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This thematic issue is inspired by space: a complex concept of dynamic dimensions that 

cannot be captured yet imposes interpretation. Addressing ‘Spaces of Entanglement’ from the 

angle of the narrative impulse which underlies every interpretative act, the current collection 

of articles relies on tools and theories from literary and intermedial studies to establish space-

induced signification as a writerly act in the Barthesian sense. The implications of adopting 

such a posture are not slight in the least, as the insights it generates automatically feed back 

into extant discourses on thematic and epistemological levels alike.  

Advances in semiology and cognitive studies since the 1960s have demonstrated that 

our notions of what concretely constitutes either an ‘interpretation’ or a ‘text’ have gradually 

shifted from ‘single-track’ constructs to ‘multi-track’ meaning structures comprised of 

various semiotic codes (see Desjardins). ‘Reality,’ as perceived through the lens of human 

cognition, as such appears as complexly entangled, absolutely inaccessible, yet materialized 

at the same time, and hence solely to be accessed via an individually assembled collage of 

manifold constituents.  

As one of the pioneering spatiality scholars in the humanities Gaston Bachelard 

posited in his Poétique de l’espace (1957), any ‘image’ is the fruit of a cooperation between 

reality and irreality (67), and hence a concretization of a signifying impulse. Studying ideas 

and phenomena alike, accordingly, becomes primarily an anatomy of the living, the elusive, 

the un-essentializable. But how does one study the throbbing liveness of elusive phenomena 

– concretized as they may be? How can we negotiate the tension between concept and 
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context, object and subjectivity without falling foul of the axiom of futility? In this thematic 

issue entitled ‘Spaces of Entanglement’ we seek to arrive at a rationale for a credible 

approach to the complex relation between spatiality and signification.  

The artistic works and diverse cultural phenomena under scrutiny here arguably help 

stimulate what Trencsényi and Cochrane have termed “process consciousness” (xii). 

Precisely by exploiting the principle of ‘space’ in material and/or metaphorical sense, the 

articles we present in this issue effectively contribute to a re-routing of more traditional 

hermeneutics of understanding via ‘single-track,’ linearly progressing narratives, to a space-

induced sense of simultaneity as organizing principle. All contributions thus stimulate a 

reconsideration of received conceptions of ‘meaning’ and a more layered awareness of the 

processes that bring them about. A brittle balance, in fact, between materialized complexity 

and processual logic that despite its paradoxical qualities allows to create order out of 

perceived chaos.  

That the artistic cases, which are examined in the following, are heavily imbued in 

literary signification should come as no surprise. For if we break down the principle of poetic 

composition to its barest essentials, the one formal feature that strikes before all others is its 

spatial organization (see Richardson 69). Addressing literature or any other – indeed ‘multi-

track’ – artform from its intrinsic convergence of entangled concerns and constituents 

arguably provides us with a clearer understanding of how a singular ‘text’ functions within a 

complex context. As Brazilian novelist and critic Osman Lins once claimed, “it is important 

to pay detailed attention, in a literary work, to the way in which that work understands its 

own space and time, or, more exactly, to the treatment accorded to space and time in the 

work” (76 – original emphasis; translation ours). After all, if we do not understand how an 

artistic ‘text’ communicates, how can we go on making contextualized presuppositions? And 

how are we credibly going to establish the junction between object and context?   
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Humanist geographer and theorist Doreen Massey most notably claimed 

‘interconnectedness’ as key to understanding the reality of spaces and places since “space is a 

product in process […] never something finished, nor is it a closed totality” (331). 

Essentializing any object under scrutiny, thus, boils down to killing the patient to examine 

their blood circulation. The whole so-called ‘spatial turn’ in the humanities in fact relates to 

this reasoning: from Martin Heidegger’s articulation of ‘Being’ as implying a conjunction of 

the abstract and the concrete (i.e. one cannot be without being located), over Casey and de 

Certeau’s space/place-debate, to Henri Lefebvre’s tripartite conception of overlapping 

concerns (‘perceptions of space’ / ‘conceptualizations of space’ / ‘spaces of representation’), 

the common thread is hybridization through human agency.    

With this special issue we have chosen to underscore said principle of entanglement 

as stepping stone to studies of spatiality in the arts because we believe that highlighting their 

shared impetus of inclusivity allows for more layered assessments of the thematic issues 

broached in the following collection of articles. Along Chris Salter, author of the landmark 

monograph Entangled (2010), it so becomes possible to link traditional close-readings and 

analytical insights with: 

[1] an interest in enaction or doing;  

[2] a privileging of dynamic processes over static objects or representations;  

[3] an engagement with the temporal moment of the present;  

[4] embodiment and materiality;  

[5] immanent experience;  

[6] the effect of both human and nonhuman presence;  

[7] transmutation and reconstitution (see Salter xxiii).  

In short, in ‘Spaces of Entanglement’ we aim to move beyond those dichotomies that seek to 

underscore differences. Instead, all six authors were tasked with addressing precisely the 
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confluences of impulses and influences present in and spilling over the artistic works 

discussed here.  

Rey Chow, other leading voice on cultural entanglements, historicizes this 

“topological looping together that is at the same time an enmeshment of topics” (1) back to 

the writings of Walter Benjamin on the estrangement techniques of theatre innovator Bertolt 

Brecht, to the mixing and matching of (post)modernist montage techniques along usual 

suspects Foucault and Deleuze, as well as the ‘aura-by-proxy’ of mechanized reproductions – 

another key Benjaminian concept. To Chow, this integrative reflex can be repurposed “as a 

thesis about the afterlife of the part and the partial” (4): ‘originality’ and ‘purity’ cease to be 

viable concepts, while what matters now is, again, how signification is constituted in a 

complexly entangled contemporary space.  

Artistically as well as politically, this reasoning in our view finds no greater and more 

relevant platform than the European space – at once a crossroads of cultures and a contact 

zone of countries. The question of what exactly defines Europe as an ‘idea, identity, reality’ 

(Delanty) is a topic of ongoing debate. Is Europe a philosophical idea, a geographical 

concept, an imagined community (sensu Benedict Anderson), a chiffre for related issues such 

as modernity, democracy and nationalism? Is it defined by Christianity, white privilege, a 

shared memorial cultural? Does it equate with ‘the West’ (Occident)? How is Europe defined 

as a space? Where does it begin and end? Is it a continent? A feeling? A centre (of the 

world)? A fortress or El Dorado? How are we to account for the differences and continuities 

between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe? And how exactly does the European Union (EU), which 

itself can be seen interchangeably as a peace mission, an economic undertaking, a 

bureaucratic mess, and a totalising project, relate to the more encompassing notion of 

‘Europe’? 
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According to sociologist Gerard Delanty, Europe’s ambiguity is a result of the fact 

that “every age reinvented the idea of Europe in the mirror of its own identity” (1). Delanty 

moreover attributes Europe’s indefiniteness to the Eurocentric mindset, on the basis of which 

Europe acts as a centre that is ‘othering’ its peripheries but neglecting to define itself: “There 

are several studies on the idea of the Orient as a European construction while the idea of 

Europe itself as an invention has never been scrutinised” (vii). Not just historians “generally 

use it [the idea of Europe] in an unreflective manner as a foil” (viii); postcolonial scholars 

likewise tend to operate with a monolithic notion of (‘old’ colonial) Europe, as Frank 

Schulze-Engler has so forcefully claimed (cf. 659-671). Therefore, they often fail to reflect 

on the ‘new’ post-wall Europe and the open-ended process of European integration. Hence, 

Europe still poses a (geo-)political, conceptual, cultural, and imaginative challenge.  

For one, Europe’s borders are far from definite. This concerns in particular those of 

the ‘new’ Europe that has emerged after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the downfall of 

Communism, and the end of the Cold War. By suspending East and West in enmity, the latter 

had established a clear borderline in the middle of Europe, dividing Germany in East and 

West, turning post-war Europe into a ‘buffer’ between the two world powers of Russia and 

the US. With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the ensuing European integration, however, 

Europe’s geopolitical extension changed dramatically. On 3 October 1990, BRD and GDR 

celebrated the German reunification which enlarged the EU without increasing the number of 

member states. With the Eastern enlargements of 2004 and 2007, processes of European 

integration culminated in the admission of no less than 12 new states to the European Union 

(Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, 

and Slovenia in 2004; Bulgaria and Rumania in 2007). Since then, the only country being 

newly admitted to the EU was Croatia in 2013.  
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The enlargements brought the problem of borders to the fore – a problem that Etienne 

Balibar aptly describes as follows: “the European Union is in principle open to indefinite 

expansion without preestablished limits, while leaving outside or ‘excluding’ some territories 

historically considered ‘European’” (2009, 192). In his eponymous essay, Balibar identifies 

four conflicting policies for constituting ‘Europe as Borderland’ by way of producing 

strangers/foreigners, namely “the clash-of-civilizations pattern; the global network pattern, 

the center–periphery pattern; and, finally, the crossover pattern” (2009, 194; original 

emphasis). Of these four, the crossover pattern comes closest to the idea of entanglement put 

forward in this special issue. According to the French philosopher, this pattern is “a 

schematic projection of an idea that can be found in many contemporary critiques of the 

notion of ‘pure’ cultural identity” (2009, 200). The author identifies postcolonial literature, 

but also works (of art or study) which address the so-called ‘Euroregions’, i.e. the more than 

200 often multilingual intra-European cross-border regions (including, for instance, the 

Baltic, the Carpathian, the Lower Danube, Silesia, Tyrol-South Tyrol-Trentino; cf. Durà et al. 

31-43) or other ‘topological hotspots’ (see Habermann in this volume) as sites of such 

critique. Together, they reveal that even “in the very ‘heart’ of Europe all languages, 

religions, cultures are coexisting and mixing, with origins and connections all over the world. 

If this is a ‘middle’, then, it is not a center, but, rather, ‘a series of assembled peripheries’ 

[...]. There is no ‘center’; there are only ‘peripheries’” (Balibar 2009, 200). Consequently, for 

Balibar, “the Balkan patchwork” represents not so much “an exception and an anomaly [...] 

[but] rather an epitome and an allegory of Europe” (2009, 200; see Balibar 2002, 87-103; see 

also Hauthal in this volume). Given the general shift from the unreflective, monolithic and 

homogenizing notion of ‘old’ Europe to the more ‘glocalized’, hybrid, and open 

conceptualizations of the ‘new’ Europe, it should come as no surprise that the following 
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contributions turn to the notion of ‘entanglement’ to approach the representation of European 

spaces across a wide-ranging corpus.  

This issue, the fruit of the 6th Research Day of the Centre for Literary and Intermedial 

Crossings hosted at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel on 10 November 2016, brings together five 

articles related to European spaces of entanglement. The first article by Ina Habermann starts 

by presenting the reader a substantial theoretical framework centring round the concepts of 

‘space’, ‘cultural topographies’ and ‘topological hotspots.’ Emphasizing points of contact, 

liminal spaces, crossroads, and border zones, the author proposes to add the notion of 

‘entanglement’ in order to study the interconnectedness of these spaces within Europe and 

their relation to the global perspective. Focusing on the topological hotspot of Gibraltar, 

Habermann illustrates her theoretical findings through an analysis of the novel The Escape 

Artist by the Gibraltarian writer M.G. Sanchez, in which ‘the Rock’ emerges as the epitome 

of British-European entanglements, which have acquired a renewed relevance in the era of 

‘Brexit.’ 

Janine Hauthal also takes the 2016 British vote to leave the European Union as her 

cue. Her contribution analyses the play How to Hold Your Breath (2015) by Scottish writer 

Zinnie Harris in order to illustrate how British theatre proactively dealt with social and 

political factors that may have fed into the Brexit vote. Hauthal’s exploration of the play 

demonstrates that both Harris’s strategy of reversal and the magical-realist aesthetics of her 

dystopia can be linked to the notion of entanglement and, thereby, contribute to re-imagining 

Britain in/out of Europe. 

Annelies Augustyns and Arvi Sepp investigate the experience of daily life in the city 

of Breslau under Nazi rule as depicted in the German-Jewish diaries written by Willy Cohn 

and Walter Tausk. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s theory of ‘heterotopia,’ they show how, in 

the diaries, the cemetery, the library, and the synagogue emerge as the last safe places for 
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Breslau Jews. The authors go on to argue that these places can be seen as spaces of 

entanglement, where a material and a metaphorical sense of space is combined, because not 

only do they function as spaces of refuge but also as spaces of reflection, introspection, and 

remembrance. Ultimately, the temporary appropriation of these spaces by the Jewish people 

can be understood as a tactical form of resistance (sensu de Certeau). 

The last two contributions are dedicated to the European spaces of Belgium and 

Brussels. In his contribution, Christophe Collard exposes the concept of entanglement in 

Belgian architecture, where building projects are intermingled with a culture of compromise. 

Via a discussion of the mockumentary series Journal des Travaux Inutiles (1986-2012) by 

the RTBF-journalist Jean-Claude Defossé, the author deals with the entangled conceptions of 

space, myth, and writing as complementary constituents of a re-routed history. 

The final contribution by Ronald Geerts compares the filmic representation of 

Brussels and New York in the work of Belgian filmmaker Chantal Akerman. The author 

maintains that a contrasting presentation of the two urban spaces shows in the predominance 

of private interiors in scenes set in Brussels (and in the ‘fictional’ character of these scenes) 

as opposed to the accentuation of exterior public spaces in Akerman’s more ‘objective’ 

portrayal of New York. In addition, by exploring the biographical foundations and functions 

of the oppositional construction of narrative space (and of the fact that Paris, Akerman’s 

principal abode, remains curiously absent) in this filmmaker’s early productions, Geerts 

reveals how the two cities emerge as entangled spaces. 

Due to the thematic variety of the contributions here presented, this issue shows that 

the concept of ‘entanglement’ can be used to analyse ‘space’ in different literary genres. It 

builds an interesting departure for further research on the idea of ‘spaces of entanglement’ in 

a European context, or further afield. Ultimately, writing about Europe as a crossroads of 

entangled spaces does not just have the potential to challenge received notions of Europe, but 
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itself imposes intrinsically entangled writing practices and, accordingly, expands the 

theoretical toolkit of literary and intermedial studies while simultaneously broadening their 

reach and relevance. 
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British-European Entanglements  

M.G. Sanchez’ The Escape Artist and the Case of Gibraltar 

Ina HABERMANN 

University of Basel 

 

1. British-European Entanglements 

The Brexit vote in June 2016 hit Europe like a small earthquake. While Britain had been known 

as one of the more reluctant members of the European Union, it was widely expected that the 

‘Remainers’ would prevail. While politicians cast about for solutions to the problem created by 

the Leave victory, the British Euroscepticism (cf. Spiering) that led to this outcome is 

investigated with renewed urgency. In order to understand what happened, I would argue, we 

need to explore the history of Britain’s riddled relationship with Continental Europe and the 

role that Europe has played in British discourses of national identity. When we deal with such 

large and complex entities as ‘Europe’, it is tempting to take recourse to geopolitical arguments 

implying an a priori existence of geographical first space believed to determine historical 

events and cultural dispositions. However, while geography is undeniably significant, if it 

matters, how, precisely, does it matter? Is it really true that Brexit is the inevitable consequence 

of the existence of the English Channel, which creates an ‘island mentality’ that makes the 

British incapable of being part of a European project (cf. Kamm/Sedlmayr)? Studying the 

impact of space on cultural identity reveals the ‘pseudo-logic’ of such ‘geographical’ arguments 

that is often deployed for political purposes. In fact, while the Channel is undoubtedly ‘there’, 

both connecting and dividing England and France in a liminal space, it is far from clear what 

that presence means. In order to trace this meaning, we have to look beyond political and 

economic history to analyse myth making, stereotyping, cultural memory and the cultural 

imaginary as crucial ingredients of what I will term ‘cultural topographies’: cultural 
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constellations that comprise material objects, historical sources, social interactions and 

geographical environments. Such cultural topographies can be analysed in a great variety of 

cultural artefacts including travel writing, guidebooks, and literary fictions (Habermann 2008 

& 2018, Berberich et al. 2012 & 2015, Habermann/Keller, Riquet/Kollmann).  

Focussing on literature, I take my cue from the French literary critic Bertrand Westphal, 

who has introduced the notion of géocritique, which emphasizes the epistemological role of 

fiction in a postmodern and poststructuralist context characterised by an “interpenetration of 

scientific and imaginative modes of thinking” (Prieto 14). Literature has subtle ways of evoking 

space and place, of creating worlds which critically reflect our own. Literature “can insert itself 

at a critical phase in the process of concept formation between that of the vague intuition and 

that of the established concept” (ibid.). The work of Westphal and others such as Franco Moretti 

and Barbara Piatti has given rise to ‘literary geography’ as a sub-field within literary criticism 

(Moretti, Piatti; see also Tally 2011, Tally/Battista 2016), taking the literary study of space and 

place beyond any traditional notions of setting and studying in detail how imaginative work 

helps to change the construction and perception of space. This latter aspect also links up with 

issues of embodiment and the sensory perception and evocation of space – an aspect 

foregrounded in the topopoetic approach to literature, which emphasizes the ‘presencing of 

place’ in language (see Moslund 2011 & 2015) and can thus add to an analysis of cultural 

topographies on the crucial levels of perception and affect. In what follows, I will first discuss 

the spatial theory that informs my argument about Britain and Europe in more detail and then 

proceed to a case study analysing the work of the Gibraltarian writer M.G. Sanchez in which 

‘the Rock’ emerges as the epitome of British-European entanglement. Gibraltar as a piece of 

Britain attached to the Iberian peninsula in the Mediterranean is a ‘topological hotspot’ which, 

as I will argue, is especially affected by Brexit, embodying the aporias of nationalist discourse. 
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2. Engaging with Space 

Engaging with space presents two difficulties: first, space is such a complex notion that we are 

always simultaneously dealing with various layers of meaning impossible to disentangle, and 

second, related to the first problem, spatial analysis always needs to address the intrinsic relation 

between discourses, practices and the material world. Space, perhaps more so than time, is 

related to, if not to say contaminated by, material reality and referentiality, always begging the 

question how that ‘real’ is cognitively processed, conceptualised and experienced. To engage 

with space is thus to open a Pandora’s box of phenomenological, philosophical and also 

political problems. I would urge, however, although some think that the spatial turn has run its 

course as a critical paradigm (cf. Schneider), that it is still necessary to engage with space: in 

order to understand the intricate relationship between material reality, discourse and social 

interaction in the construction of our living environment, the study of culture needs to be 

informed by a “geographical sensibility” (Gilbert et al. 250), or as Edward Soja puts it in 

Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places, “we are becoming 

increasingly aware that we are, and always have been, intrinsically spatial beings, active 

participants in the social construction of our embracing spatialities” (1). Thus, even when 

analysing cultural phenomena or artefacts without a blatantly obvious spatial dimension, one 

should always be aware of the frames, settings and environments of such phenomena or 

artefacts. The label I use for such complex and multi-level constellations is ‘cultural 

topographies’. Studying cultural topographies implies a need to study culture in terms of layered 

structures, including an attention to place, to local concerns, individual spatial practices and 

affective relations to the environment. Henri Lefebvre theorized those layered structures in his 

classic The Production of Space, where he demanded that we address firstly “the physical – 

nature, the Cosmos; secondly, the mental, including logical and formal abstractions; and, 

thirdly, the social” (11), which leads him to a conceptual triad of spatial practice, 

representations of space and representational spaces (33, 38), or “the Triad of the perceived, the 
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conceived and the lived” (39). Lefebvre’s thinking remains highly influential precisely because 

it does justice to the complexities of spatial analysis.1 

The impact of geography within a cultural topography can be assessed for example by 

analysing mythical landscapes, as in specifically English topographies (Berberich et al. 2012 & 

2015, Habermann/Keller). If the focus of inquiry is relational, as in British discourses of 

Europe, it makes sense to address what I call ‘topological hotspots.’ Originally, topology had 

been a sub-field of mathematics which famously emerged in the early eighteenth century with 

Leonhard Euler’s solution of the ‘problem of the Königsberg bridges’. Asked whether it was 

possible to walk through the city of Königsberg, using every bridge only once and also doing a 

round trip, Euler proved that this was impossible since each four parts of the city were connected 

by an uneven number of bridges. Euler’s achievement was that he solved the problem in a 

mathematical and structural way rather than by trial and error, disregarding any local 

topographical specificities. Topology thus deals with space in a formal way, with relational 

connections, continuity and connectivity. Geometric shapes are seen as topologically 

equivalent, or homeomorphous, when they can be transformed into each other without cutting 

or gluing. Topology is highly important to modern science, to cybernectics, information 

technology and network theory. In chemistry, topology denotes the spatial organisation of 

macro-molecules, and in geography, it indicates the relations between geo-data which are 

crucial for Geographic Information Systems (GIS). 

Transposed into the spatially informed study of culture, topology enables us to look 

beyond geographical first space in its infinite variety to certain structures and more abstract 

spatial features. Topological hotspots, I suggest, include strategically placed islands, frontier 

regions and disputed territory, rivers, passes on mountain ranges, coastlines, or such man-made 

features as divided cities, canals, roads, railway lines. It is no coincidence that the Suez crisis 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 For a social analysis of space see also Massey 1994 & 2005 as well as Whatmore. 
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in 1956 was the historical event to bring it home to Britain and the world that Britain’s power 

had diminished, that the British Empire was a thing of the past, that Britannia no longer ruled 

the waves. In a nutshell, it was their failure to control that topological hotspot, the Suez Canal, 

which grants access to the Northern Indian Ocean. The canal had been built in the latter part of 

the nineteenth century by the Suez Canal Company, and the crisis was prompted by the Egyptian 

president Nasser’s nationalisation of the canal. Britain and France started an invasion, but had 

to back away due to American pressure, making it abundantly clear that the centre of gravity in 

the political world had shifted to the other side of the Atlantic. A fascinating history of the 

world could be written looking at such topological hotspots as the Dardanelles and the 

Bosporus, the Strait of Hormuz, the Strait of Gibraltar, the Northwest Passage, the Strait of 

Malakka, the Torres Strait between Australia and Papua New Guinea, and the Suez and Panama 

Canals.2 These spaces grant or limit access, which means that they are of strategic importance, 

both economically and in terms of military operations. They both connect and divide territories 

and peoples, often producing liminal spaces, border areas and contact zones which become the 

sites of constant negotiation, mingling, conflict and collaboration. 

It is therefore evident that topology, which complements the notion of ‘mapping’ that 

had great critical currency over a number of years, is a highly suggestive and productive spatial 

concept. Having said that, it is problematic that the logic of topology is essentially binary; it 

carries a residue of old-style cybernetics in the dual notion of ‘connected’ or ‘unconnected’. 

This logic has been complicated with recourse to Homi Bhabha’s notion of ‘third space’ and 

Yuri Lotman’s concept of the ‘semiosphere’, and I suggest that we add the notion of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 On this basis, I conducted a research project at Basel University from 2014 to 2017 that was devoted to British 
literary and cultural discourses of Europe, for which we singled out topologically significant spaces: individual 
PhD students focussed on the English Channel, the relation between East and West, including the divided Cold 
War Berlin, and on the Mediterranean. Rather than studying the relationship between Britain and France in terms 
of, for example, the historical and political emergence of nation states or focussing on cultural stereotypes, we 
looked at the discourses prominent in the contact zones. The following theses are in progress: Melanie Küng, 
“Bordering Europe: The Cultural and Literary Production of the English Channel in the 20th and 21st Centuries”, 
Blanka Blagojevic, “Europe East and West: Literary Negotiations of a Blurry Borderline”, and Daniela Keller, 
“Germany and Physics in Twentieth- and Twenty-First-Century British Fiction”. 	
  



Journal for Literary and Intermedial Crossings | ISSN 2506-8709                      No.2 Spaces of Entanglement  b6 

‘entanglement’, a term originally derived from quantum physics, which has become rather a 

buzz word in cultural analysis in recent years. Mindful of ‘entanglement’ as a powerful 

metaphor for interconnectedness and focussing on the ‘topological hotspots’ previously 

identified, we can look at the ways in which nation states, cities or regions are interconnected 

within Europe, and how this in turn relates to the global perspective. Britain and Continental 

Europe should thus be seen as entangled, despite, or rather because of the presence of the 

English Channel, because of the ways in which Britain meets Europe in Ireland, and because 

of British Gibraltar.  

 

3. European Faultlines and Contact Zones: The Politics of the Rock  

Gibraltar is without a doubt a ‘topological hotspot’, situated at the Western end of the classical 

world, the site of the northern pillar of Hercules at the mouth of the Strait of Gibraltar which 

divides, and connects, the continents of Europe and Africa. The history of Gibraltar as a British 

Overseas Territory goes back to the War of the Spanish Succession; after Gibraltar was captured 

by an Anglo-Dutch force in 1704, the territory was ceded to Britain ‘in perpetuity’ in the Treaty 

of Utrecht in 1713. During the Great Siege of Gibraltar from 1779 to 1783 – one of the many 

sieges Gibraltar faced historically – Spain and France tried unsuccessfully to take Gibraltar 

from the British in order to break British control of the Mediterranean Sea. Despite everything, 

the British managed to hang on to the Rock, but since Spain still claims the territory, the 

Gibraltar issue continues to rankle and to produce tensions between Spain and Britain.  

Gibraltar has an outstanding strategic importance since it is possible from there to 

control entrance to the Mediterranean Sea, and the peninsula has great natural defensive 

advantages. During World War II, the Royal Navy had an important base there, and in recent 

times, the geo-strategic importance of Gibraltar, which had dwindled somewhat in the latter 

part of the twentieth century, has increased again. Both in 1967 and in 2002, the Gibraltarian 

people voted to remain part of the United Kingdom. In response to the loyalty of the 
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Gibraltarians to Britain in the 1960s, the Spanish dictator Franco closed the border in 1969, 

severing all connections and creating another siege-like situation which turned the strategically 

placed Rock almost into a backwater of life. The border was only partially re-opened in 1982, 

and fully in 1985 as part of the European integration process. In the 1990s, the British Labour 

government’s support of the process of devolution and self-determination led to a reform of the 

Gibraltarian constitution which took effect in 2006 and grants Gibraltarians greater freedom. 

The relationship with Spain remains problematic, however, and after the Brexit vote, the call 

for joint Spanish-British control, or a Spanish take-over has been renewed (cf. Abulafia, 

Aldrich/Connell, Archer, Holland). 

Gibraltar as a truly European, if not a global crossroad thus remains a bone of contention 

within Europe, a pawn in inter-national power politics which focusses tensions between 

European nation states, most of all of course between Britain and Spain. More often than not, 

the Gibraltarian population of just over 30,000 people, along with thousands of workers from 

Spain, is at the receiving end of the power play, being besieged, being cut off or subjected to 

punitive border control mechanisms. There is a long history of habitation on the Rock; the 

peninsula was occupied in ancient times by the Vandals, the Goths, the Visigoths; it was part 

of the Byzantine Empire, under Muslim rule throughout the Middle Ages and then under 

Spanish rule from the early modern period until the British capture. Due to a long history of 

migration, the population is extremely mixed, but there are also Gibraltarian families of very 

long standing. In terms of language, apart from English and Spanish, a local vernacular is 

spoken, llanito, which is a mixture of Andalusian Spanish and English. The economy rests on 

tourism, online gambling and financial services. In many ways, Gibraltar is best characterised 

by the postcolonial concept of hybridity: there is a strong British element, transformed by 

Gibraltar’s immediate Iberian environment. Faced with Spanish hostility and forced into the 

exclusionary logic of nation states, the population identifies overwhelmingly with Britain, 
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although an allegiance to Gibraltar is not prominently acknowledged, let alone embraced, in 

British society (see for example Boffey, Boffey/Rankin). 

As the Gibraltarian writer M.G. Sanchez relates, he faced hostility and xenophobia in 

Britain, both when he studied and lived in the UK years ago, and also more recently, after the 

surge of nationalism following the Brexit vote. Unsurprisingly, the Gibraltarian loyalty to 

Europe is strong, since the cultural concept of Europe and the political commitment to EU 

integration are designed to ease the tensions between contending nation states. In the 

intrinsically racist language of ethnic and national purity, according to a binary, exclusionary 

logic and in the face of claims of precedence, Gibraltar is an anomaly; it should cease to exist, 

and its people truly belong nowhere. Once cultural hybridity is embraced, however, 

acknowledging the existence, and the rights of a culture and society which have evolved over 

hundreds of years, there is a place for Gibraltar, preferably as part of a united Europe. In this 

respect, Gibraltar could even be ahead of the queue, providing an example of lived European-

ness. However, the wind is currently blowing from a different direction. Instead of celebrating 

the union, nation states, and most of all Britain, are seeking to disentangle themselves from it. 

 

4. M.G. Sanchez, the Escape Artist 

Sanchez is the writer who, both in his fiction and non-fiction, has most deeply and subtly 

explored the Gibraltarian predicament. For him, salvaging the stories of the Rock is partly a 

political project: Following Chinua Achebe, Sanchez believes that if you do not tell your own 

stories, others will (Sanchez, website). But what takes precedence for Sanchez as a creative 

writer is the urge to explore the reservoir of stories, the rich sediment of lives that this small 

territory has to offer. Sanchez studied literature at the University of Leeds and wrote a PhD-

thesis about dramatic depictions of anti-Spanish sentiment in Elizabethan times. He has 

travelled widely and lived in the UK, in Japan, and in India, always returning to his native 

Gibraltar. In his non-fiction, Sanchez has delved into the past, salvaging and recording 
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Gibraltarian stories. Recently, he also published a personal memoir which tells the story of his 

own family, and the great difficulties they faced in 2013 during a phase of diplomatic hostilities 

when bringing the body of his father home after he had died of a heart attack in Spain (Sanchez 

2016). Sanchez has written three novels to date – his first novel The Escape Artist (2013; 

reprinted 2015), which will be discussed below, as well as Jonathan Gallardo and Solitude 

House, both published in 2015, set in Gibraltar and telling the stories of two very different 

protagonists similarly haunted by Gibraltar’s past.  

The Escape Artist is a first person-narrative told from the perspective of a character 

called Brian Manrique, covering the period during the closure of the border from 1971 until the 

early 1980s. Manrique, coming from a humble background, wins a scholarship to go to 

Cambridge University to study French and Italian literature. Though his greatest dream has 

come true, the reticent and shy Manrique actually finds it extremely difficult to settle in 

Cambridge, battling intense feelings of homesickness for his safe and small home in Gibraltar. 

Crucially, The Escape Artist is the story of a friendship, as indicated in the opening sentence of 

the novel: “The first time I saw Henry Portas I was in the Philosophy section of Cambridge 

University library” (Sanchez 2013: 1). While Manrique and Henry Portas are entangled by the 

fact that they are fellow Gibraltarians, they are also each other’s alter-egos: Manrique the 

reticent, humble scholarship boy; Portas from a rich dynasty of entrepreneurs, good-looking, 

athletic, sexually confident, adventurous and imaginative, transgressive and easy-going, a 

naturally predatory character in open rebellion against his family. Manrique is drawn out by 

Portas and eats the crumbs that fall from his table with a mixture of devotion and resentment. 

The phase of intense friendship in Cambridge is followed by profound estrangement when both 

men are back in Gibraltar, with Portas, despite not taking his degree, successfully involved in 

his father’s business, and Manrique living with his mother in a government flat, languishing in 

an insignificant library job. After years of stasis and smouldering resentment, Manrique finally 

gets the opportunity to take revenge on Portas when the latter comes to him totally distraught, 
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admitting that he ruined the whole family through risky financial gambles and that his whole 

life was a sham. He asks Manrique to visit Portas’ beloved, emotionally unstable sister Sophia 

in the family’s country house in Opayar in the Spanish hills, to deliver an explanatory letter, 

keep her company and phone Portas immediately to confirm that all is well. Manrique does go 

to Opayar, but betrays Portas by not delivering the letter and sleeping with the young woman. 

After a while the news comes through that Portas has hanged himself. Manrique absolves 

himself from guilt and prepares to slip back into his insignificant life.  

The trajectory of this novel is remarkable since it starts out as a coming-of-age story, a 

Bildungsroman, an amusing campus novel, only to take a sharp turn towards tragedy at the end. 

In the last section, the story goes completely off the rails: the text acquires an oneiric quality, 

shifting into a Gothic mode with the Spanish setting. The weird scenario of the young, sexually 

starved woman waiting in an Edwardian country house in the Spanish hills recalls Garcia 

Lorca’s House of Bernarda Alba with its emotionally charged atmosphere of claustrophobia 

and barely suppressed hysteria. A polite conversation in the garden that echos scenes from Jane 

Austen novels leads to a frenzied sex scene as the clichéd ‘Latinate’ conclusion to an English 

comedy of manners. In a sense, therefore, this is not quite a British novel despite the echos of 

such intertexts as Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited.  

On his way to Opayar, Manrique himself toys with the idea of an allegorical application 

of his story. Could his relationship with Portas be like that between Gibraltar and Spain, or 

rather like that between Britain and Gibraltar? However, this explanation appears too facile, 

almost like a red herring, and Manrique’s thoughts remain inconclusive as he is left above all 

with a personal sense of betrayal. It seems more promising to abandon allegory as a rather blunt 

tool, and to look at the novel’s more subtle explorations of space and identity. This includes 

setting, on the one hand, and the characters’ movements and spatial practices on the other. 

Strikingly, all actions and human encounters are strongly determined by setting: Though both 

Manrique and Portas hail from Gibraltar, they come together in Cambridge, a traditional 
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English seat of learning that holds out the promise of fulfilment through education. Though 

class is always an issue, it can be temporarily shelved in this environment. True to his name of 

‘Portas’, Henry opens doors for Brian Manrique – doors of perception, doors to intellectual and 

aesthetic experiences, doors to women, as the two young men grope their way, by trial and 

error, to a mutually fulfilling friendship. This is no longer possible back in Gibraltar, where 

they are both determined and imprisoned by the stultifying atmosphere of a city stewing in its 

own juice, cut off by the closed border. In this environment, both Brian and Henry, 

diametrically opposed to each other in terms of background, looks, wealth and temperament, 

end up in the same place, with their faces towards the wall. Finally, while Cambridge spells 

liberation and Gibraltar means stasis, the move into Spain is positively disastrous. This last door 

that Portas opens for Brian provides access to his sister and to his own soul. Sending Brian on 

a preposterous triangular journey, by ferry to Tunis and thence to Algeciras in Spain and by taxi 

to Opayar, situated only a few miles from Gibraltar across the closed border, appears like a 

great scheme, a final gamble, betting on, and hoping for, Manrique’s complete integrity. But 

Manrique is intent on playing out a Spanish revenge tragedy, taking advantage of the woman’s 

vulnerability, and as he concludes his account with the words “If you ask me, I’d say the circle 

was now complete” (262), there is no hope of redemption, or even of recognition, which might 

serve as a prelude to change. Going back from Opayar to Gibraltar, as if acting under a spell, 

he completes the vicious circle that circumscribes his Gibraltarian prison house, epitomized by 

suffocating interiors such as the small library where he works and his late mother’s government 

flat filled with twenty-four statues of the Sacred Heart of Jesus.  

In the earlier days of their acquaintance, Manrique and Portas’ movements and spatial 

practices spell out the ways, suited to their temperaments, in which they try to escape from the 

Gibraltarian predicament. Manrique indulges in long walks which have the character of fugues. 

Psychologically speaking, a fugue is in fact an escape from the pressures of everyday life – 

people acting on an impulse, just walking out of their home, disappearing and walking for days 
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in a kind of trance. In his early Cambridge days, Manrique walks to get to know the area, to 

escape from his student hall; he perambulates in order to reflect on Britishness and 

Gibraltarianness, back in Gibraltar during vacation he walks to think about Cambridge, in 

Venice he walks to cope with his loneliness, and back in Gibraltar for good, he walks to re-

connect with the beauty of the place. The extent to which Manrique is a frustrated Romantic 

becomes obvious in this statement about his Gibraltarian walks: 

 
The problem with all this, of course, is that if you carry on walking the same streets 
again and again, if you continue making your way down Queensway every morning, for 
example, and then heading up Rosia Road before turning around at Rosia Parade and 
returning to Laguna via Main Street and the Casemates car park, you will soon reach a 
point where, just like your more settled and untravelled compatriots, you desensitize 
yourself to your surroundings and once again start taking things for granted. (145) 
 
 

Later, after his mother’s death, Manrique stops walking and retreats to the Cathedral where he 

sits “in his private and protected space” (184), as he puts it. During all his walks, he has not 

found an escape route. Nor has he found it through telling his story, which begs the question 

who is the ‘Escape Artist’ of the novel’s title. 

While Manrique’s fugues and perambulations are horizontal, branching out and 

meandering through space, Henry Portas engages in a kind of perpendicular fugue in 

Cambridge, becoming a stegophilist – a person addicted to free-climbing buildings. Portas 

performs his feats in broad daylight, wearing a Zorro mask. For Portas, this clandestine, devious 

and illegal activity is a liberating exercise, freeing his mind and helping him to unwind. As he 

tells Brian later, he looked on his financial gambles as a continuance of the climbing: “The 

higher and more difficult the building, the more I wanted … no, the more I had to climb it. It 

was just like that with the stock market, Brian. The more difficult and risky the venture, the 

more I was compelled to take it on” (199). After the final disaster, his escape route is suicide. 

Just as imagined in the nightmares that haunt Brian, Portas steps off the world into the void, 

finally extricating himself from a Gibraltar ruled, as he sees it, by the predatory law of eating 
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or being eaten. In Brian Manrique’s opinion, this sad world-view emerges from a “partisanship 

that acts like some kind of dense mental fog, freezing our rationality and stopping us from 

understanding the positions and aspirations of the other participants in this unholy ménage à 

trois. The Spaniards suffer from this mental fog. So do the Gibraltarians. Even the British, 

usually so diplomatic and even-handed, cannot free themselves from this stultifying sense of 

entrenchment” (228). 

Though Brian Manrique and Henry Portas respond very differently to the Gibraltarian 

predicament, their actions are equally doomed. Through the Portas-Manrique triangle, The 

Escape Artist brings it home to the reader that while gender, class, personality and temperament 

partly determine the way that things play out for the individual characters, the Gibraltarian 

context drastically limits their options. They are entangled in a destructive way, as the Spanish 

and the British are entangled destructively in Gibraltar. Maybe it is the true escape artist’s task 

never to stop reaching out to others, to try to make contact, and to explain, like the author M.G. 

Sanchez himself. Significantly, Brian Manrique starts out like this: at the beginning, his account 

is brimming with questions, addresses to the reader and rhetorical devices designed to attract 

attention. Especially when referring to the Gibraltarian situation, Manrique’s narrative switches 

to a variant of the second person narration, with sentences such as “That’s what happens, 

incidentally, when you come from a small place like Gibraltar” (2). Enlisting the reader’s 

support for his cause, Manrique opens up a dialogic space that draws the reader in. Almost 

ingratiating in his eagerness to communicate, he takes readers into his confidence, in contrast 

to the reticence he displays on the level of the action, making the reader privy to every nook 

and cranny of his quirky personality. During the long, frustrating years in Gibraltar as a minor 

library attendant, a job he got through nepotism and for which he is grotesquely overqualified 

with his foreign languages degree from Cambridge, this “you” disappears from the account. 

When it reappears towards the end, it is sneeringly addressed to Portas – “Well, what do you 

know, look at us now: you lying there like some penniless drunk in the gutter while I, Brian 
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Manrique, the eternal nobody, the little churchgoing flunky, mount your precious little sister 

and then, just to finish the job, tell her that her brother has frittered away her entire fortune” 

(252). Manrique has turned his back on the world, and when he addresses his implied reader 

finally with the sentence already quoted – “If you ask me, I’d say the circle was now complete” 

(262) – there is a strong sense of closure and exclusion. While Sophia Portas, having sunk into 

a Spanish twilight, disappears entirely from the picture, the two friends stage their ‘escape’ 

through suicide and inner emigration. Perhaps the true escape artist is the author himself. If 

there is one at all on the level of the story it may be Manrique’s young sister Mariella, who 

marries an English soldier in the Royal Anglians and, pregnant with their first child, embarks 

on a nomadic Army life, leaving behind her broken-hearted mother and resentful brother. To 

stay in British Gibraltar and to thrive is apparently not an option.  

 

5. Presencing Place 

The focus on a topological hotspot such as Gibraltar has not only taken us right into the heart 

of the conflicted relationship between Britain and Europe, but leads us to face a more general 

current European problem: nation states (re-)asserting their independence, their homogeneity 

and purity and aggressively denying change, movement and hybridity. As we have seen, this 

discourse, and the resulting political action, can turn an attractive crossroad, a meeting place of 

peoples and cultures such as Gibraltar, into a backwater, an anomaly, and a space that stunts 

the growth and development of its inhabitants. By revisiting the period when the border was 

closed, M.G. Sanchez’ The Escape Artist explores this situation, both giving voice to the people 

affected by it and evoking the atmosphere for readers unfamiliar with the Gibraltarian 

predicament. This latter effect is mainly achieved by the way that settings are used in the novel. 

Brian Manrique does not respond to Cambridge; there is no celebration of the ‘English 

countryside’ or of Cambridge as the venerable and ancient seat of learning similar to the loving 

evocation of Oxford’s dreaming spires in Dorothy Sayers’ campus novel Gaudy Night. 
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Although Manrique occasionally comes across “truly wonderful places that seemed to match 

the hedged and thatched stereotype of English village life that had been drummed into me 

during my colonial upbringing” (19), for him the town acquires a “Jack-the-Ripperesque” (21) 

quality, “as if you’d accidentally wandered into the set of a Hammer horror movie – what with 

the wispy bands of fog, the lamp posts that hardly gave off any light and the echo of footsteps 

bouncing off old medieval stone” (21). Once, he makes an abortive attempt to visit a nearby 

country estate, having read that “Wimpole Hall was one of the finest country houses in the East 

of England” (41).3 Once there on a rainy November day, he is repelled by ‘Private property’ 

signs and high fences. These experiences effect an erosion of Manrique’s identity as a British 

Gibraltarian, thought to be “as British as Big Ben or Earl Grey Tea, as Marmite or Mary 

Poppins” (22) and suddenly confronted with the English conviction that he must be “as Spanish 

as paella or flamenco dancing” (12). 

This different accent, or perspective, is also noticeable in Brian’s reaction to Venice, 

where he spends his year abroad. “I could make out the smudgy, half-formed silhouettes of 

domes and bell towers in the distance, with the famous Campanile transiently reduced to a faded 

red brushstroke between them. So this is Venice, I thought to myself” (88). Manrique 

experiences none of the challenges familiar in English literature from E.M. Forster’s or Henry 

James’ characters in Italy – from his Gibraltarian perspective, Venice does not appear 

‘Southern’, or decayed, or debauched in any way. It is just a place deplorably full of tourists 

and tedious foreign exchange students. Suffering from a kind of dissociation, Manrique does 

not notice his surroundings much, taking no interest in the architecture and preferring to sit by 

the sea, which, if one thinks about it in topological terms, connects him with his home in 

Gibraltar. While he is unable to relate to Cambridge or Venice, Gibraltar is always with him, 

“embedded in your subconscious, engraved into your psyche” (19). Addressing the reader, he 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 This is actually true, since Wimpole is a large and imposing estate, now owned by the National Trust. Incidentally, 
at the time The Escape Artist is set, Rudyard Kipling’s daughter was living in the house.	
  



Journal for Literary and Intermedial Crossings | ISSN 2506-8709                      No.2 Spaces of Entanglement  b16 

explains: “you develop an almost hyperaesthetic awareness of your surroundings, you become 

almost umbilically linked to everything around you – the sights, the sounds, the smells, the 

quality of the light, the various cloud formations, the different blues of the sea” (19). Through 

the detailed observation and the sensory perceptions Manrique evokes, Gibraltar comes alive 

in ways that the other places do not:  

 
Although you may not even be aware of it, there is a part of you that knows that the first 
lamp post outside the Trafalgar cemetery gates buzzes slightly differently from the other 
lamp posts nearby. Or that the crack on the second flagstone on your right as you come 
out of the Catholic cathedral looks remarkably similar to the Christian ‘Chi Rho’ sign. 
Or that halfway up Hospital Steps there is a two- or three-metre stretch of wall which, 
inexplicably, for God knows what reason, always smells of dog’s urine. (18) 

 

Fittingly, the most preposterous events in the novel happen in the most preposterous 

environment: The Portas family’s country house in the Spanish hills near Opayar is an 

Edwardian villa set in 35 acres of land. Portas relates that his great-grandfather “had named the 

house White Haven and had even imported twenty tons of finest Cumbrian turf to reinforce the 

illusion of Englishness” (53). In this walled and gated piece of England on Spanish soil, which 

could be seen to stand metonymically for Gibraltar, the men of the Portas family play at being 

English country gentlemen. The Gothic atmosphere is enhanced by the reference to imported 

earth which recalls Bram Stoker’s Dracula, a story that also short-circuits the notions of soil 

and identity, relating that the Count on his mission to infiltrate and corrupt London needs to 

sleep in his native Transylvanian soil. The house makes a profound impression on Manrique: 

 
[T]he most remarkable thing about the view before me was neither the sinister black 
gates nor the monumentally long drive nor even the two lines of rustling, billowing fir 
trees; it was simply the fact that there, at the end of it all, some hundred yards from 
where I stood and a mere couple of miles from the centre of Opayar, stood a house so 
typically and so characteristically Edwardian, so absolutely and so cringingly English 
in layout and design, that for a moment I thought that I had to be hallucinating. It was 
almost like I was beholding a homesick Englishman’s desiderata, a piece of England 
that had been carefully uprooted and lovingly transplanted into the arid, dusty, sun-
cracked Andalusian soil. Deep bay windows, exposed roof rafters, wide eaves with 
triangular brackets, even one of those goddamned neo-Tudor red-brick turrets – every 
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single Arts and Crafts feature you could think of was visible at the end of that drive. 
(233) 

 

As Manrique passes through the gate, it feels as if he is entering a different world, and there is 

a distinctly oneiric quality about the scene. Manrique is over-sensitive to the rustling and 

crunching sounds (234), the chills and flowery fragrances in the air and the “almost diaphanous 

light” (241); in the twilight inside the building, he has the impression of being submerged under 

water (234). In the garden, Sophia Portas’ face is “illuminated by the crepuscular indigo light 

radiating from behind the distant hills” (245). The scene of frantic copulation is remembered in 

disjointed snapshots, followed by a nightmare set in Gibraltar’s Sandy Bay during a 

thunderstorm. Portas appears to Manrique as a Zombie spouting strange phrases, and the Gothic 

flavour intensifies as Manrique oscillates between dream and waking. Once back home, having 

excorcised his infatuation with Portas, Manrique is left with a vaguely bad feeling. Arguably, 

the Gibraltarian nightmare continues, and will continue as long as the gates are closed.  

It is M.G. Sanchez’ achievement to make his readers aware how it feels to be inside a 

prison house that is at the same time the only home of people viscerally connected to the place 

– a home unhomely, and deeply uncanny. To a certain extent, Sanchez’ evocation of 

Gibraltarian hybridity echoes that of postcolonial writers such as Sam Selvon or V.S. Naipaul, 

but the problem is that the context is not strictly post-colonial: Gibraltar still belongs to Britain 

as a barely acknowledged outpost in Southern Europe, and given the size of the territory, 

independence is not an option. So if European nation states abandon the European project and 

withdraw into splendid isolation again, this will leave Gibraltar in no place at all – a Rock adrift 

in the Mediterranean Sea. 
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Europe at the Crossroads 

Zinnie Harris’s How to Hold Your Breath 

Janine HAUTHAL 

Vrije Universiteit Brussel1 

 

“Where Were All the Plays About Brexit?”2: Europe and/in British Theatre 

When, on the morning of the 24th of June 2016, it turned out that the majority of the British had 

voted for ‘Brexit’ in the United Kingdom European Union membership referendum, theatre 

critic Dominic Cavendish wondered publicly on his twitter account why British theatre had 

failed to tackle this momentous decision proactively. However, as fellow critic Matt Trueman 

suggested in response: “We might not have seen Brexit: the Musical – and nor would we want 

to – but many playwrights have explored the social and political factors that fed into the result” 

(n. pag.). Indeed, since the 1990s, a number of British plays have been set in or concerned with 

Europe, and Eastern Europe in particular, as e.g. Caryl Churchill’s Mad Forest (1990), Tariq 

Ali and Howard Brenton’s Moscow Gold (1990), David Greig’s Europe (1994), Sarah Kane’s 

Blasted (1995), Timberlake Wertenbaker’s The Break of Day (1995) as well as David Edgar’s 

trilogy The Shape of the Table (1990), Pentecost (1994), and The Prisoner’s Dilemma (2001) 

demonstrate. The majority of these plays were premiered between 1990 and 1995, i.e. in the 

years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the disintegration of the ‘Eastern bloc’ and the collapse 

of communism. They are therefore frequently referred to as ‘post-wall plays’.3 Depicting 

                                                
1 The research for this article was financed by the Research Foundation – Flanders (FWO). 
2 Matt Trueman (n. pag.) is quoting a fellow theatre critic: “Where were all the plays about Brexit? So wondered 
Telegraph critic Dominic Cavendish’s question the day after the EU referendum. ‘I must have missed that,’ he 
tweeted. ‘What a squandered opportunity by the theatre establishment to take a proactive role?’” I thank the 
anonymous reviewer for his/her inspiring comments that were particularly helpful for revising the following 
section.	
 
3 Cf. Mohr, Pankratz, and Hauthal. 
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British characters who travel to Europe and form love relations or adopt children there, many 

of these plays demonstrate an uneasy relation to Europe or include ambivalent representations 

of Europe. Often, the Eurocentric perception and ‘invention’ (cf. Wolff 4) of Eastern Europe 

as Western Europe’s ‘other’ is challenged, as, according to Ludmilla Kostova (84), it tends to 

exhibit “an undue and distorting privileging of Europe’s Western half”. Post-wall literature also 

often revokes the binary division between East and West, centre and margin, as well as the idea 

of Europe as a homogenous cultural space. In this way, post-wall literature contributes to 

rethinking the ‘New Europe’ that emerged after 1989 – if not from an East European point of 

view then at least with an East European focus.  

In addition, as the following quote from Wertenbaker’s The Break of Day highlights, the 

turn to (Eastern) Europe in post-wall literature does not only stimulate reflection on British 

national identity, but also serves to point to transnational points of view: 

 
MIHAIL: I am an old man. […] I loved the future […]. I still believe in history. Now, it 
will be in the hands of the children, possibly most of all, these cross-border children I 
have helped to get out. Born in one country, loved and raised in another, I hope they will 
not descend into narrow ethnic identification, but that they will be wilfully international, 
part of a great European community. (Wertenbaker 86) 

 

Offering audiences a glimpse of the transcultural utopia of a future European community, 

Wertenbaker’s play demonstrates in an exemplary way that the reflection of Europe in British 

post-wall plays significantly broadens the insular outlook of previous ‘state of the nation’-plays, 

such as Howard Brenton’s The Churchill Play (1974), a dystopian picture of England 10 years 

in to the future, and Jonathan Coe’s What a Carve Up! (1994), reflecting on the UK in the 

1980s.4 

                                                
4 In the new millennium, the British concern with Eastern Europe has been taken up by Tom Stoppard (Rock ‘n’ 
Roll, 2006), Tim Luscombe (The Map of the World, 2009; The Second World, 2011), and Simon Stephens (Three 
Kingdoms, 2012). While scholars have focussed on the counterhistorical account of communism (cf. Meerzon) 
and the confrontation of East and West (cf. Schreiber) in Stoppard’s play, the British-German-Estonian co-
production of Three Kingdoms directed by Sebastian Nübling received critical attention for not only thematising 
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British writers’ literary interest in ‘post-wall Europe’5 has often been ascribed to the 

parallels between the collapse of communism in Eastern and Central Europe after 1989 and the 

disintegration of colonial empires in the process of decolonization. Kostova, for instance, points 

out:  

 
Central to the perception of both historical shifts has been a crisis of (self-) 
representation involving, among other things, the reshuffling and/or downright 
disruption of traditional dichotomies such as self/same–other, here–there, and inside–
outside. The serious problematisation of the idea of Europe as a unified whole may 
likewise be placed among the signs of the new condition. (83)  
 
 

Accordingly, British post-wall literature often indicates a crisis of nationalist imagination on 

behalf of the British. Moreover, it tends to challenge British Euroscepticism – a sentiment that, 

as Menno Spiering has demonstrated, has fuelled constructions of a ‘European Other’ in British 

literature and culture by emphasizing the continent’s difference, and often implying its 

inferiority in comparison to England. That such a representation of Europe, and of Eastern 

Europe in particular, has a long tradition in British literature is demonstrated by the exemplary 

case of Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897), which characterizes England “as not-Europe”  

(Nyman 3).  

To this day, British novels and TV mini-series continue to effectively exploit Eurosceptic 

sentiments. In the post-wall period, Eurosceptic attitudes, for instance, play a major role in 

Channel 4’s The Gravy Train (1990) and The Gravy Train Goes East (1991), written by 

Malcolm Bradbury, as well as Bradbury’s Doctor Criminale (1992), Tim Parks’ Europa (1997), 

Michael Dobbs’ A Sentimental Traitor (2012) and Alan Judd’s Uncommon Enemy (2012). Set 

in the present, each of these narratives demonstrates how British Euroscepticism equips those 

                                                

but also embodying processes of Europeanization, in particular through its ‘aesthetics of excess’ and ‘European’ 
production process (cf. Zaroulia). 
5 In contrast to geopolitically defined terms such as Eastern or Central Europe, ‘post-wall Europe’ “refers to the 
whole continent in the aftermath of the fall of communism” (Kostova 83, note 1). 
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well who seek to counter and defy ‘Eurocratism,’ ‘Euroconspiracy’, and ‘Eurofraud’. Other 

British Eurosceptic fictions are set in a dystopian future and exploit fears of a European super-

state even more forcefully. Depicting the EU as a totalitarian institution that erases British 

sovereignty and national identity, novels such as The Aachen Memorandum (1995) by Andrew 

Roberts and the Fractured Europe trilogy by Dave Hutchinson (Europe in Autumn, 2014; 

Europe at Midnight, 2015; Europe in Winter, 2016) combine patriotism with Euroscepticism.6 

The Aachen Memorandum is set in 2045 and can be read as an anticipation of the Brexit 

referendum under different terms. In Roberts’ futuristic dystopia, the historian Horatio Lestoq 

discovers that the 2015 British vote to join the “United States of Europe” (Roberts 9), which 

turned Britain into a minor satrapy of a vast, protectionist, anti-American, and overly politically 

correct EU, had been rigged by a pro-European elite. Lestoq’s exposure of the referendum fraud 

eventually restores an independent United Kingdom in which expressions of nationalism and 

patriotism are no longer liable to prosecution. 

While an exploration of British Eurosceptic prose is beyond the present article’s focus on 

playwriting, similar attitudes can also be found in two British plays written in the new 

millennium. Tim Luscombe’s The Schuman Plan (2006) and Richard Bean’s In the Club: A 

Political Sex Farce for the Stage (2007) specifically target the EU. Both plays premiered in 

London’s Hampstead Theatre. Spanning seventy years from 1935 to 2006, Luscombe’s play 

reportedly emerged out of the author’s “lifelong love of Europe and things European” 

(Luscombe 115) and was written with the aim “to explore and dramatise Britain’s anti-

European feelings” (ibid.). The play accommodates both Europhile and Eurosceptic voices as 

it follows Bill Bretherton’s career from his childhood in rural Suffolk and his experience as a 

                                                
6 Of these British writers, most have made their political views public. Only Hutchinson, however, has declared 
not to be in favour of ‘Brexit’ (“The Secret”), while Dobbs (Palmeri, Dobbs), Judd (Moore), and Roberts (Spear’s) 
have publicly supported the “Vote Leave” campaign. Parks (n. pag.), in turn, has expressed both his love for 
Europe and his growing sympathy for ‘Leave’ voters. 
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soldier in the Netherlands during the Second World War to his employments first as civil 

servant under UK prime ministers Clement Attlee and Edward Heath, then as an increasingly 

disillusioned Eurocrat, and finally as resigned but efficient Chief Inspector of the UK Ministry 

for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food.7 Luscombe’s play juxtaposes the idealistic and peace-

keeping undertaking of European integration as outlined in the Schuman Plan with the 

undemocratic, over-regulated, intransparent, and corrupt “devilish monolith, populated by 

swarms of evil-doing Eurocrats” (95) that the EU has eventually turned into and under which 

the British local population suffers. With its satirical portrayal of scheming, corrupt, 

incompetent, misogynist, and self-centred EU parliamentarians, In the Club even more clearly 

fuels Eurosceptic attitudes. Set in “the function suite of a superior Strasbourg hotel” (Bean 22), 

Bean’s farce centres on the hapless British MEP Philip Wardrobe and his efforts to father a 

child and become the future president of the European Parliament. With its stereotypical 

portrayal of British, Eastern European, French, German, and Turkish characters, In the Club 

clearly exploits and affirms national and gender clichés. 

British Euroscepticism and Little Englandism even extend to British discourses on theatre 

and playwriting. With his experimental postdramatic style of writing, Martin Crimp, for 

instance, has repeatedly been labelled a ‘European’ playwright, and his works for the stage 

have been described in terms of a ‘continental aesthetic’ (cf. Sierz 2006: 167-172).8 Another 

case in point is a 2011 Guardian article by Andrew Haydon. Prompted by the negative reviews 

that London’s Young Vic production of I Am the Wind by Norwegian playwright Jon Fosse, 

directed by Patrice Chéreau, had received, Haydon poses the following question: “Does Britain 

                                                
7 Focusing on transnational events in the history of twentieth-century Europe (from a British perspective), one 
could connect Luscombe’s play to practices of “performative historiography” (30) through “staging the European 
century” (216) which Adrian Kear has explored in works by European theatre companies such as Needcompany 
(Belgium), Jaunais Rigas Teatris (Latvia), Societas Raffaello Sanzio (Italy), National Theatre Wales (UK) and 
Studios Kabako (France/Democratic Republic of the Congo). For a further discussion of works of theatre and 
performance concerned with Europe, cf. the contributions in Zaroulia/Hager. 
8 Crimp has also reflected on how his works relates to British theatre as an institution (cf. Crimp).  
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have a problem with European theatre?” The debate concerning British theater and 

Euroscepticism culminated in January 2017, when award-winning British playwright David 

Hare controversially claimed in an interview that continental director’s theatre has ‘infected’ 

British theatre and ousted the “state-of-the-nation tradition”: 

 
To me [the tradition of ‘state of England’ plays is] the strongest line in British theatre. 
Jerusalem, the Jez Butterworth play, is the last surpassingly successful play in that 
tradition. Now we’re heading in Britain towards an over aestheticized European theatre. 
We’ve got all those people called theatre makers – God help us, what a word! – coming 
in and doing director’s theatre where you camp up classic plays and you them and you 
prune them around. And all that directorial stuff we’ve managed to keep over on the 
continent is now coming over and beginning to infect our theatre. And of course if that’s 
what people want, fine. But I’ll feel less warmth towards the British theatre if that “state-
of-the-nation” tradition goes. (Hare qtd. in Sweet 68-69; cf. also Alberge)9 
 
 

If, for a moment, we were to take Hare’s claim seriously, it could imply that there have been 

no ‘Brexit plays’ on the British stage because works by continental European theatre makers 

have displaced the traditional state-of-the-nation play, and that only the latter may have been 

capable to unravel and discuss the sentiments that informed the ‘Brexit’ vote. Of course, already 

the plays by Luscombe and Bean counter the argument presented by Hare. However, Hare may 

have a point in so far as the statistics and commentaries in the aftermath of the ‘Brexit’ vote 

showed that the vote was only partly informed by British Euroscepticism and a resurgent 

nationalism.10 Rather, it also reflected anti-establishment as well as anti-immigration and 

                                                
9 A similar debate ensued in Scotland where the National Theatre was “under fire for neglecting homegrown 
drama” (Fisher n. pag.; cf. also Kemp) but playwright and first NTS dramaturge David Greig – who has repeatedly 
stressed his interest in Europeanness and European identity (see, for instance, Greig in Wallace 165-166) – as well 
as later NTS directors objected to such expressions of ‘Little Scotlandism’ and professed a more open attitude to 
Europe and European theatre. 
10 According to Spiering, British Euroscepticism can be distinguished from that of other nations: “Perceptions of 
identity are formed by means of oppositional thinking, by contrasting the Self with the Other. The British are not 
French, the French are not German. The case of Britain is special in that the Other can also be Europe” (20). Hence, 
for the British, Eurosceptic attitudes are a means to express national identity. However, the rise of nationalist 
parties in Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, and other European member states demonstrates 
that Euroscepticism and allegations of corruption against the EU are by no means uniquely British. 
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xenophobic sentiments.11 In her keynote at a Tory conference on 5 October 2016, British Prime 

Minister Theresa May claimed that the ‘Brexit’ vote “was a vote not just to change Britain’s 

relationship with the European Union, but to call for a change in the way our country works – 

and the people for whom it works – forever” (“Theresa” n. pag.). 

 Hence, based on the often-voiced view that the ‘Brexit’ vote was not (only) about 

Europe and the EU, but (also) a call for change concerning Britain’s domestic and foreign 

policies, indeed, Eurosceptic plays may not be adequately described as ‘Brexit plays’. Instead, 

this term may be better suited for plays addressing Europe’s so-called ‘refugee crisis’ and the 

fear of foreign immigration that the “Vote Leave” campaign fuelled, for instance, with its 

slogan “Let’s take back control of our borders”.12 Based on these considerations, this article 

shifts focus from 1990s British post-wall plays and the Eurosceptic plays of the new millennium 

to a more recent British play about Europe, namely How to Hold Your Breath by Scottish 

playwright Zinnie Harris. Concretely, the following case study will show how Harris’s play not 

only continues the rethinking of Europe necessitated by the integration of formerly Communist 

East European states so characteristic of post-wall plays, but also – by engaging with Europe’s 

financial and refugee crisis – addresses topics more closely related to issues that allegedly 

informed the British ‘Brexit’ vote. 

 

 

 

                                                
11 See, by way of example, Busquets Guàrdia. See also Sayer who opposes interpretations of the ‘Brexit’ vote as 
“a revolt of the deprived and the dispossessed” (102) and, instead, explains it with reference to post-factual politics 
and white privilege as well as to assumptions of national exceptionalism and racial superiority. Channel 4’s 
comedy series Power Monkeys (original released between 8 June and 6 July 2016) also connects the ‘Brexit’ vote 
to post-factual politics. Set during the British EU referendum campaigns, this mini-series follows both camps as 
well as political aides who serve Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin. 
12 See also Haydon, according to whom critical attacks of European drama and theatre are indicative of a deep 
“suspicio[n] of foreign drama” in Britain (n. pag.). 
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How to Hold Your Breath as Post-Wall and ‘Brexit’ Play 

Premiered at the Royal Court Theatre, London, in February 2015 – just when Europe’s so-

called ‘refugee crisis’ began to gain momentum –, Harris’s dystopia flips the divide between 

North and South on its head by inviting spectators to imagine what would happen if Europe 

were suddenly plunged into a massive financial crisis and Africa became the promised land. 

The play depicts Dana and her sister Jasmine on a nightmarish trip through Europe that 

culminates in their desperate attempt to reach the Egyptian city of Alexandria by crossing the 

Mediterranean in an overcrowded boat – a journey only Dana miraculously survives. 

Harris’s engagement with Europe sixteen months before the British voted to leave the EU 

contrasts sharply with the turn to national concerns that tends to characterise British artworks 

conceived after the vote. In those works that publishers and journalists have started to promote 

as so-called ‘Brexit’ novels or plays, Europe is rarely mentioned. ‘Brexit’ novels and plays, 

instead, are focussed on the attempts of their protagonists to make sense of the vote and depict 

Britain as a deeply divided nation. These focal points as well as a turn to national concerns, for 

instance, clearly inform the series of nine mini plays, created by British playwrights (including 

David Hare, Abi Morgan and A.L. Kennedy) and commissioned by The Guardian, as becomes 

already manifest in the series’ title: Brexit Shorts: Dramas from a Divided Nation (2017).13 

Hence, by clearly mirroring the inward-turned gaze of British politics in the aftermath of the 

vote, ‘Brexit’ novels and plays differ significantly from the European outlook of earlier post-

wall plays.  

In this context, Harris’s play is of particular interest. Just like earlier post-wall plays, it 

clearly engages with Europe and thus sharply contrasts with the ‘Brexit’ novels and plays 

                                                
13 Focussed as they are on the national divide as a result of the vote and on dramatising difference, the short novel 
The Cut (2017) by Anthony Cartwright and commissioned by Pereine-publisher Maike Ziervogel, as well as 
Autumn, the first of four seasonal novels by Ali Smith (2017), are further cases in point. 
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published after the referendum. At the same time, it clearly explores more pertinently social 

and political factors that fed into the referendum result than earlier post-wall plays did and in 

this respect qualifies as a ‘Brexit’ play in the sense initially introduced by Cavendish. Yet, 

except for a review article by William C. Boles who praises the play’s “powerfully dire view 

of a future Europe” (105), Harris’s play has not yet received any critical attention beyond a 

number of theatre reviews, with assessments ranging from “terrifically satirical nightmare 

fantasy” (Sierz 2015: n. pag.) to “ragbag dystopia” (Clapp n. pag.). The focus of my analysis 

will be threefold. Firstly, I will explore the play’s representation of space and how its strategy 

of reversal urges us to look at Europe as a ‘space of entanglement.’ Secondly, Harris’s way of 

addressing manifold political and social issues through magical realism will be scrutinized in 

order to investigate whether the play’s aesthetics can be related to the notion of entanglement. 

Thirdly, I will look at the peculiar combination of satire and moralisation in How to Hold Your 

Breath that has earned the play mixed reviews. 

 

Harris’s Dystopian Europe as a ‘Space of Entanglement’ 

Harris’s play is predominantly set in what is just called “Europe” (Harris 13). In the course of 

the play, we learn that Dana and her pregnant sister Jasmine live in Berlin (cf. 53, 81), but leave 

the city together for a job interview that Dana has in Alexandria. What starts as a Grand Tour 

through Europe, however, soon turns into a desperate bid to flee as illegal immigrants to safety 

in Africa.  

Throughout the play, references to Europe are frequent. They allude to Europe as a way 

of life based on a shared system of values. In the supra-nation of Europe, individuals are 

protected from economic hardships and helped in case of medical emergencies. Europe is where 

politicians act on behalf of people’s interest, where men usually do not pay for sex and where 

“people did use to care” (123). The persistence of this idea of Europe shows, when – after the 
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ever-helpful Librarian informs the sisters about Europe’s “internal collapse” (83) and the 

economic disaster that has caused all banks to “shut their doors […] again” (ibid.) – Jasmine’s 

confidence in Europe is unshaken: 

 
JASMINE: […] what we need is an embassy. We’re Europeans. We’ll go to the embassy 
tomorrow and tell them what has happened, OK? This sort of thing happens, all the time. 
No one actually loses money. They sort it 
[…] 
when we go to the embassy we will explain we need some petty cash to tide us over. 
We won’t be the only people in this boat. I told you. 
DANA: there isn’t an embassy. (88-89)  
 
 

However, the fact that Jasmine’s use of metaphor (“we won’t be the only people in this boat”) 

foreshadows her disturbing death by drowning, implicitly mocks her belief in Europe as a 

superpower. Jasmine’s arrogance (or naivety?) makes her unable to realize that her mantra 

“because we live in Europe, because nothing really bad happens” (92) no longer conforms with 

reality. Even when, as the stage directions indicate, she and Dana are with “hundreds of other 

people” (143) on a boat, “jammed in like sardines” (ibid.), and are about to lose their lives in 

the attempt to cross the Mediterranean by night, Jasmine still wonders whether they “should 

ring [their] local politician” (ibid.). Through the character of Jasmine, Harris thus reveals how 

Europe functions as a “fantasy homeland, […] as an a posteriori invention, […] [t]hat 

Europeans were urged to wait for” (Zaroulia/Hager 6). 

Although Jasmine’s adherence to an idea of Europe that the play’s dystopian vision has 

clearly abandoned fits with Harris’s overall portrayal of Jasmine as the more naïve of the two 

sisters, it should be noted that smart and capable Dana, an expert in “Costumer Dynamics” 36), 

expresses a very similar belief in Europe. While her one-night-stand Jarron tells her that 

“Europe is in the shit” (98), Dana initially remains convinced of Europe’s ability to overcome 

its crisis, objecting that “Europe will pull together” (ibid.). Therefore, calling for an ambulance 

to attend her sister’s miscarriage, she is shocked to learn that her sister will only be treated if 
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Dana can pay for it in cash (cf. 110-114; we learn later that Dana sold her mobile in order to 

pay for her sister’s treatment.) 

The sisters’ shared belief shows that, for them, transnational Europe (initially) functions 

as an “imagined community” in the sense that Benedict Anderson has outlined in his theory of 

the modern nation: “[The nation] is an imagined political community […] because the members 

of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even 

hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (6). Dana and 

Jasmine conceive Europe as a community with a shared system of values. Especially in times 

of crisis and danger, the sisters take refuge in a ‘European we,’ thus holding up in their minds 

“the image of their communion” with fellow Europeans, confirming that, as Anderson remarks, 

the nation should be “treated as if it belonged with ‘kinship’ and ‘religion,’ rather than with 

[ideologies such as] ‘liberalism’ or ‘fascism’” (5).  

That one of the play’s main concerns is the contemplation of identity and belonging is 

already indicated in the first encounter between Dana and Jarron when she repeatedly asks him 

where he comes from but he refuses to tell her (cf. Harris 15, 19). Following the argument that 

How to Hold Your Breath imagines Europe as a supra-nation with a shared system of values, 

the dialogue also insinuates that Jarron is of non-European descent because he does not share 

Dana’s system of values: “JARRON: so? I pay for sex, I thought everyone does // DANA: not 

around here // JARRON: they do where I come from // DANA: and where the fuck is that // hell?” 

(19). Jarron’s implied non-European origin, then, gives a different ring to his allegedly black 

semen (cf. 23). 

In her play, Harris does not problematize European identity as such, nor does she seek to 

diversify it. Rather, her dystopian depiction of Europe ironizes her characters’ belief in Europe 

as a community of shared values. In an act of reversal, Harris’s apocalyptic play turns ideas on 

immigration on their head, as characters look for aid and support in countries south of Europe.  
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LIBRARIAN: the borders are shut. Istanbul has shut its borders  
one way, Alexandria the other 
all of Europe is trying to get out 
DANA: they’ll let us through 
LIBRARIAN: you think 
why you? 
[…]  
it’s quite different over there. Better 
of course everyone wants to get through. (119) 

 

With Europe suffering from crisis, Africa becomes a new beacon of economic hope. In the 

aftermath of its financial collapse, Europe changes beyond recognition. Significantly, in the 

process of change, Europe loses its name and is likened to hell, as the following exchange 

between Dana and the Librarian demonstrates. 

 
DANA: is there a guidebook to this place? 
LIBRARIAN: there is a guidebook to every place. 
DANA: what is it called here then? 
LIBRARIAN: I don’t think it has a name. 
DANA: it’s hell then  
it might have been Europe yesterday. […]  
Beat. 
people did use to care, didn’t they? We didn’t just imagine it. 
LIBRARIAN: they did use to, yes   
Beat. (122-123) 

 

One of the many harrowing scenes that ensue shows Dana prostituting herself for just 10 euros 

in order to earn the money to pay for her sister’s and her journey to the border and being brutally 

beaten up and mugged by two other women reduced to the same circumstances (cf. 138-143). 

By demonstrating “how quickly economic collapse could lead to the loss of a moral compass 

among Europeans deprived of securities they have always taken for granted” (De Ambrogi n. 

pag.), Harris makes us aware of how values attached to binary divisions of us–them, centre–

margin, inside–outside can change and how rapidly the idea and ideal of Europe can deteriorate. 

Her strategy of reversal undermines the notion of a “Fortress Europe” and, instead, urges us to 

look at Europe as a ‘space of entanglement’ in the sense of Rey Chow who defines 
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“entanglement” as “a topological looping together that is at the same time an enmeshment of 

topics” (1) and “a figure for meetings that are not necessarily defined by proximity or affinity” 

(2). Seen through the lens of Chow’s concept of entanglement, Harris’s imagination of Europe 

suggests that – as critic Marco de Ambrogi puts it in a phrase echoing both Jasmine’s metaphor 

and the play’s ending – “there is no ‘them’ as distinct from ‘us’: we could easily all be in the 

same boat” (n. pag.). Inspired by quantum physics, “in which the term ‘entanglement’ 

designates mysterious connections between particles” produced by “reactions that are not the 

result of proximity” (Chow 2, note 2), Chow’s concept, moreover, allows us to further define 

the kind of entanglement that Harris’s strategy of reversal produces. Hence, with Chow, the 

kind of entanglement resulting from How to Hold Your Breath’s representation of space “might 

be conceivable through partition and partiality rather than conjunction and intersection, and 

through disparity rather than equivalence” (1).14 

 

Magical Realist Ambiguity in How to Hold Your Breath: An ‘Aesthetics of Entanglement’?  

Having explained how the play’s representation of space envisions entanglement through 

topological looping and disparity, I would now like to turn the play’s aesthetics and explore the 

possibility of relating Harris’s use of magical realism to the notion of entanglement. Harris’s 

play operates on several levels and invites audiences to believe that Dana’s one-night-stand 

Jarron, a UN-worker, is a demon. Jarron represents the reduction of all human relationships to 

a monetary transaction: He seemingly orchestrates the social and economic collapse of Europe 

to bring about Dana’s ruin and to punish her for her refusal to be paid 45 euros for their night 

                                                
14 Expanding this article’s focus on the play as text, a performance analysis of the piece would be desirable. In 
particular, such an analysis could investigate to what extent the representation of scenic space by means of different 
signifying practices (including stage design and sound) in a performance of How to Hold Your Breath could itself 
be described as ‘entangled’. Moreover, it could examine how the added entanglement of live performance 
potentially affects spectators’ perception and whether (or not) it makes them feel viscerally implicated in the play’s 
representation of Europe as a space of entanglement. 
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together.15 In the course of the play, Dana is repeatedly offered these 45 euros but steadily 

refuses. The play, however, leaves it up to recipients to decide whether they follow Dana and 

read these coincidences as temptations of the demon or whether they believe the whole play (or 

at least Dana’s later encounters with Jarron) to be merely imagined. In this way, Harris manages 

to implicate spectators and readers in Dana’s quest. 

In a performance of the play directed by Vicky Featherstone, featuring Maxine Peake as 

Dana and Michael Shaeffer as Jarron, that I saw at the Royal Court in February 2015, both 

readings were possible. Readers of the play, by contrast, might notice one stage direction that 

explicitly refers to Jarron as “the demon”: “DANA: someone will help us // JARRON: do you 

think? // DANA: as long as there are people there is some kind of civilising influence // The 

demon laughs at that. Long and hard” (Harris 103). However, several of the play’s stage 

directions break with the convention of an outside perspective and are focalized through Dana. 

When Dana gets stuck in her presentation for her first interview, for instance, a stage direction 

states: “She feels like an idiot” (37). Similarly, there is a stage direction when Dana has just 

prostituted herself that reads: “Thank god it is over” (137). Readers, therefore, might refuse to 

treat the stage direction concerning Jarron’s devilish nature as (objective) evidence and might 

read it as an expression of Dana’s point of view instead. Hence, in both playtext and 

performance, Harris’s use of magical realism creates an ambiguity that prompts recipients to 

make up their own mind about how to conceive the play’s relationship with reality and 

conspiracy, respectively. While speaking of ‘an aesthetics of entanglement’ might be a bit of a 

metaphorical stretch, Harris’s way of implicating the audience by way of ambiguity 

nevertheless makes it possible to relate the play’s aesthetics to the notion of entanglement.  

                                                
15 For an exploration of the connections between Europe, capitalism, and crisis see Zaroulia/Hager. 
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Yet, critics of the play did not uniformly appreciate the ambiguity of Harris’s play as 

Susannah Clapp’s truculent verdict in The Guardian (15 Feb. 2015) demonstrates in an 

exemplary way: 

 
When the ‘devil’ says what a powerful person he is, are we supposed to take this as fact, 
or with a pinch of (over-the-shoulder) salt? There is no way of knowing. What does it 
mean in a play that talks about debt and Europe, that the villain thinks of himself as 
being in debt? It is more puzzling than intriguing. […] How not to write a play (n. 
pag.).16  

 

In addition, Harris’s combination of satire and moralisation in How to Hold Your Breath has 

earned the play mixed reviews and provides the third and final aspect of my analysis of the 

play. 

 

A Modern Morality Play? The Play’s Satirical Dimension 

While, all by all, a majority of critics responded positively to Harris’s play, they did level 

criticism at its moralistic attitude. Michael Billington, again in The Guardian (11 Feb. 2015), 

for instance, holds that “the piece itself feels like a modern morality play that allows little room 

for argument. […] [T]he play, which basically shows once-comfortable capitalists put into the 

position of refugees, feels as if it were illustrating a thesis rather than exploring a conflict” (n. 

pag.). Billington certainly has a point in claiming that Harris conceptualises her characters 

rather allegorically than psychologically (cf. ibid.). But he fails to acknowledge “the satirical 

streak” of How to Hold Your Breath that Dominic Cavendish has pointed out in his review of 

the play in the Telegraph (11 Feb. 2015):  

 
 

                                                
16 Similarly, online reviewer Stephen Collins wondered: “But what does it all mean? Does it mean anything? // Is 
this a state of Europe piece or a state of modern society piece or something like that? Is it a series of vignettes 
which depict aspects of modern life but in a mostly disconnected, jarring way – thereby reflecting the disconnected, 
jarring way modern life lurches? Is it a kind of tapestry, with snatches of observations or portents about the near 
future to make us think? // Or is it just a badly conceived hotchpotch of omens and ‘truths’?” (n. pag.) 
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The ingenuity of Zinnie Harris’s piece […] is that it operates on multiple levels. Our 
heroine’s perturbing odyssey […] has a satirical streak. Imagining Europeans as 
refugees is an exaggerated doomsday scenario that could be read as the product of 
Dana’s mental disintegration and the sort of collective hysteria that privileges Western 
panic over real Third World tragedies. (n. pag.) 
 

Not only does the play’s satirical dimension become manifest in Dana’s interaction with 

Jarron/the demon, but even more so in the character of the Librarian who pops up at regular 

intervals in Dana’s life with increasingly absurd “How to” self-help books such as “How to 

Find a Bank when They Have All Shut” (Harris 83) and “How to Spot Danger and Do Something 

About It” (149) which, however, never fail to correctly predict the turns that Dana’s life takes 

in the course of the play. The Librarian figures as a guardian angel of sorts, symbolising – as 

Billington aptly puts it – “a consumerist belief in easy solutions to every problem” (n. pag.). At 

the end of the play, he pleads for Dana’s death, as she – in his eyes – has lost everything and 

has been traumatized by her experience, while Jarron makes her survive with a shot of 

adrenaline and sends her back to a “modern living” (Harris 158) based on hazy forgetfulness. 

With this final twist, Harris possibly sought to extend the audience-involving impact of her 

play, leaving it up to recipients to learn from her imaginary dystopia, as Cavendish’s review 

aptly illustrates: 

 
[…] [L]anding on stage in the week that the ramifications of a Grexit and the engulfing 
ills of the Eurozone have become yet more starkly apparent, Harris is tapping into 
something deep and dark in our show of “business as usual”: what if things do take a 
relentless turn for the worse and we all end up in “hell”? While we may laugh at 
superstition, have we not, in some way, sold our souls? (n. pag.) 

 

The didactic message of the final scene may not make How to Hold Your Breath “a play of 

enduring power” (ibid.), but – to quote Cavendish once again – one that “has its finger on our 

jittery pulse” (ibid.). Hence, Cavendish – namely the critic who attacked British theatre makers 

for having missed the opportunity to take a proactive role in ‘Brexit’ debates – does 

acknowledge the timeliness of Harris’s play. Following Cavendish’s lead, this article will 
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therefore conclude by exploring how the play’s depiction of a Europe as a space of 

entanglement contributes to imagining Britain in/out of Europe. 

 

Conclusion: Just another Europe or an other Europe? 

Staging refugees attempting to cross the Mediterranean by boat six months before the image of 

a young drowned boy who was found on a beach near Bodrum received massive media 

attention,17 and confronting British anti-immigration sentiments more than a year before the 

UK Independence party of Nigel Farage published racist posters such as “Breaking Point” in 

support of the “Vote Leave” campaign,18 the example of How to Hold Your Breath shows that 

British playwrights have indeed explored factors that fed into the British EU referendum result. 

However, while the play depicts a Europe that stands both literally and metaphorically at the 

crossroads, its strategy of reversal falls short of offering alternative, inclusive, or diversified 

images of Europe. Moreover, set on a continent in turmoil, the play does not challenge British 

insularity or the “Vote Leave” campaign’s geopolitical claim that the UK can put an end to 

immigration by stepping out of the EU.  

Comparing Harris’s play with the earlier post-wall plays set in or concerned with 

(Eastern) Europe mentioned above, it becomes clear that, with the exception of Sarah Kane’s 

Blasted, Harris provides the only play that does not turn to Eastern Europe to stimulate 

reflection on British national identity. Her “state of Europe piece” (Collins n. pag.) is directly 

concerned with Europe and European issues without getting tied up in the EU-conspiracies and 

EU-bashing that British Eurosceptic fiction tends to indulge in. How to Hold Your Breath, in 

                                                
17 See, e.g., the article “Shocking images of drowned Syrian boy show tragic plight of refugees” by Helena Smith, 
published in The Guardian on 2 September 2015. 
18 UKIP’s highly controversial anti-migrant poster used a photograph of migrants crossing the Croatia-Slovenia 
border in 2015 and had the only prominent white person in the photograph obscured by a slogan which read: “We 
must break free from the EU and take control of our borders.” According to The Guardian, the poster had been 
reported to the police by a member of the Unison trade union based on its alleged ignition of racist hatred (cf. 
Stewart/Mason). 
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particular, critiques a specifically European way of life by undermining Europe’s alleged 

superiority and stability. Thus, similar to other post-wall plays and even more clearly, Harris 

‘writes back’ against Eurocentric attitudes. Her strategy of reversal turns the tables by making 

Africa the new beacon of hope. But, by having doctors there act on the basis of economic rather 

than humanitarian values, weighing up the costs of burying or shipping back the drowned, the 

play remains committed to a binary spatial logic that crucially limits its critical exploration of 

Europe as a space of entanglement.  

 
DOCTOR: well, if you will be stupid enough to cross on a boat like that  
they bring it on themselves  
[…] 
why do they do it? 
why do they take the risk? 
Beat. 
JARRON: what should we do with the body? 
DOCTOR:  we’ll organise some kind of burial. See, that is our problem too. We either 
bury them here or pay to have them shipped back to where they came from. Either 
way it comes to us to fork out. The economics of the European collapse will go on and 
on. 
The Doctor starts to go off. 
get her processed and get on to the other ones. Don’t spend too long. (Harris 153-154) 

 

Putting the blame on the refugees, revealing a lack of understanding when it comes to the 

reasons for their flight, and complaining about the burden of burying the dead migrant bodies 

or shipping them ‘back to where they came from’, the female doctor, as a representative of the 

new beacon, repeats well-rehearsed European reactions about the refugee crisis. Also her 

handling of Dana’s death demonstrates that Harris’s Africa is like Europe. Holding up a 

capitalist ethics devoid of empathy, it epitomizes ‘another Europe’ that is simply located 

elsewhere. Therefore, despite her distinctly critical stance, Harris’s topology in How to Hold 

Your Breath is oddly devoid of the borderscapes, contact zones, and liminal spaces that feature 

so prominently in other post-wall plays and that possibly could have allowed Harris to imagine 

an other (alternative) Europe instead of just ‘another Europe’. Yet ultimately, given the inward-



Journal for Literary and Intermedial Crossings | ISSN 2506-8709                      No.2 Spaces of Entanglement  c19 

turned gaze of recent ‘Brexit’ novels and plays, it remains to be seen whether British novelists 

and dramatist in a post-Brexit future will (again) follow Harris’s example and imaginatively 

venture across the Channel or whether the inward turn and national concerns will prevail in the 

years to come. 
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Phenomenology of German-Jewish Urban Experience 

This article aims to investigate the textual representation of National Socialist city space and 

everyday urban experience in German–Jewish autobiographical writing. Everyday history is 

always grounded in the local context of living conditions and therefore it is bound per se to 

specific places (see Zukin, Kasinitz and Chen). Similarly, from a geocritical perspective, 

Bertrand Westphal emphasizes that any analysis of space in literature should “maintain a 

geocentric focus, with a variety of texts gathered around a single place” (Westphal qtd. in Prieto 

22). The representation of a singular city space must therefore be scrutinized within a corpus 

that addresses a specific geopolitical urban space. 

As a case study, this contribution focuses on the urban space of Breslau as represented 

in the German–Jewish diaries of Willy Cohn (Kein Recht, nirgends. Tagebuch vom Untergang 

des Breslauer Judentums, 1933–1941) and Walter Tausk (Breslauer Tagebuch 1933–1940). 

Home to the third largest Jewish community in the German Reich (after Berlin and Frankfurt 

am Main), Breslau became Polish Wrocław after 1945. The history of the Silesian capital 

during National Socialism has not attracted major scientific interest for several decades, in spite 

of prominent German–Jewish intellectuals such as Fritz Stern, Walter Laqueur or Ignatz Bubis 

having resided in Breslau and having described its city life in varying degrees of detail in their 

autobiographies. In Cohn’s and Tausk’s diaries, the textual representation of Breslau’s urban 
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space is not merely a passive surface onto which anti-Semitism in the city is mapped, nor is it 

simply a negative constraint (see Cole 29). Quite to the contrary, Jewish autobiographical 

writing engages with multiple locations in Breslau that are redolent of public and private 

history and the memories these places evoke. Willy Cohn’s and Walter Tausk’s diaries are 

replete with lengthy descriptions of walks, detailed portrayals of city life and pre-1933 

recollections of it. After that date, it becomes clear that Jewish Breslauers grow increasingly 

isolated. This contribution offers a counterpoint to the view, often found in literary studies on 

the city, that city life as a notion remains associated with relatively general conceptions of 

dynamism, diversity and density, even though public life in cities is not evenly distributed 

across the various urban spaces. It is concentrated in a variety of smaller locations that are 

connected in a number of ways. The aim of this article is thus to focus on the diaristic 

representation those smaller locations, those “heterotopias” 1 , in particular the library, 

synagogue and cemetery, which, in their interconnectedness, constitute Jewish urban life in 

Breslau under National Socialism. 

With few exceptions,2 literary representations of Breslau under National Socialism 

have not reflected the current state of research on the city under the Nazi regime, nor have they 

tapped into new source material or adopted a new research perspective. Indeed, Breslau is “terra 

incognita for modern German and German–Jewish history”, as Till van Rahden (17) has put it. 

In order to do justice to the interaction between the textual representation of Breslau under 

National Socialism and the city’s historical relevance as an important centre of Jewish life in 

Germany, the spatial impact of anti-Semitism in the city will be situated in relation to the spatial 

self-orientation of the subject in autobiographical writing by Breslau’s Jewish residents. In 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 In this contribution, we follow Rachel Collins’ definition of the “heterotopia” as a “space ordered by social 
conventions distinct from those that order everyday spaces” (140). A heterotopia thus offers temporary resistance 
against spatial domination by reigning powers. 
2 The historical research by Norbert Conrads, Manfred Hettling and Andreas Reinke, Till van Rahden and Leszek 
Ziątkowski, focusing mainly on the 19th century – and specifically that of Abraham Ascher and, more recently, 
Katharina Friedla, with their emphasis on Breslau during the Third Reich – has to be mentioned here.  
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research on autobiography, as Frédéric Regard emphasizes, the “poetic spacing of the self” 

(90) – the geographical foundation of the autobiographical “I” – has largely been disregarded, 

although life stories are always defined by geography (ibid. 95). In a similar vein, Edward Soja 

contends that autobiographical writing is highly relevant to socio-geographical research in that 

it comprises “milieux, immediate locales, provocative emplacements which affect thought and 

action” (114). The meaning of these “milieux” and “locales” to the self-understanding and self-

construction of the autobiographical authors is at the core of this contribution. 3  The 

geographies of everyday practice and social performance provide a useful point of entry for 

exploring this question. They draw attention to the day-to-day practices, stories, scripts, 

performances, and improvisations through which writing about Jewish life calls the urban 

setting “into being as they make it relevant for their own lives, strategies, and projects” (Rose 

457) in ways reminiscent of de Certeau’s assertions about everyday practice, when he writes 

about people individualising different objects and places to make them their own. 

 

Judaism in Breslau  

The Jewish presence in Breslau has a long history stretching back to the 12th century. In the 

19th century, the two major synagogues were built (Storchsynagoge (1827–1828); the Neue 

Synagoge was inaugurated in 1872) and Breslau became known nationwide when the Jüdisch-

Theologisches Seminar was founded in 1854. In 1925, the city’s population totalled 573,660 

inhabitants, among them 23,200 Jews. Until the First World War, as Till van Rahden (242) has 

it, the Silesian capital was characterized by “mutual recognition” between Jewish and non-

Jewish Breslauers: 

 
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 The representation of Breslau’s urban spatiality in Jewish autobiographical writing during the Third Reich has 
been the object of previous research in Sepp and Augustyns. For more historical information concerning the 
politicization and organization of Nazi urban space, see Süß and Thießen. 
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Even if relations between Jews and other Breslauers prior to the First World War cannot 
be described as a harmonious symbiosis, they were close and marked by a large degree 
of mutual recognition. Only as a consequence of the First World War, Germany’s 
defeat, and the postwar crisis did relations between Jews and other Breslauers 
deteriorate dramatically. 

 

Christian–Jewish marriages were not exceptional (see e.g. Wolff 186) and a significant number 

of Jews held prominent positions in the economic (corn and textile trades) and cultural (press, 

university, theatre) life of the city (Schoeps 81). Before 1933, Breslau, much more so than 

Berlin and Frankfurt am Main, was known for its religious liberalism and, according to Hein-

Kircher (202), it had “an important cultural bridge-building function.” With Adolf Hitler’s 

ascension to power, however, the situation of the Jewish population deteriorated dramatically: 

Jewish stores were boycotted, Jews were banned from public and cultural life, non-Jewish 

partners in Mischehen (mixed marriages) were forced to divorce their Jewish partners. 

Eventually, in 1941, the deportations began: during the first transports, both Willy Cohn and 

Walter Tausk were deported to Lithuania. The last transport to Auschwitz left Breslau on 5 

March 1943. After 1945, there were only 160 Breslau Jews who had survived.  

The diaries of Willy Cohn and Walter Tausk bear witness to everyday Jewish life under 

the Nazi regime and lay bare the tension between spatial subordination and the tactical re-

appropriation of lost space in Breslau. Cohn is considered the most important chronicler of 

Jewish life in Breslau, comparable only to Victor Klemperer, who is known for his 

representation of daily life under National Socialism in Dresden. Cohn was born on 

12 December 1888, in the so-called Dreikaiserjahr, and was both a historian and a teacher. He 

completed his thesis entitled Geschichte der normannisch-sizilischen Flotte, to which he 

informally owed his surname “Normannen-Cohn” (Cohn x). Together with his second wife, 

Gertrud – called Trudi in his diaries – he raised five children. He was able to save three of them 

from occupied Germany by sending them to France, Erez Israel, and Denmark. In November 
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1941, the two youngest were sent to Kaunas in Lithuania together with their parents, where 

they were all murdered.  

Apart from the diaries of Cohn, which constitute an important source of daily life in 

Breslau, the notes of Walter Tausk – a merchant and a converted Buddhist, born two years after 

Cohn, in April 1890 – are highly insightful of the workings of Nazi spatial politics in Breslau. 

With Hitler’s coming to power, the two men increasingly express their alienation from Nazi 

Germany. After 1933, Willy Cohn stresses time and again how he feels estranged as a German 

Jew in his native Breslau. In a diary note dated 27 September 1936, the historian expresses his 

inner detachment from the city4: 

 
It is said that the Führer also comes to Breslau. On such days, we Jews avoid the festive 
road, not out of fear, but above all to preserve the obvious distance. It hardly touches 
us inside. In the past I was interested in everything related to the progress of the home 
province; that has changed now; you only have the feeling that you are a guest!5 (27 
September 1936, p. 359) 

 

Cohn was born and raised in Breslau. On multiple occasions in his diaries, he expresses his 

love to his native city. In the quote above from September 1936, however, he states that he 

merely feels like a “guest” in his own city. This sense of otherness in Breslau becomes 

increasingly vocal in response to the völkisch ideology and the Nazis’ anti-Semitic policy. 

Similarly, shortly before Christmas 1938, the diarist expresses how he no longer seems to 

belong to the social fabric of the city, how he feels like an outsider in his own Heimat: “I went 

to the city! […] In the inner city, I feel like a stranger. There are people everywhere, who are 

buying the last things for Christmas. We don’t belong there anymore!” (Cohn, 22 December 

1938, p. 571) Cohn records that he moves from being a citizen to a guest and then, to his 

distress, to a stranger. The diaries show that for the National Socialists, eliminating Breslau’s 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 For more examples see for instance: Cohn, 9 March 1933, p. 18; Tausk, 24 February 1933, p. 28. 
5 The original quotes are in German; all translations are ours.  
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Jewishness meant not only physically removing Jewish bodies, but also renegotiating the place 

of public and private space in the city.  

 

Jewish Urban Experience in the Third Reich 

In recent decades, a number of architectural historians and geographers have deplored the lack 

of attention paid to the subject of Jewish spatial experience in the Holocaust, despite its 

inherently spatial nature (see e.g. van Pelt and Westfall; Charlesworth 464-469; Cole). To date 

this gap has not been filled: on the one hand, the focus in Holocaust Studies on the 

representation of German cities – mainly Berlin, Frankfurt am Main and Munich – has been 

primarily on memorial city-scaping (e.g. the so-called Stolpersteine in German cities), 

musealization (e.g. the Jewish museum in Berlin), as well as transgenerational trauma and 

collective identity after 1990 – for example, Peter Eisenman’s Denkmal für die ermordeten 

Juden Europas in Berlin city centre (see Ladd; Rosenfeld; Huyssen). On the other hand, 

research on the Jewish spatial experience under National Socialism is limited largely to 

analyses of displacement, ghettos, and concentration camps, mainly in Eastern Europe, as 

“espaces concentrationnaires” or “spaces of exception” (see Sofsky; Agamben; Neumann; 

Knowles et al.). In this context, the Ghetto of Warsaw is probably the best-known example.  

However, in Germany, there was another, very specific situation: a “ghettoization 

without ghettos” (Kwiet). This means that German–Jewish segregation took place in the city 

itself: there was no physically separated ghetto. It is a phenomenon that Breslau resident Anita 

Lasker-Wallfisch, who survived the Holocaust and wrote the autobiography Ihr sollt die 

Wahrheit erben. Breslau – Auschwitz – Bergen Belsen, underlines:  

 
In Breslau, there was no such kind of ghetto, as we all know. But in one way or another, 
there was one, a “soft” ghetto. It didn’t take too much time to understand that we had 
all slowly gotten into isolation. (Lasker-Wallfisch qtd. in Hillauer)  
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The modes and forms of representing gradual spatial segregation in German metropolises 

between 1933 and 1945 have until recently not been the object of detailed analysis in literary 

studies, as Wildt and Kreutzmüller (7) have indicated:  

 
Although a lot has been written about National Socialism, it is surprising how little the 
everyday history of the city has been investigated. […] Our knowledge about the inner 
life of the German city in National Socialism and its own specific logic is very limited. 

 

Against this background, we investigate how National Socialist urban space is represented in 

German–Jewish autobiographical literature. There are two important sides to this: on the one 

hand, the aim of a totalitarian regime is to completely abolish the boundary between public and 

private space. In order to achieve this ideological and spatial control, the distinction between 

public and private life has to be removed. Conversely, because Jews have to be segregated from 

the Nazi public space, this means German–Jewish community life has to be reduced 

cumulatively to the private sphere. As Guy Miron (132) has it:  

 
The exclusion of Jews from German public spaces pushed them to turn to Jewish 
ones. […] [T]he development of Jewish spaces met the needs both of Jews, who craved 
secure spaces, and of Nazis, who aspired to isolate Jews from the Aryan community.6 
 

Miron also emphasizes how on certain official dates in the newly introduced Nazi calendar 

(e.g. 20 April, Hitler’s birthday) the completely politicized public sphere was closed off to Jews 

(124).7 This spatial exclusion echoes the situation of Jews during Christian holidays in the 

Middle Ages and was clearly documented by both Willy Cohn and Walter Tausk. Beginning 

in the late 1930s, the exclusion of Jews on Nazi holidays grew more extreme. On 3 December 

1938, the “Day of German Solidarity”, and in a similar vein, Walter Tausk notes how the anti-

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 Correspondingly, Willy Cohn describes the spatial and ensuing social reduction of his life-world as a continuous 
process of “shrinking” (7 November 1938, p. 534). 
7 In this context, Cohn records: “So today is the birthday of the Führer, and you can hear marching music and 
singing all the time. Lots of swastikas can be seen. […] We are not going for a walk today.“ (20 April 1939, p. 
633) 
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Semitic spatial regulations make it clear that Germany as a Kulturnation – “the country of 

Gutenberg, Luther, Kant, Beethoven” – is sliding back into the dark Middle Ages:  

 
Today is “Day of German Solidarity,” as you can see from the plant that was in our 
mailbox yesterday. The Jews therefore have house arrest from noon to eight o'clock, 
according to the decree and law of the beginning of the week, that is, they cannot leave 
their homes, “since they are uninvolved in German solidarity.” [...] Until then, 
abomination continues to abomination, this country of a Gutenberg, Luther, Kant, 
Beethoven, etc. sinks deeper and deeper into the Middle Ages. And it will now even 
introduce a curfew and regulation for Jews, where they do may not show themselves. 
Everything locally regulated. (3 December 1938, p. 206) 

 

This image of the dark Middle Ages to refer to the precariousness of their own situation is used 

several times both by Cohn and Tausk8. Tausk remarks that everything is locally arranged, 

which refers to the fact that space is not a neutral dimension. Spatiality is not a given, not stable, 

and its functions go beyond that of a mere context, as John Randolph (225) expresses it: “space 

is itself not simply a container for human action, but also an artifact of human existence: not 

simply a ‘context’ for textual interpretations, but a mode of intellectual production deserving 

of interpretation in its own right.”  

 

Spatial Tactics, Privacy and German–Jewish Diary Writing 

After 1933, Willy Cohn experiences the ‘shrinking’ (e.g. 1 November 1938, p. 533) of the 

Jewish life-world as a result of the production of National Socialist space. On 16 March 1933, 

for instance, he relates how Jewish Breslauers are systematically removed from their 

professions and in that way discarded from public life, as was the case with Jewish judges and 

lawyers. Willy Cohn himself was suspended as a teacher on 18 June 1933. He not only remarks 

on the changes that have been thrust upon Jewish citizens since 1933 in general, but also on 

the countless changes brought about in the city of Breslau itself. On 21 March 1933, the day of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 See e.g. also the following entries: Tausk, 17 March 1933, p. 41; Tausk, 1 May 1933, p. 70; Cohn, 8 September 
1941, p. 978.  
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the so-called Ermächtigungsgesetz (Enabling Act), celebrated in Nazi Germany as “Potsdam 

Day” (see Miron 125), the Cohns choose not to go through Breslau’s inner city, a decision 

which deals a symbolic blow to their idea of their personal freedom of movement. They get a 

ride home by car instead: “I drove home with Ernstl, by doing so, one avoids the inner city! 

Today nationalism is boosted to the boiling point!” (21 March 1933, p. 21) Similarly, on 1 

April 1933, Cohn decides to use public transport instead of walking through the inner city: “I 

have driven with the 26 to not go to the inner city” (1 April 1933, p. 24). A number of weeks 

later, the diarist summarizes his spatial experience of the inner city in the early days of the 

Third Reich as follows: “One does not like to go to the city anymore” (29 April 1933, p. 36).9 

These altered modes of transportation that ensue can be understood as spatial compensation 

“tactics”, as defined by Michel de Certeau. In the following years, the daily lives of Jews grew 

increasingly secluded in an ever-expanding number of areas in Breslau. Another note, from 

1935, shows how Willy Cohn developed the ‘tactic’ of avoiding the inner city as much as 

possible: the advertising billboards in the inner city of Breslau are covered with posters 

displaying the rabid anti-Semitic propaganda tabloid Der Stürmer. On the hate speech and crass 

provocation professed by Der Stürmer and its ubiquitous presence in the public sphere, the 

diarist notes: “Going onto the street is no pleasure either. The obnoxious articles of the Stürmer 

everywhere” (12 August 1935, p. 259). Michel de Certeau’s theory on strategies and tactics 

makes apparent how space is used and perceived by societal actors. While the Nazi regime 

wanted to obtain complete control over all aspects of public and private life, German Jews, for 

as long as they could, used specific tactics to counteract Nazi spatial segregation. These tactics 

are directly linked to the loci of Jewish exclusion and may be seen as practices of the ‘weak’ 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9 Although the diarist recognizes, on the one hand, that he needs the library for his research, on the other hand, he 
would like to leave Breslau, which has become an overtly anti-Semitic city: “I would like to avoid the manifold 
complications of the big city, although of course such a relocation in a spiritual relationship is not so easy, 
especially the question of library use!” (Cohn, 25 July 1933, p. 63) 
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to cope with spatial limits imposed by the ‘powerful’ and to preserve or recreate their lived 

space.  

Indeed, in the mid-1930s, a way to re-create temporarily the spatial experience of the 

bourgeois travel culture recorded in the autobiographical texts was to travel beyond the borders 

of Germany (see Cohn, 25 November 1934, p. 183).10 Driving through small towns and rural 

areas exposes the Cohns repeatedly to the powerful Nazification of public space. In time, 

however, these journeys become impossible and the city streets serve merely as corridors that 

link Jewish closed spaces. In spite of the fact that in Breslau there are no formal physical 

boundaries, it becomes clear that public urban space is increasingly to be avoided by Jewish 

Breslauers. Indeed, for them, the city volens nolens has become a no-go zone, because – as 

reported by both writers – most of the Jewish victims choose not to go through the inner city 

anymore, but look instead for detours, for alternative routes, involving, for instance, alleys or 

specific neighbourhoods.  

The city centre was also the locus where totalitarian power was staged and performed.11 

Such public displays – intended to express collective fanaticism and enthusiasm – included 

omnipresent propaganda, the conspicuously dominant visibility of police and paramilitary 

forces, and frequent mass gatherings accompanied by torch marches and military music. In 

Breslau, one such mass event is staged during the visit of Adolf Hitler in March 1936, when 

the Jewish citizens of Breslau are not allowed to leave their houses nor to open their windows. 

Walter Tausk notes how on this occasion the spatial politics of National Socialism brings to 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 As a personal counter-measure against the increasing control and lack of freedom in the city of Breslau, Cohn 
undertakes a series of journeys across Silesia in 1934 to give talks in other synagogues. This enables him to 
experience the openness and freedom of travel: “I live an odd life now, I spend much time on trains. I know every 
train station in Silesia, every waiting hall, every announcer. I feel at home everywhere!” (Cohn, 25 November 
1934, p. 183). 
11 In this context, in early 1933, the diary writer describes the politicized urban realm in the following manner: 
“The image of the inner city has completely changed: from all the public buildings, you see the swastikas and 
flags. We see the most impossible figures as SA-men running with pistols, people who would never have become 
soldiers under normal circumstances” (Cohn, 9 March 1933, p. 18). 
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the fore “a pathological Jewish fear” (22 March 1936, p. 143). Before the event, the 

Sturmabteilung (SA) had distributed guidelines for Breslauers on how to behave during Hitler’s 

visit. Tausk stresses how Jews no longer have droit de cité during Hitler’s visit12:  

 
In all the houses along the way in question, SA sent notes to the landlords in the houses 
concerned about the behavior of the inhabitants during the passage. This is the most 
beautiful and most remarkable: Jews, Jewish lodgers in Aryan and Aryan subtenants in 
Jewish houses may not open the windows nor keep them open, otherwise the lock-up 
service will shoot inside. Jews may not appear on the street during this time, but if they 
are found anyway, they will be arrested immediately! (1936, p. 144) 
 

The public space, as the authors record, is entirely taken over by flags, parades, and the massive 

presence of the Bund Deutscher Mädel, Hitlerjugend, and other Nazi organizations.13 As a 

consequence, Jews have no option but to encapsulate themselves and retreat from public urban 

life: “We live in our private being” (Cohn, 22 March 1936, p. 315). Because Jews are 

progressively excluded from public life, the diary functions as an intimate Ersatzöffentlichkeit, 

a substitute public space. In this regard, Walter Tausk notes the following on 8 August 1933: 

“It will soon be so far that one can only talk to oneself, and then a diary gains great value” 

(100). By writing this, he shows that the diary is a compensation space for the loss of previous 

communication places; replacing the conversations that they engaged in every day on the street. 

Moreover, one could say that keeping a diary is also a kind of tactic. On the one hand, writing 

is important as survival tactic: “It sometimes seems stupid that I also write the little things in 

this book, but often my strength to live and work depends on it” (Cohn, 28 May 1940, p. 800). 

On the other hand, the diarists oppose themselves to the anti-Semitic propaganda. National 

socialist propaganda submerges the public space as the triumph of an authoritarian, ideological 

and monological discourse. The diarist, for his part, conceives his writing as a triumph against 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12 See also Cohn, 23 March 1936, p. 315. 
13 The “aestheticization” of political power in the public arena is confirmed by Willy Cohn. On this occasion, he 
records: “There is a lot of traffic on the streets today. S.A., H.J., B.d.M., Flags, Military commands” (22 March 
1936, p. 315). 
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the tyranny. When the aim of the National socialists was to obscure what was really happing 

to the Jews, the diaries are written in a state of urgency to oppose to the National socialist’s 

triumph:  

 
At the end of this 20th diary I hope to be able to continue my notes, not for myself, but 
for posterity. The truth is unbelievably suppressed, [...] It is damn dark in ‘New 
Germany’, and yet, scattered here and there, is some light that, despite all the ‘darkening 
from above’, continues to glow, perhaps miserably, but it continues to glow and one 
day will form a bridge of light [...] here and there a flame continues to glow - and one 
of them is this diary as well. (Tausk, 21 January 1934, p. 123) 
 

This entry clearly indicates that Walter Tausk considers his diary as an important medium 

against the delusional arguments and falsifying discourse of völkisch ideology. He is intimately 

convinced that the reality of persecution in Third Reich needs to be documented, archived and 

transmitted to the next generation. The exclusion from public life also pushes the Jews towards 

a re-orientation of their lives, which will become increasingly more introverted. The private 

home, which once functioned in the bourgeois class primarily as a space of consumption, now 

has to function as a space of action and creation. The diarist Willy Cohn, for example, uses 

private tactics in order to preserve remnants of his bourgeois habitus and continue to express 

his selfhood (see Miron 139): he takes up stamp collecting (see e.g. Cohn, 9 January 1940, p. 

741),14 reorganizes his personal library (3 March 1939, p. 609) and starts writing his memoirs 

(27 March 1937, p. 384).	
   

The persecution and discrimination led to a perceived need for a “spiritual 

counterweight” to redefine oneself and to return to Jewish traditions again, which in the past 

were often abandoned in favour of assimilation: “It is now a gloomy weather outside, but the 

more one pulls back on himself, develops his inner life. One has to catch up so much in his 

Jewish development that life will not suffice. - I wish only that more and more Jews in Germany 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14 The stamp collecting shows how the private home has been invested with new activities against the backdrop 
of the increasing reduction in the Jews’ freedom of circulation in the Third Reich: “I dealt with my stamps, the 
only thing that distracts me a little on critical days […]” (Cohn, 11 November 1938, p. 538). 
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see, that one can find only a certain emotional counterweight” (19 November 1935, p. 299). 

The closed domestic space leads the diarist to turn his attention to his personal past. He writes 

“I have built myself a different world” (10 June 1935, p. 239). Indeed, these diary notes 

illustrate the extent to which the Jewish space has become ever more confined. The authors go 

to great lengths to narrate how they attempt – at least temporarily – to come to terms with their 

forced marginalization in Breslau’s urban context by using specific compensatory spatial 

tactics. 

 

Jewish Heterotopias of Breslau 

From 1933 onwards, the cemetery, the library, and the synagogue become very important in 

Willy Cohn’s and Walter Tausk’s Third Reich diaries. These places can be regarded as 

“heterotopias” (Foucault), as other spaces that play an increasingly central role as loci of spatial 

re-orientation. These loci are not only concrete physical places, but, more importantly for the 

purposes of this article, also give rise to manifold reflections on questions of identity, 

community, past, and future. The textual representation of these heterotopias indicates the 

subversive or contestatory role of these sites. They are closed marginal spaces, microcosms 

that actually exist but, most importantly, have a quasi-sacred role as the repositories of the 

fantasies of the persecuted Jewish authors. In this sense, heterotopias are a way of combining 

the material and metaphorical senses of space that contain an underlying literary quality as “the 

greatest reserve of the imagination” (Foucault 27); they also establish a deep and ambivalent 

relationship with the world at large and the sphere of utopia (24). Therefore, the heterotopia 

“indicates a fertile link to literary dreams of ‘other spaces’” (Thacker 23). The cemetery, library 

and synagogue are interconnected in that they constitute an archive of transgenerational 

German–Jewish experience. They are portrayed as the last safe havens for the Jewish 

community in Breslau. In these places, Jews attempted to use space as they did before. In what 
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follows, we will describe what characterizes them as specific heterotopias, i.e. places that offer 

temporary resistance against the spatial domination of the Nazi regime. The Jewish cemeteries 

are represented by Willy Cohn as the last spaces in which German Jews can conduct open-air 

activities, for instance allowing their children to play freely15 or engaging in leisure activities 

such as walks (see Borut 349; Bar-Levav 53-68). In August 1935, Willy Cohn writes in his 

diary:  

 
I went for a walk with Trudi; we have been looking at the new quarter at the Kürassierstraße, 
where all streets have names of the navy. At the restaurant “Gartenschönheit” hangs a big 
banner “No Jews allowed”. In Germany, we will soon only be allowed at the cemetery! (19 
August 1935, p. 263) 
 

In this entry, the cemetery is represented as a space of escape and leisure. However, this is not 

its only function, since, more importantly, it prompts the persecuted Jewish victims to 

reflection and to reconsider their origins and their sense of belonging. For Willy Cohn, the 

graveyard indeed symbolizes a link to his personal family history, one firmly rooted in Breslau: 

“In order to avoid the whole business a bit, I went today to where the Jews are really desired, 

to the cemetery Lohestraße, to once again keep silent conversation with my father” (22 March 

1936, p. 314).16 However, his regular walks to the Jewish cemeteries – the last place where 

Jews feel free from anti-Semitic hostility – prove exceedingly burdensome, especially after the 

November pogrom in 1938, because Jews do not have the right to sit down on the benches 

anymore. During this walk, he notices how the general demeanour among ordinary German 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
15 For Susanna Cohn, Willy and Gertrud Cohn’s little daughter born in 1932, lovingly called “Susannchen”, the 
cemetery is the only place still available for open-air play: “In the afternoon, I went to play with Susannchen at 
the cemetery Cosel; the children play on an unused part of the cemetery. That’s the only thing that’s left for us. 
To go onto the playground, the children have to cross the whole cemetery: Susannchen has been impressed!” 
(Cohn, 16 July 1941, pp. 955-956).  
16 In her autobiography, Ich blieb zurück. Erinnerungen an Breslau und Israel, Karla Wolff, 10 years old in 1942, 
recollects how she went to the graveyard in the Lohestraße in Breslau with her school. For her, the graveyard 
represented a space of security and freedom, although the pupils were confronted with anti-Semitic violence 
against them on the way to their destination (cf. 65). In 1943, in a similar vein, Wolff recounts how the Jewish 
graveyard had become a site of peacefulness, an “island” far away from the “other community”, the Germans, and 
from Nazi threats (cf. 85). 
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Breslauers is overtly anti-Semitic.17 In this, Cohn notices an apparent curtailment of living 

space (12 November 1938, pp. 540–541). His observations culminate in describing this 

radically reduced space in Breslau as a house arrest, (13 November 1938, p. 541). Indeed, 

following the 1938 pogrom in Breslau, public life becomes increasingly aryanized and 

restricted. 

Another heterotopical microcosm to be scrutinized is the library. The practice of reading 

constituted a key experience in fashioning bourgeois identity, and for this reason libraries 

served as a work space (Miron 146). In this respect, public libraries were very important places. 

After the Nazification of public urban space, as Guy Miron (130) notes, libraries begin to 

function as unpolitical closed spaces where the values of the liberal era – critical reflection, 

objective research, the humanist idea of selfhood – can still be upheld. The library therefore 

becomes an inward space where writing can preserve a sense of dignity and autonomy: 

“Everything blooms like a fairy-tale, but it is in a great contrast to how we feel inside. [...] I’ve 

done something about the Sicily work. Science brings me over many things” (Cohn, 7 May 

1933, p. 41). Cohn realizes that the library represents a space to pursue his literary aspirations 

(15 September 1933, p. 131). Walter Tausk too uses the library to realize his literary and 

journalistic aspirations (Tausk, 8 August 1933, p. 100).  

Until 1935, libraries functioned as inclusive neutral spaces where Jewish intellectuals 

could find some sort of refuge. From 1936 onwards, however, they were forbidden to use the 

reading rooms. In 1939, their use of public libraries became forbidden altogether (see Cohn, 5 

June 1939, p. 652). It comes as a devastating blow to Cohn when he is not allowed to use the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
17 Willy Cohn describes how overt enmity towards Jews in the open space becomes exacerbated only in the 
ensuing years. Fingers are pointed at adolescents especially for being malicious and blatantly anti-Semitic: “It 
stands out how terribly raw the tone of youth on the street is; the fathers lack” (Cohn, 31 March 1940, p. 775). 
Regarding their family friend, Anita Lasker-Wallfisch, a victim of verbal and physical aggression while walking 
through the city, Willy Cohn deplores how Germans have become hateful and agitated in a völkisch manner: 
“Anita Lasker came in the evening [...] She told me that she, she looks very Jewish, is often molested and spit on 
the street, it is such a beautiful girl! Wicked people!” (6 July 1940, p. 816) 
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library any longer: “Today there is a ban on the use of the city library by Jews in the newspaper. 

Since 1904 I have used it and worked in it always faithfully for the science. It is very difficult 

to live without the library” (15 January 1939, p. 586). Subsequently to that, in June 1939 (see 

1 June 1939, p. 650), Cohn is offered – through informal contacts – the opportunity to conduct 

research about his “Germania Judaica” in the library and in archives of the Catholic church in 

Breslau while being allowed to borrow books. The library is viewed as one of the only places 

of intellectual autonomy: Its importance to Cohn is reflected in his diary: “I always miss 

something, when I cannot go there” (21 March 1941, p. 918). Until his deportation in late 1941, 

the Catholic church library serves as one of his last places of introspection (21 March 1941, p. 

918). While Jews continue to be subjected frequently to both verbal and physical aggression in 

the streets (see e.g. 6 July 1940, p. 816; 15 July 1940, p. 818), in a note from 16 October 1940, 

Cohn records how the Catholic library has assumed the status of a refuge for him and his little 

daughter, Susanna:  

 
This morning I was with Susannchen in the Diözesanarchiv, where the child was very 
spoiled, both by Mater Huberta and by Mater Innocentia as by the director Engelbert 
and the Archivist Walter. She also got a lot to read. (859) 

 

A heterotopia offers the opportunity for temporary resistance to the spatial domination (see 

Heynen 319). In this respect, the library serves as an alternative, intellectual microcosm, a 

space isolated from the outside world. Cohn refers to the library as a “refuge”: “Sometimes I 

feel life now purely vegetative. Fortunately, I still have a refuge in the Dombibliothek” (Cohn, 

8 November 1940, p. 867). 

Just as is the case for the cemetery and the library, the synagogue equally functions as 

a space of escape and reflection. In September 1933, three months after Cohn is removed from 

office, he is on his way to the library and then the new synagogue in Breslau, when he notes: 

“From there I went to the New Synagogue; one feels the need to reflect on oneself more as on 
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other days” (9 September 1933, p. 75). Whereas the library symbolizes intellectual 

concentration (see Miron 132), the synagogue is a part of Jewish daily life as a locus of spiritual 

introspection that is linked to intergenerational Jewish memory: “I stood with Ruth at the old 

places we used to have, and I showed Ruth the places that my father showed me over thirty 

years ago. This is how generations come and go. I also would like to show it Susannchen at the 

same place” (Cohn, 24 June 1933, p. 55).  

Cohn in particular shows how the Jewish compensatory loci of cemetery, library and 

synagogue offer a spatial counter-balance against the aestheticization and festivalization of 

Nazi public space (see Birdsall 65) through mass rallies and open-air ceremonies. To both Cohn 

and Tausk, those rallies and ceremonies represent “space without memory” and symbolize 

entry into a radically new era of the Volksgemeinschaft (see Ozouf 128-129). In contrast, 

Cohn’s and Tausk’s writings about their lives – despite the radical differences in their 

ideological and religious convictions and beliefs – highlight how the Jewish public spaces in 

Breslau symbolized internal reflection and a return to remembering the past, a common Jewish 

past.  

 

Conclusion 

Diaries are less to be seen as an act of subjective self-revelation than as a relationship to an 

Other, less as an act of subjective self-expression of the author than as the production and point 

of articulation of various discourses. The analysis of Willy Cohn’s and Walter Tausk’s diaries 

written during the 1930s and 1940s in Breslau shows how the representation of shrinking lived 

physical space in Breslau yielded parallel mental processes that forced the authors to reflect on 

how they regarded themselves, others, and everyday events that constituted history in the 

making. In their diaries, the textual representation of heterotopias such as the cemetery, the 

synagogue and the library serves as a discursive platform for discussing the spatial 
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consequences of National Socialist policy and ideology in Breslau. The three heterotopias 

discussed in this contribution are interrelated yet fulfill different functions: whereas the library 

stands for intellectual autonomy, the cemetery and the synagogue – two paradigmatically 

Jewish places – are more related to the religious foundations of German–Jewish collective 

identity. These heterotopias function simultaneously as literary motifs and collective symbols. 

As collective symbols, they are known to all members of the Jewish community and provide a 

repertoire of images with which reality and the self are constructed.  

The formulation of a phenomenology of German–Jewish urban experience under 

National Socialism can shed light on novel spatial practices and identity constructions. The 

production of Nazi space and the marginalization and seclusion of Jewish Breslauers elicits a 

range of tactics born of their continual attempts to recreate their lived space. By drawing on 

the theoretical insights of social geography (Soja; Lefebvre), this article argues that the 

autobiographical writings of Cohn and Tausk highlight the way in which the production of 

space is shaped by a hegemonic power that proceeds from the top down in controlling the lives 

of those subordinate to it. In contrast, the approach of history-in-the-making illuminates the 

ways in which the diarists constructed their experiences from the bottom up, reporting a variety 

of tactics in their daily practices in an attempt to try to appropriate the margins of National 

Socialist society. Their diaries are testimonies of lives that otherwise would have been excluded 

from official historical records. 
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