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Christine Howard Sandoval’s solo exhibition A wall is a shadow on the land is a haptic meditation on 
land, language and architecture. In a series of adobe sculptures and large-scale drawings, brought 
together with archival documents and her own fourth-grade school report, the Vancouver-based 
Obispeño Chumash and Hispanic artist reconfigures her relationship to the typology of Spanish 
mission architecture and works to dislodge the deep-rooted colonial fictions that have dominated 
the histories of her ancestral homeland in Alta California.
 
Adobe, or sun-baked mud brick, consists of sand, clay, water, and often straw or grass. It is one of 
the oldest and most commonly used desert building materials, and its distinctive sculptural quality 
has become synonymous with the structures built by Spanish missionaries who colonized the 
Pacific Coast of the United States from the seventeenth century onwards. Generations of women in 
Howard Sandoval’s own family were adobe brick makers, and she honours this practice in her own 
artistic process by foraging local earthen materials that she then uses to build her commandingly 
scaled drawings. Howard Sandoval creates these drawings by running lines of masking tape across 
the paper, then thickly coating the surface with adobe. While the mud is still wet, she removes the 
masking tape to reveal compositions with rhythmically striated, highly tactile surfaces. At once 
quoting and flattening the elemental forms of the Spanish mission architecture vernacular, Howard 
Sandoval’s compositions recall the cut-and-assemble paper structures sold in gift shops at the 
historic sites. By rendering her images with the very building material of the iconic architecture, 
Howard Sandoval resists its colonial appropriation, reclaims its deep history and asserts a new 
visual language for its encounter. 

Christine Howard Sandoval, A wall is a shadow on the land, 2020. Photography by Rachel Topham
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Christine Howard Sandoval, The Eaters, 2020. Photography by Rachel Topham

In the gallery, a series of adobe sculptures stand atop three-legged metal armatures alongside the 
drawings. The forms are byproducts of the drawings themselves: as the artist removes the mud-
covered masking tape, she coils it into a mound. Tourist postcards from the San Luis Obispo Mission 
featuring a portrait of Father Junípero Serra—the eighteenth-century Franciscan friar responsible 
for establishing the Spanish missions in central and southern California—are wedged into the 
growing mass of mud brick, and are quite literally held fast and obliviated by the land. Through the 
use of adobe, Howard Sandoval considers how land is and has been inhabited, the stories that are 
embedded in it and the potential futures it holds.

Off-site at Yaletown-Roundhouse train station, in an installation titled Archival—for Rosario Cooper 
and my 10 year old self (2020), Howard Sandoval wraps the glass walls in a series of overlapping 
documents and images. Here, the artist addresses the ways in which photography and the 
archive is inseparable from colonialism. The violent extraction of land, labour and resources from 
Indigenous peoples, while in practice long before the invention of the camera, is both embodied 
and perpetuated through the act of “taking” pictures, and extended through their organization into 
photographic archives by European settlers.
 
Using a flatbed scanner instead of a camera, Howard Sandoval considers the insidious meaning-
making power of the colonial archive. To build her composition, she draws from the notebooks of 
J.P. Harrington, a twentieth-century American linguist known for his extensive documentation of 
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Indigenous cultures and languages in California. Howard Sandoval focuses on passages describing 
mission architecture and excerpts detailing his work with Rosario Cooper, who was an important 
Chumash informant to Harrington and the last language holder of Obispeño. Extracted from the 
artist’s own elementary school report on the missions, a much-enlarged drawing of Father Serra 
appears adjacent to the collage. This school report—which Howard Sandoval considers to be 
her first research project and foray into archives—was the impetus for the entirety of Archival—
for Rosario Cooper and my 10 year old self. The skeptical dutifulness with which the young 
Howard Sandoval rendered the portrait, and the ubiquity of such Eurocentric curriculum, brings 
institutionalized education methods and the ways in which narratives of colonial erasure are 
rehearsed within the public school system into sharp relief.

Christine Howard Sandoval, Archival—for Rosario Cooper and my 10 year old self, 2020. Photography by SITE Photography

 Both the large-scale adobe drawings in the gallery and schematic maps reproduced on the 
surface of the train station question the history of Spanish colonial architecture. The schematics 
detail the city-state of Tenochtitlán—an archetype of Mesoamerican cities built around a central 
plaza—along with a plan for Mission San Luis Obispo used for a child’s model-making kit. Both 
illustrate a common formation of mission design constructed around a courtyard. In positioning 
the schematics together, and through the presence of the earthen material in the gallery, Howard 
Sandoval draws out a comparison between the plaza and the courtyard. 



5

Despite widespread evidence of plaza-like central spaces in ancient Indigenous cities across 
Mesoamerica, the courtyard configuration has historically been attributed to European urban 
design. Many thinkers have noted that such design typologies, which can be traced back to 
Indigenous spatial design, have also been linked to carceral architecture. As anthropologist 
Setha M. Low states, “The central square of space and its surrounding structures—the cathedral, 
administration buildings, arsenal, customs, house, and later the residences of social elite—
represented the double hierarchy of church and state and were conceived and executed as 
propaganda vehicles, symbolizing and incarnating civilization.” The central square of the missions 
functioned to surveil and control Indigenous peoples, and the ongoing physical presence of mission 
sites on unceded Indigenous land in the western US are markers of the systemic proliferation of the 
imperial project and its persistent conditions today. 

 With A wall is a shadow on the land Howard Sandoval makes present Indigenous ways of thinking 
about space and time, and unsettles the archive through the act of embodied making, enlargement, 
recontextualisation, and collage. The stratum of material across spaces encourages multiple 
entry-points for interpretation, calls into question the use-value of the image, and resists the 
archive’s power to cement colonial pasts. Howard Sandoval’s act of archival dislodging and material 
reclamation is an utterance in unlearning history.

– Julia Lamare and Kimberly Phillips

Christine Howard Sandoval, installation view from A wall is a shadow on the land, 2020. Photography by Rachel Topham
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Co-curated by Julia Lamare and Kimberly Phillips

This exhibition is generously supported by the Audain Foundation.

Howard Sandoval’s work Archival—for Rosario Cooper and my 
10 year old self, installed off-site at Yaletown-Roundhouse Station, is 

presented in partnership with Capture Photography Festival and 
the Canada Line Public Art Program, InTransit BC.
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