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Abstract 

In this thesis, I explore the experience and significance of absence in the lives of 

Pontians who live in Adelaide. Pontians are descendants from colonies of Greeks 

who, for at least 3000 years, inhabited the area bordering the Black Sea in northern 

Turkey in an area once called Pontos. Their underlying and ongoing sense of ab-

sence derives from two historical events of loss. One is from a genocide and en-

forced exile from Pontos wherein 350,000 of their people died between 1917 and 

1923. The other is from voluntary migration when some of the Pontic Greeks who 

had settled in Greece, and/or their descendants, came to Australia as part of the 

mass migration of peoples in the mid 20th century. The memories and narratives of 

the traumatic loss of people and place from Pontos, and the experiences associated 

with migration to Australia, have played a pivotal role in the construction and experi-

ence of absence for Pontians and is an important dimension of their identity as 

Pontians. The memory of loss is always in the present and is evoked by present ex-

periences and sensed through a multi-faceted expression of emotions. It is embod-

ied in a variety of corporeal practices such as commemorations, dance, community 

gatherings and return visits and is experienced as an absence. Given that many of 

my informants have lived in Adelaide for up to fifty years, a central question of this 

thesis is, how do they continue to remember the loss of their former homelands and 

why does this elicit an often deep emotional response? In this thesis, I explore how 

social memory, emotions and embodiment intertwine in the practices of commemo-

ration, dance and journeys to show how loss from the past events of exile and mi-

gration are brought into the present to be experienced as both an absence and the 

presence of that absence. Focusing on how the body experiences being-in-the-

world through temporally and historically informed sensory engagement, as well as 

drawing on a conscious as well as an unconscious reservoir of meaning, loss is not 

only tied to past events but in and through the body becomes both an absence of a 

presence and the presence of an absence. 
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