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MARIE TOMANOVA'’S HIGHLY PERSONAL PHOTOS OF
HER CZECH HOMETOWN

Emi|y Dinsdale
October 6, 2022
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Marie Tomanova, “Self Portrait (Shadow)ﬂ (2018), This Was Once M)/ Uhiverse (2022) Photographer Marie Tomanova

The origins of the word “nosta|gia" derive from the sense of |onging for a home that doesn't exist. Home itself can be an

e|usive, precarious concept - what seems fixed and solid one moment can melt into air the next.

Marie Tomanova grewupona farm in a rural border town in the Czech Repubhc, where she dreamed of being an artist.
After a disi”usioning spe” at art school in Brno - where she encountered misogyny and derision from sexist tutors -
Tomanova was forced to reconsider her p|ans for the future. She made the hard decision to |eave her hometown of

Mikulov for America to pursue her burgeoning interest in photography. “Leaving for the US was such a bold move," she

te”s Dazed. |d never |eft home or trave”ed so far before."
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Marie Tomanova, “Pum and Gabi” (2019), This Was Once My Uhiverse (2022) Piiotograpi'\er Marie Tomanova

But the bold move paici off and, ciuring the ensuing years, Tomanova established herself as a photographer in New York,
siiooting eciitoriai campaigns for iier iavourite magazines, siiowing iier work in numerous exiiii)itions, anci producing two
piiotoi)ooi(s - )/oung American (witii an introduction i)y the acclaimed Ryan McGiniey] and New York New Yorkwith a
foreword i)y Sonic Youth's Kim Gorcion).

Recentiy, Tomanova returneci to visit iier iamiiy anci ciiiiciiiooci iiome for tiie iirst time in eigiit years. During tiie
intervening time, she'd nurtured a iantasy of “home” - a nostaigic dream interwoven with the fabric of time, piace,
memory and ionging. When she actuaiiy arrived back at the iamiiy farm, her emotional construct of home collided with
the reaiity of the piace she'd left behind. “Because | returned as a totaiiy different person | had a hard time iitting into my
teenage bedroom settings and the iamiiy role | left eigiit years earlier,” she expiains in a conversation over email. “It was

all so overwiieiming... reaiising that | have changeci and home has not.”

She worked tiirougii this ciisorientating trip i)y tai(ing pictures. It became a way of navigating the i)ewiiciering experience,
of anciioring herself in the present, and mai(ing sense of the past. Now, these images have been gatiiereci togeti‘ner ina

book called /¢t Was Once M)/ Universe [pui)iisheci i)y Super Lai)o]. Presented aiongsicie words i)y art historian Thomas
Beaci’nciei, tiie i)ooi( provicies amoving reiiection on iamiiy, memory, ciistance, anci tiie passage of time. Wiiiie it oiiers an
account of Tomanova's cieepiy personai and speciiic experience, it also reiays a sense of something more universal - the

impossii)iiity of returning to a time and piace that no ionger exists.

Beiow, we taii( to Marie Tomanova ai)out /t Was Once M)/ Un/'verse, tiie images siie iounci most painiui to reiiect on,
and the experience of iinciing that home is just the same as it aiways was but you yourseii have ciiangeci i)eyonci all

recognition.
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Marie Tomanova, “Chairs (Mom and Wl”y) (2018), This Was Once My Uhiverse (2022)

Please could you tell us the story told in the images here?

Marie Tomanova: It is an ode to coming home and seeing my fami|y again after eight |ong years in the US. lt was a
moment for which I'd waited so |ong, but being back home felt very different from what | expected. | felt disp|aced. | felt

like a stranger in a town that | knew so well. It was emotional and confusing and it unfolds in the photographs.

The book is not narrative or chrono|ogica| in any way. When | started thinl(ing about tal(ing photographs in Mikulov in
late 2018, | was origina”y thinl(ing of creating some sort of diary. | was also going to write everyday. But when | arrived at
our little farm in the Czech Repubhc, | forgot all about this diary aspect. | didn’t rea”y write, | just shot. In a way, it was all

| could do. | felt like | needed to rediscover my home, every little corner of it and also redefine who | am.

What aspects of this story do you think are very universal and what are your most cherished details of the book that

are incrediHy unique to your story?

Marie Tomanova: | don't know if | can speal( for anything universa|, but | think going home - or the idea of home — is one

that peop|e can understand in their own ways.

| was surprised at how difficult it was for me to go home; to fantasize about home, and for fantasy and rea|ity to not match.
| had some sort of idea| about returning home... a fee|ing of comfort, or safety, or c|oseness, or warmth, or |ove, or of
some deep satisfaction of being. But, in going home, | didn't feel that. My fantasy and rea|ity collided in some

fundamenta| way — it was rea| and unrea|. It was uncanny.
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Marie Tomanova, “Almost New Year” (20]8), This Was Once My Uhiverse (2022)

How do you relate to your younger self? Do you feel compassion for this dimension of yourse"?

Marie Tomanova: Wow. | look back and see how lost | was, in all aspects of |ife, without direction and just running
around with friends and lovers. But | also admire my ‘younger self as having courage. | |onged for such a change and

cha”enge. | |oved adventure and | sti” do.

After l)eing away in New York for so many years, what were your first impressions of home and the world you left

behind?

Marie Tomanova: | was in shocl(. Everything seemed the same... | perfect|y understood it But a|so | dld not understand
it. Does that mal(e sense? The on|y way | was ab|e to interpret everything was through the act of photographing what

was around me. My home was a p|ace | had to rediscover, piece by piece, little by little.
What were the most important realisations or tl\ings you gained l)y moving to New York?

| think | gained myse” by moving to New York City. That may seem like a Big statement, but | think it is true. Now that
I've gone through the process of putting together [/t Was Once M)/ Universe - thinl(ing about it and being with it - |

realise just how important it was for me to leave home.
Are there any images here it was painfu| to reflect on or that you felt hesitant to include in this collection?

Marie Tomanova: All of the images were painfu| and made me uncomfortable at first. | am a|ways excited to get film
back from the lab and | look at the little thumbnails in the East Vi”age wa”(ing home, but these images | didn’t look at that
way. | |et them sit. | guess | needed to be ready.
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| realised that | had a hard time |ool<ing at ‘Chairs (Mom and Wl”y) (2018). Maybe it encapsu|ates my time away, or
some deep fee|ing about fami|y, or home... | don't rea”y know. That could be a specia| thing about a photograph, it goes

Beyond words — it describes fee|ings, it shows them.
Please could you tell us about an image in the book that you feelis particu|ar|y encapsu|ates the story of this book?

Marie Tomanova: For me, the image that has a|ways stood out, the one that | a|ways thought was the l(ey image that sort
of summed up everything was ‘In Dad's Sweater (A” That Is Left)y (2018). | was so happy to find the sweater in my old
dresser on the day | arrived, and so it was one of the first images | took behind the house, ina g|oomy afternoon |ig|1t. My
dad died two days before my 16th birthday, and | used to wear this sweater as a teenager a lot and it is so precious to me.
[t rea”y is all | have by which to remember him. And so for me, to go stand in the field behind our house in his sweater was

a way of seeing myse|f back home.
To what extent c]o you agree witl\ the oH adage ‘you can never go home again'?

Marie Tomanova: | agree with this so much. Those words echo and reverberate in my mind. After eight years away, | did
go home, but that going home was never rea”y going home. | su ppose that is what /¢ Was Once M)/ Uhiverseis about.
And | think the ‘was' in the title is the most important distinction.

https://www.clazeclc]igita|.com/art—photography/artic'e/57'|32/1/marie—tomanova—photographer—this—was—once—my—universe—l}ook—interview
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