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Introduction 

Cinema does strange things to places.  Even if we know that what we’re actually seeing is a sound-

stage, a patch of some convenient state not openly hostile western media, or (in my case when a 

kid) a convenient quarry near Dorking, almost before we suspend our disbelief in anything else we 

happily accept that we’re seeing Hogwarts, ancient Rome, Iraq, Mars, Gallifrey, or any number of 

alternatives.  The irony of this is that one of the bits of a film that is hardest to (re)create – even with 

CGI – is the ground on which the sets are built and the actors walk.  For most of us (the audience) 

these cinematic geographies are only ever very partial (we only need a slim suggestion of place to 

accept it) and, in any case, are temporary: lasting only as long as the film.  However, not only are 

these places also ‘real’ beyond the frame of the camera, but are altered by their encounter with 

cinema’s other worlds.  The directors, camera-crews and catering trucks may pack up and leave, but 

traces remain.  Peter Sant’s I Yam What I Yam… L’Invenzione is a film about traces. 

 

Time and again, almost. 

A small boat drifts slowly towards a rocky shore.  We’re given no clue as to where its occupant has 

come from or why he’s there. There is no evidence of a wreck and, though initially asleep, he seems 

unscathed.  He’s well dressed, bearded but not desolate, and seems untroubled by his predicament 

– even oblivious to it.  He clambers on to the rocks and wanders along the coast.  He does not seem 

to be lost or seeking sanctuary, but has the disinterested curiosity of a traveller passing through.  
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Aside from a small bag over his shoulder, he carries no luggage, no equipment, no camera, no 

phone.  He is from nowhere, he is going nowhere, he is self-contained - isolated. 

In fact he’s isolated in different times, different films and different places, all of which are one place.  

In Emidio Greco’s 1974 film L’Invenzione di Morel (a cinematic adaption of Adolfo Bioy Casares’ novel 

La Invencion de Morel), our traveller wanders the coast until he stumbles upon an austere but 

luxurious ultra-modernist mansion.  In it he finds a group of people trapped in a perpetual present 

by the ‘invention’ of the mysterious Morel: a temporal ‘projector’ that forces them to repeatedly 

relive the same hedonistic week.  Peter Sant’s 2012 reinvention of this film is shot on the same 

location (the north-west coast of Malta), follows the same story-line (at least to start with), but 

occupies another world.  In place of the mansion, Sant’s traveller finds himself in the cartoonish 

rendering of ‘Sweethaven’: a set built for Robert Altman’s 1980 Disney film Popeye.  Though there 

seems to be no physical trace of Greco’s elaborate set, Altman’s remains largely intact.  Built to last 

from imported Dutch and Canadian timber, thirty years on ‘Sweethaven’ is now a rather shabby 

Popeye-themed tourist attraction. 

The dislocation of the films’ central artificial locations, from Greco’s eerie modernism to 

Altman/Sant’s garish postmodernism, might seem profound but is ultimately incidental.  Sant’s 

traveller moves through the traces of these past films but does not alter them.  Rather, he drags 

them with him across the various screenscapes of Malta, only to ground them in a present itself 

made up entirely of traces.  Greco’s traces come from Casares’ novel, and beyond him from Wells’ 

Island of Dr Moreau, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, More’s Utopia and that long succession of islands, 

real and imagined, that litter the European philosophical and literary imagination.  For all it’s 

laboured cartoon silliness ‘Sweethaven’ too carries a symbolic burden.  Popeye may have started life 

as an advert for spinach, but his enduring success stems from his allusion to much bigger things.  

However distantly, Popeye represents the ambiguous machismo of the sailor, a strange version of 

the frontier ethic and a pan-Atlantic encounter with maritime space.  Popeye’s endless battles with 

Bluto over Olive Oyl and Swee’Pea also say something, vaguely articulated to be sure, about a post-

war crisis of masculinity, security and the American family.  Although Popeye himself has been re-

appropriated again and again over the 80 or so years since he first appeared, and made to ‘fit’ the 

moment of each reincarnation, he really doesn’t change that much.  Little guy, big arms, handy with 

his fists – ‘I Yam What I Yam’… 

Sant’s revenant traveller (on only his second cinematic appearance – a mere stripling) has to bring 

with him all this inherited stuff – indeed it is part of his function to add further layers of meaning to 

an already over-coded pile.  But like Popeye himself, he cannot resolve any of it.  Both might be 

reinvented by subsequent artists and film-makers, but neither can ever escape their prior 

incarnations.  Greco’s traveller at least has a degree of autonomy in that he gets to try to destroy 

Morel’s invention.  The closing scenes have him smashing up the ‘projector’, though even then we 

are left with the suggestion that Sisyphus-like he may himself have become part of the endless 

repetition of the island.  In Sant’s film, that is exactly what has happened, but now our traveller is 

powerless.  He comes ashore in the same place (complete with two moons – a by-product of Morel’s 

time machine), but when he is startled awake having fallen asleep in the pre-dawn quiet of his found 

location, he is greeted by the candy-coloured, Europop-inflected delights of ‘Sweethaven’. He flings 

a few plastic bagels around in frustration, but beyond that he is impotent, out of time and, 

paradoxically, out of place.   
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Presence imperfect 

The traveller fails - twice.  He is as close as we get to a hero in all this, after all, and a hero is 

supposed to sort things out, but in both films he resolves nothing.  In Greco’s he attacks the machine 

only to become part of the nightmarish perpetual present.  His gesture is futile, of course, but this is 

partly because his creators – Casares, Greco, Sant – hobble him with a redacted, absent presence.  

Casares and Greco allow him to interact with the physical aspects of the setting and with Morel who 

can stand outside his own experiment, but not with the others – a group of 1920s socialites, all 

cigarette holders and pomade.  Sant, by contrast, does not even offer him a Morel character to play 

with - by the time he gets to ‘Sweethaven’ the traveller cannot be seen or heard by anyone.  As 

before he takes a particular interest in, falls in love with, a woman trapped in the endless repetitions 

of the claustrophobic setting, but he cannot communicate with her.  In his original incarnation he 

tries to save her (Casares/Greco call her ‘Faustine’, though it is not clear who is the Mephistopheles 

she has summoned), but in ‘Sweethaven’ he cannot even attempt it.  Unlike the traveller, or, indeed, 

her own previous incarnation, because the modern-day Faustine is integral to the ‘real’ place – the 

real Popeye set and the real world beyond it full of real tourists on their real coach – she can and 

does leave.  All she need do to escape the recursive nightmare is change out of her Olive Oyl 

costume when her shift ends, and she’s free to go.   

As he gains more and more inherited meaning, more and more burdensome traces, our traveller 

loses more and more of himself, becomes increasingly disconnected.  He cannot interact 

meaningfully with ‘Sweethaven’ at all.  In that at least he may not be alone.  Neither the three 

dancers dressed (just) as Popeye, Olive and Bluto, nor the coach-load of tourists who come to gawp 

at them seem particularly connected with the place either.  Everyone leaves in their different 

directions leaving the set itself populated only by thirty-year old plaster dummies – broken, frayed 

and eyeless.  The set itself is the only enduring thing about the whole scene – a gawdy fake built to 

serve as a temporary stage for Robin Williams, Shelley Duval and a Disney-fied America. 

 

Absence and accident 

In both films our traveller finds a book.  In fact he finds two identical books, replacing one with the 

other.  In Greco’s original version, this is to enable him to get hold of the schematics for the time 

projector to try and sabotage it.  In Sant’s version, with nothing to sabotage, the book seems to 

serve no immediate purpose – it is, or should be, just a prop.  However, just as the traveller cannot 

command his environment, nor necessarily can the all-powerful film-maker. 

The book in question is Phillip Gibb’s 1956 novel No Price for Freedom.  We know this because Sant 

allows us a lingering close-up of the spine when the traveller replaces one for the other.  Although a 

rather pointless act, it feels like an important moment not least because the title seems to echo 

many of the film’s themes.  In fact, this particular book appears purely by chance, two identical 

copies being left over from the original Popeye movie.  Sant’s focus on the title, it turns out, was an 

opportunistic afterthought.  But though this intrusion from whoever set-dressed Popeye in 1980 is 

accidental, the book cannot help but add to the sedimented mythologies of the films.  It’s what the 

ancient Greeks referred to as a ‘hermaion’ – a gift of Hermes, the trickster god of chance, boundaries 

and duality.   



4 
 

Gibbs was a British journalist, historian and novelist whose experiences covering the front lines of 

the Second World War both horrified and energised him. Gibbs wanted to bring to people ‘back 

home’ what he saw as the ‘realities of war’ (a phrase he used as the title for one of his non-fiction 

books).  No Price for Freedom was his account of the particular struggles and sacrifices of the Polish 

people besieged by Nazi forces.  Set in Warsaw, it tells of the erosion of class, gender and other 

differences in the face of a common enemy.  It also describes the systematic destruction, effacement 

and reinvention of a place.  Whilst this has nothing whatsoever to do with Popeye, Casares, Greco or 

‘Sweethaven’, it does, albeit indirectly, draw attention to the great absence at the heart of Sant’s 

film: the obdurate physical, conceptual and historical landscapes of Malta. 

I do not know if Gibbs ever had any direct connection with Malta, but it is surely not an accident that 

two copies of the same obscure book ended up there.  War, invasion and conquest have shaped 

Maltese history for centuries, a product of its convenient (for everyone else) location at a strategic 

point between Europe and North Africa.  Malta’s experiences of the brutalities of the Second World 

War are too well known to need rehearsal here, but it comes as little surprise that a book detailing 

wartime struggle should be found in a place so scarred (and shaped) by its own past.  But, ironically, 

this is as close as we get to Malta – the populated, cultured, European, industrial, real Malta – in any 

of the films shot there.  Not only does the island appear only as the unnamed, dustily neutral 

backdrop for Greco, Altman and Sant, but for many others.  Malta has become in recent years a 

standard ‘offshore’ location for the world’s film industry, mutely substituting for Iraq, Egypt, Rome, 

and the more hostile planets of several solar systems.  Like the traveller, Malta itself appears 

everywhere only as an absent presence. 

The only direct reference to the island appears, briefly, in the film’s title sequence – it is a co-

production with the ‘Malta Arts Fund’.  Blink and you’d miss it.  But Malta is still there if you look 

hard enough.  By the time he makes landfall in ‘Sweethaven’, for instance, the traveller wears a 

bright orange shirt.  It is that particular shade now so redolent of the displaced, the migrant and the 

prisoner – ‘Gitmo orange’ perhaps.  The ‘Sweethaven’ dancers in their Popeye costumes, perform to 

a cloying pop song announcing repeatedly that ‘this is Africa’.  It isn’t, of course, but Malta’s cultural 

identity has always been caught between those of others.  Having served for centuries as a way-

station for rapacious Europeans heading east and south, Malta is now getting traffic in the other 

direction.  Malta is one of those frontier points (islands and enclaves – Sicily, Sardinia, Ceuta, Melilla, 

etc.), exposed to what the EU euphemistically calls its ‘New Neighbourhood’.  Many of these new 

neighbours now find themselves retracing ancient routes back to Malta in their flight from the 

consequences of European pasts and the possibilities of European futures.  Their reception is often 

not particularly ‘neighbourly’. 

 

Back to my City 

If Greco’s traveller probably ends up in the same temporal loop he tries to destroy, quite what 

happens to Sant’s is even less clear.  With his version of Faustine walking off-set with the out-of-

costume Popeye and Bluto, he has nowhere to go, he has no purpose.  He can’t stay in ‘Sweethaven’ 

if only because he is anachronistic there – an anachronism in an anachronism.  And so he stumbles 

off into the sunset to the looped and overlaid sound of a rat-pack crooner (Dean Martin?) intoning 

that he’s ‘going back to my city’ (the city in question being San Francisco, ‘by the bay’), and the Ray 
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Charles Singers offering to resolve something ‘another day’.  More traces of other places, other 

times, other journeys. 

Islands, in their regular appearances in novels and films, usually appear as both proxies for other, 

bigger places and as metaphors for separation.  As such, the island has long served as a convenient 

literary framework on which other social realities can safely be hung for inspection and experiment.  

More’s Utopia, and the anonymous islands of The Tempest, and Robinson Crusoe (to take only the 

better-known examples) all stand very obviously as ‘England’ at one remove – an England imagined 

and reimagined again and again.  In such fictions the island is that which is present, the metropolitan 

model that which takes the ambiguous role of absent presence.  Malta as a ‘real’ island inverts this 

literary relationship.  Sant’s version of the ‘real’ Malta only appears as the gap in the traces of other 

places and peoples: ancient, modern, transient or fixed.  Malta’s reality this is to say is contingent: 

the product of an endless succession of travellers, some powerful, some powerless, stopping for a 

while, leaving traces, but moving on to make room for the next wave.  While Sant’s film invites us to 

reflect immediately on the spatiality of the cinema, it also asks some searching questions about what 

place means in any context.  Malta’s absent presence does not just speak to the contingency of 

strategically-placed islands, but to the accidents of real and imagined geographies that we all live 

with.  Malta’s existential plight may be particularly acute, but only as an extreme case of the fate of 

all places.  If Sant can present ‘Sweethaven’ as the most unequivocally real place on his cinematic 

Malta, just where the hell are we? 


