for engaging feedback along the way. 
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