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James Nisbet writes, “With respect to site specificity, it is clear that sites are not fixed to

the prevailing conditions present at either the moment an artist finishes working or the conditions

depicted in a site’s initial documentation.”1 Nisbet’s acknowledgment of how sites change shows

the open-ended nature of sculptures rather than the traditionally confined medium, presenting an

ecological understanding of time. This idea of sculptures being adaptable and willing to change

is something Gabriela Salazar considers. While her works are site-specific, they are meant to

shift and be accessible to anyone who comes into contact with them. Salazar’s sculptures are

often created using the major changing landscapes of her life: her childhood home, Puerto Rico,

and New York City. These places become the work; windows from Salazar’s childhood

apartment have evolved into sculptures and are brought outside the home to local New York City

parks and gallery spaces. In extracting them from their original environments, the site becomes

more intricate, and these works grow to exist in universal, less private spaces. They are still

works of value when moved; if anything, they are enhanced when brought into different

territories. Throughout her career, Salazar’s sculptures have concerned the climate crisis and,

more specifically, how people exist in the wake of fleeting life and constant unprecedented

environmental shifts. Her works are meditations on the changing landscapes and spaces she has

witnessed. Salazar questions these places rather than merely representing them and moves them

into areas where they can be inhabited and understood as delicate, easily impacted environments.

In November 2023, Salazar began her artist residency at Sarah Lawrence College to work

on Observed, which was open from January 24 to February 28, 2024. Observed was the first

exhibition of Care & Climate Justice, a series of shows regarding the nuances of care as the

climate crisis unfolds. Unlike the other shows, Observed was entirely site-specific. As the

inaugural Artist In Residence at the college, Salazar created sculptures for the gallery at the

1 Nisbet, “The Ecological Site,” 29.



Bernheim 2

Heimbold Visual Arts Center. Her home was still the source material, but the gallery was where

they would live. Consequently, materiality and space were important, especially as she brought

her home to a more public area. Creating in and for the space allows the work to exist for the

gallery, but Salazar’s work poses more complex questions about existence.

Salazar’s primary sculpture materials were decomposing matter, items accumulated over

many years, and water-soluble paper, the latter of the three utilized most frequently throughout

Observed. When in contact with water, the paper dissolves, changing how the material appears

and the nature of its existence. Moreover, Salazar’s site-specific sculptures are created not to

exist. The existential nature of Observed also poses deep questions about care. The concept is

multifaceted, and Observed examines care through looking after and preserving what is delicate.

As Joan Tronto explains, there is both caring about and caring for. To care about someone or

something “...requires listening to articulated needs…attentiveness, that is, of being able to

perceive needs in self and others and to perceive them with as little distortion as possible,” and to

care for entails the very serious assumption of responsibility.2 This meaning of care is how

Salazar considers it; care is a verb rather than a noun and is thus active, and Salazar examines

what it means to care for art, children, objects, the living and the dead, and how to act upon

caring with concern and awareness. These systems go beyond a general desire to care for the

planet. Care is tangible and material, something that can be accessed and touched. Through

witnessing the speed of fragility up close, viewers care more, too. While sculptures often exist as

fixed, unchanged works, Salazar proves their flexibility and temporality, using the medium to

illustrate the fragility of life, modes of caring about what is fleeting, and changes within interior

and exterior spaces in the midst of the climate crisis.

2 Tronto, “An Ethic of Care,” 16-17.
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Gabriela Salazar, For Our Work, arranged materials and containers, 143” x 117” x 38”, 2023.

For Our Work (2024) is situated on the floor. Salazar subverts the binaries of life and

death by making the stillness of the sculpture appear so alive and somewhat bodily. The human

nature of For Our Work brings to mind the very role of humans in the climate crisis. Beyond the

evident fact of a human creating the work in the first place, For Our Work is a commentary on

the lack of care and wastefulness we seem to bring about, but also about care work itself. For

Our Work is the residue of care––scraps from compost, children’s toys, and formerly used

tools––on display. Care work has a long lineage of historical invisibility despite the fact that the

work actually does occur.3 Salazar illustrates caring by making it material and seeable, and

viewers can grasp the care for children and objects up close. Care becomes Salazar’s method as it

did for Miere Laderman Ukeles in 1969 with Maintenance Art Manifesto. Ukeles was

challenging the traditional household roles of women at the time by transforming them into art.

These maintenance tasks and chores Ukeles refer to occur strictly in a “private sphere,” away

from any outside figures to perceive.4 By being so private, this care work is also unseen. In

Maintenance Art Manifesto, she explained that the exhibition to come from this writing would

4 Steinhauer, “How Mierle Laderman Ukeles Turned Maintenance Work into Art.”
3 Care Collective, The Care Manifesto, 3.
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bring this invisible domestic care into the Queens Museum. As she writes, “My working will be

the work.”5 It goes back to the idea of care being active and participatory; Ukleles cares by

assuming responsibility and carries awareness to the forefront. With Ukeles in mind, bringing

care work into a place where it can be acknowledged by anyone looking is precisely what For

Our Work is doing. The care itself is the sculpture.

Although the materials look randomly arranged, they are methodically selected and

placed. The materials themselves are curious: protractors, Lego pieces, parts of a train set,

kitchen tools, onion peels, trail mix, leaves, orange peels, containers, and dying flowers. Each

object serves a different purpose for whoever may be using them. In being so bodily, For Our

Work is also communal, appearing almost like a banquet or spiritual offering for the viewer to

partake in. Salazar and these selected items have a clear personal connection, and she creates a

domestic space in the work. Their selection in the first place indicates thoughts on care that

Salazar explores. Moreover, including her daughter’s toys, like the Legos, brings up the climate

crisis’s intergenerational effects and the fact that children are experiencing the crisis just as much

but differently since “the future lies in their hands.”6 The specific toys Salazar selects are

fascinating, too. The train tracks were Salazar’s from childhood; her mother kept them and

regifted them to Salazar as an adult.7 Their place in For Our Work then takes on a larger

meaning. Salazar puts the train tracks in conversation with her daughter’s toys, further

emphasizing the intergenerational nature of the work. Through this dialogue between the past

and present emerges thinking of futurity. Salazar is intentional in For Our Work in what endures

and remains. Having elements from all eras of life shows the care on the part of the artist to

preserve. Salazar’s daughter also donated additional objects for the piece, including used

7 Conversation with the artist, February 27, 2024.
6 Cissé, “‘The Future Is in Your Hands. and the Future Is Now.’”
5 Ukeles, “Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969!,” 3.
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popsicle sticks and branches she personally foraged.8 This involvement in the work is endearing

while pushing intergenerational themes and children's role in the crisis. With this, the viewer is

left wondering: what does this reveal about the role of children in all of this––is it really up to

them to fix this?

Another material of interest is located at the rightmost part of the work. Towards the

front, a container is toppled over, spilling out rotting orange peels. The image is hauntingly

beautiful. Without knowing how this container might have looked initially, it seemed as though it

had overflowed and fallen over. Looking at the orange peels spilling and then decaying leaves

the viewer on edge. In a way, it is a rude awakening to the viewer. In emphasizing awareness of

the implications of overconsumption, Salazar shows attentiveness to the orange peels, selecting

them to trace their life cycle and fragility. Thinking of the orange peels and every other material

through the concept of object biography is key, as tracking their changes through time allows the

viewer to see how they are part of the large narrative.9 In considering their histories and current

state, Salazar gives these objects voices and purpose. This attention to the objects is an act of

care—moreover, the noticing of the every day. Jenny Odell describes “attention-holding

architecture,” which points toward work that requires stepping back when viewing.10 The term

almost defines itself in that the structure brings the spectator closer to it, inviting pause and

contemplation in order to fully process and understand the work. For Our Work is a prime

example of attention-holding architecture. Salazar is intentional in her selections and placement,

and the work in Observed is entirely rooted in attention and noticing. Salazar explains in an

interview that while creating, “I could just be in the moment, not overthink, and work with

10 Odell, “The Case For Nothing,” in How To Do Nothing, 9.
9 “Object Biography: The Life of a Concept.”
8 Conversation with the artist, February 27, 2024.
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whatever happened.”11 This presentness from the artist in the work’s process is evidence of how

the sculptures are manifestations of care. Close attention to the now is precisely what For Our

Work evokes. Knowing Salazar’s devotion over time brings the viewer closer to the works, and

all senses are subsequently activated. Caring about For Our Work is looking, smelling, and

listening to every object part of it.

Many of the objects Salazar incorporates are either dead or actively dying, and by

including them, she brings them back to life, adding to the liveliness of the work. Yet, this

liveliness is eerie, and Salazar calls back to moments before decay by showing its activeness. It

also pulls the viewer into a space of childhood innocence and perhaps a lack of awareness of the

dangers of the world, which disappears both with age and when awareness of the crisis goes.

That call back to childhood can be wistful.

There is a multiplicity in how the viewer can experience For Our Work, nor a specific

starting or ending point. This may due to the cyclical nature of the sculpture, both visually and

ideologically. Though the work is rectangular, there is an invitation to view For Our Work

circularly, or the viewer can walk between each part. This extends to one of the most compelling

elements of the sculpture––the gap that separates the two sides. In addition to creating a walkway

for the viewer to take in the work, it helps to distinguish each side from the other. It is clear that

while For Our Work is a single work, each side tells a different story. Having multiple ways to

interact with the work gives it an infinite quality, as though it may never end. For Our Work

cannot possibly be absorbed with a single viewing. The repetition woven into the work provides

explicit instruction to continue to view it, urging slow looking. Slow looking is critical here; as

Tina Campt explains, “Slowness is an opening to linger durationally in the small, in details, in

11 “A Conversation Between Gabriela Salazar and Alejandra Pasquel ‘25.”
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reflection.”12 Slow looking inherently requires paying attention and is an act of care. For Our

Work is not to be rushed through. There are so many objects that might be missed that ultimately,

For Our Work becomes this cyclical, continuous loop of perceiving while also being fleeting,

and above all, is a work to be cared for.

Leaves (One 365 (November, December)), water-soluble paper, leeched pigments, graphite, 125”

x 244” x 4.5”, 2023.

Leaves (One 365 (November, December)) works within the bounds of time while also

dismantling it entirely. Immediately, the viewer is drawn to the scale of the work. At 125” x 244”

x 4.5”, Leaves (One 365 (November, December)) feels larger than life itself. It depicts a calendar

of the previous year, and each square of prepared water-soluble paper represents a day. A

calendar is conventionally used to mark time and season, indicating beginnings, endings, and

celebrations. Here, Salazar deconstructs the traditional calendar. It points to perhaps one of the

most potent themes in Leaves and throughout Salazar’s work: the ephemerality of time. Its size

adds to the visually fraught feeling of the work. Being so much larger in scale than the viewer

makes time feel infinite and massive, but it provides a bit of an ego death. In perceiving the

12 Campt, “The Slow Lives of Still Moving Images,” in A Black Gaze: Artists Changing How We See, 110.
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vastness of time, the viewer becomes tightly bound up in it, acutely aware of how little is left and

how fleeting life feels.

This also points to the strong ghostliness of the work. Leaves (One 365 (November,

December))’s materiality reveals a sense of a past unknown while clarifying that something once

existed, perhaps in a different form. Certain pieces of paper pop out through the etchings without

having additional material underneath them as evidence. The viewer then wonders how the paper

achieved that texture and that consciousness of the mysterious brings up a past unknown but

somehow lived and experienced. Jacques Derrida’s concept of hauntology refers to the return of

elements from both a social and cultural past. For Derrida, this notion is undeniable, for “ …a

ghost never dies, it remains always to come and to come back.”13 One might sense absence, but

in a way, feeling that lack perhaps suggests a presence. Noticing absence is caring, and seeing

the ghosts emerging requires slow looking. What once existed and left is never truly absent from

life; ideas can return, even if it seems as though they have disappeared from view and

knowledge. Hauntology works in Leaves (One 365 (November, December)) in myriad ways.

Salazar utilizes water-soluble paper in all of the works in the Leaves series, explaining that “...I

chose the material in part because it's so vulnerable. Its vulnerability is its asset in that the

material is not, in some ways, as heavy on the environment. It’s about slowing down—but

ultimately not being in control of—change.”14 The paper is both biodegradable and easy to

manipulate and destroy, and it dissolves as soon as it comes into contact with water. As Salazar

mentioned, the paper is no longer controllable once it reaches that most vulnerable state. The

paper isn’t meant to last forever, and Leaves (One 365 (November, December)) isn’t either,

14 “A Conversation Between Gabriela Salazar and Alejandra Pasquel ‘25.”

13 Derrida, “Barricade (Impure “impure impure history of ghosts”),” in Specters of Marx, 123.
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further connecting to ghostliness. The viewer is haunted by the ghosts of the past, present, and

future all at once through the textures, reiterating the notion that life is unseen in the work.

Another element of ghostliness is the clear interaction with For Our Work in utilizing

those materials. This also challenges wastefulness––when initially looking at For Our Work,

questions of what might happen to these objects arise. Leaves (One 365 (November, December))

offers an answer: these items ultimately do have a use and purpose outside of the sculpture. Yet,

the familiarity that comes with reusing is haunting. One of the most repeated and curious details

is the etchings of protractors, train tracks, and leaves. When Salazar etches the protractors, they

resemble her other Leaves sculptures, looking akin to the windows of her home. The train tracks

indicate being a small piece of a larger whole while also continuing to speak to the

disconnectedness of generations and the importance of sharing knowledge of the climate crisis

with the younger generations. The leaf etches are also compelling in how Salazar freezes their

rotting in time, perhaps making them live forever. Because the water-soluble paper is so fragile,

it tears easily, revealing some of the hauntology at play. It is as though there are ghosts behind

the etchings; Salazar subtly hints at them without fully revealing them. Knowing the work will

no longer exist makes the objects feel even more fleeting, as their markings will die, too.
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Gabriela Salazar, Leaves (Studio Looking West, Courtyard (January)), water-soluble paper,

leeched pigments, graphite, 85.25” x 40.5” x 2”, 2024.

Leaves (Studio Looking West, Courtyard (January)) is the only work in Observed that

isn’t on the wall or ground. It hangs suspended from the ceiling, creating a sense of instability in

time. Its suspension is curious; moreover, the string attached to the work is so transparent it

almost seems invisible, adding to hauntology’s presence. Its lucidity is ghostly, and the viewer

might question how the work supports itself in space. Studio Looking West also points to how the

viewer can interact with it spatially, creating a multiplicity in how one experiences the work. One

can stand in front of or behind Studio Looking West and walk around it, allowing the spectator to

inhabit the work. The notion of inhabitation is fascinating. The entire Leaves series is constructed

from her childhood home, which she still lives in with her family; the windows come from the

different rooms. With this in mind, it is as though the viewer is not merely inhabiting Studio

Looking West, but Salazar’s home itself.
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Salazar explains that living in that same space “...has given me an intimate relationship to

this place, to how it’s been altered by human use…sometimes material changes occur at

recognizable speeds, but other times they occur because you’ve lived in one place long enough to

witness them.”15 Those changes and space ephemerality Salazar speaks of are tracked in the

Leaves series. This also relates to thinking of the every day. Observing and being part of the

micro is significant to how care is part of the climate crisis. Examining the interior allows for

changes to be seen and looked after. She works to move her interior to the exterior, bringing

forward an intimate extension of her domestic space. Thus, utilizing the home is an act of care.

Studio Looking West subsequently begs the question: how can we reimagine the home as the

world is changing and, ultimately, disappearing?

Studio Looking West is similarly stained and textured to the works in the Leaves series.

The consistency in material and appearance further establishes a connected narrative between the

works. Some of the sheets of water-soluble paper open like windows, which, depending on the

side the viewer is on, allows one to either look at the shadows created by Studio Looking West or

to look at Leaves (Kitchen Looking East). These numerous ways of looking relate to the viewers’

ability to inhabit the space because while occupying Studio Looking West, Courtyard, one can

also occupy another space in Salazar’s home. Perhaps this ability to be inside the home also links

to the function of the gallery space. Observed was created on-site at Sarah Lawrence, and Studio

Looking West serves as a window into a world the viewer can be part of at a distance. The

ephemeral nature of Salazar’s work is especially so here. Knowing the exhibition ends closes the

gap between the viewer and her home but also continues to emphasize just how quickly space

changes when intervened.

15 “Gabriela Salazar by Louis Bury.”
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These three works, along with the others in Observed, are diaristic and process-oriented.

The water-soluble paper used throughout the Leaves series feels akin to notebook pages, and

their wilted and torn appearance gives a sense of love and having survived years of existence and

use. Incorporating etchings and sketches allows the series to read like a scrapbook, documenting

memories of life experienced. Using the home as an origin point is deeply personal; under

standard circumstances, one’s home is private and only open to those specifically granted access.

Observed grapples with this question of invitation or intrusion. But, by bringing the home into

the gallery, a space that anyone can access without special permission, the boundaries between

private and public space are deconstructed, and anyone who visits Observed is, on some level,

visiting Salazar’s home without proper invitation. By bringing elements of her home into the

traditional white cube gallery, is Salazar inherently permitting us to enter the space? Or do we, as

the viewer, have to earn the privilege to be a part of the space? This irresolution means that,

while the home depicted is Salazar’s, viewers can find pieces of their home throughout

Observed.

Salazar’s windows open up the gallery space further. Only in Studio Looking West can the

viewer look through the windows. The interior and exterior binaries are deconstructed, and the

viewer looks at Salazar’s home and interior space while inhabiting a much more open space.

Anselm Haverkamp writes, “The intérieur has always to do with the outside, is subjected to

it—even in the remainders of the spatial perspective that act upon it from the outside, enter into

it, pass through it.”16 Even when inside, the space is brought into the exterior world. When

looking through windows, the outside becomes part of the interior, and the window is what

merges those worlds. This can be extended to Salazar’s windows––the viewer enters the private

world Salazar has created while simultaneously witnessing it in this outside world, thus showing

16 Haverkamp, “In/Doors: The Dialectic of Inside and Outside,” in Interiors and Interiority, 111.
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the innate interaction between interiors and exterior universes. This also points to notions of

interiority and the expression of internal feelings and occurrences. Walter Benjamin explains,

“The interior is not just the universe but also the étui [case] of the private individual. To dwell

means to leave traces.”17 Benjamin’s thinking of one’s interior space as an étui case is critical

here. What belongs to the individual is private and contained but can also be opened up to reveal

itself. Moreover, the étui case is private and safe, yet it is also so ingrained in people that it never

leaves them, and one opens their étui case and thus leaves marks on people and places. A

significant part of Benjamin’s argument is rooted in thinking about the collector as the true

resident of the interior.18 The collector observes and subsequently gathers. Possession and

organization are personal, and displaying one’s belongings requires vulnerability and acceptance

of perception. Salazar’s sculptures are cases, and she is Benjamin’s ideal collector; her collecting

has been occurring all her life. For Our Work is the étui case opened up, and all its contents

available to perceive. It raises questions about observing an interior space in one that is public.

These works in Observed are the traces of Salazar’s interior, and here, her interior is dual, both

regarding her home and her thinking. Rather than losing its interiority, Salazar’s is heightened by

entering the public sphere. As Benjamin and Havenkamp discuss, the interior is inherently part

of the exterior world.

This duality of the interior also points to the criticality of space in Observed, both in

terms of what the structures occupy and the room the works are in. In a way, Salazar’s structures

possess an interior awareness of their existence, pointing to the viewer's role in space. An

awareness of spatial politics arises when walking through Observed, individually or with a larger

group. Salazar’s sculptures are to be walked around and through. The gallery feels colossal

18 Abid.
17 Benjamin, “Paris, the Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” 9.
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within the solitary experience, but when Observed is peopled, there is a different, more layered

mode of care. That awareness of spatial politics is awareness of oneself in space. The works in

Observed are not simply to be gazed upon but are to be embodied and experienced. Additionally,

Observed feels more universally experienced with a group, contributing to the spatial reaction.

While conversing with one another, viewers end up conversing and interacting with the works.

Salazar’s works before Observed also concern conversing with sculpture. Her 2021 work,

Low Relief for High Water, perhaps best exemplifies these ideas. Taking place outdoors in New

York City’s Washington Square Park, Salazar made water-soluble casts of her windows similar to

the ones in the Leaves series. Initially meant to occur on April 22, 2020, for the fiftieth

anniversary of Earth Day, the action was postponed to October 2021 due to the COVID-19

pandemic. This time of enforced isolation and distance created a heightened experience of slow

looking within the home that hadn’t necessarily occurred before. Rather than pausing altogether,

as André Lepecki suggests, the minute and small were amplified.19 Slow looking requires

attentiveness, a stopping to notice the current state and what has shifted, and a deepening

connection to the moment of experience. Looking and observing are different ways of seeing, the

latter demanding immersion in what is being seen. As a result, what Lepecki describes is

intensified. Especially since Salazar’s current home is also the one she grew up in, the viewer

can extract this closeness and understanding of the space and its evolution in Low Relief for High

Water and throughout Observed. The gallery space is small and inherently less familiar than the

local New York City environment, and Salazar aims to create a home within that space. Gaston

Bachelard writes, “But over and beyond our memories, the house we were born in is physically

inscribed in us.”20 The place one their spends formative years in never fully disappears. Like

20 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 36.
19 Lepecki, as cited by Campt, “The Slow Lives of Still Moving Images,” 110/
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Benjamin also suggests, it leaves a mark, dwells, and indicates traces everywhere we go. As a

result, there might arise a desire to try and reimagine the childhood home in other parts of life,

and, in a way, the childhood home might inform how which we interact with existing spaces and

create new ones moving forward. Bachelard’s thinking is also the case for Salazar’s work; her

home and knowledge of its transformations are within her as she brings the home into a more

public sphere. On the day of the action, Salazar tore pieces of Low Relief and handed it to

passersby, saying, “From my home to yours.”21 That specific gesture comes from recognizing the

shared sense of belonging in the universal environment, knowing homes can be part of other

spaces, too, showing that Low Relief could truly be achieved in a communal home, a space that

anyone could occupy.

Historically, disappearing acts in the different spheres of living have been part of

sculpture for decades, particularly in works by women artists such as Louise Bourgeois, Eva

Hesse, and Senga Nengudi. These sculptures often worked to respond to domesticity while also

seeking to critique the home space, and sculpting itself was a way of bringing the house to a

wider audience. As Anne M. Wagner writes, “...the physical presence of women’s sculpture so

often served to conjure absence: its materiality is haunted by ghosts.”22 This documented

ghostliness of the medium brings up the dichotomies of absence and presence––what the overt

sculptures occupy and what is more obscured and removed. Sculpture works to create worlds

separate from the ones we encounter while also being extensions of the lived experience.

22 Rothrum et al, Revolution in the Making, 89.
21 “Low Relief for High Water.”
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Heidi Bucher, Skin Room (Rick’s Nursery, Lindgut Winterthur), gauze, fish glue, latex,

bamboo, and wire, 138’ x 196.8’ x 196.8’, 1987.

In the 1970s, Heidi Bucher worked with these notions through her sculptures, which

served more as reimagined familiar spaces. Playing with the binaries of private and public and

interior and exterior, Bucher developed a technique called “skinning,” in which she applied

gauze and fish glue to a variety of surfaces; when peeled off, the latex would change and darken,

wrinkle, and congeal.23 The intentionality of the material is critical for its malleability and the

knowledge of its ability to change. She covered entire rooms with these skins, allowing the

material to become the spaces they were made for. Bucher’s early “skinnings” occurred directly

inside her family’s homes and her studio. Utilizing private spaces of familiarity and tradition was

key for Bucher, and eventually, she began bringing her skinnings into public spaces. Bucher’s

1978 sculpture Skin Room (Rick’s Nursery, Lindgut Winterthur), is a reimagining of her

grandparent’s home.24 Also made from latex, there is the inherent understanding that the

sculpture will wear off with time. Using latex to construct this sculpture makes it clear how

24 Rosenmeyer, “Heidi Bucher’s ‘Water, Houses.’”
23 Rothrum et al, Revolution in the Making, 89.
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Bucher is allowing memories of the past to exist in the present, aware of their fragility and aging.

Bucher said, “Rooms are shells, they are skins. Peel off one skin after the other, discard it.”25 The

layers to these existing spheres ultimately reveal that there is more to spaces than what meets the

eye. This curiosity of rethinking space through materiality was key for Bucher and is present in

Salazar’s work. Her most consistent material in the Leaves series is the water-soluble paper that

will rot and dissolve with time. The sculptures will never exist again in their original form, and

from the first day of Observed onward, the Leaves sculptures slowly began to change. Bucher’s

sculptures are closer to their original form, though they very clearly show a fading when looked

at now. Bucher and Salazar’s works somehow feel more permanent by creating ephemeral skins

of a built environment. What lasts is not necessarily the physical presence of the work but that

hauntology surrounding the materiality and the knowledge of the space being inhabited in the

first place.

Rosemary Mayer, Documentation of Snow People, snow, wood, and paint, 1979.

The works included in Observed and previous works touch on the power of selflessness

in temporary art. Salazar has referred to her work as “...ephemeral, or built to fall apart….,”26 so

26 “Gabriela Salazar by Louis Bury.”
25 “Heidi Bucher. Metamorphosen.”
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the work is designed to be finite. There is trust in the world and the people interacting with the

structures. While the art may no longer seem as precious as it was when untouched, it somehow

grows even more so, for the work was visible in full to those who could witness the temporary

sculptures in real time. Salazar’s sculptures are similar to Rosemary Mayer’s temporary

monuments in how they are designed to no longer exist. During the 1970s, Mayer created three

major projects that she called “temporary monuments” that disappeared by virtue of their source

material or context. She released balloons, which would not return, created snowpeople, which

would eventually melt, and built a tent that was dismantled the next day. Her monuments took

place outdoors and emphasized the grappling with presentness and the quick passing of time and

seasons, and are only seen through documented photographs. Mayer’s 1979 series Snow People

is quite fascinating. After visiting her sister Bernadette in Lenox, Massachusetts, Mayer sought

to memorialize the town’s ordinary inhabitants. She returned in the winter to create the snow

people. There is an intentional call back to childhood that is similar to Salazar’s For Our Work in

the activity of building the figures. Both artists’ fascination with childhood nostalgia and the

active roles of children feels crucial. There is a shared emphasis on bringing a community

together through sculpture; children are inherently part of these larger communities. Thinking

about the way these works impact them shows an attention to the intergenerational effects of art

and slow looking. Additionally, perhaps the aspect most akin to Salazar’s is their disappearance.

Mayer purposefully did not put armatures inside of the figures, so as time and weather passed,

the figures naturally melted.27 Despite this, Mayer was not seeking to preserve them. In fact, that

in itself was the very point of Snow People. By creating them in the first place, she gives these

otherwise unknown figures names and power, but also by creating them, she understands they

will wither with time and season.

27 Sneed, “Pleasures and Possible Celebrations,” 19.
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It is especially curious to examine Mayer and Salazar alongside one another. Although

less overtly than Salazar, Mayer relied deeply on the weather and local environment where her

work took place. The people depicted were forgotten, and their inability to be properly

immortalized is part of the medium. Both artists focus on the local communities and bringing the

diaristic interior space into one that anyone could view. Mayer’s monuments were wound up in

time, their fate entirely impacted by shifts in the climate. Through this, she created knowing what

would stay and what would disappear. Possessing an astute cognizance of mortality, both Mayer

and Salazar utilize time and care as their mediums, aware while also uncertain of the future of

the environment they are living and working in. To create a temporary monument is to create

during and in response to the climate crisis.

On the closing day of Observed, Salazar and her assistant Max set up outside the gallery

in Heimbold, preparing for the action about to take place. Once in the gallery, Salazar begins

tearing Leaves (One 365 (November, December)) starting from the bottom right-hand corner of

the work––the end of December 2023. After each tear, Salazar and Max leave the pieces as

offerings surrounding For Our Work, personally hand them to gallery visitors, or place them in a

bowl of water, initially part of For Our Work. There’s an activeness and acceptance of what she

is doing. In describing her strategy in taking Leaves (One 365 (November, December)) apart,

Salazar says she is intentionally “moving backwards through time.”28 Watching the physical

action feels almost invasive; Salazar is tearing these notebook pages, these pieces of her interior

intimate mind and experience. Yet, the action is intentionally for the public’s viewing and

participation. Salazar completes ripping the bottom row, and Leaves (One 365 (November,

December)) looks jagged and rougher along the edges of the paper. By activating the work this

way, she is dismantling time conventions.

28 Conversation with the artist. February 27, 2024.
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When placed in the bowl, the paper disintegrates quickly, immediately sinking to the

bottom of the bowl, as the material intends. As it curls, it shifts in texture, visually appearing like

algae and then very gooey to the touch, having an odor and instantly dissolving in one’s hand. It

points back to the sensory experience of Observed and how it is not just to be seen, but to be

heard and felt in its experience. Yet, in its speedy dissolution, specific remnants float at the top,

unaffected by the water, moving much slower in their decay. The first paper Salazar placed in the

bowl had an etching of a leaf on it, and only the leaf remained unchanged, not dissolving for

about forty minutes. In another bowl, rust from one of Salazar’s papers floats at the top of the

bowl. Gallery visitors are reminded of the significance of what remains and disappears, either by

choice or naturally.

There is also a direct conversation between For Our Work and Leaves (One 365

(November, December)) through Salazar’s action. She unites the works by proving how they

exist and care for each other. The closing event for Observed is an act of care. Salazar considers

what it means to dismantle her own work. There is generosity and trust in giving the work away

and not knowing where it is going or how it will subsequently be treated. Moreover, the recipient

holds time in their hands when given a piece of Leaves (One 365 (November, December)), which

is already fragile but becomes even more so through this. To even disassemble a work, there

exists the notion that the work is designed to be short-lived, which is true in Leaves (One 365

(November, December)) in its original and torn forms. A few days after the closing event, the

water turns completely white, no longer translucent, revealing an existing presence without

specific clarity. This pull between the fast and slow makes time curious and magical. Observed is

appreciated while present because of the existing knowledge that soon, it will no longer exist.
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Sarah Lawrence College is exhibiting the final show of the Care & Climate Justice series.

Enough time has passed for the works in Observed to be in a later stage of deterioration. Torn

pieces of paper from Leaves (One 365 (November, December)) continue to rot, are stowed away,

or hung up in gallery visitors’ home spaces. Art dealers and museums are beginning to acquire

these works, aware of their withering away. Although a new show is in the gallery at Sarah

Lawrence where Observed once was, Salazar somehow lingers in the gallery. A small odor from

For Our Work takes time to fully disappear. She is Derrida’s ghost that comes back, never

entirely leaving altogether. It feels curious to think of Observed in the past tense as a show that

has happened and is over, but when enlarging the sphere of contemplation, viewers and thinkers

are left considering what has stayed and what has departed. The works have left physically and

continue to haunt and stay in the viewer’s psyche. But what has remained and intensified is the

subsequent responsibility, which Salazar urges viewers to do outside the show. Many people now

possess Salazar’s art, and how they act with it is outside of her control. However, Observed

advises viewers to look after these pieces with attention and care rather than simply own them. In

a film about Low Relief for High Water, Salazar emphasizes that “We build things that will

hopefully live beyond us, but also we’re gonna need people to keep taking care of [these things]

after we’re gone.”29 This call to care outside of the self shrinks the ego and makes the reality of

the climate crisis larger. Recognizing the necessity of care is significant but simply not enough.

Tronto writes about how caring requires looking after “...our bodies, our selves, and our

environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.”30 Trying to

preserve what lives outside of oneself is a way of giving and receiving, which is care in its most

active form. Having a heightened sense of mortality within the ecosystem and thinking through

30 Tronto, “An Ethic of Care,” 16.
29 “Low Relief for High Water.”
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the crisis as not just a product of the past but also how the future might consequently unfold

might shift how people function in the smaller day-to-day. The ephemeral is not fixed; it is active

in its change and decay, just like the sculptures part of Observed.
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