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In his famous essay, 
“Imaginary Homelands,” 
Salman Rushdie suggests 

that a diaspora writer always 
carries a desire to reclaim 
the past, despite the inherent 
danger to oneself. “But if we do 
look back,” he writes, “we must 
also do so in the knowledge 
– which gives rise to profound 
uncertainties – that our physical 
alienation from [‘the homeland’] 
almost inevitably means that we 
will not be capable of reclaiming 
precisely the thing that was lost; 
that we will, in short, create 
fictions, not actual cities or 
villages...”

In Tatiana Salem Levy’s The 
House in Smyrna, her unnamed 
narrator, a woman of Turkish-
Jewish descent who lives in 
Brazil, seeks her ancestral 
home with a key given to her 
by her grandfather, with an 
understanding of what Rushdie 
writes as the novel progresses. 
The novel, however, is about 
much more than just discovering 
that, in writing about “the 
homeland,” one can never grasp 
exactly what was there before.

The novel begins in Rio de 
Janeiro, where the narrator 
seems to waste away in body 
and mind, which would be duller 
than dull if the story didn’t 
pass very quickly to several 
other narrative threads whose 
contents propel the story 
forward. These intertwining 
narratives – that of her mother 
as she dies; of conversations 

with her mother, either real or 
imagined after her mother’s 
death; of her parents during 
their exile in Portugal; of her 
grandfather; of an abusive 
sexual relationship; and lastly 
but most notably, of the 
narrator’s journey in Turkey 
– whip around each other so 
quickly that even a careful 
reader will be thrown. With 
time, however, the reader 
begins to appreciate Levy’s 
narrative workings as they begin 
to coalesce into a collective 
consciousness between the 
family members, as steered by 
the narrator.

Still, The House in Smyrna is 
not without darkness. At times, 
the nightmare aspects of the 
novel evoke Christos Tsiolkas’ 
dark Dead Europe, in which the 
protagonist, a photographer in 
Australia, seeks his family’s 
past in Greece, only to have that 
past ultimately turn him into a 
vampire. This turn in the plot is 
a revolution against one of the 
themes that create the typical 
diaspora novel: the protagonist 
returns to the place that was 
home if only to discover that 
he or she feels at ease there, 
but ultimately that the space 
disappoints. In its own way, the 
real turn of the family curse on 
the protagonist reveals not only 
the anxieties of the past, but 
also the darker reality of a non-
nostalgic homecoming.

Levy’s narrator comes to 
Turkey without that sense of an 

idealized past, but what she 
might find menaces her anyway 
in her dreams, in which she 
discovers her grandfather’s 
childhood home, “a big, very 
old house with ornate walls, 
like an embroidered dress” 
and “salmon-coloured paint,” 
though she can’t find the key 
she knows she’s carrying with 
her. The door opens on its own 
and she’s invited in for a meal, 
“The table... laden with bread, 
honey, apples, matzah, wine, 
boyos, cheese, bourekas, and 
almonds.” After sitting down, 
she realizes she’s the only one 
at the table, and the only one 
eating. The people in the house 
are watching her, as though 
she were “a strange animal, 
an exotic jungle creature” and 
in this way she gets laughed 
out of the house. She wakes 
in a sweat. The scene – of 
unknown faces, a large house 
and a feast in which she is the 
only living diner – suggests 
that to seek the past is to 

seek to eat with the dead, 
imagined community. This is 
not without its connotations 
of Persephone, in which the 
narrator may become trapped 
with the deceased in dining 
with them, but the similarity to 
becoming one with the dead – 
as happens more gruesomely 
in Dead Europe – suggests that 
seeking to reach into the past 
is to violate the silence of the 
deceased.

Notwithstanding the 
heaviness underneath Levy’s 
story, her elegant novel shows 
that to seek the past is 
necessary, and that even when 
we do try to seek it and find 
that it is not what we expected, 
or that it does not yield its 
intimate details to us, it is still 
necessary to inform our present 
selves. We can only hope that 
in the future, more diaspora 
voices from what we now call 
Turkey will remind us that this 
place is far richer than most of 
us can understand.

Where fact and 
fiction merge
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