
The islands, and all the more so the deser-
ted island, is an extremely poor or weak 
notion from the point of view of geography. 
This is to itÕ s credit. The range of islands 
has no objective  unity, and deserted 
islands have even less. The deserted island 
may indeed have extremely poor soil. De-
serted, the island may be a desert, but not 
necessarily. The real desert is uninhabited 
only insofar as it presents no conditions 
that by rights would make life possible, 
weather vegetable, animal, or human. On 
the contrary, the lack of inhabitants on the 
deserted island is a pure fact due to the 
circumstance, in other words, the islandÕ s 
surroundings. The island is what the sea 
surrounds. What is deserted is the ocean 
around it. It is by virtue of circumstance, 
for other reasons that the principle on 
which the island depends, that the ships 
pass in the distance and never come as-
hore.Ò

(from: Gilles Deleuze, Desert Island and Other Texts, 
Semiotext(e),Los Angeles, 2004)

DESERTMED
A project about the deserted islands of the Mediterranean



Desertmed is an ongoing interdisciplinary 
research project. The Òb lind spotsÓ on  the 
European map serve as its subject matter: 
approximately 200 uninhabited islands in 
the Mediterranean Sea. A group of artists, 
architects, writers, and theoreticians tra-
velled to seventy of the—often difficult to 
accessÑi slands in search of clues, impar-
tially cataloguing information that can be 
interpreted in multiple ways.

A pool of photographs, drawings, and 
audio and video recordings was the result; 
it is an inquiry into or an attempt to create 
something akin to cartographies through 
sound recordings and images. Such car-
tographies examine the myriad ways in 
which the individual islands are used, and, 
accordingly, their significant political, 
economic, and historical interrelationships. 
The notion of the deserted island as a 
place of retreat still functions today as the 
quintessential vacation dream and mythos 
for those seeking refuge from societyÑ a 
place of yearning, of the production of desi-
re, which has little to do with reality. De-
sertmed attempts to confront this mythos 
with an unsentimental cataloguing and 
factual description of the mostly unknown 
islands of the Mediterranean.

DESERTMED
A project about the deserted islands of the Mediterranean

As it turns out, the reality of the islands is 
much more a reflection of the forms and 
concepts of state- and non-state-based land 
use, according to which the islands can be 
divided into various groups or typologiesÑ
although the distinctions are fluid. 

Italian deserted islands char-
ted on Google Maps 

International Bathymetric 
Chart of the Mediterranean 
(IBCM) 1987

Historical map, Arabic-
Byzantine trade relations in 
the Mediterranean, twelfth 
century, Bodleian Library, 
Oxford



DESERTMED
visited islands

The aim of Desertmed is to investigate the 
essence of the deserted condition relative to 
the islands of the Mediterranean. Through 
research we identified approximately 200 
islands where the natural development 
of a social fabric is not viable. At present, 
human settlement is made impossible for a 
variety of reasons. 

nATurAl ISlAnDS
Alimia (Dodecanese, Greece)
Archangelos (Dodecanese, Greece)
Arkoudion (Ionian Sea, Greece)
Atokos (Kefalonia, Greece)
Dragonissi (Greece)
Echinades (Ionian Sea, Greece)
Formikoula (Ionian Sea, Greece)
Khelia (Dodecanese, Greece)
Kithros (Lefkas, Greece)
Levitha (Dodecanese, Greece)
Othoni (Greece)
Pelouzo (Greece)
Vardiani (Greece)

prIvATE ISlAnDS
Madouri (Ionic sea, Greece)
Skorpios (Lefkas, Greece)
Skorpionidi (Lefkas, Greece)
Sparti (Lefkas, Greece)

nATurAl pArK ISlAnDS
Capraia (Tuscan Archipelago, Italy)
Habibas (Ain Temouchent, Algeria)
Ile Cani (Tunisia)
Montecristo (Italy)
Ile Pilau (Tunisia)
Ile Plane (Algeria)
Ile Plane (Tunisia)
Kerkennah (Safaqis, Tunisia)
La Galite (Banzart, Tunisia)
Pianosa (Tremiti Islands, Italy)
Rechgoune (Algeria)
Pelouzo (Greece)

TOurISTIc ISlAnDS
Ile dÕ If (Provence-Alpes-Cote dÕ Azur, 
France)

prISOn ISlAnDS
Asinara (Sardinia, Italy)
Goli Otok (Primorsko-Goranska, Croatia)
Gorgona (Tuscan Archipelago, Italy)
Gyaros (Cyclades, Greece)
Makronisos (Dodecanese, Greece)
Pianosa (Tuscan Archipelago, Italy)
Santo Stefano (Italy)

MIlITAry ISlAnDS
Zembra (Nabeul Gouvernorate, Tunisia)
Zembretta (Nabeul Gouvernorate, Tunisia)

InDuSTrIAl ISlAnDS
Gyali, Dodecanese, Greece



Natural Islands

These islands are geographically situated 
outside of commercial or tourist routes, are 
difficult to access, or do not have potable 
wells. Often they are used for grazing live-
stock, or for beekeeping or fish farming.

Formikoula (Greece)
Volcanic rocks appearing on the surface of the 
sea.

Kithros (Greece)
Sedimentary cliff with an incredible salmon 
colour. Sedimentary and igneous rocks in the 
same environment.

Khelia (Greece)
Curious lava rock formations emerging from 
the sea. On the island there is a church that is 
a place of pilgrimage once a year.



Natural Park Islands

Islands designated for biological conser-
vation and wildlife equilibrium, where 
human presence is monitored on scientific 
base.

Habibas (Algeria) 
Is home to a lighthouse, which, from far 
away, resembles a fairytale castle. To reach 
the lighthouse one must follow a narrow path 
that leads to stairs and then to a big terrace. 
The guardian, Monsieur H., has lived on 
the island for many years and considers it a 
privilege. Now and then fishermen pay him 
visits. Near to the small harbour are several 
buildings used for shelter at night.

Montecristo (Tuscan Archipelago, Italy)
Is a wild and aromatic island. It once belon-
ged to the Englishman Watson Taylor, who 
sold it in 1869 to the Italian government be-
cause he was tired with dealing with unrelen-
ting pirate attacks.
Montecristo then became the KingÕ s hun-
ting grounds, and Vittorio Emanuele III di 
Savoia and Elena of Montenegro spent their 
honeymoon there. Alexandre Dumas used 
the island as a setting for part of his famous 
novel, possibly influenced by an old legend 
according to which pirate treasures are buried 
there. In 1971 it became a nature reserve and 
is maintained by Italian park rangers. A small 
river trickles through the botanic gardenÑa  
leftover from Lord Taylor. The only buildings 
on the island are the Royal Villa, the guest 
quarters, and the ruins of the ancient fortress.



Private Islands

Skorpio (Greece)
A private island owned by the Onassises and 
location of the family cemetery. Rumours 
have always surrounded this island, which 
is perennially off limits. It has consistently 
been the subject of fake scoops concerning 
its impending sale to a certain well-known 
billionaire.

Islands privately owned by individuals or 
social entities. Access and stays are subject 
to the same constraints and privileges as 
any other private property. 

Sparti (Greece)
Sparti was a gift from Aristotle Onassis to 
his son Alexander. The young Onassis wan-
ted to build a casino on the island and had 
asphalt-paved streets constructed to make 
it easily accessible. In 1975 he died in an 
airplane crash and the island has remained in 
a Ò crystallizedÓ state ever since. The asphalt 
streets and unfinished architectural structures 
on the abandoned island produce a sort of 
unreal atmosphere.



Touristic Islands

Ile dÔ If (France)
Located on the Ile dÕ If is the Chateau dÕ If. For 
over 400 years it was a prison with famous in-
mates, among them the Marquis De Sade. The 
island and its castle have been a tourist at-
traction now for many years, numerous boats 
leave daily from the old port of Marseille for 
a guided tour of the island and its castle.

Islands designated for recreational or cul-
tural use, such as theme parks or entertain-
ment venues.



Islands whose features made them ideal 
for use as penitentiaries or for correctional 
purposes. prison-like structures strictly 
regulate life on the island. The different 
reasons for confinement produced and still 
generate various architectural and urban 
typologies. 

Gyaros (Greece)
Is an abandoned prison island. The Gyaros 
prison housed both male and female pri-
soners. Between 1948 and 1974 both politi-
cal and criminal prisoners were imprisoned 
there. The prison, unlike the islandÕ s other 
buildings, is made of red bricks, which recall 
typical eighteenth-century British structu-
res. Eucalyptus trees are another odd island 
feature. All of these factors suggest a strong 
British influence. The Greek government used 
the island as a target range for the Hellenic 
Navy until the year 2000. Since that time the 
island has been opened to the public.

Prison Islands

pianosa (Tuscan Archipelago, Italy)
Pianosa became a prison island in 1858; in 
1979 a high-security section was established, 
which was closed for good in 1997. A six-me-
ter tall, three-kilometre-long wall, constructed 
by the general Dalla Chiesa, cuts the island 
in two, dividing it into a free zone and a 
prisonerÕ s zone. Pianosa conveys the sense of 
an island that has been abandoned too hastily. 
Positioned alongside one another are half-
demolished sandstone houses, very modern 
buildings that were never occupied, and an 
old nineteenth-century structure completely 
covered in vegetation. The Ò guardiansÓ  of the 
island are policemen and very few prisoners.



.

Military Islands

Islands, depending on their location and 
the complex provisions concerning territo-
rial waters and territorial rights, function 
as strategic outposts. As restricted military 
zones the islands not only serve strategic, 
territory-securing functions, but are also 
sites of testing and exercises, far removed 
from the public sphere

Zembra (Tunisia)
Surrounded by high cliffs, is a natural fortress 
used by Tunisian army. Everything is preser-
ved by the presence of the soldiers who use it 
as an outpost of maritime surveillance. Sol-
diers occupy some buildings left in inheriting 
from an old tourist project that was closed in 
1977 for drug-related problems.

Zembretta (Tunisia)
It is 8 km from Zebra. It's a small deserted 
island. As Zembra, it is entrusted to the Tuni-
sian army and has also been declared
nature reserve in 1977.



Industrial Islands

Islands of economic interest for the pre-
sence of minerals or other commercial 
substances. Access is at the discretion of 
the company responsible for managing the 
exploitation of the resources

Gyali (Greece)
Is a volcanic island located in the Dodeca-
nese. Gyali is one of the worldÕ s greatest 
reserves of pumice. It is a slope with miles of 
pipes for transporting the stone. 
Aegean Perlites SA mines for perlite, and 
LAVA Mining & Quarrying Co extracts pu-
miceÑi t is the largest exporter of pumice in 
the world. As reported recently in the Tages-
piegel, the mining industry is now interested 
not only in islands of volcanic origins but also 
underwater mountains and mountain ranges 
of volcanic origin. Rising magma brings 
relatively large amounts of sought-after rare 
earths to the surface, including tellurium, co-
balt, platinum, lanthanum, titanium, niobium, 
wolfram, or zirconium, which are required for 
many high-tech applications and are accordin-
gly expensive. 
Estimates are that that reserves will be deple-
ted by 2100.



DESERTMED 
At Villa Romana, Italy

A first installation was shown in 2009 at 
villa romana, Florence, Italy. The media 
used in the presentation included photo-
graphy, stitching, sound installation, and 
video. It was also accompanied by a publi-
cation. An expanded video installation was 
presented in 2011 at the Istanbul Museum 
of Modern Art, Istanbul, Turkey.



DESERTMED MATERIAL
Book edition
For each travel a ãe dition copyÒ l og book is 
produced.

Deserted Islands of the 
Mediterranean, exhibition 
catalogue, Villa Romana, 
Italy

Log book



DESERTMED 
Mapping and 3D scanning
An essential aspect to the work of Desert-
med is the use of a wide range of media 
forms in representing the island regions. 
On the one hand they serve for researching 
the history of particular islands. On the 
other, every found image makes a state-
ment about the multi-faceted uses and 
complex political, economic, and societal 
conditions of the Mediterranean region. 
We include both historical images as well 
material produced with the latest techno-
logies. The visualization of the locations 
visited plays an important role. Imaging 
methods are often the only way to access to 
remote regions. Our collection encompas-
ses greatly simplified antiquarian images 
to complex GpS real time maps, which, 
for example, depict the movement of ships 
around the Mediterranean; these serve 
both scientific as well as military purposes. 

Historical Venetian map, 
Fifteenth century

Historical maps juxtaposed 
with satellite images

Google Earth, satellite 
images

Maritime traffic realtime 
map
www.marinetraffic.com

For securing external Eu borders, the Eu 
border control agency Frontex uses highly 
advanced imaging systems. We also use 
modern technologies in our research. For 
example, 3D scans were used to form ima-
ges of the prison on Santo Stefano. The use 
of various technologies allows for a com-
plex narration to develop in the presenting 
of Desertmed. Thus, digital technologies 
are linked with analogue experiences in the 
exhibition space.



DESERTMED 
mapping and 3D scanning

Senseable city lab 
MIT provided the equipment to map
the electromagnetic density of GSM
telephone networks during the journey
through this section of the Ionian Islands. 
This map shows an initial depiction of the 
coverage. The logs captured the identifiers 
of 58 different cell phone towers in the 
area.

We are working with 3D laser scans to pro-
duce sculptural documents of architectural 
structures and geological forms.

Map of the electromagnetic 
density of GSM telephone 
networks during our trip

3D animation, Santo Stefa-
no, video stills

3D laser scan made during 
our visit to Santo Stefano 
prison; it is one of the first 
architectural prison structu-
res based on the panopticon

Map of the electromagnetic 
density of GSM telephone 
networks during our trip



DESERTMED 
mapping and 3D scanning

Our way to Khelia Island



DESERTMED 
Geopolitical representation of the Mediterranean

Paris Summit for the Medi-
terranean, July 2008

Coast Guard, Rome



DESERTMED 
Geopolitical representation of the Mediterranean

NATO brochure

The integration of satellite 
based surveillance and 
monitoring for enhanced 
operational maritime border 
control and maritime do-
main awareness (European 
Maritime Security Service)

Refugee routes in the Medi-
terranean



DESERTMED 
participants

Initiating collective:

Giulia Di lenarda, lives in Milano, resear-
cher and writer.  
Giuseppe Ielasi, lives in Milano, musician, 
founder of the contemporary sound edition 
label Schoolmaps. 
Armin linke, lives in Berlin, artist, works 
with photography, video, and various media; 
professor for photography at the HfG Karls-
ruhe.
Amedeo Martegani, lives in Milano, artist, 
works with drawings, single thread embroide-
ry and various media.
Giovanna Silva, lives in Milano, architect, 
photographer, artist, and photo editor of the 
architecture magazine Abitare.
renato rinaldi, lives in Udine, musician and 
founder of the soundscape research group and 
festival Oreledigneur, works with soundtracks 
for theatre and radio dramas.

Expanded group:

Aristide Antonas, lives in Athens, is an ar-
chitect and a writer with a PhD in Philosophy 
(UniversitŽ  Paris Ouest Nanterre La DŽ fense), 
associate professor of architecture (Volos 
School of Architecture, University of Thessa-
ly, Greece), co-curator for the Greek Pavilion 
at the Venice Architecture Biennial, and co-
founder of Built Event, spatial practices for 
architecture, art, curating, and urbanism.

Franck leibovici, lives in Paris, works with 
writing, visual poetry, performance, and of 
the notion of Ò poetic documentÓ  collaboration 
whose meaning he redefines with every new 
publication and action in public space. He is 
also part of a research group at the SPEAP - 
Science Po School of Political Art, administe-
red by Bruno Latour.
Damien Bright, lives in Paris, researcher, 
member of SPEAP.
Fabian Bechtle, lives in Berlin, artist, works 
with performance and video art, MeisterschŸ -
ler at HGB Leipzig.
Wilfred KŸ hn and Simona Malvezzi, live 
in Berlin, architects working in the field of 
curatorial design and installation architecture 
whose projects include documenta 11 and the 
expansion of the Hamburger Bahnhof Muse-
um fŸr  Gegenwart. Wilfried KŸhn i s professor 
at HFG Karlsruhe.
JŸ rg lehni & Alex rich, live in London, 
graphic designers. The drawing machine Vik-
tor is an amalgam of digital and mechanical 
technologies.
carlo ratti, lives in Boston, Massachusetts, 
and is the director of the Seansable City Me-
dia lab at MIT.
Stefano Tamburini, lives in Torino, geologi-
cal expert in 3D laser scanning and mapping 
technology.
Stella Sophie Serogiou, lives in Thessaloniki 
and Karlsruhe, student at Hfg Karlsruhe.
Francesco Siddi, lives in Trento, specialist 
in 3D rendering and film special effects. He 
studied at the Free University of Bolzano.

www.desertmed.org


