The gorgeous photos of the derelict
properties you still can't afford

Nobody focuses on the housing market crisis in quite the same way real estate
photographers do.
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Paint peels off the living room walls to reveal galaxies of colour and mould. Piles of
clothes, receipts and detritus disintegrate under piles of dust, above floors that barely
exist. A rusty shower head watches over a scum-soaked bath, as pale pink tiles rot
around it.
All artfully lit, and gorgeously shot, in high definition by professional photographers.
Real estate agents are showing gallery-worthy documents of a market in crisis.
As property prices across the western world skyrocket, realtors working in a highly
competitive industry have begun spending more attention, and more money, on
marketing.
Jade Nolan has photographed 6,500 properties in Sydney in the past eight years.
“It’s just standard now to have good-quality photographs and marketing campaigns,”
she says.
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“It’s not just photos anymore that sell property; it’s copywriting, it’s videography, it’s
drone stills. The more real estate agents use professionals, the higher the bar is set
for other realtors to compete with.”
If you live in a major city and have found yourself sucked into the dispiriting world
that is the housing market, it’s likely you’ve seen photos like these: “project homes”
with “heaps of potential”, selling for millions as they literally – and artfully – crumble
into the ground.
Nolan has photographed everything from a $100,000 car space in North Sydney
(“That was a pretty funny one”) through to a $40m house in Point Piper. “I’ve pretty
much seen it all,” she says. “Nothing really surprises me any more.”
In one property, there was “basically an entire garden” growing up from the kitchen
floor.

“So yeah, there was no floor. Just plants and vines
growing from the ground”.
She adds: “Some of these properties that we see can’t be photographed. They can
be too hazardous. It’s too dangerous to be in there with asbestos, or squatters, or
maybe needles, that kind of stuff.”
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Sent to shoot 48 Queen Street in Newtown, which is among the Sydney properties
featured here along with photos by Jessica Lindsay, Amie Baines and Aimee
Crouch, Nolan was unable to make it into many of the rooms. “We just shot mostly
from the hallways.”
And yet in some of the photographs, the colours are so pleasing and the scenes of
dereliction so artfully balanced – an old blue suitcase here, a green army jacket there
– that the rooms look as though they’ve been styled.
In fact, the only thing Nolan moved from that shoot was a sock found lying in the
bathroom. “That was it.”
“We didn’t touch anything. It was just too hazardous – you don’t know what’s under
some of the clothing and stuff. Upstairs was super, super hazardous; you could fall
through some of those bedroom floors.”
The house has a price guide of $1m, and is described on the listing as “the ultimate
fixer upper”.
“All attendees are required to sign a waiver prior to entry. No entry to anyone aged
under 16. No open toe shoes to be worn.”
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“There’s been a few properties that have been a little bit hair-raising,” Nolan says.
“There was one in Five Dock that stood out. It was like a 1930s or 1920s place, a
traditional one with a big extension off the back, but they’d kept all the original
features. Me and the agent went upstairs and I told her, ‘I feel really uncomfortable in
this room.’
“I don’t know why I had to tell her that, but she was like, ‘I don’t feel comfortable
either.’ We were moving things around, and I took my photos and was standing in
front of her, speaking, and then the TV went on … I was like, ‘That’s weird. I don’t
feel good.’ She was like, ‘Let’s go downstairs.’”
Nolan said she felt compelled to tell the owners of the house what had happened.
“And they were like, ‘Oh, we’re not surprised ... we hear footsteps up and down the
stairways all the time at night.’ They said it like it was a normal thing. I was like, ‘Oh
God.’”
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Eight years as a real estate photographer gives you a peculiar wide-angle insight to
the property market. “It’s pretty depressing,” Nolan says.

“For the generation under me, they pretty much won’t
be able to purchase a property unless their parents
buy it for them”.

When she started, the houses she shot were selling for $200,000 or $250,000. “I
remember at the time I was like, ‘Woah, that’s so much money!’ But now in the
scheme of things I’m like, ‘Holy crap.’ Imagine if you purchased property at that time.
You’d be laughing now. And that’s only eight years ago.”
She says it’s “pretty rare” to see a place like 48 Queen Street, Newtown – a house
that’s been left in a prime position, in that condition, for so long. “Everything is being
developed. Those kinds of blocks of land, if they can be, will be split. There are units
going up on them, there are townhouses going up on them. Developers just want to
make as much money as they can.”
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On less hazardous days, Nolan is granted exclusive access to high-end Sydney
properties that won’t even make it to market.
“I’ve done a lot of high-end property, especially in Vaucluse and Point Piper,” she
says. These places come with their own pleasures.
“For me, the thing that makes some of the exclusive properties is the art hanging on
the wall. I feel so lucky to see original prints on walls by artists I grew up leaning
about. Last week I saw a whole wall of original Helmut Newton prints, as well as an
artwork by Man Ray.”
She can’t disclose the owner of that particular house but says properties like this can
take three or four hours to shoot. “It takes an hour just to get your head around the
house because there are so many rooms and angles and areas.”
“A lot of these properties get sold off-market – and, of course, with where the market
is now, a lot of them are sold to overseas investors. Especially those properties that
range from $10m to $40m. That’s not a normal home.”
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Every week or two, Nolan goes through all the jobs she has shot, compiling the best
photos for her portfolio.
“I usually grab the standout properties … The ones that you go, ‘That’s incredible.’ I
go straight past the derelict ones. Now you guys are making me think otherwise. I
should actually put these in my portfolio.”

