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Editorial

The Academy in Exile Book Series is edited by Vanessa Agnew, Kader Konuk, and

Egemen Özbek.

VanessaAgnew is a Professor in the Cultural Studies Faculty at Technische Univer-

sität Dortmund and is an Honorary Professor in the Humanities Research Centre

at the AustralianNational University. She did a PhD inEuropean studies at theUni-

versity ofWales, and was tenured in German studies at the University ofMichigan.

She is Associate Director of Academy in Exile,which supports scholars and cultural

producers who have been forced to flee their home countries by authoritarian gov-

ernments. Her research deals with forced migration, genocide, memory and com-

memoration, historical reenactment,music history, and ecology.
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For the little boy who packed a stick and called it a buffalo gun, and his little boy

whose journey is just starting.

 

Inmemoriam Patricia J. Agnew (1937–2024), who took shoes inmany sizes.
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Lists of Things

Vanessa Agnew

Inventory

House without roof, child without bed, table without bread,

star without light.

River without bridge, mountain without rope, foot without shoe,

flight without destination.

Roof without house, city without friend, mouth without word,

forest without scent.

Bread without table, bed without child, word without mouth,

destination without flight.

(Mascha Kaléko 1985, 159; author’s translation)

In 1943, a year after being deported to the Terezín (Theresienstadt) con-

centration camp, the young Helga Weissová (b. 1929) did a watercolor

painting of her parents in their Prague flat.1 Her father, wearing a suit

with a yellow star sewn onto his jacket front, hunches over a writing

desk. Her mother, behind him, is bent over a chest of drawers full of

linens bundled by pink ribbons, which she is piling on a stool and chair.

Although the parents have their backs to one another, there is a tension

between them as they engage in separate but shared tasks: he, in his

scrawling hand, is making lists of the things that she removes from the

drawers. List upon list has accumulated on the desk, suggesting that the

1 Following the terminology used by Leo Baeck, Terezín/Theresienstadt, where

tens of thousands of people died and whence tens of thousands were sent to

be killed, is referred to here as a concentration camp rather than as a ghetto or

transit camp.
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14 What We Brought with Us

pair of them have been at it for some time—she sorting, he listing (Fig.

1.1).

Figure 1.1: HelgaWeissová, List of Possessions.

Source: Courtesy ofWallstein Verlag

Alreadyprecociouswithbrushandpen,Weissovádemonstrates a so-

phisticated perspective—located not, as might be expected of a child,

from below or at head height, but from above. The furniture is angled

away from the viewer, situating the vanishing point to the right and out-

side the frame of the painting so that the viewer’s eye is drawn into the

disoriented scene.We look, with the young painter, down upon the par-

ents from our vantage in the present, as though through a window into

the pastwherewe aremade privy to amoment of preparedness.The lim-

ited color palette of grey, green, and russet tones suggests that it may be

evening. Is it late? Are the couple in a hurry? Are they dressed to leave? All

we know is that the painting has captured amoment inwhichWeissová’s

subjects anticipate one future—a future inwhich preparednesswill pro-
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vide a safeguard against the unknown—while the viewer anticipates an-

other, more calamitous outcome.This example of visual irony points si-

multaneously backwards and forwards in time, effectively ruling out the

possibility that inventories can play a role in managing events that are

yet to occur. Rather than functioning as a form of contingency planning,

the making of lists merely captures the instant after which everything

will irrevocably change.

Weissová’s wartime paintings, of which there are some one hun-

dred,depict themechanics of life anddeath in three of the concentration

camps where she was incarcerated. In her work, arrivals to Terezín can

be seen struggling with their bundles of possessions, queueing for food,

scavenging, huddling against the cold, crammed into sleeping quar-

ters, cleaning, picking lice and fleas, and succumbing to diseases like

typhoid and tuberculosis. As she shows, the camp prisoners also dream

of better times, of plentiful food, family celebrations, and the return

home; in Terezín, they can be seen celebrating holidays like Chanukah

and organizing concerts and operas (Weissová 1998).2

The family spent some three years together in Terezín before

Weissová’s father was put on a so-called Osttransport, a transport to

the East. Weissová and her mother would soon follow, being trans-

ported first to Auschwitz, and then to concentration camps in Freiberg

and Mauthausen (Vaughan 2014). After the war, mother and daughter

would return to Prague. Their possessions—inventoried by the parents

and the inventorying inventoried by the daughter—had in themeantime

been confiscated, stolen, destroyed, lost (Vaughan 2014). Mother and

daughter returned to the emptied apartment, where Weissová eventu-

ally married and raised her own family, and where she continued to live

into advanced old age.The apartment came to be filled with new things,

not of the past but redolent thereof. As before, there was a piano; there

2 On cultural life in Terezín, see Adler (2017), chapter 19. Specifically, on art-

work produced by children in the camp, see Rogoff (2019) and Dutlinger (2001),

and on the role played by the artist Friedl Dicker-Brandeis in teaching art to

the camp’s children, see Wlaschek in Weissová (1998, 148), according to whom

Weissová was not taught.
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16 What We Brought with Us

were rugs and paintings and a vase of flowers (photograph, Vaughan

2014). “I am attached to the apartment,” she said in a 2014 interview,

explaining her decision to remain living there. “Nothing was left, none

of our possessions. But the memories were here” (Vaughan 2014).

In relation to her painting “List of Possessions,” Weissová explained

that preparednesswas important. “It’s better to be ready and not go any-

where than to get the transport unexpectedly.” She went on to describe

what this preparedness entailed:

And so Jewish flats are turning slowly, or actually quite quickly, into

warehouses of things needed for the journey. All the Jewish flats

have been turned upside down, and ours is no exception. Every-

where—on tables, the chairs and the ground—are stacked suitcases,

rucksacks, haversacks, sleeping bags, warm underwear, sturdy shoes,

flasks, mess tins, torches, pocket first-aid kits, canteens, solid alcohol,

candles… Everyone is getting ready for travel. (Weiss 2014, 21–22)

If her parents were concerned mainly with practicalities, for the child

artist, decisions centered on toys. She and her friend agonized over

which dolls to choose and how to prevent thembeing lost or confiscated.

Favorite dolls were best hidden in her friend’s coat pockets, they decided

(Weiss 2014, 26).

The historian of Terezín H. G. Adler shows that regulations stipu-

latedwhat could be taken on the transports (“only items of practical use,”

weighing up to 50 kg), while other regulations specified what was to be

included in the owner’s “hand luggage” (personal documents, passports,

ration cards, IDs, bank books, jewelry, and insurance policies) (2017,

57–59). All remaining household possessions had to be listed on an

extensive “Property Declaration” form that included “Home Furnishings

and Household Items” (Adler 2017, 57–59). It is this thatWeissová docu-

ments in her painting when she recalls that Jews were forced to submit

an inventory of their property to the authorities (1998, 19). Having been

forced to turn these inventories over to the authorities prior to leaving

(“The property left behind in the homes of the evacuated Jews will be

confiscated after their deportation”) (G. Weiss, cited in Adler 2017, 795),
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by mid-1942, all “accompanying luggage” on the transports was being

confiscated and plundered as well (Adler 2017, 229, 608).These lists were

no trivial thing. Adler concludes that the property declarations were

instrumental in dispossessing Jews of their property, while the lists

“registering” Jews were preparatory to the deportations (2017, 11), and

so, by extension, preparatory to their deaths.

In some sense, then, equivalences were struck between things and

people in the totalizing logic of theNational Socialist system: people and

their possessionswere subjected to lists fromwhich narrower selections

could be made concerning what was to be retained and who was to sur-

vive.The sorting, listing, labeling, and documenting created an illusion

of an object’s history of rightful ownership—its provenance—as well

as of existential continuity. To be listed was potentially to be preserved

and to survive. Conversely, when officials in a Nazi extermination camp

like Stutthof issued documents stating that no belongings had been

transferred (“Keine Effekten übersandt”) (Kwiet 2019), it was a cynical

pronouncement on the fate of their owners in an extermination camp,

where the non-transferal of personal effects signified the likely murder

of their owners. For Weissová, the listing of household goods created

a rupture: what had been meticulously catalogued by her mother and

her father ensured neither continuity of ownership nor guarantee of

survival. To the contrary, the list only expedited a certain kind of fate.

“No, we never learned what happened to [my father],” Weissová would

tell an interviewer in 2014, “because after the war we looked at all the

lists, but we never found his name” (Vaughan 2014).

The importance of lists in Weissová’s visual and literary accounts of

the Holocaust warrants a closer look at what is meant by her term “in-

ventory.” By definition, the inventory is a list of a person’s property, their

“goods and chattels, or parcels of land” (Oxford English Dictionary 2023).

According to conventional definitions, the inventory includes a determi-

nation of each item’s purpose,meaning, andworth.Since the earlymod-

ern period, making inventories has thus been associated with wills and

testaments and hence with the transfer of property between heirs or be-

tween the individual and the state.More figuratively, the inventory is as-

sociatedwith cataloguing people’s things and their properties. Travelers
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to foreign places, for instance, were enjoined to compile “inventories” of

thoseplacesby surveyingaplace’snatural resources, its peoples and their

practices (OxfordEnglishDictionary2023).Asakindofproto-apodemic,or

set of travel instructions, the inventorywas not only away of cataloguing

what was potentially useful and exploitable but also a means of system-

atizing knowledgemaking. In formal terms, the inventory attempted to

capture the totality of all that was worthwhile and materially valuable.

Significantly, according to early definitions, the inventorywasmade “af-

ter [a person’s] death or upon their conviction” (Oxford English Dictionary

2023). Preserved in the etymology of theword, then, is the sense that the

inventory not only has an epistemological status in so far as it helps sys-

tematize knowledge making; it also connects to an ontological category

thatmarks a change of state—whether from liberty to incarceration and

life to death or, for the purposes of this analysis, from being settled to

itinerant and emplaced to displaced.3

It is the inventory’s relation to shifts in place, time, and being that is

useful for our analysis of cultural production associated with flight and

migration.4 In contradistinction to studies of things in themselves, of

material culture, and of objects’ biographies and their imputed agency

in the world (Appadurai 1986; Thomas 1991; Brown 2015), under discus-

sionhere is the representation of people’s things innovels,memoirs, and

art work dealing with forced migration and exile.5 The things that are

described and catalogued in these works stand in for the fullness and

roundness of people’s lives.Theseworks thematizing the inventory show

that to list things is to distill from amuch broader set, the subset of what

was meaningful and which constituted the owner’s peculiar view on the

world. The present inquiry into the depiction and function of invento-

ries picks up on an idea in the novelist Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea

3 On emplacement versus displacement, see Agnew (2020).

4 On the choice of the term “inventory” by artists Massimo Ricciado and Thomas

Kilpper for their installation archiving objects taken by refugees across the

Mediterranean, see Kittner (2021).

5 On the terminology “things of exile” and “objects in/of exile,” see Bischoff and

Schlör (2015) and Rossetto and Tartakowsky (2021).
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(2001),6 in which the main character describes himself in “not simple”

terms as a “refugee, an asylumseeker”who, likemany others, has arrived

in a strange place “carrying little bits of jumbled luggage and secret and

garbled ambitions” (4). In his encounterwith the immigrationofficial in-

specting his one precious thing, a box of incense, the character imagines

himself subjected to a “hermeneutics of baggage that is like following an

archeological trail or examining lines on a shipping map” (7).

Following Gurnah’s observation that the border arrival’s things

are subject to scrutiny and meaning making, this introduction—and,

by extension, this volume—asks what a capacious, non-securitized

“hermeneutics of baggage” might look like in relation to the forcibly

displaced. In dialogue, rather than being at odds with the displaced,

interpreting people’s things holds a promise of reconstructed refugee

routes, as well as possibilities for a deep dive into personal history, as

Amy Lind shows of her relative in her chapter on the art historian and

photographer Amy Conger’s “double exile” from Chile and her home

country, the United States. In the proposed hermeneutics of baggage

lies a possibility for interpreting that extrapolates from the things

people carried or intended to carry. Such a mode of interpreting looks

backwards and forwards, examining the life that came before and the

death, or possibilities for life, in what came after, all mediated through

lists of things. For Alma-Elisa Kittner, writing in this volume about

Freud’s collection of ethnographic artifacts and classical antiquities, it

is the continuity of his inventory taken from Vienna into London exile

that allows intellectual work to go on, even while, by implication, the

inventory in exile marks a double break from the things’ yet-to-be-

investigated colonial origins. As Gurnah’s “jumbled luggage and secret

and garbled ambitions” make clear, however, in any hermeneutics of

baggage the possibility of fixing meaning remains elusive: “It was not

my life that lay spread there,” says the main character of By the Sea, “just

what I had selected as signals of a story I hoped to convey” (2001, 8).

In what follows, this volume presents a series of case studies, rang-

ing from Nazi Europe (Kittner) to Cold War conflicts in Vietnam (Kim

6 I am grateful to Debarati Sanyal for having drawn my attention to this work.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


20 What We Brought with Us

Huynh) and Chile (Lind) as drivers of refugeeism and exile. In the

present, global conflict and persecution by authoritarian governments

continue to force people from their homes and to frustrate creative

and intellectual production (“Exile Things”; Gisela Ecker). As Kate Bo-

nansinga shows, however, artists and makers are using creative work to

build community, reshape public perceptions of migrants and refugees,

and contribute to a different kind of economic model for artistic pro-

duction, one based on collaboration. Examining the relation of people’s

inventories—their baggage—to their intellectual and creative produc-

tion, the volume tracks their “signals,” in Gurnah’s words, of untold, or

partially told stories.The larger investment in such a project comes from

what these inventories tell us not only about individual lives wrenched

apart by war and displacement, but also about larger political struggles

for democracy, academic and creative freedom, racial justice, economic

equality, and gender and sexual diversity and inclusion. As a marker of

rupture that demarcates the end of one mode of being and the begin-

ning of another, the inventory, so deeply personal, is also diagnostic.

The inventory is conditioned by displacement in space, time, and be-

ing. Through its interpretation, we better understand the meaning of

that displacement and the possibilities that displacement holds for the

future.

What We Brought with Us, the project co-curated by the author and

Annika Roux, and photographed by Jobst von Kunowski, involved inter-

viewing scholars who had been forced into exile in Germany on account

of their intellectual and creative work in repressive countries around the

world. Here inventories have been reduced to single, self-selected, and

representative things, the significance of which is conveyed in accompa-

nying narratives. Other than by country of origin, contributors are not

identified.This isdue to theongoingprecarityof their situation,whether

as continued potential targets of state-directed harassment or because

of their insecure employment andmigration status in their host country.

Gisela Ecker, writing about this body of work, sets out the various the-

oretical contexts for interpreting what she refers to as their “objects of

transition.” Following a material cultural studies approach, these range

from “telling objects” (Daston 2004), which have both literal and sym-
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bolicmeaning, to anthropological ones like Arjun Appadurai’s (1998) and

David Parkin’s (1999), in which things liberated from their original con-

texts are resettled elsewhere to contribute to a “production of locality.”

If creating inventories attempts to regulate the future, inventorying

also attempts to manage the past. The pared-down inventory—a shirt

and spoon—at the center of Huynh’s family story returns us to Gurnah’s

“signals” of a larger, more complex tale in which possessions have dif-

ferent meanings to different people. Huynh’s piece comparing and con-

trasting the at-odds interpretations of hismother and father serves as an

important caution about the overdetermined way in which scholarship

sometimes deals withmaterial culture. Objectsmight stand in for belief

systems and human relationships, but they are not the beliefs and re-

lationships themselves.There is value, Huynh implies, in seeing things,

literal and figurative, in more than one way.

Freud’s list, his reconstructed study in London exile, with its exotic

bits and bobs, is predicated on other kinds of lists—the ethnographies

and colonial collections that divorced things from their original contexts

and removed them to metropolitan centers. For Kittner, of concern is

not only the definition of what constitutes a “Jewish” object, but what

allows objects of migration to be liberated from their invisibility in the

archive or fixity in unchanging collections, and thereby come to “speak.”

It is through the artist Sophie Calle’s engagement with Freud’s things,

she argues, that Freud’s “musealized collection” is finally set in motion.

Lind, in returning to Chile, deals with the most elemental thing of

all, humanmatter, the substance of the personwho in exile and as an “in-

ner immigrant”was stripped of the connections to place, social ties, and

liberation struggles that were important to her. Conger’s inventory has

been distilled from a large corpus of photographs, documents,writings,

andpossessions that had to be abandoned,hidden,andgiven awaywhen

she escaped detainment and torture by themilitary coup. As against the

disappearances practiced by that regime, what Lind returns to Chile to

make visible again are vestiges of the self, her aunt’s ashes.
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Conclusion

If inventories belong to the dead, imprisoned, and displaced, manag-

ing the inventory is the preserve of the living and free. What to take?

The question fills the imagination of those who have never been forced

to leave their home. Listing and packing are, after all, activities familiar

to anyone who has traveled or been inclined to worry about the unfore-

seen. Making lists hedges against imagined eventualities: the absence

of a bed, the need to remain clean, the question of how to navigate new

surroundings or find solace in difficult circumstances.With list in hand,

packing becomesmanageable and, with that, the apparentmanageabil-

ity of an unknown future. Just as the inventory seems to regulate the fu-

ture, it also invites conjecture. One interview subject, asked about what

theywouldpackwere they forced to flee, cast themselves as adébrouillard,

someone capable of dealing with the exigencies of a life displaced.7They

would take things useful to survival and conducive to comfort. “Having

proper paperswith you is also important,” theywould add, “because get-

ting them replaced is really difficult” (Anonymous 2020), failing to recall

that the possession of identifying documents can be a liability in an age

of biometric data gathering (known formally in Germany as “Integrated

IdentityManagement”) and a securitized asylum process (Federal Office

for Migration and Refugees 2024).

What the displaced take with them is thus not necessarily what the

emplaced imagine they would take, nor do the things that accompany

people correspond to lists made in advance. The lists were too long,

things too heavy or impractical; the playing out of possibilities was

overtaken bymental anguish and the accelerated time of impending de-

parture. In the end, what was packed was amish-mash of intention and

happenstance. And it is this mish-mash that washes up on the beaches

of Dover, Lesbos, Lampedusa, and Possession Island—life jackets, flip-

7 Lisa Fittko, the resistanceworker who ledWalter Benjamin over the Pyrenees in

1940, described the philosopher as lacking a certain adaptability. Schlepping a

too-heavy briefcase, he was, she said, “no débrouillard” (2022, 154–55). See Taus-

sig’s discussion (2006).
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flops, fishing tackle, the drowned; it is this mish-mash that can be

gathered up in the Sonoran Desert—clothing, ID papers, water bottles,

shoes, bones (Undocumented Migrant Project n.d.; De León 2015). For

the living, to reconstruct inventories of people’s things is to attempt to

reconstruct the world as others experienced it. While it is necessary, as

Kittner (2021) points out, to preserve the distinction between archives

of documented migration and those of undocumented flight, equally

important are distinctions betweenwhether things are assumed to have

independent agency, speaking for themselves, whether they are spoken

about, or, as is largely the case in this volume, whether their meanings

are narrated by their owners. As Tiya Miles reminds us, scholarship

can draw on multiple types of evidence and archives be read against

the grain. Though the lists be short and things few, histories can be

compiled even when little remains. From the fabric sack embroidered

with its one-time contents and handed from generation to generation,

a thick description of an African American family’s experience is pieced

together in AllThat SheCarried (2022) to tell rich stories about slavery and

Black women’s history.

Even so, perhaps there are also other possessions that were never

inventoried and that appear on no lists. In Mascha Kaléko’s telling, the

inventory is a catalogue of the litotic, describing all that is lost in exile

(1985, 159). For those perpetually displaced within Gaza, likely, there are

no lists. Compounding themass loss of life, and creating a condition for

genocide, is the destruction of Palestinian cultural heritage in violation

of the 1954 Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in

the Event of Armed Conflict (Millender and Lyubasky 2024). What pos-

sessions are left to take? For those who do survive, possibly all that re-

mains is intangible heritage, things that are not things, and lists that are

not lists of memories, songs, and thoughts.

“We did not weepwhenwewere leaving—for we had neither time nor

tears, and there was no farewell.” (Muhammed Ali 2006)
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What Was Left, What Was Saved:

Reflections on Jewish Objects of Migration

Alma-Elisa Kittner

The interior in which one lives is a playground, limiting and framing

one’smovements.One arranges oneself and the interior by filling it with

objects. It is precisely the rearrangement and reordering of objects, fur-

niture, collected knickknacks, books, clothes—their sorting out, plac-

ing,movingagain, rearrangingornot rearranging—that generates one’s

own living text, which is rewritten over and over again. It is inescapably

linked to the residentwho is the author of this text.Whenonemoves, the

story usually does not start completely from scratch, but certain aspects

of the housing texture remain.

When Sigmund Freud has to emigrate from his home in Vienna

to London because the SA is already at his door on 15 March 1938, just

one day after the Nazis have marched into Vienna, this is exactly what

happens.The flight becomes the occasion for an involuntary repetition:

Freudhas his Vienna roomsphotographically documented and attempts

to rebuild his “original study,” as James Putnam calls it, in London (Put-

nam 2005, 154). The new rooms in Hampstead, 20 Maresfield Gardens,

become a kind of reenactment of the old ones in Vienna, 19 Berggasse.

There,he also places his private collection.The founder of psychoanalysis

had placed around three thousand antique and ethnological statuettes,

vessels and fragments in his practice rooms in Vienna.1 These things

1 Tomy knowledge, there has been no research on the colonial context of Freud’s

collection. Themost recent exhibition at the FreudMuseum London, Freud’s An-

tiquity: Object, Idea,Desire, does not seem to address this either. At the very least,
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28 What We Brought with Us

from the ancient world, primarily Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, and

Greece, populated the crowded display cases next to Freud’s couch and

kept him company on his desk (Fig. 2.1): “My old and dirty gods, so

little acknowledged by you,” Freud wrote to his friend Wilhelm Fliess

in 1899, “take part in the work as manuscript weights” (Freud 1986,

399, translation mine). These are rather inconspicuous artifacts from

antiquity, ancient remains, inwhich Freud’s interest in culturalmemory

structures became apparent andwhich he even tookwith himonholiday

in part as travel companions (Marinelli 1998b, 11–12). In exchange for

paying a so-called Reichsfluchtsteuer (“Reich escape tax”),2 Freud is able

to take his ancient Roman, Greek, Egyptian, and Asian figurines and

move with them to the new house in London (Davies 1998, 100). Antici-

pating his approaching death, Freud describes in 1938: “Admittedly, the

collection is now dead, nothing more will come to it” (Archive Sigmund

FreudMuseumVienna, quoted inMarinelli 1998b, 10, translationmine).

In this way Freud points out that a collection must be kept active and

alive by constantly changing its objects and therefore its meanings. A

year later he dies.

Thus,evenbefore its officialmusealization,Freud’s residence inLon-

don is permeated by various stills: by the memory of the old place via

photography as a medium of fixation, and by the collection, which per

se signifies a form of standing still. It can always be mobilized again,

but Freud notices the anticipated end because the collection’s order is

not set in motion by the acquisition of new pieces. Finally, with Freud’s

death and later that of his daughter Anna Freud, the transformation of

his living space into amuseum follows in 1986.Theofficialmusealization

entails a reordering of the spaces and the things in the spaces. Later on,

the curator James Putnamwill use these rooms at the FreudMuseum in

AnnaParker (2023) criticizes in her reviewof the exhibition that it ignores impe-

rial and colonial networks to which Freud’s collection owes its existence. I have

a different focus in this essay, but I would like to point out this blank space.

2 In total, Freud’s family had to pay a “Reich escape tax” of 31,529 Reichsmark,

one-third of the assessed value of their possessions (Davies 1998, 100).
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London,with their various layers of stills, to present artistic settings that

comment upon and reflect these particular objects collected by Freud.

Figure 2.1: Sigmund Freud’s writing desk in his office in Vienna as it looked in

1938 before his emigration to England when Germany annexed Austria. Freud’s

books were labeled ”Jewish Science” and burned byNazis.

Source: Photograph courtesy ofThe Everett Collection

First of all, it should be noted that with his forced emigration, Freud

also takes his objects with him. These are objects that had probably al-

ready undergone many migrations,3 but that migrated again with their

owner.On the one hand, these objects include Freud’s private collection,

which is part of the emigration and is, as such, an object of migration.

On the other hand, they also include other objects from his former prac-

tice rooms in Vienna. One of the most famous exile objects is also part

of Freud’s interior: his divan, on which he analyzed his patients. It has

3 See note 1.
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entered the visual archive of images that appear when psychoanalysis

and the so-called “talking cure” come to mind. However, few people are

aware that it is an object of migration, located in London and not in Vi-

enna. Time and again, tourists appear at the Sigmund Freud Museum

Vienna and miss the famous piece of furniture. Freud’s couch appears

de-spatialized and de-timed, and the Jewish perspectives on the object

are faded out.

Jewish Objects

Yet can Freud’s private collection and his divan be considered Jewish ob-

jects ofmigration? To address this question, it is first necessary to clarify

what a “Jewish object” is. Cilly Kugelmann notes critically that not ev-

ery object that belongs to a Jew automatically becomes a Jewish object

(Jüdische Geschichte Kompakt 2022). What Gertrud Koch says about films

as an object of Jewish studies possibly applies to objectswith Jewish con-

notations: it matters less whether the producers or possessors “belong

halakhically,4 culturally, or ethnically to Judaism; see themselves as Jew-

ish; or are attributed to Judaism by others” (Koch 2021, 429, translation

mine). Rather, what is significant is whether the objects “focus on as-

pects of Jewish life, historical constellations that were decisive for the

life of Jewish collectives and individuals” or bring them to the fore in a

significant way (ibid.). Therefore, it is essential to make the history of

the concrete object transparent and to make clear why this object is in

this place at this time and in no other.The fact that Freud’s divan and his

private collection are in London and not in Vienna is the consequence of

his persecution as a Jew and his resulting forced migration. Due to his

prominence as an intellectual and the assistance provided by numerous

other people, including Marie Bonaparte, he was able to save his life in

exile, along with a large portion of his objects. The materiality and the

4 Rabbinic Judaism established the halakha, the code of conduct for observant

Jews. According to the halakha, a Jew is one who is born by a Jewish mother.

Ancient Israel did not know this definition. See von Braun (2021, 15).
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history of the objects reveals itself differently in this new living context,

even if the auratic power of something like the divan, on which many

patients had already lain in Vienna, resonates too.5 Only by bringing in

a Jewish perspective is it possible to perceive the object in all its facets.

In another object from Freud’s private collection, by contrast, the

Jewishness seems to stand out very clearly: the medieval Hanukkah

candelabra, an oil candelabra that hung on the wall (Marinelli 1998a,

153). Like a lot of the objects of his collection, however, it is marked with

an inventory number, suggesting that Freud did not understand it as a

ritual object but as part of his collection (Marinelli 1998b, 10).

Ceremonial objects like the Hanukkah candelabra that are part of

Jewish sacred rituals are usually very decisively perceived as Jewish

objects. Yet even here, according to Kugelmann, it is less about the

object than about the ceremonial action performed with the object

(Jüdische Geschichte Kompakt 2022).This is also due to the fact that Jewish

culture—with its objects—is deeply routed in experiences of diaspora.

The word “diaspora” crystallizes an essential feature of Jewish history:

a complex dialectic of exile and domicile (Feierstein 2021, 101). Jewish

culture is based on the text as well as the law, which is not territorially

anchored. Even a space like the synagogue, according to Feierstein, does

not become Jewish through certain characteristics, but through what

happens in it, through action: “Doing instead of being, text instead of

space” (ibid., 109, translationmine). Accordingly, it is not only the notion

of a “Jewish object” that is difficult to grasp, but even the attribution

“Jewish.” When Jewish culture is regarded as a diasporic one that is

less oriented toward space than toward ritual and actions, the question

of which objects belong to it can be answered very differently. Various

answers are provided by the Jewishmuseums themselves, which exhibit

ceremonial objects as well as objects from the secular Jewish world.

Their answers to the question of what is Jewish are also the subject of

heated debate (Kugelmann 2021, 500). Thus, what can and cannot be

defined as “Jewish” is constantly being renegotiated.This applies equally

5 According to Andreas Grote (1994, 14), the “auratic object” refers to a context of

meaning and symbolizes a context.
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to objects that are not in Jewishmuseums and yet are located precisely at

the interface between the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds—an exchange

in which Jewish objects are permanently engaged anyway (Jüdische

Geschichte Kompakt 2022). For this reason, when we talk about Jewish

objects of migration, we aremoving in a field that is not clearly defined.

Objects of Migration / Objects of Belonging

The dimension of migration with regard to Jewish objects, by the same

token, is clearer. As the products of a diasporic culture, Jewish objects

have per se been marked by diverse migrations since the destruction of

the Second Temple in Jerusalem in the year 70 CE. For the German con-

text and the twentieth century, it is of course relevant that countless ob-

jects of Jewish culture were destroyed or dispersed during the Shoah.

This is a double loss of things (Jüdische Geschichte Kompakt 2022). Espe-

cially after the end of the war in 1945, material evidence of Jewish cul-

ture in Germany was almost nonexistent (Kugelmann 2021, 499).This is

because, with the Nazi takeover and the persecution and murder of the

Jews, as well as the destruction of Jewish culture, the holdings of Jew-

ish museums in Europe were “looted or destroyed, and what remained

was distributed to Jewish centers overseas” (ibid., translationmine)This

may lead to strange situations in which one has to go to South America,

for example, in order to learn about a German-Jewish shoemaker (Jüdis-

cheGeschichteKompakt 2022). Jewishmuseums inGermany are thus faced

with the problem of often having too few or even no artifacts relating to

Jewishhistory andculture.Therefore, it is important to search for objects

that still exist but hitherto have not been on display.

Initiatives such as the project “Unboxing Past” byHelgardHaug / Ri-

mini Protokoll, often linked to artistic research, are working on mak-

ing these visible. In cooperation with the JewishMuseum Frankfurt, the

Archaeological Museum Frankfurt, and its archaeologist Thorsten Son-

nemann, 513 archive boxes labeled “Synagogue” or “Judengasse” (“Jews’

lane”) have been opened sincemid-2020.Theyhave been in storage at the

ArchaeologicalMuseumFrankfurt since 1987 and 1990,when the founda-
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tions of the synagogue that was destroyed by the Nazis in 1938 and finds

fromthe former“Judengasse”wereuncoveredduringconstructionwork.

After quickly being archived, these objects were not further pro-

cessed and thus fell into oblivion.The artistic project has now triggered

active work on the archive again and accorded it a visual and com-

municative form. “Unboxing Past” is accompanying the opening of

the archive boxes. It initiates public conversations in real or virtual

space that deal with questions of personal memory linked to objects.

In the course of these conversations, one approaches the objects in

the archive box. The work of the archaeologist, who normally works in

secret, thus becomes part of a shared social process of remembrance.

The forgotten objects of Jewish origin are given a public space again and

are remembered.

However, the shards, the tiles, the brutally destroyed Torah shrine,

the everyday objects are not so much objects of migration, even if they

indirectly point to the forcedmigration, the flight anddeportation of the

Jews. Rather, they are objects of belonging.They are things that share a

common history with their place of origin: German-Jewish objects from

Frankfurt. Violently expelled and destroyed in the past, archived but for-

gotten for decades, they are now reasserting their place and becoming

present.At the same time, they continue to carry their history ofdestruc-

tion with them.

Other objects are also currently becoming present again, especially

those from everyday culture that are shaped by Jewish perspectives and

histories of migration, even if they cannot be described as “Jewish” per

se. Especially in the recent past—such as with the migration of Jews

from the former Soviet Union to Germany—a great many everyday

objects whose stories are Jewish have migrated with them. Since 2017,

the Jewish Museum Berlin has dedicated itself to these objects through

the “Object Days” project, under the motto “Show us your story!” So far,

more than seventy people have told their stories to the Jewish Museum

through objects. “The objects they took with them to Germany—pho-

tographs, letters, ceremonial items, dishes, clothing, etc.—illustrate

their very personal stories and connections to Judaism” (Gromova,

Lewinsky, and Ziehe 2018). Interestingly, it is the declared aim of the
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Jewish Museum Berlin to expand its holdings in this way: “The Jewish

Museum Berlin intends to acquire more objects related to migration

because it has been a constitutive element of the Jewish community in

Germany since 1945” (ibid.) The objects are often photographs, items of

clothing, pictures, books, and household items such as crockery. They

bear witness to former homes, professions, love relationships, friends,

and family members. Frequently, they are linked to the history of the

Shoah. For example, Viktoria Shtivelman, born in 1940 in Zaporizhzhia

(USSR, now Ukraine) and living in Germany since 2002, shows a photo

and a wedding cloth:

The photo shows our family in Omsk during the evacuation in 1944.

My parents, my brother, and me. I remember when survivors of the

Siege of Leningrad were transferred to Omsk. They couldn’t get used

to throwing out potato peels. They would wash them and dry them

on windowsills. My mother always kept a bag of bread rusks under a

bench, which she replaced from time to time, and a bundle of docu-

ments. So we could run away with the essentials at any time. The wed-

ding clothwas embroidered bymy friend. She gave it tome as a going-

away present. This summer, I passed it on to my grandson, to the next

generation. A wedding cloth bearing the words “bread” and “salt” is a

national [Ukrainian] custom, not a Jewish one. (Ibid.)

The objects take on their meaning through their owner’s story.They tell

ofmemory,origin,belonging,of lack andpersecution.The“ObjectDays”

project has initiated the significant process of giving voice to the mem-

ory of a part of themigrated Jewish community. It is an active attempt to

prevent repression and to ensure that important stories are not forgot-

ten and repressed again.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Alma-Elisa Kittner: What Was Left, What Was Saved 35

Artistic Readings of the Objects of Migration

Figure 2.2: Sophie Calle,TheWedding Dress, Appointment with Sigmund

Freud, FreudMuseum London, 1999.

Source: © VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2023

Sigmund Freud’s concern was to use psychoanalysis to create spaces

in which something repressed is allowed to come to the fore. He argued

that if this does not happen, effective disturbances occur, because the re-

pressed always makes itself felt. Freud’s project also had a much larger

dimension in mind. He aimed to dissolve not only individual repres-

sions and disturbances, but also social defensemechanisms through the

memorywork of psychoanalysis.Many artistic positions refer to his con-

cepts of psychoanalyticalmemorywork.Since 1988, the French artist So-

phie Calle has been engaging in an artistic form of memory work in her

series called “Autobiographical Stories,” which she often shows in text-
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image installations. Her supposedly personal stories become alien sto-

ries that are combined with those of other people (Kittner 2009). In an

object version of the “Autobiographical Stories,” she combines the short,

sober texts with mementoes that seem to have personal connotations.

With these objects, she also challenges museum displays, such as the

FreudMuseum in London in the 1999 exhibition “Appointment with Sig-

mund Freud,” curated by James Putnam.

In the form of a wedding dress, her autobiographical story “The

Wedding Dress” occupies the most prominent place in the house: the

Freudian divan (Fig. 2.2). An old-fashioned white wedding dress can be

seen, spread out in full length on the divan. Almost literally, the narrator

lies downonFreud’s couch as a client. She stages a role-play in a disguise

without a body. For this dress, this shell, is the skin of her phantasm,

so to speak, as becomes clear in the accompanying story, in which the

female protagonist encounters the long-awaited childhood hero in a

wedding dress when she becomes his lover:

I always admired him. Silently, since I was [a] child. One November

8th—I was thirty years old—he allowedme to pay him a visit. He lived

several hundred kilometres from Paris. I had brought a wedding dress

in my valise, white silk with a short train. I wore it on our first night

together. (Calle 2005, 79)

The typological link between childhood and adulthood is specific to

Calle’s autobiographical narrative perspective. The viewers here are

witnesses to a double role-play: the bridal gown of the beloved repeats in

adulthood a childhood fantasy, namely the fantasy of appropriating the

symbol of femininity that the woman wears at the rite of passage, the

wedding and the first night. The symbol of this female metamorphosis

now occupies Freud’s divan as a client. The autobiographical role-play

becomes a cast, the artistic setting a session.The game tips over into an

agonal figure: a competition of autobiographically connoted collections

emerges and, with it, a competition of authorship. In her appropriation

and exaggeration, Calle uses Freud’s narrative to establish her own all

the more strongly. The frame of his autobiographically coded interior
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and collection exhibited by the museum, and its authorship, becomes

the springboard to install Calle’s own authorship. For not only does the

artist fit into the Freudian narrative, but the narrative of the psychoan-

alyst—of which his collection is a part—now always finds its vanishing

point in Calle’s narratives. On a meta level, however, the typological

narrative also thematizes the reciprocal illumination of the present by

the past, inspired by Freud. The narrator of Calle’s stories acts out her

desire to bring the past, which is not past, into the present. The past

asserts its place in the installation, literally: the phantasm occupies the

divan as a garment cover. In its presence, the object takes the space it

needs and is thus metaphorically released to the psychoanalytic pattern

of interpretation.

Like many of the artist’s object-text installations, the story revolves

around the void, the absent: in this case, the absent refers to the artist’s

body, thebodyof the lover.This canbe interpreted indifferentways in the

context of visual autobiographies: for example, as the autobiographer’s

blind spot in her view of herself, as the impossibility of writing, or as

showing her own end/death. But through the divan, it is also about the

absent Freud and thus indirectly about the Jewishness of the exile ob-

ject. Calle’s story, superimposed on this prominent Jewish exile object,

revolves around the very desire whose existence Freud brought to light

through psychoanalysis in the first place. It revolves around the mutual

illumination of the present by the past and vice versa.

Sophie Calle is not explicitly concerned with the loss of people,

places, and objects through the Shoah. Nevertheless, something inter-

esting happened in 2021 when she published the German edition of the

“Autobiographical Stories,” an artist’s book entitled Wahre Geschichten

(“True Stories”). The book appears to be dedicated to four people: “For

Nichouma Krajka and Hélène Sindler, for Szoel Szyndler and Charles

Sindler” (Calle 2021). Yet the artist explains in an interview:

Nichouma Krajka was the name of my Polish-Jewish grandmother,

Szoel Szyndler that of my French grandfather. During the war, they

changed their names to Hélène and Charles Sindler in order to hide.
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I wanted to dedicate this book, this first German edition,6 to their

two identities: the one before the war and the one after. They never

got rid of the fear. When I took the Trans-Siberian railway, they asked

me not to set foot in either Poland or Germany. I complied and did

nothing in Germany for a very long time. Not because of me, I have

no problem with that at all, but because of them. For me, dedicating

this book to them now is a way of telling them: you don’t have to be

afraid anymore, it’s over, a lot of time has passed, we’re going there

together now. (Hirsch 2021, translation mine)

Calle herself, the master of playing between facts and fictions who al-

wayskeeps theaudienceguessing,openly lays a trail toher Jewishorigins

here. From this Jewish perspective, her stagings of various voids and ab-

sences, her playwith identities andmaskings could be reinterpreted: be-

hind this lies a specifically Jewish historical experience that corresponds

with Freud’s experience of persecution and flight. Thus, Freud’s object

and Calle’s object begin to talk to each other. They talk about sexual de-

sire and about the childlike joy of disguises, and at the same time about

the absence of loved ones and the need tomask. Calle’s “Wedding Dress”

makes the divan visible in a newway and sets Freud’s musealized collec-

tion inmotion again.Her artistic intervention shows that objects of mi-

gration canbemade to speak.However, the reference to their specifically

Jewish context leads to other conversations.They unfold the complexity

of the objects and show how they connect history and the present.

6 This was not the first German edition of the “Autobiographical Stories.” In

2004, Calle publishedWahre Geschichten at the Prestel publishing house. At the

time, however, there were only thirty-six stories, while the edition published

by Suhrkamp in 2021 contains sixty-five (“Autobiographical Stories” is an ongo-

ing project). The dedication to Calle’s grandparents is not present in the earlier

edition. It was not until 2021 that Calle felt it was important tomake her Jewish

origins visible.
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Objects in Transition

Gisela Ecker

What we are given to see inWhatWe Brought with Us are things1 chosen

by their owners in a state of duress, things chosen to accompany them

at a time of dramatic disruption and life-changing upheaval. Separated

from their habitual surroundings, these things seemingly have to fulfill a

range of purposes that extend from the functional to the emotional and,

like their owners, are traveling from one place to another. They are ob-

jects in transition. Moreover, they are being presented through photo-

graphic representation and in a manner that is, in principle, accessible

to everyone.The objects are encompassed by a profoundly generalizable

narrative—the exilic condition of their owners—and, in addition, they

are accompanied by some basic information about their past and reflec-

tions that illuminate why they have been selected and retained.

First shown online as part of the Re:Writing the Future Festival, then at

the National Literaturarchiv Marbach in Germany, and, in 2023, at the

University ofCincinnati’sMeyersGallery and theGoethe-Institut inNew

York, the What We Brought with Us exhibition has had access to a wide

public.Most of these viewers havenot undergone thedramatic andoften

traumatizing experience of exile. No doubt their first and most intense

reaction derives from a sense of personal identification and compassion

1 In this text, I refer to “objects” to aim at generalized aspects and to “things”

to highlight connections between thing and person, sometimes even synony-

mously. The scholarly debate over these terms has not arrived at any single con-

clusion, and it is beyond the scope of this essay to rehearse the discussion here.

For a brief overview, see Candlin and Guins (2009), Part II.
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42 What We Brought with Us

for the exiled owners of these things, prompting the question, “Which

things would I choose were I thrown into a situation like this?”

In the exhibition, each object stands out monolithically against a

dark background; the photographs are taken with great care and artis-

tic skill, with special attention given to a sense of materiality and the

surface qualities of the object. In some cases, such as in the baby shoe

or coffee cups, the mode of ambitious portrayal seems to contradict the

worn-out or “ordinary” nature of the thing. The unusual valorization

implied in this photographic approach confers and mirrors the revalu-

ation the things have already received by being singled out from their

original contexts and chosen as significant objects and companions.

In the exhibition catalogue, photographic thumbnails are added to the

wide-angle shots of the objects, thereby heightening the impact of each

precious thing.

The displayed objects do not share any basic classifications, such as

object of use, souvenir, or artifact.Their only common feature is the fate

they share with their owners after having been singled out,most proba-

bly under great emotional strain, intensified by limitations of time, lug-

gage allowance, and other circumstances.

“Telling Objects”

Some of the assembled things lend themselves quite easily to a symbolic

reading because their type can be found within general (Western) cul-

tural archives and because they have a rich life in poetry and the visual

arts.The torch,watch, and alarm clock, for example, are generally seen

aswayfinding instruments that allowpeople to orient themselves in time

and space, and thus, as concepts, they inspire further abstraction.2 Tra-

ditional hermeneutics, in fact, tends to assign amore or less fixedmean-

ing to objects in general. This process of attributing meaning to things

has been increasingly criticized in recent decades and is even regarded

as a potential act of appropriation when applied to material things and

2 See, for example, Şenocak (2006).
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their living context. Historian of science Lorraine Daston, for example,

in her introduction toThingsThat Talk (2004), raises the question of how

apparently “speechless” non-human objects can be turned into “telling

objects” if askedappropriate questions.3 AsDastonputs it, it is necessary

to “confront the paradoxhead-on and…take it for granted that things are

simultaneously material and meaningful” (17). Following Daston’s sug-

gestion, one of the demands of such a practice would be ongoing and

thorough recontextualization. Simply put, the torch, watch, and alarm

clock need not stay fixed in a single category. Symbolic meaning can-

not claim to be exhaustive but can easily coexist with other and ever-

changing meanings: things can at once be objects of practical use and,

simultaneously, serve as reminders of their personally attributed sym-

bolic value.

If we take seriously Daston’s claims about things, that “their utter-

ances are never disembodied” and that they “communicate by what they

are as well as by how they mean” (20), then material cultural studies has

a lot to contribute and many new issues to pursue.This potential can be

seen inmany of the exhibited things,perhapsmost strikingly in thebaby

shoe.

Mementoes and the “Production of Locality”

To learn more about objects taken along into exile, we have to look

at approaches adopted by anthropologists who study transnational

movements. With his focus on global population shifts and the sub-

sequent “deterritorialization” of ever-increasing numbers of people,

Arjun Appadurai (1998, 27) has opened avenues for looking at both hu-

man subjects and things in transition. Both “deterritorialization” and

subsequent “reterritorialization” are processes that are dramatically

shaping our globalized world, with exile being a violent, disrupting,

and traumatic manifestation of enforced dislocation and relocation.

“Production of locality,” the term Appadurai uses to refer to acts of

3 See also Kimmich (2011).
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44 What We Brought with Us

reterritorialization (1998, 178–200), distinctly moves us away from the

traditional notion of Heimat (see Ecker 2012), with its static beliefs

about time and homogeneous social structures. Whereas Appadurai’s

concept of “locality” is viewed “as primarily relational and contextual,”

the corollary term “neighborhood” refers “to the actually existing social

forms in which locality, as a dimension or value, is variably realized”

(1998, 178–79). Things play an indispensable role in these processes;

people and things are torn away from their habitual surroundings and

subsequently become involved in the “production of locality” (178–79),

i.e., in actively establishing new neighborhoods in which they will have

to find and construct new places where the old and new will mingle and

interact with each other.

Whereasmigration usually allows formore planning time and larger

volumes of things to be transferred across borders, exile is dominated

by pressures and extreme restrictions at all levels. The use value of ob-

jects (the literature onmigrationoften stereotypicallymentionspots and

featherbeds) gives way to other forms of value. In his essay on transi-

tional objects, anthropologist David Parkin writes about objects in the

context of “forcible human displacement”: “items taken under pressure

and in crisis set up contexts less of use andmore of selective remember-

ing, forgetting and envisioning” (1999, 304). Items come to serve “as me-

mentoes of sentiment and cultural knowledge and yet also as bases of fu-

ture re-settlement”; in this way, “the ‘transitional objects’ carried by peo-

ples in crisis inscribe their personhood in flight but offer the possibility

of their ownde-objectification and re-personalization afterwards” (303).

In the eyes of their owners, these mementoes are “inscribed with nar-

rative and sentiment, which may later re-articulate the shifting bound-

aries of a socio-cultural identity” (313).

Appadurai’s and Parkin’s positions encompass the past and the pro-

jected future of objects in transition along a spatial and temporal axis

on both sides of the violent disruption of exile. Torn from their normal

existence in ensembles, things will be included in new ensembles where

they interrelatewithother things in theprocessesofhomemaking.These

insights raise many questions to pose to the things isolated by circum-

stances and gathered inWhatWeBrought withUs. Fromwhich neighbor-
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hood has each object been separated and singled out?We know that they

have been highly valorized and selected by their owners, yet which roles

did they play in the company of other things and in the context of their

original homes? What practical uses, atmospheric and aesthetic value,

and familiar patterns and habits in everyday life were accorded them?

And subsequently, what will they contribute to the neighborhoods they

are about to enter? As objects of transition, they have been excised, artis-

tically portrayed, and exhibited at precisely the moment between these

two processes in the “production of locality.”

Biographies of Things

While it may seem like an act of anthropomorphizing, applying notions

of a “biography of things” seems particularly appropriate in this context.

Igor Kopytoff sketches the issues at stake:

In doing the biography of a thing, one would ask questions similar to

those one asks about people: What, sociologically, are the biographi-

cal possibilities inherent in its “status” and in the period and cultu-

re, and how are these possibilities realized? Where does the thing co-

me from and who made it? What has been its career so far, and what

do people consider to be an ideal career for such things? What are

the recognized “ages” or periods in the thing’s “life,” and what are the

cultural markers for them? How does the thing’s use change with its

age, and what happens to it when it reaches the end of its usefulness?

(1986, 66–67)

Within their lifetimes, things rarely remain fixed within a single cat-

egory but are subject to many shifts in classification (see Hahn 2005,

40–45). Categories, such as household tool, garbage, museum artifact,

souvenir, commodity, memento, or gift, do not originate in the things

themselves. Rather, they are the result of human attribution, either by

explicit labels or implicitly. Such attributions are made according to

the ways in which things are used by humans, in keeping with their
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habits, via the neighborhoods in which they have been positioned, and

commensurate with their evaluation by cultural norms that are subject

to historical change. The value attached to things is neither totally sub-

jective nor quite objective, for value follows what is generally attributed

to things in a specific culture and, in addition, the individual subject

creates a personal order within the ensemble of things he or she owns.

This fundamental ambivalence becomes heightened if we look at single

things taken across borders and into exile.

In her novelTheMuseum of Unconditional Surrender, Dubravka Ugrešić

(1996) traces the steps of exiled things and regularly arrives at a world of

absences: “Exile is the history of the things we leave behind, of buying

and abandoning hair-driers, cheap little radios, coffee pots” (113).Things

taken into exile bear witness to loss (see Kimmich 2011, 9–13). Yet to sub-

stitute or stand in for what has been left behind is a role too demanding

for the things taken on the journey, impossible to fulfill. Maybe this ac-

counts for the aura some of the things seem to radiate.

In general, the lives of things—with their life cycles and paths de-

pendingonmateriality,on the emotional andpractical services theypro-

vide—only rarely fully coincide with the biographies of their owners. In

contrast, the things under discussion here are destined to share their

trajectories most closely with their owners, who have chosen them as

portable companions into exile. Thus, at least for the time being, i.e.,

during the period of passage, most of them have undergone a radical

revaluation, even if this act of selectionmay have been performed under

great pressure andmore spontaneously andunconsciously than through

deliberate calculation. Moreover, it is often only in retrospect that such

things can be seen in a different light and move from useful tool to me-

mento. Such a striking change of category is observable in the case of

thewhite fabric, originally handed over by the person’smother to secure

the suitcase with its broken zip. For me, this is a moving instance of a

powerful transformation from useful tool to memento.
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“Transitional Objects” in Psychology

“Transitional objects” is a term originally coined by Donald Winnicott

to explain young children’s use of objects like blankets and teddy bears

to bridge the absence of a caring person. The term has also been found

useful in the discussion of forceful separation such as exile, when ob-

jects are chosen to provide emotional or practical assistance—to convey

a spark of hope and a sense of continuity in situations of despair, up-

heaval, and disruption from everything that once provided those feel-

ings of security and well-being. In his book Geliebte Objekte, psycholo-

gist Tilmann Habermas (1999) examines things in people’s “emotional

households” and provides detailed insights into the uses of objects in

situations of extreme change and disruption. Although there are many

designations available—for example,“rite-de-passage souvenirs”—he, like

Parkin (1999), seizes upon “transitional objects” as the appropriate term.

According toHabermas’s research, things that facilitate transition serve

most frequently to carry forward deep-rooted relationships with people

whohad tobe left behind.This is clearlymirrored inWhatWeBroughtwith

Us, where it is not merely the thing that is transmitted but the specific

relationship that it evokes and the memories contained therein. Specif-

ically, the torch, watch, alarm clock, handwritten letter, white fabric,

dupatta, child’s shoe, sock, coffee cups, ultrasound, and notebooks are

all accompanied by narratives that highlight special personal relation-

ships. If we lookmore closely, the majority of these things were given as

gifts and thus, according to central notions of gifts and gift-giving, re-

tain somethingof thegiverof thegift,andofhis orher intentionandper-

sonal attitude. Quite similar to processes of mourning, the gift, which

once literally rested in the hands of the giver, is believed to retain some

of these tactile traces.

Like a powerful framing narrative, the ultrasound is especially

strong in setting up a sense of continuity between past and present.

In the case of the child’s shoe and the sock, there is no possible return

to their erstwhile use value, whereby the objects might be carried into

everyday life. Within the collection, the pieces of fur, specifically, stand

out as a form of relic.
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“Continuity with oneself” (1999, 302) is the wider concept Habermas

considers as the main underlying purpose of transitional objects. This

can be found in the ritual function of the amber, a function created

through habit, and the T-shirt, dupatta, and toy bear. The carefully

wrapped keypad phone is destined to serve as a reminder of extreme

political repression, whereas the Venetian silk purse, like an anecdote,

stands for the fraught moment of crossing borders.

Beyond Nostalgia

As we learn from the accompanying narratives inWhat We Brought with

Us, a significant number of things have been chosen because of their

value asmementoes. If we lookmore closely, “memento” canmeanmany

things.The future role of mementoes is frequently seen in their value as

nostalgic objects that evoke the past. In her studyThe Future of Nostalgia

(2001), Svetlana Boym insists that the popular notion of nostalgia,which

tends to idealize the past, has to be expanded beyond its common defi-

nition as “a longing for a home that no longer exists or has never existed”

(viii). Applied to things taken into exile, such a narrow view of nostal-

gia is, according to Boym, extremely limiting, for it privileges the idea of

a homogeneous cultural sphere in both the past and the present. Such

homogenization no longer corresponds to the vast human displacement

that characterizes the world today. Finally, things defined as nostalgic

objects may end up displayed in what Boym calls “little bookshelf mu-

seums” (333). In Boym’s research and fieldwork, the stories told by the

owners of classical “nostalgic objects” “revealmore aboutmaking a home

abroad thanabout reconstructing theoriginal loss” (328): “Diasporic sou-

venirs do not reconstruct the narrative of one’s roots but rather tell the

story of exile” (336). She reminds us that mementoes are never just nos-

talgic objects but are supposed to play a sustaining role in the future

life of their owners. The toy bear, for example, would certainly deserve

a future place on the shelf and serve as a powerful reminder of different

phases of the owner’s past life.Thus, in looking atWhatWe Brought with

Us, we may well ask which roles these mementoes will play in the future
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lives of their owners.Will such things as the alarm clock or keychain re-

sume their practical uses, on top of remaining a thing that carries loving

memories? And will the sock be reunited with its counterpart? In con-

temporary literature,4wefindcountless examplesof suchablendingand

accumulation of services, practical and emotional, in things taken into

exile.

The Comfort of Things (Miller 2008)

In Daniel Miller’s anthropological study of the things found in house-

holds of a randomly selected, “entirely ordinary-looking street” in

London, his questions were posed not only to the chosen householders,

but also, and mainly, to the things accumulated and positioned in the

interiors of the houses—the collections on the mantelpiece or deco-

rations on the wall. His central assumption was that “these things are

not a random collection. They have been gradually accumulated as an

expression of that person or household. Surely if we can learn to listen to

these things we have access to an authentic other voice” (2008, 2). Since

most of the residents in his study were marked by personal histories of

migration and exile, Miller’s fieldwork offers valuable insights into the

possible future lives of things once they have been integrated into new

ensembles: how things relating to a painful pastminglewith others,how

they combine emotional reminiscence with practical use, and how they

speak of relationships both with people and with each other. Their im-

plicit messages can, in other words, differ from the explicit statements

and evaluations made by their owners. Here, we are back to Daston’s

(2004) seminal position—and also more informative, as, according to

Miller, “apparently mute forms can be made to speak more easily and

eloquently to the nature of relationships than can those with persons”

(287). To their owners, it is exactly the interplay and combination of

things—even in, and maybe because of, their repetitive presence—that

4 See, for example, the cutting knife in Jhumpa Lahiri’s “Mrs. Sen’s” (1999) or the

handkerchief in Herta Müller’s Nobel Prize speech (2009).
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provide comfort and a sense of private and safe surroundings. Having

learned from Latour (2009) about the complexities of the interplay

between humans and non-humans, we find intricate interrelations in

the specific context ofWhat We Brought with Us: as transitional objects,

non-human things have been delegated the immense task of bridging

a gaping emotional gap. They have other tasks, too, tasks originating

from their biographies. They will continue to shape everyday human

actions together with their new non-human companions and speak

of embedded lives in narratives enlarging those that derive from their

owners.

Again, looking at our collection of “forlorn” and isolated things, the

onlookers who have not undergone this experience of dramatic disloca-

tion gain a sense of the enormous losses borne by the subjects of exile. At

the same time, these things offer insights into the equally enormous task

of re-establishing personal surroundings that provide comfort. Which

place and role will our things find in their new neighborhoods of things?
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Exile Things

Academy in Exile Contributors

When people are forced from their homes, their things carry symbolic

weight and come to represent the tangle of human relations that con-

stitute an emplaced life. Yet these things also stand for hope: they are a

seed that must grow and bear fruit in strange ground. Such things are

not necessarily judiciously chosen; they tend to be selected in haste and

confusion. En route, things may be lost, gifted, and stolen, or jettisoned

because they can’t be carried any farther.What is retained acquires new

meaning andmay become the metonym for an entire existence.

Such things can make us question our connection to material pos-

sessions and to one another.We are prompted to reflect on what is most

precious to us.What single thing stands in for a lost world? Is belonging

defined in material terms?What if, in leaving, we can take nothing?

Vanessa Agnew

A selection from “Exile Things” forms the exhibition What We Brought

with Us.The exhibition presents images of some of the things taken by

scholars who left their countries of origin for Germany,where they were

hosted by Academy in Exile at the Universität Duisburg-Essen, along

with Freie Universität Berlin, Forum Transregionale Studien, and Kul-

turwissenschaftliches Institut Essen. Academy in Exile is now based at

Technische Universität Dortmund, where it continues to support schol-

ars at risk.
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54 What We Brought with Us

WhatWe Brought with Us was first shown in the digital Re:Writing the

Future Festival, subsequently at the Deutsches Literaturarchiv Marbach,

The University of Cincinnati, the Goethe-Institut New York, Liter-

aturhaus Berlin, Vilnius Old Town Hall, and elsewhere. The exhibition

has been supported by the Universität Duisburg-Essen, Technische

Universität Dortmund, Mellon Foundation, VolkswagenStiftung, Open

Society Foundations, Allianz Foundation, University Alliance Ruhr,

University of Cincinnati, Consortium of Humanities Centers and In-

stitutes, and Goethe-Institut New York, among other institutions. It is

shared with concern for those who are forced to live in exile as a result

of oppression by authoritarian regimes around the world.

Photographs by Jobst von Kunowski; curated by Vanessa Agnew and An-

nika Roux 
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56 What We Brought with Us

Child’s shoe

This shoe belonged to me when I was a little girl. I found it among my

mother’s belongings when she died. When I went into exile, it was one

of the few things I took as a memento of her.The other shoe is lost.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Academy in Exile Contributors: Exile Things 57

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


58 What We Brought with Us

A pair of sandals, a souvenir from Grandpa

I couldn’t be with my grandpa in his final days. This is the last thing he

sentme. In looking at the sandals, I recall his words frommy childhood,

“Always choose the right path and stick to it.” Rest in peace, Grandpa.
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T-shirt

Thismottowas adopted by the pro-democracymovement inHongKong.

In carrying this T-shirtwithme, I hope to spread the spirit of liberty afar.

It should serve as a reminder to people who’ve never lived under an au-

thoritarian regime or had to fight for democratic values. Don’t take your

freedoms for granted.
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62 What We Brought with Us

Dupatta

I consciously packed this dupatta. My grandmother, my mother, and

my aunts all wore wide dupattas.The dupattas were scented differently,

though.All of themmightwear the samepattern and color, yet one could

detect the difference.My grandmother’s always has a peculiar mustardy

smell, my aunt’s a bit nutty, and my mother’s smells of something that

I have not been able to decipher. Perhaps it’s the smell of love. I carried

this wide dupatta to remind myself of the smell of love that awaits me

somewhere.
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64 What We Brought with Us

Traditional tunic

This is the traditional clothing worn by Afghan men. Such garments are

hand-sewn by women and sometimes made of silk. They can be really

expensive and are treasured because of all the work that goes into mak-

ing them. I was given the kalmeez by a friend of mine, and before that, it

belonged to a bridegroom. Passing on a gift like this is thought to bring

luck. I only wear it on special occasions. Hopefully, one day, I too will

meet the love of my life and get married.
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66 What We Brought with Us

White fabric

Before I left,mymotherwanted to be sure thatmy luggagewith a broken

zip wouldn’t burst open, so she tied a white cotton cloth around it.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Academy in Exile Contributors: Exile Things 67

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


68 What We Brought with Us

Sock

Some time ago, a dear friend from London sent me a nice pair of socks

as a gift. One day, when I was packing up for a trip to Geneva, I could

find only one of the socks. No matter how much I searched, the other

one did not appear. Later, it transpired that the missing sock was in my

hometown, Istanbul, apparently forgotten there during a visit. Today,

one of the socks is in Essen and the other in Istanbul. I feel that I’m not

so unlike these socks myself.

—Fırat Erdoğmuş
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70 What We Brought with Us

Glasses stand

I bought this nose-shaped glasses stand in April 2015 during our visit to

Yerevan for the centenary of the Armenian Genocide. The nose belongs

to Yeghishe Charents, one of the greatest poets and political activists of

Armenia.Born inKars,Charents sought a yergir (homeland) in hisworks

as away of healing the traumatic loss of home.Here, this object—which,

back inourhouse inTurkey,used tobea souvenir fromArmenia—gained

significance for us as a symbol of hope that we could make a new home

in exile.
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72 What We Brought with Us

Watch

My father doesn’t give gifts. It’s not that he’s not generous—he used to

give me a quarter of his salary so I could study. But, as a rule, he doesn’t

make a thing of giving gifts. The watch was his. It’s the only actual gift

he’s given me. It’s a reminder of how precious time is.
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74 What We Brought with Us

Bracelet and watch

These things represent the hopemywife and I hold for our reunion.They

are the last and loveliest gifts we purchased for one another before I had

to flee. We exchanged the gifts: my watch remained in the hands of my

wife and her bracelet accompaniedme onmy enforced journey.Nomat-

ter what, they will always remind us of love, hope, and the passage of

time.
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76 What We Brought with Us

Alarm clock

A friend in London gave me this alarm clock. I don’t even know why I

like it. It doesn’t remind me of Palestine or my culture, but it does make

me think of all the places I’ve lived. Maybe it symbolizes the process of

making friends and a new family in exile.
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78 What We Brought with Us

Torch

My grandfather gave me this torch when I left home. I was only eleven,

and he gave it tome so I could findmyway in the dark. After the govern-

ment crackdown in Turkey, I had to leave the country. I took the torch as

amemento ofmy grandfatherwhen he died.Hewasmy favorite person.
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80 What We Brought with Us

Ring

I had never thought of leaving my only sister behind. We spent lots of

amazing times together, especially shopping, and I got togetherwith her

at least once a day. But I have been forced to leave my country and build

a life somewhere that is more than three thousand miles away frommy

sister. I haven’t seen her in person in eight years. I brought this ringwith

me, though. It was her present to remember the good moments that I

shared with her back home.
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82 What We Brought with Us

Necklace

This is my mother’s necklace. She inherited it from her mother. My

grandmother didn’t have enough jewelry to give as wedding presents to

each of her five daughters, so she had a goldsmith convert her earrings

into two separate necklaces. My mother passed this necklace on to me

when I hadmydaughter. I’ve alwaysworn itwith pleasure, andnaturally,

I brought it with me when I moved to Germany.
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84 What We Brought with Us

Parting gifts

These were parting gifts from a friend. We met the day before I was

scheduled to travel, both of us equally scared of what lay ahead. We

somehow wanted to fill each other’s absence with small things—a jour-

nal which was half written by him, leaving the other pages empty forme

to fill.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Academy in Exile Contributors: Exile Things 85

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


86 What We Brought with Us

Soft little toy

This soft little toy cameas amarketingpresentwith somethingmy friend

purchased. He knows I get fidgety when I’m anxious, so I need to have

something in my hands—something to remind me of the warmth and

texture of my bobas’ (grandmothers’) hands—so he gave me the soft toy

to hold in case I got anxious.
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88 What We Brought with Us

Postcard

This is a postcard of Khanqah of Shah-e-Hamdan in Kashmir. I belong

to Khanqah, everyone says. I was planted there as a child by my father.

Wemade innumerable trips to the old Srinagar city,walking through the

narrow alleyways. We spoke of history, food, faith, and love. Khanqah

forms a center tomyworld andmywork inmyriadways.My friend knew

I would treasure this postcard.
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90 What We Brought with Us

Fountain pen

This LAMY fountain pen was a birthday gift from a friend to whom I no

longer speak. The pen has been a curious witness to so much, knowing

more than anyone else. One look at it and nostalgia for obscure things

flares up. Forgetfulness does not pull me away, and memory does not

drawme in close.
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92 What We Brought with Us

Letter

This letter is from my teacher, who became a close friend and nurtured

me intellectually. On the back is a drawing done by her child. She gave

me the letter when I returned after a long absence. Wherever you go in

the world, you can find family. I am part of her family. You could say her

family is a gift to me from the world.
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94 What We Brought with Us

Books

When the protests started in Syria, Imoved toDelhi.ThenMuslimswere

targeted at the university, and I fled without papers to Jordan. It was

hard to choose which books to pack.The day I left for Berlin, it was Ed-

wardW.Said’s birthday,so I said tomyself,“Letme take those.”Thebooks

used up my luggage allowance. Now my library is scattered around the

world.
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96 What We Brought with Us

Notebooks

A friend gave me one of these notebooks as a present. I brought it with

me to Berlin simply because it happened to be the journal I was keep-

ing at the moment. I recall jotting stuff down on the plane without be-

ing even dimly aware of the significance that it would later hold for me.

The rest of my journals are still in Ankara, lying in a dusty drawer in our

apartment. I take some pleasure in thinking of them, their pages yellow

and the ink faded, as if they were crafting a quiet place for themselves in

Turkey.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Academy in Exile Contributors: Exile Things 97

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


98 What We Brought with Us

Kitschy photo

When I came to Germany, I planned on staying just five days. Now it’s

day 1,653 in exile, but who’s counting? As a joke, my friend sent me this

photo ofwhere I used to live. It’s so kitschy.When you look at it, you have

to laugh. You can’t get emotional.
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100 What We Brought with Us

Pictures of an old man with a cat
and a hand-embroidered scarf

These two prints have always decorated my walls in exile. They remind

me of my home and the people I miss.The scene of an old man and a cat

symbolizes peace, tranquility, and colorfulness in a country associated

with conflict,war,and radicalism.Thescarfwasmadeby the small hands

of internally displaced girls in Kabul to help support their families.
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102 What We Brought with Us

Oil painting

This oil painting is by a physician-painter whom I met at my parents’

house in my hometown during a summer break while I was still work-

ing onmy doctorate in the United States.The painter gave it to me after

an afternoon spent discussing art and literature. I took it withme to the

United States,which at that time still seemed a place of no return.A new

home. When I returned to Turkey, I took it with me. And in departing

for Germany this time, I realized that I had packed it onemore time, still

unaware of the ways in which I valued it. I did not even have it framed

all these years, nor hang it on any wall. I have this stubborn recollection

that the painter told me he named the painting “Gathered Beneath the

Storm,”which of course cannot be true. Yet it’s the only name this paint-

ing has formenow, a small testament to the power of art and friendship,

qualities that possess no home in this world yet make home possible. 
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104 What We Brought with Us

Queer flag

I got this flag from the Jewish section of Gay Pride. I marched joyfully,

but fascism is rampant in Poland, and a bill in Parliament goes so far

as to actually ban such events. In fact, they are referred to as “Equality

Marches.” Equality is precisely what my country is lacking right now.

Yet the joy of rebuilding Jewish, feminist, and queer Lublin has not been

abandoned altogether, nor have I been crushed by persecution at the

hands of Poland’s minister for education and science. Lublin was once a

hub of Jewish,Ukrainian, Protestant, socialist, and atheist thought, and

outstanding queer writers went about their work. Just think of lesbian

writer Narcyza Żmichowska, author of Gothic novels in the nineteenth

century, or Józef Czechowicz, gay poet of the interwar avant-garde! I

took this flag withme to Berlin so as to recall the pluralism that is under

threat in Poland. I dream of intercultural hospitality returning to my

city, my country, the planet.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Academy in Exile Contributors: Exile Things 105

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


106 What We Brought with Us

Keypad phone

This is the phone I broughtwithmewhen I leftMyanmar last year. I kept

it because it’s a poignant reminder of life under military rule. After the

coup of February 1, 2021, many people, including me, had to buy key-

pad phones.Most people use smartphones to access the internet and so-

cial media, and so switching to keypad phones would not be our choice.

We are forced to use them although they have smaller screens and fewer

technical features. Using these kinds of phones hasn’t really made our

lives, which are under constant physical and digital surveillance, that

much safer. Popular social media platforms and texting apps like Face-

book, WhatsApp, and Messenger are banned and have to be used with

virtual private networks (VPNs) that most, if not all, of us once knew

nothing about. VPNs are only installed on the smartphones we keep at

home.There are many reports of the security forces viewing people car-

rying keypad phones with suspicion and ordering them to produce the

smartphones they actually use.
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108 What We Brought with Us

Afghan flag

I keep this flag out of a love for my homeland and in memory of the

friends and relatives with whom I spent my childhood. After a certain

time, it became impossible for us to live together anymore. The flag is

just a little piece of home that I took with me when I left. Now it hangs

on the wall of my flat in Bonn.
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Venetian silk purse

I thought Imight be arrested at the airport in Islamabad. I putmy travel

documents in this fancy purse and flashed it around at immigration.

The officials started whispering to one another, “Why does she keep her

things in such an expensive purse?”They barely glanced atmy travel doc-

uments and escorted me to the VIP lounge for tea while I waited for my

flight.
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Fur

This is a piece of fur from my dog. I have this one shirt with me that I

have never worn since I left the country. One day, I took a closer look at

it and saw the fur of my dog on it. I felt that this is the only memory of

him that came all thewaywithme. I put it in a container and kept it with

me. I really miss him.
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Coffee cups

I had coffee with a friend I hadn’t seen in a long time. We drank from

disposable cups, but I kept them anyway.They’ve traveled with me from

country to country. I didn’t know if I’d seemy friend in twoor three years,

or ever again, so I preserved these cups. War turns human beings into

disposable things.
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Ultrasound

When we set off, this ultrasound was the only object we had that be-

longed toourunborndaughter.Our journeydidnot endwhenwearrived

in a safe country, but rather months later when she was born.When we

first tookher healthy form inour arms, itwas only then thatwe could say,

“Here we are.” More than for us, this journey was for you, our precious

daughter. As a letter from you to us and from us to you, this ultrasound

was the only thing that we couldn’t leave behind.
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Toy bear

At the age of six, I became a homeless child.One day duringmy scaveng-

ing, I found this bear on a garbage heap. That was in the late ’90s, and

from then on, he has accompanied all my steps. He was with me when

I left my Roma community, when I obtained my Master’s in Media and

Communication Studies, when I had my same-sex marriage, and when

I defendedmy doctoral dissertation as well.More than thirty years later,

I showed the toy to my husband. Ever since we met, he has called me

Miśu, which means “bear” in Polish. It was he who noticed that the bear

is sitting on a pile of newspapers. He said, “Miśu, it is you!”

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Academy in Exile Contributors: Exile Things 119

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


120 What We Brought with Us

Green frog

My mother loves to knit. She made this by herself for me. I remember

how surprised she was when she saw me really enjoy her gift. I couldn’t

leave this frog behind, and so I have taken it with me on this journey.
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Amber with embedded insects

Whenever I pack my suitcase to move to another country, a country

about which I know almost nothing, I toss this necklace into the corner

ofmy bag. It’s been there formore than a decade and seen six countries.

Am I attached to it? Not really! It neither signifies anything nor even

conjures up a particular memory. I only touch it once before departure

when I’m packing, and one other time when I arrive at my destination.

It has become a banal personal ritual. It serves as a tactile reminder that

I’ve entered a new country and left onemore behind.Thefirst time I held

it in my hand as a gift, it brought to mind the cruelty of containment.

Now it conjures up the state of being always on the move. I like having

it, though. It’s a constant reminder that home is yet to come and that

some people have to move fast enough to stay put.
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Amulet

This amulet is called nazar boncuğu in Turkish. A friend of mine gave it

to me.This is just one of the objects that I carried with me, hoping to be

protected onmy way to a safer place.
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Keychain

A school friend in Syria gave me this keychain. I hope to return to see

him, yet deep inside I know it’ll be a long, long journey.The problem is, if

you return, you return to someone else, and in themeantime, you, your-

self,havebecomesomeoneelse.Theobject,with all itsmemories, freezes

a moment in time. I cherish all small things that are gifted to me.
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Indian misbaha

These were my mother’s prayer beads. I got them from her just before

parting. She used them to recall God; now I use them to recall her.When

you’re on themove, you just takewhat’smost precious to you at thatmo-

ment. You take whatever you can. But you always have the feeling that

you should’ve brought more.That feeling is always there.
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Syrian misbaha

While in India, a friend of mine came to visit. I already owned a set of

prayer beads, but she gave me these because she said she never wanted

me to forget Syria.The beads are black.That was her choice.
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Art Market as Community Builder:

Empowering the Makers of Welcome Editions

Kate Bonansinga

Since its founding in 2014 by artists Calgano (Cal) Cullen and Geoffrey

(Skip) Cullen, Wave Pool in Cincinnati, Ohio, has commissioned nine

internationally recognized artists and dozens of craftspeople, many of

themmigrants and refugees, to work together to create limited-edition

artworks under the imprint of Welcome Editions. Both the artists and

the fabricators earn payment up front.1 Each edition is designed, ap-

proved, and signed by the artist.Wave Pool rented a booth atTheArmory

Show (New York City) in 2021, 2022, and 2023, the Independent Art Fair

(New York City) in 2022, and Expo Chicago in 2023; they sold the edi-

tions and commanded prices that audiences of such art fairs expect.The

proceeds from each edition finance the next one. Thus, Welcome Edi-

tions harnesses the exuberance of the fine art market to support both

artists and craftspeople, offering a silver lining to the commodification

of art. In this chapter, I will illustrate the importance of this action by

applying ideasdevelopedby twentieth-century cultural theorists to three

WelcomeEditions that specifically address displacement and the impor-

tance of community, drawing upon the personal experience of the mak-

ers to enforce the artistic concept.Throughout, the termmigrant refers

to a person who moves from one place to another to find better work or

living conditions; a refugee is a personwhohas been forced to leave their

country in order to escape persecution.

1 Fabricators earn a minimum of $25.00 per hour; some earn more.
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Since at least the 1970s, the artistic avant-garde has been resisting

art-as-product. Installation art, performance art, and video art are some

of the genres that developed at that time because many artists wanted

to create a non-object-oriented, temporal experience that could not be

bought or sold. In the decades following, several critical theories of cul-

ture focused on consumer goods and objects and their role in society.

For example, in 1986, Arjun Appadurai’s influential edited volumeTheSo-

cial Life ofThings: Commodities in Cultural Perspective focused “on the things

that are exchanged rather than simply on the forms or functions of ex-

change” (3). In 1999, GrahamHarman posited Object Oriented Ontology

(OOO),which studies the nature of being by placing the “thing” front and

center.Then, in2001,Bill Brown’s “ThingTheory”borrowed fromHeideg-

ger’s distinction between objects and things and posited that an object

becomes a thing when “the insufficiency of the desired object” (2003, 4)

becomes clear.2Webegin to confront the thingness of objects when they

stop working for us. In short, cultural and social intellectuals were (and

are) trying tomake sense of all of the stuff in our lives on the heels of fine

artists who resisted, and continue to resist, the production of morema-

terial goods and the market that production engenders. Welcome Edi-

tions are object-based and collectible, but because one of their goals is

social justice for refugees, they turn commodification on its head.

2 Brown subsequently reveals his understanding of “art’s drive to reify itself and

thus resist commodification” (2003, 13).
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Figure 5.1: LorenaMolina,At what cost?, Welcome Edition

#8, duotone print, embroidery, walnut frame, 2023, edition of

6, 21”HX 30”W.

Source: Photograph courtesy ofWave Pool

Figure 5.2: LorenaMolina,Do you feel safe?, Welcome Edi-

tion #8, duotone print, embroidery, walnut frame, 2023, edition

of 6, 18”HX 30”W.

Source: Photograph courtesy ofWave Pool
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Figure 5.3: LorenaMolina, For who?, Welcome Edition #8,

duotone print, embroidery, walnut frame, 2023, edition of 6,

18”HX 30”W.

Source: Photograph courtesy ofWave Pool

Figure 5.4: LorenaMolina,Do you feel free?, Welcome Edi-

tion #8, duotone print, embroidery, walnut frame, 2023, edition

of 6, 18”HX 30”W.

Source: Photograph courtesy ofWave Pool
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Lorena Molina

Lorena Molina (b. 1985, San Salvador, El Salvador; resides in Houston,

Texas), the artist of Welcome Edition #8, was born in El Salvador and

lived through the civil war there. In 1999, she and her family migrated

to the US to escape the conflict; Molina has grappled with feelings

of displacement ever since. Consequently, her artwork focuses on the

challenges that immigrants face in establishingnewhomes and commu-

nities.Welcome Edition #8 is a series of four photographs appropriated

from internet-based media of sites to which migrants who crossed the

southern US border were transported by unwelcoming governors of

states such Texas and Florida.The images are of Martha’s Vineyard; Vice

President Kamala Harris’s home near the Naval Observatory in Wash-

ington, DC; Chicago’s Union Station, and Manhattan’s Port Authority

(Figs. 5.1 through 5.4). To accompany each one, Molina wrote short

phrases such as “Do you feel safe?” “Do you feel free?” and “At what cost?”

The artist has iterated these phrases many times before in previous

bodies of artwork.These are questions that she is constantly challenging

herself and others to ask. How are we complicit in the economic and

social exploitation of others?

Molina resides inHouston,Texas, andworked remotelywithCincin-

nati-based fabricators onWelcome Edition #8. It was the first time that

she had worked remotely with a team; she had also never before printed

in two tones on fabric, a process that she trusted to University of Cincin-

nati graduate student Peiyu Liu. Migrant embroiderers associated with

Casa de Paz, a Cincinnati-based non-profit that provides safety for Lati-

nas and their children escaping domestic violence, stitched the text on

each photograph after receivingMolina’s guidance about placement and

color.Molina states, “I amconstantly thinking aboutmigration, andhow

youcreate aplace andbelonging,andwhogets to feel safe and free in this

country…. I didn’t need to explain the work to [the embroiderers]… they

got the concept right away.… I think working with them was the most

rewarding part of it” (Zoom interview with author, 14 June 2023). Each

piece is partially framed by a strip of wood, one on top and one on the

bottom, fabricated by Jake Girth, so that it suspends much like an Asian
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hanging scroll, though Molina’s pieces are wider than they are tall. The

presentation format highlights the concept of suspension and instabil-

ity, ofwaiting to land.Fabricationby a teamsupportsMolina’s interest in

community and inclusion; the fabrication process confirms the artistic

concept while also offering Molina a method of expanding her capabili-

ties and impact.

Figure 5.5:Welcome Editions booth at Expo Chicago 2023.

The land border between the US and Mexico is 699 miles long, and

much of it is remote desert territory where the physical barrier between

the two countries is either nonexistent or permeable, an undefined

in-between place. Wave Pool unveiled Welcome Edition #8 at Expo

Chicago in 2023. Molina designed a photographic wall mural with an

image of the US/Mexico border (specifically a location where the bor-

der “wall” is in reality a fence) superimposed with an image of a line of

railroad freight cars stacked two high, altered so that their colors are flu-

orescent. In 2022, Arizona’s then-governor began to construct what was

to be a ten-mile-long temporary barrier consisting of stacked shipping
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containers through a federally protected forest on the state’s southern

border. (The project was illegal and never completed, but it damaged a

vital wildlife corridor.) Molina’s representation looks like a child’s train

set or stacking blocks, alluding to the border as a political toy, as well

as to “La Bestia,” the freight train on top of which Central American

migrants ride acrossMexico, risking their lives.The four scrolls hung on

top of this mural-cum-wallpaper (Fig. 5.5). Molina states, “I was mostly

thinking about this idea of makeshift borders, and I wanted that to

be the space where the images are seen” (interview, 14 June 2023). This

presentation emphasized the point that national borders are political

fabrications, rooted in the assertion of ownership and power, and in

dividing people from one another.

Brown’s ThingTheory might posit that the currency of this message

will determine whether Welcome Edition #8 is an object or a thing. As

long as there are nation-states with borderlands that are far from the

centers of political power, and as long as there are diasporic peoples

attempting to create a new home, and as long as someone somewhere

is looking at Welcome Edition #8 and being reminded of this political

condition, it will be an object that serves its function. (Brown [2003, 3]

describes his new idiom as beginning with the effort to think with or

through the physical object world.) Object Oriented Ontology (Harman

1999) might suggest that in the case of Welcome Edition #8, the idea

itself, rather than the physical object that conveys it, is the thing. The

idea is front and center.

Baseera Khan

Baseera Khan (b. 1980, Denton, Texas; resides in Brooklyn, New York)

grew up in Texas, the child of working-class Muslim parents who mi-

grated from Bangalore, India. The family lived in near isolation due to

the threat of deportation; much of Khan’s artwork references displace-

ment and the Muslim experience in the US. Khan’s Welcome Edition #7

is a prayer rug emblazonedwith the verbiage “Muslims = America” to re-

mind us that theUSwas and continues to be built on the physical and in-
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tellectual labor of many under-recognized peoples (Fig. 5.6) The residue

of the political backlash from 11 September 2001, when al-Qaeda terror-

ists crashed planes into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in

New York City, remains in the American psyche. The misplaced identi-

fication of Muslims as terrorists is a component of that residue. Khan

reminds us that the stereotype is misplaced.

Figure 5.6: Baseera Khan,Muslims=America, Welcome

Edition #7, wool, 2022, edition of 13, 36”HX 24”W.
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It began as a protest poster: seven letters in each word make the

equation true. When approached by Wave Pool to create an edition,

Khan decided that the message would translate well into a woven and

embroidered prayer rug, and that it would be further empowered by

a material and format that refers to the expression of worship, woven

by female refugees from Central Asia, specifically Bhutan, who lived

and wove in refugee camps in Nepal before coming to the US.3 Muslims

are only one of the possible population groups to identify in the piece.

Khan implies that we could and should imagine the insertion of other

marginalized groups in lieu of “Muslims”: women, African Americans,

Asian Americans, LGBTQIA peoples, etc. Khan shares, “Yes, there are

complexities with race, class, gender, but at the end of the day, there is a

very central human instinct.… We have to come together collectively to

achieve those goals” (Zoom interview with author, 26 June 2023).

Contemporary Arts Center in Cincinnati hosted Khan’s solo exhibi-

tionWeight on History, and through this the artist became familiar with

the city. Several rugs exhibited there were designed by Khan and fab-

ricated by craftspeople in Kashmir. Khan shares, “I think that my work

becomes more powerful because of the moves that I make actually rely-

ing on a community of craftspeople.” Speaking about Welcome Edition

#7 and the Bhutaneseweavers,Khan states that it was “important forme

to work with this particular group during this time of rising xenophobia

and fascism all over this country and all over the world.... [it was] a pro-

cess ofmewanting a particular design and them coming back tome and

saying, well, we can’t do this ... but we can do this, or we don’t have this

color, but we have this. It was a generative collaboration.” Khan was also

motivated by the fact that the weavers would benefit financially. “Money

is a funny thing. It means everything but nothing at the same time” (in-

terview, 26 June 2023).

3 Ethnic Nepalese were forced out of Bhutan in the 1990s to refugee camps in

Nepal. By 2016 most of the Bhutanese refugees had been resettled in the US.

Cincinnati received many of them. https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/b

hutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considere

d-success.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471166
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success
https://www.wgbh.org/news/2016/12/29/bhutanese-refugee-camps-nepal-wind-down-resettlement-program-considered-success


142 What We Brought with Us

Khan seems interested in themercilessness of financialmarkets and

in questioning who benefits from the art market. For example, in the

exhibition “iamuslima,” Khan’s New York debut in 2017, the print Prayer

(prostrating in submission five times a day to an entity outside of your body)

included the lines “SOME FAMILIES STACK THE DOLLAR BILLS. MY

FAMILY STACKS THE TRAUMA. NOW I’M TRYING TO MAKE SOME

MONEY OFF UNDERSTANDING MY MAMA’S DRAMA” (Larmon 2017,

364). Another, less direct example is Khan’s The Liberator (2022), a 3-D

acrylic bust rendered from a digital scan of Khan’s own body sliced

at chakra points.4 It was inspired by Naro Dakini, a ferocious female

Tibetan Buddhist deity who wears a garland of skulls and a skirt of

bones, an eighteenth-century example of which is in the collection of

the National Museum of Asian Art (Smithsonian Institution 2023). By

referencing the historical sculpture, Khan also challenges us to question

the appropriateness of the museum display of a religious object in-

tended for Buddhist devotion and prayer. Other questions expand from

this one: How did this object come to the US? Who gained and who lost

in this transaction?Themarket probably determined its monetary value

and dismissed its cultural one when it was extracted from its home and

its original purpose.Whowas complicit in the financial transaction does

not matter as much as acknowledging that we are all complicit now.

The Liberator’s iconography illustrates blockages of feminine power;

its historical reference conveys our responsibility to interpret and un-

derstand the beliefs of those from places and times other than our own,

manifesting Appadurai’s (1986) goal of lending new perspectives on the

circulation of commodities in social life. What was originally an object

of Tibetan Buddhist devotion became a commodity the moment it was

sold to a Western collector. Later, when it was accessioned into the col-

lectionof an artmuseum, it transformed for the second time, into awork

of art. Brown (2003, 46) confirms that physical objects have metaphysi-

cal properties.Those properties of this object changed as itmoved across

international borders and into a museum setting.Wave Pool capitalizes

4 Chakra means “wheel” in Sanskrit and refers to energy points in the body.
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on the market that Khan and Brown critique, bringing social justice to

the crass commerce of the global art fair.

Vanessa German

“If you could make a piece of art that had a superpower, what would it

be?” artist Vanessa German (b. 1976, Milwaukee, Wisconsin; resides in

Pittsburgh,Pennsylvania) asked attendees of the firstworkshop forWel-

comeEdition#6.Afterhearing theanswers,Germandevelopedaplan for

creating themultiple parts thatwould comprise each of the elevenPower

Figures in the edition. The components, all blue, include carved wood

torsosbyNigerianwoodcarverMichaelOlludare; cast ceramic songbirds

and anatomical hearts by two members of Visionaries and Voices, an

organization that supports alternatively gifted makers; and woven and

dyed fabric shaped like teardrops or water, with a wish for the future

handwritten by workshop participants and other community members

encased inside each one. German guided twelve to fifteen helpers in the

assemblage of each sculpture and then completed each one with addi-

tional parts and marks. “Her hands are like magic,” states Cal Cullen,

artist, co-founder ofWave Pool, and director ofWelcome Editions. “This

blue is like a feeling, it is a powerful emotion. She keeps coming back to

this color again and again” (interview with author, Cincinnati, Ohio, 26

June 2023). Titled a holy blue togetherness for planetary awareness of the sin-

gle universal breath, the edition exemplifies, in German’s words, “how the

color blue is a gift; for the gifts of water, creativity, and togetherness as

balm and center in times of disconnect and delusion: a way to be here

together. A way of loving” (Fig. 5.7).5

5 https://www.wavepoolgallery.org/welcomeeditions.
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Figure 5.7: Vanessa German, a holy blue togetherness for

planetary awareness of the single universal breath, Wel-

come Edition #6 (front), mixedmedia, 2022, edition of 10,

approximately 15”HX 12”WX 10”D.

German’s overall efforts as an artist focus on collective healing from

systemic racism; by honestly admitting the injustices of the past, we can

correct our present behaviors and look toward a better future.Her sculp-

tures are generous in their physical and visual abundance. She ismunif-

icent in her daily life as well. In 2011, she founded Love Front Porch to

provide a time and space for her neighbors in Pittsburgh to create and
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share. (This enterprise grew into ARThouse, a community studio, artist’s

residency, and outdoor theater and garden.) In each of her assembled

sculptures, she brings together disparate objects to build a cohesive ex-

pression,much as she coalesces individuals to make a community.

Sometimes, German uses articles from everyday life and repurposes

them as components for her sculptures, a quintessential example of

transforming dysfunctional things into meaningful objects if we apply

Brown’sThingTheory.But forWelcomeEdition#6, eachof the individual

components was fabricated anew by skilled craftspeople: a glass blower,

a wood carver, a ceramist, and several weavers, among others, partic-

ipated in this community effort. German combines lovingly crafted

objects into another object that has even greater meaning because of

her input: theorizing through OOO, the being of the thing is multiplied.

Cal Cullen, who hand-built one of the ceramic components, describes,

“A lot of it was about connecting people, about creating inclusive spaces,

being able to lift one another up” (interview, 26 June 2023).

In its review of the Independent Art Fair 2022, the New York Times

mentioned only a few artists; German (presented byWave Pool and Kas-

min) was one of them (Heinrich 2022). Maria Seda-Reder, Director of

Exhibitions/Artist Support Initiatives at Wave Pool, staffed Wave Pool’s

booth at the fair. She recalls, “We are leveraging the names and cultural

cachet of really important artists on behalf of the local community.… For

some people, that really resonated: collectors, curators, gallerists... peo-

plewho themselves are artists... [are] searching formoremeaning inart-

making. It is so important rightnow” (interviewwithauthor,Cincinnati,

Ohio, 28 June 2023).

Wave Pool andGerman have similarmotivations andworkingmeth-

ods: both bring people together to generatemeaning for themakers and

the audience alike, and sometimes these two groups are one and the

same. This type of art making has been ascending in importance since

the beginning of the twenty-first century. Generally known as socially

engaged art, it is rooted in Nicholas Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics. It

blurs the divide between artist and audience as a method for empow-

ering the latter to be an agent of change. “The role of artworks is... to

actually be ways of living and models of action...” (Bourriaud 2002, 13).
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This builds on the previously mentioned artistic resistance of the 1970s

against the commodification of art. Wave Pool claims socially engaged

art as one of its institutional foci, making the creation, marketing, and

sale of its Welcome Editions a socially engaged practice.The institution

itself is a socially engaged practitioner.6

Conclusion

Other Welcome Editions gain resonance because they are fabricated by

migrants and refugees. For example, Jeffrey Gibson’s (b. 1972, Colorado

Springs, Colorado; resides in Hudson, New York) Welcome Edition #5

comprises twenty-fiveweavings, each about the size of a notebook page,

with the text “LetMeBeWhoYouNeedMe to Be” as themain image (Fig.

5.8). Gibson is Choctaw/Cherokee and much of his work is abstract, but

this one, executed in patterns and colors found in much traditional Na-

tive American art, speaks directly to the egregious displacement of Na-

tive Americans by the US government. Robbed of land and dignity, they

were forced to assimilate. Welcome Edition #5 was woven by refugees

from Nepal and Togo who are finding a new home in the US and who

likely identify with Gibson’s message that the responsibility of adapta-

tion and acceptance is shared by thosewhohavemigrated and thosewho

have not—or, more expansively, by anyone in any type of relationship

with any other being. Gibson chose to leave each weaving attached to

its wooden loom, which in turn serves as its frame, a reminder of the

making process and of one of the artworks’messages: change andmove-

ment are constant. Guillermo Galindo’s soon-to-be-realized edition will

be built from things left behind bymigrants near the US/Mexico border.

6 Wave Pool is an example of New Institutionalism, which refers to “critically re-

flexive work... that emerged in the 1990s... to redefine the contemporary art

institution and its role in expanded notions of the exhibition and social engage-

ment” (Voorhies 2017, 17).
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Figure 5.8: Jeffrey Gibson, Let Me BeWho You NeedMe to Be, Welcome

Edition #5, 8/2 Tencel weft with a cotton warp, cherry finished pieces are 17”W x

21”HX 17”W.

Each of these Welcome Editions supports Wave Pool’s mission as “a

socially engaged art center that acts as a conduit for community change

through artist opportunities and support.”7 Fabrication by migrant

7 https://www.wavepoolgallery.org/mission.
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makers enforces each Edition’s conceptual focus on displacement and

the longing for human connection. The iteration of this idea, coupled

with the sales proceeds supporting themakers who execute them,many

of whom are migrants and refugees, means that Welcome Editions are

an effective method for fulfilling Wave Pool’s mission. Their commodi-

fication lends itself to the theoretical analyses of things and commerce,

and also fosters social justice.
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Amy Conger’s Double Exile

Amy Lind

This story is still in themaking,after somany years.MyauntAmyConger

died inMarch 2023. Following her passing, I traveled to Santiago inMay

to meet some of her friends from the time she lived in Chile. I brought

withme some of her ashes, to leave in her beloved adopted home. It was

a life-changing moment for me, as I came to learn so much more about

Amy and was able to confirm much of what I had suspected but which

she had never directly told me.1

Amy died fifty years after the brutal military coup in Chile, which ul-

timately affected approximately thirty thousand people through execu-

tion, detention, torture, and/or forced exile during the Chilean military

regime’s seventeen years in power (1973–90). In 1974, one year after the 11

September 1973 military coup, Amy was detained, held at the notorious

1 I called Amy my “aunt” although she was really a cousin. She was my mother’s

first cousin, and as I didn’t have any aunts or uncles of my own, she becamemy

“aunt.” There is a tradition of Amy Congers in my family; in my case, Conger is

my middle name. I am very grateful to the people I have met who knew Amy

and who have helped me put together the pieces of her experience. In particu-

lar, I want to thank Carlos Torres for sharing stories of Amy's life in Santiago, and

for showing me memorialized and unmarked places/spaces where Amy spent

time. Indeed,my time spent in Santiago inMay 2023was invaluable. I alsowant

to thank Lynnie Westafer for sharing her knowledge and stories, including the

extensive in-person interviews she conducted with Amy in early 2023. I could

not have compiled this history without her help and support. I also thank Amy's

dear friends fromSantiago, including Silvia, Dago, Patricio, andYvonne, andher

dear friends from Riverside, California, especially Jane Carney and RobMcMur-

ray.
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War Academy of the Chilean Air Force (Academia de Guerra de la Fuerza

Áerea de Chile, or FACH) detention center, and tortured by the Chilean

military while living andworking as a photographer and art history pro-

fessor at the Universidad de Chile in Santiago (1971–74).

In fact,Amywasmore fortunate thanmany.While shewas detained,

she was forced to sign a statement claiming that she was a traitor to

Chile, her adopted home, but as a foreigner and US American, she was

released thirteen days after her detention in October 1974 and expelled

from Chile. Most Chileans were detained for much longer; many never

reappeared. Their “disappearance”2 became essentially permanent, al-

though some family members and activists continue to refer to them

as disappeared rather than proclaim them dead.This is in part because

their remains were never found, and in part because their loved ones

refuse to end a chapter of history that post-dictatorship governments

have often tried to conclude or forget.

Amy survived.She returned to theUnited States,where she immedi-

ately began advocating for herself and on behalf of Chileans, whom she

viewed as victims of the military dictatorship.Through her public advo-

cacy, she became a political pawn once again, this time in the context of

ColdWar politics andUS foreign policy. Shewas politically savvy and in-

credibly strong. Contacting other US Americans who had been detained

by the Chilean military, she entreated her contacts to help her tell her

story to the media. It all happened fairly quickly: in late 1984 and 1985,

she appearedon thenational networkNBC’sTheTodayShowwithBarbara

Walters and on historian and broadcaster Studs Terkel’s radio show.3

LiberalWashingtonPost journalist JackAnderson (1974; 1975a)wrote about

2 It was due to thewave ofmilitary authoritarianism in Latin America in the 1960s

through the 1980s that “to disappear” became a verb. As people were “disap-

peared,” with no trace of theirwhereabouts, the concept has becomea standard

part of many languages. In theMerriam-Webster Dictionary, for example, “to dis-

appear” means “to cause (someone or something) to disappear; a) to abduct

and kill or imprison (someone, such as a political dissident) while withholding

information about the person’s fate”; https://www.merriam-webster.com/dicti

onary/disappear.

3 I do not have access to a copy of the Today Show segment.
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her case, arguing that Amywas a victimofUS foreign policy inChile.His

conservative counterpart William F. Buckley, in turn, published op-eds

in the Post rebuking Anderson’s claims.He referred to Amy as an Ameri-

can communist who was suspected by the Chilean Intelligence “of being

Mata Hari” and who deserved to be detained (1974).

Importantly, in 1975, Amy joined a group of US citizens, includ-

ing Terkel, who filed a lawsuit against the US Department of State,

including against then–Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, charging

the US government with crimes against humanity for their support of

the overthrow and assassination of democratically elected President

Salvador Allende and the subsequent Chilean military coup. She tes-

tified to the US Congress about her experience of detention (Kennedy

1974). Unsurprisingly, they did not “win” their lawsuit. The lawsuit did,

however, help block additional funding for Chile that the Senate was

then voting upon.4 For a short time, her story symbolized the strong

ideological ColdWar divide within the United States, including the fear

of Cuba’s “domino effect” in the region; that is, the fear that communism

would spread throughout Latin America and threaten US democracy.

Through all of this, I now know, Amy suffered. When I was young, I

remember watching her onThe Today Show and thinking what a strong,

impressive person she was. Amy rarely talked about how she felt about

her experience, but for years she feared retaliation while living in the

United States. I first interviewedher in 1984,while still a college student.

I visited my older and much admired relative at her brother’s house in

Los Angeles, and we talked at length. She told me about the years after

4 As Amy Conger states in a draft letter she prepared on 11 February 1975 to share

with multiple US political leaders, “On December 4, 1974, Sen. Kennedy pre-

sented an amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1974 to cut off all mili-

tary aid to Chile because of the terrible violations of Human Rights which are

presenting occurring there.… This bill was passed as amended in the Senate

and subsequently in theHouse of Representativeswhere, additionally, the total

amount of economic aidwas diminished from approximately $60million to $25

million for the same reason.” Following Jack Anderson’s story about Amy’s case,

Amy’s testimony to the US Congress, and the group lawsuit, the US government

significantly cut funds to Chile. See also Anderson (1975b).
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her return to the US and her worry about being followed. She adopted a

German Shepherd as a form of protection, and she made sure she had a

network of friends in her local community who kept an eye out for her

and helped support her. Once, when she traveled to Mexico City to give

a talk about her experience in Chile at an Amnesty International confer-

ence, she recognized a US American intelligence agent outside her hotel

room. She heard someone fumbling with keys and trying to get into her

room so she barricaded the door with a large piece of furniture. She was

eventually able to leave and asked people from Amnesty International to

move her to another hotel. She believed the intelligence agent wanted to

assassinate her.This fear of being persecuted never dissipated. In an in-

terview Amy gave to a journalist family friend in early 2023, she said she

never stopped looking in the rearviewmirror of her car even then, forty-

nine years after her initial detention in Chile.5

Amy was forcibly exiled from Chile, but she was displaced in her

own country as well upon her return. She was blacklisted, and for sev-

eral years, she faced difficulties finding a job, including as a professor.

In Chile, she had witnessed atrocities that her own government had

helped manufacture. She made an intentional decision to stay and

join the wide range of Chileans who resisted military disappearances,

detentions, torture, and executions. She was a strong believer in human

rights and enamored by Chile’s democratic socialism. She joined the

resistance,which, at the time, included anyone opposed tomilitary rule.

In her case, she worked with MIR (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolu-

cionaria, or Revolutionary Left Movement), a movement to the left of

Allende’s socialism that supported the Allende administration, worked

toward the redistribution of wealth, and opposed US and other forms

of western/northern imperialism. MIR was one of the most repressed

political movements by the military junta; many MIR members were

victims of state violence, although it was also a relatively resilient move-

ment (Amat 2023). Once Amy began to witness the military repression,

she made a conscious decision to remain in Santiago and work with

5 Interview with Amy Conger by Lynnie Westafer; personal communication with

Lynnie Westafer, 14 July 2023.
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others to resist military and state violence. She continued to work at the

Universidad de Chile, which was taken over by the military soon after

the coup. Almost all professors at the university were fired. Amywas one

of eight professors who remained on staff, perhaps because themilitary

initially believed a US American would be a safe person to have on staff,

perhaps even an ally. And yet, in September 1974, a year after themilitary

coup, Amy was detained in front of her house, bringing her resistance

to a halt. She was handcuffed, blindfolded, and forced to walk from

her house to the military vehicle with her shirt raised over her head, a

common practice by the military to humiliate and dehumanize people,

often in the view of bystanders. After her detention, she was deported

and then forced into an “inner emigration,” a kind of exile within her

own country.

It is very possible that her photographs of Chile in the early 1970s

were one factor leading to her arrest and detention. Indeed, her pho-

tos powerfully reflect the revolutionary fervor of the time. The photo

included here (“Untitled”), of a young child drinking milk—benefiting

from President Allende’s milk distribution program in poor neighbor-

hoods—has been widely circulated in Chile and particularly in social

media during the past few years. She is rarely credited for the photo

despite the fact that it has come to represent a key historical moment

and reflects a sentiment of hope that is alive in the national memory

today.

Amy did not publishmany of the photos she took in Chile until about

twenty years later, after the dictatorship fell and it was safe to publish

photos of people who may have been retaliated against by the military

had they been identified. When Amy was detained at her home in the

Bellavista neighborhood in Santiago, she hid many of her photos in her

oven so the officers who detained her could not find them. Some were

damaged, others were smuggled out of the country, yet others she was

able to keep and restore.
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Figure 6.1: Amy Conger,Untitled.

Source: Amy Conger, Bienvenido to NuevaHavana: Santiago, Chile

1972–1973. Telluride, CO: Nolvido Press, 2010

Inmanyways, Amy protectedme fromher history. She didn’t tell me

about her involvement in MIR. But putting the pieces together, in ret-

rospect, I see how she carried the memories with her, even though she

compartmentalized that experience as a way to survive and also possi-

bly to protect those around her. Her dog Lumi was named after a well-
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known female leader in MIR, and a friend and comrade of Amy at the

time, who was executed by the Chilean military. Amy’s forced displace-

ment remained with her for the rest of her life, even though few people

around her, including her own family and some friends, really under-

stood what she had experienced, been part of, and witnessed.

When Amy died, she left her possessions to friends of hers from all

walks of life.Whatwasmost important to herwas her art, her photogra-

phy, her books, her writing and publishing (she published several books

on photography and was working on a book on her extensive Chilean

arpillera collection when she died), and her friends.6 She had lifelong

friendships with her Chilean friends from the early 1970s. She returned

to Chile two or three times after the dictatorship ended, where she saw

old friends, some of whomhad also been detained, tortured, and exiled.

She remained close to the grown children of her close comrades who

were orphaned following the execution of their parents. She commu-

nicated regularly with a Chilean friend who now lives in Mexico City,

another who now lives in Buenos Aires, and another in Quito, Ecuador,

remaining close to them until she died. After having collectively gone

through such a traumatic experience, this group of friends and adopted

family was forever bonded. I felt this myself when I met her friends this

year.

I found out Amy had died when I was at a conference in Quito. I

opened Facebook during a break in my hotel room and saw a photo of

Amy posted by a former Chilean graduate student of mine at FLACSO-

Ecuador who had returned to Chile to live. She posted the image of Amy

as a way to acknowledge the many untold histories of people who suf-

fered from the military dictatorship. It’s amazing how memory is re-

told through social media in such powerful ways.This year (2023), a half

6 Arpilleras are a type of folk art created largely by women in Chile to document

the political violence at a time when assembling in groups of more than two

peoplewas not allowed, according tomilitary law. As a result, arpilleras have be-

come a powerful source of storytelling andmemory surrounding human rights

abuses in Chile.
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century after the coup, there have beenmany commemorative events ac-

knowledging those who were executed or disappeared and sharing sto-

ries, such as this one about my aunt, with Chilean publics. I cried in my

hotel room as I prepared to give a talk about contemporary right-wing

attacks on “gender ideology” at the conference.

This photo of the young child drinking milk is emblematic of the

much broader historical moment Amy captured in her photography

from 1971 to 1974. She captured the soul of a nation hopeful for better

lives for the majority, not just for the privileged few.More than her ma-

terial possessions, Amy loved her photos—and photos in general—that

capture the affective dimensions of people’s lives, suffering, and care.

Amy Conger’s legacy will continue. In bringing some of her ashes to

Santiago, I brought part of her home to her adopted home.With the help

of a dear friend of hers, her ashes will be placed in the MIR Memorial

Mausoleumat theGeneral Cemetery in Santiago. Perhaps ironically, it is

easier to talk about her story now than it was when she was alive. This,

then, is just the beginning of a much longer story in the making. I will

continue to learn from her as my ancestor. And she will guide me and

many others as we continue to navigate politics, seek forms of repair,

and imagine a more just future.
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What Matters to Boatpeople: Shirts, Spoons,

and Sleep

Kim Huynh

My family left Vietnam by boat in April 1979 with a small bag of possessions and

$400USD hidden in the seams of our clothes.

What follows is my translation of conversations in Vietnamese that I had

with my parents about what remains from our journey—in particular, a shirt

and spoon.

As with many items, their value is linked to the history and symbolism we

assign to them.

While my mother’s recollections seem detailed and clear, my father’s mem-

ory has been affected by sustained hardship, two strokes, Alzheimer’s disease, and

chronic insomnia.

Together, Mum and Dad offer insights into what matters to boatpeople and

non-boatpeople alike.

When did you last sleep through the night, Dad?

I have no idea.

I asked your mother, and she can’t remember either. She suggested

the night our boat reached that tiny island without a name.We were ex-

hausted and fell asleep on the beach. But even then, I recall lying on the

sand and peering into the night sky as I tried to figure out what to do

next.

What I do know is that since we’ve been in Australia, I’ve hardly ever

slept for more than four hours straight.
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Figure 7.1:TheHuynh family, 1975.

Source:The author’s family archive.
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I’ve tried acupuncture, sleep specialists, laboratory studies, medita-

tion, yoga, herbal remedies, thosewhirring sleep apneamachines.None

of them have helped.

I’m ashamed to say that I’m in the habit of taking half a sleeping

tablet before bed. Sometimes, I need a full one.

That’s very frustrating for you, isn’t it?

Of course. For almost half a century I’ve been tellingmyself, “You can get

on top of this.”

I’m very strong-willed.Maybe that’s the problem.

Every morning, I swim fourteen laps. When I can’t get to the pool

becausemy heart’s acting up, then I walk up and down the lounge room.

If I don’t tire myself out in the day, I’ll pay for it at night.

Often, I remind myself that I’m a well-educated man of reason, and

some accomplishment. I know that all I have to do is nothing. But when

the sun sets, I lose my senses.

The doctor says I’m “sundowning.”That’s why I get so frightened and

confused. She’s probably right. But isn’t everyone prone to “sundown-

ing”? Don’t we all crave the fresh hope that morning brings?

When I was little, we used to say that day and night were like xoi dau,

sticky rice and dried beans. Rice is warm and soft, while beans are hard

and unforgiving. I learned that darkness also means chaos and terror.

That’s when the Viet Minh revolutionaries di ve (“came home”) from the

jungles into the villages. And with them would be gunfire and mortars.

I remember the thump of the mortars, “AHM! AHM! AHM!” and being

thrust into shelters in the ground.

The Viet Minh used to say that the people were the water that sus-

tained themand throughwhich theymoved likefish.But their realwater

was the darkness. I should know.When I was twelve, I learned to swim

with them.

What do you think about at night?

The other day, as I fell in and out of a daytime nap, I saw the mountains

that loomed over my village.
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For us, the mountains were the edge of the world, even though they

were only a few kilometers away. Quang Nam province was wedged be-

tween the mountains to the west and the East Sea. In fact, instead of

using “west” or “east,” we’d say “Head down river and turn towards the

mountains,” or “Take this bushel of rice to the market stall that faces the

sea.”That’s how quaint life was.

Other memories from Vietnam are not so quaint. You’d think that

with my Alzheimer’s, some of them would fade. But if anything, the

scenes from my past have become more vivid as I “approach one hun-

dred years,” which is what we Vietnamese say instead of “kicking the

bucket.”

Sometimes, I seemy father. Iwasonly six or sevenwhenhewaskilled

during the war against the French. “Assassinated” is a better word. Your

grandmother told me that his hands were tied behind his back when

the Viet Minh kicked him into a shallow grave. He called out to relatives

and friendswhowere highly ranked revolutionaries, there towitness his

sham trial. None of them helped.

I don’t recall his face, yet my father haunts me in his absence. Unlike

most Vietnamese, I don’t believe in ghosts.Butmy father, ormymemory

of him, comes close.

My brother Nho’s face I remember very well. Your grandmother said

that Nho resembled my father—and that you,my son, resemble Nho.

Your uncle died in the jungle, fighting for the Republic of Vietnam, a

few days after his daughter was born. Like me, when he was a teenager

he supported the Viet Minh, but soon came to realize that Ho Chi Minh

and the communists were ruthless liars.

With Nho’s death came waves of grief and resentment. It confirmed

in mymind that there’s no justice or cosmic force looking out for us.

For your grandmother, tragedy fueled superstition.She couldnot ac-

cept that Nho was gone. And when she finally did, she became obsessed

with finding his body and laying his soul to rest. She spent money that

we didn’t have on fortune tellers and soothsayers, all of them scammers

who sent us trekking into the jungle looking for remains that could have

belonged to anyone or anything. Looking back, that only made it harder

for me to come to grips with my brother’s passing.
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Is that when your insomnia started?

No. I slept fine during the French and American wars.

It was afterwards, when I was planning our escape, that I began to

mat ngu (“lose sleep”).

You know what it’s like before you go on a big trip. How you feel

the night of an important exam or job interview. You’re a father now, so

you’ve experienced the incredible anticipation that builds up when your

wife’s pregnant. Well, escaping your homeland is like all those things

combined, but far more uncertain, intense, and frightening.

Lots of people were leaving.There was a saying at the time, “If light

posts could walk, they would go too.” Everyone was suspicious of every-

one else. A neighbor could tell the local authorities about our suspicious

behavior. Someone at work could report us to gain favor with those

higher up. An innocent rumor could ruin everything. The pressure was

immense.

First, we organized our own small boat in 1978 with another family.

But we were swindled and lost our savings. There was no backup plan.

We had almost lost hope.

Then, at the start of 1979, your mother’s cousin confided in her that

shehad foundawayout forher children. Itwaswith aChinese syndicate.

Theywould have fake papers saying that theywere Chinese-Vietnamese.

Due to conflict in the region, the government was eager to get rid of the

Chinese, while confiscating their property and wealth.

We didn’t have the money to go with them. But despite not wanting

us to leave, your grandmother came to the rescue, giving us just enough

for the trip.With that, our hope was reignited, but so too was the stress

and anticipation.

But I’ll let you in on a secret. It was thrilling too.How could it not be?

To have a chance of a new beginning after so many dead ends. To risk

everything for my family’s future.

Sowith all the fear and dread of getting caught,while tryingmy best

to stay stable amidst the tumult, I started to lose sleep.

Often, I crept out of bed to not disturb your mother, and took out a

compass and map that I bought on the black market. In secret, I calcu-
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lated the routes and distances that our boatmight take from oppression

to freedom, to a new place to call “home.”

What was it like on the boat?

The KG-1170.There’s a number I’ll never forget. Even more important is

392, because we were the 392nd boat to reach Palau Bidong in Malaysia.

That’s how they called us up for rations,mail, and for that all-impor-

tant resettlement interview. “Thiet Van Huynh from Boat 392!”

There’s another memorable number, 507. That’s how many people

were on our twenty-meter boat.

I sat at the front with your brother, sweating and entwined on the

deck. Itwasworse for the youngmenwhowere shoved into thehull.Your

cousinwas down there, not far from the clanking engine.He didn’t know

whether he wasmore desperate for water or air.They had to be locked in

to ensure that they didn’t rush on deck and scuttle the boat. The locked

latchwas nearwhere your brother and I sat. I can still hear the thumping

and hollering from below.

You once asked whether I cried on the boat. I said “never.” I don’t

think any of the adults cried.We were too worried.

Did you seeMum andme on the boat?

Yes. You and your mother were in the cabin because you were so small

and sick.

Amazingly, yourmother found a way to visit us. It was after a couple

of days, when the storms had passed and the ocean was calm. We had

not eaten anything since leaving and, like everyone around us, had been

seasick. Your brother and I were famished.

It was even more amazing that your mum brought us food. She had

shimmied around the edge of the boat, with you and a bowl of rice soup

in one arm, while holding on to the railing on the outside of the cabin

with the other. Note that there was nothing but the Gulf of Thailand be-

low her, and your mother could not swim, not even a meter.

But when she appeared standing over us, the sunshine framing her

silhouette, with you and the soup in hand, I did not question the risk
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she had taken. I just accepted the reward, most of which I gave to your

brother, saving a mouthful for myself.

I assumed you and yourmother had had some soup too. But she said

that youwould not eat. Youwere so weak, lying still in her armswearing

that yellow shirt. Your brother’s shirt was in good condition. It had been

washed by the rain and dried in the sun. Yours was awfully stained, not

with blood but with themedicines, carrots, betel nut, everything that we

could find that might give you a chance to live. All of it, you spewed and

shat out.

Figure 7.2:The shirt that KimHuynhwore when he escaped Vietnam.

Source:The author’s family archive
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We still have that shirt. Tell me about it.

I loathed that shirt from the moment I saw it and refuse to believe that

somehow it “worked,” that it helped you survive. In truth, it probably put

us all in more danger.

It was your grandmother’s doing. She was very much against our

escape. She thought it was too dangerous. But as tough as she was,

your grandmother was never one to challenge fate. I, on the other hand,

couldn’t live under the communists who had designated us nguy, which

means we were traitors, dishonest, despicable, losers.

But because she loved you and your brother so dearly, your grand-

mother helped pay for our journey. And with the same love, she bought

you those shirts.

This did not, however, occur to me when she brought them to us.

At that time, when we were trying desperately to keep our plans

secret, your grandmother headed off to buy those shirts without a travel

permit, without informing us, following some hearsay, and probably

blathering to every cyclo driver and bystander on the way that her son’s

family was going to vuot bien, flee the country.

At a Cho Lon temple, she divulged everything to the head nun, who

she hardly knew and who we could not trust.The nun told her that they

cared for orphans who were hardy and who had been blessed by the

Buddha. Their hardiness and blessings, she said, could be passed on to

you and your brother through the saffron-colored shirts that they wore.

Knowing that your grandmotherwould offer a sizable donation, the nun

promised that the shirts would provide more protection on our journey

than any life jacket.

I can’t recall what I said to your grandmother when she presented

me with the shirts.Maybe I yelled at her. I was under terrible strain, but

I regret that being one of the last exchanges we had together.

And that’s another reason why I can’t abide that shirt of yours.

What else do you remember about the journey?

I haven’tmentionedwhen our boat crashed. It was on the first night, be-

fore we even left Vietnamese waters.
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We’d beenwaiting at Rach Gia port for a week, hiding in a filthy little

hut.That’s where you got really sick. For all that time, your mother held

you and sang lullabies and folk songs.

Thenfinally,wewere told to board the boat, but againwewaited, this

time for another boat to join us, and to be led by the coast guard into

international waters.There was nomoon. No stars. Just darkness. And I

remember admiring how the Socialist Republic of Vietnamwas not only

letting us go but escorting us to freedom. So it was with relief that I fell

asleep on the deck.

Not long afterwards, I woke with a mighty jolt. I’ve since won-

dered about how two boats—none more or less seaworthy than the

other—could crash in such a way that one would be undamaged, while

ours would end up with a hole the size of a large jackfruit in its hull.The

hole was not far from where I was sitting. We were fortunate that the

hole was just above the water line and that only one person below deck

suffered head injuries. But we could not carry on.

The coast guard let the other boat sail into international waters and

escorted us back to Son Rai Island where the boat could be repaired. In

2023, Son Rai Island is something of a tourist destination. In 1979,many

of the fishing families from the Island had escaped, so it was deserted

and there was no shortage of houses in which we could lodge.

That night, when I took you from your mother, I saw that your arms

poked out of your tiny yellow shirt.They were as skinny as my fingers. I

felt how light you were, and how close you were to leaving us.

I’m not sure whether it was reason or desperation that took hold of

me, but the next morning, I asked the owner of the place where we were

staying for help.

“This is my baby boy, Kim. He’s famished and will not survive. Can you

look after him, just until he’s stronger? Then, when it’s safe, take him

back to Saigon, to my mother. I’ll give you my wedding ring. And my

wife’s ring too. Please take him. I’m begging you.”

She thought about it, but refused. And there was no time to find

someone else because our boat was ready to go again.
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What I’m trying to tell you,myson, is thatwhenweescapedVietnam,

I had to make choices. I don’t regret them, because I felt like I had no

choice. But sometimes, at night, that’s what I think about.

*

Mum, can you respond to what Dad has said?

Of course, your father has gotten many things wrong.

I know exactly how he sleeps, what haunts him, and how he is.

It’s true, he’s never slept well. And he’s up a lot nowadays, because of

his racing mind and active bladder. Sometimes he says he lies awake all

night. But I’m right next to him. I can hear him breathing. And I can tell

you that he sleeps okay.

Your father exaggerates. He’s always been like that.

I know wives who say their husbands totally change after having a

stroke or dementia. Suddenly, a man who was placid is full of rage or

a thoughtful and kind husband turns selfish. This is not the case with

your father. His stroke has made himmore himself: more frantic, more

determined.

No one knows entirely what goes on in your father’s head. But I’ve

got a good idea after fifty years of trying to calm him.

I tell him what’s in the past has passed. I remind him that we’ve had

a good life and have nothing to worry about. The news makes him anx-

ious, so I tell him that there’s nothing he can do about Putin’s invasion

of Ukraine. Nor can he sail to the Spratly and Paracel Islands and hold

back the Chinese navy.Theworld is fine.And even if it isn’t, it’s for young

people to sort out now.

But your father can’t rest. His will—to study, to work, to support his

family, to fight, to live—continues to astonish me. But it’s taken a toll.

Has it taken a toll on you?

Well, I’m his wife. If he can’t sleep, then I can’t either. But I’m used to

napping in the day if need be.
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Of course, it’s not easy now that your father needs care. But it wasn’t

easy when you were a baby either. Back then, I looked after you. Now, I

stay up looking after him.

But let me tell you about your shirt. Because your father’s not right

about that either.

I’ve never believed that it had magical powers. It wasn’t blessed by

Buddha.Who cares if it was? Andwho knowswhether some orphan ever

wore it?

But it’s not just a worthless rag either.

Your father, he only sees the shirt’s cost, its material value.

I’m not sure he’s ever noticed the stitching, but if he did, he’d point

out that it’s uneven. And he might lament that it was sewn by hand, be-

cause there were so few sewing machines and overlockers after the war.

The communists repossessed them, and when sewing machines broke,

therewere no spare parts to get themgoing again.For him, the shirt rep-

resents the sanctions,backwardness,andpoverty imposedonourhome-

land.

But the fact that it was handmade is also a sign of our resilience.

So yes. Your shirt is precious tome. I know it very well. In 1977, I held

you inmywomb for ninemonths.Then in 1979, I held you inmy arms for

nine months more, when you were wearing that shirt.

As I look at it now, the stitching remains strong, even if it’s crooked.

The fabric is intact, even its edges are tattered. And in my view, it’s still

vibrant, despite the stains.

Is there anything else that Dad said that you want to dispute?

If we’re revisiting history, the truth is your father never consulted me

when we were on Son Rai Island about sending you back to Saigon.

He said afterwards that the landlady told him there was no guaran-

tee she could get to Saigon and find your grandmother without a travel

permit. It would have been easier, she said, for her to follow us by boat

and track us down in some refugee camp.

I suspect she didn’t want the weight on her conscience of you dying.

Looking back, we should have just given her our wedding rings, because

they were the first things the pirates took.
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Did you say anything when you found out that Dad tried to give me away? And

why did you bring your wedding rings when you knew there would be pirates?

I said nothing to your father about it. I wasn’t happy, of course. But it

didn’t matter. We were on our way. And your father was under so much

stress. I wasn’t about to add to that.

In any case, I can tell you now, if the landlady had accepted his offer,

I wouldn’t have let you go.

As for the wedding rings, we took them because they were precious

to us.They symbolized our love and commitment. It was that simple.

And just as simply, when the pirates pointed their knives at us, we

gave them up. In that instant, and in many that followed, we were con-

cerned only with staying alive and keeping you and your brother safe.

So I don’t regret anything that I brought or lost.

What was it like for you on the boat?

As you sit there now, it’s hard to explain how scared I was.

Every choice—Should I feed you this or that? Should I cradle you or

set you down? Should I let you crawl on the floor or force you to stay on

the mat?—could have made the difference between keeping and losing

you. At the same time, I felt powerless with the tangled mass of people

aroundme, as our boat was thrown from one wave to another.

You know that we made it, and today we are safe in our house with

a fridge full of food. But back then, I didn’t know anything. I was always

frightened, so terribly afraid.

I did have amoment of courage. And I’m glad your father still savors

that soup.

I certainly recall wobbling more like a clown than an acrobat on the

outside ledge of the boat. As I juggled you and the soup, it struckmehow

foolish Iwas to take such a risk. I stopped,breathed, and toldmyself that

all I had todowas slide one foot away fromtheother and thenbring them

together again.

After I forcedmy way onto the deck, I called out for your father and,

when I found him, stood tall and valiant with the still-warm rice soup

in hand. I’ll never forget your father and brother looking up at me and

saying in unison, “I’m soooo hungry.”
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After they’d eaten, we took you boys to the edge of the boat and

peeled off your dirty shirts and shorts. Then we reached over the edge

and bathed you in the streaming water. Someone warned, “Watch out

for sharks!” But the ocean was as still and clear as glass, so we were sure

we could see any incoming threats. Feeling the sea spray over his body,

your brother giggled with delight. You, on the other hand, didn’t react

all that much.

Figure 7.3:TheHuynh family’s spoon.

Source:The author’s family archive

What happened to my brother’s shirt?

I don’t remember. He was terribly sick too, but not for as long or as bad

as you.

Weprobably lost it in the refugee camp.I got lostmyself in thatwind-

ing maze of tents and tracks.
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We also lost two sky-blue outfits that I had sewn for you. Our neigh-

bors said you and your brother looked like adorable Russian dolls when

you wore them.

That was the only compliment we received. Even after you two had

recovered, youwould cry out all day andnight.Especially you. “OhMum.

Oh Dad. OhMum.Oh Dad.” Our house was not so affectionately known

as “OhMumand ohDad’s house.”Of course, it wasn’t a house, but rather

a tent made of four sticks and a tarpaulin.

Oneday, I hung theblueoutfitsout todry,andwhen I turnedaround,

they were gone. Weeks later, I saw them hanging by another tent and

took themback.Then someone snatched themagain fromus and I never

saw them again. I imagine the same thing happened to your brother’s

yellow shirt. Maybe your shirt was so small, ragged, and dirty that no-

body wanted it.That’s why it’s still with us.

What else is still with us fromVietnam?

There’s the spoon.The one you and your brother as teenagers used to eat

cereal in the morning and ice cream at night.

It was never special or treasured, even though it was the last thing

that we took from Saigon.

You know, forweeks I thought aboutwhat to pack.Carefully, I sewed

all the money we had in the world into the seams of my shirt and to the

frontof your father’s trousers. Imadeanenergypowderby soakingsugar

with lemon juice and drying it again. All of it was soon gone, but still we

have your shirt, and that spoon, which I never wanted anyway.

It was themorning of 19 April 1979 whenwe said goodbye.We stayed

the night at your grandmother’s house. Neither your father nor I slept

very much.

Your grandmother’s heart was breaking, but shewas very strong.On

thedoorstep, she kissed you and your brother and announced loudly that

we were off home to see my mother, who was living with us at the time.

If the neighbors were watching, they wouldn’t have suspected a thing.

Your grandmother remembered that she had boiled some eggs for

you boys and asked your aunt to fetch them. I too remembered that I

didn’t have anything to feed you with and asked for a spoon. Perhaps
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your aunt was so overwhelmed with emotion that she didn’t think and

grabbed the first thing that came to hand. In any case, she returnedwith

the stainless-steel US Army spoon that had been used to boil the eggs. It

was far too big to feed youwith.But Iwas innomood for delay, so I threw

the spoon into my bag, thinking that I’d replace it with a more suitable

one.

Little did I know that we would use that relic from the war in the

camp not only to feed you and your brother, but also to cook meals, dig

holes, and scale fish.

If you had askedme to choose two things that I could keep from our

escape, that shirt and spoon would not be on my list. But they mean a

great deal to me now because of the memories they hold.

You can listen on ABC Radio Canberra to Kim’s parents describe “What it was

like on the boat” and his father recount surviving his stroke in “I have to live.”

Figure 7.4: UNHCRDisplaced Persons Registration Card

Source:The author’s family archive
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