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‘Venice, the place of longing at the junction of three migration corridors, emer-
ges as a front-line European city and a exemplary prototype of the increasing 
globalized city in which a decimated inner-city population meets armies of tou-
rists and a parallel economy supported by illegal immigrants’.   
                                                   Wolfgang Scheppe

This article was first published in: 
Volgger, Peter (2015): Venice – Archipelago of the 21th Century? In: Bernard, Veron-
ika; Tüzün, Hatice Övgü: Images (III) – Images of the City. The Conference Proceed-
ings. Münster, Hamburg, Berlin, Wien, London, Zürich: LIT-Verlag (= Ethnologie, 57), 
ISBN 978-3-643-90511-6 

Image 1: Collage of Touba, the holy city of Mouridism 
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Abstract

The article starts with the exploration of Venice from Baudrillard’s influential 
notion of the orders of ‚simulacra’ (1). Following his line of thought it develops 
the theoretical approach of the ‘archipelago’ in the context of globalization, 
both the movement of tourists and migrants. In Venice, the ‚Archipelago of the 
Other’ is manifested in the ‚city as fragments’, micro-environments of global 
circuits, each of which establishes its own identity, time, rules, and aesthetics 
– its own atmospheres. In particular it defines the case of a religious brother-
hood coming from Senegal, the Murid. Finally, the paper proposes an inter-
contextual theory of hybridity, which comprehends global cultural dynamics 
by articulating hybridity based on the analysis of the Murid images of Venice. 
The intensification of the flows of images, people, money and information that 
cross the Mediterranean Sea has a deep impact on the cultural, social and 
economic identities of the populations that inhabit and navigate this area of 
the world.
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Introduction

A portrait of the city of Venice, when based around a theoretical hypothesis, 
needs to establish a balance between the city and the narrative that acts as 
a form of subtitling. It needs to develop a story, where the actors and the dia-
logues woven between the scenes can coexist (2). What is the narrative that 
drives Venice today? 
The city of Venice itself is a kind of ‚archipelago’, made up of lots of tiny islets 
divided by channels. Historically seen the ‚Serenissima’ was never simply a 
city, but an ‚archipelago’ consisting of islands in the Mediterranean. What is 
happening in the Mediterranean today? Whoever enters the Mediterranean 
must assume a precisely defined identity, a ‘costume’ that will not abandon 
them until the end of his journey across the water. Clandestine immigrants, 
cruise tourists, armed forces, sailors, cross the Mediterranean waters every 
day often without even noticing one other, locked into their own identities and 
their own predetermined course. 
The approach to Venice begins with the concept of the ‚archipelago’, whose 
meenings constitute a basis for discussion. The archipelago functions as a 
model representing the mulitiplicity of global cultures, the relationship bet-
ween the one and the many. Wanderings between ‚images’, punctuated by 
photographs taken by tourists and used by migrants in the Internet, appear 
as emblematic of a mutation in our conception of space and time, in which 
the imaginery of the city and everyday practises operate a cross-fertilisation, 
tracing out paths and weaving networks: a cultural evolution at the very heart 
of Venice. 

Image 2: Cover image from Scheppe‘s ‚Migropolis Venice‘
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The Tourist Archipelago

 Today, the city of Venice has been turned into a work of art colonized by tourists. 
Central to the notion of what it means to be a tourist, is the concept of sightseer: 
that is someone,  who engages in a socially and culturally constructed way of 
viewing – what Urry has defined as ‚the tourist gaze’ (3). Urry deepens our un-
derstanding of how the tourist gaze orders and regulates the relationship with 
the tourist environment. For him this has meant looking at ‚a set of different 
scenes’, an ‚archipelago of elements’ of the city which are out of the ordinary’ (4). 
Today’s ‚industrial tourism’ collides with an ancient and ever-more-fragile cul-
ture. In the their book ‚Venice, the Tourist Maze’ Davis and Marvin describe the 
ways in which the icon of Venice has become important outside of the city (5). 

Drawing on Appadurai’s characterization of certain types of globalized cul-
tural phenomena as ‚scapes’, Davis and Marvin organize their study of 
Venice around such themes as ‚timescape’, ‚landscape’, ‚seascape’ and 
‚worldscape’. The chapter ‚worldscape’ (6) refers to a replica of the city of 
Venice in the Nevada desert - ‚The Venetian Hotel’ - which aptly illustrates 
the global appeal of Venice as a tourist icon. With ‚The Venetian’ in Las Ve-
gas, Venice’s iconic status may grow even more since it can be success-
fully replicated and detached from its location. Baudrilllard was thinking of 
‚Disneyland’ when puzzling over the postmodern differences between repre-
sentation and simulation (copy of a copy without an original): such distinc-
tions matter with the rebuild Venice in Las Vegas in such a way that Ameri-
cans could claim: this is Venice! As Fredric Jameson points out, ‚parody has 
been replaced by pastiche’(7): Parody requires an intimate understanding of 
the subject being imitated or lampooned; pastiche merely requires a copy 
of the subject to be pasted together with other copies to create a whole 
that has nothing to do with the copies let alone the once existent originals. 
As a continuation of this idea, the ‚google machine’ collects photographs 
from millions of tourists and remakes Venice in a virtual form by calculat-
ing different points of view of tourists photos. The result is a fictional Ven-
ice composed of millions of images (8). Likewise, in a digital era, Baudril-
lard claims that history has come to an end and reality has been killed by 
virtualization, as the human species prepares itself for a virtual exist-
ence (9). What if Venice can be simulated, that is to say, reduced to the 
signs and images, nothing more than a ‚black whole of consumption’?(10)

Thus Baudrillard concludes that: „It is often said that the West’s great undertak-
ing is the commercialization of the whole world, the hitching of the fate of every-
thing to the fate of the commodity. That great undertaking will turn out rather to 
have been the aestheticization of the whole world — its cosmopolitan spectac-
ularization, its transformation into images, its semiological organization” (11)  .
A central motif that preoccupies Baudrillard’s philosophical work is the impact of 
images on our daily lives or what it means to live in a world where the Spectacle 
has become allpervasive. What was once a place, the city, has now become a 
brand, a logo, a ‚townscape’ which itself consists of clusters of brands and logos. 
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What was once a homogeneous, low-information monoculture has now be-
come a high-information, heterogeneous cultural process; the continual trans-
formation process of temporary coalitions, collisions, hybridizations and migra-
tions of images (12). 

The Other of the City

Baudrillard is always untimely, he moves into less familiar territory and radical 
otherness. In his extrapolationist manner, he sought to replace Western phi-
losophy’s arguments with a ritualistic ‚Theater of Cruelty’ (13) (Is there in Eu-
rope today a larger theater of cruelty as the Mediterranean, where thousands 
of refugees find their death?). Using this line of thought developed in ‚Fatal 
Strategies’, Baudrillard went on, to find new and shatteringly accurate ways of 
discussing (14).

In our examination of Venice we start with a photo that shows tourists and an 
African street-vendor in Venice. Migrants from Africa become a key character 
in a counterdiscourse, in order to subvert the hegemonic imaginary of Venice. 
A new point of view can take root in the theories of ‚space’, ‚place’ and ‚subjec-
tivity’. For Baudrillard, photographs operate as ‚flights out of these catastrophic 
sign zones.’ Since the notion of the ‚real’ has all but ‚disappeared’ and been 
replaced by its signs, Baudrillard calls for an ‚aesthetics of absence’ (15)

Image 3: ‚The Venitian‘ in Las Vegas (from: www. youtube.com)
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Moreover, to take photographs is not to take the world for an object, but to 
make it an object, to exhume its otherness buried beneath its alleged reality, 
to bring it forth as a strange attractor, and pin down that strange attraction in 
an image. Hence, and much like Baudrillard’s ‚Pursuit in Venice’, wherein he 
describes artists Sophie Calles’s ‚La Suite vènitienne’ (16), her trailing and 
photographing in Venice of a man she hardly knew, we chose to explore Ven-
ice by tracking and photographing everyday scenes. Photographs are a way 
of theorizing an enigmatic world as even more enigmatic: “A strange pride 
incites us not only to posess the other but also to force the other’s secret out 
of him, not only to be dear to the other but also to be fatal to him. To play the 
eminence grise in the other’s life” (17).  
The Other comes into existence when the other becomes merely different – 
that is to say, dangerously similar. This is the moment when the inclination to 
keep the other at a distance comes into being.
Following this line of thought, our examination of Venice starts with the perse-
cution of an African street vendor in Venice. Migrants become a key character 
in a counterdiscourse (as missing from the plot of Western culture), in order to 
subvert the hegemonic imaginary of Venice. Our age-old distinction between 
the ‚Same and the Other’ collapse, casting a spell, an exotic charm of another 
system of thought, while showing the limitation of our own. What Foucault does 
in his book ‚The Order of Things’ (18) is, not so much to endorse an image 
as to show, in the light of the ‚Other’, how knowledge is always conditioned in 
a certain system, and how difficult it is to get out of the fundamental cultural 
codes. In our paper we also propose the concept ot a ‚meta-archipelago’

Image 4: African street vendor 
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as a distinctive, thriving theory of space, place and subjectivity. In fact, the 
monstrous unreason and its alarming subversion of Venice, the unfamiliar and 
alien space of Africa as the image of the ‚Other’ threatening to breack up or-
dered surfaces and categories. Indeed, what can be a better sign of the ‚Other’ 
than a ficitonalised space of Africa?
The notion of ‘Archipelago of the 21th century’ leads to the de-mythologization 
of Venice. Our age-old distinction between the ‚Same and the Other’ collapse, 
casting a spell, an exotic charm of another system of thought, while show-
ing the limitation of our own, lines begin to blur between the conscious and 
the subconscious, between the visible and the invisible (19). The investigation 
deals with global mobility and territories in dispersion, social habitats that have 
been spread out and re-articulated by artificial means (‚work of imagination’). 
The de-territorialized condition created by globalizaiton had led to a ‚fictional 
urbanism’ – as based on mental but tangible constructions – that is manifested 
in the ‚city as fragments’, micro-environments of global circuits, each of which 
establishes its own identity, time, rules, and aesthetics – its own atmospheres,  
intersections of the various dimensions of space, place and subjectivity (20).
In particular our study defines the case of a religious brotherhood coming from 
Senegal, the Mouride. This people live in groups with very high mobility and es-
tablish dynamic networks within ‘circulating territories’ by constantly commut-
ing between their land of origin and the host country. Since the early days of 
their emergence in Italy, they were working as travelling vendors, mostly with-
out any license or residence permit, changing their whereabouts seasonally. 

Image 5: Mourid street vendor in Venice
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They are nicknamed ‘vu’ cumprà’ because many of them use that inelegant 
Italian phrase to ask ‘Do you want to buy?’ (vuoi comprare?). They look harm-
less enough. Groups of young African men in a lot of small squares sell de-
signer handbags, belts, etc. They say they are real, but it definitely is not a 
Gucci at that price. They are lined up along the sidewalk or roaming tightly 
confined market areas in the city centre or along the beaches, always on the 
look out for police presence and they represent recurring actors on the com-
plex stage of globalization. Hence, the creativity of their spatial production 
leads us toward a laboratory-like urbanism that visualizes marginally, more 
invisible than visible. 
‘Vu Cumpra’ sell on the beaches and on the streets of nearly every Italian town 
and city in which refugees have made their home. Probably no one knows how 
many people there are who have entered the country clandestinely, or not so 
clandestinely on boats from Libya, and are now effectively stuck there, unable 
to find any work, and reduced to trying to hawk trinkets. There are many, many 
thousands.

Image 6: Vu‘ cumprà in Duna Verde (photo from Peter Volgger) 
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Mouride people live in an ‘autonomous African system of reference’ consist-
ing of singular Senegalese households within the periphery of Venice. Such a 
framework, namely an ‘African village’, inscribes itself within the city as a kind 
of ‘sampling machine’ that transforms the existing city into a separate African 
layer  (21). 
Those structures produce their own kind of imaginary and sociability – the 
‘Other’ of the city. These fragments are globally connected and articulated by 
abstract infrastructures like telecommunications systems (satelite TV, handy, 
Internet), as much as by physical places – ethnic shops, religious centres, etc. 
– and by the imaginary and idealized realms through which dispersed societies 
operate. Finally, a series of ‚mental maps’ gives a powerful symbolic represen-
tation of the Senegalese sozial marginalisation, but also of their own repre-
sentation of Venice. Mobility maps allows the recording and the comparison of 
the mobility of different groups or persons within and outside their community. 
When asked to draw Venice from their point of view, Mourides create maps that 
differ a lot. At the beginning of their migration the maps often consist solely of 
Mouride elements and are characterized by a very strong spatial confinement 
to the house. Venice f.e. is reduced to three elements only: ‘casa’ (household), 
‘lavoro’ (work) and ‘stazione’ (railway station). Later the maps are more exten-
sive, they contain more details of the real surrounding.

Image 7: Mouride households in Bolzano (South Tyrol), Peter Volgger
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The work of imagination

Mouride use imagination (or poetics) to confront reigning Western views with 
alternative visions/perceptions of Venice – visions, which can then be per-
formed. As patterns of dispersion intensify, they generate not just fragmented 
societies, but a new form of  cohesion. The global dynamics of those frag-
mented spheres are best described with the notion of ‘archipelago’, as it illu-
minates how those ‘fragments’ provide coherence. Cultural objects, including 
images, languages or values, now move even more swiftly across national 
and regional boundaries. This acceleration is a consequence of the speed and 
spread of the Internet, and the concomitant growth in travel, cross-cultural 
media and global advertising. In his book ‚Modernity at Large’ Appadurai sug-
gests five dimensions (called landscapes) to globalisation: ethnoscapes, me-
diascapes, technoscapese, finacescapes and ideoscapes (22). Each of these 
‘scapes’ is constructed by particular perspectives, created by social actors as 
imagined worlds similar to Benedict Anderson‘s idea of the nation as imagined 
community (23).
‚Ethnoscapes’ arise from multidirectional movements between local settings, 
including those of migrants. Such groups are rarely able to form fixed imagi-
nary identities because of constant movement. ‚Mediascapes’ are results of 
the diffusion of the ability to produce media images and the global spread of 
media images themselves. Mediascapes are deemed to provide ‘large and 
complex repertoires’ of images and narratives to local groups around the 
world, which are used in creating local narratives, and providing metaphors 
through which people live. Fictional and factual representations often blur into 
each other in providing such repertoires. Local receptions of meaning will vary 
with the rough translations given to various concepts, the resonances with 
elements of local cultures and the different balance of hearing, seeing and 
reading in each context (24).
Investigating the images that Mouride people produce in the Internet, we are 
focusing on one of Appadurai’s famous essays called ‘Disjuncture and Differ-
ence in the Global Cultural Economy’; we agreed that a key role of this book 
is ‘the work of the imagination’ (25). It describes the imagination as no longer 
being anything new, but „as a social practise” (26) and „as something more 
than a kind of individual faculty, and something other than a mechanism for 
escaping the real (...). The production of locality is much a work of the im-
agination as a work of material social construction.“ (27) Appadurai defines 
a ‚locality’ not as a spatial structure but as a structure of feeling and he men-
tions a ‚general technology for the production of locality’. A fascinating aspect 
of Appadurai’s notion of locality is that cities are no longer one locality, but a 
complex of localities. 
According to Appadurai, “the image, the imagined, the imaginary -- these are 
all terms which direct us to something critical and new in global cultural pro-
cesses: the imagination as a social practice . . . the imagination is now central 
to all forms of agency, is itself a social fact, and is the key component of the 
new global order“ (28).   
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He believes that the electronic media, especially, creates ways in which pro-
gressive alliances can be forged, and argues, in the end, that global culture 
has had both negative and positive consequences (29). Appadurai’s faith that 
the “global flow of images, news, and opinion now provides part of the engaged 
cultural and political literacy that diasporic persons bring to their spatial neigh-
borhoods” is reiterated in different ways throughout his work and minimizes 
most of the what he has to say about the negative consequences of these 
disjunctures (30).
But in every case, these diasporas bring the force of the imagination, as both 
memory and desire, into the lives of many ordinary people, into mythographes 
different from the disciplines of myth and ritual of the classic sort. The key dif-
ference here ist hat these new mythographies are charters for new social pro-
jects, and not just a counterpoint to the certainties of daily life (31).

Mouride images

In our research we argue for the importance of hybridity in a world in which we no 
longer have the secure capacity to draw the line between us and them, the different 
and the same, here and there, and indeed, between ‚African’ and ‚Western’.
‚In Clifford Geertz’s words, we now live in a globalised world in which there 
is “a gradual spectrum of mixed-up differences” (32). Hybridity has become a 
master trope across many spheres of cultural research, theory, and criticism, 
and one of the most widely used and criticized concepts in theory on migra-
tion. „The lines between the realistic and the fictional landscapes they see are 
blurred, so that the farther away these audiences are from the direct experi-
ences of metropolitan life, the more likely they are to construct imagined worlds 
that are chimerical, aesthet~ce,ven fantastic objects, particularly if assessed 
by the criteria of some other perspective, some other imagined world“ (33).   
Mediascapes, whether produced by private or state interests, tend to be im-
age-centered, narrative-based accounts ot strips of reality, and what they offer 
to those who experience and transform them is a series of elements (such as 
characters, plots, and textual forms) out of which scripts can be formed of im-
agined lives, their own as well as those of others living in other places. These 
scrlpts can and do get disaggregated into complex sets of metaphors by which 
people live as they help to constitute narrative of the Other and protonarratives 
of posible lives, fantasies that could become prolegomena to the desire for 
acquisition and movement (34).
What are the Mouride images of Venice? For Mouride pictures it is important 
to know, that there is only one surviving photograph of Ahmadou Bamba, the 
founder of the brotherhood, in which he wears a flowing white robe and his 
face is mostly covered by a scarf. This picture is venerated and reproduced in 
paintings on walls, buses, taxis, etc. all over modern-day Senegal.  The photo-
graph was taken in 1913 while Bamba was under house arrest by the colonials 
in Djourbel, Senegal (35).
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Although the negative can no longer be found, the photograph has taken on 
a life of its own. It is reproduced all over Senegal and the diaspora, and has 
been the visual catalyst for an explosion of artistic imagery during the past 
twenty years. The result is that this photo has become an icon and that it 
hangs in every Mouride household. There are magical legends that became 
associated with Bamba’s exile. During the trip to Gabon, he is thought to have 
broken free of his chains and to have thrown his prayer mat onto the ocean 
and prayed to Allah while floating on the water because the French did not 
allow him to pray on the boat. He is also said to have survived various bouts 
of torture such as burning in an oven and being fed to lions. But, according to 
the story, the lions lay calmly by his side. 
On the Internet, the miracles of Sheikh Ahmadou Bamba emerge, combined 
with the image elements that are also attachable to Venice. Suddenly Touba 
is no longer the holy Mouride city in the desert, but a city surrounded by the 
sea. Ahmadou Bamba, the slayer of lions, is provided with the same attribute 
of the lion as St. Mark (36).

Image 8: Collage of Ahmadou Bamba, founder of the Mouride brotherhood
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