
 
 

 

 

 

 

MIGRAES 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the 

College of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies 

In Partial Fulfilment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of Master of Fine Arts 

In the Department of Art and Art History 

University of Saskatchewan 

Saskatoon 

 

 

By 

ROD GOERTZEN 

 

 

 

 

 

© Copyright Rod Goertzen, September 2022.  All rights reserved. 

Unless otherwise noted, copyright of the material in this thesis belongs to the author. 

 



i 
 

 

Permission to Use 

 

In presenting this thesis/dissertation in partial fulfilment of the requirements for a Postgraduate 

degree from the University of Saskatchewan, I agree that the Libraries of this University may 

make it freely available for inspection.  I further agree that permission for copying of this 

thesis/dissertation in any manner, in whole or in part, for scholarly purposes may be granted by 

the professor or professors who supervised my thesis/dissertation work or, in their absence, by 

the Head of the Department or the Dean of the College in which my thesis work was done.  It is 

understood that any copying or publication or use of this thesis/dissertation or parts thereof for 

financial gain shall not be allowed without my written permission.  It is also understood that due 

recognition shall be given to me and to the University of Saskatchewan in any scholarly use 

which may be made of any material in my thesis/dissertation. 

 

Requests for permission to copy or to make other uses of materials in this thesis/dissertation in 

whole or part should be addressed to: 

 

 Head of the Department of Art & Art History Murray Building 

 University of Saskatchewan 3 Campus Drive 

 Saskatoon, Saskatchewan Canada S7N 5A4 

 

 OR 

 

 Dean of the College of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies 

 University of Saskatchewan 116 Thorvaldson Building, 110 Science Place 

 Saskatoon, Saskatchewan Canada S7N 5C9 

  



ii 
 

 

Abstract 

 

 MIGRAES is an exhibition of artwork that explores my paternal grandparents’ narratives 

through the combined lenses of migration and aesthetics.  Through intuitive art making 

processes, I created this exhibition to interpret their Mennonite Heritage stories, retold and 

responded to by using printmaking techniques.  The artwork and its presentation in the gallery 

explore the topic of ‘migratory aesthetics,’ more specifically the repeated acts of migration made 

in the pursuit of freedoms such as faith, language and education.  Also, focused on the 

acquisition of land – I am interested in migrations made by families such as my own, in order to 

reflect and form their own culture and identity.  The title of my exhibition, MIGRAES is a 

derivative of the term ‘migratory aesthetics.’  Exploring this topic has ultimately helped me 

speak to my sense of loss of identity, from which I investigate to facilitate awareness around the 

importance of engaging in the creation of one’s own culture.  My artmaking process has involved 

deconstructing and reassembling materials, some combined with other objects to make 

collagraph plates, relief plates, viscosity prints, prints on polypropylene and/or installation 

pieces. 
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1. Introduction 

 My paternal grandparents’ history links back to sixteenth century Europe, and like their 

forebearers, they were Anabaptists and more specifically Mennonites.  They often told me stories 

about their past to distract me, especially when we were busy harvesting.  We gathered in the 

kitchen to prepare what had been picked, and the monotonous tasks like the shelling of tubs of 

peas seemed to disappear when they told stories about how their families relocated from 

Southern Russia to America.  These tales contained fragments of past family relocations from 

Europe to North, Central and/or South America, and the conditions of life in Southern Russia 

before they migrated to Canada.  I often asked ‘Why?’ which was frequently answered with a 

nudge to work faster.   

 Occasionally my questions led them to disclose details, and these provided me with some 

understanding about our family’s migration from Russia, and why our homestead was now 

located in central Saskatchewan.  Like many children of families who speak more than one 

language, I recognized that I hit a ‘hot issue’ when my grandparents switched from the language 

of English to Plautdietsch.  This is where the conversation was lost, including the details of the 

story.  In time, I observed that our discussions revolved less around narratives.  I was also 

encouraged to work hard at school, learn English and avoid speaking in the Plautdietsch dialect.  

 It has been more than five decades since they told me their stories, and I struggle to 

remember their many narratives.  No longer alive for me to ask questions, my grandparents took 

their memories with them.  My investigation into their history is limited because they were also 

isolated from other Mennonite families.  In my second year of my Master of Fine Arts (MFA) 
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program, my supervisor encouraged me to create art from what I know.  This is when I decided 

to investigate my grandparents’ and families’ stories, but how I recall them.   

 Woven with my family’s narratives, my artistic work is very personal, and I recognize 

that the viewer will not be familiar with the story and its meaning.  For this reason, I include 

components of my research on migration in this support paper in order to offer the viewer 

context.  My artistic work thereby investigates my family’s migration(s), how it altered their 

perspective, what aspects of cultural identity they maintained, and why.  In addition to gaining 

more knowledge around this topic, my artworks interpret the stories in my memory.  With each 

new piece, I learn more about myself.   

2. Navigating the Ambiguity 

 In reading about artist William Kentridge1 and how he creates his visual narratives, such 

as his animation of drawings and erasing, and I am not me, the horse is not mine installation, did 

I experience an awakening about my own process - that better ideas form while making art, 

instead of before it is made.  For me the acts of deconstruction and construction of materials on 

each collagraph plate along with the viscosity inking processes has helped me release memories 

long forgotten.   

 When I developed artworks for my Bachelor of Fine Arts (BFA) exhibition, I was not 

completely aware these works contained aspects of my memory of old stories.  For example, 

when I worked on the collagraph print of an image of my grandfather planting sunflower seeds 

(Fig. 1), I was uncertain how the print fit the concepts and ideas I intended.  When making this 

 
1  Angela Breidbach, "Thinking Aloud: Two Suites by William Kentridge," Print Quarterly 27, no. 2 (2010): 

131-43. 
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plate, however, I experienced an uncanny feeling of the familiar.  Only after speaking with a 

family member did I then identify that it was a story from my grandfather. 

  

Figure 1.  Rod Goertzen, Snaksot Planter, 2019.  Collagraph, viscosity print, 36 x 56 cm.  University of 

Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 

 

 With time, I have learned that the artistic process is not always about communicating 

content.  Each artistic medium has its own characteristics, limitations, and that many errors can 

occur while making.  For this reason, despite my intent to capture my family’s narratives, my 

discovery of content through the act of making led to more abstracted imagery as interpretation 

of stories.  Despite an artist’s intent to create a didactic that includes specific content, artwork 

made using difficult medium often directs the outcome. 
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 While in the MFA program, my supervisor encouraged me to explore this further through 

the reading of work by the artist Julia Cameron.2  This book satisfied my need to explore all 

avenues of the creative process.  The intense focus on creativity was liberating and I expanded 

my knowledge of mediums by learning how to make digital artwork.  The creative process 

involved new rules, structures and habits.  By using digital platforms, my approach to making art 

shifted; for example, when I used the Blender3 program to render objects in 3D (Fig. 2) I had to 

conceptualize how to use a variety of approaches.  I used this software to sculpt and move 

objects in digital space.  This led me to think about the construction of collagraphs using real 

materials that were new to my practice. 

  

Figure 2.  Rod Goertzen, (Untitled), 2021.  Blender, digital.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus. 

Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 

 
2  Julia Cameron, The Complete Artist’s Way: Creativity as a spiritual practice (Penguin Putnam, New York, 

NY, 1992). 
3  Community, B. O., Blender - a 3D modelling and rendering package (Stichting Blender Foundation, 

Amsterdam, 2018).  Retrieved from http://www.blender.org. 

http://www.blender.org/
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 By making this imagery, I found my voice and I fully embraced my art practice.  The 

work in digital media also reinforced my approaches in intuitive artmaking.  As part of the 

digital journey, my photography led me to investigate the topic of memory through capturing an 

object through plates of ice as a strategy to complicate and fracture representational imagery.  

The camera allowed me to experiment with abstraction and to accumulate images quickly (see 

Figures 3 and 4 as examples).  This quick process meant I could gather large folios of work.  

Since I could make new works each day, I found an inner artistic faith and trust to relinquish 

control of the creative process.  This self-directed and reframed approach to the creative process 

provided me with the confidence to re-investigate family narratives to see how aspects of their 

migration fit into my artmaking.  

  

Figure 3.  Rod Goertzen, Homage to Stan Brakhage from Melting Ice Series, 2021.  Digital.  University of 

Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 
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Figure 4.  Rod Goertzen, (Untitled) from Melting Ice Series, 2021.  Digital.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon 

Campus.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 

 

 In my second year, I was introduced to a short film called Sunset’s burning late by visual 

artist Jenny Rafalson.4  Viewing this piece gave me additional clarity about ways to 

communicate narratives about migration.  Rafalson, having journeyed from Russia to Israel, and 

then to the United States of America uses video and photography to document processes of 

adapting, adopting, resistance and changing.   

 Using plants as a metaphor for identity, in one excerpt of the film, she cuts beets on a 

white cloth, later also stained by cactus fruit.  For Rafalson, beets were a metaphor for her former 

Russian self, while the cacti fruit representing her new Israeli self.  The vegetable and fruit, both 

 
4  Jenny Rafalson, Sunset’s burning late. https://vimeo.com/431051884.  

https://vimeo.com/431051884
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of which we observe being eaten, speaks about self, other and transition.  It cleverly illustrates 

the permanent and seemingly garish soiling processes that assimilation befalls upon our 

unsuspecting ‘virgin’ selves.  Upon watching this film, I realized that once an event occurs – like 

moving to a new continent, there is no return to one’s former identity.  In addition, it seems that 

one must then decide ‘how’ to wear the discolouration as it becomes part of identity.  After 

watching this short experimental video, I began wondering if I personally wore ‘Rafalsonesque’ 

stains, and more importantly how I could display these? 

 While investigating about how to make visible my own stains, I began exploring other 

artworks on migration.  This led me to the cultural theorist, video artist and curator Mieke Bal,5 

an expert on creating and exhibiting artistic practices.  Bal believes that by better understanding 

migration in terms of aesthetic practices, we develop a deeper understanding of the narrative in 

which the migrant, who has experienced dislocation or relocation, is trying to show us; that 

which is less perceivable, is not seen or recognized.  She labels the combined consideration of 

migration and aesthetics as migratory aesthetics. 6  The term embodies an intent to capture the 

substance of connection and affects between the object, and its display.  Migratory aesthetics 

thereby becomes about creating intentionality to make the (in)visibility of migratory culture 

visible.   

 For me, it’s considering how my art could make the (in)visible aspect of my 

grandparents’ stories visible.  Bal brings intentionality to her search for insight into cultural 

productions and processes in art by considering the processes involved in the making of images 

and their display.  Furthermore, she encourages audiences to make comparisons between the new 

 
5  Mieke Bal, S. Durrant and C. Lord, Lost in Space, Lost in the Library.  In Essays in Migratory Aesthetic: 

Cultural Practices between Migration and Art-making (Rodopi, 2007), 32. 
6  Mieke Bal, “Migratory aesthetics: Double movement,” Found in Exit (Madrid, 2008), 32.  
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work to the actual product or its outcome.  For a successful image, she considers both the making 

and display.  This includes the space about the work, lighting, how isolated the work is to other 

works, materiality of the work and the room, narratives contained within the work, and how the 

viewer can engage with it.  After reading Mieke Bal’s migratory aesthetics I reflected on ways 

that I could develop artworks and display methods that could clarify aspects of narrative.  I 

wanted to find how could implementing these methods expose the deeper connections between 

my artworks and the viewer. 

 As I considered migratory aesthetics I thought about process and materiality, and I 

wondered if there was a link between the content and the medium.  It made sense to 

communicate my ideas around story using Printmaking because of its long history of being a 

medium where artists could express social and political commentary in response to truth, 

memory and identity.7  Through the acts of deconstructing, displaying, and re-assembling found 

materials, I could also see similarities between making and personal transitions.  For example, 

my grandparents who migrated in the early twentieth century not only responded to geography 

and agricultural limitations of the land but also to the politics of the community.  The constant 

movement of my family required them to frequently reinvestigate or repurpose their sense of 

ideology, identity, geography, and material resources.  The laborious process of making the 

collagraphs, creating plates and then the repeating explorations of inking plates, paralleled a 

likeness to the repeating acts of rebuilding and creating structure in Mennonite communities.  

 
7  Ann d’Arcy Hughes & Hebe Vernon-Morris, “The Printmaking Bible:  The complete guide to materials 

and techniques.”  Chronicle Books, San Francisco, 2008. 
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 I also thought carefully about the title of the exhibition.  Given ‘migratory aesthetics’ 

alignment with the objectives of my MFA, there is a natural creative choice to use the 

concatenated term of Migraes as my MFA title.  I feel the hybridization of the concept reflects 

the nature of the story being told, who I am and my place in the story.  It informs the artworks I 

have made, my approach and method of display. 

3. Responding to Narrative 

 Historical novelist Hilary Mantel always asks “[i]s the story really true.”8  I too ask 

Mantel’s question and accept that there is uncertainty in one’s family narrative.  Aware of the 

possibility of inaccuracy or falseness’s of my family’s stories, my intent was to therefore revisit 

that which I remember and create works from these.  American psychologist Barry Schwartz’s 

guidance in the process of working with stories and ideas is that the false ideas presented in them 

“will not go away if people believe that they’re true [. . . b]ecause if people believe it to be true, 

people create ways of living and institutions that are consistent with these false ideas.”9   

 My research and response therefore was not to challenge nor imbue their narratives.  It 

was to consider how one responds, how the response affected both the art and me, and to then 

examine the impact of narrative.  The rationale in this is that all stories matter.  Nigerian writer 

Adichie states, “[s]tories have been used to dispossess and to malign, but stories can also be used 

to empower and to humanize.  Stories can break the dignity of a people, but stories can also 

 
8  Hilary Mantel, in The Guardian.  Essays: “Hilary Mantel: why I became a historical novelist.” (3 Jun 

2017).  https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/jun/03/hilary-mantel-why-i-became-a-historical-novelist. 

9  Barry Schwartz, The Way We Think About Work is Broken.  Filmed at Ted Conference. 7:53, (2014). 

https://www.ted.com/talks/barry_schwartz_the_way_we_think_about_work_is_broken. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/barry_schwartz_the_way_we_think_about_work_is_broken
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repair that broken dignity.”10  The exhibition Migraes thereby played a role in telling my 

grandparents’ story. 

4. Migraes, MFA Thesis Exhibition and the Sharing of Narratives 

 It is my intent that section four investigates the meaning of land from more recent 

memories because the repeated act of relocation disappears from my family’s narratives.  These 

stories have a close connection to the present, so there is more contextualization and relatability 

to them.  My grandparents’ stories from this period were ordinary but spoke about the value of 

capturing moments and holding onto them.  My artworks represent their narratives around 

themes of dislocation, belief, hope and survival.  Here, with Perpetuation on Land as title, this 

section implies a shift of the migrant’s perspectives about land and how one lives on it.   

 In comparison with the other narratives examined, land, religion and language were 

dominant and more specific.  I begin with Land as a Continuum Space, a category where I define 

land as a space – a place for relocation and rebuilding of physical community using one’s own 

social fabric.  Section 4.1 thereby contains the deep historical perspective in their narratives 

about land and migration.  The Mennonite’s myth of relocation in my work has its origins here.   

 The next section 4.2 Borders and Shape of Place, explores the psychological aspect of 

borders, rather than a focus on physical borders.  Here, I address the topics of faith, religion and 

the inner self.  While loss of language (or maintenance thereof) might also be explored in this 

section since it featured prominently in my family history, I decided that it required a separate 

 
10  Chimamanda Ngozi Adiche, “The danger of a single story” (TED Talks, July 2009).  

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story/transcript?language=en. 

 

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story/transcript?language=en
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section.  Section 4.3, Fragmentation and Language with a focus on language, therefore, explores 

how language was central to my grandfather’s identity.  

4.1  Land as a Continuum of Space 

 Now that I am older, the stories told to me as a child seem to vanish with the passage of 

time.  Like, the distance made between each family migratory event, the recalled memories are 

lost.  My grandparents spoke of migrations that included many groups of people from the 

Netherlands to Prussia, South Russia (Ukraine), Siberia, and the Americas.  Many of the details 

were vague, timelines were uncertain but there was always certainty that there were repeating 

moves.  My grandfather at times spoke of specific families who journeyed overland from the 

United States of America to the Canadian Prairies.  The story included disappointment; the 

people became dissatisfied with Canada because it reneged on promises.  After Canada, they 

moved to Mexico, Bolivia and/or Paraguay.  Their stories included extreme hardships, so some 

of this group eventually returned to Canada.  My imagined landscape in artmaking therefore 

contains people to whom I have some connection, but who are scattered diasporic about the 

world.  I try to recreate the same person in each space, but the art portrays change.   

 In making the artwork, I try to understand and portray their stories from as Bowen 

describes, the “consequences of their many wanderings [. . . they being] a group [which] is 

fragmented in both spatial and social sense.”11  From my grandparents’ stories there seems to be 

 
11  Dawn Bowen, "Die Auswanderung: religion, culture, and migration among Old Colony Mennonites." The 

Canadian Geographer 45, no. 4 (2001): 461+. Gale Academic OneFile Select. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A84345110/EAIM?u=usaskmain&sid=bookmark- EAIM&xid=96066ad6. 
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a thread of ongoing community building centred around the sacrifice of migrating to “rediscover 

spiritual health.”12 

 In response, I felt that investigating the aspects of space in the narrative was important.  

Lines of Migration: Crossing Boundaries II (Fig. 5) was made as a visual resource which helped 

me to comprehend the migrations of Mennonites and my family.  By remaking a map as a 

printing plate and then overlaying migration pathways, I could situate myself.  Recreating the 

migration routes as raised lines on the plate seems to capture the meaning to the space and paths 

they traveled.  Through the making of this piece, I now can physically feel their migration 

journeys as the line moves across the plate.  While this piece may seem didactic, it enabled me to 

contemplate the pathways of my families’ journeys.  It also prompted me to consider other 

people’s migratory journeys.  

 

Figure 5.  Rod Goertzen, Lines of Migration:  Crossing Boundaries II, 2022.  Relief - collagraph plate, stain, acrylic, 

carborundum, 24 x 16 inches.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 

 
12  Royden Loewen, "To the ends of the earth: an introduction to the conservative Low German Mennonites in 

the Americas" Mennonite Quarterly Review 82, no. 3 (2008): 427+, Gale Academic OneFile 

Select.  https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A218190813/EAIM?u =usaskmain&sid=bookmark-EAIM&xid=d4a08913. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A218190813/EAIM?u%20=usaskmain&sid=bookmark-EAIM&xid=d4a08913


13 
 

 In visualizing the repeating acts of intentional relocation of Mennonites, I also assume the 

role of storyteller of past migrations.  From the viewpoint of Charles Tilly, the myth of migration 

for Mennonites is described as a ‘cultural repertoire’.13,14  For my family, and as substantiated by 

Loewen,15 the myth of migration for Mennonites is known as the irreconcilable notion of always 

carrying a ‘walking stick.’  While a ‘walking stick’ could represent the ‘staff’ used to assist the 

act of walking, in this context, it more significantly encompasses the entire process of relocation.  

The term ‘walking stick’ was not taken lightly by my grandfather when he invoked the term in 

conversation. 

 Multiple Selves, Multiple Spaces or Not (Fig. 6) asks how repeated migration (or taking 

up the ‘walking stick’) and the multiple contexts of location and dislocation could affect the 

psyche of a person.  Here I think about the influences of living in new lands and other peoples’ 

cultural spaces, on my family’s language, faith, hope and feelings of dislocation.  The 

composition included a body-like shape that remained in the same position despite different 

colour applications.  By making multiple prints from the same collagraph plate, I addressed how 

a person might remain the same despite changing context.  The series allows me to view 

individual prints, examine the details, and to also consider the prints as a continuum.  These 

pieces affirmed yet questioned the monolith-like character of the people.  While making multiple 

prints for this series, I investigated how the images work together while employing the 

philosophical approach by the visual artist William Kentridge in that “the sum of parts will be  

 
13  Charles Tilly, "Contentious Repertoires in Great Britain, 1758-1834," Social Science History 17, no. 2 

(1993): 253. 
14  Tilly calls a people’s “cultural repertoire” a set of actions available from their very history.  The repeated 

intentional acts of migration by the Mennonites to maintain their chosen way of life is at times referred to within the 

community as ‘taking up the walking stick.’ 
15  Royden Loewen, Ibid. 



14 
 

more than the individual items.”16  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.  Rod Goertzen, Multiple Selves, Multiple Spaces or 

Not, Variable Edition #s:  10 (upper left), 16 (above), 8 (left), 

2021-22.  Collagraph, viscosity print, mixed media, 30 x 40 cm.  

University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus. Photo:  Rod 

Goertzen. 

 

 
16  William Kentridge, Interview with William Kentridge for the exhibition Other Faces, (Marian Goodman 

Gallery, New York, 2011).  Found at http://twi-ny.com/blog/2011/05/16/twi-ny-talk-william-kentridge. 
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 Since the aspect of time features prominently in the various migrations, I chose to use an 

animation program in Photoshop in order to flip between the twenty images.  Images blended 

from one to the next and allowed the viewer to compare them.  Looped for continuous play, the 

animation was projected on a wall near the pieces called Witnesses Now Silent (Fig. 7).  Like a 

monolith that remains the same in changing contexts, I chose different media, scale and details 

between works to encourage the viewer to consider the macro and micro perspectives of 

migration as well as different levels of familiarity between narratives. 

 

Figure 6a.  Rod Goertzen, Multiple Selves, Multiple Spaces or Not, 2022.  Digital, projection, 90 x 120 cm.  

University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, University of 

Saskatchewan, 2022.  Photo:  Carey Shaw. 

 

 I made Witnesses Now Silent from a composite of family photographs dating circa 1890 – 

1930s CE (Fig. 7).  Although I used photographs of individuals whom I have never met, I chose 

their portraits because their names were mentioned by my grandparents.  These large plates made 



16 
 

from plywood similar to a sepia tint image, could facilitate conversations around who they were, 

their reasons for migration, and suggested that they could be someone from the past.  The 

portraits were somewhat abstract and caricature-like.  In placing them in a gallery space, I 

recognized how they could activate a viewer’s imagination around diminishing memories.  I 

present them as relief printmaking plates to emphasize the place in my mind of where they fit my 

grandparents’ narrative.   

  

Figure 7.  Rod Goertzen, Witnesses Now Silent, 2022.  Plywood, ink, graphite, 12 x 8 feet.  University of 

Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 

2022.  Photo:  Carey Shaw. 
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 To my surprise, the gallery lighting on Witnesses Now Silent included luminous 

reflections on the floor.  The strong contrast between the values on the plates also maximized the 

reflection.  By installing them in this location of the gallery, I wanted the viewer to observe this 

reflection and possibly walk through it, like the act of journeying into a memory.  On a personal 

level, the larger-than-life size of the pieces reflected the roles their stories played in my life 

journey.  It prompted me to ask where I too fit in the family narrative. 

4.2      Borders and Shape of Place 

 

 My time spent as a child with my grandparents and other adults involved ‘being seen and 

not heard.’  I could remain in the room but needed to be busy with kid’s stuff.  During these 

occasions, the adult conversation seemed dreary until the room became very loud from 

disagreement.  I would then immediately shift my attention to my grandparents as they first 

established their presence and authority on the issue of debate.  Then they would reach into their 

memories to describe the people and relevant events to the conversation.  What always seemed 

most important was how the people identified themselves.  The stories flowed like a type of 

flowchart with sorting bins attached.  Some of these bins had labels such as Old Mennonites, 

General Conference, Brethren and so on to establish a location or space for the people in the 

conversation. 

 I can now only imagine and create my own meaning of the categories by using the words 

and emotions, which I now recall of the story.  In my mind’s eye, I see people in the different 

categories are the same but wanting to be different.  From what my grandparents emphasized in 

the story, I also wondered if they did not fit into any of these bins at all.  Furthermore, I now 

realize from this narrative and my MFA work that I also naively believed that my family’s 
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migration experience was unique to them.  Now, I reflect on the writings from such as Biesceker-

Mast,17 Bowen,18 Fisher,19 Loewen20 and Swartz,21 who helped me become more aware of 

similar repeated and repeating patterns of burden and practice elsewhere. 

 In recognizing how ‘within’ and ‘not within’ of the physical and social shapes and spaces 

affects these stories, borders are prevalent in my work.  These are the ‘sorting bins’ - physical in 

people’s minds so to contain but also provide resistance.  To me, however it is the failure of 

(in)visible personal borders for Mennonites that led them to actions of moving, perpetuating of 

the irreconcilable notion of carrying ‘a walking stick.’  Although my earlier digital work with 

melting ice (Fig. 3 & 4) was to explore aspects of memory, it now also seems about space and 

borders for the protection of self.   

 Central to my exploration of internal borders is work by Loewen22 who describes for 

sixteenth century Europe Mennonite people, the role of faith imposed by the church and state 

onto the individual.  This led to the development of internal ‘self-directed’ faith by Anabaptists, 

who challenged the status quo by renouncing their faith or remaining secretive about their 

beliefs.  To do this, many decided to take flight rather than face imminent death.  My grandfather 

repeatedly expressed the importance of having ‘a choice.’  For this reason, faith has always been 

a core issue for me.   

 
17  Susan Biesecker-Mast, "Behalt: a rhetoric of remembrance and transformation" Mennonite Quarterly 

Review 73, no. 3 (1999): 601+, Gale Academic OneFile 

Select.  https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A203025956/EAIM?u=usaskmain&sid=bookmark- EAIM&xid=36277409. 
18  Dawn Bowen, Ibid. 
19  Susie Fisher, "(Trans)planting Manitoba's West Reserve: Mennonites, Myth, and Narratives of Place" 

Journal of Mennonite Studies 35 (1999): 127. 
20  Royden Loewen, Ibid. 
21  David Swartz, "New directions in North American Mennonite history," Ibid. 
22  Royden Loewen, Ibid. 
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 As a response, to this history, I made Masks of Words and Their Bonds (Fig. 9).  I 

incorporated an abstract form of a person, structure or ‘conceptuality’ regarding faith surrounded 

by symbols of rules, ordinances, and/or bureaucratic operations.  The clouds of staples and ghost 

paper clips enveloping the form situated the struggle with faith into a more modern time.  When 

installing the show, I placed the collagraph directly across Witnesses Now Silent.  In this 

placement, the position of the artworks allows me to stand in between and contemplate where I 

fit into the narrative (Fig 8). 

 

Figure 8.  Rod Goertzen, Migraes.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  

Photo:  Carey Shaw. 
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Figure 9.  (left) Rod Goertzen, Masks of Words and Their Bonds, 2022.  Collagraph plate, plywood, staples, acrylic, 

glue, carborundum, stain, 30 x 60 inches.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Barb Reimer. 

Figure 10.  (right) Rod Goertzen, No Words Speak Loud Enough, 2022.  Collagraph plate, plywood, glue, glass, 

acrylic, carborundum, stain, 30 x 60 inches.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Barb Reimer. 

 

 No Words Speak Loud Enough (Fig. 10) explores my family’s struggles with belief 

systems.  I search for ways to capture the contentious role, which faith and its layers of 

complexity seem to play in the family narratives.  The editing and re-editing of the collagraph 

plate over months felt like building an onion whereas it is peeled, each layer painfully irritates 

the eyes.  In my search for capturing the potency of the topic, I found embedding crushed glass 



21 
 

into glue results in a work with texture that had to be handled carefully, like faith.  In this piece I 

create river-like shapes of glass, glue and carborundum on the plate to speak about my own 

boundaries that ebb, flow and shift.  I try to contain, withstand and portray the nuances of faith.  I 

feel the collagraph plate aligns with Kentridge’s approach to the creative journey of finding the 

unknown yet to be discovered.23  These works speak only to the narratives told to me in the past, 

and that I recall.  It does not represent the experiences of others - an aspect of the narrative to 

explore at some other time. 

 Where I placed Mask of Words and No Words reflected how I think about borders.  Both 

contain art making approaches that suggested contained fluid movements and shifting shapes.  It 

implies a malleability of how borders contain and exclude.  On both sides of these two pieces are 

works from Perpetuation of Land (Fig. 8, 19).  The title is to imply a relationship or influence 

from association due to proximity.  Sometimes borders overlap between topics and issues.  As I 

think of my grandparents’ activities on their homestead and the narratives told over time, I feel 

their evolving relationship to the land lessened the permeability of their internal borders for faith.  

Meanwhile The Gift of the Public School’s (Fig. 11) was about relationships between these 

works and their historical connectiveness. 

4.3      Fragmentation and Language 

 

 Language and its maintenance were a critical issue explored in the family narrative.  To 

me, the ability to speak and possibly dream in one’s mother tongue is core to identity.  

Mennonites frequently chose to settle where they were given rights to control their education 

system in order to maintain language.  For my grandparents as with others from their 

 
23  Angela Breidbach, Ibid. 
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community, the Bible was in High German and everyday conversation made in the dialect of 

Low German (Plautdietsch).  My grandfather’s attendance at the local public school was his 

assimilation experience with the introduction and requirement to speak English.  The narrative 

speaks of the consequences of not engaging in the colonizing language. 

 The title I used for this piece The Gift of Public School (Fig. 11) was in response to the 

layers of complexity my grandfather experienced in attending school.  Made with a paper collage 

of word images taken from a page of his Bible, the collagraph plate included fragments of words 

to represent a fragmentation of his language.  Broken wood pieces on the collage illustrated the 

breaking of the language on the person.  The abstracted form represented distant memories of the 

event and contains rationalizations of emotion.  Around the splintering structure are the 

consequences of failing to comply.  The repeated act of writing “I will not speak German in 

school” symbolizes how a system responds to nonconformity.  By inking of the collagraph with 

black printing ink, I situated the event in time while referencing the printing of the Bible. 

 The burnishing of the collagraph onto polypropylene, a modern plastic fabric, signified 

the impact of the act over time.  An aberration-like-figure rises and lingers away from the plate 

giving reference to the permanence of the colonizing act, its memory within narrative, and a 

diminished identity.  I draped five polypropylene prints from this plate on white chairs to show 

how the loss of language affects others.  By printing on polypropylene, it creates an image of 

limited details which also reinforces my perceived separation of language from the represented 

figure.  The location of the installation in the gallery’s centre speaks to the importance of 

language in identity (Fig. 11a, 11b).  
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Figure 11.  Rod Goertzen, The Gift of the Public School, 2022.  Collagraph plate, plywood, paper, glue, acrylics, ink, 

graphite, 36 x 48 inches.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Barb Reimer. 
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Figure 11a.  Rod Goertzen, The Gift of the Public School, 2022.  Installation view. Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, 

University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 

.   

Figure 11b.  Rod Goertzen, The Gift of the Public School, 2022.  Installation view. Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, 

University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 
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4.4 Perpetuation on Land 

 

Throughout my ancestors’ narratives, they described land and geography as not only 

place - but also as space.  To explore these ideas, I made the collagraph Village House (Fig. 12) 

which examines the relationship between people and their built space.  Using assembled wood 

pieces and gluing them to the plate, I first depict a portrait of my grandfather telling the story of 

an ancestral village house from the South Ukraine.  Like a memory, the image combined things 

that were not completely accurate.  To make it, I used a grainy photograph from another village 

house and then changed his figure into a house form.  The final image has layered fragmented 

shapes that create tension between beauty and violence through the collagraph’s construction.  

This piece alludes to his and my own memories of the story where change, loss, and hardship 

occur due to relocation.   

Technically, I approached the composition of this piece from two areas, a method 

inspired by the artist William Kentridge.  He often creates tension in his prints by employing two 

different starting points on the plate.24  Village House as a plate juxtaposes the skin, muscle and 

blood of a human into with the hard structural materials we associate with a house.  One provides 

a structure and form while the other takes form of the dominant structure.  

I chose the placement of Village House to be adjacent to Witnesses Now Silent in the 

gallery (Fig 12a).  The era of the memory pertaining to Village House coincided with the time 

when people in Witnesses Now Silent were alive; a connection between memory and events.   

 
24  Angela Breidbach, Ibid.  
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Figure 12.  Rod Goertzen, Village House, 2022. Collagraph plate, plywood, glue, acrylic, stain, graphite, 

carborundum, 30 x 60 inches.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Barb Reimer. 
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Figure 12a.  Rod Goertzen, Village House and Witnesses Now Silent, 2022.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove 

Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  Photo:  Carey Shaw. 

 

People on the Land by Waldheim (Fig. 13) meanwhile speaks about how people establish 

their presence on land.  My grandfather’s family first lived west of Waldheim prior to the 

formation of Saskatchewan.  The old white church on Highway 12 west of Waldheim and south 

of the Petrofka Bridge inspires the print.  It is my intent in this print to create an aerial view of 

this geography.  The extrusions and valleys of the collagraph plate seen as colour variations in 

the print, express the texture and geography of the land around the church.  The image was made 

to capture people on the land with enclosed space by barb wire fences. 
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Figure 13.  Rod Goertzen, People on the Land by Waldheim, 2022.  Collagraph, viscosity ink, 30 x 40 cm. 

University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 
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The rectangular shapes in the print represent both the fenced land and farmyards.  

Farmyards tend to be permanent features.  I show their forms and presence by inking them 

differently compared to the rest of the plate.  The boxlike shapes were made to look like they 

could interrupt the land’s natural form, also alluding to the grid system, which surveyors had 

established.  My desire to convey farmland in this approach was because I believe it is something 

that can never be tamed.  I wanted the print to capture a tension between the family’s narratives 

about farming, ownership of land and the original state of the prairie.  

 

Figure 14.  Rod Goertzen, Time Fence Landscape, 2022.  Collagraph plate, plywood, cardboard, wire, glue, acrylic, 

stain, graphite, 30 x 60 inches.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Barb Reimer. 

 

I approached Time Fence Landscape (Fig. 14) differently than People on the Land by 

Waldheim.  This collagraph interprets time as the manufactured boundary.  Based on my 

grandfather’s family’s move from their homestead west of Waldheim, the gap in the fence 

depicted the imminent move.  Abstracted shapes on ‘the land’ imagine plant, animal life, and 

human-made structures explore questions like ‘why do we create boundaries, and how do these 
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influence us?’  Placing this and other artworks to emanate from Lines of Migration depicts life 

on the land after migration.  Combined, they give a sense of the complexity between early prairie 

life and the migrant who could occupy the land for a short time. 

The two sets of prints, which follow People on the Land by Waldheim include The 

Walking Stick and the Broken Leg and Barn fire.  These artworks originate from my 

grandparents’ narratives on their homestead.  The event of my grandfather breaking his leg while 

working on the land was complicated.  In the story, when his broken leg was infected, my 

grandmother responded by implementing ‘herbal medicine’ practices taught to her by her 

mother.  The use of local plants from the land shown to my grandmother by an Indigenous 

Knowledge Keeper is part of the people - people – land relationship.   

My grandmother’s words about his condition, “a man with a broken leg is of no value to 

a woman with children living in the bush!” illustrated the seriousness of the situation.  Her 

phrase suggested that there was a need to be able-bodied and healthy to survive on the land.  For 

this reason, the collagraph plate includes texture and most significantly colour applications to 

signify pain (Fig. 15).  I wanted to portray him being broken by the land.  I addressed this by 

including a crutch or third leg – a kind of ‘walking stick.’  When I look at my print The Walking 

Stick and the Broken Leg, I always wonder how he may later employ his cultural ‘walking stick.’   
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Figure 15.  Rod Goertzen, The Walking Stick and the Broken Leg, 2022.  Collagraph, viscosity ink, 30 x 40 cm. 

University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 

 

 The second series of prints is a diptych.  This piece is about a fire that occurred in the 
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homestead barn.  In making this piece, I was inspired by American contemporary video artist 

Bill Viola.  His approach to video is capturing human experiences at deep intensive levels by 

using dramatic stretching of timelines.  Viola’s work makes me reflect about structural 

approaches to collagraphs to make space ‘fluid,’ and stretch lines of space in a way to represent 

the narratives being told. 

Viola’s conceptualization and employment of time frames his notion of it being a 

material.25  He says that time becomes a medium which he ‘sculpts.’  The transcending moments 

Viola creates are not from inserting “the images in time” but by placing “time in the images.”26  

As water plays such an important iconographic role for Viola, it becomes fitting that he also 

speaks of time as being “the water we exist in like fish.”27   

Figures 16 and 17 depict the barn fire as a series.  It displays a type of panoramic 

composition in the linear display of two collagraph prints.  Here I borrowed Viola’s approach to 

‘sculpting of time’ to build the same object.  Represented as an abstract architectural form 

segmenting space across two prints, the sparse line of the barn without colour is placed in a field 

of colour.  For me the span of the barn in space across two prints creates a span of time.   

When making this series, I also recall a story that my grandparents kept pigeons in the 

barn.  To capture this, I carved pigeons into the plate using an outline so to be like the barn.  The 

pigeons are in flight in Figure 16 to address the chaotic reality of fire in a barn.  In Figure 17 they 

are seen with the memory of fire present.  To represent the cages from which they came, I use 

 

25  James Bulley and Astra Price, “The Talking Drum,” Leonardo Electronic Almanac (2018), 22(1), ISSN 

1071-4391 [Article].  http://research.gold.ac.uk/id/eprint/18942/. 
26  Giorgio Agamben, “Nymph,” In Releasing the Image:  From Literature to new Media.  Ed.  By Jacques 

Khalip and Robert Mitchell (Stanford:  Stanford University, 2011), 60-80. 
27  James Bulley and Astra Price, Ibid. 

http://research.gold.ac.uk/id/eprint/18942/
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staples on the plate making rectangular shapes about them.  Even though the birds were free in 

flight, this image captures the psychological aspect of confinement because caged birds tend to 

return to their cage after flight.   

A similar analogy perhaps could be made about the person going towards the barn.  In 

Figure 17, based on my interpretation of the narrative, the fire is gone.  The danger has passed, 

yet the memory of the event limits hope.  Perhaps one can extrapolate to the mindset within the 

figure about their migration experience and narrative.  Figures 16 and 17 were explorations 

around sculpting time and space for understanding the migration narratives and to converse with 

other works such a Lines of Migration.  

 

 

Figure 16.  (left).  Rod Goertzen, Barn fire before/during, 2022.  Collagraph, viscosity ink, 30 x 40 cm.  University 

of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 

Figure 17.  (right).  Rod Goertzen, Barn fire after, 2022.  Collagraph, viscosity ink, 30 x 40 cm.  University of 

Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 
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 Some of my grandparents’ narratives include bringing plants and seeds to Canada in a 

tireless effort to reconstruct their own familiar landscape in the prairies.  Transplanting the 

landscape with their gardens - the act of altering space to generate a kind of surrealist landscape 

for themselves in the Prairie environment - must have felt like creating place to connect to their 

ancestors.  By comparison, I too curate plants and seeds where perhaps my act of ‘gardening’ is 

to find comfort in creating place to connect to them.  For me, the act of gardening is an annual 

engagement.  Each time the land renews my relationship to ‘the art of memory.’  The aesthetics 

of including aspects of gardening my MFA exhibition makes me think not only of my 

grandparents’ stories but also to the act of altering one’s space so to be similar to a recalled one. 

 

Figure 18.  Rod Goertzen, Sunflower installation, 2022.  Digital.  University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon Campus.  

Photo:  Rod Goertzen. 
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While developing my thesis exhibition I was also exploring ways to alter my own space.  

This led me to plant a large block of sunflowers in my 2022 garden (Fig. 18).  These sunflower 

plant pieces from 2021 and 2022 gardens were displayed in the exhibition (Fig. 18a) as a kind of 

silent witness to acts of migration.  This work was a gesture to pay homage to my ancestors, their 

influence on the land, and my memories of standing in fields of blooming sunflowers as my 

grandparents told stories.  Marking the passage of time, dried, and passed on, these also represent 

my ancestors, while the scattered seeds symbolized the future.  At the information plinth, I 

shared my sunflower seeds with gallery visitors.  I encouraged others to return the favor by 

donating their own stories – performing the act of storytelling as I have done in sharing my 

grandparents’ stories, so to create a bridge to future spaces yet to be created, as which can also 

happen in the growing sunflowers.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18a.  Rod Goertzen, Sunflower Installation, 2022.  

Dried sunflowers, sunflower petals, sunflower seed, parging 

wire, gesso, 40 x 60 cm.  University of Saskatchewan, 

Saskatoon Campus.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove 

Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  Photo:  Carey 

Shaw. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

People collect and hold stories, memories and artifacts differently.  Some might put these 

in cabinets of curiosity that contain a particular history and sense of place in a way which seems 

most purposeful.  My own encounters, occupations, constructions and sharing of each keepsake 

of memory, however, seems like a fixation as I have retained fragments of my grandparents’ 

stories for decades before I even thought of sharing.  The MFA becomes my opportunity to bring 

life to these almost forgotten narratives.   

The stories told to me are now a visual collection, and make sense of my family’s 

migrant experiences, my memories of the stories, and the spaces I have created for them.  In the 

process of installing artworks, I made many connections and could see new relationships 

between artworks that offered deeper and new meanings to my grandparents’ stories.  When I 

reflect upon the intuitive artmaking process and how this act of curation reinforced these nuances 

- connections between records of recollections, I find myself moved by this complexity.  I no 

longer conceive the narratives existing by themselves as words.  Like a seed, art takes the 

familiar narrative into ‘the unfamiliar’ by showing it in new ways and conditions.  These seeds 

contain ‘meaning’ waiting to be awakened.  With the completion of Migraes, I am now more 

aware of how art informs my understanding of my own history and the world I live in today.   

I now see that my creative process, discoveries and research into cultural approaches such 

as migratory aesthetics has enabled me to thread together my grandparents’ history.  The 

artworks represent for me a more complex understanding of the trials my grandparents endured.  

The outcome enables my role to shift from being a listener or observer to a creator and curator.  

Moving the narrative to a visual art form creates new space for storytelling. 
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Once in a public space, the stories and artwork I bring to fruition, will now serve as a 

sanctuary for me – perhaps too like a garden, from the tumult of my grandparents’ migration 

experience to act as a “counterforce to history’s deleterious drives.”28  By using the processes of 

artmaking and employing migratory aesthetics for finding meaning in my grandparents’ 

migration experience, I confide that like Georgia O’Keeffe, “I [too] found I could say things with 

color and shapes that I couldn't say any other way - things I had no words for.”29   

As I write about the colour, shapes, forms and interrelationships that artwork can unveil 

perhaps for the next budding artist or reader, it can also be of support for others who contend 

with migratory experiences.  For me, the opportunity to create an MFA exhibition around this 

topic has given me peace with my family’s sense of loss of identity, while unveiling new 

awareness about the importance of creating and engaging in one’s own culture.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
28  Robert Poque Harrison, “Gardens: An Essay on the Human Condition” (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2008), x. 
29  Georgia O'Keeffe, "I Found I Could Say Things with Color and Shapes That I Couldn't Say Any Other 

Way," The Artist's Magazine, 2016 (Quote Source 1926), 13. 
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Appendix 

 

 

Figure 19.  Migraes, 2022.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  

Photo:  Carey Shaw. 

 

Figure 20.  Migraes, 2022.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  

Photo:  Carey Shaw. 
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Figure 21.  Migraes, 2022.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  

Photo:  Carey Shaw. 

 

Figure 22.  Migraes, 2022.  Detail in Witnesses Now Silent.  Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 

2022.  Photo:  Carey Shaw. 
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Figure 23.  Migraes, 2022.  Installation view.  Gordon Snelgrove Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  

Photo:  Carey Shaw. 

 

Figure 24.  Migraes, 2022.  Barn fire before/during and Barn fire after.  Installation view. Gordon Snelgrove 

Gallery, University of Saskatchewan, 2022.  Photo:  Carey Shaw. 


