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Reflections on
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“Throughout her discussion, she walked 
us through decades of memory, grief, and 
belonging with the same unhurried care she 
brought to the sites of her photographs. Her 
presentation moved the way a collage does, 
assembling meaning from fragments rather 
than building toward a thesis.”



The rows of Timken Hall quickly filled with artists, 
photographers, students, and art enthusiasts 
from across the Bay Area as the room gathered 
to hear celebrated artist and archivist Guadalupe 
Rosales speak. The words that followed felt like 
an unspooling of memory. She paused often and 
took long sips of water, letting the silence between 
words do its work. She approached the discussion 
with patience, rather than urgency.

She walked us through decades of memory, 
grief, and belonging with the same unhurried 
care she brought to the sites of her photographs. 
Her presentation moved the way a collage does, 
assembling meaning from fragments rather 
than building toward a thesis. She began with 
a photograph that most artists might bury: 
a quinceañera portrait taken in her mother’s 
backyard in City Terrace, on the border of Boyle 
Heights and East Los Angeles. She is on the right 
while her sister, Meadow, is on the left, with a friend 
right beside them. She said she hated the dress.

“The moment the backyard photos were done, I 
went inside and changed into something I actually 
wanted to wear,” she said.  Yet, decades later, here 
she was showing one of the photos to a room full 
of strangers. The image was an introduction on 
her own terms. Here is where I come from, here 
is where I grew up, here is my sister, here is my 
mother’s fence. By showing us something she 
didn’t want photographed, she was letting us in. 
She said that celebrations weren’t easy to put 
together,but her mother made a point of making 
them feel special. 

Rosales spoke of her teenage years in the 1990s 
with nostalgia. She included less glamorous 
details of everyday life: kickback parties that were 
creatively carved out of limited resources, getting 
into trouble with the police near the same corners 
where she later returned to photograph. She 
then spoke about failing a photography class in 
high school, which, in a room full of photography 
students, was substantial to hear. “Failure,” she 
suggested, “is part of the practice.” There’s 
something instructive about how the gap between 
her failure in the darkroom and her 48-by-62-inch 
photo prints wasn’t closed by formal training. It 
was closed by urgency—by needing to make 
something that didn’t yet exist.
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The non-linear presentation mirrored the work itself, 
a retrospective of her early life in New York, in tandem 
with memories of Los Angeles that weren’t assembled 
chronologically, but emotionally. She shifted to her 1999 
move to New York City, describing it as a departure 
from a city still absorbing the aftermath of the 1992 
riots, where gang violence and everyday life had 
become inseparable. She detailed the depression and 
disconnection that followed, the eventual hunger to 
return to her home. It wasn’t until 2012 that the ache for 
home transformed into her groundbreaking Instagram 
archives, Veteranas and Rucas.

The catalyst for Veteranas and Rucas was an online 
search for images of 90s Latinx rave culture and the 
history of house music. Rosales only found white 
representation while conducting her research. Her 
community’s story wasn’t accessible. Thereafter, the 
idea to build an organic space for herself and her people 
was born. She built the intake through Instagram DMs. 
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People inserted photos into a blue-framed interface and 
sent them directly to her. The platform became, in her 
words, accepting of when people were ready to tell their 
story. The intimacy of that mechanism deeply mattered. 
A DM isn’t a submission form. It asks something 
different, something personal, from both parties.

Over time, Veteranas and Rucas morphed into a virtual 
altar and a place where people submitted photographs 
and the stories behind them. She showed us some of 
the early screenshots: a group of girls walking down a 
street in the middle of a school morning, heads high, 
unhurried. On the edge of the frame, a woman watches, 
almost certainly judging. Rosales noted this with a quiet 
smile. The photo was taken around 10am. The girls were 
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cutting class. There is a flat iron somewhere just out 
of shot. The scope of what the platform gathered over 
time was vast—girls walking down Hollywood Boulevard, 
family portraits, couples who met at parties and later 
married, and people sharing images of family members 
lost to police brutality and gang violence. 

As the archive grew, physical materials began surfacing 
as well. Handwritten break-up letters, self-published 
zines, the physical ephemera of a youth culture that had 
never expected anyone to come looking for it. Things 
people pulled from storage units and garages once they 
realized someone was finally asking. Some of her slides 
arrived without any context at all. Images held open for 
the audience to sit with before she said a word. It was a 
deliberate choice that worked powerfully. What she did 
with the images was echo a refusal to accept the terms 
by which her community had been historically seen 
through systemic surveillance and discrimination, mass 
media misrepresentation, socioeconomic and political 
oppression, and so much more. Latinos throughout the 
diaspora could find themselves in the photographs, 
largely due to their unpolished authenticity. There was 
no sensationalism, no spectacle, no over-explained 
context. Just people, places, and the dignity of being 
allowed to simply exist in real time. To be seen without 
being studied. To just be.

The air in the room shifted when she began describing 
the site of her cousin’s death, a place Rosales returns to 
each year on the winter solstice. December 21st, always 
at midnight, and always with a family member beside 
her. She goes and quietly sits. She waits for the energy 
of the place to speak to her. These visits serve as rituals 
of grief and return. The resulting prints, at nearly 48 
by 62 inches, render the nighttime sites at body scale. 
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Standing in front of one, you are not looking at a place 
where something happened. You are standing in it.
Rosales left us without a tidy conclusion. She mentioned 
a new book in the works (no title yet), displayed a few 
more images, and finished the discussion abruptly, which 
felt intentional. What stayed was something mentioned 
almost in passing: a series of photographs she’d been 
taking of the small businesses, storefronts, and buildings 
around her old neighborhood, the places she grew up 
around in City Terrace and Boyle Heights, as they quietly 
disappeared. These images, she said, aren’t for shows. 
They aren’t for archives. They’re for her. After everything, 
she still goes back to the same streets with a camera and 
captures what’s being lost before anyone else thinks to. 
That is the practice underneath the practice: not waiting 
for something to be deemed worth preserving, but 
deciding, alone, that it already was.
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