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Abstract 
  

 
TRACES is an installation that explores concepts of materiality and immateriality, 

the seen and the unseen, through visual and experiential means. Using photographic 
prints, found object assemblages, and video projections, TRACES explores the connection 
between nature and artifice as a reflection of aspects of human existence and experience. 
This thesis project is the culmination of a series of explorations into the limits and points 
of connections between diverse art disciplines such as photography, video, sculpture, 
drawing, and digital art and looks for the points where those limits are bridged and non-
differentiated. The philosophical aspect of this project intends to raise questions about 
our ways of perceiving those spaces – physical and non-physical – that we inhabit.    
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1. Introduction 

 

   
     

 
 Fig. 1: Gabriela on Grass, 2017. Digital image. 
 

 

There is a distant place in nature, with open sky and rugged hills. I am lying in 

the tall and delicate grass, facing up and surrendering to gravity. Although my eyes are 

closed, I am neither sleeping nor dead – I am aware but unconcerned, held by the earth 

and nourished by a gentle breeze. My arms and hands are slightly open. The vast space 

outside permeates my body, my skin, and my breath, connecting the inner and the outer, 

the seen and the vast unseen, where I truly rest. Close to my body is my camera inside of 

its case, its eye also closed. (Figure 1) 
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I was unaware of being photographed. The image above, Gabriela on Grass, was 

given to me later by a friend. It was taken near St.Victor, Saskatchewan, and it connects 

many of the themes, methods, and outcomes recurrent in my work, which include 

memory, a sense of place in relation to nature, the physical and the non-physical, the seen 

and the unseen. My work has been closely related to nature and human perception: the 

boundaries between nature and humans and the physicality and non-physicality of 

experience which are often blurred and overlapping. These speak to the complexity and 

multi-layered aspects of perception and experience that I explore in my art practice. The 

roots of my work are in photography: I have always been interested in its illusory aspects 

and its inherent possibilities of showing the seen and revealing the unseen. Therefore I 

often cross disciplinary boundaries between drawing, printmaking, video, and 

installation. 

  

My relationship to photography started long before I used a photographic camera. 

When I was about five years old, I lived in Mexico City in a house that on the front had a 

cast iron gate with pointed peaks between the narrow spaces on the metal bars. Because I 

was small, thin and agile, I could climb and pass between those bars from one side of the 

gate to the other, like playing a game. But one day while playing I suddenly tripped and 

cut my thigh on one of the iron peaks – an instant that I would forever remember. 

  

For a few weeks I followed the progression of my wound, as it first bled, then 

changed into a scab, to finally become a scar. It was then that I discovered something that 

made me understand subtle aspects of myself for the first time. While looking at the scar 
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on my leg, I could again experience the moment of my accident: the place, emotion and 

all the impressions down to the finest detail. I could sense the hard and cold metal of the 

black iron bar and its feeling on my leg, even the red colour and texture of my crocheted 

skirt. Although I could not feel anything of that scar on my physical body after some 

time, I could still recall the experience in an inner space. Clearly detecting the sense of 

memory in the inner space of my consciousness and in relation to my physical body was 

a great discovery of the complexity of my experience. It is something which continues to 

feed my curiosity and exploration and strongly impacts my art practice today. (Figure 2) 

 

 

 

Fig. 2: Gabriela García-Luna, Scar, 2020. Digital image. 
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1.1 Photo / Graphos 

Photography: The origin of the term is from Greek etymology – photos 
(ϕοτοσ), light, and graphos (γραοσ), meaning drawing, writing, delineation, 
or painting, and suggesting light drawing or tracing with light.1 

 

As part of my undergraduate studies in Mexico, I studied black and white analog 

photography and started seeing incredible things through the viewfinder of my camera 

such as my own elongated shadow projected on the ground, something that looked like 

nothing I had seen before. Experiences such as these compelled me to adopt photography 

as a way to discover and as a tool to see and think differently, and that is how my artistic 

practice began. For years I have experimented with photography in many different ways 

– to me a photograph is not the end result of a work, but part of its process. Some of the 

work I did at the beginning of my practice were self-portraits, double exposures which 

started when I accidentally loaded an exposed film into the camera and exposed it again.  

I found the randomness of the overlapping images quite interesting as it would speak 

eloquently of my perception of the multilayered aspects of experience and time. 

  

In 1839, Sir John Herschel coined the term photography. He also coined the terms 

negative, positive, and snap-shot. Herschel dedicated much of his early scientific career 

to astronomy cataloguing many celestial bodies. It was a time when the arts and science 

were much less determined by the concept of specialization of disciplines. Light, for 

example, carried more significance than the sole aspects of optics and physics: light over 

darkness was seeing and a beginning for knowing. Photography was a technical invention 

at the beginning of the industrial revolution that revealed light traces and ways of seeing 

that did not exist before. John Herschel knew far beyond what he could see: his image of 
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a model of the crater Copernicus (1842) speaks to me of the astronomer and 

photographer-artist captivated by the revelation of the new image made with light, fully 

conscious of his place in the universe, the world, and in history.  (Figure 3) 

 

 

Fig. 3: John Herschel, Photograph of the Moon, 1842. Salted paper print from a collodion negative. 
Inscription: “Photograph of the Moon / Calotype made by Sir John Herschel - 1842 / one of the earliest photographs on  
[that subject]”. 
 

 

Time in photography expresses many paradoxes, one of which is the immobility 

of the photographic image in contrast to the speed of image-production and assimilation. 

The camera obscura, predecessor of the photographic camera, is a dark chamber with a 

small orifice that allowed for a replica of an illuminated scene in the form of projections. 
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Human-made camera obscuras were used for thousands of years by different cultures 

before any of the images could be stabilized for more than a few seconds on a light 

sensitive surface. It was not until the exact chemistry was used by Nicéphore Niépce in 

1826 that photography and its light drawings existed as such. The permanence of images 

on a small bidimensional plate became the new container of the experience of seeing the 

world, a world in constant flux which was for the first time and forever after, captured 

and stopped. “The greatest discovery in photography was not the camera, but the fixer”, 

artist Ricardo Cuevas asserts.2  In the 21st century, the image’s stillness suggests the 

possibility that contemplation is more than ever in tension with the instantaneous acts of 

the production and consumption of images.3 The photographic image is no longer the sole 

witness to the experience of the photographer, but a way for others to imagine and 

conceive of the world, a medium that symbolically transcends change and mortality. 

 

These new containers of time and memory became like magical objects that could 

describe that which could not otherwise be explained through our own senses. In this 

way, the photographic image opened possibilities to question the nature of perception and 

visual reality itself. Photographs also became depositories of presence, connected to our 

psyches and emotions, and sometimes substitutes for direct experience. This power of 

photography to evoke presence and realism has extensively been proclaimed as its 

essence, while its illusory nature, which is what most interests me as it did the early 

inventors of photography, has been largely dismissed. Curator Isaboel Parker Phillips 

questions this again in the 21st century: “We all assume and take for granted that 
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photography can give us a neat facsimile of the real, but how straightforward is 

photographic replication?” 4 

 

The Mexican master, Manuel Alvarez Bravo, was able to produce a type of 

photographic work that blurred the limits between fact and illusion. Using a poetic visual 

language, he portrayed an everyday Mexican surrealism by bridging the social and 

ideological complexities of Mexico with the world of imagination. For example, 

Parábola óptica (Optic Parabola), 1931 presents the façade of an optical shop with glass 

windows and an oval sign that reads La Moderna (The Modern), alluding simultaneously 

to a socio-political time and an artistic moment. The translucent windows show painted 

and reflected eyes looking at the viewer, suggesting the convergence of the seen object 

and the subjective eye of the artist and the observer. He flipped the photographic negative 

to achieve an inverse reading of the images and text, suggesting the deliberate act of 

changing his viewpoint, substituting the apparent reality portrayed for an alternative one. 

(Figure 4) I consider this work of Bravo’s to be a masterpiece and a manifesto of his 80 

years of artistic work. I had the opportunity and privilege to meet Alvarez Bravo and to 

work as his laboratory assistant for a short time, and learned from seeing how he worked. 

His meticulous eye would look through and beyond the technical aspects of the image to 

the subtle qualities and details that convey meaning.  
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Fig. 4: Manuel Alvarez Bravo, Parábola óptica (Optic Parabole), 1931. Silver gelatin print. 

  

Another artist whose work interests me is the American photographer, Duane 

Michals, who, in the late 1960s and 70s challenged dominant views about photography 

that had been influenced by war and post-war photojournalism. Michals worked with 

multiple photographic images and text to produce poetic work from inner realms. 

 (Figure 5) 
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Fig. 5: Duane Michals, The Human Condition, 1969. Sequence of 6 gelatin silver prints. 

 

Some of my first experimental photographic works were analog photographic 

images of multiple long exposures on the same piece of film that happened when I 

accidentally loaded an exposed film into the camera and exposed it again. The 

randomness of the overlapping ghostly impressions of parallel realities clearly resonated 

with many of the ideas I had been absorbing as well as with my perception of time as 

continuous layers of experience existing simultaneously: the time of the body, the time of 

waiting, the time of desire, etc. I stopped thinking of photography as a mirror-like replica 

of the world and, instead, as a tool for exploration of the subjective. The camera could be 

used to reveal aspects of my experience that I could not otherwise see. (Figure 6) 
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Fig. 6:  Gabriela García-Luna, Untitled, 1999. Silver gelatin print. 

 

 

Using digital tools, with which I was familiar from my years of study and practice 

of graphic design, I furthered my experimental approach to photography. When I left 

Mexico in 2000, I traveled for a year by myself through Europe and India taking “notes” 

with my camera (thousands of images on Ektachrome transparency positive film).  While 

my medium was analog and I developed the rolls of film in India, I kept the developed 35 

mm images tightly boxed inside of my backpack without printing or fully viewing them 

until months later on my return to Mexico. When I saw all of the images at the end of my 

trip, my relationship to them was much less about the specificities of the events portrayed 

and more about the sum of the experience and the transformations within time. The 

images became particles of larger subjective experience in a continuum of time that could 

not be fully described. In deciding what to print, I opted to work with several images at 

once, scanning the film and working with it digitally, merging and altering images so the 

result could speak to my interests in time, process, change, and alternative ways of seeing 

the multi-layered aspects of experience. 
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In the decade since returning from India and prior to beginning the MFA program 

in 2018, I continued my practice of investigating new approaches to photography using 

the camera more like a paint brush or filmic tool to undermine its now-common 

documentary use. In this way, I denied the camera’s masterful, perspectival point of view 

to produce works that were more ambiguous and that merged with drawing, painting, and 

other media. As my work progressed I continued using a method of digital and analog 

collage-montage. I also became more interested in immersive spaces and started 

integrating other media into my practice to include small, readymade sculptural works 

and elements of installation, video, and sound.  (Figure 7)  

 

 

Fig. 7: Gabriela García-Luna, On the Skin of my Father, 2007. Digitally printed fabric, stainless steel rods, fishing line. 
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2. MFA Program Experimentations   

 
A more profound engagement must depend upon more than the visual, upon 
those things that remain invisible. Tacita Dean & Jeremy Millar 5 

 

 

When coming to the MFA program, one of my interests was to expand the 

interdisciplinary aspects of my practice, further exploring considerations with sculpture 

and installation. I also wanted to deepen the conceptual understanding and articulation of 

my work. 

In my first term, I took a course in sculpture and related media. We worked with 

found, recycled materials through three stages of complexity in combination with other 

media. This way of working imposed creative challenges that had a very different feeling 

to my previous methods of working in photography. This process proposed unforeseen 

and satisfying directions for my practice, connecting human-made, found materials with 

the language of my own experience in nature. My investigation started by using 

repurposed materials and making them into sculptural elements of basic geometric forms 

– a circular, black-and-white, vertical structure as well as metal cylinders and curved 

rods. Along with powdered charcoal and a thin black strip of cloth, I used these elements 

as materials for drawing in space. (Figure 8) 
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Fig. 8: Gabriela García-Luna, In a Space of Possibility II, 2018. Wood table top, metal rods and pipes, cloth, charcoal. 

 

 

A further investigation with this same piece and a video recording led me to 

integrate my own movements in the winter landscape on campus. In a ritualistic way, I 

performed actions of making transient drawing marks and adding auditory elements, 

producing bell-like sounds with the found, metal objects. I performed this in the middle 

of campus, the central “bowl” in front of the oldest campus building, and ended the 

action by exiting and leaving behind traces of my activity in the winter landscape: lines 

and geometric shapes, like punctuation marks of a text that had disappeared. The Route in 

Between is a work in which I experimented with notions of space and time within the 

diverse disciplines of sculpture, performance, video, and drawing. It raised many 

questions: How does one transfer into the work the sensibility of inhabiting a space with 
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all the senses through visual means? Does the artwork exist where the intervention 

happened? in the landscape that was left with objects and traces? in the virtual space of 

the video itself? or in the gallery space in which the video work is viewed?  

(Figures 9, 10) 

 

 

Fig 9: Gabriela García-Luna, The Route in Between, 2018. Video still images of performance at University of   
Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, view facing east + four video stills; one channel video, 3:49 min,  
url: https://vimeo.com/3057910899 
 
 

 

Fig. 10:  Gabriela García-Luna, The Route in Between, 2018. Video still images of performance at University of  
Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, view facing west, post-performance. 

https://vimeo.com/305791089
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In the second term of my first year in the program, I took a senior drawing course. 

Although drawing has been a part of my practice through digital means, during the 

program I returned to explore analog drawing both as a form of mark making and as a 

way to produce a physical response through my body as a type of performative work. In 

the making of the drawings, I intended to transfer methodologies I use in my practice 

with photographic and digital work into analog drawing, taking imagery from concepts 

rather than directly from a model. The concept I chose was a horizon line that suggested a 

landscape and my response to that was between natural and designed gestures. Some of 

the marks were freely made with no delineation while others were perfectly delineated 

using strips of tape or string lines. I produced a number of large and small abstract 

drawings combining a diversity of materials and substrates. These drawings were joyful 

to produce and successful in opening up possibilities of ways to further integrate analog 

drawing with the other aspects of my practice. (Figures 11, 12) 

 

 

Fig. 11:  Gabriela García-Luna, experimental drawing, 2019-20. Graphite, crayon, watercolour on Yupo paper. 
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Fig. 12: Gabriela García-Luna, drawing experimentations 2019-20. Studio space view. 

 

In my second year of the program, I continued to experiment with combining 

photo-based digital prints and analog drawings, using watercolour, pastels, and other 

drawing materials directly on inkjet prints and cotton-based paper.  I also drew on paper 

and then digitized the drawings to later integrate them into the digital compositions.  

Passing from one medium to another became more natural after all my previous 

experimentations, as if all limits had vanished.  (Figure 13) 
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Fig. 13: Gabriela García-Luna, Hybrid, 2020. Digital print, watercolour, pastel and graphite on rag paper. 
 
 

Other explorations I did in relation to my body, performance, and drawing were 

through an action of light drawing using the historical photographic process of 

Cyanotype during a class on this subject in the second year of my MFA program. Using a 

large piece of paper emulsified by hand with a light-sensitive ferrocyanide solution and 

spread out on the campus grounds, I lay down, exposing myself to the sunlight and 

producing photograms of my body and surrounding bits of plants. The absorption of the 

emulsion on the fibrous paper, the softness of the lines, along with the intense blue colour 
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typical of the Cyanotype produced an effect as if my body was immersed in water or 

suspended in space. While this exploration was directly photographic in nature, I 

envisioned incorporating some of the aspects of video and performance I used in The 

Route in Between to perform the same lying-on-the-ground action. I planned to produce 

photograms in different natural environments while simultaneously video-recording; 

however, my investigations became suspended due to the limitations that winter weather 

imposed. Nevertheless, it is a project I hope to develop in the future.  (Figure 14) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 14: Gabriela García-Luna, Terrane I, 2019. Cyanotype on Kozo paper. 
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3. Nature / Artifice 

 
The experience of nature as process rather than picture depends on shifting 
the emphasis from ‘landscape’ to ‘environment’. Landscape is an exercise 
of control from a relative detached viewpoint. Environment implies a 
mutually affective relationship between the ‘organism’ and its environing 
‘current field of significance’. Malcolm Andrews 6 

 
 
 

When I came from Mexico to live in Canada in 2009, I was moved by the 

physical aspects of the light of the northern part of the hemisphere: the spaciousness of 

the land and especially the lingering, ambiguous twilight during summertime. My 

experience was markedly different from that in Mexico City where I lived for most of my 

life and where the architecture, the dense population, and the evident layers of history are 

predominant, making it difficult to have an immediate relationship with the natural 

environment. In Canada, I observed that history and culture were strongly connected to 

the land: in the ancient petroglyphs at St Victor, Saskatchewan that portray animals and 

people, in First Nations Pow-Wow music and dances, and in their textile arts in which 

materials and motifs relate directly to plants and animals. 

After moving to Canada, I felt a desire to connect myself to this place I now 

called home. During an art residency at the Banff Centre, I collaborated with a group of 

Mexican dancers from the Indigenous Dance Residency (Mitzi Dávalos and Guadalupe 

Rodríguez and Carlos Rivera) to produce a series of works in which I used long-exposure 

photography to document our intervention in the natural environment. Invocations for 

New Worlds, 2011 was photographed on the top of ‘Sleeping Buffalo Mountain’ (Tunnel 

Mountain). Nature, in this series, symbolized the stable container for my transitory 
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experiences and presence. This presence is not only physical but also an inner experience – 

the consciousness of which is translated into memory, like traces left behind. (Figure. 15) 

 

 

 
Fig. 15 Gabriela García-Luna, Invocations for New Worlds, 2011. Archival ink on paper. 

 
 

Prior to entering the MFA program and concurrent with my first year in the 

program and the above mentioned experimental works, I was also working on a project 

entitled Swift Flow, in which I was investigating the natural and human-made landscape 

at different locations along the South Saskatchewan River. Although Saskatchewan is 
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known primarily for its vast plains and immense sky, this major body of water is the 

source of life in the region and therefore central to the history and culture of this land. My 

research along the river has been a tool I use to know and understand the layers of history 

and to relate in a deeper way to this place where I live. (Figure 16) 

 

 

 
Fig. 16: Gabriela García-Luna, Swift Flow - Fields, 2017. Archival ink on rag, on birch panel. 

 
 
 

Just before starting graduate school in the fall of 2018, my research took me to the 

Saskatchewan River delta, a sparsely inhabited region of wetlands, shallow lakes, and 

river channels bordered by forested natural levees at the eastern edge of the province. It is 

the home of hundreds of animal, flora, and migratory bird species and, at Big Eddy, 50 
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miles west of Cumberland House, the home of the last family living on the delta: 

Solomon, Renée and Michela Carriere. During my self-directed residency at their home, 

they were my land and cultural guides to their contemporary and traditional ways of 

living.  At the delta I felt absorbed and almost lost in its vast space: its seemingly random 

waterways where the reflections of sky on the shallow lakes seemed to merge, erasing the 

limits between land and water.  

 

The Saskatchewan River delta is a place that cannot be fully mapped; the water 

dominating the landscape permeates many channels, continually changing its geography. 

On any morning at Big Eddy – the river-edge home of the Carriere’s – I would walk to 

the river and experience it as if it was a different environment from the night before. 

During the day, a very different view would appear as wildly fluctuating water levels 

would dramatically alter the natural system. I learned that all the changes in the delta are 

unnatural occurrences: the presence of dams downriver causes these alterations. In the 

past, it was the economic importance of the fur trade that impacted the delta; in the 

present it is the power production made possible through the dams. The ecological 

distress and its impact on flora, fauna, and people of the delta has been historically 

overlooked.  

 

While at the delta I took many photographs, and gathered materials and 

knowledge from my hosts which became the starting point of many of my studio research 

explorations in the graduate program. Before beginning graduate school, I had a 

confirmed exhibition at the Art Gallery of Regina to show this body of work based on the 
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river (Edge, May, 2019). My responses to the delta were explorations of its beauty and 

fragility. Questioning the number of alterations we can make to our environment, I used 

my photographs of the apparently pristine reflections of the river and digitally altered 

them in as many ways as possible. I shrunk and elongated them, twisted and stretched 

them, cut and pasted them together again to create a long inkjet print that presents a rare 

and unstable, multiple image of sound-wave-like undulations – a hybrid between nature 

and artifice. (Figures 17, 18) 

 
 

Fig. 17: Gabriela García Luna, Altered, 2019. Digital collage, pigment on rag paper. 
 

 

 
Fig. 18:  Gabriela García Luna, Altered, 2019. Digital collage, pigment on rag paper. Detail. 
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In addition to the photographic landscape views I took at the delta, I was also 

documenting its habitats and many small plants: delicate water roses, rare lotuses, ferns, 

lichens and mosses, wild strawberries and many species I did not recognize, some of 

which, I was informed, are endangered. (Figure 19) 

 

 

 
Fig. 19: Gabriela García-Luna, In Depth - Garden, 2019. Archival ink on rag, on birch panel. 
 
 
 
 
 
Combining my interest in photography and drawing, I created layered, photo-

based digital prints, Traces I and Traces II, in response to the disappearance of the 

habitats at the delta. For my exhibition at the Art Gallery of Regina, I displayed these 
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works nailed to wooden pallets. I chose to do that to integrate them as a form of 

sculptural work and also to address different perceptions about elements of nature. The 

delicacy of the natural forms depicted on the images contrasted with the rough wood of 

the pallets, seemingly natural but also a form of man-made artifice. (Figures 20, 21) 

 

 

 
Fig. 20: Gabriela García-Luna, Traces I, 2019. Pigment on rag paper on wood pallets. 
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Fig. 21: Gabriela García-Luna, Traces I, 2019. Pigment on rag paper on wood pallets. Detail. 
 
 

 

While at the delta I had gathered willow branches and twigs from paths and, after 

I had gilded the tips of each one, used these for the work entitled Affinity. (Figure 22) 

With this piece I wanted to show appreciation for the tiniest natural element through a 

ritual gesture of respect. Back in the city and on campus, I found construction materials 

from the dumpsters, which I could use to continue my explorations. These resulted in the 

work Structure for Emptiness in which I randomly grouped large wooden pieces and 

made a structure that suggested to me the “bones of a building”. (Figure 23) It resonated, 

for me, with the City of the Immortals described in the short story “The Immortals” by 
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Jorge Luis Borges, where the Immortals have constructed a horrific labyrinthine city 

seemingly just to get lost in time.7  Borges’ use of symbolism in his short stories and 

poems questions aspects of the human condition. The horrors of labyrinths are sometimes 

contrasted in his work to the openness and simplicity of the plains as a natural space for 

connections to a deeper introspective existence: “There is an hour of the afternoon when 

the plain is on the verge of saying something. It never says it, or perhaps it says it 

infinitely, or perhaps we do not understand it, or we understand it and it is as 

untranslatable as music.” 8 

 

 

 

Fig. 22: Gabriela García-Luna, Affinity, 2019. Tree branches, gold leaf. 
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Fig. 23: Gabriela García-Luna, Structure for Emptiness, 2019. Repurposed lumber structures. 
 
 

These works in Edge address the appreciation and disregard toward nature in 

relation to the delta. I am interested in the contrast between raw and refined, the natural 

and the man made and aim to question our perception of what is valuable. I think about 

nature as an interconnected network of visible and nonvisible elements that constitute 

both the primordial architecture we inhabit and our own bodily architecture. My search 

for being immersed in natural places is a search for immersion with the natural world as a 

source of experiential knowledge. 
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4. Traces 

I love Nature partly because she is not man, but a retreat from him. None 
of his institutions control or pervade her. There a different kind of right 
prevails. In her midst I can be glad with an entire gladness. If this world 
were all man, I could not stretch myself, I should lose all hope. He is 
constraint, she is freedom to me. He makes me wish for another world.  She 
makes me content with this. H. D. Thoreau 9 
 

 

 In our contemporary world, many of us have very limited experiences of nature. 

Whether in urban cities, parks or on cultivated land, natural environments have been 

transformed for our comfort. The possibility of finding “untouched” nature is almost 

nonexistent, preventing our direct understanding of it. On the delta, I observed how the 

dramatic alterations to the land and the decrease in the number of species is evident to 

those few who live there. For those living in urban centres benefiting from power 

generation at a high ecological cost, the effects are invisible. Our removal from the direct 

experience of the land has coated us with a type of insensitivity. To recover our sense of 

humanity, I see it as imperative that we take the time to study our discomfort and 

immerse ourselves in the experience of the land – not of the landscape as viewed from a 

window, but from a place where we become of the same nature. 

 

4.1 Path 

In retrospect, I can see how my exhibition, Edge, oriented my steps towards 

Traces, my thesis exhibition in the MFA program. In this exhibition, Path is a reworking 

of Trace-I and Trace-II where I push photography to be drawing, printmaking, and 

sculpture. I include analog drawing by using watercolours, ink crayons, and other 

materials with mark-making on the printed, digital works. The scale of the work is now 
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changed: longer and narrower, and lacking in photographic boundaries between image 

and white space, between the delicate images of nature and the spacious boundaries. Here 

it is a work to walk alongside and to investigate. Its length makes it impossible to really 

see or condense into one image, so it is both singular and multiple. Visually, I connect 

inner and outer, the seen and the unseen. Path is not so much documentary as it is about 

perception and experience. These are ghost-images, traces, asking the viewer to look 

harder in order to see what is absent or what is disappearing. 

 

As you enter the gallery you encounter Path, on a very low table that undulates 

slightly up and down. This long print is made on a cotton-based paper which has a subtle 

quality and presence occupying a space between the physical and non-physical. Its 

narrow surface can be seen as both path and destination. The positioning of the piece is 

low and close to the floor at a height where the viewer needs to bend low in order to 

appreciate the details in the ghostly images. (Figure 24) Upon closer inspection, one sees 

imprints and details of nature. The photographs used in Path are from the Saskatchewan 

River delta and from areas in and around Saskatoon. Other images include my free-

flowing marks and abstract drawings based on the concept of nature and interventions 

with it. Analog drawing and photography are merged into the digital and printed work, 

showing no clear boundary between the origin of the compositional elements or the ways 

the images were produced: they are seemingly watercolour drawings, photographs, 

photograms, and plant stampings. (Figure 25) The work ends not in a final cut of the 

paper, but in a rolled end, as a print that is still unfolding, revealing itself, continuing to 

emerge from its origin. (Figure 26) 
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The ambiguity of this work points to the way we perceive and understand things. 

It is only through the experience of the work that we can achieve a different 

understanding. This work is inspired by the beauty and fragility that I witnessed at the 

Saskatchewan River delta but is not exclusive to that environment. This fragility and 

ephemerality relates to nature, our planet, and to all the ecological damage that has 

happened to all of our ecosystems. In this time when we are being affected by a 

worldwide pandemic, I am led to further reflect on our own fragility as part of nature and 

the fading stability of things.  

 

 

Fig. 24: Gabriela García-Luna, Path, 2020. Archival ink on rag, wooden table. Installation view entering the gallery.  
Photograph by Carey Shaw. 
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Fig. 25: Gabriela García-Luna, Path, 2020. Details. Top photograph by Carey Shaw. 
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Fig. 26: Gabriela García-Luna, Path, 2020. Details. Bottom photograph by Carey Shaw. 
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4.2 Twigs  

Twigs is a series of sculptural pieces made from collected twigs and derived from 

my previous work, Affinity. In a similar manner to Affinity, I collected small twigs from 

my Saskatoon surroundings, mainly from the clematis plants which grow profusely on 

fences all over the city. What attracted me to the clematis vines were the fluffy seed 

clusters. On further study of the plants, I found very interesting drawing-like lines being 

formed by the branches of the plant: very thin twigs appeared to be grafted to each other, 

creating a thick, intertwined mesh. I worked with the collected plants, exploring their 

possibilities and finding how the branches intersected and were attached to each other in 

interesting ways. Whereas I had organized Affinity in a radial circle, I was more interested 

now in the randomness and apparent chaos of these delicate twigs. I chose to take 

sections of the vine to use as lines for drawing in space, working with the positive and 

negative spaces, and the natural tendency of the vines to produce shapes that are between 

nature and artifice, between sculpture and drawing. I chose not to fix the forms, allowing 

nature and the twigs to hold themselves together on the verge of collapse. In this way, I 

am speaking to the fragility and strength of nature. (Figure 27) The way I chose to 

display these pieces was on light coloured shelves of different sizes, placed along the 

walls of the gallery at different heights. The positioning on the walls is intentionally off-

centre, so the viewer finds the work in unexpected places, as if finding natural materials 

washed up on the shore of a river. The lighting produces shadows that play with the 

materiality and immateriality of the work. (Figure 28) 
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Fig. 27: Gabriela García-Luna, Twigs, 2020. Clematis plant branches, styrofoam, paper. Installation views.  
Photographs by Carey Shaw. 

 

 

 

Fig. 28: Gabriela García-Luna, Twigs, 2020. Details. Photographs by Carey Shaw. 
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4.3 Knots 

Knots, a photo-based work resulting from my interdisciplinary explorations and  

observations of the altered, natural environment at the delta, is made of leftover strips of 

print test from when I was producing Altered, (2019). I noticed these test strips lying 

around my studio and how they looked like abstractions of the image depicted in the 

original work, yet carried the sense of an altered landscape with horizons and other 

elements from nature. I worked with the paper strips, playing between the two-

dimensional aspect of the images and their three-dimensional possibilities when used as 

construction material, to produce a dialogue between the flat, printed images and the 

material spaces of sculpture. For the final piece, I decided to print larger strips of paper 

and arrange them in what appears to be a continuous loop. The work happens in the 

intersection between things of different natures – photography and sculpture, natural and 

architectural environments – emphasizing a non-linear view of ‘landscape’, and posing 

questions about  a complex system with no determined beginning, end or specific way of 

viewing. I choose to place Knots on a platform at mid-body height, allowing the viewer 

to closely inspect the image and construction of the work. Due to the size of the work, 

materials, and construction, it gives one a sense of an entangled line or a fragile 

architecture on the verge of collapse. (Figure 29) 
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Fig. 29: Gabriela García-Luna, Knots, 2020. Archival ink on rag. Bottom photographs by Carey Shaw. 
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4.4 Particles 

While at the delta I witnessed enormous change in the environment, specifically 

to the long sand bars that would appear and disappear in a matter of a few hours due to 

the fluctuating amounts of water released from the dam upstream. This movement has a 

dramatic effect on the riverbed which is momentarily exposed revealing intricate patterns 

on the sand produced by the movement of the water. I took close-up photographs of these 

surface lines on the sand while walking and, back in my studio, experimented with 

different ways to work with these images. I was intrigued by how these images, which I 

knew to be sand on the earth, also looked like deserts viewed from the air, or galaxies in 

space. (Figure 30) 

 

 

 

Fig. 30: Gabriela García-Luna, Particles - Video, 2020. Three channel video loop. Still. 
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This confusion of microscopic and macroscopic perspectives led me to consider 

both the colour and scale of these images. I chose to alter the original pale colour of the 

sand thinking of the process of dying microscopic samples in a biology laboratory in 

order to generate contrast to produce evidence that is not immediately visible. With this 

idea, I digitally selected tonal ranges of the image and changed them into saturated 

colours contrasted with a black background. The idea of micro and macro universes also 

led me to consider presenting this work on a large scale through video projections which, 

in combination with other elements – a larger twig sculpture and layer of sand on a shelf 

– aim to create an immersive space that blurs the limits between the micro and macro and 

points to human perception in relation to scale and physicality. I decided to present the 

work as a cycle of video sequences of stills on the walls and floor of the gallery as if 

invading that space. (Figure 31, 32) The ethereal quality of light projection speaks of 

non-materiality while the sand represents the miniscule particles of which the material 

world is made, leaving it to our imaginations as to how small or big we are in relation to 

them. In the centre of the space is a larger version of Twigs made with dry branches of a 

plant unknown to me, which I collected from the bank of the river in Saskatoon. (Figure 

33) I placed the sculpture on a low plinth that serves as a surface for sand traces that 

replicate the shapes and gestures observed in all parts of the installation. (Figure 34) The 

very small amount of sand on the adjacent, small shelf connects our materiality with that 

of the sand. (Figure 35)  
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Fig. 31: Gabriela García-Luna, Particles - Installation, 2020. Three channel video loop, vine branches and sand.  
Installation view. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 32: Gabriela García-Luna, Particles - Video projection, 2020. Details. 
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Fig. 33: Gabriela García-Luna, Particles - Sculpture, 2020. Vine branches and sand.  

 

 

Fig. 34: Gabriela García-Luna, Particles - Sculpture, 2020. Vine branches and sand. Detail. 
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Fig. 35: Gabriela García-Luna, Particles - A small amount of sand, 2020. Sand, styrofoam shelf and paper. 

 

 

4.5 Gallery Space 

The opportunity of working in the gallery for several days in early August prior to 

the installation of my MFA exhibition allowed me to expand my experimentations in the 

gallery space: working with its walls, lights, and shadows as malleable materials that 

carry significance. The flowing transit along the long piece, Path, contrasts with the 

interruptions produced by the angular gallery walls. Similarly, the random, organic 

shapes of the sculptural pieces appear to be supported by ephemeral architectural 
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columns produced by the shadows of the shelves. The boundaries between materiality 

and immateriality are blurred in the gallery space, allowing the viewer to experience and 

possibly question the ways of perceiving the different spaces we inhabit. (Figure 36, 37) 

 

 
 

 

Fig. 36. Gabriela García-Luna, Traces exhibition. Installation view at Snelgrove Art Gallery, University of  
Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus. Photograph by Carey Shaw. 

 

 



 

 
 

44 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 37. Gabriela García-Luna, Traces exhibition. Installation views at Snelgrove Art Gallery, University of  
Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus. 
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5. Conclusion 

In the search for ways to expand my practice, I opened myself to many 

explorations during the MFA program. These experimentations initially directed me to a 

deeper understanding of a wider range of media including sculpture, installation, video, 

and drawing, and led me to find the points of connection between my own practice and 

the medium in which it originated – photography. I also came to deepen my 

understanding of the motivations and concepts that have directed my work for the past 

two years: my deep interest in the physicality and non-physicality of experience 

expressed through visual means and the possible connections between the outer and inner 

experiences of perception. This is a major tool in the articulation of my practice within 

the broader context of contemporary visual language. In my MFA thesis exhibition, I 

make use of that tool by presenting the visual expressions of these ideas that have given 

me the freedom to expand the language and methodologies of my work. The exhibition is 

a selection of my diverse explorations during the MFA graduate program. It highlights 

not only the concepts that are behind them, but the enjoyment of the practice itself: the 

curiosity that sparks a playful engagement with art and the experiential knowledge that 

this produces.   

 
 This exhibition is being produced and presented in times when we are 

experiencing tremendous changes in the way we interact with each other in daily life and 

in the way we experience art. While the circumstances of the pandemic force us to adapt 

to these changes and to present our work in the virtual space of the internet, we must, as 

Paul Valéry suggested in 1928, “expect great innovations to transform the entire 

technique of the arts, thereby affecting artistic invention itself and perhaps even bringing 
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about an amazing change in our very notion of art.” 10  Although my thesis exhibition is 

not open to the public in this iteration, it is my wish that, even in its on-line format, it will 

lead its viewers into the visible and non visible spaces of experience. This is a path of 

curiosity where new questions about the ways we perceive and experience can arise.  
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Appendix 
 

TRACES, Snelgrove Gallery Installation views  
(Photographs by Carey Shaw) 

September, 2020 
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