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Introduction 

 

What makes us feel at home in a country? Is it citizenship, is it hair colour or is it a set of social 

norms? Many immigrants struggle with similar questions and thoughts. Our experiences bring us 

together. My project is illustrating questions from a few people's experiences of immigration and 

emigration and their struggle to integrate. 

 

The point of my project is not mainly to create a debate and I do not want to criticize the integration 

policy. If critic exists in my project it is mainly what the people I interviewed have expressed. What 

I want to achieve with my project is rather to show different person's experiences of immigration 

and emigration, travels or search of identity. My project is not a scientific report but an artistic work 

where experiences and feelings are more important than strictly defined problems and goal wording. 
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Background 

 

The idea of the project came to me on the 24th of September 2010. It was the day I received a letter 

containing my proof of Swedish citizenship.  

 

 

From one day to another I have become a Swedish citizen, one day Romanian, the next Romanian 

and Swedish. 

                                                          

 This fact made me confused. I have had, like many other immigrants, struggled with questions 
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about my identity and appurtenance as well as with prejudices from people around me. At the same 

time I have been discussing these aspects with other persons who were in the same situation as I 

was. We found out that many of these experiences were similar. As a result of the fact that we could 

not speak the language properly or master the cultural codes we felt excluded from the society. In 

the same time we had become unsure of ourselves and it felt like we have lost our identity. We all 

experienced that we felt invisible or anonymous.  

These experiences led to further questioning:  

 How important are a person's roots?  

  Do people of different nationalities go through similar problems when they move to 

Sweden?  

 What about Swedish people who move to other countries, are their experiences different? 

 

Research 

 

The research started with my own personal experience of moving from Romania to Sweden. It was 

for me a very difficult time and I wanted to know how other people experience similar changes.  

 

I started reading books about contemporary post colonialism, immigration, emigration and different 

aspects of nationalism but it was not exactly what I was searching for. The general theories are 

important and they helped me build a general view on the subject. But I felt that I wanted to go 
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deeper into the subject, behind the theories. I wanted to know how people who experienced moving 

to another country feel and I wanted to focus on their stories. 

 

When moving to another country a person carries with them a luggage of cultural and personal 

stories. They want to share these stories with the new people they meet and to come closer to them. 

Often people in the new country cannot relate to these stories and one can feel insignificant and 

invisible. With this project I wanted to bring to the front people who otherwise tend to be 

anonymous. I wanted to tell their stories and to give them time and space. 

 

In the process of moving to another country it is usual for immigrants to go through an identity 

crisis and to become unsure of them. There are a lot of new social codes that the immigrants have to 

learn. It is usual for immigrants to end up in the margins of the society. In this process immigrants 

tend to loose their image and I wanted to show their image to the world and also to themselves. I 

wanted to show their personality in order for them to become more than just immigrants. 

 

Historical the portrait has been exclusive for the important and successful persons of the society. It 

was showing a certain status of the person represented. This is why I wanted to make classical 

portraits. By making portraits of people who are in the margins of the society I wanted to give them 

pride and respect plus a central and important role. I wanted them to be seen. The people I represent 

in my portraits are real people. I wanted to be clear that the person that I portrayed really exist. 

 

One of the books that really inspired me was Mike Tauber’s album called “Blended Nation”. He 

combined portraits of mixed race Americans with stories. I also felt inspired by Uwe Ommer’s 

project “1000 families”. For four years he travelled around the world, took pictures of families and 

wrote a short describing of them.   
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I was also recommended by my friend Jana David Lynch’s “The interview project” where a group 

of filmmakers, led by David Lynch’s son Austin, have met and interviewed 121 people in the 

margins of the society from different parts of America.  The episodes are generally under five 

minutes and the people answer about the same questions. I found this project very inspiring and 

close to the direction I wanted to take. 

 

 

 



7 

 

Process 

In order to obtain my goals with this project I decided to interview the people I would portray. The 

initial thought was to meet between eight and ten people with different backgrounds and from 

different countries. To interview people whom I barely knew or did not know at all was one of my 

biggest challenges. My old way of working was to be in my studio and to do research in magazines, 

documentaries or sometimes to create stories. For this project I had to leave my comfort zone and to 

try new methods. 

 

Interviews 

I have interviewed sixteen persons, from which I choose to show twelve. The variety of people has 

been important because I wanted to have as many different opinions as possible. When I contacted 

people and asked them if they wanted to be a part of my project, some of them accepted but never 

answered my emails and others showed their interest but never gave me an answer. Luckily, most of 

them were glad to talk about their experiences and to tell their stories. When I started, I had no 

experience at all of interviews. I had to learn by doing and by my own mistakes. 

 

I choose to record the interviews because in this way I would have the whole conversation recorded 

and I could hear the tone of the voice and the choice of words several times. Besides, I could write 

down the interview by listening exactly what the person had said. The impression that I got during 

the interview and reading between the lines have been two important complements to the recording. 

It helped me choose the important parts of the story. For example in Sun-Ok's case I could hear and 

see that she is a happy person despite all the bad memories from the war in Korea that are still very 

much alive for her. Therefore I wanted to show her personality in the interview and I did this by 

choosing to include certain funny parts of her story. 
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I wanted to let the people tell about their lives and experiences freely. I had a guide with questions 

which helped me keep the discussion within the theme. During the interviews people usually told 

me the things that they felt was the most important. For example when I started talking with Reza 

Nouri he told the story from the beginning about his family's separation after moving from Iran. 

This has obviously marked him very much and he wanted to share that. 

 

 

 

During the interviews I felt that I wanted to create some kind of trust and it is hard to do it without a 

relationship. My questions were also very intimate and I felt it difficult to ask them to a person I 

barely knew. Sabina Anderson already knew about my own struggle with integration. I think this 

helped her to open up and talk about her life in Rwanda and the difficulties she met when moving 

back to Sweden. 

 

It was hard to interview the 7 and 9 year old girls, Lovisa and Alice Imbuzean. It took me about two 

hours to make them express in words their short thoughts about Romania. But I like their stories 

which show their different personalities and their direct and simple thoughts about their roots. 
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The biggest difficulty was when my device did not work properly. In Lee Matturi's case the 

recording device has turned off by itself suddenly without saving the recording. I had to ask Lee to 

do the conversation again. Afterwards I would complete it with what I had remembered. Another 

difficulty was the fact that it took very long time to listen to the recording and it was time 

consuming to rewind back and forth to search a detail. Generally, it has been working well with the 

recording, because during the discussion I could concentrate on what the persons were saying, the 

mimics and gestures. In some cases I had even sketched the people to catch a moment. 

 

I have interviewed people on all possible places: in their homes, in the library, in coffee shops, 

hotel, Konstfack and even through Skype. Sometimes it worked well, other times it was difficult. 

With Mayowa, who lives in London, the only possibility was to talk to her through Skype. It was 

hard to create a familiar environment and this made me talk more and make statements, when I 

actually wanted to know her opinion. But it finally worked well and I feel that her personality is 

shown in the interview and portrait. 

 Interview with Pauline Khouri in France, Nice 

 

When writing the texts I have had help from Barbara Voors who is a professional writer and she 

helped me considerably with the stories. Each text received a title where it is clear who the person 

is, her nationality, age and the country of provenance. They are real people and I want this to be 

clear both in the texts as well as in the portraits.  
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Portraits 

 

“You realise that you can't represent reality at all - that what you make represents nothing but itself, 

and therefore is itself reality.” Gerard Richter 

 

I think the portrait is a result of the collaboration between artist, model and viewer. Our view about 

the people we meet is based on more attributes than just bodily impressions; everything we know 

about the person helps us build a wide image of her. 

 

These portraits are my interpretation of the people I have met for the project. They are an image of 

the image I have built about them. The stories of the people are real and live in the portraits. 

 

I chose the portrait and not the whole figure because I wanted to get close to details and to use just a 

portion of the figure.  

 

 

The head is the most obvious part to use. I also wanted to avoid presenting the portraits in a fashion 

hierarchy, everything is equally important. I also wanted to make the portraits relatively close to the 

natural size. I wanted to use different formats to show the variety of people, differences in forms, 

sizes and colours. 
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  Portrait of Reza Nouri in ink 

 

I had no experience in interviews, so I can say I felt quite clumsy and shy during the first meeting, 

which was with Mika. She is a storyteller and she has been through lots of adventures which made 

the interview really enjoyable. After the interview we had lunch and after that I started to sketch her 

portrait. This part was not as successful as the interview; she was tired and felt asleep on the chair. 

After that I decided that a photo session would be enough for the portrait. 

 

 

 

In sittings there is always some kind of social consciousness that occurs, with a picture much of that 

meaning sleeps away and you get just the person. Besides, you can return to the photo over and over 

again. I think of these photographs as preparatory sketches, I have the information that I need stored 
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in one place. I always completed the portraits I draw in my studio with the experience I had during 

the interview. The person tells me about herself through gestures and mimics. 

 

I went home and started to paint the portrait, but I wasn't sure about the technique. The oil painting 

is a classic technique and I wanted my portraits to look more modern. I tried different techniques 

and finally decided for a mix technique between charcoal and acrylic. 

 

My next meeting was with my parents in law, Ioan and Iuliana Vladau. I really wanted to hear their 

story about coming to Sweden because in a way their choice impacted my life. I took pictures of 

them during the interview and with them it worked fine, after a while they did not pay that much 

attention to the camera or the sound recorder. In their portraits something was interesting for me in 

the gestures, in their position and I think this portrait became more gestural than thematic. Then I 

think the hands really interested me both because they are very expressive but also for the repetition 

of the fingers. This is the only interview made in Romanian, two of them are in English (Pauline 

and Mayowa), and the rest are in Swedish. 

 

Portraits are always of a person at a specific instant, they are never about the future but about the 

past. When I met Reza Nouri for the first time, three years ago he had long hair. He comes from 

Iran and I thought he looked really interesting when he had long hair but when I met him now he 

had cut his hair for our meeting. He wanted to look nice in the picture. I was disappointed and drew 

him with long hair, maybe he'll be disappointed himself now. I'm not sure why sometimes I wanted 

the person looking to the viewer, in the case of Reza it came naturally. We were talking, he looked 

at me and I took the picture. Sometimes it looks too posed to have the person look away. 

 

 

 

I never know if a portrait is going to work out or not until I see the work. Sometimes I just had an 
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off day and I was not able to see clearly. For example when I had the photo session with Migle, I 

tried to take pictures of her while talking, but it did not work so well. She has a strong personality 

which I wanted to show through the gesture and the facial expression. In the same her name left a 

strong impression on me and I wanted it to somehow be in the portrait. This is why I drew her over 

and over again until I was satisfied with the result. 

                      

 

There are things that hit you, different characteristics of people that hit you and remind you of 

others characteristics in the history of arts. In some there is the light hitting the hair or the profile 

gesture is like the antique portraits. When I met Sabina I already knew I wanted to draw her from 

the profile. At this point I also felt I wanted to try something different and Sabina was the perfect 

person. Her story has a strong contrast, she came to her own country feeling as a stranger. In the 

same time, in Rwanda, which was her home, she was an outsider, a white person. This is why the 

theme of her portrait was about the contrast. 

 

Two things happen when making a portrait, on one hand you try to be as nice as possible to the 

person and on the other hand you try to use the portrait as an object. In general I have an idea of 

what kind of portrait I want to make, but it is also difficult because a person is not like an object. 

When drawing the two friends, Kriszta and Claudia it was difficult to relate them to each other but 

the composition came by itself. I tried to show their different personalities and their friendship 

through the composition. 
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The face is like a map, a guidebook to a city you visit for the first time. As soon as you get familiar 

with it, it can tell a lot about a person. I went through two interview sessions with Sun-Ok, an old 

lady from Korea and I got to know her face expression quite well. This helped me back in the studio 

when listening again to our discussion, I could get to the person she is. 

 

When drawing Lee’s  I have chosen another colour for the paper because it was more 

suitable for his portrait.  

 

 

 

Texts and portraits 

The relation between texts and portraits was new for me. A strong story together with a portrait 

creates a new dimension. There has to be some kind of balance between the two of them but I feel 

that the texts and the portraits complete each other. Both have the role of telling the story about the 

person in their different ways.  
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I have had a lot of help with the texts from my internal tutor Jonanna Rubin Dranger as well as from 

my external tutor, Barbara Voors and this has been a big support as text was out of my safe zone.  

 

 

 

Presentation 

At the presentation time I was done drawing all the portraits and with the plans for the book. My 

opponent was PeÅ Holmquist who is a documentary film maker and producer/director. The 

discussion that started after my presentation was mellow and focused more on the interviews than 

on the portraits.  

 

Exhibition 

In the exhibition I have presented thirteen portraits together with the books. There were two show 

cases, one containing my citizenship proof and the other one with the book on. Above the showing 

cases on the wall, I have placed two vinyl quotes that I choose from the interviews: Sabina 

Andersson and Pauline Khouri. 
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I tried different versions on how the text would work with the portrait. Finally I have decided that a 

short sentence from each text together with the presentational title which would be written on the 

wall, next to each portrait. This did not happen because during the meeting with the curator she 

suggested that the text and the portrait might compete with each other and it would be better to keep 

them separate. I don’t agree now, I think that the concept of my work would have been more clear if 

one or two lines from each interview would have been written next to each portrait.  

 

 

I think it is very interesting to hear people's stories told by themselves, there is something in their 

voice which creates another dimension. This is why I wanted to include sound in the project. This 

did not work exactly as I wanted, when I tried the sound in the exhibition it felt too much. I had text 

on the wall, I had two show cases and a long wall with portraits. Finally I attached a pair of 

headphones so that people could choose if they wanted or not to listen to the interviews. 

 

Conclusion 

 

It was a hard decision to make portraits when there are so many new art forms to choose from. The 

diversity of art forms gives us the freedom to choose our own themes and subjects that we can 

connect to our own experiences and fields of interest. Looking at the contemporary portraiture it is 
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quite obvious that it has lost its imitative function. Despite this fact, the portrait is still alive and 

sometimes it has become a way of research in itself where artists are discussing matters of identity, 

gender, power, nationality. 

 

The contemporary art scene is often used as a way of showing political and social issues of our 

society and artists find new ways of showing their opinion and critics. My project does not criticizes 

the subject, instead I want to help people find a way relate to each other’s experiences. During the 

exhibition and the conversations I had with the public we often talked about the future and the fact 

that people move easily from one country to another or even from one side of the world to another. 

This could easily lead us to a state where roots will belong to the past. We will have a new 

nationality, a universal one. But today many people are still trying to find their identity through 

nationality and the past of their parents and grandparents. 

 

This project had a personal starting point from my own immigration experience and grew with all 

the stories. It was a challenge for me and I learned a lot from this experience. I have not only 

searched theory about the subject but also personal experiences of contemporary people. If I would 

start the project now I think I would take similar decisions but I think I would have more confidence 

in my own decisions and a better experience in the search for sponsors.  

 

Maybe at the first look the people and their experiences seem to be very different, in a deeper look a 

lot of things bring us together through our similar experiences. 

 

The most satisfying part was the possibility of showing these people and telling their touching 

stories. It made me very happy to meet people's interest for this project and I hope that the viewers 

were able to see the people behind terms like immigrant and emigrant and hopefully that will help 

us be able to understand and accept each other without prejudices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


