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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION:  
FROM “ELUSIVE SPELL”   

TO HOLLYWOOD LOCALE 

DAVID WILLS 
 
 
 
In 1943, with the Greek people suffering the terrors of Axis occupation, 

a book by Stanley Casson attempted to reinforce the solidarity between 
Greece and Britain. The author stressed the culture shared by the two 
peoples. After the fall of the Roman Empire, it was Byzantium which had 
acted as a beacon of civilization in Europe, spreading Greek art, architecture, 
literature and religion via trade routes to the West (Casson 1943:38). By 
the nineteenth century, cultural dominance had been reversed, with the 
British giving assistance to the reestablishment of democracy in the 
fledgling nation of Greece: “from the British, [the Greeks] acquired a 
knowledge of the workings of the British Constitution, on which, in due 
course, they based their own” (1943:108). As early as the 1840s, Dr 
Meryon, editor of Lady Hester Stanhope’s Travels, had argued that “the 
British were the true inheritors of the imperial Greek past and had become 
the new naval and colonial masters of the West” (Markidou 2008:46). For 
Casson, even villages in Cornwall resembled their counterparts in the 
Mediterranean (1943:20). 

In Casson’s view, it was inevitable given their shared history that these 
two peoples would stand together against dictators who threatened 
civilization and democracy: “in the war of 1914-1918 Greece and Britain 
were allies . . . and once again in this war the two peoples are fighting 
together” (1943: cover). In making links between past and present in 
Greece, Casson had to make the people who lived in that country timeless 
and unchanging. Throughout the Turkish occupation of their country, 
lasting until the early nineteenth century, “the ancient conceptions of 
freedom and justice were not dead . . . the Greek nature had not changed” 
(1943:95). This was a reference to the Greeks with whom the majority of 
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Casson’s readers were believed to be familiar: the ancient people, whose 
history and achievements formed the backbone of British formal 
education. 

Post-1945, however, many of the cosy certainties which underpinned 
and permeated the work of Casson (and, to be fair, many other observers 
of his time) rapidly dissipated. Political consensus between Greeks and 
Britons collapsed in the face of Civil War, Communism, Cold War 
posturing, and the future of Cyprus. British education turned away from 
Classics. Tourism became mass, with beach holidays and cruises catering 
for, eventually, millions of Britons every year. Attendant stories of 
drunkenness, misbehaviour and scandal surface in the press each summer. 
In 2009, for example, seventeen male Bristolians found themselves before a 
Cretan court for (allegedly) exposing their backsides whilst dressed as 
nuns (Ekathimerini 2009). Meanwhile, the proliferation of memoirs by 
British people who have bought houses in Greece generates and reflects a 
perception of Mediterranean pleasures very different from that of the 
earnest pre-war culture-seekers (Wills 2005). Above all, Greece’s 
appearance over the last sixty-five years has changed. Urban expansion 
and tourist infrastructure cater for modern needs, whilst drawing censure 
for offending traditional sensibilities. 

Greece’s identity within Europe and the world has been transformed 
since the 1940s. As a longstanding member of the European Union and the 
Euro currency, Greece continues to attract inward investment and foreign 
media scrutiny. Hosting the Olympics in 2004 hastened the modernization 
of transport links, but also led to accusations of tardiness in the completion 
of facilities and criticism of the white elephants which many venues 
became. International commentators blamed the 2008 Athens riots on old-
fashioned political corruption and incompetence. Helena Smith, 
correspondent for The Guardian, attributed the rioters’ actions to despair 
born of “the knowledge that so much of the state apparatus, the levers of 
power that govern daily existence, are ossified, corrupt and rotten to the 
core” (Smith 2009:58). 

This book explores the relationship between Greece and Britain since 
Casson’s writing of the 1940s. The authors have not followed his structure 
or ideas, but seek, as he did, to chart the enduring cultural and political ties 
between the two countries and peoples. This is a multi- and inter-
disciplinary study, covering, amongst others, literature, tourism, politics, 
photography, and television drama. There is no attempt to present a 
definitive history, but, rather, to investigate the parameters of this complex 
topic. Similarly, the editor has not sought to impose uniformity: whether 
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upon such apparently mundane but complex matters as the transliteration 
of names from Greek, or views about modern Greece expressed. 

Peter Mackridge opens this volume with a masterly examination of the 
life and work of Kay Cicellis, a writer of prose fiction and radio drama in 
both Greek and English. Cicellis was much-admired, an early sponsor 
being Vita Sackville-West, but struggled to find her literary identity. 
Cicellis lived for significant periods in Manchester, Karachi, Athens and 
Cephalonia, yet her work is curiously placeless, a feature which 
Mackridge relates to her sense of not belonging to any one country or 
culture. On two occasions, however, Cicellis was confronted with political 
or natural disasters which forced their way into her work. She became a 
strong opponent of the Colonels’ seizure of power in Greece, and she had 
earlier been in Cephalonia shortly after it was ravaged by an earthquake. 
Mackridge describes how Cicellis chronicles this latter disaster as the loss 
of “orientation and social identity”. Another observer, British writer Evan 
John, similarly observed how the people of Cephalonia were taken from 
social stratification to uniform poverty. John found a “bourgeois and 
respectable couple”, formerly wine importers, pushing through the streets 
of Argostoli “an amateurish-looking handbarrow” containing what was left 
of their possessions (John 1954:50). 

Eleni Papargyriou identifies the Greek novel as a very post-war 
development. Its rise coincides with increased urbanisation in Greece. In 
Chapter Three, Papargyriou shows how a foreign city—London—has been 
used as a literary space where issues of Greek identity are explored: class 
distinction, urban life, and Greece’s relationship with “the West”. 

David Connolly is the translator of numerous books by Greek authors. 
He is therefore responsible for introducing the English-reading public to 
the work of, amongst others, Petros Markaris, whose tales of Inspector 
Costas Haritos are to be recommended as revealing more about the 
modern city of Athens than most guidebooks (e.g. Markaris 2009). This 
makes Connolly uniquely qualified to survey the rather mixed fortunes of 
Modern Greek literature in the English language. In doing so in Chapter 
Four, Connolly gives some fascinating explanations for the rise, fall, and 
rise again in the numbers of Greek authors finding their way onto Britain’s 
bookshelves. He suggests that increased tourism and literary awards have 
a part to play in raising international awareness of a country’s literature. 
But so too, he demonstrates, does war and conflict: Britons felt a 
connection with Greece in the immediate aftermath of 1940s hostilities, 
and in 1967 interest was renewed by the arrival of the military junta. 

The pull of Greece remains strong amongst the inevitably decreasing 
roll of British veterans who fought during 1940 and the subsequent Axis 
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occupation for the freedom of the Greeks as much as for Britain. 
Ceremonies and veterans’ tours have been held regularly at the sites 
commemorating fallen comrades. The Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission keeps in immaculate condition the military cemeteries of 
Athens, Crete, Rhodes, Leros, and Corfu. A Mediterranean grove has also 
been created in the centre of England. Enclosed by hedges, entered 
through an arch framing a view of the new national Armed Forces 
Memorial, a plaque dedicates this place “In memory of all those who took 
part in the Greek campaigns 1940-1945: they will be remembered”. A grey 
and blustery day in September 2009 saw the Greek flag fluttering 
alongside those of Britain and the Royal British Legion at the main 
entrance of the National Memorial Arboretum. An outdoor ceremony of 
thanksgiving, organised by the Brotherhood of Veterans of the Greek 
Campaign, was attended by upwards of forty people, including a handful 
of British veterans. The links between communities were celebrated in 
Orthodox and English prayers. 
 

 
 

1-1: Plaque at the National Memorial Arboretum, Staffordshire. Photograph taken 
by David Wills, September 2009. 

 






































