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SUMMARY

My artistic practice focuses on topics including migration, family and longing. I
wanted to start my thesis project by questioning the reasons why I am away from my
homeland and family. I left my country Colombia in 2013, and since then, I have been
based in Finland. Living in Finland has accentuated questions about my existence
and my relationship with my family. T'he distance between the two countries 1s wide
and my thoughts have travelled back and forth continuously. Rather than exploring
political and economical reasons, I wanted to find answers from my tfamily's

perspectives and experiences.

In my thesis research, tacts like family celebrations and events are very meaningtul.
Since [ left Colombia, I started filming difterent events, my house, and family
dynamics every time I returned to visit my tamily. My work uses memories including
the graduation party of my mother, the family journey from Bogota to Margarita
[sland, and the birth of my nephew. Similarly, video material collected during my

trips to Colombia 1s also showcased.

In my project, these memories are connected by using aquariums, water, and hair, all
recurrent elements in my artistic practice and work. I call these objects transnational
objects because they have connected me to my roots while being in other
geographical and time spaces. Aquariums entail the idea ot belonging and are
connected to water which 1s an element capable of transtorming and transporting
memorles and objects in difterent spaces. Similarly, hair may be associated with
connectivity and could also be related to memories as 1t 1s non-perishable and lasting

throughout the time.

In this paper I will share and explore the process and emotions that inspired me to
make my two final degree pieces Paola: Mommy say something to the camera, mom! and
Returning to the Island. Both works were shown in the same gallery space but at
different times of the year. | provide an in-depth description of the events contained
in my work as well as details about the meanings ot the objects I use. Moreover, I
explain the creation and building of the difterent pieces and describe the thinking
behind the tfinal work. To conclude, I ofter some retlections on the audience reactions

to my work.
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INTRODUCTION
A MANUAL TO GET AN OVERVIEW
ABOUT MY ARTISTIC PASSION, WORAR
AND RESEARCH

It 15 24th of August 2020, I am at Sea Life Helsinki filming with
a Bolex Camera. It 1s the first time that I am using it by myself, 1
am shooting my first 8 minutes 16mm black and whaite film. The
aquarwums are placed in different rooms, and they also have specific
and dg}j%rent shapes. There 1s one that catches my attention, it 1s
round and has a “22” number on it. It becomes a mirror, I feel 1
need to start shooting here. I click on rec.

Aquariums have been a recurrent object in my artistic practice and work.

The 1dea of belonging or “being inside” has always come to my mind when thinking
of an aquarium, to belong to a group, to belong to a system, to be inside of our
minds, to be inside of a body, to be inside of a space. As 1t 1s connected to water, an
aquarium has also allowed me to ponder 1deas about someone’s past, life changes,
transitions, and self-observing. In the middle of these meanings, a deep sense of
warmness and nostalgia have also shown up strongly. Nostalgia for the constant
desire of trying to find answers from the past or just for the reviving memories that

cannot happen anymore.

[ wanted to start my thesis project by questioning the reasons why [ am away from
my homeland. Living in Finland has accentuated these questions. The distance
between the two countries 1s wide and my thoughts have travelled back and forth
continuously. Rather than exploring political and economic reasons, I wanted to find
answers from my family's perspectives. My parents have always guided my siblings
and me towards the idea of living abroad connected with better study and work
opportunities and higher quality of life. My sister, Nathaly, was the first to depart

from home. My brother David followed later and afterward; 1t was me.

In my thesis research, facts like tamily celebrations and events are very meaningtul.
One example 1s my mother’s graduation from university in 2001. We had a Sony DV
video camera 1n our family since 2000. I remember that my parents were very tlexible
with my siblings and me about who could use 1t. At the graduation ceremony, I was 9
years old and I was filming with our camera. One of the pieces that I filmed, which
was very significant for my thesis project, was when I asked my relatives to send a
message and congratulate my mother. I realized then that these messages were given

In the past but had a strong meaning in the present.

1 Sea Life Helsinki belongs to the amusement park Linnanmiki, it 1s a park where the main focus is
aquarium attractions.






Returning to the Island, view of the installation, Project Room Gallery, 2021. Photo: Paola Fernanda Guzmdn Figueroa



CHAPTER I: THE PROCESS OF CREATION
FOR MY FIRST PIECE “PAOLA: MOMMY
SAY SOMETHING TO THE CAMERA,
MOM!

Since | left my homeland Colombaia, 1t has been very recurrent that every time I go
back there, I film with my cameras which I usually take with me for every trip: a
GoPro, a Canon camera and/or any other camera that I have available. I have
ogathered a lot of material since I left. After 3 years, I started noticing how important
the videos that I filmed at home were. "There were elements that shifted and
transtormed. FFor instance, some of the rooms changed their decoration and purpose
in the house where we used to live. I also started noticing new elements, there were
more tamily photographs and albums. Moreover, the interaction with my parents
while having the camera present became more and more flexible and relaxed. All
these aspects started having a stronger meaning. Also, the fact that I was not going
back to Colombia anymore to live but just to visit, made all the filmed material more

relevant.

At the same time, [ wanted to review again the family videos archive that we had. I
remembered seeing them for my first BA thesis at school and there was so much
material that [ wanted to research more but i1t was not the correct moment for doing
it. Now 1t was the time. I felt it was important for me to review them. [ remembered
my tather’'s speech. I decided to take most of the films with me and watch them

closely once again when I came back to Finland.

Right after 1 came back, there was an open call for a course in my department 1n
Ruvataideakatemia. It was called “Luonnonvalossa kuvaaminen” which means

“F1lming 1in Natural light”.

At the same time, the process of my final work began. After reviewing the archive
material from my tamily, I found a very important scene. It was the graduation of my
mother in 2001, and [ was holding the camera. I was asking all the guests to give a
congratulatory message to my mom. It was a very emotional moment when I saw it.
The first person that was shown greeting my mother was my father. I asked him to
call my mom “my love” before he would say “congratulations”. After that, | asked my
aunt Jaqui, then my cousin Ruby, then my older aunt Transito and in the end, my
orandmother who we call “Nanita”. I, a 9-year-old, was behind the camera, directing

my relatives to surprise my mom one day.
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For the super 8mm film, I wanted to film my hair, bringing 1t outside, but also, I
wanted 1ts character to tell a story and narrate a feeling. The hair had a role and 1ts
own voice. | also focused 1n using a space where the hair could interact and have
movement. [ thought that the idea of bringing it to a place where wind or water could
move was important. | decided to start filming 1n the sauna, an intimate space, and I
could use water 1n a wider area. | decided to start shooting the hose, because the hose

was the element that was bringing the water.

While filming in the sauna, I realized how liberating 1t felt to film with a camera that
did not have an option to review what you just recorded. Analogue filmmaking had a
deeper meaning. Time was limited, I had 3 minutes to shoot and I needed to be
patient and wait until I could develop the tilm in the darkroom, and see the results. By
some means, | started to have a connection with the video camera when I was 9 years
old at my mother’s graduation. After a long period of time I could see and find the

meaning of my recordings in the past.

At that point analogue filmmaking became a very strong method 1n my research.

Kim Knowles 1s specializing 1n experimental film-making and analogue practices. She
writes “film's physical nature 1s precisely its draw-its organic materials are a
reassuring retlection of our own bodies. In a world of complicated algorithms,
mysteriously impenetrable black boxes, and intangible data, film 1s something we can
understand, 1t can be touched, smelled, tasted and felt. Moreover, film is felt not just
In the process of making but also in the experience of viewing- the restless silver
ograin, the chemical compound that makes up the 1mage, shifts before our eyes as the

rays of project light shine through and animate 1t” (Knowles 2019, 75).

[ found that the aquarium and the recreation ot 1t have many similar elements as the
developing process of analogue filmmaking; both require liquids and circular
movements. The aquariums usually have a pump that makes the water rotate. The
same happens when you are developing a film 1n the lab, you must move the developer
with a circular movement for the film to be exposed to the developer. All these actions
and elements have naturally enabled me to undertake deeper analysis and
explorations over the elements captured through the camera and in the darkroom.
One of the closest examples has been the experimentation I have developed for my
MFA solo show Returning to the Island. In this film, I have exposed my hair over the
celluloid in the darkroom and I have developed 1t. They all, hair and celluloid,

aquarium and developing tanks are talking the same language.
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CHAPTER II: A CLOSE-UP IN THE
STRUCTURE OF THE FILM “PAOLA:
MOMMY SAY SOMETHING TO THE

CAMERA, MOM!

Throughout my time in Finland, I have started to think
more deeply about 1ssues such as migration and the reasons
why I am away from my country and my family.

There were two difterent moments and materials I found 1mportant for the
construction ot the film, one was the archive material from my mother's graduation
party and the second was the material I started creating with the analogue film

cameras. I sensed that both materials initiate a conversation with each other.

My mom was the main character as we celebrated her graduation. From her, I
connected a memory that has followed me since [ was a kid, and somehow here 1n
Finland has taken a center stage in my artistic topics. [t was about a trip we did with
my parents and siblings to Venezuela in search for a better future in 1993, and when
my mother decided to return to Colombia with my siblings and me. My dad stayed,
so my mom had to travel alone with the three of us. I remember that my mom was
always describing how crazy and adventurous our trip was while crossing both

countries.

[ wanted to explore this memory, so I decided to interview my parents and siblings
about the trip. At that time, my brother David was 5 years old, and my sister Nathaly
was 3 years old. I asked them about their memories, and they described many of their
feelings and even descriptions from sounds, smells, and textures. Even though my
sister Nathaly was 38 years old she had strong memories about the sea and her fear
while waiting on the shore of the beach for my parents. My brother David also
described scenes 1n the sea. He was afraid about the strong waves but little by little
he learned how to swim on them. All these stories started to make sense and create

important parts of my film.

In September 2020, I went for an exchange to Madrid. My studies were 1n film
directing. I had the opportunity to practice fictional scenes with actors. Being there
was very Inspiring for the creation of my film. I knew I wanted to work with
experimental documentary, but I was also tempted to create fictional scenes. In
addition, speaking about my work in my mother tongue Spanish was very difficult in
the beginning. I found 1t very personal to me. Somehow, I have gotten used to
speaking about my artistic work in English, and that has created a certain layer of
distance.
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When I was 1n Spain, I had a very long call with my parents. We talked about the trip
to Venezuela for the first time. I asked them about how they took the decision of
leaving Colombia, and why we returned. [t was mesmerizing to hear so many details
that I wasn’t aware of and did not know at all. I was also very impressed by the tfact
that I was there with them. My dad talked about life decisions because of new
opportunities and his dream to be living on a beautiful island with all of us. He
described how difficult it was when we arrived on the island and for political reasons
the country’s president at that time had been sent to jail because ot corruption. The
1sland was in a lockdown. My mother described how difficult it was for her to deal
with 1t. There was not enough food and all schools and hospitals were closed. Then
she decided to return with the three of us (siblings and me) to Colombia. My dad
stayed, insisting on being in Venezuela. Finally, he returned to Colombia after 5

months.

For me, the fact of my mom making this trip by herselt with my siblings and me was

very meaningtul, in the interview my mom and dad described:

Mom: I decided, I'll go back, so we decided with your father that I was leaving, but your daddy
wondered “how are you going to leave alone with the 8 children, catching airplanes. ..

Dad: Then we bought something like cords, that were supposed to be around your wazists,
right?

Mom: No, it was from the wrists, one cord attached to one wrist, and the other cord attached
to the other wrist, and Paolita was on my baby carrier. They were coloured, one red and the

other one yellow or something stmilar. I remember that they were like little telephone cables
that could stretch.

This 1s a very important moment from the interview I did to my parents. This 1s the
only moment that I have kept in my memory from what my mom was telling me
about this trip when I was a kid. To hear about the voyage again with more details
and from both my parents perspective was inspiring. I decided I wanted to use this
scene In my fi1lm, narrated from my perspective. In addition, I wanted to create the

same scene 1n Colombia, with my mom, me and my siblings.

[ wrote the scene 1n first person. I wanted to be present in the place. This film was
going to allow me to be 1n the past and teel what was happening in that moment when

my mom had us attached to her chest and wrists. I wrote:

“My mother, Diana, and my father, Mauricio, my siblings, Nathaly and David, and I are in
Venezuela. My parents are discussing our future and life. Now we are at the airport, my sister,
Nathaly, 1s three years old and she 1s attached with a blue string to the left wrist of my mom.
David, my brother, 1s five years old and he 1s attached with another string with yellow colour
to the right wrist of my mom. I am one year old and I am attached to her chest. We are back
in Colomoia.”
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As previously mentioned, one of the elements that I have been using in many of my
past works has been the aquarium. For this film, I wanted to use an aquarium to
portray my hair. I wanted to film 1t falling inside of the tank and did not want to
move 1t. | wanted the water to be an element for giving life and gravity. The 1mage
was very prominent and abstract. I decided to use the speech from my father in the
oraduation ceremony from my mother. I felt it was a letter he was sending to my
mother and the 1image was letting us read 1t. The silence became part ot the letter, the
only way that my mother could communicate with my father when we left from
Venezuela to Colombia was through letters and there was no telephone connection.

In this way, there was not the presence of sound. The sound ot his voice was off.

Filming 1n Sea Life was a big inspiration for the installation ot the exhibition, and
many of the shots that I filmed there were used 1n the film. It was relaxing to film
there, normally 1t 1s allowed to film and take photographs inside the park and the only
rule 1s to not use flash. I was happy to spend a longer time 1in Sea Life since I was
using the analogue Bolex Camera, and that also allowed me to make a deeper analysis
on the structure of the aquariums, their placement, and the whole architecture of the
park. There was a series of aquariums that caught my attention as there were

different numbers on them and they were rounded.

When I developed the material I shot, I found that the structure had a big connection
with the shots I took in Colombia about my sister’s pregnancy. I found there was a
connection between the shots from the belly when my grandmother “nanita” was

making the baths and the aquariums I shot in Sea Life.
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CHAPTER III: CREATING SOUND FROM
DIARY ATMOSPHERES IN COLOMBIA
AND FOLIES

The sound design for my f1lm was done by Theo at Enehielm. We have been working
together on some other projects. Also, we are a couple. For this film, it was very
important to integrate sounds from Colombia. Theo has been travelling with me to
Colombia for the last 5 years, and as | am bringing my video cameras with me, he has
been bringing his sound recorder equipment. When we reviewed some shots and
1deas from my thesis film, Theo started gathering atmosphere sounds that could
bring him towards my childhood. Nature sounds, city atmospheres, and even voices
and dialogs from my relatives were some ot the elements that caught his attention

and presence for many of the 1images.

Also, 1t was a significant experience to create the sound for all the shots that
happened at the beginning ot the film (inside the sauna together with the hose and
the haircuts). Since the super 8 mm camera does not record sound, we needed to do 1t
a second time. After developing the film and scanning 1t and reviewing 1t, we decided
to make the foley from the sounds 1n the same space. Even though the sound shots
were becoming too planned, I wanted to make 1t as close to a documentary as
possible. I placed the same elements in the space, and we started shooting. It was a
second time experience, creating the same 1llusion and leaving silence in the moments

that needed to be quiet.
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My work was part of the group exhibition Kuvan Revit 2021. On 18th of May 2021,
Helsingin Sanomat published an article about the exhibition. Sanna Lipponen wrote
about my work “On tamily, longing - and hair behind a convergent, transparent
surface, hair tloats slowly 1n the water. In the video recording ot the performance,
this same hair 1s being transported along the streets in an aquarium set on a table
with wheels. The hair curls from one part of Paola Fernanda Guzman Figueroa’'s (b.
1992) installation to another and 1s also repeated 1n her film Paola: Mamita, dile algo a
la Camara, mami! / Paola: Mommy say something to the camera, mom! (2021). Guzmén
Figueroa’'s way ot dealing with family, immigration, and longing 1s intimate and
humane. Surprisingly much 1s crystallized in the small, festive moments of the film,
in which a cheertul voice of a child invites relatives to congratulate their mother and
they turn towards the child, the camera, and sometimes towards the mother, at whom

they point their words" (Lipponen 2021).

In Mustekala, a cultural online magazine, Athanasia Aarniosuo writes about my piece
“It 1s easy to 1dentity with Paola Fernanda Guzman Figueroa's homesickness. When
[ got swine tflu while living 1n Scotland, I called my mother and said I couldn’t do
without her. Mom came to me the following week, even though I had already
recovered by then. Even 1n the face of difficulties, an adult seeks refuge, and the safest
memory 1s often found 1n one’s own parents and childhood. Guzman Figueroa tells
the viewer a story, not about sadness, but about love and aftection. In her video
installation, a small child invites guests to congratulate her mother. The mother’s
long curls of hair are a motif that 1s repeated in the video as well as 1n the
uterus-shaped 1nstallation. The mother 1s missed because the mother enables and

supports” (Aarniosuo 2021).
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CHAPTER V: CREATING MY
SECONDEXHIBITION
“RETURNING TO THE ISLAND”

My second exhibition Returning to the Island was exhibited 1in the same space as my
Kuvan Kevit exhibition. I had the same black box, but this time I wanted to take a
different approach into the space. Still, very connected to my first work 1n terms of
topics and characters. I exhibited two tilms, one was projected in an aquarium and the
other was projected on the wall, there were three glass wombs that were spread in the

room, the biggest glass womb was 1n constant rotation.

For this project, I wanted to work with the interview I did with my parents about our
trip to Venezuela. In the film Paola: Mommy say something to the camera, mom! I did
not use any of the voices of my parents in the interview, now 1t was the time for them
to be heard. In my archive material, I have had a video documentation of the
aquarium I had at home 1n Colombia from the year 2014. In that year, I was visiting
my parents for the first time atter moving to Finland. This trip was very symbolic for
our relationship. I was the last one to leave home, my siblings Nathaly and David
departed years before me. After coming back to visit my parents, I noticed how my
aquarium that I had at home looked difterent. It had new fish and new structure. I
notice how my parents were giving their attention to 1t as 1f the aquarium would be

one of my siblings or me. | decided I wanted to film 1t, from the inside and outside.

[ was using my GoPro camera and asked my dad to put the camera inside the
aquarium. It was a very meaningtul shot; we were both in the shot and then my
father’s hand was placing the camera inside the aquarium. This video lasts for around
30 minutes, 1t was magical to watch 1t after some years and see the activity in 1t. The
view from the shot 1s the tish swimming, and at the same time the house 1s also visible,
the colours of the walls, the movements 1in the house and changes of light. One of
the moments of the video 1s when my father passes by many times, he 1s taking
objects back and forth from the room I was sleeping in when I was living with them.

[t was extremely enchanting finding this after years ot being filmed.

[n addition, the structure ot the objects that were placed inside the aquarium were
curiously strange. There was not so much logic in how they were placed, 1t was
almost like the house inside the aquarium was keeping up and almost talling sideways.
[t was humorous to see 1t and very meaningtful in connection to the story of the

1sland 1n Venezuela, when we arrived there was a collapse, economically and political.
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Shots “My Aquarium”. Paola Fernanda Guzmdn & José Mauricio Guzmdn , 2014

[ wanted to work with this video and found that the interview about Venezuela was
very connected. It was like a little treasure that you find, you just need to get closer
to listen. The fish became my parents, they both telling me all about our adventurous

trip after 28 years.
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Detail shot “My Aquarium”. José Mauricto Guzmdn , 2014
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The sound design of the film Returning to the Island was made by Theo at Enehielm,
we planned to create an atmosphere where water and beach were the leading sounds
in the film. Theo proposed using “washed” sounds for the experimentation parts with
the photograms. I liked 1t a lot and found a strong connection. This part also became

more dramatical by using higher sound levels and diftferent tones and speeds.

Photograms with my hair and exposed material, 16mm Print Film. 2021
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oto documentation “Returning to the Island” Installation. Paola Fernanda Guzmdn, 2021
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CHAPTER VIII: ARTISTS THAT HAVE
INSPIRED MY ARTISTIC WORRK AND
RESEARCH

Jean Painlevé and Geneviéve Hamon (1924-1972 active) are two filmmakers that has truly inspired my
practice in analogue filmmaking and the underwater world. The majority of their films are shot
underwater. Their films were very inspired by the surrealistic wave and the uncanny and unpredicted were
in their focus. In their films, the sea beings become more than what we can see. Their interest 1n strange
animal worlds reinvented meanings ot the human beings, similar to the shapes from of my swimming hair.

The Octopus(1928) and The Vampire(194.5) are films that have indeed inspired my work.

Moreover, Maya Deren (1943-1959 active) 1s an important reference for me since she was one of the
pioneers for experimental cinema, and she was herselt part of her tilms. For her, the tunction of tilm was
to create an experience. In many of her films, she combined her knowledge trom dance and pertormance.
Her topics are connected to existence. Her films are also inside of the surrealism awakening and the
unconsclous mind. I consider her films very close to a ritualistic experience about human existence. Her
expressions and characters provoke the subconscious in a similar way as the presence of my hair takes me

to indescribable places.

The project “Mechanics of conformity” is a current investigation in Finland with a focus on hair as
material for research by the artists Rosamaria Bolom, Edwina Goldstone, Sepideh Rahaa and Arlene
Tucker. They describe how “Our collective project investigates the excess, absence, cutting, covering,
growing, coloring and grooming of hair as both the materialization of individuality and of conformity. As
an artistic medium and mediator of meaning, hair can communicate a sense of self and otherness. In this
sense, 1t can either uphold or upset conventional distinctions between divisions of gender, race, region and

religion. (OBJERTT 4 exhibition webpage 2018).
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From these issues, hair epitomizes a global yet subjective social and personal
significance” (Mechanics of Conformity (MOC), Part II with Bolom, Goldstone,
Rahaa and Tucker 2018). This collective has produced four different pieces, one of
them 1s made by Sepideh Rahaa and 1t 1s called “Entangled — ME & HAIR” (1s an
ongoing project where Rahaa 1s addressing her personal identity and relation to hair,
where hair plays a significant role in her daily life interacting with others 1n the
soclety, how we connect and disconnect based on our appearance. Artist has used
series of life memories and experiences conveying the core concept through

b

performing art, poetry and video” (OBJERTI 4 exhibition webpage 2018).

In addition, Sepideh’s work and research 1s connected from the material and physical
perspective of hair, taking topics more broadly concerning identity and societal
relations. It 1s an interesting project because her topic 1s connected to hair as my
work. Her work provided me with more specific grounds related to the materiality

and meanings.
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CONCLUSION

[ had the opportunity to guard both of my exhibitions. Spending time 1n the
exhibition space and observing the visitors was an exquisite experience. Indeed, I
found 1t very meaningful for my work to hear comments and experience reactions
from some of the visitors who opened themselves 1in surprising ways. We talked
about topics like tamily and the relationship with their own parents and relatives. One
classmate had a very impacttul reaction. After she saw my piece, she came to me and
hugged me and started crying. She expressed to me how meaningful 1t was to watch
this film. Rather than expressing her feelings and thoughts with words, her physical
reactions (crying and hugging) revealed very well the way in which the film, Paola:

mommy say something to the camera, mom! had 1impacted on her.

Many people also mentioned the importance of bringing the topics about family and
family dynamics in Finland because these are topics hardly explored and discussed by
the arts 1n this country. After reflecting on this fact, I realized this aspect may have
had an 1impact on my desire to focus even more on this topic. When compared to my
country Colombia, family dynamics and the relationship between children and
parents are different in Finland. In this country, children leave home when they turn
18, and communication between parents and children 1s not as strong as 1n the

Colombian context.

Certainly, family dynamics are different everywhere and 1t 1s hard to generalize.
Nevertheless, Finnish people seem to be more independent and communicate
seldomly with parents once they have left home. Several people who approached me
to give teedback on my project shared stories and personal experiences related to
these facts, so I felt privileged and gratetul to have the opportunity to hear these
personal stories and retlections from the audience. In the end, I came to realize tamily
1s as important everywhere, regardless ot culture and country. It 1s not a surprise
that people felt identitied with my work since everyone has his/her/their own

connections and memories with family.
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