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Growing up in a small town in New Zealand for the majority 
of my life, and coming from a mixed race background 
of Pacific Island and European descent, the concept of 
home and what that means has been a long and confusing 
road of finding myself and my place within the wider 
world, as well as my immediate surroundings. When I 
was approached to curate this issue of Common Ground 
I wanted to bring together the work of photographers 
who examine and confront these concerns, how the 
traditional idea of home being something static is no longer 
commonplace. 

Time moves forward and so do we; we take ourselves 
away from the physical places or homes where we were 
born building new connections and relationships. The 
resilient nature of being human allows us to pick up and 
start over again but there will always be remnants of 
before that will influence our lives. From a historical site for 
women to recover, to examining the connection between a 
physical home and your ethnic heritage, each artist in this 
issue present their insights through images and text that 
delve into the many layers of home.

I now live in Sydney, Australia away from family, away 
from where I was born, and away from everything I knew. 
As the old adage goes, home is where the heart is; to me, 
my heart is not only physically inside my chest with me, 
currently residing in Australia, but also metaphorically, with 
my family in Auckland and with the mountains, the water, 
and the dirt of the land of New Plymouth.

Thank you to each artist and writer that has appeared in 
this issue and shared their work with me. And of course a 
special thank you to the amazing Katelyn-Jane Dunn for 
allowing me to curate this collection of wonderful artists.

HOME IS 
WHERE 

THE 
HEART IS

by Talia Smith
Issue Curator



RACHAEL IRELAND
Passing By, The Mantelpiece & The Never

I use the act of photography as a tool to investigate shifting and multiple 
perspectives of home and place. Guided by inquiry into personal and social 
histories, cultural perspectives, and place-making industries, my photographic art 
practice reflects on how these intersect to create constructions of place and inform 
our experiences of home and non-home.  

To create my work I use and combine physical and in-camera interventions, and 
darkroom and digital photographic processes with the intention of disrupting 
constructed thresholds. There is a dissolving of distinction between home and 
non-home, real and unreal within my photographs. An expanded reality is created 
that seeks to unsettle and provoke a sense of curiosity into how we locate ourselves 
within home and place. 

rachaelireland.com

http://rachaelireland.com
















RACHAEL IRELAND

Rachael Ireland holds a Bachelor of 
Fine Art (Hons) from the University 
of Newcastle. Since graduating in 
2011 she has exhibited regularly, 
participated in local and international 
residencies, and has work held in 
private and public collections.

Recent projects include participating 
in the Hill End Artist-In Residence 
Program; a solo exhibition Shadow 
Houses at Maitland Regional Art 
Gallery; solo, group and collaborative 
exhibitions in Sydney including A 
Room Of One’s Own at Gaffa, and 
participating in Darkroom Social at the 
Australian Centre for Photography.



DELENA  
NATHURAN

Happy Medium Photo Co.

This series explores the loss that occurred after a fire destroyed a garage 
containing personal possessions of many of my family members including most of 
the remaining belongings of my father, who passed in 2000, and my grandmother, 
in 2006. I photographed these objects to catalogue the items that were not 
salvageable and to preserve the memories that these objects evoke so they are not 
lost forever. 

It was a difficult and emotional journey discovering destroyed childhood treasures 
and the remains of family objects, some that had histories dating back to the 
1920’s. The series documents personal objects and their meaning within the 
framework of family, memory, love and loss.

delenanathuran.com

http://delenanathuran.com




















DELENA NATHURAN

Delena Nathuran (BA Design and Visual 
Arts/Photography & Media Arts, 2013) 

is an emerging photographer based 
in Auckland, New Zealand. Nathuran 

exhibited her solo exhibition Trash 
Vortex at Artstation, Auckland in 2014. 
Recent group exhibitions include New 

Perspectives (Cross Street Gallery), 
Urban Rural (Lot23 Gallery), Spine 

of the Land (Papakura Gallery), We 
are changing (AUT Gallery 3), and 

#GRTSTHRD (Artstation).  Nathuran 
participated in the Kingsize Studios 

Scholarship Class in 2014.



THROUGH A 
GLASS DARKLY

The spaces in Ann Shelton’s series Room Room (2008) are vacant but at the 
same time eerily inhabited, with stains on the walls and single chairs slightly 
askew. You can imagine the women who once occupied these rooms at the 
Salvation Army Drug and Rehabilitation Centre: the ones who put sheets on 
all those empty mattresses, who pulled the curtains against the midday sun 
and whispered secrets into the walls, who would’ve shut the door in the face 
of anyone sticking their nose in.  

Shelton is interested in the moments in history that have been discarded, 
rediscovered narratives that have often been lost or deliberately forgotten. 
Her best known work in a forest (2005-), an ongoing series documenting 
a group of seedlings given to the 130 gold medallists of the 1936 Berlin 
Olympic Games, suggests a preoccupation with the traces of history and 
how we grapple with their uncomfortable remnants. With Room Room and 
her recent artist-book A Spoonful of Sugar (2015), Shelton offers a quiet 
contemplation on the smaller moments of the past, of women enclosed 
in rooms whose voices have long been silent and whose everyday 
experiences are set against the public backdrop of history.

Interview by Naomi Riddle
Works by Ann Shelton

ANN SHELTON’S ROOM ROOM

annshelton.com

www.beckynunes.co.nz
http://annshelton.com


Naomi Riddle: When considering the series ‘Room Room’, I was immediately struck 
by a feeling of looking inward, of peering into something that is private. Was this 
something that you were trying to convey through the work?

Ann Shelton: Room Room was made on Rotoroa Island, a small island in the Hauraki 
Gulf northeast of Auckland that is owned by the Salvation Army. The island was formerly 
a drug and alcohol rehabilitation centre, but after a shift in ideas around rehabilitation to 
more community-based non-residential care the centre closed in 2005. Rotoroa Island was 
originally one of a pair of islands the Salvation Army owned, one for men and the other for 
women. Eventually these two facilities merged onto the former ‘Women’s Island’ and operated 
for nearly 100 years, with its remote geography providing the ultimate remove from society. 
The island was a self-sufficient ecosystem, a place of respite, calm, and isolation from 
everyday life. The model of recovery revolved around seclusion, contemplation and privacy, 
and having one’s own room was a critical part of this. Yet the reference in Room Room to 
peepholes, which I’ve encouraged through using the circular Tondo format, puts the idea 
of privacy into crisis, articulating metaphorically the representative control exerted over the 
occupants of these spaces.  

NR: It’s definitely a space that is charged by the weight of history behind it. It’s 
interesting that you talk about these systems of control because it seems that through 
photographing the rooms uninhabited, the authority is then somewhat removed. 
There’s a palpable feeling of absence, that the viewer is seeing this space belatedly. Are 
you interested in creating a sense of haunting, a kind of ghostly presence?  

AS: We don’t photograph the clients of institutions like these anymore. Charcot and 
Salpêtrière have taught us well what a gross invasion of personal rights this would be. 
Photography has always been complicit with the evolution of technologies, which includes 
medical technologies. This is something I made reference to in the series Once More from 
the Street in 2005. Rotoroa Island is slightly different as the focus of the centre was on drug 
and alcohol rehabilitation rather than mental health. Although there is an overlap between the 
two in some contemporary contexts, they were treated in distinctly different ways historically. 
I think about women when I look at these images, not specific women, but what you could 
call the ghosted presence of women. For me, the empty image is more powerful, invoking the 
histories of women untold. 

“I think about women 
when I look at these 
images, not specific 

women, but what you 
could call the ghosted 
presence of women.”



NR: The title Room Room immediately made me think of Virginia Woolf’s A Room of 
One’s Own (1929), and her claim that any female artist must have 500 pounds a year 
and space to herself. As you say, one of the underlying themes of the work is the 
ghosted presence of women – are you interested in the gendered nature of spaces? 

AS: I definitely was thinking about Virginia Woolf’s A Room Of One’s Own when I made this 
work, the idea of self-determinism, authorship and space and the gendered nature of all of 
the above. Through the title of the work and the visual characteristics, I’m alluding to Virginia 
Woolf and to this idea of self-containment. I wanted to make an inventory of the rooms in the 
‘Phoenix Block’, which was previously the women’s wing of the facility. The idea of agency in 
relation to space comes up in many of my works, Room Room, House Work, Once More from 
the Street among them. Often the works are also looking at domestic and institutional sites 
and the way architecture plays a role in those sites. 
 

NR: There’s an interplay going on here between the domestic nature of the space 
and the overarching institutional architecture. Altering or disrupting the viewer’s 
perspective also features largely across a lot of your works, from the myopic views in 
Room Room to the reversed images of trees in in a forest. Are you trying to challenge 
the way we look and apprehend images? Is this connected to the thematic content of 
the work? 

AS: I’ve been interested in the idea of visuality or the habits of vision for some time. I first 
thought about the idea of splitting and reversing images in about 1999 while completing 
my works in Canada. It seemed to me to be an appropriate way to refer to the content of 
some of my works via a formal element and to raise the idea of a kind of visual stammering 
or incompleteness in an artwork. An inversed ‘thing’ is always read as inferior, the ‘correct’ 
image and the reverse image bound up in a hierarchical play-off. I was also attracted to the 
gap between them, a kind of schism or rent. So I started to develop strategies that involved 
a double pair with one component in the pair reversed. For me this threw the idea of singular 
vision and the omnipotence of single images into crisis, whilst the visual device also draws 
attention to the mechanism of the eye and the processes of the camera. 

With Room Room, I chose to make reference to the Claude Glass and to the distortion it 
enables. The Claude Glass was a kind of mirror used by 18th and 19th century painters to 
compress a scene and make it easier to paint. It was a dark device often made of obsidian 
and for a time was traded underground as it was believed to be a tool of the occult. 

NR: I really like the idea of a ‘visually stammering’ artwork! And this play on our 
perception means that the viewer is always aware of the act of looking itself, rather than 
taking the images as they are. 

When did you first start taking photographs? Is it a medium that you have always been 
drawn to?  

AS: It’s all very clichéd. I took photos of the pop band Racey (one of the very early boy 
bands you might say) at the Dunedin Town Hall and, ever industriously, sold images of the 
band to my panting pre-teen girlfriends at school. After that there was a long period when I



photographed with a Diana camera here and there. I then departed for Australia, finding work 
at the Regent of Sydney, and sometime around this point I got a camera that wasn’t plastic 
and started photographing my travel experiences, people etc. I guess it’s always been 
a compelling medium for me because it’s so implicated in technology, ethics, social and 
political developments, the practices of vision and not always in a positive way. Photography 
presents a lot of problems. You can see that I’m attempting to consider and address some of 
these concerns in Room Room.

NR: I think it’s significant that you’re drawn to photography because of the way it is 
a problematic medium. I feel that in your work you’re repeatedly attempting to direct 
our attention to these issues, whether it’s how we look at the image or how we engage 
with the subject matter in the frame. Who were the photographers that initially inspired 
you and have these changed over time, do you have current photographers that you 
admire?  

AS: I’ve been on a journey with photography that spans over 20 years, so my ideas and 
influences have changed and ultimately shifted dramatically. The work of Susan Sontag, 
especially On Photography, played an important part in my decision to become an artist 
and leave behind my photo-journalistic career. Since that time, a critique of journalism has 
continued to have a significant influence on my work. Currently I’m interested in the artistic 
practice of artists such as Broomberg & Chanarin, Paul Graham and Taryn Simon.  

I’m also preoccupied with books, and my interaction with photographic practices in a 
broader sense is often through artist books. My latest book A Spoonful of Sugar, has just 
been published by Rim Books and is about a woman and her role in architecture. For this 
project I worked with the Wellington writer Pip Adam to tell the story of Nancy Martin, who 
in 1957 staked out a humble claim to fame in an act both mundane and extraordinary – 
obtaining a mortgage to build her own home. She was purportedly the first single woman 
to do so in Wellington, and Nancy is listed on her mortgage as a spinster. The forces of 
banking, gender politics, ghosts, and architecture flow through this project – their confluence 
made visible in Nancy’s house. 

“I guess [photography] 
has always been a 

compelling medium 
for me because it’s 

so implicated in 
technology, ethics, 
social and political 

developments...”



NR: I’m preoccupied with the new sense of female agency that arrived with the post-
war period, especially in the way it’s always an agency that is problematic, as these 
women often find themselves occupying fraught and destabilising positions. I think you 
can see this in the way that Nancy’s seemingly innocuous decision to purchase land 
and space of her own accord is also an action that disrupts and challenges traditional 
understandings of the domestic space. 
 
Nancy’s story is again grounded in a particular historical moment. I’m interested in how 
you look at space – all of your works are specifically located geographically and are 
places that have their own historical context. They seem to exist in between the public 
and the private – does your practice attempt to draw attention to how we negotiate 
these particular places? 

AS:  I’ve found in my more recent work that I’ve become almost entirely focused on sites and 
objects as markers for stories or points to jump off. These narratives interrogate the unfixed 
histories embedded in place and objects and are often located in archival collections. 
Through operating at the nexus of conceptual and documentary modes, I’m looking to 
investigate the social, political and historical contexts that inform readings of the landscape 
and its contents. My work asks who is writing history, what happens when we re-evaluate it, 
or bring concealed or maligned aspects of it to the fore? It’s more of a preoccupation with 
what is hidden or temporarily discarded rather than what is public or private that drives my 
recent work, although sometimes these are one and the same.

I like the idea that a photograph is a kind of palimpsest, capable of being written over again 
and again by the subjective minds of its viewers and further shifted and metamorphosed over 
time. Hence my intention is always to provoke a critically engaged and present viewership as 
opposed to a nostalgic remembrance of a place or moment in history.

Naomi Riddle is a Sydney-based writer and artist working across the mediums of analog 
photography, archival film, text and video. Naomi was awarded a PhD in Australian Literature 
in 2015 after completing a BA (Hons) at the University of New South Wales in 2009. She has 
recently exhibited at Wellington St Projects, 10×8, Gaffa and Gallery 2010 and her writing 
has appeared nationally and internationally in Runway: Australian Experimental Art, Try Hard 
Magazine, Whole Beast Rag, Voiceworks, Southerly, Das Platforms Online and HTMLgiant.

naomiriddle.com

www.beckynunes.co.nz
http://naomiriddle.com


EDITH  
AMITUANAI

Selected Works

“Home is at the heart of Edith Amituanai’s work: how we create it and how we 
maintain it through the relationships we build between place and people. Migration 
and diaspora are common themes through each project, specifically examining 
the way that Pacific Island families develop their traditions when away from their 
homeland. 

Edith’s photographs have an instant ease about them; they are accessible and 
honest, portraying faces that could be anyone in your own neighbourhood. For 
someone, like myself, who did not grow up in a Pacific Island community but has a 
Pacific heritage background her work is still just as accessible and relatable as if 
I had. They remind me of my trips to Auckland as a child to visit my Samoan/Cook 
Island family, they bring back memories of being that cheeky kid hanging out with 
my cousins and kicking a ball down at the Avondale Reserve. 

I see my mixed, multicultural family in each image and for that reason, I feel at home 
with Amituanai’s work.”

- Talia Smith, Issue Curator

edithamituanai.com

http://edithamituanai.com














EDITH AMITUANAI

Edith Amituanai has been described as 
a, “chronicler of her cultural

milieu.” Her photographic work has 
developed from unusual attentiveness 
to her immediate social world. She has 
made photographs within homes of the 

New Zealand Samoan community in 
Auckland, Christchurch, Samoa, Alaska, 

France and Italy. In 2010 she made 
a series following the relocation of a 

family from Myanmar to Massey. Since 
then she has focused on her Ranui, 

West Auckland community. Amituanai 
graduated from Unitec with a Bachelor 

of Design in Photography in 2005.  
Two years later she was inaugural 

recipient of the Marti Friedlander 
Photographic Award. In 2008 she was 

a finalist in the Walters Prize for her 
exhibition, Dejeuner.



PIA JOHNSON
Por por’s House

“ … the house is the space of habit: it brings together the social expectations  and imposed 
routines of modernity with the intimate texture and detail of individual lives.”

- taken from Houses, Habit and Memory by Joe Moran1 
 

I began photographing my Por por’s house just after she suffered from a stroke and
was recovering in hospital. Everything had been left in the same place from the day
she left. Really, everything has been in its place since I can remember: especially
since my Gung gung died. 

My Chinese Malaysian grandparents moved to Australia in the early 70s. This house
in suburban Melbourne is their home of over 30 years. It is one family’s house, and
part of that small collection of places that I call ‘home’. Filled with everyday things, it
has housed many activities and memories, and is a place of return for my extended
family. It is also a house that I associate with Chinese cultural customs, and my 
Chinese Malaysian heritage. It is the place where my cultural blend comes into 
focus in sometimes familiar, sometimes strange ways.
 
Por por = Chinese maternal grandmother
Gung gung = Chinese maternal grandfather  

1 Moran, J. 2006, “Houses, Habit and Memory” in G Smyth & J Croft (eds), Our House, the 
Representation of Romantic Space in Modern Culture, Nature Literature and Lit 2, Rodopi, 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands, p40.

piajohnson.com

http://piajohnson.com














PIA JOHNSON

Pia Johnson is a photographer and 
visual artist, whose practice seeks to
investigate issues about cultural 
difference, diaspora and identity. These
concerns have stemmed from her 
mixed cultural background of Chinese 
and Italian-Australian descent. Pia has 
exhibited throughout Australia, the USA,
Japan and Mexico. Her work is 
collected in private and public 
collections including the National 
Gallery of Victoria.  
 
Selected exhibition highlights include 
solo shows at Edmund Pearce (2014), 
Stockroom Gallery (2013), Studio Kura 
Japan (2013), and group exhibitions
Love, Loss and Intimacy at NGV 
International (2010), 27° South to 19° 
North: Australian Photography, Mexico 
(2015), Maggie Diaz Photography Prize 
for Women (2015).



Rounding the last corner on the walk home from school, 
our house would come into view. Down the end of a 
cul-de-sac, concealed by an enormous elm tree and 
council-maintained gardens, the skylights along the roof 
would glint in the sun. Our neighbours’ houses sat behind 
patches of well-manicured grass and, in the summertime, 
kowhai trees that dripped with yellow flowers. Before long, 
I would see a fluffy orange ball waiting patiently at the 
curb; the embodiment of Joy Cowley’s Greedy Cat, forever 
hopeful of spare food scraps. When I got close enough, 
he’d saunter over to greet me, demanding his back be 
scratched. Taking off my backpack I’d sit at the bottom of 
the driveway and pat him, looking back over the street. 

Calling home to mind would, I’m certain, conjure different 
images to different people. It’s a notion that, often aligned 
to a lived experience not dissimilar to the American dream, 
belongs entirely to its observer. It becomes a device to 
describe one’s place in the world. As camera technology 
advanced across the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, the photograph became known for its snapshot 
aesthetic and immediacy in documenting family life. 
Indeed, the mother was typically the keeper of the family 
album; an object for the purpose of honouring memory. 
Although a sense of home comes about as a result of 
feeling connection to place, it is fundamentally tied to 
cultural identity and community. Its sociological basis lies 
in what Jan Assmann calls the ‘concretion of identity’1, 
whereby our collective memory is based around shared 
interactions. Home might feel like a place, but it becomes 
significant for the people who inhabit it.

The role of women—in particular the mother—as 
personal photographer has an important aesthetic and 
social tradition. While scenes of domestic life have been 
observed by artists for thousands of years, women painters 
became prominent in the genre during the nineteenth 
century, recording the details of daily life and portraying 
their friends and family. Notable among these nineteenth 
century female artists concerned with the depiction of 
family life was Berthe Morisot. Her painting The Cradle 
(1872) depicts Morisot’s sister, Edma, gazing lovingly over 
her sleeping daughter, Blanche. The main action of the 

SMALL 
URBAN 

WONDERS
by Christine McFetridge



work is composed of a triangle, which serves to visually 
tie mother and daughter together, reinforcing the sense of 
intimacy. Painted two decades after the invention of the 
daguerreotype, the influence of photography might be 
inferred from the way the picture is framed; the image is 
tightly cropped around the cradle, which is suggestive of 
the developing snapshot aesthetic. A practicing fine art 
photographer of the time was Julia Margaret Cameron. Her 
image Mnemosyne (1868) seems to reference the popular 
idea that ‘that photography itself is an act of memory’2. 
As in Morisot’s work, the desire to record for the self, 
and perhaps even for posterity, was an important artistic 
motivation.

Perhaps the best known modern day artist photographing 
in this way is Nan Goldin. Goldin’s photographs are 
an extension of her memory. Working prolifically, she 
documented her family; a group of artists, drag queens, 
drug addicts and lovers. From a young age Goldin 
understood the superficiality of popular culture and 
became determined to make a record of life as it was. 
This compulsion saw her having her camera with her at all 
times, photographing every aspect of her life and the lives 
of those around her. The Ballad of Sexual Dependency 
(1985, published as an artist book in 1986) was exhibited 
as a slide show, with an audience made up of the 
characters in the photographs. The snapshot aesthetic 
present in Goldin’s work can be universally understood; 
regardless of how different our experience is to her own—
it’s not difficult to recognise ourselves in her pictures.

Like Goldin, the work of Japanese photographer, Rinko 
Kawauchi, is intensely diaristic. The book Cui Cui (2005) 
is a thirteen-year document of her family life, particularly 
following the relationship between her grandparents 
and the death of her Grandfather. The series comprises 
portraits of family members, gatherings, and metaphorical 
images that evoke a sense of the passing of time and of life 
and death. Through her picture making, Kawauchi offers 
her audience a privileged position to access her life. We 
are not the voyeur, as we are when looking at Goldin’s 
work, rather a participant. Her images are made with 
compassion and love and are easily empathised with, and 
in doing so, her family becomes our family.

By comparison, Laurie Simmons’ Walking and Lying 
Objects (1987-1991) reference domestic scenes that 
comment on gender roles. The first photograph of the 
series Walking Camera I (Jimmy the Camera) (1987) is 
of Simmons’ friend and artist Jimmy de Sana wearing an 
old box camera costume. Following this image, miniature 
objects rest upon the legs of dolls. A house, hour glass 
and purse are a few of the objects included in conveying 
the various roles in construction by Simmons. These 
scenes that play out across this imaginary stage, show 
women transformed by the same objects patriarchy had 
aligned them with.

My childhood home now rests pasted into an album 
hidden in the depths of a bookshelf at my parents’ place,  
yet it still  contributes to the sense of belonging I have felt 
since emigrating from New Zealand to Australia. In her 
autobiography, Life in Ten Houses, Sonya Hartnett writes: 
‘I am grateful for the physical and mental freedom the 
suburbs allowed me, for the small urban wonders they 
gave me to witness and upon which I draw even now.’3 As 
we experience home in different ways, and photograph 
as an act of remembrance, we find new places and new 
people to add shape to its form. Walking walking walking, 
camera in hand, until our steps are left printed into the 
ground behind us.

1Assman, Jan. Collective Memory and Cultural Identity in 
New German Critique, No. 65, Cultural Histories / Cultural 
Studies (Spring-Summer, 1995), trans. John Czaplicka, 
1995, p. 128.

2Batchen, Geoffrey. Forget Me Not: Photography and 
Remembrance (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 
2004), p. 8. 

3Hartnett, Sonya. Life in Ten Houses (Maryborough, 
McPherson’s Printing Group, 2012), p. 17.



BäRBEL PRAUN
this must be the place

The series this must be the place is my personal research about land, place and 
home, describing my exploration, perception and interpretation of landscape, led 
by intuition and my emotional state. Since I‘ve never lived and worked in one place 
for more than some months over the last years, I have been asking myself questions 
about home, origin, memories and identity:how does a place/scene come into 
existence? By loading it with sentiments, needs, habits? Does the concept of home 
still have relevance in the light of countries growing together, borders disappearing, 
and the speed and frequency in which we travel from one place to another?

baerbelpraun.de

http://baerbelpraun.de














BÄRBEL PRAUN  

Born in Landshut, Germany, Bärbel 
Praun graduated in 2006 from the 

University of Applied Sciences Bielefeld 
with a degree in Photography and 

Media. Praun has since completed 
artist residencies in Austria (2012), 

Luxemburg (2012),  Finland (2013), 
Lithuania (2014), and Switzerland 

(2015), as well as exhibiting both solo 
and group shows across Germany, 

Austria, The Netherlands, Luxemburg, 
Belgium, Latvia, and Lithuania.

The body of work this must be the 
place was self-published by Praun as 
a handmade publication in 2015, and 

exists as a first edition of 50.



DANA 
STIRLING

Best, with a dash of worse

Behind every family album there is a curator. The stories that unfold in them are 
based not on the pictures that were taken, but ones that were printed and chosen 
for the album. The photos that were not taken, or if taken not printed, are memories 
that are lost and because they lack a visual representation it is as if they never 
existed. Those who curate our past in pictures hold the key to our perception of 
history. Looking at photographs we are capable of remembering time and places 
we were never a part of. 

My work process is an abuse of the medium of photography. I adopt abandoned, 
forgotten and misplaced family moments captured in discarded images, and then 
willfully appropriate and reclaim them as my own. You can easily get drawn into 
someone else’s narrative if it makes visual sense, it may appear to be, somehow, 
true.  
 
The contrast of being raised by British parents in Israel instilled in me a feeling 
of cultural and identity confusion. Sifting through my family albums, I found many 
images of family members I never met, who still live in England, or passed away 
a long time ago. Ultimately my family archive made me feel detached and distant 
from my own family. In the process of trying to reconnect to this history and 
heritage, I ended up feeling more removed from and oblivious about it and them. 
This failure led me to rethink this notion of identity through family association. Family 
albums are not only a documentation of our lives, but embody our alleged collective 
family memory. Thus, if my real family is strange to me – why shouldn’t I just allow 
anyone and everything to be my family and my history. 

As I looked at images that were not mine, that I found and bought at flea markets 
and were random in place and time, I found I was able to imagine the memory 
behind them. Photography allows me to explore the land around me, and find 
places, homes and objects I can claim and adopt into my own narrative. The
appropriation of found images allows me to examine this sense of family and 
being a family member. The images I collect each stand alone, all come from 
various places, with no connection to one another or to me. Yet, by collecting and 
juxtaposing them to one another, they start to take on new meanings and
context, as this is the nature of photography.

danastirling.com
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THE SMELL  
Of NâRENJ

When I walked into photographer Hoda Afshar’s home in Melbourne, I 
immediately felt a strong connection to her homeland of Iran and cultural 
heritage. Everything that was important to her was displayed; family 
photographs, Iranian mementos and aged Persian books and volumes. 
Hoda wasn’t home when I arrived, yet I felt like I knew so much about her 
already. This feeling echoed what I’ve found in her photographic work too. 
Hoda’s photographs are strong and impactful, while displaying a deep 
understanding of the politics, geography, language and people of her 
native land.

Hoda was born and raised in Tehran, Iran. She first moved to Sydney nine 
years ago and lived there for two years before moving to Perth, then finally 
settling in Melbourne. She began her photographic studies in Tehran and 
started out as a documentary photographer upon graduation. Now a PhD 
candidate in the Art Department of Curtin University, Hoda has exhibited 
her works domestically at Edmund Pearce Gallery and Brightspace Gallery 
and internationally at festivals such as Pingyao International Festival of 
Photography and PhotoVisa in Russia. Hoda recently won the 2015 National 
Photographic Portrait Prize for her image Portrait of Ali, 2014. She teaches 
at Photography Studies College in Melbourne and is presently traveling in 
Iran to complete her most recent body of work, The Smell of Nârenj.

Interview by Anita Tótha
Works by Hoda Afshar

AN INTERVIEW WITH HODA AFSHAR

hodaafsharart.com

www.beckynunes.co.nz
http://hodaafsharart.com


Anita Tótha: Does the title of your most recent photographic series The Smell of Nârenj 
have significant meaning to you?

Hoda Afshar: It surely does. It actually has a very emotional significance for me. I started 
making the series when I went back to Iran exactly two years after losing my father. It was the 
first time that I was going home when he wasn’t there. I chose that title to dedicate the work to 
him. My whole understanding of Iranian culture, art and literature was initially shaped through 
my father’s profound knowledge about the history of the country, and it still is deeply affected 
by his love and passion for Iran. He was a gentle soul with a romantic vision about the world. 
Nârenj was his favorite fruit; it is an iconic Persian fruit and has a significant presence in 
Persian literature. Nârenj grows at the start of spring and represents a new beginning. Also, 
because of its unique and strong smell, often it is used metaphorically to refer to the nostalgic 
and delightful scent of the lover. My father used to cut one in half on spring mornings and 
hold it in front of my nose when I was asleep so that I would wake up with the smell of nârenj. 

AT: You emigrated to Australia nine years ago. How has your work evolved since 
arriving in Australia, to now creating The Smell of Nârenj? 

HA: The nature of my practice changed a lot after my migration. Before, my main passion 
was in documentary photography and making work about different social phenomena in 
Iran. But I struggled to continue to make documentary work when I moved to Australia—
firstly, because I was so young, and because I felt that my knowledge about Australia and 
the world in general was too limited to make any comment about it. Secondly, I struggled 
a lot with the public’s reception of my work dealing with certain local issues in Iran—it 
somehow went against my intention when creating the work. For example, a narrative about 
the life of a prostitute in Tehran might suddenly generate a wrong impression about Iranian 
women in general; or the documentation of a religious ceremony in Tehran would turn into 
another clichéd narrative about Iran being an extremist Islamic country. So I realized that 
to speak with a broader, global audience, I needed to develop a different language. For a 
long time I shifted to fine art/constructed image-making. The Smell of Nârenj was a return 
to documentary for me after eight years. Depending on the theme of my work, now I use 
different languages. Sometimes it’s a mixture of both fine art and documentary photography, 
which to be honest is what I have most fun with.  

AT: Once one migrates from their native homeland, keeping a sense of cultural and 
ancestral identity in their newly adopted country can be a struggle. By returning often 
to Iran to make photographs, do you still feel connected?

HA: I personally think you don’t choose to keep your cultural identity; it’s embedded in 
you. Of course I feel more connected to Iran because my whole family lives there, and I go 
back quite often to visit them and also recently to make work. I’d like to think of myself as 
belonging to different places though, spreading out roots as I grow and move. My deepest 
roots are in Iran for sure. By returning, I only water and fertilize them.

AT: With The Smell of Nârenj, you speak of your homeland Iran as ‘a country whose 
reality is often either misrepresented, or hidden behind a heavy curtain.’ How do you 
make us (the viewer) understand the cultural, geographical and political landscape of 
the Iran ‘you used to know’? 

HA: To be honest, I don’t think about changing viewers’ understanding of Iran when I make 
work, so I’m not sure how successful I’ve been in doing so. I believe our understanding of



non-western and other cultures is formed based on generalized ideas and single narratives 
that have been promoted through the world’s media for many decades. To break these 
patterns of thought, I think we need to be exposed to the heterogeneity of individuals’  
narratives and the multiple realities of those places. In The Smell of Nârenj I’m not trying to 
correct people’s conception about Iran or give them an absolute truth, but merely capture 
what I know and what I newly discover every time I return, and this process is of course 
shaped by my feelings and memories of the place. My Iran has many faces, more than I can 
even count or capture; it’s a country full of contradictions and surprises, and that’s what I 
intend to explore and depict in my series.

AT: Has your perspective changed from an insider’s point of view to one that is on the 
outside looking in?

HA: It certainly did, and I actually find it very exciting—I think it’s a privileged state to be in. 
I always try to maintain an insider view by keeping myself up to date with the currents of Iran 
and especially its art scene. So I feel like I’ve managed to preserve an insider perspective 
to a degree, while at the same time developing an outsider view through my migration. 
Separation from the homeland comes with a lot of pain but it also causes an internal 
transformation and puts you into a liminal space, which nourishes the mind and creativity.

AT: Throughout the composed portraits and serene landscapes of The Smell of 
Nârenj series, there is a feeling of nostalgia and that time has stopped. What personal 
memories are you searching each time you return to Iran?

HA: It’s interesting that you say that, because I consciously tried to avoid nostalgia when I 
was making the work, but apparently it was inevitable. I think for all migrants, home becomes 
a romanticized concept and a feeling of nostalgia always envelops your memories. I’m not 
searching for a particular memory; I mostly wander around like a flaneur, pick random cities 
and places, the new and the old, try to rediscover Iran, my memories of it, and search the 
effect of my own absence on the way that I look at the place I once used to call home.

AT: Recently you won the 2015 National Photographic Portrait Prize for your image 
Portrait of Ali, 2014 (an image from the The Smell of Nârenj series). Did winning this 
award provoke you to keep working on this series?

HA: Winning the NPPP certainly did encourage me, but even before that I made a dummy of 
the series and realized there are still gaps I need to fill in. I also feel that the work is so close 
to my heart and I enjoyed making it so much that I don’t want it to finish yet.

“My Iran has many faces, 
more than I can even count 

or capture; it’s a country 
full of contradictions and 

surprises...”



AT: You are leaving for Iran in a couple of days to complete The Smell of Nârenj series. 
What do you hope to find? What experiences or images do you think will give you a 
sense of completion for this series?

HA: Yes, I’m going back and I’m very excited about it. But honestly I’m not sure what images 
I’ll be taking this time around! For me making work is like an adventure journey; I don’t want 
to know what happens at the end. I love Iran in winter, there’s a whole different character 
to it and it brings up so many memories of the past for me. So there will be a lot of snowy 
shots. Also, I’ve already decided about the places I want to travel to and explore this time—a 
few places in the north near the Caspian Sea and then the south of Iran, which is quite the 
opposite of the north in terms of its natural scenery and culture. I’ll use these ideas and 
places as a starting point and will see what follows next.

AT: I have seen a dummy copy of your self-published photobook The Smell of Nârenj. 
Upon your return from Iran, do you have plans to exhibit the series and publish the final 
The Smell of Nârenj photobook?

HA: I’ve already discussed exhibiting the work next year with a gallery in Melbourne, and 
even thinking about it gives me butterflies in my stomach! Publishing the photobook though 
is the ultimate dream and it all depends on how I feel about the series when I return from Iran 
this time—whether I get a sense of completion with the series or not.  I will probably make 
another dummy first as it helps a lot in seeing where the work is standing. Overall, I have a lot 
of plans for the next year and I’m looking forward to seeing what 2016 has to offer!

Anita Tótha (b. 1980) is a Hungarian-American photographer, curator and writer originally 
from New York. She attended the School of Visual Arts in New York City, where she majored in 
photography and completed a mentorship opportunity with photographer Stephen Shore. Prior 
to graduation, she also completed internships with artist/photographer Simen Johan and the 
Yossi Milo Gallery, a leading contemporary photography gallery in New York City. For the next four 
years, she worked at the gallery, gaining experience in gallery business, curation, and exhibitions. 
Anita is currently based in Auckland, New Zealand and is co-founder of Tangent, a New Zealand 
photography collective and founder of Remote Photobooks, an initiative for the international 
distribution of NZ photobooks. She also runs the Auckland branch of The Photobook Club and is 
on the advisory panel of the Asia Pacific Photobook Archive. Anita has contributed photography 
writings to Feature Shoot, ProPhotographer Magazine and D-Photo Magazine. She has also 
lectured on photography at the State University of New York (Rockland), Unitec (NZ) and 
Whitecliffe (NZ).
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IMAGE LIST
01 Rachael Ireland, Passing By 1, 2014-2015
02 Rachael Ireland, Passing By 2, 2014-2015
03 Rachael Ireland, Passing By 4, 2014-2015
04 Rachael Ireland, Passing By 5, 2014-2015
05 Rachael Ireland, The Mantelpiece 1, 2013-2014
06 Rachael Ireland, The Mantelpiece 2, 2013-2014
07 Rachael Ireland, The Mantelpiece 4, 2013-2014
08 Rachael Ireland, The Mantelpiece 5, 2013-2014
09 Rachael Ireland, The Never 1, 2013-2015
10 Rachael Ireland, The Never 2, 2013-2015
11 Rachael Ireland, The Never 3, 2013-2015
12 Rachael Ireland, The Never 4, 2013-2015
13 Rachael Ireland, The Never 5, 2013-2015

14 Delena Nathuran, Picture Frame, 2012
15 Delena Nathuran, Home in the 80s, 2012
16 Delena Nathuran, Lakes, 2012
17 Delena Nathuran, Crummer Road, 2012
18 Delena Nathuran, Family Photo, 2012
19 Delena Nathuran, Dad and Gun, 2012
20 Delena Nathuran, Mum, 2012
21 Delena Nathuran, Tree Neg, 2012
22 Delena Nathuran, Ceramic Dog, 2012
23 Delena Nathuran, Pop’s Camera, 2012
24 Delena Nathuran, Doll, 2012
25 Delena Nathuran, Clock, 2012
26 Delena Nathuran, Eagle, 2012
27 Delena Nathuran, Cougar, 2012
28 Delena Nathuran, Dad Towel, 2012

29 Ann Shelton, Phoenix block, room # unknown [yellow walls] (detail), 2008
30 Ann Shelton, Phoenix block, room # unknown [pink wallpaper] (detail), 2008
31 Ann Shelton, Phoenix block, room # unknown [blue bed] (detail), 2008
32 Ann Shelton, Phoenix block, room #55, 2008
33 Ann Shelton, Phoenix block, room #54, 2008
34 Ann Shelton, Phoenix block, room #56, 2008

35 Edith Amituanai, Veronique Kini, 2012
36 Edith Amituanai, Hips, 2011
37 Edith Amituanai, Daniel, 2009
38 Edith Amituanai, The Lais, 2009
39 Edith Amituanai, This Life, 2015
40 Edith Amituanai, Hendo, 2011
41 Edith Amituanai, Bike Ride, 2010
42 Edith Amituanai, UCLA Bike, n.d.
43 Edith Amituanai, RWC Stage, 2011
44 Edith Amituanai, Liston and Massey, 2011

45 Pia Johnson, Granddaughter Portrait, 2014
46 Pia Johnson, Photowall, 2014
47 Pia Johnson, Rumpus Room, 2014
48 Pia Johnson, Fan, 2014
49 Pia Johnson, Family Portrait Wall, 2014
50 Pia Johnson, Slippers, 2014
51 Pia Johnson, Trolley, 2014
52 Pia Johnson, Por Por Gung Gung, 2014
53 Pia Johnson, Photo Albums, 2014
54 Pia Johnson, Kitchen Wall, 2014
55 Pia Johnson, Por Por, 2014

56 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
57 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
58 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
59 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
60 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
61 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
62 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
63 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
64 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
65 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
66 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015
67 Bärbel Praun, untitled from this must be the place, 2015

68 Dana Stirling, Home Composition, 2014
69 Dana Stirling, Dolls House, 2014
70 Dana Stirling, Balcony, 2015
71 Dana Stirling, Girl Composition, 2012
72 Dana Stirling, Something Happened, 2014
73 Dana Stirling, Friends, 2012
74 Dana Stirling, Boat, 2014
75 Dana Stirling, Home Panorama, 2015
76 Dana Stirling, Unknown Portrait, 2013
77 Dana Stirling, Lady in Envelope (detail), 2012
78 Dana Stirling, Pool, 2015
79 Dana Stirling, Water Slide, 2013
80 Dana Stirling, Rose Garden, 2014

81 Hoda Afshar, untitled from The Smell of Nârenj (detail), 2014
82 Hoda Afshar, untitled from The Smell of Nârenj, 2014
83 Hoda Afshar, untitled from The Smell of Nârenj, 2014
84 Hoda Afshar, untitled from The Smell of Nârenj (detail), 2014
85 Hoda Afshar, untitled from The Smell of Nârenj, 2014
86 Hoda Afshar, untitled from The Smell of Nârenj, 2014
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