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Narrating ‘Home’ 
Karen Cross, University of East London. 
 
Maybe its title does not suggest it, but the notion of ‘home’ is at the heart of the 
exhibition Into the Open. Ania Dabrowska and John Nassari’s works jointly examine 
the condition of being away from home, apparently absent or on leave. Yet, at the 
same time, everything here implies attachment and connection to home. 
Acknowledging that ‘home’ can be defined in a number of ways1 and is surely a 
complex issue, this short essay focuses on how the concept of ‘home’ is evoked and 
specifically on how its narration is interconnected with concerns about memory, 
narrative and domestic space. 
 
‘Home’ appears to be highly important but also fundamentally contested. Dabrowksa 
considers first generation migrants who live in London to be in a state of ‘flux’, 
feeling at home in different moments and places. In Nassari’s work, Palestinian 
refugees inhabit an ‘inbetween’ state, a holding point between a remembered 
homeland of the past and an imagined future of return. The two political and cultural 
situations represented here are not equivalent,2 but under discussion in the work of 
both artists is the issue of how it is possible to construct a ‘home’ and a sense of 
belonging within the experience of displacement.  
 
It is debatable whether ‘home’ is a concrete place or building, though the physicality 
of place is important for many people’s sense of home. Moreover, it appears that one 
does not actually have to be at home to experience belonging. Indeed, is evident 
that home is not necessarily the four walls or house inside which one presently 
lives.3 There might be a distinction between the house where one lives and the place 
considered as one’s home. However, the domestic scenes represented within this 
exhibition are clearly contexts or new places from which it becomes possible to 
articulate memory and narrate ‘home’.  
 
 
Memory, Narrative and Domestic Space 
 
In contrast to the concerns that often dominate public debate, the exhibition seeks to 
reflect on, and bring ‘into the open’, individual and personal narratives of migrants 
and refugees. The exhibition is dialogic in a number of senses. The artists jointly 
seek to provoke a conversation about the representation of certain groups of people, 
themselves providing a counter narrative to the dominance of what they see as the 
limiting debates over asylum legitimacy and border control. The notion of 
conversation is also internal to the art works. Images are constituted via exchanges 
between sitters and artists, and the primary aim is to reflect on how subjectivities 
are constituted in the dialogue between the past and present. 
 
Dabrowska’s work is all about conversation and it is through conversations that she 
cuts to the heart of concerns around transnational identity. Indeed, through her work 
we realise that the very form of a transnational identity is conversational in nature. 
You and I in Flux (2006-2007) is made up of portraits that appear to be intimate 
visual conversations.4 Prompted by these conversations, the artist returns to earlier 
images taken in 2004, which form a new body of work called I Used to Skate on 
Frozen Lakes (2008). Images are thus placed in a dialogue with the later artwork 
and—much like the people they are dedicated to—the identity or meaning of images 
becomes transformed and renewed. More overt in its attempt to create dialogue is 
Dabrowska’s research project Conversations (2008), which contains transcripts of 
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conversations with the portrait sitters bounded in mock red passports. The artist 
asks her interviewees about their experience as a migrant and their memories of 
home including the importance of place to one’s sense of belonging. I reflect on one 
particular conversation here. 
 
Although the people whose stories we are being asked to visualise seem to be 
‘outside’ so to speak, it is within the ‘interior’ space—the domestic particularly—that 
narratives are constituted. ‘The personal is political’, it seems. But unlike feminists 
during the 1960s who were concerned with interrogating the unequal structural 
arrangements of the home, here the domestic is a positive protective space, a point 
from which one can begin to articulate identity, however unfixed that may be. This is 
clearly the case of the context that John Nassari focuses on in ‘It’s my home, even 
though I don’t remember it’ (2008). In fact here the Palestinian refugee seems to be 
defined by ‘home’. In a sense the ‘homeland’ is the modus operandi. It is also the 
fixed point around which everything else seems to be positioned; the ground upon 
which one can remain ‘steadfast’. Furthermore, the domestic setting is key to the 
maintenance of a life-story and it is through the family that historical narratives of 
uprooting circulate.5  
 
Evoking home importantly provides one with a feeling of belonging, but in these 
visual narratives it seems somehow that recreating or reinventing a home in a new 
place is vital too. It is not so much that the artists seek to overtly deconstruct or 
critique the notion of domesticity.6 Rather, how people inhabit space and thus 
construct a home is reflected in the artworks in a rather interesting way. The 
domestic space, the house and its contents, become the backdrop against which a 
politics of home and belonging is set, providing an important point of fixity. 
 
Traces of the domestic permeate images here. The portraits in ‘It’s my home, even 
though I don’t remember it’ offer an extreme close up of their sitters. Although there 
has been much debate around the function of the close up,7 Nassari’s is an attempt 
to bring near the subjects which appear to be far away and out of sight. Although the 
iconic portraits appear to extract sitters from the domestic setting, placed 
underneath them are fragments of ‘the everyday’. These fragments are an important 
subtext offering the seemingly prosaic interspersed with the unique. Everyday and 
almost universally familiar objects such as family photographs/religious icons, 
trainers and rugs appear alongside less familiar landscapes of alleyways wallpapered 
with political posters and slogans. The juxtaposition is an interesting one, in which 
the audience is reminded of the ordinary, yet exceptional, quality of the cultural 
context being reflected. 
 
Nassari’s portraits undoubtedly act as points for the articulation of memory and self-
reflection.8 However, the photographs also reflect on how images might become 
objects of memory too. The image of the family photograph Untitled 4 is particularly 
interesting in this respect. It reflects how images can provide the family with a point 
for the recollection of specific familial stories but also work more broadly in terms of 
‘cultural memory’. Indeed, family photography has become a focal point of academic 
work on collective remembering as there is an attempt to interweave the personal 
with the wider political dimensions of memory (Hirsch 1997). What is being reflected 
in Untitled 4 is the process through which familial images become objects of memory 
and maybe second or third generation ‘post-memory’ (Hirsch 1999). It is no accident 
that familial photographs have become treasured and prized in this way, they are 
literally physical traces of past selves, past times and places (Barthes 1981). Such 
historical objects function as personal connection to the past, and in the current 
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context emotively mediate and underpin a belief in a past time and place. They 
become part of a process of active remembering and reconstruction—what Annette 
Kuhn terms ‘memory work’ (1995 & 2007). 
 
Active remembering is central to Ania Dabrosksa’s work and traces of the domestic 
appear to be important here too. Many of the individuals are presented in domestic 
spaces or on a border attempting to constitute such space. ‘Elaine’, located in a 
kitchen, appears to be about to carve a cake; possibly reflecting the continuance of 
certain rituals associated with entertaining guests in the home. ‘Thomas’ lies on a 
camp-bed apparently possessing only a book; the intended temporariness of the bed 
and lack of furniture reflect his transitory status. Migrants appear to be able to 
create, but equally find it hard to create, the comfort associated with the domestic 
setting of home.  
 
We are further aware of how the visual narratives are infused by the domestic in the 
images of Beata. Between Warsaw and Krakow 2004 For Beata 2008 is an image of 
Poland that may only appear in the present (or in “collective memory”) through a 
contemporary discussion provoked by the artist about migrancy as ‘flux’. The image 
must be read in relation to the portrait of ‘Beata’, which appears in You and I in Flux 
(2006-2007). In dialogue, the images arbitrate each others meaning; together the 
images also mediate and are mediated by the conversations that surround them.  
 
A representation of mediation also appears within the images. Significantly, the 
location for both shots is a window, a place or site for looking out towards the 
horizon. The window is a borderland or a symbol of the negotiation between the past 
and an impending future, between homeland and prospective abode.9 In her portrait 
for You and I in Flux Beata is sitting naked outside what one might assume is her 
apartment window. She is precariously placed on the window ledge and one senses 
that she could drop off the side of the building at any moment. A window also aptly 
provides a point for focusing on the horizon later in Between Warsaw and Krakow’ 
Poland 2004 for Beata, 2008. A net curtain covering the window further mediates the 
scene here serving not only to make the landscape appear as though it were being 
covered by snow, but also to filter the scene through the domestic. We know that the 
window is important to Beata when we read her story in Conversations. The window 
in her bedroom at home punctuates her account of home. It provides her with a 
beautiful vista of her homeland. But as we realise, Beata feels that she belongs 
neither in a small village in Poland nor in London. Whilst she claims ‘London is my 
home’, Beata always sits precariously on the window anchored by the past but also 
gazing out to her future and the new land and potential place of belonging that the 
horizon seems to promise.   
 
It may be that one is far away from home, and that home may simply be a past and 
distant memory. But the function of home and its memory seems to be much more 
than simply nostalgia. Indeed, evoking the past is considered here as a productive 
means of anchoring one’s present. Dabrowska and Nassari demonstrate how 
addressing the complexity of the issues of ‘home’ and ‘belonging’ might give rise to a 
new set of social relations or might fix a certain political standpoint.10 What these 
visual narratives seem to make clear is the importance of creating and inhabiting 
one’s own domestic space, however that may be constituted, and however 
inadequate one may feel it to be. The artists suggest that it is possible to ‘reinvent’ 
or ‘recreate’11 one’s home, but a necessary part of this process might involve 
inhabiting temporary points of fixity or borderlands—new domestic spaces or 
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homes—from which one might actively seek, and be open to, the encounter of new 
horizons.  
 
                                                 
Notes  
 
1 The term ‘home’ can refer simultaneously to a range of things. Though not exhaustive, this might include, 
a house, a domestic space, a shelter or institution. It can be a physical place, region or country—a 
conceptual plane of commonality. It can be a place of refuge or conversely a place of trauma. It is an 
origin or point of departure, but it can also be a ‘goal’ to be aimed at. Clearly, home means a great 
number of things, both positive and negative in sense. 
2 Clearly there is a difference between migrant and refugee experiences, those who maybe choose to 
travel, those who are forced for various reasons, and those who consider themselves to be in exile. 
3 In ‘House and Home’ (1991), an article that appeared in the special issue of Social Research devoted to 
the topic of home, Joseph Rykwert writes ‘a home is not the same as a house’ (p. 51) and that ‘you can 
make a home anywhere’ (p. 54). A house is simply shelter, but a home is constituted by a hearth or fire, 
and it is the focus provided by the fireplace that makes a home.  
4 The images form part of a broader development in contemporary art photography with narratives of 
domestic and intimate life.  See Charlotte Cotton (2004). 
5 Mohamed Kamel Dorai notes how Palestinian family memories are focused on narratives of exodus, 
which are transmitted orally (2002: 93). 
6 Unlike the collection of photographs that appears in The Terrors and Pleasures of Domestic Comfort for 
example (Galassi 1991).  
7 The close-up can represent a detachment and separation of the individual from the social body, but this 
detachment might also be read as liberation. See Mary Ann Doane (2005).  
8 The same images, though using a different more interactive technique of presentation, will appear in the 
Palestine Gallery, London, opening in June 2008. There, panoramic images will be layered with textual 
historical accounts and personal narratives, which will reflect how the individuals occupy a wider socio-
political context as well as showing people in context located within their houses and places of work. 
9 In many respects the borderland of the window is neither ‘inside’ nor ‘outside’. As Angelika Bammer 
argues ‘home’ occupies an ‘indeterminate space: it can mean almost simultaneously, both the place I have 
left and the place I am going to, the place I have lost and the new place I have taken up, even if only 
temporarily’ (1992: vii) 
10 Doreen Massey (1992) points out that place and its identity (or how place is used to support identity) is 
constructed within a particular set of ‘social relations’ that are open and provision, but which often seem 
to be fixed and are concerned with the distinction between ‘inside and outside’. This exhibition complicates 
such a distinction. 
11 Mohamed Kamel Dorai argues that in the formation of new homes ‘it is as if Palestinians brought with 
them a piece of their land and deposited it the camps, thus recreating a part of Palestine. There is a 
relationship between memory and territory’ (2002: 93). 
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