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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

Sal Si Puedes / (Get Out If You Can)

by

Gary Albert Garay

Master of Fine Arts in Visual Arts

University of California, San Diego 2014

Professor Ruben Ortiz-Torres, Chair

 This project is an exploration of the aesthetics of the subaltern and 

how I am abstracting and deploying these ideas in my work. In my practice, 

I invert and cannibalize the early minimalist operation of iteration and 

literalness as found in the early works of Carl Andre.
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 By gathering and appropriating the fragments of an alternately 

colonized and resistant zone of production and commerce, I reaffirm my 

motto: “From  ghetto to meadow”. This is a belief in the possibility of an 

afterlife for failed commercial objects, as well as a reconfiguration of the 

mapping of the allegory of the ruins of progress. 

 My goal is to work as a mediator, archivist and a native informant of 

everyday life in the unique border region of the first world (U.S.A.), and the 

third world (Mexico), by elevating and demoting aspects of it. Some of the 

things I seek to elevate are the underappreciated and overlooked parts of 

popular culture in the Americas and elsewhere. I am looking for the universal 

in the local, the whole in the part. I am migrating between global and local 

giving me “glocal” perspectives, in a mode of constant recontextualization. 
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 INTRODUCTION

 In my practice I aspire to  seamlessly move through many mediums, 

including installation; sculpture; painting; drawing; collage; video; and audio 

projects. The installations I am developing consist of many parts that come 

together to create a grouping, a whole. Individual works are displayed in a 

manner that encourages a dialogue between the pieces to show how they 

may relate or stand in contrast to each other. There is a deliberate choice 

to display the work as a large installation with little breathing room. This is 

in direct contradiction to the minimalist tradition of display that influences a 

healthy amount of my recent work. 

 I am utilizing the anthropophagic operation introduced by Oswald de 

Andrade, a Brazilian poet in the 1920s (a term meaning “cannibalism”). Oswald 

foresaw the anthropophagic operation as a symbolic avant-garde procedure 

whereby foreign cultural influences were not simply opposed, but rather 

internalized and redeployed by local artists and thinkers.1 Thus I cannibalize 

the minimalist operation; internalizing these ideas; digesting them with local 

ideas, materials and resources; making these ideas, glocal, global and local 

at the same time. I’m cannibalizing minimalism, taking from it the qualities 

that I want to inherit. These ideas come together as a cultural remix or mash-

up. The work looks filthy, decaying and at times unfinished. This is done 

intentionally to show the hand of the artist, collaborators, and the possible 



previous use(s) of the material. The collective labor of the collaborators, the 

manufacturers and of myself is a medium that is an integral part of the work. 

This aesthetic also serves to reveal the process and material that is utilized in 

the creation of the final result.  

 Most of the material chosen to produce these works hails from the 

streets and peripheries of lower to middle-class locales, as well as informal 

market places. That which is to be found on the street comes from the 

quotidian of people’s lives. The subsequent debris left behind is evidence 

of work, life, convenience and consumption. It is my belief that these 

materials I collect and work into my sculptures function as biographies of the 

people, time, space and industries that left them by the way side. Objects 

simultaneously have functions and culturally important resonance. An 

examination of what is abandoned, reused and re-purposed can shed light on 

their users and their function within the city, town or rural area.

 1. De Andrade, Oswald. “Anthropophagite Manifesto.” Readings in Latin American  
  Modern Art, Ed. Patrick Frank. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004. 24. Print.
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 CHAPTER 1

 I’m working within a process of composing fragments of my everyday 

environment in an effort to have them come together to create apocalyptic 

visions of the present and landscapes of the future. The debris that I’m 

working with are being abstracted, and reconstructed into a new form, 

transforming it from their original source. This is evident in the sculpture titled, 

“Flippin’ Bricks, 2014.” This is a work that displays multiple personalities. It 

is also “speaking in tongues,” or rather in multiple languages simultaneously; 

multiple symbols working in tandem.

 The slang term “Flippin’ Bricks” denotes the process of breaking 

down bricks of cocaine, marijuana or heroin. Once they are broken down 

into smaller increments and packaged, they can be sold at street value as 

apposed to the wholesale price. This process allows for the creation of profit. 

I am “flippin’” the image of a brick (or bricks) into another kind of brick, in act 

of sublimation. Some of the things directing this sculpture are plays on words, 

language, commerce, art history and the form of display that the DEA and 

other drug enforcement agencies use to show confiscated contraband. I am 

activating the idea of iteration in this piece by creating a visual remix of a Carl 

Andre-esque sculpture with a pop-art sensibility. The difference between this 

work and that of the minimalists’ is that while their pieces were celebrated 
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for their literalness, inversely I am up-ending this literalness by using real 

materials as metaphors and stand-ins for the original. Beyond the use of 

minimalist theory and operations in my work, I also am questioning the use of 

appropriation and what is authentic or inauthentic.

 “The whole theory of masonry is in being able to make large structures 

by using small units…” states Carl Andre in Artwords 2. Minimalists often 

employ elements drawn from commercial sources. This is the case for both 

my pieces: “Flippin’ Bricks”, and “Casi Casa,” (“Almost a home”), which are 

constructed entirely out of commercial construction material (with exception 

of plastic Coke bottles, in “Casi Casa”). 

 In the piece: “Casi Casa, 2014”, the column stands approximately eight 

feet tall. The first four feet consists of five cinderblocks and five cinderblock 

caps creating partitions. The top section of the blocks are painted peach, 

others are faux-finished with Venetian plaster to give the appearance of 

turquoise marble. The turquoise finish is a projected vision of what the 

structure could possibly be. The remaining blocks are an unfinished gray. 

The same shades of gray that are rapidly saturating the developing world 

with the iconic concrete color of modernist architecture. There is no grout to 

bind the pieces together, illustrating its impermanence and the reality that it 

can be disassembled part by part at any time. Portions of the blocks are cut, 
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thus fragmented, yet still stackable. The pillar superficially appears sturdy, 

but however retains a feeling of being structurally sound. The whole of the 

structure relies on the flatness and the weight of the cinderblocks. The top 

portion of the column is joined by two pieces of one inch rebar protruding 

through and above the blocks, giving the illusion of a functioning buttress. 

The top two pieces of rebar are capped with two plastic Coke bottles: one of 

the most popular symbols of consumer capitalism. Bottles are typically used 

to cap rebar to protect workers, pedestrians, and children from impelling 

themselves. The rebar is there to clue the viewer in on the fact that this piece 

of architecture is unfinished but could still be continued in its building process. 

Though the duplicitous connotation of the rebar could also signal to the viewer 

that it is already a modern ruin trapped in time and the whimsies of Capital.

 This structure carries the ghost of Aztlan just as Robert Smithson’s 

piece Hotel Palenque carries the ghost of the Mayans. From the frontal view 

the pillar looks solid. When looking at the back of the sculpture, it is revealed 

to the viewer that the once perceived “solidness” of the column is an illusion, 

and the sculpture is not solid at all. Four out of the five blocks in fact have 

open ends and cavities that show the precarious skeleton of the structure. 

This gives a feeling of levity, instability and fragility to this piece of pitiful 

architecture; a form that can be found littered throughout the landscapes of 

Northern and Southern Mexico and beyond. An image that is reminiscent 
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of land that is bought but left undeveloped (or partially so), due to a lack of 

funds and resources. The visible cavities reveal the rebar in the lower part of 

the structure. Holes are drilled in the cinderblock caps to hold the rebar up 

instead of the cavities being filled with cement that would make it a more solid 

and permanent structure. One of the two turquoise blocks are left unfinished 

on the back, therefore revealing to the viewer a glimpse of the faux-finish 

process and showing the hand of the laborer and its course of action, still in 

progress.

  “Casi Casa” is an anti-monument that is exploring ideas of 

arrangement, decoration and of subaltern construction in a poetic “over-

literal” sense creating conceptual fictions. The sculpture is also a symbol of 

hope or hopelessness per the prejudices of the viewer. It is also a metaphor 

of American, Mexican and third world economies and the visual language of 

poverty that is rapidly becoming commonplace. 

 2. Siegel, Jeanne. “Carl Andre: Art Worker.” ARTWORDS, Discourse on The 60s  
  and 70s. Ann Arbor: 1st Da Capo Press Ed. 1992. 135.  Print.
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 CHAPTER 2

 The sculpture titled “Moving Units, 2014” employs a non-didactic 

schizophrenic mode of production. This work is exploiting the minimalist 

cube and condemning it to be no more than commercial pedestals without 

anything displayed on them. My intent is to exaggerate the idea of the 

pedestal as display by grouping these cubes and isolating them, as expressed 

in “Brancusi and the Problem of the base in Sculpture” 3.  “Moving Units”, is 

predominantly interested in stressing the way Brancusi incorporated the base 

as a sculptural element in itself (and for itself), which he viewed, analogously, 

in the same way the frame is problematized in modernist paintings. He argues 

that the earlier, figurative matrix of sculpture guaranteed that the base would 

be “naturally apprehended as not belonging to the work,” a distinction bound 

to become problematic as nonfigurative sculptures started to look like their 

supports. For Gullar, this meant that sculptural language would “overflow” 

onto the support, thus implicating and eventually including it. Brancusi was 

then hailed as the first artist to face this problem head on, to the point of 

creating a work where, as noted by Krauss, “there is no more sculpture, but 

only base” 4. 

 The ten pedestals that make up “Moving Units” are wrapped in colorful 

plastic tarps and repurposed plastic banners that have been customized to fit 
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each unit as if to protect them from the elements. This sculpture is reflecting 

the organic dysfunction of these spaces that influence it. One does not know 

whether it is under construction or in the process of deconstruction. I am 

bringing these non-traditional, common world materials and issues into the 

gallery, juxtaposing them against unusual environs. Helio Oiticica did likewise 

in his Parangolés works. He created makeshift costumes that consisted of 

capes; tents; wraps; and banners constructed out of plastic and fabric to be 

worn and performed by the people of Mangueira. The choice of these people 

was not without a biting social commentary: they are those that come from 

one of the largest and poorest of favelas in Rio de Janeiro. This use of plastic 

and of its vibrant color was also to be found throughout Oiticica’s installation-

cum-environment entitled, “Tropicália.” This work bore heavily the influence of 

the aesthetic of Mangueira, and lead to the birth of the Tropicalia movement 

in music as well. The very use of these mediums stands in opposition to 

minimalism. Donald Judd stated in his essay: “Specific Objects”, 1964, that: 

“ …Three Dimensional works [of minimalism] usually employ new materials... 

Materials such as plexi-glass, aluminum, and galvanized metal.” 5 As my work 

shows, none of these are included in this work. 

 Minimalist art stands symbolically for a discourse of power based on 

inclusion and exclusion. In my practice I am attempting to shift this power. 

“Moving Units” comes out of my observation of how territory performs as well 
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as being mindful of how new spaces are constructed out of deconstruction. 

These environmental analytic tools I employ prove fruitful where I live and 

produce my work. I am maximizing the overall visual effect with as little 

material means. The sculpture holds the tension of the moment; it is in a 

paused state waiting to be dispersed so it can occupy space and display 

products as in the global ritual of commerce. These cubes and pedestals 

are meant to expand and contract space, invading space that is neutral 

and undefined. Here they are static, conserving and taking up space, and 

inviting the viewer to take the surface seriously. They give off the feeling of 

being an impoverished form of the work of John McCracken. Instead of a 

refined finish employed by McCracken, you are misled by a faux-finish and 

plastic tarps with sewn seams. The sewn seams are visible making the labor 

legible to the viewer. My mother executed these sewn tarps; giving her much 

needed employment at the time. This economic fact was a motivating factor 

that led to the proliferation of objects that make up this piece. The work is 

engaging with varying concepts as labor, compressed space, display, non-

object, movement, internal vs. external and ritual. The mediums utilized give 

clues and insights to my overall conceptualization and labor processes. This 

process starts at tianguis; bodegas; bótanicas; as well as other informal 

markets and domestic spaces in Mexico and the United States. 

 On my daily conceptual and physical excavations of these sites and 
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other urban environments, I act as an “urban archaeologist”. I am culling 

fragments of the everyday that engage each other to create a psycho-

geographic dialogue that guide me in my investigation. Among the fragments 

documented are those that act as evidence of interactions between 

communities and black market economies. These locations are ground 

zero for these alternative economies that form a large portion of the overall 

economy. Unearthing the hidden histories of these spaces, places and non-

spaces is what “Moving Units” is in the act of.

 3. Gullar, Ferreira. “Brancusi e o Problema da Base Na Escultura.” Suplemento   
  Dominical do Jornal do Brasil. April 9, 1960. Print.

 4. Krauss, Rosalind E. The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist   
  Myths. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985. 280. Print. as cited by: Martins, Sérgio  
  B., Constructing an Avant Garde, Art in Brazil 1949-1979. MIT Press, 2013. Print.  

 5. Judd, Donald. “Specific Objects.” Arts Yearbook 8, 1965., Open Systems:   
  Rethinking Art. MIT Press, 2013. 172-173. Print.  
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 CHAPTER 3

 The piece “Lavaderos, 2013” is using ready-made lavaderos or wash 

sinks/modern washboards. My original attraction to these objects was due 

to produced duplicitous connotations: they can stand as both modern and 

ancient objects since their form has not changed much over time. Normally 

they would be made out of casted cement; these specific lavaderos also 

sport a granite finish that vary across the six pieces in pastel colors: from the 

pinkish peach to a yellow, to a baby blue. These colors are those common 

to domestic objects; reminiscent of the color palette of the 60s. Even though 

they are reminiscent of the 60’s they are modern, brand-new, and never used 

washboards. This work includes these very heavy objects that ultimately 

create an overall minimalist appearance: displaying beautiful ribs; cavities; 

plastic pipes that go from the front of the piece; and ultimately protrude 

through the back.

 I sought to utilize the ready-made quality of the objects and stack 

them, organized by color, creating three large stripes or color fields. In its final 

construction stage the combination starts to take on the monolithic structural 

properties as that of Toltec sculptures; as well as also being reminiscent 

of Donald Judd’s early sculpture: “Untitled, Box with Trough (1963)”. These 

lavaderos are stacked in this minimalist manner with a clear intent, namely 
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their consequent exclusion from the category of minimalist work due not only 

to the material used, but its backyard style of construction. It’s a handmade 

product made with molds, yet each lavadero is slightly different. There is a 

sense of mass manufacturing but not with the sheen of modern, first world 

products. It is an object that was made for domestic use; even in it’s stacked 

form it is still a primitive washing machine. 

  This product serves as a sort of canary in the coal mine in my mind 

when it comes to modernization. As a child I saw that their use was wide 

spread but with time this has become less so. Their decline is due to the 

convenience of less time spent washing since even in the smallest of homes, 

with the poorest of people the modern washing machine can be found; it’s a 

more modern way of living and being that is desired by most. Although the 

rudimentary wash sinks in this piece are still used today I see them as living 

relics of the past. It’s also impossible to ignore the centuries of labor that  

women’s hands have carried out with this object.

 There is an intended instability to how these pieces are erected. 

Nothing is holding them together other than gravity, giving a confrontational 

attitude to this work; one senses the capacity for these heavy pieces to 

crush the viewer. The scale of the work is that of a person but twice as wide: 

despite this close physical semblance, the sheer perceived weight of the 
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lavaderos makes the viewing experience visceral at a personal level. The 

conceptual play of faux-finishing found in “Moving Units,” also makes an 

appearance here. This product is attempting to up itself compared to more 

basic basins, yet it is still a washing basin. The identity of the work undergoes 

transformation as the viewer walks around the free-standing object: the work 

changes its identity in the back, where stripes were made from where the sink 

molds existed; losing its soft edges and roundness; becoming more rigid; and 

displaying 12 black plumbing pipes. The sculpture from the back looks more 

like a minimalist sculpture than it does from the front. In the back dirt is visible 

from the marks of the imprint of the wood mold, revealing its production 

process as well as showing that it is in fact a handmade product, and yet a 

modern one.
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 CHAPTER 4

 The piece with buckets chained to a tree, titled: “Untitled, 2014”, finds 

its conceptual basis in the resourcefulness found in the environs I’ve plumbed 

during my psycho-geographic investigations, such as the use of products in 

ways unimagined by their producers. For instance, in this piece you have a 

pot that consists of a cut tire flipped inside out, creating a flower like motif. 

Here it is utilized as a pot creating the base for the tree to come out of, finding 

its source in the very same re-purposing common in Mexico. Tires or trash 

often accumulate without regular refuse pickup, people then repurpose these 

as tire pots, or even as stairs and retaining walls. The use of buckets in the 

piece also recalls a certain type of use-culture found in Mexico where buckets 

are often chained to trees (or other objects) to deter theft. 

 Also common is the use of buckets to cordon off whole blocks or 

sections of blocks so as to control parking for personal use or, as is often 

the case, so as to extract a fee from those wanting to park. The manifold use 

of these buckets extends itself to much mopping done in Mexico where the 

use of tiles is common to the whole of households. The tree’s trunk is painted 

white, an image familiar to anyone that has traveled throughout Latin America. 

This is done to deter insects and rodents from making a home in the trees of 

the city, as well as to save any possible fruit that the trees would produce. 
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The tree is coming out of the tire pot that is partially filled with dirt. It is also 

being propped up by a cinderblock filled with cement, which is a common 

base for many things that are being held up whether it is a wall, a post, a sign. 

In this piece, you have a cut tire demonstrating not only repurposing, but also 

an eye for making the mundane a possible source of aesthetic beauty. The 

core conceptual idea is unmitigated resourcefulness: how people détourne 

the intended use of products in ways unimagined.

 A chain runs through all the handles of the buckets and wraps itself 

around the tree, then locked with a large master lock that is lying on the 

cinderblock portion of the sculpture. This is almost like a frozen scene that 

you might see in the Third World. Despite the obviousness of this being a 

sculpture, it also acts temporally as a place in time, referencing how the place 

or non-space functions. The buckets also display marks of paint and cement 

on them. It is evident that these buckets have been used for different types of 

labor and tasks, now forming part of this quite colorful stacked column with 

colors of green, red, baby blue, black and the famous orange of the Home 

Depot bucket. This orange bucket is common throughout Mexico despite 

its US origin due to the opening-up of markets by NAFTA and the FTAA. 

They have saturated almost all construction materials and products that are 

in northern Mexico. Hope Depots are now to be found in Mexico creating a 

situation where the modern construction sites of Mexico look quite like the 
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construction sites of the U.S. When before there was a distinct separation 

between the materials, now the materials are the same, but in Mexico there 

still remains a culture of using materials in innovative ways.

 The sculpture “Fundadores, 2014”, comes from an informal 

marketplace/ tianguis/ flea market, by the name of Fundadores, a low-income 

area of Tijuana. This has been a place where I have been frequenting since 

childhood, and a place where I continue to go to as an adult for inspiration. I 

mostly shop for vinyl records, the odd relics and knick-knacks. By frequenting 

this place, I’ve become very familiar with some of the different  stores within 

the Swap-meet (called “puestos”, in Spanish), and I have been observing how 

they operate: whether this be their set-up, their subsequent break-down, their 

storage of products and finally their display. 

 At one point last year I went to Fundadores and saw a display pole 

that might have normally displayed balloons, cotton candies or something 

on sticks. This pole display was made out of a cast iron pole with little cast 

iron tubular vessels welded to it to hold goods for sale. There are six rows 

of three vessels spread out on a 5-foot pole. This was not a manufactured 

piece, but a custom-made one-off. The last time I saw the display, it had only 

one backpack displayed on it. I could perceive that it was not being utilized 

for its intended purpose, and this led me to think that this piece would soon 
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become obsolete and quite possibly end up being thrown away or stored 

away permanently. It prompted me to ask the vendor if he would sell the piece 

to me. After some negotiations I acquired the display. 

 “Fundadores” is held up by a cinderblock base filled with cement and 

a tube to hold up the pole display. The cinderblock base is really worn, the 

edges are no longer hard, right-angle corners, they are rounded; even the 

bottom is rounded, as though it had had been sanded away and rounded out 

by time, by use; by being dragged, kicked, pulled, across the pavement as 

part of its daily ritual of commerce.  Upon looking into the cavities of the pipes 

I found that there were plastic bags stuffed where the caps of the vessels 

were missing, “corking” the vessels to hold up whatever products were stored 

in them previously. As I started to pull at those pieces of plastic out the results 

were akin to how flowers or rosebuds would emerge from a bush. It made 

perfect sense to use this readily available resource, since plastic bags are so 

common and are being utilized in these types of market spaces for holding 

products, and for shopping. 

 

 Around the same time I commenced work on “Fundadores.” plastic 

bags had started to become banned in certain areas of Southern California. 

Nowadays in many establishments one needs to purchase a reusable bag, or 

bring a personal canvas bag, as an effort to eliminate the use of plastic bags. 
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This sparked the insight that these bags would soon become relics, things of 

the past, artifacts of this point in time. With that in mind, I started pulling out 

the plastic bags, and then it occurred to me that maybe I could do this to all 

the vessels, even with the ones that did not contain a plastic bag. This led 

to the creation of an apocalyptic rosebush- a representation of nature that is 

totally man-made, constructed and synthetic.

 With my frequent cross-border travels I have become sensitive to the 

way products are used differently in the United States and specifically in 

Mexico, where a bag often is used until it is tatters. People go as far to extend 

the life of these plastic bags by double and triple bagging, extending their 

potential. Whereas in the United States we use plastic bags once, formally 

recycle them, use them as trash bags. In Mexico they are utilized in a myriad 

of much more resourceful ways, getting all they can from them, thus their 

surprising use as corks in a display stand or even as homemade kites. 

 “Fundadores” has an abundance of plastic bags that come in different 

shades of blue, green, white and pink: one pink bag and one white bag have 

roses printed on them with the words “Thank You.” It seemed appropriate to 

use those two bags as stand-ins for actual roses. These bags also bring to 

mind cotton candy being sold, which often make-up a scene that you might 

see on the streets, a carnival or a national celebration. 
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 CHAPTER 5

 “El Nuevo Paraíso, 2012” is a painting on wood panel, using neon 

spray paint and sign-painters’ enamel. The background is composed of a 

gradient color scheme that runs from a light-orange on the top, and blends 

into a to a pinkish-orange at the center, then into a hot pink at the bottom. 

Above that layer there are letterforms painted in a black letter typeface. 

This style of typeface can be regularly seen in sign painting throughout Los 

Angeles, Mexico, Europe as well as throughout the world. It is one way for 

small and large businesses to communicate their legitimacy and officialness. 

By employing the use of these letterforms, one can hint and associate oneself 

with the “regal”, or “academic” aura this style is known to evoke. Official 

documents, flags, diplomas, currency, are all examples of where the black 

letter font has been featured throughout history. 

 The words on this painting read: “El Nuevo Paraiso”/ “The New 

Paradise”. The work gives a nod towards acting as a hand-painted sign. 

Instead, I’m using this format, and have it functioning as a text based 

painting that is questioning the idea of: “What is the new paradise?”. “Are 

we in the new paradise?” “Am I in the new paradise; living and working in 

the United States a first world country?” “Is Mexico the new paradise or the 

old paradise?” or: “Is paradise just a false idea that can’t be reached that 
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we’re always striving for, and trying to get to?” —A dream or vision, that non-

attainable place that would offer you what is not being offered to you at the 

present time? 

 Another concept at play in this piece is double entendre, here 

exemplified in the way register, cadence and tone can warp and create 

new meanings. This transformation takes place here without a change of 

words or syntax. This particular grouping of words, “El Nuevo Paraíso”/ 

“The New Paradise,” were intentionally chosen for their capacity to embody 

this concept. A mere change in inflexion can change the phrase. Is this the 

new paradise? This piece can also declare or even holler at you that this is 

“The New Paradise.” It is a playful piece that does all these things at once. It 

displays no qualms with being in contradiction with itself, moving laterally from 

a pessimistic to an optimistic mood depending on the viewer.

 The neon paint in the background demands the viewer’s attention. As 

in signage and advertising, here neon colors are used to attract the eye from 

other competing objects or messages. In this case, the goal is to employ 

those traditionally commercial-graphic methods, and apply them to the 

painting. Here I selected specific materials that would be used by a typical 

sign painter such as lettering enamel, and spray paint on panels to create 

these gradients. These elements and techniques signal to the viewer that this 

20



is not a mass-manufactured sign, with the obvious hand-painted lettering. The 

yellow letters are painted so as to be as striking as possible. The technique 

that allows for this effect is the use of burgundy drop shadows, along side the 

light powder blue highlights in contrast with the background. This color palette 

gives off a radiant tropical desert feel that could leave you blistering in the 

sun. I consider this a painting to be one in a series of paintings.

 The second work to come out of this series is a painting called “Duty-

Free, 2013”. “Duty-Free” is another word that I feel can be readily flipped 

on itself. It could be read as duty-free or free of duty. The term “duty-free” 

means free of customs duty: duty-free cargo. This is a sign that you see in 

many airports and borders. At the time when I was working on this piece, the 

thought of the taxation of my importing the lavaderos, from Tijuana to San 

Diego, was heavy in my mind. I was importing them one by one sometimes 

by twos, always in small quantities. This was not only because of their weight, 

but because I was trying to avoid being taxed for bringing these products 

across the border, since their import was not for resale or commercial use. 

They were no more than material for me to create a sculpture. The idea of 

duty free also evokes the movement of all the things and people that were, 

and are, daily crossing the border duty-free.

 This sign has loomed larger in my life in the last couple of years, 
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despite my having seen it peripherally throughout my lifetime. This forms part 

of the reason why I decided to create a sign that read, duty-free. The type is 

air brushed in a neon gradient, which pushes the letters to the foreground, 

whereas the hand-painted cast shadows are black and thus recede into the 

background of the painting. The letterforms are painted on a repurposed 

piece of plywood that had already been painted white with the bottom fourth 

of the piece painted orange, with horizontal stripe on the bottom of the panel. 

The wood and paint are heavily weathered. This sign does not seek to hide 

evidence of its age and use and this is done intentionally, despite recent 

painting of the letterforms. It is posing as a sign that one could encounter on 

the sidewalk in front of a store or bodega that might sell duty-free products. 

 This two-word phrase is interesting to me because of its playfulness 

despite being the correct phrase for “free of taxation.” I also like the matter 

of fact idea given to the literal meaning of the phrase of being free of duty: a 

notion that anyone would gladly participate in. In this case the neon is used 

not only as eye-candy, but as a medium with which to successfully convey a 

message, idea or thought. 

 The third piece in this series of paintings is titled “Sal Si Puedes, 2014”, 

(Get Out If You Can). This is the name of an town in Northern Baja, south of 

Tijuana, and just north of Ensenada. It always struck me as odd that a place 
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would be named as such; it translates directly to Get Out If You Can.

 Sal Si Puedes operates, linguistically, in a similar fashion as El Nuevo 

Paraíso. Just as El Nuevo Paraíso can express multiple meanings, Sal Si 

Puedes does the same depending on register and inflection. The phrase 

could express the literal meaning of whether one could “get out if one can” 

or flipping this question into a dare. Strangely enough, upon one of the trips 

I had to take to southern Baja for the abalone disco ball project, I passed 

by the official Sal Si Puedes sign where nearby there was a tear in the road 

exposing the earth below it. As I slowly went over this tear I recall wondering 

why the state would allow travelers to traverse such a dangerous part of the 

road. Upon coming across the same section of the road when returning from 

southern Baja, I noticed the exit for Sal Si Puedes was closed because it had 

collapsed hundreds of feet down the mountain side only a day after my having 

crossed it. The timeline within which I finished this painting, passed through 

the town, and the collapse of the road makes the piece quite mysterious to 

me: it serves as a strange self-made portent for myself.  

 Sal Si Puedes also utilizes a flurry of neon colors, gradients, and cast 

shadows. The typeface used in this piece is playful, and makes references to 

Venice Beach or Miami Beach tourist T-shirts of the 80s, and kitschy tourism 

aesthetics. It’s painted on a plain white panel allowing the colors to be vibrant 
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and punchy. Of the three paintings included in my show, this one is the most 

colorful, and the most unabashed by eagerly attempting to attract the viewer 

to read its question: “Sal Si Puedes?”

 All three works in this series have a feeling of Southern Californian, 

Mexican and West Coast hand painted signs; they are also reminiscent of 

Edward Ruscha paintings but if they had come by way of a flea market of 

Tijuana, or for that matter the inner-city of Los Angeles. These paintings are 

not framed just as signs would not be framed. They reveal the hand of the 

artist; they show the mistakes, as well as the process. 

 Why are hand-painted signs still pervasive despite the advent of the 

modern corporate sign? A simple reason could be that even though these 

are created by an artist, they still can be cheaper than a new corporate sign. 

Why would somebody want a hand-painted sign when one can have a printed 

sign or banner that demonstrates that their business is more legitimate and 

civilized? This can fall to a question of taste. The signs that I have produced 

exist as somewhat bastard signs/paintings. As printing becomes more 

common, these kinds of signs are becoming uncommon. I reference these 

signs as part of a strategy to help popularize and preserve the practice of this 

artful craft into perpetuity.
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  CHAPTER 6

 The “Abalone Disco Ball, 2014” is an idea that has formed over a long 

period of time. There has been a series of events that have led up to the 

creation of this sculpture. For the exhibition of Phantom Sightings in San 

Antonio, at the Museo Alameda in 2009, I was commissioned to create a 

wholly new piece. I chose to make a discoteca mobil, a mobile discotheque. 

This discotheque was to be constructed out of tarps repurposed as banners 

with my own text and images. There were to be appropriate party lights, as 

well as fog machines to set the mood. 

 I asked the gallerist to take me around San Antonio to gather records 

that were either from the city or about the city. The intent was then to play 

these records to the local community in the discoteca. This was yet another 

moment where I made use of tarps as medium to reference the informal, 

makeshift, self-organized spaces common to tianguis; existing beyond the 

typical reach of corporations; functioning as a means for place-making among 

a community that typically does not have recourse to formal spaces. This 

is a culture that also stems from sonidero culture, a form that is similar to 

Jamaican soundsystem culture. These sonideros often take over and occupy 

street corners, dead ends or empty parking lots instead of utilizing ballrooms 

or venues. These mobile parties, along with their culture of record collecting, 
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make up a large influence on my work.

  

 I also curate an ongoing event called Más Éxitos with several DJs, 

myself included, where we play records originating from South America, 

Mexico and the United States but coming from an explicitly Latin American 

perspective. We make use of both current and old vinyl to bridge the music 

of now and of then. The manifesto for Más Éxitos includes the mapping of 

migration patterns via the vinyl record. 

 With these things in mind I began to focus on one of the most attractive 

objects from these happenings– the disco ball. What it brings to the party 

space is manifold: an overwhelming mix of light, motion and ambiance. The 

“Abalone Disco Ball”, was born of the desire to bring my engagement with 

musical explorations, expeditions, archeologies into my work in sculptural 

manner. Abalone is a material that has been used since antiquity in the 

Americas and is easily pre-Columbian. Presently it is more often used in 

trinkets for tourists but it still bears that connection to the past. Its beauty and 

reflective qualities naturally lends itself as a material with which to fashion a 

disco ball. 

 The abalone disco ball begins to take on mythical, spiritual, mystical, 

even celestial proportions when spotlights are shined onto the object: the 
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result is a reflection similar to the corona seen during a solar eclipse, an 

event that was paramount to the indigenous peoples of the Americas. Also 

produced were webbed rays of light, similar to those that are refracted when 

shone through water and seen on the sea floor. A happy accident that clearly 

references, visually, its aquatic origin.

 Before its construction I had to source the material and was able to do 

so with the help of Isaías Garcia Cruz, a local of Bahía Tortugas, located at the 

northern end of southern Baja. This bay is known for sport fishing, abalone 

and lobster diving as among its main sources of income besides extensive 

salt mining. In conversation with Isaías I learned about the commidification 

of abalone, of which almost all sourced is shucked of its meat, packaged 

and exported to China. Since the abalone has become such a profitable 

commodity when sold elsewhere (such as China or Japan) the local people 

have no real access to the abalone for themselves. Due to the physical bulk & 

weight of the shells, Bahía Tortugas ends up with a large stockpile of shells. 

Farming of the abalone by local people is forbidden by law and industry 

polices any farming of it. A real-life metaphor that echoes the dispossession 

first felt upon this land mass with the Spanish quest, but here represented 

by present-day global capitalism. Since it is difficult to enter the industry, it is 

common that as divers age their sons learn the trade and take their place.
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 The abalone disco ball is housed in a tent, a sort of tianguis, a make-

shift home or  even a storage space. The structure is rudimentarily made up of 

galvanized aluminum beams; held up by cement-filled cinderblocks; a mixture 

of new and used tarps, of varied colors, haphazardly patched; to create a dark 

space for the disco ball to perform. In this darkened environment an epiphany 

came to me upon contemplating the refracting light within the tent. The light, 

and its form, is a reflection of time since the reflective quality of the abalone 

is itself a product of a prolonged build up of materials; just as my work with 

Más Éxitos is an event that could not exist without the long passage of time 

and its reflection. The disco ball spins with a motorized spinning contraption 

at the top-center of the tented space. The tented space is a synthetic, plastic, 

tattered construction that is entirely unbecoming from the outside but upon 

entry to its interior, the viewer is witness to a beautiful, hand-crafted, reflective 

object that is refracting light throughout the space. 

 Isaías, my collaborator, is a major component in this project since 

without his aid the project would be impossible: he gained access to the 

abalone shells and demonstrated his knowledge and craft with the material. 

My employment of him to do this work was important to me since it would be 

supporting this ancient, pre-Columbian tradition of abalone craftmanship and 

its preservation. Due to the remoteness of Isaías’ home and workshop, I had 

to bring to him materials and machines beyond that which his locale could 
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provide. This time spent there afforded me the opportunity to explore that 

space and meet the people and the divers who sourced the material, and see 

firsthand the origin of their livelihood. The sad reality is that their way of life, 

although native to the place, is nonetheless controlled by foreign interests. 

This “Abalone Disco Ball” exists as a new, modern object and  acts as a fossil 

rooted in a history of ancient craftwork, and yet it is a totally new idea that I 

had never seen until its completion.

 The physical characteristics of the disco ball, lends themselves to 

being a metaphoric expression for my love for records, either old and new; 

futuristic or primitive. It performs at multiple levels and takes all these aspects 

and brings them into a cohesive one. This piece is also important because 

it demonstrates other points of interests for me such as relationships, the 

act of negotiation, the travel of long distances and sacrifice in order to make 

this collaboration possible. Fortuitously these travels helped spur many new 

ideas and bring into my possession new objects that I have been able to 

use in more recent work. Some of these objects include the buckets seen in 

Fundadores. It was also from Isaías’ family that I acquired the florally-cut tire. 

The abalone disco ball is also one of my first pieces to utilize light, space and 

movement all at once. The spectator is privy to the seemingly contradictory 

feeling of a 3rd-world, outer-planetary experience. 
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 CHAPTER 7

 Sal Si Puedes has been a project that explores the aesthetics of 

the subaltern. This exploration has taken my practice in many unforeseen 

directions. It has also brought awareness to what is important to my work 

and my mode of operation. I am using objects, material, language, culture 

and history to combine, appropriate and experiment with them. Taking ideas 

and objects that already exist and building upon them, thus reinventing to 

produce new and unique works. My research also introduced me to the 

work and methodology of Helio Oiticica. Through Oiticica I learned about 

anthropophagy, making clear the notion of “reclamation” without the need for 

justification. When history, ideas, or material is appropriated, remixed, and 

anthropophagized, it is not done to return to the nostalgic past, it is used to 

update the present and move on into the future. These methods of hyper-

hybridization are vehicles and constructive methods that I now utilize in my 

working process.

 The most important realization I’ve come to, is how as an artist I 

perceive myself as an “art laborer”, and how I directly identify with the 

everyday laborer/ craftsman. I grew up with this exposure to manual labor 

in my family. I find value in this because these artisans and techniques are 

disappearing and becoming less commonplace. The collaboration with this 
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kind of labor helps to tell a history told from below. It is also important for me 

to have a partnership with these artisans because it adds to their economies 

directly instead of a corporate one. I’m interested in this alliance between 

artist and worker because it allows a society to produce art rather than just 

individual artists. I’m also drawn to the idea of not allowing the art-making 

process to be so isolated and over personal. I want my life experience and the 

communities I collaborate with to inform my work.
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