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‘There is the Mediterranean, the sea itself, not so much as a frontier or barrier between the North and the 
South, or the East and the West, as an intricate site of encounters and currents. It immediately invokes 
the movement of peoples, histories, and cultures that underlines the continual sense of historical 
transformation and cultural translation which makes it a site of perpetual transit.’

What you see here is a modern magnetic compass. There is little of historical or artistic value 
inherent to the object, as it is not ancient, not manufactured by any company renowned for precision 
instruments, and is not in a very good condition. Unlike other artefacts in this exhibition, this compass 
will not take your breath away or make a lasting impression in your mind. One may conjecture that in 
making this choice the curator truly lost his way, or żboxxla, the Maltese expression emphasizing one’s 
loss of direction through direct reference to boxxla or compass. 

Like other objects and artworks on display, this battered compass was not produced locally and 
reached the Maltese shores by crossing the sea. However, similarities stop there. This object was not 
commissioned by governing powers or waited for expectantly by rich and influential patrons. In truth, 
many of political weight would have sighed with affected tolerance upon its arrival, while others who 
feel they are always on the receiving end would have opposed its landing.

Having effectively guided a group of desperate travellers from the southern shore of the Mediterranean 
with partial success, beaching them short of a far northern destination but at least into the safe zone 
of Maltese territorial waters, this compass may stand as a symbol of the new Maltese and, therefore, of 
the new Europeans. A motley crew of Somalis, Eritreans, Libyans, and Syrians are confronting us with 
challenging demands for their inclusion within our European consciousness, provoking us to consider 
our self-perception as homogenous, white, and sharing identity-markers which are in some way clearly 
distinct from anyone else’s. 

In becoming new Europeans, willingly or not, migrants like those accompanied safely to Malta by 
this simple compass cause us to become new Europeans ourselves. Confronted by survivors of war, 
famine, or what to us may seem to be simple economic hardship, Europeans ask themselves who they 
are, who they are being made to change into, and choose between allowing a greater humane approach 
to transform their relations with the newcomers, or seeking refuge in local lore, historical banners, and 
national certitudes which make for safe and powerful fictions.

While travelling, the closer one gets to the Earth’s magnetic poles, the less reliable compasses 
become. Ironically, our planet’s pull and alignment upon itself, emanating from the very north and 
south tips of the globe, blocks and confounds this directional phenomenon once close to either end. In 
a situation somewhat uncanny to the political spectrum, the further one is lured by either end, the more 
engulfing is the sense of loss of one’s bearings in relation to others. Jekk titlef il-boxxla, ‘if you lose your 
sense of direction’, whichever way you go makes no difference. However, it does make it more difficult to 
find your way, possibly back to something you have left behind.

That route may lead to different places. As with Theseus, the assistance provided by Ariadne guided 
him all the way to confront the Minotaur while also allowing him a lifeline to emerge from the labyrinth. 
On the other hand, the decade-long traveller, Odysseus, surmounted mythical challenges to make 
his way to Ithaca, including the significant episode of steering the middle route between Scylla and 
Charybdis not without further heavy losses of his unfortunate crew.

The return home may not be as simple as hoped for, both because the journey may be arduous, as 
well as because home may not be were one left it, or where one hoped to find it. The plight of migrants is 
a reality and also a symbol charged with the human inventive capacity and resourcefulness to build anew 
a home there where one may have never been before. The voyage undertaken by people seeking refuge in 
Europe challenges us to perceive our own home with new eyes, as well as actively make changes to avoid 
the fossilization and irrelevance that may be brought about by fear and insularity. 

Just as the sea can be a land, islands can be found miles away from the shore. Populist campaigns, 
alarmist media, and despairing ballots erect further obstacles to a difficult course begun at sea. It is ironic 
that the Mediterranean Sea, often celebrated by writers, historians, governments, and even tourism 
industries as a middle road for the house of peace and tolerance, providing a happy medium between 
the extremities of the north and the south, and the left and the right, of contemporary geo-politics, is 
actively blockaded. ‘As stated by Edgar Morin, ‘[l]a mer est devenue frontière’, stalling both physical and 
intellectual exchanges of different people seeking to set up a home of dialogue and discovery.
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There is the Mediterranean, the sea itself, not so much as a frontier or barrier 
between the North and the South, or the East and the West, as an intricate site of 
encounters and currents. It immediately invokes the movement of peoples, histories, 
and cultures that underlines the continual sense of historical transformation and 
cultural translation which makes it a site of perpetual transit. (Chambers 2008)


