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Mediterranean Crossings reads like a collection of a thousand messages-in-a-bottle tossed into the Mediterranean Sea from all points along its shores. Together they tell a counter-history of “the Mediterranean,” that is, one not framed by the rise of nationalism, patterns of capitalist industrialization, or concerns for European security. Iain Chambers’s lovely, poetic text weaves together voices, expressions, experiences, sights, sounds, and even smells to produce a postcolonial account that challenges the image, first constructed in the 19th century, of the Mediterranean as modern Europe’s anti-modern other, an image that persists in the view of the Mediterranean as a frontier of Western civilization under threat from African poverty and Islamist zeal. Even the northern zone of the Mediterranean, measured along an axis of modern progress, has come to represent the backwards, underdeveloped southern fringe of Europe, whose ruins and beaches are a place to experience “a ‘time out’ from modern, metropolitan realities” (145). 


While Chambers at times draws on the writings of the Sardinian intellectual Antonio Gramsci (and others) to offer up a familiar argument about how the Mediterranean experienced European modernity under the boot of colonization and how northern progress came in a direct relationship to southern impoverishment, the real focus of Mediterranean Crossings is to subvert structuralist modes of “expert” analysis and re-imagine the cultural geography of the Mediterranean as a fluid, inclusive, porous space of overlapping exchanges between diverse peoples, languages, and sources of creative imagination. As a leading postcolonial cultural theorist, Chambers presents the Mediterranean as the hybrid product of cultural and material flows that resist the Cartesian mapping of borders and linear notions of progress. To do this, Mediterranean Crossings follows the baroque logic of “the fold” as developed by French theorist Gilles Deleuze, according to which a portrayal “acquires depth when it is bent and deviated by excluded rhythms and dislocating narratives” (18). Chambers’s effort at “mapping” the Mediterranean cites Franco Farinelli’s comment that the term map “comes from Arabic and refers to the cloth in which objects are wrapped up in order to be carried around in a bundle” (50). 


Chambers’s bundle leads readers to encounter a range of thinkers, writers, artists, filmmakers, and musicians, and situates their thought within Mediterranean crosscurrents and exchanges. Chambers proves an insightful cultural cartographer. His discussions of art, music, poetry, architecture, and food are inspired, and his tours of figures such as Braudel, Fanon, Agamben, Vico, Said, Pamuk, Oum Kalthoum and others are philosophically rich and provocative. His discussions of music most powerfully evoke the book’s themes, in which sounds emitted across the Mediterranean resonate together, as in his discussion of the uses of the oud from Baghdad to Spain that produce “a nomadology of sounds” (135). The result is a landscape of ideas, emotions, sites, and sounds that evoke but never fully explain the Mediterranean. Again, following Deleuze, the identity of the Mediterranean encountered here is not one defined by how it differs from modern Europe or inland Arabia but by one expressed by how all its elements are in constant flux, resonating with the waves carrying diverse flows emitted by sources near and distant. Some encounters--such as those with the 14th century traveler from Tangier Ibn Battuta, the merchant networks of the Sephardic Jewish Diaspora, and a range of scholars and novelists associated with French Algeria (such as Derrida, Djebar, Camus)--are renditions of Mediterranean cultural expressions familiar to most scholars of North Africa. Mediterranean Crossings, however, is at its most incisive when it traces less familiar transversals: the circulation of the veil with its many uses across the civilizations of the Mediterranean, Tunisia poet Abdelwahab Meddeb’s discussion of the meaning of Arabic letters found on Christ’s cloak in a 14th century painting by Giotto, and the wider Mediterranean implications of the rigid borders and identities encountered through the Israeli/Palestinian film Route 181.


Chambers is most penetrating and original in his loving portrait of his adopted home, Naples. This extended chapter offers the reader some of Chambers’s most convincing efforts to write a new kind of history, largely because his remarks are built from personal, embodied experience and reflect the specific geographical location and materiality of the city. He takes the reader along on his wanderings, providing a detailed psychogeography of urban spaces revealing a palimpsest of the historical phases in its cultures, peoples, and architecture. In the process, the reader gains insight into the book’s claims about modernity and the value of experience as a form of (unstable) knowledge. He shows readers where and how Naples represents a “porous modernity,” absorbing whatever it encounters as it stands as a “silent witness to the continuing disruption of linear development as urban and architectural design dissolve into sounds, streets, and bodies that do not readily bend to…the modem will” (80). This discussion ties back into the opening passages of the book, where Chambers quotes a local chef who illuminates the Mediterranean’s interrupted, non-linear version of modernity by observing “Nobody invents anything; everything is already in circulation in one way or another” (1). The chef explains that in his cooking he gathers diverse materials and expresses his modernity “in the subsequent combinations and mixture” (1).


After reading the chapter about Naples, scholars who have experienced the Mediterranean from other shores might feel Chambers’s project would have been enriched by similar tours of places such as cosmopolitan Beirut, medieval Fez, and the ruins of Carthage. Still, by immersing the reader in this cultural sea of a Mediterranean, Chambers defines a geography without a real East or West, in which the “Occident” and the “Orient” are not guideposts but unwanted intrusions. The question of the Mediterranean at the center of Chambers’s book is a pressing one at a time when European powers, aided by the United States, seem to be turning the Mediterranean into a “solid sea” through the construction of new borders, which Chambers views as a “materialization of authority” (6). He also views current efforts to define a new framework for trans-Mediterranean regional cooperation as a game in which one player decides all the rules. In a July 12, 2008 leader, even the Economist complained that that “the European Union has behaved as if the Med were a frontier, rather than an organizing principle.” While many scholars of political economy and geopolitics might find Chambers’s vision a bit too ethereal and imaginative for such an organizing principle, he nevertheless offers an inspiring alternative within a cultural-historic register. Similarly, readers seeking to plot their journey through Mediterranean Crossings on a Cartesian map, using models of positivist social science or familiar historical narratives, may find themselves lost in Chambers’s imaginative geography. Nevertheless, scholars of the Mediterranean interested in new ways of thinking and writing about the region as an interconnected yet diverse politico-cultural space will likely be challenged and inspired by Chambers’s interdisciplinary effort to conceptualize the Mediterranean as a collection of hybrid flows, cultures, and places.
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