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Introduction 
 

The starting point for this essay was a personal query about attachment; the strong 

pull that an individual can feel to a particular place that they call home and that can be 

difficult to express in words.  How is this experienced and is it possible to capture this 

through photography?  

 

What does ‘home’ mean?   

An immediate answer could be, “The place where someone lives” but further 

exploration uncovers multiple, interdependent associations and meanings.  

John Berger wrote, “Originally home meant the center of the world – not in a 

geographical, but in an ontological sense”  (J. Berger, 1984, 2005: 55) referring to the work 

of Mircea Elide on the significance of religious myth, symbolism, and ritual within life and 

culture (The Sacred & The Profane: the Nature of Religion, 1957). Eliade used his research 

into the history of religions to demonstrate that archaic societies tended to live as much as 

possible to ‘the sacred’ which is equivalent to a power and saturated with ‘being’.  

Therefore communities and individuals imitated the world of the gods through assimilating 

to the cosmos by the projection of the four horizons from a central point – cross roads, say, 

in a village, or “by the symbolic installation of the axis mundi in the case of a house” (ibid 

1957:52) 1,  

So far as Eliade is concerned home was the place from which the world could be 

founded at the heart of ‘the real” where there was everything that made sense of the 

 
1 A symbol representing the centre of the world where the heaven (sky) connects with earth. Cosmic 

pillar or world tree. example being how the function of a central pillar was transferred to the upper opening of 
the yurt in Central Asia for the escape of smoke – conceived as a ladder leading to heaven. 
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world.  Without this and the shelter of the real everything was fragmentation – “unreal”.  

The experiences within the home, events happening there can also become integral aspects 

of self-identity.  Gaston Bachelard writes that the house we were born in is physically 

inscribed in us, “It is a group of organic habits”. (G. Bachelard, 1994:14).   

John Berger extends this to a consideration of emigration whether prompted by 

hope or desperation. He thinks that, In  the substitute home – built of habits turned into a 

shelter-  its roof and walls become ‘secular’ because they are independent “from whatever 

is kept in the heart and is sacred” (1984:63) and the mortar which holds this together  - 

even for a child – is memory. “Within it visible, tangible mementoes are arranged – photos, 

trophies, souvenirs – but the roof and four walls which safeguard the lives within, these are 

invisible, intangible, and biographical.”.  Berger expresses the belief that, even if a migrant 

returns to the original home he does not truly return because his emigration has deeply 

changed him. 

John Berger’s view contrasts with that of humanistic geographer Yi-Fu Tuan.  Yes, 

space which has become familiar to us becomes place and a “[…] a calm center of 

established values” but what matters more than duration is the quality and intensity of 

experience (Yi-Fu Tuan, 1977/2011: 198).  Also, we don’t necessarily have to be rooted in a 

place to retain a firm sense of self as travel can reveal previously unknown aspects of our 

characters (Yi-Fu Tuan, 2004) 

 

How is ‘home’ experienced? 

A research study often cited is one way back in 1986 by Jill Sixsmith who conducted a 

phenomenologically-based research study in order to discover the meaning people give to 

home as an existential space.   Her reasoning was that until then, “Despite much 
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controversial discussion, different theories of place tend to emphasize different aspects of 

the person-environment unity” (J. Sixsmith, 1986:283).  I have some concerns as to the 

validity and reliability of the research given the small sample2 but the results are interesting.  

Two hundred and six descriptions of different places were produced, with frequent 

descriptions of more than one place that was presently a home. These were grouped into 

twenty categories with interdependent meanings which defined the qualities of home, from 

which three experiential modes were identified, the personal home, the social home and 

the physical hom . The personal home is my focus here – the place that can be experienced 

as an extension of self, corresponding to both subjective and objective – the ‘I’ and the ‘Me’ 

–  “[….] a profound centre of  meaning and a central emotional and sometimes physical 

reference point in a person’s life which is encapsulated in feelings of security, happiness and 

belonging” and a place for a person to ‘be themselves’ (ibid p. 290).  

More recently Edward Relph (2016) reviewed books and articles about place writing 

that only about thirty out of 300 or so refer to home in more than a cursory way. Whilst 

recognizing that his review is more fragmented snapshots than comprehensive, he makes 

some important points. Whilst many views of home might be positive others have stressed 

both the malleability of experiences and that they are not necessarily pleasant. It isn’t 

always easy to know where you belong.  Although a home is the focus of personal 

memories, it is also located in a community which forms both the locus of collective 

memory and cultural identity – belonging to a region with distinctive accents and customs. 

Whilst this inclusive aspect reinforces self-identity it can also become exclusive as can be 

seen with events since the Brexit vote in the United Kingdom. 

 
2 This was an MA Research Study, the sample being 22 postgraduate students, 14 female and 8 male, with ages 
ranged from 22 to 29 years old. All living in university accommodation at the time but having lived in a range 
of different kinds of areas and accommodations previously. 
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Loss of home, homeland,  

 People have travelled across countries since time immemorial, often as a 

result of the chaos and de-fragmentation of societies.  Assimilation and integration can be 

difficult particularly when diaspora occurs in great numbers and so many people have lost 

their home and homeland. In June this year, at a United Nations Security Council meeting, 

Secretary General Antonio Guterres said that forced displacement was at the highest levels 

since the Second World War. 59.5million people left their homes in 2014 due to 

“persecution, conflict, generalized violence, or human rights violations”.  All this is 

happening to in the living memory of those born during the Second World War and the 

horrors revealed when the Concentration Camps were entered. It isn’t easy to find enough 

words to express feelings of despair and revulsion at such continuing events and the 

destruction of homes, family life and communities. 

There follows an exploration of the work of four photographers, all of whom have 

personal and/or family experience of some of the events referred to above. 

 

Photographic responses 

Daniel Blaufuks 

Blaufuks is from a Jewish family,  his  grandparents being forced from Germany in 

1936, seeking refuge in Lisbon whilst friends and neighbours  were subsequently sent to 

concentration camps. His work is concerned with the representation of public and private 

memory and he uses family archives and found materials in his multi-dimensional projects. 

One such project is based upon Terezin (known in German as Theresienstadt) which was 

established in 1941 as a ‘model ghetto, in a pre-existing fortified town near Prague. The 
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ghetto had two purposes, one as a “retirement settlement” for Jews over 65 years old who 

were veterans of the First World War or known personalities and the other as a staging post 

for incarceration in Asuchwitz or Birkenau.  It boasted functioning public and civic services 

such as a police force, a library and fire brigade and was used in a propaganda role. 3 

During the course of the project Blaufuks discovered a Nazi fake documentary film 

presenting Terezin as a contented community, using prisoners to act the parts of the 

inhabitants and families in a place where there were no families.  

 

Fig. 1a. Page from Terezin (D. Blaufuks, 2010) 

He appropriated the film, took it apart, coloured it red and slowed it down, focussing 

on one face at a time (see Fig. 2). This slowing-down process makes visible each small 

 
3 More information about the Camp can be found at https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/history-and-
overview-of-terezin  
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movement of a face so that each person is individualised. “He did this to explore every 

transitory emotion so that he might ‘create some truth out of the falsity ….and 

….understand how images can still lie even when we think we know the truth about them’” 

(D. Price, 2012:64 

 

 

Fig. 1b. Page from Terezin (D. Blaufuks, 2010) 
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Dragana Jurisic 

 

Fig.2a screen shot from the website of Dragana Jurisic which can be accessed at 
http://draganajurisic.com/yu-the-lost-country/4580944928 

 
 

There was once a country called Yugoslavia, but that disappeared in 1991 along with 

what is now a total denial of Yugoslav identity. Dragana Jurisic was born in Yugoslavia and 

on her website she refers to herself as “one of those ‘refugees with no photographs, with no 

past”.  At Easter 2011.  Jurisic began re-tracing a 1937 journey made to Yugoslavia by the 

Anglo-Irish writer Rebecca West.  Jurisic writes that this was  “[…] in an attempt to re-live 

my experience of Yugoslavia and to re-examine the conflicting emotions and memories of 

the country that was”. The result was the book YU: the Lost Country (2011-2013) which 

contains soft, coloured photographs of her travels with diary notes in the margins describing 

encounters with people and places. The haunting images work separately and together to 
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portray the landscape and people as they are now alongside memories and reflections from 

Jurisic. 

 

 

 

Fig. 2b. Screenshot from the website of Dragan Jurisic 
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Hrair Sarkissian 

 

 

The images below are from Sarkissian’s Project Homesick (2014) 

 

 

 

Fig.3a. © Hrair Sarkissian (2014) 
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Fig.3b © Hrair Sarkissian (2014) 

 

Homesickness is a longing to be at home when away from it, but there is another Welsh 

word, hiraeth, which is more multi-layered  - combining homesickness with more intense 

feelings of grief; yearning for a home that cannot be returned to, no longer exists and, 

maybe,  never was.  Sarkissian’s work brilliantly evokes such depth of emotion – the longing 

for what has disappeared alongside the need to acknowledge the loss and put aside the 

anguished memories sufficiently enough to form a new life. 

 He grew up in an apartment in Damascus, leaving there in 2008, whilst his parents 

remained despite the devastation occurring from the ongoing Civil War in Syria which began 

in 2011.  Using photographs taken by his father, and the help of an architect and a building 

contractor, Sarkissian spent a month creating an accurate scale model of his parents’ 

apartment building. He then created a two-channel video.  The first, without sound, shows 
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the process of the demolishing of the model to a pile of rubble. The second video, with 

sound, shows him demolishing the model with a sledgehammer, whilst the model sits off-

screen. 4  The videos were shown at the Brighton Photo Biennial in 2018 and aan extract 

from this can be accessed at https://vimeo.com/304167260/69b2104fc2 . 

 

In an online article in Nafas Art Magazine in 2015, Murtaza Vali begins with a very 

relevant quote: 

Exile is predicated on the existence of, love for, and bond with, one’s native place: what is 

true of all exile is not that home and love of home are lost, but that loss is inherent in the 

very existence of both  (From Edward Said, Reflections on Exile 2002) 

 
Vali reflects both upon the power of Sarkissian’s work, the way in which other artists 

have used such models, and the difference that Sarkissian actually  demolished his own 

model building as soon as it was completed, referencing images of the aftermath of 

bombings and the carnage occurring daily in other countries such as Iraq.5  In this sense 

Sarkissian’s work also stands as both their proxy and a reminder that memories do fade just 

as buildings disappear over time.  His use of a detailed model building in creating presence 

from absence serves as a transitional and tangible object that represents all that is held 

within the notion of ‘home’ – the history and memories it contains. 

 

 

 

 
4 Another well-known artist who comes to mind is Thomas Demand who similarly builds large scale models 
which he then destroys, although in his case we do not see the process of demolition and the image of the 
model is the only memory of it. http://www.thomasdemand.info/images/photographs/ 
5 See https://universes.art/en/nafas/articles/2015/hrair-sarkissian/ 
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Sarah-Jane Field 

 

Sarah-Jane Field has been visiting the refugee camps in France since 205, alongside 

members of the Earlsfield Charity, Just Shelter6.  Her series is on-going and the photographs 

document the changes in the Camps there over time, and the efforts made by 

refugees/asylum seekers to create temporary homes for themselves in what has often been 

a wilderness of mud and against frequent destruction and removal of the camps by French 

authorities. When contacted, she wrote, “What’s most important to me is that the project is 

NOT aimed at representing people living in the camps as victims nor the mostly white 

charity workers as saviours - but rather it is about exploring how we got to this point where 

Western governments and societies can be so irresponsible and callous, especially when we 

arguably played such a part in creating the situations that led to these exoduses.”	(Field, 

2019). The following images provide a snapshot of life – the conditions, numbers of people, 

toys providing comfort and play for children and basic necessities 

 

 
6 Sarah-Jane Field’s ongoing record of the Camps in France can be seen at 
https://www.sarahjanefield.com/calais-1. The work of Just Shelter can be seen at 
https://www.facebook.com/justshelterearlsfield/ 
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Fig.4a. 1 December 20015 © Sarah-Jane Field 

 

Fig. 4b. 25 June 2017 © Sarah-Jane Field 
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Fig. 4c. 14 December 2015 

 

 

Fig. 4d. 1 December 2016 © Sarah-Jane Field 
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Michael Iwanowski 

 

Michael Iwanowski has dual Polish and British nationality. In 2008, having seen some 

graffiti in Cardiff, spelt “Go Home Polish” this made him ponder feeling unsure whether he 

should be going anywhere or if he was already at home. Following the results of the Brexit 

referendum in 2016, the divisions in the United Kingdom, and the recognition of the wave of 

nationalism growing across Europe, he felt more strongly compelled to respond.   In April 

2018 he set off on a journey  from Wales to Poland, with a British passport in one hand and 

a Polish one in the other, travelling on foot over 1900 kilometres.  Along the way he spoke 

to many people asking them where home was for them.

  

Fig. 5a. © Michael Iwanowski (2018) 

He writes on his website that few people mentioned their nationality and the “Go Home 

Polish” slogan became irrelevant.   
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Fig. 5b. © Michael Iwanowski (2018) 

 

His images and text can be accessed at http://www.michaliwanowski.com/clear-of-

people/4577315405 . 

Did he find an answer? Yes – north of Olpe in Germany where he met a lady called 

Ursula, whose village disappeared when a dam was built.  She was a small child but, now 

being in her 70s, remembers exactly where her house is.  Her children take her to the place 

and Michael Iwanowski describes how they swim to the spot where her finger points, 
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Fig. 5c. © Michael Iwanowski 

 

 

They float above the ghost house they can neither see nor enter, connecting to an 

unattainable place, feeling its pulse with their own being. And although they feel it 

profoundly, they know it cannot be reached or contained.  

This is hiraeth.  This is heimat. Home. (M. Iwanowski, 2018) 
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Conclusion 

 

This essay began with a question concerning the notion of ‘home’, followed by 

another question as to whether such a multi-layered concept can be represented by 

photography.  This possibility has been explored using examples from five different 

photographers.  Daniel Blaufuks extracts truth from a ‘fake’ documentary whilst acting as 

witness to victims of the Holocaust.  Dragana Jurisic seeks to confirm her identity as a 

person from a Country that no longer exists.  Hrair Sarkissian’s model and performative 

video work encapsulate the grief, frustration and need to forget to move one that results 

from leaving ‘home behind. Sarah-Jane Field’s work in France shows the conditions that 

refugees from violence and persecution have to endure in the makeshift camps there and 

how they strive to achieve some normality of a home life. Michael Iwanowski questions 

whether what ‘home’ is to someone who has dual identity and finds ‘hiraeth’ in Germany – 

thus connecting both his Welsh and European identities. 

In essence the situations portrayed are the antithesis of ‘home’ yet, perhaps, the 

experience, knowledge and  beliefs about the meaning of ‘home’ are so universal that it is 

only through exploration of what it is not that the true meaning can be discovered .   

 

 

 

 

Catherine Banks 

November 2019 
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