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This article explores the divisive commemoration of the battle of Erenköy, which has gained significance 

since the early 2000s in a resignifying of Turkish Cypriot history. Over time, the commemoration has 

shifted from a triumphalism symbolized in monuments to an act of mourning at the graves of the fallen. 

We show through this commemoration how actors have repurposed official narratives, deterritorializing 

them from the terrain of nationalist ideology and its countermemory and reterritorializing them in ways 

that look similar but are affectively quite different. We argue that this repurposing of the ritual produces 

an affect of agency among participants that is open-ended and future oriented. 

 

Keywords: commemoration; cultural heritage; hegemony; counterhegemony; reterritorialization; 

agency; Cyprus 

 

 

 

This article explores the commemoration of a battle, an act of collective remembrance 

that has gained significance since the early 2000s in a resignifying of local history in 

divided Cyprus. The local history in question is that of the Turkish Cypriot minority, 

while the commemoration’s enactment each year provokes ire in the Greek Cypriot 

media.1 The site of the ceremony is the village of Kokkina, known in Turkish as 

Erenköy, a Turkish Cypriot-administered exclave in the island’s south (figure 1). 

Located in the remote Tylliria region of the island, Erenköy was part of a cluster of five 

small, Turkish hamlets that experienced extreme isolation and military bombardment 

during the conflict period (1964–74)[OK?].2 Because of events that occurred there at 

that time, the name “Erenköy” has become synecdochal with the only part of Turkish 
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Cypriot collective memory of the conflict that has acquired the status of “legend” or 

“epic.”3 

 
Fig. 1. Map delimiting north Cyprus. The Erenköy exclave is in the west. 

 

In 1964, when the village became the site of the major battle that we describe 

below, it also became a symbol for the Turkish Cypriot struggle of that period. Today, 

thousands of Turkish Cypriots make the annual pilgrimage to the south, to this isolated 

spot, to remember those who died there. Because it was a battle, there were of course 

lives lost on both sides, and indeed the Tylliria battle constituted the single greatest loss 

of life for the Greek Cypriot community during the conflict leading up to 1974. Greek 

Cypriot public discussion of that battle, however, reveals no knowledge of Turkish 

Cypriot losses—a silence that reflects not only the division of the island but also a 

division of the conflict’s history. Instead, the Turkish Cypriot commemoration is 

viewed as a celebration, and each year there is much media discussion of why, some 

years ago, the Greek Cypriot leader was willing to sign an agreement allowing Turkish 

Cypriots to cross by land to the exclave, rather than traveling by boat as they had done 

in the past. In 2017 there was so much public criticism of this agreement that Deputy 

Government Spokesman Victoras Papadopoulos found it necessary to reiterate the 

government’s condemnation of the “celebrations”: “[I]t goes without saying that [the 

government] condemns the bombings and atrocities against the Greek Cypriots by 

Turkey in 1964, but also the celebrations of the Turkish Cypriots for such a heinous 

anniversary.”4 

Our analysis of this commemoration builds on a body of work, beginning from 

the 1970s, that demonstrates the role of symbols and rituals, particularly 

commemorations, in producing and reproducing a sense of nationhood,5 as well as a 

critical body of research that shows how hegemonic narratives of the collective and its 

past are always contested and challenged.6 Our particular concern here, however, lies 

with the historical experience that we find so often falls into the gaps between the 

polarization of hegemonic and counterhegemonic that dominates this literature. In our 

own research, we have found that the terms “nationalist” and “anti-nationalist,” 

“hegemonic” and “counterhegemonic” are often insufficient for understanding the 

ways in which average persons act as what Jay Winter calls “agents of remembrance” 

or how individual experience may inform, shape and be shaped by communal memory.7 
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Our concern with this polarization emerges from our ethnographic research, 

where we observe that a dualism born in the academy has shaped everyday politics. As 

long-time researchers on Cyprus, we have been dissatisfied with the too-neat division, 

drawn both in local politics and in the academy, between supposedly dualistic histories 

described as Right and Left, nationalist and anti-nationalist, top-down and bottom-up, 

violent and peace-loving. This has led, for instance, to both local and international 

expectations that having a left-wing leader or party in power should automatically lead 

to success at the negotiating table, or to assumptions that the Left’s history of the 

conflict must be more likely to bring reconciliation. As we further discuss below, 

however, both hegemonic and counterhegemonic narratives engage in forms of 

mythologization that ignore certain historical experiences and sacralize others. In our 

own research, then, we have found that this neat division obscures more than it explains 

about the failures of historical reconciliation in Cyprus and the region.  

To give an example: in approximately three hundred formal and informal 

interviews that Bryant conducted with displaced Turkish Cypriots and their children, 

the ways in which they narrated their lives and experiences often appeared directly to 

conflict with the political views that they expressed. While almost all were in favor of 

a federation that would reunite the island, almost all of the same people expressed a 

desire never again to live in close proximity with persons from the other community.8 

Similarly, Joyce Dalsheim has demonstrated how, in the discourse and education of 

left-wing, liberal Israeli Jews there is nevertheless an absence of Palestinians, one that 

portrays them not as a threat but rather as “an uncanny other, not fully recognised, not 

fully known, somehow magically imagined away, and for all these reasons that much 

more frightening.”9 These examples point to the ways in which historical experience 

and the stories that narrate it may not neatly align with political convictions and may 

challenge the categorization of particular narratives into the hegemonic and 

counterhegemonic, nationalist and anti-nationalist.  

Looked at from the outside, the Erenköy commemoration might appear to be 

part of a hegemonic narrative, what one Greek Cypriot politician called a “celebration 

of hate.”10 Yet many of those who make the pilgrimage to the site consider themselves 

to be left-wing and supporters of reconciliation. Like the Orange Parades in Northern 

Ireland that give “the appearance of continuity in an annual commemorative occasion” 

while containing “clear evidence of political changes both within and outside the 

event,” we cannot assume that the use of symbols and the form of a commemoration 
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map neatly onto political alignments.11 In our case, at a time when nationalism and 

nationalist symbols are in decline amongst Turkish Cypriots, and when most young 

people have a healthy skepticism regarding the nationalist histories that they learn in 

school, attendance at the Erenköy commemoration is steadily rising.  

In this article, we suggest that a shift of academic focus from the mythic to the 

epic and from the past to the future provides us with better tools for understanding the 

longevity and resistance to change of particular narratives of past events. The idea that 

national histories are a type of myth is today pervasive in scholarship, with critics of 

nationalist histories often demonstrating the ways in which such histories are 

mythologized and thereby sacralized, making the nation into a “mythical construct” that 

renders its history immune to critique.12 Our subject here, however, is one that Turkish 

Cypriots have always called a “legend” or “epic,” a historical form that we find gives 

us a more complex way of understanding the narrativization of communal experience. 

Indeed, as we shall see, while myth points us to a distant past of origins, epic points us 

to lived history which may be repurposed for particular visions of the present and future. 

Looking at the Erenköy commemoration through the lens of legend or epic also 

allows us to build on David Henig’s concept of “vernacular histories,” stories “in which 

grand (nationalized) historical narratives, local historical consciousness, and personal 

memories intersect.”13 The concept of vernacular histories, in turn, intersects in 

interesting ways with Jay Winter’s observation that when average persons perform 

commemorative rituals, they are doing liminal work that “occupies the space between 

individual memory and the national theatre of collective memory choreographed by 

social and political leaders.”14 Winter emphasizes the role of such agents in creating 

acts of remembrance that exist in the space between the public and the private, 

mobilizing both individual actors and their memories and the agents of the state for 

purposes that often exist laterally to official narratives.15 These lateral narratives, 

moreover, may be repurposed as time and circumstances change.  

In the case that we describe below, participants in the commemoration of the 

Erenköy battle shift between triumphalism and loss, between rebellion and mourning. 

The commemoration contains elements of both hegemonic and counterhegemonic 

narratives, but these have been repurposed or reterritorialized. We take the term 

“reterritorialization” from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, for whom it is the 

counterpart of deterritorialization, both aspects of resignification.16 In some cases, such 

as ours, this may involve a repurposing of official narratives, deterritorializing them 
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from the terrain of nationalist ideology and its countermemory and reterritorializing 

them in ways that look similar but are affectively quite different. As we describe below, 

reterritorialization creates an affective shift from passivity to agency, from victimhood 

to action. In particular, we describe the entangled themes of salvation, sacrifice, 

solidarity and struggle as core elements of the legend or epic that are not mutually 

contradictory. The affect of agency that emerges only reinforces Erenköy and its 

commemoration as central to what it means to be a Turkish Cypriot today. 

 

 

ON MYTHS AND LEGENDS 

 

It was six o’clock on an August morning when we boarded a bus arranged by the 

Erenköy Fighters’ Association (Erenköy Mücahit Derneği) and departed the northern 

town of Kyrenia heading southwest toward the Erenköy exclave. Along the way, our 

bus picked up passengers from nearby villages and eventually merged with a larger 

convoy. By the time we reached the newly opened Limnitis/Yeşilırmak checkpoint in 

the west of the island, the number of buses had risen to more than a hundred. Our fellow 

passengers were families and couples, some elderly, as well as a handful of children, 

and most had brought stocks of water and sandwiches for lunch. As we rode, we 

conversed with our fellow passengers, including men who had fought at Erenköy and 

their wives. The atmosphere was one of subdued excitement.  

Part of that excitement derived from the exceptional nature of the trip, which 

allowed us into a closed military area to which civilians were normally not given access. 

Today, while the surrounding hamlets are in ruin, Erenköy hosts a lonely contingent of 

Turkish Cypriot conscripts in what has become the only territorial exclave of the 

unrecognized Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). While families of the 

fallen had long been permitted access by boat on this day, the opening of a land route 

in 2009 made it possible for larger numbers of people to make the journey. Some of 

these were former fighters, but others were individuals who saw Erenköy as a 

significant site in Turkish Cypriot history. This was not any simple excursion but one 

specifically intended to honor the dead and viscerally experience the site of legend. 

Indeed, the reverential comportment of the travelers, the exceptionality of the day and 

our admission to the site, and the sense of this being a journey that would not often be 

made all gave the event the air of a pilgrimage. As though acknowledging that, several 
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friends who later learned of our excursion would jokingly comment, “Hacı oldunuz” 

(You’ve become pilgrims), a word derived from the hajj or pilgrimage to Mecca.17

  

Erenköy’s exclave status is not insignificant to our story, because the manner in 

which it became an exclave and the reasons it has remained so both describe and explain 

the significance of this tiny village in Turkish Cypriot vernacular history. Indeed, the 

village’s exclave exceptionality comes to stand for the exceptionality of the “legend” 

or “epic” itself—those designations already indicating the extraordinary feats of a 

person or group. What is interesting in our case is that while the name of the village 

today connotes epic or legendary action, the heroes of that epic keep shifting. 

The background to the legend is the narrative arc of the Cyprus conflict. In most 

Turkish Cypriot narratives, the first important date is 1955, when Greek Cypriots began 

a struggle against British colonial rule intended to unite the island with Greece. The 

minority Turkish Cypriot community objected to a future in Greece and instead 

demanded the partition of the island and the unification of its two parts with the two 

“motherlands,” Greece and Turkey. In 1957 they formed their own guerrilla 

organization to achieve this aim, and the first widespread intercommunal fighting 

began. A year later, negotiations resulted in the bicommunal Republic of Cyprus (RoC), 

declared in 1960, with a power-sharing constitution that left the majority Greek Cypriot 

community dissatisfied.18 Within three years there was a breakdown of constitutional 

order and renewed intercommunal fighting. While in most Greek Cypriot narratives 

that breakdown resulted from a rebellion of the minority against the majority’s attempts 

to change the constitution, most Turkish Cypriots explain those events as the time when 

they were attacked and retreated into militarized enclaves.  

Those enclaves were besieged for more than four years, and only after the RoC’s 

president unilaterally decided to lift the siege in 1968 were Turkish Cypriots able to 

exit without safety concerns. After that date, many left the enclaves daily to go to work, 

but returned to those ghettoes in the evenings until 1974. In that year, a splinter Greek 

Cypriot guerrilla organization, in collaboration with the Greek junta government, 

attempted a coup against the Republic’s president that was intended to unite the island 

with Greece. This provoked a Turkish military intervention on July 20, 1974, the flight 

of large numbers of Cypriots to either side of the ceasefire line and the de facto division 

of the island, eventually resulting in the establishment of an unrecognized Turkish 
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Cypriot state in the island’s north. While today Greek Cypriots remember that day as a 

tragic date, it is officially commemorated in the island’s north as a date of liberation. 

In an important early work on collective memory and commemoration, Yael 

Zerubavel proposes that an act of commemoration produces a “commemorative 

narrative … a story about a particular past that accounts for this ritualized remembrance 

and provides a moral message for the group members.”19 She skillfully demonstrates 

how the cycle of commemoration in Israel aids in constructing what she calls a “master 

commemorative narrative” that shapes collective memory and gives a “story line” to 

the past. The July 20 commemorations in Cyprus would be an example of this, where 

in the north official celebrations have told a tale of triumph and liberation. According 

to Zerubavel, contests over how to hold a commemoration are contests about narrating 

the past in particular ways, presumably shaping what is to be remembered and what 

forgotten. We will certainly see these contests in the following pages. 

The assumption of Zerubavel’s schema that we will challenge below is that the 

master commemorative narrative is hegemonic and that it is opposed by 

countermemory, which “is essentially oppositional and stands in hostile and subversive 

relation to collective memory.”20 According to Zerubavel, it is through such 

countermemories, which seep into and challenge the hegemonic narrative, that changes 

may occur in the master narrative. Building on her work, for instance, Lisa Jenny Krieg 

has studied an antimilitaristic Independence Day celebration in Israel, which she views 

as explicitly counterhegemonic: 

 

The two ceremonies show different approaches in their celebrations. While the 

state ceremony tends to conceal sociopolitical problems, is patriotic, uncritical 

of the regime, emotional, militarist and presents an idealized picture of Israeli 

society, the alternative ceremony is explicitly antimilitaristic: it criticizes 

government policies, points to problems in society, advocates human rights and 

is in support of the peace process.21  

 

Moreover, she describes the ceremony as “a part of the fierce fight between the right 

and the left-wing that divides Israeli society.”22 

Zerubavel’s account has resonances with other works of the period that attempt 

to understand the workings of hegemony, especially James Scott’s “weapons of the 

weak,” or ways in which the powerless challenge power.23 And like more recent 
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anthropological works that show how we may choose to mold ourselves as religious 

subjects or as subjects of the state, we find that the dualism of hegemony and 

counterhegemony is particularly insufficient when dealing with the complex subject of 

how we remember both individually and collectively.24 

Nevertheless, this duality has infiltrated many post-conflict spaces, creating 

“good” and “bad,” or “reconciliatory” and “divisive,” narratives of the conflict. In 

Cyprus, this duality of hegemonic and counterhegemonic narratives has become an 

accepted part of scholarship on the politics of history.25 At the same time, as in Israel, 

it rather neatly maps onto the political division of Right and Left, which in the island is 

primarily a division between nationalists and those who describe themselves as anti-

nationalist. For almost four decades, the official narratives in the Turkish Cypriot 

community were nationalist ones that emphasized their victimization at the hands of 

Greek Cypriots between approximately 1955 and 1974. That official history appeared 

in schoolbooks in photographs of corpses and crying women, and it appeared in 

everyday life in, for instance, the large numbers of streets in what is now north Cyprus 

that are named after şehits, or martyrs. In the triumphant statues and monuments that 

celebrate the 1974 “victory,” but also in the officially sanctioned memorials that mourn 

their losses, the narrative attempted to subsume individual suffering in a sweep of 

history in which their victimization by Greek Cypriots was “rectified” by a Turkish 

military victory. 

The Left on both sides of the island has been primarily responsible for 

counternarratives that acquire their own semi-official historical arc. If the official 

Turkish Cypriot narrative has been that of an essential antagonism between two groups 

in which the numerical majority attempted to oppress and even to eliminate the minority 

until a “big brother” stepped in, the semi-official leftist position has been that Cypriots 

were all essentially one until divided by the machinations of imperial powers who 

manipulated the Greek and Turkish governments and, by extension, their “kin” 

communities in the island.26 If the narrative of the Right never mentions cooperation 

and coexistence before the conflict, the narrative of the Left erases any tension or 

difference that existed prior to the armed struggle. What makes the latter position semi-

official is that while it has not been the dominant position, it has provided the primary 

counternarrative that has occasionally acquired prominence when leftist parties were in 

power. Moreover, as one analysis of these complementary narratives notes, “the leftist 

‘unofficial’ history may strengthen the official discourse by appearing co-opted and 
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confined within the same rhetoric.”27 What both the dominant official narrative and its 

Leftist counternarrative have in common is a focus on identifying victims and 

perpetrators and subsuming narratives of suffering into larger ideological narratives, 

whether nationalist or otherwise.  

In contrast, the commemoration that we study here is, as we will show, one of 

reclaimed agency. It does not entirely reject the dominant narrative but rather 

repurposes and reterritorializes it in the creation of vernacular histories that interweave 

historical experience and communal narrative. The vernacular aspect of this history 

making is summarized in a tendency to refer to the battle as “the Erenköy legend” or 

even more frequently as “the Erenköy epic” (Erenköy efsanesi or Erenköy destanı)—

the only part of Turkish Cypriot recent history that has acquired that status. Referring 

to it in that way emphasizes the extraordinary status of real events, but also their 

narration. After all, epics are the sorts of stories that in the past would have been related 

in Cyprus and much of the region by wandering bards, who sung their tales and whose 

listeners derived much of their pleasure from the forms of narration. 

We contrast this local attribution of the status of epic to the story of the battle 

with a tendency in studies of collective memory and commemoration to focus on 

“master narratives” that often take the form of national or political myth.28 In regard to 

the etymology of the word, Bruce Lincoln remarks, “Mythos ... was the speech of the 

preeminent, above all poets and kings, a genre (like them) possessed of high 

authority.”29 While myth has acquired many other meanings since the ancient Greeks, 

it retains its connotations of singularity and sacrality or authority, particularly when 

used in reference to the nation-state. Indeed, myth is often viewed as the sine qua non 

of nationalist narrativizing: “Myths simplify, exaggerate, dramatise or reinterpret 

events into a form that serves as a symbolic statement about social order and reinforces 

social cohesion and functional unity.”30  

One reason for the focus on mythmaking is that, as Paul Ricoeur usefully notes 

in his monumental study of memory and forgetting, while beginnings are historic, 

origins are mythic.31 Moreover, it is important for our purposes that some of the most 

common national myths are myths about war.32 Wars are also what we might call 

“originary” events, events that produce new orders, that begin new eras. In other words, 

we may speculate that wars inevitably produce myths because they are not only about 

glory and sacrifice but also about origins. 
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Within this literature, myths are viewed as useful for the present, as important 

“for what they reflect about contemporary society, rather than their historical 

accuracy.”33 This contrast of presentism and historical accuracy, moreover, has a 

lengthy genealogy going back at least to Ernst Renan, who remarked that the historical 

error that accompanies mythmaking was essential to the construction of nation-states, 

while “progress in historical studies is often a danger to nationality.”34 This means that 

while such myths have a relationship to history, “History aims for the truth, whereas 

myth begins as truth.”35 As we will see, it is precisely this idea of a simplified, 

sacralized story that promotes exclusion of other stories that cannot describe the various 

forms of entangled meaning that are expressed in the idea of a “legend” or “epic” and 

that emerge in practices of commemoration. 

Instead, that vernacular history making is uneven, often disjointed, and allows 

room for contested and even conflicting strands of narrative. The commemoration of 

the Battle of Erenköy is one that, over time, has shifted from a triumphalism symbolized 

in monuments to an act of mourning at the graves of the fallen. As we know from the 

famous scenes of Lenin’s and Stalin’s statues being toppled in the post-Soviet space, 

monuments may lose their meaning when the victories they supposedly commemorate 

are reinterpreted as defeats. Triumphalism often fades with the passing of time. 

Memorials to the dead, however, signify loss, grief and the sacrifice of life. While 

monuments remind us and usually inscribe loss of life as the price for victory, 

memorials call on us to be “mindful.”36 And while monuments tend to rise triumphally 

from the ground, usually offering few words, memorials tend to be closer to the ground 

and inscribed with the names of those lost. “Monuments are not generally built to 

commemorate defeats; the defeated dead are remembered in memorials.”37 This 

transaction with death is what can make the act of commemoration a form of history 

making, one in which actors call on repertoires of cultural and religious symbolism and 

gestures, and in which private loss and suffering are entangled with public histories and 

collective memory.   

 

 

FORGETTING AND REMEMBERING ERENKÖY 

 

One of the main differences between epic and myth is that unlike the latter, epic is not 

sacralized and so does not acquire the status of the structural and formulaic that so 
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fascinated anthropologists like Claude Lévi-Strauss with regard to myth. Moreover, 

because an epic is presumed to be based on real events, it lends itself to various forms 

of narration. In Cyprus one of the ways in which the narrative’s status as legend 

becomes apparent is in the tendency to write and recite it as an epic poem, as a bard 

would do. The tendency to narrate the legend in poetry began even as the battle was 

ongoing, and in the period leading up to 1974 dozens of books of poetry were published 

about Erenköy, two of which had the title Erenköy Destanı (the Erenköy epic).38 The 

epic poetry form continues today with YouTube videos of former fighters and villagers, 

who either tell the story in epic verse form or in a recitational style that suggests 

poetry.39  

Unlike myth, the elaborated narration of the epic form allows the story’s 

beginning and ending to shift depending on the perspective from which the story is told. 

While the epic form suggests the grand and heroic, it also often involves the 

transformation of ordinary people and circumstances through exceptional events. As a 

result, as we will see, it also opens the possibility for the overlapping and coexistence 

of alternative narratives that, rather than detracting from the epic, only add to its status 

as legend. 

In the case of the “Erenköy epic,” some versions of the tale begin in the summer 

of 1958, when several village men boarded a small fishing boat and made their way 

across about sixty kilometers of sea to the south coast of Turkey in search of weapons. 

These four men and seventeen others soon became known as bereketçi, literally the 

“bringers of blessings,” because of the bridgehead they established to smuggle guns 

(the “blessings,” or bereket) into the island. This involved twenty-eight trips by fishing 

boat to Turkey during this period and the loss of several village men’s lives.40 

In other versions, the legend begins in the summer of 1964, when in response 

to reports of attacks on Turkish neighborhoods and villages approximately five hundred 

young Turkish Cypriot university students left their studies in the UK and Turkey and 

volunteered to be smuggled into the island. As one man interviewed for a documentary 

film on Erenköy described that period,  

 

We were following events from the press, the newspapers, the radio, but of 

course in those days there were no televisions or mobile phones. When the 

massacres began, and our mothers and fathers and siblings are there, we asked 
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ourselves what business we had in school. We went in search of a way to get to 

Cyprus with the idea that we needed to take our place in the armed conflict.41 

 

His description is echoed in numerous oral histories and autobiographies narrating the 

period, all of which describe the desperation of the students studying abroad to return 

to protect their families.42  

In documentary films and subsequent writings about the period, this mass 

enlistment of the best and brightest of the Turkish Cypriot youth and their deployment 

to a remote village is sometimes referred to as “Kıbrıs Türk Gençliğinin Destanı” (the 

epic of the Cypriot Turkish youth). Bryant has noted elsewhere that there are many 

similarities between the creation of this version of the “Erenköy epic” and the Anzac 

myth, the tale of Australian soldiers’ valiant fight at Gallipoli.43 In particular, both 

shared the idea of “pure” sacrifice of the best and brightest young men of a generation. 

Indeed, virtually all male Turkish Cypriot university students landed on that beachhead, 

which they were expected to defend and which by 1964 was surrounded by Greek 

Cypriot troops.44  

By the time the young men arrived in Erenköy, villagers from the surrounding 

hamlets had already taken refuge there after attacks by Greek and Greek Cypriot forces 

in the previous months. In early August 1964 approximately two thousand Greek and 

Greek Cypriot forces began the most substantial attack on Erenköy, bombing the village 

with heavy weapons from the mountains and government patrol boats.45 After two days 

of bombardment, the Turkish military intervened, sending warplanes to strafe and bomb 

the surrounding Greek Cypriot villages, hitting both military targets and civilian areas. 

Fifty persons were killed in those attacks, nineteen of those being civilians.  

For approximately forty years, Turkish Cypriot memorialization emphasized 

those killed in this battle, but particularly their “rescue” or “salvation” by the Turkish 

military. The Erenköy epic was subsumed into a larger national myth of Turkish 

Cypriots’ salvation by Turkey, its willingness to intervene to protect its Cypriot “kin.” 

After 1974, the island’s north was filled with memorials and museums to the Turkish 

Cypriot dead, while triumphal monuments celebrated the Turkish military victory. 

While Turkey was the “hero,” the “savior,” then, Turkish Cypriots were not only extras 

on the set of history, but extras who had no speaking parts, whose roles were those of 

suffering victims and martyrs, but not heroes. 
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Indeed, so strong was the focus on “salvation” by Turkey that for several 

decades the main Erenköy commemoration was held at a monument built in honor of 

Cengiz Topel, a young pilot who was shot down during the Turkish military 

intervention, captured by Greek Cypriot soldiers and lynched. After 1974 the Turkish 

Cypriot administration erected a monument in honor of the young man at the site where 

his plane was supposed to have crashed. Although twenty-one young Turkish Cypriot 

men died during their service at Erenköy, Cengiz Topel was the only Turkish soldier to 

lose his life there, and he became a symbol of the sacrifices Turkey was willing to make 

for Turkish Cypriots. Indeed, after 1964 Cengiz Topel’s name was given to hospitals 

and schools, to streets and associations. His face was familiar to all Turkish Cypriots, 

many of whom named their children after him. Within this framework, Erenköy 

officially became an event in which the active participation of young Turkish Cypriot 

men was written instead as their salvation by the mighty force of Turkish jets, embodied 

in the person of Cengiz Topel. 

However, entangled within this official narrative that subsumes the Erenköy 

epic under the arc of national myth, there is already a countercurrent of narrative, 

another version of the Erenköy legend that emphasizes Turkish Cypriot rather than 

Turkish sacrifices. For about four decades, this countercurrent appeared to be officially 

“forgotten,” even if it was not erased from collective memory. Paul Ricoeur refers to a 

“reserve of forgetting” to indicate those aspects of memory and history that are 

forgotten but available to consciousness.46 The Erenköy legend that emphasized the 

young men’s struggle was not forgotten in this sense, as it existed in collective memory 

and could easily be called upon, for instance when politicians who had fought at 

Erenköy would refer to their service there in their biographies. Neither could we call 

this alternative version of the same events a “counternarrative” or “countermemory,” 

as it did not reject the official narrative but rather gave it different emphasis. Instead, 

we believe that this and other versions of the legend indicate what we call 

“countercurrents” of remembrance, or currents that may intersect with, fold into or run 

in parallel to and alongside official narratives of lived events. 

This, we believe, is the usefulness of the legendary or epic form, which allows 

for stylized recitation of events that also opens the door for multiple interpretations and 

ways of telling the tale. In this sense, the epic of the young men’s “pure” sacrifice could 

always exist alongside the national myth of salvation without contradiction. Even in 

2003, before the beginning of the commemorations that we describe below, the official 
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website of the TRNC Public Information Office announcing the 39th anniversary of the 

Erenköy struggle noted: 

 

Erenköy serves as a sign that Turkey will always be at the side of the Turks of 

Cyprus for as long as they resist, and so was not left to the Greeks but is instead 

the site of a memorial service every 8 August in which our martyrs are honored, 

and a chance is given for our young people to learn a lesson by going to see 

Erenköy, one of the most important turning points in the struggle for existence 

of the Turks of Cyprus.47 

 

As we explain below, commemorations at the time (2003) were limited by problems of 

access to the exclave, the resolution of which would subsequently make the 

commemoration one of the most important events in the Turkish Cypriot ritual calendar. 

Right around the time of the announcement above, the “Erenköy epic” 

reemerged as a key moment in Turkish Cypriot history. The turn of the millennium was 

a time that brought many changes to the Turkish Cypriot community.48 Since the 

island’s division in 1974 and the establishment of a de facto state in the island’s north, 

Turkish Cypriots living there had been isolated because of their state’s non-recognition. 

This isolation only increased with the declaration of the TRNC in 1974, a state that 

would be recognized only by Turkey. As a result of this isolation, Turkish Cypriots 

became politically, economically and militarily dependent on and tied to Turkey. Those 

ties have included Turkish troops stationed in the island, dependence on Turkey’s 

financial aid and adoption of the Turkish currency and Turkish banking system in order 

to make international financial transactions.  

These forms of dependency helped lead, in 2000, to a collapse of local financial 

institutions, to be followed in 2001 by an economic crash in Turkey. The latter crisis, 

especially, led to increased dissatisfaction with their isolation as citizens of an 

unrecognized state. When the Republic of Cyprus was given a date for entry to the EU, 

and Cypriots were presented with a United Nations plan for reunification that would 

have allowed them to enter the EU with their Greek Cypriot neighbors, Turkish 

Cypriots gathered in mass rallies to protest their nationalist leadership, which 

intransigently refused to negotiate an agreement. By 2004, Turkish Cypriots had 

overturned the status quo of almost four decades, bringing to office a leftist leader who 

put emphasis on his Cypriot, rather than Turkish, identity. Although this rebellion was 
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accomplished with the aid of Turkey, which had just acquired its own leadership that 

tore down the status quo, it was perceived as an important historical moment for Turkish 

Cypriots, who during that period found motivation and voice. 

It was also during this period that the Erenköy epic reemerged as a polyphonic 

story of sacrifice, solidarity and struggle. Suddenly, a spate of memoirs appeared, as 

well as one collection of such memories by more than one hundred Erenköy fighters. 

Before 2002 only one book had been published on the subject, and that to mark the 

twenty-fifth anniversary of the battle in 1989. Since 2002, however, more than a dozen 

books have been published, of which eight are memoirs of men who fought at 

Erenköy.49 All of these books appeared at a particular historical conjuncture, one in 

which Turkish Cypriots were once again engaged in a struggle. This was a struggle that 

many on the left perceived as a struggle for independence and self-determination and 

that many on the right perceived as a struggle for existence. Many of these newly 

published narratives told not of the Turkish military strike but of what happened 

afterwards, when the students and villagers were trapped in the village for more than a 

year, often on the verge of starvation. For the survivors, then, a battle that was 

supposedly “won” by Turkish forces, a story that ended with the arrival of Turkish jets, 

had a more ambiguous ending. In many of those narratives, the fighters describe being 

“abandoned” by the Turkish military and officers, left to suffer in that remote area for 

months after the heroic Turkish “rescue.” What they describe through this story of 

“abandonment” is their own solidarity and struggle, allowing Turkish Cypriots to 

acquire a place as heroes of their own history. 

An example of this can be seen in the preface of the 2008 memoirs of Erdal 

Camgöz, a veteran of Erenköy, who explains why he spent two years of his life working 

on the book: 

 

This book tells the story of a cross-section of the lives of young men who, even 

before the flood of change brought by the ’68 Generation, did not just hold 

demonstrations in the squares but raced each other to the front for freedom, to 

protect their real  identities, and because they heard the call of the 

homeland in their hearts. In 1964, 561 young men landed in Erenköy as fighters, 

challenging the uncertainty of the future. About 500 of these young men 

constituted almost the entirety of that period’s male university students. These 

educated Cyprus youth were the heroes of one of the  most important 
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turning points of the Cypriot Turkish Freedom War, namely the Battle of 

Erenköy.50 

 

Between 2003 and 2008, then, a change had occurred, one that emphasized the heroic 

nature of the struggle and depicted the Turkish Cypriot fighters as heroes in a battle of 

epic proportions. This was also clear in former president Mehmet Ali Talat’s 2008 

speech in honor of the forty-fourth anniversary of Erenköy, when he noted that 

“Erenköy is an example of the kinds of solidarity of which the Turks of Cyprus are 

capable in order to ensure their existence in this country.”51  

The Erenköy fighters were especially suited to fill this role because they were 

perceived not only as having engaged in instinctive defense but also as having sacrificed 

and as having fought selflessly. However, in response to this initial spate of memoir 

production and exaltation of Erenköy heroes, another version of the epic began to 

emerge, one written by the villagers who had established the bridgehead for smuggling 

weapons, who had fought alongside the students and who had remained in the village 

for more than a decade after the students were evacuated in 1965. In the villagers’ 

versions of the epic, the heroes do not engage in “pure” sacrifice for their country or 

community, although they suggest, like former president Talat above, that their struggle 

and what they endured may come to stand synechdochally for the struggle of the 

Turkish Cypriot people. Rather, their version of events describes the extraordinary acts 

of ordinary people in defending their families and their village. During this period, 

living conditions were primitive, supplies were short, and the entire community became 

militarized. Moreover, the villagers’ versions of the epic emphasize their refusal to 

surrender the village after 1974 and their insistence on defending it for two more years. 

It was because of their resistance that the village remained in the hands of the Turkish 

Cypriot military and gained its current exceptional status as an exclave.  

If the students’ narrative gave the story of Turkish salvation a more ambiguous 

ending, the villagers’ narrative temporally extends the story of struggle, exceeding two 

moments of “salvation” that should have provided “endings”—both the 1964 arrival of 

Turkish jets, after which they were trapped in the village for another decade, and the 

1974 Turkish military intervention, after which they still refused to surrender. Indeed, 

the villagers’ narratives in every way transcend the neat boundaries of national myths, 

providing an excess of meaning that is available for reinterpretation. Their suffering 

surpassed that of other enclaves during the 1964–74 period, since the village was 
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remote and inaccessible but also an exposed target. Villagers we interviewed told us 

that they had made beds from dried seaweed and had often been on the verge of 

starvation. Another exceptional phenomenon was the role of women. Women we 

interviewed emphasized not only their resourcefulness in, for instance, making shelters 

from driftwood, but also their willingness to fight and die. Young women without 

children to care for took up weapons. As one elderly woman expressed it, “We 

protected ourselves, we protected our country and we protected our honor.”52 While the 

“epic” had previously focused on the sacrifices of the students, a recent book by an 

Erenköy villager emphasizes the heroics of the hamlet’s inhabitants and their conflicts 

with the students, whom the author describes as spoiled young men unable to endure 

the hardships of trench life.53  

Despite villagers’ desire to reclaim the story, what nevertheless unites the 

student-fighters’ narratives with those of the villagers is an emphasis not on Turkey’s 

intervention but on struggle, on the “fighting spirit” of Turkish Cypriots, who were able 

to express solidarity during years of deprivation. Both these narratives, then, contrast 

with the older official one that incorporated the Erenköy narrative into a national myth 

of salvation by Turkey, which also demanded Türkiye’ye şükran [thankfulness to 

Turkey] and diminished the role of Turkish Cypriots in the making of their own history. 

Moreover, while the national myth is a story that is complete, with a distinct beginning 

and ending, the ways that both the student-fighters and the villagers narrate their “epic” 

show us that beginnings and endings may be ambiguous, stretched, excessive. 

If we were to leave our story here, it might appear that the epic is rewritten in 

opposition to the myth, that it stands as a counternarrative or countermemory to a 

hegemonic way of writing Turkish Cypriot history. This is where the commemoration 

is important for what it shows us about how personal memory, local histories in epic or 

legendary form and national myths become entangled in vernacular histories. In 

particular, we wish to show how those entanglements in the act of commemoration may 

repurpose or reterritorialize elements of both myth and epic in the creation of affective 

orientations to the future. 

 

 

REPURPOSING A STRUGGLE 
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The Erenköy commemoration occurs on August 8 each year, the date of the 1964 

Turkish military intervention. This also happens to be the hottest time of the year, when 

the sun bores down and dust swirls from the village’s dirt roads. Today, only the stone 

walls of the former village still stand, and in that season the bare, surrounding hills are 

parched and brown.  

When we arrived at Erenköy during our first pilgrimage to the site, canopies 

had already been erected to protect travelers from the heat, and a brass band was 

fiddling restlessly. Our initial destination was the şehitlik (martyrs’ cemetery), which 

was surrounded by an iron fence and was the only area in full shade, under pine trees 

and a large canopy. Pilgrims milled around and sat on the ground, fanning themselves. 

Others looked out for the arrival of dignitaries, which would mark the beginning of the 

ceremony. A group of elderly former fighters stood at attention in their uniforms as 

members of the press photographed them. 

A Turkish warship flying Turkish and Turkish Cypriot flags was anchored just 

off shore. With the arrival by helicopter of political and military officials, the band 

struck up a march, and the gates to the cemetery were opened. Politicians and military 

officers filed to one side of the cemetery, where the official ceremony was to take place, 

while villagers surged into the cemetery itself, carrying flowers and candles. The 

official ceremony took place with speeches and a full military salute (figure 4). 

Meanwhile, those with loved ones buried in the cemetery ignored the official ceremony 

and engaged in their own rituals of laying flowers, sprinkling the graves with blessed 

water and lighting incense (figure 5). Since the monument was separate from the 

cemetery itself, participants in the official ceremony had their backs to the cemetery. 

As a result, they did not observe the prayers and ritual acts in which the families were 

engaged. The families’ personal acts of mourning took place simultaneously with, yet 

separate from, the formal acts of folding the flag and firing a military salute.  

 
Fig. 4. Turkish Cypriot soldiers salute the dead. Photo by Rebecca Bryant. 

 

Fig. 5. Families honor their dead with incense and blessed water. Photo by Rebecca Bryant 

 

  

Once the ceremony ended, we gradually filed out of the cemetery, returning to 

the unrelenting August sun and making our way down a dusty road through the center 
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of the ruined village. Along the way, many of our fellow pilgrims stopped to take 

photographs at the mouths of caves, where the villagers of Erenköy had taken refuge 

and many had lived for several years (figures 6 and 7). There were no explanatory signs 

to indicate this, but everyone seemed to know the stories of the caves and to have seen 

the photographs of small children and elderly persons emerging from them. 

 
Fig. 6: Photo of Erenköy villagers living in caves, c. 1965. Özer Hatay archive. 

 

Fig. 7: Visitors take photographs in front of the caves where Erenköy villagers lived during the siege 

period. Photo by Rebecca Bryant 

 

On the other side of the village, the Turkish Cypriot military had set up rows of 

tents, and the fighters’ association had arranged for tables where people could eat. 

Young Turkish Cypriot conscripts stood under a tree handing out boxes of fried 

chicken. At the entrance to the site was also an open-air exhibition of Erenköy 

photographs. We took refuge under one of the tents while children in costume danced 

to folk tunes under the midday sun. The children’s groups all came from the villages in 

the north to which the residents of Erenköy and surrounding hamlets had been relocated 

after 1976. 

Once the entertainment had ended, we gathered our energy to make the last stop 

on our route, a mosque-museum. The small village structure, no longer used as a place 

of worship, had instead become the one of the main centers of attraction in an otherwise 

desolate hamlet. Inside the museum, there were photographs and objects from the 

struggle, and one former fighter with a voluminous moustache posed in uniform while 

young people took photographs (figure 8). Before long, exhausted pilgrims began to 

file back to the buses, where they took refuge in the air conditioning, and many began 

to sleep. 

 
Fig. 8. Former fighter poses in front of the emblem of the Turkish Cypriot guerrilla organization, TMT. 

Photo by Rebecca Bryant.  

 

 

This is the barest sketch of the ceremony and cannot begin to encapsulate the 

variety of expectations and intentions with which people undertook the journey. The 

three “heroes” of the narrative—the Turkish army, the Turkish Cypriot fighters and the 
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villagers—were all present simultaneously, but there seemed to be only minimal 

congruence between them. The political leaders and Turkish army officers performing 

the official ceremony, their backs to the mourning villagers, emphasized the symbolic 

nature of Erenköy as the site of Turkey’s first intervention, as well as the first loss of 

Turkish Cypriot fighters and Turkish military personnel during the conflict. Former 

fighters were there to see the site where they had fought and to mourn their fallen 

friends. Villagers, for their part, were there to see the ruins of their former village and 

to mourn their loved ones, appearing to pay little attention to the formal ceremony 

unfolding a few meters away.  

Despite these overlapping and seemingly incongruent intentions and practices, 

Erenköy has grown in recent years as a pilgrimage site, in tandem with its increasing 

presence in communal memory. In the past, there were two separate ceremonies 

commemorating the date: one official ceremony at the Cengiz Topel monument, located 

now within the borders of the TRNC around forty kilometers from Erenköy, and the 

other the ceremony of veterans and the families of “martyrs,” who would each year take 

a boat from within the TRNC’s perimeter to this small exclave. The latter was an event 

with little fanfare in which families engaged quietly. In the past decade, however, 

commemorations of Erenköy and visits to the site have increased both in size and 

importance. In 2003 only 150 people attended the ceremony, but the number grew to 

450 in 2005, and in 2009, after some pressure to allow travel by land, the number was 

over 1,000. It was after the opening of land access that the mosque was converted to a 

museum displaying photos of fallen fighters. At the same time, the status of officials 

attending the ceremonies rose such that by 2009 all the highest military officers on the 

island attended, and not long afterwards the president of the TRNC also began to speak 

at the ceremony. This meant that although a ceremony continued at the Topel 

monument, it lost importance even as an official commemoration. Indeed, even though 

the Erenköy commemoration date fell during the month of Ramadan in 2011 and 2012, 

the numbers continued to rise from 1,200 in 2011 to 1,600 in 2012.54 In 2014, the 

number increased to 2,100.55 Hence, Erenköy has gone from being a site of quiet 

commemoration to a site of ceremony and pilgrimage including highly public and 

political displays of remembrance.  

This change, moreover, is part of a wider shift in commemorative practices 

among Turkish Cypriots. The Erenköy pilgrimage is part of a larger season of 

commemorations, beginning on July 20, the anniversary of the 1974 Turkish military 
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intervention, continuing on August 1, the date of the official establishment of Turkish 

Cypriots’ paramilitary organization in 1958, and concluding on August 8, the date of 

the pilgrimage. While in the past the July 20 event had attracted the highest number of 

participants, followed by the other two anniversaries in descending order, in the last 

decade participation in that event has fallen significantly. Indeed, Turkish Cypriots have 

increasingly lost interest in commemorations or national holidays perceived as 

associated with the Republic of Turkey and the Turkish military, and they have begun 

to resist the intrinsically militaristic nature of these ceremonies.  

At the same time that attendance at the military parades on July 20 was 

declining, participation in the Erenköy pilgrimage was rising. The growing emphasis 

on struggle rather than salvation was one that not only began to reshape Turkish 

Cypriots’ narrative of these events but also had the power to unite Turkish Cypriots 

across the political spectrum. Because almost all Turkish Cypriot males who could hold 

a gun had been fighters between 1964 and 1974, the emphasis on their own struggle, 

rather than Turkey’s salvation of them, was an orientation on which both nationalists 

and those in favor of reconciliation could agree.  

In response to this growing lack of interest in, indeed cynicism toward, the 

official ceremonies and their militarism, a group of nationalist Turkish Cypriots decided 

in 2010 to hold an alternative July 20 ceremony, which featured both well-known 

Turkish entertainers and Turkish Cypriots as active participants. The ceremony, known 

as Şafak Nöbeti, or Dawn Watch, begins on the evening of July 19 on the beach where 

the Turkish military first landed in 1974. That stretch of sand today also happens to be 

home to one of the most popular and exclusive beach clubs in the island’s north, situated 

below an impressive monument in the shape of an abstract hand rising from the sea. 

Singers and other entertainers are brought from Turkey, and participants remain on the 

beach throughout the night, holding torches and waiting for the “arrival” of Turkish 

troops at dawn. Just at dawn, Turkish Cypriot fighters and Turkish veterans of 1974 

take the stage to receive the thanks of the waiting crowd. While the official ceremony 

later in the day continues to be attended mostly by officials, the crowds for the Dawn 

Watch have grown, with thousands in attendance every year. It is effectively an all-

night party with a patriotic theme, but one that also requires attendees’ participation 

rather than passive observation. This is implied in the name, as the word nöbet means 

“to watch,” “to guard,” or “to be on duty,” and asks that all who attend remain “on 

duty” to bring in the dawn of the Turkish military arrival.  
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Like the repurposing of the July 20 anniversary from passive observation of 

military parades to an active “guard duty” carried out as an all-night beach party, so the 

“Erenköy epic” has been resignified as the “Erenköy Resistance Epic” or even the 

“Glorious Erenköy Resistance Epic” (Şanlı Erenköy Direniş Destanı), while official 

and vernacular histories have been brought in tandem. The ceremonies and acts of 

mourning side by side do not cancel each other but rather repurpose or reterritorialize 

each other. Deleuze and Guattari give the example of an orchid and a wasp, in which 

certain orchids take a form that will attract female wasps thereby ensuring their own 

pollenation and causing the wasp to “become orchid” even as the orchid “becomes 

wasp.”56 In similar fashion, we may say that the presence of military officers and 

politicians allows a “becoming monumental” of the personal and informal 

memorialization, just as military and official collaboration with the families and 

fighters’ association in the commemoration allows a “becoming vernacular” of what 

would otherwise be a sparsely attended official ceremony. 

This allows us to see, in turn, how the various versions of the “epic” may 

intersect, overlap and become entangled without needing to cancel each other out. We 

have emphasized not the official commemorative narrative and its countermemory but 

rather countercurrents of memory and history that have always existed within the epic 

form. Generally, such countercurrents do not challenge the role of Turkey in helping 

Turkish Cypriots to establish their own state. What they do instead is emphasize the 

active role played by Turkish Cypriots in the struggle, which paved the way for 

Turkey’s intervention. Moreover, one of the main changes in that narrative form is that 

it goes from a story with an ending—“Turkey saved us, and we established a state”—

to a story of ongoing struggle. It goes, then, from a story that is completed to one that 

remains incomplete. And while the nationalist narrative that emphasized thankfulness 

to Turkey called on Turkish Cypriots to be wary with regard to their Greek Cypriot 

neighbors, the moral of this new narrative is more diffuse.57  

By leaving the ending open, it calls on Turkish Cypriots to be ready for struggle 

and gives to the epic an affect of agency, though unlike the national myths of official 

narrative it does not prescribe for them the object of that struggle. Rather, it appears to 

accomplish what Sara Ahmed calls the formative role of collective feelings, which she 

describes as making “’the collective’ appear as if it were a body in the first place.”58 

Not only this, however, but in stressing an affect of agency the narrative appears to steer 

that collective body into the future. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The Erenköy Fighters Association today has a new headquarters and museum outside 

Nicosia, Cyprus’s divided capital, and has established a Facebook page where one can 

find comments from interested citizens who have participated in their events or visited 

the association. One businessman who happened to be in the neighborhood for work 

stopped by the association and wrote afterwards on their webpage about his experience. 

After explaining that he was the son of an Erenköy fighter, he remarked,  

 

I commemorate our martyrs with respect. May they rest in peace. We will work 

even harder today than we have worked before to crown your struggle with an 

agreement in which Turkish Cypriots will be an essential element [founding 

community]. Let that be our promise! 

 

The agreement to which he refers is a negotiated solution to the Cyprus division, 

talks for which were underway at the time of his writing. One of the key elements in 

those negotiations since their inception in the 1960s has been that Turkish Cypriots 

would continue to be a founding community (what the commentator calls an “aslı 

unsur”—essential element) of any federal state to be established. In this comment, then, 

the author suggests that the unfinished business of the struggle could be completed only 

by an agreement that would grant Turkish Cypriots political equality. It is a comment 

that expresses a particular disposition toward the future, what we have called here an 

affect of agency. Indeed, our use of the term “affect” relies as much on its etymology 

in the Latin affectus, or disposition, as it does on the “affective turn” in the social 

sciences. By an “affect of agency” we mean here the transmission, through acts of 

commemoration, of dispositions such as resolve, determination and endurance that 

appear both to describe who “the Turkish Cypriot” is today and to constitute it.59  

What this suggests to us, then, is that while commemorations associated with 

national myths may be concerned with narrative closure, the capacity to write or rewrite 

one’s own story into larger narratives not only forecloses closure but also belies any 

neat historical endings. If reterritorialized narratives, as we have suggested, are ways in 

which the same story may be resignified and acquire a different affect, vernacular 
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histories may point us more toward the future than the past. This suggests to us, then, 

that studies of commemoration would benefit from paying as much attention to the epic 

as to the mythic, and to the vernacular repurposing that may exceed the closure of 

official histories.  
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