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There and Here:
Identities in Diaspora at the Contemporary Moment
Abedar Kamgari

It is easy to think of immigration as an experience that begins at the time of leaving
the homeland and ends at arrival to the host country. Immigrant experience, however,
continues to affect migrants for most if not all of their lives following the physical act of
migrating. In fact, the experience often exceeds the first generation of migrants to affect
their children and grandchildren as well. The term diaspora encompasses this complex
multi-generational navigation of social, cultural, and political systems that continue to
impact the lives of persons with immigrant histories.
In the process of researching for and organizing this exhibition I became aware of the
vast and varied experiences of migration. It would be impossible (and foolish of me) to
try to pare down the complexities of diasporic experience into a singular definition. The
three artists in There and Here – Nikkie To, Nedda Baba and Diana Hosseini – engage
with their immigrant past and present in unique ways, addressing diverse perspectives on
what it means to be a woman and a visible minority living in Canada. To this end, these
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artists use their studio practices as tools for dissecting, challenging, and reconstructing
their ever-shifting identities.
Nikkie To’s painted figures float in ambiguous spaces somewhere between the real and
the imagined. The textural surfaces of her paintings wrap around her fragmented and
amorphous figures, alluding to ideas of memory, human connectivity, and loss. In Self
Portrait: Child (2014), To considers the different values placed upon male and female
children in the traditional Chinese household, and the resulting behavioural expectations
of young girls, by fragmenting her body and collaging it onto a man’s torso. In Drawn
in Space (2015), she creates a highly ornamental yet mostly empty space in which
the figure(s) seem to become one and yet remain separate. To refrains from making
the gender of her figures obvious, and instead embraces a sense of ambiguity to allow
viewers to question their initial assumptions.
Second generation Assyrian-Canadian Nedda Baba critically analyzes her family’s
desire for cultural preservation. Her photographic diptych, 14 (2014), depicts a pack of
Iraqi cigarettes and a box of matches her grandmother brought back from her last visit
to Iraq 14 years ago. Baba’s grandmother freezes the cigarettes to keep them fresh and
only takes one out to smoke when she is feeling particularly homesick. Capturing these
mementos of loss and longing, Baba reflects on her family’s sense of displacement. Her
series Home (2015) is especially potent given the recent turmoil brought on by ISIS in
Iraq and Syria. Baba pairs images of her family in Kirkuk, Iraq from the ‘50s and ‘60s
with images of ISIS in the region today. Home addresses the sense of helplessness that
many Canadians now face as their home countries are destroyed and terrorized while
they remain in the safety of the West. In this way, Baba reminds us of the multifaceted
and protean nature of identities in diaspora.
Diana Hosseini’s Magic Carpet (2013) references the size and motifs of the traditional
Persian carpets of her ancestral homeland. Bright and colourful, Magic Carpet seems at
first like an innocent electronic rendition of childhood fairy tales. When it flashes its
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Nikkie To, Man, 2013-2016.

message, however, it is as if the temperature in the room drops 20 degrees. Hosseini
made the carpet as a way of reflecting on her experiences with discrimination and
othering because of her appearance. By using the word “HIJACK,” – a term that
is closely tied to ideas of terrorism and often used exclusively to refer to visibly
recognizable Muslims or Middle Easterners – Hosseini opposes the problematic
stereotyping of Middle Easterners in the West. The title Magic Carpet, references many
stories (1001 Arabian Nights, King Solomon in the Koran, and of course, Disney’s
Aladdin), and considers the effect of cultural appropriation as a form of hijacking: a
hijacking of colonized cultures. For example, cheap, mass-produced Persian carpets
have diminished the demand for authentic Persian Carpets (a commodity through which
many Iranian women artisans make their livelihood). Through her work, Hosseini
contemplates the perception of her identity through the lens of preconceived notions
concerning women of colour, calling viewers to reconsider their biases.
To, Baba, and Hosseini each present a facet of their complex and ongoing experiences
in the diaspora. To challenges the heteronormative gender roles placed upon Chinese
women, celebrating her identity as one that exists within and breaks out of conditions
that confine it. Baba investigates the multigenerational experience of diaspora by
drawing on her family’s desire to preserve aspects of their native culture. Hosseini
entices our senses while subverting the recognizable Persian carpet as commodity by
refusing to allow the object to be read in the way she feels she was, through biases and
prejudice.
When I proposed this exhibition to the artists with the question “What does it mean
to be a woman and a visible minority living in Canada?” I did not expect the artists to
give me a straightforward answer, nor was I interested in receiving such a response.
There and Here thus came together as a means of embracing and representing the
diversity of experiences and perspectives on identity and immigration. And of course,
acknowledging that there is no such thing as a singular experience of migration; it is
ongoing and ever-evolving, and so requires constant re-evaluation and re-investigation.
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Left to right: Nikkie To, Self Portrait: Child, 2014; Nedda Baba,
14, 2014; Nikkie To, Drawn in Space, 2015; Nikkie To, This
Apartment, 2013. Courtesy of Robert Walter-Joseph.
Installation view. Photo: Nikkie To
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Left to right: Nedda Baba, 4/12 (Home Series), 2015; Nikkie
To, You Will Forget, 2015. Courtesy of Spencer Banfield;
Nedda Baba, 3/12 (Home Series), 2015; Nedda Baba, 1/12
(Home Series), 2015; Nedda Baba, 2/12 (Home Series), 2015.
Installation view. Photo: Nikkie To
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Left to right (this page and opposite): Nedda Baba, 14, 2014;
Nikkie To, Drawn in Space, 2015; Nikkie To, This Apartment,
2013. Courtesy of Robert Walter-Joseph; Diana Hosseini, Magic
Carpet, 2013-2016. Installation view. Photo: Abedar Kamgari
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This spread: Nedda Baba, 14, 2014.

Present and Here
Barbora Racevičiūtė

The exhibition There and Here is an excellent example of the recent curatorial impulse
– especially within local contexts – to create exhibitions that feature works by emerging
artists on the topic of immigration. The growing number of such exhibitions needs to
be acknowledged as the result of not only a curatorial but also artistic impulse. They
represent a critical mass of art, especially of emerging art. There and Here definitively
marks a cultural moment in which the realities of migration have again become relevant
for a broader art viewership.
Viewed in these terms, There and Here can be championed as a pertinent engagement
with critical artistic responses to present realities of migration, especially with regards to
the renewed public visibility of these realities across Canada today. As such, art on
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immigration is principally understood as a representation of reality. In the age of global
capitalism, art that is defined as no more than a mere visually tangible representation
– a material mirror image – of its current conditions of production remains in the
realm of the purely aesthetic. The realm of the purely aesthetic is not the realm of art
but that of production and consumption. A wholesale celebration of the display of
art on immigration would signify the transformation of an earnest artistic production
into a purely aesthetic realm of consumption. Such art would only serve to reaffirm
the status quo of capitalist and neoliberal ideologies rather than critically analyzing
them, and would signify what art historian Claire Bishop has so eloquently termed as
“presentism.”1 The term pointedly refers to a concern with the contemporary (as material
conditions, as conditions of viewership etc.) – a contemporary, however, that is selfcontained and in a vacuum, one that does not emerge from particular circumstances
nor lays a context for futures to come, one that is not historically bound. This type of
engagement with the contemporary is characterized by a deep ambivalence towards time
in favour of high-impact, glossy artistic production. Production of this sort is too quickly
absorbed back into the feedback loop of production and consumption, has no lasting
effect, and invariably leaves us cold. Bishop argues for the necessity of contemporary
art that is actively engaged in a relationship with history as the necessary conditions of
the present. Contemporary art speaks to the current state of culture, and our responses
to such art need to do so without losing sight of what came before and what might come
next.
Assessing contemporary artistic production on the theme of immigration – as either
actively historically engaged or as temporally limited within the circumstances of
contemporaneity – is challenging. This is because – within the current environment of
global migration, and our own national political climate rife with tensions surrounding
the admittance of refugees – art on immigration has an urgency that is easily conflated
with immediacy. While both states share the energy necessary for swift action, urgency
1 For further reading on this concept see Claire Bishop’s beautifully succinct book Radical Museology, or
What’s Contemporary in Museums of Contemporary Art. London: Koenig Books, 2014.
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marks the weight and criticality of the topic at hand. Immediacy, on the other hand,
characterizes the speed with which the topic is delivered rather than its content. Read
as an immediate response or comment, such art has the potential to be quickly absorbed
into the realm of the aesthetic. At the same time, the thematics of such works have
precise and urgent histories. The histories of how realities of immigration have and
continue to be major driving forces for artistic production in Canada have long been
under-acknowledged. And so the question becomes, how does one make the distinction
between work that is immediate and self-contained and work that expands beyond itself
and stands within its broader context?
Art that is self-contained articulates its themes directly and wholly. In contrast, art that
stands on its own does not have a quantifiable amount of possible meanings – it is not
static because it is wrapped up with the constantly altering past and developing present.
The works in the exhibition There and Here stand on their own, within their histories,
because they are not about “immigration.” They cannot be so easily circumscribed. The
works of Nedda Baba, Diana Hosseini and Nikkie To are exciting because what lies
between the gloss and content of Baba’s photographs, between the flashes of the lights
that make up Hosseini’s carpet, and between the polished and textured surfaces of To’s
paintings are the historical conditions from which the works emerge. The works speak
of family histories, intimate glances, imaginary landscapes. They speak of womanhood
and the expectations of happiness, wholeness, and coherence in the West. The works
do not address the issues of immigration didactically; they do not spell the issues out.
Instead, they leave room for the viewer. In the gallery, they push against each other;
they do not form a coherent whole but remain uncomfortable with one another, thereby
revealing the spaces between them. By not addressing the issues directly, by leaving
space for what is unsaid, they acknowledge their conditions of emergence and the
silences of history. In doing so, the works in There and Here productively contribute
to shifting the mainstream perspective on art on immigration as a presentist idea, into
an acknowledgement that there are no comfortable, coherent ways of addressing these
issues.
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Left to right: Nikkie To, Drawn in Space, 2015; Nikkie To,
This Apartment, 2013. Courtesy of Robert Walter-Joseph;
Diana Hosseini, Magic Carpet, 2013-2016; Nedda Baba,
4/12 (Home Series), 2015; Nikkie To, You Will Forget,
2015. Courtesy of Spencer Banfield; Nedda Baba,
3/12 (Home Series), 2015; Nedda Baba, 1/12 (Home
Series), 2015; Nedda Baba, 2/12 (Home Series), 2015.
Installation view. Photo: Abedar Kamgari
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Nedda Baba, born in Hamilton, Ontario in 1993, is currently pursuing a Bachelor of Fine
Arts in Visual Art at York University. Inspired by the tensions between subject and authority,
her work is reflective of personal narratives and how they subvert the perceived objectivities
of dominant discourses in education, religion, war, and the media. Her practice vacillates
between staged studio pieces, found materials, and interactive installations.
Diana Hosseini is a Toronto-based visual artist who makes kinetic sculptures and
installations. She holds a Bachelor’s Degree in Medical Anthropology and Studio Art from
the University of Toronto as well as a Master’s of Fine Arts Degree from the Nova Scotia
College of Art and Design. Her work has been exhibited in solo and group exhibitions in
Toronto, Montreal and Halifax.
Nikkie To is a Chinese-born Canadian painter and multidisciplinary artist. She received her
Honours Bachelor of Arts in Studio Art from McMaster University in 2014, participated in
Red Gate Residency, Beijing in 2015, has run a successful Indiegogo Artist-in-Residence
Crowdfunding Campaign, and has received the Capacity Building Initiative: Travel Grant
from Canada Council for the Arts. Her work has been exhibited in Hamilton, Toronto, and
Beijing, as well as having been published in Incite Magazine, ON; Fierce Magazine (Digital
Publication), ON; and The Artist Catalog, NY.
Barbora Racevičiūtė is a curator and art writer based in Vilnius, Montréal, and Toronto.
She is currently completing her MFA in Criticism and Curatorial Practice at OCAD
University. Her thesis work focuses on contemporary immigrant art in Canada in relation
to how subject identities are conceived in nation states today. Her recent writing centres
on Post-Internet art as understood through the lens of object-oriented philosophy, and the
political imperatives and strategies of contemporary curatorial practice.
Abedar Kamgari is an emerging artist, writer and the curator of There and Here. Her
studio practice focuses on an exploration of personal identity by means of an investigation
of immigrant experience. The perception and representation of women of colour within
Canadian society are ongoing areas of research fuelling her practice. Abedar currently lives
and works in Hamilton and has shown her art in Canada and the United States.
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