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ABSTRACT 

INERTIA OF THE REAL 

Jorge E. Bañales, MFA 

George Mason University, 2021 

Thesis Director: Sue Wrbican 

 

This thesis describes the work of Jorge E. Bañales, focusing on the conceptual basis for 

his MFA thesis exhibition Inertia of the Real. Installed in the Gillespie Gallery in the Arts 

and Design Building at George Mason University, March 26 to April 2, 2021, the 

exhibition is comprised of five interrelated bodies of works: Inner Loop Outer Loop, 

Inertia of the Real, Imaginary Symbolic Real, Inertia of the Real Video, and Useless 

Bodies. Using sound, music, photography, collage, mixed media, video, and writing, and 

via psychogeography—concentrating mostly on the site of the former Landover Mall in 

Maryland—the works investigate the mental and physical topography of late capitalism 

and how the heterotopic and hauntological abandoned suburban space—and more 

specifically the dilapidated structure that of the mall’s logo, now stripped of its imaginary 

and symbolic meaning—can activate an experience of the Real. 
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PANDEMIC 

“Vamos a ver cómo es, El Reino del Revés…” 

(Let’s go see what the upside-down world (or backwards) world is like.) 

María Elena Walsh 1 

 

Our apartment building supers, a chubby older married couple, pinch my cheeks 

and offer me candy every time we come in and out. These large, kind and smiling ogres 

live on the ground floor but I hear they have filled the rooftop with a collection of birds 

and one day they would take me up there. I cannot wait to see the lush jungle teeming 

with otherworldly feathered green, red and blue animals standing freely on perches and to 

extend my hand and so that they come to talk to me. Then, the day comes and the door 

opens to many pigeons, sparrows, maybe chickens and some other brownish birds in 

cages under the Buenos Aires sky. 

All the kids at the primary school, hundreds of them, lined up by grades and 

height. Every morning the grid of students and teachers wearing the white delantal with 

the Argentine escarapela on the lapel, sings the national anthem.2,3 From the back of the 

classroom, I join the sound of dozens of first graders in a large school room reciting the 

syllables in chalk on a faraway blackboard: “ba, be, bi, bo, bu, ca ce ci, co cu, da, de, di, 

do, du…” Our notebooks splattered with the blue ink from small cartridges that feed the 
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metal tip of our fountain pens, we learn to place the question and exclamation marks at 

the beginning of the sentence, the upside-down ones at the end.  

Walking down a street holding my dad’s hand. Soldiers everywhere frisking 

people, pushing them up against a wall, rifling through women’s purses. It’s the military 

junta’s coup, led by Gen. Jorge Rafael Videla, overthrowing the world’s first woman 

president. Now the three Southern Cone countries are under military rule. 

Military parades interrupt dubbed U.S. sitcoms, tennis matches, cartoons. The 

screen of the small black and white television flickers, the grid of tiny soldiers lined up 

on the street in front of tanks appears. I change channels over and over again but the men 

in uniform keep advancing in formation. 

Walking fast down Avenida de Mayo, between the Casa Rosada, and the 

Congress, holding my dad’s hand, struggling to keep up. A large crowd pressed together 

on the sidewalk between the tall buildings and the street. In awe and disgusted by the 

spectacle, he smiles and times our incursion into the multitude just so we can see the 

tanks. I feel the rumble, the crowd screams. Above people’s heads I can see the gigantic 

pieces of green metal rolling by. The fascinating machines of war now hold people in a 

stunned, sullen delirium. My dad almost breaking into laughter. Near us a woman, alone, 

despite everybody around her, like an island, in an ocean of nothingness, holds her purse 

with both hands to her chest and averts her eyes from mine. At one end of the street, 

hundreds of mothers on the Plaza de Mayo, in front of the Casa Rosada, clamor to know 

the fate of their disappeared children and grandchildren. 
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At home a song on a record sings: “Hombres de hierro…”4 The green soldiers, 

robots, but my dad explains that the men of steel are human, that get paid to do what they 

do. The sound of a tango coming from a confitería and wet cobblestone streets covered in 

leaves.5 The sight of the dark green Ford Falcons that haunt people for years. Do not talk 

about certain things. If the conversation between friends or family members veers toward 

certain subjects, people start to talk with their eyes. I never really asked who my then 

early twenty-something parents voted for in Uruguay’s last election before the 

dictatorship in 1973, or why one time they said they were followed in the streets of 

Buenos Aires. Throw away those books, put that record inside a different sleeve, in case 

the police came and searched your home. Don’t-ask don’t-tell world. Everybody kept 

quiet and to themselves on city buses or the subway. Something terrible has happened 

overnight. There has been a new unfortunate development.  

My dad’s colleagues from Reuters come to our apartment. Foreigners who speak 

English. British and American foreign correspondents, studying, learning, investigating, 

looking, writing, talking, reporting, interpreting. My sister and I cannot understand what 

they say and think their language sounds like chewing gum. 

My grandmother, her three sons and a daughter and several grandkids now 

scattered over the Americas, knits with wool. She comes to visit from Uruguay bringing 

thick colorful sweaters with geometrical animals and patterns, itchy against our skin. My 

sister and I outgrow them as soon as she finishes them. Tiny pellets of hail fall on us as 

we make our way to Santa Fe avenue in Palermo, to a confiterías that makes submarinos.6 

Trips to the movies, and the planetarium, which sits like a domed spaceship in the middle 



4 
 

of a large park. I am interested in space, the planets, the moon, and my dad has to learn so 

that he can answer all my questions.   

Kind doctors and nurses. Painful vaccines on the upper arm and buttocks. Getting 

fingerprinted. Filling out forms. Passports stamped. Official documents that confirm our 

identity. At the police station on a corner near where we used to live. Looking up to see 

that large-caliber gun the Buenos Aires police flaunts, almost falling out of its holster. A 

policeman behind a desk makes small fútbol talk with me about my favorite River Plate 

player. I trade allegiances between River, Independiente, and San Lorenzo, the current 

Pope’s team, mainly because of the colors. I never liked Boca Juniors. But Montevideo’s 

Peñarol is the team I really follow, via my mom, who as a child lost her mom to a heart 

attack upon hearing one of their goals on the radio. 

Two years on from the coup Argentina hosts the World Cup amid world 

condemnation. The Junta says that there are no disappeared, that those people have gone 

to Europe, that they don’t want to write home. The best player of the time, dutchman 

Johan Cruyff, does not come to the tournament. Men cannot have long hair, it cannot 

cover the ears, but the Argentine players get away with it and clad in black shorts and 

long blue and white striped long sleeves beat Holland in overtime. Gen. Videla, who does 

not like soccer, hands Mario Kempes the trophy. 

Everybody out on the street, happy, as September brings warmer weather. We 

stroll near the Botanical Gardens and the Zoo, having walked from our apartment on 

Güemes Street in Palermo. My dad puts my sister on his shoulders as pollen falls from 

the trees. My mom makes her way with my sister and me to get strawberry and chocolate 
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ice cream cones at an ice cream parlor on Santa Fe, and we sit across the street on a plaza 

to eat them. A hot day and we sit with thousands of people in Plaza Francia. I have a toy 

gun and my dad gets mad when I tell him that I am going to go look for some rustlers to 

kill, having learned that from a U.S. Western on television. 

On the short flight between Buenos Aires and Montevideo, the two cities of the 

Rio de la Plata estuary, you have to come down before you really go up. Both countries’ 

World Cup winners, international soccer club tournament champions, bringing hardware 

to Carrasco or Ezeiza. The caravans and celebrations went from the airport to downtown 

with the trophies. But now, groups of families huddling together, saying goodbye to a 

family member they may never see again. Tears. A banned writer, or artist or singer 

leaving quietly. Our photo albums with photographs at the airport with family members 

or friends we will never see again. Getting fingerprinted. Filling out forms. Passports 

stamped. Official documents that confirm our identity.  

Much later, years later, doors opening, passengers spilling out of the just arrived 

flight from thousands of miles, dozens of hours away. People with names on signs, 

people dropping their luggage and running to their loved ones they have not seen in 

years. Photo albums with photographs at the airport with family members or friends we 

thought we would never see again. A banned writer or artist or singer returning. A 

caravan and celebration to the stadium. Tears. 

January, February. Argentines and Uruguayans go to the beaches of Montevideo 

and Punta del Este. We go too without my dad. The airplane starts to make a banking turn 
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into the landing position. We fall out of the window into the green water below. The city 

spreads out beneath. My mom sings “Montevideo… bella tacita del Plata…”7  

At my dad’s aunt’s penthouse in the posh Pocitos neighborhood on the beach. An 

avid reader, intellectual and smoker, she reads books people cannot talk about. The 

kitchen has a small balcony which opens up to the center of the block, into a large space 

surrounded by all the buildings. Her cat walks back and forth on the balcony’s ledge 10 

floors up, patrolling her small kingdom of people, clotheslines, voices, radios, soccer 

games, laughter, someone calling out, arguments. We spend hours at the beach. My burnt 

red skin burnt red and showers hurt. My mom uses suntan lotion to get as dark as 

possible. Walking down the street holding my mom’s hand, hearing men call out to her 

with whistles and piropos.8 Feeling separated from her, now an object of their gaze. 

Unreliable mail service and letters and postcards in cursive and packages sent like 

messages in bottles, unsure if they will ever get there. When we do get mail, it is in 

envelopes that have been opened by the authorities to see if they contain banned thoughts 

or books or music. Goods and gifts that never arrive at their destination. Sending and 

getting cassette tapes with each other’s voices, out-loud letters and music and news from 

other places and other experiences. The trepidation of deciphering the squiggly lines 

written by hand to find out about someone’s death. 

In some photographs a southern hemisphere’s sunset falls on the faces of a group 

of Uruguayan twenty-somethings, including D., and a couple of children huddled 

together on the balcony of our apartment. D has now lived in Sweden since then, the 

whereabouts of others unknown. In another photo, one of the couples stands on a bustling 
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street, waiting on a bus stop, the mom holds the younger child while she has a backpack 

on, the dad stands next to her with a bag, the other child in front of them. While looking 

at the photo album once one of my parents said they live in Sweden. Looking at the 

photos another time one of my parents says nobody saw them again.  

My dad becomes a foreign correspondent in the eternal spring of Caracas, 

Venezuela and we join the thousands of Southern Cone expats in the Caribbean country. 

All the kids at the primary school, hundreds of them, lined up by grades and height. 

Every morning the grid of students and teachers sings the Venezuelan national anthem. 

Trips to the jungle and the beaches. Graffiti on the streets telling the southern rats to get 

out. 

Much later, years later, a Facebook post insinuates there are no disappeared and 

that one of them, J. P. E. lives comfortably in Europe. My dad tells me a story of our time 

in Venezuela. He says that while in Buenos Aires J. P. E., once a classmate of his at the 

Lyceum in Las Piedras, Uruguay, and a son of a professor there, disappeared with many 

others in Buenos Aires. He says he remembers the search, the angst, some Uruguayans 

who stayed hidden at our house desperate to flee. At that time my dad’s friend D. asked 

for refugee status and went to Sweden. My father remembers that later in Venezuela, J. P. 

E’s parents appeared, pleading with the democratic government to support the search 

because it was rumored their son was there. And how J. P. E’s mother showed signs of 

mental illness and ended up insane. His dad, Pepe, in the Reuters office in Caracas telling 

my dad: “I’m sure J. P. E. was killed. I’m sure. But… What if they didn’t kill him? What 

if one day he reappears and asks: ‘Dad, what did you do to find me?’” 
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Much later, years later, a few years ago In Buenos Aires, the sound of a bus that 

went by, the smell of the exhaust, how the shadows of the bare winter trees fell on the 

sidewalk would freeze me and I became once again a little school boy waiting to cross 

the street. And I would meet Venezuelans now in Argentina and Uruguay, who had fled 

their own country. 

We move back to Uruguay leaving friends and possessions behind; my dad wants 

to stay there. All the kids at the primary school, hundreds of them, lined up by grades and 

height. Every morning the grid of students and teachers sings the Uruguayan national 

anthem. A section of the Uruguayan anthem where it goes into a minor key melody and 

the lyrics repeat: “Tremble tyrants!” and people take it as a battle cry at every soccer 

game, The veiled lyrics of a new song on the radio hint at change. People are starting to 

talk about things they could not talk about before. The hushed conversations get louder.  

The teenage years of brooding and rumination. A dreary, foggy, rainy winter 

night in Montevideo. In a bad mood because I have to cut my long hair, my dad takes me 

out on a ride in our rickety red-orange and fiberglass body Citroën Méhari. The heating 

system only a hole in the dashboard into the motor. We drive near the coast and he talks 

about the unimportance of the length of one’s hair because your thoughts are secret. On 

another one of these nights far away from the capital, in the Uruguayan pampas, he takes 

me out for a walk well past midnight under the full moon. Moonlight now paints the 

hundreds of hectares that frost covered that morning. Everything in a silver light, the 

grass, the trees, the hills, the sheep, the cows, everything in silver. Silver as far as the eye 

can see.  
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I think about how sad I would get when time came for my grandmother to return 

to Montevideo from Buenos Aires. She would say that the moon I can see from my 

window is the same one she can see from her small apartment and that I should look at it 

and think that she will be looking at it too. 
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WORK 

“For Lacan, the Real is what any ‘reality’ must suppress; indeed, reality constitutes itself 

through just this repression. The Real is an unrepresentable X, a traumatic void that can 

only be glimpsed in the fractures and inconsistencies in the field of apparent reality. So 

one strategy against capitalist realism could involve invoking the Real(s) underlying the 

reality that capitalism presents to us.” 

Mark Fisher1 

 

For almost 10 years I worked as a graphic designer, writer, and translator in the 

Center, the communications and public relations arm of an Office within the Health 

Department of the Government. The mission of the Office was to develop health policies 

and programs to eliminate health disparities and improve the health outcomes of racial 

and ethnic minority populations in comparison to the majority population. 

I designed flyers, posters, brochures, digital images for its website and all the 

social media channels in the major minority language and the majority language, and also 

interviewed health experts, wrote articles in both languages, and translated official 

Government documents such as action plans, toolkits and best practices from one 

language to the other. 

 

— 
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In my three previous jobs with the Temporary Agency during the Market Crash, I 

first worked delivering flowers from the local flower shop at the strip mall up the street 

from where I lived.2, 3, 4 A Vietnam War veteran owned the shop, and besides us three 

drivers, a couple of female flower arrangers also worked there. One of them, his wife, the 

other, D., a little older than me, who with her dyed blond feathered hair perpetually 

waited to get engaged to her jock boyfriend as she stuck flower stems into the green floral 

foam blocks that formed the base of the arrangements.  

On any given day, one of us drivers delivered flowers to customers near the shop, 

another exchanged bouquets with nearby florists or dropped off arrangements at funeral 

homes, while the other driver drove to the city to pick up deliveries from across town, 

where all the flower shops in the metropolitan area got together on a daily basis at “the 

pool,” a warehouse at a central location to exchange arrangements addressed to each of 

the shop’s zip codes.   

 To aid in planning our routes, the owner had pulled out, copied and laminated a 

few pages from the tabloid-sized books of maps of the county, and with a wax red or 

black pencil we circled the streets of the addresses of our daily destinations.5 Each driver 

would grab the map pages he needed and set off on a trip. We delivered mostly during the 

middle of the day when everybody worked, usually leaving the arrangements on 

doorsteps or with an at-home next-door neighbor. For most of the few hours I worked, I 

made my way in and out of developments and through the winding maze of the county’s 

deserted and silent bedroom communities, alone in the van with the maps, listening to 

music on the stereo, and the flowers, making plans for the night. 
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That summer, I left the doors open and the stereo on as I stepped out of the air-

conditioned van into the relentless heat with the flowers, surrounded by dozens of empty 

houses and the pulsating sound of the cicadas in the trees, watched by somebody who 

never went out from in between the blinds somewhere, and in the distance, very far away, 

very faint, a truck, or a lawnmower, or a train, or a crow broke the stillness. Many places 

to walk on but nowhere to walk to. 

Although most of the time I walked up to empty homes, sometimes I could sense 

a presence behind the door, looking at me through the peephole, but not wanting to make 

contact. On the rare occasion a door opened, the flowers made people happy and grateful. 

Every now and then someone complained about broken stems or about flowers that had 

wilted in the summer heat, or offered no help as they directed me to place the large and 

heavy flower arrangement on a table in the middle of a large room in a golf club. 

The busiest times for the flower shop were Valentine’s Day, and more so, 

Mother’s Day. In preparation during the days leading up to the celebrations, the flower 

shop became an assembly line of the pre-designed arrangements national flower delivery 

chains placed in the advertising inserts of newspapers and magazines. The owner of the 

shop, his wife, D. and extra floral arrangers hired for the occasion, worked for hours 

meticulously recreating the same-day delivery orders that came in through the toll-free 

number from all over the country or that the many walk-ins demanded. Then, a flower 

bulb field cargo of hundreds of cloned arrangements filled the beds of the back of the 

vans and off we went rushing into traffic knowing some of these deliveries would be late 

and that we would be working well into the night.   
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I delivered thousands of heartfelt and ephemeral thank yous, I love yous, 

acknowledgements, condolences, remembrances, flowers for weddings, funerals, and for 

every occasion that merited a display of floral beauty. Only once, on Valentine’s Day, did 

a woman refuse a bouquet of a dozen roses. 

For my second assignment with the temporary agency, I worked confined to a 

large room under fluorescent lights and a decimal clock, with hundreds of machines 

where I photocopied, faxed and filed thousands of classified documents alongside other 

associates of the Agency, pertaining to a well-known political sexual and ethics scandal 

involving interns, acting assistants, assistants, and recently appointed advisers to a high-

ranking official of the ruling party. 

Finally, in my last assignment, a different project on the other side of town, the 

Agency told me that it would be more on the light industrial side, which usually meant 

not having to wear khaki pants, a shirt and tie, and I looked forward to doing something 

with my hands and not having to think about the alphabet and numbers. 

That job required a long subway ride to the outer sector and inside a massive 

municipal building where I then took a long elevator ride down, and after another long 

walk down a flight of stairs into the bowels of the edifice, I arrived at a small dimly lit 

underground office cluttered with storage. 

Inside, a maze of multi-colored and somewhat corroded pipes ran along the walls 

and ceiling of the office. The tubes varied in thickness and twisted and turned in all 

directions like the knotted limbs of trees in a forest. Red, yellow, green, blue, orange, 

white, black, and brown. The pipes carried all sorts of liquids that flowed through the 
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metallic veins and arteries making the brick-and-mortar edifice seem like a sentient 

organism. The changes in temperature, slight tremors and maybe even the Earth’s 

rotation would every now and then make the pipes moan and groan, sometimes loudly, 

sometimes the sound would build up slowly as if something had disturbed a very old and 

arthritic serpent which refused to wake up. 

The falling apart pipes slowly seeped all kinds of liquids and semi-solid matter, 

forming huge drops that would dangle, teasing us for a while, and then would come 

unglued from the metal that held them and fall to the floor sounding like a soothing 

ambient music. 

In our job we classified these sounds in three categories: gloops, blops and 

squishes, so that later on when the Inspector came to inspect, he could better assess and 

allot the proper resources of the upcoming renovation into the budget that would be voted 

on in the next County board meeting. For this, the foreman gave me and the other Agency 

associates a sheet printed with rows and columns in which to write how many drops fell 

and the categories which they fit under. 

The Agency recognized the job’s subjectivity and our Pod Leader who reported to 

the Foreman would eventually take each of our results and average the number of gloops, 

blops and squishes and divide them against the number of drops. We worked in silence 

and deep concentration, not allowed to talk, eat, or to make any kind of noise. 

 

— 
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So, working for the Center of the Office became my first steady full-time job 

during the Economic Recovery, in which the elevator ride went up and I had my own 

office—albeit without windows because managers, supervisors and promising young 

employees occupied the ones with windows.  

I did not qualify as a Government employee because a Contractor managed the 

Center, and when it came time for renewal, the Contractor slipped in a stipulation which 

allowed moving the Center from the Office’s location in one area of one County to the 

Contractor’s offices in the adjacent county. 

As its most valuable asset, the Center housed the country’s largest physical and 

online library—accessible to the public but hard to get to—of thousands of documents, 

books, journal articles and media related to the health of racial and ethnic minority 

populations in both digital and physical form and in many languages. 

But the public health experts in the Office and the Center lived locked in an 

eternal tug of war of who came up with the ideas, initiatives and policies related to 

eliminating health disparities, and who would get credit, and never-ending procedures 

and slow-moving approvals mired anything proposed by the Center. 

I was also never clear whether the Office accomplished its mission, if its work 

ever showed any improvement or reduction of any health disparities between minorities 

and whites. On the Center’s website, one of its most visited pages, was the population 

health profiles for each ethnic group, a compilation of important yearly governmental 

statistics, but the Office did not offer any analysis of it.   
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A revolving door of government health employees and of Office’s directors and 

underlings used the Office—really an outpost in the universe of government agencies—

under the guise of improving its standing in some kind of fictional government 

departments and agencies ranking, as a stepping stone and resume padder, by promoting 

themselves via photo opportunities and appearances above its mission.  

The Center did have a couple of good programs which had mainly been hatched 

by the communications manager that hired me, but would later quit to pursue a Ph.D. But 

with each subsequent communications manager and a changing of the guard of the 

Center’s director, the Center’s task devolved into platitudinal promotions of health 

awareness months or days, and in being a mouthpiece to broadcast other agencies’ 

initiatives and accomplishments.  

Sympathizers of the then-Opposition Party held most of the positions in the Office 

and the Center, and although I sympathized with their positions, I could see how if I was 

party to the Ruling Party, I would work to eliminate both the Office and the Center. 

So, whereas at first, I had the liberty of being creative with my designs—one 

moment, interviewing doctors, health experts and community leaders, and attending 

events and interacting with the public—eventually the job shifted to updating the rotating 

banner at the top of the website, and the social media feeds, with rehashed designs and 

text. 

Like government officials more concerned with winning an election than 

governing, the contractor’s true mission was to win the contract again and again, and the 

job became about cost, and tracking what we did, and toeing each new administration’s 
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line regarding what we could or could not say, whether or not it helped the public’s 

health concerns. Previous managers, public health officials and people genuinely 

concerned with health as an issue got slowly replaced by middle managers and staff that 

embodied the Peter Principle of having risen to their level of utmost incompetence. 

I found myself in a familiar situation, in which a way of doing things works, until 

a new set of managers and middle managers comes in and, cloaked behind austerity, 

streamlining, and downsizing, project their own ineptness unto others and reduce an 

organization’s labor force and treat whatever academic, governmental or private 

organization they work for as their own personal pissing playground, marking the 

territory with their urine, and then proudly flaunting their action verb-filled resumes 

littered with a wake of scorched vegetation landscapes. 

People who never do or create anything in their life make it their job to change 

things for the better by deeming others redundant and unproductive, and by creating 

leaner and more agile organizational infrastructures, cut costs which usually means the 

ones left behind have to show an increase in productivity for less or the same pay. 

I did a good job and wanted to, my work made everybody happy and some of it 

hung on the walls of the Center, and staff depended on me for timely, accurate, culturally 

appropriate translations. I did not only think about design, or a better way to write and 

translate a phrase or explain a health issue or term from 9 to 5, like the rest of the few 

capable workers; mentally I was on call 24 hours. The proof is that after I left, the Center 

hired two freelancers to do my job. 
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It got to where, designing and completing the reports of what I had designed and 

completed, so that the contractor could keep track of how much time we spent on each 

task and show productivity to win the contract, took as much time as what I had designed 

and completed. Creative trains of thought derailed by filling out forms about personal 

goals and individual development plans. Downtime, non-existent because there could not 

be any. One always had to be working even if there was no work to be done.6, 7, 8, 9,10  

Also, throughout my 10 years there, a blurry chain of command between the 

Office and the Center existed when it came to requesting work from me. Expected to 

come up with a list of best practices that nobody would follow, and that I had no power to 

enact, meant that many times while working on one project for the Center, somebody 

from the Office required me to work on something else and vice versa. I had no control 

over the flow, amount or timeline of anything I did. 

I maintained the well-paid job because it allowed me to live comfortably and 

permitted me to indulge in making music and in going to a nice studio to record a full 

album. 

 

— 

 

The headquarters of the Contractor that managed the Office’s Center was in a 

building located in a half-vacant business park in the outskirts of the city, at the end of a 

subway terminal, next to passing freight train railway lines.11 
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The great expanse of low-lying structures housed the headquarters of a 

supermarket conglomerate, office space temporarily rented by temporary agencies, 

fledgling and failing businesses, a lesser-known intelligence agency, and a small 

franchise of a chain of sandwich stores which later admitted that a bleaching agent and 

dough conditioner in its bread was also a chemical used to make foamed plastics.12 

When the temperature stayed below freezing for weeks and roads had been treated 

for the winter, out of service buses coming and going from the bus terminal and 

maintenance trucks from every branch of local government kicked up clouds of deicers 

and salt brine from the service roads across bare parking lots under the watchful eyes of a 

murder of crows that gathered each evening on the leafless treetops at sunset. 

Trees covered in white flowers that grew in the small patches of green inside 

cloverleaf interchanges and beneath tall columns that supported overpasses and exit 

ramps, briefly dotted the expanse in Spring. Stray plastic bags buoyed by the heat flew up 

into the air during the summer, above low-income housing, liquor stores, auto service and 

repair shops surrounded by new housing undergoing construction.  

An outing for nourishment in this food desert took up all of one’s lunch break so 

instead of venturing out into the inhospitable environment workers brought food and ate 

at their desks while they worked. 

Before being downsized, an employee, who still made her home in the nearby 

older enclaves of a once established and moneyed minority who had once held sway in 

the area, in passing whispered to me once about a fabled and once thriving shopping 
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center where she had gone with her family as a young girl. However, it had certainly been 

razed, because no such structures existed near the on and off ramps of the interstate.  

On my computer at work, the online map of the area from the Search Website 

showed a large yellow emptiness in a nearby sector but it did not specify what existed 

there now or had been there before, like looking through a telescope at a large empty area 

of space and wondering what lay beyond the event horizon.13  

Very capable and efficient at my job, I conceived of effortless solutions to design 

problems and did not spend a lot of time translating because I repeatedly applied the 

frequently used jargon of health terms for social media posts.  

Adept at evading any of my supervisors or colleagues’ eyes and able to slip 

unseen from my desk out of the office from meetings or from a birthday celebration of a 

co-worker I barely knew, I took long lunch breaks, walks, did errands, and basically 

disappeared for hours without anybody noticing. But I often wondered if one day a group 

of managers would call me into a conference room and present me with an exhibit of 

subpoenaed cell phone towers triangulations that tracked and pinpointed my location, 

project on the drop-down screen surveillance camera footage of my comings and goings 

from the building, or connect from a laptop to all the control entry points I had the 

accessed with my keycard, and prove I was not where I was supposed to be between my 

assigned work hours.14 

My research excursions, along narrow sidewalks, along county roads and routes 

that lead to more never-ending roads and routes, deeper and deeper into the courts, 

drives, and cul-de-sacs of isolated or sparsely populated areas, took me farther and farther 
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from the office until I finally came upon a seldom-used overpass that crossed the 

Beltway.15, 16 

There, at a dead-end of an old and forgotten small neighborhood park, in a 

development I know now to be beneath and behind the noise barriers of curving exit 

ramps that used to merge and spill highway traffic into the service road that ringed the 

adjacent and once-existing mall, I walked past the playground, past the broken scattered 

picnic tables and cookout, the slanted roof outdoor shelter, the pavilion, the pergola, the 

gazebo, the basketball courts, the once well-kept grass of the sports fields, and into the 

line of trees demarcating the park’s boundaries.17 

Gradually, what had once been patches of well-kept manicured plants gave way to 

a purlieu of difficult to traverse thorny shrubs and denser vegetation, a wall of brown tree 

branches, and I finally emerged from the threshold, after my head narrowly missed an 

abandoned wasp’s nest, to what was not there anymore.18 

Hundreds of concrete Jersey barriers blocked what had been entrances, ramps and 

other access points into the once existing shopping center. Weather-beaten, “no 

trespassing” signs, with once bright orange but now pale-yellow capitalized letters, hung 

precariously by single plastic threads and gently rocked back and forth in the chilly 

breeze. They quietly flapped against the wire fencing that surrounded the periphery of 

this nothingness as far as the eye could see.19, 20, 21 

Breaks and opening in the deteriorated fence showed where living things, human, 

animal or vegetation, had torn it apart. Far away in the distance and behind a haze I could 

see the large stadium of the city’s football team.22 
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Figure 1 Landover 1 
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Figure 2 Landover 2 
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Figure 3 Landover 3 
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Inside, a cold mist hung over vast rolling fields of dead weeds, shrubs, plants, and 

the contorted limbs of countless leafless deciduous trees that sprouted through the now 

faded painted stripes and numbers on now fractured parking lots and well-manicured 

islands of flowers. Cylindrical cement husks with large rusty bolts and screws and from 

which lamp posts once stood dotted the landscape.  

Careful, as I stepped onto one of these worn-out parking lots because the cold 

mist made the cracked asphalt wet and slippery, and all around there were pieces of 

discarded metal, re-bar, broken glass, torn-down wire fencing, barbed wire, trash, 

splinters shards that could pierce my shoes.23 

I kept walking guided by the remnants of lane markings, dim double yellow lines, 

dissolving yellow painted curbs, service and access roads that vanished into newly grown 

unkept vegetation and dead ends. All alone in the middle of this misty derelict landscape, 

surrounded by gray and the yellow dormant vegetation, with the din of the traffic of the 

highway in the distance. 

Several oases of towering vegetation, created by leaking fire hydrants, where I 

saw geese and deer droppings.  

 Below me, through the gray light I could see a great plain filled with small rocks 

of concrete debris and twisted rebar, all that remained from the implosion that had razed 

the mall. When I made my way onto it, I came upon a nesting goose which I had not seen 

before, hidden. 

 

 



26 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Landover 4 
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Figure 5 Landover 5 
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Further in, now in the amnion of this region, climbing plants consumed the 

cadavers of landings and stairwells that led to sidewalks along the road that ringed more 

parking lots around where the mall building once stood. Emerging from beneath the 

shimmering plants and trees the same weeds, shrubs and contorted trees I had seen 

throughout this derelict landscape, inside the eternal drone of traffic, a monument, a 

statue, the remnants, the white skeleton of a dilapidated structure that once housed a large 

neon-lit three-dimensional corporate logo of the mall and a sign which advertised 

upcoming offers, deals, and events. The neon flame that had once beckoned, now silent. 

An object stripped of all of its meaning.24,25 

The din of the ever-flowing traffic droned on, an abstract ambient piece from 

which fragments and looped samples of slowed down old songs, disembodied voices, 

electronically manipulated and drenched in reverb emerged, summoning ghosts.26, 27 

Sound that highlighted texture, grain, the materiality of recorded sound, damaged and 

defective by the process of memory and recall.28 

Occasionally, a residue of a melody, buried in the crackle, hiss and sparkle of 

skips and noise, the sound of an unearthly instrument.29 A backfiring engine, trucks 

putting on the breaks as they exited the highway, a helicopter in the distance. 
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Figure 6 Landover 6 
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Figure 7 Landover 7 
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Here and there, dispersed deer drank from vitric pools where the affectless images 

of half-sunken multi-colored printed flyers with directions to paradise, the promised land, 

the magical forest, tomorrow land, the future.30 

I saw more empty and abandoned structures from which diluted Muzak melodies 

emanated, and then I heard them filled with the extended reverberating decay tail of 

house music divas, surgical keyboard stabs, beds of synth pads and hypnotic beats where 

once fantastical sound sorcerers weaved a skein of seismic sound that rumbled from 

immense and powerful sound systems.31, 32 Spectral dancers dressed like tourists on a 

holiday, came in and out of the amniotic fog, now pulsating with the afterimages of a 

kaleidoscopic array of ever-changing liquid-like fractals and strobe lights.33, 34, 35   
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Figure 8 Landover 8 
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Figure 9 Landover 9 
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Figure 10 Landover 10 
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I had to go back now before they noticed I was gone.36  

Every day when I left work, I imagined I had quit and said goodbye to the office, 

the building, the job, never to see it again. But driving on the highway the day when I did 

leave that job on my way home, I realized I had forgotten to have those feelings as I left 

the office. 

 Over the next few months as I began to pursue further study at a local university, 

the country would be gripped by political, social and climate change catastrophes, 

upheaval.  A highly contagious virus gripped the nation, a pandemic which 

disproportionately affected and killed racial and ethnic minorities at higher rates than the 

majority population and when, after a botched Federal response, and the development of 

a vaccine, these same minorities were inoculated at much lower rates than the majority 

population. 

At the same time that I started graduate school, I took up a part-time job as a 

dogwalker, which that gave me solitude, and allowed me to listen to music, and explore 

suburbia on my own terms. 

Sunblock, a hat, sunglasses. A gray, diffused light, scorching heaviness settles in 

and does not leave for months. Dare you to go outside. Life reduced to a scheduled race 

from the air-conditioned home to the air-conditioned car to the air-conditioned office to 

the air-conditioned store, a retreat from and a depopulation of the in-between territory. 

And endless tract of empty streets, devoid of cars and people, drenched in a thick humid 

fear. Anyone who dares to venture out into these spaces is suspect. Why are you outside? 
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Why are you walking? Eyes behind the curtains, behind the window, in the front of the 

house behind the lawn, behind the picket fence. Cameras and remote eyes from a chilly 

office somewhere looking into their refrigerated home, watching.  

Sunblock, a hat, sunglasses, and water, essential items of the occupation and the 

occupation. Move as slow as possible, only move your eyes, no hurry. Black and 

Hispanic men up on utility poles or hanging from waste management trucks; male and 

female construction workers with helmets directing traffic and digging holes into the hot 

pavement; letter carriers in shorts and sun helmets crossing front yards with large bags 

full of mail; repairmen, electricians, plumbers and contractors working on home 

additions; young food deliverers running to apartment buildings to keep food hot or cold; 

double-parked private package delivery trucks; Spanish-speaking nannies and maids in 

white people’s homes. Police cars. 

I pull off main roads onto tracts of rundown, small one-story houses of 

neighborhoods, where only a few older white residents remain, their kids having gone to 

college and moved away, now slowly populated by immigrant families. I park at newly 

built developments, made up to look like small towns, with coffee shops, and gyms, and 

restaurants, where young professionals have temporarily settled with their toddlers. I 

approach McMansions with large green lawns where sprinklers like hand fans tend to the 

ever-thirsty grass.    

American flags, signs on lawns for or against ballot proposals, statements in 

support of the latest persecuted minority or slogans addressing current political climate. 

Adult and sometimes tiny, winter coats, in the closets where the leashes hang in the 
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foyers. Unopened mail, padded envelopes and boxes from online retailers. Small frames 

with friends’ and family photos on the console tables in the entrance hallways, then larger 

frames with photos depicting travel destinations, graphic design posters or reproductions 

of art. Living rooms full of compact disc towers and shelves of DVDs near gaming 

consoles, home theatre systems and televisions. Small and large offices with computers 

and papers and college diplomas, university emblems and sports teams’ pennants and 

flags. Small kitchens with overused kettles left on the stoves. Large kitchens with all the 

shiny cooking appliances. Counters with bottles of beer and wine or bars stocked with 

rail liquors to upscale whiskeys, ryes, bourbons, and scotches.  Home décor inspirational 

signs with sayings and quotes on the walls. 

  Libraries full of mystery, science fiction and true crime books, the latest liberal or 

conservative best-sellers, romance novels, someone’s college textbooks or literary books. 

Piles of laundry strewn about bedrooms. Garages full of bikes, old shoes, clothing, and 

multi-colored things stored in translucent plastic or cardboard boxes. Newly moved into 

homes. Apartments where somebody moved out. Free-roaming dogs, dogs behind 

removable mesh barriers, dogs in crates. Sometimes there’s somebody home and they 

never show their face and I only hear their voice when they speak to me from an upstairs 

room or office. 

When traversing unknown landscapes, let the dog take you. The domesticated 

creature of habit has its own routine and well-known and well-worn routes. But little by 

little, either because the human that accompanies is not its owner or because of a 



38 
 

momentary slight de-domestication, the animal metamorphoses into more animal outside 

of its human home.  

Moving as slow as possible, letting my gaze fall here and there as my breathing 

slows down. An eternal flash, the sun, has frozen the moment into a still photograph. The 

heavy air vibrates and I move slowly and deliberately. The trees have grown all the 

leaves they will ever grow, countless gardens of flowers, on lawns, in backyards, on the 

side of houses, in alleyways in full bloom, heavy with bees and wasps that zoom by and 

then hang in the air, the fastest moving objects in the atmosphere. The soft sound of wind 

chimes from a nearby house, the voices of children playing, balls bouncing, the splash of 

a backyard pool in the distance, high schoolers beginning to train for their fall sports 

before classes start. At its zenith, summer begins a lazy and steady retreat and dies a slow 

death. 

A scent pulls on the nose of the dog and we venture into the thick forest, on the 

same trail from previous walks but on a brand new today, and every now and then, the 

mottled, shade-camouflaged dog who mostly evades my pets and trots well ahead of me, 

pauses and looks back, as if to remember or make sure, that I am still there. 
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USELESS BODIES 

“As soon as this scene is no longer haunted by its actors and their fantasies, as soon as 

behavior is crystallized on certain screens and operational terminals, what’s left appears 

only as a large useless body, deserted and condemned. The real itself appears as a large 

useless body.” 

Jean Baudrillard1 

 

It’s 1 to 495 to 236 to 244, cloverleaf interchanges and driving just under the 

speed limit.2 

Then dozens of Central American men dot the vast parking lot as pickup trucks 

troll the strip mall’s service road looking for day laborers. The intermittent “Open” neon 

sign on the top window of a massage parlor in an office park. The small stand-alone 

house in the middle of a parking lot, a former record store that also sold bongs and pipes 

and other paraphernalia. The boarded-up building where I took my first electric bass 

lessons. The abandoned antique store where boys perused the hundreds of vintage issues 

of Playboy under the watchful eye of the shopkeeper. The metal beams on the upper 

corner of a hollowed out once-bustling department store, like the collarbone of a naked 

shoulder. The road with almost the same name as the guitarist of the Manchester band we 

used to worship. Housing developments named after vestiges of the deciduous forests and 

animals that once covered and inhabited the Eastern half of North America. The eternal 

luminous bloom of yellow and orange and red fast-food restaurants and gas station 
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signs.3, 4 The distant crackle of drive-through window chatter. Hundreds of seagulls 

parked on acres of asphalt beaches dotted with puddles from a recent rain. A crow eats 

roadkill. 

At a supermarket I buy a sealed plastic container with chunks of pineapple or 

sometimes watermelon because I remember how much she liked to eat it ice cold, sharing 

with one of the beagles we had. Other times I buy oranges or peaches or pears or other 

seasonal fruit.  

Once in the parking lot of the nursing home I turn off the concerned voices of the 

public radio in-depth analysis show. No more opinions or ideas or points of view or 

considerations or both sides of both sides.  

I sit in silence. 

I think about reports of a newly discovered island in a lake on an island in a lake 

on an island and I try to see how many iterations of an island in a lake on an island in a 

lake on an island I can imagine into infinity until I lose count.5 I look up and the white 

moon in the blue sky reminds me how for the last 4.5 billion years it has been drifting 

away from Earth at a rate of 3.8 centimeters every year and I increase its size until I can 

almost touch it.6 I see free divers taking deep breaths and slowing their heartbeats in 

preparation to set new depth world records. I wonder about looking at Vantablack, the 

blackest material developed so far.7 

In the guestbook I write down the exact time of my arrival and her name in the 

“here to see” space. I get ready to start my cell phone’s stopwatch as soon as I see her to 

keep track of time.  In front of a pair of elevators I wait for the doors of the working one 
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to open. The other one has been out of service for more than a year. I look at the dusty 

pardon our dust sign. It is only one floor up but I have already set off the alarm once 

trying to get out of the stairwells on the other side of the building.  

On the slow ride up I read the badly photocopied calendar of events and 

remembrances with a black and white faded photo of a recently deceased movie star 

behind clear plastic on the elevator wall.  

The elevator doors open on her floor and many pairs of vacant eyes lift up from 

dilapidated bodies in wheel chairs. A menagerie of birds that nobody wants to exhibit 

anymore sent to spend their final days hidden away in storage. They size me up. Join us. 

The din of televisions flows out from the many rooms along the narrow hallway. 

Game shows, the news, sports, commercials, old movies, the canned laughter of a sitcom. 

A soup of disembodied voices and music and sounds reverberating and resonating along 

the plastic floor tiles, along the patina of old paint, under the flickering fluorescent lights 

like a river of ephemerality. 

Now I stand still and a parade of rooms spins like a zoetrope where each slit is a 

door, a sliver of a room and I see the end of beds, the shapeshifting blue vapor of a 

television light hanging in the air and falling on the lower half of old bluish legs that 

don’t walk anymore and coming out from underneath ill-fitting gowns. I see withered 

flowers, presents, and get well and birthday cards and the calendar of events with the 

dead star hanging from cork boards. The gentle hand of the screen light coming from 

syndicated shows lifts the bodies just inches off the wrinkled sheets and holds them in 

suspended animation. 
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I smell excrement, just cleaned up, and urine, or soiled adult diapers in an unseen 

trash bin. I see school lunch cafeteria brown gravy, gelatinous and translucent, cratering 

the middle of mashed potatoes.  

The wheel stops spinning and I am at her door. A small black silhouette with her 

back to me and facing the bright window. I knock on the open door and call out to her 

and she greets me as if we have been having an ongoing conversation, as if I had entered 

the apartment she used to have when she lived on her own almost four years ago. I unseal 

the plastic fruit bins and she devours the fresh fruit. She does not open the adult coloring 

books anymore. The conversations I crave, conversations with my mother in our mother 

tongue, have dwindled to a few strands of words that sound as distant as the wind in the 

trees in the park far across the street from her window. 

We sit in silence for some time. 

I suddenly remember that I want to hear her sing if she remembers a children’s 

song we used to sing and we sing:  

 

Al crear la vaca (In creating the cow) 

Dios hizo la leche (God made milk) 

Hizo el dulce de leche (He made dulce de leche 

Todo lo hizo bien (Everything he did well) 

 

Por eso hay que cantar aleluya… (That’s why we have to sing hallelujah)8 
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We laugh. It is summer on the beach with a hot dog and a coke in Montevideo 

again.  

We sit in silence. 

She will not remember that I came.  She looks tired and sleepy. A lack of short-

term memory makes for eternal days. She comes in dreams. I have seen her able to walk 

and talk and make sense and drive. A record that spins backwards and the grooves get 

unworn and the needles are pulled up and pulled out. 

The virus comes and the new normal is not a shiny new normal. No more visits. 

We get letters that somebody inside has tested positive.  

It’s 1 to 495 to 236 to 244, cloverleaf interchanges and driving just under the 

speed limit.9 

 At the supermarket I buy chunks of pineapple or sometimes watermelon because I 

remember how much she liked to eat it ice cold, sharing with one of the beagles we had. 

Other times I buy oranges or peaches or pears or other seasonal fruit. 

 In the new normal wayfinding, there are one-way arrows on the floor at the 

entrance of each food aisle. The distant crackle of new normal pre-recorded 

announcements calmly asking that we keep a new normal distance. I imagine a 

rectangular screen with many heads in small rectangular boxes during a remote corporate 

meeting that efficiently hatched this “new normal” care and looking out for us. I see the 

woman speaking above me from a far-off speaker wearing a mask as she speaks into the 

microphone. The takes it took her to come up with this new normal, normal voice. 
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Once in the parking lot of the nursing home I turn off the what could have been 

done, what will be done, the looking for someone to blame, the looking for those 

responsible. 

As I approach the building, I see a blurry greenish figure dressed in what looks 

like a hazmat suit walks past behind the darkened glass windows of the lobby entrance. 

When I get closer, I can make out that the entrances of the hallways leading to other parts 

of the building, now sealed with transparent containment barriers with zippers.  

When I drop off the bag with food, a tiny woman, also bringing food, begs the 

receptionist in nurse scrubs and behind a face shield, behind a mask, to make sure her 

mother gets the delivery. We make eye contact when she turns around and from above 

her mask, she makes new normal eyes to me. 

Then it is my turn to ask the eyes behind the face shield, behind the mask, to 

please take the food to my mother, to please unseal the plastic container because her 

hands do not have the strength to do it and if the food is not shown to her and fed to her, 

she will forget that it is there. 

When I leave, outside, a small distance to my left, I see the same tiny woman 

approach a ground floor window, to her mother’s room. From inside the dark room the 

bright rectangle of the television pokes through the translucent shabby curtains, but she is 

short and cannot jump high enough to see her mother. 
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Figure 11 Useless Bodies 1 
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Figure 12 Useless Bodies 2 
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Figure 13 Useless Bodies 3 
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Figure 14 Useless Bodies 4 
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Figure 15 Useless Bodies 5 
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Figure 16 Useless Bodies 6 
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Figure 17 Useless Bodies 7 
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Figure 18 Useless Bodies 8 
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Figure 19 Useless Bodies 9 
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THESIS EXHIBITION: INERTIA OF THE REAL 

Inertia of the Real, installed in the Gillespie Gallery in the Arts and Design 

Building at George Mason University, March 26 to April 2, 2021, is comprised of five 

interrelated bodies of works: Inner Loop Outer Loop, Inertia of the Real, Imaginary 

Symbolic Real, Inertia of the Real Video, and Useless Bodies. Using sound, music, 

photography, collage, mixed media, video, and writing, and via psychogeography—

concentrating mostly on the site of the former Landover Mall in Maryland—the works 

investigate the mental and physical topography of late capitalism and how the heterotopic 

and hauntological abandoned suburban space—and more specifically the dilapidated 

structure that of the mall’s logo, now stripped of its imaginary and symbolic meaning—

can activate an experience of the Real. 

 

Inner Loop Outer Loop 

Inner Loop Outer Loop is a sound -based work, a field recording in a parking lot 

at the former Landover Mall in Maryland. The sounds of Capital Beltway traffic, birds, 

insects and the wind, were recorded digitally a few hundred feet from one of the few 

remaining structures at the site: what used to be the neon lit logo and advertising sign of 

the shopping center and pressed onto a one-of-a-kind white 10-inch vinyl record, with an 

included booklet of images from the site. 
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Figure 20 Inner Loop Outer Loop 1 
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Inertia of the Real 

Inertia of the Real is a composite of three photos taken with a tilt-shift lens at one 

of the smallest parking lots, and one of the few remaining structures at the now extinct 

Landover Mall. 28 x 15 inches, inkjet print, 2018.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 21 Inertia of the Real 1 
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Imaginary Symbolic Real 

Imaginary Symbolic Real is a 196-page mixed-media sketchbook with hundreds 

of original medium-format and 35mm photographs printed on darkroom photo paper and 

on regular white copy paper—from negative scans—a few images downloaded from the 

internet, and black and white acrylic paint. The covers and their insides, and all the pages 

were then scanned and mounted on the wall of the gallery. The work links the original 

logo of the mall, what remains of one of the structures around the mall that housed it, and 

the Borromean Rings Jacques Lacan used to describe his three psychoanalytic orders, the 

real, the imaginary and the symbolic. 

 
 

Figure 22 Imaginary Symbolic Real 1 
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Figure 23 Imaginary Symbolic Real 2 

Figure 24 Imaginary Symbolic Real 3 
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Figure 26 Imaginary Symbolic Real 4 

Figure 25 Imaginary Symbolic Real 5 
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Inertia of the Real Video and Stills 

Figure 27 Imaginary Symbolic Real 6 
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The Inertia of the Real Video is a two-part 7:32 minute video. A short clip of a 

willow tree swaying in a light breeze in a mall parking lot loops during the first 5:30 

minutes, along with a sound loop with slight variations. In the second part, the video cuts 

to fast-moving scanned images of the Imaginary Symbolic Real book as the sound from 

the Inner Loop Outer Loop vinyl record are briefly heard. The video fades into a series of 

short scenes of what remains of the Landover Mall sign as the fast-moving Beltway 

traffic is seen behind it. In this section, there is another piece of music made up of slowed 

down and manipulated music that also loops and varies. All sounds and music—except 

sounds from the field recording—are original pieces done by Jorge E. Bañales.  

 
 

Figure 28 Inertia of the Real Video 1 
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Figure 29 Inertia of the Real Video 2 
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Figure 30 Inertia of the Real Video Still 1 

Figure 31 Inertia of the Real Video Still 2 
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Figure 32 Inertia of the Real Video Still 3 

Figure 33 Inertia of the Real Video Still 4 
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Useless Bodies 

Useless Bodies is a collection of nine photographs of found shopping carts taken 

at night, in and around Annandale, and along Route 1, in Virginia. In the exhibit, the 

photographs were linked with the text of the same by a QR Code. Nine images, each 16.5 

x 12 inches, inkjet prints, 2020. 

 

 
Figure 34 Useless Bodies Installation 1 
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APPENDIX 

Pandemic  
 
1. Walsh, Maria Elena, El Reino del Revés, Canciones para Mirar, CBS Entré, 1963, 
track 1. play.spotify.com/track/2T6ZYOrJVvscFv7AMBH3mW?si=964c16d9b82a40c0. 
 
2. White tunic reaching almost to the knees worn by public school teachers and children 
in Latin America, especially in Argentina and Uruguay, to conceal the contrast between 
clothes worn by rich and poor kids. 
 
3. Cockade. 
 
4. Gieco, León, Hombres de Hierro, “León Gieco,” Music Hall, 1973, track 5. 
play.spotify.com/track/6xnrbR2OocpprhmMh54xQb?si=dfc9c39b843745bf. 
 
5. Patisserie 
 
6. Blazes, Marian, El Submarino - Argentinian Hot Chocolate Drink. the Spruce Eats, 22 
July 19, www.thespruceeats.com/el-submarino-argentinian-hot-chocolate-3029406. 
 
7. “Montevideo, beautiful little cup of the River Plate,” Gavioli, Romeo, Montevideo, Mi 
Montevideo, 1962, track 9. 
play.spotify.com/track/7fJcLVyqjWBC4EwDxfbUQ6?si=6c1c1afd65e84593 
 
8. A “piropo,” almost always directed to a passing woman, can be considered either a 
compliment or flattering comment, or a catcall, pick-up line. 
 
Work 
 
1. Fisher, Mark, Capitalist Realism, Is There No Alternative?, p. 18. 
 
2. “To function effectively as a component of just-in-time production you must develop a 
capacity to respond to unforeseen events, you must learn to live in conditions of total 
instability, or ‘precarity’, as the ugly neologism has it. Periods of work alternate with 
periods of unemployment. Typically, you find yourself employed in a series of short-term 
jobs, unable to plan for the future.” Fisher, Mark, Capitalist Realism, Is There No 
Alternative?, p 34. 
 
3. “The War on Terror has prepared us for such a development: the normalization of 
crisis produces a situation in which the repealing of measures brought in to deal with an 
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emergency becomes unimaginable (when will the war be over?)” Fisher, Mark, Capitalist 
Realism, Is There No Alternative?, p 1. 
 
4. “The slogan which sums up the new conditions is ‘no long term’ [Sennett, Richard, 
“The Corrosion of Character. The Personal Consequences of Work in the New 
Capitalism]. Where formerly workers could acquire a single set of skills and expect to 
progress upwards through a rigid organizational hierarchy, now they are required to 
periodically re-skill as they move from institution to institution, from role to role. As the 
organization or work is decentralized, with lateral networks replacing pyramidal 
hierarchies, a premium is put on ‘flexibility’.” Fisher, Mark, Capitalist Realism, Is There 
No Alternative?, p 32. 
 
5. ADC the Map People. adcmaps.com. Accessed 30 March 2021.  
 
6. “In making their case against socialism, neoliberal ideologies often excoriated the top-
down bureaucracy which supposedly led to institutional sclerosis and inefficiency in 
command economies. With the triumph of neoliberalism, bureaucracy was supposed to 
have been obsolete; a relic of an unlamented Stalinist past. Yet this is at odds with the 
experiences of most people working and living in late capitalism, for whom bureaucracy 
remains very much a part of everyday life. Instead of disappearing, bureaucracy has 
changed its form; and this new, decentralized, form has allowed it to proliferate. The 
persistence of bureaucracy in late capitalism does not in itself indicate that capitalism 
does not work – rather, what it suggests is that the way in which capitalism does actually 
work is very different from the picture presented by capitalist realism.” Fisher, Mark, 
Capitalist Realism, Is There No Alternative?, p 19. 
 
7. “Mike Judge’s unjustly undercelebrated film Office Space (1999) is as acute an 
account of the 90s/00s/ workplace as Schrader’s Blue Collar (1978) was of 70s labor 
relations. Instead of the confrontation between trade unions officials and management in 
a factory, Judge’s film shows a corporation sclerotized by administrative ‘anti-
production’: workers receive multiple memos from different managers saying the exact 
same thing. Naturally, the memo concerns a bureaucratic practice: it aims to induce 
compliance with a new procedure of putting ‘cover sheets’ on reports.” Fisher, Mark, 
Capitalist Realism, Is There No Alternative?, p 39. 
 
8. “Initially, it might appear to be a mystery that bureaucratic measures should have 
intensified under neoliberal governments that have presented themselves as anti-
bureaucratic and anti-Stalinist. Yet new kinds of bureaucracy — ‘aims and objectives’, 
‘outcomes’, ‘mission statements’ — have proliferated, even as neoliberal rhetoric about 
the end of top-down, centralized control has gained pre-eminence. It might seem that 
bureaucracy is a kind of return of the repressed, ironically re-emerging at the heart of the 
system which has professed to destroy it. But the resurgence of bureaucracy in 
neoliberalism is more than an atavism or anomaly.” Fisher, Mark, Capitalist Realism, Is 
There No Alternative?, p 40. 
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9. “Capital demands that we always look busy, even if there’s no work to do . . . .The 
whole city is forced into a gigantic simulation of activity, a fantacism of productivism in 
which nothing much is actually produced, an economy made out of hot air and bland 
delirium.” Fisher, Mark, Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and 
Lost Futures, p. 187.  
 
10. “The same for institutions, the state, power, etc. The dream of seeing all that explode 
by dint of contradictions is precisely nothing but a dream. What is produced in reality is 
that the institutions implode of themselves, by dint of ramifications, feedback, 
overdeveloped control circuits. Power implodes, this is the current mode of 
disappearance.” Baudrillard, Jean, Simulacra and Simulation, p. 70. 
 
11. "…'non-places' - the generic zones of transit (retail parks, airports) which will come 
to increasingly dominate the spaces of late capitalism." Fisher, Mark, Ghosts of My Life: 
Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures, p. 5. 
 
12. AP, Subway: ‘Yoga mat’ chemical almost out of bread, CNBC, 11 April 2014, 
cnbc.com/2014/04/11/subway-yoga-mat-chemical-almost-out-of-bread.html. 
 
13. “The territory no longer precedes the map, nor does it survive it.” 
 
“…today it is the territory whose shreds slowly rot across the extent of the map. It is the 
real, and not the map, whose vestiges persist here and there in the deserts that are no 
longer those of the Empire, but ours. The desert of the real itself.” Baudrillard, Jean, 
Simulacra and Simulation, p. 1. 
 
14. “Savage Messiah is about another kind of delirium: the releasing of the pressure to be 
yourself, the slow unravelling of biopolitical identity, a depersonailsed journey out to the 
erotic city that exists alongside the business city. The eroticism here is not primarily to do 
with sexuality, although it sometimes includes it: it is an art of collective enjoyment, in 
which a world beyond work can – however briefly – be glimpsed and grasped. Fugitive 
time, lost afternoons, conversations that dilate and drift like smoke, walks that have no 
particular direction and go on for hours, free parties in old industrial spaces, still 
reverberating days later.” Fisher, Mark, Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, 
Hauntology and Lost Futures, p. 187 
 
15. “I went to search for astral America, not social and cultural America, but the America 
of the empty, absolute freedom on the freeways, not the deep America of mores and 
mentalities, but the America of desert speed, of motels and mineral surfaces.”  
 



69 
 

“But to understand it, you have to take to the road, to that travelling which achieves what 
[Paul] Virilio calls the aesthetics of disappearance.” Baudrillard, Jean, America, p 5. 
 
16. “Though Irwin began now visiting the museums, for a long while his curiosity 
remained at best perfunctory. Mainly he walked around the cities aimlessly. ‘I walked in 
the daytime for a long, long time, but then I got into the habit in the evening of buying 
myself a couple of bottles of beer, sticking them in my pocket, and then just walking, for 
example, in Paris, all night long in Paris until it became dawn, and then returning to my 
hotel room, sleeping till evening, having dinner and starting out again. Just walking by 
myself. At certain times of night I’d be the only one out in the whole city. I mean, whole 
areas where just dead silent. And it was incredibly romantic, very beautiful city, 
especially at night like that.’” Weschler, Lawrence, Seeing Is Forgetting the Name of the 
Thing One Sees: Over Thirty Years of Conversations with Robert Irwin (Expanded 
Edition) (2008), p.38. 
 
17. “The countryside, the immense geographic countryside, seems to be a deserted body 
whose expanse even and dimensions appear arbitrary (and which is boring to cross even 
if one leaves the main highways), as soon as all events are epitomized in the towns, 
themselves undergoing reduction to a few miniaturized highlights.” Baudrillard, Jean, 
The Ecstasy of Communication. 
 
18. “Heterotopias always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates 
them and makes them penetrable . . . . Either the entry is compulsory, as in the case of 
entering a barracks or a prison, or else the individual has to submit to rites and 
purifications.” Foucault, Michel, Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias.  
 
19. “When we are watching the film, we are thinking only of the strange beauty of the 
waterlogged landscape across which the Stalker, the Writer, and the Professor carry out 
their weird, experimental pilgrimage.” Le Fanu, Mark, Stalker: Meaning and Making, 
The Criterion Collection. 
 
20. “For the mental desert form expands before your very eyes, and this is the purified 
form of social desertification. Disaffection finds its pure form in the barrenness of speed. 
All that is cold and dead in desertification or social enucleation rediscovers its 
contemplative form here in the heat of the desert. Here the transversality of the desert and 
the irony of geology, the transpolitical finds its generic, mental space. The inhumanity of 
our ulterior, social, superficial, world immediately finds its aesthetic from here, its 
ecstatic form. For the desert is simply that: an ecstatic critique of culture, an ecstatic form 
of disappearance.” Baudrillard, Jean, America, pp. 5-6. 
 
21. “The grandeur of deserts derives from their being, in their aridity, the negative of 
earth’s surface and our civilized humors. They are places where humors and fluids 
become rarefied, where the air is so pure that the influence of the stars descends direct 
from the constellations. And, with the extermination of the desert Indians, an even earlier 
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stage than that of anthropology became visible: a mineralogy, or geology, a sidereality, 
an inhuman facticity, an aridity that derides out of the artificial, scruples of culture, a 
silence that exists nowhere. 
  
The silence of the desert is a visual thing, too. A product of the gaze that stares out and 
finds nothing to reflect it. There can be no silence up in the mountains, since their very 
contours roar. And for there to be silence, time itself has to obtain a sort of horizontality; 
there has to be no echo of time in the future, but simply a sliding of geological strata one 
upon the other giving out nothing more than a fossil murmur. 
  
Desert: luminous, fossilized network of an inhuman intelligence, of a radical intelligence 
– the indifference not merely of the sky, but of the geological undulations, where the 
metaphysical passions of space and time alone crystalize. Here the terms of desire are 
turned upside down each day, and night annihilates them. But wait for the dawn to rise, 
with the awakening of the fossil sounds, the animal silence.” Baudrillard, Jean, America, 
p.6. 
 
22. “…now a much blander desert grows: spaces for wandering are eliminated, making 
way for shopping malls and soon-to-be-abandoned Olympic stadia.” Fisher, Mark, 
Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures, p. 185. 
 
23. “The group takes a speeder out of town, which is one of those railway cars you propel 
by pumping a handle. The Zone is in color, and neither its precise characteristics nor the 
reasons for its existence are clear. It contains ruins, a dog, flowing water, many trees. 
There are dangers involved in crossing the Zone’s terrain. A traveller must never take the 
same route twice. The Stalker tests the safety of the route by throwing little metal nuts 
knotted with rags ahead of the group before they move. He is the only one who can sense 
his way through the unnamed violence of the landscape, the only one who can take them 
to the Room.” Livingstone, Jo, Why Stalker is the Film We Need Now, New Republic.  
 
24. “But to say that a work of art is about landscape does not mean that it merely depicts 
trees or grass. A landscape is a spectacle, perceived and interpreted by the human eye. A 
landscape is a space with a frame around it, planted like a garden full of meaning.” 
Livingstone, Jo. 
 
25. “Capitalism is all the time in crisis. This is precisely why it appears almost 
indestructible. Crisis is not its obstacle. It is what pushes it forwards towards self-
revolutionizing, permanent, extended self-reproduction – always new products. The other 
invisible side of it is waste, tremendous amount of waste. 
 
“We shouldn’t react to these heaps of waste by trying to somehow get rid of it. Maybe the 
first thing to do is to accept this waste. To accept that there are things out there that serve 
nothing. To break out of this eternal cycle of functioning. 
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“The German philosopher Walter Benjamin said something very big. He said that we 
experience history, ‘what does it mean for us to be historical beings’, not when we are 
engaged in things, when things move, only when we see this, again, rest waste of culture 
being half retaken by nature, at that point we get an intuition of what history means.” 
 
“We see the devastated human environment, half empty factories, machines falling apart, 
half empty stores. What we experience at this moment, the psychoanalytic term for it 
would have been the ‘inertia of the real’; this mute presence beyond meaning. The 
Pervert’s Guide to Ideology, Slavoj Žižek, 2012 
 
26. “…the sound of cars is locked into a looped drone.” Ghosts of My Life: Writings on 
Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures, p. 5. 
 
27. “Around 2006, writers such as Simon Reynolds and myself turned to the concept of 
hauntology when spectrality started to emerge as a theme—and a practice—in the work 
of producers from a range of backgrounds, including experimental rocker Ariel Pink, 
composer William Basinski, turntablist Philip Jeck, and the dubstepper Burial. 
“Hauntology” also suggested itself as the most fitting classificatory label for some 
producers who did not obviously belong to an existing genre, such as The Caretaker and 
the artists on the Ghost Box label. The work of The Caretaker was bound up with 
spectrality from the very beginning: the name “The Caretaker” was a reference to the role 
that the Jack Nicholson character ends up—or perhaps was always-already—playing in 
Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980), and The Caretaker’s slowed down and reverbed 
samplings of English pop from the 1930s and 40s were originally conceived of as the 
kind of music that could be played in Kubrick’s Overlook Hotel. The Ghost Box label, 
meanwhile, is based on a kind of “re-dreaming” of British media culture between 1958 
and 1978. Its music and covert art constitute an oneiric conflation of weird fiction, the 
music of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop and the lost public spaces of the so-called 
postwar consensus (a consensus that was terminated with the election of Margaret 
Thatcher in 1979). Sonic hauntology is exercised by the problem of memory and its 
imperfect recovery; a familiar enough theme, but one given an extra piquancy in the 
context of electronic music, which was for so long treated as a herald and signifier of the 
future. Here we confront the temporal crisis around which sonic hauntology is 
continually circling. The problem is that the electronic sounds produced between the 
1950s and the 1990s remain sonic signifiers of the future—and, as such, they are signs  
that the anticipated future never actually arrived. The music of Burial and of Ghost Box is 
haunted by a paradoxical nostalgia: a nostalgia for all the futures that were lost when 
culture’s modernist impetus succumbed to the terminal temporality of postmodernity.” 
Fisher, Mark, The Metaphysics of Crackle: Afrofuturism and Hauntology. 
 
28. “We live in a time when the past is present, and the present is saturated with the 
past.” Fisher, Mark, The Metaphysics of Crackle: Afrofuturism and Hauntology. 
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29. “If the metaphysics of presence rests on the privileging of speech and the here-and-
now, then the metaphysics of crackle is about dyschronia and disembodiment. Crackle 
unsettles the very distinction between surface and depth, between background and 
foreground. In sonic hauntology, we hear that time is out of joint. The joins are audible in 
the crackles, the hiss... The surface noise of the sample unsettles the illusion of presence 
in at least two ways: first, temporally, by alerting us to the fact that what we are listening 
to is a phonographic revenant; and second, ontologically, by introducing the technical 
frame, the material pre-condition of the recording, on the level of content. We are 
suddenly made aware again of what the first listeners to phonograph recordings were 
acutely conscious: that we are witnessing a captured slice of the past irrupting into the 
present. The crackle, meanwhile, reminds us of the technological means by which this 
capturing of time was made possible. “‘Speech has become, as it were, immortal’, 
Scientific American pronounced immediately after Edison’s invention [of the 
phonograph]” (Kittler 1999: 72). 
 
“Rock’s prehistory has only ever been available to us through a haze of crackle. Owen 
Hatherley has observed that “there’s surely no music more utterly dominated by its 
recording technology than 1930s blues. Listening to Robert Johnson you have, rather than 
the expected in yr [sic] face earthiness and presence, layers upon layers of fizz, crackle, 
hiss, white noise, as if its [sic] been remixed by Basic Channel rather than recorded in a 
room in some mythologised deep south” (2006). All that needs to be added to this is the 
idea that the “mythologized deep south” arises from the “layers of fizz, crackle, hiss, 
white noise;” there is no presence except mythologically, no myth without a recording 
surface which both refers to a (lost) presence and blocks us from attaining it. Rockism 
could be defined as the quest to eliminate surface noise, to “return” to a presence which, 
needless to say, was never there in the first place; hauntology is a coming to terms with 
the permanence of our (dis) possession, the inevitability of dyschronia.” Fisher, Mark, 
The Metaphysics of Crackle:Afrofuturism and Hauntology.  
 
30. Oldfield Ford, Laura, Spectral Developments – Haunted Schemes, ArtReview. 
 
31. “When the present has given up on the future, we must listen for the relics of the 
future in the unactivated potentials of the past.” Fisher, Mark, The Metaphysics of 
Crackle: Afrofuturism and Hauntology.  
 
32. “Like a sorcerer’s apprentice in Fantasia, the DJ directs the flow of energy with 
controlled waves of sound. Prancing like a high priest in front of dual turntables and a 
control panel whose decibel levels constantly violate the red line, he weaves a seamless 
skein, a solid blanket of sound. He is an electronic shaman. No one escapes his spell. 
Relentless, the music is almost all bass…” Robins, Cynthia, San Francisco Examiner 
Image Magazine, quoted by Eisner, Bruce., Ecstasy. The MDMA Story, Ronin.  
 
33. “…the voices she speaks in [Laura Oldfield Ford] — and which speak through her — 
are those of the officially defeated: the punks, squatters, ravers, football hooligans and 
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militants left behind by history which has ruthlessly photoshopped them out of its 
finance-friendly SimCity.” Fisher, Mark, Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, 
Hauntology and Lost Futures, p. 184. 
 
34. “They came dressed as ‘tourists’ taking a ‘trip’ to enjoy a ‘holiday,’ just like they had 
done when traveling 1,500 miles to Ibiza from London.” Redhead, Steven, ed., Rave Off. 
Politics, and Deviance in Contemporary Youth Culture. p. 62. 
 
35. “’…aftermath of an era, where residues and traces of euphoric moments haunt a 
melancholy landscape’.” Laura Oldfield Ford quoted by Fisher, Mark, Ghosts of My Life: 
Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures, p. 185. 
 
36. “…there is no contradiction between ‘being smart’ and the increase of administration 
and regulation: they are two sides of labor in Control societies. Richard Sennett has 
argued that the flattening of pyramidal hierarchies has actually led to more surveillance 
of workers. ‘One of the claims made for the new organization of work is that it 
decentralizes power, that is, gives people in the lower ranks of the organization more 
control over their own activities’, Sennett writes. ‘Certainly this claim is false in terms of 
the techniques employed for taking part the old bureaucratic behemoths. The new 
information systems provide a comprehensive picture of the organization to top managers 
in ways which give individuals anywhere in the network little room to hide’. But it isn’t 
only that information technology has granted managers more access to data; it is that the 
data itself has proliferated. Much of this information is provided by the workers 
themselves.” Fisher, Mark, Capitalist Realism, Is There No Alternative?, p 41. 
 
 
Useless Bodies 
 
1. Baudrillard, Jean, The Ecstasy of Communication. 
 
2. “Speed creates pure objects. It is itself a pure object, since it cancels, out the ground 
and territorial reference-points, since it runs ahead of time to annul time itself, since it 
moves more quickly than its own cause and obliterates that cause by outstripping it. 
Speed is the triumph of effect over cause, the triumph of instantaneity over time as depth, 
the triumph of the surface and pure objectality over the profundity of desire. Speed 
creates a space of initiation, which may be lethal; its only rule is to leave no trace behind. 
Triumph of forgetting over memory, an uncultivated, amnesic intoxication. The 
superficiality and reversibility of a pure object in the pure geometry of the desert. Driving 
like this produces a kind of invisibility, transparency, or transversality in things, simply 
by emptying them out. It is a sort of slow-motion suicide, death by extenuation of forms – 
the delectable form of their disappearance. Speed is not a vegetal thing. It is nearer to the 
mineral, to refraction through a crystal, and it is already the site of a catastrophe, of a 
squandering of time. Perhaps, though, its fascination is simply that of the void. There is 
no seduction here, for seduction requires a secret. Speed is simply the rite that initiates us 



74 
 

into emptiness: a nostalgic desire for forms to revert to immobility, concealed beneath the 
very intensification of their mobility. Akin to the nostalgia for living forms that haunts 
geometry.” Baudrillard, Jean, America, pp. 6-7. 
 
3. “One of the easiest ways to grasp the differences between Fordism and post-Fordism is 
to compare [Michael] Mann’s film [Heat, 1995] with the gangster movies made by 
Francis Ford Coppola and Martin Scorcese between 1971 and 1990. In Heat, the scores 
are undertaken not by families with links to the Old Country, but by rootless crews, in an 
LA of polished chrome and interchangeable designer kitchens of featureless freeways and 
late-night diners. All the local color, the cuisine aromas, the cultural idiolects which the 
likes of the Godfather and Goodfellas depended upon have been painted over and re-
fitted. Heat’s Los Angeles is a world without landmarks, a branded Sprawl, where 
markable territory has been replaced by endlessly repeating vistas of replicating 
franchises.” Fisher, Mark, Capitalist Realism, Is There No Alternative?, p 31. 
 
4. “Still there is a violent contrast here, in this country, between the growing abstractness 
of a nuclear universe and a primary, visceral, unbounded vitality, springing not from 
rootedness, but from the lack of roots, a metabolic vitality, in sex and bodies, as well as 
in work and in buying and selling. Deep down the US, with its space, its technological 
refinement, its bluff good conscience, even in those spaces which it opens up for 
stimulation, is the only remaining primitive society. The fascinating thing is to travel 
through it as though it were the primitive society of the future, a society of complexity, 
hybridity, and the greatest intermingling, of a ritualism that is ferocious but whose 
superficial diversity lends it beauty, a society inhabited by a total metasocial fact with 
unforeseen consequences, whose immanence is breathtaking, yet lacking a past through 
which to reflect on this, and therefore fundamentally primitive . . . Its primitivism has 
passed into the hyperbolic, inhuman character of a universe that is beyond us, that far 
outstrips its own moral, social, or ecological rationale.” Baudrillard, Jean, America, pp. 7-
8. 
 
5. Keith, Elizabeth, Canada Is Home To The World's Largest Island In A Lake On An 
Island In A Lake On An Island, Narcity, 19 May 2019, narcity.com/en-ca/travel/nunavut-
is-home-to-worlds-largest-island-in-a-lake-on-an-island-in-a-lake-on-an-island. 
 
6. McFall-Johnsen, Morgan, The moon has been drifting away from Earth for 4.5 billion 
years. Insider, 1 October, 2019, businessinsider.com/video-moon-drifts-away-earth-4-
billion-years-2019-9 
 
7. Vantablack. Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 30 March 2021, 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vantablack.  
 
8. Piero, La Creación, Sinfonía Inconclusa En La Mar, RCA, 1979, track 2. 
play.spotify.com/track/0IpPqDICuzBubrAdX7kE66?si=6bccd462478b41bf  
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9. “Driving is a spectacular form of amnesia. Everything is to be discovered, everything 
to be obliterated.” Baudrillard, Jean, America, p. 10. 
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