
“That Immortal Sea”:  Cavafy and Avila Laurel Construct their Mediterranean Pasts 

“Classica Africana” has produced a rich body of scholarship on African and African  

American receptions of classical ideas, images, and texts.  The field now is well-accepted in  

reception studies by classicists and among scholars of African, African-American, and 

diaspora studies.  The study of classical receptions in Latin America has been growing as well,  

but less attention has been devoted to Afro-Hispanic literature and the classics.  The proposed  

jointly-authored paper explores the poetics of the Equatorial Guinean writer Juan Tomas Avila  

Laurel (1966-) with the poetics of the better-known Constantine Cavafy (1863-1933).  Avila 

Laurel meditates upon current iterations of colonialism and neocolonialism while providing 

his own Afro-centric vision of the Greco-Roman Mediterranean past in the poetic cycle 

“Intimate History of Humanity”.  We will discuss this cycle of poems in connection with the 

work of Cavafy, whose poetics are similar but whose Greco-Roman past differs in significant 

ways.   

We briefly contrast the life events of the poets and the place of exile in their work.  

Cavafy, born in Egypt, lived in England and Constantinople during short periods of first half  

of his life but spent most of it in Alexandria; Avila Laurel, born in Equatorial Guinea, has  

lived in exile in Spain since 2011.  We also discuss their use of metaphor and metonymy, their  

selection of key figures from (mainly) the Hellenistic Greek through Byzantine eras, and their  

configuration of the past through rendering of place as discussed by Ruina (2006).      

Demographic changes in the U.S. make studies like this timely.  An estimated 25% of the 

population of Latin America claims African roots, and the importance of Afro-centric 

sensibilities is increasingly acknowledged.  In addition, the U.S. is enjoying a wave of 

immigration from Africa, many parts of which have ties to the ancient Mediterranean and its 



cultures.  We must try to make student learning in classical studies courses resonate as much 

as possible with current realities.  American students are studying Spanish in increasing 

numbers and Spanish programs are growing at all levels.  To bring a multiplicity of classical 

receptions to the attention of our colleagues and students will help us make connections and 

enlarge our audience.  Classicists interested in receptions will benefit from learning about and 

teaching about the work of Afro-Hispanic writers.  For both aesthetic and pragmatic reasons, 

explorations such as this have much to offer classical studies.  
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