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INTRODUCTION

The Work of Seeing: Photography  
and Representation in Diaspora

In the spring of 2005, I walked down the worn wooden off- ramp of a 
subway station in Queens, New York, through the leafy boulevards 

of a public park, to reach Fatal Love: South Asian American Art Now, 
an exhibition on view at the Queens Museum. In a sunlit space on the 
mezzanine floor, I came across a low tabletop encased in glass. Within 
that rectangular vitrine was a series of faded snapshot photographs, fea-
turing a cherubic little girl standing in a verdant garden; a husband and 
wife facing the camera wearing stylish sunglasses; the girl wrapped in 
the arms of her father, ensconced in a carousel ride. Opened out as an 
accordion- folded book, the images were embedded in a pile of loose to-
bacco that, despite the glass case, gave off a powerfully smoky scent 
in the hallway (figure I.1). This was my first encounter with Fabricated 
Memories, by the artist Annu Palakunnathu Matthew. Glancing at her 
birth date and birthplace, I assumed the installation was autobiographi-
cal, a narrative of her family’s experience as Indian immigrants in En-
gland in the 1960s. The photographs took on the quality of snapshots 
that filled my own family albums: faded, in parts overexposed, each im-
age depicting a cherished child and a loving family. I hovered over the 
glass box trying to make out the words inscribed alongside the photos, 
but the glare of sunlight obscured much of the text. Distracted by the  
profusion of artworks within the gallery space, I turned away from the 



I N T R O D U C T I O N  

installation to see life- size portrait photographs of South Asian immi-
grants that hung from the ceilings; digital animations of Muslim and 
Hindu mythology; figurative and landscape paintings; and plastic lo-
tas that created soundscapes by the bathroom. Standing on the scuffed 
hardwood floors, I was captivated by the visuality of each of these aes-
thetic forms, which in turn made real and visible my own experience as 
a diasporic subject.

A decade later, in the fall of 2015, I once again came across Matthew’s 
photo- based art, this time at a solo exhibition of her work at the Royal 
Ontario Museum in Toronto, Canada (figure I.2). Within this elegant and 
spacious setting, inhaling the scent of tobacco leaves demurely collected 
in a separate vitrine, I realized with a start that the images were not au-
tobiographical but generated entirely through Matthew’s digital assem-
blage. As I moved alongside the glass case, following the stream of text 
that threaded across the creased pages, I saw how Fabricated Memories 

I.1 Annu Palakunnathu Matthew, Fabricated Memories. Installation at Fatal Love, Queens 
Museum of Art, 2005. © ANNU PAL AKUNNATHU MAT THE W, COURTESY SEPIAE YE.  

PHOTOGR APH COURTESY OF QUEENS MUSEUM.


